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Abstract
In this article I explain the historical trajectory of Guadalupan devotion as a strategic repertoire
of beliefs and practices, especially the use of home altars. I investigate continuities of
Guadalupan performances and representations in order to show how these are inscribed in the
film, Quinceariera, which was produced and made in the United States.
I illustrate transformations of Marian strategies, providing four historical contexts in which the
Virgin plays an important role in identity formation, cultural articulation, and resistance: pre-
modern Europe (with an emphasis on late medieval Spain), colonial Mexico, modern Mexico,
and the contemporary period (especially in East Los Angeles, which the film represents). |
underscore the material nature of Marian devotion and the importance of objects of devotion and
home altars, because they are critical for establishing and advancing connections between
devotees and the Virgin.
[1] The Virgin of Guadalupe is integral to Mexican religion and culture and she plays a vital
role in the lives of many Hispanics in the United States.' Guadalupan images are at the
center of rituals and make it possible for devotees to be in touch with her and to invoke her
intercession. Connections are made when her images are displayed on bodies and motor
vehicles, in public spaces and churches, and in homes and yards. An industry of prints,
sculptures, paintings, jewelry, and commercial products also provides a means to

communicate with her. Guadalupan religion is an aesthetic and material-based enterprise

involving the senses.



[2] While many of her devotees adhere to structures such as nationalism, Roman Catholic
hierarchy, and Christian scriptural traditions, their devotion also allows them to transcend
institutional and national boundaries and to contest and modify orthodoxies. In such cases,
their devotion is strategic, and one of the most palpable strategies consists in the construction
and design of personal altars where a conversation with the Virgin ensues.” Devotees who
construct them often confront political and religious elites, countering ideologies of
assimilation. Shrine construction facilitates identity and agency, especially for the
disenfranchised.” In their resistance, Hispanic devotees obtain and share an empowering
collective memory and religious identity based on their historical mestizaje, or ethnic,

cultural and religious cross—pollina‘tion.4

[3] The Mariological tradition that Hispanics inherit stems from ancient traditions and
resolutions established between pagans and Christians at the time of the conversion of the
Roman Empire in the fourth century CE.” One continuity from antiquity still active among
Hispanic devotees is the edification of altars containing religious images and memorials of
their lineage.6 In the Christian context, this device of recollection allows believers to fashion

a familial plot within a Marian narrative and Christian cosmology.

[4] The Hispanic roots of Marian devotion are Iberian. A survey of the crowns of Aragon
and Castile reveals a vast geography of Marian shrines “often localized in dramatic sites in
the landscape,” and a distribution of portable altars, retablos, detailing Mary and the saints.’

The Holy Family, the pain of the Mother (experiencing the mutilation of her son), her
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intercessory role in human affairs, and the emotional dimension of believers seeking solace
and consolation—these are themes incarnated in retablos and inscribed in Marian shrines in

almost every community of the Spanish empire and its colonies.®

[5] In the United States, in particular Hispanic neighborhoods, Marian devotion consists of a
repertoire of contestational practices. The Virgin’s appearance is a continuous phenomenon
where the implementation of Latino-phobic policies, often directed against working
immigrants, inspire Marian reconstructions.’ By reactivating Marian devotion and
constructing altars, Hispanics advance a historical memory based on policies of occupation

. . . . 10
and a common past as mestizos enduring colonization.

[6] The performances of Marian faith include liturgies, prayerful rituals, and spatial
arrangements of holy objects that involve the routine or practice of veneration. This religion
of sacred images entails aesthetic traditions and craftsmanship and involves all of the senses.
Devotees devise routines using folk stories and modified visions of Holy Family narratives
and accounts of the merciful Baby Jesus, the nurturing Mother of Heaven, and the Suffering
Lord rejected by all except his mother.'' Devotees revise orthodox models of the Virgin as
the Mother of God. When believers build a shrine they access her and thus solicit
membership to the chapel in heaven, for “the Eternal Feminine leads us upward.”12 Home
altars are moveable and permeable, repeated aesthetic reconstructions of the Holy Family and

of their respective domestic environment.
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[7] Not all Hispanics, however, continue with past arrangements and ancient forms of
devotion. While many Hispanics are devoted to la virgensita (i.e., the diminutive Virgin
denoting respect and adoration), other Latino communities construct new faiths, avoiding
traditional encrustations of the Roman religion.13 Such evangelical alternatives compete with
Catholic forms of piety by advancing a faith with only two biblical sacraments, baptism and
the Eucharist, and without non-scriptural and sacramental disciplines requiring richly-

decorated spaces and holy objects.

[8] In a recent film, Quinceaiiera, or the fifteenth birthday and coming of age celebration of a
young woman, the opposition between Marian devotion and the evangelical faith brings to
the foreground a shared experience of discrimination and resistance in East Los Angeles.14
Directed by Richard Glatzer and Wash Westmoreland (both live in Echo Park) “wanted the
movie to capture the spirit of the place,” their goal being “that the neighborhood itself

. . 15
become a character in the movie.”

The Directors’ Statement begins with the claim that
“Quinceariera is a reinvention of Kitchen Sink drama, fueled by the racial, class and sexual
tensions of a working class Latino neighborhood in transition.” Hoping to emulate poetic
realism, they “wanted a film that celebrated the everyday, that was about small things that
gradually grew large; a film that had politics that were oblique, humor that was unexpected,
emotions that gained power though restraint; a film that transcended the ordinary.” The

filmmakers are also aware of the representation of religious imagery: “Although taking place

in an Evangelical church, the event felt intrinsically Catholic, many images recalling the
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Virgin Mary.” The sources of these images are the garden altars and interior of Don Tomas’s

home.

[9] The film accentuates cultural identity and reveals subtexts of agency. The filmmakers
draw from Marian motifs, especially altars and images of the Virgin of Guadalupe, the
brown-skinned patroness of Mexico who appeared to the Indian, Juan Diego, in Tepeyac in
1531.'° The filmis a story about a teenage girl who plans to celebrate her quinceariera. It is
also about her family problems involving her rejected gay cousin, both of whom find refuge
in the home of their uncle, Don Tomas, who venerates the Virgin of Guadalupe. In this film
the altars of Don Tomads are templates of mestizo spirituality. The filmmakers cast Don
Tomads as a “real” Mexican living in occupied America trapped in an English-speaking world
and forging his personal space in a rental in Echo Park where he has constructed his Marian
altars.'” The film sets up a reciprocal dynamic between Don Tomds and the Virgin, a relation
that signals to the viewer religious and cultural norms of identity. Providing the material
contours and landscape of angelino devotion, busy streets with pedestrians and Spanish
signs, vendors and sidewalks of Echo Park, the filmmakers cast a group of protagonists who
get in trouble while Don Tomas solicits the Virgin’s intercession. Here the Virgin is at the
threshold of a future where she herself may play a minor role in the lives of young Hispanics
as they find alternatives such as Pentecostalism that may be more beneficial or functional.'®
Quinceariera represents this open-ended condition of religious choices that confront a new
generation of Hispanics who can reject traditional aesthetics and Marian strategies of identity

and contestation.
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The Mexicanized Virgin
[10] In order to appreciate the depth and continuity of Marian strategic devotion in
Quinceariera 1 analyze the formation and trajectory of New World Mariology as the interplay
and hybridization between indigenous and European religious systems.19 I show the
development of Marian devotions in Spain and colonial Mexico, providing an historical
context of Marian strategies synonymous or related to Mesoamerican practices that involve
the construction and decoration of altars. The film’s portrayal of the Virgin of Guadalupe is
a commixture of ancient strategies of resistance and procedures of identity, a cross-
pollination of practices and rituals that do not produce any confusion among the devotees

regarding their agency.

[11] The encounters between the Spanish and the Mesoamericans yielded mestizaje or
religious, political and cultural hybridization whereby people developed strategies that drew
on both Mesoamerican and European arsenals.”’ Believers transform rituals that serve their
purposes and they adapt aesthetic traditions to configure narratives and world views. A
commixture of traditions, Spanish and pre-Hispanic, marks a persistent feature of Mexican
religion, its syncretic agenda—a blend exemplified by Don Tomads in Quinceariiera. Pre-
Hispanic images, colors, and melodies facilitated the transformation of both Christian and
Native American cosmologies and myths, resulting in ‘Mexicanized’ representations of the
divine involving the natural world, its animals, plants and lamdscapes.21 Pre-conquest Indian
communities had a tradition of building and decorating personal shrines, especially among

the Toltecs and in the central valley of Mexico, and they continued to exercise such religious
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prerogatives.22 Santocals were home altars common to many Indian communities, and many
of these santocals in post-conquest Mexico displayed images of the Virgin, revealing a

complex repertoire of native motifs and Christian irnagery.23

[12] The indigenous religion based on devotional structures dovetailed with the Spanish
transportation of the cult of the saints. Christian rituals merged with pre-Hispanic practices,
creating what Serge Gruzinski calls mélanges and what the Spanish considered “a
juxtaposition or ‘interposition’ in which pagan elements remained discernable from Christian
elements.”** “Christian” performances took on the flavour and colour of the native world.
For the first expedition under Admiral Columbus, for example, Spaniards brought with them
images of the Virgin for protection, and in turn Columbus had the Taino cacique wear a
silver image of the Virgin, and here the European Virgin and the Indian idol were
combined.” Veneras or small devotional images to the Virgin found in archeological
searches were used strategically by the Spanish to engage and to communicate with
indigenous peoples who recycled and distorted the orthodox as their own religion infused
with native elements. Mendicants were especially careful to allow indigenous qualities to
persist, permitting the continuation of Indian and pre-Hispanic festivities in order to facilitate

mutual understanding by accentuating common cults and myths.

[13] Because of its malleability and activation of the senses, especially visual, the aesthetic
nature of Marian devotion is ancient and continuous. The aesthetic dimension of Mariology

is thus a major reason why it is a popular devotion among mestizos, which Don Tomds
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exemplifies by his own Marian mélange containing garden altars, decorative images, and
retablo of the Virgin of Guadalupe.26 His devotion patterns the performances of mestizo
religiousness as it had evolved since the conquest of Mexico. Mestizo rituals include
Christian images and allegories harking back to pagan festivities, as well as the building of
special places. Since the sixteenth century these mestizo spaces contained images of the
mother goddess that some friars considered useful and that others, such as the Franciscan
Bernardino de Sahagun, denounced because of the “confusion” between the Aztec goddess,
Tonantzin, and the Virgin Mary who was venerated in the same site of a pre-Hispanic
pilgrimage.27 Mestizaje is not just about the blending of icons and myths, but also about the
adoption of indigenous holy places as Mexicanized centers of popular Christian devotion.
The Spanish and Indians shared sites of negotiation, especially pre-Hispanic temples and
established Mexican cities. Pre-Columbian urban centers continued to function as religious
encounters and areas of public venerations, facilitating Aztec and Spanish mélanges,
resulting in the construction of sacred spaces of a ‘revised’ Virgin or a masquerade goddess

with Christian details.

[14] The Spanish overlaid their structures and images upon pre-Columbian ceremonial
temples. Spanish municipalities, therefore, became the elemental centers of social and
religious life.?® Town councils invested in the construction of the church and altars, often
resulting in the destruction of pagan idols and the implementation of the daily performances
of the mass and the administration of the sacraments. Just as the Spanish established towns

according to the gridiron plan of rectangular blocks and open squares, they rearranged open

Journal of Religion and Popular Culture
Volume 21(1): Spring 2009



spaces, rebuilding ‘temples’ containing images and altar pieces of a ‘Mexicanized’ Virgin.
Public structures displayed retablos, for example those of Xochimilco and Huexotzingo,
which are plateresque pieces made in the sixteenth century, involving public investments and
communal labour, thus combining Indian craftsmanship and Spanish iconography.29
Mexican retablos went through a construction renaissance in which these representations
were the central focus of the interior of churches, resulting in a mestizo blend, works neither

purely Spanish nor Indian.*

[15] The Spanish established the Virgin’s role as liberator in the Americas in general. The
conquest of Mexico initiated the transformation of Mesoamerica, resulting in a score of
Marian devotions: la criolla, la virgen de los remedios, and la conquistadora.31 The Virgin
of Guadalupe was only one of many Marian representations that devotees solicited for help,
and she along with other Marian cults functioned as liberators of the Indians.*® These
Spanish narrative about the conquest of Mexico as a liberation of the Mesoamericans from
the tyranny of the Aztecs is based on the thesis that the Aztecs themselves were invaders who
enslaved, sacrificed and introduced idolatries.* The Spanish considered themselves as
liberators who won the support of the majority of the Mesoamericans, a support facilitated by
the Virgin Mary. Just prior to the conquest of Mexico, the Spanish began to establish their
hegemony by forging bonds with indigenous lords. The Cortés expedition first convinced
Cacique Gordo of Cempoala that King Charles “has sent us here to put an end to your
grievances and to punish the wicked, and to make sure that souls are no longer sacrificed.”**

The first battle won by Herndn Cortés against Tabasco was on the day of the feast of the
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Annunciation, nuestra sefiora de marzo, and they named that place in honor of her, Maria de
la victoria.” Cortés forged an alliance with the Cempoalans and the Cingapacinga and

followed with the destruction of indigenous idols.

[16] Along with cunning and military prowess, the Spanish spread Christian imagery,
demolishing Mexican idols and enlarging a Mexican alliance to replace their demonic gods.
Empowered with superior weaponry, the Spanish convinced the Totonac alliance to accept a
new devotion of the “great lady, who is the mother of our Lord Jesus Christ, in whom we
believe and adore, so that you [the Totonac alliance] may have her as your lord and

36
lawyer.”

The Indians were then told to white-wash blood-stained walls and to place an
image of Our Lady, with orders to keep the place swept, decorated with flowers, and to light
candles on the altar.”” The acceptance of this new religion (consisting of Marian practices
and beliefs) by the Cempoalans meant the reward of royal lordship, the establishment of the
Spanish justice system, and the rejection of what the Spanish labeled as Aztec tyranny.38 No
longer were the Cempoalans and the Indians of the Mesoamerica “victims” of the Aztecs, but

rather they became Marian devotees and “liberated” subjects of the Spanish crown.”

[17] By the end of the sixteenth century the myth about the power of the Virgin over the
Aztecs became inscribed in official discourse, albeit the Christianization of Mexican religion
consisted of replacement, contamination, and reactivation of pagan elements.”” The royal
chronicler, Francisco Lopez de Gomara details the power of the Virgin, describing how

Cortes placed an image of the Virgin on the altar of the templo mayor of Tenochtitlan and
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how the Virgin intervened to conquer the Aztecs.*" In his 1621 publication, Luis de Cisneros
advanced this theory of the Marian figure, la virgen de los remedios, replacing the Aztec
goddess, Huitzilopochtli, and dominating the temple at Otoncalpulco.42 The doctrine of the
Immaculate Conception of the Virgin was a “pure: paradigm that influenced the Spanish
Baroque and colonial romano (grotesque) art, providing an orthodox meaning for Mexican

Indians and marking colonial indigenous-made art as Christian.*

[18] Friars converted Mesoamericans by appropriating Amerindian elements. Mendicants
were especially active in Marian instruction to Mexican Indians.** The First Provincial
Council (1555) mandated four Marian devotions of the liturgical year: the Nativity, the
Annunciation, the Purification and the Assumption.45 As early as the 1540s Spanish
mendicants began to write Nahuatl pieces on the Virgin, detailing important feast days such
as the Conception and the Nativity. The mendicant influence was not purely textual but also
advanced through rituals, masses, processions, music, and the fine arts, including sculpture,

resulting in the production of images for chapels, convents, and churches.*®

[19] For Franciscans, the Virgin plays an important role in charity; she is the preeminent
caretaker of humankind, “the North Star and guide of lost souls and hope of the afflicted.””’
Franciscan initiatives to convert included the implementation of good works, such as the

virtue of charity, and one colonial feature of the implementation of charity is hospitals and

schools. When the Franciscans arrived in the New World they built hospitals dedicated to
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the Virgin, the “immaculate mother of mercy.”” Mexicanized images of the Virgin

decorated the interiors of hospitals and schools founded by the mendicant orders.

[20] Due to the missionization of the friars and to the indigenous propensity to construct
shrines, Marian altars became prevalent features of the Mexican religious landscalpe.50
Chapels and associations formed around Marian celebrations and many Marian
confraternities developed in the central valley of Mexico.”! Marian pilgrimages and
penitential good works from Oaxaca to New Mexico and Texas were interlinked, increasing
the Christianization of mestizo and Indian devotions, resulting in the construction of shrines,

and providing blueprints for altars in the American Southwest and Texas.’>

The Virgin of Guadalupe
[21] The story of the Virgin of Guadalupe began in Spain, where she was one of a large
number of Marian cults, especially among beatas and nuns.” Established in the early
fourteenth century, the Spanish legend of the Virgin of Guadalupe began on the basis of a
herdsman who experienced a Marian apparition. After Mary appeared to him she left
physical proof that the herdsman was not deluded. He later discovered a wooden image of
the Virgin Mother with a little bell, and this material evidence was sufficient to initiate a

following of devotees.™

[22] It was not until the seventeenth century that the cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe became

the most important Marian devotion in Mexico.” As Mary in many of her different forms
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continued to take over “pure” Indian cults, she acquired a preeminent role in Mexican and
mestizo religious life. The myth of the Guadalupana apparition thus coalesced from a
transplanted Spanish devotion to a program of Nahua Marianism, which became a sort of
spiritual fever affecting everyone in the central valley of Mexico. Creole priests and
ecclesiastical authorities reconstructed a mestiza Virgin, linking Spanish spiritual norms with
indigenous elements.” In 1649 the publication of Luis Laso de la Vega’s Huey
tlamahuigoltica, a European story written in Nahuatl, afforded an indigenist origin to the
claim of the apparition of the Virgin of Guadalupe to Juan Diego in 1531.7 By the end of
the seventeenth century Marian penitential pilgrimages became religious centres, cultivating
large audiences in many communities navigating outward from Tepeyac, the axis mundi of
the Virgin of Guadalupe due to its prominence as the actual site where the Virgin appeared to

Juan Diego.58

[23] Marian devotions took place not only in city centres but also in private residences.
Demand for religious art, such as Virgin retablos and statutes of the saints, was extensive,
partly for public spaces and partly for personal and domestic use. Many family residences
where mothers raised children involve intimate and private experiences surrounded by
Marian objects, such as nacimientos, retablos, and santopans.59 Juan de Grijalva (d. 1638),
for example, notes that Indians erected home altars filled with holy images, revealing
personal configurations and a rich material culture consisting of Marian and native motifs.%
Growing familiarity with Marian discourses spurred mestizo and indigenous families to

interpret those forms, acquiring holy objects and integrating their own idols of veneration.
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The diversity of Marian material culture attests to the creative process by which her devotees,

who are not passive copyists, articulate motifs and fashion shrines.®!

[24] Not only dispersed in communities and towns, Marian devotion took additional social
features with contestational potencies. In the eighteenth century, Indian cofradias or lay
brotherhoods venerated the Virgin as their patroness, and these named themselves nuestra
sefiora del rosario, santissima virgen, and nuestra sefiora de la asuncion.® In addition,
apparitions, such as the event of 1774 in Tlmacazapa in which the Virgin appeared in a
kernel of corn, reflect an intra-community diversity of religious devotion grounded on
Marian soil.*® Native religious traditions, especially fertility rites, persisted into the
eighteenth century as this exuberant passion caused local tribunals to be concerned. While

inquisitors sought to contain idolatries, Marian rhetoric proved to be a mantle of protection.64

[25] As Guadalupana devotion spread, it monopolized devotion, supplanting other Marian
cults and accelerating after Independence from Spain in 1821.% The Guadalupana thus
became part of a national discourse shaping Mexican identity. % Just as the Virgin had
changed Aztec society, she transformed colonial Spain by means of a similar strategy of
liberation, advancing national identity under the banner of the Virgin of Guadalupe. The
revolt of the machetes in Mexico City in 1799, and the rebellion of an Indian priest seeking
to install a theocratic utopia, centered on the directives by the Virgin of Guadalupe.67 From

Mexico City, the Guadalupana expanded through urban networks and parochial links, and
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was spread and disseminated by Creole priests who had acquired distaste for Spanish royal

68
power.

[26] After Independence, the Virgin provided a powerful national discourse and a traditional
choreography of strategies for devotees to forge identity as citizens of a liberated nation.
William Taylor, for example, notes the growth of the Guadalupana devotion by analyzing
baptismal and property records that registered names associated with the Virgin (Maria and
Guadalupe) and place names and sites, especially by non-Indians, and increasingly by
Indians after 1840.% In these cases, European names serve to integrate Native Americans

into a Christian republic.

[27] Marian discourse also provokes agency in men and women, allowing women, for
instance, ritual space and power to propel themselves in political spheres and in battlefields.
The Virgin appeared to women seeking to undermine the porfiriato dictatorship.70 A
political symbol and an active agent of social change, the Virgin made an entry into
processions and popular rituals, in revolts, such as the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) and
the Cristero uprising (1926-1929), that included women as protagonists.’'

[28] The facility by which devotees acquire information and goods about the Virgin has
increased, further allowing devotees to forge their own identity as altar makers and as
consumers of Marian goods. Modern media outlets disseminate knowledge about the
Virgin.72 Television programs, such as Pedro Infante’s telethon soliciting funds to restore the

Virgin’s basilica, also represent the Marian cult, advancing an audience of devotees and
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expanding the commercial base of Marian objects, as exemplified by Don Tomds and his
Marian possessions. " An industry of Marian “relics” has flourished, including rosaries,
handbags, votive candles, t-shirts, mouse pads, stickers, tote bags, camisoles, aprons, mugs,
buttons, magnets, keys, bracelets, medals, watches, blankets, glow-in-the-dark figures, cards,

. .74
calendars, necklaces, and statues made in China.

The Chicana Virgin
[29] A remarkable feature in Quinceariera is the confluence of commercialism, material
religion, and Mexican-American identity. Don Tomads’ altar consists of Mexican folk art,
inexpensive plastic stuff and Guadalupana goods made in China, and family memorabilia.
The repetition of images of Don Tomas’ altars and their objects of devotion helps the viewer
to imagine a prototype. The viewer associates these images to his mestizo nature and
identity. Don Tomads’ identity is further enhanced by tracking shots and long shots of
sidewalks and Latino pedestrians, folk art, and street murals in East LA.” Once the film
frames the social and cultural environment, it focuses on Don Tomas’ interior and home
altars that resonate with traditional features of mestizo devotion: decorative folk items,
plastic “relics” and glass beads, and orthodox representations reconfigured in a private place
and in a solipsistic manner. Don Tomas follows a long tradition of adopting a “foreign”
conquest (e.g., Anglos in Los Angeles) and duplicating and personalizing a traditional

religious landscape (for Tomés, his rustic backyard and his reconstructed altars).

Journal of Religion and Popular Culture
Volume 21(1): Spring 2009



[30] The casting of Quinceaiiera reflects a Mariological discourse. The film encourages the
viewer to identify two characters (Maria and her daughter, Magdalena) with apocryphal
figures, the virgin and the prostitute. The protagonist of the film is Magdalena, the daughter
of Ernesto, the patriarch whose wife, Maria, is chaste and obedient. Magdalena represents
Malinche, the mistress of Herndn Cortés; like Malinche (who was sold into slavery)
Magdalena becomes a liberated woman after being ostracized by her father. Magdalena and
her boyfriend, Hernan (whose name evokes the sexual union between Hernan Cortés and

Malinche), indulge in carnal pleasures but do not engage in actual sexual penetration.

[31] An important contrast to Don Tomds’ altars is the religious space of Ernesto, the pastor
of la iglesia de Dios camino de santidad, an evangelical church in Echo Park. The interior of
this church, which looks more like a travel agency than a place of worship, is without
Mexican tradition. There are no aesthetic markers of the Catholic religion, no statues, only
the holy book and cheap metal chairs used by catering companies. The church’s primary
purpose is to spread the word as understood by evangelical preachers. The viewer sees la
iglesia as part of Echo Park’s commercial scene, a store front with a preacher’s sermon in the
soundtrack and an interior chapel dominated by the mise-en-scene of a forest. The film
opens with a tight medium shot that feels more like a close-up of a photographic image of a
Nordic forest covered with pine trees that extend far into off-screen space. In the middle of
the frame a continuous river transects the image, evoking a sort of ‘hallmark’ moment of

tranquility.
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[32] Don Tomas’ rental is the sanctuary for the rejected children, Magdalena and Carlos.

The film contains the artwork of Alberto Hernandez and Liz Ryan, who crafted the home
altars and retablos in Don Tomas’ backyard. By choreographing the denouement of the
protagonist, Magdalena, in the rental, the film compels the spectator to identify Don Tomas’
private altars as secure, if not sacred, space filled with inexpensive objects of devotion, prints
of the Virgin of Guadalupe, beaded-door separators of the Guadalupana, and an exterior of
two altars, one with family pictures, votive candles, and icons made of plastic and glass
beads, the other a portable altar with Marian plastic figures, clay statues, and candles of el
milagro del Tepeyac (the miracle of Tepeyac), which is the original location where the

Virgin appeared to Juan Diego in 1531.

[33] The visual motif of Don Tomads’ sanctuary involves the image of the Virgin of
Guadalupe. A repetitive imagery of the Virgin calls attention to her power as an advocate for
sinners and as a marker of cultural identity and religious resistance in East LA, which the
viewer registers as a changing environment due to the gentrification of Los Angeles.
Through its Marian iconography, the film exposes persisting Mexican traditions, in particular
the construction of home altars in Chicana neighbourhoods, amid the land development
schemes of Anglo entrepreneurs and independent of the official Roman Catholic hierarchy.
By short-circuiting the sacraments of the Roman church, Don Tomaés catapults the outcasts
into a new alliance of mutual support under the continuous gaze of the Virgin of Guadalupe,

defensive of the property-hungry invaders.
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[34] The subsequent sequence of related scenes conveys a devotional world that eventually
serves as the escape for the rejected members of the two families. The first of these opens
with the interior of Don Tomas’ rental, a domestic assimilation of Mexican “relics,” revealed
by means of a montage consisting in close-up shots of a statue of Jesus, a wood panel of the
Virgin, a statue of a mendicant (perhaps St. Francis), and a silver crucifixion with ruby-
colored rosaries. Then a cut to a medium shot of Carlos leads to a series of close-up shots of
him opening a miniature coffin decorated with a cross and a heart containing marijuana and
rolling papers. A montage sequence exposes the interior of Don Tomads’ living room, filled
with inexpensive artwork, images of the Virgin of Guadalupe, a facial picture of a sorrowful

Jesus Christ, a Guadalupana room divider, and a clutter of inexpensive household furniture.

[35] The role of Don Tomas as saviour is based on his adoration of the Virgin. A series of
shots enhance his intervention and, by association, the Virgin’s intercession. East LA, its
noisy markets, the public space, are images that intrude into the private realm of the interior
of Don Tomas’ home. A medium shot exposes Don Tomds on the right preparing
champurrado on the stove and on the left a vertically-lined and beaded-string room divider
based on the 1743 engraving of the patrona de México y Nueva Espaﬁa.76 In Don Tomas’
home the Guadalupana beaded room divider denotes the Virgin’s efficacy as a powerful
intercessor for her devotees. Although the Virgin does not tell Don Tomas what his niece
and nephew have to do to receive her help, the Virgin appears continually in an intercessory
role. An exterior long shot, slightly exposing Don Tomas’ home altar, presents the dangers

lurking, for as Don Toméds is leaving his home, a real estate sign announces to the viewer that
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the property has been sold. A red car with the new owners arrives to the scene, creating a
parallel of exile between Don Tomds, who will be evicted, and Magdalena who has been
rejected by her family (and who will shortly be shunned by her lover). The Virgin of
Guadalupe’s advocacy is not part of Magdalena’s religious world; Magdalena is evangelical,
and in her path toward becoming a young women (the social meaning of quinceariera), she
transforms herself into a sinful Eve, fully responsible for her perceived indiscretions,
especially after having sexual relations with Herndn, the conqueror who abandons her and

rejects fatherhood.

[36] The subsequent succession of scenes illustrates developments of Magdalena’s relation
with Herndn, exhibiting, for example, a scene where they run through the grass with full
appreciation of their carnal desires. The reappearance of the Virgin ends the frolicking. This
apparition, in the form of Don Tomds’ Guadalupana beaded room divider, is very much in
line with Marian virtues about female comportment and the theme of (controlled) sexual
desire. Embedded in the film’s configuration of Marian aesthetics is a discourse of sexual
ethics and the tensions in contemporary society of female sexuality as both liberating and
imprisoning. The film explores this dichotomy as Magdalena freely enters into a romantic
relationship with Hernan. She is initially respected by her friends for having a devoted
boyfriend, whom she in turn tries to please. Once the pregnancy is discovered, however, she
is ostracized by her father, her lover, and her friends. Only the gentle and forgiving Don

Tomds welcomes her into his place of refuge, his rental sustained by Marian altars.
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[37] While Hernén distances himself from the threats of female sexuality, the themes of
chastity, self-sacrifice, and humility are emphasized in the scene that exposes again the
Guadalupana door divider in Don Tomads’ kitchen. In the kitchen Carlos wants to find out
about Don Tomas and why he did not get married. Don Tomaés responds that he could not
afford to marry and had no time to pursue the woman he loved because he had to care for his
mother. Tomads stands in the tradition of Marian devotees who give up worldly desires in
order to dedicate themselves to an ascetic life of caring for others—an option typical of the
clerical tradition of self-sacrifice, of men and women who provide alms to the less fortunate,
such as the Discalced Carmelites founded by John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila. Just as

John of the Cross, Don Tomas gathers in his altar a small family of social outcasts.

[38] While previous scenes showcase how Magdalena and Carlos were embarrassments to
their respective families, later shots reveal images of the Virgin that highlight the theme of
transcendence and that the pregnant fourteen-year old girl is really a virgin. Cut to a medium
shot of Don Tomds’ interior living room, where he is on the phone speaking to Magdalena’s
mother. Within this take, a range of images show a woodcut of the Virgin and a painting of
Jesus. The camera then captures Carlos walking through red roses (a metaphor for the
miracle of Juan Diego and the apparition of the Virgin of Guadalupe) and finding Magdalena

there.

[39] The Holy Family is consolation without the outcasts knowing this. Don Tomas initiates

the process by which a new family is born, Carlos and the pregnant Magdalena. The film
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provides a fuller view of Don Tomads’ exterior altars. At centre bottom is a refablo of the
Virgin of Guadalupe, enclosed in a shrine reminiscent of a tropical garden, and then cut to an
extension of verdure foreground exposing another shrine in the background. One altar is
where Don Tomas has a collection of angels, miniature statutes of Our Lady rosaries, a
plastic Jesus, stars, and photographs of Magdalena and Carlos. Cut to another part of the
garden of a shrine having a crucifixion at the top of a metal frame structure with more than
thirty pearls strands and crystal-beaded strings hanging vertically down. This altar validates
Don Tomas status as a Marian collaborator, with special powers to direct her intercession.
Functioning as both a locus of Marian power and a channel of divine assistance, Don Tomds
becomes a direct pipeline between Echo Park, his lush garden, and Guadalupe’s heavenly

family.

[40] Once Don Tomas requests the Virgin’s intercession, miracles begin to occur. Cut to the
mise-en-scene of a television set, Carlos smoking pot, staring at the tube, and Magdalena
dutifully doing her homework. After conversing they decide to investigate how a woman can
get pregnant and remain a virgin. They go to a library and google “pregnant virgin.” After
their discovery that “immaculate conceptions” are possible, Magdalena proceeds to explain
to Herndn how she could have become pregnant. Even though Herndn did not penetrate her,
she noted, his ejaculation near her vaginal opening impregnated her. “I only came on your
leg,” Herndn adds. Embarrassed with the knowledge that she engaged in intense foreplay
with Hernan, she cannot tell her father because she does not want him to know “how far”

they went. Herndn promises that “if it’s a boy we’ll call him Jesus.” These gospel references
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to Jesus as a baby conceived without sex and Magdalena as a virgin with a baby highlight the
dichotomy in scripture, in particular Matthew, where the family of Joseph and Mary is

divinely favoured yet scorned by the authorities.

[41] The next scene juxtaposes two historical events, the cinco de mayo celebration of
victory over the French forces in 1862 (an event restoring national confidence after the 1848
defeat and the Gadsden Purchase of 1853-54) and the past of Don Tomas who leaves his
beloved Mexico because it has nothing to offer him except poverty. The outcasts gather at
Don Tomas’ house, celebrating cinco de mayo. Listening to Don Tomas, Carlos and
Magdalena understand more details about how Don Tomés tried to kill himself when he was
eight, hurling himself into traffic where an on-coming truck crushed him. Although no
specific reference is made to the Virgin, the visual images of the Virgin inserted in this
sequence suggest that he had a confirmation of Guadalupe’s miracle, an intercession of her
love and mercy, of her transformative power to change a boy filled with self-hate to a young
man with a new-found mission to be of maximum service to those around him. Don Tomas’
near-death experience rehabilitated him into a humble and compassionate champurrado
street vendor, a person that few would consider a success story, but whose presence warms
all who encountered him. His humility and benevolence is demonstrated in the scene about
an Anglo woman who appreciates Don Tomds and will therefore rent out her property to

Carlos and Magdalena.
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[42] The presence of the Virgin in Don Tomds’ home calls attention to Guadalupe’s role in
his own redemption. Don Tomads is an inspiration for Magdalena and Carlos to endure and to
figure out a new life, it is especially the case after Don Tomas dies, for Carlos assumes the
responsibility to support Magdalena who has been abandoned by Hernédn. In this scene two
victories strengthen the protagonists onward, a successful fight against a foreign occupation
(cinco de mayo) and the salvation of a suicidal person (Don Tomas), all underneath the gaze
of the Virgin reinforced as a power of resistance and resurrection. Don Tomads has sinned
with an attempt to kill himself, but now he and his flock of unwanted children go about

armed with the Virgin looking over them.

[43] Three scenes highlight how Tomas’ devotion mitigates earthly transgressions. First,
Carlos is responsible for the eviction, causing the owner of the property, James, to retaliate
because Carlos had a furtive affair with his partner, Gary. Second, Magdalena discovers that
Hernan will not keep his promise to marry her, because his mother forces him to abandon
Magdalena; Herndn’s mother wants him to go to college and become successful. Third, Don
Tomads receives an eviction notice, a sign that his time is up. Don Tomas dies, but not before
he hears confirmation from Carlos that he will care for Magdalena and her baby. It is
important to keep in mind that these tragedies surrounding the eviction, and presumably the
destruction or demolition of the altars, have an enigmatic dimension involving the resolution
of Carlos as a jobless provider as well as a devotional dimension regarding the final scene of
Magdalena having a traditional quinceariera. For immediately after the death of Don Tomas,

when Carlos and Magdalena return to the altars, Carlos looks at the retablos and the family
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shrine with pictures of himself and Magdalena. They weep because they have lost both Don
Tomas and his shrine. For the property owner the shrine is not a threat but something mystic:
“What do we do with this?”, says James as Gary exposes a silence amid a shrine filled with

photographs, cheap beads, and religious images.

[44] Despite the favourable outcome of the narrative, the conclusion revealing Magdalena’s
forgiveness by her father and Carlos’ commitment to sacrifice his life for Magdalena and her
baby is enigmatic. The shrine’s disappearance from the lives of Carlos and Magdalena
harbours a contemporary dilemma regarding traditional Marian devotion as part of Mexican
identity. Although the trajectory of Marian devotion has been constitutive of religious
identity in many cultural settings, it also bears an implicit relevance to evanescent communal
contexts. Home shrines are labile and impermanent, but they appear with a mantle of
strategic fibers or texts, colourful and solipsistic reformulations of ancient and coalescing
revelations. Yet even without shrines, a figure, a rosary, a prayer, a picture or a book in the
hands of a believer become vehicles of Marian reception and dissemination of her strategies
and moral directives, which serve as fundamental blueprints of identities that transcend and
engage the here and now. The Virgin is an emblem for the cultural world in Echo Park and

the shrine of Echo Park is a microcosm of Marian devotion.

Conclusion
[45] The Virgin is a malleable figure who inspires rich and poor people, but she displays a

special concern for the disenfranchised, the mexicanos de afuera, such as Don Tomds whose
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Marian altars constitute vital elements of his self-identity and cultural heritage. For Don
Tomads, his shrine no longer has a function once he dies, and with his death the shrine as his

personal reconstruction of Mary and his family of loved ones becomes ready for demolition.

[46] Yet Don Tomads signifies a perdurable trait of Guadalupan devotion, that any devotee of
the Virgin can resurrect an old story and modify it by constructing an altar as a means of both
self-identification with Guadalupe and communication with Marian strategies. Inscribed in
images, folk art, media, music, and commercial products, Marian elements function in
subversive and defensive ways. Marian devotion does not conform strictly to orthodoxy (but
does so strategically) and does not require conformity to theological nuances, although
Mariological doctrines such as the Immaculate Conception inform Marian representations.
Believers like Don Tomaés access this choreography of practices and beliefs in order to obtain

divine assistance.

[47] The ancient Mariological tradition has outlasted religious systems and imperial
configurations. Marian devotion is a creative process, tied to a religious dynamic that in
modern times exists alongside seemingly contradictory ideologies, including the evangelical
platform of the immediacy of salvation, as signified by Ernesto, whose own church is a
rejection of Marian devotion. Marian devotion is an ancient celebration of creation, and the
reconstruction of Marian altars continues to provide antidotes to misfortunes. For Don
Tomads, his conviction provides a solution, a Maria ex machina reversing misfortunes and

shielding Magdalena’s adulthood as a single mother. Since the formation of Mariological
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devotion believers have referred to their own weakness, unworthiness, and humility that have
served as the entry point through which the Virgin appears into their world—virtues that Don

Tomas exemplified and passed on to his adopted children, Magdalena and Carlos.

[48] The subversive element of Marian devotion is rarely a frontal attack, but such devotion
simultaneously undercuts and reasserts hierarchies. In the film, a new family hierarchy is
advanced: a single mother supported by her gay cousin. Their devotion, however, remains to
be seen, but they do adopt Don Tomads’ religious principles by which he lived: charity and
the modification of self-regarding behaviors. As devotees, they can also enter into a
topographical sphere of Marian strategies and delve deep into her universe where, by
devotional contact, they empower themselves and resurrect an identity grounded in a

profound historical context.
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