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A r t i c l e s  o f

With the Aim  

of converting  

indigenous peoples  

to romAn cAtholicism, 

 

  

Were filled With  

splendors—And  

frAught With conflict.  

A neW exhibition  

of historic ArtWorks  

illuminAtes the tensions, 

trAditions, And tAlents  

behind the mission  

enterprise. 

Faith
the missions of  

northern new spain
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opening spread: luis de mena, virgin of light with 
native devotees, 1769–1772. this spread, clockwise 

from above: cristóbal de villalpando, the mysti-
cal city of god, 1706; José de mota, our lady of 

Joys, 1711; Anonymous, virgin of loreto, mid-18th 
century; Anonymous, chumash, basketry bowl with 

heraldic designs, early 19th century.   

+ it’s the rAre cAliforniAn who hasn’t 
visited at least one of the state’s Spanish colonial mis-
sions or studied them in school. When Splendors of 
Faith/Scars of Conquest: the Arts of the Missions of 
Northern New Spain, 1600–1821 opens in the Oakland 
Museum of California’s Great Hall on February 26, au-
diences will have an unprecedented opportunity to ex-
plore the larger cultural and historical context in which 
the rich, expressive arts of those missions developed.   

“Although many aspects of the history of the mis-
sions have been studied, very little attention has been 
paid to the paintings, sculptures, and other objects that 
were sent to the missions or made there during the Span-
ish period,” says curator Clara Bargellini, Ph.D., of the 
Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, Universidad Na-
cional Autónoma de México. Bargellini spent more than 
ten years planning the exhibition with curator Michael 
Komanecky, Ph.D., of the Farnsworth Art Museum, un-
der the auspices of Mexico City’s Antiguo Colegio de San 
Ildefonso, in collaboration with four other institutions. 

Splendors of Faith/Scars of Conquest includes  
more than 110 objects drawn from collections and re-
ligious institutions in Mexico, the United States, and 
Europe. It is the first exhibition to bring together art-
works from all the regions of northern New Spain, an 
area that included not only present-day California but 
also Arizona, texas, New Mexico, and Florida, as well as 
the Mexican states of Querétaro, San Luis Potosí, Na-
yarit, Sinaloa, Sonora, Durango, Chihuahua, Coahuila, 
tamaulipas, and Baja California.

From the time Hernán Cortés captured tenochtitlan 
(now Mexico City) in 1521 and members of religious or-
ders began arriving in New Spain, conversion to Roman 
Catholicism was central to the goals of colonization. the 

splendors of faith/scars of conquest 
opened at the Antiguo colegio de san ildefonso in 2009 and  
traveled to the san Antonio museum of Art, puebla’s museo 
Amparo, and the centro cultural de tijuana before arriving at 
omcA, its final stop. the show will remain open through may 29.
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mission enterprise proceeded in three phases. “Franciscan fri-
ars took part in the first Spanish expeditions northward from 
Mexico City, and before the end of the century they had estab-
lished missions in New Mexico,” explains Bargellini. “In 1591, the 
Jesuits reached Sinaloa on the Pacific Coast and began the es-
tablishment of a mission system that would eventually reach the 
Northwest territories. When the Jesuits were expelled in 1767, 
the Franciscans remained as practically the only missionaries in 
the North.” During the final stage of mission work, these Fran-
ciscan friars, led by Fray Junípero Serra, founded the twenty-
one missions of Alta California between 1769 and 1823.  

the shadow cast by the fraught relationship between the 
Spanish colonizers and the indigenous peoples they sought to 
convert underlies the exhibition. Some of the oldest objects in 
the show are maps and studies—often produced by the mis-
sionaries—of Native languages and cultures. In the California 
missions in particular, Native artisanship was especially pres-
ent, and indigenous techniques such as basketry, wood, and 
shell work from the California missions survive today.  

Much of the other work in the exhibition was created by  
fine artists in Mexico City, by master craftsmen in the different  
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contEmPorary codA 
Artists reinterpret the legacy of the spanish conquest

+ halF a millEnniUm has passed since 
the spanish conquest of california, but its 
indelible impact continues to inspire and 
provoke contemporary artists and thinkers.  

to illuminate contemporary perspec-
tives on this highly charged subject, omcA 
is presenting a companion installation to 
splendors of faith/scars of conquest, in 
which artists offer new takes on age-old 
themes, legacies, and iconographies.

“the spanish conquest is not a simple 
history, and it’s not a dead time period,” 
says louise pubols, chief curator of his-
tory. “this show is our way of bringing the 
story forward. some visitors may find cer-
tain works difficult or unsettling, but as a 
museum, we need to be a safe place where 
people can ask unsafe questions.”

many of the artists in the contempo-
rary section are self-identified chicanos 
and native californians. their work is 
deliberately provocative and searingly 
relevant, such as a new print by ester 
hernandez that depicts the virgin of  

guadalupe as a terrorist wanted for giving 
aid to illegal immigrants. other featured 
artists include Alma lopez, marian marti-
nez, and harry fonseca. 

“some of the artwork is critical, and 
some is devotional,” says drew Johnson, 
associate curator of photography, who 
organized the exhibit. “our goal is to offer 
divergent points of view, as a kind of coda 
to splendors of faith/scars of conquest.”   

Above: Alma lopez, 
our lady, 1999. right: 

ester hernandez, 
Wanted, 2010.

opposite page, top: Joseph 
rubio, Antiphonal (choir book), 
c. 1800. bottom (and on cover): 
Anonymous, probably chumash, 
tabernacle, 1789. 

regions of the missions, by artisans in Europe and Asia, and by the missionaries them-
selves. Paintings and sculptures of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and various martyrs were 
central images inside the mission churches and were believed to have protective, 
mystical powers. Rich liturgical vestments and ceremonial objects of valuable mate-
rials such as silver were used in the mass and other religious rituals. As the mission 
enterprise grew, so too did the splendor of the altarpieces and other objects used in the 
missions; the level of monumentality and complexity reached its apex in some of the 
churches of Alta California. 

“Art is about how individuals express themselves within cultural traditions—for 
themselves and for others,” says Bargellini. “the missions were contested ground 
in many different ways, and the art produced in or for them can help us understand 
what different people—missionaries, colonists, and different indigenous groups—
may have been feeling and thinking at the time the missions were established and 
continued to function.”
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thE miSSionS 
in context
omcA’s history gallery  
examines spanish  
colonialism in california 

+  aFtEr viEwinG splendors of 
faith/scars of conquest, visitors 
may be curious to learn more about 
the spaniards’ enormous impact 
on california. A visit to the gallery 
of california history, which offers 
a wealth of contextual information, 
will answer many of their questions.

for example, the spaniards 
take this land, an interactive 
exhibit in the gallery, engages 
visitors to learn about the diversity 
of things and ideas the spanish 
brought with them to california. 
there is information on the many 
physical items they introduced, in-
cluding plants, animals, and crafts, 
as well as explanations of how the 
spanish influenced law, econom-
ics, and religion. the gallery also 
features many artifacts from the 
mission era, including portraits, 
weapons, tools, and maps.

“one thing that visitors often 
find very intriguing is our large 
map of the spanish empire,” says 
louise pubols, chief curator of his-
tory. “the map puts california in a 
global context. And many people 
realize for the first time that cali-
fornia was only a small part of a 
much larger empire.”

thE ShaDow caSt by thE FraUGht 
rElationShiP bEtwEEn thE SPaniSh 
colonizErS anD thE inDiGEnoUS 
PEoPlES thEy SoUGht to convErt 
UnDErliES thE Exhibition.

this exhibit was originally organized by the Mandato Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso. the Mandato Antiguo 
Colegio de San Ildefonso receives financial support and is composed of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México (UNAM), the Consejo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes (CNCA), and the Gobierno del Distrito Federal 
(GDF). the organizers and museum participants express their deepest appreciation to CNCA, the UNAM, 
the INAH, and the INBA for their generous collaboration. Furthermore, the organizers recognize the valuable 
support provided by the terra Foundation for American Art, which is dedicated to promoting the exploration, 
understanding, and enjoyment of the visual arts of the United States for national and international audiences. 
By recognizing the importance of experiencing original works of art, the foundation provides opportunities 
for interaction and study, beginning with the introduction and growth of its own art collection in Chicago. to 
continue the cross-cultural dialogue over American Art, the foundation supports and collaborates on innova-
tive exhibitions, as well as investigative and educational programs. Inherent in these activities is the conviction 
that art has the potential, at the same time, to distinguish and unite cultures. Additional support for the project 
came from the United States Embassy in Mexico and the UNAM-PAPYt. this exhibition has been made pos-
sible locally by generous grants from the Goldsbury Foundation, the William and Salomé Scanlan Foundation, 
and the National Endowment for the Humanities. Additional support came from Myfe White Moore. the 
Oakland Museum of California presentation is made possible in part by generous support from the Oakland 
Museum Women’s Board and the OMCA History Guild.
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