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Abstract 

This thesis discusses art produced by holy women in New France and New Spain in 

addition to figural sculpture from the former and the Guaraní missions of Paraguay. The art 

produced in such disparate regions transcends the realities of the human body through a negation 

of natural physiognomies and emotive states in favour of stylized forms and serene expressions. 

Since no comparative studies yet exist for the arts of New France and colonial Latin America this 

thesis presents a crucial challenge and opportunity to explore commonalities.  

As the first female missionaries outside Europe nuns in New France strived to become 

living saints and martyrs. Some arts, particularly embroidery, operated as penance to aid women 

in achieving their quest for immortality. In Mexican nunneries women’s bodies became works of 

art through their integration in to multiple mediums, as seen in portraits of nuns in which bodies 

operate as canvases. Similarly, through performance the woman’s body in the Ursulines of 

Quebec City became a component of her embroidery which she embodied with her holy aura.   

The omission of suffering is a prominent feature in figures of Christ and the saints in 

Guaraní and French Canadian sculpture. These aspects are heightened through the carving of 

draperies assuming the emotion absent in the figures. With similar characteristics appearing in 

both locations this thesis discusses why two cultures vastly removed in distance display profound 

stylistic similarities. The colonizer’s art replacing that of the colonized is a myth perpetuated by 

the belief that indigenous cultures were eradicated through contact with Europeans. Similarly, we 

cannot assume a continuity of European artistic ideals among French settlers in New France. 

This presents another discourse on the convergence of cultures thoroughly separated from one 

another in the scholarly consciousness. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

As centers of European colonisation in the Americas New Spain (1519-1821), New 

France (1534-1763), and other locations in Latin America shared a common religious heritage 

particularly during the Baroque period that transcended ethnicity, culture, and vast geographical 

distances. New France, now the Canadian province of Quebec, was founded in 1608 by Samuel 

de Champlain (1570-1635) with Quebec City as its capital. The surrounding area was home to a 

number of First Nations peoples, including the Huron and Iroquois. Quebec City was the most 

influential and populous Catholic center north of Mexico City, another early center for Catholic 

evangelization in the Americas.
1
 Known as Tenochtitlán before the arrival of the Spanish, 

Mexico City was founded by the Aztecs in the fourteenth century and was one of the world’s 

most populous metropolises at that time and capital of a sprawling empire that included a wide 

spectrum of Native American civilizations.
2
  

Numerous religious orders were transplanted from Spain to Mexico, the first female order 

being the Conceptionist nuns, founded in Mexico City in 1540.
3
  New France’s oldest female 

order, the Ursulines, was founded in Quebec City in 1639 and was initially populated by nuns 

from Tours.
4
 While the evangelization of the Americas was an overwhelmingly masculine 

endeavour, religious women played a crucial role in the promulgation of European culture and 

religion. This was nowhere as apparent as in New France, where for virtually the first time in the 

history of European colonization women were some of the most prolific missionaries and 

                                                           
1
 Gauvin Alexander Bailey, “The Jesuits in North America and their Legacy in Art and Architecture, 1611-

1814,” in The Jesuits and the Arts, 1540-1773, eds. John O’Malley, Gauvin Alexander Bailey, and Giovanni Sale 

(Philadelphia: Saint Joseph’s University Press, 2005), 363. 
2
Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America (New York: Phaidon Press, 2005), 19-30. 

3
Asuncion Lavrin, Brides of Christ: Convent Life in Colonial Mexico (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 

2008), 359. 
4
Christine Turgeon, Le fil de l’art : les broderies des Ursulines de Québec (Quebec : Musée du Québec, 

2002), 39-44. 
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founding historical figures. The Ursuline foundress Marie de l’Incarnation (1599-1672) used this 

very dangerous mission, as Quebec was then considered to be a wild country inhabited by 

ravenous ‘savages,’ as an opportunity for advancement in a male-dominated society.
5
 

For centuries prior to the European conquest of the Americas cloistered life was strongly 

influenced by certain artistic traditions, particularly embroidery and the production of wax dolls 

and flowers.
6
 These arts became synonymous with patience and femininity due to the painstaking 

concentration and patience required for their confectioning.
7
 These practices were also arguably 

a tool for penance and in the spirit of the French colonization of New France even aided women 

in achieving a sort of martyrdom. These crafts were concerned with the negation of the body and 

ordinary awareness and to a certain extent engendered suffering and sacrifice due to challenging 

and time-consuming demands. Furthermore, such practices also assisted these women to become 

veritable living saints.
8
  

Chief among the “female arts” was embroidery, particularly of ecclesiastical vestments 

(fig. 1) and altar frontals (fig. 2), which reached a new apogee in both the French and Spanish 

colonies.
9
 These were vital in asserting the legitimacy of Catholicism in new territories and were 

necessary for the liturgy and numerous religious festivals and processions that filled the 

calendar.
10

 Embroideries in New Spain acquired another layer of significance through their 

depiction in portraits of nuns in which they adorn professed and deceased sisters. This genre 

                                                           
5
 Dominique Deslandres, “In the Shadow of the Cloister: Representations of Female Holiness in New 

France,” in Colonial Saints: Discovering the Holy in the Americas, 1500-1800, eds. Allan Greer and Jodi Bilinkoff 

(Routledge: New York, 2003), 130-132. 
6
 Silvia Evangelisti, Nuns: a History of Convent Life, 1450-1700 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 

162. 

 

 
7
 Jeffrey F. Hamburger, Nuns as Artists: The Visual Culture of a Medieval Convent (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1997), 96. 
8
 Deslandres, “In the Shadow of the Cloister: Representations of Female Holiness in New France,” 131. 

 
9
 Deslandres, “In the Shadow of the Cloister: Representations of Female Holiness in New France,” 134. 

10
 Turgeon, Le fil de l’art : la broderie chez les Ursulines de Québec, 22. 
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became so popular during the Baroque period that the term monja coronada, or ‘crowned nun’ 

(fig. 3) came to denote this type of portraiture.
11

  

The art produced by professed women in Quebec, as in Mexico, particularly in the 

wealthy convents for women of Spanish heritage, known as criollas, testifies to the seminal role 

of art patronage and production in constructing identity in these two colonial groups.
12

 Despite 

the distance between these locations, they display a number of common elements and goals 

relating to the fashioning of social identity through various rituals and aspects of religious and 

artistic performance. In both instances these activities were centered on the physical bodies of 

nuns which subsequently operated as canvases for the aspirations of their respective cultural 

groups in addition to the advancement of their gender in the colonies. 

In Latin America the art of European colonizers and that of the indigenous Amerindian 

peoples was sometimes fused together, which yielded a multitude of new forms. This created 

syncretic art styles that are perhaps even more diverse than the various schools of European art 

of the period.
13

 In New France, however, a distinct style emerged among the descendants of 

French settlers, one which cannot be explained in terms of colonizer and colonized. Until 

recently, the history of Quebec art has been described merely through exhibition catalogues and 

is studied in isolation from other colonial cultures despite apparent similarities. The question of 

how this style that combines Baroque, Rococo, and Neoclassical elements with rustic forms and 

materials occurred in New France is rendered even more puzzling in light of stylistic similarities 

it shares with the art of some indigenous people in Latin America, particularly the Guaraní of 

Paraguay.  

                                                           
11

 Kirsten Hammer, “Monjas Coronadas: The Crowned Nuns of Viceregal Mexico,” in Retratos, 2000 

years of Latin American Portraits, ed. Elizabeth P. Benson (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 86. 

 
12

 Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America, 5. 
13

 Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America, 5. 
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Both the Guaraní, who were placed on “reductions” in Paraguay (1609-1768) and the 

French colonists in New France were subjects of missionary activities, particularly those of the 

Jesuit order.
14

 While most of the Jesuits’ efforts of evangelization occurred overseas among 

aboriginals they also carried out missionary activities at home in Europe, particularly in remote 

areas of France such as Brittany.
15

 In fact the Jesuits and other orders used similar techniques to 

educate the so-called ‘ignorant’ people of France such as illustrated catechisms that were 

subsequently employed with the First Nations, particularly in the Great Lakes region of 

Canada.
16

 Missionary activity inside France is therefore an important point of comparison to 

discuss the early religious culture among French settlers in New France whose lives were strictly 

regulated and shaped by clerical surveillance, rituals, and a severe implementation of 

uniformity.
17

 

  The Guaraní produced wood sculpture in the likeness of Christ (fig. 4) and various 

saints and believed they were truly ‘making’ saints through this process. This was an effort to 

bring the Christian message closer to their animistic worldview. The sculptures were adorned 

with stylized and repetitive patterns, giving the figures a uniform appearance. The facial 

expressions are remarkably placid with the majority of the emotion and sculptural attention paid 

                                                           
14

 Bailey, “The Jesuits in North America and their Legacy in Art and Architecture, 1611-1814,” 368 and 

Gauvin Alexander Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America 1542-1773 (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1999), 13. 

 15 Dominique Deslandres, “Exemplo aeque ut verbo: the French Jesuits Missionary World,” in 

The Jesuits: 

 Culture, Science, and Art 1540-1773, vol. 1, ed. John O’Malley et al. (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 1999), 259. 

16
 Bailey, “The Jesuits in North America and their Legacy in Art and Architecture, 1611-1814,” 392-393. 

17
 Dominique Deslandres, Croire et Faire Croire: les missions françaises au XVIIième siècle (Paris : 

Fayard, 2003), 31-32.  
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to dress rather than faces.
18

  French-Canadian sculptural style (fig. 5) borrowed from the reigning 

French taste but quickly developed a unique character of its own due to a lack of professional 

artists and the emergence of a distinct culture that arose through the missionizing of the settlers. 

Like Guaraní sculptures they were largely executed in wood and show a distinct taste for serene 

facial expressions while in contrast they adorn these peaceful figures in tumultuous wind-swept 

draperies.
19

 Until recently scholarship has categorized the art of colonizers and conquered 

peoples as unequivocally distinct and the question of how these might actually be similar in the 

case of French-Canadian settlers and the indigenous Guaraní is even more perplexing given the 

vast distance between Quebec and Paraguay. The myth that the art of the colonizer replaced that 

of the colonized is therefore twice contested through this dichotomy. Not only is this assertion 

incorrect due to cultural and artistic exchanges between conquerors and their subjects, but even 

the art among European settlers in New France underwent transformations that departed from 

French models. These were perhaps influenced by the severe pastoral organization of this new 

society which was likely shaped by the techniques devised for the education of the First Nations 

and other ‘ignorant’ peoples. 

In comparing these artistic practices in Quebec and Mexico, a larger theme appears to 

link these locations and populations. All of the aforementioned art forms attempt to create a 

spiritual reality that uses bodies to transcend the earthly realm through negating natural 

physiognomies in favor of stylization. This is most evident in sculpture and is also a component 

of the performance required for making embroideries that transported the nun outside of her 

normal physical reality through repetitive and painstaking actions that contradicted the natural 

                                                           
18

 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773, 166, 167, 28. 

 
19

 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773, 166 and Laurier Lacroix, Les 

Arts en Nouvelle-France (Quebec City: Musée National des Beaux-Arts du Québec, 2012), 228. 
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inclinations of the flesh. Through performance and representation the human body becomes a 

work of art by process of its integration in to multiple artistic mediums. This transcending of the 

physical also extends to the expressions contained in sculpture which captures moments of 

human experience that are inherently torturous and renders them placid, serene, and oftentimes, 

emotionless.  This omission of suffering is particularly evident in depictions of sculpted male 

bodies seen in the churches of Paraguay in addition to the calvaries and wayside crosses that dot 

the Quebec countryside. The sculpted draperies adorning these figures convey the emotion that 

the bodies and faces do not possess. This contrasts with the active, engaged female bodies that 

confected embroideries, wax dolls, and who are the subjects of countless life-like portraits of 

professed women in New France and New Spain. This analysis leads to a breakdown of the 

dichotomy between colonizer and colonized and forms another binary based on the similarities 

of two locations that until now have been perceived as thoroughly distinct. 
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Anonymous, Chasuble dite des Jésuites, First quarter 18
th

 c. Musée des Ursulines du Québec, 
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Quebec City.                  

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

 
 

Attributed to Marie Lemaire des Anges, Altar frontal of the Immaculate Conception, second half 

17th c. Musée des Ursulines de Québec, Quebec City. 
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Anonymous, Conceptionist Nun, 18th c. Museo Nacional del Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, Mexico. 
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Figure 4 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Dead Christ, wood with traces of polychrome, 17
th

 c., detail, Santa María Museum, 

Santa María de Fe, Paraguay. 
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Paul Jourdain dit Labrosse, Christ on the Cross, wood, 250 x 215 cm, 1741, Fabrique Notre-

Dame de Montréal, Montreal. 
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 Until quite recently the arts of New Spain and New France were regarded as debased 

forms of their European counterparts. This colonialist way of viewing the art of Amerindians, 

mestizos, Québécois, and Criollos, who were Mexicans of Spanish descent, is in part due to their 

isolation from their French and Spanish brethren. Centuries of racism and race classification, 

particularly in Latin America, contributed to the view that colonial art was merely an attempt at 

copying the “great geniuses” of Europe and Spain and that it brought forth little in the way of 

originality.
20

 There is little reflection on historiography in writing on Baroque Quebec art and 

many publications often discuss very specific topics giving the impression of isolated case 

studies.  Therefore, the field remained quite static during the twentieth century and was 

introduced as a branch of folklore by Marius Barbeau (1883-1969), a twentieth century 

Québécois ethnographer.
21

  While the history of colonial art in Quebec remains in its infancy, 

writing on New Spain recently flourished with the rise of Baroque art history. Nonetheless, both 

fields can be discussed in relation to each other, as they share a similar ‘Catholic’ style despite 

the distance between these locations. 

Much of the literature on the art of New France was published in conjunction with 

exhibits starting in the 1940s. These are primarily presented as inventories and often do not make 

recourse to stylistic descriptions or analytical approaches. This can be seen in a number of shows 

in the 1960s at the Musée du Québec, such as the catalogue for Profil de la sculpture Québécoise 

(1969).
22

 Art of Colonial Latin America (2005) by Gauvin Alexander Bailey is the first survey to 

examine the innumerable art forms, fundamental issues, and questions in the field of colonial 
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Latin America.
23

 By contrast there are many surveys on the art of New Spain beginning with the 

work of Manuel Toussaint, author of Art of Colonial Mexico (1967).
24

 While there is little 

writing on the techniques of conversion among Amerindians in Quebec, the ritualistic aspects of 

architecture and art were a major consideration of the conversion process.
25

 The theatrical 

components of religion in New Spain truly link colonial art to larger Baroque trends as they 

perhaps even exceed the ecstatic traditions of the Iberian Peninsula. This rich topic is discussed 

in Theaters of Conversion: Religious Architecture and Indian Artisans in Colonial Mexico 

(2001) by Samuel Edgerton.
26

 

Surveys on Quebec art such as Jean Simard’s Les arts sacrés au Québec (1989) are 

valuable for the images they contain of little-known and obscure works. There are few specialists 

knowledgeable about the art of old Quebec and until recently publications on the topic were not 

interdisciplinary and rarely went beyond issues of style. While a shared Hispanic culture links 

the scholarship on colonial Latin America, Quebec is a more isolated case. An exception to this 

rule is the book chapter “The Jesuits in North America and their Legacy in Art and Architecture, 

1611-1814” (2005) in which Gauvin Bailey links the Jesuits’ artistic activities in Quebec to those 

in other Jesuit settlements such as the one in Maryland.
27

 There are also historical issues that fuel 

the scholarship on New Spain and Latin America like nationalism and the horrific realities of 

colonialism. Although nationalism may have contributed to a rise of Quebec art history there has 

generally not been the same drive to expose a suppressed artistic or cultural history.  
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The sheer complexity of Baroque Latin American art, due to influences from virtually 

every corner of the world, became an important focus of scholarship after the turn of the twenty- 

first century with books such as Painting a New World: Mexican Art and Life 1521-1821 (2004) 

edited by Donna Pierce, Rogelio Ruiz Gomar, and Clara Bargellini which was published in 

conjunction with an exhibit at The Denver Art Museum.
28

 This collaborative work and those that 

were published soon thereafter discuss how colonial art in Latin America developed a distinct 

appearance due to the artistic invention that resulted from the transplantation of Catholicism 

which yielded a multitude of original styles, themes, and ideals. These themes are well outlined 

in the catalogue for The Arts in Latin America, 1492-1820  (2004) edited by Joseph Rishel and 

Suzanne L. Stratton in which there are chapters devoted to the contributions of Asian and 

African art.
29

 Due to immigration from Asia to Latin America and a legacy of slavery, 

particularly in Brazil, ‘hybrid’ art forms were not merely the product of Amerindian and 

European traditions.
30

  

The most comprehensive exhibition and study of Iberoamerican painting to date is 

Painting of the Kingdoms: Shared Identities, Territories of the Spanish Monarchy, 16
th

-18
th

 

Centuries (2008) coordinated and edited by Juana Gutíerrez Haces, former advisor to the 

Fomento Cultural Banamex. Following her passing in 2007 the project was headed by Jonathan 

Brown, a seminal historian of Spanish art. The show was displayed at a number of important art 

institutions in Spain and Mexico in 2011 and 2012 and the accompanying catalogue comprises of 

four thoroughly researched volumes with contributions from numerous specialists in the field.
31
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The vast territories ruled by the Spanish Bourbon crown both in Europe and the Americas make 

it difficult to isolate a singular theoretical approach to explain the art of territories with a shared 

Hispanic culture. The authors of these volumes therefore emphasize the fluidity between the art 

of colonial territories, and as Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann suggests, the consideration of “cultural 

fields” of varying similarities and differences that existed prior to the formation of modern Latin 

American states.
32

 In the chapter “Painting in New Spain as American Pictorial Koine,” Juana 

Gutíerrez Haces explores new concepts in the study of linguistics pertaining to the evolution of 

the Spanish language in the Americas and how these may apply to colonial visual culture.
33

 

Questions relating to the relation between art in the metropole and Latin American colonies have 

long been a topic debated by scholars of Latin American art. Gutíerrez’s analogy of ‘koine,’ a 

term used to denote the assimilation of various features from a mother language, or in this case 

the Spanish artistic culture during colonization, to create other artistic cultures that share similar 

features.
34

 These scholarly undertakings thoroughly address the complexities of early 

globalization and negate earlier judgements that the field was not worthy of scholarly study. 

In Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773 (1999), Gauvin 

Bailey provides an analysis of Guaraní sculpture, a topic central to this paper which has not been 

widely discussed in publications.
35

 This book dissolves geographical boundaries in an effort to 

write a global history of Baroque art among initially non-Catholic populations. Like the 
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scholarship on Quebec most of the writing on Latin America has not linked it to other Catholic 

colonial societies of the period outside of the Spanish and Portuguese Empires.  

There has recently been a surge of interest in the history of female religious orders in 

Latin America as well as the study of women artists, patrons, and images of women, as explored 

in Women and Art in Early Modern Latin America (2007)  edited by Kellen Kee McIntyre and 

Richard E. Phillips.
36

 Writings on female religious orders in Quebec are primarily historical and 

do not mention the often prolific arts production that was often part of professed female life. 

However, a notable exception is Le fil de l’Art: la broderie chez les Ursulines de Québec (2002) 

by Christine Turgeon, the director of the Ursuline Museum in Quebec City.
37

 This book 

examines the painstaking techniques used to make embroideries in the Ursuline convent and also 

discusses the spiritual motivations and biographies of prolific Ursuline embroiderers. This 

catalogue is the most valuable publication on the art of nuns for the Quebec context. 

Some of the most useful sources for Quebec are written by Dominique Deslandres, a 

specialist in the religious history of Quebec, with a focus on early female colonists and 

missionaries in New France. Her book Croire et Faire Croire (2003) and the book chapter “In 

the Shadow of the Cloister: Representations of Female Holiness in Colonial New France” (2003) 

describe the motivations that fueled the desire for women to migrate to this extremely dangerous 

and far flung colony in the seventeenth century.
38

 Most interestingly, these writings explain the 
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various ways in which religious women presented themselves as living saints through an 

atmosphere of sanctity and martyrdom.
39

 

The corpus of literature on Mexican nuns has recently grown due to the publication of 

Indigenous Writings from the Convent: Negotiating Ethnic Autonomy in Colonial Mexico (2010) 

by Monica Diaz and Untold Sisters: Hispanic Nuns in their own Works (2010) by Electa Arenal 

and Stacy Schlau.
40

 The former examines the suppressed and little-known world of Amerindian 

and mestizo nuns through an exploration of the complex social and racial stratifications of 

Baroque Mexico. The latter, although also not art-historical, deals with nun authors and the 

structures of power that both enabled and restricted the intellectual and scholarly pursuits of 

nuns. This expansion of literature on Latin American and particularly Mexican nuns is a major 

contribution to the study of women’s history as this topic was previously dominated by writing 

on Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651-1695), a prolific author and important subject of nun-

portraits. The seminal work on her life and the period in which she lived, including the 

unfortunate circumstances that forced her to cease writing, is Sor Juana, Or, the Traps of Faith 

(1988) by Octavio Paz.
41

 

 Unlike the Mexican context which places issues surrounding art production within 

historical contexts, writing on art in New France has until recently been presented along the lines 

of an inventory. The most relevant publications of recent years on the topic are L’Art Sacré en 

Amérique française: le trésor de la Côte-De-Beaupré (2005) by Madeleine Landry and Robert 

Derome and René Villeneuve’s Du baroque au néoclassicisme: la sculpture au Québec     

                                                           
39
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(1997). 
42

 Landry and Derome emphasize the homogeneity in terms of style and specific artists 

found in parishes along the Côte de Beaupré, one of the oldest settled regions of New France 

which extends about two hours north of Quebec City. While they present the art objects in 

relative isolation of larger themes, precise historical details are given. Villeneuve’s exhibition 

catalogue opens with a fascinating history of the rise of Quebec art history including a rare 

section on historiography. The remainder is a detailed discussion of the stylistic elements that 

link Baroque sculpture in Quebec to French styles while highlighting the cultural differences and 

distance from France that enabled sculpture in Quebec to acquire “original” elements. 
43

 

Recent literature on Mexican baroque art analyzes visual culture with recourse to social 

history in an attempt to shed light on the complex meanings and implications of the ‘feminine’ 

arts. The contribution of Amerindians to the visual culture of the white ruling class is also 

discussed while accounting for Amerindian agency and the subversive qualities of art. This 

approach is present in Kirsten Hammer’s book chapter “Monjas Coronadas: the Crowned Nuns 

of Viceregal Mexico” (2004) and in various writings by James Córdova following his doctoral 

dissertation entitled “Mexico’s Crowned Virgins: Visual Strategies and Colonial Discourse in 

New Spain’s Portraits of Crowned Nuns” (2006). The literature on Quebec is largely one-

dimensional and not interdisciplinary. It is very centered on the objects of study and not so much 

the social circumstances that informed their production.
44
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 The state of the history of québécois art is currently, one may say, undergoing a major 

shift due to a recent exhibition at Quebec City’s Musée National des Beaux-Arts, Les Arts en 

Nouvelle-France (2012). The show was curated by Laurier Lacroix, a specialist in the art of 

Quebec before 1940, and the catalogue has contributions from a number of researchers in related 

fields. This show is the first comprehensive and research-driven discussion of the various visual 

arts of the French regime in Canada incorporating works from all over the province, including 

large-scale sculpture permanently installed in church decoration to tell the story of how the 

colonization process was intrinsically shaped by art production. The catalogue, which elaborates 

on the seminal inquiries of Villeneuve, is a phenomenally complex and thoroughly researched 

account of the historical and cultural context of the visual culture of New France beginning with 

the infancy of the colony. Most impressively, Lacroix privileges the art born of the contacts and 

exchanges between First Nations and colonizers particularly relating to the Jesuit missions and 

how the art of the Counter-Reformation influenced missionary approaches.
45

   

The book also chronicles the transmission of artists, styles, and techniques from France 

and attempts to explain how and why art in the colony became distinct and recognizable. Lacroix 

does not neglect to incorporate the problems of a lack of documentation and the destruction 

through fire of some of the oldest buildings and artworks, many of which were portable and 

small in scale, all while acknowledging the often ‘unknown’ status of religious French Canadian 

art in the mainstream.
46

 In exploring the links between Quebec, Mexico, and Paraguay, it is 

important to consider that until very recently scholarship on Quebec has largely been non-

analytical or theoretical. There have been numerous recent exhibits on Mexico and the discourse 
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around Latin America is sophisticated and advanced with numerous scholars specializing in 

colonial Latin American art. It is this scholarly gap between the fields that makes such a 

comparative project fruitful and relevant. 

Chapter 3: Convent Art in New Spain and New France: Introduction 

Art production and patronage within the convent, particularly the “female” arts, were 

employed to promote contemplation, traditional “feminine” qualities, and to keep the devil away 

from the pristine bodies of nuns.
47

 However, the motivations fuelling these practices experienced 

a profound shift in the seventeenth century, particularly in New Spain which is now Mexico, and 

New France, now the province of Quebec. These seemingly unrelated and distant locations were 

both epicenters of a new sensibility that sought to uplift the status of professed women through 

the promulgation of various arts in the convent and within groups who inhabited these 

institutions. This was achieved by confecting artworks, particularly gilding and embroidery in 

Quebec, sitting for portraits, and perhaps most importantly through commissioning works from 

some of the most important artists of their day. The tension between modesty and vanity relating 

to the appearance of nuns and the desire to achieve recognition are important themes. Such 

polarities are emphasized through the oscillation between the profane and religious spheres these 

works encapsulate. 

During this early global age one of the most industrious groups to work for 

evangelization throughout the “uncivilized” world was the Society of Jesus known as the Jesuit 

order founded by Saint Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) in 1540.
48

 Saint Ignatius’ Spiritual 

Exercises (1522-1524) prescribed religious meditation upon images intended to literally transport 
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the faithful to historical events in the life of Jesus
49

. These writings were highly influential 

during this “age of discovery” and permeated the art and educational approaches devised for 

conquered peoples who sought to incorporate their distinct worldviews in to Christian doctrine.
50

 

The artistic style and emblems adopted by the Jesuits can be seen throughout former Spanish and 

Portuguese colonies, even outside Latin America, in places such as Macau, India, the 

Philippines, in addition to Quebec.
51

 This move toward a global Catholic style placed emphasis 

on depictions of saints, relics, and the life of Jesus began during the Counter-Reformation 

following the Council of Trent (1545-1563).
52

  A study of such links is fruitful particularly for 

art produced in colonial female contexts for which there are few precedents. 

Mexican Criollo Identity 

In New Spain descendants of Spanish settlers born in the colony, known as Criollos, 

produced a unique and assertive identity in relation to their rulers through commissioning works 

known as monjas coronadas (fig. 6). These portraits depict ‘crowned nuns’ after taking their 

vows upon entering the convent showing the sisters with various elaborate floral adornments 

made of wax and paper.
53

 The most impressive component of these portraits is arguably the 

escudo (fig. 7), a circular painting or embroidery depicting religious scenes, particularly of the 

Virgin Mary and the Immaculate Conception.
54

 Despite their ornate and cumbersome appearance 

they were a component of the daily wardrobe in a number of high-class Criolla convents. In 

these convents a new type of femininity was born that relied upon a surface exuding delicate 

‘female’ qualities while simultaneously borrowing from normative ‘masculinity.’ 

                                                           
49

 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773, 7. 
50

 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773, 7. 

 
51

 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773, 4.  
52

 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773, 18-19. 
53

 Hammer, 86. 
54

 Martha Egan, Relicarios: Devotional Miniatures from the Americas (Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico 

Press, 1993), 56. 



 

 

23 

 

The escudo (fig. 8), also known as a nuns’ coat of arms or escutcheon, originated in the 

Conceptionist order of Mexico City in the early seventeenth century.
55

 These were perhaps based 

on earlier images or badges worn on nuns’ habits and confraternities in medieval Spain.  Escudos 

were embroidered or painted by nuns, friars, and in some cases by accomplished artists of 

colonial Mexico such as José de Paez (1720-1790).
56

 These were confectioned on round or oval 

sheets of copper or vellum framed by silver, wood, mother-of-pearl, or tortoise shell and were 

clipped to the nun’s habit, sitting beneath the chin. A certain personalization occurred in this 

tradition as the scene depicted often incorporated a particular devotion the nun may have had or 

showed saints associated with her family, a reminder to pray for the salvation of her relatives. In 

addition nuns often wore a second escudo on the right shoulder of the habit that was typically 

embroidered.
57

   

Although the escudo shows a taste for the decadent and ornate it paradoxically served as 

a device to promote modesty by drawing attention away from the nun’s face. While they were 

often worn as part of the habit throughout the year, additional adornments such as flowering 

staffs, dolls, and most importantly, flowery crowns, were often employed for portraits of 

profession.
58

 Monjas coronadas were typically commissioned by wealthy families to be hung in 

the home after the nun’s profession when they would no longer see their daughter.
59

 In the 

portrait of Madre María Lugarda de la Luz (18
th

 c.: fig. 9) the various trappings of this tradition 

are well-presented. The woman is shown with her escudo, a crown, a stylized palm branch, 

which functioned as a symbol of Saint Joseph and of the nun’s virginity, in addition to an 
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elaborately dressed doll of the Christ Child.
60

 

Unlike a number of austere Spanish nun portraits such as Diego Velásquez’s portrait of 

Sor Jerónima de la Fuente (1620: fig. 10), Mexican portraits show the nun’s mystical marriage 

through ephemeral surface qualities that appeal to a more traditional femininity. Therefore it is 

not surprising that this new and ostentatious art form was produced as a response to worldly 

issues pertaining to political and social dilemmas. These portraits aimed to articulate criollo 

identity as equal to but separate from peninsular Spaniards, particularly after the Bourbon 

reforms of the eighteenth century that further stifled the elite white class of Mexico in an attempt 

to restore Spanish control and profitability.
61

 A number of these portraits assert racial pride 

through their inscriptions legitimating the racial purity of the women depicted in addition to any 

special status they may have held in the convent.
62

 This tradition of including texts in portraits 

became a convention in New Spain and was used to legitimate Spanish presence and dominion in 

conjunction to, it may be argued, a certain degree of anxiety over how this power was secured.
63

 

While the highest ranks of both white and Amerindian society desired to uplift their 

statuses, Criollos became increasingly concerned and dismayed that Europeans were continually 

favoured by the Church and the state. They were often denied entry into positions of power 

within the government which were traditionally held by the Iberian ruling class.
64

 Ironically, 

these portraits also functioned to promote an image of piety for the families who commissioned 

them through a display of religious devotion.
65

 The accoutrements figured were integral to the 

ceremony of profession and were laid out for visitors to admire before the profession which was 
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followed by the ritual of dressing up. These emblems of performance were only worn for a short 

time and were quickly removed once the new nun disappeared from the chapel after her 

profession perhaps only to be worn again upon her death, as seen in the portrait of Madre 

Matiana Francisca de Señor San José (18
th

 c.: fig. 11).
66

 This play between the polarities of 

modesty and vanity and the cultural hybridity of the forms depicted in these paintings make them 

complex objects of analysis. 

Amerindian Artistic Contributions 

In the article Clad in Flowers: Indigenous Arts and Knowledge in Colonial Mexican 

Convents (2011) James Córdova discusses the contributions of Amerindian and mestizo sisters, 

such as Sor María Joaquina de Señor San Rafael (fig. 12), and servants in the development of 

the various crafts that constitute the coronada  tradition. Unlike in Quebec, European forms in 

Mexico underwent an even more profound transformation that rendered the visual arts in to 

multicultural undertakings incorporating both Catholic and indigenous worldviews. For 

Amerindian nuns the coronada tradition was not only an opportunity for advancement but 

allowed them to portray themselves as worthy of a religious life they were previously denied in 

New Spain. Amerindians were banned from convents until 1724 when their status as inferior 

minors was reviewed.
67

 Many Amerindian nuns were still required to prove the legitimacy of 

their lineages as seen in the inscriptions in some portraits. Images of indigenous sisters do not 

generally emphasize Amerindian identity and largely conforms to the elements in the Criollo 

genre, pointing to a rather heterogeneous conception of the New Spanish nun.
68

 

While their poses and garments may resemble those assumed by Criolla sisters, there are 
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a few markers that indicate the ethnicity of the sitter. Amerindian and mestizo nuns did not wear 

the escudo, as seen in the portrait of Sebastiana Inés Josefa de San Agustín (1757: fig. 13), 

painted the night before her profession for her noble Amerindian parents. She is depicted 

wearing a huipil, a traditional Nahua embroidered garment and her status is accentuated through 

the lace embroidery and adornments.
69

 While their dress is elaborate it is typically more modest 

than Criolla nuns whose likenesses are the most embellished. However, all coronadas, despite 

their ethnic background are indebted to pre-Hispanic floral and feather arts. These initially 

played a role in religious ceremonies and war rituals and were later sent to Europe as prized 

possessions and were kept in the curiosity cabinets of Kings and cardinals.
70

  

 Escudos are related to reliquaries originating in the medieval period worn by women. 

These were typically small circular or oval locket-like pieces of jewellery depicting holy scenes. 

In New Spain this art was related to feather weaving and other flower crafts which in pre-

Hispanic times were considered to be one of the highest art forms and was reserved for the 

nobility. In addition, the Josephine flowering staff seen in deceased portraits of Spanish nuns 

later becomes almost unrecognizable in the New Spanish tradition as it is transformed in to a sort 

of flower-encrusted sceptre.
71

 This persistence of indigenous crafts in New Spain points to what 

Gauvin Bailey describes as the “indigenization of Christianity,” which brought Catholic beliefs 

and objects closer to Amerindian worldviews.
72

 Amerindian arts and designs became a 

fundamental aspect of white Mexican heritage which is crucial to recognize in a culture that until 

recently was believed to be entirely Iberian in origin.
73

  

Criolla women were therefore not only uplifting their social position and that of their 

                                                           
69

 Córdova (2011), 455. 
70

 Córdova (2011), 458-459 and Bailey,  Art of Colonial Latin America, 103. 
71

 Córdova (2011), 463, 464, 450.  
72

 Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America, 71-72. 
73

 Bailey, Art of Colonial Latin America, 377-378. 



 

 

27 

 

families in the face of Spanish hegemony but were doing so through the appropriation of 

Amerindian motifs. Even though Native Americans were subordinate to Europeans, Criollos 

employed Amerindian techniques and materials to construct a distinct image and identity. It is 

now agreed in scholarship that art and architecture produced by indigenous groups in Mexico 

was often highly subversive in its convergence of Amerindian and European iconography that 

often privileged pre-Hispanic belief systems. What is perhaps more overlooked are the arts 

produced for and by white Mexican audiences that borrowed from these traditions, especially 

when these arts were used as markers of Criollo supremacy and nationalism.
74

 Portraits of 

important abbesses were often regarded as cult-like objects in Iberia and New Spain and one may 

suggest that they bordered on being relics, particularly in the case of death portraits (fig. 14). The 

crowned nun tradition was born out of these depictions in which deceased sisters are surrounded 

by beds of flowers and often holding staffs and are accompanied by inscriptions, a practice 

which can be traced back to Spain.
75

 This glorification of the moment in which the nun 

encounters her eternal husband was therefore transplanted to an earlier stage in her life and its 

miraculous qualities were extended to the nun’s close relations and social equals. 

Flora and fauna occupied an important place in the Aztec spiritual system and flower art 

was associated with warriors and the nobility who received such items as tribute in the form of 

jewellery and various other accoutrements worn on the body. This is described in the Florentine 

Codex (16
th

 c.: fig. 15), a project which documents Amerindian culture through Nahua 

inscriptions and drawings compiled by the Spanish Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagún 

(1499-1590). 
76

 The Criollo adoption of the Nahua flower as a symbol of high rank was a useful 

tool to promote their own cause as it was both an ancient symbol and a device that lent itself 
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particularly well to portraiture. This “indigenization of Christianity” may be said to have 

operated for both groups.
77

 While Amerindians adapted Catholic images to fit within their 

worldview, Europeans adapted pre-Hispanic traditions in to the imagery of the so-called ‘true’ 

Catholicism brought from Europe.  

The flower motifs assisted Criollos to project what appears to be a non-threatening 

feminine image of female profession. However, the women depicted are less animated than their 

adornments and are like mute and emotionless coat-hangers for embellishments that signify 

ownership and mastery, one could say, over an indigenous population by figuring Criollas as 

queens of Mexico. The ancestral origins and allusions to the after world signified in Nahua 

culture through flowers further emphasize the importance of lineage and the perceived divine 

right to rule of the white Mexicans. As described by Córdova, these images do not distinguish 

between the Nahua and Spanish worldviews but use the power of both Catholicism and 

indigenous beliefs to further their cause as a distinct and privileged group through this 

multicultural craft. This idea lends itself to what Córdova describes as the New Spanish convent 

as a microcosm for the society outside its doors that it purported to shut out.
78

 Tensions are 

magnified to expose not only the Criollo identity as a hybrid between Europe and the Americas 

but also as a literal embodiment of simultaneously diverging and converging cultures.  

The ‘Founding Mothers’ of New France 

 Among the first French women to make the voyage to Quebec in 1639 were Marie de 

l’Incarnation (1599-1672: fig. 16), born Marie Guyart, an Ursuline from Tours who formerly 

worked in her deceased husband’s silk workshop, and her patron, Madeleine Chauvigny de la 

Peltrie (1603-1672: fig. 17), a wealthy widow who devoted her fortune to the foundation of the 
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Ursulines in New France.
79

 The Ursuline convent of Quebec City was founded in the same year 

of their voyage and was chiefly concerned with evangelization and the education of French and 

Amerindian girls, particularly with respect to the teaching of manual labour, especially 

embroidery.
80

  Unlike the cloistered and regimented lives led by Mexican nuns the scarcity of 

women in New France in the seventeenth century meant these early missionaries would be 

permitted and required to engage in behaviours that were antithetical to traditional femininity in 

order to incorporate themselves in to the male mission projects. In addition, Marie de 

l’Incarnation was heavily involved in advising architects during the building of their convent and 

was seen “climbing walls.” 
81

 Although it is not probable that she engaged in the literal 

construction of the convent, her hard years of manual labour, particularly confectioning 

embroideries, is perhaps visible in the weathered rendering of the hands in her portrait. 

 These women modelled their lives on the practices and virtues of real saints and were 

thus engaged in a transfusion of holiness. This was an era obsessed with the physical traces of 

miraculous events and people and martyrdom was not only encouraged among members of 

religious orders but it was sometimes anticipated and holy ‘samples’ were gathered from the 

future martyr before his or her untimely sacrifice.
82

 Martyrs in Canada such as the Jesuit 

missionary Jean de Brébeuf (b. 1593), who was horrifically killed in 1649 by the Iroquois 

legitimated Catholicism in New France and provided a corpus of newfound religious heroes and 

relics.
83

 These home-grown relics (fig. 18) and ‘saints’ attested to the success of Catholicism in 

New France. Similarly, artistic techniques, particularly embroidery brought by religious women 
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may be described as a component of this new female culture. We may perhaps regard their 

creations as not merely craft but as bordering on the category of the relic. Their stitches are held 

together not only by thread but by the motions and actions of blessed individuals.  These objects 

retain their particular brand of holiness through the “saintes artisanes,” as described by Marius 

Barbeau, who were also “pious labourers.” 
84

 While holy men were revered for their holy works, 

holy women were esteemed for their virtues.
85

 For these courageous women embroidery was a 

traditional outlet for the performance of normative female spirituality that may have been 

contradicted through their other occupations and comportments in the colony.  

 Québécois nun portraits of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are not only scarce 

but due to a penchant for a lack of embellishment they also display a keen interest in interiority, 

spirituality, and simplicity, as opposed to their Mexican counterparts. There appears to be more  

interest in the actions and products of religious bodies in Quebec rather than a concentration 

upon the materiality of the bodies themselves, as seen in Latin America. The death portrait of 

Marie de l‘Incarnation, and the engraved copy (1677: fig. 19) show her in what may be described 

as a state of limbo between life and death. Her eyes are three quarters shut yet she is upright with 

her head gently tilted to the side and her hands place a crucifix over her heart. This ambiguous 

depiction could also be interpreted as showing her while still alive and in the throes of a spiritual 

experience.  

 In 1649 Père Barthélemy Vimont (1594-1667), a Jesuit priest, gave a painting of Mère 

Madeleine de Saint-Joseph (before 1649: fig. 20) to the Augustinians of Quebec City’s Hôtel-

Dieu. She was a model of virtue and was the first French prioress of the Carmelites in Paris.
86

 

This earlier portrait of a nun which may have served as a model for later portraits in New France 
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is noticeably different from its later more austere counterparts. The sister is pictured in a scene of 

adoring angels and is placed on an altar. She does not interact with her surroundings and her 

serene almost grey coloured face with upturned eyes is reminiscent of later nun portraits. Perhaps 

the most evident harbinger of later images is the placement of the hands crossed on the chest, 

later seen in the portrait of Marie de l’Incarnation.  

 The posthumous portrait of Mère Catherine de Saint-Augustin (after 1671: fig. 21) was 

painted by Frère Luc (1614-1685), a Récollet brother sent to New France by the French crown. 

Although he was only in the colony for about one year he was New France’s first academically-

trained professional artist and like the depiction of Mère Madeleine de Saint-Joseph, he presents 

this subject with upturned eyes.
87

 Her body, placed on a hazy background of wilderness is 

perhaps a move toward the hallmark bleakness of later portraits. She is static and holds a crucifix 

in her cloth-covered hands similar to the praying gesture seen in a number of portraits.  

 Later portraits, like that of Mère Louise Soumande de Saint-Augustin (1708: fig. 22) 

show the nun on a dark but blank background with a book of hours in place of the typical 

crucifix or hands crossed gesture. Soumande is perhaps the most alert and individuated nun 

portrayed in this genre. She makes eye contact with the viewer and unlike the deceased or 

ecstatic nuns who look heavenward, she points to her prayers imploring us to imitate her.
88

 The 

portrait is nonetheless overwhelmingly simple and adds nothing to distract us from the sitter. The 

portrait of Mère Marie de Saint-Joseph (17
th

 c.: fig. 23) who made the trip from France with 

Marie de l’Incarnation, exhibits the familiar aspects of this genre like the static façade of piety 

and austerity which is emphasized through the heavy shading of the facial features. The reliance 

on temporal forms and human bodies is diminished in these paintings, especially those produced 
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in New France. Instead, these portraits point to a spirituality and a set of social aspirations 

outside of themselves that is best conveyed through the absence of transitory and bodily forms.  

While Mexican and Quebec portraits could both be said to glorify the death of nuns as the 

ultimate reunion with the bridegroom, the Quebec examples, as seen in the rustic death portrait 

of the foundress of the Congregation of Notre Dame, Sainte Marguerite Bourgeoys (1610-1700: 

fig. 24) by Pierre Leber, Jeanne Leber’s brother, do so without the use of adornments or texts. 

While some dismiss this painting as being executed by an artist of limited skill, Leber most 

probably employed this angular treatment to emphasize the asceticism of the subject.
89

 In 

contrast, the decorations that appear in images of Mexican profession foreshadow the eventual 

death of the sister at which point the adornments were often reused in displaying the body.
90

  

While wealthy Mexican nuns were depicted similarly in images of profession and death, with 

one therefore alluding to the other, the Quebec images reinforce the view that these women 

actively fashioned their lives as saintly epics partly through the inspiration brought forth from 

intense reading of hagiography. One may go so far as to say that the constant possibility for 

sainthood or martyrdom is magnified through the austerity of Quebec portraits that show the 

sisters almost the same in life as in death. They illustrate a negation of materiality through their 

simplicity, reflecting the belief, as subscribed to by Marie de l’Incarnation, that to find one’s true 

self one had to abandon one’s habitual conception of the self. This also engendered an 

abandonment of traditional femininity, one may argue, as she and her sisters were obsessed with 

self-mortification to recreate the violence Jesuit martyrs experienced among the Iroquois.
91
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Lay Holy Women in New France 

  Although Madeleine de la Peltrie never took vows, her portrait, including the placement 

of her hands and the simplicity of her clothing presents her similarly to professed women. Her 

independence in New France was earned through the inheritance left to her by her husband when 

she was twenty-two years old.
92

 This places her not only among the first female missionaries to 

arrive in the “new world,” but like Jeanne Le Ber, a Montreal-born religious recluse and 

embroiderer of the eighteenth century, Madame de la Peltrie practiced a lifestyle that was not 

characterized by marriage or profession, despite her short-lived marriage to a man sympathetic to 

her aspirations in the colony. 
93

 Living a religious life without vows was not new to this context, 

as many women in Europe lived as anchorites. However, the sheer importance of self-promotion 

and identity fashioning in New France makes this feature distinct in the history of Catholicism. 

 Another individual of this ilk was Jeanne Mance (1606-1673), one of the founders of 

Ville-Marie, the initial name for the city of Montreal, and its oldest hospital, the Hotel-Dieu.
94

 

Like Jeanne Le Ber who lived in a specially built reclusory behind the Congregation of Notre-

Dame, Jeanne Mance never took holy vows.
95

 The altar frontal believed to be by the hand of 

Jeanne Leber has unfortunately been found to have been sent to the colony from France (fig. 

25).
96

 For these women the embroideries they made and the social works they achieved brought 

them far more recognition and legitimation than becoming a holy sister. Madame de la Peltrie 

was, in essence, a truly revolutionary figure and despite her rejection of tradition allowed the 
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ways and works of God to manifest themselves through her actions. This spirit of independence, 

which may be said to have bordered on the ‘masculine’ was necessary to achieve the edification 

so desired by these women. Despite the transgressive nature of their activities they embodied the 

fervour of the primitive church.  Likewise the art they produced promoted them as apostles in 

thoroughly theatrical manners and they were thus both playwright and actor in this saga of 

adventure that extended infinitely beyond the temporal realm.
97

 

Sor Juana and the New Spanish Nunneries 

 As the only respectable option apart from marriage convent life as experienced by 

Criolla women was often far from monastic. The cells in which nuns resided were spacious 

apartments with quarters for servants, slaves, and relatives.
98

 This was the type of setting the 

renowned Criolla poet and scholar Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, born Juana Ramírez de Asbaje 

(1648-1695) experienced in her prestigious convent in Mexico City, San Jerónimo.
99

 Her 

likeness and the interior are captured by two accomplished artists of colonial Mexico, Miguel 

Cabrera (fig. 26) and Juan de Miranda (fig. 27).  Although all of her known portraits are copies 

of older works they nonetheless provide details about her appearance and living quarters. It is 

thought that she perhaps executed a self-portrait as is indicated in a copy of her likeness with an 

inscription indicating that it was by the sitter’s hand (fig. 28). The claim that she was an artist has 

not been discredited and is perhaps bolstered by the fact that she was known to love the art of 

painting and particularly portraiture, as outlined in a number of her poems.
100

 

 She was an extremely gifted young woman who bore the stigma of being both poor and 

illegitimate. Sor Juana may never have entered the religious vocation, which provided her with a 
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lifestyle that allowed her to write had she not lived at court (fig. 29) with the Mexican Vicereine 

Leonor Carreto (d. 1674), to whom she was the favourite lady in waiting.
101

 Her writing, not 

unlike the literary climate of her age, is highly allegorical and is filled with complex emblems 

through which she explored many versions of reality. Given her accomplishments and lifestyle it 

is not surprising that she qualified herself as spiritually androgynous. Sor Juana was revered in 

her lifetime as a world-class writer of poetry and dramatic plays and according to Octavio Paz 

(1914-1998), a Mexican writer and Nobel Prize winner, her prose is among “the most elegant 

and refined in Spanish.”
102

 In 1680 she was charged with writing the text to accompany the 

triumphal arch built in front of the Mexico City Cathedral for the entrance of the new Mexican 

Viceroy Don Tómas de la Cerda (1638-1692).
103

 

Although she was later banned from writing and was forced to relinquish her beloved 

library, Sor Juana’s career was characterized by a refusal to acknowledge the inherent 

antagonism between scholarly pursuits and convent life. The brutal authorities, however, did not 

have the same sentiment and in the early 1690s she was placed under increasing scrutiny for 

neglecting her religious duties for letters. She was later forced to unequivocally recognize her 

previous life as non-existent.
104

 Portraits of Sor Juana use conventions typically ascribed to male 

sitters and scholars. In Cabrera’s portrait Sor Juana confidently and knowingly gazes at the 

viewer while resting a hand on a book in her study.
105

 Unlike numerous images of nuns from the 

period that have bleak or no backgrounds, Sor Juana is situated within an identifiable location. 

This also functions to construct her individual identity, a device not typically used for female 

sitters during the period. While the viewer notices her escudo our attention is drawn to the beauty 
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and intelligence of her face, which is typically not the case with crowned nuns. This is not an 

image concerned with surface appeal as it is unlike works in which the nun operates as a mere 

pictorial device for her adornments. Rather, it shows perhaps the fullest articulation of how nun 

portraiture in colonial Mexico aspired to worldly considerations through a conspicuous veneer of 

religiosity, of which Sor Juana made full use to further her educational pursuits.  This is 

evidenced not only through the uplifting of Sor Juana as a female subject but more importantly 

through the juxtaposition of a holy body with the trappings of scholarship. Sor Juana was 

perhaps too much of this world and unlike the greatest female writer of the Spanish Golden Age, 

Saint Teresa of Avila (1515-1582), it may be said that Sor Juana’s abilities extended beyond the 

world of visions and in to the realm of genius, which was inextricably aligned with ‘maleness.’ 

This breach of the ‘feminine’ was too great a transgression for her contemporaries who could 

only accept female accomplishment through the guise of submission.
106

 This particular approach 

was particularly perfected by the holy women of New France. 

 Religious women in both the colonial capitals of Quebec and Mexico, apart from Sor 

Juana, were typically represented as ideal types rather than individuals. Despite the accuracy of 

rendering faces in Mexican nun portraits these works are not so much about the individual nun as 

they are about her family and class. Such an interest in the classification and containment of 

female bodies is seen in the painting, Indumentaria de las monjas novo-hispanas, (18
th

 c.: fig. 

30) in which the various orders of New Spain are arranged in a setting of triumphal arches to 

display the specificities of their dress. This image appears to be thoroughly concerned with 

taxonomy as it was likely influenced by the casta tradition of naming, ordering, and containing 

racial diversity as the faces of the nuns are too small to be distinguished.
107

 This painting, one 
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may conclude, is about the erasure of individuality through the confinement and decoration of 

female bodies with emblems of Criollo pride and invention. Although Quebec images do not 

focus on female individuality either, the figures are not weighed down by objects and collective 

aspirations. They are instead interested in recognizing female achievement and identity through 

religion, the only true outlet for female greatness during the period. 

Art Produced by Nuns in New France 

 It is unlikely that nuns in Quebec were involved in wood carving, however, it is certain 

they gilded and polychromed sculpture, as seen on the high altar of their chapel in Quebec City 

(fig. 31).
108

 According to Marius Barbeau, the Ursulines of Quebec City possessed a room 

dedicated to craft where they would spend the day embroidering or gilding statues (fig. 32).
109

 

These artistic activities were a source of income for the Ursulines as they repaired sculptures and 

sold them to other churches. Involvement with the “high” art of sculpture does not correspond 

with traditional femininity, the Ursulines’ work in mending sculpture was crucial in their quest to 

preserve the French style of their ancestors. These were often copied from earlier French models 

and were sent to Quebec as gifts from ecclesiastics. Although the resemblance to these older 

works is visible, Quebec art, and particularly sculpture, acquired a new visual vocabulary which 

will be discussed in the second chapter of this paper.
110

  

 One extraordinary and little-known figure is Mère Marie-Madeleine de Maufils de Saint-

Louis (1671-1702), an Augustinian Hospitalier in Quebec City, who is believed to have executed 

a number of oil paintings decorating the nave of the chapel in the General Hospital of Quebec 

depicting scenes of the countryside (fig. 33).
111

 These paintings, unlike the exuberance of church 
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sculpture, are comprised of streamlined horizontal elements and muted colours to recreate a 

generic or austere impression of a Quebec country village. Lacroix speculates, due to similarities 

in the conception of space, that perhaps the sister was instructed by François de Lajoüe (1656-

1719), a master architect and mason sent by the King of France to draw plans for a new wing of 

the Hôtel-Dieu in 1695.
112

 Although many works by religious sisters remain anonymous the skill 

poured in to the visual arts in numerous convents attest to the usefulness of art in promoting and 

shaping the identity of nuns and their orders.  

  The hallmark craft of the Ursulines, it cannot be disputed, was embroidery, and they 

excelled at both the production of ecclesiastical vestments and altar frontals.
113

 Aside from their 

function during church services vestments were necessary for the numerous processions and for 

the consecration of churches and contributed authenticity to Canadian Catholicism.
114

 The 

Ursulines were devoted to the education of French and First Nations girls and a number of altar 

frontals they confected may have been used at the Jesuit mission of Notre-Dame-de-Lorette in 

Huronia founded in 1674 as they display techniques devised by the Jesuits to educate 

Amerindians.
115

 These also demonstrate their ‘simple’ ideologies toward the education of this 

group through straightforward images and the use of primary colours on white backgrounds. 

  The embroidered altar covering of the Holy Spirit (fig. 34) executed for a First Nations 

audience places emphasis on pure reds and blues. It was believed these primary and ‘pure’ 

colours would have the most impact on the First Nations. These show influences from 

chinoiserie, as seen in the fish and porcelain with Chinese-like pagodas on each side of the 

central image (fig. 35). On the lower register of the porcelain pot Amerindian longhouses and 
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North American plants are pictured. This penchant for the ‘exotic’ could therefore not be 

fulfilled exclusively through Native American imagery perhaps due to the fact that it was not 

very ‘exotic’ precisely because it was everywhere in the colony, which may explain the 

preference for a European conception of the ‘exotic’. There is also a small Amerindian warrior 

with a lance next to the pagoda which conflates the lands of China and New France while 

incorporating First Nations motifs into the French taste for chinoiserie.
116

  

 One altar frontal that is documented as being used at Lorette is the Parement d’autel aux 

monogrammes de Jésus et de Marie (1674: fig. 36), thought to have been by the hand of Marie 

de l’Incarnation. Unlike the majority of frontals housed at the convent, the religious symbols and 

the monograms of Jesus and Mary are disguised by floral bouquets, perhaps an attempt to affect 

the Huron people and their ‘natural’ sensibilities. The surface of the frontal was encrusted in a 

layer of tubular beads giving it an iridescent finish.
117

 However, the Ursulines did not completely 

reject First Nations art as it was a lucrative industry due to a rampant curiosity for the “style 

barbare.” 
118

 In the early eighteenth-century the Ursulines of Trois-Rivières, who had closer 

proximity to Amerindian populations, made weaved boxes from tree bark  

(fig. 37).
119

  These techniques were conveyed firsthand to the Ursulines by métis nuns and 

Amerindian captives confined to the convent.
120

 Mère Sainte-Marie-Madeleine (1678-1774) 

whose mother was Huron taught younger nuns how to embroider on silk and tree bark.
121

 These 

items were prized by English conquerors after 1760 that had an important community in Quebec 
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City.
122

 The techniques and geometric patterns were derived from the Mi’kmaqs of the Maritime 

provinces and were an important source of revenue during a period when numerous nuns either 

passed away or returned to France. Although the parallels between this type of embroidery and 

that produced for liturgical purposes are evident, these oeuvres were strictly segregated to the 

secular sphere.
123

 

 Missions in New France 

 French missionaries employed various arts to win the hearts of the First Nations. Some of 

the first paintings in New France were portable images executed by the Jesuits on tree bark 

illustrating prayers and calendars of Catholic feasts that were transported with the Amerindians 

during hunting season. These instructional objects also included colour-coded sticks called 

‘books’ that were used to gradually replace Amerindian “superstitions” with Catholic doctrine. 

In return, First Nations were often coerced in to exchanging gifts with European ecclesiastics and 

other important figures in the metropole. These were typically wampum, an Amerindian 

ceremonial beaded belt made of seashells. In 1678 the Huron of the Lorette mission were urged 

by the Jesuits to give a wampum dedicated to the Virgin as a gift to the Cathedral of Chartres 

(fig. 38).
124

 This exemplifies the trend for containing Amerindian arts to educational and official 

matters of the state to the exclusion of everyday religious imagery. 

“Needlework Paintings” 

 The vast majority of altar frontals made by Marie de l’Incarnation and her successor 

Marie Lemaire des Anges (1641-1717) consisted of intricate designs which made full use of the 

colour spectrum. Due to the skill involved in their execution they are referred to as “needlework 
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paintings” (fig. 39) and they often required a number of years of labour to complete.
125

 Like the 

escudo altar frontals in New France could be either painted, like the altar frontal of the Holy 

Family (17
th

 c.: fig. 40), or embroidered which highlights the necessity to develop drawing skills 

to become a good embroiderer.
126

 Marie de l’Incarnation was not only an accomplished needle 

worker but also a skilled painter which is perhaps noticeable in the similarities of her style in 

these two mediums. One may wonder if she painted altar frontals to negotiate artistic politics as 

an assertion of female agency. Despite their ornate appearance altar frontals unlike escudos 

adhere to traditional events and themes such as the Immaculate Conception, the Nativity, and the 

Instruments of the Passion. They never include images of specific people or the nuns themselves, 

unlike escudos, which sometimes use biblical scenes almost as an excuse to show intricate 

paintings. While the Ursulines were concerned with decorative unity and a traditional appearance 

for their chapel that drew upon tried and true Catholic artistic conventions, Mexican nuns and 

their families used similar crafts to promote social and personal individuality. 

Saint Joseph in New Spain and New France 

  Despite the Virgin Mary’s popularity in this period, particularly the Virgin of Guadalupe 

in Mexico, the patron saint of New France and the “universal patron” of New Spain was her 

husband Saint Joseph.
127

 He was hailed as a virile ambassador of Catholicism in this period of 

conquest and the ability to easily adapt his cult to virtually every social class and spiritual need 

imaginable, particularly relating to family values and masculinity, made him an attractive saint 

for the ‘new world.’
128

 The palm branches, staffs, and floral arrangements held by monjas are 
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allusions to Joseph’s flowering staff, a symbol of his virginity, as well as that of the nun.
129

   

Saint Joseph’s treatment in escudos (fig. 41) like his portrayal in Hispanic and Spanish 

painting (fig. 42) was softened and sentimentalized in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 

emphasizing his physical proximity to the Christ Child. He was transformed in to a young family 

man in contrast to earlier depictions in which he is shown as removed older figure. In assuming 

attributes traditionally ascribed to the Virgin Saint Joseph became not only the protector and 

conqueror of New Spain but also a symbolic conquistador.
130

 Criollo associations with Saint 

Joseph both legitimated their Spanishness and their independence through their configuration of 

monjas coronadas as precious Josephine virgins of the ‘new world.’  

Unlike the racial and social implications associated with Saint Joseph in Mexico his 

conception in Quebec was in line with Ursuline spiritual edification. He is subsequently the focal 

point of the Ursuline’s convent chapel (fig. 43).  A polychrome sculpture of his likeness by the 

Quebec-born master-sculptor Pierre-Noël Levasseur (1690-1770) appears in the niche topping 

the high altar in which Saint Joseph tenderly holds the Christ Child in very much the same way 

as the Virgin. Altar pieces became increasingly architectural and neo- classical in New France 

and often include symmetrical components held together by columns, giving an appearance of 

order and timelessness in the context of evangelization with Saint Joseph as the ultimate 

intercessor.
131

 Saint Joseph is said to have urged Marie de l’Incarnation through a vision in 1633 

to follow her vocation by showing her an attractive white marble building which she believed to 

be the future Ursuline convent with the Virgin perched on the roof holding the Christ Child.
132

 

A great number of the reliefs and sculptures in their chapel in the old fortified centre of 
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Quebec City were in fact gilded or painted by the sisters themselves.
133

 Thus the chapel is 

simultaneously a symbol of female French-Canadian achievement expressed through artistic 

accomplishment. The order further sanctified their mission by placing two angels holding 

martyr’s palms on each side of Saint Joseph (fig. 44) perhaps alluding to the belief that they were 

inheritors of the trials of early Christian martyrs in their dangerous new land.
134

 The numerous 

statues and carved reliefs depicting scenes from the Bible throughout the chapel provided much 

surface area for the sisters to showcase their gilding talents. One of the hallmarks of Quebec 

church decoration is this highly gilded style, showcased through sculptures and reliefs that are 

entirely covered in gold leaf, a technique that later became ubiquitous in the province. 

Conclusion to Chapter 3 

Although escudos bear a rough resemblance to the central circular or oval images on altar 

frontals in Quebec, Ursuline vanity was of the spiritual variety while Criollo vanity was more 

profane. In Mexican convents the bodies of nuns were claimed as sites upon which Criollo 

power and identity were constructed and negotiated by disciplining and containing the female 

body through artistic invention. Furthermore these bodies were constructed as ideally feminine 

through stances, gestures, and highly coded adornments. These worldly concerns often 

overshadowed the individuality of sisters rendering their identities as one and the same with the 

new priorities of their class. By contrast early convent life in Quebec was instead interested in 

the remnants or even relics of religious bodies rather than the bodies themselves, as they strove 

to draw attention away from the transitory human figure.  

Their otherworldly interests and a desire to immortalize themselves permeated their art 

practice and the institutions of early Quebec. Although they worked for similar saintly ideals a 
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sense of individuality is preserved through their creations which record the self-determination of 

individuals whose goals could never be attained through traditional femininity or surface appeal. 

Despite the fact they engaged in the production of traditionally feminine art forms they 

appropriated these crafts for new exploits based on communal and personal sanctification that 

strayed drastically from the constraints of the silent, invisible, and obedient cloistered woman.  
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Figure 6 

 

 
 

José de Alcíbar, Sor María Ignacía de la Sangre de Crísto, oil on canvas, 1777, Museo Nacional 

de Historia, Mexico City. 
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Figure 7 

 

 
 

José de Paez, Escudo de Monja, 18
th

 c., Museo Soumaya, Mexico City. 
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Figure 8 

 

 
 

 

Anonymous. Escudo de monja, 1690, Phoenix Art Museum, Arizona. 
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Figure 9 

 

 
 

 

Attributed to Francisco Javier Salazar, Madre María Lugarda de la Luz, oil on canvas, 18th c.,  

Museo Nacional del Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, Mexico. 
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Figure 10 

 

 
 

Diego de Vélasquez, Sor Jerónima de la Fuente, oil on canvas, 1620, Museo del Prado, Madrid. 
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Figure 11 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Funeral Portrait of Madre Matiana Francisca de Señor San José, oil on canvas, 

18
th

 c., Museo Nacional del Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, Mexico. 
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Figure 12 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Profession Portrait of Sor María Joaquina de Señor San Rafael, oil on canvas, 

1824, Museo del Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, Mexico. 

 

 



 

 

52 

 

Figure 13 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Portrait of Sebastiana Inés Josefa de San Agustín, oil on canvas, 1757, Museo 

Franz Mayer, Mexico City. 
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Figure 14 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Funeral Portrait of Madre Ana de Santa Inés, oil on canvas, 1653, Monastery of 

Santa Isabel, Madrid. 
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Figure 15 

 

 
 

 

Anonymous, The Florentine Codex, book 11, Receiving Flowers, ink and pigments on paper, ca. 

1580, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. 
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Figure 16 

 

 
 

 

Unknown artist, Portrait of the Venerable Marie de l’Incarnation, oil on canvas, 1672, Musée 

des Ursulines de Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 17 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Madame de la Peltrie, oil on canvas, 17
th

 c., Musée des Ursulines de Québec, 

Quebec City. 
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Figure 18 

 

 
 

Charles de Poilly, Reliquary Bust of Saint Jean de Brébeuf, silver and wood, 1664, 53.5 x 53.3 

cm, Augustines de l’Hôtel-Dieu de Québec, Quebec City. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

58 

 

Figure 19 

 

 
 

Jean Edelinck, after an unknown artist, La Vénérable Marie de l’Incarnation, Paris, burin on 

paper, 1677. 
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Figure 20 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Mère Madeleine de Saint-Joseph, oil on canvas, before 1649, Augustines de 

l’Hôtel-Dieu de Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 21 

 

 
 

Claude François dit frère Luc, Mère Catherine de Saint-Augustin, oil on canvas, after 1671, 

Augustines de l’Hôtel-Dieu de Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 22 

 

 
 

Michel Dessaillant, Mère Louise Soumande de Saint-Augustin, oil on wood panel, 1708, 

Augustines de l’Hôpital Général de Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 23 

 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Mère Marie de Saint-Joseph, 17th c., oil on canvas, Musée des Ursulines de 

Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 24 

 

 
 

Pierre Le Ber, Sainte Marguerite Bourgeoys, oil on canvas, 1700, Musée Marguerite-Bourgeoys, 

Montreal. 
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Figure 25 

 

 
 

Unknown French embroiderer, Altar frontal of the Holy Spirit, detail, polychrome silk thread, 

17
th

 c., Fabrique Notre-Dame de Montréal. 
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Figure 26 

 

 
 

Miguel Cabrera, Portrait of Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, oil on canvas, 1750, Museo Nacional de 

Historia, Mexico City. 
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Figure 27 

 

 
 

Attributed to Juan de Miranda, Retrato de Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, 1713, Universidad 

Autónoma de México, Mexico City.  
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Figure 28 

 

 
 

Attributed to Nicolás Enríquez de Vargas, after a self-portrait, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, 18th c., 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
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Figure 29 

 

 
Attributed to J. Sánchez, Juana Inés de la Cruz, 1666, location unknown. 
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Figure 30 

 

 
 

Anonymous, Indumentaria de las Monjas Novo-Hispanas, 18th c., Museo Nacional del 

Virreinato, Tepotzotlán, Mexico. 
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Figure 31 

 

 
 

Pierre-Noël Levasseur (sculptor), Ursuline chapel high altar, gilded by the sisters, 1730-1736, 

Ursuline convent, Quebec City. 
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Figure 32 

 

 
 

 

Ursuline workshop, Virgin and Child, c. 1700, gilded and polychromed wood, Musée des 

Ursulines de Trois-Rivières, Three Rivers, Quebec. 
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Figure 33 

 

 
 

Mère Marie-Madeleine de Maufils de Saint-Louis, Paysage, oil on wood panel, c. 1697, 

Augustines de l’Hôpital Général de Québec, Quebec City. 
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Fig. 34 

 

 
  

Unknown Ursuline. Altar Frontal of the Holy Spirit, c. 1700, Musée des Ursulines de Québec, 

Quebec City. 
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Figure 35 

 

 
 

 

Detail of figure 34 
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Figure 36 

 

 
 

Ursuline workshop, Altar Frontal with the Monograms of Jesus and Mary, wool and silk 

polychrome thread and glass beads on linen, 1674, Musée Huron-Wendat, Wendake, Quebec. 
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Figure 37 

 

 
 

Ursuline Workshop, Boîtes brodées d’inspiration mi’kmaq, 19
th

 c., dyed porcupine quills, birch 

bark, and wood, Musée des Ursulines de Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 38 

 

 
 

 

Unidentified Huron artist, Wampum of the Virgin, 1678, shell and leather, Chartres Cathedral, 

France. 
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Figure 39 

 

 
 

Attributed to Marie Lemaire des Anges, Altar frontal of the Holy Spirit and the Swaddled Christ 

Child, second half 17
th

 c., detail. 
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Figure 40 

 

 
 

Marie de l’Incarnation, Altar Frontal of the Holy Family, 17
th

 c., Musée des Ursulines de 

Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 41 

 

Detail of figure 7 
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Figure 42 

 

 
 

Bartolomé Esteban Murillo, The Holy Family with a Little Bird, 1650, Museo del Prado, Madrid. 
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Figure 43 

 

 
 

Pierre-Noël Levasseur (sculptor), Saint Joseph, gilded by the sisters, 1730-1736, Ursuline 

chapel, Quebec City. 
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Figure 44 

 

 
 

Pierre-Noël Levasseur (sculptor), Angels with Palms, gilded by the sisters, 1730-1736, Ursuline 

Chapel, Quebec City. 
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Chapter 4: Figural Sculpture in New France and Paraguay: Introduction 

 Figures sculpted of wood depicting Christ and the saints were integral to religious life in 

New France and the Guaraní reductions of Paraguay (1609-1768). The unifying elements of 

these works, as some sculptures produced in New France and Paraguay may indeed be mistaken 

for one another, can be attributed to the social circumstances, skills, and training of their 

producers. Works from these disparate regions displaying the highest degrees of stylistic 

convergences were produced by people trained outside of mainstream art academies. This often 

occurred within an atelier or workshop system as was the case with the Guaraní, or by 

minimally-trained “professional” self-taught artists, as seen in the calvaries and crucifixions on 

country roads and properties in Quebec.
135

 Upon closer inspection the trend toward abstraction, 

placid expressions, and dramatic windswept draperies are elements that fall clearly outside the 

boundaries of realism as it was practiced in fine art at the time.
136

 The teaching of fine or ‘high’ 

art was the jurisdiction of art academies during the Baroque period who championed the 

intellectualization of art in order to separate it from ‘lower’ traditions seen as manual labour.
137

 

This ran contrary to ideas of individual and original expression through ‘lower’ materials and 

styles as they are employed in folk art. The latter is concerned with abstract simplifications rather 

than descriptive or realistic approaches to depicting the human form. This locates folk art in 

highly religious cultures that were not concerned with the production of art for art’s sake. They 

had a completely different connection to material culture and their need for art was not linked to 

                                                           
 

135
 Bailey, Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America, 1542-1773, 155 and John R. Porter and 

Léopold Désy, Calvaires et croix de chemins du Québec (Hurtubise : Montreal, 1973), 59.  

 
136

 Henry Glassie, The Spirit of Folk Art: the Girard Collection at the Museum of International Folk Art 

(Santa Fe: 1989), 119. 

 
137

 Linda Walsh, “Charles Lebrun, ‘art dictator of France’” in  Academies, Museums, and Canons of Art 

edited by Gill Perry and Colin Cunningham (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 92. 



 

 

85 

 

classical beauty or realism but instead to the abstract and invisible mysteries of faith, resulting in 

highly original and unprecedented forms.
138

  

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

(1989), Henry Glassie, a pioneering scholar of folklore discusses how folk art was the product of 

religious pre-industrial societies in which individuals were guided by the souls of their ancestors. 

The reductive, homogeneous, and repetitive qualities of folk art point to otherworldly themes 

that are best expressed through abstraction of the human form thus making works emblematic of 

the community to which the artist belonged. Folk art is often incomprehensible to those outside 

the culture from which the works originate as it is primarily concerned with collective expression 

rather than artistic ability. This quest for personal communion with the divine resulted in works 

whose compelling qualities lie precisely in their lack of resemblance to anatomical, emotional, 

and even gravitational reality in favour of stylized or unrealistic forms. As these artworks stray 

from realism the more they fulfill their role as living objects in the lives of those who created 

them and relied on them for devotional purposes. 
139

 As outlined by Jean Cuisenier in French 

Folk Art (1976), folk art is characterised by the simultaneous presence of recognizable 

reoccurring ‘types’ in addition to the presence of notable styles or motifs introduced by artists 

through time. These variable elements reveal the personal origins and functions of folk art and 

contribute to its dualistic nature as both personal and collective.
140

  

 The Catholic concept of negating the flesh in favour of higher spiritual pursuits is also an 

aspect of folk art created in Catholic societies. Through simplifying and abstracting bodies the 

efficacy of folk figures lies in their depiction of spiritual bodies rather than mortal flesh. They do 
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not require elaborate descriptive elements or references to temporality because their essence is 

ultimately impossible to replicate through human hands. There is an unwritten consensus among 

some that folk art, due to its abstract or ‘simple’ appearance is the product of incompetent artists 

from under-developed areas who lack culture. As stressed by Glassie, if we come to appreciate 

all art it will become evident that our fine art may be regarded as folk art by outsiders and 

therefore the folk art of others is in fact their fine art.
141

 This position of the outsider is often 

credited as fundamental in recognizing what is and can be called ‘folk art.’ The outsider’s glance 

is of utmost importance in identifying or canonizing folk art. Cuisenier stresses that it is not 

possible for the artist or his culture to truly separate the functional from the aesthetic which is 

necessary in elevating ‘low’ or folk objects to the class of ‘art.’
142

 The differing views of Glassie 

and Cuisenier about a given group’s ability to recognize folk art point to a common 

understanding. For the cultures in question the categorization of art is largely irrelevant to its 

ultimate socio-religious function but remains necessary for the preservation and study of objects 

which could possibly be cast to the wayside, due to a perceived inferiority of artistic value, 

without proper appreciation. 

 This dichotomy between realistic and stylized figures was at the heart of the debate about 

the role of images during the Reformation. While Catholics embraced Renaissance realism in 

their devotional images, Protestant and Orthodox sects saw a fundamental problem in depicting 

the divine so realistically. The Byzantine style icons of religious figures previously used in 

Catholicism were seen as intrinsically holy due precisely to their unrealistic and schematized 

appearance (fig. 45).  These links between the abstraction present in icons and folk figures 

perhaps explains why people in the past and the present regard both styles as intrinsically 
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spiritual. This is bolstered by the ambiguity present in the facial expressions and poses of the 

figures which emphasize their timeless qualities. As discussed by Hans Belting in Likeness and 

Presence (1997), this unclear quality allows one to project the entire history of a religious figure 

upon its image due to the fact that it is depicted free of context and is therefore not tied to a 

certain event or time but rather becomes a poetic representations of a higher reality. Icons were 

ultimately regarded as genuine portraits housing the essence and presence of holy individuals 

and could perform actions and blessings and even express the emotions of the blessed 

individual.
143

 

 In 1534, the explorer Jacques Cartier (1491-1557) claimed territories in present-day 

Canada for the French crown by planting a cross on the coast of Labrador, now the province of 

Newfoundland and another on the Gaspé Peninsula in addition to three more in 1536 on 

Canadian soil for King Francis I.
144

 These acts of possession gave way to a local artistic tradition 

of wayside crosses and calvaries illustrating various stations of the Cross from the arrival of the 

French into the twentieth century (fig. 46). These were commonly placed at the side of roads and 

often displayed the instruments of Christ’s passion, the crucifixion, and small saints enclosed in 

glass boxes. They provided a vital outlet for religious devotion by operating as spiritual 

surrogates for a pilgrimage to the holy land, an otherwise unattainable journey.
145

  

 The oldest-surviving calvary in New France and the only multi-station Way of the Cross 

built during the colonial era was installed at Oka starting in 1740 by the Society of Saint-Sulpice, 

a French order of missionizing priests. Here, chapels on a path leading to a mountain summit 

housed paintings imported from France and later polychrome reliefs of Passion episodes for the 
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evangelization of the First Nations.
146

 The majority of calvaries in New France, including those 

from the early period before the construction of the calvary at Oka were restrained in character 

and were primarily plain crosses sometimes displaying the instruments of the Passion. These 

were characteristic of private properties until the completion of the chemin du Roi in 1737 and 

other major thoroughfares around which calvaries and wayside crosses were constructed.
147

 

 Instead of favouring realistic depictions traditionally used in such outdoor sculptures, 

artists in New France favoured abstract and stylized renderings of the human body in which ribs, 

hair, and veins were transformed into rhythmic patterns. Devotional sculptures and crucifixions 

were often free of facial expression and the emotion absent from the faces of the figures was 

transposed to their animated vestments (fig. 47). The resulting effect is quite antithetical to the 

western tradition of depicting the crucifixion as an emotional and agonizing event. Folk art 

works against worldly experience which explains why affective qualities in the figures are often 

reduced and sometimes eliminated altogether (fig. 48). As described by Glassie, this represents 

the collective encounter with unknown forces as they relate to a deep yearning for faith in pre-

modern and traditional societies.
148

 This underscores the presence of what one may describe as 

an incomplete nature intrinsic to folk art. It does not attempt to replicate the unknown but rather 

leaves an open space or gap to express this mystery. 

 The Guaraní artists of Paraguay, who were initially schooled in the arts by Jesuits created 

astonishing sculptures that may also be regarded as folk imagery (figs. 49, 50). The Guaraní had 

no pre-Hispanic tradition of depicting the human figure and their animistic culture was based on 

the power of the oration of holy words. Given this surprising absence of pre-Hispanic figural art, 
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the sheer craftsmanship and sensitivity present in their work is staggering. These figures 

represent perhaps the most lyrical articulation of the unlikely power present in emotionally 

placid sculptures that are coupled with dramatic draperies. Unlike the western tradition, the 

Guaraní had no concept of suffering in their art but rather used simple forms to convey an 

ultimate sense of tranquility as the transitory nature of extreme emotions and bodily sensations 

did not fit within the Guaraní worldview. Unlike the European tradition they did not attempt to 

reproduce the appearance of everyday people and objects as they are perceived by the naked eye. 

Instead they found meaning in producing figures composed of schematic and repetitive 

geometric patterns which were highly symbolic and holy aspects of their culture.
149

 This is an 

important characteristic of another current in folk art stipulating that groups absorbed into new 

cultures often resort to emphasizing aspects of their old heritage in art depicting elements from 

the new culture.
150

 The Guaraní had a distinct interest for surface patterns and rhythms which 

manifested in sculpture as a pronounced stylization of hair and draperies and a keen interest in 

balance resulting in profoundly graceful figures. These elements are most apparent in seemingly 

marginal areas of the sculpture that would not be considered central to the sense of religiosity in 

a European sense. Such ambiguity in these art objects explains the dualistic religious views of 

the Guaraní and the creation of a new but also ancient visual language in which the Guaraní 

genuinely believed they were ‘making’ saints.
151

 

The Calvary at Lac des Deux-Montagnes in New France 

 In 1657 Sulpician priests arrived in the colony and established themselves as the King’s 

representatives or seigneurs on the island of Montreal, then known as Ville-Marie. They carried 
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out missions throughout New France with their most ambitious undertaking at La Montagne in 

1671 in Montreal where about two hundred people were settled, most of whom were Iroquois, in 

addition to eight French families. Much to the Sulpicians’ dismay, the French did not impart the 

‘civilizing’ effect upon the First Nations they had hoped for but instead introduced them to 

drinking and it was decided to move the Iroquois to Sault-au-Récollet near the eastern shore of 

the island in 1696. However, the presence of French settlers and the rise of the same problems 

resulted in moving the Iroquois even further about sixty kilometres west of Montreal to Lac des 

Deux-Montagnes in 1721 where Nipissings, Hurons and Algonkins joined the Sulpicians from 

other missions. Here, a fortified village was built near the slope of a mountain where from 1740-

1742 a multi-station calvary was constructed.
152

 Although other outdoor calvaries and wayside 

crosses were erected during this early period, a lack of documentation points to the possibility 

that the harsh climate was not kind to these works, which compounded with their wooden 

material, must have contributed to their virtual eradication. 
153

 The Oka calvary consisted of four 

small stone oratories arranged along a path on the western side of the mountain in which French 

paintings (fig. 51) illustrating scenes from Christ’s Passion were housed. Three stone chapels 

adorned the summit of the mountain with the largest in the middle where masses were 

celebrated. 
154

 

 The calvary was designed and privately financed by the Sulpician missionary Hamon Le 

Guen (1687-1761) who hailed from Brittany where calvaries and wayside crosses were 

widespread. 
155

 Like the descendants of French settlers in New France the inhabitants of Brittany 
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were regarded as a people to be missionized.
156

 The Jesuit priest François-Xavier Regnard 

Duplessis (1694-1771) was born in Quebec City and during his career as a missionary, blessed 

calvaries in Brittany.
157

 In 1740 he indicated in a letter to his sisters, nuns at the Hôtel-Dieu in 

Quebec City, how delighted he was that similar structures were being built in New France. With 

the highest density of wayside crosses in all of Europe, the crosses of Brittany are numerous and 

range from ancient Celtic stone crosses to large-scale and immensely impressive medieval 

calvaries to simple roadside crosses made of wood and metal. Despite similarities between 

crosses and calvaries in France and Quebec, Le Guen’s project at Oka and its polychrome reliefs 

housed in gazebo-like structures are largely inventions of the ‘New World’ and its harsher 

climate.
158

  

  After about thirty years the extreme variations in temperature caused considerable 

damage to the canvases which were subsequently placed in the mission church. The Sulpician 

François-Auguste Magon de Terlay (1724-1777) proposed the commissioning of wooden bas-

reliefs based on the aforementioned paintings (fig. 7: 1775-1776) which he believed would better 

withstand the harsh climate. It is thought that six of the seven reliefs were executed by the 

Parisian wood-carver and soldier François Guernon dit Belleville (c. 1740-1817) who lived at 

Lac des Deux-Montagnes from 1775-1776.
159

 The only relief probably not carved by Belleville 

is The Agony in the Garden of Olives (c. 1816: fig. 8) which replaced a relief perhaps made by 

Belleville for unknown reasons. Agony, which arguably displays more folk tendencies than the 

works by Belleville was until recently attributed to the sculptor, carpenter, and church decorator 
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Louis Quévillon (1749-1823). The new catalogue for the Canadian collection at the Montreal 

Museum of Fine Arts proposes this relief was in fact the work of René Beauvais (1785-1837) 

known as Saint-James. The work was formerly attributed to Quévillon who Joanne Chagnon, a 

specialist in the history and art of New France and Quebec, believes chiefly worked in carpentry 

rather than sculpture.
160

 If this is accurate, we may deduce that the increased presence of stylized 

forms in relation to the other reliefs, which adhere more closely to the initial paintings brought 

from France could be explained by the fact that Saint-James was born in the colony.  It is also the 

only relief not based on the earlier painting and the folk characteristics are emphasized due to the 

bright colours used in the polychromy added in 1875-1876 to the previously “coarsely” executed 

colouring. 
161

 

 Although the reliefs by Belleville recreate the compositions of the anonymous French 

paintings, which were perhaps executed at the Seminary of Saint-Sulpice in Paris, the 

polychrome reliefs add striking depth that represents an important departure from the academic 

paintings that were copied from works inspired by old masters such as Rubens. In comparing the 

painting of the flagellation (fig. 52) and its relief in the second station (fig. 53) the latter 

emphasizes only certain characteristics of the painting. The folds of cloth in the painting are 

heightened in the relief through a pronounced beveling of the drapery but these appeals to three-

dimensionality are symbolic as they nonetheless yield an overwhelmingly two-dimensional 

appearance to the reliefs. The fact that the reliefs are executed in a relatively high relief yet the 

figures and draperies maintain a flattened quality is arguably a hallmark of folk art’s suggestive 

quality. The stylized and simplified forms make the intangible qualities of the reliefs accessible 
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and unpretentious. Like the hair of the figures in the relief, the branches composing the scourge 

are brought to the viewer’s attention by the pronounced modelling of each individual branch, 

which like the rendering of the figures prioritizes a sense of flatness and lack of spatial depth. In 

addition the polychromy brings vivid colours to a scene that was much darker and more somber 

by adding certain touches, such as the stylized drops of blood that were meant to ‘impress’ and 

direct the First Nations audience to Christ’s suffering,  a primary focus of the  project at Oka.
162

 

In fact, certain paintings originally destined for the calvary were relegated to the church as the 

Sulpicians did not think they would drive the First Nations sufficiently to piety because the 

classical paintings lacked the power of immediacy.
163

 Despite efforts to create a three-

dimensional viewing experience the flattened quality of the reliefs is undeniable and the 

musculature and physiognomy of the figures are often crudely chiseled. This series of reliefs 

paved the way for Quebec’s landscape to become in the words of the ethnologist Jean Simard 

“colonised by heaven.” 
164

 

 Very few sculptures in New France, save for a few by highly-trained artists, are 

substantially lifelike or anatomically correct in their compositions. In addition to the crowded 

perspective evident in Belleville’s The Meeting of Saint Veronica (1775-1776: fig. 54) the reliefs 

introduced a new sensibility and style to the subjects represented in the paintings. In order to 

make the experience utterly ‘real’ for the First Nations the Sulpicians employed imagery that was 

fundamentally otherworldly or dreamlike in its exaggeration and distortions of textures and 

spatiality. The paintings inspired by old masters use a fair amount of chiaroscuro to portray 

dramatic emotions and often light brushstrokes to impart a sense of movement. The reliefs, 
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however, are overwhelmingly static due to the flat and bevelled modelling of the wood and a 

disregard for perspective and movement which resulted in a completely different aesthetic.  

 The Sulpicians commissioned a ‘simplification’ of forms as seen in the most 

straightforward composition, The Crucifixion (1775-1776: fig. 55) which was reduced from the 

painting (fig. 51) to what the Sulpicians believed were the essential elements to captivate their 

audience. This included a reduction or elimination of the subtleties of light and dark shading 

present in the background and clothing of the figures in the painting in favour of the appearance 

that the fabrics and bones at the foot of the cross are popping into the viewer’s space. What the 

Sulpicians described as a ‘simplification,’ reducing subtle aspects of an image, may in fact have 

more to do with stylization, which removes images from our ordinary observable realm in favour 

of depicting otherworldly attributes through a certain disregard for the visual realities of 

proportion and anatomy found in day to day life. This is apparent in the hair, the muscles on 

Christ’s body, the reduction of anatomical structures to decorative aspects, and a certain frozen 

quality of the figures that captures a snapshot in time while not detracting from the ‘realness’ 

suggested by the undulating texture of the panels.  

 One may wonder whether these compositions were contrived to appear this way perhaps 

because the artist was born in France, or whether he acquired this folk style after arriving in the 

colony. It is believed that Belleville made similar reliefs for other parishes, so we may deduce 

that the style at Oka is not an isolated or calculated occurrence.
165

 It was not uncommon for 

European artists working in overseas colonies to acquire different styles or techniques after 

arriving in the Americas due to the widespread practice of copying from engravings.
166

 The 
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unique style found at Oka is not indicative solely of the missionary context but of larger 

developing trends in the art of the period. With the later addition of Saint-James’ Agony in the 

Garden of Olives (fig. 56) to the first oratory we see the tendencies articulated in Belleville’s 

work become more pronounced, bringing the character of the calvary clearly within the realm of 

folk art. This tableau displays a plethora of artistic concepts that became emblematic of art in 

New France and Quebec. Most notably the disregard for spatial accuracy, the rendering of 

ambiguous or indecipherable emotional states, a preoccupation with depicting the exuberance of 

draperies, pronounced anatomical inconsistencies, as seen in Christ’s left foot, and most 

importantly, an increased sense of stylization as seen in the reduction of the apostles to little doll-

like figures amidst a quaint background of little hills.  This tendency toward abstracted and 

creative forms is well-illustrated in this work through the transformation or merging of the 

angel’s robes with the cloud upon which he sits. Through the stylistic stages of the calvary we 

see the evolution of Quebec art and the legitimacy of folk art in the religious culture directed at 

the First Nations and more importantly its centrality in the devotions of the descendants of 

French settlers and other pilgrims who came from as far as Ottawa well in to the twentieth 

century until the reliefs were removed in 1974 due to severe vandalism. 
167

 Saint James’ distinct 

folk style is supported through his work at the atelier des écores in Saint-Vincent-de-Paul, Laval, 

founded by the accomplished wood carver Louis Quévillon (1749-1823) in 1792. This was one 

of the Montreal region’s most prolific workshops for the production of church decorations where 

many works similar in style to Saint James’ relief were produced.
168

 

 Unlike the calvaries or Holy Mountains (Sacri Monti) in Europe that employed realistic 

elements to recreate the experience of the holy land, the works at Oka rely on abstraction, 
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stylization, and serenity to mesmerize the First Nations by showing them a world beyond earthly 

appearances. The first Holy Mountain and one of the most ambitious projects of its kind was 

established by Franciscans at Varallo in the Piedmont region of Northern Italy in the late 

fifteenth century.
169

 The desire to recreate a pilgrimage was so explicit and central to the 

endeavour that the Franciscans used real hair, clothes, and beards to adorn the three dimensional 

sculptural programs, of which some were veritable tableaux vivants.
170

 

Paul Jourdain dit Labrosse 

 Like Saint-James, Paul Jourdain dit Labrosse (1697-1769) was born in the territory that 

later became Quebec and practiced more than one trade in the Montreal area including sculpting, 

cabinetmaking, and organ-making. As discussed by René Villeneuve in The Tabernacle of Paul 

Jourdain (1990), although the artist was undoubtedly inspired by imported models from France, 

particularly small statuettes similar to Christ Giving His Blessing (17
th

 c.: fig. 57), he appears to 

have developed a new and unique “stylization” of forms. His masterpiece is arguably Christ on 

the Cross (1741: fig. 5) commissioned for Montreal’s Notre-Dame Cathedral which originally 

adorned the high-altar and is now displayed near the cathedral’s entrance.
171

 Jourdain’s artistic 

innovations situate this work between the binaries of folk art and the academic tradition.   

 Laurier Lacroix discusses a compelling dichotomy in the aforementioned sculpture that 

oscillates between the poles of realism and stylization. He identifies the most true to life aspects 

of the sculpture as being the rendering of the legs, stomach, and neck. The elements that stray the 
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most from realism are the uniform and deeply carved strands of hair, the spiral bellybutton, and 

the wound from the lance shaped like a set of lips. The cloth adorning Christ is a focal point and 

Lacroix describes it as a distinct work unto itself which appears to be separating itself from 

Christ’s body.
172

 Similar to the movements portrayed through the modelling of the hair, the cloth 

takes on a life of its own as it sways through an invisible wind to expose the agitated folds and 

crumples that contribute to the power of naturally-improbable forms to convey emotion. This is 

heightened through the absence of emotion in the figure’s serene face which has a certain 

stretched and otherworldly quality, emphasized through the smoothness of the body and the 

texture of the cloth. Like the calvary Jourdain’s sculpture testifies to the importance and even 

necessity of this new yet timeless imagery in promulgating the decrees of the Church in areas 

distant from the metropole. Although this sculpture was not intended for private devotion it has 

similarities to those crafted by people who were not artists by trade but sought a more intimate 

relationship to the divine. Another example of a professional artist adapting his style to what one 

may describe as the spirit of his people is François Baillargé (1759-1830) who produced a 

polychrome relief depicting the Assumption of the Virgin (1795-1796: fig. 58) for the parish at 

Les Éboulements near Baie-Saint-Paul. Like Labrosse’s Crucifixion made three decades earlier, 

the undulations of fabric assist in creating a dramatic effect while the faces, gestures, and robes 

of the figures in Baillargé’s seem frozen mid-action unlike the peaceful and contemplative 

expression on Labrosse’s Christ. The relief by Baillargé is in higher relief than the flatter less 

raised panels at Oka and the fabric on the former is emphasized and carved in sharper contrast 

than the latter. The dichotomy between realism and stylization seen in Quebec art is therefore not 

simply indicative of the style but also of the careers of a number of artists who embraced various 

levels of realism in their practice. Baillargé’s relief is a true testament to the emotive possibilities 
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of fabric as the other components of the work appear stark and expressionless in comparison to 

the figures’ vestments.  

‘Peasant’ Calvaries 

 The most well-known and exquisite example of a so-called naïve or “peasant” calvary in 

Quebec may be the one executed in polychrome pine by Pierre Plante (1853-1930) in 1888 (fig. . 

48) now in the Montreal Museum of Fine Art. This sculpture further emphasizes the tendencies 

toward stylization seen in the work by Jourdain and unlike this earlier work there are virtually no 

traces of realism or academic observation. However, instead of creating the elongated 

streamlined effect in that sculpture, the techniques and training or lack thereof of Plante creates a 

far more rustic appearance. There is little concern for anatomical accuracy and proportion, 

evident in the small head and lack of differentiation between anatomical structures in this work, 

particularly in the legs and knees which appear to be two long cylindrical pieces of wood. The 

folds of cloth in the garment are simplified to softly carved lines on the block of linen and the 

emotionless face has the appearance of a weathered farmer who may have lived in Sainte-

Victoire-de-Sorel where the work originated. What results is not in any way linked to the world 

of ordinary life as its function is rather representation of the inextricable nature of rural material 

culture and religiosity. Porter and Désy describe the appeal and authenticity of this work as lying 

in its “strange” simplifications and playfulness.
173

 This blunt description explains a certain 

oddity present in this sculpture due to its disregard for the physical world, resulting in strangely 

formed figures. This is where its purpose and efficacy lies as a work like Plante’s would have 

been used for personal prayers and sometimes even replaced a trip to the church. Unlike works 

found in churches, calvaries and wayside crosses were often not bound to the discretion of the 
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official church but were a matter of personal taste. People would typically pray alone or in 

groups at certain religious feasts or even just when travelling by the crosses. The oldest surviving 

calvaries in situ date from around 1820 perhaps due to the destruction of the crosses through the 

ravages of weather.
174

 Although this lack of visual evidence presents a number of questions it is 

also important to consider continuity in the production which remained surprisingly intact over 

time. 

 The idea that a great part of religious art produced in New France and Quebec is in fact 

folk art has not been the subject of any publications but numerous scholars have discussed the 

“naïve” or even “primitive” style that has persisted through the centuries. Gérard Lavallée, an 

early writer on the subject indicated in Anciens ornemanistes et imagiers du Canada français 

(1968) that the “peasant” style in Quebec defies a traditional system of dating artworks as it 

transcends time and style to remain authentic to the spirit of the Québécois. In other words, this 

romantic description attests to the presence of strong folk art tendencies in French Canada 

without explicitly using the word ‘folk.’ 
175

 By qualifying such works with words like ‘rustic’ or 

‘naïve’ one is perhaps evading the crux of the matter; the message of evangelization and piety is 

profoundly shaped by this style and the transplantation of Catholicism in French Canada is 

inextricably linked to these arts. By using the term ‘folk’ it is possible to attest to this fact and to 

acknowledge that the art of New France and Quebec is ‘folk’ both due to the tendencies of self-

taught artists as well as a deliberate effort to personalize and reinterpret the divine.                    
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The Jesuit Project in Paraguay  

 The Society of Jesus was founded by Saint Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556), a Basque 

priest in 1540 and by 1568 Jesuits had arrived in Peru where they established their first South 

American college in Lima that same year. In 1607 the province of Paraguay was formed by the 

Superior General of the Society of Jesus with the intention of aligning the beliefs and lifestyles 

of its jungle inhabitants with European culture.
176

 When Jesuit missionaries set out from 

Asunción, the capital of Paraguay in 1609 to found the first Guaraní reduction in present-day 

Brazil at Loreto, an ambitious “holy experiment” in pastoral care was inaugurated with the 

power of images situated at the heart of the project. 
177

  The Paraguayan-born missionary Roque 

Gonzalez de Santa Cruz (1576-1628) entered new territories with an image of the Virgin which 

the Jesuits named La Conquistadora, a testament to the transformative yet militaristic appeal 

among the Guaraní to accept Catholic imagery.
178

  The Jesuit image-centric culture presented the 

Guaraní not only with new Christian beliefs, but also the concept of images which began to 

acquire some of the holy features previously ascribed to words. For the animist Guaraní the 

Word and the power of oratory existed before the creation of the cosmos and of man and 

represents the breath of life itself. The Great Father, Ñanderuvusú, is above all else the origin of 

the everlasting beating rhythm of the Word and the source from which the forces of nature 

provide sustenance.
179

                                                                                                                     

 The Jesuits were forced to abandon their original settlements in the early 1630s when the 
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missions were attacked by Portuguese slave raiders from São Paulo, known as Mamelucos, who 

sought to enslave the Guaraní. The surviving Guaraní were relocated by the Jesuits to the 

territories of Paraná and Uruguay where the new missions were renamed for the ones that were 

abandoned and impressive churches soon populated the new reductions.
180

 Although similar 

mission systems existed throughout Hispanic America the English term ‘reduction’ is unique to 

the Paraguayan context and refers to the settlement of previously nomadic people in mission 

communities.
181

 During the next twenty years ten more reductions were established in the Guairá 

region along the border of present-day Paraguay and Brazil with the combined number of 

inhabitants totalling over forty thousand. 
182

 The seventeenth century saw a revival of 

PaleoChristian ideals characterised by the enthusiasm and motivation of the early Church. This 

sentiment is exhibited by the epoch’s zeal for missionizing and the reinstating of medieval 

artistic styles to capture the authenticity and immediacy inherent to frontality, stiffness, and the 

use of naïve styles.
183

  With the power of images at their disposal in addition to the isolation of 

the Guaraní the Jesuits saw them as pure candidates for conversion capable of emulating the 

beliefs and artistic practices of their colonizers.
184

                                                                                                                                                                      

Evolution of Mission Sculpture                                                                                         

 The Argentine art historian Bozidar Darko Sustersic, a specialist in Guaraní art, 

recognizes that underlying stylistic elements of Guaraní mission imagery are far more complex 

and subversive than the Society of Jesus could have anticipated. In contrast to the Jesuit’s 

conception of the indigenous people as a tabula rasa for conversion, Sustersic discusses a far 
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richer and nuanced history of the missions in Imágenes Guaraní-Jesuíticas: Paraguay, 

Argentina, Brasil (2010). This comprehensive history of Guaraní reduction art traces the steady 

move away from European models, particularly engravings and prints, toward an art practice 

composed of indigenous elements. This is further enforced through the flexibility of Guaraní 

spirituality and its ability to incorporate other worldviews as seen in the portrayal of Guaraní 

deities in the guise of Catholic figures. The vast majority of these simultaneously serene but 

animated figures were carved from wood by anonymous individuals believed to be true saint-

makers, santo apohára, and not simply artists.
185

 Sustersic regards Christianity as a culmination 

of the pre-existing indigenous beliefs and acknowledges the reworking of Catholic imagery to fit 

within the Guaraní system of animistic magic. The resulting sculptures of Christian figures fits 

within the pre-Hispanic Guaraní tradition of payé or magical objects used by shamans in spiritual 

ceremonies. These primarily consisted of ancestral bones of deceased shamans employed to 

communicate with the spiritual world for intercession on various matters including assistance in 

political conflict and agricultural prosperity.
186

 Other types of objects such as carved wooden 

pipes were considered sacred although there are nearly no surviving examples from pre-Hispanic 

times. A good approximation of pre-contact art is exemplified in a late eighteenth or early 

nineteenth century shamanic pipe (fig. 59) from the Museo de América in Madrid and is 

characterized by exuberant geometric surface patterns depicting animals and plants.  Although 

certain biblical themes are present their absorption in to local culture renders the European 

motifs secondary to the animistic elements and all are schematized to represent only the 

innermost purity and simplicity of these symbols without the unnecessary detail of their true or 
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everyday appearance.
187

 Scholars cannot dismiss the parallels between objects composed of pre-

Hispanic elements and colonial works as they both prioritize, albeit through vastly different 

aesthetics, the sacred Guaraní principles of symmetry, rhythm, volume, and a love for anti-

mimetic symbolism.
188

  

Giuseppe Brasanelli                                                                                                           

 The single most prolific European contributor to Guaraní mission art was the Italian 

Jesuit missionary, sculptor, painter, and architect, Giuseppe Brasanelli (1659-1728) who arrived 

in the colony in 1693.
189

 Apart from directing mission workshops in at least seven reductions, the 

Milanese brother also built churches, organized their decoration, and was instrumental in 

formulating the appearance of mission art until the expulsion of the Jesuits from the Spanish 

colonies in 1767. In addition to Brasanelli, the Jesuit project in Paraguay was carried out by 

brothers from throughout western and central Europe as well as a number of men born in the 

Americas. Many of these Jesuits were trained in or had at least a working knowledge of various 

arts, as was necessary for the successful completion of churches, some of which were proclaimed 

by visitors to be on par with the most magnificent churches of South America.
190

 The varied 

origins of the brothers and most importantly the contributions of Guaraní artists, builders, and 

workmen further enriched and complicated the multi-faceted stylistic character of mission art.
191

  

Guaraní Workshops                                                                                                    

 Josefina Plá’s book chapter “The Missionary Workshops (1609-1767): Organization and 

Operation, Labour and Achievements” (1988) provides detailed insight about the organization 
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and functioning of the mission workshops, a vital component of each reduction’s spiritual, 

economic, and artistic independence. This allowed for each mission to operate without the aid of 

other reductions in the construction of its church and the production of holy figures. As described 

by Plá, self-sufficiency was not merely an issue of expression but a necessity for the survival and 

success of isolated settlements in which artistic activity was used as a tool for piety and 

conformity. The close proximity of the priest’s house to the workshop was imperative to 

supervise the production of the mission’s most precious objects. Although many Guaraní from 

humble families worked as craftsmen or artists, it was not uncommon for the most crucial 

workshop occupations to be given to the sons of high-ranking villagers, known as caciques, who 

assumed the responsibility of directing the workshops after the initial period of European 

contact. Those who excelled at certain crafts were employed by the Jesuits as workshop 

supervisors, known as alcaldes, who assumed the roles formerly occupied by the fathers, a 

highly-respected position among artisans who were favoured above regular villagers in the 

mission context. This system perpetuated pre-existing social norms while reinforcing European 

values pertaining to daily scheduled work which had not previously been a feature of Guaraní 

culture.  In unison with other writers on the topic, Plá attests to the remarkable and perhaps 

bewildering ease, dexterity, and mastery with which members of this jungle tribe participated in 

the hitherto unknown arts of painting and carving. 
192

 

José Habiyú and Guaraí Aesthetics 

 Few signed works by Guaraní artists survive and the vast majority, as is also the case 

with wood sculpture in Quebec, were unsigned at the time of their creation. An exception to this 
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is the case of José Habiyú , a Guaraní artist at the reduction of Itapúa who executed an oil 

painting of the Virgin Mary, Madonna of Saint Luke,  (1618: fig. 60) from a sketch by the French 

brother Luis Berger (1590-1643), the first professionally-trained artist sent to the Paraguayan 

missions.
193

 Although the greatest achievements of Guaraní art are arguably to be found in 

sculpture, this early painting, like later three-dimensional works, significantly departs from the 

European models provided by the Jesuits. This painting exemplifies key visual elements of the 

Guaraní worldview represented by stylization through geometric, frontal, flat, and undulating 

abstract surface patterns which may be related to pre-Hispanic artistic practices. Most 

emblematic in this regard are the large, frontal, hypnotic and transfixed eyes of the Virgin, her 

peaceful facial expression, the swirling draperies of her mantle and a contemplative appearance 

more reminiscent of Byzantine icons than the hyper-realistic Iberian sculpture which was heavily 

influential in mainstream Latin American sculpture of the period.
194

 The latter was interested in 

portraying visceral and immediate displays of bodily pain in an effort to stir piety through 

Christ’s suffering during the Passion, as seen in the Quiteño sculpture of the Man of Sorrows 

(18
th

 c.: fig. 61).
195

 The highly contemplative nature of Guaraní art may also be attributed to a 

more immediate interpretation of Catholicism, particularly relating to the ideas that salvation is 

in some way attainable during this life in addition to the view that suffering is inherently 

transitory and can be transcended, a theme thoroughly exemplified in the calm faces of Guaraní 

sculptures. These syncretic additions to the Catholic worldview are the direct product of pre-

Hispanic beliefs such as the age-old concept of the ‘Land-without-Evil.’ Although this fabled 

destination was not an actual location, it was believed to be situated in the Amazon region where 
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pilgrims led by influential shamans or karai sought refuge in an earthly paradise attainable 

during this life, despite the fact that few who set out would survive the treacherous journey.
196

 

Hybridity in Guaraní Art 

 Like the folk art produced by the descendants of French settlers in New France, the 

eighteenth century is generally regarded as a period of intense originality through stylization 

with respect to Guaraní figural imagery.
197

 In contrast to the Quebec context and its European 

settlers, the missionizing of the Native American Guaraní and their fundamentally different 

beliefs gave rise to forms that may be described as anti-establishment due to animistic 

undertones expressed through delicate yet tightly-controlled rhythms and undulations. As 

discussed by Gauvin Bailey, the distinct character of reduction art should not relegate Guaraní 

sculpture to a separate category away from canonical Baroque art history, but enforces the need 

to expand our conception of what constitutes the Baroque to a broader and more accurate 

understanding of the ‘global Baroque’ through the indigenization of Christianity.
198

 The styles of 

art that flourished in the province of Paraguay have been labelled by various scholars with terms 

like ‘Hispano Guaraní Baroque,’ but such all-encompassing attempts at categorization defeat the 

understanding of these art objects as ‘dialogues’ between cultures and their ultimate resistance to 

prescribed canonical styles.
199

 

 Following Habiyú’s painting, Guaraní art became increasingly concerned with 

otherworldly forms, and like in New France, it employed invisible powers to literally animate the 

drapery and hair adorning serene but expressive figures. Art production in the missions can be 
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linked to larger artistic trends through the circulation of a limited number of engravings by 

influential European artists such as Martin de Vos (1532-1603). Individual sculptures can be 

linked to other works and over the long term such relations produced, as described by both 

Sustersic and Bailey, a sculptural family tree.
200

 The earliest reduction sculptures made by 

Guaraní artists in the early to mid- seventeenth century for church retables were highly 

cylindrical and strictly adhered to the form of the tree trunk from which it was carved. The 

stylistic treatment of works like Rey Mago depicting one of the nativity’s wise men (fig. 62: 17
th

 

c.), whose hands and head are removable, can be entirely attributed to the ingenuity of the artist 

as European engravings were not employed as inspiration in this early stage. The carved 

decorations and pleats in the fabric were highly vertical, creating a rigid appearance that was 

further enforced through virtually static poses and stylized rendering of the hair. This lack of 

outright animation does not mean that sculptures such as this were lifeless for the Guaraní as the 

symmetrical, regulated, and vertical strips of drapery that composed early sculptures like Rey 

Mago (fig. 62) served as a visual representation of sacred rhythms in music, dances, and chants 

and thus depict a reality more balanced, eternal, and vital than the world of form. 
201

 

The Master of San Ignacio Guazú 

  In retrospect, scholars have recognized the incredible ingenuity of certain early works, 

particularly those that oscillate between the poles of geometry and stylization, as seen in the 

exceptional Cristo Yacente (fig. 63: 17
th

 c.) by the Master of San Ignacio Guazú. It is ironic that 

the increased importation of European imagery resulted in a gradual and simultaneous 

articulation of an aesthetic that was decidedly not European. Like Paul Jourdain’s Crucifixion, 
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the Master of San Ignacio Guazú creates an image of the Saviour that lies outside of the realm of 

earthly form through the stylization and reduction of anatomical components, particularly the 

hair, ribs, and veins, to a rhythmic abstraction of the human figure. Like Jourdain’s sculpture, the 

face negates the pain and suffering traditionally depicted in episodes of the Passion. As seen in 

Plante’s Crucifixion, there is little attention paid to the lifelike rendering of limbs and these are 

reduced to undifferentiated cylindrical masses. This image of Christ is a more lyrical articulation 

of the master’s hallmark style which primarily featured figures in geometric ‘pleated tunics,’ as 

seen in the sculpture of Archangel Michael (fig 64: 17
th

 c.) slaying a Lucifer whose nearly 

comical rendering is shaped by the Guaraní belief in  mischievous jungle demons. 
202

 

European Models 

  The Jesuits concluded that early mission sculptures were too ‘simple’ and instead 

promoted the use of models by Brasanelli which among Guaraní artists produced a synthesis 

between the earlier style known as pliegues aplanados or flattened folds, as seen in fig. 62, and 

the exuberance of the European Baroque. This progression is exemplified in works by Brasanelli 

that later served as models for Guaraní artists, particularly his Cristo Flagelado (1692-94?: fig. 

65), one of Brasanelli’s first sculptures produced in the colony. The work clearly shows 

prevailing academic interests in anatomical precision, classicism, seen in the contrapposto 

stance, and an appeal to the viewer’s sympathy through magnified emotions seen in Christ’s 

deep existential pain before the crucifixion. This Christ is unyieldingly tied to the narrative of the 

Passion and the emotional experience tied to this specific event and does not transcend biblical 

temporality. In stark contrast, Christ at the Column (1695: fig. 66) by a Guaraní artist, while 

directly modeled on Brasanelli’s work shows a completely different stylistic and spiritual 
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interpretation of the same episode. Apart from the suggestive column, this Christ is profoundly 

divorced from the scene depicted and embodies core elements of Guarani belief relating to the 

ultimate tranquility of existence as the figure’s eyes gaze peacefully to the heavens. This 

separation from the biblical narrative is further enforced through a heavy geometric stylization of 

the ribs, hair, veins, and beard suggestive not only of Guaraní artistic sensibility but of a spiritual 

pantheon infinitely more symbolic, fluid, and atemporal than the approach espoused by the 

Church.
203

 

Apex of Guaraní Innovation 

 Around the turn of the eighteenth century Guaraní sculpture became increasingly 

exuberant through the addition of graceful movements distinct from any European source despite 

finding their inspiration in the expressive mysticism of Brasanelli’s Roman Baroque.
204

 These 

displays of what Bozidar Sustersic calls emotional intelligence were not merely aspects of 

aesthetic breakthroughs but represent substantial feats of engineering that defied the traditional 

realism presented to the Guaraní as models. These developments were employed in the sculpting 

of a multitude of religious figures but are particularly well illustrated in depictions of the 

Resurrection due to the animation it affords, as seen in Risen Christ (figs. 49 and 50: second 

quarter of 18
th

 c.).
205

 The incredible dance-like movement of the figure and the vibrant rippled 

texture of the mantle lends a spirituality and animation to the sculpture that extends beyond the 

prescribed tenets of Catholicism to reveal the ever-present but invisible forces of pre-hispanic 

animism. Their beliefs were not based on higher entities but on the forces of nature which were 

assigned either positive or negative meanings and this knowledge was conveyed through the 
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recitation of holy words or by dancing for the purpose of evoking visions. Therefore, sculptors or 

‘saint makers’ were regarded as positions of shamanic wisdom for those capable of transposing 

spiritual beings from other realms to the mediums of wood or stone. Although visual art was 

secondary to other forms of spiritual expression before the arrival of the Jesuits, it is thought that 

stylistic trends from the pre-colonial era, particularly the interest in geometric repetition and 

surface patterns are visible in Christian figural imagery through its heavy stylization.
206

  

 Like other makers of folk art, the producer of the aforementioned sculpture belonged to a 

culture whose artistic lineage and spirituality had no use for depicting the visual reality of 

subjects but instead focused on the rendering of essentially invisible spiritual attributes.
207

 

Through the stylization of hair, ribs and clothing, Christ is removed from our realm of earthly 

observation and is elevated to a plane unconstrained by the laws of nature, gravity, and human 

anatomy. The mantle is brought to life as what appears to be an invisible vortex of sacred energy 

creates a tight series of rhythmic folds that emanate to every corner of the fabric yielding a 

geometric yet highly captivating and even emotional experience as the cloth, imitating the 

figure’s gesture, points upwards to heaven. The regularized pattern of the ribs, hair, and the 

vitality emanating from the drapery are clearly not found in our earthly experience of nature but 

represents the universe’s infinite wisdom and harnesses the vortex of life-force accessed by 

shamans during trances and visions. Beyond a seemingly calm façade, the strength of Christ’s 

eternal grace, peace, and wisdom becomes the ultimate subject of the work as it brings finite 

materials, in this case cloth, to a level of palpable ecstasy not possible on earth. This syncretic 

understanding of Christ is not only present in Guaraní imagery but was a core element of their 
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belief system as Christ was valued principally for his role as a great shaman, known as Pai 

Guazú, and his ability to rise above visceral pain.
208

 

 Just as these works mediate between shamanism and Catholicism, they also bring 

together the often antithetical artistic schools of realism and geometric stylization. In Santa 

María de la Cabeza (fig. 67: late 17
th

 c.), a sculpture of the revered wife (d. about 1175) of the 

Spanish Saint Isidro Labrador (1070-1130), the subject is the Guaraní conception of the Holy 

Spirit which manifests itself through the masterfully-sculpted, voluminous, and fundamentally 

controlled yet spontaneous ripples of the saint’s clothing. There is little else in this work to 

suggest the presence of divinity apart from the exquisitely sensitive whirlwind of cloth 

conveying a deeply syncretic spirituality based on the wisdom and perfect proportion of nature’s 

forces. Although sculpted by human hands, these powers are here depicted as a work of art 

created by divine presence as the figure’s dress dances and responds in geometric precision to 

the supreme energy surrounding it. This mysterious energy is infinitely more alive and eternal 

than the saint’s mortal body which is free of all contextual and temporal markers, including 

expression, save for a Mona Lisa smile.
209

 All we can ever witness of this highly spiritual aspect 

of folk art, which is ultimately too meaningful and atemporal to be directly depicted, is found in 

the graceful ripples that in both the Guaraní and Quebec contexts record the artists’ dedication to 

making the fundamentally unknowable palpably accessible. This deeply personalized approach 

to depicting the divine in both geographical instances was highly reflexive. If Christ and the 

Saints could be like the worshippers both physically and in the worldviews they radiated, then 

holy art fulfills its most crucial role of forging emotional ties that extend far beyond the universal 

desire for salvation. 
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Figure 45 

 

Icon of the Nicopeia, tempera and enamel on wood, 11
th

 c., Basilica di San Marco, Venice. 
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Figure 46 

 

Dominic Charland, Calvary, 1838, wood, Yamaska-Est, Quebec. 
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Figure 47 

 

Jacques Leblond de Latour, Virgin, c. 1700, Parish of L’Ange-Gardien, Quebec. 
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Figure 48 

 

Pierre Plante, Calvary, 1888, The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.  
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Figure 49 

 

Anonymous Guaraní artist, Risen Christ, wood polychrome, second quarter 18
th

 century, 

Santiago Museum, Paraguay. 
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Figure 50 

 

Rear view of figure 49 
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Figure 51 

 

Anonymous, The Crucifixion, c. 1740, oil on canvas, Church of the Annunciation, Oka. 
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Figure 52 

 

 

Anonymous, The Flagellation, c. 1740, oil on canvas, Church of the Annunciation, Oka. 
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Figure 53 

 

François Guernon dit Belleville, The Flagellation, polychrome wood, 1775-1776, Musée des 

beaux-arts du Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 54 

 

 

François Guernon dit Belleville, The Meeting with Saint Veronica, 1775-1776, polychrome 

wood, Musée des beaux-arts du Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 55 

 

François Guernon dit Belleville, The Crucifixion, polychrome wood, 1775-1776,  Musée des 

beaux-arts du Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 56 

 

René Beauvais dit Saint-James, The Agony in the Garden of Olives, c. 1816, polychrome wood, 

Musée des beaux-arts du Québec, Quebec City. 
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Figure 57 

 

Anonymous, Christ Giving His Blessing, French, c. 1650-1750, gilded oak, National Gallery of 

Canada, Ottawa.  
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Figure 58 

 

François Baillargé, Assumption of the Virgin, 1795-1796, Parish of Les Éboulements, Quebec. 
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Figure 59 

 

 

 

Wooden shamanic pipe with geometric, figural, and animal ornament, Tupi-Guaraní, late 18
th

 or 

early 19
th

 c., Museo de América, Madrid. 
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Figure 60 

 

José Habiyú, Madonna of Saint Luke, over drawing attributed to Louis Berger, oil on canvas, 

1618, 20.2 x 24 cm, Museo Enrique Udaondo, Luján, Argentina. 
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Figure 61 

 

Quito workshop, Man of Sorrows, second half 18
th

 c., painted and polychromed wood, 52 x 18 x 

22 cm, Collection of Osvaldo Viteri, Quito, Ecuador. 
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Figure 62 

 

Anonymous, Rey Mago, wood, height: 0.8m, 17
th

 c., Museo de la Casa de la Independencia, 

Asunción, Paraguay. 
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Figure 63 

 

 

Maestro de San Ignacio Guazú, Cristo Yacente, polychromed Wood, height: 1.35 m, 17th c., 

Museo de San Ignacio Guazú, Paraguay. 
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Figure 64 

 

Maestro de San Ignacio Guazú, San Miguel de los grandesMoño (Archangel Michael), 

Guilded and polychromed wood. height: 1,30 m. 17
th

 c., Museo de San Ignacio Guazú, Paraguay. 
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Figure 65 

 

 

José Brasanelli, Cristo Flagelado, 1692-94?, polychromed wood, height: 1.7 m, Paraguari, 

Paraguay. 
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Figure 66 

 

 
 

Anonymous Guaraní artist, Cristo de la columna, polychromed wood, Museo de Santa María de 

Fe, Paraguay. 
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Figure 67 

 

Anonymous, María de la Cabeza, wood polychrome, late 17th c., Santiago Museum, Paraguay. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

  Through artistic expression the Christianised Guaraní, French settlers in New France, 

and Spanish Criollo Mexicans constructed new identities, rituals, and worldviews which to this 

day remain distinct from their European counterparts. The conception of social class in the 

Americas as a fashioned entity which could be moulded by certain people, unlike the rigid 

conception of royalty and nobility in Europe, brought about a state of hyper self-consciousness 

and the deliberate performance of persona in both locations.  In New Spain the presence of 

numerous non-European groups, known as castas, and the mixing of these peoples with 

Spaniards brought forth a preoccupation with race and social status in the many-tiered caste 

system of colonial Mexico. This was expressed as a deep obsession with quantifying and 

categorizing race through the conception of calidad. This term embodies the belief that those of 

European descent were of a superior nature and character and they thus benefitted from a higher 

social rank than castas, whose standing typically decreased in relation to the amount of non-

European heritage one possessed. For Criollos, Spanishness was not defined by a particular set 

of behaviours or physical qualities and this necessitated a constant articulation and display of 

status.
210

  In New France the relative absence of racial diversity in areas inhabited by settlers and 

the presence of a homogenous population yielded a different set of concerns. Among newly-

arrived professed men and women, who were intensely dedicated to the Paleochristian revival, 

these aspirations were expressed through a quest to be uplifted to Catholicism’s most revered 

group of martyrs. While nuns in New France did so through denying bodily ornament in portraits 

of deceased sisters, New Mexican nuns employed opposite measures to transform their bodies in 

to living works of art as seen in portraits of monjas coronadas. This collision of profound 
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spirituality and the profane opportunities for advancement in the colonies gave a decidedly 

religious character to the fashioning of identity. Although women in both locations were no 

doubt true believers they employed artistic innovations to further their causes, many of which 

were not strictly spiritual.  

 Like convent art, sculpture in Paraguay and New France negotiates between cultures, 

identities, and geographical distances but is more representative of popular widespread religious 

sentiment. In the case of New France this was official Roman Catholicism and in the Paraguayan 

reductions the Guaraní practiced a syncretic religion that merges Jesuit teachings and their pre-

Hispanic animist tradition. Sculpture in these two locations departs from the slightly contrived or 

self-absorbed art produced for and by holy women and their families which was often motivated 

by social concerns. Folk art uplifts the communal and the ubiquitous by symbolically 

representing the spirit of a people and an age through a democratic means of representation that 

does not discriminate based on the constructed ideals of connoisseurship or taste. In both New 

France and Latin America, folk art’s ultimate purpose was to forge emotional connections 

between objects and their producers and viewers which facilitated the enforcement of common 

ideologies. The colonizers of New France and the colonised Guaraní of Paraguay, despite all 

conceivable odds, developed similar portrayals of spirituality through the medium of wood 

sculpture. While convent art often adheres to practices and materials associated with ‘high’ art, 

embroidery and ornaments worn with the habit fall within the realm of folk art. Therefore, like 

wood sculpture in Quebec and Paraguay, art made by and for nuns can often be connoted as folk 

art for its very purpose is to go beyond its materiality to throw the viewer into a higher reality.  

All of the works discussed in this thesis regardless of their position on the continuum between 

‘high’ and ‘low’ remain united in claiming territory for personal causes in the Americas. 
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Whether these images radically reworked prescribed imagery, as in the case of the Guaraní, or 

whether they operated to convey more personal concerns, as seen in New Spain and New France, 

the ‘new world’ presented the common opportunity for vastly different groups to express 

spirituality through the trusted materiality of the body and its ability for grasping humanity’s 

more nebulous questions. 
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