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ABSTRACT 
  

The “decorative arts,” of New Spain had, until recently, been peripheral in art historical 

discourse.  Current scholars have begun to widen the lens of interpretation to include new 

spheres of influence and objects that defy traditional disciplinary classifications.  One 

such object is the Biombo Franz Mayer, a viceregal biombo, or folding screen.  Although 

useful for elucidating larger themes, recent studies have de-contextualized the Biombo by 

regarding the object in terms of group identity or as a representation of colonized spaces. 

Building on previous scholarship, this thesis will reintroduce the object’s context, and 

through formal and iconographic analyses, study the screen holistically. This thesis 

constitutes an extended proposal for future in-depth explication of the use of material 

objects in the elite domestic space and their impact on public visual culture and 

sociopolitical policy.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: ISSUES, QUESTIONS, REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 

Issues and Questions 

Seventeenth-century elite commissioned material objects of varied media; their selection 

and use referenced local histories, diverse economic influences, and political jurisdiction. 

In a period marked by sociopolitical unrest, territorial expansion, and the fear of a 

growing miscegenated population in New Spain, elite objects that were used in daily 

Novohispanic life were a mode of representing and reifying the values of the group.  

Among them we find repeated themes, like the Conquest of Mexico, or emblems such as 

crests of the nobility, common to Hapsburg period,1 as well as Novohispanic portraiture, 

narrative painting, and household items like tapestries, metal and ceramic dishes, and 

folding screens, among other items (fig. 1).  Traditionally, scholars have tended to 

assume that such work conveys Spanish authority in New Spain. However, when we 

speak of elites utilizing material objects as tools to convey a message of imperial 

authority, we have not asked where they were used, or who would have had access to 

these objects. Who would have been presenting these objects, and for what intended 

audience?  Large-scale, public objects (like architecture) accessible to a wide audience 

would have easily conveyed the message of colonial power structures. But what of the 

numerous commissioned objects with limited audiences housed within the walls of elite 

                                                        
1 The Hapsburg period in Novohispanic refers to the period between 1521 and 1700. 
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residences?  How should we interpret these often small-scale and private works as 

conveying Spanish colonial dominance to the population at large, if only a select group  

 

Figure 1 
Anonymous, Hispano-Filipino cabinet, inlayed wood, 1680-1700 C.E.
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would have been able to view them?  It seems we need to focus the study on the 

immediate context, use, and audience of quotidian objects.  Utilizing the Biombo Franz 

Mayer as a case study, I will explore how Novohispanic elites imagined and presented 

their relationship to each other by constructing a history and territory in 

Tenochtitlan/Mexico City through quotidian objects within the particular areas of their 

socially constructed domestic space. 

Within the urban space of colonial Mexico City, objects of material culture 

proliferated and became the props in the performance of identity and power relations.  

These objects were polysemic in terms of their interpreted meaning; as familiar presences 

in daily life, they also took on layered meanings based on their use and subsequent 

reception by various spectator-participants. This M.A. thesis is an introduction to the 

study of one such object utilized in the domestic space of an elite Novohispanic home.  

This work is a late-seventeenth-century biombo, or folding screen, entitled, La muy noble 

y leal Ciudad de México that currently resides in the Museo Franz Mayer in Mexico City 

(figs. 2, 3).2  From this point forward, I will refer to this work the Biombo Franz Mayer, 

abbreviated as BFM, particularly because we cannot be sure the phrase from the 

inscription would have been understood as a title. When literature expounds upon the 

BFM, either in terms of artistic ties to viceregal economics or creole identity, scholars 

have tended to remove the work’s subject matter from its constituent parts to discuss 

grand trends in viceregal art. While these are important contributions to the field, I 

believe it is crucial not to simply explore the object as one example of a larger genre, nor 

focus on the themes represented within the imagery of the BFM, but instead to study the  

                                                        
2 The title given here is taken from the inscription on the BFM.  It describes the panorama 
of Mexico City on one side of the screen. 
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Figure 2 
Anonymous, Biombo Franz Mayer: Conquista de México, o/c, 1680-1700 C.E. 

 

Figure 3 
Anonymous, Biombo Franz Mayer: La muy noble y leal Ciudad de México, o/c, 1680-
1700 C.E. 
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entire form of the work and how the object functioned within its more immediate 

context—its domestic space. I believe that the object’s complexity necessitates further 

scrutiny than it has been afforded; through such an exploration we can begin to answer 

questions regarding the reception of and complex interaction between Novohispanic 

presentation of material culture and the elite social practices of the late seventeenth 

century. 

In the study of Novohispanic visual culture,3 there is scant, albeit growing 

discussion about the use, presentation, and reception of objects.   Conspicuously absent is 

a discourse surrounding objects that functioned in the [elite] domestic sphere.  Scholars 

have asked few questions about how objects functioned within the context of display, 

who were the ideal audiences, who had access to them, or why certain formal and 

iconographic choices were made in the production of objects.  Some scholars have made 

brief note of what objects were found in viceregal elite interiors, and Michael Schreffler’s 

recent contribution has discussed the Viceregal Palace interior representation of the 

king’s symbolic presence in New Spain.4  

The BFM is a luxury object of Asian derivation and localized subject matter, and 

as such would have been legible to an audience familiar with painting conventions that 

derived from local and international sources. During this time period, both wealthy 

                                                        
3 For the most part, I will be using the phrases “visual culture” and “material culture,” 
interchangeably throughout the thesis, unless specifically discussing methodological 
approaches.  When I use these phrases I am referring to that which is perceived visually.  
When utilizing “material culture,” I am emphasizing the tangible qualities and use of 
objects, whereas “visual culture” emphasizes objects in relationship to the human gaze 
and/or experience. 
4 See Schreffler, Art of Allegiance. 
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criollos5 and peninsular6 administrators in New Spain were growing in number and 

influence.  Those peninsulars and creoles that made up the Novohispanic nobility often 

identified themselves as central to the function of the global economy, which was 

dependent on the control of international markets.7  What they lacked in political might in 

the Hispanic world, they made up for in the control of wealth, and the center of Hispanic 

trade was Mexico City.  In this place goods were passed back and forth from Asia to 

Europe as well as locales spanning the Americas.  It was noted by peninsulars that elite 

Novohispanic creoles were distinguished by their close relationship to the local, regional, 

and transoceanic business spheres.8  Conversely, creoles widely held the belief that they 

were central to the global economy, similar to how previous rulers of Tenochtitlan, which 

would become Mexico City, had understood themselves as occupying the central position 

of the cosmos in Mexica/Aztec society.  While these viceregal elites held a great deal of 

political and economic power, they constituted a minority, and their position was overtly 

and continually challenged by groups of different socioeconomic and ethnic status 

beginning in the late sixteenth century, and periodically throughout the seventeenth-

century.9  However, within the Valley of Mexico during the seventeenth century the 

                                                        
5 American-born individual of Spanish descent. The English form “creole” will be used 
interchangeably throughout. 
6 Also called, peninsulares or the derogatory gauchupines, individuals born in the Iberian 
Peninsula. 
7 Rivero Lake, 86–7. 
8 Israel, 93. 
9 It is also important to note that the creoles and peninsulars were a diverse and 
contentious population within their own groups and amongst each other.  From the 
beginning there were insurrections of creoles against peninsular officials and popular 
riots.  There were notable and destructive popular riots in the beginning and ending 
quarters of the seventeenth century, in 1624 and 1692. They were alleged to have been 
started by indios negatively influenced by castas; however, we cannot say with certainty 
which groups instigated and/or participated in the riots. See Cope, 23, 26.  
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social position of the nobility was not always assured and had to be constantly promoted 

to remain constant.  Elites based their position on their economic interaction and 

familiarity with myriad populations, their placement within this particular physical space, 

and further legitimized themselves through the creation and ritual repetition of an origin 

myth, all of which were disseminated and propagated through various cultural forms like 

literature, ritual performance, and politics.   

Material objects, like the BFM, not only surrounded daily (elite) life, but were 

part of another, more permanent and tangible cultural form that worked in tandem with 

those mentioned above. Nevertheless, there has been little scholarly discussion about how 

material culture is a ritual occurring within and constructing elite interior spaces. 

Focusing on the BFM, I will interrogate the issues surrounding the form, use, and 

reception of objects in the elite home.  As I begin this investigation, I will review the 

strengths and weaknesses of previous scholarship, propose new approaches for 

interpretation, and analyze the form and content of the BFM within its contemporaneous 

context. 

 In the course of this paper, I intend to pose questions that will lead to further 

research regarding presentation, reception, and use of the BFM as an example of secular 

elite Novohispanic material culture. To do so, I must first return to the basics of art 

historical investigation—object analysis.  Up to this point scholars have approached the 

BFM with interpretive tools that made the screen illustrate their point.  It can be said of 

the BFM that “interpretations were hurled at objects in order to tame them, to bring them 

under control by endowing them with meanings they did not necessarily possess.”10  

                                                        
10 Moxey, 132. 
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Therefore, we must look closely at the BFM to see what information we can glean from 

the object rather than adapting preordained analyses to the object. “The physical 

properties of images are as important as their social function,”11 and this is particularly 

true for this screen.  In other words, there is more to the screen than its relationship to the 

political circumstances within which it was constructed.  The materiality of the object and 

the viewers’ perceptions are also important to scholarship. The BFM has seemingly 

proven difficult for scholarly inquiry because it could not be placed within a specific 

style, medium, or context.  While the BFM exhibits sculptural, painted, and architectural 

qualities, it is from an era in which artists were rarely considered to have created mixed-

media installation.  In addition, the mixed media and practical use cause confusion for 

stylistic interpretation.  Should the work be analyzed in terms of stylistic trends within 

the decorative arts or the so-called “high arts”—related categories with different 

trajectories?  We have little contextual information because we do not have a concrete 

idea of the patrons, where it would have originally resided, the contract, or who created 

the object.  In order to place it within a time period, we can only look within the image at 

the depiction of Mexico City.  What is left to us is the object itself, the “physical 

property”; therefore, we begin the investigation with the object’s qualities.  For this 

reason, formal and iconographic analysis is a necessary step to propose further 

interrogations.   

Analyzing the form, content, and use, we are able to narrow its placement within 

its cultural context. When we return to the basics of art historical analysis, we will be able 

to see how well the BFM fits within the history of its scholarly interpretations.  Focusing 

                                                        
11 Ibid. 
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on the physical elements of the BFM will lead to questions that are relevant and 

answerable but have not yet been asked in scholarship.  Throughout this thesis, it will 

become apparent that extended viewing of the BFM has raised several questions for the 

author.  A selection will be posed here, and a few interpretations offered.  

This preliminary case study for one object has the potential to be the starting point 

for an in-depth exploration of the symbolic functions of Novohispanic material culture 

within the elite home.  Such a comprehensive study, to be undertaken in the future, would 

not only reassess current interpretations of viceregal “decorative arts,” but the 

understudied elite domestic spaces, clearly loaded with symbolic import, wherein these 

objects were used.  From here, scholarship could turn to assessing the relationship 

between the private and public sphere in New Spain.  It would seem that which is played 

out as a grand sociopolitical spectacle would have a cognate behind palace walls in 

interpersonal displays of authority. Understanding the relationship between objects within 

the lived and symbolic spaces where they were utilized will generate new, more accurate 

approaches for interpreting Novohispanic political imagining and social identification 

during the Viceregal period.  

 

Literature Review 

Architectural space in New Spain became an important tool for the colonizing and 

reconfiguring of Pre-Columbian identity, history, and social structure.  Immediately after 

the Conquest of Mexico in 1521, the indigenous Mexica (alternatively known as Aztec) 

imperial architecture was dismantled and replaced with Spanish imperial structures.  

During the seventeenth century, the colonial structure became consolidated and American 
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populations developed—those groups emerging out of the interactions between myriad 

indigenous, African, Asian, and European peoples.  With these changes, the transforming 

urban environment of the Valley of Mexico became the stage for the expression of 

collective identities, the interaction of social groups, the construction of memory, and the 

interplay of power relationships.  

Within this urban space, objects of material culture proliferated and became props 

in the performance of identity and power relations.  These objects were polysemic as they 

were useful for the purposes of daily life, and their form also took on layered symbolic 

meanings, often based on their use.  The Biombo Franz Mayer is a multifaceted object 

that must be interpreted accordingly.  Little is known about the original provenance of the 

object, and the artist/workshop and patron remain unknown.  Scholars have speculated 

that the final Hapsburg viceroy of New Spain commissioned it as one in a set of at least 

four screens, but there appears to be no definitive proof of this as yet. Nonetheless, it is 

clear that this is a luxury object commissioned by and utilized within the homes of 

nobility in New Spain.   

The seventeenth-century has been characterized by the consolidation of a 

burgeoning viceregal American populace that was the product of interactions between 

both the pre-existing and introduced peoples and systems within the newly redefined 

spaces.  In order to consolidate and maintain their social status and political position as a 

group that mediated between the political power of the authorities in Spain and the 

diverse ethnic and social groups that made up the majority of Novohispanic society, local 

elites devised techniques to convey the merit and relevance of colonial rule in the 

kingdom of New Spain.  Colonial elites, whether peninsular or creole, communicated 
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their status at the top of the Novohispanic hierarchy through political-religious rituals that 

included public spectacle, architecture, city planning, literature, and various forms of 

visual culture.  All of these cultural forms worked in conjunction to project how the elite 

desired to define colonial history, territory, and peoples.   

Unfortunately for the elites, the tension within their class, especially between the 

peninsulares and criollos, was often just as contentious as that which existed between the 

nobility and the common population.  Scholars have indicated the lengths to which 

Novohispanic elites went to display the legitimacy of colonial rule.  Yet, generations of 

scholars have also indicated the rivalry between Spanish and creole. In light of the strain 

between factious elite groups, how would elites have built cohesion and come to a 

consensus about the public image of colonial dominance?  I would speculate that the 

local elites first needed to become a consolidated and seemingly legitimate political force 

first in order to assert their authority over the larger population. It is clear that both 

secular and religious visual culture played a role in public display of political policy. If 

material objects were the permanent props and backdrops for the quotidian, did they play 

a role in the performance of elite identity, and if so, how?   This question frames my 

following investigation of the BFM. 

Folding screens are objects rarely discussed by art historians, and they are 

ascribed an ambiguous position in the Eurocentric hierarchy of fine arts upon which the 

discipline is based.  Further, in today’s art market folding screens are considered to be 

“decorative” objects, fit for collection and exhibition but not subject to the critical 

scrutiny of “high art.”  For this reason, biombos, like the BFM, have yet to be studied 

with analytical, critical depth. According to James Naremore and Patrick Bratlinger’s 
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Modernity and Mass Culture, there are at least six identifiable “artistic cultures,” which 

are ranked in hierarchical order.12 Over time, the imposition of these artistic cultures 

“have generated ideologies” and “forms of subjectivity through which art can be received 

or understood,” or discrete contexts within which each artistic culture should be 

circulated and propagated.13  The discipline of art history has established as its object the 

“artistic culture” identified as “high art.” As Naremore and Bratlinger suggest, “high art” 

is tied to the institution of the academy, and for this reason, biombos have only been 

cursorily examined in the literature, though they have been favorites for display in 

colonial exhibitions because of their impressive formal qualities.  Biombos are, no doubt, 

elite objects; however, as they do not fit neatly into the prescribed academic artistic 

categories of architecture, sculpture, or painting, they have not been critically examined.  

As furniture, they have been inextricably identified and approached as decorations, and 

therefore lacking in intellectual content.  

Recent developments in the art history of the Ibero-Americas have concentrated 

on the Ibero-American production of a distinctive colonial visual and material culture. 

This focus moves art historical scholarship away from its foundational understanding of 

the arts of the Ibero-Americas as provincial imitations of European arts.  This shift from a 

European focus has brought attention to artistic influences from other areas including 

those that emerged from Asian trade, including objects like biombos. These changes have 

brought about the publication of surveys that are specifically focused on Novohispanic 

biombos or publications that include them as an important product within the arts of the 

                                                        
12 Naremore and Bratlinger, 8–13. At the top of this perceived hierarchy is “high art,” 
followed by such classifications as “modernist art,” “avant garde art,” “mass art,” “folk 
art,” and “popular art” in that order. 
13 Ibid., 8. 
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Ibero-Americas.  However, this broadened perspective has not necessarily allowed for a 

more critical interpretation, nor has it dissolved the interpretive barriers between the 

“fine” and “decorative” arts—distinctions that do not even make stylistic sense at all 

times.  For example, objects from the Novohispanic period are considered Baroque—a 

stylistic period often characterized by the suspension of perceived differences between 

media and space. In other words, Baroque period art is frequently said to include forms 

and techniques of differing media within a single object. This is meant to blur and/or 

obfuscate the sensory barrier between the object of art and the viewer’s space.14  

The literature on Novohispanic folding screens and the BFM has been limited to 

three investigative formats: exhibition catalogues, survey texts, and topical works whose 

themes relate to certain biombos.  Reflecting the goals of the authors and editors, each 

format has particular strengths and weaknesses for analysis and interpretation of the 

BFM.  Two distinctive ideological camps of scholarship within these formats have 

developed, one of which describes the BFM as an object that foreshadows the movement 

for Mexican independence, and another, more current stance, that describes the BFM as 

one of many viceregal objects conveying the influence of the Spanish monarchy on 

overseas kingdoms.  The BFM is often included in books and articles because it stands 

out as an object that comprises part of a prominent museum collection, is visually 

stunning, well preserved, and one of a few remaining of its type. Although Mitchell 

Codding notes in his section on decorative arts in the exhibition catalogue The Arts of 

                                                        
14 I recognize the problems with the definitions for “Baroque,” since the style exhibits 
clear variations between regions, time period, religious-political ideology, ethnic, and 
cultural milieus.  My intent is not to delve into the history of the scholarly debate on this 
subject, but to settle for a concise explanation that allows for the inclusion of all forms. 
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Latin America that the BFM and others like it could be “counted among the most 

important decorative objects in palaces of Mexico and Spain,”15 its treatment has always 

remained superficial with little discussion of the object within its original provenance.  

Numerous other sources that discuss the BFM and/or other folding screens repeat 

similar information without questioning previous literature, noting that the prototypes 

derive from Asian folding screens imported to New Spain via the Manila Galleon.  

Scholarship also claims that in the context of New Spain the media, style, and subject 

matter was adjusted to meet the needs of the Novohispanic audience. Established 

literature focuses on the importance of screens as decorative objects, and often lists 

common themes (allegory, history, etc.) found in the Novohispanic screens.16   

Sources that include more comprehensive analyses include the exhibition 

catalogue, The Grandeur of Viceregal Mexico, as well as other thematic books that focus 

on subject matter found in the BFM.17  The former is useful for placing folding screens 

within both their specific context as well as in a global context.  Based on the nature of 

the exhibition, its authors note the complexities of colonial socioeconomics within private 

and public practice. The latter works provide for more detailed theoretical analyses, but 

emphasize certain aspects of the BFM at the expense of a holistic interpretation. There is 

                                                        
15 Rishel and Pruitt, 105. 
16 This type of treatment is found in the exhibition catalogues The Arts of Latin America, 
and Siglos de Oro as well as in colonial survey texts like that of Gauvin Alexander Bailey 
and Kelly Donahue-Wallace.  Expanded, but equally uncritical, versions of this can be 
found in Biombos Mexicanos and Viento Detenido.    
17 Richard Kagan uses the BFM to describe representations of urban space, Schreffler 
uses it to describe the colonial relationship to the non-present Spanish king, and the 
depiction of natives in the Conquest narrative is discussed in Imagenes de los naturales…  
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clearly a gap in scholarship, which I will begin to address later on in this thesis. The 

following sources are those that provide the most in-depth information on the BFM.18 

The BFM first became open to critical interpretation alongside other 

Novohispanic arts within exhibitions and their corresponding catalogues.  Exhibition 

catalogues are written as a permanent record of a temporary installation, and focus on 

conveying the themes and/or organizational principles proposed by the curator(s), and the 

relationships between objects chosen for exhibition.  They elaborate upon the concise, 

descriptive didactic text panels that were found in the physical display, focusing on the 

formal elements, subject matter, and connoisseurship of the object.   Often it is only in 

exhibitions and their catalogues that certain objects, those considered utilitarian or 

decorative, are showcased alongside those more commonly found within academic 

discourse—for example, paintings produced by known artists.   

Two exhibition catalogues prominently feature the BFM, Los Siglos de Oro en los 

Virreinatos de América: 1550–1700 (1999), and The Grandeur of Viceregal Mexico: 

Treasures from the Museo Franz Mayer (2002).  The Arts in Latin America: 1492–1820 

(2006) includes the BFM briefly, but only as a visual example of biombos in general.  

These recent exhibitions were influenced by new perspectives regarding the interpretation 

of the Viceregal period.  Both were also formed from the perspective that the arts of the 

Americas were not derivative forms of European art, as they had originally been 

                                                        
18 There are others that include generalized discussion on Novohispanic biombos or have 
used the BFM as a visual example or comparison, such as: Clara Bargellini’s Painting a 
New World: Mexican Art and Life, 1521–1821; Javier Pérez de Salazar’s Pintura 
Mexicana siglos XVI & XVII; and Leopoldo Zéa’s Sentido y proyección de la conquista. 
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perceived, but had instead developed in a unique American context from the “confluence 

of cultures in the colonial era.”19  With this focus on the American context, these 

exhibitions have included objects of all available genres and media, exemplifying the 

interrelationship of all forms of visual culture.   

Before these exhibitions, there were few temporary exhibitions of viceregal art in 

general, nor would one find the BFM included alongside other colonial paintings.  These 

exhibitions and their accompanying catalogues prompted a great shift in the reception of 

all forms of colonial art as they were made available to a broader-based audience. The 

reception widened from the limited audience who had the ability and interest to travel to 

Latin American museums and colonial period architectural spaces. Furthermore, the 

curatorial interest was not simply to display a chronology of Novohispanic painting, most 

often religious in subject and based on public collections, as one would have seen 

previously.  This earlier format was appended from European art history, but did not 

always fit the historical reality of New Spain. The public exhibitions, instead, initiated the 

discussion of common themes found in the visual culture of colonial Latin America.    

Los Siglos de Oro en los Virreinatos de América, presented by Madrid’s Museo 

de America, was one of the first exhibitions, held in the late 1990s that critically explored 

the nature of Ibero-American colonial art production within its own context.  Joaquín 

Bérchez, the exhibition’s curator, explained his goal was to reassess the nature of colonial 

Ibero-American art production, since the term “colonial” as Ilona Katzew notes in her 

review of the exhibition, “implies an unequal relation between colonizers and colonized; 

                                                        
19 Rivero Borrell M., vii. 
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applied to art, the term has also been associated with ‘derivative’ and ‘inferior.’”20  This 

exhibition became one of the first art historical attempts—particularly in Europe—to 

present Ibero-America as a significant center of artistic production and innovation. 

The exhibition and corresponding catalogue were organized around themes 

relevant to the social and historical milieu of the early modern Ibero-Americas.  Folding 

screens, including the BFM, were displayed in the section entitled, “entre el documento y 

el género artístico.”  This topic included works of varied media, such as books, 

“decorative” objects, maps, and items of “high” art, like paintings.  As I mentioned 

earlier, the BFM and other folding screens have not been placed into a particular category 

of art based on genre, media, or function.  However, the exhibition’s focus on themes and 

the blurring of categories between forms of material production allowed for a more 

accurate understanding of the interrelated functions and uses of different visual and 

material culture, especially for works that span boundaries.  Unfortunately, because the 

BFM was only one of many works in this catalogue, the object was not focused on it 

specifically. However, we may utilize the thematic model of this exhibition to interpret 

the BFM with greater depth and accuracy.  Influenced by this exhibition’s thematic 

model, this thesis will approach the screen with the understanding that contemporary, 

academic categorizations of artistic genres were often irrelevant within the BFM’s 

original context.  

 The Grandeur of Viceregal Mexico was an exhibition and catalogue based on the 

holdings of the Museo Franz Mayer in Mexico City.  Franz Mayer, the museum’s 

founder, primarily collected Novohispanic “decorative” arts, although the museum 

                                                        
20 Katzew, 299. 
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collection includes a wide variety of Novohispanic art.  It can be said that the museum 

contains one of the best collections of secular art and/or elite material culture because the 

objects were donated by Franz Mayer, who had acquired objects from private collections 

throughout Europe and the Americas.  Because of the nature of the museum’s collection, 

the catalogue focuses upon the abundance of elite material culture of the Viceregal 

period.  This catalogue offers one of the few explorations of elite, colonial material 

culture, especially as it relates to larger socioeconomic factors.  Not only does the 

catalogue entry for the BFM provides one of the most comprehensive descriptions of the 

object, Chapter Three enumerates the ways in which representations of material culture, 

including biombos, can inform us of the rituals of elite, colonial life.  This publication is 

an influential starting point that has allowed me to interrogate the relationship between 

material culture and Novohispanic society within the elite domestic space.  

Each chapter of the catalogue emphasizes that during the colonial era cultural 

production reflected and was greatly influenced by international economic relations; 

these included an influx of wealth, and a growing, diverse, stratified society in New 

Spain.  Although the chapters of the catalogue indicate the interrelated production and 

use of material culture, the catalogue of items is indexical — with objects divided based 

on media and/or place of production.  However, the catalogue does not note that certain 

works cross the demarcations of media, as is the case with biombos, which have been 

considered both furniture and painting. Other items in the catalogue transcend geography, 

for instance Chinese ceramics that were made expressly for Novohispanic use.  The 

divisions of the catalogue circumscribe the important discussions possible of the complex 

cultural, ethnic, and visual diversity found in New Spain.     
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Exhibition catalogues provide some of the most comprehensive sources for information 

specifically about the BFM.  Unfortunately, catalogues only allow for a cursory 

introduction and brief descriptions related to the overarching theme of the exhibition; 

plates are favored over lengthy textual description.   For this reason, this thesis will 

specifically focus on the BFM, noting this screen is worthy of a singular analysis. 

Survey texts have become important sources of information on biombos and 

Novohispanic art in general.  Originally, survey texts often discussed Novohispanic art as 

though it developed within a vacuum wherein only the visual elements of content, design, 

medium, etc. were necessary for complete investigation.  Manuel Toussaint contributed 

the seminal study of Novohispanic art in the early twentieth century, based upon a 

formalist approach characteristic of the historiographic period in art history.  In the 

formalist approach taken up by Toussaint, there was little to no attempt to include 

rigorous theoretical frameworks or to connect the development of art to sociopolitical 

influences.  Even when a survey centered on a particular topic or type of object, it 

remained formalist in method.  Earlier surveys of or including biombos gave little more 

information than exhibition text panels.   

More recent surveys of colonial art have become more comprehensive and 

critical.  These surveys now include more forms of visual and material culture with works 

representing a wide variety of genres, media, influence, and provenance.   Additionally, 

these new survey texts have been written with attention to a social-historical framework 

that includes an understanding of the development of Novohispanic visual culture as 

reflecting social, political, and ideological trends at the local and global levels.  More 

frequently these surveys describe themes that were important in the trajectory of the Latin 
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American colonial period.  Nonetheless, biombos are often not rigorously analyzed in 

general colonial surveys.  As a rule, surveys have a great deal of information to cover, 

and generally do not cover any one genre in depth.  However, surveys of biombos or the 

subject matter they represent are still illustrative of superficial critical analysis. 

The first survey to concentrate on Novohispanic folding screens was published in 

1970 and titled Biombos Mexicanos.  The study was co-authored by Teresa Castelló 

Yturbide and Marita Martínez del Río Redo.21  This book catalogues most of the known 

biombos from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries with a brief introduction about the 

types and uses of biombos in New Spain.  The authors group chapters by subject matter 

or media; for example, there is a chapter on imagery of the Conquest of Mexico and a 

chapter on enconchado, or shell-encrusted painting, although the overlap in subject 

matter and medium is not discussed (one of the best-known enconchado screens features 

the Conquest of Mexico). The Castelló and Martínez survey describes the content of each 

biombo for several paragraphs, focusing on the subject matter of one of the sides of each 

biombo.  There is little description of the other side of each biombo, and often this 

imagery is not present.  When applicable, Castelló and Martínez have fully transcribed 

the inscriptions.     

As one of the first to present folding screens as a meaningful topic of discussion, 

Biombos Mexicanos signaled a shift of emphasis in the study of the arts of New Spain. 

This work helped spread an awareness of most of the existing screens and it indicated the 

beginning of an interest—only developing now within colonial Latin American studies 

— in non-European origins for artistic models in Novohispanic art. A catalogue of 

                                                        
21 See Castelló Yturbide  and Martínez del Río Redo.  
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biombos in survey form provided the means for comparative analyses, especially since 

many of the screens are found in disparate collections, often privately held.  An excellent 

source for researchers, Biombos Mexicanos indicates the current location of each screen 

and lists any inscription found in their imagery.  This work provides the intellectual 

bedrock to build a study of interactions between Asia and America, and the specific 

material objects that this interaction fostered.   

 While providing a baseline for studying biombos in New Spain, this work is 

lacking or problematic in several respects.  Biombos Mexicanos indicates that it is ideal to 

make visual comparisons between similar artistic forms; for this reason, Castelló and 

Martínez’s attempt to make comparisons across genres or forms is often unsuccessful.  

Castelló and Martínez do not clearly indicate whether they are discussing one of the 

biombos pictured or one that does not have a printed image, or another that is not even 

described by the authors.  When Castelló and Martínez are describing one of the screens 

with a corresponding image, they do not indicate where in the book the figure is located.  

They have also included long explanations of each screen that are not pictured in the 

work, leading to confusing comparisons.   

Biombos Mexicanos remains one of the few sources to enumerate the use of 

biombos in the private Novohispanic context, but this discussion is relegated to only a 

few paragraphs.  The authors infer that sources for the screens derive from Asian trade, 

but they show little interest in exploring the issue further.  The work briefly discusses 

types of screens and indicates the use of different screens, but does not express the 

relevance of their function within the Novohispanic home.  Other forms of Novohispanic 

biombos, for example biombos de cama, are also left out of the survey.  Finally, chapter 
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divisions are based on “types” of biombos, as created by the authors.  These chapter 

divisions imply that these demarcations existed to contemporaneous Novohispanic 

audiences.  The chapter divisions are also problematic because they do not correspond to 

a consistent theme.  Some chapters are based upon media and others on subject matter, 

without a recognition that these often overlap.  In more current surveys authors have 

begun to elaborate on many issues left out of Biombos Mexicanos.        

One of the first works to place emphasis on the historical context and visual 

milieu within which Novohispanic biombos were created was Namban Art in Viceregal 

Mexico by Rodrigo Rivero Lake, published in 2005.  Rivero Lake is a collector and 

independent researcher who indicates his interest in placing the Novohispanic biombos in 

their wider historical context.  The book is an historical survey of the Manila trade that 

influenced Novohispanic art and a comparative look at the folding screens in New Spain 

and their Asian counterparts. In relating the history of biombos in New Spain, the author 

chooses to focus on the works that “retain a Mexican character.”22  In other words, 

Rivero Lake focuses on the folding screens that have either a Mexican provenance or a 

supposedly typical Mexican subject matter, for example, the Conquest of Mexico. The 

accuracy of the author’s approach can be contested, particularly in that his definition of 

the Mexican characteristic of such art is never clearly defined.  Rivero Lake’s focus on 

the relationship of the arts between Asia and New Spain is one that is necessary for the 

study of biombos. 

Even with an art collector’s background, Rivero Lake often takes a historical turn, 

focusing on particular events or chronology.  As this socio-historical background had 

                                                        
22 Rivero Lake, 11. 
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often been overlooked by previous art historical sources, Namban in New Spain provides 

much needed contextual evidence. Rivero Lake’s work is particularly helpful in 

clarifying a sense of the term “namban,” a term that is often used, yet rarely defined, in 

the study of Novohispanic art.  In my experience, namban has generally referred to the 

arts of Asia that were sources of inspiration for Novohispanic material culture.  

Throughout the book, Rivero Lake explicates that namban is actually a complex term, 

originally used by Japanese to describe the arts that European missionaries brought to the 

archipelago of Japan.  As missionaries converted people in Japan, they instructed new 

converts in the European styles and techniques — these often melded with the artistic 

experience of the Japanese producers.  Thus based on Rivero Lake’s discussion, namban 

in New Spain refers to products of the amalgamation of Asian and European arts that 

were transferred to New Spain and influenced art production there.  Clearly, this clarifies 

the historical background of European-influenced Japanese arts, as it further explores the 

evolution of folding screens in Asia and their influence on New Spain.  This work also 

defines stylistic schools within namban arts, and also elaborates on the formal qualities 

and material production of folding screens.   

From an art historical, and a generally academic point of view, there are many 

problems that arise within Rivero Lake’s study.  The most glaring problem with Namban 

in New Spain is that it displays a lack of scholarly rigor; Rivero Lake makes important 

claims that he does not back up with footnotes.  This is not to say that the author does not 

provide a bibliography of works cited, but his chapters lack in-text citations. This creates 

difficultly for the reader as well as the community of scholars because although the 

reader is able to search Rivero Lake’s source material, one is not able to identify the 
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author’s exact reference when making noteworthy points.  This was particularly 

problematic for this study because Rivero Lake makes critical speculations about the 

identity of the producer(s) of the BFM as well as José Sarmiento de Valladares, the 

viceroy who is generally accepted as the commissioner of the object.  No one, as of yet, 

has been able to provide conclusive evidence in these areas, and the information on 

which Rivero Lake bases his claims would have been significant for my research and the 

work of other scholars of Novohispanic art.   

As mentioned previously, in Rivero Lake’s introductory notes, the author 

indicates his interest in focusing his study on objects that retain a “Mexican character.”23   

Not only does a great portion of his book describe the development of namban art in 

Japan, the author chooses to ignore the transcultural production and usage of these works.  

This is ironic, since he describes the production of namban art as the result of complex 

intercultural interactions.  It would seem that the transportation of the already syncretic 

art form would result in an even more complex product within the Americas. Rivero Lake 

does not recognize the cultural complexity of both Asian and Novohispanic society, 

wherein biombos would surely have transcultural meanings rather than a decidedly 

“Mexican” or “Asian” character.  

On a lesser note, Rivero Lake’s approach, which emphasizes historical 

development, utilizes objects and imagery uncritically, in ways that those familiar with 

the interpretation of the material record would avoid.  The author utilizes the material 

record, like folding screens and other objects, as evidence of the historical events his text 

recounts.  This is particularly obvious in his chronicle of the Conquest of Mexico, where 

                                                        
23 Ibid., 11. 
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he describes objects depicting the scene as though they are illustrations of historical 

moments rather than pictorial representations of events imagined with particular biases.24  

Those who are visually literate and regularly interpret objects and imagery, generally 

understand objects to be another form of text, subject to critical scrutiny in the same way 

as written texts are, part of a historical record.  Material culture, like literary culture, 

contains the biases, perspectives, and backgrounds of the authors and audiences, and 

should all be viewed with scrutiny, not as facts or evidence of a greater truth.   

With more recent attention being focused on biombos, with the abovementioned 

surveys focusing exclusively on this medium, general surveys of colonial Latin American 

art have, in turn, begun to include these objects as significant components of the art 

historical canon. Within these, the BFM has become the paradigm.  Although the BFM is 

the prototypical biombo used in surveys, such texts do not allow for thorough 

explications of the content, use, and context of the BFM.  For example, in the most 

current survey, The Art and Architecture of Viceregal Latin America, 1521-1821 by Kelly 

Donahue-Wallace, the explanation of the BFM consists of two brief paragraphs, while 

biombos are described for little more than two pages in the chapter on seventeenth-

century painting.  Donahue-Wallace provides no more information than can be found 

within exhibition didactic texts.  Like those, she briefly describes the subject matter, 

form, and development from Asian models.  

On the other hand, Art of Colonial Latin America by Gauvin Alexander Bailey 

allowed for an extensive examination of the BFM because of the author’s thematic 

organization. Published in 2005, it provides a survey of colonial Latin American art 

                                                        
24 Ibid., 45–51. 



  27 

whose organization was influenced by visual culture and postcolonial studies, both of 

which explain American material production within its own context, rather than the 

traditional, hierarchical, and Eurocentric art-historical bias.  The result was a series of 

chapters that presented issues relevant to the development of Latin American culture, 

rather than the typical chronological organization with “end dates” provided by political 

events and categories of art based on European canons.25  Bailey’s work still stands out in 

this way, as Donahue-Wallace most currently presented her survey based on chronology, 

differentiating between religious and secular arts and architecture of each century.  As 

Bailey points out, it is difficult to group these works in a traditional way, since Ibero-

American art was produced “thousands of miles and many climatic zones away from the 

birthplace of [European] styles” such as the Baroque style, producing “art and 

architecture [that] are characterized by what has been termed ‘chronological anarchy.’”26  

Bailey notes that most scholars have described Latin American colonial art as visually 

confusing because compared to contemporaneous European art, it appears to incorporate 

styles from several periods in a seemingly haphazard way.  By approaching his survey in 

this manner, Bailey hopes to explicate the arts of Latin America within their own 

circumstance, rather than comparing them to products of a European framework. His 

thematic survey, therefore, touches on complex issues that span the diversity of colonial 

Latin American visual and material culture. 

                                                        
25 Although Donahue-Wallace’s text is the most recent in the field of colonial Ibero-
American arts, she follows this traditional survey format.  Her text chronologically 
divides art by century and then into categories based on media (like architecture or 
painting) and content (religious versus secular).   
26 Bailey, 16. 
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A thematic presentation of visual and material culture has many advantages, yet they are 

not without problems.  Bailey’s survey includes the BFM in the chapter “Image of 

Empire — Arts of the Viceroys.”  This chapter is a great contribution in that incorporates 

the great diversity of imagery utilized by the elite groups in central Mexico, with a focus 

on the secular.  He begins with an analysis of viceregal visual culture, describing the 

reverse image of the view of Mexico City as a representation of Novohispanic 

architecture and city planning.  Later in the chapter, Bailey utilizes the obverse of the 

BFM to note the importance of the Conquest of Mexico as a topic that was used to 

legitimize the history of the criollo population with Cortés as the prototypical viceroy. 

Similar to other works to be described following, Bailey takes apart the BFM rather than 

interpreting it as a holistic object.  Instead of investigating the BFM as a complex work 

composed of various media, subject matter, and styles, the author chooses to focus on the 

content of each side separately in relation to particular trends raised in the chapter.  The 

notion that viceregal material culture reaffirmed Spanish political control and acted as an 

acknowledgment of the authority of the creole elite in New Spain is a point that could not 

be made outside of this thematic, contextual format.  However, without interpreting the 

BFM in its entirety, we can come to different conclusions about one object.   

Bailey begins by describing the arts of the viceregal court, as “intended to project 

an image of empire related to the distribution of power and control of knowledge in 

colonial society.”27  Nevertheless, Bailey recognizes some of the complexities of this 

colonial stratification, noting that all groups participated in this project with different 

agendas.  Framing his chapter in this way Bailey utilizes the BFM to come to two points: 

                                                        
27 Ibid., 112. 
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on the one hand, he claims the BFM was a visual form promoted by the viceroy, or a 

creole expression that emphasized creole heritage while also supporting the viceregal 

hierarchy.  According to his previous statement, these points are not contradictory, but 

Bailey also does not discuss how the imagery on one side of the BFM works in tandem 

with the imagery on the other.  He likens the Vista, a representation of space, to the 

viceregal construction of actual architectural spaces.  The Conquest scene is linked to 

other images of Cortés, understood to be the original viceroy, and otherwise not 

specifically discussed for more than a few lines.  Bailey never indicates within this 

chapter how the meaning could change should he discuss both sides as making up a 

whole work.  I will take up this gap, assessing new interpretations of the two sides in 

tandem in Chapter Three. 

The greatest sources of information regarding biombos in general, and the BFM in 

particular, are topical works.  By topical works, I mean those sources based on a 

particular theme or motif found in the arts of New Spain.  Topical works have focused on 

recurring subject matter found in imagery, such as depictions of urban space. These 

works often detail the BFM in depth, but separate its parts in order to describe the 

elements relevant for the thematic point.  Topical works are advantageous to developing 

an understanding of the relationship between sociopolitical trends and material culture 

production, but these works tend to oversimplify audience reception to particular objects 

and the object’s relationship to other forms of material culture. 

In Urban Images of the Hispanic World, 1493–1793, Richard Kagan offers one of 

the first in-depth analyses of the BFM.  Kagan describes different representations of 

space in Iberia and the Ibero-Americas, noting the differences between “chorographic” 
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and “communicentric” views of space.  Chorographic views refer to the urbs, the edifices 

that make up the architectural space.28  Communicentric views are representations of the 

civitas or the community bounded together within the urbs.  Such scenes are often 

metaphorical and are not visually accurate.29  Kagan defines and gives examples of the 

basic differences between such representations, noting that they are not always clear-cut.  

He also compares chorographic and communicentric views created by and for Europeans, 

indigenous Americans, and criollos in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries.   

Kagan’s work is important because it describes the ways in which cities and 

communities represented themselves in two-dimensional imagery.  He provides an 

excellent survey of European, indigenous American, and colonial Ibero-American 

cartographic and landscape imagery.  As the first to tackle this topic, he covers a wide 

expanse of time and geography; Kagan speaks broadly about imagery of the peoples of 

Iberia and the Ibero-American territories.  He spends a great deal of time discussing and 

comparing representations of certain Ibero-American cities, including Mexico City, 

where he discusses the BFM.  In terms of Mexico City, the author discusses it as a place 

that for the purposes of criollismo (those from the first generations born after the 

Conquest) Spaniards chose to downplay the indigenousness of the city.30  As such, Kagan 

describes the socio-historical context of the BFM as a period of growing polarization 

between the criollos of America and the Spanish peninsulares that began to develop in 

the late sixteenth century but became a major part of cultural production in the 

seventeenth century. 

                                                        
28 Kagan, 15. 
29 Ibid., 16. 
30 Ibid, 151–52. 
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Kagan tries to address the complication of the colonial situation by explaining the 

intersection and synchronicity of indigenous and European traditions found in 

Novohispanic imagery, but his treatment still oversimplifies the cultural production that 

was responding to this complex social situation.  For example, the criollo identity, like all 

personal and group identities, was dependent on context.  Creole identity changed across 

the Ibero-Americas and with each sociopolitical shift.  Personal and group identities were 

fluid, sometimes changing within the span of a lifetime.  Douglas Cope, quoting Denis 

Nodin Valdés, notes that in terms of racial identification in court documents, “‘there was 

a great deal of confusion about race in Mexico City’…that categorization by skin color 

was ‘subject to personal whim,’” and often contradictory during the colonial period.31  In 

addition to race, we cannot assume that other personal or group identities were static.  

Therefore, the BFM cannot simply be understood as an object that only indicates the 

growing sense of criollo identity, in opposition to Spanish peninsulares, as Kagan seems 

to suggest.  For Kagan, both sides of the BFM worked together and “offered a view of the 

city in which the Mexican urbs served—quite literally in this instance―as the screen 

through which the birth of its civitas could be seen.”32  To Kagan, the BFM exemplifies 

the transformation from pagan Tenochtitlan to Christian Mexico City and the sense of 

pride felt by creoles for the city around which they built their differentiated identity.  In 

other words, the scene representing the Conquest commemorated the destruction of the 

pagan Tenochtitlan, which resulted in the foundation of the Christian Mexico City.  

While this is certainly an important layer of meaning within the BFM, the author seems to 

see the Ibero-American world generally as an “either/or.”  He fails to recognize the many 

                                                        
31 Cope, 51–52. 
32 Ibid, 156. 
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or layered ways in which communicentric views are created or utilized during the 

colonial period, the polysemous imagery, and the multifaceted nature of identity 

construction.  For Kagan, the BFM is about social transformation through urban 

transformation. He does not recognize the complex nature of social and cultural changes 

that occurred during the period and manifested in visual culture.   

In contrast to Kagan’s creole versus peninsular identity model, Michael Schreffler 

in his article, “‘No Lord without Vassals, nor Vassals without a Lord’: The Royal Palace 

and the Shape of Kingly Power in Viceregal Mexico City,” and his recent book, The Art 

of Allegiance, argues that seventeenth-century works represent Spanish royal power 

abroad and elite Novohispanic allegiance from afar.  In his formal analysis of the BFM, 

Schreffler explains that it, and other biombos like it, “[suggest] an understanding of 

imperial allegiance in terms of a community of viewers — a social group united in its 

visual access to a shared corpus of imagery that, in effect, superimposed its viewers onto 

the king’s viewing body politic and interpolated them within an imperial visual and 

spatial order.”33  In other words, this object visually represents the vassalage of the 

Mexican nobility, who he identifies as the community of viewers, to the King of Spain by 

drawing the gaze of the viewing audience into the urban and architectural manifestation 

of Spanish royalty in New Spain.  For Schreffler, the Vista of the BFM is centered on the 

Viceregal Palace in the Plaza Mayor, which is the architectural representation of the 

King’s authoritative “face/façade” in New Spain.  Schreffler sees this object as 

representing an interdependence and dialogue between the nobility of New Spain, which 

utilized this biombo as a stand-in for the symbolic presence of a king that resided across 

                                                        
33 Schreffler, “No Lord without Vassals,” 167.  I am currently working with Schreffler’s 
article that became part of his recently published book, The Art of Allegiance. 
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the Atlantic.  Schreffler expounds upon this point in his book, noting that the implied 

viewer would be the viceroy, as the palace is symbolic of the King’s presence.  He 

describes,  

“[t]he view of Mexico Ciry on the biombo, then, can be conceptualized as 
the Viceroy’s view of the city—the city as seen by the King’s 
representative and, by extension, by the King himself.  That the civic 
space is here conceived as revealing itself to the Viceroy’s and, ultimately, 
the King’s gaze is further indicated by a title in the legend at the screen’s 
lower left corner, which identified it in imperial parlance as the ‘Very 
Noble and Loyal City of Mexico.’ The ‘loyalty’ referenced in the legend is 
the city’s loyalty to the crown, a relationship of political allegiance and 
obedience rendered here in terms of surveillance and panoramic 
spectatorship.”34  

 

According to Schreffler, the king through the viceroy’s eyes surveys the city as the ideal 

and/or symbolic viewer.  Focusing upon the Royal/Viceregal Palace, it is as if the 

viceroy/king looks at himself in the reflection of the mirror of the edifice.35  Thus, the 

BFM and similar objects represent the reflexive relationship between the Spanish king 

and his vassals in New Spain.  Schreffler is the first to expound upon how artistic 

production responds to ideas circulating in the seventeenth-century Hispanic world about 

royal power in relation to the act of viewing and ideal subjectivity.  During this period, 

the subjects of the king would have viewed the king as a model personage, representing 

their ideal collective self, while the king would have seen himself as being made up of 

the entirety of his kingdom.  Unlike most scholars, Schreffler also indicates that the 

image of the Conquest on the reverse side of the BFM also describes the power of the 

king and the allegiance of New Spain. 

                                                        
34 Schreffler, Art of Allegiance, 25. 
35 Ibid., 27. 
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Schreffler believes that the rising creole identity model is not accurate in the case 

of the BFM, and is based upon a reading of the object that juxtaposes each side rather 

than reading them in relation to each other.  He notes in both his article and book that the 

representation of the space depicted in the reverse of the BFM “may or may not reflect 

the physical positions actually occupied by people in the seventeenth-century Plaza,” but 

that it “document[s] the operation of a spatial order in which space was understood to be 

segregated.”36  Furthermore, he accurately points out that the events of the Conquest are 

not depicted in terms of a chronological sequence but rather in terms of the space in 

which they occurred, relating the events to the places depicted on other side of the 

screen.37  Spatially ordered, the places where the Conquest events occurred are linked to 

the ideal, noble, and loyal city that eventually came into existence throughout the 

Hapsburg period. 

Michael Schreffler is the first scholar to approach objects like the BFM in new 

ways that move away from the BFM as a depiction of opposition to Spanish authority.  

Unfortunately, the author has the tendency to overemphasize the allegiance of the 

Novohispanic population to the Spanish monarchy.  This could be a result of the need to 

link the objects he discusses throughout his article and book, namely the secular art of 

seventeenth-century New Spain.  It is clear that these objects all depict the relationship 

between the monarchy and the peoples of New Spain, most often in terms of the power of 

the king and the vassalage of those in New Spain.  However, like his predecessors that 

professed contrary readings, he oversimplifies this relationship. The BFM is described as 

an object whose ideal spectator, the king, would view himself in terms of the Viceregal 

                                                        
36 Schreffler, “No Lord without Vassals,” 161 
37 Schreffler,  Art of Allegiance, 32; “No Lord without Vassals” 168–69. 
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Palace.  Unfortunately, as Schreffler recognizes, the Spanish royalty seemingly never 

utilized these items. They are rather linked to collections elite Latin American families, 

although some did end up in European private collections.38  Even if the spectator was 

“the king” through the viceroy’s eyes, the author overlooks several related problems.   

First, he does not think about the circumstances of the screens’ use — by whom 

and where.  Particular interior spaces held symbolic meaning for those who utilized them, 

as he notes in later chapters.39  He does not answer how the space within which the BFM 

was displayed would have affected its reception.  Also, although Schreffler makes a point 

of incorporating, rather than juxtaposing, both sides of the BFM, he assumes that the 

viewer would find the Palace to be the most important element in the Vista, as the 

Temple (“where today the Palace is”) is the most important element in the Conquest 

scene on the obverse. Finally, he notes the spectator was not the king (although this 

would have been the ideal), but rather elite creoles or peninsulars, possibly the viceroy. 

For this reason, we must recognize the complex nature of the audience for the BFM and 

consider how the relationship to the king’s gaze could potentially shift if the viewer was 

not the king or viceroy. 

Because he does not holistically compare the two sides of the BFM, Schreffler 

overlooks aspects that may have shifted the outcome of his interpretation.  For example, 

he believes that the focus of the BFM is the Viceregal Palace, the symbolic presence of 

the King of Spain within the city.  I agree that the aqueduct draws the viewer’s eye into 

the Plaza Mayor in the center of the image, but my opinion diverges in that Viceregal 

Palace is not the only important edifice to which the viewer’s eye is drawn at the center 

                                                        
38 Schreffler, Art of Allegiance, 27–28. 
39 Schreffler discusses this point mainly in Chapter Two. 
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of the painting.  Unlike other seventeenth-century biombos, the BFM depicts the entire 

city, rather than focusing solely on the metonymic qualities of the façade of the Viceregal 

Palace.  There is little reason to believe that the Viceregal Palace is the main focus of the 

Vista, as Schreffler indicates.  If one follows the exact line of the aqueduct, it leads to a 

street that ends at the Cathedral, depicted in larger scale and slightly in front of the 

palace.  In addition, the Cathedral is labeled as number 1, whereas the Palace is number 

55.  The Cathedral, as we see it here, had recently been completed, and was a locale 

where all levels of colonial society could gather, similar to its use today.  It was not 

purely a religious center, but an important political center that was more inclusive than 

the Palace.  The Palace, on the other hand, had certain spaces quarantined, even from 

local nobility.  It can be said that the ritual space of the Cathedral was where “politics and 

ideology blended into one single structure,”40 much like the ceremonial precinct of the 

Templo Mayor of the Mexica (Aztecs) that preceded it.  I believe the Viceregal Palace, 

therefore, remains only one word in the visual text that makes up the BFM’s discussion of 

Hapsburg Mexico City.   

During the Hapsburg period in the seventeenth-century, many within Mexico 

City’s Novohispanic nobility saw themselves as having a localized identity, differentiated 

from but equivalent to the Spanish peninsular nobility, even as they remained loyal 

vassals to the viceroy and thus to the king.  Many noble creoles in the capital imagined 

themselves as being superior to and ethnically unrelated to the indigenous and mixed 

castes that occupied the lower social ranks in the colony, even as they utilized indigenous 

myth, history, and material and visual culture to legitimize their claim to local territory 

                                                        
40 Broda, 64. 
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and wealth.41  While most imagined themselves as unrelated to laboring indigenous, 

many elite creoles gained their noble lineage through decent from noble indigenous lines.  

From the Conquest on, the Spanish monarchy lawfully recognized the status of 

indigenous nobility, and through marriage absorbed these groups into the Novohispanic 

elite class.42  Therefore, criollo nobles acted as vassals to the viceroy and king, as 

Schreffler argues, but I would also add that they were also the group that competed with 

each other and the peninsulares for the top religious-political posts within the land they 

often understood as their indigenous homeland.  

Should various elite creoles or even elite peninsulars have been the audience of 

the BFM, the difference in spectatorship could have changed the author’s ideal 

interpretation of the reflexivity of the king’s act of viewing.  In addition, he sees all 

Novohispanic elites as being a “community of viewers” that exist on a more or less equal 

plane.  I would recognize the complicated relationship between the criollo nobility in 

New Spain and the peninsular Spanish officials, like the viceroy and archbishop, who 

controlled the top colonial posts throughout the colonial period.  Creole political 

authority was continually undermined through royal decree implemented by foreign 

viceroys, judges, and archbishops.  Noble families, whether born in the Americas or in 

the peninsula, often competed amongst each other for resources, and/or political and 

religious authority.  This is not to say that the BFM indeed reflects an emergent and 

contentious creole identity, but, as Schreffler notes in later chapters, there was a complex 

creole consciousness marked by “shifting loyalties of Creoles in seventeenth-century 

                                                        
41 Poole, 371 
42 See Chipman, 53.  Chipman indicates that in terms of Moctezuma’s heirs, Spain 
claimed they were “natural monarchs with inherent rights.”   
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New Spain,” perhaps reflecting, “the contested nature of history itself in the complex 

political environment.”43  Therefore, I note that all seventeenth-century cultural 

production, not just certain themes, should be understood as developing from and 

interacting within this “multifaceted” sociopolitical environment.  If the sociopolitical 

environment was shifting, multifaceted, complex, and contested, as Schreffler indicates, I 

offer a reminder that the BFM should also be read in this way. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
43 Schreffler, Art of Allegiance, 92. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Modes of Analysis and Interpretation 

 
As noted in the review of literature, it is only recently that colonial scholars have begun 

to research the impact of Asian trade on Novohispanic visual culture and consequently on 

objects of Asian derivation, like biombos. Yet even this expanded view of colonial art 

historical studies has not sufficiently opened the discussion to a critical evaluation of 

objects previously understood as decorative or utilitarian.  The Conquest of Mexico 

became an increasingly frequent motif in the seventeenth-century, a point which I would 

like to address.  Neither do scholars explore why the subject appears in particular media 

of the period.  More recently, methodologically rigorous scholars have begun to assess 

colonial identity construction in terms of actual and representational space, but they often 

forget to discuss the ways in which objects within the private Novohispanic space may 

have mediated identity formation or promoted political agendas.   

By focusing specifically on the BFM, I will be able to incorporate the 

“decorative” object into a broader discourse in order to clarify the ritual importance of 

objects in the elite, private sphere.  This approach effectively breaks down traditional art-

historical classifications that exclude these so-called decorative objects from critical 

study.  Through my analysis of the material and subject of the object, I will shed light on 

the complexities of colonial visual and material culture production.  I will highlight the 

intricacies of the object’s interpretation if we are to recognize that this biombo was of 

Asian derivation, (possibly) commissioned by a peninsular, and reflected a very local 
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subject matter and style.  Finally, my reading will concentrate on the object as a whole, 

making sure both sides are understood in relation to each other.  This analysis will 

elucidate the ways in which private objects not only reflected, but impacted the visual 

and sociopolitical culture of New Spain in the late seventeenth century.  My approach to 

this object incorporates several complementary methodologies necessary to an accurate 

interpretation of the object. The formal and comparative analysis, presented below, is 

basic to traditional art-historical approaches, and is the crux of this initial study.  This 

will provide a platform from which to elucidate larger socio-historical issues, like those 

of presentation, representation, production and reception.  

Through a material and visual culture studies approach, this object, and others like 

it, will no longer be relegated to the “decorative arts,” which are only superficially 

interpreted, but will be analyzed as objects that are a relevant part of human experience.  

This object will be understood as an aesthetic object that has “a ‘life,’… possessed of 

agency,” that communicates meaning on its own, rather than an “inert vehicle for the 

transport of ideas,” as a tool to illustrate the larger theoretical points Richard Kagan and 

Michael Schreffler attempt to prove.44   As Naremore and Bratlinger note, “high art” is 

“given sanction and authority by the written word,” by its validating discussion in 

literature in the discipline of Art History.45  Therefore, biombos can be added to the art-

historical canon when the relevancy of these “artistic cultures” upon which the canon is 

based are reformed to encompass all forms of visual and material culture.  This change 

will only occur as these objects are explored in art-historical literature, as is beginning to 

occur with recent scholarship, including this M.A. thesis.   

                                                        
44 Moxey, 142. 
45 Naremore and Bratlinger, 9. 
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Formal, Iconographic and Comparative Analyses 

While I critique both aspects of traditional Art History as a discipline, and previous 

approaches to the BFM, my approach stems from traditional art historical practice. 

Namely, these approaches will be a formal, iconographic, and comparative analysis of the 

object.  While analysis of color, line, balance, composition, shape, and media often seem 

superficial when there are more “interesting” topics of discussion, the lack of attention to 

these minor points have prevented the BFM from being understood as a holistic object.  

The formal analysis provides a clear and detailed base from which to delve into deeper 

issues found within the work.  I intend to take this formal analysis in a new direction that 

underscores the importance of the formal qualities in relation to object’s reception. I 

believe that the material elements of objects are integral to the construction of meaning.  

The choice of medium is always significant for the production and reception of the object 

― it is an aspect of visual language ― although this form of communication is often 

overshadowed by the more obvious visual message ― the content. As mentioned above, 

the disinterest in analyzing the formal aspects of the BFM has allowed scholars to 

amputate respective parts of the object, reflecting a detailed but limited diagnosis of only 

one part rather the entire body of the work. 

In general, iconographic analyses are concerned with the interpretation of the 

subject matter of an image.  My iconographic analysis of the BFM elucidates the 

symbolic meaning of the subject matter of the paintings to the audience.  It is understood 

that this object was, like any other object, created with a particular purpose and the ways 

in which the Conquest and Vista are represented are not accidental.  While there have 
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been many studies of the representation of the Conquest of Mexico in Novohispanic art, 

there have been few that connect it to iconographic tropes.46  Furthermore, I offer an 

iconographic analysis of the representation of Mexico City.  In other words, the space 

itself was loaded with a palimpsest of meaning for those that inhabited the city.  People 

living in these areas identified particular locations as imbued with historic, cultural, or 

social values.  Thus, I believe that painted images of these places became symbolic of the 

values these places represented.  This perspective has been lacking in the foundational 

literature, especially since it is only recently that studies have been published on the 

symbolic nature of urban space in New Spain. 

Finally, I compare the BFM to similar objects in terms of form, content, media, 

and/or use. The BFM has been likened to other folding screens of Asian derivation, but 

never compared to particular genres of Asian screens.  Further, the relationship of the 

BFM to its models is quite complicated. With closer inspection, one finds certain 

elements within the screen that indicate sources deriving from diverse media and styles 

from several cultural zones. This point raises questions that have not yet been explored. 

For example, what visual languages are being exploited in Novohispanic material culture 

and for what reasons?  In this thesis, I intend to base the interpretation of the BFM on 

what can be gleaned from formal, iconographic, and comparative analysis of the object 

first, rather than fitting the work into interpretations of other themes in Novohispanic arts.  

With the completion of this analysis, we can only begin to interpret the BFM through 

other theoretical approaches. 

                                                        
46 One of the first to attempt this approach is Hernández-Durán’s “El Encuentro de Cortés 
y Moctezuma” in Woman and Art in Early Modern Latin America. 
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As mentioned above, the bulk of analysis will be formal, iconographic, and comparative; 

this thesis is only a preliminary study of the BFM.  Nevertheless, my approach is 

influenced by the developments within the related cultural studies: material culture, ritual 

and performance studies, and visual culture.  This thesis is not intended to delve deeply 

into the benefits and challenges of applying these methods to the study of the BFM at this 

point in time.  Nevertheless, the impression these approaches have made on my 

perspective deserves mention.  Cultural studies have developed in academic discourse to 

deal with the complexities of human experience.  It became clear to scholars, particularly 

those who dealt with cultural artifacts, that the methodologies of their particular 

discipline could not justify the “naturalness” of culture.  Out of the disciplines including 

anthropology, archaeology, history, art history, performance arts, sociology, and 

philosophy, among others, movements developed towards interdisciplinary study or even 

non-disciplinary study.   

The study of material culture has a long and varied history. As material culture 

developed within the discipline of archaeology, many definitions have been put forward.  

In my research, I follow postmodern-influenced definitions of material culture that 

explain there is “a strong interrelation between physical objects and human behavior,” so 

that material culture “simultaneously refers to both the subject of the study, material, and 

its principal purpose, the understanding of culture.”47  Material culture studies allows the 

scholar to come to a more complete understanding of how objects are shaped by human 

actions, as well as how these objects influence human interaction with their environs and 

each other.   

                                                        
47 Ames, Schlereth, et al., 3. 
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In material culture studies, any object changed by human action, intentional or 

unintentional, becomes an artifact and subject to study.  This definition allows for the 

inclusion of objects as mundane and small as a needle or as expansive as an entire 

landscape.  What defines material culture studies generally is its focus on things that are 

tangible cultural objects or artifacts.  Objects are shaped by their interaction with human 

life and are experienced by bodily senses, just as humans experience the objects and the 

world around them through all five senses.  Thus, material culture has a greater tendency 

to pay more attention to the multi-sensory experience of objects in the world, with 

express significance placed on the tactile and visual components of objects.  

Similarly, human movements, use, and perceptions of space are important 

components for ritual and performance studies.  While material culture often emphasizes 

those aspects of human culture that are tangible, ritual and performance studies place 

emphasis on those cultural patterns that are ephemeral because they are enacted.  As S. J. 

Tambiah explains: 

…[r]itual is a culturally constructed system of symbolic communication.  
It is constituted of patterned and ordered sequences of words and acts, 
often expressed in multiple media, whose content and arrangement are 
characterized in varying degree by formality (conventuality), stereotypy 
(rigidity), condensation (fusion), and redundancy (repetition).  Ritual 
action in its constitutive features is performative in these three senses: in 
the Austinian sense of performative, wherein saying something is also 
doing something as a conventional act; in the quite different sense of a 
staged performance that uses multiple media by which the participants 
experience the event intensively; and in the sense of indexical values… 
being attached to and inferred by actors during the performance…48  
 

In other words, although ephemeral, ritual performance is a system of communication 

that is repeated and arranged to create long lasting symbolic meanings.  It can be said that 

                                                        
48 Tambiah, 128. 
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ritual and performance are a part of the human behavior around which material culture is 

utilized.  Conversely, material culture is part of the “multiple media” employed by the 

actors and participants in the ritual performance.  If we wish to gain more accurate 

interpretation of objects in the world, we need to recognize when they are used as media 

within constructed patterns of behavioral communication.    

The study of visual culture, therefore, is a discipline that has the potential to 

encompass both abovementioned approaches. Visual culture, in the most generalized 

sense, can deal with anything that can be seen or perceived, whether in actual experience, 

or that which is in the mind ― imaginary, or subconscious.  Visual culture at times has a 

tendency to overemphasize the visuality of the world, not recognizing that not all people 

share the same ability to view or see while downplaying other sensorial experiences.  

However, it can be said that visual culture studies have the potential to be limitless.   

Since the development of visual culture studies, there have been several 

approaches furthered by scholars, none of which make the other obsolete.  As Keith 

Moxey notes, “it is clear that the possibilities [of the different approaches in visual 

culture studies] are as infinite as the objects themselves… The ‘iconic turn’ reminds us 

that visual artifacts refuse to be confined by the interpretations placed on them in the 

present.  Objects of visual interest will persist in circulating through history demanding 

radically different methods of analysis and engendering compelling new narratives as 

they wander.”49  Thus, as Moxey describes, the study of visual culture is open to all 

possible interpretations of the object of perception, whether tangible or ephemeral, 

perhaps even those perceptions that belong to other senses.  It is precisely this 

                                                        
49 Moxey, Keith. “Visual Studies and the Iconic Turn,” Journal of Visual Studies.  7:2 
(2008): 144. 
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disciplinary and methodological openness that allows for more expansive interpretations 

of the BFM.    

All of these branches of cultural studies are intended to cross boundaries of 

academic disciplines, yet the studies have developed slightly different emphases.  Each 

have influenced my perspective in their own way, most notably in the fact an object such 

as the BFM is a selection considered for intensive art historical study.  Bringing together 

these studies allows me to indicate a fuller range of human experience in which the BFM 

was once a part. As mentioned above, the BFM has been understudied because its 

complexity crosses demarcations of traditional art-historical classification.  This gives 

one reason to believe that its original audience received the object in a multivalent way, 

necessitating theoretical and methodological approaches that acknowledge the 

complexities of and interworkings between people and objects in the world.  The 

remainder of the thesis will introduce ideas regarding the presentation and reception of 

the BFM, which I hope to explore in greater depth in future research.  This work is to be 

understood as an extended proposal for further investigation; therefore, I will explicate 

preliminary interpretations and offer speculations that I hope to confirm through extended 

exploration with primary documents.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

OBJECT OF STUDY: FORMAL, CONTEXTUAL, AND COMPARATIVE 
ANALYSIS 

 
 

Introduction 

 
The Biombo Franz Mayer, alternately entitled, Biombo de la conquista de México y vista 

de la Ciudad de México, is a painted folding screen and currently resides in the collection 

of the Franz Mayer Museum in Mexico City.  The media consists of ten conjoined, 

hinged panels covered in oil-painted canvas.  The exact dimensions of the entire work are 

2.13 x 5.5m or 6’ 11 7/8” x 18’6”.  The BFM is one of four screens related in topic and 

style with other examples now residing in public and private collections in Mexico and 

Spain.  As previously noted, the BFM portrays the Conquest of Mexico on the obverse 

and a panoramic view of “la muy noble y leal Ciudad de México”50 or the very noble and 

loyal Mexico City, as indicated within the inscriptions on each side of the screen.  The 

Conquest scene focuses solely on the events that occurred in and around Tenochtitlan, not 

including the Conquest events that occurred before the arrival of the Spanish in the 

Valley of Mexico.  The view of Mexico City portrays the urban space between the mid- 

to late seventeenth century on the reverse.51 

According to Richard Kagan and Michael Schreffler, the BFM was produced in 

New Spain during the late seventeenth century, but acquired in Spain in the middle of the 

                                                        
50 This is the title of the key inscribed on the side of the view of the city. 
51 Detailed discussion of the subject matter will follow later in the chapter.   
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nineteenth century.52 The artist is unknown, as is the identity of the patron(s); however, 

Richard Kagan and Gauvin Alexander Bailey speculate that the work was likely 

commissioned by the Counts of Moctezuma, the descendents of Moctecuhzoma 

Xocoyotzin, the last Mexica tlatoani, or chief ruler of the confederacy. Based on the 

provenance, it seems likely that the BFM was created for José Valladares de Sarmiento, 

Conde de Moctezuma y Tula, the final Hapsburg viceroy who ruled New Spain at the end 

of the seventeenth century and became the most prominent of Moctecuhzoma’s 

descendents during the period.53  Although there is no real indication that the Count of 

Moctezuma commissioned this particular biombo, most scholars agree he did. 54  The 

identity of the artist(s) remains unknown; however, Fransisco de la Maza attributes these 

four works to the artist Diego Correa, while Rodrigo Rivero Lake believes they were 

created within the González family workshop.55 The Gonzálezes, according to Rivero 

Lake, were a well-patronized family of Japanese-descent artists.  As for the attribution, 

                                                        
52 Kagan, 217, note 6.12, purchased by José Fernando Ramírez in 1859 in Europe.  
Schreffler, The Art of Allegiance, 154, note 1.36, states that there are three other screens 
that have a similar subject matter and derive from the same period.  One is located in the 
National Museum of History in Mexico City, and two in private collections—one in 
Mexico and another in Spain.  
53 Sarmiento was not a bloodline descendent of Moctecuhzoma II, but his marriage to the 
Countess of Moctezuma, Gerónima María de Moctezuma Loyasa de la Cueva, a blood 
descendent, gave him the title and legal rights to the estates of his wife and daughters.  
See Chipman, 132–39. 
54 Scholars use speculative evidence to conclude the commission derived from Sarmiento 
de Valladares.  See Bailey, 159, where he states that this painting belonged to the Count 
of Moctezuma and Tula, José de Sarmiento, who was married to a descendant of 
Motecuhzoma II. However, Kagan in endnote 6.15 states that it resembles a biombo from 
Museo Nacional de Historia that was commissioned by the family Bailey mentions.  In 
addition Kagan places the date of the work between 1690–92. Schreffler, 176, note 23, 
believes that  “Kagan… speculates that the Countess of Moctezuma may have 
commissioned it [BFM].”    
55 De la Maza, 22–23, in Pérez de Salazar, Javier. Pintura Mexicana siglos XVI & XVII. 
México, D.F.: Grupo Editorial Proyección de México, 1996.; Rivero Lake, 299–300. 
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there is no definitive answer at this point.  For this reason, this chapter will elaborate 

upon the known elements of this object. These elements, plain to the eye, are often 

disregarded in scholarship.   

Because most scholarship on the BFM and other biombos occurs within the 

context of museum exhibitions, only a brief overview of the formal qualities of the work 

is generally provided.56  As mentioned before, some scholars have offered a clearer 

formal analysis by focusing on only one side of the work.57  It is not enough to describe 

these scenes in relation to each other, fulfilling typical conventions for classifying 

paintings (as is often done in the text panels accompanying this image in exhibition 

catalogues), nor is it sufficient to merely discuss the subject matter.  Further, this chapter 

is not intended to provide a formal and iconographic analysis as a means to place the 

BFM within a linear progression of stylistic categories of art history.  This chapter is 

intended to be a closer, holistic look, paying attention to the material qualities of the 

object that remain available. 

The BFM’s viceregal context was influenced by local and transoceanic trade. 

Thus, the object necessitates wide ranging comparative analyses and broader 

categorizations of visual and material culture for its interpretation. With such objects 

scholars cannot ignore the impact of the dialogue between the visual traditions of several 

cultures, particularly the strong local artistic traditions of the indigenous groups of the 

Valley of Mexico—traditions that did not die, but were only transformed, with the 

                                                        
56 This treatment is found in exhibition catalogues like La grandeza del México virrenal, 
Los siglos de oro en los virreinatos de América, and The Arts in Latin America.  
57 Kagan, Schreffler, and Baily offer the most comprehensive analyses of this object.  
While they analyze both sides, they either discuss them individually or emphasize one 
over the other in lieu of interpreting the object holistically. 
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European conquest.  Therefore this section will provide a detailed discussion of the form, 

media, subject matter, symbolism, visual sources, and comparative objects. As mentioned 

previously, this type of analysis is particularly necessary because we currently have little 

more information about the object than the object itself.  Until more concrete evidence is 

provided regarding its provenance, we must draw our conclusions from the formal 

qualities of the work. 

 

Formal Analysis 

Since the provenance, artist, and patron are not known, we cannot pinpoint concrete 

contextual information for the BFM.  Therefore we must be mindful to utilize all 

available visual evidence, even if it has previously been considered insignificant, such as 

the size or material makeup.  The BFM is constructed of ten panels that bend back and 

forth upon their wooden frame in order to distribute the weight.  The BFM is slightly 

taller than an average human, standing at nearly seven feet.  It spans nearly twenty feet in 

length at its maximum, when flattened.  Whether flattened or folded, the screen would 

have necessitated a large area with tall ceilings and wide expanses.  By paying closer 

attention to this detail we can already narrow the location in which such an object would 

have belonged in the home.  In fact, shorter and wider screens, like the BFM suggest it 

was a biombo de rodeastrado, or a screen that would have surrounded the estrado, or 

dais.  Daises were located in the salón de estrado, or the “dais room”—the room in which 

to receive guests, like a formal parlor58 (fig. 4). In contrast, taller biombos that had fewer 

                                                        
58 Martinez del Río Redo, 133, in Juegos de Ingenio y Agudeza: La Pintura Embelmática 
de la Nueva España. Mexico City: Museo Nacional de Arte, Consejo Nacional para la 
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panels were generally used within the bedrooms, as biombos de cama.  In this instance, 

we can see that the form of the object allows us to narrow the context within which it was 

placed and gain greater insight into its probable site of display. Such close attention to 

visual evidence is required to interpret the entire object, not only the subject matter. 

                                                        
Cultura y las Artes, 1994. The function of the rooms and the objects within them will be 
discussed further below. 
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Figure 4 
Salon de estrado 
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The media of this object, when considered within its historical context, also indicates 

more than previously explored. The BFM was constructed of canvas that covered its 

wooden frame.  Canvas was one of the commonly used materials for Novohispanic 

painting, in addition to wood panel and copper plate.  Being lightweight, it was also a 

material that was easily transported.  An example is the painted canvas altarpiece by José 

de Alcíbar that was rolled up and carried along the Camino Real from Mexico City to 

Santa Fé in the northern province of Nuevo México later in the eighteenth century (fig. 5). 

The use of canvas here, as opposed to another material, suggests that the object would 

have been moved from one area of New Spain to another, or that it made for a screen that 

was so lightweight it could more easily move around the room.  Canvas is also a material 

that remains delicate, but more durable than the folding paper screens often found in 

Asian arts.  Thus, we can speculate that a canvas folding screen would have been more 

durable for household use. 

The use of oil paint also indicates more durability than other pigment choices that 

may have been used.  This choice would attest to the utilitarian function of the screen 

within the home.  The qualities of oil paint also allow for a translucent, light-reflective 

effect that creates the appearance of depth and naturalism that does not occur in other 

types of pigment.  For example, should the artist wish to give the appearance that the 

viewer was looking as if from a window to a scene below, oils would provide a sense of 

realism that is more effective than with other painting mediums.  This difference is 

clearly seen when comparing the BFM to other Novohispanic screens of differing media, 

or some of their Asian counterparts, which were often made of ink on paper.   
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Figure 5 
José de Alcíbar, Retablo, Santuario de Guadalupe, Santa Fé, NM, o/c, 1776-1796 
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Contextual and Comparative Analysis 

As can be seen, the biombos enconchados, or shell encrusted, offer a different effect 

with the play of light (fig. 6).  The examples are reflective, ethereal, and monochromatic, 

as opposed what we see in the BFM.  Further, the shell encrusting that was attached to 

panels resulted in a heavier, less mobile screen compared to the BFM.  The material 

makeup of the BFM, while sharing an overall form of their Asian models as well as many 

Novohispanic correlates, also departs in the use of these materials. More so than the 

material makeup, the BFM differs from many screens in its style and composition.  A 

clear example is the media and construction of Asian screens in comparison to 

Novohispanic screens.   

Japanese screens were often constructed of paper or silk on a light wooden frame.  

Traditionally, the pigments would not consist of oil on canvas, nor shell encrustation, for 

that matter.  Most often, Japanese screens would be painted with ink, gold, and other 

pigments.  The fact that Japanese byo-bu had several specialized purposes, the variety of 

which we do not seem to find within New Spain, influenced changes in media.  The 

materials used for these screens often depended on the way in which these would be used 

in the interior spaces.  Utilitarian screens, unlike those used to create the delicate 

backdrop to important sacred or secular rituals, would not have been constructed of 

refined material like lightweight paper.  It is clear that the material qualities of the object, 

in addition to the formalistic elements of line, color, composition, etc., must be taken into 

account as important and informative aspects of screens like the BFM 

The BFM is not the only Novohispanic screen to display the Conquest of Mexico 

or a view of Mexico City, even within the same object. The way in which the scenes are  
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Figure 6 
Miguel González, Biombo de la conquista de México, o/panel with shell inlay, 1698 
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portrayed on the BFM reveal some similarities and differences with other Novohispanic 

representations.  The compositions on both sides of the BFM are horizontal and balanced.  

The linear perspective is implied rather than mathematically composed, and the implied 

lines provide the viewer with a centralized focus in the middle two panels of both sides. 

This centralized focus features the Plaza Mayor, or the central district of both Aztec 

Tenochtitlan, pictured on the obverse, and of viceregal Mexico City, depicted on the 

reverse; both are bordered on the left and right by Lake Texcoco. Finally, each side is 

framed with a decorative border that is meant to set this object off as one which has a 

practical function as a luxury object within an elite home, that is, a room divider.  

Interestingly, however, the border on the obverse is located only above the scene, while 

on the reverse it is only on the top and sides.  The bottom edge of each scene is painted 

with what seems to be a ledge or a wall, rather than a border that corresponds to the 

painted frame on each side.  Both sides have vegetation on the lower section of the 

composition, which includes hills and trees.  The composition of each scene, with its 

implied lines drawing the viewer’s gaze toward the center, suggests a magisterial gaze, or 

an omniscient viewpoint that looks at the scene or activity taking place below.  

Several items in each scene of the BFM are labeled in Castilian, and their 

identifications are located in the rectangular key at the bottom left corner of each side.  

The inscriptions on the obverse side are organized alphabetically, whereas those on the 

reverse in numerical order.59  The fact that inscriptions occur within the object is 

significant, and even more so is the language they are in.  It can be said that the 

inscriptions in the image explain to the viewer exactly how the imagery on each side 

                                                        
59 See Appendix A and B for the list and translation of inscriptions. 
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should be “read,” correcting any stray interpretations.  Castilian was the language of the 

Spanish Empire, the language that was intended to unite the linguistically and culturally 

plural Iberian Peninsula and its global territories since the Iberian re-conquest in 1492.  

Coeval with the unification of the Iberian kingdoms of Castilla and Aragón, was the 

publication of Antonio de Nebrija’s Gramática de la lengua castellana in 1492.  

Nebrija’s Gramática was produced, in part, to consolidate the Spanish Empire.  As 

Walter Mignolo notes, Nebrija believed “alphabetic writing could tame the voice.”  

 

…[O]ne can argue that taming the voice was implicit in the very invention 
of the alphabet, it was during the European Renaissance, at the fringes of 
Occidentalization an colonial expansion, that writing was first theorized 
and conceptualized as an instrument for taming (not representing) the 
voice and language, conceived in connection with territorial control.  
Nebrija’s Castilian grammar became a cornerstone for the politics of 
language, implemented by the Crown for the purpose of expanding the 
Castilian empire in what was called the (West) Indies… Nebrija’s Latin 
grammar was widely used in the Spanish colonies (the New World as well 
as the Philippines) to write grammars of Amerindian languages and, 
directly or indirectly, to replace the Amerindian writing systems with 
European ones…60 

 

Therefore, in utilizing the Castilian language for the inscriptions in the BFM, language 

was used to “tame the voice” and eliminate variant interpretations of the image.  Further, 

the use of Castilian for the inscriptions conveys the cultural and political dominance of 

Spain in Mexica land. Nevertheless, it can be said that the cultural and political 

dominance as seen in the BFM was not one derived from the Iberian Peninsula itself, but 

from the collective experiences (and aspirations) of the Novohispanic elite within Valley 

of Mexico. 

                                                        
60 Mignolo, 294–95 
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In each word written in Castilian, the label and corresponding identification is painted in 

red and black, colors loaded with symbolic meaning that possibly refer to either or both 

indigenous and Euro-Christian writing metaphors.  In the Euro-Christian context, bibles 

and calendars were often printed in red and black letters.  Red letters were utilized in 

calendars for high holy days, and for important passages in the Bible.  Black letters were 

reserved for the more mundane cyclical occurrences or Biblical passages as well as for 

writing about secular affairs like law, history, and business.  In the Conquest scene in the 

BFM, red letters are utilized for the title of the scene, and the first letters of each episode 

and important names like Cortés or Noche Triste.  In the reverse, red letters correspond to 

the title of the key and the first letter of every inscription, with a few exceptions.61   

For the Mexica, red and black was a metaphor for their system of pictographic 

writing.62 To the Mexica elite, “in tlilli in tlapalli” or “painting in red [ink] and black 

[ink],” identified the documentation of imperial information such as history, tribute, and 

ritual or calendrical celebrations.  Further, as Elizabeth Boone indicates, “the black, the 

red was also the metaphor for knowledge or wisdom.”  She continues by describing that 

such painting/writing was inextricably related to poetry and the spoken word.  She 

concludes, “it is clear that the spoken word is inextricable from and complimentary to the 

painted document and that both together fill the category of knowledge that is history.”63  

The link to Mexica knowledge that is oral and written history is an interesting insight into 

this work, particularly as the subject matter deals with a historical event.  While it is clear 

that the BFM helps to assert the dominance of Spanish political authority and 

                                                        
61 It appears that number 1, the cathedral, is mostly painted in red, and numbers 7 and 20 
are painted completely in red.  (See appendix for listing.) 
62 Boone, “Pictoral Documents,” 437. 
63 Boone, Stories in Red and Black,  21. 
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Novohispanic allegiance to the Spanish state, there is also a strong connection to history 

and culture that is in part a product of local experiences.  I believe the color choice is 

significant and the red and black inscription would have conveyed to the audience that 

what is depicted on each side should be considered to be accurate and true for both 

peninsular and creole audiences.  The color and language utilized in the inscriptions 

convey the polysemic nature of Novohispanic visual culture. 

Without the inscriptions placed upon each scene the imagery would not be as self-

evident. Rather than describing the consecutive sequence of events that make up the 

Conquest narrative, the obverse depicts the Conquest of Mexico. The inscriptions place 

emphasis on particular urban spaces where events occurred.  For example, the inscription 

that corresponds to the letter “F” states, “Palacio de Moctezuma y casas que son hoy del 

Marqués,” or “Moctezuma’s palace and houses that are those of the Marquis today.”64  

As the inscription attests, there is an interest in connecting the place where the events of 

the Conquest occurred to the contemporary locales of seventeenth-century Mexico City.  

Many of these places are also identified on the reverse side of the BFM.  Like sixteenth-

century indigenous cartographic histories, which this work may reference on some level, 

the events of the historical narrative are made important by the place within which they 

occur, just as the places become spaces of memory because of formative historical 

events.  

Indigenous pictographic and cartographic histories, recording the origins of 

particular groups, were often used to document the ways in which origins justified the 

community’s sacred right to dominate a particular space.  This is conveyed in the Codex 

                                                        
64 Inscriptions reprinted in Yturbide and Río del Redo, 37. My translation. 
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Xolotl, an example of a central Mexican cartographic history (fig. 7).  It seems clear that 

these histories were created during the Pre-Columbian era, but surviving post-conquest 

indigenous histories produced throughout the colonial period continued to record 

formative events of a particular community within a particular environment, often at the 

request of Spanish officials.  Because these formative events occurred in a particular 

place, it made the specific landscape wherein these events occurred significant to that 

community; it visually configured group identity.  As Elizabeth Boone and Walter 

Mignolo indicate, within indigenous cartographic histories “geography (or more 

accurately space) provides the organizational structure, with event and time arranged 

around location.”65  The same can be said of the BFM, though it utilizes different media, 

different subject matter, and was commissioned by a different socioeconomic group.  

Even at the end of the seventeenth century, Novohispanic elites would have been familiar 

with indigenous visual culture.   

Indigenous communities continued recording events in such a fashion throughout 

the colonial period and beyond.  Oftentimes, cartographic histories were allowed as 

evidence in the courts to settle land disputes.  While not all cartographic histories are in 

the screenfold fashion of many indigenous Mesoamerican codices (the Codex Xolotl 

being one), community histories/maps were often found in this format.  Delineating a 

collective history in a screenfold format would not have been an unfamiliar model for 

elite patrons in seventeenth-century New Spain.  It would seem that based on the subject 

matter the BFM recalls more than just the folding screen of Asian art, but also the  

                                                        
65 Bailey, 60 
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Figure 7 
Anonymous, Codex Xolotl, pigment on amate, 16th cen. 
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screenfold format of indigenous Mesoamerican community histories.  It is not that the 

BFM referenced one model over another, but successfully combined formal and stylistic 

qualities adopted from Asian, indigenous, and European models at once.  This attests to 

the power creole patrons had – a familiarity with the myriad cultures they were in contact 

with and utilized to their advantage. This was a level of knowledge, and a means of 

control, their peninsular counterparts did not achieve. 

Unlike many European history paintings, the composition of the narrative is not 

ordered in a sequential manner from background to foreground or left to right.  Gauvin 

Alexander Bailey compares paintings of the Conquest of Mexico to paintings of battle 

scenes, such as the northern Renaissance painting of The Battle of Darius and Alexander 

by Albrecht Altdorfer painted circa 1529 (fig. 8).66  However, the composition of this 

battle scene allows the storyline to unfold in a linear fashion.  In the Altdorfer, the 

narrative advances from the background to the foreground. The representation of the 

Conquest, on the other hand, is managed by the urban space wherein the events occur.  

The viewer would not easily be able to understand the sequence of events solely by the 

placement of figures within the composition of the painting without the aid of textual 

labels.  Elsewhere the narrative sequence is described as being divided between each 

panel, beginning at the top right.67  Although it is true that the Entrada de Cortés occurs 

at the top right, the following inscription occurs at the far left panel and the rest of the 

narrative does not follow in the linear top right to left sequence described.  The scene 

actually corresponds to the colonial understanding of both the layout of Tenochtitlan and 

the locations of the Conquest events. The sequential order comes from knowledge of the  

                                                        
66 Ibid., 159. 
67 See Imágenes de los naturales,105–09. 
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Figure 8 
Albrecht Altdorfer, The Battle of Darius and Alexander, o/c, ca. 1529 
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space within which the Conquest occurred and is clarified for the viewer by the 

inscriptions. 

A golden painted frame surrounds the Conquest scene, forming horseshoe arches 

around each panel and creates a painted arcade.  Although biombos are derived from East 

Asian painting conventions, this painted arcade almost seems to recall the architecture of 

the Middle East and Mediterranean (often inaccurately termed “Islamic” architecture), 

which would include structures found in southern Spain.  The form of the frame suggests 

a mirador, or lookout point, often found in palatial architecture of medieval and 

Renaissance southern Spain as seen in the arch over the Alhambra Palace’s mirador in 

Granada (fig. 9).  Miradores are often the place in which the ruler was able to look out 

and survey the land over which he dominated.  The arcade that tops the BFM imparts the 

sense that the viewer is looking through a window out over the battle scene that is taking 

place.  The golden arcade recalls another model from so-called “mudejar” art of Spain, 

the fine working of Cordovan leather. 

Throughout the middle ages of Spain and into the present day, the working of 

leather in the fashion of cordobanes was globally popular.  Cordobanes were the working 

of fine leather, dyed, molded, and painted with gold and pigments into floral, vegetal, 

geometric, and often figural patterns (fig. 10).  Cordobanes originated in the Muslim 

world, which included Spain in the middle ages.  After the Reconquista, Córdoba became 

the center of such production.  Cordobanes were considered a luxury item, often 

exchanged as gifts between royalty. They were used throughout Spain and exported 

throughout Europe and Spain’s empire, particularly from the fifteenth to the eighteenth 

centuries.  Guilds were set up in the colonial Ibero-Americas and several cities have or  
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Figure 9 
Mirador, Alhambra Palace, Granada, Spain, 13th-15th cen. 
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Figure 10 
Anonymous, Cordoban, leather, dye, gold, n.d. 
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had streets titled, Calle de los cordobanes, or “Street of the cordoban makers.”  Mexico 

City’s Calle de cordobanes is now called Calle Donceles, and is one of the streets 

pictured on the reverse of the BFM.  Cordobanes were used for revered items like 

retablos for churches and mihrabs in mosques in addition to household items like chests, 

furniture, biombos, and guademecíes.  Guademecíes were a type of leatherwork that was 

created to surround the dais in the salon de estrado in order to block drafts and provide 

decorative elements.  According to Marita Martínez del Río Redo, biombos rodeastrados 

received their name from guademecíes which would also “rodear el estrado,” or 

surround the dais.68  Although made of painted canvas, the arcade form includes a 

gessoed relief that hearkens to the guademecíes and other Cordovan leatherwork.  This 

model for biombos is rarely considered, but may hint at the value such objects had for 

their patrons and audience—an importance that suggests nobility.  In addition to the 

connections to late medieval and Renaissance southern Spanish models the Conquest 

scene suggests, it also conveys a connection to Flemish tapestries.   

Tapestries were often hung in arcades around the dais in elite European salons, 

but could easily be moved from room to room according to occasion.  Like Novohispanic 

and Asian folding screens, tapestries were hung as insulation from drafts and for 

decorative purposes, as well as didactic moralizing displays. We see this over the dais in 

the salon designed by Charles LeBrun (fig. 11).  Tapestries, like Novohispanic biombos 

or Spanish cordobanes, seem to have been one of the most highly prized objects in the 

elite home, placed around the dais above the seats of important figures.  Tapestries often 

portrayed allegorical images, classical mythology, battle or conquest, and courtly scenes.   

                                                        
68 Martinez del Río Redo, 133. 
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Figure 11 
Charles leBrun, Vaux-le-Vicomte, Salon of the Muses (interior), Maincy, France, 1661



  70 

 
In New Spain, however, Flemish tapestries were costly and more difficult to acquire.69  It 

appears that Novohispanic biombos substituted for the lack of costly tapestries for elite 

residences.  Like tapestries, biombos surrounded the dais, blocked drafts, and were 

portable.  Novohispanic screens shared the same genres of subject commonly found in 

tapestries.  For example, as Gustavo Curiel notes, “the most common themes were 

geographic allegories, historical events, cityscapes, inaugural ceremonies held in honor of 

different viceroys, ethnographic illustrations of American cultures, episodes from 

classical mythology, and any number of Oriental motifs.”70  Therefore, it seems likely the 

arcade on the Conquest side would be imitating arcades from which tapestries would 

have been hung.  The Vista side of the BFM also bears a formal relationship common to 

tapestries.  The painted floral frame could initially appear as chinoiserie but clearly 

recalls floral borders that appear in several European tapestries as seen in the Conquest of 

Carthage tapestry from the Gobelins workshop (fig. 12).  The appearance of these motifs 

could indicate further symbolic importance.   

Placing any type of border around the image frames the image.  Framing images 

has a practical importance of capturing the image in its site of display.  When there is no 

space in which the image needs to be secured, the framing element can have a simple 

decorative function.  However, decorative elements may not be as vacuous in meaning as 

they appear.  In the act of placing a frame around the imagery on each side the artist has 

already created a schema for a particular interpretation.  The frame delineates the 

interpretation, and the frame on each side invokes particular moods in the viewer.  The  

                                                        
69 Ibid. 
70 See Gustavo Curiel in Rivero Borrell M.’s The Grandeur of Viceregal Mexico, 28.  
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Figure 12 
After Giulio Romano, Gobelins, The History of Scipio, Conquest of Carthage, wool and 
silk tapestry, 1688-89  
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arcade placed around the Conquest gives the appearance of drama, like a theatrical 

performance.  Conversely, the Vista is framed in flowers, suggesting a natural harmony in 

the ordering of this space.  

Below the golden arches that frame divide each panel of the Conquest, we witness 

a scene depicted in a painterly style with a dark palette.  Although the inscriptions focus 

on the places in which each event occurred, there is clear attention to the figures that 

populate the scene.  Certain figures are labeled with names, like la Malinche, identified 

here as “La Malitz.”  The scene is densely populated with Cortés’ and Moctezuma’s 

armies, in addition to the general populace caught up in the skirmish.  Figures of soldiers 

and civilians are grouped in clusters around edifices or within the landscape.  The clusters 

of figures give the scene a sense of flow that corresponds to the fold of the screen; the 

painting style makes use of the form of the object.  In photographic reproductions, the 

BFM is deceptively depicted stretched out in order to display the details of the painting.  

Since the screen would have been at least partially folded in order for it to stand properly, 

it is important to recognize the design of the painting as corresponding to the folds of the 

screen.   Thus, certain areas of the painting would have been receding while others would 

have been advancing toward the viewer, creating an even greater sense of motion.  In 

fact, all but one (La Noche Triste) of the inscribed scenes takes place on a panel that 

extends toward the viewer.   

Dark colors and numerous grouped figures make the obverse of the BFM appear 

ambiguous and chaotic.  Although it appears to be due to the light blue value of the sky 

above, there is not only a conflation of consecutive events, but also a conflation of 

temporal periods.  Certain areas near the bottom of the painting are darkly colored; thus, 
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the depiction of the Noche Triste, or Cortés’s retreat, suggests that the event occurs in the 

evening hours.  Figures advance and retreat in different directions; there is no sense of 

time or linear sequence, and the composition is crowded with figures, edifices, and 

landscape elements.  This conflation of time seems to be congruent with allegorical 

typological tropes.  Typology was originally a form of Biblical exegesis that synthesized 

past events of the Old Testament as foretelling the events of the New Testament.71 In 

typological allegory, past events herald current or proceeding events.  In other words, the 

Conquest of Mexico appears visually as “a self-fulfilling prophecy.”   As soon as Córtes 

is welcomed into Tenochtitlan, the city is destined to fall.  Furthermore, “conquest” 

derives from the Latin word, conquirere, which can mean “to seek” and “to complete.”72 

Interpretation of seventeenth-century Novohispanic poetry further corroborates this visual 

typology.  Rafael Catalá describes the baroque literary metaphor of sleeping and/or 

dreaming, which can be directly related to the BFM’s depiction of the Noche Triste, letter 

H.  According to Catalá in Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz’ “Primer Sueño,”      

…La noche como espejo del día si recordamos que el poema de Sor Juana 
acaba completando un ciclo, esto es, un nuevo comenzar, ya que la 
palabra giro … viene del griego ‘gyros’ y del latín ‘gyrus’ = círculo.  Este 
círculo o giro es completado por otro círculo, el sol… El día solar es un 
ciclo especial y cinético que se repite sincrónicamente en un período 
diacrónico de tiempo: la semana, el mes, el año, etcetera (The night as a 
mirror of day if we remember that the poem of Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz 
just completed a cycle, that is, a new beginning, now that the word “turn” 
… comes from the Greek word “gyros” and the Latin “gyrus” which is a 
circle.  This circle or turn [of events] is completed by another circle, the 
sun… The solar day is a special and kinetic cycle that repeats 
simultaneously in a diachronic period of time: the week, the month, the 
year, etc.)73 

                                                        
71 For example, the Old Testament story of Jonah and the Whale is understood to 
prefigure the death and resurrection of Christ in Christian exegesis. 
72 Oxford English Dictionary, “conquer.” 
73 Catalá,158. Author’s translation. 
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Therefore, I posit that because the day and night cycle into months, days, and years, the 

symbolic trope of the “Sad Night,” of Cortés was simply a prognostication of the fall of 

the Aztec forces and the dawning of Christian Mexico City, as seen on the reverse.  Since 

night is the mirror of day, the time of metaphorical illumination, night is the time of 

illusion.  The darkness pictured in the Conquest scene is the foil of the BFM’s reverse.  

Catalá concludes by indicating that as pagan Europeans awoke with the “dawning” of 

Christianity, so too did the indigenous Americans with the Christianity brought by the 

Spanish.74   

The BFM is clearly a representation of conquest and destruction, as the subject 

matter indicates.  This is also not the only object from this era to depict the Conquest of 

Mexico in such a way.  Works from the González workshop are also labeled and have a 

narrative that is based upon the space rather than chronology.  However, unlike the BFM, 

these scenes are not oriented in the same direction, nor do they place the same amount of 

emphasis on the particular places where the events occurred. They also differ in that they 

show the Conquest of Mexico from the moment Córtes lands in Veracruz.  Like the BFM 

each army is equally matched in strength and numbers within each of these works, and it 

is difficult to discern the victors.  Conversely, in addition to the differing media, the 

format of the enconchado panels includes many more scenes separately and the biombo 

enconchado does not include the view of the city on the reverse.  As Richard Kagan 

notes, “the biombo narrative” in the BFM “commemorated those myths and stories that 

led to the foundation of Mexico City, and ultimately to the monumental Christian city 

                                                        
74 Ibid., 204. 
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pictured on the other side.”75  In other words, there is at once the acknowledgement of a 

defeat, but with the understanding that this is also the birth of the kingdom of New Spain 

and the Mexican people — in particular the birth of the elite who saw themselves as the 

legitimate heirs to both groups portrayed in the image: Moctecuhzoma and the indigenous 

nobility, as well as Cortés and the Spanish conquistadors with their indigenous allies.   

In examining the reverse, the viewer’s eyes are drawn towards the central part of 

the biombo by the aqueduct that runs toward the Plaza Mayor, or the main square where 

the cathedral and viceroy’s palace are located.  The view looks east across the city from 

the palatial park of Chapultepec, which is both intentional and meaningful because of the 

importance this location had for Pre-Colombian and Colonial peoples in the Valley of 

Mexico.  Chapultepec was the site of the royal palaces and burial sites from before the 

time of the Mexica, through the colonial period and into the nineteenth century.  The 

springs of Chapultepec were also vital to the survival of Tenochtitlan and later Mexico 

City.  While Tenochtitlan was built in the middle of the lake, most of the lake was salt 

water. In Pre-Colombian times, those who controlled the freshwater springs of 

Chapultepec had power over the livelihood of the residents of the Valley of Mexico.  

According to Mexica history, they had been vassals to the Tepanec rulers who controlled 

Chapultepec until they won control the Valley when they conquered their Tepanec 

overlords by first taking and defending Chapultepec.  In the Viceregal period, incoming 

Viceroys stopped first at their ex-urbis palace of Chapultepec before beginning their 

viceregal procession through Mexico City.  The viceregal procession repeated the same 

                                                        
75 Kagan, 156. 
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route taken by Cortés from Veracruz to Tenochtitlan, with the addition of this stop in the 

journey — one that was integral to the Mexica origin myth.   

The inscriptions indicate numerically important structures in the city, beginning 

with the cathedral and ending at number 70, Chapultepec.76  The city of Mexico in this 

representation is depopulated, lacking any human presence.  The only human intervention 

in the scene is that of the viewer and his/her memory of the historical events that occurred 

in the space shown on the obverse. The new structures of the city become the focal points 

of this image, particularly those that were the most meaningful to the elite urban 

population of the imperial capital.  The inscriptions place emphasis on religious 

structures, beginning with the cathedral and the Basilica of the Virgin of Guadalupe.  

Although most of the edifices numbered are “religious,” rather than “secular,” it is 

important to note that at the time there was no political division between Church and 

State.  Although these institutions were technically separate and often competitive 

entities, religion and politics in Novohispanic society were not differentiated in practice. 

Therefore, it is difficult to say that religious structures were not also civic structures.   

It seems that although most of these locations were religious structures, many of 

them were associated with Cortés, the events of the Conquest, or the early transition of 

Tenochtitlan to Mexico City.  For example, number two is the Villa de Guadalupe, a 

location that has further importance aside from the location of the miraculous image of 

the Virgin.  Pictured in the obverse as letter I, the Calzada or causeway of Guadalupe was 

the location from which Cortés staged his final attack on the Mexica army.  During the 

colonial period, this became the second stop, after Chapultepec, once the viceregal 

                                                        
76 The viceregal palace is labeled as number 55. 
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procession reached the Valley of Mexico.   San Francisco, number 35, was a church that 

was founded by Cortés in 1525.  While the site of Cortés’s burial seemed to have moved 

from place to place over the centuries, his body lay in this church between 1629 and 

1724, during the period when the BFM would have been created.  There are two churches 

that are purported to be the site of the Encuentro, letter A on the obverse, numbers 44 and 

either 32 or 35.  Even the volcanoes, number 59, were significant to the Conquest 

geography, as the valley between was known as “El Paso de Cortés” since he traveled 

through this pass to arrive below in the Valley of Mexico.   

Many of these locations are depicted in other views of Mexico City, but not 

entirely in the same way.  The clear model for this image lay in the architectural drawings 

of Trasmonte, created to convey the progress of the desagüe, or the drainage of the 

surrounding lakes (fig. 13).  The other biombos that seem to be related to the BFM also 

have a similar depiction of the city.  However, the inscriptions in the BFM and other 

inscribed views are never quite the same.  More extensive research must be undertaken 

until there is more information for interpretation about why such locations were 

highlighted.  However, I feel sure that the sites were specified because they were 

monuments that stood to legitimate the continuity of viceregal authority.  This authority 

was based primarily on the events of the Conquest as they occurred within the Valley of 

Mexico, but sites that had been previously significant to Pre-Colombian peoples of the 

Valley had further colonial identifications appended to them.  
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Figure 13 
Juan Gómez de Trasmonte, Map of Mexico City, painted engraving, ca. 1628 
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Trasmonte’s view of Mexico City is clearly the model for the Vista as portrayed in the 

BFM, but there may be another model. While Asian screens are recognized as the formal 

models for Novohispanic screens, the subject matter of Asian screens necessitates further 

scrutiny.  During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, or Edo period in Japan, the 

political system went through a period of upheaval comparable to seventeenth-century 

New Spain.  During that period in Japanese art, a particular subject gained popularity and 

appeared often within folding screens—the so-called Kyoto “Capitalscape” Screens (fig. 

14 & 15).  As Matthew Phillip McKelway notes, the sixteenth century in Japan was a 

turbulent period, but “portraits” of the capital city of Kyoto “are astonishing for the 

grandeur of their vistas and complex detail and unmatched for the visual information they 

provide… the Kyoto screens provide visions of the city that are selective, idealizing, and 

ultimately celebratory.”77  In the screens, Kyoto is often portrayed from afar, depopulated 

and organized, “aided by inscriptions or identifying labels affixed to the screens’ 

surfaces,” which often indicate physical changes in the city, particularly the architectural 

changes in palace and temple architecture.78  Significant in these screens is what is 

omitted and what is included.  Much like the BFM, the views of Kyoto “present 

optimistic images of stability and peace,” that was not neutral, but politically motivated.  

The views of Kyoto and Mexico City, “[consisted] of a collection of elements that 

depended heavily on the appropriation of visual signs of ‘tradition’… and cultural 

memory.  Political messages in these earliest Kyoto screens often lurk beneath the 

surface, remaining hidden until we delve deeply enough to discover the  

                                                        
77 McKelway, 2. 
78 Ibid., 3. 
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Figure 14 
Anonymous, Kyoto View Screen, left screen, ink and gold on paper, Edo Period, 17th 
cen. 
  

 
Figure 15 
Anonymous, Kyoto View Screen, right screen, ink and gold on paper, 
Edo Period, 17th cen.  
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relationships between people and places that are represented.”79  These screens, however, 

are not about portraying the quotidian or a realistic image of Kyoto.   

By depicting the capital in such a way, the artists give legitimacy to particular, 

aristocratic political interests, which, though not pictured, are identified by the relative 

placement of sites on the screens. Aristocratic political legitimacy was dependant on the 

control of particular areas.  Their absence from representation conveyed their position as 

apart from the quotidian, their presence only visible through their monuments.  These 

monuments, though recently constructed, are meant to express a feeling of permanence 

and continuity.  As in the BFM, the depicted monuments are overwhelmingly religious— 

temples and shrines—indicating the location as a spiritual center.  Further, the palaces 

indicate the power of the aristocracy in the city.  Kyoto, like Mexico City, was 

cosmologically placed within its environment.  The changing urban spaces in these works 

are shown as coexisting with the natural elements.  In the BFM, natural elements are 

indicated as important sites within the Vista, such as el peñol and los volcanes.  Through 

all of the real changes occurring within these cities, the screens express endurance.  The 

BFM can be read as depicting the continuity of the aristocracy, even through conquest 

and destruction.  As McKelway indicates, these screens, “never present totally physically 

realistic or accurate views.  Rather, they should always be considered as vistas derived 

from visual experience and from tradition, memory, and imagination,” the screens, 

“present panoramas of noted places both remembered and forgotten, weaving them 

together in intricate urban landscapes.”80  I would argue that Kyoto “capitalscapes” were 

the most informative models for the BFM and the other Novohispanic screens that 

                                                        
79 Ibid., 4. 
80 Ibid., 10. 
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include such a view.  It would not be an unreasonable speculation since there were strong 

economic ties through New Spain’s Viceregal period and Japan’s Edo period. 

As opposed to the obverse, the painting style in the Vista image is less painterly 

with more focus on the lines, and the light palette primarily consists of warm colors as 

opposed to the cool blues and greens generally utilized in the obverse.  Unlike the 

ambiguous time depicted in the obverse, it is clear that this chorographic scene is set 

during the day.  The atmosphere is clear and bright, and the pinks of the sky make it seem 

like dawn.  If it were depicting dawn, this may explain the lack of human presence in the 

city.  As mentioned previously, in Baroque iconography the dawn is symbolic of the 

beginning of a new era.  Thus, this image symbolically constructs the awakening of the 

emergence of the newly restructured Mexico City.  As night turns into the dawn, the 

ancient is replaced by the modern—in this case the ancient to modern urban space.  The 

view is a celebration of the massive development that occurred throughout the 

seventeenth century, including the building up of La Traza, the part of the city pictured 

here, made possible by the desagüe.  Nevertheless, the urban space of Mexico City was 

an architectural palimpsest; the streets echoed Mexica roads and causeways, ruined 

palaces were replaced by Renaissance and Baroque development, and ancient temples 

and ritual spaces were converted into Christian churches.  As day is never separate from 

night, the experience of life within colonial Mexico City was layered on top of the 

memory of Tenochtitlan and the events that occurred there.  As Susan Gillespie notes in 

“The Aztec Triple Alliance: A Post-Conquest Tradition”: 

 

…The ultimate conclusion is that the disruption of the conquest required a 
response, a re-argumentation which remodeled (not “invented”) history as 
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people jockeyed for positions of status in the construction of a new 
society.  The past was transformed, but it is yet possible to discern in the 
reconfigured past the preservation, perhaps for the first century, of the 
indigenous symbol system that structured the Aztec world.  Its expression 
and manipulation in the native traditions persisted in the colonial era in the 
guise of “history” (a form acceptable to and encouraged by the Spanish) 
because of the advantage it conferred in arguing for an identity and 
legitimacy in the search for order out of disorder… 81 

 

The BFM thus presents a form of cartographic history that includes long standing 

perceptions of the space within the Valley of Mexico layered with a colonial remodeling.  

This remodeling reaffirmed the legitimacy of the Novohispanic elites and their supposed 

history, who in surveying the Vista from the top of the mountain of Chapultepec, first 

took visual and symbolic possession of their realm before they could legitimately claim 

actual possession. Comparable in format to the Kyoto screens, the elites were not 

represented in the BFM since they were above representation. Their absence indicated 

that their legitimate authority over this territory could not be harnessed or removed by the 

general populace or even outside elites, for that matter.  However, elites had the power 

over others in order to attain sites of cultural memory, and reconfigured them for their 

own profit. 

With this aerial view of the city, a sense of order and harmony is conveyed from 

the organization of the urban space.  The focus on architecture, and the building projects 

that occurred throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, indicate human control 

over nature, particularly over the indigenous people and nature depicted in the scene of 

the Conquest.  Even the landscape elements shown in the foreground and background of 

this image appear to be under the control of the elites absent in the image; they are 

                                                        
81 See Gillespe’s “The Aztec Triple Alliance: A Postconquest Tradition,” in Boone 
Native Traditions in the Postconquest World, A Symposium at Dumbarton Oaks, 256. 
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labeled with a textual inscription and are not free of architectural structures.82 Thus, as 

Angel Rama notes, Novohispanic administration created an ideal city through written and 

urban texts, exemplified in this image, to “order” their environment.  In this way, 

residents could be “organized to meet increasingly stringent requirements of colonization, 

administration, commerce, defense, and religion.”83  This further corroborates that which 

we have seen in the comparison to Kyoto screens.   

The history, or the Conquest pictured on the obverse, that occurred in this location 

was a fulfillment of the inevitable for the Novohispanic nobility.  The inevitable was the 

restructuring of the spatial memory of Tenochtitlan into Mexico City, pictured on the 

reverse.  In a place where elites were the minority and their claims easily contested by the 

general populace, as well as amongst themselves, there was a need to construct their rule 

as cohesive. If the restructuring space legitimated colonial authority, elites needed to 

create visual evidence of an imagined harmony in their kingdom and a sense of 

permanence through the reorganization.  If factious elites could agree on a reading of 

their past, or a “re-argumentation,” that would lead to their imagined urban ideal, their 

power could become consolidated and actual.         

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
82 For example, “59. los volcanes,” or Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl. Interestingly the 
pass between these points is where Cortés traveled to enter into the Valley of Mexico; 
and “70. Chapultepec” was the pre-Colombian palatial park and royal burial ground.   
83 Rama, 1. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

 

Synthesis 

The BFM and other elite objects are often interpreted in scholarship as conveying 

ideologies of power.  However, there is little interest in describing to whom this power 

would be displayed.  In other words, scholars tend not to describe the ideal audience(s) 

for or the viewer’s reception of the screen. As mentioned, the subject matter of the BFM 

has been interpreted as an image of the nascent creole national identity borne of the 

resentment towards the peninsulares, which developed through the eighteenth century 

and spawned the nineteenth-century independence movement. Michael Schreffler has 

recently critiqued the “burgeoning creole identity” model as the interpretative framework 

for the BFM and related objects. He relates the visual culture to documentary evidence 

from this period and concludes that creole elites intended to fashion themselves as the 

perfect vassals for the Spanish king.   As he indicates, “the adoption of this master 

narrative [the creole patriotism model] runs the risk of masking the complex and multi-

vocal economy of the forms of representation that were produced and circulated there.”84  

Indeed, elites in the kingdom of New Spain, like those throughout the Spanish empire, 

had their motivations for and methods of asserting their allegiance to the Hapsburg court 

in Madrid. We cannot underestimate the complex interactions of politics, economics, 

social identity, and individual agency in the production and diffusion of visual culture.   

                                                        
84 Schreffler,  Art of Allegiance, 3. 
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With either interpretation the assumption persists that elites who supposedly had 

sociopolitical power used visual culture to demonstrate  their status in Novohispanic 

society.  It is supposed that non-elites lacked sociopolitical agency and would passively 

view and accept these visual testaments to elite authority.   Yet, based on the original site 

of display—likely the dais of an elite home—it is clear that very few non-elites would 

have been able to view the BFM, aside from servants or domestic workers.  If such 

interpretations are accurate in that objects like the BFM would have prompted wide 

acceptance of Novohispanic hierarchical power—be that creole pride or the eminence of 

the Spanish monarchy ― why would this information be presented to other elites that 

would have supposedly agreed with the arrangement of the system?   

In Hapsburg New Spain, status was displayed ostentatiously.  Some of this 

unrestrained extravagance would have been made clear to the common populace; groups 

from several ethnic or economic strata came into contact through public ritual or 

commerce (including servitude within elite households).  Nevertheless, not only was the 

structure of society based upon a hierarchical order, the movement of people within 

actual and symbolic space was mediated using this structure.  Access to elite interior 

spaces, like the salón de estrado where the BFM would have been located, was limited to 

certain groups.  Furthermore, those who would have even had the ability to view the 

BFM would have needed a particular cultural literacy in order to comprehend the imagery 

within the screen.  With this in mind, it is clear that objects of elite material culture were 

not to prove elite authority to non-elites, but to provide a sense of security to elites whose 

position could be undermined by non-elites and other elites alike.   
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There existed an animosity between criollos and peninsulares from the beginning of the 

Viceregal period. Although the peninsular Spanish held the top political and clerical 

positions, they often depended on the finances of the creoles.  Creoles, who had a great 

deal of control over the markets, were often undermined and experienced the 

“contemptuous attitude of certain Peninsular Spaniards who viewed them as weak lazy, 

and inept.”85  Nevertheless, elites of European heritage, whether born in the Americas or 

not, recognized the necessity for their interdependence to achieve their sociopolitical and 

economic objectives.   

Many scholars agree that creoles “created a set of symbols of identity that were 

represented in images, words, plays, fiestas, and dances,” and “painted themselves as a 

chosen people with roots that went back as far as any European culture… [i]n addition to 

deeming themselves the inheritors of two glorious kingdoms—Spain and Tenochtitlan.”86  

This does not necessarily mean that creole elite engendered a quasi-nationalistic pride 

that was in contrast to peninsular elites.  If objects such as the BFM were “symbols of 

identity,” we should first define “identity.”  According to the Oxford English Dictionary, 

identity is “a close similarity or affinity,” and in mathematics it is “a transformation that 

leaves the object unchanged” deriving from the Latin, idem, “same.”87  The utilization of 

objects to build identity would then indicate the promotion of similitude in the imaginary 

where it may not have existed in reality.  Shelly Hales describes this phenomenon in 

terms of the “art of impression” found in the structure of elite homes in the Roman 

Empire.  She notes that during a time that anyone can become Roman there is a “freedom 

                                                        
85 Rubial García, 18. 
86 Ibid., 18–19. 
87 My emphasis. 
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of art to invent a reality for those for whom it was commissioned, to help them assume an 

identity and to create fantasies of status in order that they [non-Roman citizens of the 

Empire] might participate successfully in the Roman world.”88  Similarly, the elite 

Novohispanic home was the forum where objects that put forth symbols of identity were 

utilized. 

The salón de estrado, in particular, was a symbolically important space.  This was 

the space in the elite home where the most valuable luxury goods were displayed, 

including biombos de rodaestrado.  As Gustavo Curiel indicates, “[d]aily life in viceregal 

New Spain was governed by a complex system of customs and rituals” wherein “[m]any 

aspects of private life were affected by the use of luxury goods.”89  This particular space 

was used to receive the most important guests, and was considered to be “an emphatically 

feminine space where the lady of the house was sovereign, and her absolute authority was 

enforced by the strict observance of certain rules of etiquette… Here, the hostess and her 

guests,” which included both ladies and gentlemen, “would engage in polite conversation 

on a variety of topics: current events, politics, religion, the latest fashions” among other 

things.90  Very often the objects found within the space served as stimulus for 

conversation between the elite hosts and guests.  The BFM the object that surrounded the 

raised platform on which the company would have been seated would have undoubtedly 

served such a purpose.   

If the imagery found in the BFM was indeed used to construct a sense of identity, 

a similarity, it would have been one that created group cohesion.  Whether the group 

                                                        
88 Hales, 6. 
89 Curiel, 40. 
90 Ibid., 28. 
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consisted of creoles or peninsulars, colonial administrators or landed nobility, the 

imagery of the object was constructed to attest to shared experiences.  Elite peninsulars 

and criollos, although exhibiting animosity at times, both found themselves within the 

space of Mexico City through the events of the Conquest.  Many elite creoles believed 

themselves to have been (and often were) descendents of royal indigenous and 

conquistadores, while the figure of Cortés was often understood as representing the 

establishment of Spanish rule and Christian religion.  The imagery clearly has localized 

and personal meanings, which would have made little impressions outside of New Spain, 

yet the BFM has multiple layers of meaning.  Certain details would have resonated with 

persons whose experience was closely tied to a long-lived history in the region, while the 

demarcation of events and places would have opened the discourse to those with limited 

knowledge.  The BFM in the salón de estrado—a very limited and particular space—was 

utilized to bring together, in ritualized discourse, persons of often contentious positions. 

The placement of the BFM in the elite Novohispanic home is rarely investigated 

by scholars.  The salón de estrado is often described as one of the most important elite 

interior spaces.  There is some discussion of the material culture found and the general 

activities that occurred within such a space.  However, there is no investigation of how 

material objects influenced interactions within the space.  There is also no indication of 

what form the structured formal gatherings took.  The word “salon” indicates more than 

just a word for a particular room; it also describes the type of gathering that takes place 

within this room.  A “salon” is also “a regular social gathering of eminent people (esp. 

writers and artists) in the house of a woman prominent in society,” or “a meeting of 
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intellectuals or other eminent people at the invitation” of someone equally important.91  

In other contexts that have been investigated in greater depth, like France, salon culture 

was where the females had strong influence over society.  During the seventeenth century 

in France, according to Dena Goodman, salon culture was based upon the integration of 

certain persons into the aristocracy and promoted the values of the monarchy.92  These 

meetings later developed into discussions between leading intellectuals proclaiming 

Enlightenment values.  It would be beneficial to find how prominent members of 

Novohispanic society came together in similar discursive situations and what these 

gatherings achieved.  In this study the role of women and visual culture should be 

emphasized.  In further investigations of the BFM, the author intends to make these key 

points. 

  

Further Research 

At this point, the role of the BFM within its particular context can only be touched upon.  

We can place it in the salón de estrado of the elite home, but can we narrow down whose 

home within which it was used? Would the BFM have been part of a series, utilized in 

tandem, which included the other screens that are similar in form and subject matter?  

Can we decipher how the objects within the space would have shaped the outcome of the 

discourse that occurred within the salón?  It seems clear that the imagery in the BFM 

indicates an elite desire to imagine their position as continuous, legitimate, and stable, but 

there remain several more lines of inquiry.  Further investigation would clarify why 

particular elites would have felt the need to build such an identity, how this was 

                                                        
91 Oxford English Dictionary.  
92 Goodman, 330. 
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accomplished through visual culture, and how this identity would have served this 

individual or group. 

 In order to answer such questions and corroborate speculations about the use of 

the BFM, further research in Mexico City must be conducted.  When this research is 

undertaken, I intend to gain access to any records the Museo Franz Mayer has regarding 

this screen. This will assist in the discovery of further information about the social history 

of the object (e.g., the pattern of movement of this object, and/or who obtained it and 

how).    I would also speak further with the curator of the Museo Franz Mayer to discuss 

how this object was acquired, and how it has been utilized by the museum.  It will be 

beneficial to interview Jaime Cuadriello and Gustavo Curiel, both UNAM faculty 

members.  Both have researched this particular object, or similar objects, and have an 

extensive knowledge of elite Novohispanic material culture.  They are some of the few 

that describe how material objects were used in the elite home, including biombos.   

In addition to researching the immediate object, I intend to undertake further 

primary comparative analysis through visits other museums to find works similar to the 

BFM or objects; through this research, the Novohispanic material culture and the rituals 

surrounding such objects would be greatly elucidated.   In particular, I would view and 

undertake archival research to learn more about the three other screens that seem related 

to the BFM. Collections to investigate will include the Museo Nacional de Historia 

Castillo de Chapultepec, and the Museo de la Ciudad de México, the Museo Nacional del 

Virreinato.  I would also like to visit the Museo de América in Madrid, Spain, in addition 

to contacting the private collectors who own the screens that are most similar to the BFM.  

If evidence continues to confirm Viceroy Sarmiento y Valladares as the patron, I will 
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conduct archival investigation regarding his conduct before and during his reign as 

viceroy.  In relation to the matter of possible salon culture, I would also research his 

wives and daughters, who would have been the hostesses in the salón de estrado where 

the BFM was placed.  These are simply a few of the ways in which this object needs to be 

investigated further.  There are several other related issues that further study would raise 

which include: the role of women in Novohispanic elite society, the symbolic use of 

interior space, the relationship between the public and private sphere, the dissemination 

of viceregal policy, and the structure of ritual within the interior domestic space. 

What is clear at this point is that the BFM functioned as a mediating object, 

literally and symbolically occupying a place between actual and symbolic space, 

permanence and change, past and present, private and public, and lived and desired social 

reality.  Utilized by the Novohispanic nobility, this object reflected, promoted, and made 

tangible through its form, content, and use, the supposed legitimacy of elite groups that 

realized their tenuous position at the apex of the local Novohispanic hierarchy and yet 

under foreign Spanish imperial authority. 
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APPENDIX A 
Inscriptions in Conquest of Mexico 

A) Entrada de Cortés y recibimiento de Mocthesa [Entrance of Cortés and his 
welcome by Moctezuma] 

B) Los Bergantines q hisieron los Españoles [The brigantines that were built by the 
Spanish] 

C) Casa y balcon dond dieron la pedrada a Moctheza [The house and balcony where 
they stoned Moctezuma] 

D) Cue q estaba en la plaza d Mexco dond oi esta Palacio [Temple that was in the 
plaza of Mexico where the palace is now] 

E) Cue q estaba en S.tiago Tlatiluco dond. Est. oi la Ygla. [Temple that was in 
Santiago Tlatelolco where the church is today] 

F) Palacio de Mocthza y casas q son oi del Marques [Mocthezuma’s palace and 
houses which now belong to the Marquis] 

G) Tesoro de Mocthza dond pegaron fuego los inos [Moctezuma’s treasury to which 
the Indians set fire] 

H) Quando se salio Cortés con sus soldados en la Noche Triste [When Cortés fled 
with his soldiers on the Noche Trist] 

I) Calzada de Guadalupe por donde entraron los Españoles y los indios de Tlaxcala 
en su fabor [Causeway of Guadalupe where the Spanish entered with their allies, 
the Indians of Tlaxcala] 
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APPENDIX B 
 
Inscriptions of the Vista de la Ciudad de México 

 
1) La catedral 
2) F.I. Dguadalupe 
3) Santiago 
4) Santa María 
5) Santa Ana 
6) El Carmen 
7) Parroquia d Sa. Caterina Martir 
8) Santo Domingo 
9) Lamiçericordia 
10) S. lorenço d Relig. 
11) La conçeusion de re.. 
12) S. Juan de Dios 
13) San Hipolito 
14) S. Sebastian 
15) S. Pedro i Pablo 
16) Sta. Catarr. Dsenad.. 
17) La encarnacion 
18) Colexio d. S. Andr. 
19) Sa. Clara d relig. 
20) Parroquia de la S. Beracruz 
21)  (blank) 
22) San Diego 
23) Osspi. De los Convalecientes 
24) Sa. Ysanct d relias 
25) Sa Cruz 
26) Ospal d S Lasaro 
27) La sma trenidad 
28) Ospal d las bubas 
29) Sa Ynes d relias 
30) Sa. Teresa d relias 
31) Jesús MR de relias 
32) Sa Cruz 
33) Lacompañia 
34) Elespiritu Santo 
35) S Francisco 
36) Colegio d niñas 
37) S Juan d letran 
38) Lamerçe 
39) Balbaneda d relias 
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40) Portaceli 
41) Ss Jose d grades 
42) S Bernardo 
43) Las capuchias 
44) Osp d Jesus nano 
45) S Agustin 
46) Osp Real 
47) S Pablo 
48) S. Geronimo 
49) Monsarate 
50) Regina d reas 
51) S Ju d la penitencia re 
52) S Anton 
53) Belen 
54) Lapieda 
55) Palaçio 
56) Lainquiçiçion 
57) Los caños 
58) Las calçadas 
59) Los bolcanes 
60) El peñol 
61)  (blank) 
62) S felipe neri 
63) S Cosme 
64) Elcalvario 
65) Lalameda 
66) Las escuelas 
67) Casa arsobispes 
68) El Campo Santo 
69) El Rastro 
70) Chapultepec 
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