
 
Inquiry Set 7.9 - The Virgin of Guadalupe 

 
 

I. Inquiry Set Introduction 

Inquiry Set Title  The Virgin of Guadalupe 

Brief Description The Virgin of Guadalupe is an image and a religious practice that shows the synthesis of Nahua/Mesoamerican and 
European Catholic religions in colonial Mexico City and the Spanish colony of New Spain. This set explores the 
origins of the Virgin of Guadalupe in Nahua and European practice and supports student inquiry analysis on the 
visual attributes of her portrayals and the stories about her, along with Spanish Catholic efforts to convert 
Mesoamericans.  

Authors  Shennan Hutton, Program Coordinator, CHSSP 

Grade Levels  7 

Topics/Concepts  Colonial Mexico City, Spanish colonies, Virgin of Guadalupe, Our Lady of Guadalupe, Catholicism, colonialism, 
conversion, Nahua, Mesoamericans, race, religious syncretism, Virgin Mary 

CA HSS 
Standards / 
Frameworks  

World History and Geography: Medieval and Early Modern Times 
 
7.9 Students analyze the historical developments of the Reformation 
 

7.9.6 Understand the institution and impact of missionaries on Christianity and the diffusion of Christianity from 
Europe to other parts of the world in the medieval and early modern periods; locate missions on a world map. 

 
7.11.2 Discuss the exchanges of plants, animals, technology, culture, and ideas among Europe, Africa, Asia, and the 
Americas in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and the major economic and social effects on each continent. 

Framework 
Excerpt 

It’s important for students to recognize that the Europeans did not take over China, India, Africa, and most of Asia 
until the nineteenth century. For this entire period, therefore, the major Afroeurasian centers — China, India, and the 
Islamic World — were too strong for Europeans to conquer. In lands where states were not as strong, Europeans 
established colonies. European armies used gunpowder weapons to defeat local resistance. Europeans became the 
government rulers and officials and changed the laws. They also took desirable land away from the native owners 
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and gave it to Europeans. Often the Europeans used the land to grow tropical commercial crops for sale in 
Afroeurasia. Sometimes the European government and army forced the native people to work for the Europeans as 
well. Finally, European Christian missionaries spread through the colonies trying to convert local people to 
Christianity. Some states, such as Spain and Portugal, supported these missionaries and helped to force local people 
to change their religion; other states, such as the Netherlands, did not pay much attention to missionary activities…. 
To assess the impact of the Spanish conquest, Mr. Brown’s students return to the question: What were effects of 
exchanges at Tenochtitlán / Mexico City in the 16th through 18th centuries? … Students investigate examples of 
the hybrid nature of Colonial Latin America and assess the contributions of native peoples to the cultural, economic, 
and social practices of the region by 1750. (Two concrete examples of this are the building of the Mexico City 
cathedral on the location of the central pyramid, as well as other changes to the spatial geography of Mexico City, 
and the Virgin of Guadalupe.) 

Standards California English Language Development Standards for Grade 7 
 
Part I. Interacting in Meaningful Ways  
 
B. Interpretive 

6. Reading closely literary and informational texts and viewing multimedia to determine how meaning is 
conveyed explicitly and implicitly through language 

7. Evaluating how well writers and speakers use language to support ideas and arguments with details or 
evidence depending on modality, text type, purpose, audience, topic, and content area 

8. Analyzing how writers and speakers use vocabulary and other language resources for specific purposes (to 
explain, persuade, entertain, etc.) depending on modality, text type, purpose, audience, topic and content 
area 

 
Part II. Learning About How English Works 
 
A. Structuring Cohesive Texts 

1. Understanding text structure 
 
Common Core State Reading Standards for Literacy in History/Social Studies, Grades 6-8 
 

1.  Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources.  
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2. Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of 
the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions. 

3. Identify aspects of a text that reveal an author’s point of view or purpose (e.g., loaded language, inclusion or 
avoidance of particular facts). 

Investigative 
Question 
 

What were the effects of exchanges at Tenochtitlán / Mexico City in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries? Case 
study: The Virgin of Guadalupe 
 
How did exchanges at colonial Mexico City lead to the development of syncretic religious beliefs and practices 
centered on the Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe? 

Historical 
Background 
 

After students have learned about the dramatic changes of the Columbian Exchange and Cortes’s conquest of 
Mexico, they are ready to investigate the less dramatic and less one-sided changes that took place in Mexico City, 
Spanish New Spain, and other Spanish colonies in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries. This source set 
focuses on the cloth image of the Virgin of Guadalupe at Tepeyacac and the development of her cult (that is, the 
beliefs and rituals of worshipping her.) As a blend of both Mesoamerican and Christian religious beliefs and rituals, 
the Virgin of Guadalupe is an outstanding example of the syncretic religion that developed in Mesoamerica. Even 
though the encounter between the Nahua and the Spanish was a forceful conquest, and the Spanish poured massive 
efforts into converting Mesoamericans to Catholic Christianity, the Nahua played key roles in shaping the religion and 
society of the colony of New Spain. The Spanish conversion effort was only successful because the Mexican Catholic 
Church incorporated and accommodated some Nahua beliefs and practices. 

 
According to the story, Juan Diego, a Nahua commoner, saw a vision of a Virgin of Guadalupe who had brown skin 
and spoke to him in Nahuatl. Miraculous signs (roses, the image imprinted on Diego’s cloak) confirmed Diego’s 
account and convinced the (soon-to-be) bishop of Mexico to build a church on the site. In many ways, this was a 
familiar European Catholic story, similar to visions or appearances of Mary and various saints in specific locations 
throughout Spain and elsewhere in Europe. Catholic clergymen followed strict church doctrine in verifying the 
account. However, the image and cult not only contained distinctly Nahua and Mesoamerican features, but they also 
emphasized many beliefs and practices — such as a protective mother goddess/saint, processions, miraculous 
signs, and images of multiple deities/saints — that the Mesoamericans and European Catholics shared in common. It 
is thus a new object (the image) and idea (the cult) that emerged from the synthesis of two cultures in and around 
Mexico City. 

 
This source set uses the term Nahua for the indigenous people living in the central valley of Mexico, and 
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Mesoamericans for the indigenous people who spoke other languages. Nahua means a speaker of Nahuatl, the 
predominant language of the area. We avoid the term Aztec because it applied to only one of many ethnic groups in 
the valley, and the term is not used for the post-conquest period.  
 
Like the Spanish, the Nahua had a social hierarchy of nobles and commoners. In both societies, a small, elite group 
of noble families dominated the government, religious authority, and land ownership, whereas the majority of 
commoners were poor farmers. The nobles belonged to different states or regional areas and competed for power 
among themselves while living off the surplus produced by the commoners, whom they ignored. The Spanish 
conquest added another layer to society in New Spain: skin color. With her dark skin, the Virgin of Guadalupe 
appealed to the Nahua, and her appearance to a commoner signaled that she also cared about the poor Nahua. As 
large criollo and mestizo groups grew in size and in the desire to challenge Spanish authority, the Virgin of 
Guadalupe image acquired additional meanings for Mexican identity. 

 
Because the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe is so rich in significant detail, and there are multiple reproductions of it 
in the colonial and modern periods, analysis of iconography is a central feature of this source set. Students will first 
compare the iconographies and beliefs of Mesoamerican and European deities/saints with the colonial images. Along 
with accounts of the conversion methods of the Spanish leaders and friars to provide context, students analyze the 
written story of the appearance of Guadalupe, paying attention to Nahua terms and references. Finally, they will 
analyze changes and continuities in iconography and contexts among the colonial and Mexican images.  
 

Map  
 

Mexico City, colony of New Spain, Mesoamerica, Tepeyacac, Acalan-Tixchel 

 

II. Source Sets 

#1  Primary 
Source 

Chicomecóatl – Mexica Maize (Corn) Goddess 
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Title of Source Figure of Chicomecóatl (the maize goddess) 

Holding Institution National Museum of the American Indian 
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Link to Record https://collections.si.edu/search/detail/edanmdm:NMAI_8283?q=chicomecoatl&record=1
&hlterm=chicomecoatl&inline=trueStory 

 

For the Student 
 

This statue represents the Nahua (or Mexica) goddess Chicomecóatl (Seven Snakes), the goddess of corn and 
plants that can be eaten. Representations of Chicomecóatl usually show red paint, ears of corn, and a special 
headdress (or hat) called a paper house. These were part of her iconography, symbols or characteristics that would 
signal to anyone seeing the figure that this was Chicomecóatl and not another goddess. The Nahua were 
polytheistic, meaning they believed in many gods and goddesses; Chicomecóatl was the most revered goddess 
among farmers. There were more statues of her than of any other god or goddess. This painted stone sculpture 
stands just about 2 feet high. It was carved in the Aztec Empire sometime between 1325 and 1521, before the 
Spanish Conquest.  

For the Teacher 
 

This basalt sculpture features Chicomecóatl, the goddess of corn and edible plants. Students should observe how 
Aztec art depicted the goddess and should identify her attributes (the red dress and skin, the ears of corn, and the 
paper house headdress.) They should also recognize that there are many more statues of her than of the Aztec sun 
god, which was the primary god of Aztec rulers. Chicomecóatl was the goddess of farmers, the largest social group 
in every premodern society. The Florentine Codex, a manuscript source created in 1577, shows people offering 
crops to the goddess.  

#2  Primary 
Source 

The European Virgin Mary (Madonna, Our Lady) 
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Title of Source Portable Altarpiece with the Weeping Madonna 

Holding Institution J. Paul Getty Museum 

Link to Record http://www.getty.edu/art/collection/objects/1573/georges-trubert-portable-altarpiece-with-the-w
eeping-madonna-french-about-1480-1490/ 
 

 

For the Student 
 

This image from Christian Europe comes from a manuscript book created in the 1480s or 1490s for a rich layperson 
to use in cult (worship) at home. An artist illuminated (painted by hand) this page with a picture of a portable altar. 
The woman is Mary, the mother of Jesus, who is also called the Virgin Mary and Our Lady. She was the most 
popular saint at that time for European Christians, who believed that she would carry their prayers to Jesus. Some 
found it more comfortable to pray to her than to God or Jesus directly.  
 
This altarpiece shows a very sad Virgin Mary crying over the death of her son, Jesus. Mary wears a blue veil or 
scarf, with a red hood underneath it. There are rays of gold coming out from Mary and a ring of stars around her. 
The altarpiece has a frame with Arabic letters on it. O Intemerata, in Latin, means “Oh, pure woman.” These were 
the first two words to a popular prayer to the Virgin Mary. Some iconographic features of Mary are a halo around her 
head, a blue shawl or dress, and a sweet, motherly expression on her face.  

For the Teacher 
 

It’s important that students realize that Mary was (and still is for some) the most important saint and the center of 
devotion. Students need to appreciate how different devotional practices were in Europe before the Reformation. It’s 
not necessary to explain the Reformation at this point, but ask students to set aside what they or others believe now 
to try to understand what people believed then. Another key point is that while the Christian Church never called 
Mary a goddess and firmly denied that statues of her were idols, there is a strong similarity in the ways that common 
laypeople in Mexico and Europe worshipped these female figures. This particular image of the Virgin Mary is 
unusual for its Arabic inscriptions, which were probably on the original portable altarpiece that belonged to King 
René I of Anjou, the Count of Provence and claimant to the throne of Naples and Sicily.  

#3 Primary 
Source 

A Chontal Maya Account of the Conquest 
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[Fray Diego de Béjar said:] … I have come to tell you, to explain, that the one single God is three in one person — 
God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit — who created the invisible heaven.” … I wish you all to come 
and show me your devils”… [All the statues of gods] were brought before Fray Diego de Béjar — who burned them. 
Then he began to teach them to recite and sing the Paternoster [and] the Ave Maria…. Then they were given their 
names. The ruler was named don Pedro Paxtun.… And thus they became Christians. The devils which had been 
buried in secret places by the people … were sought out in all the towns…. The guardians of the devils went to fetch 
them to be burned, for those men who kept them were imprisoned and beaten before the eyes of all the people…. 
 
 
Title of Source A Chontal Maya Account of the Conquest, Excerpted from the Title of Acalan-Tixchel, 1612 

Preferred Citation  “A Chontal Maya Account of the Conquest, Excerpted from the Title of Acalan-Tixchel, 1612,” 
Translated by Matthew Restall, 62-68. Boston: Beacon Press, 1998. 

 

For the Student 
 

In 1550, a Spanish friar came to the Chontal Maya town of Acalan-Tixchel on the Yucatan Peninsula. The friar had 
come along with the Spanish colonial army that was conquering the Maya lands. The friar’s mission was to begin 
converting the Chontal Maya to Christianity. First the friar preached to the Chontal Mayan leaders about Christianity. 
He told them to bring him their “devils,” statues of Chontal Mayan gods. The friar gave the leaders new, European 
names. After that meeting, the friar ordered the leaders to search for hidden statues of gods. If a Chontal Maya 
person tried to hide a statue, the leaders punished them by beating them in public. What did the friar do with the 
statues? Why? 

 
Vocabulary 

● Fray; Brother; the title of a Spanish friar. Friars were intense believers in Catholic Christianity who traveled 
from Spain to Mesoamerica to be missionaries. They took vows not to marry, to remain poor, and to live very 
simply. They dedicated their lives to their Catholic religion and had no tolerance at all for the Mesoamerican 
religion. Sometimes friars tried to protect Mesoamericans, but friars also punished Mesoamericans who didn’t 
follow the rules of Christianity. 

● the Paternoster: the “Our Father” prayer 
● the Ave Maria: a prayer to the Virgin Mary often recited aloud in Catholic churches 
● Don: the title of a noble 
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For the Teacher 
 

Although this source does not directly concern the Nahua, the Spanish followed a similar process in all their 
colonies. One significant difference is the date — 1550, roughly 25 years after the conquest. Even though some 
Mesoamericans continued to resist Spanish control violently, the colonial army had suppressed many rebellions and 
executed many resisters by that point. So, while this document states that the leaders of the Chontal Mayan 
community of Acalan-Tixchel had asked the friar to come to their town, the threat of violent repression by the 
Spanish was always present. Students should understand the friar burned the statues to destroy Mesoamerican 
religion. They should also recognize the threat of Spanish force supporting the friar and use of violence to speed 
conversion. 

#4 Primary 
Source 

One Visual of the Image of the Virgin of Guadalupe 
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Title of Source Detail of Frontispiece and Aparicion, Our Lady of Guadalupe 

Holding Institution John Carter Brown Library  

Link to Record https://archive.org/details/hueitlamahuiolti00lass/page/n3 
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Preferred Citation Detail of Frontispiece and Aparicion, in Laso de la Vega, Luis. Huei tlamahuiçoltica 
Omonexiti in ilhuicac Tlatoca Çihuapilli Santa Maria Totlaçonantzin Guadalupe in nican 
huei altepednahvac Mexico Itocayocan tepeyacac. Mexico City: Imprenta de Juan Ruiz, 
1649. https://archive.org/details/hueitlamahuiolti00lass/page/n3.  
 

 

For the Student 
 

In a church in Tepeyacac (near Mexico City), there is a cloth imprinted with this image (in color). According to the 
Catholic Church and this text, Mary, the mother of Jesus (called the Virgin Mary, Our Lady, and Saint Mary by 
European Christians) created the image by a miracle when she appeared to Juan Diego in 1531. There are many 
copies of this image, and this is one of the earliest. The image is a woodblock print that appeared on the title page of 
a book in 1649, a little more than 100 years after the original miracle. Look carefully at this image and write down 
features of its iconography (the things Mary wears and carries, the way she stands, and the things that are around 
her). You will analyze color images later in this source set. 

For the Teacher 
 

Students should understand that some people believe that the image was created miraculously and some do not. In 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, many more people would have believed in this type of miracle than do today. 
However, this miracle is accepted by the Catholic Church, which recently canonized Juan Diego as a saint. Students 
should list all the iconographic features of the image: the inclined head, the praying hands, the crown, the long 
dress, the veil covered with stars, the necklace or clasp with a cross in the background representing the light of the 
sun, the sun rays around her figure, the horns she stands on (representing the moon), and the angel who holds her 
up.  

#5  Primary 
Source / 
Secondary 
Source 

The Story of Guadalupe 
  
[Juan Diego says:] Am I just dreaming…. Where am I?.... Is it in the land of the flowers, the land of plentiful crops, 
the place of which our ancient forefathers used to speak? Is this the land of heaven?” (p. 63) 
 
Her [the Virgin of Guadalupe’s] precious face, which is perfectly wondrous, is courtly and somewhat dark; her 
precious torso is such that she appears to be a person of humility … (p. 89) 
 
[The Virgin of Guadalupe said] “I greatly wish and desire that they build my temple for me here, where I will manifest, 
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make known, and give to people all my love, compassion, aid, and protection. For I am the compassionate mother of 
you and of all you people here in this land …” (p. 65) 
  
Title of Source The story of Guadalupe  

Preferred Citation Sousa, Lisa, Stafford Poole, James Lockhart, and Miguel Sánchez López, trans.  The Story of 
Guadalupe: Luis Laso De La Vegas Huei Tlamahuiçoltica of 1649.  Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1998. 
 

 

For the Student 
 

The story of the appearance of the Virgin Mary to Juan Diego is similar to many other miracle stories told in 
Christianity throughout the world. The Virgin of Guadalupe already existed as an image and a cult in Spain. Before 
the Spanish conquest, the hill of Tepeyacac was already sacred to the Nahua goddess Tonantzin, whom the Nahua 
called “the Mother.” She was a goddess similar to Chicomecóatl (Source 1.) This story refers to other things that 
existed only in Nahua lands, in what is now central Mexico. For example, what language did the Virgin use? In each 
of the quotes, look for Nahua references. What special help did the Virgin of Guadalupe offer to the Nahua people? 

 
Vocabulary 

● Nahuatl: the language spoken by the Nahua (and the Aztecs) before and after the conquest 
● the land of the flowers: a translation of the Nahuatl word Xochitlalpan, which meant the Nahua heaven in the 

old religion. 
● courtly: noble, like a queen 
● torso: the chest; the middle part of the body 
● temple: a translation of the Nahuatl word teocalli, which meant a temple to the old gods 
● manifest: show 
● compassion: a feeling of deep sympathy and sadness for another person 

 
Secondary summary of the story 
A Nahua commoner named Juan Diego was walking along the road outside Mexico City by the hill of Tepeyacac in 
1531. Suddenly he heard beautiful music coming from the hill. He thought he was dreaming, or that he was in 
heaven. Then he heard a woman call out in Nahuatl, “Dear Juan, dear Juan Diego.” He realized that she was the 
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Virgin Mary of Guadalupe. She told him to go to the bishop of Mexico City, Juan de Zumárraga, and tell him this 
message: build a church here in my honor.  
 
Juan Diego went to the bishop and told him the Virgin’s message, but the bishop did not believe him. The bishop 
asked Juan Diego to give him a sign to confirm the story. In answer, the Virgin told Juan Diego to go to the top of the 
hill and pick the flowers. On top of the hill, Diego found beautiful flowers blooming in a place where they did not 
usually grow. He picked the flowers, wrapped them in his cloak, and took them to the bishop. When he returned to 
the bishop and opened up the cloak, the flowers fell on to the floor. On the cloak was a picture of the Virgin of 
Guadalupe as she had appeared to him on the hill of Tepeyacac. Bishop de Zumárraga was convinced that a 
miracle had happened, and he built a chapel at Tepeyacac to display the image. 

For the Teacher 
 

Make sure that students approach this story with respect and understand that historical analysis is supposed to 
avoid judgment. Remind them that historians do not need to decide whether the story is true. Historians ask what 
this source tells us about the religion and society of colonial Mexico; that is, that there were many Nahua elements in 
this story. First, the hill at Tepeyacac was already a sacred site for a goddess called “the Mother.” The Virgin spoke 
to Juan Diego in Nahuatl. Juan Diego thought he was in “the land of the flowers,” the Nahua heaven. Flowers were 
the sign Juan Diego showed to the bishop. The Virgin’s face was dark and she looked like a commoner, just like the 
ordinary Nahua people. She offered them personal love, compassion, and protection, as their mother. 

#6 Primary 
Source 

Luis Laso de la Vega, Huei tlamahuiçoltica 
(This is the same source as #4.) 
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Translation of title: 
BY A GREAT 
MIRACLE APPEARED 
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THE HEAVENLY 
QUEEN 
SAINT MARY, 
OUR PRECIOUS MOTHER OF GUADALUPE 
HERE NEAR THE GREAT ALTEPETL OF MEXICO, 
AT A PLACE CALLED TEPEYACAC. 
 

Title of Source Luis Laso de la Vega’s Huei tlamahuiçoltica Omonexiti in ilhuicac Tlatoca Çihuapilli Santa 
Maria Totlaçonantzin  

Date 1649 

Creator Luis Laso de la Vega 

Holding Institution John Carter Brown Library  

Link to Record https://archive.org/details/hueitlamahuiolti00lass/page/n3 

 

For the Student 
 

According to the story, Juan Diego’s vision happened in 1531, but the story was not written down until 1648. This 
book, written by Luis Laso de la Vega, told the story in both Nahuatl and Spanish. The book helped spread the cult 
(the worship) of the Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe beyond the local Nahua and Spanish communities in and around 
Mexico City to all of New Spain. Laso de la Vega used the Nahuatl word Totlaçonantzin (“our precious mother”) as a 
title for the Virgin. Europeans called her “the heavenly queen,” “the mother of God,” and “our lady.” Where did the 
Nahua get the title “our precious mother”? 

 
Vocabulary 

● Totlaçonantzin: our precious mother 
● Altepetl: region 
 

For the Teacher There is not much evidence for the cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe at Tepeyacac before the middle of the 
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 seventeenth century. There are reports of the existence of a chapel for her on this site. Most historians think that this 
story and image circulated locally among the Spanish and Nahua population before it was recorded by Laso de la 
Vega and others in the mid-seventeenth century. Students should notice that this book is a primary source, but not 
of the events it describes, which would have happened more than a century before. The book is a primary source for 
the development of the story and cult of the Virgin of Guadalupe in the mid-seventeenth century. Students should 
also recognize that the Nahua were calling the Virgin by the same name that they had used for the pre-conquest 
mother goddess, Tonantzin. 

#7  Primary 
Source 

7a. Two Religious Images of the Virgin of Guadalupe 
 
Virgin of Guadalupe (Virgen de Guadalupe), circa 1720 
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7b. Our Lady of Guadalupe, between circa 1780 and 1830 
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Title of Source 7a. Virgin of Guadalupe (Virgen de Guadalupe) 

7b. Our Lady of Guadalupe 

Holding Institution 7a. Los Angeles County Museum of Art 
7b. Smithsonian American Art Museum 

Link to Record  7a. https://collections.lacma.org/node/1946260. 
7b. https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/our-lady-guadalupe-8646 

 

For the Student 
 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the image and cult of the Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe became very 
popular throughout the colony of New Spain. Artists produced many images of the Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe for 
display in church and homes. Some were important works of art, and others were simple and less expensive, such 
as the second image, which was painted on wood. What was the iconography of these images? What features do 
the images share? How do those compare to the Nahua and European sources 1 and 2? 

For the Teacher 
 

These two images offer students evidence for extended iconographic analysis. Have them add to the list they began 
in Source 4 to make a detailed list of the images’ common characteristics.. Then have them construct a chart to 
compare those features with the Nahua statue of Chicomecóatl and the European miniature of Mary. The chart 
should have three columns: one for the features, one for the Nahua influence, and one for the European influence. 
Have students refer back to sources 1 and 2 to figure out the influences. Finish this activity by pointing out to 
students that the Mexican Virgin of Guadalupe — image and cult — represents a synthesis of Nahua and European 
iconography. Catholicism in Mexico is a syncretic religion, which Nahuas and Mesoamericans could accept more 
easily than European-style Catholicism imposed on them. 

#8  Primary 
Source 

8a:  A Secular Image of the Virgin of Guadalupe, 1681 
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8b:  
 

 
 
 

Title of Source 8a. Kino Frontispiece 

8b. Kino celestial map 

Holding Institution California Historical Society 
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For the Student 
 

In New Spain, the colonial society had a hierarchy of peninsulares (white Spanish people born in Spain), criollos 
(white Spanish people born in the colony), mestizos (mixed white Spanish and brown Mesoamerican), and indios 
(Indians; Nahuas and Mesoamericans.) The criollos, mestizos, and indios considered the Virgin of Guadalupe to be 
their own Mexican saint. As they pushed for independence from Spain, she became their symbol of the Mexican 
people and Mexican nation. The two images come from a book about astronomy printed in Mexico City in 1681. The 
author, a European Catholic priest named Eusebio Kino, wrote the book about a comet that appeared in 1680 and 
1681, just before he began traveling in what is today the southwestern United States. Kino chose to put the image of 
the Virgin of Guadalupe on the title page of the book and on a fold-out astronomical map because he had chosen 
her as his patroness, the saint to whom he would be most devoted. 

For the Teacher 
 

Eusebio Kino was a Jesuit, missionary, and cartographer, best known for his exploration and missionary activities in 
modern-day northern Sonora and Arizona. In this pamphlet he argued that the comet he had observed in Spain was 
a divine sign. The student text identifies him as a “priest” rather than a Jesuit. This is accurate, because all Jesuits 
are ordained as priests, but it avoids the complete identification for the sake of simplicity. Although Jesuits, 
Franciscans, Dominicans, and other orders carried out similar missions of conversion and education, Jesuits are not 
“brothers” and so can’t be called friars. You may wish to explain all this or skip it. It is more important for students to 
recognize that this pamphlet is not primarily a religious text. In the late 1600s many scholars belonged to the 
Catholic orders, and Jesuits were often highly educated.  
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III. English Language Development extension activity 

 
This excerpt from an early modern chronicle account of the Spanish conquest of Maya lands presents significant linguistic challenges to students. 
The first challenge relates to the text type. Chronicles reported events but did not explain why people were acting in these ways. The continuous 
narrative style combined dialogue with declarative sentences summarizing actions.  
 
Students can be confused about who is speaking or acting, because there are few transitional sentences explaining background or setting the 
stage for the following text. The sentence deconstruction chart will help students identify who is acting. A second challenge is that the chronicler 
decided what events to include and how to frame the events based on his perspective, but he rarely expressed bias openly. Instead the chronicler 
constructed the narrative to lead the reader toward an interpretation.  
 
Students will be tempted to accept the source at face value, because it appears to be a straightforward record of events. However, chroniclers 
had to please their patrons. This Chontal Maya chronicler was showing the Chontal Maya leaders, his patrons, in their best light. He had to be 
careful not to offend Chontal Maya leaders and important people, but also not to offend Spanish officials, friars, and soldiers, since the Spanish 
ruled over the Chontal Maya. To do this, he switched to the passive voice in the last two sentences, when he was describing how the Chontal 
Maya leaders (or perhaps Spanish soldiers) enforced the friar’s order to burn the statues of Maya gods.  
 
Chroniclers and historians often use the passive voice to relieve the actors from responsibility for certain politically sensitive events. For example, 
a historian might write in a textbook that “thousands of Indians were killed,” or “African Americans were stripped of their rights under Jim Crow 
laws” because these issues are still politically sensitive. In this case, the Chontal Maya leaders had either found and prosecuted Chontal Maya 
people who hid statues of Maya gods, or helped Spanish soldiers do that. Those Chontal Maya leaders were probably not proud of what they had 
done, especially since they did so under the threat of being militarily defeated by Spanish soldiers. The handout helps students recognize these 
issues and unpack the meaning hidden between the lines. 

 
Directions  
1. Explain the historical context of the text. Tell students that Spanish troops were conquering the lands of the Maya, including one subdivision, 

the Chontal Maya. Explain that the Spanish colonial government was eager to support the Catholic Church’s effort to convert the Maya, 
Nahua, and all Mesoamericans to Christianity, so friars (the Church’s preachers and missionaries) went with the troops everywhere. The 
friars didn’t carry weapons, but the Spanish soldiers would kill anyone who bothered or threatened a friar. The soldiers enforced the friars’ 
actions. Because this event happened after 25 years of Spanish rule in other parts of Mesoamerica, the Chontal Mayans knew that if they 
defied the friar, Spanish soldiers would enforce his orders and punish them as well. 
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2. Have students complete the first four columns of the sentence deconstruction chart in Part I. Then have them use that information to discuss 
the questions in the last column. 

3. As a whole class, go over each completed chart to make sure students understand how the parts of the text function and give meaning. 
4. Explain to students how authors and historians sometimes use passive voice to hide responsibility for embarrassing or unpopular actions 

(see Teacher Background for details.) Point out the sentences in the excerpt that employ passive voice. Review the analysis of the first 
sentence carefully. If students struggle with the questions, do the second sentence as a whole class as well. 

5. Organize students in groups or pairs and have them complete the remaining sentences. Review as a whole class. Since this is a fairly difficult 
task, expect that they will make many mistakes.  

6. Direct students to connect the source back to the original investigative question: What were the effects of exchanges at Tenochtitlán / Mexico 
City in the sixteenth through eighteenth centuries? 
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