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Visibility and Invisibility in the Sculpture of Colonial Quito

The most commonly owned individual sculpture 
in eighteenth-century collections in Quito was the 
“Niño Cristo.” Also referred to as “Niño Jesús” or 
simply “Niño” in notarial documents, these figures were 
usually depicted in one of two versions: lying down as 
part of a nativity group or standing as an individual 
sculpture. Though the exact provenance of the object 
is unknown, the Casa de Cultura collection in Quito 
houses a representative example of the latter (fig. 1). 
Standing in a subtle contrapposto stance, the child 
exhibits an easy sway that creates a relaxed yet dynamic 
movement, shifting the weight throughout the body 
from the feet through the arms, which are suspended 
in midair as they reach in opposite directions. That 
movement highlights the toddler-like plumpness of 
form around the midsection, thighs, arms, and face, as 
well as the untouched perfection of the skin with its 
flawless surface appearance that eases gently between 
rosy pink and warm milky white hues. The nude 
diminutive body also emphasizes smooth surfaces 
that appear more like porcelain than wood and paint. 
Tiny details offer precious discoveries in toenails, 
a navel, thigh dimples, teeth, and more. The raw 
materials of wood, glass, gesso, and paint pigments were 
transformed through such a thorough process of artistic 

refinement that they imitate the figure with a subtlety 
and fineness that enchanted and awed contemporary 
buyers and authors, stirring decades of discourse on the 
topic. 

Despite the fact that they came from diverse 
backgrounds and wrote with unique biases and purposes 
at different times over the course of the second half 
of the eighteenth century, the authors who wrote on 
Quito’s sculpture reiterate the same assertion: it was 
of high quality, a declaration often made through 
comparisons and connections to Europe and European 
taste. One of the more detailed descriptions derives 
from the 1771 account of Father Mario Cicala, an 
Italian Jesuit priest who resided in the Audiencia of 
Quito for twenty-four years. Writing in Italy after the 
Jesuit expulsion in 1767, he assumes a celebratory tone 
when he states that painting and sculpture flourished 
in Quito. Cicala proclaims the arts of Quito were 
“truly among the most perfect, giving Quito no reason 
to be jealous of the art of Europe.”1 He continues to 
explain that sculpture was shipped throughout Spanish 
America where it held great esteem, appreciated for its 
“perfection, delicacy, and elegance.”2 Like Cicala, other 
authors repeated descriptions of sculpture’s perfection 
and designated it as an object that suited European 
taste, whether judged to be as good as European 
products or admired and directly consumed in the Old 
World.3

1.  Mario Cicala, Descripción histórico-topográfica de la Provincia de Quito 
de la Compañía de Jesús (Quito: Biblioteca Ecuatoriana “Aurelio Espinosa 
Polit,” 1994), 210-211. 

2. Cicala, Descripción. Translation by the author.
3.  Cicala, Descripción.  Jorge Juan, Jorge and Antonio de Ulloa, Relación 

histórica del viage a la América Meridional hecho de Orden de S. Mag. para 
medir algunos grados de meridiano terrestre y venir por ellos en conocimiento de 
la verdadera figura y magnitud de la tierra, con otras observaciones astronomicas 
y phisicas (Madrid: Impresa del Orden del Rey Nuestro Señor, 1748), accessed 
on http://hdl.handle.net/2027/ucm.531652863x; Juan Domingo Coleti, S.I., 
“Relación inédita de la ciudad de Quito,” in Quito a través de los siglos, vol. 2 
(Quito: Imprenta municipal, 1938), 50-64; Juan de Velasco, Historia del Reino 
de Quito en la América Meridional (Quito: Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana).
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The notion of taste is most clearly conveyed in 
a 1793 report in which the cabildo (municipal council) 
stated that painting and sculpture produced in Quito 
was admired by intelligent people and people “de buen 
gusto,” those with good taste.4 As art historian Paul Niell 
explains, the idea of buen gusto was not a stable concept 
between regions and capitals in Spanish America. 
Although this concept was often associated with the 
Neoclassical style, in Latin America other styles and 
objects could be “willed into being tasteful.”5 Within 
this discourse on quiteño sculpture, “good taste” was 
directly linked to European art and thus identified the 
product as refined. 

4. Archivo Nacional de Historia, Quito (ANH/Q), Sección Gobierno, 
caja 48, expediente 4. 

5.  Paul Niell, Introduction in Buen Gusto and Classicism in the Visual 
Cultures of Latin America, 1780-1910 (Albuquerque: University of New Mex-
ico Press, 2013), xxv. 

The Visibility and Invisibility of Refinement

For something to successfully become regarded 
as refined, it needed to achieve the greatest distance 
possible from its original resource and the human 
intervention involved in the refinement process. It 
should not visually betray the “what,” the “who,” and 
the “how” of its creation. As co-authors Lesley Wolff, 
Michael Carrasco, and Paul Niell state in Decolonizing 
Refinement, a fundamental paradox of refinement is that 
it “demands invisible labor to create the most visible 
of products.”6 The paradoxical relationship between 
the visible and invisible they describe as inhering in 
refined products such as sugar, for example, is present 
in eighteenth-century quiteño sculpture as well. In 

6.  Lesley A.Wolff, Michael D. Carrasco, and Paul B. Niell, “Rituals of
Refinement: Edouard Duval-Carrié’s Historical Pursuits,” in Decolonizing 
Refinement: Contemporary Pursuits in the Art of Edouard Duval-Carrié (Tal-
lahassee: FSU Museum of Fine Arts Press, 2018), 14, 20.

Figure 1. Unidentified artist, Christ Child, eighteenth century, wood 12⅝ x 5⅞ 
in. (32 x 15 cm). Colección del Museo de Arte Colonial, de los Museos de la Casa 

de la Cultura Ecuatoriana, Quito, Ecuador (photograph by the author)
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this case, the invisible producer is the Indigenous and 
mestizo sculptor.7

The present study applies Wolff, Carrasco, and 
Niell’s decolonial model of refinement. I consider the 
relationship between labor and final product to examine 
what sculpture’s refinement signified in eighteenth-
century Quito. It is important to confront the rupture 
between the invisible artists and the visible “European” 
art form because Quito’s art history has perpetuated 
the division through the limited number of inquiries 
scholars have made over the years about the Indigenous 
contribution to sculpture.8 This is because in the past 
when scholars addressed sculptor and sculpture together, 
they found it difficult to move beyond querying 
the absence of visual signs of Indigenous making. 
They sought to understand the contrast between 
the outwardly European forms of the sculptures that 
deny the presence of the non-European sculptors. The 
resulting question is often to ask why the Indigenous 
presence appears so visibly absent.9 The objective of this 
investigation is to overcome the art historical limitations 
directly connected to sculpture’s European refinement. 
I establish a new avenue of inquiry by considering not 
why the sculptors were not doing something more 
visibly “Indigenous,” but instead focusing on the forms 
they did produce, drawing together the maker and the 
final product.

Focusing on this relationship between the visible 
and invisible, I extend beyond only the Indigenous 
artist to consider how Indigenous residents of Quito 
more broadly engaged with this celebrated local art 
form. Highlighting the tension between the Indigenous 
quiteño’s invisibility and his agency, I argue that 
formally the sculptures maintain the Indigenous 
producer and consumer’s invisibility and support 
hegemonic structures of colonial power. Yet Indigenous 

7.  Susan Verdi Webster, “Vantage Points: Andeans and Europeans in the 
Construction of Colonial Quito,” Colonial Latin American Review 20, no. 
3 (2011). Webster’s consideration of the invisible Indigenous actors in seven-
teenth-century Quito and their professional agency was highly influential in 
shaping the direction and approach of my argument.

8.  Scholars tend to separate their discussions of sculptural production 
and the final product. This is a pattern that was established by the two most 
influential texts on Quiteño sculpture in the field: José Gabriel Navarro’s 
Escultura en el Ecuador durante los siglos XVI, XVII y XVIII (Madrid: Real 
Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando, 1929) and Gabrielle Palmer’s 
Sculpture in the Kingdom of Quito (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 1987). Both authors acknowledge the Indigenous heritage of sculptors 
and the visual connections between European (mainly Spanish) and Ecua-
dorian works. They do not draw the discussions together.

9. Kennedy Troya, “La esquiva presencia indígena en el arte colonial
quiteño,” Procesos, Revista ecuatoriana de historia 4 (1993).

residents of Quito were able to navigate that invisibility 
and negotiate their own power as they related to these 
objects. In the end, Indigenous sculptors and consumers 
undermined the paradigm that defined refinement as 
something connected solely to Europe and European 
society.

Concealing the Artist & The Coloniality of 
Refinement

So as not to “extricate the visual arts from 
the conditions of colonialism” as art historian 
Ananda Cohen-Aponte urges in “Decolonizing 
the Global Renaissance: A View from the Andes,” 
I  begin by recognizing the coloniality of Quitenian 
sculpture’s refinement.10 Both the refined purportedly 
“European” quality of the Quitenian figures as well 
as the eighteenth-century accounts that described 
them obscured the Indigenous and mestizo artist, 
and more broadly the Indigenous resident of Quito, 
by fracturing him from the object. Maintaining that 
invisibility and rupture served the artistic hegemony 
by supporting narratives that emphasized Europe and 
the reproduction of European culture as the center and 
pinnacle of artistic achievement. It was a naturalized 
imposition of a European cultural imaginary in 
Quito. 

Focusing on the visible, sculpture performed 
this role materially. In no way can one ascertain 
information on the materials, people, and processes 
involved in making a figure by simply looking at it. 
The superb refinement of materials and European 
style meant that the Indigenous and mestizo sculptors 
left no visible trace of their intervention. Notarial 
documents, contemporary accounts, chemical analyses, 
for example, are required to supplement what the 
sculptures hide. The figures also render the artist’s 
presence in society invisible through the skin tone of the 
sculptures. Figures primarily depict religious subjects 
represented as northern Europeans with milky white 
flesh and narrow mouths and noses. The process of 
refining sculpture’s materials—covering brown wood 
or grey lead with white gesso and paint—literally 
whitewashed the figures. With delightful chubby faces, 
sculpture’s refined whiteness and facial proportions 

10. Ananda Cohen-Aponte, “Decolonizing the Global Renaissance:
A View from the Andes,” in The Globalization of Renaissance Art: A Crit-
ical Review, ed. Daniel Savoy (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 71; and Aníbal Quijano, 
“Coloniality of Power, Eurocentrism, and Social Classification,” in Colonial-
ity at Large: Latin America and the Postcolonial Debate (Durham and Lon-
don: Duke University Press, 2008), 181-224.
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obscured the brownness of its mestizo and Indigenous 
creators. As seen in the Christ Child, the white skin 
depicted in the sculptures conveys no hint of tanned 
or brown tones. Instead, flesh is rendered with cool 
undertones of grey, blue, and white flushed with a bright 
pink blush. These standards of racial iconographic 
representation that sculptors were expected to 
recreate further separated Indigenous people from the 
figures. 

I am not suggesting that we should expect 
Indigenous and mestizo artists to be limited to depicting 
Indigenous and mestizo scenes. Rather, the works that 
sculptors made removed their representation from 
Quito’s visual culture despite the fact that they had 
such an important role in creating what defined that 
visual culture as noteworthy, unique, and as “good” as 
Europe. That erasure of the artist/laborer established 
unequal social relations in which the predominantly 
Indigenous and mestizo sculptors were more easily 
framed by eighteenth-century authors as anonymous 
laborers who worked to produce products for the 
consumption and appreciation of audiences in a 
performance of supposedly socially refined European 
taste. In this way, sculpture served a colonial hierarchical 
system of consumption in which the producer and 
the final product were placed in an unequal balance 
that privileged the visual. Sculpture thereby supported 
hegemonic structures of colonial power through 
form.

As a colonial object, sculpture inhabited an 
unsteady place that required reconciliation between 
its refined (European) qualities and its local, quiteño 
origins. Ironically, to highlight the remarkableness 
of the fact that it was of such high quality that suited 
European taste while remaining fully quiteño, the 
invisible artist needed to be addressed in written 
discourse. Despite his invisibility, the local artist was 
a fundamental defining aspect that made sculpture 
something unique to and fully “of Quito” rather than of 
Europe. 

In addition to validating sculpture’s refined 
quality through comparisons to Europe, the second 
common assertion contemporary authors made was 
that Indigenous people and/or mestizos were the 
creators. While they were impressed by the talent 
Indigenous and mestizo sculptors had for production 
and execution, authors tempered those expressions of 
awe by making sure to separate the artists from white 
society—describing them as poor, uneducated, dirty, 

and lazy.11 As will be addressed later in this article, these 
accounts of Indigenous and mestizo sculptors willfully 
ignored the professional autonomy and artistic agency 
they exercised as they negotiated their power within the 
colonial system.

Remarking upon the ethnic identity of the 
artist in their accounts of quiteño sculpture allowed 
eighteenth-century writers to define the figures as 
what today would be termed “hybrid,” in which there 
is a mixture that inheres in the objects that combines 
the working hands of the local Indigenous sculptor 
with the exceptional refined style. Hybridity was the 
reconciliation that allowed the contemporary authors 
to remark upon quiteño sculpture as unique to and 
defining of Quito without disrupting the hierarchical 
colonial balance introduced and maintained by the 
refinement of the sculpture itself. As Dana Liebsohn 
and Carolyn Dean explain in their article “Hybridity 
and its Discontents,” to define something as hybrid, 
one must recognize difference, actively identifying 
what does and does not fit a cultural norm, thereby 
creating an “us” and a “them.”12 Although by discussing 
the artist they “rescue” him from his invisibility in the 
sculpture as an object, the contemporary authors are 
actively practicing this “exercise of discrimination”—
to borrow Liebsohn and Dean’s phrase.13 Noting the 
hybridity of the object was far from associating the 
refined product with its maker. Instead, it served to 
reinforce the fracture by highlighting difference and 
turning the sculptor into the colonial “other.” In doing 
so the eighteenth-century writers simultaneously uphold 
quiteño sculpture as enacting colonial hegemonic 
structures while praising it as good and unique to 
Quito. In other words, to deal with the fundamental 
paradox of refinement, eighteenth-century authors 
identify details that are essential to the process of 
colonization.

Despite the manner in which sculpture and 
contemporary authors enacted and asserted the 
coloniality of refinement, sculpture did not perfectly 
adhere to the ideals of the European cultural imaginary. 
As something produced by local artists with local 
materials in a widely recognized local style, quiteño 
sculpture overturned the paradigm that only refined 

11. Cicala, Descripción histórico-topográfica; Jorge Juan, Jorge and Anto-
nio de Ulloa, Relación histórica del viage a la América Meridional; Coleti, 
“Relación inédita de la ciudad de Quito.” 

12.  Carolyn Dean and Dana Leibsohn, “Hybridity and Its Discontents: 
Considering Visual Culture in Colonial Spanish America,” Colonial Latin 
American Review 12, no. 1 ( June 1, 2003), 6.

13.  Dean and Leibsohn, 24.
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things could come from Europe. In the ideas that 
follow, I reverse the process of refinement to expose 
the who and the how, and collapse the distance 
between sculpture’s visible form and its invisible 
producer. 

Navigating Invisibility: Indigenous Production 
& Consumption

Drawing from art historian Susan Verdi Webster’s 
approach to the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
building trade in Quito, I recognize that form and its 
visible qualities, while important, can be deceptive—
what she calls “slippery things.”14 Indigenous residents 
of Quito existed within and navigated the imposed 
invisibility asserted by the refined figures and the written 
accounts in ways that contradicted the coloniality of 
refinement. As producers and consumers, they related 
to the objects with degrees of autonomy and agency that 
the visible forms let slip past. 

Production

Records on the sculptor-carpenter’s guild from 
the late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-centuries 
reveal that sculptors exercised considerable autonomy 
within their profession. First, the sculptor’s guild made 
a late appearance in 1690. This was around one hundred 
years after guilds for tailors, shoemakers, and other 
trades had been established in Quito and about fifty 
years after comparable guilds in painting and gilding 
had been established in Lima and Cusco.15 This left 
almost two centuries for the profession to build outside 
of the Spanish institution of the guild system. Second, 
once established, the guild was granted considerable 
autonomy in comparison to others in Quito such as 
that of silverworkers. The cabildo constantly allowed 
for change and flexibility of guild groups concerning 
the woodworking trades and the freedom to run 
workshops individually until the late 1740s when 

14.  Webster, “Vantage Points,” 307.
15.  Actas del Cabildo del San Francisco de Quito 1688-1696, vol. XLV 

(Quito: Archivo Metropolitano de Historia, 2012), 86; Webster, “Mas-
ters of the Trade: Native Artisans, Guilds, and the Construction of Colo-
nial Quito,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 68, no 1 (2009): 
13-15; Alexandra Kennedy Troya, “Transformación del papel de talleres arte-
sanales quiteños en el siglo XVIII: el caso de Bernardo Legarda,” Anales del 
Museo de América 2 (1994): 67; Gloria Garzón M., “Situación de los talleres: 
gremios y artesanos Quito, Siglo XVIII,” en El Simposio de Historia del Arte: 
artes “académicas” y populares del Ecuador (Quito: Abya-Yala; Cuenca: Fun-
dación Paul Rivet, 1995), 19.

they stopped regulating the guild altogether.16 This 
loose management and the late appearance of the 
sculptor’s guild seem to have been largely influenced 
by Indigenous dominance in the profession. 
Organizational structures tied to the Indigenous and 
mestizo communities in Quito were already in place 
to guide the sculpture trade such as confraternities, 
family dynasties, and the república de indios (a separate 
Indigenous commonwealth subservient to Spanish 
colonial rule). 

In addition, Indigenous and mestizo sculptors 
also exercised considerable artistic agency in the 
decisions involved in the design of sculpture—another 
detail eighteenth-century accounts neglected to 
acknowledge. European prints, Asian ivories, porcelain 
and more entered Quito throughout the colonial 
period.17 Direct comparisons to these imported sources 
suggest a multitude of referents converged in the 
formation of Quito’s distinctive sculptural vernacular. 
The Christ Child serves as a case study with formal and 
stylistic similarities to a combination of foreign images. 
An Asian ivory sculpture of the same subject dated to 
the eighteenth-century and located in Quito’s Museo 
Nacional could have inspired the posture of the quiteño 
figure with near identical gestures as the arms bend at 
the elbows and reach outward and the hips gently dip 
in a contrapposto stance (fig. 2). The ivory and wooden 
figures also share similar physical frames, sculpted to 
appear soft and chubby, emphasized by the tucks and 
wrinkles in their abdomens and thighs. However, the 
quiteño figure departs from the Asian ivory in several 
ways. The sculptor reversed the position in the quiteño 
Christ Child, placing the weight in the opposite hip 

16.  Actas del Cabildo de San Francisco de Quito 1688-1696; Susan Verdi 
Webster, Lettered Artists and the Languages of Empire: Painters and the Pro-
fession in Early Colonial Quito (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2017), 76; 
Alexandra Kennedy Troya, “Transformacion,” 67; Kennedy Troya, “Arte y 
artistas quiteños de exportación,” en Arte de la Real Audiencia de Quito, siglos 
XVII-XIX (Hondarribia: Editorial Nerea, 2002), 198.

17. For more on European prints in Quito, see: Justo Estebaranz, “La 
escultura barroca quiteña y sus modelos grabados,” Laboratorio de arte 25 
(2013), 458-63. Almerindo Ojeda, Introduction to De Augsburgo a Quito: 
fuentes grabadas del arte jesuita quiteño del siglo XVIII (Quito: Fundación 
Iglesia de la Compañía de Jesús, 2015). For an introduction to the use of prints 
in the New World visit PESSCA database. For more on Asian objects in the 
New World and in Quito see: Palmer, Sculpture in the Kingdom of Quito, 132-
134; Marjorie Trusted, “Propaganda and Luxury: Small-Scale Baroque Sculp-
tures in Viceregal America and the Philippines,” in Asia and Spanish America: 
Trans-Pacific Artistic and Cultural Exchange, 1500-1850 (Denver: Denver Art 
Museum, 2009), 160-162. Trusted also discusses the relationship between 
Quiteño works and other types of ivory sculpted objects such as spherical 
diptychs, which I do not focus on here. For more on porcelain in Quito, see 
Palmer, Sculpture in the Kingdom of Quito.
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with a less exaggerated s-curve through the body. He 
instead chose to pull the left leg back, slightly lifting the 
left foot, which makes the Christ Child figure appear 
as if it has been caught in a precise moment stepping 
forward. The effect enlivens the figure as it creates a 
sense of motion.

Another feature particular to the quiteño figure 
is the thick neck, broad open forehead, and soft rounded 
curls which the sculptor seems to have borrowed 
from German prints such as Martin Schongauer’s late 
fifteenth-century engraving Christ the Child as Salvator 
Mundi (fig. 3). Although the ivory figure has a similarly 
broad forehead, the hairline slopes down in thick waves 
to a widow’s peak that creates a heart-shaped face. The 
hairline of the Christ child in the German print, on the 
other hand, rises high into the cranium where the curls 
sit flat on the head. The quiteño sculpture presents a 
similar rendering in which the hair is sculpted flat on 
the head with a middle part and pulled far back from 
the face to expose the temples and ears. Meanwhile, 
the tiny open mouth featuring miniscule teeth, visually 
emphasized by subtly tilting the face upward toward                        

e in sculpture that established Quito’s place firmly 
within international networks of art circulation. This 
exhibition of artistic knowledge perhaps discloses an 
ambition to establish their intellectual reputation as 
artists that extended beyond their skill.18 Ultimately, 
the sculptor was the well-informed author in addition 
to the skilled producer of sculpture, and ensured 
the regulation of quality and the perpetuation of 
the singular, uniform style exhibited in hundreds of 
figures.

Through the high volume of works, sculptors 
established a recognizable quiteño sculptural corpus 
drawn together by uniformit y expressed in the 
application of specific stylistic traits across different 
subjects. Sculptors cultivated a specific look that united 
their products and tied them to their place of origin, 
making them recognizably quiteño. One key feature 
that is a hallmark of the quiteño style is the idealized, 

18. Aaron Hyman, “Painting as Double Response in Colonial New
Spain,” as part of Blanton Lectures series: Inventiveness and Invention 
in Spanish Colonial Art, Nov. 19, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=vfFrjnkqI4I&t=6s

Figure 3. Martin Schongauer, Christ the Child as Salvator Mundi, 1469-1482, 
engraving. PESSCA 1586A

Figure 2. Unidentified artist, Christ Child, ivory. Colección Museo 
Nacional del Ecuador, Quito, Ecuador (photograph courtesy of Christoph 
Hirtz)
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androgynous face frequently depicted with slightly 
parted lips or open mouths showing teeth as mentioned 
above. 

The youthful and European idealization of 
quiteño faces with narrow mouths and long, thin noses 
is applied across figures of varying representations. For 
example, the Christ Child, a figure of Saint John the 
Evangelist, and a figure of the Virgin Mary represent 
three separate personages and narrative moments, 
yet each showcases the same smooth, symmetrical 
visage free of blemishes with large eyes that conveys 
a youthful and healthy liveliness (figs. 4 & 5). The 
face, in its supple fullness, changes very little across 
not only the representations of different genders but 
also different ages and expressions of emotion from 
calm, maternal delight as Mary gazes down at Christ, 
to distress upon witnessing the death of Christ in the 
eyes of John the Evangelist. The sculptors carved the 
heads with anatomical accuracy that reflects the skull 
yet maintained a distance from reality by keeping the 
cuts and curvatures shallow and understated. It remains 
perfected and idealized as full, flawless, and youthful. 
Sculptors in Quito pursued and cultivated the same 
face with little discrimination in a show of stylistic 
uniformity.

This consistency of style in the eighteenth-
century sculpture of Quito was decisive. Sculptors 
purposefully cultivated a consistent style that showcased 
their skill through details like open mouths with tiny 
teeth. I contend that while they were appealing to 
market demand, sculptors were also consolidating style 
in a way that associated it with Quito. The similarities 
in designs and style suggest sculptors were not merely 
drawing inspiration from the same imported sources, 
but they were also, or perhaps even predominantly, using 
one another as sources. The fact that many workshops 
were working in the same style could have created a 
sense of community through art, further tying sculpture 
to Quito as a place. The idea of a stylistic uniformity 
shows that workshops were looking to the art being 
produced at the time and re-creating it in a way that was 
self-referential. 

Consumption

The fundamental paradox of refinement 
supported the racial us-them dichotomy expressed by 
eighteenth-century authors that extends beyond the 
maker-product relationship to address the product-
consumer relationship. Their racialized narratives 
established the poor-indio-producer as the colonial 

Figure 5. Unidentified artist, Virgin Mary (part of a nativity group), eighteenth 
century, wood 17⅜ x 5⅞ in. (44 x 15 cm). Colección del Museo de Arte 
Colonial, de los Museos de la Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana, Quito, Ecuador 
(photograph by the author)

Figure 4. Unidentified artist, Saint John the Evangelist (part of a Calvary 
group), eighteenth century, wood 17⅜ x 5⅞ in. (44 x 15 cm). Colección del 
Museo de Arte Colonial, de los Museos de la Casa de la Cultura Ecuatoriana, 
Quito, Ecuador (photograph by the author)
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“other” and entirely separate from elite-blanco-consumer 
and viewer for which the refined product was made. 
They insinuate that it was exclusively white consumers, 
or even more specifically the gente decente (“decent 
people;” considered honorable, respectable people 
of Spanish descent), as people of good “European” 
taste, that desired these refined products. However, in 
addition to exercising agency in their profession and the 
design and execution of sculpture, Indigenous residents 
of Quito—definitively not gente decente—were also 
counted among its consumers, undermining the idea 
that refinement, or rather refined products, were 
reserved for and accessible to only blancos and European 
authorities.

Archival documents such as testaments and 
inventories of Indigenous residents of Quito illustrate a 
different reality from that presented by authors in which 
blancos and indios led entirely separate lives. People 
of Indigenous heritage owned homes in areas at the 
core of the city traditionally viewed as predominantly 
Hispanic. They lived alongside white society, not only 
as servants or tenants in white households. They also 
married white spouses and owned refined quiteño 
sculpture like Pascuala Quiros.19 In her last will and 
testament, she identifies herself as “india natural de 
esta ciudad [Quito]” and declares that she lived in 
a house in the “barrio de la Merced” located in El 
Sagrario with her first husband, whom she notes was 
of Indigenous descent. Her second marriage was to 
Thomas Velasquez, notably not identified as indio. She 
owned three sculptures, all typical in subject matter to 
those owned by individuals who identified as blanco: a 
large figure of Our Lady of the Rosary, a figure of Saint 
Anthony, and a figure of the Christ Child with a small 
accompanying cradle, which perhaps bore similarities 
to the Christ Child that introduced this article, 
although Quiros’s figure likely was in a reclined rather 
than standing position since it was accompanied by a 
cradle.

 Although Indigenous people of Quito like 
Pascuala Quiros are represented in the archive as owners 
of locally produced sculpture through various notarial 
documents such as testaments and inventories, they are 
the minority. Blancos represent the majority of sculpture 
owners in notarial documents.20 However, these archival 
sources, by the very nature of their execution, do not 

19.  ANH/Q, Protocolos Notariales, notaría sexta, vol. 93, fols. 93r-94v.
20.  Leslie E. Todd, “Reconciling Colonial Contradictions: The Multiple

Roles of Sculpture in Eighteenth-Century Quito,” (PhD Dissertation, Uni-
versity of Florida, 2019), 162 and appendix H.

represent the whole of society. Commissioning a notary 
to execute a document was a conscious choice that 
individuals made and not one that everyone wanted or 
could afford. Each page cost around one or two reales. 
Though not extremely expensive, it could have been 
enough to dissuade individuals from seeking to obtain 
official, notarized documents. Because of this, notarial 
documents render a large portion of society invisible, 
more specifically Indigenous people and non-gente 
decente who either were not well-versed in the notarial 
process, were not inclined to pay a notary, or sought 
alternative forms and methods of documentation.21 
This fact supported the colonial agenda and reflects the 
invisibility of Indigenous peoples enacted by both the 
sculptures and the racialized narratives of eighteenth-
century authors. 

 Nevertheless, by owning sculpture and 
declaring that ownership in official documents, 
Indigenous residents of Quito took control of their 
image and identity in society through the careful acts 
of consumption and self-fashioning. They expressed 
their piety (for the sculptures predominantly represent 
holy figures), their good taste, and their belonging 
to Quito as local consumers of a uniquely local 
product.

Conclusion: Negotiating Power through 
Constricted Agency

As both producers and consumers, Indigenous 
residents of Quito exercised agency within the 
invisibility imposed upon them by sculpture’s refined 
visible forms and the eighteenth-century accounts. 
Although within that agency they did not directly 
oppose their invisibility, they did contradict the 
coloniality of sculpture’s refinement. Indigenous 
sculptors and consumers took on active roles in creating 
and maintaining sculpture as a key art form that defined 
Quito’s local visual culture in ways that ultimately 
undermined the paradigm that refinement was tied 
solely to Europe and white society. They supported the 
local market and supported themselves as they made 
savvy design choices that established a recognizable local 
style.

21.  Scholars have shown how Indigenous people both used the notarial 
system and developed systems and practices of literacy outside of it. See 
Susan Verdi Webster, Lettered Artists; Kathryn Burns, “Making Indigenous 
Archives: The Quilcaycamayoc of Colonial Cuzco,” Hispanic American His-
torical Review 91, no. 4 (November 1, 2011): 665–89; and Joanne Rappaport 
and Thomas Cummins, Beyond the Lettered City: Indigenous Literacies in the 
Andes (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012).
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That autonomy and agency, however, does not 
suggest an active resistance to colonial social, artistic, 
or professional norms. Indigenous quiteños remained 
subject to Spanish colonial rule, and their agency is 
thus best qualified as constricted. After all, it was the                               
that granted the sculpture guild the freedom to operate 
as it did. Indigenous sculptors remained an unequal, 
distinct, colonial “other” expressed within colonizing 
contemporary accounts and separated by the accepted 
colonial institution of the república de indios. And 
they made objects according to the taste and desire of 
an imposed European cultural imaginary. Meanwhile, 
Indigenous consumers demonstrated that they received 
and accepted three key messages of Spanish dominance: 
(1) Spanish Catholicism was the religious hegemony, (2)
European refinement was the definition of good taste,
and (3) to belong one was required to consume the way
people in white society consumed. Their agency and
visibility in this case was constricted not only by the
European system of taste as the cultural norm, but also
by the notarial process.

Nevertheless, colonial subjects could and did 
relate to colonial objects in ways that resisted hegemonic 
expectations. Within a narrow space allowed by 
hegemonic power, significant action took place. In 
this case, Indigenous residents negotiated their power 
and place in quiteño society as they exercised their 
constricted agency. They expressed their artistic status 
by showcasing their skill and knowledge of international 
art forms and performed their colonial identities as 
consumers of refined products. While perhaps not a 
clear-cut resistance, their actions were resistant as they 
denied and negated the lack of agency suggested by their 
invisibility.
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