EIGHTEENTH CENTURY RETABLES

OF THE BAJIO, MEXICO:
The Querétaro Style'

JOSEPH A. BAIRD

HE history of the retable can be traced back to mediaeval times, the richest early develop-

ment in Europe of this great screen behind the altar being found in the late Gothic period.’

Spain manifested particular interest in the retable, and one can trace a gradual change

in form from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century, running through all the major phases of
style in Western art of those centuries. By the late seventeenth century the retable had also
reached a high development in Mexico. Throughout the colonial period, the most important
ideas and many of the finest designers of Spain were richly received in Mexico. From the
sixteenth to the early eighteenth century, the development in both countries was more or less
correlated; after that time there was remarkable originality in both design and execution in Mexico.
In Spain the chief centers of style after 1650 were Salamanca-Madrid, Seville, and Granada.
The Churriguera family® brought to central and western Spain a monumental retable composition
articulated with twisted columns (Salomdnicas*). This type of retable reveals a shift in emphasis
from the multi-leveled compositions of the period from 1500 to 1650; its importance is also
apparent in Seville, where there is a galaxy of large retables which mirror the Baroque éravura
practiced by the Churriguera in Salamanca and Madrid. The focal figure of western Andalusia
after 1690 was Gerénimo Balbas.” For the Baroque, twisted column he substituted a Manneristic

1. The present article is drawn from the author’s doctoral
thesis, The 18th Century Retable in the South of Spain, Portu-
gal and Mexico, submitted in April 1951 to Harvard Univer-
sity, and now deposited in Widener Library, Cambridge, Mass.
This thesis includes a comprehensively illustrated text, and an
illustrated catalogue of the principal monuments of the period
(largely ecclesiastic), with a discussion of such features as
facades and important interior fittings not mentioned in the
present study.

The many acknowledgments indicated in this kind of re-
search, particularly to scholars and clerics in Spain and Portu-
gal, will be found in the preface to the thesis proper. I should
like, however, to express my appreciation here to Sefiores Don
Manuel Toussaint, Justino Fernindez, Francisco de la Maza,
and Heinrich Berlin of Mexico City; to Don Ignacio Herrera
Tejeda in Querétaro; to Mr. John McAndrew, Mr. R. C.
Taylor of Chelsfield, England, Mr. and Mrs. Pal Kelemen,
and Dr. Robert C. Smith; and to my Harvard thesis committee,
especially Professor John P. Coolidge.

Photographs, unless otherwise specified, are by the author.
Robert C. Smith and Elizabeth Wilder’s excellent 4 Guide to
the Art of Latin America (Washington, Library of Congress,
1948) provides a full survey of bibliography to the date of
publication. The most significant additions to the Mexican
field since that time have been Francisco de la Maza, Retablos
dorados de Nueva Espania, Mexico City, Ediciones Mexicanas,
1950 (No. g in the series Enciclopedia mexicana de arte) ; E.
Wilder Weismann, Mexico in Sculpture, Cambridge, Mass.,
1950; and Pal Kelemen, Barogque and Rococo in Latin Amer-
ica, New York, 1951. References to periodicals of recent date
will be found in subsequent footnotes.

2. Joseph Braun, Der christliche Altar, Munich, 1924. Vol.

11, section 5, pp. 277-544, is devoted to the retable.

3. See R. C. Taylor, “Francisco Hurtado and His School,”
ART BULLETIN, XXXII, 1950, pp. 26-31, and particularly note
28.

4. So called because of its legendary association with the
Temple of Solomon; the spelling is corrupted to Salomdn in
Spanish.

5. Balbids is a still impalpable figure in Hispano-Mexican
art history. He must have been born about 1670, as his major
recorded work in Spain dates in the early years of the eight-
eenth century. His Sagrario retable in the Cathedral of Seville
has been replaced with an earlier work by Francisco de Ribas
and Pedro Roldan, and other work in Spain is not at present
documented. Close to his style is the refablo mayor in San
Lorenzo, Cadiz, possibly executed before he sailed for Mexico
about 1718. In Mexico, in addition to his work on the Altar
de los Reyes in the Cathedral of Mexico City (which was not
gilded until 1743), he was associated with a number of other
projects, including the ciprés and the installation of the costly
metal balustrades for the viz del crujia in the cathedral, and
three side altars (retables) in the Capilla de Zuleta of San
Francisco, Mexico City (the latter now destroyed); cf. H.
Berlin, “Salvador de Ocampo,” The Americas, April 1946,
p- 418, note 9. He was also responsible for the retablo mayor
of the Church of the Third Order, in Mexico City; cf. Gaceta
de México, No. 60, November 1732: “El ¢ se dedicé en la
Iglesia del Tercer Orden . . . el insigne Principal Retablo . . .
costé de mds de veinte mil pesos y se ha hecho a esmeros del
célebre Artifice, D. Gerénymo de Balbdz.” This latter work
must have been as ambitious as Balbas’ other great projects,
since its cost is approximately the same as that of the Altar
de los Reyes, which ran to over 18,000 pesos. Manuel Tous-
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