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he ex-Convent ol Santo Domin-
vo de Guzmian may be the largest
and most important colonial build-
ing still standing in Mexico and probably
in all of the Americas, for its size, artistic
value and the role it plaved as a center for
spru'.ulin}__: the g(:spd and culture in what

is now the state of Ouxaca. Santo Do-
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mingo is part of the historic downtown
arca of the city of Oaxaca, declared a
world heritage treasure by the United
Nations in 1987,

Construction began on the convent

In contemporary terms, a monastery-—
in the mid-sixteenth century and contin-
ued until the beginning of the seven-
teenth. Eventually, it covered 40,000
square meters of land. During the colo-
nial period, Santo Domingo was the cen-

ter for spreading the Christian Gospel in

a state practically monopolized by the
Dominicans.

After independence and the disentail-
ment of church holdings with the Re-
form Laws, the -buildings inhabitants
were evicted and it was occupied by the
armed forces. The church itself was
closed for use in 1866 and reopened in
1902, but the monastery building con-
tinued in the hands of the Mexican army.
Parts of it were gradually given back until

the army vacated the building definitive-
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Iy in 1993, and it was designated for cul-
tural purposes.

\rchitectural and furniture restora-

tion, museological planning and histori-

cal, anthropological and environmental
research was carried out for four years
thanks 1o joint elforts by the state and
federal covernments, the business com-

munity and civil society.!

Restoring the original appearance of

the building took more than 50 months
of work, including the repair of at least
6,000 square meters ol construction and
10,000 square meters of surface. Old
construction techniques used by the Do-
minicans in the sixteenth century were
recovered, and a series ol trades almost
completelv lost to Oasacan artisans and
workers. like blacksmithing, stonema-
sonry and plastering, were retrieved from
Hh“\‘[t)ﬂ,

One ol the outstanding parts of the

restoration ol Santo Domingo is the re-

furbishment ol 6.000 square meters of

vaults, almast hall of the original amount.
\ large interdisciplinary team was need-

ed 1o do the job, including archeologists,

architects and historians. They researched
both in the Oaxaca and Mexico Clity
archives and by taking samples ol the
buildings walls and [loors to see what it
was originally like in order to justity his-
torically all the architectural reconstruc-
tion that was done.

The Santo Domingo Cultural Center

linally opened its doors to the public July

24, 1998, It houses lour institutions: the

Restoring the building took more than 50 months of work.

[

The Oaxaca Cultures Museum offers visitors a broad overview of the state’s history and development.

Oaxaca Cultures Museum, the Oaxaca
Historical Ethnobotanical Garden, the
Friar Francisco de Burgoa Library and the
Journalist Néstor Sanchez H. Publications
Library. In addition, the center has arcas
[or lectures, congresses, seminars, Lempo-
rary exhibits, concerts, ete.

The buildings upper floor holds the
Oaxaca Cultures Museum. lis 14 per-

manent exhibition rooms and 13 themat-




ic rooms use a new museological lan-
auage to offer visitars a broad overview of
the state’s history and development.

In this new area,” visitors can see how
the permanent presence of indigenous
groups has been a determining factor in
forging Oaxaca society as it is today. The
rooms give us a g[im]‘nht' of the most out-

standing archeological pieces [rom Monte

Albdn, Mitla, Yagul, Lambitveco, Dain-

The museum's rooms are connected by long hallways.

20, Huijazoo and other pre-Hispanic
sites. They also exhibit different objects
that show the traits and continuity of the
ancient cultures of the Zapotecs, Mixtecs,
Mixes, Huaves, Triquis and other ethnic
aroups of Oaxaca, emphasizing that they
are a dynamic part of the state’s day-to-
dav existence.

Organized around a museographical

concept that attempts to satisly the

The library boasts more than 23,000 volumes.

Museums

informational requirements of different
kinds of visitors (students, tourists, re-
searchers, etc.), one novel feature is the
use ol computer monitors in l]n‘ rooms,
making going more deeply into specitic
aspects of Oaxacan history and anthro
pology agile and even fun.

The museum covers 10,000 years of
the state’s history, from the rise of the
first sedentary settlements and the flow
ering of the great pre-Hispanic cultures,
through the conquest and colonial peri-
od, independence and up to the twenti
eth century. Room three is particularly
impressive with its exhibit of the jewelr
found in Monte Alban’s tomb 7 in the
('ill‘l} 1930s, considered one of the most
important treasures of all Mesoamerica

The so-called “interactive rooms” are
in rooms five, six and seven, in 13 little
cells. Here, the public can touch the
objects they are looking at and get more
information using multimedia technolo-
ay. Among the exhibits are different crafts
of Oaxaca, like textiles, ceramics, gold-
smithing, wood carving and sculpture,

tinsmithing, saddlery, etc.; the produc-
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tion of natural dves, such as cochineal;
traditional medicine: music; gastronomy;
and the production of beverages like mes-
cal, among others.

[he complex also includes the Oaxa-
ca Historical Ethnobotanical Garden that
illustrates the abundance and particular-
ities of the state’s flora and traditional
crops and serves to recover indigenous
peaples knowledge of Oaxaca’s flora, (see
the “Ecology” section of this issue of Voices
of Mexico).

Demonstrating in practice the links
between biological and ethnic diversity,
the garden complements and enriches
the Oaxaca Cultures Museum in a rela-
tionship unprecedented in
Mexico.

\nother space in the San-
to Domingo Cultural Center
is the Friar Francisco de Bur-
goa Library, which is based
on the Benito Judrez Auto-
nomous University of Oaxaca
historical collection.

[he library occupies what
previously was the third order
chapel, one of the largest
rooms in the ex-monastery. It
boasts more than 23,000 vol-
umes, mainly from collec-
tions that belonged to differ-
ent religious orders in Oaxaca,
dating from between 1484
and 1940.

These collections were
attached in the nineteenth
century by the Reform Laws.
.:\nlung their greatest trea-
sures are |1 incunabula,
some Mexican first editions,
a manuscript in Latin by

Friar Bartolomé de las Casas

g

The entrance to the museum.

and Juan Versor's 1484 Latin work, “Co-
mentarios a la Filosotia de Aristoteles”
(Commentaries on Aristotle’s  Philo-
sophv). It also has large deposits of the
papers ol Benito Judrez Naza, Matias
Romero, Jacobo Dalevuelta and Aurelio
Valdivieso, reserved for consultation by
scholars.

The Journalist Néstor Sanchez Her-
nindez Publications Library, located in
the old cavalry building erected by the
Dominican fathers for the Mexican army
in 1902 in gratitude for having returned to
them the Santo Domingo Church, has

two large reading rooms. Here, the reader

can consult the main local and national

dailies, as well as publications in other
languages. The first room holds maga-
zines and newspapers currently in circu-
lation, and the second, the older ones,
outstanding amaong which are regional
newspapers from the mid-nineteenth
century.

Center facilities, including an audito-
rium, are host to exhibits, CONEresses,
fora, concerts, courses, \\nrl\shnps. re-
citals, pt‘rl'nrn'l;nlccs. hook fairs and a
wide variety of other activities. A cafete-
ria and bookstore-gift shop complete the
services of a center destined to enrich
the artistic and cultural life of the city of

Oaxaca. MM

NOTES

| Participants were the federal govern-
ment, through the National Council
for Culture and the Arts and the
National Institute of \I'llllrnpnlnu\
and History; the Oaxaca state govern
ment; Fomento Social Banamex,
A.C.; and civil society, represented by
the Foundation for the Defense and
Conservation of Oaxaca’s Culvural
Yatrimony  (Pro-Oax). The entire
investment came o about 119 mil-

lion pesos

*Since 1972, part of the ex-convent
was used as the Oaxaca Regional
Museum under the aegis of the
National Institute of Anthropology
and History.

For More Information:
Fideicomiso del Centro Cultural
Santo Domingo de Oaxaca
Macedonio Alcald s/n

Ex Convento de Santo Domingo
Centro, C.P. 68000

Oaxaca de Judrez, Oax.
Telephone: (01 9) 514-9734
Fax: (01 9)516-9741



