
Appendix I: Untranslatability: Of Virgins and Natives, Beavers and Clouds 

This frieze is located over the east entrance to the original basilica dedicated to the Virgin of 

Guadalupe and depicts the final appearance of the Virgin of Guadalupe to the Nahua Indian Juan 

Diego, on December 12, 1531.  Given its prominent location, the frieze has a clear sanction from 

the Church as a visual declaration, even a testimony, of what happened on the Cerro de Tepeyac 

that day.  However, though the sanction may be clear, its testimony is less so.   

 

 

Frieze depicting the Virgin of Guadalupe’s last appearance to Juan Diego, on the east side of the first basilica dedicated 
to the Virgin of Guadalupe, Mexico City. Consecrated 1709. Photograph by Megan Buaas, October 2008. 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_ytaK_f4fHwY/SRMd4N0Uv1I/AAAAAAAAAtk/3_wNoCjOQ6I/s1600-h/JuanDiegoandVirgin.jpg


In the frieze, we see Juan Diego kneeling and gathering up in his ayate (a kind of blanket or 

mantle) the roses that the Virgin made appear as a sign that he could take to show to the archbishop 

in Mexico City.  (The archbishop had been skeptical of Juan Diego’s claims that he had seen Mary 

on the hill known as Tepeyac and that she had asked Juan Diego to ask the archbishop to have a 

church built and dedicated to her at that place.  It was the miracle of roses blooming in mid-

December that Juan Diego thought he would be showing the archbishop; when he arrived to the 

archbishop’s palace and let the roses fall on the floor, however, Juan Diego’s ayate bore on it an 

image of the Virgin, and it is this image that hangs today behind the altar in the new basilica, built 

next door to the old one and consecrated in 1976.)  For her part, the Virgin is posed almost exactly 

as she appears in the miraculous image imprinted on the ayate that parishioners have come to the 

basilica to see, the one difference being that in the frieze, she is gesturing in Juan Diego’s direction 

with her right hand.  The frieze thus serves both as a dramatization of that last appearance and a 

preview of what pilgrims and other visitors will see displayed behind the basilica’s altar when they 

enter.   

Here, though, I would like to say a few words regarding Juan Diego’s depiction in the frieze.  

The narrative of the Virgin’s appearances makes clear that Juan Diego was a Nahua Indian and a 

devoted convert to Christianity, and that the Virgin appeared to him as a mestiza (or, at any rate, as 

having dark skin) and spoke to him in Nahuatl.  Yet in the frieze we see Juan Diego depicted as 

having a beard; the back panel of his ayate is rendered to appear more like a cape than like a poncho; 

and, lying at his feet, the hat and staff, typical of European shepherds, are also symbols associated 

with pilgrims visiting holy places.  Juan Diego’s Indianness in this image, in other words, might as 

well be erased: if one did not know the narrative of the scene depicted, one would have no reason to 

think Juan Diego was anyone other than a Spaniard.   



It is difficult to know, more than three hundred years after its making, just why the frieze’s 

artist(s) made these choices.  Perhaps they were merely following the artistic conventions of 

European religious art that they had been exposed to by the monks, those which tended to depict 

Biblical figures as wearing the garb of 15th- and 16th-century Europeans, and chose to depict Juan 

Diego in a similar fashion, not to obfuscate his Indianness but to honor him, by virtue of his having 

been visited by the Virgin, as someone equal in stature to those same personages.  Alternately, given 

that the Church’s spreading the stories of the apparitions greatly facilitated the Indians’ conversion 

in central Mexico, perhaps the decision to depict Juan Diego in this way may be a sign that, for 

better or for worse, he is seen as a transitional figure symbolizing the profound disruption and 

transformation of culture in that same region.1  Meanwhile, the one overt nod to indigenous rites 

associated with veneration of the Virgin is the small maguey plant: pulque, a fermented drink made 

from the juice of the maguey, was drunk by the Indians on her feast day. 

A traditional way to think about this frieze’s content would be to argue that it serves as an 

example of a kind of didactic syncretism.   That is, one can read it as a blending of European and 

indigenous visual and symbolic elements (entirely appropriate to the cult of the Virgin of 

Guadalupe) that also happen to participate in at least two debates then ongoing regarding the nature 

                                                             
1 Alessandra Russo begins her Introduction to The Untranslatable Image: A Mestizo History of the Arts in New Spain, 1500-

1600 [trans. by Susan Emanuel; Austin: U of Texas Press, 2014] with a discussion (on pp. 1-4) of a depiction, in the 
Codex Durán, of Malinche (a Maya woman who also spoke Nahua and thus served as Cortés’s translator and, later, 
became the mother of a child by him) as a Spanish gentlewoman, complete with blonde hair the same color as Cortés’s 
in the same painting, noting that by having taken on, in the Codex, the physical and sartorial attributes of a European 
lady, she “personifies both the passage between and the rupture of the old and the new” (3).  Perhaps it is only a 
coincidence regarding the various names by which Malinche became known, but Russo mentions (3) that in the Florentine 
Codex she is known as “María,” which is the Spanish name for Mary, and which also is the name of the mother of Jesus. 
 
Also missing from the frieze is the Virgin’s dark skin, a fact in the Guadalupan narrative that may be the central fact of 
her appeal to New Spain’s indigenous and mestizo peoples.  The competing facts here, of course, are those of the 
frieze’s medium of stone and the European custom of not painting churches’ exterior statuary, combined with the 
presence of the relic itself in the basilica’s interior, so I want to be clear here that I am not implying, much less arguing, 
that the Virgin’s not appearing here with dark skin is some sort of deliberate choice on the part of those involved with 
the frieze’s making. Nevertheless, it is interesting that stone’s limitations as a medium also reveal, this time by chance, 
something of the untranslatability of how the Virgin appeared to Juan Diego. 



of that very event: whether it had even occurred at all; and, its meaning, still being worked out, for 

New Spain (in particular, its meaning for its mestizo population).  I will explore the terms of those 

debates elsewhere in this study; but I also want to suggest here that when we take the frieze’s design 

and making into account as well, the frieze’s overall meaning becomes confused within the context 

of those very debates in which it appears to participate.  While the Dominican friars who built the 

basilica determined the frieze’s design, they very likely left certain of the details of its execution to 

the Indian and/or mixed-blood artisans who actually produced it.  Far from being a strictly narrative 

or didactic work of art, then, with its significance generated only by the interplay of its images, this 

frieze becomes a collaborative, even heteroglossic work at every stage of its production.    This was 

(and remains) never more true than in the case of the veneration of the Virgin of Guadalupe more 

generally: not only with regard to the Basilica’s strict regulation of the image’s reproductions during 

the colonial era—guided by priests but actually made by Indian and mixed-blood artisans—that 

would be made and sent out to churches throughout New Spain, but even extending to the 

interpretation of the original image itself for New Spain and, in time, the entire hemisphere. 

Thus, what may actually be of more interest to us as we look at this frieze is not its final 

meaning but rather how the facts of its making—or, to be more precise, the fact that we cannot 

know for certain all of those facts—render its “visual translation,” as Alessandra Russo would 

describe the reading of an image, ultimately untranslatable: that is, as Russo argues concerning the 

artisans of New Spain from the century before this frieze was made, they “had an ‘intimate’ 

relationship as much with pre-Hispanic sources and techniques as with European sources and 

techniques, which they never ceased (not) translating in their creations.”2 

                                                             
2
 The Untranslatable Image, 7.  Russo, following the work of Barbara Cassin, understands the untranslatable to be “’what 

one never stops (not) translating.’  By this definition, untranslatable does not condemn the translator to treachery or to 
failure, as Ricoeur proposed. On the contrary, for Cassin, ‘to work with’ the untranslatable is the true theoretical and 



I will argue in more detail in a later chapter of this study that, even if the relic of her image is 

ultimately determined to be fraudulent rather than miraculous, it seems clear that the Virgin’s 

indeterminacy as a symbol lent much more power to the Indians’ reading of her than those in the 

Church who supported her cult could have imagined, much less intended.3  For now, though, I want 

to claim here that the frieze’s ultimately untranslatable nature presents us with something of a 

confirmation of my larger claim in this study that the term New World is a more fitting term for the 

landmasses of this hemisphere than is the term Americas. 

Let us begin the discussion of that untranslatable nature by having a closer look at the 

objects and figure at the base of the frieze.  I have already mentioned Juan Diego’s European-style 

hat and shepherd’s staff and the role they play in the Christian iconography of pilgrimage, as well as 

the maguey plant and its association with the cult of Guadalupe via the pulque derived from it.  

Interposed between the maguey and the hat and staff, however, is perhaps the strangest feature in 

the frieze.  That feature would be the beaver.  To my knowledge, beavers are not native to central 

Mexico; however, in the course of researching this image I found a possibly-useful discussion of 

beavers in a most unexpected place: the Aberdeen Bestiary: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
practical challenge of translation itself” (6).  This idea has clear resonances with Foucault’s argument that the languages 
of heterotopias resist our ability to understand them, which I discuss in greater detail in Chapter Two. 

 
3
The veracity of the story of the Virgin’s appearances to Juan Diego, and that of the relic on display in the Basilica in 

Mexico City, is an issue of supreme importance and interest, but it lies outside the concerns of this study.  For those 
interested in close, objective examinations of the historicity of the extant documents that serve as the sources for the 
Guadalupan narrative, see Stafford Poole, C.M., Our Lady of Guadalupe: The Origins and Sources of a Mexican National Symbol, 
1531-1797 (Tucson: U of Arizona Press, 1995) and D. A. Brading’s Mexican Phoenix: Our Lady of Guadalupe: Image and 
Tradition across Five Centuries (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge U Press, 2001).  Brading’s text also includes a thorough 
discussion of the Spanish Church context for the Guadalupan narrative and numerous examples of depictions of the 
Guadalupe and Juan Diego. 



 

“Folio 11r Detail of beaver illustration.”  13th cen.  The Aberdeen Bestiary Project.  Web.  14 Jul. 2013. 

Of the beaver:  There is an animal called the beaver, which is extremely gentle; its 

testicles are highly suitable for medicine. Physiologus says of it that, when it knows 

that a hunter is pursuing it, it bites off its testicles and throws them in the hunter’s 

face and, taking flight, escapes. But if, once again, another hunter is in pursuit, the 

beaver rears up and displays its sexual organs. When the hunter sees that it lacks 

testicles, he leaves it alone. Thus every man who heeds God’s commandment and 

wishes to live chastely should cut off all his vices and shameless acts, and cast them 

from him into the face of the devil. Then the devil, seeing that the man has nothing 

belonging to him, retires in disorder. That man, however, lives in God and is not 

taken by the devil, who says: ‘I will pursue, I will overtake them…’ (Exodus, 15:9) 

The name castor comes from castrando, ‘castrate’. (Folio 11r) 

The bestiary’s commentary on the beaver is significant for us because it is said of Juan Diego 

that he and his wife, after hearing a sermon on chastity, chose to dedicate themselves to live chaste 



lives: this is the reason offered as an explanation for the Virgin’s choosing to appear to him.  The 

native worshipers at the basilica would almost certainly have known this story.  But why is the 

beaver present in what is otherwise, its other cultural anachronisms aside, a straightforward 

depiction of the apparition of the Virgin?  The beaver does not, after all, figure into that story, nor 

does it figure into the story of the sermon on chaste living except as a symbol of its theme.  Surely 

few if any of the indigenous and mixed-race parishioners visiting (or, for that matter, I suspect, few 

visiting priests, monks, or nuns) would have known its significance for the medieval church.  To 

most worshipers, then, the beaver would have been extraneous: it at best would have signified 

nothing to them, even though it functions as a symbol of the virtue that was the subject of the 

sermon Juan Diego had heard, the story of which those same worshipers knew.  At worst, the 

beaver’s presence here in the frieze might even potentially interfere with the audience’s recollection 

of the narrative itself. 

In conjunction with the maguey plant, however, the beaver’s presence in the frieze may also 

function as a kind of admonition to the audience.  Its interposition between the maguey plant and 

the shepherd’s hat and staff—note also how the beaver has its back turned to the maguey and is 

consuming a different kind of plant—might serve a moralizing function to parishioners, warning 

them to turn away from the vice of drunkenness in favor of leading a morally chaste life.  (As noted 

earlier, maguey plants are the source of pulque, which, while drunk in honor of the Virgin on her 

feast day, was also widely condemned throughout the colony as a major cause of debauchery among 

Indians and the poor.  It also may be the case that the frieze’s makers wish to reach even further 

back in New Spain’s history and are depicting here a more-symbolic turning-away from the old ways 



of the Nahuas, as embodied here by the maguey plant4, and toward Christianity.)  Despite all of 

these possibilities, though, and while it is true that much religious art has a moralizing component 

included in it, it still seems startling to contemplate the possibility that such a component would be 

given so prominent a place within the context of a depiction of the miracle at Tepeyac.  Thus, it 

becomes difficult to know just how understand how the frieze’s designers and makers understood 

the beaver’s inclusion in this image, let alone whether they understood its inclusion in the same way.   

How the beaver functions within the frieze, then—that is, what its makers intended for it to 

say to us from out of its context, and what its viewers actually read it as saying—is heteroglossic to 

the point of untranslatability.  On the one hand, whoever directed the carving of the frieze almost 

certainly did not intend for the beaver to be a participant in the narrative of the apparition but 

instead to serve as a sign of Juan Diego’s worthiness as the Virgin’s visitant and thus, indirectly, as a 

validation of the narrative as well.  They thus intended that the beaver be noticed by the Church 

hierarchy, among whom there was doubt, expressed even in the earliest extant references to the 

events at Tepeyac, regarding the veracity of the apparitions, the genuineness of the image on the 

ayate, and even whether Juan Diego was a real person.  It appears to function in the same way that, 

in medieval and Renaissance paintings, the image of John the Baptist functions in his often 

Biblically-anachronistic appearances in scenes depicting Jesus’s life: as a reminder to the viewer of 

John’s prophesying in the gospels that Jesus is indeed the Messiah for whom John was preparing the 

way.   In the case of this frieze, however, the purpose of inserting the beaver is not so much to serve 

as a Europeanizing of Juan Diego—as noted already, his beard and wardrobe already, if 

unintentionally, perform that transformation—as it is an attempt to interpret him in terms more 

doctrinally-comprehensible to learned Europeans: as a man devout and chaste and thus worthy of 

                                                             
4
 For a brief but evocative description of the maguey’s material and symbolic centrality to Aztec domestic and ritual 

life—nearly as significant in the latter’s symbology as maize—see Inga Clendinnen, Aztecs: An Interpretation (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1991), 244-246. 



the Virgin’s appearing to him.  The frieze’s designers wanted to make that part of the narrative of 

the apparitions more comprehensible for a Church audience that was already wrestling with difficult 

questions not only regarding indigenous people’s openness to the faith—at times manifesting itself 

as an overenthusiastic receptiveness that verged on the frightening5--but also questions regarding the 

possible corruption of worship in the missions of central New Spain, through a combination of 

indigenous influences and priests who were either oblivious to those influences or were overly 

permissive of them in favor of what they saw as the greater good of the conversion of souls.6  On 

the other hand, the matter of the beaver’s back being turned toward the maguey plant, as if to warn 

the viewer away from excessive consumption of pulque or, perhaps, as a symbolic turning-away from 

the old ways, which the Virgin’s appearances and her subsequent veneration certainly would have 

symbolized, raises the possibility that the frieze’s makers may have appropriated the beaver in ways 

perhaps not completely intended by their supervisor(s).   

As the reader can see, we have now left far behind our starting point in this discussion, the 

frieze’s ostensible function of illustrating the Virgin’s final appearance to Juan Diego.  Curious and 

even fascinating as all of this is as far as this study is concerned, I am not so certain that all of its 

iconic complexity is to its ultimate advantage as a work primarily intended to depict that final 

appearance.  All of the implicit anxiety the frieze exhibits regarding Juan Diego’s character as a 

witness to the apparitions, in combination with the possible moralizing intent of the beaver, runs the 

risk, it seems to me, of drawing the viewer’s attention away from the miraculous nature of the image 

of the Virgin on Juan Diego’s ayate.  It makes the narrative harder to “read”—and, ironically, does so 

in the very terms that those supporting its miraculous nature want us to read it.  As D. A. Brading 

                                                             
5 See Nora E. Jaffary, False Mystics: Deviant Orthodoxy in Colonial Mexico (Lincoln: U of Nebraska Press, 2008). 

 
6
 See Serge Gruzinski, The Mestizo Mind: The Intellectual Dynamics of Colonization and Globalization (trans. Deke Dusinberre; 

New York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 181-198. 
 



puts it, “[T]he apparition of the Guadalupe image signified that the peoples of Mexico, not to say 

America, had been chosen for [Mary’s] protection” (75), yet the supervisors of the frieze’s making 

either seem not to trust the self-evidentiary nature of the apparitions or, more likely, recognize that 

not everyone trusts that nature.  Hence, the frieze’s overcompensatory vouching for Juan Diego’s 

virtue, not to mention its possible prodding of the frieze’s viewers to consider their own virtue 

before they enter the basilica.   

 It may be the case, however, that the inclusion of one other visual element in the frieze, the 

billowing clouds framing the Virgin, helps to recoup a sense of the supernatural regarding the 

Virgin’s appearance.  But even as the clouds evoke in the viewer a sense of awe and wonder most 

fitting for how we should regard the Mother of God, they might also very possibly establish by 

analogy a link between the Virgin and a system of symbols the Aztecs had used in association with 

the supernatural.   

In the images below, note the remarkable resemblance between the clouds in the frieze and 

the depiction of clouds from Book VII of the Florentine Codex (1545-1590): 

 



 

Left: Detail of frieze; Right: Rain.  Florentine Codex, Book VII.  “God of the Month: Tlaloc (1).”  Mexicolore.co.uk.  

Mexicolore.  Web.  21 Dec. 2014. 

The right-hand image accompanies the text of Book VII’s fifth chapter, “[W]hich telleth of the 

clouds/The Lord of Tlalocan.”  Fr. Bernardino de Sahagún commissioned the History in part to 

serve, in Serge Gruzinski’s paraphrase of Sahagún’s language, as “a compilation of all the silly myths 

and tales invented by the Indians to explain celestial phenomena” (144), the better for priests 

recently arrived to New Spain to be able to detect idolatry among the Indians whom they sought to 

convert to Christianity.  But it is clear that while the text, quoted below, describes a god’s attributes, 

the image itself does not depict that god.  Rather, it depicts the natural phenomenon associated with 

him: 

[Tlaloc] was considered a god.  To him were attributed rain and water.  Thus they 

said he made that which we ate and drank—food, drink, our sustenance, our 

nourishment, our daily bread, our maintenance.  All that which grew in the summer 

he made—sprouts, fresh green sprouts, trees, amaranth, chía, squash, beans; the 



maguey, the tuna cactus [nopal or prickly pear]; and still others, not edible—flowers, 

grasses. (17) 7 

 This is followed by descriptions of punishments meted out to evildoers after the four days of 

fasting in honor of Tlaloc.  Yet, as Gruzinski notes in his commentary on this image, the native 

artists chose to ignore those rites and punishments and instead  

depicted rain in the form of a miniature similar to a plate in a volume of natural 

history or a comic book: wind swirls and rain pours down from a pile of storm 

clouds.  This apparent naturalism coexists with the depiction of a series of spirals 

produced by the rims of the clouds, representing a trace of the Amerindian 

interpretation of rain expressed by the repetition of a volute that served as the glyph 

for water.  The text explains: “These natives attributed clouds and rain to a god 

named Tlalocatecutli.”  The artist’s brush merged myth with naturalism just as it 

combined glyphs with clouds. (144) 

The idea of language inscribed in this image—perhaps a striving toward a new, more naturalistic 

kind of pictographic style—would alone be enough to capture the thoughtful person’s imagination, 

let alone merit further commentary.  But I want to link these ideas—Gruzinski’s idea of myth 

merged with naturalism in the image accompanying the text for Tlaloc; and the Aztec’s crediting of 

Tlaloc, according to the Codex, with having made “[a]ll that which grew in the summer,” including 

inedible “flowers, grasses”—with the clouds surrounding the Virgin in the frieze.  Recall that the 

                                                             
7 Fr. Bernardino de Sahagún, General History of the Things of New Spain [Florentine Codex], Book VII: The Sun, Moon and 
Stars, and the Binding of the Years (trans. [from Nahuatl] Arthur J. O. Anderson and Charles E. Dibble; Santa Fe: The 
School of American Research, 1953. 
 
Such an image, incidentally, is an example of the Nahua concept of ixiptla, translated by Gruzinski as “emanation” or 
“manifestation”: The image is not a direct representation of the god but rather of some attribute or essence of the god.  
For a fuller explanation of this concept, see The Mestizo Mind, 172-173.     



frieze depicts Juan Diego’s gathering up roses that the Virgin had caused to bloom in December, a 

time when these flowers would not have been in bloom.  Might it be possible that these clouds are 

also serving as a quiet evocation of a distant-but-probably-not-entirely-forgotten cultural memory 

that also attempts to make a favorable comparison between Tlaloc’s and the Virgin’s respective 

abilities to make things grow?   

It is possible, as Gruzinski notes of the artist who painted Rain, that the frieze’s makers were 

also inspired by copies and drawings of European artworks shown them by their instructors. 8  Still, 

the frieze’s other features, chief among them the beaver, suggest to me that while the frieze’s makers 

indeed appear to be borrowing iconographic elements from European religious art traditions, they 

are not engaged in mere uncritical copying of those elements but are, rather, attempting to create a 

new visual language out of the materials at hand, one that, to borrow Russo’s language again, seeks 

to (not) translate the mystery the frieze seeks to depict: the Virgin appearing as a mestiza to a Nahua 

Indian.  That mystery, and the visual language we see here in the frieze, is neither European nor 

American.  It occurs in a different, strange, heterotopic space that in this study I am calling the New 

World. 

 

                                                             
8 P.143.  In particular, Gruzinski mentions the renderings of clouds in Giorgione’s Tempest and in two drawings by da 
Vinci, Deluge and Hurricane.  As for the frieze, some quick research of my own found that its clouds, as well as its 
positioning of the angels relative to the Virgin, bear a fairly strong resemblance to Rosso Fiorentino’s The Assumption of 
the Virgin (1517).  I hasten to add, though, as does Gruzinski for his part, that we have no way of knowing just what 
copies of works the artisans may have seen. 


