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Owner:
Roman Catholio Arohbishop, Diocese of Los Angeles,
1114'"1!/est Olympia Blvd., Los Angeles, California
Date of ereotion
Arohi tect:
Builder:

Present ohuroh started 1794 - oompleted 1806.

Padre Antonio Curzad o.
Indian labor under direction of Padres Cil.rzado. and Sanohez

. l?Jisent Conditions: Of the buildtngs that composed the original
group, there remain, the Church, i'he Padres' Living Quarters, an
adjoining Kitchen, and foundations of a Tannery, Soap Factory and
Smithy.
The ohuroh is in fair oondition, and still serves the
oommunity as a Catholic Church.
The Padres' Quarters is also
in :fair condition, and is used aa a Museum for the display of
Mission relios, the sale of cards, pictures and· souvenirs of the
Mission, and for storage purposes.
The shop foundations aee in
a ruined condition.
Number of stories: The ohurch is a high one-story structure with
a choir balcony at the east end.
:Materials of construotion1
Foundations of all remaining buildings
are of fieldstonea, laid in lime mortar.
Walls of the church are
part stone, part burned brick, laid in lime mortar and thinly plastered both sides.· Floors are of wood; roof over Baptist;ry and
Saortatfy are of stone laid in lime mortar. Roof :framing of ahurch
nave is of wood finished with a flat wood ceiling. The roof is
covered with wood shingles.
Walls of Padres' Quarters are of san-dried adobe brick laid
in adobe mortar, adobe plastered and white washed.
The flooring
is wood as also is the roof fr~ming, shingle covered.
The foundation ruins of Shops are a mixture of stone and
burned brick, laid in lime mortar.
The Church was built originally with an arched stone roof.
In :1805ni t was badly oraeked by an earthquake and in 1804 a wood
framed roof was constructed in its place.
O!her ~xisting records: Herbert Howe Bancroft, "History of Cal ifornia, 7 vols:
Fr. Zeptyi'in Engelhardt, "The Old Missions and
Missionaries of CaliforniaTl 4 vols, also "Mission San Gabrieln.
Re:xford Newoo,ni>. "The Old Mission Churohes and Historic Houses of
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Additional data: San Gabriel was founded'in 1771, being the fourth
in the ohain of twenty-one California Missions. The original site
of the founding aruL_building was several miles to the south of the
present property, a 'ittte, that proved to be unsuitable by reason of
river floods.
· ...,.,.
The present ohuroh had '"a<bell-tower. originally on the northeast corner.
This was destroys~ in the earthquake of 1812, after
whioh a pierced wall was erected at the west end of the south front,
to serve as a Belfry.
' ",,_"·
As with the other Missions, there"··,were shops and store houses
built to provide for the several industrial activities of the establishment.
These were erected with stone foundations and adobe walls.
At the present time there remains the foundations together with the
tannery vats, soap ovens, and fire pits of the smithy. These are of
stone and brick:, as above mentioned.
No clear description or piotures have been found to i&dioate what the superstruotures might have
been.

Note: As the measurements and drawings of the Shop Ruins together
with the photographs of the same were made subsequent to the
•
drawings of the Churoh, a new survey number was given them, namely,
37-SA.

MISSION SAN GABRIEL ARCANGEL,
Mission Boulevard,
0 -""'- Gabriel,
California.

37-8

'\-

CAL,
19 ~ SAN&A

J..

The mission was founded in 1771 and
several successive chapels and buildings
were erected. In 1781 the Pobladores,
(founders of the Pueblo of Tuos Angeles)
rested at the mission after their long
journey from Mexico, and started out on
September 4th, 1781 to found the new City.
Years later, in 1794, the present church
of stone was begun, and was dedicated in 1806.
This church was designed by Padre Antonio
Cu:vzado, who was in charge of the mission at
that time, and with the help of Padre Sanchez
and Indian labor, it was erected. The original
arched roof of stone was so badly cracked by
the earthquake of 1803 that.it was necessary
to tear it down and substitute the timbered
roof in 1804. "The heavy buttresses at San
Gabriel Mission were probably patterned subconsciously after the Oathedral0:Cordova in
Spain, where CUrzado was trained • • • • • " *
The mission church is owned by the Ramkn~,
Catholic Bishop of the Diocese of Los Angeles
and San Diego.

Marion Parks "Doors to Yesterday" pu.blished by Los Fiesteros de la Calle Olvera
1932 p. 15

*

Rexford Newcomb, "The Old Mission Churches
and Historic Houses of California". 1925
p. 170-180

J~s, G. w. I:n and out of the old missions
p. 1.39
Elder., P. The
of California.
p. 18
Hallenbeck, C.
the old Southwest'
p. 69
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(San Gabriel Mission)
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Location:

428 South Mission Drive, immediately west of the intersection of Mission
Boulevard and South Junipero Serra Drive
San Gabriel
Los Angeles County
California
UTM: Zone l lS 397922.92 mE / 3773425.51 mN
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Present Owner
And Occupant:

Significance:

Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Los Angeles
1428 West Adams Boulevard
Los Angeles, CA 90007-1640
Founded in 1771, Mission San Gabriel Arcangel was the fourth of 21
Franciscan missions established in California during the years 1769-1823.
Distinctively fortress-like in appearance, the Mission San Gabriel church
was constructed between 1794 and 1805 and is thought to be the oldest
intact building of stone construction in southern California. The mission's
adobe convento (missionaries' quarters) was constructed circa 1812. One
of the most famous architectural features of all the California missions,
Mission San Gabriel's espadana (belfry wall), was constructed sometime
between 1812 and 1827. The State of California designated Mission San
Gabriel a State Historic Landmark (No. 158) in 1935 and the U.S.
Department of the Interior designated the mission a National Monument in
1938. In 1971 Mission San Gabriel was listed on the National Register of
Historic Places.

Part 1. Historical Information
A. Physical History:
1. Date of erection: Mission San Gabriel Arcangel church, 1794-1805 1; convento
(missionaries quarters, now a museum), ca. 1812.

As discussed below, Franciscan historian Zephyrin Engelhardt argued in the 1920s that the church's first stone was
laid in 1791. However, Engelhardt did not cite a source of this assertion. Writing in the 1960s, another clerical
historian, Maynard Geiger, cited a March 11, 1795 report in which the father president of the California missions
stated that construction of the church had begun recently, and that the walls had been raised to half their intended
height. Both Engelhardt and Geiger agree that the church building had been blessed by 1805. Based on this
1
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2. Architect: Records of the Mission San Gabriel church's construction are limited
to annual mission reports and correspondence. A number of historians have
exhausted these limited primary sources in search of information on the
construction of the mission and the church. Much of this construction history
remains shrouded in mystery. No trained architect is known to have designed the
Mission San Gabriel church. As highly educated men with knowledge of
architectural principles and construction techniques, San Gabriel's Franciscan
missionaries likely contributed to the church's design. Some scholars have
speculated that the church's fortress-like exterior, which features buttresses
crowned with almenas (finial-toped pyramidal merlons), reflects the influence of
Fray Antonio Cruzado, one of the head missionaries at San Gabriel during the
church's construction. Hailing from Baja California, Indian master mason Miguel
Blanco also likely influenced the church's design and managed at least a portion
of its construction. The church's other main distinguishing feature, the espadana
(belfry wall) at the southwest comer, was constructed after an earthquake
destroyed the original campanario (bell tower) in 1812. Built during the period
when Fray Jose M. de Zalvidea led the mission, the espadana may have been
designed by Zalvidea, master carpenter Jose Antonio Ramirez, or by both men
working in collaboration. 2
3. Original and subsequent owners, occupants, uses:
a. 1771-1832: The Order of Friars Minor, more commonly known as the
Catholic Church's Franciscan Order, established the California missions to
Christianize the region's indigenous population and establish footholds for
further colonization. Missionaries of the Franciscan Order founded Mission
San Gabriel in 1771, and controlled all of the 21 missions established in
California into the early 1830s. During the era of Spanish colonization, the
California missions were theoretically subject to a 1749 law associated with
Spain's Bourbon reforms that made it the policy of the Spanish Crown for
colonial missions to become doctrinas within a decade of their establishment.
This meant that the Franciscans priests were to hold mission land and other
property in trust for Native American neophytes (new converts) for 10 years,
after which the missionaries were to distribute that property among mission
infonnation, the original HABS report's 1794-1806 dating of the church's construction has been altered here to
1794-1805. See Zephyrin Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles (Chicago:
Franciscan Herald Press, 1927), 71, 73; Maynard Geiger, "The Building of Mission San Gabriel: 1771-1828,"
Southern California Quarterly, V 50, N I (1968): 37.
Rexford Newcomb, "The Architecture of the Spanish Renaissance in California, Part V-A Restoration of Mission
San Gabriel, Archangel," Western Architect, V 29 (January, 1920): 10; Mardith K. Schuetz-Miller, Building and
Builders in Hispanic California, 1769-1850 (Santa Barbara, CA: Santa Barbara Trust for Historic Preservation,
Presidio Research Publication, 1994), 155-56; Kurt Baer, Architecture of the Cal(fornia Missions (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1958), 30.
2
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neophytes to form a pueblo (town). In practice, however, the Franciscans
convinced Spanish colonial officials to overlook the law, arguing that
California's indigenous neophytes were not prepared to live like Europeans,
and that neophytes needed to remain subject to the paternal authority and daily
governance provided by missionary priests.3
During the early 1820s, when Mexico gained independence from Spain,
California became a Mexican territory. Informed by Enlightenment
rationalism and increasingly hostile to the Franciscan missionaries, the
Mexican government and California's territorial governors gradually began
the process of subdividing mission property among neophytes and settlers, a
process known as "secularization." In the late 1820s, some neophytes
received small allotments of land. However, secularization was delayed by
the territorial government's continued dependence on tax revenues from the
missions, and by concern among both government officials and missionary
priests that more rapid secularization would result in widespread social
disorder. 4
b. 1833-45: The secularization process accelerated beginning in 1833. For more
than a decade thereafter, ownership of San Gabriel Arcangel and other
missions became a complicated and frequently contested issue. In 1833-34
Governor Jose Figueroa instituted a secularization plan giving indigenous
neophytes small land holdings that they could not sell, and providing for
government-appointed administrator to assume authority over individual
missions, which were to be converted to parishes. New Franciscan priests
were recruited from Mexico and installed at San Gabriel and other missions.
Figueroa and subsequent governors granted large portions of mission lands to
soldiers and settlers rather than neophytes, creating a new class of large
landowners who would dominate the economy and politics of the territory.
Successive administrators mismanaged or pilfered mission property at San
Gabriel and elsewhere. Government policy became increasingly chaotic in
the late 1830s and 1840s. In 1843, Governor Manuel Micheltorena restored
the missions to Franciscan control and levied a tax of one-eighth of mission
income to support Mexican military forces. The father president of the
California missions at that time, Narcisco Duran, continued to insist that the
indigenous neophytes ultimately owned the missions. But in 1845 the new
3 David J. Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992), 92-121, 300301, 394 fn3, James A. Sandos, Converting California: Indians and Franciscans at the Missions (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2004), 11-12.

Stephen W. Hackel, Children o.f Coyote, Missionaries o_f Saint Francis: Indian-Spanish Relations in Colonial
California, 1769-1850 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 375-85; Michael C. Neri, "Narcisco
Duran and the Secularization of the California Missions," The Americas, V 33 (January 1977): 412-19.
4
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governor, Pio Pico, instituted a plan to sell mission property that had not
already been distributed former soldiers and other settlers through land
grants. 5
c. 1846: In 1846 Governor Pico approved the sale of Mission San Gabriel to
California newcomers Hugo Reid and William Workman. As payment, Reid
and Workman assumed the mission's debts, a sum never disclosed. Reid and
Workman also assumed financial responsibility for supporting the priest in
residence and maintaining public worship. However, the arrival of U.S.
military forces in southern California quickly ended Reid's and Workman's
stint as the owners of Mission San Gabriel. 6
d. 1847-Present: After the United States won the Mexican-American War and
took control of California in 1846, what remained of the main Mission San
Gabriel Arcangel compound was eventually awarded to the Catholic Church,
along with other missions that continued to function as parish churches. Like
those other missions, Mission San Gabriel would only have a small fraction of
its original landholdings restored. In 1851, California's first American
bishop, Joseph Sadoc Alemany, took control of the regional Catholic
Archdiocese. Created that same year, the U.S. Land Commission issued a
claim decision in 1855 that awarded the Mission San Gabriel church, convento
(missionaries' quarters), cemetery, and the surrounding garden, orchards, and
vineyards to the Catholic Church. President James Buchanan approved the
patent for the Church's claim to the remains of Mission San Gabriel in 1859,
and after 1860 Abraham Lincoln would approve the Church's claims to the
remains of other California mission compounds. 7
By the time Buchanan signed the patent for Mission San Gabriel, California
had been split into two Dioceses, with the seat of the southern Diocese
residing in Los Angeles. Hence the Los Angeles Diocese has owned Mission
Engelhardt discusses the impact of these policies and events at Mission San Gabriel in San Gabriel Mission and
the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 169-224 ; Hackel, Children of Coyote, Missionaries o.f Saint Francis, 384-386; Neri,
"Narcisco Duran and the Secularization of the California Missions," 419-426.
5

6

Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings of Los Angeles, 218-221.

7 Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 226, 249-58, 314, 315. A public
interpretation panel at Mission San Gabriel incorrectly claims that Lincoln restored the mission church and
compound remains to the Catholic Church, and various internet sites assert without citation that Lincoln restored all
21 missions t the church in 1865. This popular understanding is erroneous in the case of Mission San Gabriel. The
1859 patent for Mission San Gabriel signed by Buchanan is reproduced in Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the
Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 252-258. Lincoln did approve the patents for the claims to other mission churches and
compound remains. He signed the patent for Mission Santa Barbara, for example, in 1865. See Engelhardt, The
Missions and Missionaries o.f California, Vol. JV, Upper Calffornia (San Francisco: The James H. Barry Company,
1915), 745.
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San Gabriel since 1859. Frays Francisco Sanchez and Jose J. Jimeno, the last
Franciscans at Mission San Gabriel, retired in 1852 to Mission Santa Barbara.
From then until 1908, so-called "secular" priests not affiliated with the
Franciscans or other orders led the mission's religious community. In 1908,
Bishop Thomas J. Conaty arranged for the Missionary Sons of the Immaculate
Heart of Mary, also known as the Brothers of Saint Anthony Mary Claret or
"Claretians," to take over Mission San Gabriel. Claretian fathers continue to
serve the religious community at Mission San Gabriel today. 8
4. Builder, contractor, suppliers: The available documentary record has offered
historians limited information on the builders of Mission San Gabriel and other
missions. Miguel Blanco, an Indian master mason from Baja California, likely
led much of the Mission San Gabriel church construction, at least during the years
1794-1801, when he appears to have resided at San Gabriel. Blanco also likely
trained a neophyte mason identified solely as Remigio in historical records. In
1795, Toribio Ruiz, a Mexico-born journeyman mason arrived at San Gabriel to
help build the church and train neophytes. Master carpenter Salvador Carabantes,
who was present in Los Angeles in 1804-05 and 1807-08, may have framed and
installed the church's doors and windows, and may have led construction of the
church's redwood choir loft. Hundreds among the region's indigenous Gabrielino
population who became mission converts, or neophytes, performed construction
labor on the church, where Mass was first celebrated in 1805 (the Gabrielino are
also sometimes referred to as the Gabrieleno, Tongva, Gabrielino-Tongva, or
Tongva-Gabrielino). 9
Arriving in San Gabriel in 1810, master carpenter Jose Antonio Ramirez likely
led the effort to repair the church following the 1812 earthquake, and may have
led construction of the new espadana (belfry wall) atop the south wall of the
sacristy to replace the original bell tower destroyed by the quake. Manuel
Gutierrez, a Spanish carpenter who lived in the area from 1804 to 1840, may have
also contributed work to earthquake repairs. Finally, Claudio Lopez, who served
as mayordomo (superintendent under the missionary priests) at San Gabriel
throughout most of the pre-secularization decades of the nineteenth century, may

8

Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 307, 311, 317; Claretian Missionaries Priests
and Brothers of Saint Anthony Mary Claret, Mission San Gabriel Arcangel (Yucaipa, CA: Photografx Worldwide,
LLC, 2008), 23.
9

On artisans who appear likely to have worked as Mission San Gabriel, see Schuetz-Miller, Building and Builders
in Hispanic California, 27-28, 43-45, 57-58, 96, 155-56. On the variety oflabor preformed at the missions by
neophytes, including construction labor, see Hackel, Children of Coyote, Missionaries of Saint Francis, 272-320.
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have also contributed to building efforts. There is no evidence, however, that
Lopez had artisanal building skills. 10
5. Original plans and construction: No plans exist for the original construction of
the mission church during the years 1794-1805. Neither do plans exist for the
mission compound or for alterations to the church undertaken in the nineteenth
century.
6. Alterations and additions: The major alterations described briefly in this
subsection are discussed in greater detail and documented with citations below
in section B. Historical Context
a. 1808: The original vaulted roof of the Mission San Gabriel church began
to fail as soon as the building was completed in 1805. In 1808 the original
vaulted roof was demolished and replaced with a flat roof covered in tiles.
b. 1812-27: A major earthquake in 1812 destroyed the campanario (bell
tower) that originally stood at the east end of the church's north elevation and
the cluster of rooms immediately west of the church sacristy that comprised
the mission convento (missionaries' quarters). The church's roof also
collapsed. A new adobe convento (now the mission museum) appears to have
been constructed immediately after the 1812 earthquake. It is not clear when
the convento received its current wood-frame side-gable roof. Repairs to the
church, which included construction of a wood-frame hipped roof and
replacement of the campanario with an espadana (belfry wall) atop the south
elevation of the sacristy, were completed by 1827. Windows at the church's
north elevation appear to have been filled as a form of early seismic
retrofitting. By 1827 the church and convento occupied the southeastern
comer of a large mission compound that included multiple quadrangles north
and west of the church containing housing, shops, granaries, kitchens,
blacksmiths, and other facilities. Outside of the main compound were several
mills, stables, and a housing complex for Native American converts.
c. 1833-1855: During the secularization era, mission administrators
appointed by territorial governors oversaw the sale, pilfering, and
deterioration of mission property at San Gabriel and elsewhere in California.
By the time the U.S. Land Commission approved the Catholic Diocese claim
to Mission San Gabriel, all that remained of the formerly expansive compound
and nearby facilities were the mission church, the convento, a winery-kitchen,
10 Schuetz-Miller, Building and Builders in Hispanic California, 156-57; Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the
Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 73.
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and a garden and orchards. The limited remains of the mission's quadrangles
deteriorated further over the next several decades.
d. 1886: In 1886 the mission church received several anachronistic Victorian
alterations including a new ceiling with tongue-and-groove board paneling
and large beams supported by above decorative ogee-arches with impost
moldings and fretwork. The church's splayed window openings were also
elongated and new windows installed at this time.
e. ca. 1900- ca. 1935: During this period new pews were installed
occupying both sides of most of the church's nave, only the western portion of
which had pews around the turn of the century. Sometime between 1924 and
the mid 1930s, two small gables with louvers were constructed on each end of
the central ridge of the hipped roof atop the church to provide attic ventilation.
f. 1935: The church underwent several alterations soon after a Historic
American Buildings Survey (HABS) team completed measured drawings of
the church in 1935. The ogee-arches with fretwork under the beams of the
ceiling installed in 1886 were removed at this time. The concrete central aisle
of the nave was covered with large tiles. The sanctuary's wood floor and the
rises of steps leading to the sanctuary and the altar were also covered with
new decorative tiles.
g. 1987-96: Major earthquakes during these years required extensive repairs
of the church and the convento. Marks of seismic retrofitting undertaken
during this period include a joint running through the walls and domed roof of
the baptistery, and a right-angled reinforced concrete brace at the comer of the
espadaiia and the church's west elevation that extends across the north side of
the espadana. The historically thin plaster covering the church and the
espadaiia appears to have been replaced with a much thicker coat of plaster
during this period.
B. Historical Context:
Introduction: Mission San Gabriel Arcangel and California Mission History
Founded in 1771 by Franciscan priests Josef Angel Fernandez de la Somera and
Pedro Benito Camb6n, Mission San Gabriel Arcangel was the fourth of 20 missions
to be established by Franciscan missionaries during the years 1769-1817 in Alta
California, the northwestern-most of Spain's colonies in North American. The
colonial Spanish presence in California mainly occupied a strip of missions, presidios
, (military garrisons), and eventually pueblos (civilian towns) within an area of coastal
bays, valleys, rolling hills, and mountain ranges stretching from Mission San Diego
de Alcala 500 miles north to Mission San Rafael Arcangel. One additional mission,
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Mission San Francisco de Sonoma, was founded 20 miles north of San Rafael at
Sonoma in 1823, two years after Mexico achieved independence from Spain and
incorporated Alta California as a remote territorial province, which later became a socalled "department" administered by governors appointed by the Mexican
govemment. 11
The rise and decline of Mission San Gabriel over the course of the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century is representative of the arc of California mission history
generally. The most prolific Franciscan historian of California's missions, Zephyrin
Engelhardt, has called Mission San Gabriel Arcangel the "pride of the missions."
The designation stems from its unmatched economic yields, particularly under Fray
Jose M. de Zalvidea, who led the mission during the years 1808-27. Such yield
included wheat, com, abundant orchards, tens of thousands of livestock, building
materials, wine, brandy, hide, tallow, soap, and other goods. Zalvidea and other
missionaries at San Gabriel could also boast of a relatively high number of
indigenous converts. In the case of Mission San Gabriel, the Native American
neophytes who received baptism and joined the rigorously maintained social order of
the mission community were drawn from the region's native population ofGabrielino
Indians. According to Franciscan records, the population of neophytes living at
Mission San Gabriel numbered 1136 in the year 1800, 1199 in 1810, 1636 in 1820,
and 1371 in 1830. 12
During the establishment of Mission San Gabriel at its original site along Rio Honda,
south of the current mission site, Somera's and Camb6n's initially auspicious contact
with the Gabrielino was soon marred by conflict. Upon first encountering a band of
Gabrielino that appeared ready for battle, the missionaries unveiled a painting on
canvas of Our Lady of Sorrows, a common devotional image of the Virgin Mary
depicted with an emotionally burdened face. Seeing the image, the Gabrielino band
dropped their weapons. Two leaders then came forward to lie at the foot of the
painting and offer gifts. During the next several weeks, the missionaries attracted a
great number of indigenous visitors, raising their hopes for a successful mission.
Their early efforts were endangered, however, when a Spanish soldier assaulted a
Gabrielino woman and later killed the woman's outraged, high-ranking husband. 13

Sandos, Converting California, 1-2, 13; James J. Rawls and Walton Bean, California: An Interpretive History
(San Francisco: McGraw Hill, Eighth Ed., 2003), 37, 58-59.
11

12 Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, v, 267-68; Sandos, Converting California,
xiv-xv; R. Louis Gentilcore, "Missions and Mission Lands of Alta California," Annals of the Association of
American Geographers, V 51 (March 1961): 49, 51, 60-63, 66-70.

13

Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 4, 6-7.
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Violent treatment of native California peoples by Spanish soldiers, often in the form
of sexual violence, created crises at Mission San Gabriel and other missions. Such
violence doubtlessly repelled potential converts. It became a frequent source of
conflict between the Friars (Franciscan missionaries) and Spanish military and civil
authorities, and bred conflict between the Spanish and indigenous peoples across
California. Soon after flooding in 1775 forced Mission San Gabriel to be located five
miles north of the Rio Hondo site to its current site, Indians rebelled at San Diego,
burning the mission and killing a priest, civilians, and one~third of the soldiers
stationed at the San Diego presidia. Nearer to San Gabriel, conflicts also erupted
periodically between Spanish troops and both Gabrielino and Yuma Indians of the
Colorado River region to the east. In 1785 the guard of soldiers stationed at San
Gabriel discovered a plot by eight Gabrielino villages to attack the mission and drive
the Spanish from the area. 14
By 1794, however, the year construction began on the church at San Gabriel
Arcangel, the mission had entered a period of increasing prosperity, growth, and
stability. During the prior decade, for example, the number of neophytes living at the
mission had risen from 739 to 1,263. Under the leadership of Fray Antonio Cruzado
(1772-1804) and Fray Jose M. de Zalvidea (1806-1827), Mission San Gabriel grew
into one of the largest and most important California missions. 15 Located on
California's principle north-south travel route, El Camino Real (the Royal Highway),
Mission San Gabriel became an important destination for overland travelers and a site
for launching additional colonization as early as 1774. That year, a party led by Juan
Bautista de Anza pioneered a route from the Sonora desert in southeastern Arizona to
San Gabriel. Spanish newcomers to Alta California subsequently traveled this
overland route to the presidios, missions, and pueblos established at Santa Barbara,
Monterey, and San Francisco, as well as to the increasing number of missions
established between or nearby those locales. In 1781, the founding of the pueblo ten
miles east of San Gabriel that would become known as Los Angeles reflected colonial
authorities' commitment to expanding the Spanish presence in the area. Under
Mexican rule in the 1820s, San Gabriel and Los Angeles became the western
terminus of the Old Spanish Trail, which opened overland trade with Santa Fe over a
route also traveled by American traders who entered California in increasing numbers
at that time. 16

14 Maynard Geiger, "The Building of Mission San Gabriel: 1771 :-1828," 33; George Wharton James, In and Out of
the Old Missions of California: An Historical and Pictorial Account of the Franciscan Missions (Boston: Little,
Brown, and Company, 1905), 139-40, 143; Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, v,
6-13, 46, 60; Sandos, Converting California, xvi-xvii, 4-5, 7, 61; Rawls and Bean, California, 46-48.

15

Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 60, 71, 304-305; James, In and Out of the
Old Missions, 144, Geiger, "The Building of Mission San Gabriel," 36.
16 Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 24-28, 47-56; Weber, The Spanish Frontier
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Mission San Gabriel thrived economically into the 1820s and early 1830s, sustaining
both the neophyte population and nearby soldiers and military officials. By then,
however, both the soldiers and settlers of Alta California looked with increasing envy
on the landholdings, productivity, and relative wealth of many missions. This wealth
was the result of neophyte Indian labor mobilized under sternly enforced discipline
across extensive mission lands with elaborate water systems and milling operations,
massive livestock herds, and high-yielding wheat fields and orchards. Bourbon
reforms dating to the mid eighteenth century stipulated that missions were to be
converted to pueblos and their land distributed among Indian converts within a
decade of their founding. But California's Franciscan missionaries successfully
convinced colonial officials that the neophyte population could not effectively govern
itself and needed to remain subject to the paternal authority of missionaries.
Beginning in the 1820s, however, the Mexican government began a series of reforms
that would eventually dismantle the Franciscan mission system in California. In
1826, Governor Jose Maria de Echeandia issued a "Decree of Emancipation in Favor
of the Neophytes" that, for the first time, provided for some Indians to separate
themselves permanently from their missions. Neophytes' hopes of owning portions
of the mission lands they worked, and their impatience with the slow pace of change,
led to several rebellions and threats of rebellion in the 1820s and 30s, including an
effort to foment an uprising among mission Indians at San Gabriel and San Diego. 17
Described by one Franciscan historian of the California missions as a process of
"confiscation," 18 the formal secularization of the missions began in the early 1830s.
The results of this process proved far more beneficial to the California population of
soldiers and settlers than to neophyte Indians. After the Secularization Act of 1834,
mission Indians received small land allotments and gradually won freedom from the
authority of the Franciscans. However, as historian Stephen W. Hackel explains, by
the end of the 1840s an emerging class of powerful California landowners "controlled
virtually all the best land along the coast, the interior valleys near the sea, and the
Napa and Sacramento valleys situated farther inland." 19 Whereas 18,000 neophytes
populated the missions in the early 1830s, fewer than 1,000 remained by 1839. Most
mission Indians, even those who owned small land allotments, found themselves
competing in a glutted low-wage labor market and dependent upon work at the
pueblos or the ranchos owned by the new class oflarge California landholders. 20
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The secularization process resulted in dramatic change at the once prosperous
Mission San Gabriel. Administrators appointed by territorial governors, neighboring
California ranchers, and raiding parties of both former neophytes and un-baptized
Indians plundered the mission's property. In 1829 the mission held 42,195 head of
livestock, including 25,000 cattle, 15,000 sheep, and 2000 horses. Administrator
Juan Bandini reported that only 72 cattle and 700 sheep remained by 1840. A
mission population that stood at 1300 in 1832 fell to total of 300 largely impoverished
neophytes by 1844. 21 From 1830 to 1844, the number of Gabrielino living in nearby
Los Angeles rose from 200 to at least 377. Working largely as domestic laborers for
California families, the Gabrielino of Los Angeles remained at the bottom of the
social hierarchy and were subjected to increasing legal discrimination and
segregation. In 1846 Governor Pio Pico sold the remaining Mission San Gabriel
property to Anglo newcomers Hugo Reid and William Workman. But with the defeat
of Mexico and the onset of American rule in California, the United States government
restored the mission and a portion of adjacent land to the Catholic Church. This
represented a tiny fraction of the land formerly controlled by the Franciscan
missionaries at San Gabriel. Small Catholic communities persisted at Mission San
Gabriel and eight other missions. Only ten of the California missions' 21 church
buildings would survive into the twentieth century. 22
Mission San Gabriel and other missions were largely neglected until American
newcomers to California revived interest in the state's mission heritage. American
visitors to California during the first half of the nineteenth century had frequently
likened the condition of mission neophytes to plantation slaves. They had also
characterized the missions as backward institutions that had failed to transform
resource-rich California into an economically productive society. Such observations
had served to justify American designs on California and the war of Manifest Destiny
against Mexico that delivered California to the United States. Beginning in the
1880s, however, a resurgence of interest in California's mission heritage led to a
"mission revival" in popular literature, theater, architecture, and advertising. The
mission revival spread from Midwestern newcomers in Southern California to
residents in other parts of the state. Obscuring the realities of mission-era history, the
revivalists pictured the missions as romantically harmonious institutions led by
benevolent Franciscan missionaries who selflessly endeavored to civilize and protect
native peoples imagined to be woefully primitive. Importantly, the revival also
sparked efforts to preserve and restore mission sites, efforts that at times imposed
Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 279,268; James, In and Out of the Old
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anachronistic Victorian architectural features on surviving mission church
buildings. 23 As discussed in more detail below, Mission San Gabriel became a focal
point of the mission revival and underwent alterations that imposed Victorian
architectural forms on the church.
The mission revival helped invest California missions with historical significance that
has endured to the present, but it also attracted controversy by the mid twentieth
century. Preservation, restoration, and reconstruction efforts from the 1930s through
the tum of the twenty-first century became increasingly faithful to the original
architecture and art of the missions. Beginning in the 1940s, the trend toward greater
historical accuracy in the physical treatment of mission sites, buildings, and art was
reinforced by studies that challenged the historical understanding promoted by the
earlier mission revival-what critics characterized as the "mission myth." These
increasingly critical assessments of California's Franciscan missionaries and Spanishcolonial institutions culminated in histories that, by the 1980s, likened the treatment
of California's native peoples during the mission era to an episode of genocide. 24
More recent studies of the mission era have sought more nuanced understanding.
These histories address the conflict, violence, and Native American suffering
obscured by the mission myth, while also dispensing with analogies to genocide.
Instead, these more recent histories have attempted to understand the competing
cultural systems and socioeconomic factors that motivated the actions of Franciscan
missionaries, colonial settlers, and indigenous Californians during the tumultuous
mission era. The perspectives of the leading recent histories of the mission era are
discussed in more detail below.
The following sections of this historical context make selective use of histories from
the mission revival period to the present to examine the architectural, social, and
cultural history of Mission San Gabriel within the broader frameworks of mission
history and California history. The next section, "Social Order and Spatial
Organization at San Gabriel and other Missions," discusses the ways in which
Franciscan efforts to create orderly Christian communities on the Alta California
frontier shaped the spatial organization and constituent features of mission
compounds at San Gabriel and elsewhere. The following section, "California
Mission Church Architecture," examines architectural influences that shaped Mission
San Gabriel's church and other California mission churches. The next section, "The

James J. Rawls, "The California Mission as Symbol and Myth," California History, V 71 (Fall, 1992): 342-361;
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Architecture and Construction of Mission San Gabriel Arcangel," narrates the
construction history of the mission up through the secularization era, and discusses
the most important features of the mission church. The final section, "Changes to
Mission San Gabriel Arcangel from the Late Nineteenth Century to the Present,"
discusses modern alterations to the mission within the context of its role as focal point
of public interest in the histories of the California missions and the southern
California region.
Social Order and Spatial Organization at San Gabriel and other Missions
Franciscans organized social and economic life at the California missions to assure
productivity and shape neophyte behavior according to the missionaries' notions of
order, hierarchy, and individual morality. Unlike British colonization in New
England and the Chesapeake region-which did not include systematic attempts at
social integration of Native Americans-Spanish colonialism depended on the
missions to incorporate indigenous Californians into new European frontier societies.
In the Spanish approach to colonization, missions served to pacify native populations,
teach European ways of life, and integrate native peoples into the Spanish-colonial
social order, albeit mainly at the bottom of the hierarchy envisioned in Spanish
notions of social. order. 25
The California missions were utopian endeavors intended to create an ideal social
order. Franciscan missionaries approached "conversion of the indigenous populace,"
writes historian Catherine R. Ettinger, "as a process that would permit the creation of
a new Christian community innocent of the evils and vice of the European
societies."26 As numerous historians have emphasized, however, Native Americans'
experience of the establishment, growth, and decline of the California missions was
far from utopian. Mission social order radically altered the lives of California native
peoples who survived the demographic catastrophe that resulted from the introduction
of European diseases. The establishment of European agriculture and cultivation of
non-native crops and domesticated animals led to the disintegration of established
indigenous modes of sustenance and economic production. Estimated to have
numbered 310,000 upon the arrival of the Spanish, the native population across all of
California, including the interior beyond the mission zone, declined 21 percent by
1830. "Beginning with 65,000 in the mission zone in 1770," explains historian James
A Sandos, "only 17,000 Indians remained in 1830, a decline of74 percent."27 An
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estimated 6,000 Gabrielinos, many of whom died of European diseases for which
they had developed no immunity, are thought to have been buried at Mission San
Gabriel. 28 On the basis of such statistics, the most critical historians of the Spanish
colonial enterprise in California have likened mission history to an episode of
genocide.
More recently, however, historians have moved beyond the so-called "Black Legend"
view of Spanish colonial and mission history. They have also moved beyond
comparatively simplistic interpretations from the other end of the spectrum that have,
as Sandos explains, "pictured self-sacrificing priests of the Christian God selflessly
devot[ing] themselves to bringing spiritual truth and moral uplift to benighted
savages."29 More recent histories have emphasized the different cultural values and
beliefs that Spanish missionaries and native Californians brought to the colonial
encounter, the ways in which competing beliefs drove behavior, and the wide range
of native people's responses to the missionaries, missions, and Spanish colonization
more broadly. Although European technology, agriculture, and disease pathogens
gave the Spanish far more power in this encounter, and although the goal of the
Franciscan program entailed the destruction of native culture, neither the Franciscan
missionaries nor the other colonists intended to eradicate the native population. The
Franciscan effort to Christianize California's native peoples was, as historian David
Weber aptly puts it, "intended to preserve the lives of Indian individuals" but "not the
individual's Indian life. " 30
The Franciscans' rigorous piety and intense struggles against sin shaped the social
order of the missions. Following the example of California's most well-known
missionary, Fray Junipero Serra, who founded the first California mission at San
Diego and went on to serve as father president of the California missions from 1769
until 1784, the Franciscan missionaries who traveled to the New Spain's remote
northwestern frontier did so at great peril. Idealizing the sufferings endured by Christ
for the salvation of humanity, the missionaries embraced hardship and deprivation,
and many joined Serra in welcoming the possibility that they would be martyred in
the process. Serra and other Franciscan missionaries were apt to control and purify
their own minds and bodies through self-flagellation. They took it for granted that
routine daily labor was a necessary part of civilized Christian life, and that no mission
28
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could succeed without hard working residents. When Franciscans looked upon the
established family systems, non-Christian sexual norms, religious practices, and
seasonal work rhythms of California's native populations, they perceived degraded,
licentious, and superstitious pagans-a people doomed to depravity and damnation
without the religious and cultural tutelage that missionaries had traveled so far and at
such great personal sacrifice to administer. 31
The Franciscan missionaries of California viewed themselves in paternalistic terms,
as the necessarily stem but loving fathers of difficult and often unruly neophyte
children. Although not slaves in the strict sense, the neophytes were not free either.
"The padres sought to lead Indians to Christ by example and exhortation," explains
Hackel, "but, when neophytes did not follow their teachings .... missionaries or their
Indian assistants routinely flogged or beat neophytes who skipped Mass, shirked
assigned labor, engaged in pre-marital sex, committed adultery, or ran from the
missions."32 According to Eulalia Perez, a widowed settler from Baja California who
spent decades at Mission San Gabriel, "when the misdemeanor was serious,.the
delinquent was taken to the guard, where they tied him to a pipe or a post and gave
him twenty-five or more lashes, depending on his crime."33

It would be a mistake, however, to claim that corporeal punishment served as the
Franciscans' sole means of creating social order. The routines of Catholic religious
ritual and daily work, the main activities of mission life, and the spatial organization
that structured these activities, served both to maintain order and advance the spiritual
and economic objectives of the missions. Franciscan missionaries sited and
organized the missions in ways intended to foster both moral order and economic
productivity.
Proximity to water was critical in the selection of mission sites. Originally
established on Rio Honda, a Los Angeles River tributary, Mission San Gabriel was
relocated five miles north in 1775, to the site of a Gabrielino village along the San
Gabriel River known as Shevaanga. 34 The San Gabriel Valley's extensive alluvial
31
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fans and active water courses draining from the mountains to the north made the area
ideal for agriculture. Fray Pedro Font, a visitor to the fledgling and recently relocated
mission in 1775, wrote:
After dinner I went with Father Sanchez to see the creek from which
they made the acequia [canal] for this mission of San Gabriel, and
with which it has the best of conveniences. For besides the fact that
the acequia is adequate, and passes in front of the house of the fathers
and of the little huts of the Christian Indians who compose this new
mission .... it is above all the plains of the immediate vicinity, which
are suitable for planting or for crops .... This mission has such fine
advantages for crops and such good pastures for cattle and horses that
nothing better could be desired. 35
In addition to providing for the irrigation and for daily consumption, nearby water
sources were eventually diverted through canals and flumes to power mills. 36
California missions were planned to remain set apart for a time from secular colonial
society. Throughout New Spain (Mexico) and other portions of the Spanish New
World colonies, mission churches functioned as the communal anchor around which
settlements and towns developed. In Alta California, however, the missions were
sited at a distance from the presidios (military garrisons) and settler pueblos.
Although the soldiers assigned to Mission San Gabriel remained a constant source of
concern, the missionaries also worried about the immoral influences of settlers. The
settlers recruited to colonize Alta California laid claim to the status of gente de raz6n
(people ofreason), an identifier intended to distinguish them from indigenous
Californians. In the Spanish-colonial caste system, the gente de raz6n included
settlers who were espanol (Spanish), mestizo (half white and halflndian), mulatto
(half black and half white), coyote (three-fourths Indian and one-fourth white), and
indio (hispanicized Indians from other regions of the Spanish colonies). Apart from
government and high-ranking military officials, the settler population consisted
mainly of impoverished people from the margins of Spain's northern colonies, people
whom the highly educated Franciscan missionaries typically considered ignorant,
immoral, and lazy. In a typical missionary assessment of the settler population, one
visiting cleric summed up the character of the Los Angeles settlers in 1796 by
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reporting that "it is easier to see them with a pack of cards in their hands than with the
spade or plough." 37
To limit interaction with settlers and assure consistent immersion in the civilizing
routines of mission life, missionaries and their subordinate alcaldes (Indian mission
officials) monitored and restricted neophyte movement on a daily basis. Neophytes
could receive passes to perform mission-contracted labor at the presidios or visit
family members not living at the mission compound, but they did not move about
freely. Missionaries and alcaldes sent soldiers or auxiliaries (Indian mission police)
to apprehend fugitive neophytes. Women, especially unmarried women, were
subjected to greater restrictions of movement than men, largely to prevent pre-marital
sexual contact. Women performed domestic labor such as washing, food processing,
and sewing within the mission compound. Men typically learned trades such as
leather working, carpentry, or masonry, or performed construction or agricultural
labor, sometimes traveling to presidios or assistencias (satellite mission ranches) to
perform such labor. Workdays averaged eight hours, every day but Sunday. Yet
production was typically measured in terms of piecework rather than time, and
neophytes who completed their quotas quickly could accrue time off. 38
Spatial organization at San Gabriel and elsewhere served to demarcate the distinct
mission community and enclose the morally ordered domestic spaces within it, which
helped facilitate surveillance and enforcement of moral codes. The main compounds
of most missions, including San Gabriel, were formed of quadrangles that surrounded
a central courtyard space. At San Gabriel and elsewhere, the first domestic spaces
constructed after the conventos (missionaries' quarters) were monjerios, a type of
building invented at the California missions to house girls over approximately six
years of age and unmarried women. Developed to protect unmarried women's virtue,
the permanent adobe monjerios built within the mission compound typically had long
rooms, high windows with security bars, and doors that locked at night to assure that
the unmarried women had no interactions with men. Many of the missions, including
San Gabriel, constructed separate donnitories for older boys and unmarried men.
Where male dormitories were not constructed, older boys and unmarried men slept in
the sheltered corridors surrounding the central courtyard, or in kitchens and other
mission buildings. Usually built outside but nearby the mission quadrangle,
missionaries developed rancherias to house neophyte families. These standardized
housing units consisted of long rectangular adobe buildings constructed in rows to
form streets, or organized to form a quadrangle with a central plaza. Incorporating
Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 62-63, quoting Fr.Salazar, Representacion,
May 11, 1796. Also see Ettinger, "Spaces of Change," 29-31; Hackel, Children of Coyote, Missionaries of Saint
Francis, 55-60.
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collective space for communal interaction and activity, the family quarters were
typically built near the quarters of the watchful mission guard. 39
Much of the economic life of Mission San Gabriel and other missions took place
within the mission's quadrangle or multiple quadrangles, particularly the processing
of agricultural harvests and livestock raised on land surrounding the mission.
Buildings constructed to facilitate such economic activity included storerooms for
grain, meat, hides, and fruit, and workshops for weaving, pottery, candle-making, and
other craft production. Facilities for firing bricks and tiles, tanning leather, producing
soap, and processing other materials were located in the central courtyards. Typically
located outside the main quadrangle were stables, corrals, irrigation canals, mills and
mill races, orchards, vineyards, and field crops. 40
The entirety of mission activity served the primary purpose of Christianizing
neophytes through religious training and participation in communal worship. Many
neophytes rejected the religious teachings of the missionaries and fled mission life.
Neophytes baptized as adults were more likely to flee than neophytes baptized as
children. Indians raised from childhood within the mission communities had better
chances of grasping the nuances of Catholic theology thanks to acquisition of Spanish
language proficiency. They were also more likely to seek and receive Holy
Communion, and to occupy the high-status positions available to neophytes, which
included ritual assistants to the priests or membership in the mission choirs. Scholars
have noted that some aspects of native creation stories, religious symbolism, and
ritual practice resembled features of Catholicism. Evidence indicates that many
neophytes, especially those with a limited knowledge of the Spanish language,
achieved only partial understanding of Catholic doctrine. Some may have
incorporated Christian religious practices into native frameworks of belief-a
phenomena that anthropologists have termed "religions syncretism." Yet when
neophytes won their freedom and the California missions were secularized in the
1820s and 30s, many continued to attend mass regularly at the mission churches. The
missionaries' efforts to create a Christian utopia in California ultimately failed, but
much of the surviving population of mission neophytes had incorporated Catholicism
into their lives by the time that failure became evident. 41
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After pre-baptismal instruction on the fundamental elements of Catholic faith,
baptized Indians became members of a religious community whose ritual activities
centered on, but were not limited to, the mission churches, the most important
buildings at San Gabriel and other missions. Indian neophytes learned catechisms
and prayers known as the doctrina or rezo, which interpreters translated into native
vernacular for daily recitation. The missionaries considered the doctrina so important
that neophytes living and working on asistencias (satellite mission ranches) were
required to return to the mission every two weeks to recite it publicly. As Hackel
explains, in addition to joining in communal recitation of the doctrina twice a day,
neophytes were required to "hear Mass on Sundays and holy days of obligation,
confess their sins at least once a year during Lent, receive Communion at Easter, fast
when commanded to by the church, and pay tithes and firstfruits to the church." The
missionaries spatially segregated Mass by age and sex, positioning children closest to
the altar, and separating men and women on each side of the central aisle. In this
arrangement, explains Sandos, "men stood on the left or Gospel side of the altar
where Truth was proclaimed, and women stood on the right or Epistle side of it to
receive the Word."42
The Franciscan missionaries relied on music to help communicate doctrine within and
outside of Mass. This included both collective musical chanting and music led by
Franciscan-trained neophyte musicians who made up choirs that played at Mass and
during processions. Musical ritual communicated Catholic doctrines while engaging
neophytes in religious participation, and it fostered religious feeling in a manner
familiar to California native peoples, who had a rich tradition of song prior to the
arrival of the missionaries. 43
Visual art also played a critical role in communicating doctrine. Devotional images
helped communicate liturgical principles across language barriers. "Visual images of
Catholicism," explains Hackel, "proved so indispensable to native indoctrination that
missionaries on occasion tore images out of their missals and displayed them in front
of assembled Indians." The missionaries at San Gabriel and elsewhere constantly
requested shipments of paintings produced in Spain, New Spain, or Baja, and even
commissioned mass printings of engravings that appear to have been distributed to
neophytes. It also appears, however, that these shipments never kept pace with
demand. As a consequence, the missionaries trained a number of neophytes to paint
religious imagery in European styles. At the time, "native art and Mexican baroque
so resembled one another," writes Hackel, "that it is not clear whether mission Indian
artists were inspired by their own artistic traditions or followed those introduced by
the Franciscans." The most liturgically important and visually prominent paintings
currently displayed at Mission San Gabriel were painted by Franciscan-trained
42

Hackel, Children of Coyote, Missionaries ofSaint Francis, 134-147; Sandos, Converting California, 45.

43

Sandos, Converting California, 21-22, 128-153.

ADDENDUM TO
MISSION SAN GABRIEL ARCANGEL
HABS No. 37-8
(page 24j d3
neophyte artists at Mission San F emando, located approximately 25 miles northwest
of San Gabriel. Likely based on imported engravings, these paintings are the Via
Crucis, or Stations of the Cross, which consist of fourteen scenes that visually narrate
Christ's condemnation, humiliation, crucifixion, death, and burial. The original
paintings are currently displayed in the Mission San Gabriel museum and
reproductions hang in the church. 44
The mission churches formed the "theaters of conversion" in which missionaries
immersed Indian neophytes in Catholic rituals and communicated Catholic doctrine.
The current Mission San Gabriel Arcangel church was the last and largest of several
churches developed by Franciscan missionaries to serve the religious community at
San Gabriel. Mission churches were typically oriented east-west (San Gabriel's is
obliquely positioned east-west), but some of the mission churches in California were
oriented north-south. Mexican monastery churches were generally sited at the
northeast comer of quadrangles, but San Gabriel's church was developed at the
southwest comer of the mission quadrangle. Whereas the convento was typically
situated perpendicular to the church, the convento at San Gabriel was constructed as
an outward extension from the west end of the church and sacristy. As at Mission
San Gabriel, a graveyard was usually located immediately north of the mission
church, with a door at the nave or a mortuary chapel opening to the burial ground.
Long arcades consisting of Roman arches stretched across the fronts of mission
corridors and rooms that formed the mission quadrangles, which typically surrounded
a central courtyard. Although no longer extant, an approximately 350' -long arcade
fronted the missionaries quarters' at San Gabriel and extended further west. 45
California Mission Church Architecture
The architecture of California's mission churches was shaped by longstanding
European examples and traditions, as well as by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
architectural trends in both Mexico and Europe. Limitations imposed by scarcity of
tools, materials, and skilled artisans, particularly during the early phases of
colonization, also shaped the architecture of the California mission churches.
Spanish architecture was rooted in a combination of Roman-influenced classicism
and subsequent Moorish influence. Occupiers for several centuries, the Romans
bequeathed to Spain its classical fa9ade architecture. As architectural historian Kurt
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Baer explains, "the columns, smooth or fluted, with simple or complex capitals, the
pediments often with high-relief sculpture, the decorative friezes-all were integrated
into [a] later architecture of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries" that became known
as the "Renaissance style." During the decades before and during construction of the
Mission San Gabriel church, neo-classical architecture began to eclipse the highly
ornate baroque and Churrigueresque styles prevalent in Mexico and Europe
throughout much of the eighteenth century. Inspired by an illustration in Vitruvius's
The Ten Books ofArchitecture, the ionic temple design of Mission Santa Barbara
church is the best example of neo-classical fai;:ade design among the California
missions. The classical elements of the Mission San Gabriel church fai;:ade are
limited to its simple pediment and the symmetrical arrangements of its centered door
and choir-loft window, the imposts and keystone of the entry arch, and the flanking
comer buttresses that form cantons with matching niches. Neo-classicism is evident
in the column and entablature molding that frames the niche above the south entrance
to the Mission San Gabriel church. The statuary and framing columns of the
decorative retablo (sometimes referred to as a reredos) behind the Mission San
Gabriel church altar also reflect the rise of neo-classicism around the time of the
church's construction.46
Church designs in Spain and her New World colonies were also heavily influenced by
the architectural forms introduced to Spain during its centuries of occupation by the
Moors. This architectural style is known as Mudejar. As Baer explains, the main
elements of Mudejar style included "luxurious ornament, filled with complex
geometrical patterns often of carved stone and alabaster and wood, more commonly
of stucco; varicolored tile work; graceful and often intricately conceived arches,
bulbous or onion-shaped domes." While classicism shaped the arrangement of most
California mission church facades, all the major elements of Mudejar architecture
appear at the California mission churches, except for complex tile work. The most
prominent exterior Mudejar features of the San Gabriel mission church are the
almenas (merlon-like pyramidal forms with finial tops) that cap the prominent
buttresses. 47
Some notable architectural forms observable at earlier northern-colonial missions in
New Mexico, Arizona, and Texas did not get reproduced at the subsequently
46 Baer, Architecture of the California Missions, 12, 63; Woodbridge, "History of California Architecture," 16-17;
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developed California missions. In other cases, only limited and simplified variations
of such forms were repeated in California. In New Mexico, for example, missions
combined Spanish plans and forms with Pueblo Indian decorative details and adobe
building materials. Franciscan missionaries did not, however, adopt the construction
techniques of the semi-nomadic native peoples inhabiting most of California, whose
shelters consisted of circular domed structures with reed frames and thatched
surfaces. 48 Spreading across New Spain in the eighteenth century, the highly
ornamental Baroque style and its more elaborate Churrigueresque variant shaped the
fa9ade portal and altar at the Mission San Xavier del Bae church in Tucson, Arizona,
which also features many Mudejar architectural elements. The sandstone Mission
San Carlos de Borromeo de Carmelo church in Carmel, California, featured more
subdued Baroque and Plateresque elements mixed with Mudejar forms. However,
Baroque expression in the architecture of the California missions was limited by
available building materials, a lack of skilled artisans, and the shift to neoclassicism. 49 Noteworthy Baroque or Churrigueresque designs are absent from the
architecture of Mission San Gabriel.
By and large, the California missions amounted to variations on Spanish and Spanishcolonial architectural traditions and trends that were simplified under the
circumstances of remote frontier conditions and limited materials. The result, argues
Baer, was a style "not Spanish, nor Mexican, nor Moorish, nor Indian, but a distinctly
individual one that can best be called Californian Franciscan." The Franciscan
missionaries were not professional architects, but they were learned men with
knowledge of architecture, building, art, agriculture, and science. Toward the end of
the eighteenth century, the missionaries were aided by the arrival of master builders
and other skilled artisans from New Spain who began to train neophytes. Throughout
the approximately 50-year period of mission development in California, thousands of
Indians performed the extensive labor of mission construction. In a real sense, then,
Mission San Gabriel church and other extant California mission churches are the most
significant physical monuments and the most significant historical symbols of the
colonial encounter between indigenous peoples and Spanish newcomers that gave
birth to modem California. 50
The Architecture and Construction of Mission San Gabriel Arcangel
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At most mission sites, the first buildings were stockade structures formed of wood
posts plastered with mud on each side to form walls, and roofed with wood covered in
alternating layers of rush and clay. When possible, the walls of these earliest
structures were whitewashed with lime. These initial buildings provided rudimentary
shelter as more permanent adobe buildings were developed. 51 By 1776, the San
Gabriel Mission had recently been relocated north of its original location and had
undergone modest development at the new site. That year Fray Pedro Font,
chronicler of the Anza party's journey, described the extent of the building efforts he
observed at San Gabriel Mission:
The mission has plentiful live oaks and other trees for building timber,
and consequently there is abundant firewood. It lacks only lime,
which up to the present has not been found; but perhaps by careful
search it will be found and will make possible the improvement of the
buildings, which at present are partly adobe, but chiefly of logs and
tule, and which for this reason are very insecure and exposed to fire.
At present the buildings consist of a very long shed, all of one room
with three divisions, which serves as a habitation for the fathers and
for a granary and everything. Somewhat apart from this building there
is a rectangular shed which serves as a church, and near this another
which is the guardhouse, as they call it, or the quarters of the soldiers,
eight in number, who serve the mission as guard; and finally some
little huts of tule which are the houses of the Indians, between which
and the house of the fathers the acequia runs." 52
Adobe construction appears to have advanced at a quicker pace during the following
decade. 53
The lack of quality stone for construction throughout much of coastal California made
the use of adobe essential. Derived from the Arabic work atob (mud, plaster), adobe
is a made with a dark, sticky clay prevalent in coastal California. The word adobe
also commonly refers to sun-dried bricks made of adobe clay, as well as to buildings
constructed of materials made of adobe clay. In technical terms, adobe bricks are not
to be confused with fire-burned bricks consisting of adobe clay. These, along with
tiles, canales (drainage spouts), and pottery were fashioned of burned adobe clay.
Neophyte laborers mixed adobe clay with water and straw to form a muddy substance
Baer, Architecture of the California Missions, 17; Woodbridge, "History of California Architecture," 17; Hackel,
Children of Coyote, Missionaries of Saint Francis, 277, 284-85.
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that they poured into molds, which produced approximately 11" x 23" bricks with a
thickness of approximately 2"-5". The bricks were then exposed to sunlight and
weighed as much as 60 pounds when dry. To build walls, laborers laid the bricks in
courses and applied clay mortar. Higher walls, which never exceeded 35' in
California, required increased thickness or buttress construction, often with
reinforcing timbers at the tops of the walls. Gathered from deposits or seashells, lime
was used for production of mortar, plaster, and whitewash. Lime was reportedly
mixed with sand to prepare plaster, and mixed with salt and goat's milk to form
whitewash, which were used to coat the surfaces of adobe walls. 54
The floors of most early adobe buildings consisted of tamped earth. Roofing varied.
Some buildings were topped by thatched gable roofs, others by flat terrado roofs.
Builders framed the latter roof type with large vigas (wood beams), which, as
historian Mardith K. Schuetz-Miller explains, were "ceiled with reeds or ladrillos
(bricks) and then layered with tules or grass, compacted earth, and sealed with
plaster." As missions grew and the missionaries had kilns constructed, neophyte
laborers were taught to produce tejas (tiles) for roof cladding and flooring. Many
missions were located in areas with only modest-sized trees, and it appears that the
vigas used for roofing at some mission sites consisted of wood transported at fairly
long distances. These circumstances limited the lengths of vigas, which in turn
limited the width of many mission churches. As a result, many California mission
churches are long and narrow. Builders used wood to frame doors and windows,
which typically included prominently exposed lintels. Larger pieces of wood were
often hewn and adzed. Overtime, as artisans arrived in Alta California to aid in the
development of the colony, and as some skilled American builders settled in colonial
California, wood-cutting mills were developed at or nearby many mission sites. 55
By 1783, Frays Antonio Cruzado and Miguel Sanchez could report that a great deal
of building activity had taken place at the relocated site of Mission San Gabriel. By
then a new adobe church (not the current church) had been constructed measuring 36
x 7 varas (the Spanish unit of measurement and the equivalent of 33" or 2'-9").
Adjacent to the church was an adobe sacristy. Likely located north of the current
Mission San Gabriel church, the earlier church completed by 1783 was built adjacent
to a patio (probably to the north or west) and to a cemetery immediately south.
Extending from the church were additional rooms lined with a corridor that formed a
large portion of a quadrangle. These included three storerooms, four additional
rooms of unspecified use, a sala (living room), and a room for guests. It appears that
a second quadrangle was also nearly completed by 1783. This quadrangle would
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include two sickrooms, a monjerio (girls and unmarried women's dormitory), a boys'
dormitory, a tannery and hennery, and two additional rooms of unspecified use and
dimensions. Enclosed corrals, a vineyard, and a garden had also been developed by
1783, presumably beyond the mission quadrangles. By 1789, the roofs of the two
quadrangles had been covered with tiles and three more adobe rooms had been
constructed. 56
Work on the current Mission San Gabriel church began in the 1790s. Histories of its
construction differ as to the exact year when work commenced. The mission's annual
reports from 1792 to 1796 do not mention building activity. However, in March
1795, Fermin Francisco de Lausen, the man who became father president after the
death of Junipero Serra in 1784, reported that Cruzado and Sanchez had begun
building a new church at San Gabriel, the walls of which had been raised to half their
projected height. In 1927, mission historian Zephyrin Engelhardt acknowledged
Lausen's 1795 comment on the church's construction and added that "the first stone
was therefore laid about 1790 or 1791." But Engelhardt cited no primary source in
support of this assertion. One historical account has suggested that construction
began in 1795, but based on Lausen's comment, it appears impossible that workers
could have built the church walls to half their intended height from January to March
1795, typically southern California's rainiest period. It seems more likely, then, that
historians and architectural historians who date the beginning of the church's
construction to 1794 are correct. 57
It took over a decade to complete the church. Frays Cruzado and Sanchez oversaw
construction and likely influenced its architecture. An Indian master mason from
Baja California, Miguel Blanco, who may have designed the mission church at San
Diego, appears to have resided at Mission San Gabriel from 1794 to 1801. Blanco
likely led the day-to-day construction efforts and received assistance from the
Mexican-born journeyman mason Toribio Ruiz, who was sent to San Gabriel in 1795
to help build the church and train mission neophytes in masonry construction. 58 An
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unknown number of Gabrielino neophytes performed most of the labor, including
collecting, transporting, and cutting stone, preparing adobe bricks for the kiln and
transporting them to the rising walls, and other construction activities led or taught to
them by Blanco and Ruiz. 59
Although Mission San Gabriel's church has been classed as a stone church along with
the churches at Missions San Carlos Borromeo, Santa Barbara, and San Juan
Capistrano (no longer intact), burned brick was also used in the building's
construction. Lime-mortared stone and burned brick were employed to construct the
foundations and the heavily buttressed walls up to the height of the windows, the
bottoms of which were probably about 15' high (the windows were later elongated).
The lower portions of the walls were built to a thickness of 4' or more. The builders
also constructed pilasters on the interior walls opposite each of the exterior buttresses.
Above the windows, the walls consisted of burned brick and exceeded 30' in height
in some places. Upon completion of the church, the building measured 42'-5W' in
width. Together, the nave, the sanctuary to the west, and the sacristy at the far west
end of the church measured 172' - 1W' in length. Barrel-vaulted roofs of stone and
mortar originally covered both the nave and sanctuary, and the sacristy immediately
west of the sanctuary. Measuring 15'-3" x 17'-8", with approximately 14'-high walls
and a dome-vaulted roof of stone and mortar, a projection near the center of the north
elevation (now the baptistery) may have originally served as a mortuary chapel. The
church originally included a campanario (bell tower) at its northeast corner that is no
longer extant. The height of the original campanario remains unknown but extant
footings as well as remains of the tower's masonry walls and doorway connections to
the nave and choir loft indicate that it had an approximately 22' x 12' footprint. The
church's original floor surface consisted of tiles comparable to the tile that covers the
floors of the sacristy and baptistery today. 60
Multiple scholars have speculated that the fortress-like appearance created by the
Mission San Gabriel church's prominent buttresses and crowning finial-topped
pyramidal almenas were modeled on churches in Spain and Mexico. These comprise
the church's most unique exterior design features. Some scholars have argued that
the fortress-like Cathedral at Cordova, Spain influenced the exterior design of the
Mission San Gabriel church. Originally constructed as a mosque during the era of
Moorish rule, the Cordova edifice was converted to a Christian cathedral during the
Reconquista, as the Moors were gradually expelled from the Iberian Peninsula. Fray
On Indian labor in mission-era California, see Schuetz-Miller, Building and Builders in Hispanic California, 2728, 43-45; Hackel, Children of Coyote, Missionaries of Saint Francis, 272-320.
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Antonio Cruzado was born in the Cordova region and likely studied and served as a
novice in the city prior to 1758, when he began his missionary work in the Sierra
Gorda region of Mexico. "It would be foolish, perhaps, to think" wrote architectural
historian Rexford Newcomb in 1920, "that Padre Cruzado consciously tried to copy
Cordova." However, others have joined Newcomb in speculating that when "forced
to build, and build simply [in California], yet desiring some measure of majesty and
beauty," Cruzado "unconsciously" pursued a church design resembling "what was to
him the most glorious and beautiful of the churches that he had known intimately."
Writing some decades after Newcomb, architectural historian Kurt Baer argued that
Cruzado likely "took as his pattern" not from the Cordova Cathedral, but rather, from
"the buttressing on such similarly austere churches in Mexico as Huejotzingo,
Acolman, and San Francisco Cholula."61
The church's vaulted stone and mortar roof began to present problems before the
building was finished. In 1801, father president Lausen reported that cracks had been
discovered in the nearly completed roof, which would necessitate repair and possibly
even complete replacement of the roof. In 1803 Lausen reported that the cracks had
been repaired and that the church had recently been whitewashed. In an 1805 report
by Lausen's successor, Fray Estevan Tapis, the new father president noted that
although the church had been blessed and the first Mass celebrated there, an
earthquake had created new roof cracks. According to the inspections of an expert
mason-likely Miguel Blanco-the continued cracking would necessitate complete
replacement of the vaulted roof. By then, both of the mission fathers who
commenced construction of the church, Frays Cruzado and Sanchez, had died. In
1808 the church's vaulted roof was replaced with an azotea de mezcla y ladrillos (a
flat roof of tile and mortar) that two historians have described as a flat "brick and
mortar" roof. No longer extant, the roofs framing system is unknown but may have
incorporated vigas (wood beams). The redwood choir loft at the east end of the
church, which is carried by several redwood vigas with decorative corbels, as well as
the exterior brick, stone, and masonry stairway providing access to the loft at the
church's south elevation, were likely built by 1805. 62 Although histories of the
church's construction do not mention these features specifically, it can reasonably be
assumed that San Gabriel's missionaries planned to accommodate choir music from
the outset.
A great deal of other construction not involving the church took place at Mission San
Gabriel during these years. In 1804 the mission's annual report stated that ten rooms
housing a granary, weaver, carpenter shop, pantry, storeroom, and missionary
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quarters had been constructed. This building effort may have formed a portion of the
convento (now the museum) that projects west from the west side of the sacristy,
which was later reconstructed. In 1805, the mission added nine more adobe rooms,
some of which served as granaries. During the years 1807-08, the missionaries had a
total of 77 neophyte family residences constructed outside the main mission
compound. Between 1809 and 1813, the mission compound added six additional
rooms of unstated use, a new tannery building, and four granaries, one with a loft. By
1815 a hospital with five rooms and a chapel had been constructed within the mission
compound. In 1816, the mission's builders completed an adobe grist mill two miles
northwest of the mission church that would become known as El Molino Viejo. By
the end of the decade workers had also built a new mill, a hennery, and blacksmith
facilities. 63
Several artisans in residence at the mission during these decades likely contributed to
this development. The mason Blanco appears to have worked with a neophyte mason
named Remigio during the first years of the nineteenth century. Hailing from the
Nayarit region of Mexico, master carpenter Salvador Carabantes worked in San
Gabriel and Los Angeles during the years 1804-05 and 1807-08. Historian Mardith
K. Schuetz-Miller speculates that Blanco probably called on Carabantes to frame the
doors and windows of the Mission San Gabriel church and other buildings. Master
carpenter Jose Antonio Ramirez arrived at San Gabriel by 1810 and likely oversaw
construction of one of the wings and the tannery. Claudio Lopez, who served as
mayordomo (superintendent under the mission priests) at Mission San Gabriel
throughout most of the early nineteenth century may have also contributed to building
efforts. A number of Gabrielino neophytes also trained in the last decades of the
eighteenth century under Spanish blacksmiths and former soldiers Francisco Sinova
and Santiago Moreno. These men-Juan Capistrano, Felipe, Sabino, and Pedro-worked at and around the mission during the first decades of the nineteenth century.
Along with neophyte alcaldes, choir musicians, and artists, skilled artisans stood at
the top of the Spanish occupational hierarchy that the Franciscans reproduced within
mission society. During and after secularization, mission-trained Native American
artisans would profit from their skills, and many would have a better chance of
prospering outside of the mission social order than cattle men, farmers, and unskilled
laborers. 64
Ramirez, Remigio, and other builders whose names are lost to the historical record
doubtlessly found themselves busier than ever in the months and years following
December 1812, when a large earthquake struck southern California. In addition to
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destroying the Mission San Juan Capistrano church, the most elaborate of California's
stone mission churches, the quake and its aftershocks did major damage to the
Mission San Gabriel church and other mission buildings. 65 Frays Jose M. de Zalvidea
and Jose de Miguel described the damage to the Mission San Gabriel:
Everything exists as before, excepting a statue each of St. Joseph, St.
Dominic, of our Father St. Francis, and a crucifix, which latter is for
the main altar for the celebration of the holy Mass; because all images
were broken and fell to pieces from the violence of the most terrible
earthquake which occurred on December 8 at sunrise. This
earthquake damaged the church badly enough, and in the tower it
made many cracks, so that finally the top of it, with its veleta or
weathercock, fell down; made a crack also in the vestry, damaging the
habitation of the fathers and the work rooms of the Mission to such an
extent that they threaten to collapse. It will require some labor to
restore them. 66
Architectural historian Rexford Newcomb has speculated that original baptistery may
have been located in the lower portion of the heavily damaged campanario (bell
tower), which would not be repaired. The exposed remains of the campanario are
visible at the northwest comer of the church today. If Newcomb is correct, Fray
Zalvidea may have had the baptistery moved after the earthquake to the dome-vaulted
projection from the church's north elevation, which may have housed the original
mortuary chapel. 67 Portions of the church's brick and mortar roof also collapsed from
the 1812 earthquake, and for more than a decade Mass would be held in several
granaries fitted to serve as temporary church space. 68
The church repairs were not completed until 1827. The most noteworthy
architectural alteration associated with the repair occurred at the west end of the
building, where Ramirez may have led construction of the Mission San Gabriel
church's current espadaiia (belfry wall) atop the south wall of the sacristy. In 1814
Ramirez also began building the first church in the Los Angles pueblo, La Iglesia de
Nuestra Senora de Los Angeles (also known as the "Plaza Church"), which was
completed in 1822 thanks largely to neophyte artisans and laborers from San Gabriel
and elsewhere. 69 At San Gabriel, reconstruction of the earthquake-damaged rooms
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immediately west of the mission resulted in the convento 's current configuration of a
central hallway with three rooms to the west and four rooms to the east. It is unclear
when the convento received its current wood-framed, side-gable roof and when the
rooms that once extended west from its west elevation were demolished. However,
the mission church's flat brick-and-mortar roof, which was irreparably damaged by
the earthquake, appears to have been replaced with a wood-frame hip roof by 1827.
Paintings of Mission San Gabriel by Alfred Robinson in 1828 and Ferdinand Deppe
in 1832, as well as a sketch produced by Henry Miller in 1856, depict the church with
what appears to be a wood-frame hip roof. They also depict a cupola (no longer
extant) at the west end of the roof ridge. Today, along the church's north wall, is
evidence of several filled windows that may represent an early attempt at seismic
retrofitting undertaken sometime between the 1812 earthquake and the completion of
church repairs in 1827. 70
Completed by 1827 at least, and possibly earlier, the espadana (belfry wall) built to
replace the campanario would become one of Mission San Gabriel's signature
architectural features. The espadafia is situated above the sacristy, where it joins the
buttress at the southwest corner of the church and faces the El Camino Real
immediately south of the church. It features five arched bell portals of varying size,
with a single arched bell portal at the top, three mid-level arched portals, and two
bottom row portals accommodating the largest bells. The largest two portals are the
westernmost of the lower row and the easternmost of the three mid-level openings,
the latter of which connects the espadana to the merlon on the southwestern corner
buttress. The west side of the espadana has a series of steps, the highest of which
forms of the base of the voussoir-set brick-and-mortar arch capping the structure. On
the east side of the espadafia the coping continues on a straight line to meet the
buttress. Tile moldings form decorative horizontal ledge-banding atop the steps and
form imposts between arches, which harmonize that horizontal banding on the
almenas capping the buttresses and at the church's cornice line. Describing the San
Gabriel espadana, architectural historian Kurt Baer has noted that its irregular design
makes it "all the more picturesque." As such, it exemplifies the "Californian
Franciscan" style that Baer attributes to mission church architecture in California, a
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Archive-Library in Kimbro et al., The California Missions, 19, also see 182; Henry Miller, 1856 Sketch of Mission
San Gabriel, California Mission Sketches by Henry Miller, 1856, Bancroft Library, University of California,
Berkeley, BANC PIC 1905.00006 - B, available at the On-line Archive of California: <http://content.cdlib.org/ark:/
13030/tf8w10106d>, accessed February, 2012. Historian Timothy Yates learned of the theory that the filled
windows may represent early earthquake retrofitting during the 1812-27 period in an interview with John Fantz, the
San Gabriel Mission Museum Caretaker, on Saturday, March 24, 2012. Also see John Fantz, Deborah Lawrence,
and John Lawrence, "San Gabriel Mission Tour," Spanish Traces, V 14 (Spring, 2008): 40.
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style that blended Spanish, Moorish, and Mexican architectural influences and
adapted them to frontier circumstances. 71
Two of the bells hung in the espadaiia portals were likely relocated from the damaged
campanario. Both appear to have been cast in 1795 by Paul Rueles in Mexico City
and transported north. The bell hanging from a wood beam in the lower east portal
has the following inscription:
AVE.MARIA
S. mANNE MEOMUCENO
RUELAS ME FECIT
A. D. '95
The other bell, which hangs from a chain in the eastern of the three middle portals,
has an inscription that reads:
A VE. MARIA SANTISSIMA
S.FRAN.
DE PAULA RUELAS
N. co. 12
The bells in the top portal and the central of the three mid-level portals were made in
the northeastern United States by G. H. Holbrook, thought to have learned the trade
from Paul Revere. During the early nineteenth century, the top portal's bell hung in
the San Gabriel espadaiia for an unknown amount of time before it was loaned to the
Queen of Angels church in Los Angeles built in 1822. The bell remained there into
the early twentieth century, when it was returned to Mission San Gabriel. The
Holbrook bell hanging in the central of the three mid-level portals has the inscription:
CAST BY G. H. HOLBROOK
MEDWAY, MASS.
A. D. 1828
The largest of the bells, which hangs from a wood beam in the lower west and largest
of the portals, has an inscription reading:
FECIT BENITVS : REGIBVS
ANOD.1830
71

Baer, Architecture of the California Missions, 47, also see 14.

A public interpretation currently displayed in the museum at Mission San Gabriel identifies and describes these
two bells. Also see Newcomb, "The Architecture of the Spanish Renaissance in California, Part V-A Restoration
of Mission San Gabriel, Archangel," 9.
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The western of the three mid-level portals has a low-quality cast bronze bell. This
may be the mysterious bell that disappeared from the mission in the 1870s, and that
John Steven McGroarty-a major figure in the mission revival of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century-would claim to find and return to the mission during the
early 1930s (discussed below). 73
Occupying a large portion of the church's eastern interior wall behind the altar,
Mission San Gabriel's retablo is the most prominent surviving decorative element of
the church interior. Fashioned in Mexico and shipped north in 1810, the carved wood
retablo reflects the shift from Baroque to neoclassical design at the end of the
eighteenth century. It consists of six hand-carved polychrome wood statues from
Spain, five of which are mounted on shelves with ornamental scrolled brackets. The
centerpiece is a statue depicting the Virgin Mary's Immaculate Conception framed by
columns and an entablature with the inscription "AVE MARIA" (Hail Mary).
Surfaced with gilding and faux marble, the centerpiece is surrounded by the five other
statues, each framed by pilasters connected with segmented arches below or adjacent
to other ornament. The statues to the right and left of the Virgin Mary depict Saint
Domingo and Saint Joaquin respectively. The Archangel Gabriel is positioned at the
upper center, above the Virgin, with Saint Antonio de Padua to the right and Saint
Francis of Assisi to the left. 74
All of the Mission San Gabriel church's original painted murals and other decorative
detailing have been lost due to decay or interior alterations undertaken in the late
nineteenth century. In all the California mission churches, writes Baer, "not only the
walls of the nave, but the sanctuary area, the ceiling beams, the details around doors
and windows, and sometimes the exteriors were embellished with painted designs"
rendered in bright colors. Norman Neuerburg, a historian of mission art, has noted
that the sanctuary originally featured a false door to the left of the altar and a real
door to the right accessing the sacristy, both of which had "brilliant red panels on a
green background." Over the doors were "illusionistically painted cornices in grey
and mauve lines," and the sides of the sanctuary featured dados "in pink and red." As
an American visitor to Mission San Gabriel in 1829, Alfred Robinson attended mass
in the church and-in a comment slighting the Gabrielino-noted that the church's
"illuminated walls" were part of an aesthetically elaborate ceremony intended to
"captivate the simple mind of the Indian."75
73 A public interpretation currently displayed in the museum at Mission San Gabriel identifies and describes these
two bells. Also see Newcomb, "The Architecture of the Spanish Renaissance in California, Part V-A Restoration
of Mission San Gabriel, Archangel," 9; Sugranes, The Old San Gabriel Mission, 54-55; King, Mission San Gabriel:
Two Hundred Years, 25.
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Sugranes, The Old San Gabriel Mission, 47; Schuetz-Miller, Building and Builders in Hispanic California,156; in
Kimbro et al., The California Missions, 115.
Baer, "California Indian Art," 31 quoted, also see 23-30, 32-44; Norman Neuerburg, The Decoration of the
California Missions (Santa Barbara, CA: Bellerophon Books, 1991 ), 51; Alfred Robinson, "Alfred Robinson at the
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Perhaps unbeknownst to Robinson, Native American neophytes had doubtlessly
performed the labor of decorative painting in the church, as they did at other mission
churches under the instruction of missionaries, artisans from Mexico, or other
neophyte artisans who established themselves as painters. Indeed as early as 1771,
the missionaries at San Gabriel requested that a book titled Painting without a Master
and a dozen paint brushes be shipped from Mexico, doubtlessly to help teach
Indians-who had a rich native painting tradition-to paint in European styles with
European methods. Neophytes also produced wood statuary and carved decorative
motifs into wood confessional chambers. Although none of the extensive painting
that adorned the church interior has survived, traces of exterior paint have been
identified on the Mission San Gabriel church and other mission church facades. 76
Within the church, the missionaries also likely displayed paintings by Spanish and
Mexican artists dating to the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries.
Engravings possibly depicting the Via Crucis (Stations of the Cross) may have also
hung on the church walls during the mission era. Paintings depicting saints were
displayed within the church from the late nineteenth century into the 1970s. Painted
on canvass, the mission's treasured image of Our Lady of Sorrows-the image San
Gabriel's founding missionaries displayed to the first Gabrielinos they encounteredis displayed today in a wrought iron stand immediately to the left of the altar. Dating
to the seventeenth century and currently displayed above the baptistery entryway high
on the church's north wall is an imprecisely restored Baroque painting of Our Lady of
Sorrows attributed to the School of Murillo. The image may have been painted by the
school's Spanish master, Bartolome Esteban Murillo. Historic paintings are also
displayed on the walls of the sacristy to each side of the altar. On the south wall of
the sacristy hangs a painted depiction of La Pieta, the famous Michelangelo sculpture
of the body of Jesus resting on Mary's lap after the Crucifixion. On the north wall is
a painting of Our Lady Queen ofAngels, which depicts Mary surrounded by
cherubs. 77 Numerous historic paintings displayed at Mission San Gabriel and other

Old Mission (1829)," excerpt from Life in California, in Weber, ed., The Pride of the Missions: A Documentary
History of San Gabriel Mission, 75.
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Kimbro et al., The California Missions, 97, 129-32, 134-36, 138, 140-43, 146, 149; Baer, "California Indian Art,"
32-44.
77 Timothy Yates, Interview with John Fantz, San Gabriel Mission Museum Caretaker, Saturday, March 24, 2012;
Fantz et al., "San Gabriel Mission Tour," 40; Eugene Sugranes, The Old San Gabriel Mission, 47; C. C. Pierce,
Interior of Mission San Gabriel Church, ca. 1900, courtesy University of Southern California, on behalf of USC
Special Collections, reprinted in Kimbro et al., The California Missions, 184; No Author, Chapel [sanctuary and
west nave] of Mission San Gabriel Arcangel, 1936, Los Angeles Public Library Photograph Collection, available<
http://jpgl.lapl.org/00079/0007923 l.jpg>, accessed February, 2012. For an image of the church interior in 1971,
see King, Mission San Gabriel, 74-75.
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missions during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century are hung in the
convento now housing the mission museum.
Other notable features and artifacts from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
century are present at Mission San Gabriel, some of which priests continued to utilize
in Catholic ritual at the mission church. Resting on a solid-masonry square base at
the center of the domed baptistery is a baptismal font of hammered copper fashioned
by neophytes. Affixed to the north interior wall of the church near the sanctuary are a
wood pulpit and a stairway with railing and hand-turned balusters sawed in halves.
The balustrade continues across the church to divide the sanctuary from the nave.
Formerly decorated with five-point stars, the pulpit panels now feature diamondsurrounded ornamental crosses. The sacristy has several original wood doors with
hardware shipped from Spain (hinges and bronze disks), a mission-era cajoneras
(chest of drawers), and a variety of tankards, vessels, holy water bowls, and candle
holders of copper and silver. Wood fashioned of mortice and tenon wood and faced
with hand-wrought bronze disks imported from Spain, the doors that originally hung
at the church's south entrance along El Camino Real now rest against the north wall
of the convento, where they are displayed with public interpretation panels. 78
After 1812, as the Mission San Gabriel community labored to repair the church and
other damaged infrastructure, it also invested in new construction that continued into
the 1820s. Much of this new construction reflected Fray Zalvidea's efforts to
enhance the mission's productive capacity. Constructed in 1816 two miles northwest
of the mission compound, San Gabriel's first water-powered grist mill, which became
known later as El Molino Viejo (the Old Mill), was located at a spring that caused
water damage to the building. The mill's horizontal water wheel also proved
inefficient. In 1823, Zalvidea enlisted the American newcomer, John Chapman, to
construct a new, more efficient mill and water conveyance system immediately south
of the mission compound. This system also appears to have incorporated an
additional building housing a wood-cutting machine. During the early 1820s, the
mission also added two long rooms for storing seeds, as well as mills for grinding
com and making oil. This is the last notable construction work undertaken at San
Gabriel to be documented in the mission's annual reports. 79
The secularization process of the early 1830s unleashed a plundering of Mission San
· Gabriel's property and infrastructure. Newcomer Hugo Reid would later recall that
78 Sugranes, The Old San Gabriel Mission, 46-48; Newcomb, "The Architecture of the Spanish Renaissance in
California, Part IV-The Old Mission Church of San Gabriel, Archangel," 17; Frederick Scholer, D.R. Lunburg,
and H.C. Bruce, HABS No. 37-8, Mission San Gabriel Arcangel, Measured Drawings, sheets 10 and 11 of 12,
available at the Built in America webpage of the Library of Congress American Memory website:
<http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?hh:4:./temp/-ammem_koSB::>,accessed: January, 2012.
79 Ward and Kurutz, "Some New Thoughts on an Old Mill," 141-147; Geiger, "The Building of Mission San
Gabriel," 39; Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 144.
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"it did not require long to destroy what years took to establish." According to Reid
the mission's "back buildings were unroofed and the timber converted into firewood,"
cattle were slaughtered in high numbers, "utensils were disposed of, and goods and
other articles distributed among the neophytes." 80 Mission land holdings, which
formerly extended to San Bernardino 50 miles east of San Gabriel, were reduced in
the claim awarded the Catholic Church by the U.S. Land Commission to about 20
acres that included the mission church building, the adjacent convento, the cemetery,
and the garden, orchards, and vineyards in the immediate vicinity of the church. 81
When Henry Miller visited San Gabriel and sketched the mission in 1856, he noted
that the "church is well preserved, being built in a peculiar style different from the
other churches. The other buildings, however, are dilapidated or totally in ruins." 82
From the mission era into the twentieth century the exterior of the mission church did
not have the thick plaster cladding that covers its exterior surfaces today. As late as
the 1930s, when the church became the subject ofHABS recordation efforts, the
building remained covered in a much thinner coat of plaster. Whereas the tile
banding of the almenas atop the buttresses, the ledged tile molding on the espadana,
and the brick voussoir atop the espadana are covered in heavy plaster today, these
features may have been exposed originally, providing red accents to the thin coat of
plaster cladding. As the church deteriorated in the nineteenth century, weather-worn
plaster would expose large areas of brick and stone on the church and sacristy walls
and on the espadana.
Changes to Mission San Gabriel Arcangel from the Late Nineteenth Century to the
Present
Mission San Gabriel's picturesque espadana and bells inspired poetry penned by
tourists and California newcomers before and during the surge of interest in
romanticized mission-era history and architecture that began in the 1880s. "The bells
belonging to this church are the sweetest-toned ones upon the Pacific coast, if not
indeed, in America," wrote Journalist Benjamin Cummings Truman during the
decade following his 1867 visit to the mission. Truman noted that the interior of the
church was "remarkably well preserved" at the time of his visit. The "old paintings

Hugo Reid, "Decay of the Mission ( 1834), excerpt from Los Angles Star article, in Weber, ed., The Pride of the
Missions: A Documentary History ofSan Gabriel Mission, 91.
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Engelhardt, San Gabriel Mission and the Beginnings ofLos Angeles, 144.

82 Henry Miller, "Henry Miller Speaks His Mind ( 1856)," excerpt from Account of a Tour of the California
Missions, in Weber, ed., The Pride of the Missions: A Documentary History of San Gabriel Mission, 109.
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and altar furniture remain intact," reported Truman, and the interior surfaces
continued to be "decorated by fresco work."83
Other late nineteenth century visitors reported a mission in a state of decay, which
may have enhanced its historical charm but also indicated that it needed repairs.
Writing in 1877, Miriam Leslie described the church exterior as "old and crumbling,"
and the interior as "dusky and venerable, but poor-the windows high up, small and
dusty, the roofun-ornamental and the floor uneven," with "a few bare pews .... for
such worshippers as objected to the floor." Writing in early 1884, Miss L.W.
Homans visited Mission San Gabriel and encountered a church exterior "here and
there evidently crumbling," choir stairs "worn into deep hollows," and the church's
"old doors .... studded with great brass nails, and almost dropping to pieces."
Whereas Benjamin Cummings Truman had been struck by murals and accent painting
within the church interior, Homans was struck by the limited light that entered the
long nave from the doors and the deeply inset windows high up on the thick walls,
which she characterized as "bare except for a confessional and a few wooden
benches." 84 According to one visitor in 1887, "there was nothing to relieve the
dreariness" ofthe church interior except for "a few wooden images in faded colors
and tarnished gilt" [the retablos ], and "some small pictures of saints hung at intervals
on the walls."85
During the year Homans published her impressions of the mission, the writer Helen
Hunt Jackson published the novel Ramona, which did more to popularize the
California mission myth and spark the mission revival than any other book. Prior to
Ramona, Jackson had established herself as an activist on behalf Native American
rights with the publication of A Century ofDishonor (1881 ), which chronicled the
federal government's poor treatment of Native Americans. Named for the book's
main character, Ramona told the tragic story of a part European and part Native
American woman born at Mission San Gabriel who marries a Native American man
named Alessandro. Jackson dramatized the plight of native California peoples
through depictions of the sufferings of Ramona, Alessandro, and other Indians at the
hands of callous, land-hungry American newcomers to California. Jackson contrasted
these images of more recent California history with the mission era, which the book
presented in romanticized terms as a place where Native Americans benefited from

Benjamin Cummings Truman, "Reflections of a Journalist (1867)," undated clipping from Los Angeles Star, ca.
1875, in Weber, ed., The Pride of the Missions: A Documentary History of San Gabriel Mission, 1-9.
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lovingly paternal Franciscan missionaries. 86
Romanticized images, historical narratives, and architectural symbols of California's
Spanish-colonial missions proliferated for decades beginning in the 1880s. This
popular revival would benefit many mission sites, but it also obscured California's
Hispanic heritage as well as the violence, exploitation, and segregation that marked
the region's history. Leading California architects turned to tile, stucco, gabled
espadaiias, and campanario bell towers to fashion a new Mission Revival
architectural style, of which perhaps the most elaborate early expression was Frank
Miller's Mission Inn at Riverside. Railroads built Mission Revival style stations and
promoted the mission myth along with real estate boosters to attract tourists and
migrants to the California. Out-of-state visitors traveled to Mission San Gabriel, the
birthplace of Ramona, and other destinations around southern California thought to be
sites depicted in Jackson's monumentally successful novel. California newcomer
Charles F. Lummis arrived in 1885 and published the magazine, Land ofSunshine,
which did much to promote the emerging mission myth. 87 Although the mission
myth obscured history to make it more pleasing in the present, it also inspired new
efforts to preserve the missions as historical monuments.
Lummis eventually served as president of the Association for the Preservation of the
Missions, a group founded in 1888 by Tessa L. Kelso, a librarian at the Los Angeles
Public Library. The Association later became the Landmarks Club. Lummis
promoted these preservation efforts in Land of Sunshine, carefully deflecting the antiCatholic biases of his Protestant readership by insisting that the missions belonged
not solely to the Catholic Church, but in a larger sense to the citizenry of California
and humanity generally. Early mission preservation work by these and other groups
included building a shingle roof to cover the mission ruins at Carmel, organizing the
effort to restore Mission Sonoma, building a chapel and other buildings at Mission
San Juan Capistrano, a failed reroofing effort at Mission San Fernando, and raising
funds for priest-led efforts to restore Mission San Luis Rey. Members of the mission
preservation movement criticized some construction undertaken by priests more
concerned with the structural integrity of surviving mission churches than the
historical integrity of their appearance. During the second half of the nineteenth
century, some of the priests at mission churches oversaw improvement projects that
86 On Jackson's Ramona and the mission myth, see Rawls, "The California Missions as Symbol and Myth," 350351; Kimbro et al., The California Missions, 54-57; Kevin Starr, Inventing the Dream: California through the
Progressive Era (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 55-63.
87 Mission Revival architecture is capitalized her and distinguished from the larger popular-cultural phenomena that
some historians have termed the mission revival without capitalization. On Mission Revival architecture and other
aspects of the generalized mission revival discussed in this paragraph, see "The California Missions as Symbol and
Myth," 352-354; Starr, Inventing the Dream, 75-98; Kimbro et al., The California Missions, 56-59, 61; Errol Wayne
Stevens, "'Ramona': Social Problem Novel as Tourist Guide," California History, 77 (Fall, 1998): 158-167;
Lockwood, "Where 'Ramona' Was Born," 11.
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resulted in completely remodeled church facades, installation of clapboard siding,
replacement of red tile roofs with wood-frame roofs, addition of steeples, and in
many cases, application of fresh paint or plaster over neophyte-painted murals,
frescos, and other decorative painting. 88
The Mission San Gabriel church bears the marks of late-nineteenth-century
construction intended to change rather than restore or preserve the appearance of the
church. Historic photographs indicate that in addition to the small cross atop the
espadana, a larger cross (no longer extant) was erected at the west end of the church's
roof ridge as early as the 1870s, and remained there into the 1930s. 89 As discussed
above, the neophyte-painted surfaces within the church interior appear to have been
plastered or painted over by the 1880s.
In 1886 the mission church underwent ceiling reconstruction and window
enlargement and replacement. Presumably considered improvements, these
alterations imposed Victorian architectural characteristics on the church that would be
lamented by preservationists. Comparison of historic photographs taken before and
after 1886 shows that the deeply set, splayed windows high up on the church walls
had their lower portions elongated several feet, resulting in the current 4' -0" width
and 9'-71/i'' length of the windows' exterior edges. 90 The church's current woodframe windows may date to 1886. The new ceiling, much of which remains present
in the church, featured a series of wood beams crossing the nave between pilasters.
Wood ogee arches with open fretwork and decorative impost moldings supported
each beam(the arches were later removed). The beams divided the ceiling's tongueand-groove board panels, with the boards positioned at counterpoised angles on the
north and south sides of a bisecting molding. Connecting the ceiling to the walls were
rectangular tongue-and-groove panels. The ogee-arches featured decorative impost
moldings. In the sanctuary, the new ceiling had four rows of coffers running east to
west with coffer rows against the north and south walls angled at 45 degrees against
88

James, In and Out of the Old Missions of California, 383-388; Roberto Lint Sagaraena, "Re-Forming the Church:
Preservation, Renewal, and Restoration in American Christian Architecture in California," in Laurie F. MafflyKipp, Leigh Eric Schmidt, Mark R. Valeri, eds., Practicing Protestants: Histories of Christian Life in America,
1630-1965 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), 118-134; Kimbro et al., The California
Missions, 59-65.
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Vischer, Mission San Gabriel Arcangel ca. 1870, Los Angeles Public Library Photograph Collection, available <
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the tops of the north and south walls, and resting over decorative window lintel
cornices. Briefly noting the altered windows and ceiling in 1905, preservationist
George Wharton James characterized the ceiling as "a most incongruous piece of
work." Writing in 1919, Rexford Newcomb declared that the replacement ceiling
"mars seriously the effect of the interior." 91
In the first three decades of the early twentieth century, Mission San Gabriel and the
town of San Gabriel underwent changes that brought new attention to the church, the
mission, and the town. Although the first railroad line in the area was completed by
the Southern Pacific Railroad just south of the mission in the 1870s, Henry
Huntington's Pacific Electric Railway helped increase commuter access to the San
Gabriel Valley from Los Angeles beginning in 1903. The following year, Bishop
Thomas J. Conaty celebrated the first Mass in the mission church to be illuminated by
electric light, which was powered by wires stretching to the electric railway line north
of the mission. 92
In 1908 Bishop Conaty arranged for the Missionary Sons of the Immaculate Heart of
Mary, also known as the Brothers of Saint Anthony Mary Claret or "Claretians," to
take over the mission and serve its Catholic community. At that time the Diocese
also began construction of new buildings in the mission revival architectural style at
the mission. A new chapel completed in 1908 extended north from the mission
church sacristy. By 1925 the chapel (no longer extant) would be relocated
immediately north of the church's northeast comer, and a small addition (no longer
extant) would project east from the old winery-kitchen immediately north of the
sacristy. Plans announced in 1908 for a new building to house the Claretian priests
coincided with new fund-raising efforts for the establishment of a mission museum.
Completed in 1913, the new priests' quarters allowed for the old convento to be
converted into a museum where mission-era art, vestments, and documents continue
to be displayed today. An historic aerial photograph indicates that the porch shelter
extension projecting from the northern eave of the convento 's gabled roof was
completed by 1924. By 1925, the Diocese had also constructed a larger chapel and a
parochial school northwest of the church. All of the buildings constructed during
these decades at the mission would later be replaced by new chapels, school
complexes, and a rectory. 93
James, In and Out of the Old Missions of California, 149; Newcomb, "The Architecture of the Spanish
Renaissance in California, Part IV," 115; Kimbro et al., The California Missions, 146, also see the photo of the San
Gabriel Mission interior reproduced on page 184: C. C. Pierce, Interior of Mission San Gabriel church, ca. 1900,
courtesy University of Southern California, on behalf of USC Special Collections.
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Popular entertainment associated with the mission revival brought hundreds of
thousands of people to San Gabriel from the 1910s to the 1930s. Although such
entertainment perpetuated mythic mission history, it also further solidified the
importance of Mission San Gabriel and its church as a public history site. The
famous early filmmaker, D.W. Griffith, shot multiple films at Mission San Gabriel.
Griffith featured the mission church's exterior and interior in.The Thread ofDestiny
(1910), a film romanticizing Old California. In 1912 a group of private developers
that included Henry Huntington completed construction of a 1450-seat missionrevival style playhouse near Mission San Gabriel. The theater would host Stephen
McGroarty's Mission Play, one of Los Angeles's most popular early-twentiethcentury entertainment attractions and a production that did much to perpetuate
mythically romantic mission history. By 1921 work had begun on a new 2500-seat
playhouse to replace the 1912 building. After years of delay, the new mission-revival
style theater was completed at a site immediately west of Mission San Gabriel in
1927. Many of the 2.5 million people estimated to have attended the Mission Play
also visited Mission San Gabriel. 94
The two espadana portals without bells, which had remained empty for decades,
would be occupied by the early 1930s thanks in part to Stephen McGroarty of
Mission Play fame. McGroarty claimed to have located the last of the espadana 's
missing bells in 1931. One bell had been transported to the Plaza Church in Los
Angeles. The other was long rumored to have fallen, or to have been removed and
taken from the espadana, and then transported to the nearby Baldwin Ranch in the
1870s. Writing in the Los Angeles Times, McGroarty claimed to have tracked the
second bell to an unnamed family's property not historically associated with the
Baldwin Ranch, and to have arranged with the family to have the bell returned. In
September 1931, both of the bells were ceremoniously hung in the two empty portals
of the Mission San Gabriel espadana. Research for this report has not yielded
evidence supporting or challenging McGroarty's claim. However, the poor quality of
the bell that currently hangs in the portal of the bell that disappeared in the 1870s, and
Times article discusses the completed chapel, the arrival of the Claretians, other building projects, and the
installation of bell at the front of the mission to mark its importance as a historic site along El Camino Real. The
bell had nothing to do with the espadana. Also see "Restoration Bazaar: San Gabriel Mission to Become Popular
Tourist Resort in All the Glory of its Original Design," Los Angeles Times, September 20, 1908: 18; No Author,
Mission San Gabriel Arcangel and Surrounding Area [aerial photograph], 1924, Los Angeles Public Library
Photograph Collection, available < http://jpgl.lapl.org/00079/00079269 .jpg >, accessed February, 2012; Sanborn
Map Company, San Gabriel Fire Insurance Map, Sheet 1 (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1910); Sanborn Map
Company, San Gabriel Fire Insurance Map, Sheet 9 (New York: Sanborn Map Company, 1925).
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McGroarty's lack of disclosure regarding its whereabouts since the 1870s, suggest the
possibility that, in an effort to satisfy collective desire for full "restoration" of the
espadana 's bells, McGroarty may have arranged to have an aged low-quality bell not
historically associated with the mission to stand in for the lost bell. 95
During the first three decades of the twentieth century, the church underwent several
notable alterations, some of which have lasted to the present. Around the tum of the
century, pews were located on each side of the nave's central aisle only in the area
between the south entrance and the sanctuary on the south side of the aisle, and in the
area between the baptistery and the sanctuary on the north side of the aisle. Simple
wood benches lined the south side of the aisle east of the south entry and the north
side of the aisle between the baptistery entry and the church entry at the north
elevation. The floor surface at this time consisted of concrete at the aisle with tongue
and groove boards on each side of the aisle. 96 Works Progress Administration (WPA)
photographs dating to circa 1935 indicate that at that time, large tiles were laid on the
central aisle, which was by that time flanked by two rows of replacement pews
stretching well beyond the former pews into the rear (east) end of the nave. The tile
laid circa 1935 appears to be the tile currently covering the aisle. The tongue and
groove flooring beneath the pews would eventually be replaced with concrete. The
current floor tiles covering the sanctuary and the rises of the altar steps and the steps
leading from the nave to the sanctuary are also visible in the circa 1935 WPA
photographs. Additionally, these photographs show that the ogee arches with
fretwork that spanned the nave below the ceiling beams at the turn of the century had
been removed by the mid 1930s. 97 The church's roof was also altered slightly around
this time. Historic photographs show that between 1924 and 1935, small gables with

95 In addition to the public interpretation currently displayed in the museum at Mission San Gabriel identifying and
describing the two returned bells, see King, Mission San Gabriel: Two Hundred Years, 25; Alice Harriman, "The
Romance of the Bells of San Gabriel," Los Angeles Times, September 11, 1921: IMS, IMl 7; John Steven
McGroarty, "The Lost Bells of San Gabriel," Los Angeles Times, September 6, 1931: A4.
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ventilation louvers were constructed at the west and east ends of the hipped roofs
central ridge. 98
Several alterations visible in the circa 1935 WP A photographs have since been
reversed. These include an interior shrine that blocked the south entrance, as well as
ornately decorative paint designs around the arch of the south entrance, around the
large ogee arch separating the sanctuary and nave spaces, and along the north and
south walls of the sanctuary and nave to form wainscoating. 99
By the mid 1930s Mission San Gabriel had also become home to the now famous Via
Crucis (Stations of the Cross) paintings attributed to neophyte artists, including
mission-trained artist Juan Antonio. Created at Mission San Fernando in the first
decade of the nineteenth century, the paintings were found damaged by weathering in
the belfry of the Plaza Church in Los Angeles in 1887. They were subsequently
mounted on wooden panels and displayed at Chicago's Columbian Exposition of
1893. The fourteen paintings were transported to Mission San Gabriel at an unknown
date. Although there is no historic photographic evidence, Kurt Baer claimed in the
1950s that the Via Crucis "for a time hung" in the mission church and were then
moved to the mission museum. In the mid 1930s, however, the paintings actually
hung along an outside corridor at Mission San Gabriel. Writing in 1935, Leon
Beaumon estimated the paintings' value at $1,500,000 and described them as "rotting
on yellowed walls behind old Mission San Gabriel .... lashed by the rains, scorched
by the sun and bitten by winds." The paintings were eventually moved to the mission
museum. During the late twentieth century, the Via Crucis became the object of
historical controversy. A number of historians and art historians suggested that
figures in some of the paintings embodied covert neophyte expressions of protest
against the authority of Spanish soldiers and mission alcaldes. Other historians and
art historians lambasted such claims as unfounded perpetuations of "Black Legend"
history and insisted that the imagery represented sincere expressions of Catholic
devotion. In 2002 Mission San Gabriel arranged for conservators to restore the Via

The roof was hipped in 1924. See No Author, Mission San Gab7riel Arcangel and Surrounding Area [aerial
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Sheet 5 of 12, available at the Built in America webpage of the Library of Congress American Memory website:
<http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?hh:4:./temp/-ammem_ koSB: :>, accessed: January, 2012.
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Crucis. Today the restored originals hang in the mission museum and reproductions
of the paintings are displayed within the mission church. 100
During the Great Depression years of the 1930s, Mission San Gabriel was the subject
of new historical recordation efforts and new historic landmark designations. In
1933, as a form of federal work relief, the Civil Works Administration launched a
program to employ architects and draftsmen to create a permanent archival record of
historic American architecture. The program would become known as the Historic
American Buildings Survey (HABS). In the years 1934-37, a HABS team recorded
the Mission San Gabriel church, museum, and surviving winery-kitchen with largeprint photographs and measured drawings that were archived in the Library of
Congress. 101 In February 1935 State Director of Natural Resources, George B.
Nordenholt, announced that Mission San Gabriel would be registered as a California
State Landmark. The U.S. Department of the Interior named Mission San Gabriel a
National Monument in 1938. 102
During the late 1930s and early 1940s, these historic designations helped accelerate
efforts to restore features of the former mission cemetery, gardens, and quadrangle
immediately north of the church. As far back as the early 1920s, excavations
immediately north of the church led to discovery of numerous bodies in the old
cemetery, as well as ovens where artisan-trained neophytes prepared bricks and tiles.
In 1935, within the museum building that had originally served as the mission
convento, excavators discovered the remains of a kitchen, including a brick fireplace
and conduits for conveying wine and olive oil between storage facilities and the
kitchen. Further discoveries in the area north of the church were combined with new
adobe and other construction to recreate features of the old quadrangle. The
restoration included the cemetery, an old kitchen, tannery vats, soap-making facilities,
an aqueduct segment, quadrangle walls, and construction of a new courtyard fountain.
The granite slab commemorating the eight Franciscan missionaries buried in the
sanctuary was also laid in the church at this time. 103

100 Leon Beauman, "The Indian Art Fortune No One Wants," Los Angeles Times, March 24, 1935: H5; Baer,
"California Indian Art," 34; Kimbro et al., The Caftfornia Missions, 132-33, 162. On the controversies over
interpretations of the Via Crucis, see George Hardwood Phillips, "The Stations of the Cross: Revisted,
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The mission church, museum, and restored quadrangle to the north remained
important historical attractions as the mission grounds beyond these historic sites
underwent construction of new schools, chapels, and other facilities. The city of San
Gabriel continued to grow outward from the mission and downtown area, which was
dominated by mission revival and Spanish colonial revival architecture. 104 In 1971
the mission was listed on the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP). 105 During
the following decade, members of the mission's parish community and local
preservationists began to lay plans for restoration work on the mission church, until
major earthquakes delayed those restoration plans and dramatically exacerbated the
aging edifice's problems.
The Wittier-Narrows earthquake of October 1987 caused major damage to the
Mission San Gabriel church and the old convento housing the museum. According to
one report, the quake created "large horizontal cracks in the walls and ceiling," and
"falling chunks of mortar and concrete knocked religious artifacts, including a 200year-old crucifix .... to the floor." 106 Ten months after the quake, another report of
the earthquake damage described how "long, jagged fissures snake across the walls.
The baptistery, its domed roof ruptured by an ugly gash, threatens to fall away from
the main part of the church. The mission's famed bell tower, with its distinctive
asymmetrical constellation of six church bells, is deeply cracked. Loose mortar and
paint chips still crunch underfoot." 107 Although pre-quake plans to clean and restore
the original colors of the retablo were implemented within months of the first tremor,
the church and the convento remained closed to the public for years as the parish
community sought funds for repairs. In 1989, with renovation work under way,
additional earthquakes created new cracks, dislodged a portion of the church's
exterior cornice ledge, and sent chunks of mortar falling from the building. The
building was eventually braced and the walls shorn up in a multiphase repair,
restoration, and retrofit project funded with money raised by the parish and the Grant
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Program of the J. Paul Getty Trust. 108
In January 1994, the Southern California region suffered another major seismic event,
the Northridge earthquake, which caused minimal damage to the recently reopened
Mission San Gabriel church but increased structural damage to the convento and the
espadana. In the aftermath of the quake, restoration director Helen Nelson told the
Los Angeles Times that the quake "shifted the museum and bell tower two-to-six
inches in some places." Adding an estimated $100,000 in repair costs, the Northridge
quake also separated the corner walls of the convento and did severe damage to its
interior non-load-bearing partition walls. Surveys of the damage revealed evidence of
several infilled doors, windows, and a brick arch. The subsequent $1 million in
restoration work received funding from the Federal Emergency Management Agency
and the Governor's Office of Emergency Services. This work involved pushing the
adobe walls of the convento into alignment, filling cracks and voids with new adobe,
and covering them in new plaster. As late as fall 1995, the espadana bell portals
remained empty as wood scaffolding and metal braces assured that aftershocks would
not topple the structure. Once the espadana was realigned and repaired, the structure
received permanent seismic rear support consisting of a reinforced concrete post at
the corner of the church's west elevation and the espadana, and a beveled, reinforced
concrete brace beam extending west and attached to the espadana 's south side
between the lower and mid-level rows of bell portals. 109 A large joint, the product of
the repairs and seismic retrofitting, now runs through baptistery walls and roof. Both
the church and the espadana appear to have received their current thick coats of
exterior plaster cladding as part of the earthquake repairs and retrofitting.
In June 1996 a crowd of two hundred people watched as the famous San Gabriel
Mission bells were re-hung in the repaired and seismically retrofitted espadana. In
September 1996, the mission celebrated both its 225 1h anniversary and completion of
the $3 million in earthquake repairs and seismic retrofitting measures undertaken
since the 1987 Wittier-Narrows earthquake. 110 Visited by thousands of people
108 Penelope McMillan, "Life on a Fault-Mission Ritual: Check the Cracks after Quakes," Los Angeles Times,
June 14, 1989: 1; E. Leroy Tolles, Edna E. Kimbro, and William S. Ginell, Planning and engineering Guidelines for
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seismic_retrofitting.pdf>, accessed April 2012.
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annually, the Mission San Gabriel church and convento-museum continue to stand as
monuments to the tumultuous encounter between Native Americans and Spanish and
Hispanic colonists that represents the beginning of recorded history in the Los
Angeles area.

Part 2. Architectural Information
A. General Statement:
1. Architectural character: The Mission San Gabriel Arcangel's church, convento,
and old winery-kitchen buildings constitute forms, plans, spaces, structural
systems, and stylistic properties that still convey design ideas from late-18th and
early 19th century Spanish colonial architecture and Roman Catholic mission
settlement buildings. The buildings also serve as physical evidence of early
development of Alta California as a frontier in the Spanish Empire, specifically
revealing regional building materials, Franciscan friars' conceptions of spatial
organization of a church and mission, and the work of Tongva-Gabrielino
artisans. Changes through time have altered the buildings but not overwhelmed
the architectural character from their time of construction.
The church's primary character-defining exterior features are its prominent
buttresses topped by pyramidal finials or merlons, spare classical arrangement of
the fa9ade, and espadafza housing six bells. Deeply inset and splayed windows
reveal the thickness of the walls, a feature accentuated by the irregular finish of
stucco over rock, burned brick, and mortar walls. A thin plaster layer, partially
eroded and now covered by recent thick stucco, better expressed the materiality of
the heavy sanctuary walls, as seen in the Photography Record of the 1937 HABS
No. 37-8. The ruins of the campanario against the eastern end of the north
elevation lend important understanding to the original design concept of the
church as a rectilinear form with a bell tower to call followers to worship. The
collapse of the campanario and construction on the south elevation of an
espadafza likely changed the focus of entry to the church building from the
ceremonial east entrance to the south entrance which became the primary access
entry.
The interior of the church is particularly narrow, a result of the technical
limitations of the span of the original vaulted masonry roof. Both this and its
segmentation through a series of structural bays bounded by pilasters and beams
culminating in the altar and retablo create a sense of the nave's great length. The
nave and sanctuary are nearly 150' in length but less than 27' in width. The
sanctuary is dominated by the retablo that nearly fills the west wall of the
sanctuary and retains rich polychromy. The angled and coffered ceiling, the
lowered ogee arch, raised floor, and altar rail that differentiate the sanctuary from
the nave, separation elements known as an esonarthex. A pulpit with canopy at
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the eastern end of the nave, the choir loft, and vestry dominate the space almost
hiding the ceremonial front doors from view. Hewn and adzed beam and bracket
timbers support the choir balcony. A small baptistery with domed ceiling, early
central font, and arched doorway with ornate iron gate append to the north wall.
Late 19th century architectural features dominate the ceiling of the nave and
sanctuary. The nave ceiling and cornices are clad in small tongue-and-groove
boards bounded by heavy wood molding reminiscent of the East Lake Style and
three heavy lanterns hang above the aisle.
The sacristy is a single-story, vaulted-dome place with massive 4' to 5' thick
walls. The sacristy is the least altered space of any of the buildings addressed by
the HABS recordation. The sacristy is entered from the doorway at the northern
end of the sanctuary's west wall, externally to the south, and at the northern end
of the east wall of the convento. Late 181h century Spanish-style furniture and
bronze and iron hardware for doors, as well as the original tile floor, finish the
well preserved space.
The architectural character of the convento is a domestic architectural form, a
vernacular building type also found in secular Spanish colonial settlements, such
as pueblo and presidia. The convento, a side-gable central-hall residence, is little
changed from its original plan. The porch floor on the south elevation is altered
and the posts appear to be replacements in kind. The porch on the north elevation
was widened prior to 1937 and extends at the eave to the south elevation of the
winery-old kitchen building.
The winery-old kitchen is an unornamented utilitarian building with high ceilings
and small fenestration. On either side of the doorway on the west elevation are
wood structures with sliding wood panels. Another doorway on the south
elevation is several steps above the winery-old kitchen floor and leads to the
convento porch. A hung chimney is relieved and set 2' down into the east
elevation wall. On the east elevation, the vernacular character of the building is
now better revealed by the removal of the "new kitchen", documented in 1937,
that obscured the south half of the exterior wall. Although the addition of a
pergola with vines and a small memorial have been added against the east
elevation. A north-south wall with arched doorway between the winery-old
kitchen and convento encloses the east end of the convento porch.
2. Condition of fabric: The condition of the church, convento, and winery-old
kitchen varies from evidence of routine maintenance to the need for several major
improvements. The wood-shingle roofs of both the church and convento are in
very poor condition. Ultraviolet damage to the shingles has resulted in the frying,
splitting, and curling of shingles. Doors and windows on the convento 's attic
floor are also in need of extensive repair.
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The inappropriate application of thick cement stucco over the church is likely to
have adverse effects on the original masonry and plaster below, as well as impacts
to the historic integrity of the building. The stucco is not frayed but when its
condition deteriorates it should be carefully removed to prevent undermining the
condition of the original materials beneath it and a thinner screed plaster material
akin to the original plaster should be applied. The north elevation stucco has
surface water and mold damage, particularly around the baptistery annex.
B. Description of Exterior:
1. Overall dimensions: The church's main high-walled, single-story, rectangular
mass measures 172'-6" x 42'-5 W'. Most of this space is occupied by the
vestibule, choir balcony, nave, and sanctuary, which are enclosed by walls
between 27'-6" and 30' -2" in height and by a front-gable roof with a ridge over
35' in height. A projection at the west end of the church is occupied by the
sacristy. The sacristy has an approximately 18'-high roof, an 18'-0" high north
wall, and a south wall that forms the mission's espadana, or belfry wall.
Projecting from near the middle of the church's north elevation is an 18 '-0" high
single-story baptistery measuring 17'-8 1/2" x 15' -3". Projecting at a slight angle
from the west end of the church at the sacristy is a single-story, rectangular-plan
building, the mission convento (now a museum), which measures 67'-0" at the
north elevation, 26'-3" at the west elevation, and 70'-3" at the south elevation.
The ridge of the convento 's gabled roof is 28' -1 O" in height.
2. Foundations: The foundation of the church consists of rough stone and brick.
The foundations of the monastery or convento and the separate kitchen to the
north consist of burned brick.
3. Walls: The mission's most iconic exterior features may be the church's
buttressed walls and espadana (belfry wall). The foundations and lower portions
of the church walls were constructed of rough stone, brick, and lime mortar.
Hand-made burned brick and lime mortar comprise the main portion of the walls,
which are covered with a thin layer of plaster. The non-uniform shapes and sizes
of the bricks give the wall surfaces a wavy unevenness, an effect reduced by the
addition of thick cement stucco within the last twenty years. The baptistery walls
and the higher walls encompassing the church's vestibule, choir balcony, nave,
and sanctuary are between 4 '-0" and 5 '-0" thick in most places. The walls rise to
heights of between 27'-6" (northwest comer) and 30'-2" (east elevation). Molded
ledges form a cornice line at the tops of the walls that continues across the tops of
the projecting buttresses.
The east-facing fa9ade features a centered entryway and two cantons formed of
the buttresses at the east ends of the north and south elevations. Crowned by
pyramidal finials with projecting tile banding that rise nearly 5' above the tops of
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the wall, the cantons project 1'-5" from each end of the fa9ade at a width of 6' -4"
on the south side and 6' -6" on the north side. Rounded-arch niches are positioned
halfway up each of the buttress projections at the sides of the fa9ade. The niches
shelter statues depicting Fr. Pedro Benito Cambon (north niche) and Fr. Angel
Fernandez de la Somera (south niche), co-founders of the San Gabriel Mission.
The fa9ade is capped by a pedimental parapet with crown molding matching the
cornice line of the church walls. A cast-iron cross is positioned atop the apex of
the parapet.
Historically, the south wall of the church faced El Camino Real (the King's
Highway, the main north-south travel route through early California). The south
wall has ten buttresses measuring between 3 '-5 Yi'' and 3 '-11 W' in width.
Spaced from between 9' -9 Yz" and approximately 14 '-0" feet apart, the south
wall's buttresses are capped by pyramidal finials matching those at each end of
the fa9ade. The buttressed portions of the walls are approximately 6' thick
between exterior and interior surfaces. Both the buttressed and non-buttressed
portions of the lower south wall extend outward an additional 2'-1" to 2'-2" in
thickness from the stairway at the east end of the north elevation to the buttress
canton at the church's southwest corner. The south wall features a currently
unoccupied niche above the south entrance near the center of this elevation. A
scallop shell pattern 111 forms the arch of the niche, which is surrounded by a
tabernacle frame consisting of an entablature, columns with pedestals, and base.
The tops of the south and north walls rise several feet above the bottom edge of
the church's front-gabled roof to form low parapets. The roof is drained by
canales (rainspouts) near the tops of the walls that appear to consist of fired clay.
On the north wall, which historically faced the interior space of the mission
quadrangle, only the corner buttress cantons are capped by pyramidal finials. The
tops of six of the remaining seven buttresses form amortizements just below the
top of the wall. The amortizement of the buttress nearest the northwest corner is
approximately 5' lower than the others. There are no buttresses at the east end of
the north wall. Instead, the exterior wall at that location features the exposed
brick, stone, and mortar remains of the church's original bell tower, which was
destroyed by an earthquake in the 1812. Below the choir door to the former bell
tower is a tabernacle frame formed of exposed brick and a wood base with a
sawtooth bottom, which frame a mural of the infant Christ held by the Virgin
Mary and surrounded by cherub figures.
With a thickness of 4' -0", the southern sacristy wall adjoins the southwestern
buttress and rises nearly 35' high to form a belfry parapet or espadana with six
rounded-arched bell portals. The picturesque irregularity of the espadana design
111 The scallop shell is a symbol of Catholic pilgrimage from throughout western Europe to the sanctuary of
Santiago de Competela in the northwestern comer of Spain in Galicia.
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is one of the distinguishing features of Mission San Gabriel Arcangel. The west
end of the espadana has three steps, with the curved upper step forming the west
side of a matching easterly abutment for the wall's capping upper arch, and with
the eastern curve topping the wall portion that connect to the southwestern church
abutment. The western of the lower two arched bell portals is nearly twice as
large as the eastern. Above these are a row of three arched portals, the eastern of
which is notably wider than western two. The single upper portal is the smallest
of the six; its arch takes shape over imposts with double ledge molding matching
ledge molding of the church cornice. This decorative pattern is repeated
irregularly as double or triple ledge molding along the top of the wall east of the
upper portal, on the steps west of upper portal, and as a series of bands evoking
imposts between the bell portals. The north side of the espadana is reinforced
between the middle three and the lower two bell portals by seismic retrofitting
that consists of reinforced concrete shaped at a right angle and adjoining the
church's upper west elevation wall. The north and west walls of the sacristy
between the church's sanctuary and the convento are approximately 14' -0" high
and between 4' -0 and 5 '-8" thick.
The convento walls consist of adobe brick with whitewashed plaster cladding.
They rise to a height of 14'-2" and are from 2'-9 Yi" to 3'-1 Yi" thick on the south
elevation, up to 2'-3 Yi" thick at the west elevation, and 2'-2 Yi" thick on the north
elevation. The gable ends of the convento roof are clad in lapped wood shingles.
4. Structural system, framing: The church and convento are rigid-frame, originally
unreinforced masonry, rectangular buildings consisting of foundations and walls
formed of materials such as stone, burned brick, adobe brick, lime mortar, and
plaster. The load-bearing walls of the church and convento support wood roofs.
The sacristy at the north end of the church and the baptistery at the church's north
elevation are rigid-frame secondary masses with walls and roofs of brick, stone,
mortar, and plaster. The church and convento have wood truss, board sheathed
roof structures.
5. Porches, stoops, balconies, bulkheads: At the east end of the south elevation, a
straight-run stairway ascends eastward to an exterior balcony landing
accommodating an entry to the interior choir balcony. The length of the stairway
run is approximately 16' and the rise is 14'-0". With widths of between
approximately 3' and 4Yi', the steps consist of exposed brick and mortar and are
flanked on the south side by a plaster-clad parapet that functions as a handrail.
The 20'-5"-long balcony landing is extended on its south side by several boards
with cantilevered supports. A gate and railing of wrought iron enclose the
balcony landing.
The eaves of the convento 's side-gable roof project beyond the south and north
walls to shelter full-width porches. The south porch consists of a brick-and-
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mortar walk sheltered by the prominent eave extensions, which are supported by
six 8" x 6" wood posts set in brick and mortar pedestals and topped with 8"xl0"
porch beams. Much of the convento 's northern porch has been altered into a
veranda by way of extending the eave overhang with non-original posts,
projecting joists, and wood railing. The top layer of the north patio floor consists
of brick that appears to have been laid in more recent decades but may be reused
early tile added to original tile for the original portion of the porch.
6. Chimneys: The winery-old kitchen has a chimney atop the central portion of the
east wall. The chimney and flue are constructed down into the wall
approximately 2' at which point the flue turns inward and opens into the room. It
would have been connected to a metal pipe from there to an iron stove. On the
exterior the chimney is relieved by approximately 6" and extends through the roof
only 2' above the roofline before being capped by two inward slanted tile bricks
that meet at the top to keep rainwater from entering the flue. Triangular openings
formed by the bricks permit smoke to exhaust. The chimney is square in plan at
its apex but has rectangular shoulder extensions that widen the feature both above
and below the roofline, elongated in the north-south direction of the supporting
wall.
The convento likely had a chimney that may have fallen or been removed in
response to seismic activity. The church has no chimney either.
7. Openings:
a. Doorways and doors: Centered at the east elevation, the church's fa9ade
entryway is formed of a rounded arch. This entry measures 7 '-0" in width
from the floor up to faux impost capital moldings positioned just below the
spring, and has a l '-0" deep exterior reveal. The arch consists of brick and
mortar covered by plaster. A molding of a star within a square above another
star adorns the crown just above the top of the arch rise, which is 11 '-0" high.
Two pairs of holes above the imposts of the arch may be fixture shadows of
sconces, now missing. The doors are weathered, herringbone-set wood board
that comes to an apex where the doors meet and the arch above is infilled with
wood boards. The doors replace the original redwood doors with bronze that
are in the collection of the mission's museum
Historically facing El Camino Real (the King's Highway), the rounded-arch
entryway near the middle of the south elevation repeats the basic design of the
fa9ade entryway, with faux impost capital moldings at each arch spring, but
no keystone molding at the crown. This entryway measures 7' -9W' in width
from the floor to the spring with a 1'-0" outer reveal, and 11 '-2 W' from the
floor to the top of the rise. The south entrance's inwardly swinging double
doors are set within a rectangular opening. The doors consist of two 7'-2"-
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high and 4'-3"-wide leafs under a 4'-6" x 8'-6" overdoor, all of mortise-andtenon and wood-pinned 4"x4" redwood boards with hand wrought iron nails,
hinges, and fasteners, and with bronze disks and pivots from Spain.
An entry providing access from within the historic mission quadrangle is
located toward the east end of the north elevation. This entry consists of an
exterior basket-handle arch with no molding that measures 6'-1 Yi'' in width
and approximately 9' in height from the floor to the top of the rise. The
rectangular wood door frame is inset approximately 2' deep within the wall
and outlined by a prominently concaved reveal between the frame and the
outer arch line. The frame measures approximately 3 '-6" in width and 8' in
height with an outwardly swinging rectangular door. The walkway to the
door is secured by a shoulder-high wrought-iron fence.
An additional south-elevation entryway provides access to and from the
sacristy. Centered below the espadana, this rounded-arch entry measures 3 ' 2" in width from the floor to the spring and approximately 6' -6" in height
from the floor to the top of the rise. A deep recess of the same dimensions as
the door frame outlines the entry. A wrought iron gate shaped to the arched
contour of the entry is fastened to the recess. The inwardly swinging woodframe door is rectangular in shape and features original woodwork and
hardware, including hand wrought iron nails, hinges, and fasteners, and with
bronze disks and pivots from Spain.
The original double doors of the east-facing fa9ade entrance are currently
displayed under the veranda along the exterior north wall of the convento.
Dating to ca. 1800, each rectangular leaf consists of California redwood with
bronze bosses from New Spain (now Mexico).
The convento has three rectangular-shaped entries, two positioned centrally on
the north and south elevations providing access to the central hall, and one
providing access to and from the vestibule at the convento 's northeast comer.
The interior and exterior doors are four-panel with paired, elongated upper
panels set in moldings between mortise-and-tenon tied lintels and stiles. Atop
the vestibule stairway at the northeast corner of the building is an offset entry
with a deteriorated, outwardly swinging, wood four-panel attic door providing
access to the espadana bells over the sacristy roof.
b. Windows and shutters: The church's window openings are not original; the
window openings were elongated and replacement windows were installed in
the late nineteenth century. The replacement windows sat high on the walls.
Their sills were lowered to permit installation of the replacement windows.
Now, most of the church windows are positioned midway up the walls. The
centered fa9ade window has a splayed rectangular opening, the outer edge of
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which measures 4' in width and may have not been been altered when the
other windows were replaced. The wood frame and sill are set approximately
2' deep from the edge of the opening. The patterned window has wood sashes
and muntins, and consists of a fixed upper sash and a vertically sliding lower
sash, both with panes of green-tinted glass. The upper sash features a large,
rounded, arch-shaped central pane and smaller surrounding panes shaped to
the contour of the arch. The lower sash has a large rectangular central pane
surrounded by smaller rectangular and square panes.
The five eastern windows on the south elevation and two window openings
nearest the baptistery on the north elevation have splayed rectangular
openings measuring 4 '-0" x 9' -71/i'' at their exterior edges. The wood frames
and sills of all the north and south elevation windows are set approximately
2 Yi' deep in the wall. Vertically several feet longer than the fa9ade window
(precise dimensions are not available), these windows also have wood sashes
and muntins and slightly green-tinted glass. They consist of a vertically
sliding lower sash with two larger square panes surrounded by smaller
rectangular and square panes, and a fixed rounded-arch-patterned upper sash
with two larger central panes and smaller surrounding panes shaped to the
contour of the arch.
Shaped differently than the other windows, two additional windows light the
sanctuary at the west end of the main church space, one on the south elevation
and one on the north elevation. These splayed windows openings have
basket-handle arch shapes. The exterior edges of their openings measure 4' 21/i'' (south opening) and 4'-01/i'' (north opening) in width from the base to the
arch spring, and 10 '-2" in height from the bottom edge to the top edge of the
arch. These two openings also feature molded, arch-shaped dressing between
the window and the deep angular reveals. The materials, arrangement, and
pane-patterns of the two windows at the sanctuary match the other windows
on the north and south elevations, and they appear to be the same size.
Natural light enters the baptistery through a single window at the south end of
the east elevation. The window's splayed exterior opening measures the 3 ' 3Yi" wide and approximately 5' high at the outer edge of the opening. The
window is a wooden six-by-six light casement window. Iron security bars
front the window exterior. A similar splayed window opening measuring 5' 3" in width and approximately 6W in height at the outer edge of the opening
is positioned near the middle of sacristy's north elevation. Fronted on the
exterior by a wood security screen, the six-light, wood window is inwardly
swmgmg.
The convento 's windows are early, with rippling associated with glass dating
from the 19th century and earlier. The south-facing fa9ade has four uniform
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windows, two on each side of the door, with frames measuring approximately
3' in width by 6' in height. These windows are six-over-six, double-hung
wood sashes with wood muntins, surrounds, and sills. The two west windows
have lintels and sills that extend beyond the width of the openings. The north
elevation has four windows of varying size. At the west gable end is a band
of four wood casement windows with eight-light transoms. At the convento 's
east gable end, the attic door to the roof of the sacristy and the espadana is
flanked by two pairs of two-light wood casement windows with wood frames
and sills.
8. Roof:
a. Shape, covering: Installed in the early nineteenth century to replace the
original, failed vaulted roof and ceiling of brick, mortar, and plaster, the main
church space (vestibule, choir balcony, nave, and sanctuary) has a moderately
pitched wood-frame gable-on-hip roof clad in wood shingles. The roof is
framed in a queen truss arrangement with wood members. The baptistery
projecting from the church's north elevation and the sacristy at the west end of
the church have original vaulted roofs of brick, mortar, and plaster covered in
a non-original water-proof gunite exterior surfacing. The baptistery roof is
formed of groin-vault construction and the sacristy roof has a barrel-vault roof
sealed with rolled asphaltic membrane and tar.
The adobe convento is topped by a moderately pitched side-gable roof clad in
wood shingles with lapped wood shingles at the gable ends. The roof is
framed in a wood queen truss system with 2" x 6" rafters, 2" x 1O" joists,
board sheathing, and a 1" x 6" tongue and groove attic floor.
b. Cornice, eaves: As described above, the church cornice is formed oftwostep moldings running across the top edge of the walls enclosing the vestibule
choir balcony, nave, and sanctuary, and across the bottom of the finials that
crown the buttresses and cantons. The moldings protrude over extended tile
edges.
9. Hardware: The earliest hardware consists of hand wrought iron nails, hinges, and
fasteners, and with bronze disks and pivots from Spain and New Spain (later
Mexico). Window hardware in the church and a raised lock with relief-work on
the doors are from the late 19th century renovations.
a. Lights: The lantern lights in the nave and sanctuary appear to be from the
period of the late 19th century renovations. A hung single lantern over the
fai;:ade entryway may be from the same period or earlier. Original lighting in
all three buildings was candle and fat-fueled lamp. Therefore, all light
fixtures are later additions to the buildings.
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C. Description of Interior:
1. Floor plans:
a. Church (vestibule, choir balcony, nave, baptistery, and sanctuary): At the east
end of the church, the vestibule and choir balcony occupy an approximately
19' x 26' portion of the floor plan. Positioned between this space and the
sanctuary to the east, the nave is approximately 96' long and up to
approximately 27' wide. The sanctuary space encompassing the altar at the
west end of the church is approximately 27' long from the steps leading to the
sanctuary to the interior west wall, and up to approximately 27' in width
between the interior south and north walls. The interior of the baptistery
measures 10' -1" from the entry to the alcove at the north elevation and 10' -1"
from the window opening to west elevation.
b. Sacristy: The interior sacristy is 17'-1" x 26'-5".
c. Convento (museum): The monastery consists of a central hall measuring 7'11" x 20' -11 W' flanked on the east by four rooms and flanked on the west by
three rooms (see drawing sheets 1 and 2 of 12). Reflecting the building's
angled eastern connection to the sacristy, the northeastern room is a rhombus
shape (5, vestibule) and measures 10' -1" from north to south and 10' -1" from
east to west at the angle of the east wall it shares with the sacristy. The
convento 's southeastern room (6) measures 10' -3" at the east wall shares with
the sacristy, 13 '-2" at the south wall, 9 '-11" at the west wall, and 10' at the
north wall. The northern room immediately east of the hall (8) measures 10'l" x 15 '-0" and the southern room immediately east of the hall (7) measures
9' -11" x 15 '-0". The convento 's largest room, the room immediately west of
the hall (10), measures 15'-l" x 21 '-3". The two rooms at the west end of the
building's plan (11 and 12) both measure 10'-2Yi" x 12'-0".

2. Stairways, Balcony, Pulpit, Steps: Immediately south of the church's fa9ade
entry, a wood quarter-tum stairway provides access from the church vestibule to
the choir balcony. Six stairs rise to a quarterpace landing that abuts the church's
southeast comer, and the remainder of the stairway rises to a landing tread above
the entryway. Opposite the interior church walls, the stairway is lined with a
simple wood railing and balusters.
The choir balcony is supported by four 9" x 1O" wood beams with decoratively
shaped cyma recta molded brackets with hewn and adzed finish and what appear
to be two stacked 9" x 1O" beams at the west end of the balcony between pilasters
opposite the exterior buttresses. Below these west beams is a basket-handleshaped arch of wood construction clad in plaster and paint. The top of the rise
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measures 11 '-9 Yz" from the floor. The springs are marked by impost molding on
each of the flanking pilasters. Above the arch and west beams, the choir balcony
is lined with a wood parapet faced with three rectangular panels and crowned with
ovolo molding over <lentil band molding. The wood-frame ogee arch with
fretwork situated above the balcony parapet during the original 1930s HABS
recordation has since been removed. The choir balcony has wood closets made of
planed vertical boards at its southeast and northwest corners.
Abutting the north wall at the northwest comer of the church nave is a wood
stairway leading to a wood pulpit. The stairway rises south from the south edge
of the sanctuary to the approximately 7'-high landing tread and floor of the pulpit.
The pulpit is cantilevered under a cantilevered wood visor or canopy matching the
partial-octagon shape of the pulpit. The stairway is lined on the south side by a
wood balustrade (decorative elements of the stairway and pulpit are described in
more detail below). At the bottom of the stairs, the balustrade turns to the south
and continues transversely across the church to divide the nave and sanctuary.
Two steps stretching transversely across the church and covered with non-original
tile lead to the sanctuary, the floor of which is raised several feet above the nave
floor. The upper step adjacent to the balustrade divider is lined with non-original ·
padding to facilitate kneeling in front of the altar.
In the vestibule at the northeast corner of the convento a double-L stair case
provides access to the east end of the monastery attic. The stairway begins at the
room's south wall and has landings at the room's southwest and northwest
comers. Constructed entirely of wood, the stairway has simple wood railing
above longitudinal brace boards.
3. Flooring: Most of flooring is non-original and of recent or fairly recent
construction. In the church, the tongue and groove floor under the pews and the
cement aisle floor present during the 1930s HABS recordation have since been
removed or altered. Now, from the eastern vestibule across the nave to the steps
in front of sanctuary, the floor consists of tile at the central aisle and tributary
walks from entries on the north and south elevations, and painted concrete under
the pew rows on each side of the central aisle. In the central aisle several feet in
front of the steps to the sanctuary, a granite memorial marker lists the names of
Franciscan Missionaries buried in the church. The names read: "Fr. Miguel
Sanchez (July 28, 1803), Fr. Antonio Cruzado (October 12, 1804), Fr. Francisco
Dumetz (January 15, 1811 ), Fr. Roman Ulibarri (June 16, 1821 ), Fr. Joaquin P.
Nuez (December 31, 1821 ), Fr. Geronimo Boscana (July 6, 1831 ); Fr. Jose
Bernardo Sanchez (January 16, 1833). The steps leading to the sanctuary at the
west end of the nave have tile-covered treads and risers. The sanctuary floor,
which was described as a wood floor in the 1930 HABS recordation, is now
surfaced in non-original tile.
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The original brick tile floor of the baptistery projecting from the north side of the
church remains intact. The 1937 HABS Drawing Set states the floor is "11" x
11" x 3" brick tile, badly worn. The floor appears to have tiles of many sizes and
still appears to be "badly worn." The earlier HABS measurements appear to be
an average or characteristic rather than precise measurement in this case. The
sacristy floor also consists of original brick tile with patches of more recent
replacement tile. The original brick tiles generally measure 11" x 11" x 3". In
the convento, the wood tongue and groove floor present during the 1930s HABS
recordation has been removed. The current flooring consists of tiles with
concrete at some of the passages between rooms.
4. Wall and ceiling finish: Coveredwith whitewashed plaster, the church's interior
wall surfaces repeat the picturesque waviness of the exterior walls. The north and
south walls feature prominent pilasters opposite each of the exterior buttresses.
The tops of the pilasters are capped by a wooden cornice that continues around
the tops of the walls and of the pilasters. The pilasters support transverse beams
that outline the church's diagonal-board ceiling panels. Transverse beams
stretching between the tops of the pilasters segment the ceiling into panels and are
emphasized by hung wood pilasters that supported the ogee arches with fretwork
that were extant in the 1937 Drawing Set (Sheet 6 of 12).
The ceilings in the convento are conventional plaster on lathe and the ceiling of
the winery-old kitchen is exposed quarter-sawn rafters supporting board
sheathing.

5. Openings:
a. Doorways and doors: The doorways on the interior of the church are of heavy
vertical board construction with mortise-and-tenon wide stiles and lintels.
Hinges are mounted on the exterior of the door of wrought iron. In the
convento four panel doors of a conventional early to mid 19th century type
with elongated upper panels and smaller almost square lower panels are
throughout. They measure 8 ' - 7" in height and approximately 3' wide and are
set under very prominent hewn and adzed lintel beams. The doors to the
winery-old kitchen are vertical board tied with three lintel boards.
b. Windows: There are no interior-to-interior windows in any of the buildings.
Please see section 7. b. for detailed window descriptions.
c. Niches and alcoves: Holy Water niches are cut into the walls by several
doorways, from the sacristy to the sanctuary, on the east side of the south
elevation doors in the nave, and on the north side of the ceremonial doors at
the east end of the aisle. The Holy Water niches contain small, form-fitting
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ceramic bowls. In the baptistery a l '-11" deep niche against the northern wall
is painted with Madonna and Child.
6. Decorative features and trim: The balcony-arch pilaster has l" raised, stylized
relief that appears to be Native American rather than Spanish in origin. Other
plaster molding including concave and convex banding and chamfering at the
comers of pilasters are rough and slightly irregular. Wood molding is rare and
minimal except for in the construction of the retablo and in the late 19th century
ceiling and cornice alterations in the nave and sanctuary.
7. Hardware: Interior hardware includes wrought iron butterfly hinges, various
forms handles with the earliest being iron straps, and latch-locks from the late 19th
century and later. Window hardware includes internal frame pulleys for doublehung sash windows (not visible) and pivot-locks probably oflate 19th century
ongm.
8. Mechanical equipment:
a. Heading, air conditioning, ventilation: The church attic provides passive
ventilation with louvers set in the end gables of the gable-on-hip roof.
b. Lighting: A hung single lantern over the fa9ade entryway may be frnm the
same period or earlier.
c. Plumbing: An open well served the mission, as well as a series of millraces
outside the mission grounds. The closest well to the three buildings is one,
now filled, to the immediate north of the winery-old kitchen.
d. Use any heading: NIA
D. Site:
1. Historic landscape design: The landscape to the south of the church is greatly
altered. El Camino Real was moved from alignment with the south elevation and
a triangular civic park with lawn and palm trees now occupies this space. To the
north of the church and convento, however, a quadrangle of mixed uses is less
altered and shows slow changes over time. The landscape to the north still has
utilitarian spaces evidenced by the winery-old kitchen, a now demolished "new
kitchen," and tallow-soap manufacturing features. The landscape also includes
various domesticated plants, such as grape vines, and memorials, shrines, and
graves of mission friars .
. 2. Outbuildings: Connected to the convento by a north-projecting wall is the former
winery-old kitchen, which measures 31 '-3" at the east elevation, 13 '-6 1/z" at the
north elevation, 30' -0" at the west elevation, and 12 '-11" at the south elevation.
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Part 3. Sources of Information

A. Architectural Drawings: This HABS update report has relied on the mid- l 930s
measured drawings produced by Frederick Scholer, D.R. Lunburg, and H.C. Bruce
during the early years of the HABS program. See the reference below to Withey et
al. in D.2 Secondary sources.
B. Early Views: The earliest known view is Alfred Robinson's 1828 sketch of Mission
San Gabriel. Another view of the mission was sketched by Edward Vischer ca. 1842.
For this HABS update, reproductions of these images were consulted in King,
Mission San Gabriel: Two Hundred Years, 22. Ferdinand Deppe painted Mission
San Gabriel during his 1832 visit. A reproduction ofDeppe's painting was consulted
in Kimbro et al., The California Missions: History, Art, and Preservation, 19. Henry
Miller sketched the mission in 1856. Miller's image can be accessed at the On-line
Archive of California. For full citations of these sources, see D .2 Secondary sources
and D.3 Photographs, paintings, and sketches below.
C. Interviews: Historian Timothy Yates privately interviewed John Fantz, Mission San
Gabriel Museum Caretaker and Historical Tour Docent, and accompanied visitors
attending Fantz's tour on March 24, 2012.
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Part 4. Project Information

This Historic American Buildings Survey occasioned by the San Gabriel Trench
Grade Separation Project follows the dictates of the Memorandum of Agreement
among the California Department of Transportation, the California State Historic
Preservation Officer, District 7 of the California Department of Transportation, the
Alameda Corridor-East Construction Authority, the City of San Gabriel, and the
Union Pacific Railroad, in consultation with the Gabrieleno/Tongva Tribal Council of
San Gabriel. This Historic American Building Survey satisfies Stipulation III.B.1 of
the Memorandum of Agreement requiring updated written and photographic
documentation of Mission San Gabriel Arcangel in accordance with Historic
American Building Survey Guidelines and Standards. The cultural resources team
was led by SWCA Environmental Consultants, including Cara Corsetti, Shannon
Carmack, and John Dietler. SWCA Environmental Consultants contracted ICF
International for mitigation work involving architectural resources. The architectural
resources work was led by Richard Starzak, Senior Architectural Historian, ICF
International, and the contract work for the architectural resources component of the
mitigation was performed by ICF International, 811 W. Seventh Street, Suite 800,
Los Angeles, CA 9001 7.
Prepared by: Edward Yarbrough, Architectural Historian and Tim Yates, Historian.
Affiliation: ICF International. Date: April 27 2011.

