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Now housed in Crisfco Rey Church in Santa Fe, the reredos of 
Our Lady of Light is set in the rear wall behind the altar. It 
is carved from a native, light-colored, tightly compressed vol­ 
canic stone. Although patches of the original polychrome decora­ 
tion remain visible on its surface, the paint has worn so much 
in the last 210 years that only faint browns, blues, and yellows 
are left. The overall dimensions of the piece are, at the 
greatest points, 18 feet, 4 inches wide, and 25 feet, 8 inches 
high.

The iconography of the reredos includes the following portray­ 
als carved in bas relief. At the very top, in a semi-circle, is 
an image of God wearing the papal crown. In a square area di­ 
rectly below are figures of the Mother and Child, placed in the 
midst of a tree. This is the Lady of Valvanera, a favorite of 
the Benedictine Order, and an unusual representation in the 
Franciscan territory of New Mexico. Below the Lady of Valvanera 
is another square containing the figure of Santiago, the patron 
saint of Spain and the protector of the highest military order 
of Spanish knighthood. He is depicted in the popular Latin- 
American manner as a warrior on horseback with a sword in one 
hand and a standard in the other. To his left is St. Joseph, 
with the infant Jesus on his left arm and his flowering staff in 
his right hand. To the right of Santiago is St. John Nepomuck, 
patron of Bohemia and protector of the Jesuit Order. Below is 
St. Francis Solano, canonized in 1726, a Franciscan missionary 
in South America, portrayed standing over a group of Indians. 
Across from Solano is St. Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuit 
Order, shown standing on two globes, holding his standard and an 
open book inscribed with the Order's motto: Ad mairorem Dei 
gloriam (for the greater glory of God).

Between these two lower figures is a niche that originally 
held an oil painting of the Lady of Light, but which now has a 
stone portrait slab of the same figure. It represents the Lady 
rescuing a human being from the jaws of a monster (Satan), while 
she is being crowned by angels. In her left arm she holds the 
infant Jesus, who is taking two flaming hearts from a basket 
held by another angel. It is this representation that gives the 
reredos its name. The carved portrait was incorporated in the 
reredos in 1940.
At the bottom of the whole screen, on either side, are ellip­ 

tical plaques carved with the following inscription:
A devocion de Senor DN FCO Anton del Valle, Gobernador y 
Capitan General de este reino. Y de su esposa Dna Maria 
Ignacia Martinez de Ugarte ano Cristiano 1761 
(By the devotion of Senor Don Francisco Antonio del Valle, 
Governor and Captain General of this kingdom. And of his
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

In 1760, the Spanish Governor, Francisco Antonio Marin del 
Valle, had a military chapel built on the Santa Fe Plaza, on 
land which he had bought for that purpose. Not only did he fi­ 
nance the construction of the building, known as La Castrense, 
but he donated as the central interior decoration a stone rere- 
dos carved by masons brought up from Zacatecas, Mexico. The 
Governor, a devout and wealthy man, conceived of this project 
as a fitting way to benefit the territory he governed.

Stone for the reredos, of volcanic origin, was quarried in 
the barrancas of nearby Pojoaque. It was most probably carved 
inside the new building, a conclusion based on the discovery of 
numerous chisel-marked fragments of the same stone during an 
archeological excavation and survey of the site in 1955.

The occasion of the construction of the new chapel and the 
fashioning of this unique New Mexican stone reredos—significan 
in themselves—were enhanced by the visit of the Bishop of 
Durango, Pedro Tamaron, who described the work on the chapel 
and reredos in his report to the King of Spain written in 1760.

Governor Marin del Valle was also instrumental in organizing 
the confraternity of Our Lady of Light, a religious society 
connected with the new place of worship. Their constitution, 
drafted in 1760, contained the following remarks:

It is well known how zealously and fervently the said 
Governor was serving Our Most Blessed Lady of Light by 
fostering the building of her church and planning the 
construction of the big reredos of white native stone 
as the main altar, in which he would place the picture 
of Our Most Blessed Lady of Light.

The painting referred to was a copy of a 17th century Italian 
work. It was displayed in a large niche in the lower center of 
the reredos. The stone piece itself was carved in a manner 
which may be described as the primitive repetition of Renais­ 
sance style. Although reminiscent of the sculptural techniques
of 16th century Europe, it is essentially colonial, and indeed 
New Mexican, in feeling, with details similar to tjie eccles­ 
iastical stone work of Zacatecas. After the carving was
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8. (continued)
finished, the figures and decorative detail were painted with 
water soluble colors, but today the piece is so faded that it is 
impossible to tell what it looked like when the paint was fresh. 
The masons carved at the same time a separate stone portrait of 
Our Lady of Light, which was placed in the exterior of the chap­ 
el's front wall.

One interesting aspect of the reredos is the introduction of 
Jesuit subject matter. In the first place, this unusually sump­ 
tuous New Mexican church building had for its patroness Our Lady 
of Light—the favorite of the Society of Jesus. Then, the icon­ 
ography of the reredos portrays only one Franciscan saint, Fran­ 
cis Solano , while two of the other saints are Jesuits, Ignatius 
Loyola and John Nepomuck.

By the 1840's the chapel was in a state of disrepair. Relig­ 
ious services had been discontinued in 1832, and although Bishop 
Lamy had attempted to revive the chapel, he was unsuccessful. In 
1859 La Castrense was finally abandoned and sold by the Catholic 
Church and Lamy had the reredos removed to the Parroquia, which 
stood on the site of the present St. Francis Cathedral. By 1894 
with the completion of the new Cathedral, the reredos, as well a 
the stone slab from La Castrense's front wall, were hidden from 
the common view in a small room behind the Cathedral's altar.

In 1940, the Cristo Rey parish church was constructed in Santa 
Fe, and^the reredos and stone slab were taken from their hiding 
place and incorporated as the backdrop of the new church's altar 
The portrait slab was fitted into the niche that had originally 
held the oil painting brought from Mexico.

This reredos, the only one of its kind from the Spanish period 
in the United States, is definitely one of the most extraordinary 
pieces of ecclesiastical art in the country. Its material, size, 
iconography, as well as its excellent condition, elevate it to 
a position of utmost significance both from artistic and from 
historical points of view. 
9. (continued)
von Wuthenau, A., "The Spanish Military Chapels in Santa Fe and 

the Reredos of Our Lady of Light", New Mexico Historical Re­ 
view, Vol. X, No. 3, July, 1935
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