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It all started on December 9th, 1531. La Virgen de Guadalupe 
appeared to Juan Diego Cuauhtlatoatzin atop a mountain named 
Tepeyac. She spoke to him in Nahuatl, revealed herself as the 
Virgin Mary, and told him to go to the Bishop of La Nueva España 
to build a temple in her honor. After a series of apparitions, 
miracles (like curing Juan Diego’s sick uncle Bernardino), and 
evidence of pure holiness, she became the Aztec Virgin Mary, 
the Patron Saint of Mexico, and the Mother of Mexico. She was 
a “new and revised” edition of the Virgin for the new colony to 
accept Catholicism on their terms. La Virgen became a relatable 
image for the oppressed, almost as a coping mechanism for 
imperialism. Notably, she also represents strong womanhood. 
While standing quiet in her perfect holiness, La Virgen has lead 
revolutions. The original Virgin Mary in the hands of European 
Christians was almost a prop in history, her holiness and virginity 
denied her access to characterization and strength. Yet, La Virgen 
de Guadalupe stood first for re-appropriation, strength against 
the colony, and revolution. The Aztec reiteration of the Virgin was 
a strong woman, a sentiment that resonates in Mexican culture 
of gender roles. Today, she holds her place in pop-culture as the 
Mother of Mexico, her image being rich with history hidden in 
iconography. 

One of the most important stepping stones in creating  
the Virgen de Guadalupe into what she represents today was 
when she became the symbol for the Mexican Independence. 
Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla stood on the Parroquia de Dolores 
the morning of September 16th, 1810, holding the flag of La 
Virgen (considered the first Mexican flag), calling for an armed 
revolution against the colony of La Nueva España. While his exact 
words are unknown, he was quoted by Lucas Alamán in 1840 
to have said “¡Viva la religión!, ¡viva nuestra madre santísima 
de Guadalupe!, ¡viva Fernando VII!, ¡viva la América y muera el 
mal gobierno!”1 (Long live religion! Long live our holy mother of 
Guadalupe! Long live Fernando VII! Long live America and death 
to the bad government!). The call for an Independent Mexico was 
made in the name of La Virgen de Guadalupe; then, not only did 

she become the Mother of Mexico, but she became a symbol for 
indigenous rights, Mexican identity, and revolution.

In the centuries-long development of the image of La Virgen, 
she has graduated from oil paintings and statues. Now, she 
appears where the people need her most: murals, graffiti, tin 
sculptures, light paintings, towels, calendars, and curtains. La 
Virgen is one for the people, she has to be relatable and easily 
inclusive into one’s home. She holds the holy “Mexicaness” of 
Catholicism, and her divine image must be accessible to be 
held near the hearts of every Mexican, Catholic or otherwise. Her 
image is the most important phrase in Mexican visual language, 
and therefore can be used and applied to any context, extending 
beyond the boundaries of the Mexican Pious. Recently, I spotted 
a designer bag in a store in a small, touristy, Italian town; the bag 
was an imitation of a  Mexican market bag (plastic strands woven 
together with a tube handle) with a sequin print of the Virgen de 
Guadalupe on it. In this case, her image had been taken so far as 
to be a pop-culture icon, but handbags aren’t the point. 

The recontextualization of La Virgen de Guadalupe has led 
to artists in Mexico and abroad to use her symbol in all sorts of 
contemporary art. The artist Yolanda Lopez is a perfect example 
in this “movement”. In the ‘70s and ‘80s, she created a series 
called “Guadalupe”, showing the virgin as different characters, 
in different contexts, taking the ancient Virgin Mary in her quiet 
dedication to God and His son, and turning her into a modern 
woman who is pious in a “modern” way. This example, Walking 
Guadalupe, converges the virgin with the modern Mexican woman 
with cultural staples of dress. Her skirt hanging below the knees, 
and her heels that are a staple of the middle-aged Mexican 
mom (the heel taking on the feminine trend, while remaining 
comfortable enough for walking and doing chores, “duties” of the 
modern woman compared to the traditional Virgin whose only 
job is to bear the Son of God). Keeping the black rope around 
her waist implying pregnancy, the Walking Virgin is still a pious, 
dedicated, and “proper” woman, in this context she has only been 
converted to fit the “new” proper. 

La Virgen de Guadalupe and her Iconic Symbolism in Mexican Culture
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1“Grito de Dolores”, Melvin Nava. July 26 2016. 
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Nuestra Madre is a later piece in the series that catches my 
attention the most. This image shows the Virgin as Coatlicue, the 
Aztec goddess closest to what is known as “Mother Earth”. She 
is the goddess of fertility, life, death, and rebirth. “The Virgin of 
Guadalupe is Coatlicue with a thin veneer of Christianity”, stated 
Lopez. Coatlicue as La Virgen de Guadalupe reaffirms the vivacity 
of Aztec traditions and beliefs even after the Spanish conquest 
and inquisition. People could still honor Coatlicue if she was 
disguised as the Mother of Christ, just as traditions like Day of 
the Dead were kept under the guise of All Saints Day. This carries 
the significance of La Virgen as a symbol of Mestizaje, Mexicans 
who are ethnically Spanish as well as Indigenous, which is true for 
most Mexicans today. 

Continuing with the theme of La Virgen as a symbol of 
revolution, it is important to note how La Virgen has been 
incorporated into Zapatista imagery. Zapatistas, being the most 
important revolutionary movement in Mexico since the 80s, 
named after Emiliano Zapata who in the Mexican Revolution 
led the fight for indigenous people’s rights. Zapatista art is an 
important aspect of Mexican street art, painting the Mexican 
facade with images of protest and liberation. La Virgen was used 
in 1810 as a symbol for liberation against the Spaniards, and 
today she continues to be used as a symbol for revolution and 
liberation of Indigenous people against the richer, whiter classes 
of contemporary Mexico. 

Furthermore, La Virgen has been reconstituted by Chicanas, 
living in the United States and creating identities attaching them 
to their cultural roots as well as their new culture. She holds a 
connection to origins and a holy innate “Mexicaness”, just as 
she did in 1810. A perfect example is Alma Lopez’s Our Lady of 
Controversy, on the cover of a book of the same name. Now La 
Virgen is shown strong in femininity and even sexuality. She is 
shown in the glory of her dissent and insurgence, constantly 
against the imposing and oppressing powers before her (be it the 
Spaniards, the Patriarchy, or a dominating American culture).

It is clear that La Virgen de Guadalupe is more than a 
religious character, and she holds more than a role in the history 
of Mexico. La Virgen de Guadalupe is the most important icon in 
contemporary Mexican visual culture. She stands strong in the 
history of Mexico, just as she continues to head the development 
of contemporary Mexican culture. She is the queen of pop-culture 
and she will hold the strong front of any Mexican initiative. She 
stands for revolution, liberation, feminism, and, of course, the 
innate Mexicaness that is held by people of Mexican descent all 
over the world. 

[3] “Radical love: Yoladna Lopez reimagining la Virgen 
de Guadalupe” , Joanna Garcia, November 27 2016. 
joannagarciasite.wordpress.com
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Behind every great man is a great woman, but behind every 
great woman is the potential to do everything the great man does. 
Women have stood behind men as they achieved greatness since 
the time of the saints. This trope is the concept of the Guiding 
Woman, a holy beacon for lost men to achieve the goal she 
cannot. This group of women is blessed with the knowledge that 
can lead to success but cursed to only pass it on to a protagonist. 
While not the first, an early and clear example of this is in the 
novel Godric by Frederic Buechner. The fictionalized retelling of 
a saint’s journey in his own hand, Godric grapples with his own 
humanity as a sinner made saint, and reflects on the guidance 
of Gillian, a benevolent spirit who guides him to salvation. Gillian 
shows a lot of the common connections that make up this trope 
with other women similar to her in fiction. To begin, Gillian 
inspires no sexual desire. As Godric lies next to her, not “a single 
fleshy thought arise to fret me as I watched the starlight in her 
hair” . She takes the shape of a woman, but she inspires none 
of the problems and sins that arise with early women. A sexless, 
sinless virgin is the ideal vessel for male guidance, as there is no 
way she can lead him astray. Take out on Joan of Arc, men felt no 
desire towards her as she fought with them, despite her beauty. 
She led her men to victory but did not lead them down the path to 
Hell. The Virgin Mary was special because she was unblemished, 
one who never felt the physical pleasures or bore any children 
other than Jesus, at least according to documentation. Their 
purity brings them closer to God, as Godric sings “purity of a 
maiden, flower of a mother, destroy my sin, reign in my mind, 
bring me to dwell with the only God”. These women are malleable 
and devoid of physical personhood. They are incapable of sin, and 
now hold no power within their lives. Sin is needed to be a whole 
person. Perfection is shallow, easy and inaccurate to real people. 
Every person makes mistakes just as every person performs 
goodness in their lives. Over and over, women are told in stories 
the ideal woman is sinless while the ideal man is complex, even 
though complexity is natural and purity is impossible. Gillian’s 
whole purpose is to lead Godric to sainthood. The Lady of the 
Lake in the tale of King Arthur leads him to glory selflessly, 

despite having magical powers strong enough to eclipse King 
Arthur easily. This genre of women holds a strong connection 
to God, which is highly valued, yet receive little recognition for it 
beyond their role as a guide.

Focusing solely on Gillian as a character, she is witty and 
interesting, but she is only shown in the novel for a chapter or 
so. She is a rich enough character to hold her own novel but 
is only used as a tool in Godric’s growth. She is written with 
witty dialogue, such as “‘Are you a Pilgrim, Gillian, like myself?’ 
I asked ‘You come and go like wind.’ ‘To puff you on a truer 
course’”(Buechner 70). Her smarts shine though in converstaions 
like this, but smart words are only smart wind if you can only 
talk. I find her to be as interesting as Godric, yet she is held back 
by her lack of flaws. Female characters hold great potential, 
yet are undercut by sinless, perfect personalities. The opposite 
is no better, to be a flawed woman is still to be a tool. Godric’s 
sister, Burcwen is rough and earthly, but she receives no better 
treatment than Gillian. Burcwen, in contrast to the holy women, 
is loud and sinful and interesting, but still is deeply tied to the 
development of a man, just like all other women. She is only 
seen as a sexual entity her whole life and is often powerless to 
the men in her life. Even before their relationship turns incestual, 
Burcwen threatens Godric to take her with him, saying “Unless 
I go, I’ll hang myself”1. She is still left behind, unsuitable to 
adventure. Women are powerless to men, and their rich potential 
for humanity is powerless to the strict, unattainable standards 
women are held to in stories.

There is no right way to be a woman in literature. Even in the 
modern action movies, women who have trained their whole lives 
to achieve a goal become the sidekicks to men who showed up a 
week ago. Movies ranging in genre are guilty of this, from Pacific 
Rim to Kung Fu Panda. They are either a femme fatale who leads 
the protagonist away from his goal out of jealousy, or they “never 
felt this way about anyone before”. Either one must be perfect 
and ethereal, or leading men to their demise with your sexuality. 
Women cannot be flawed and redeemable at the same time, from 
the Bible to Marvel.

Sin and gender inequality in media
TO WALK BUT NOT TO RUN

ANG GARDNER

[5] Our Lady of Controversy, Alma Lopez, 2011



“the perfect woman is one that will 
allow themselves the freedom to 
be imperfect, so much so that they 
are able to be wholly them 
 - selves - raw and true” 
Claire Nish



I decided one day that we could 
tell a better story for Callisto. 
We don’t have to believe the 
words of men who asserted that 
Artemis would send her away 
for the crime of being so cruelly 
tricked and violated. We don’t 
have to believe that Callisto’s 
love for her brought her only 
sorrow, or that it was never 
returned.

And so, I tell myself that they 
found each other again. 
Together in safety and love, 
watching over the forests, the 
women, and little Arcas, among 
the stars for always. 
          
             -Anna Loretan
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WHAT DOES 
IT MEAN 
TO BE A 

WOMAN?




