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On the Architectural Characteristics of Open—
Air Chapels in Sixteenth-Century Mexico and
a Case of Cuilapan, in the State of Oaxaca
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Summary

The sixteenth century is the fundamental period for the history and
formation of Colonial Age. It was the period in which native American tradi-
tion and newly arrived Spanish civilization confronted in a radical way.
When a handful of Spaniards conquered the Indian land, they imposed wes-
tern superstructure on the existing indigenous cultures. Religious mission-
aries developed a sense of responsibility toward the Indians. The friars wis-
ely featured the traditional western architectures in the new environment.
It was the most interesting period to study missionary methodology and re-
ligious arts. Among the sixteenth century Mexican religious architectures,
churches of open-air type are the most significant.

One of the difficulties of the conversion task was that the conversion

was massive. The atrio (or patio), generally opened upon the main plaza of
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the town, was allowed to accommodate large number of people. The atrio
was the place where the friars directed the catechism, where Indians liste-
ned to the“doctrina”, where children learn knowledge, and where proces-
sions were held. Mass, and the administration of sacraments, were perfor-
med under the architectural covering which supplemented the atrio and was
faced toward the Indians under the sky. This covering over sanctuary-to-be
—functioned for the open-air mass varied in styles from one to another.

Tt is the purpose of this paper to present an account which includes the
description of major characteristics of open-air chapels and their types which
are categorized under a scheme, and a case study of the three-aisled hall
type open church at Cuilapan in the state of Oaxaca. The author visited this
site in May 1981 and examined the whole architectural complex. Earlier de-
scriptions such as Kubler’s, McAndrew’s, Mullen’s, and Toussaint’s, were
extremely useful to organize this survey. Since the reconstruction project has
been almost over, the appearence correspnds to the reports which were pre-
sented in the last ten years or so. The argument of this paper, therefore, is
mainly devoted to the interpretation of this unique construction whether this
could be categorized as a type of open church or should be understood
that once the church was intended to be an ordinary roofed church. After
analyzing the construction and many written documents, I conclude as the

three-aisled church was designed to be an open church for Indians.
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