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FROM THE JORDAN RIVER TO LAKE TITICACA:
Paintings of the Baptism of Christ in Colonial
Andean Churches

T

he arts of the colonial Andes bear witness to a complex and
contested story of evangelization that involved a variety of actors,
including priests, artists, indigenous congregations, and confraternities.
Sculptures of saints, sumptuous retablos (altarpieces), canvas paintings with
elaborate gilded frames, and mural cycles devoted to a variety of biblical themes
were employed in the religious instruction of indigenous communities, and
as catalysts for sensorial modes of communication. The visual arts provided
a tangible analogue to sermons and printed catechisms, offering parishioners
a lens through which to envision the sacred. Adapted from European
iconographic models and infused with local references and symbolism, religious
art throughout the colonial Americas introduced new visual vocabularies to
indigenous congregations, who quickly became conversant in these images of
conversion.
A number of scholars have elaborated on the critical roles of priests, bishops,
indigenous elites, and private patrons in commissioning religious artwork and
the selection of specific themes to appeal to local viewers.1 One aspect of artistic

Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the 2012 Rocky Mountain Council of Latin American Studies
(RMCLAS) conference in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and the 2013 American Society for Ethnohistory conference in
New Orleans, Louisiana. I would like to extend special thanks to Alcira Dueñas, Rachel O’Toole, José Carlos de la
Puente Luna, Eloise Quiñones Keber, and Maya Stanfield-Mazzi, as well as The Americas’ anonymous reviewers for
their valuable feedback during the preparation of this article. I am also grateful to the staff of the Archivo Arzobispal
as well as Donato Amado, Jaime Chino Huanca, and Elizabeth Kuon Arce for facilitating my research in Cuzco.
1. See for instance Horacio Villanueva Urteaga, “Los Mollinedo y el arte del Cuzco colonial,” Boletı́n del
Instituto Riva Agüero 16 (1989), pp. 209–218; Sabine MacCormack, “Art in a Missionary Context: Images from
Europe and the Andes in the Church of Andahuaylillas near Cuzco,” in The Word Made Image: Religion, Art, and
Architecture in Spain and Spanish America, 1500–1600, vol. 28, Jonathan Brown, ed. (Boston: Isabella Stewart
Gardner Museum, Fenway Court series, 1998), pp. 103–126; Maya Stanfield-Mazzi, “The Possessor’s Agency: Private
Art Collecting in the Colonial Andes,” Colonial Latin American Review 18:3 (2009), pp. 339–364; Suzanne L.
Stratton-Pruitt, “The King in Cuzco: Bishop Mollinedo’s Portraits of Charles II,” in Art in Spain and the Hispanic
World: Essays in Honor of Jonathan Brown, Sarah Schroth, ed. (London: Paul Holberton Publishing and Center for
Spain in America, 2010), pp. 304–321; and Maya Stanfield-Mazzi, “Cult, Countenance, and Community: Donor
Portraits from the Colonial Andes,” Religion and the Arts 15:4 (2011), pp. 429–459.
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production and patronage that has received less attention, however, is the role
of artists as intermediaries in the articulation of localized forms of Christianity.2
In the Andean context, the question of artistic intent is a murky area of inquiry
that remains nearly impossible to substantiate. While contracts stipulating the
terms of an artistic transaction can enable us to better understand the wishes of
a given patron for the way an artwork should appear, little documentation exists
that would reveal the preferences or visual strategies of the artists in question.
We must rely instead on the images themselves as evidence of the strategic
and maneuvers undertaken by the artist to infuse religious images with local
meaning. Identifying the source images that informed a given composition can
provide a framework for understanding the desires of the patron; for instance,
a number of artists’ contracts make reference to drawings or prints that the
patron would give to the artist for reference.3 Careful analysis of source prints
in concert with the final painted product can also reveal the creative latitude
that artists exercised to code biblical images with a diverse repertoire of local
references.4
This article will examine two mural paintings of the Baptism of Christ located in
Cuzco-area parish churches, and their sources; they are Diego Cusi Guaman’s
composition at the church of Urcos (ca. 1630s) and Pablo Gamarra’s mural
at the church of Pitumarca (1777). The two paintings are shown in Figures 1
and 2.
Conceived more than a century apart but connected through their mutual
reliance on a sixteenth-century source print, these murals offer a compelling
case study of the diverse pictorial strategies that artists undertook in their efforts
to produce religious images that would resonate with local viewers. By virtue of
2. There exist, of course, many notable exceptions. For a superb analysis of indigenous painter Francisco
Chihuantito’s strategic interventions in a seventeenth-century painting depicting the Virgin of Montserrat at the
Church of Chinchero, see Stella Nair, “Localizing Sacredness, Difference, and Yachacuscamcani in a Colonial Andean
Painting,” The Art Bulletin 89:2 (2007), pp. 211–238.
3. To take one example, in 1646 the master painter Tomás de Alva was commissioned to paint the Chapel of
Nuestra Señora de la Purificación at the Monasterio de Santa Clara: “Tomás de Alva, maestro pintor, residente en el
Cuzco, concierta con el Monasterio de Santa Clara, para aderezar y pintar cuatro capillas de su iglesia, unas frente de
otras, y hacer los zaquicamios [zaquizamı́es] de arriba, conforme al de la capilla de N. S. de la Purificación, aunque con
diferente aderezo, conforme a los dibujos que tiene hechos, con 39 tarjas en cada uno, compasadas y niveladas y que las
tarjas tendrán adornos, los cruceros y los medios con flores y las cuatro esquinas cuadradas y todo lo demás matizado
con colores finos y los remates últimos de las tarjas han de estar dorados y los arcos testeros de las dichas capillas, han de
ser dorados y bruñidos, todo por 800 pesos corrientes” (emphasis mine), Archivo Regional de Cuzco, Pt. 139A/592.
fol. 124v. Esc.: Juan F. Bastidas, cited in Jorge Cornejo Bouroncle, Derroteros de arte cuzqueño. Datos para una historia
del arte en el Perú. (Cuzco: Editorial Garcilaso, 1960), p. 149.
4. Or, as Carolyn Dean notes, to endow local paintings with a pomp and grandeur that may not bear complete
correspondence with lived reality. See “Copied Carts: Spanish Prints and Colonial Peruvian Paintings,” Art Bulletin
78:1 (1996), pp. 98–110. At the forefront of this endeavor is the Project on the Engraved Sources of Spanish Colonial
Art (PESSCA), an online repository that has documented over 2,500 correspondences between colonial paintings and
their source prints. See the PESSCA site at http://colonialart.org/, accessed October 14, 2014.
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FIGURE 1
Diego Cusi Guaman, Baptism of Christ, Mural Painting, Church of Santiago
Apóstol de Urcos, ca 1630s (Color online)

Source: Photo courtesy of Jaime Chino Huanca. Reprinted with permission.

their fixity in architectural space, the two murals under consideration embodied
local identities and religiosities in ways unparalleled by mobile forms of art
such as sculptures or oil paintings. This comparative approach will allow us to
chart the broad shifts that occurred in mural painting from the seventeenth to
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FIGURE 2
Pablo Gamarra, Baptism of Christ, Mural Painting, Church of San Juan
Bautista de Pitumarca, 1777 (Color online)

Source: Photo by author.

eighteenth centuries, through a focused analysis of Baptism of Christ imagery
and its various permutations across Europe and the Andes, by way of a 1582
source engraving by the Flemish printmaker Pieter Perret (1555–1639). By
tracing the transformation of one specific genre of religious imagery through
time, we can gain a focused perspective on how muralists produced increasingly
provocative compositions that drew liberally from European prototypes while
also tapping into alternative repositories of knowledge, whether by referencing
local landscapes or by conflating Christian and Inca stories of origin. This
article also calls for a closer consideration of the ways in which Andean
artists became brokers between the church and their constituent communities
through their careful mediation of images and the palpable visual imaginaries
they engendered.

ANANDA COHEN SUAREZ 107

As the most important sacramental rite of admission into the Catholic Church,
baptism held special resonance in colonial Latin America. Priests administered
baptisms en masse during the early stages of colonization to admit indigenous
Andeans of all ages into the faith. Baptism marked the first symbolic step in
the “spiritual conquest” of Peru, and as such, took on enhanced relevance as
a symbol of the territory’s transition from a pre-Columbian, pagan empire to
a Christian viceroyalty. Artistic renditions of the sacrament of Baptism played a
crucial role in the evangelization of indigenous communities, offering didactic
visual aids to supplement sermons and religious texts. Paintings of the Baptism
of Christ, typically located in the baptistery of the church, were of particular
importance as backdrops for the performance of this induction into Christian
life. Christ’s baptism served as the ultimate model to which indigenous
neophytes could aspire, owing to the proliferation of artistic representations
of this biblical event throughout the Peruvian viceroyalty.
Diego Cusi Guaman’s Baptism of Christ at the church of Santiago Apóstol
de Urcos and Pablo Gamarra’s mural of the same subject at the church
San Miguel Arcángel de Pitumarca are located in Cuzco’s rural provinces
of Quispicanchi and Canchis, respectively. Close examination of their
iconographical interconnections through the migration of artists and prints
along transatlantic networks will facilitate a nuanced comprehension of both
their adherence to and departures from the visual prototypes that informed
their inception. The use of color and local iconography in each of the paintings
reveals the efforts undertaken by Andean artists to conflate the Jordan River
with local bodies of water that carried great historical significance and symbolic
weight for local parishioners. In effect, these artists played an intermediary
role in situating European religious imagery within Andean visual languages
through subtle recourse to local regimes of knowledge and historical memory.
The layered meanings projected onto Christ’s baptism reveal both the degree
to which Catholicism became “Andeanized” and the potential of sacred images
to articulate community values and collective histories that extend far beyond
their traditional parameters of meaning.

DIEGO CUSI GUAMAN AND PABLO GAMARRA
Diego Cusi Guaman (also spelled Cusihuaman) was an indigenous painter who
worked throughout Cuzco in the first few decades of the seventeenth century.5
5. José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1 (Lima: Fundación Banco Wiese,
1982), pp. 233–236; Teófilo Benavente Velarde, Pintores cusqueños de la colonia (Cuzco: Municipalidad del Qosqo,
1995), p. 106; Jorge Flores Ochoa, Elizabeth Kuon Arce, and Roberto Samanez Argumedo, Pintura mural en el sur
andino (Lima: Banco de Crédito del Perú, 1993), pp. 80–81.
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He was most likely a member of the indigenous elite, given the fact that he
ranked as a master painter at such an early date. Cusi Guaman’s use of Latin
in the signature accompanying his mural of the Baptism of Christ at Urcos,
which reads “Don do. Cusi Guaman Me Fecit,” further indicates access to a
formal education. His use of the honorific “don” also suggests elevated status.
Indeed, Diego Cusi Guaman is the earliest known indigenous painter of the
Cuzco region to include his signature in a painting.6 Little documentation has
been found on this seventeenth-century painter, but a document housed in the
Archivo General de Indias in Seville references another don Diego Cusihuaman,
“indio noble” and “Alférez Real de los yndios del Cusco” (Indian noble and
royal ensign of the Indians of Cusco) who petitioned for special privileges
in 1791 in return for his active service during the Tupac Amaru rebellion.7
Other Cusihuamanes populate the historical record, including a don Cristóbal
Cusi Guaman, the first alcalde of the parish of San Sebastián (1561) and don
Cristóbal Cusi Guaman (perhaps the same individual), a descendant of Capac
Yupanqui, of the Apomayta ayllu (1584).8 Given the fact that Cusihuaman was
a relatively common surname in colonial Cuzco, as were the separate surnames
“Cusi” and “Guaman,” we cannot assume blood relations with the painter,
although the possibility certainly exists.
The church of Santiago Apóstol de Urcos was likely founded in the last quarter
of the sixteenth century.9 The exterior of the church consists of a triple-arched
narthex and balcony constructed entirely of brick.10 While most of the interior
decorations were destroyed in a fire in the early twentieth century, a description
of the church provided in a 1788 inventory suggests that it was once richly
decorated with mural paintings: “the entire church is painted, the ceiling is
painted with gesso and the body [of the church] is painted in the form of
[textile] hangings [colgaduras].”11 Cusi Guaman’s baptistery painting is all that

6. Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, p. 236.
7. AGI, Lima, 698, n. 44, fols. 641–643. See also Donato Amado Gonzáles, “El Alférez Real de los Incas:
resistencia, cambios y comunidad de la identidad Inca,” in Élites indı́genas en los Andes: nobles, caciques y cabildantes
bajo el yugo colonial, David Patrick Cahill and Blanca Tovı́as, eds. (Quito: Editorial Abya-Yala, 2003), p. 75. Alférez
real was one of the highest titles one could attain as a member of the Indian nobility. An alférez served as official
standard bearer for formal ceremonies.
8. I thank José Carlos de la Puente Luna for bringing these individuals to my attention.
9. George Kubler and Martin Soria, Art and Architecture in Spain and Portugal and Their American Dominions,
1500 to 1800 (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1959), p. 89.
10. Harold E. Wethey, Colonial Architecture and Sculpture in Peru (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1949),
p. 65.
11. “Toda la yg[lesi]a esta pintada p[o]r el techo con sobrepuestos de pasta: y p[o]r el cuerpo pintada en forma
de colgadura.” Archivo Arzobispal de Cuzco [hereafter AAC)], Urcos: Libro de Fábrica e Inventario, Book 1 (1788–
1872), fol. 22r.
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remains from a once-extensive mural program that probably extended into the
nave and sotacoro (area beneath the choir).12
If little is known about the enigmatic career of Diego Cusi Guaman, even
less is known about Pablo Gamarra.13 The account book for the church of
Pitumarca verifies the late date of his baptistery mural. Parish priest Antonio
Joseph Villavicencio noted that in 1777, “I bought three large, thick sticks
that cost a peso each to re-roof the Baptistery that collapsed. I did not spend
anything on the roofing because the people did it, and it’s ridiculous what
I gave them for their coca to plaster and whitewash it. I paid the mason
for eight days at three reales per day, which amounts to six pesos.”14 This
detail speaks to the rituals of reciprocity in the doctrinas de indios (Indian
parishes) as part of their mita (forced rotational labor) responsibilities or their
trabajos de república; the indigenous community members received coca leaves
in exchange for their labor for the church, however begrudgingly this exchange
was carried out. This ultimately demonstrates the degree of control that artists
and community members wielded in the maintenance and appearance of their
spaces of worship.15 In the following entry in the account book, Villavicencio
states, “In returning to paint [the baptistery], the Painter brought colors
and [extra] hands, [which cost] twenty-five pesos.”16 Although he does not
mention the identity of the painter in this particular entry, we know from a
previous page that his name was don Pablo Gamarra.17 The account book entry
from 1777 verifies that Gamarra almost certainly painted the baptism image we
12. An extensive restoration of the church at Urcos, under the auspices of the Instituto Nacional de Cultura
(INC), was completed in 2012. Unfortunately, a faulty restoration of the baptism mural has fundamentally altered the
painting. When conservators attempted to liberate the mural from the wall in order to restore it, parts of the adobe
crumbled, leaving large cracks throughout the composition. While I provide a recent image of the mural to show its
current state, I rely on a pre-restoration photograph for visual analysis of the painting.
13. This is the first publication to my knowledge to identify the artist of the Baptism of Christ mural at the
church of Pitumarca, based on research I conducted at the Archivo Arzobispal de Cuzco, whose holdings of Libros de
Fábrica for Pitumarca revealed Gamarra’s identity (see note 17).
14. “Yten el Bautisterio que se caio lo volvia techar compre tres palos grandes, y gruesos, a peso cada uno, en
techarlo nada gaste por que lo hiso la gente, y es cosa ridicula lo que les di para su coca en embarrarlo y blanquearlo
pague al Albañil ocho dias hornal de tres r[eale]s cada dia tres p[eso]s son seis p[eso]s.” AAC, Pitumarca, Libro de
Fábrica e Inventario, Book 1 (1744–1784), fol. 2r.
15. I thank José Carlos de la Puente Luna for pointing this out to me. Susan Verdi Webster has conducted
considerable research on the role of indigenous builders in the construction of colonial Quito, which may yield
additional insights into how this played out in the context of doctrinas de indios in Cuzco’s outlying provinces. See
Webster , “Masters of the Trade: Native Artisans, Guilds, and the Construction of Colonial Quito,” Journal of the Society
of Architectural Historians 68:1 (2009), pp. 10–29; and “Vantage Points: Andeans and Europeans in the Construction
of Colonial Quito,” Colonial Latin American Review 20:3 (2011), pp. 303–330.
16. “Yt, en bolberlo a pintar por colores, y manos llevó el Pintor veinte y sinco pesos.” AAC, Pitumarca, Libro
de Fábrica e Inventario, Book 1 (1744–1784), fol. 1v.
17. In this entry, Villavicencio does not describe the nature of the project, simply stating “Yt. El Pintor D.n
Pablo Gamarra llevó por colores, y manos ciento sincuenta p[eso]s” (. . . the Painter Don Pablo Gamarra brought colors
and extra hands [which cost] 150 pesos”), AAC, Pitumarca, Libro de Fábrica e Inventario, Book 1 (1744–1784), fol.
1r. We can assume that it is the same painter because the entry notes that he “returned” to paint the baptistery after
his previous project.
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see today, as its style, color palette, and use of indigenous references all resonate
with a late eighteenth-century Andean aesthetic tradition. Furthermore, no
additional entries mentioning the baptistery exist in the inventory or account
books, which extend to 1784.
Pitumarca is in the northwestern corner of the province of Canchis, surrounded
to the south and east by the towns of Checacupe and Combapata.18 Situated
about 50 miles south of Cuzco, Pitumarca was relatively isolated from the
city and its immediate orbit of doctrinas (territories established for Christian
evangelization).19 Urcos, on the other hand, is favorably located along the
main thoroughfare that connected Cuzco to Lake Titicaca, situated less than 30
miles southeast of the city. Despite the large temporal and geographical distance
separating them, Cusi Guaman and Gamarra’s murals are closely interlinked
through a chain of engravings and paintings of the same subject, as we will see
below.

VECTORS OF TRANSMISSION: EUROPEAN PRINTS AND
ANDEAN PAINTINGS
The murals of Urcos and Pitumarca are rooted in a web of visual sources
that played a vital role in their inception. European prints, local paintings
on canvas, and pre-existing mural paintings left an indelible mark on these
mural compositions, through a number of different channels. In the absence of
archival documentation that would afford a secure mapping of correspondences
between murals and their various sources, we must instead harness the tools of
visual analysis to hypothesize how images might have circulated through time,
space, and media. These murals present the opportunity for an exceptionally
rich and complex case study due to the proliferation of images of Christ’s
baptism throughout the Cuzco artistic circuit during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.

18. In the colonial period, Canas and Canchis were lumped together into a single province known
interchangeably as Canas y Canchis and Tinta.
19. The church of Pitumarca contains extensive mural decorations along the nave, ceiling, interior arches, lateral
chapels, and baptistery. The mural program as a whole has received little scholarly attention; the principal publications
on painting and architecture of the colonial Andes grant it only passing reference, if any. Perhaps given its isolated
location, Pitumarca does not make it to any of the early surveys on the art and architecture of colonial Latin America
by Kelemen (1951), Kubler and Martin Soria (1959), or Bayón and Murillo Marx (1992). Even books focusing
specifically on Andean architecture such as Harold Wethey’s Colonial Architecture and Sculpture in Peru (1949) and
Gisbert and Mesa’s Arquitectura andina (1997) do not include references to the church.
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FIGURE 3
Pieter Perret, Baptism of Christ, Engraving after Mateo Pérez de Alesio’s
Painting at the Valetta Cathedral, Malta, 1582

Source: Istituto Nazionale per la Grafica, courtesy of the Ministero dei Beni e le Attività Culturali e del
Turismo, Rome.

The visual construction of Christ’s baptism at the churches of Urcos and
Pitumarca begins with a copperplate engraving by Pieter Perret entitled Baptism
of Christ from 1582 (Figure 3).
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This source print stands as a testament to the dynamic transatlantic dialogues
involved in the production and circulation of images across the colonial
Americas. In 1580, Mateo Pérez de Alesio, an Italian painter who would
eventually embark on a career in the viceroyalty of Peru, commissioned Perret
to produce a series of engravings based on his paintings in Malta, where he was
stationed in the years leading up to his journey to the New World. The Italian
painter produced an enormous body of work there, including a mural cycle at
the Palace of the Grand Masters in Valetta completed in 1565, which depicted
scenes from the Siege of Malta by the Ottoman Turks.20 Perret’s 1582 print is
a direct copy of Pérez de Alesio’s Baptism of Christ, a canvas painting originally
displayed on the high altar of St. John’s Cathedral in Valetta, Malta, around
1577–1579.21 Pérez de Alesio dedicated the image to Cardinal Ferdinando
de’ Medici, as stated in the inscription at the bottom of the print, along with
a declaration that he was responsible for producing an accurate drawing on
the copper plate.22 Perret’s print may have been brought to Peru by Pérez de
Alesio himself, who arrived in Lima at some point between 1588 and 1590.23
In an alternate scenario, it is perhaps an interesting twist of fate that the Spanish
monopoly on the Antwerp export market facilitated the arrival of a northern
European copy of an Italian émigré’s artwork in Malta to grace the walls of
Peruvian churches.
Perret’s Baptism of Christ provides the basic compositional format for the
baptism murals of Urcos and Pitumarca. All three images feature a supplicating
Christ receiving the baptism from St. John, who holds a cross with his left hand
while pouring the baptismal water over Christ’s head with his right. Christ’s
arms are crossed over his chest, and he wears nothing but a short loincloth
knotted across the front. Of the two murals, Diego Cusi Guaman’s painting
20. Christopher L. C. E. Witcombe, Copyright in the Renaissance: Prints and the Privilegio in Sixteenth-Century
Venice and Rome (Leiden: Brill, 2004), p. 231.
21. José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert originally cited Bernardo Bitti’s Baptism of Christ located at the church of
St. John in Juli as the source image for Diego Cusi Guaman’s mural in their 1962 edition of Historia de la pintura
cuzqueña (p. 234). In the intervening years, however, Pablo Macera suggested in his 1975 article “El arte mural
cuzqueño” that the Urcos mural actually derived from Pérez de Alesio’s composition in Malta (p. 78). See Pablo
Macera, “El arte mural cuzqueño, siglos XVI–XX,” Apuntes 2 (1975), pp. 59–113. Interestingly, Macera formed his
hypothesis around a low-quality black-and-white image that had been inadvertently reversed in Mesa and Gisbert’s
1972 book, El pintor Mateo Pérez de Alesio (p. 38, fig. 10). Mesa and Gisbert modified their suppositions in light of
Macera’s suggestion in their second edition of Historia de la pintura cuzqueña (1982). Both sets of authors, however,
remained unaware of Perret’s print of the baptism of Christ. This is the first publication, to my knowledge, to correctly
identify the source print for Diego Cusi Guaman’s Baptism of Christ. Antonio Palesati and Nicoletta Lepri manage to
associate Perret’s print with the Pitumarca mural, although they erroneously attribute it to the church of Catca with a
seventeenth-century date. For further discussion of Perret’s print, see Antonio Palesati and Nicoletta Lepri, Matteo da
Leccia. Manierista Toscano dall’Europa al Perú (Pomarance, Italy: Associazione Turistica Pro Pomerance, 1999), pp.
78–79, 126–129.
22. Witcombe, Copyright in the Renaissance, p. 232; Palesati and Lepri, Matteo da Leccia, p. 78.
23. Emilio Harth-Terré and Alberto Márquez Abanto, Pinturas y pintores en Lima virreinal (Lima: Librerı́a e
Imprenta Gil, 1964), p. 127.
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more closely resembles Perret’s print in its depiction of Christ. Both the
painting and the print show him kneeling on a flat stone with arms crossed and
his back slightly hunched forward on a slight diagonal axis that complements
St. John the Baptist’s tilted stance, the whole forming a strong compositional
triangulation that converges in the depiction of God the Father at the top.
Christ’s right knee hovers just above the rock, with his foot wading in the
shallow waters next to it.
Whereas Cusi Guaman’s composition exhibits clear visual parallels with Perret’s
print, particularly in his rendering of Christ, Gamarra’s mural bears more diffuse
connections to the Perret prototype. Affinities between the two images can be
found in St. John the Baptist’s lunging stance, the faces of the two principal
figures, and the stylized depiction of the sun’s rays with the Holy Spirit at
the center. In contrast to Cusi Guaman’s mural, however, Gamarra’s painting
bears evidence of visual paraphrasing rather than direct copying, a point to
which we will return shortly. Cusi Guaman and Gamarra’s murals pare down
the composition to its most essential elements; gone are the legions of angels
surrounding and hovering over the scene. While Perret’s print incorporates
about twenty-three angels into the composition, both Cusi Guaman and
Gamarra give the principal figures ample “breathing room” with emphasis
placed only on the two figures standing behind Christ who hold garments with
which to clothe him once the baptism is completed. Angels appear only in the
upper portion of Cusi Guaman’s mural and do not appear at all in Gamarra’s
composition.
Artists throughout colonial Latin America, particularly in the sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries, were expected to produce uncluttered religious
images that communicated biblical narratives in a clear and accessible visual
language.24 Paintings participated in an overlapping evangelizing discourse
that encompassed a variety of media; they could act as both substitutes and
supplements for the written word, capitalizing on the ability of indigenous
congregations to comprehend divinity through a tightly honed visual literacy.
Perret’s print offers the closest known compositional match for the murals.
A close comparative analysis, however, reveals a number of departures from
the Perret prototype. The next section examines additional image sources that
played a role in their inception.

24. See Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1; and more recently, Suzanne Stratton Pruitt,
ed., The Virgin, Saints, and Angels: South American Paintings 1600–1825 from the Thoma Collection (Milan: Skira,
2006); and Stratton-Pruitt , “Origins of the Art of Painting in Colonial Peru and Bolivia,” in Journeys to New Worlds:
Spanish and Portuguese Colonial Art in the Roberta and Richard Hubler Collection, Suzanne Stratton-Pruitt and Mark
A. Castro, eds. (Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2013), pp. 30–35.
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A number of canvas paintings of Christ’s baptism produced in the Cuzco region
place the Urcos and Pitumarca murals within a broader intervisual dialogue.
Mateo Pérez de Alesio’s colleague Bernardo Bitti produced a painting of the
same subject for the church of San Juan de Juli near Lake Titicaca; it dates to
the late sixteenth century and originally served as the central image of the main
retablo of the church.25 Bitti may have also consulted Perret’s print of Pérez
de Alesio’s Malta composition, although there exist a number of differences to
suggest that he utilized other models as well. Based on stylistic affinities, José de
Mesa and Teresa Gisbert argue that Diego Cusi Guaman served as an assistant
to Bitti in Juli before returning to Cuzco in the early seventeenth century.26
The geometricized folds of St. John’s cloak in Cusi Guaman’s image pay direct
homage to Bitti, suggesting that he was exposed to Bitti’s painting either
directly or through a drawn copy.27 While the absence of clear documentary
evidence makes it difficult to reconstruct Cusi Guaman’s little-known career
with much specificity, we can at least deduce that he and Bitti operated within
overlapping artistic circles at the turn of the seventeenth century.28
Despite their stylistic and compositional similarities, Cusi Guaman’s access to
Bitti’s original painting in far-flung Juli proves difficult to substantiate in the
absence of archival documentation to support this connection. Nevertheless,
it is almost certain that he came into contact with Luis de Riaño’s signed
and dated Baptism of Christ (1626), located in the baptistery of the church
of Andahuaylillas. It is shown in Figure 4.

25. Image available in José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert, “El pintor y escultor Luis de Riaño,” Arte y Arqueologı́a
3–4 (1975), p. 147. See also José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert, Bitti, un pintor manierista en Sudamérica (La Paz:
Universidad Mayor de San Andrés, 1974), p. 55.
26. Ibid., p. 62.
27. It would not be unreasonable to assume that both Diego Cusi Guaman and Luis de Riaño were exposed
to Bitti’s work in Juli, whether in person or through copies. Although a considerable distance separated Urcos and
Andahuaylillas from the Jesuit outpost of Juli on the shores of Lake Titicaca, the Jesuits established substantial links
between the Cuzco and Lake Titicaca regions during this period. In 1621, the Jesuits were engaged in a dispute with
the secular clergy of Cuzco about converting Andahuaylillas into a language-training center to teach priests Quechua. It
was to have served as a counterpart to the Aymara language school that the Jesuits established in Juli, although the plan
never came to fruition. See Rubén Vargas Ugarte, Historia de la Iglesia en el Perú, vol. 3 (Burgos: Imprenta de Aldecoa,
1960), pp. 368–369; Bruce Mannheim, The Language of the Inka Since the European Invasion, pp. 250–251n17; Alan
Durston, Pastoral Quechua: The History of Christian Translation in Colonial Peru, 1550–1650 (Notre Dame, Ind.:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), p. 339n24; and Mannheim , “Pérez Bocanegra, Juan (?–1645),” in Guide to
Documentary Sources for Andean Studies, 1530–1900, vol. 3, Joanne Pillsbury, ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2008), pp. 516–519. Moreover, if the lives of Bernardo Bitti, Mateo Pérez de Alesio, and Angelino Medoro
offer any indication, artists in seventeenth-century Peru traveled extensively throughout the viceroyalty. Medoro, for
instance, began his South American career in modern-day Colombia, settled briefly in Ecuador, arrived in Lima around
1600, and then returned to Seville around 1624.
28. For further discussion of the interactions between Italian émigré and local Andean artists in seventeenthcentury Cuzco, see Mesa and Gisbert, Bitti, un pintor manierista en Sudamérica; Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la
pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, pp. 56–88; and Ricardo Estabridis Cárdenas, “Influencia italiana en la pintura virreinal,” in
Pintura en el virreinato del Perú, Luis Nieri Galindo, ed. (Lima: Banco de Crédito del Perú, 1989), pp. 109–166.
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FIGURE 4
Luis de Riaño, Baptism of Christ, Oil on Canvas, Church of Andahuaylillas,
1626 (Color online)

Source: Photo by author.

Luis de Riaño trained under the Italian émigré painter Angelino Medoro in
Lima before embarking on an artistic career in the Cuzco region in the 1620s.29
The most striking similarity between Diego Cusi Guaman’s mural and Riaño’s
canvas is the depiction of St. John in an open stance with his right knee
resting on a log. This compositional detail bears no correlation whatsoever
with Perret’s print or Bitti’s painting. We can therefore postulate that Cusi
29. Luis de Riaño’s career remains poorly understood. For a biographical sketch and brief discussion of his major
works, see José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert, “El pintor y escultor Luis de Riaño,” Arte y Arqueologı́a 3–4 (1975), pp.
145–158; Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, pp. 237–238; and Elizabeth Kuon Arce, “Del
manierismo al barroco en murales cuzqueños: Luis de Riaño,” in Manierismo y transición al barroco. Memoria del III
Encuentro Internacional sobre Barroco (La Paz: Unión Latina, 2005), pp. 105–114. The only known archival references
to Riaño’s career in Cuzco come from two contracts, one from 1634 and the other from 1643, that describe the terms
of a commission for retablos and paintings for the church of Huaro, located near Andahuaylillas en route to the parish
center of Urcos. See Jorge Cornejo Bouroncle, Derroteros de arte cuzqueño. Datos para una historia del arte en el Perú.
(Cuzco: Editorial Garcilaso, 1960), pp. 138, 143. Suzanne Stratton-Pruitt rightly cautions us on the problematic
attributions accorded to many seventeenth-century Peruvian artists, Riaño included. See Stratton-Pruitt, “Origins of
the Art of Painting in Colonial Peru and Bolivia,” p. 35n6.
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Guaman modeled his mural in part from Riaño’s painting, thus giving it a
post-1626 date.30 Another important element linking these images can be
found not within the compositions themselves, but rather in the frames that
delineate them. Riaño’s canvas is set between two double pilasters topped with
Corinthian capitals painted directly on the wall to imitate architectural detailing.
The painting and the elaborate trompe l’oeil frame that surrounds it serve as an
ideal backdrop for the baptismal font, which is situated at the exact midpoint
of the composition. The baptistery mural at the church of Urcos features a
similar layout. Diego Cusi Guaman painted the scene at the center of the facing
wall of the baptistery, making it the first image one sees upon entering the
room. Two columns flank the scene of the baptism of Christ—a simplification of
the double pilasters found in Andahuaylillas. As at Andahuaylillas, a decorative
frieze extends from both sides of the painting of the baptism, covering the entire
upper portion of the wall up to the ceiling with repeating columns, strapwork,
and cornucopia inspired by a seventeenth-century print by the Flemish architect
Hans Vredeman de Vries.31
Diego Cusi Guaman departs from Riaño’s model, however, by transforming the
canvas and frame into a single orchestrated piece, rendered in tempera applied
directly to the surface of the wall. The shift from canvas to mural for depicting
Christ’s baptism was of no small consequence. Perhaps the most obvious
explanation lies in the fact that murals served as inexpensive alternatives for the
priests or cofradı́as (lay brotherhoods) that commissioned them. Paintings on
canvas garnered higher prices than murals, despite the fact that mural paintings
were often much larger in scale.32 But this shift also demonstrates a growing
aesthetic preference for murals in Cuzco-area churches. Diego Cusi Guaman’s
30. Scholars remain unclear on the chronology of Cusi Guaman’s work in the Cuzco area. Pablo Macera notes
that the most immediate local reference to his Baptism can be found in Riaño’s painting at Andahuaylillas (“El arte
mural cuzqueño,” p. 78), implying that Riaño’s work came first. Flores Ochoa, Kuon Arce, and Samanez Argumedo
date Cusi Guaman’s painting to the early years of the seventeenth century, implying that Riaño’s canvas came later
(Pintura mural en el sur andino, p. 80). Mesa and Gisbert (Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, p. 236) remain
mum on an exact date for Cusi Guaman’s mural, but seem to imply that it was executed sometime between 1607 and
1630, the approximate dates of his alleged murals at the churches of Chinchero and Sangarará, respectively. In their
1975 publication on Luis de Riaño, however, they state that his painting directly influenced Diego Cusi Guaman (“El
pintor y escultor Luis de Riaño,” p. 148). While the existing literature seems to suggest a rough date of the first quarter
of the seventeenth century, I argue for a later date of 1630s to 1640s. The level of detail and technical virtuosity evident
in Riaño’s painting suggests its utility as a model for Cusi Guaman rather than vice versa. Cusi Guaman’s painting bears
a rougher quality that places greater emphasis on color and symbolism than on technical detail. It is less likely, then,
that Riaño would have looked to Cusi Guaman’s painting as a model since it lacks the attention to the fine modulation
that plays such an important role in Riaño’s oeuvre.
31. Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, p. 236.
32. For further discussion of the differences between the production of murals and canvas paintings within an
economic context, see Ananda Cohen, “Mural Painting and Social Change in the Colonial Andes, 1626–1830” (PhD
diss.: Graduate Center of the City University of New York, 2012), pp. 54–61. Scholars have recently begun to examine
the different kinds of values, both monetary and social, that contemporaries accorded to colonial Latin American
artworks. See Maya Stanfield-Mazzi, “The Possessor’s Agency: Private Art Collecting in the Colonial Andes,” Colonial
Latin American Review 18:3 (2009), pp. 339–364; and Luisa Elena Alcalá, “On Perceptions of Value in Colonial Art,”
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work set an important precedent for the deployment of the muralism to replace
canvas paintings, architectural details, and even whole retablos.33 Abundant
examples can be found throughout the Cuzco region, as at the churches
of Oropesa, Chinchero, and Sangarará. Generally speaking, mural paintings
tended to proliferate in rural, indigenous-dominant spaces whereas canvas
paintings reigned supreme in metropolitan centers. There exists a temporal
division as well. While vestiges of mural paintings dating to the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth century can be found in a number of colonial churches
and administrative buildings in cities throughout the Peruvian viceroyalty, they
were eventually replaced by framed paintings, which garnered greater prestige
and connoted a certain cosmopolitanism. This was not always the case for rural
districts, where murals continued to serve as a vital artistic medium well into
the nineteenth century.34 It may thus come as no surprise that Pablo Gamarra’s
mural was inspired not only by Perret’s print, but also by other murals depicting
the Baptism of Christ throughout Cuzco’s southern provinces.
Pablo Gamarra’s Baptism of Christ at the church of Pitumarca exhibits an almost
complete departure from European print culture. The flattened composition
disavows any attempt at illusionistic, perspectival space. The figures lack the
Mannerist-inflected, elongated human forms found in earlier images of the
same subject, while the idiosyncratic rendering of the Jordan River filled with
fishermen and aquatic life bears no relationship to Perret’s rather mundane
treatment of water. The mural carries an evanescent quality that differs
substantially from the dark, shadowy image produced by Diego Cusi Guaman.
Nonetheless, the image draws loosely from the compositional dictates provided
by Perret’s print, indicating that Gamarra likely possessed a copy of the print
in Journeys to New Worlds: Spanish and Portuguese Colonial Art in the Roberta and Richard Hubler Collection, Suzanne
Stratton-Pruitt, ed. (Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2013), pp. 18–27.
33. Murals in the colonial Andes were created using a fresco secco technique of applying tempera paint to dry
plaster. See Macera, “El arte mural cuzqueño,” p. 66; Roberto Samanez Argumedo, “Mural Painting on Adobe Walls
During Peruvian Colonial Times – Its Restoration and Conservation,” in Case Studies in the Conservation of Stone
and Wall Paintings: Preprints of the Contributions to the Bologna Congress, 21–26 September 1986, N. S. Brommelle
and Perry Smith, eds. (London: The International Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works, 1986),
pp. 75–79; Flores Ochoa, Kuon Arce, and Samanez Argumedo, Pintura mural en el sur andino, 11; Rodolfo Vallı́n
Magaña, “La pintura mural en hispanoamérica,” in Pintura, escultura y artes útiles en iberoamérica, 1500–1825, Ramón
Gutiérrez, ed. (Madrid: Ediciones Cátedra, 1995), p. 201; and Vallı́n Magaña, Imágenes bajo cal & pañete: pintura
mural de la colonia en Colombia (Bogotá: Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá, 1998), p. 49.
34. Although a consideration of the full spectrum of possibilities that governed this urban/rural and temporal
divide remains beyond the scope of this article, I would argue that aside from economic considerations, mural painting
was the preferred medium for indigenous people because of its deep historical roots in the Andes, as an uninterrupted
native artistic tradition in place for millennia before the Spanish invasion. Pablo Macera was the first to raise this
distinction. See La pintura mural andina, siglos XVI–XIX, pp. 14–15, 37–39. I discuss this further in “Mural Painting
and Social Change in the Colonial Andes, 1626–1830,” pp. 15–22. For a comprehensive discussion of pre-Columbian
Andean murals within their respective archaeological contexts, see Duccio Bonavia, Mural Painting in Ancient Peru,
trans. Patricia J. Lyon (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985). See also Flores Ochoa, Kuon Arce, and Samanez
Argumedo, Pintura mural en el sur andino, pp. 25–34; and Pablo Macera, “El arte mural cuzqueño, siglos XVI–XX,”
Apuntes 2 (1975), pp. 59–113.
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FIGURE 5
Baptism of Christ, Mural Painting, Church of Catca, ca. 1750 (Color online)

Source: Photo by author.

from which he adopted the basic pictorial schema. Perhaps he had obtained
it from the workshop in which he was trained or from the local priest.
What is most remarkable is the fact that the same print, regardless of its
exact trajectory, informed murals separated in time by over a century. This
testifies to the longevity of prints and the great pains taken to conserve (and
copy) them for generations after their initial arrival in the Americas. But what
distinguishes the Pitumarca mural from earlier images by Bitti, Riaño, and Cusi
Guaman is its visual affinity not only with European print culture, but also with
contemporaneous murals of Christ’s baptism at nearby churches.
The church of San Juan Bautista de Catca (also spelled Ccatca and Ccatcca)
contains a mural of Christ’s baptism remarkably similar to the Pitumarca image
(see Figure 5).
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FIGURE 6
Baptism of Christ, Mural Painting, Church of Ocongate, Late Eighteenth
Century (Color online)

Source: Photo by author.

The Catca mural was painted in the 1750s, about two decades before its
Pitumarca counterpart.35 Both feature St. John and Christ standing beneath
a heavily stylized sunburst, separated by a river filled with fish. They show us a
pared-down version of the biblical scene—the Catca composition is reduced
to three figures, while the Pitumarca mural contains merely four. In both
compositions, the baptism is configured within a larger painted retablo flanked
by Solomonic columns. Another eighteenth-century baptistery mural at the
nearby church of San Pablo de Ocongate (Figure 6) depicts the Baptism of
35. A 1753 entry in the account book for the church states that the priest paid seven pesos for the baptistery to
be painted: “Yt. Doi en Data ciete pesos q[ue] pague al Pintor p[a]r[a] q[ue] pintase el Bautisterio,” AAC, Ccatca San
Juan Bautista, Libro de Fábrica e Inventario, Book 1 (1718–1765), fol. 78v. Five years later, the priest recorded that
he paid fifteen pesos to the painter to paint two chapels and to return to renovate the entire church: “Ytt. Doy en Data
quinze pesos que pague al Pintor p.r que pintase las dos capillas, y bolbiese a renovar toda la Yglesia.” Ibid., fol. 88v.
In concert with the mural’s stylistic features and bright color palette indicative of eighteenth-century highland Andean
painting, this archival information suggests that the baptistery mural was created and/or modified between 1753 and
1758.
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Christ, also with a great emphasis on the brightly colored Jordan River, sparse
composition, and location within a painted retablo.
The poorly preserved mural retains little of its original detail. Nevertheless,
the vestiges that remain reveal a strong affinity with the Pitumarca and Catca
murals. Each of the three murals appears to be painted by a distinct hand,
but their close geographical and temporal proximity suggests that itinerant
artists sought inspiration from neighboring parishes in the creation of their
compositions. The Urcos and Pitumarca murals participated in networks of
images that extended as far as Antwerp and Malta and as close as neighboring
doctrinas scattered throughout the Quispicanchi and Canchis provinces.36 The
role of the print as a point of origin for these three images of Christ’s baptism
again demonstrates the diverse trajectories that paintings could take despite
their allegiance to the same print source.
The Pitumarca Baptism of Christ, along with its analogues at Catca and
Ocongate, reveals a new stage in the development of mural painting in the
late colonial period. Muralists of the eighteenth century utterly transformed
the print sources on which their predecessors so closely relied. This can partly
be attributed to the formation of the Cuzco School of painting in the late
seventeenth century, whose origins some scholars have traced to a legal dispute
between indigenous and Spanish artists.37 Through their participation in the
justice system, indigenous artists secured their new position as agents in the
administration of their own guilds and as intermediaries in the negotiation of
contracts by ecclesiastical and private patrons.
The Cuzco School developed a unique artistic signature characterized by a
bright color palette, flattened forms, indigenous symbolism, and a profusion
of gold ornament. Cuzco School paintings acquired a palpable “Andeanness”
36. Andahuaylillas, Urcos, Ocongate, and Catca are located in the province of Quispicanchis. Pitumarca is
located in the adjoining province of Canchis (originally classified as Canas y Canchis in the colonial period).
37. In 1688, a group of Spanish-descended painters drew up a petition directed to the corregidor of Cuzco
in rebuttal of a (now lost) request made by indigenous artists to withdraw from participation in the creation of a
triumphal arch for the 1677 Corpus Christi procession. The Spaniards countered the claims made by their indigenous
associates of mistreatment and discrimination, instead claiming that it was the Indians themselves who were drunk
and malicious toward them. The original document is located in the Archivo Regional de Cuzco. For an English
translation of the document, see Damian, “Artist and Patron in Colonial Cuzco,” p. 53. For a full transcription see
Horacio Villanueva Urteaga, “Nacimiento de la escuela cuzqueña de pintura,” Boletı́n del Archivo Departamental del
Cuzco 1 (1985), pp. 11–13. See also Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, pp. 137–138. Recent
scholars have critiqued José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert’s over-reliance on the 1688 document as the definitive turning
point in Cuzco’s artistic system, arguing instead for a more nuanced approach that acknowledges the documentary gaps
that have impeded our understanding of the pre-1688 guild system in Cuzco. See Fernando Valenzuela, “Painting as a
Form of Communication in Colonial Central Andes: Variations on the Form of Ornamental Art in Early World Society”
(PhD diss.: Universität Luzern, 2009), pp. 182–209. For a more condensed version, see Fernando A. Valenzuela, “The
Guild of Painters in the Evolution of Art in Colonial Cusco,” Working paper des Soziologischen Seminars 01/2010
Soziologisches Seminar der Universität Luzern, June 2010.
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never before seen in Peruvian painting.38 The links between the Cuzco School
artists specializing in paintings on canvas or panel to those with a specialty in
mural painting are still unclear. We can say with certainty, however, that this
new wave of artistic activity reverberated across a variety of media, including
sculpture, oil painting, and mural painting. Like their colleagues working in oil
paint, muralists began to exhibit a preference for flattened and geometricized
forms. The figures in the Pitumarca mural, for instance, defy the rules of
proportion, scale, and modulation that characterized colonial Andean art for
much of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The heavily outlined figures
do not give the illusion of three-dimensionality. Moreover, the color palette,
dominated by pastel earth tones, bears no relation to the rich coloration of
Riaño’s or Cusi Guaman’s paintings.
Nevertheless, mural paintings of the eighteenth century developed their
own visual language that was not fully wedded to the Cuzco School
aesthetic. Perhaps most significantly, mural paintings, by virtue of their fixed
location within rural churches, tended to contain direct references to local
history. Canvases involved a different mode of manufacture in which dozens
of relatively standardized paintings were churned out for various patrons,
whether religious institutions or private buyers, and then exported to areas
as distant as Chile and Argentina.39 Mural paintings, on the other hand,
were created with their specific locations in mind. Because there was a clear
understanding of the painting’s ultimate destination, muralists could make
more explicit local references that would be easily understood by their intended
viewers. By the eighteenth century, mural production ceased to exist as a
unidirectional process in which expertise and materials flowed from Europe
to Lima to Cuzco, but flowered as a multidirectional enterprise, producing
new clusters of artistic activity in areas far beyond metropolitan spheres of
influence.

38. A wealth of scholarship exists on the Cuzco School. See, for instance, Felipe Cossı́o del Pomar, Pintura
colonial (escuela cuzqueña) (Cuzco: H. G. Rozas, 1928); José Uriel Garcı́a, “Escuela cusqueña de arte colonial. La
iglesia de Huaroc,” Revista del Instituto Americano del Arte 9:11 (1963), pp. 353–376; Leopoldo Castedo, The Cuzco
Circle (New York: Center for Inter-American Relations, 1976); Ramón Gutiérrez, “Notas sobre organización artesanal
en el Cusco durante la colonia,” Histórica 3:1 (1979), pp. 1–15; José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert, Historia de la
pintura cuzqueña, 2 vols, vol. 1 (Lima: Fundación Banco Wiese, 1982); and José de Mesa, “La pintura cuzqueña
(1540–1821),” Cuadernos de Arte Colonial 4 (May 1988) pp. 5–42.
39. This is not to imply, of course, that Cuzco School paintings did not contain indigenous symbolism. On
the contrary, we can find innumerable references to Andean life in such images, from women bedecked in traditional
Andean dress to the inclusion of local flora and fauna. The distinction I am drawing here is between indigenous
symbolism and direct references to local sites and histories.
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DIEGO CUSI GUAMAN’S BAPTISM OF CHRIST
Having established the complex visual networks and artistic contexts out of
which the Urcos and Pitumarca murals were conceived, we can now turn to
specific qualities of the images to better understand their relevance to the
local communities who viewed them, as well as the mediating role of Andean
painters in the production of sacred visual imaginaries. Diego Cusi Guaman’s
Baptism of Christ, as discussed above, retained a fairly close adherence to the
prototypes offered by Perret, Bitti, and Riaño. But as we begin to probe beyond
the compositional skeleton of Cusi Guaman’s work to consider its color and
materiality, the Baptism of Christ emerges as an image deeply embedded in the
local geography and historical memory of its seventeenth-century viewers. The
interpretation that follows, while by no means definitive or conclusive, suggests
new ways of seeing colonial paintings that take into consideration local histories,
geographies, and regimes of knowledge to which contemporaries may have had
access.
Just two colors dominate Cusi Guaman’s composition: bright red and a deep,
vibrant blue. Murals of the colonial Andes tend to possess limited color palettes
consisting of muted earth tones, given that most of the pigments came from
natural soils and minerals found in the local environment. The source of the red
tones in Cusi Guaman’s mural remains unknown.40 They could have derived
from local red tierras de colores (colored earth) or from imported mineral
and organic pigments such as vermillion, hematite, cochineal, or red lake.41
Red serves as an important accent color that creates a strong triangulation
between St. John’s cloak, the puffed breast of the parrot in the bottom right
corner, and the cloak of one of the angels positioned to the left of Christ. The
predominance of red in Cusi Guaman’s Baptism of Christ may have resonated
with the indigenous congregations of Urcos, as it figured strongly in Inca color
symbolism. We need only recall the prized mascapaycha (royal Inca red-fringed
headdress) to ascertain the political and religious significance of red in Inca
aesthetics. Indeed, contemporaneous portraits of the Christ Child depict him

40. Access to technical reports produced during conservation campaigns of the 1980s and 1990s remains
exceedingly difficult, and in many cases, such documentation has been lost after the transfer of conservation archives to
their current site at the Conservación del Patrimonio Cultural Mueble de la Dirección Regional de Cultura de Cusco
in the town of Tipón. In the absence of information regarding the chemical composition of the murals, we must make
educated guesses as to the possible pigments used based on documentation of pigment trade and use in other Andean
paintings of the same period and region. I draw primarily from the expertise of Gabriela Siracusano and her team
of scientists, who have worked extensively on colonial Andean paintings of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
produced throughout Cuzco, Potosı́, and northwestern Argentina (see below).
41. For a discussion of red pigments in colonial Andean painting, see Alicia Seldes et al., “Green, Yellow, and
Red Pigments in South American Painting, 1610–1780,” Journal of the American Institute for Conservation 41:3
(2002), pp. 233–237.
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wearing a bright red fringe across his forehead as a means of conflating Inca
sovereign power with Christian divinity.42
Blue also figures prominently in Cusi Guaman’s painting. The blue pigment
draws the viewer’s attention to the scene’s most significant symbolic element:
the waters of the Jordan River from which Jesus receives the Holy Sacrament.
The body of water takes up over half of the picture plane, cascading along the
contours of the central figures and receding deep into the background. The
subtle tonality in Cusi Guaman’s application of blue pigment lends the water
an aura of sacredness—a fitting choice for instructing indigenous congregations
on the significance of the site in the Christian tradition. Cusi Guaman further
accentuates the water with s-shaped waves that begin in the foreground and
continue up to Christ’s figure. These waves, which we do not find in Riaño’s
painting or Perret’s print, draw our attention to the experiential properties
of water. The water’s color, movement, and texture take center stage as
critical intercessors in the viewing experience. This close attention to the water
inevitably places great emphasis on the space between Christ and St. John; that is,
the watery surface is not mere negative space, but a constructed space in and of
itself.43 Christ’s right foot does not dip into the water, as we see in Perret’s print
and Riaño’s painting—it hovers instead right above the surface. We witness
here Cusi Guaman’s assertion of artistic license and agency in his decision to
emphasize aspects of Christ’s baptism that had no analogue in Perret’s print. As
art historian Gabriela Siracusano points out, the lack of color inherent in the
artists’ print sources opened up new spaces of creativity for them to invent
a complex color symbolism that imbued paintings with a culturally specific
sacredness.44
Access to blue pigments in the seventeenth-century Andes was limited, making
Cusi Guaman’s extensive use of blue all the more significant. The pigment
could have derived from azurite, smalt, or indigo.45 Indigo was produced in
42. For further discussion of the depiction of the mascapaycha in colonial Andean painting, see Teresa Gisbert,
Iconografı́a y mitos indı́genas en el arte, pp. 82–84; and Carolyn Dean, Inka Bodies and the Body of Christ: Corpus
Christi in Colonial Cuzco, Peru (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), pp. 103–110.
43. For more on the symbolic import of water in Inca mythology and imperial strategy, see Jeanette E.
Sherbondy, “Water Ideology in Inca Ethnogenesis,” in through Time: Persistence and Emergence, Robert V. H. Dover,
Katharine E. Seibold, and John H. McDowell, eds. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992), pp. 46–66; and
Carolyn Dean, A Culture of Stone: Inka Perspectives on Rock (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010).
44. See Gabriela Siracusano, El poder de los colores. De lo material a lo simbólico en las prácticas culturales andinas.
Siglos XVI–XVII (Buenos Aires: Fondo de Cultura Económica de Argentina, 2005), p. 161.
45. Alicia M. Seldes et al., “Blue Pigments in South American Painting (1610–1780),” Journal of the American
Institute for Conservation 38:2 (1999), pp. 100–123. In the absence of published reports on any physical analysis
that may have been conducted on the murals at the church of Urcos during its restoration, we can only speculate on
the pigment sources. Nevertheless, my interpretation of the compatibility between the representation of water and
its materiality is largely indebted to Gabriela Siracusano’s El poder de los colores in the context of the Andes, as well
as Diana Magaloni Kerpel’s work on Mesoamerican painting before and after the conquest, particularly “Painters of
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Nicaragua and Guatemala, where it was then distributed to the rest of the
Americas and Europe. Andean artists working in the highland Cuzco region
would have received shipments of indigo from Lima or as contraband from
Buenos Aires in the eighteenth century.46 Smalt came primarily from the region
of Saxony, and would have made its long journey to the Americas through
Venetian and Spanish traders.47
Azurite is a more likely candidate for the source of the blue pigment in Cusi
Guaman’s painting, as it was locally available in the Andes through the late
seventeenth century.48 It also possessed deep pre-Hispanic roots; archaeologists
have discovered azurite beads in northwestern Argentina as well as in the
Inca heartland.49 Local minerals served as pigment sources for pre-Columbian
murals as well as ceramic and kero designs (flared wooden drinking vessels). In
addition to their aesthetic utility, minerals also played an integral role in Andean
ritual practice. Pedro de Villagómez, for instance, lists different types of polvos
(powders) that were blown into the air at sacrificial sites: binzo, a fine blue
powder (most likely azurite); paria, a vermillion-colored powder that came
from the mines of Huancavelica; and llacsa, a green powder.50 The material
essence of polvos positioned them as ideal intercessors between the earthly
and spiritual realms. Their ability to dance, disperse, and dissipate into thin air
placed them in a liminal space of materiality and immateriality, of solidity and
evanescence. Azurite in particular would have occupied a special role in these
rituals for its ability to blend into—and effectively become—part of the sky.
The transmutative qualities of pigments enabled them to embody a spectrum
of material states, endowing the otherwise static image with a dynamic quality.
The extensive use of blue to evoke the site of Christ’s baptism may also have
encouraged viewers to contemplate it in relation to the geography of Urcos
itself. A large lake located to the northwest of the town’s colonial center serves
the New World: The Process of Making the Florentine Codex,” in Colors Between Two Worlds: The Florentine Codex
of Bernardino de Sahagún, Gerhard Wolf and Joseph Connors, eds., Villa I Tatti 28 (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 2011), pp. 47–78.
46. Seldes et al., “Blue Pigments in South American Painting (1610–1780),” p. 104.
47. Ibid., p. 110.
48. Ibid., p. 106.
49. For example, archaeologist Luis Valcárcel excavated a number of mineral deposits in the Muyujmarka sector
of the Inca site of Sacsayhuaman, including malachite, cinnabar, and azurite. He discovered a small alabaster vessel
excavated in this sector that contained geometric motifs in red, green, and blue, the latter of which derived from
azurite. Valcárcel also suggests that the mineral would have been ground and combined with sap to decorate keros. See
Luis E. Valcárcel, “Los trabajos arqueológicos en el departamento del Cuzco. Sajsawaman redescubierto IV,” Revista
del Museo Nacional 4:2 (1935), pp. 167–168. See also Georg Petersen G., Mining and Metallurgy in Ancient Perú,
trans. William E. Brooks (Boulder, Colo.: Geological Society of America, 2010), p. 9.
50. See Pedro de Villagómez, Carta pastoral de exortacion e instruccion contra las idolatrias de los indios del
arcobispado de Lima (Lima: Iorge Lopez de Herrera, 1649), 45v. Gabriela Siracusano has compiled a list of similar
references in the seventeenth-century extirpation of idolatries literature. See El poder de los colores, pp. 304–309.
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FIGURE 7
Lake Urcos (Color online)

Source: Photo by author.

as the town’s most prominent geological feature and pacarina, or ancestral
point of origin, for Urcos’s inhabitants. It is shown in Figure 7.
Lake Urcos, known locally as Q’oyllur Urmana (roughly, “Place of the Fallen
Star”), is located within walking distance from the plaza de armas on which
the church of Urcos stands.51 Early chronicles mention a 700-foot gold link
chain made for Huascar, the half-brother of Atahualpa, who vied for the Inca
throne at the time of the Spanish invasion, which was deposited into Lake Urcos

51. Urcos was an important Inca settlement and figured into some Inca origin stories, particularly the version
related by the sixteenth-century Spanish chronicler Juan de Betanzos. According to Betanzos, the creator god Con
Ticci Viracocha (also spelled Contiti Viracocha) passed through Urcos on his travels from Lake Titicaca to Cuzco.
When he arrived in Urcos he climbed to the top of a mountain and ordered all of the ancestors of that region living
in mountain peaks (apu) to emerge. The people of Urcos subsequently built a shrine (huaca) to honor Viracocha and
placed it on the stone where he had once sat. Betanzos describes the huaca as a bench of fine gold on which they
placed a statue of Viracocha. Urcos was the last site that Viracocha passed through before arriving in the Inca capital of
Cuzco. Although Lake Urcos is not specifically mentioned in this variant of the Inca creation story, the reference to the
settlement of Urcos carries an implicit association with the lake. Juan de Betanzos, Suma y narración de los Incas, Marı́a
del Carmen Martı́n Rubio, ed. (Cuzco: Fondo Editorial de la Universidad Nacional de San Antonio Abad, 1999), p.
14.
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toward the end of the Spanish conquest.52 Huascar’s father, Huayna Capac, had
ordered the chain to be made in honor of the birth of his first son and apparent
heir to the throne. Agustı́n de Zárate was the first to mention the famed gold
chain in his Historia del descubrimiento y conquista del Perú, published in 1555.
In his chapter on the deeds of Huayna Capac, he writes:
At the time of the birth of his first son, Guaynacaua ordered that a rope of gold be
made so thick (according to the many living Indians that say so) that more than
two hundred Indian nobles [orejones] could not carry it very easily, and in memory
of so remarkable a jewel, he named the son Guasca, which in their language means
‘rope.’53

“El Inca” Garcilaso de la Vega weaves his own testimony into Zárate’s early
account, in his seventeenth-century chronicle, Comentarios reales de los Incas.
Garcilaso notes that the gold chain was intended to imitate the linked arms of
the rows of dancers that performed at royal ceremonies: “The men took one
another’s hands, but each dancer gave his hand not to the one immediately in
front of him but to the next one. They all did this, thus forming a chain.”54
Once Huascar found out about Atahualpa’s death, he ordered that all of
the gold pieces being sent to Cajamarca for his ransom be hidden from the
Spaniards. As for the fate of Huascar’s golden chain, Garcilaso writes, “This
superb and valuable piece was hidden by the Indians with the rest of the treasure
which was spirited away as soon as the Spaniards came in, to such purpose
that no trace of it has been found.”55 He recounts that in 1557 the Spaniards
ordered the draining of Lake Urcos in order to find the treasure, but quickly
gave up when they encountered bedrock.56
52. While most English sources translate the Spanish and Quechua terms to “chain” or “cable,” it may not
have been a chain at all. Huascar was allegedly named in honor of this great golden ornament. The Quechua word
for the chain is huasca, which translates to the Spanish word maroma, or rope. Samuel K. Lothrop argues that the
so-called chain would have more likely been a gold-plated rope, based on testimony by the chronicler Pedro Sarmiento
de Gamboa. See Inca Treasure as Depicted by Spanish Historians (Los Angeles: The Southwest Museum, 1938), p. 45.
53. “Al tiempo que le nació el primer hijo mandó hazer Guaynacaua vna maroma de oro, tan gruessa (según ay
muchos indios biuos que lo dizen) que asidos a ello más de dozientos indios orejones no la reuantauan muy fácilmente; y
en memoria desta tan señalada joya llamaron al hijo Guasca, que en su lengua quiere dezir ‘soga.’” Agustı́n de Zárate,
Historia del descubrimiento y conquista del Perú, Franklin Pease G. Y. and Teodoro Hampe Martı́nez, eds. (Lima:
Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú, Fondo Editorial, 1995), pp. 59–60. The Spaniards commonly referred to
elite Incas as “orejones,” which translates to “big ears,” because of the large earspools that they wore.
54. Garcilaso de la Vega, Royal Commentaries of the Incas, and General History of Peru, vol. 1, trans. Harold V.
Livermore (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1966), p. 544.
55. Ibid., p. 545.
56. “In the valley of Orcos, six leagues south of Cuzco, there is a small lake less than half a league round, but
very deep and surrounded by high hills. The story is that the Indians threw a great part of the treasure from Cuzco in
it as soon as they knew about the approach of the Spaniards, and that one of the treasures was the gold chain Huaina
Cápac had ordered to be made, of which I shall speak in due course. Twelve or thirteen Spaniards dwelling in Cuzco,
not settlers who possess Indians but merchants and traders, were stirred by this report to form a company to share the
risk or profit of draining the lake and securing the treasure. They sounded it and found it was [in] twenty-three or
twenty-four fathoms of water without counting the mud, which was deep. They decided to make a tunnel to the east
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If we are to rely on Garcilaso’s testimony, we can imagine that such an event
would have remained fixed in the minds of local Urqueños and passed down
orally as a significant event in the town’s history. Local residents would have
likely been aware of this story when Cusi Guaman’s mural was completed about
seven decades after the event. The depiction of the Jordan River, I argue, would
have been read through an Urcos-centered geographic lens, not because of any
explicit references to Q’oyllur Urmana in the painting, but by virtue of the
lake’s immediate proximity to the church and its indelible historical significance
to local residents.
Questions of historical veracity aside, Diego Cusi Guaman’s use of water as
a pictorial focal point would have prompted contemporary viewers to draw an
association with the nearby lake. Like the Jordan River, Lake Urcos marks a site
of legend, religious power, and transformation. It was layered with meanings
recalling the bookends of Inca history, from the empire’s murky origins to its
chaotic and contested capitulation. As the pacarina for the local community, the
lake served as both a spatial and temporal marker for the emergence of human
life and its descent in the afterlife. In her discussion of the Urcos variant of the
Inca origin story as recounted by Cieza de León, Sabine MacCormack writes,
“What distinguishes this myth from many others of its kind is the theme of the
lake as the place whence the people of Urcos first came and also the place to
which their souls returned at death and whence again they set forth for a new
life. For the idea that the same place constitutes both beginning and end, origin
and destiny, was merely hinted at in other Andean myths.”57 The mural’s fixity
in architectonic space, which, in turn, is rooted in Urqueño social and physical
geography, thus facilitates alternate readings of the image in which Christ’s
baptism is performed right outside the church doors along the shores of the
community’s auspicious site of origin. Cusi Guaman’s pictorial narrative thus
does not necessarily correspond with European or Mediterranean landscapes,
but rather with Inca historical memory and the cultural and religious identities
of local worshipers.
Other aspects of indigenous history and culture that Diego Cusi Guaman
integrates into his Baptism of Christ mural further demonstrate his efforts
to create multiple registers of legibility among the local parishioners. In the
lower right-hand corner of the composition Cusi Guaman depicts a parrot
of the lake, where the river Y’úcay passes and the land is lower than the level of the lake: they could thus run off the
water and leave the lake dry . . . They began work in 1557 with great hopes of getting the treasure, but after tunneling
fifty paces into the hillside, they struck a rock and though they tried to break it, they found it was flint, and when they
persisted, they found they struck more sparks than stone. So having wasted many ducats of their capital, they lost hope
and gave up. I went into the tunnel several times while they were working.” Ibid., pp. 190–191.
57. Sabine MacCormack, Religion in the Andes: Vision and Imagination in Early Colonial Peru (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1991), p. 97.
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hovering over a banner that reads, “Don do. Cusi Guaman Me Fecit.” Mesa
and Gisbert have argued that the depiction of birds as signature-carriers
was something that Cusi Guaman would have copied from Mateo Pérez de
Alesio, whose most famous use of a parrot can be found in his fresco of St.
Christopher in the cathedral of Seville.58 Pérez de Alesio, in turn, emulated
Albrecht Dürer’s famous engraving of Adam and Eve, which contains an
image of a bird perched on a branch supporting a cartouche with his name
and the date.59 Most important to our discussion, however, is the parrot’s
symbolic weight within the context of the composition as a whole. Parrots
served as important symbols of the Americas, frequently populating European
cartographic and allegorical representations of the newly “discovered” territory.
As art historian Hiroshige Okada notes, parrots, monkeys, and mermaids
formed a triumvirate of visual stereotypes for representing America.60 Their
origin in tropical environments contributed to the conflation of parrots with
the “exotic” American landscape.61
Parrots also occupied a distinct role in the Andean imagination. Parrots are
indigenous to the eastern slopes of the Andes and the Amazonian basin. The
Incas referred to this region, which made up the eastern quarter of the empire,
as Antisuyu. Colonial-period writings often frame the people of Antisuyu as
culturally backward, primitive, and savage. They served as cultural barometers
for the civility of the Incas. Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala described them in
his famous manuscript El primer nueva corónica y buen gobierno (ca. 1615) as
follows:
They [people of Antisuyu] were infidels until the present time, although they were
at peace and friends of the Inca. Later the Indians here are warlike, Indians of the
jungle; they eat human flesh. In their lands there are animals, serpents, jaguars,
mountain lions, poisonous snakes, caiman, cows, wild donkeys, and other animals,
many macaws, parrots, birds, monkeys, wild pigs, and many warlike Indians, some
naked and others using loincloths, while others wear an anaco, both men and
women.62
58. Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, p. 236.
59. An image of Dürer’s engraving of Adam and Eve is available at the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s
Online Collection: http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/19.73.1, accessed October 7, 2014. For further
discussion, see José de Mesa and Teresa Gisbert, El pintor Mateo Pérez de Alesio (La Paz: Universidad Mayor de San
Andrés, 1972), pp. 89–90; and Mesa and Gisbert, Historia de la pintura cuzqueña, vol. 1, p. 236.
60. Hiroshige Okada, “Inverted Exoticism? Monkeys, Parrots, and Mermaids in Andean Colonial Art,” in The
Virgin, Saints, and Angels: South American Paintings 1600–1825, from the Thoma Collection, Suzanne Stratton-Pruitt,
ed. (Milan: Skira, 2006), p. 74.
61. See Hugh Honour, The New Golden Land: European Images of America from The Discoveries to the Present
Time (New York: Pantheon Books, 1975), pp. 34–37.
62. “Tiempo en questamos los quales son ynfieles, aunque con el Ynga tubieron pas y amistad. Y después acá
son yndios belicosos, yndios de la montaña, comen carne humana. Y en su tierra ay animales, serpientes y tigres y
leones y culebras ponsoñosas y saluages y lagartos, bacas, asnos montecinos y otros animales y muchos uacamayas y
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As we can see from Guaman Poma’s passage, parrots were frequently associated
with the people of Antisuyu. The various cultural groups of this region were
known by the catchall name of Chuncho, a label that seems to have been
invented in the colonial period.63 Chunchos paid tribute to the Inca crown in
the form of wood, tropical foodstuffs, coca leaves, and feathers. The traditional
iconography of the Chuncho Indian included a sparsely clothed individual,
usually outfitted with no more than a loincloth, wearing a feather headdress.
Representations of Chunchos wearing feathered crowns abound on kero vessels
and in the drawings of Guaman Poma.64 The feathers serve as stand-ins for the
rich ornithological diversity of Antisuyu and call to mind the brilliantly colored
parrots and macaws from which they derived. Returning to Cusi Guaman’s
image, we can see that a parrot rests directly below the left foot of St. John. The
position of its head creates an unbroken line with St. John’s leg, drawing the
viewer’s attention to his figure. He wears a tattered loincloth around his waist
that bears little relation to the more polished robes with which he is depicted
in the sister images of the Baptism of Christ mentioned above.
Cusi Guaman employed the visual iconography of the Chuncho, I would
argue, to characterize St. John the Baptist as a true ascetic. In this respect, he
diverges from the compositions of Riaño, Bitti, and Alesio, all of which heavily
aestheticize John’s robes. Riaño’s composition in particular adds a component
of elegance to his clothing. He transforms the loincloth into a tunic that covers
one shoulder and depicts John with a red shawl that cascades down his left arm
in billowing folds. In Cusi Guaman’s image, however, John wears a tattered
brown loincloth that takes on the appearance of ripped leather torn up the
sides to reveal his thighs. In fact, Cusi Guaman’s rendering of St. John’s robes
actually corresponds more closely to the biblical passage describing the baptism
than to any of the other images: “Now John was clothed with camel’s hair, and
papaguayos y páxaros, monos y monas, puercos montecinos y muchos yndios de Guerra y otros desnudos y otros que
tray panpanilla y otros que tray atra anaco, los hombres como las mugeres.” Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, El primer
nueva corónica y buen gobierno, John V. Murra and Rolena Adorno, eds. (Mexico: Siglo Veintiuno, 1980 [1615]), p.
60 [77].
63. According to Thierry Saignes, Chuncho is an Aymara term employed by missionaries and other colonialperiod writers who roughly translated it to mean ‘savage.’ See Saignes , Los Andes orientales: historia de un olvido
(Cochabamba: Ediciones CERES, 1985), pp. 51–54. The term does not appear in Ludivico Bertonio’s 1612 dictionary,
Vocabulario de la lengua Aymara, however. It does appear in Diego González Holguı́n’s 1608 Quechua dictionary,
spelled ‘Chhunchu’ and defined as “a province, or bellicose Andeans” (“vna prouinvia, o de Andes de Guerra”),
probably meant to invoke an association of Chunchos as warlike people. See González Holguı́n, Vocabulario de la
lengua general de todo el Peru llamada lengua quichua, o del inca (Lima: Instituto de Historia, 1952), p. 121. The
term seems to have been devoid of any specific ethnic or geographic affiliation other than somewhere east of the Andes.
In fact, in one eighteenth-century publication describing missionary efforts in the early colonial period, ‘Chuncho’ was
used to describe indigenous people in Paraguay. See Pedro Lozano, Historia de la Compañı́a de Jesus en la provincia
del Paraguay, escrita por el padre Pedro Lozano, vol. 1 (Madrid: Imprenta de la Viuda de M. Fernández, 1754), p. 568.
64. Lee Anne Wilson, “Nature versus Culture: The Image of the Uncivilized Wild-Man in Textiles from the
Department of Cuzco, Peru,” in Textile Traditions of Mesoamerica and the Andes: An Anthology, Margot Schevill, Janet
Catherine Berlo, and Edward Bridgman Dwyer, eds. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996), p. 209.
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had a leather girdle around his waist, and ate locusts and wild honey” (Mark
1:6).
This representation of a semi-nude figure clothed in tatters dovetails with
textual descriptions and visual iconography of the Chuncho. For instance,
Guaman Poma gives us an illustration showing the second wife of an Inca
captain from the Antisuyu quarter, named Capac Mallquima (Figure 8). She
is wearing nothing but a skirt, with exposed breasts and bare feet.65
A parrot, with its right eye cocked toward the viewer, stands to her left side,
mirroring the compositional organization of St. John and the parrot in Cusi
Guaman’s painting. In another drawing depicting the feast of the Antisuyus,
the male participants wear feathered headdresses, recalling the parrots and
other exotic birds that served as the sources for these vestments.66 St. John’s
tattered robes make this an even more “orthodox” painting than the others
that preceded it. But this can also serve as a source of agency for Cusi Guaman,
who capitalized on the symbolic synchronicity between St. John the Baptist
and the Chuncho Indian, demonstrating how visual languages can develop new
registers of meaning. This is but one example in which colonial Andean images
can carry radically opposed yet not necessarily contradictory messages.
Cusi Guaman brought together two prominent signifiers of Cuzco’s “others”—
the parrot and the tattered loincloth—as a means of bestowing local legibility
to a biblical figure. Andean viewers would have been better able to understand
John’s historical role as a religious ascetic who relinquished his material
possessions and lived a humble life. By equating him with a Chuncho
devoid of elaborate clothing or man-made possessions, Cusi Guaman offers
a recognizable analogue through which John’s role could be understood. In
his stoic and rather dignified representation of St. John, Cusi Guaman was
able to remove the negative aspects associated with the Chuncho as they were
understood in the highland Andean imagination. He thus engaged in a strategic
act of adding and peeling away pervasive symbols embedded in Andean and
Christian spheres of knowledge and myth-making: St. John the Baptist is shed
of his normative identity and traditional iconography, which is replaced with
symbols of the Chuncho located at the margins of the Inca empire. If taken
from a different perspective, the Chuncho is emptied of his otherness and cast
as a central figure in the biblical tradition. But regardless of the position from
which we interpret this figure, we can see that Cusi Guaman has invented his
65. Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, El primer nueva corónica i buen gobierno [1615], fol. 175 [177].
66. Ibid., fol. 322 [324]. An image is available on the Det Kongelige Bibliotek website, which has fully digitized Guaman Poma’s manuscript: http://www.kb.dk/permalink/2006/poma/324/es/text/?open=id3087472,
accessed May 15, 2014.
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FIGURE 8
Segunda Señora Capac Mallquima (Color online)

Source: Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, El primer nueva corónica i buen gobierno, fol. 175 [177], ca.
1615. Photograph provided by the Royal Library, Copenhagen.
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own set of mixed symbols and metaphors in order to deepen the signifying
capacity of Christian subjects. His subtle inclusion of Chuncho referents, I
argue, underscores the artist’s capacity to serve as an intermediary in the visual
communication of Christian narratives to highland indigenous congregations.
These legacies carry on into the twentieth century; in his ethnographic study
of Urcos in 1971, Manuel Marzal notes that the term “Chuncho” was used to
describe unbaptized children. Local residents stressed the necessity for them to
receive the sacrament of baptism “so they don’t become savages.”67
We can also read Cusi Guaman’s mural in light of Andean spatial hierarchies.68
If we are to map out the image based on the spatial coordinates of the Inca
empire, St. John represents the eastern Antisuyu quarter. Christ occupies the
exact center of the composition—a subtle but significant shift from Riaños’s,
Bitti’s and Perret’s compositions that place Christ slightly left of center. We
can thus interpret Christ as an axis mundi, the conceptual center of the new
spiritual map of the Andes. This subtle repositioning of Christ carried great
symbolic weight. In the Inca period, Cuzco was considered the navel of the
universe and the center from which all territorial divisions emanated. Christ
joins Cuzco/Urcos as the center of gravity, bridging geography and religion,
and imperial cosmology and colonial spirituality.
An alternative but not necessarily mutually exclusive reading would posit St.
John as a dualistic counterpart to Christ. The Incas framed Chunchos as their
ontological opposite. The Incas possessed laws and reason; the Chunchos
lacked government. Incas of high standing wore finely woven tunics and
sandals; Chunchos wore little clothing and walked barefoot.69 Such efforts at
delineating these social boundaries also extended into the arena of ritualized
warfare. The Incas frequently staged battles with the Chunchos as a means
67. Manuel M. Marzal, El mundo religioso de Urcos: un estudio de antropologı́a religiosa y de pastoral campesina
de los Andes (Cuzco: Instituto de Pastoral Andina, 1971), p. 130.
68. I am indebted to the scholarship of Rolena Adorno, Raquel Chang-Rodrı́guez, Mercedes López-Baralt, and
others, whose work on Guaman Poma de Ayala’s illustrations has provided a framework for approaching the implicit
spatial hierarchies and relations embedded in many colonial Andean images. See in particular Rolena Adorno, “On
Pictorial Language and the Typology of Culture in a New World Chronicle,” Semiotica 36:1–2 (1981), pp. 51–106;
R. Adorno, From Oral to Written Expression: Native Andean Chronicles of the Early Colonial Period (Syracuse, N.Y.:
Syracuse University, Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs, 1982); R. Adorno et al., eds., Guaman Poma
de Ayala: The Colonial Art of an Andean Author (New York: Americas Society, 1992); R. Adorno, Guaman Poma:
Writing and Resistance in Colonial Peru, 2nd ed. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000); Mercedes López-Baralt,
“From Looking to Seeing: The Image as Text and the Author as Artist,” in Guaman Poma de Ayala: The Colonial
Art of an Andean Author, R. Adorno et al., eds., pp. 14–31; and Raquel Chang-Rodrı́guez, La palabra y la pluma en
“Primer nueva corónica y buen gobierno” (Lima: Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú, Fondo Editorial, 2005).
69. For further discussion on the construction of Inca identities vis-à-vis the Chuncho, particularly in terms of
gender, see Carolyn Dean, “Andean Androgyny and the Making of Men,” in Gender in Pre-Hispanic America, Cecelia
F. Klein and Jeffrey Quilter, eds. (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2001), pp.
143–182. See also “War Games: Indigenous Militaristic Theater in Colonial Peru,” in Contested Visions in the Spanish
Colonial World, Ilona Katzew, ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), pp. 132–149.
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of maintaining strict moiety divisions and hierarchies. These battles form an
important category of kero decoration, in which the ethnic Incas are depicted
to the left and the Chunchos to the right, again in exactly the same positioning
as we see in Cusi Guaman’s painting.70 As Tom Cummins argues:
The ritual battles do not only represent aspects of agriculture. They are a tacit
acknowledgment of the competition and antagonism existing at the moiety level
because one is always symbolically subordinate to the other. The ritual battles
therefore controlled hostility by permitting the expression of this antagonism while
at the same time reuniting the two moieties at the end through reciprocal drinking
and feasting as well as the exchange of females.71

This is not to imply, of course, that St. John was likewise staged in a ritual
battle with Christ. But we can say with relative certainty that Cusi Guaman
may have staged these two figures as complementary opposites through the
structural paradigm offered by the Inca/Chuncho division. Christ as the axis
mundi and central figure of the composition becomes conflated with “us,” that
is, with the parishioners of Urcos. St. John assumes a role similar to that of the
tribute-paying Chunchos: he bestows Christ with the sacrament of Baptism in
order for him to cultivate a life of ultimate sanctity. That is, he granted Christ
the raw material—baptismal water—to become the savior of humankind, just
as the Chunchos offered tribute of feathers and other goods to be utilized by
the divinely ordained Sapa Inca.
The placement of the two figures in this complementary, dualistic relationship
appealed to pan-Andean understandings of reciprocity that continued to
permeate social relations well into the colonial period and beyond.72 Cusi
Guaman’s subtle use of color, symbolism, and composition communicated
Christ’s primacy through mutually reinforcing local channels of knowledge. As
the creator of an alternative Andean visuality of the sacred, Diego Cusi Guaman
70. A representative image of this genre of kero decoration can be found in Ilona Katzew, ed., Contested Visions,
p. 143.
71. Thomas B. F. Cummins, Toasts with the Inca, pp. 256–257.
72. The literature on duality in the Andes is vast. For an archaeological perspective, see Jerry D. Moore, “The
Archaeology of Dual Organization in Andean South America: A Theoretical Review and Case Study,” Latin American
Antiquity 6:2 (1995), pp. 165–181. For broader discussions of its role in state formation and the delineation of
moieties, see Patricia J. Netherly, “The Nature of the Andean State,” in Configurations of Power: Holistic Anthropology
in Theory and Practice, John S. Henderson and Patricia J. Netherly, eds. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993),
pp. 11–35; and R. Tom Zuidema, Inca Civilization in Cuzco, trans. Jean-Jacques Decoster (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1990). For a discussion of duality and its intersections with Inca material culture, see Maarten van de
Guchte, “Sculpture and the Concept of the Double among the Inca Kings,” RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 29/30
(1996), pp. 256–268. And for a discussion of these concepts as they relate to modern Andean societies, see Salvador
Palomino, “Duality in the Sociocultural Organization of Several Andean Populations,” Folk 13 (1971), pp. 65–88; and
Tristan Platt, “Mirrors and Maize: The Concept of Yanatin Among the Macha of Bolivia,” in Anthropological History
of Andean Polities, John V. Murra, Nathan Wachtel, and Jacques Revel, eds. (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University
Press, 1986), pp. 228–259.
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mediates between a Europeanized rendition of St. John and a purposeful
Andeanization of the very saint who initiated none other than Jesus Christ
into Christianity—an event in the history of the faith brought into an Andean
setting. We now turn to the church of Pitumarca, whose mural of Christ’s
baptism, while rooted in the same print source, responds to a unique set of
historical factors that differed considerably from the realities of Diego Cusi
Guaman’s Cuzco of the 1630s.

PABLO GAMARRA’S
PITUMARCA

baptism of christ AT

THE CHURCH OF

The eighteenth century ushered in what John Rowe famously referred to as
an era of “Inca Nationalism.”73 With the Spanish conquest buried safely in
the past by nearly two centuries, indigenous Andeans enjoyed relative freedom
to reconstruct and reenact Inca history through literature, performance, and
the visual arts.74 Indeed, Inca history occupied an important space in the
collective memory of indigenous Andeans. Oral history offered Andeans a
vital link to the pre-Columbian past, even if the Inca narratives did become
heavily modified over the course of the colonial period. But one of the most
important developments in the resurrection of an “authentic” Inca identity
was the publication of the second edition of Comentarios reales by “El Inca”
Garcilaso de la Vega in 1723. This edition enjoyed wide readership throughout
the Peruvian viceroyalty, particularly among indigenous elites.75 Garcilaso’s text
offered Andeans a repository of Inca history and culture that strongly resonated
with a society that attached great value to the written word.76

73. John Howland Rowe, “El movimiento nacional inca del siglo XVIII,” Revista Universitaria 43:107 (1954),
pp. 17–47.
74. Scholars have written extensively on the various channels through which the Inca past was reenacted and
reconstructed in the colonial period. For a discussion of artistic representations of the Incas in the eighteenth century,
see Teresa Gisbert, Iconografı́a y mitos indı́genas en el arte, 3rd ed. (La Paz: Editorial Gisbert, 2004), pp. 117–146;
Jorge Flores Ochoa, Elizabeth Kuon Arce, and Roberto Samanez Argumedo, “De la evangelización al incanismo. La
pintura mural del sur andino,” Histórica 15:2 (1991), p. 171; Flores Ochoa, Kuon Arce, and Samanez Argumedo,
Pintura mural en el sur andino, pp. 254–267; Pablo Macera, La pintura mural andina, siglos XVI–XIX (Lima:
Editorial Milla Batres, 1993), pp. 19–23, 35–40; and Natalia Majluf, “De la rebelión al museo: genealogı́as y retratos
de los Incas, 1781–1900,” in Los Incas, reyes del Perú, Thomas Cummins et al., eds. (Lima: Banco de Crédito del Perú,
2005), pp. 254–316.
75. See Pedro Guibovich Pérez, “Lectura y difusión de la obra del Inca Garcilaso en el virreinato peruano (siglos
XVII–XVIII). El caso de los Comentarios Reales,” Revista Histórica 37 (1990–1992), pp. 103–120; Carlos Garcı́aBedoya Maguiña, Para una periodización de la literatura peruana (Lima: Latinoamericana Editores, 1990), pp. 187–
194; and José Antonio Mazzotti, Incan Insights: El Inca Garcilaso’s Hints to Andean Readers (Madrid: Iberoamericana
Editorial, 2008).
76. Ángel Rama’s groundbreaking work, La ciudad letrada (1984) argued that the written word served as a
powerful tool of legitimacy in the Spanish Americas, which was largely controlled, bureaucratized, and shaped by
powerful Spaniards and creoles. Recent works, however, have begun to complicate the picture, pointing out the role
of mestizo and indigenous writers in the quest for power through the production of texts and images. See for instance

ANANDA COHEN SUAREZ 135

While Cusi Guaman merely suggests a Jordan River/Lake Urcos connection
in his mural, Gamarra draws an explicit connection to the Andes’ most famous
lake in his mural at the church of Pitumarca. A heavily stylized body of water,
teeming with life and activity, separates Christ from St. John the Baptist. Boats
fashioned from totora reeds float on its surface, immediately identifying the
body of water as Lake Titicaca, which straddles the modern-day border between
Peru and Bolivia.77 In fact, the indigenous residents of the area continue to
fashion boats in similar style to those of their pre-Columbian ancestors. Lake
Titicaca held enormous significance for pre-Columbian Andean peoples. It
served as a sacred site or huaca to which pilgrims would pay their respects
each year.78 It is located in the heartland of the Aymara-speaking peoples, but
despite its location on culturally foreign territory, the Incas considered the lake
an important place of origin.
Several variants of the Inca origin myth circulated throughout the preColumbian and colonial periods. One version to which Garcilaso de la Vega
dedicated substantial attention recounts Manco Capac and Mama Ocllo’s
emergence from the Island of the Sun on Lake Titicaca. Manco Capac and
Mama Ocllo were the son and daughter of Inti, the sun god, and eventually
became the mythical founders of the Inca empire. They were both siblings and a
married couple, establishing a precedent for Inca policies of royal consanguinity.
Garcilaso recounts the story as follows:

Alcira Dueñas, Indians and Mestizos in the “Lettered City”: Reshaping Justice, Social Hierarchy, and Political Culture in
Colonial Peru (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2010); Frank Salomon and Mercedes Niño-Murcia, The Lettered
Mountain: A Peruvian Village’s Way With Writing (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011); and Joanne Rappaport
and Thomas B. F. Cummins, Beyond the Lettered City: Indigenous Literacies in the Andes (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2012). Other authors, such as Roberto Echevarrı́a, have focused on the legacy of the Spanish legal culture
in the New World. His oft-cited phrase, “America existed as a legal document before it was physically discovered”
(p. 46), points to the primacy of the written word in the conquest, as well as in the perpetuation of the colonial
state. See Roberto González Echevarrı́a, Myth and Archive: A Theory of Latin American Narrative (Cambridge,
U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1990). This is not to imply, however, that Garcilaso’s second edition served
as the sole vehicle by which Inca narratives became reenacted in the colonial period. There exists a rich body of
literature on the impact of theatrical productions such as Ollantay and Usca Paucar, of which I will include a few
representative examples: Margot Beyersdorff, Historia y drama ritual en los Andes bolivianos, siglos XVI–XX (La Paz:
Plural Editores, 1997); Raquel Chang-Rodrı́guez, Hidden Messages: Representation and Resistance in Andean Colonial
Drama (Lewisburg, Pa.: Bucknell University Press, 1999); and Ricardo Silva-Santisteban, Antologı́a general del teatro
peruano, vol. 3 (Lima: Banco Continental, 2000).
77. Jorge Flores Ochoa and his colleagues have established the link between the Pitumarca depictions of totora
boats with Lake Titicaca, but they do not probe this connection further. See Flores Ochoa, Kuon Arce, and Samanez
Argumedo, Pintura mural en el sur andino, 241. Teresa Gisbert as well as Antonio Palesati and Nicoletta Lepri also
reference the indigenous manufacture of the totora boats and their connection to Lake Titicaca, but mistakenly identify
the Pitumarca mural as being located in the Church of Catca. See Teresa Gisbert, Iconografı́a y mitos indı́genas en el
arte, 3rd ed. (La Paz: Editorial Gisbert, 2004), pl. 88; and Antonio Palesati and Nicoletta Lepri, Matteo da Leccia.
Manierista Toscano dall’Europa al Perú (Pomarance, Italy: Associazione Turistica Pro Pomerance, 1999), p. 79.
78. For a discussion of the significance of Lake Titicaca as a pilgrimage site from the pre-Columbian to the
colonial period, see Brian S. Bauer and Charles Stanish, Ritual and Pilgrimage in the Ancient Andes: The Islands of the
Sun and the Moon (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001); and Verónica Salles-Reese, From Viracocha to the Virgin
of Copacabana: Representation of the Sacred at Lake Titicaca (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1997).
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Our father the Sun set these two children of his in Lake Titicaca, eighty leagues
from here, and bade them go where they would, and wherever they stopped to eat
or sleep to try to thrust into the ground a golden wand . . . when this wand should
sink into the ground at a single thrust, there our father the Sun wished them to
stop and set up their court.79

The golden wand with which the sibling couple was equipped eventually led
them on a northward journey to found the city of Cuzco. Returning to the
mural, Gamarra inserts a male/female couple to the right of Christ in the
space occupied by a pair of angels in all of the previous images. He employs
common conventions for depicting indigenous physiognomy and skin color,
marking them as ethnically Andean, whereas the figures of Christ and St. John
the Baptist have more Europeanized features and facial hair. I would suggest
that the figures represent Manco Capac and Mama Ocllo themselves, witnessing
the scene of Christ’s baptism. This kind of revisionism became increasingly
widespread in the late colonial period as a way for Andeans to unparadoxically
claim both Christian and Inca roots.
Garcilaso set the stage for such conflations in his description of the origin of
the Inca kings, in which he states:
While these peoples were living or dying in the manner we have seen, it pleased
our Lord God that from their midst there should appear a morning star to give
them in the dense darkness in which they dwelt some glimmerings of natural law,
of civilization, and of the respect men owe to one another. The descendants of this
leader should thus tame those savages and convert them into men, made capable of
reason and of receiving good doctrine, so that when God, who is the sun of justice,
saw fit to send forth the light of His divine rays upon those idolaters, it might
find them no longer in their first savagery, but rendered more docile to receive
the Catholic faith and the teaching and doctrine of our Holy Mother the Roman
Church [ . . . ] It has been observed by clear experience how much prompter and
quicker to receive the Gospel were the Indians subdued, governed, and taught
by the Inca kings than the other neighboring peoples unreached by the Incas’
teachings.80

Garcilaso follows a similar formula to that of contemporary indigenous and
mestizo authors in his assertion that the Incas furnished the conditions under
which the Gospel could be received once it was brought to Peru by the
Spaniards. This historical construction posits the Incas as critical intermediaries

79. Garcilaso de la Vega, Royal Commentaries, Bk. 1, chapt. XV, p. 42.
80. Ibid., p. 40.
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in the transmission of Christianity to the Andes, without whom the colonial
project might have failed.81
If we are to accept this image as a direct reference to the Lake Titicaca origin
story of Manco Capac and Mama Ocllo, then what are the implications of such
a representation? By integrating the mythical couple into Christ’s baptism at
this important lake of origin, the artist makes the claim that the Incas were
witnesses and perhaps even predecessors to the birth of Christianity. It grants
legitimacy to Inca origin stories by bringing both the sacred site and the key
figures associated with it into alignment with the Christian timeline, as we have
also seen in the writings and illustrations of the indigenous chronicler Felipe
Guaman Poma de Ayala. It thus participates in an ongoing struggle to establish
commensurability between two pasts previously considered at odds with one
another. Gamarra exercised agency not only in the choice of symbolism
but also in the manner in which he represented it. The stylistic transition
from Cusi Guaman’s Mannerist-inflected naturalism to a total rejection of
illusionistic space underscores Gamarra’s investment in alternative modes of
visual communication that diverged considerably from the European visual
tradition. The resultant effect is a total acknowledgment of the “paintedness”
of the wall and a rejection of material verisimilitude.
The disavowal of European conventions of three-dimensionality and
proportion in favor of flatness and exuberant decorative flourishes harks back
to Inca visual conventions. The mural’s style, iconography, and depiction of
figures resemble those found in colonial textiles and keros. The mural contains
elements of an Inca visual language that would have likely reached the artist
not through Inca images themselves, but through colonial objects caught up in
a complex process of preservation and invention of “Incaness.” Nevertheless,
what sets this mural apart from its material culture analogues is its scale and
permanence. To paint Christ’s baptism in such an explicitly Andean mythical
landscape and in the visual language (as it was understood in the colonial
period) of the Incas was a remarkable act of agency.
Such bold acts did not emerge from a vacuum. The cultural climate of
Inca Nationalism in the years leading up to the Tupac Amaru Rebellion of
1780 offered opportunities for artists to explore the intersections of Inca and
European origins in an era of increased artistic opportunity for indigenous

81. Kenneth Mills discusses this phenomenon in greater depth in his essay “The Naturalization of Andean
Christianities,” in The Cambridge History of Christianity: Reform and Expansion, 1500–1660, vol. 6, R. Po-chia Hsia,
ed. (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 508–539.
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painters.82 Evocations of Incaness, whether in the realm of material culture,
literature, or painting, were not practiced out of mere whim. As Alcira Dueñas
notes, they “were institutionally promoted through royal decrees recognizing
the noble privilege of those who demonstrated Inca ancestry and were also
sought by Indian intellectuals and nobles who believed these practices would
foster their struggles for political and cultural survival.”83 In other words, there
was a great deal at stake in the creation of such an image, which participated
in a larger ideological battleground for the political primacy and recognition of
native elites.84 While the figure of Christ himself does not wear an Inca tunic
or bear any visual markers of an Inca sovereign, the compositional elements
work together to place Christ within Inca space and time. Conversely, they also
place the Andes within a Christian history and teleology. The figures comingle
in a wholly Other space that could exist only in the collective imagination
of Andeans entrenched in both mytho-theological traditions. The Pitumarca
mural participated in a shared dialogue on how Inca and Christian stories could
approach, overlap, and ultimately, redefine one another.

CONCLUSIONS

These images of the baptism of Christ demonstrate the trajectory mural
painting took as a medium and as a visual system equipped to participate
in dialogues that were at once intensely local and universal, involving the
negotiation of Christian and Andean origins and cross-cultural notions of
sacredness and the divine. The murals demonstrate the different means by
which seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Andean artists encoded Christ’s
baptism with a diverse set of local references. In spite of their common reliance
on Pieter Perret’s print, the murals take on dramatically different appearances as
a result of the availability of visual source materials and the historical conditions
in which they were conceived. Neither case presents a simple process of direct,
literal copying—the visual evidence offered here points to a sophisticated
system of transmission and exchange of source images as well as the physical
movement of artists across the Andean landscape to view and emulate preexisting paintings housed in parish churches throughout the region.
82. Luis Eduardo Wuffarden, “From Apprentices to ‘Famous Brushes’: Native Artists in Colonial Peru,” in
Contested Visions in the Spanish Colonial World, Ilona Katzew, ed. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art,
2012), pp. 267–269.
83. Dueñas, Indians and Mestizos in the “Lettered City,” p. 175.
84. For further discussion on assertions of indigenous elite power through the practice of artistic patronage, see
Carolyn Dean, Inka Bodies and the Body of Christ: Corpus Christi in Colonial Cuzco, Peru (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1999); Dean , “Inka Nobles: Portraiture and Paradox in Colonial Peru,” in Exploring New World Imagery:
Spanish Colonial Papers from the 2002 Mayer Center Symposium, Donna Pierce, ed. (Denver: Denver Art Museum,
2005), pp. 80–103; and Stanfield-Mazzi, “The Possessor’s Agency.”
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Cusi Guaman and Gamarra imbued these murals with local resonance through
the inclusion of indigenous symbolism, the conflation of Christian sites with
Andean sacred geographies, and the use of subtle compositional maneuvers
that reorganized European religious imagery according to Andean spatial
hierarchies. These images exploited the vast signifying capacity of sacred
images culled from both European and pre-Columbian visual systems. As
cultural intermediaries, Andean artists played active, intervening roles in the
re-articulation of Catholicism to express local histories and value systems. They
relied on their viewers’ fluency in both Christian iconography and local and
pre-Columbian referents codified through a colonial visual rhetoric. While the
issue of reception remains a notoriously difficult area of art historical inquiry
for the early modern world, we can at the very least deduce that the sustained
viewership of these murals by their local community invited ongoing reflection
on the messages and meanings embedded in their brushstrokes. These murals
were not simply static paintings on baptistery walls, but dynamic expressions
of local identities filtered through iconic Christian scenes, signifying a plethora
of meanings and possibilities for the assertion of Andean beliefs, visions, and
counterclaims to colonial ideologies.
Further research in ecclesiastical and municipal archives would allow us to
gain greater insight into the negotiations that took place in the patronage
of mural paintings across the southern Andes and the precise peregrinations
of muralists throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As the
collaborative work of Joanne Rappaport and Tom Cummins has demonstrated,
great strides can be achieved by situating alphabetic and visual archives in
dialogue with one another, not with the intent of merely substantiating an
image with the “authority” of a text, but to witness their mutual participation
in the construction of different ways of knowing and seeing in the colonial
Andes.85
This article has called for a consideration of colonial mural paintings as visible
archives embedded into their very sites of inception, whose messages were
transmitted along a spectrum of visual registers. The different meanings that
viewers could extract from these paintings of the baptism of Christ did not
rely on an essentialized “indigenous identity,” but instead depended on one’s
degree of access to certain forms of knowledge, whether it be theological
expertise, oral histories of a particular place, or a honed eye for the intervisual
relationships between different works of art. Artists and viewers served as critical

85. Tom Cummins and Joanne Rappaport, “The Reconfiguration of Civic and Sacred Space: Architecture,
Image, and Writing in the Colonial Northern Andes,” Latin American Literary Review 26:52 (1998), pp. 174–200;
Joanne Rappaport and Thomas B. F. Cummins, Beyond the Lettered City.
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stakeholders in the development of diverse visual registers for communicating
the intersections of faith, temporality, geography, and historical memory in the
colonial Andes. While the interconnections between texts and images is often
treated as matter-of-fact, we must also consider their relationships to oral, aural,
sonic, and tactile modes of expression—areas of inquiry that have received far
less scholarly attention.86 A methodological focus on intermediaries—whether
artists, viewers, patrons, cofradı́as, curacas (indigenous rulers), or others—
can allow for a more nuanced approach to issues of artistic production and
spectatorship that considers the range of actors who held a stake in the
contested realm of colonial representation.
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