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ABSTRACT 
 

Pure Blood and Malleable Bodies:  

Myth-symbol complexes, Hispanic New Mexican Identity Narratives and the Penitentes 

By 

Mary Colette Diggin 

 

Los Hermanos de la Fraternidad Piadosa de Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno, 

better known as the Penitentes, are lay Catholic confraternities, mostly found in the rural 

communities of mountainous northern New Mexico and southern Colorado. The 

dominant discourses about the tradition aver that it is Spanish and Catholic, with roots in 

medieval Iberian Spanish society. Subaltern or non-dominant narratives posit that there 

are Amerindian influences on the tradition, a position that the dominant discourse 

automatically precludes by understanding the descriptors used as indicating an 

exclusively Iberian Spanish, Catholic heritage.  

This dissertation does not disagree with the classification of the Penitentes as both 

Spanish and Catholic. Instead, it reframes these apparently exclusive descriptors and 

challenges the dominant cultural narrative(s) by contextualizing and historicizing their 

usage. It posits that these descriptors, in how they are understood, obscure a multi-

cultural, diverse and hybrid history. The study identifies “purity of blood” and “Spanish-

Catholic” as fundamental myth-symbol complexes in both Iberian and colonial Spanish 

societies. By examining these complexes over the longue durée, it establishes how the 

meaning attached to these symbolic elements has changed over time. Additionally, it 
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demonstrates how these myth-symbol complexes were manifested into socio-cultural 

doings that still have resonance today. 

Drawing on ethno-symbolist theories as well as studies in collective memory, 

narrative, and identity, this interdisciplinary study traces the development of Iberian, and 

later, Colonial Spanish myth-symbol complexes from the era of the Visigoths onwards. In 

the process, it builds a picture of New Mexico as a diverse and multiethnic society whose 

very multiplicity has been hidden, obscured and forgotten as the meanings attached to the 

symbolic cultural constructs altered. Thus, by tracing the shifts in meaning that occurred 

in Spanish myth-symbol complexes over a long time period, this dissertation makes space 

for counter-narratives in both New Mexican and Penitente discourses.  

 

Keywords: Myth-symbol complexes, Limpieza de Sangre, identity, collective 

memory, Visigoths, Spain, New Mexico, Penitentes 
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Chapter One:  

Overview 

 

Introduction 

On Good Friday morning, in northern New Mexico, the roads are filled with 

pilgrims. For many, their destination is the well-known Santuario de Chimayó, the 

healing church found in the Hispanic village of Chimayó. For days, drivers along the I-25 

have made way for the Santuario walkers as they make their way towards the church. 

Likewise, in quieter and smaller villages, men, women and children also take the path of 

pilgrimage. From early morning, they walk, often carrying crosses, santos and bultos 

(saint icons and statues), small children perched on father’s shoulders, older family 

members singing alabados1. Their destination, however, is not the well-known Santuario 

but the smaller and intimate spaces of the Oratorios of the Hermanos Penitentes. 

Los Hermanos de la Fraternidad Piadosa de Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno, The 

Brothers of the Pious Fraternity of Our Father Jesus the Nazarene, are lay Catholic 

confraternities, mostly found in the rural communities of mountainous northern New 

Mexico and southern Colorado. Often referred to as the Penitentes2, the brotherhoods are 

scattered across the Hispanic communities of the region. Historically located on the 

isolated frontiers of the Spanish empire, New Mexican Catholicism flourished with little 

direction or support from the centers of colonial power in Mexico. As a result, Hispano 

Catholics in the Southwest fashioned a self-reliant, lay religion that was intimately 

                                                

1 Hymns or songs of praise. All translations in the text are mine, unless otherwise noted. 
2 The penitent ones 
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connected to their everyday experiences (Pulido 11). The Penitente brotherhoods 

emerged from this tradition, with the first definitive documentation of penitential 

practices occurring in 1833, in a letter from Bishop Zubiría where he refers to “una 

hermandad de penitentes” (a brotherhood of penitentials)3 (Weigle 6). 

Historically, men in the isolated communities of northern New Mexico came 

together in the absence of a priest, for the purpose of prayer, and to offer spiritual and 

social aid to the community. The hermanos4, the members of these brotherhoods, led 

their people both in worship and in practical ventures. Their responsibilities ranged from 

the care of the dead to secular activities such as collective irrigation and harvest (Pulido 

11). Still today, the Penitentes gather in meeting houses known as moradas and often also 

maintain a more public space for community worship in their oratorios. The Penitentes 

are especially known for their songs of worship, called alabados, for the many santos 

cherished through the generations and for their ascetic practices, which included self-

flagellation and processions during Holy Week.  

During Holy Week, a performative ritual practice led by this lay community, 

takes place in the mountains of northern New Mexico. Pilgrimage, flagellation and a 

strict three-day ritual with little sleep, mark the time between Holy Wednesday and the 

closing tinieblas5 ceremony, late on Good Friday night. Mimicking the events of the 

                                                

3 As I elaborate on in chapter seven, a rule dated to 1821 for a cofradía in Chimayó, NM, was 
discovered in November 2015. However, in and of itself, it does not mention penitential practices.  

4 brothers 
5 Tinieblas i.e. Tenebrae: Traditionally the Tenebrae (from the Medieval Latin word for darkness 

or shadows) are songs and readings offered during the last three days of Holy Week, and feature the use of 
candles in the ceremony. In northern New Mexico it was combined with the Stations of the Cross in the 
“Tinieblas” ritual observed by the Penitentes, usually celebrated on Good Friday night (Weigle and White 
16) 
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passion of Christ, the hermanos and their supporting families, give of themselves each 

Easter to participate in this demanding ritual process.  

The genesis of this dissertation lies partly in a number of conversations I have had 

with Hermano Felipe Ortega, novitiate master for the Morada de Nuestro Señor de 

Esquipulas, at Los Ancones, New Mexico, and in my own experiences attending the Holy 

Week ceremonies there. Hermano Ortega has expressed on a number of occasions his 

belief that the Penitente tradition was partly Amerindian in origin. He is not alone in his 

belief that there is a Native American influence on Penitente traditions. Edwin Berry, 

Hermano Mayor of the Hermandad at Tomé, NM also attributes certain aspects of the 

Penitente rituals to his “Indian heritage,” i.e. that he is of Genízaro descent (quoted in 

Lomelí, Sorell and Padilla 77). Ramón A. Gutiérrez, Professor of History at University of 

Chicago, also elaborates on this theme in his chapter titled “Crucifixion, Slavery, and 

Death: The Hermanos Penitentes of the Southwest” in Over the Edge: Remapping the 

American West by Matsumoto and Allmendinger (eds.) and suggests that the Penitente 

rituals developed as a means of manumission for genízaros, Amerindian indentured 

servants who formed a high proportion of the population in New Mexico during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (258). 

The genízaros were groups of partially Hispanicized, detribalized Indians which 

emerged in New Mexico during the Spanish colonial period, as a result of the 

Amerindian slave trade in the American Southwest. Estimated as accounting for up one 

third of the population of New Mexico in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

genízaros developed their own identity by incorporating Hispano-Christian cultural 

practices while preserving their indigenous ways. Genízaros represented various tribes, 
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especially Apaches and Navajos as well as Comanche, Kiowa, Pawnees, Ute and 

occasionally displaced Pueblo peoples. Baptized as Christians and eventually freed from 

indentured servitude, they formed their own pueblos. This study will explore the 

possibility that the genízaro pueblos, classed as Native American under Spanish rule but 

as Mexican under Mexican and American rule, were formational in giving rise to the 

ceremonialism of the Penitentes.   

As I shall demonstrate in chapter two, many scholars and members of the 

Penitente hermandades see the tradition as integral to the culture of New Mexico and 

ground that culture in Iberian customs and practices. For example, Ray John de Aragón 

asserts that the Penitentes believe it is their duty to maintain “the centuries-old traditions 

that were carried over from la Madre España6” (Brothers 49). The dominant narrative 

therefore asserts a primarily Hispano-Catholic origin and influence on the tradition. 

Additionally, hidden in this dominant narrative is an undercurrent of cultural purity: The 

tradition is Spanish and Catholic and nothing else. In the dominant narrative, there is no 

cultural or religious admixture.  

The non-dominant narrative, as articulated by Felipe Ortega and Edwin Berry and 

supported by the scholarship of Ramón A. Gutiérrez, is more reflective of an 

understanding of the culture as hybrid and inclusive. It suggests that describing the 

tradition as Spanish and Catholic does not necessarily preclude Amerindian influences. I 

therefore examine the historical and cultural grounds that are the basis for this difference 

                                                

6 (The) Mother Spain 
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in understanding. In particular, I focus on how are the descriptors used in describing the 

tradition are variously imagined through time so as to explain this difference.  

Personal Influences: A Spanish Family—My in-laws 

My approach to this issue is influenced by my own experience of marrying into a 

Hispanic New Mexican family. In 1998, I married my husband, Steve (Eligio Stephen) 

Gallegos and moved from Ireland to New Mexico. Steve was born in 1934. Steve 

understood that his great grandfather, Loretto Gallegos had come to New Mexico in the 

early eighteen hundred’s, from Spain. The family were unusually late comers for 

Hispanic New Mexicans and had lived in the Los Lentes/Los Lunas area since arriving in 

New Mexico. Steve’s grandfather, Jesus, had been sheriff in the town, had run a number 

of businesses and was an influential man in the town. Jesus’ wife, Martina, was part 

Native American (Gallegos 6). Her father, Papa Juan, had died when Steve was three 

years of age and he had inherited Papa Juan’s medicine bag. Papa Juan was reputed to 

have been a scout on the Santa Fe trail.  

The narrative as told by Steve was fairly straightforward. His family was just third 

and fourth generation New Mexicans, still almost fresh off the boat from Spain. The main 

storyline seemed quite clear. The family was Hispanic New Mexican, relative newcomers 

from Spain who had some Native American ancestry on the paternal grandmother’s side. 

Apart from the rather recent arrival, the narrative was similar to that of many New 

Mexican families: they were essentially of Spanish descent and had male, Spanish 

ancestors who had intermarried with local Amerindian women.  

In 2010, Steve took part in the National Geographic Genome Project and had his 

paternal line DNA tested. Given that he is rhesus negative, he thought that perhaps his 
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Spanish lineage may actually be Basque7. To his surprise, his paternal line i.e. Y 

chromosome was Native American. Further investigation has affirmed that lineage.  

I include my husband’s story of his family background in beginning our 

discussion on the history of New Mexico, and my investigation into the Penitente world, 

as it contains many of the elements of New Mexican history that this dissertation seeks to 

investigate: A narrative of Spanish antecedents, intermarriage with Amerindians, a 

hidden history of having Amerindian ancestry but a public and familial narrative claiming 

Spanish descent.   

Cultural narratives are powerful. My husband is a highly educated man, with a 

Ph.D. in psychology and is a respected international teacher. Yet he had never found 

reason to question either the cultural or familial narrative. The story his family told fitted 

into the larger collective narrative: (Hispanic) New Mexicans are Spanish. Indeed, his 

family didn’t even need to place their Spanish antecedents in the 400-hundred-year 

distant past to make the account feasible. Simply placing the tale within near living 

memory, as a tale of recent migration, but one that had ample correlation with the cultural 

narrative, prevented doubt as to the tale’s veracity. The familial story and the cultural 

stories overlapped and created a familial and personal identity as Hispanic New 

Mexicans. 

Other family stories that also feed into this exploration of New Mexican Hispanic 

identity. One relative shared a story of the kidnapping of one of Loretto’s sons, as a child 

‘by Apaches,’ or so the story went. The boy was later sold on to a family in Grants, New 

                                                

7 The Basque peoples have a high percentage of Rhesus negative blood types, up to 35.6% in some 
studies (Touinssi et al, “Distribution of rhesus blood” 1). 
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Mexico and as an adult, had returned to visit his birth family still living in Los Lentes. 

Another member of the family recalled the fuss that had been made when she, as a 

teenager, had begun dating a young man from Grants. The young man’s family name was 

the same as the family name into which Loretto’s son had reputedly been sold. The 

relationship was forbidden by her parents, without explanation. The telling of the 

kidnapping story years later cleared up the mystery. Her parents had been afraid that she 

and the boy were related. It added a new intrigue: seemingly her parents had known the 

story of the boy taken and sold to a family in Grants but had never told their children. We 

wondered why, whether the family was ashamed or too grieved over the tale, or whether 

it was because Steve’s mother was angla (white woman), that the stories were not passed 

down. What had induced the forgetting? And if this story had been forgotten between one 

generation and the next, what else may have slipped away and was no longer 

remembered? 

Other Hispanic New Mexican families also shared stories that seemed exotic and 

mysterious, at least to a newcomer from Ireland. Some claimed a crypto-Jewish heritage8. 

Others told tales of Amerindian women who had married ‘Spanish’ colonists and 

acknowledged some indigenous heritage from ‘Indian grandmothers.’ Others, even more 

mysteriously, spoke of descent from ‘Indian slave girls.’ Still more denied any 

Amerindian heritage, speaking of being only of ‘Spanish’ descent. Yet another element 

often seemed both important and obvious to the speakers: they were ‘Spanish’ or 

‘Hispanic’ but not ‘Mexican’ or ‘Anglo.’ 

                                                

8 Historically, Crypto-Jews are converts from Judaism to Catholicism who retained their Jewish 
faith and practices in secret. 
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As an outsider to the culture, these stories and ideas were intriguing. I did not 

have the cultural constructs through which to automatically understand why it was 

important to be ‘Spanish,’ and not to be ‘Mexican’ or ‘Anglo’ or even ‘Indian.’ Nor 

could I place the allusions to ‘Indian slaves’ or to the sale of captive children into any 

pre-existing schema. What was forgotten or denied, or remembered and accepted, was 

determined by a cultural framework with which I was not familiar. 

In many ways, it is this cultural framework that I examine in this dissertation. In 

doing so, I understand the Penitente tradition as part of the Hispanic New Mexican 

culture. However, my view of Hispanic New Mexican culture does not see it as rooted in 

a single cultural milieu. Rather, I see the culture as expressive of a rich “heritage of 

converging streams” (Rael-Gálvez, quoted in Baca). It is this heritage that I explore in 

this study. 

 My Approach 

The Penitente tradition offers a potentially rich field of study to any mythologist. 

One possible area of research, for instance, is mythological motifs such as the concept of 

time, the feminine, creation/origins and death that weave their way through penitente 

alabados. The alabados are rich in imagery and thus open to mythological, alchemical 

and depth psychological analysis. Likewise, in terms of ritual studies, the Holy Week 

ceremonies offer an intriguing doorway through which to explore sacrifice and blood 

offerings. The mythological underpinnings of the art and architecture form another 

possible area of study. Unfortunately, although I originally had hoped to engage with 

these motifs, I was unable to pursue them due to time and space constraints on this study. 

Instead, the focus of the dissertation is on cultural and historical legacies, and the mythic 
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and symbolic elements embedded therein, a field that in itself is also rich and replete with 

possibility.   

In order to explore these topics, I delve into the history of both the Iberian 

Peninsula and colonial Spanish-America, including that of New Mexico. In doing so, I 

follow some of the specific streams that go into making Hispanic New Mexican cultural 

identity today. I do so mindful of James Hillman’s suggestion that 

History has a psychological function of providing a kind of genealogy 

myth, telling us how it all started and then happened. The figures of 

history taken psychologically are the progenitors, the cultural ancestors, of 

the ideas in our minds. In part, we turn to history this depository of 

cultural memory, as a therapeutic exercise. (Re-Visioning Psychology xxi) 

Therefore, I use an historical exploration of mythic and symbolic elements in New 

Mexican culture in order to uncover some of the cultural ancestors of the ideas we have 

about the Penitentes. In the process, I history a ‘depository of cultural memory’ that has 

implications for how we view the tradition today. Furthermore, I see the approach as 

fundamentally therapeutic. As Hillman reminds us throughout his book, Healing 

Fictions, the telling of any history is always part fiction and part therapy. Change what 

we story about ourselves and we change our self-understanding. Therefore, likewise, 

when we change our cultural stories and we also change our cultural understandings. 

Underpinning this research thus, is a sense that an in-depth exploration of history and 

mythic constructs can open us up to multivalent, multilayered and inherently complex 

understandings of the past and present. In the context of the Penitentes, such an approach 
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allows the tradition to be placed within an intricate cultural and historical narrative that 

supports a pluralistic and multifaceted assessment of Penitente traditions. 

In my research, I take a longue durée approach that includes an examination of 

the mythic and symbolic constructs that today have resonance in New Mexico. La longue 

durée is a concept developed first by the French Annales school of history, and applied 

widely by Fernand Braudel (On History 25-54). It gives priority to long-term slowly-

evolving historical structures and departs from more traditional event-based 

historiographies. It is an approach that suggests that there is a depth and richness of 

material to be found by examining an idea or construct or phenomenon over a long period 

of historical time. Therefore, I take this approach in order to illuminate the many changes 

that occurred to certain, still relevant symbolic constructs from the Visigothic era 

onwards. By tracking the development of these constructs, I reveal the multiplicity of 

meanings that attached to them over the longue durée and so submit that our engagement 

with such constructs must by necessity take account of this diversity and by doing so, 

make space for counter-narratives in both New Mexican and Penitente discourses.   

I therefore seek the roots of currently articulated mythic and symbolic elements in 

the distant past. These include understandings around being Spanish and Catholic, as a 

conjoined construct, as well as ideas about gendered blood, and purity. I propose that the 

language we use to describe the Penitente tradition is rooted firmly in myth-symbol 

complexes that traveled with the Iberian conquistadors to the Americas. “Spanish,” 

“Hispano,” “Hispanic,” and “Catholic” are descriptors commonly used to describe the 

tradition. They are understood in specific ways in contemporary culture. 

Spanish/Hispano/Hispanic as used in modern-day settings often suggest a direct cultural, 
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or ethnic or even genealogical connection to Iberian Spain. Catholic carries with it the 

experience of being a member of the modern (Anglo) American Catholic church—a 

diocesan-based, centralized structure that according to Allan Figueroa Deck is rooted in 

the experience of the eighteenth-century English Catholic settlers of Maryland 

(“Crossroads” 4). Yet I assert that over the longue durée, these constructs had variously 

different connotations. Thus, by demonstrating that the meaning attached to what it is to 

be Spanish and Catholic mutated through time, and, that while today these terms are very 

much understood to imply a claim to a Spanish colonial heritage, with a direct link to 

Spain, they did not necessarily indicate that in the past. Instead, historically, they 

frequently indicated a far more varied and culturally mixed heritage than is often 

acknowledged. 

Statement of the Problem and Researchable Questions 

The dominant discourses about the Penitente tradition aver that it is Spanish and 

Catholic, with roots in medieval Iberian Spanish society. Subaltern or non-dominant 

narratives posit that there are Amerindian influences on the tradition, a position that the 

dominant discourse automatically precludes by understanding the descriptors used as 

indicating an exclusively Iberian Spanish, Catholic heritage. The space between these 

two contrasting ideas about the origins of the Penitente tradition is the locus of my 

inquiry.  However, rather than shaping the question as one directly about the origins of 

the tradition, I broaden the basis of discussion by investigating the mythic and symbolic 

elements of New Mexican culture, especially as they pertain to Hispanic identity 

narratives. I particularly engage with the symbolic elements that emphasize cultural 

purity and exclusiveness and identify “purity of blood” and “Spanish-Catholic” as 
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fundamental myth-symbol complexes in both Iberian and colonial Spanish societies. I 

therefore reframe the apparently exclusive descriptors used in describing the Penitente 

tradition and contextualize and historicize their usage. In doing so, I build a picture of 

historically fluid identities and nuanced understandings that are scattered throughout the 

history of Iberian and colonial Spain and suggest that these descriptors, in how they are 

understood today, obscure a multi-cultural, diverse and hybrid history that has 

implications for how we understand the Penitente tradition. 

Given the dominant Hispano-Catholic narrative, in general in New Mexico and 

specifically regarding the Penitente tradition this dissertation asks how and why this 

narrative occurred and what the unspoken underlying narratives might be? How did 

conjoined myth-symbol construct of being “Spanish-Catholic” or “Hispanic/Hispano 

Catholic” develop? What are the roots of this complex intertwining of religion and 

identity that is still in operation today? Where did this myth-symbol complex first 

develop? What are its origins on the Iberian Peninsula? In what way did the Visigoths 

feature in this development? How were these mythic and symbolic elements used in 

Iberian Spain? And for what purposes? Which manifestations of these myth-symbol 

constructs—in law and socio-cultural customs—are still resonant today? 

Other questions focus on how the Iberian myth-symbol complexes were altered in 

the Americas. How did New World populations—Amerindians, Blacks, criollos, 

mestizos, genízaros—interact with Iberian myth-symbol complexes? In what ways did 

the Iberian myth-symbol complexes change in the Americas? Did the Spanish focus on 

limpieza de sangre, the purity of blood, emphasize a narrative of Spanish origin as 

socially desirable? What impact might such a perceived social necessity have had on 
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populations who were not Iberian? What may be hidden, forgotten or displaced as a 

result?  

A final set of questions centers directly around the Penitente tradition itself. Can 

Penitente traditions be seen as a means of genízaro manumission as Gutiérrez suggests? 

What form may that manumission have taken and how could a lay brotherhood have 

assisted in that process? How might this process have influenced the development of the 

Penitentes? Did the often understated presence of blacks and mulattoes in New Mexico 

and on genízaro pueblos have any impact? Can Penitente traditions be also understood as 

part of the process of forming a collective identity by genízaros? How might our 

perceptions of the current manifestation of the Penitente hermandades, currently 

understood as Catholic, monolithic and uniform, change in light of what this study will 

suggest are its diverse and polyvalent origins? 

By extending the discourse on the Penitentes into mythological, cultural and 

ritualistic studies, this dissertation supports the suspicions of Hermanos Felipe Ortega and 

Edwin Berry as well as the work of Dr. Gutiérrez and shows that the Penitente tradition is 

not culturally monolithic but may indeed have other non-Hispanic cultural influences, 

especially in how a flagellant tradition was preserved in New Mexico. I suggest that this 

line of transmission may indeed be Amerindian but that in light of the findings in this 

study, we must also include the possible influence of black and mulatto traditions in our 

analysis. 

Review of literature 

This dissertation takes a multidisciplinary approach, using studies from cultural 

and collective memory, narrative, anthropology, archeology, Amerindian studies, 
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mythological and religious studies, ritual studies and history, to weave a portrait of the 

unique and complex culture that formed in northern New Mexico during Spanish colonial 

times and beyond. In laying out the intricate background for the development of New 

Mexican Hispanic identity and hence, the Penitente tradition, I return to the roots of the 

Spanish-Catholic identity constructs in Spain itself and trace their development from the 

fifth century Visigothic kingdom through the colonial New World enterprises up to 

today. In doing so I draw on a large body of historical and theoretical writings in order to 

illuminate a complex process that involved identity formation, inter-faith encounters, and 

ethno-histories. 

Primary sources. 

Translated primary sources from Iberian history and Spanish colonial history are 

used throughout this study to open discussion and to ground my interpretations of the 

past. In tracing how identity narratives developed on the Iberian Peninsula, Conquerors 

and Chroniclers of Early Medieval Spain, Kenneth Wolf’s very lucid translation of most 

of the major historical works produced on the Iberian Peninsula between the sixth and 

tenth centuries is a fundamental resource as is Olivia Remie Constable’s anthology 

Medieval Iberia: Readings from Christian, Muslim, and Jewish Sources, and Barton and 

Fletcher’s The World of El Cid: Chronicles of the Spanish Reconquest. For colonial 

Spanish-America, works such as History of the Indies by De Las Casas and The 

Discovery and Conquest of Mexico, 1517-1521 by Diaz del Castillo, A Harvest of 

Reluctant Souls: The Memorial of Fray Alonso De Benavides, 1630 by Alonso de 

Benavides, Villagrá’s Historia de la Nueva Mexico, 1610, Pedro O’Crouley’s A 

description of the Kingdom of New Spain and Documents of the Coronado expedition, 
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1539-1542 by Richard Flint and Shirley Cushing Flint, as well as Hammond and Rey’s 

Don Juan de Oñate, Colonizer of New Mexico allow us engage with the direct experience 

of conquistadors, colonists and friars as they engage with new peoples and new lands in 

the Americas. 

In order to illustrate more historically recent articulations of Hispanic identity and 

trace the symbolic elements that still resonate in New Mexico today, I use newspapers, 

letters to the editor and art to support my observations. Online archives of local 

magazines and newspapers such as those for Alibi magazine, The Santa Fe Reporter, The 

Santa Fe New Mexican, and The Albuquerque Journal have been particularly useful in 

this regard. In considering the cuartocentenario memorial in Albuquerque, Nora Naranjo-

Morse’s film entitled Numbe Whageh at the Albuquerque Museum is important both in 

giving direct voice to the artist and in broadening the basis of the discussion to include an 

Amerindian viewpoint.  

Secondary sources. 

In order to contextualize the dominant Hispano-Catholic narrative and make room 

for alternative readings of the narrative, and the mythic and symbolic elements therein, 

my analysis draws on studies in collective memory, narrative and ethno-symbolism to 

illuminate the fluid and ever-changing nature of such constructs. 

Ethno-symbolist Anthony D. Smith’s work on nationalism is of particular use as I 

sketch the long history of the identity narratives that originated on the Iberian Peninsula 

and still find resonance even today in New Mexico. Smith’s books, Myths and Memories 

of the Nation, The Ethnic Origins of Nations and The Cultural Foundations of Nations 

are of particular use in laying out the definitions of ethnie and nation as I use them in this 
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dissertation. They are also significant in my delineation of myth as Smith provides 

examples of specific myth typologies as they relate to ethnies and ethnic identities. I thus 

make use of his categories of myth as well as the constructs he has developed in 

describing how ethnic communities progress over the longue durée in order to unearth 

the complex and ever-changing relationships that groups who identified as ‘Spanish’ had 

with their past across successive historical epochs: Late fifteenth century Iberia, Colonial 

Spanish-America and today.  

 To augment and develop my depiction of how the past and present have 

interacted throughout time, I also draw on collective or cultural memory studies. I use the 

terms collective and cultural memory interchangeably, drawing on Astrid Erll’s 

observation in Cultural Memory Studies that “cultural” or “collective” or “social” 

memory, is a “multifarious notion,” but one whose very ambiguity gives us the freedom 

to explore the more nuanced effects of myth, narrative and psychological concerns on 

what seems like a factual recalling of the past. In order to illuminate these processes, I 

draw on a number of cultural memory theorists. Maurice Halbwach’s On Collective 

Memory is foundational in moving the discussion of memory beyond the bounds of the 

individual and exploring it as a social or group phenomenon. Jan Assmann’s work in 

Moses the Egyptian, and in articles such as “Communicative and Cultural Memory” and 

“Collective Memory and Cultural Identity” assist in describing the processes that underlie 

memory as a collective and cultural happening. James V. Wertsch’s Voices of Collective 

Remembering and his article “Collective memory: Conceptual foundations and 

theoretical approaches” help expand the exploration of collective memory as both a 

process and as a mediated phenomenon. Paul Connerton’s book How Societies Remember 
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adds to the discussion by emphasizing body practices and the role of ritual and 

performance in communal acts of remembering. Additionally, Pierre Nora’s article 

“Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire” is important in identifying the 

various “sites” or “environments” of memory I use in this study—memorials, 

monuments, commemorations, literature, film, public art, and other types of artifacts, as 

well as historical writing in the academy. 

Through the work of narrative theorists, like Jerome Bruner and Paul Ricoeur, I 

show the impact of narrative in both the personal and the collective spheres. Bruner’s 

books Acts of Meaning and Actual Minds, Possible Worlds as well as his articles “Life as 

narrative” and “The narrative construction of reality” are important to the exploration of 

how narrative structures organize and give meaning to experience as is Paul Ricoeur’s 

From Text to Action. Additionally, Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative and Oneself as 

Another stress the cultural and historical mediated character of identity and allows us 

explore the essentially hermeneutic process at the core of narrative identity.  

In laying out the complex background for the development of Hispanic identity 

narratives, this study delves into the history of Spain as well as the colonial history of 

New Spain and of New Mexico, the most northern reach of the Spanish empire in the 

New World.  

Roger Collin’s books Visigothic Spain and Early Medieval Spain, Joseph F. 

O’Callaghan’s A History of Medieval Spain, Stanley G. Payne’s Spain: A Unique 

History, all help establish the historical details of the Visigothic era. A reflexive nuance 

to the historical facts is provided by Peter Linehan’s History and the historians of 

medieval Spain, and J. N. Hillgarth’s The Visigoths in History and Legend while Jamie 
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Wood’s The Politics of Identity in Visigothic Spain and J.H. Liebeschuetz’ East and West 

in Late Antiquity as well as various chapters from the anthology Strategies of Distinction: 

The Construction of the Ethnic Communities, 300-800 edited by Walter Pohl, allows me 

examine understandings of ethnic identity in Visigothic and Medieval Spain and to 

explicate some of complexities and subtleties of these identifications. Additionally, Cecil 

Roth’s Jews, Visigoths and Muslims, Wolfram Drews’ The Unknown Neighbor: The Jew 

in the thought of Isidore of Seville, and Jamie Wood’s article “Elites and Baptism: 

Religious ‘Strategies of Distinction’ in Visigothic Spain’” provide a basis for my 

investigation of religion in the Visigothic era. 

In exploring Iberian history up to the seventeenth century, Joseph F. 

O’Callaghan’s Reconquest and Crusade in Medieval Spain and The Last Crusade in the 

West: Castile and the Conquest of Granada as well as Teofilo F. Ruiz’ Spain's Centuries 

of Crisis: 1300 – 1474 are particularly useful in detailing the both the historical facts and 

gaining insight into some of the more subtle social, cultural, and political dynamics 

involved. Additionally, commentaries and introductions by Kenneth Wolf, Simon Barton, 

and Richard Fletcher in the aforementioned translations of primary sources also assist me 

in providing an in-depth analysis of the medieval period. Other resources for Spanish 

history especially in the early modern period include Henry Kamen’s The Spanish 

Inquisition and Empire: How Spain Became a World Power, 1492-1763, and Matthew 

Carr’s Blood and Faith.  

J.N. Hillgarth’s The Mirror of Spain, 1500-1700: The Formation of a Myth, 

Rebecca Earle’s The Body of the Conquistador, Ken Albala’s Eating Right in the 

Renaissance and Bettina Bildhauer’s chapter “Medieval European Conceptions of Blood” 
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in Blood Will Out, edited by Janet Carsten, underpin my discussion of the broader 

cultural contexts within which Iberian identity was being framed in the medieval and 

early modern periods. Earle’s work in outlining the impact of the humeral system and 

Iberian food anxieties on Iberian understandings is also important in tracking the changes 

that occurred to identity constructs in the Americas.  

Barbara Fuch’s investigations of Christian-Moorish interactions in Spain as 

described in her books Exotic Nation: Maurophilia and the Construction of Early 

Modern Spain and Mimesis and Empire: The New World, Islam, and European Identities 

are also useful in examining the complex cultural contexts in play on the Iberian 

Peninsula and their continuing impact in the New World colonies. David Nirenberg’s 

Neighboring Faiths as well as James Amelang’s Parallel Histories: Muslims and Jews in 

Inquisitorial Spain perform a similar task in elucidating Jewish-Christian dynamics. 

These works enable me to place my discussion of New World Iberian-Amerindian 

relations into the broader context of already existing Old World paradigms.  

In dealing with Iberian and New World constructions of pure blood, I rely on 

María Elena Martínez’ Genealogical Fictions: Limpieza de Sangre, Religion, and Gender 

in Colonial Mexico as well as her articles “The Black Blood of New Spain” and “Social 

Order in the Spanish New World” to help explicate the intricacies involved in both the 

development of the complex as well as in its manifestations in the Americas. In addition 

to Martínez’ work, I draw on Douglas R. Cope’s The Limits of Racial Domination: 

Plebeian Society in Colonial Mexico City, 1660–1720, Ilona Katzew’s Casta Painting: 

Images of Race in Eighteenth-century Mexico and Magali M. Carrera’s Imagining 

Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraiture and Casta 



20 
 

  

Paintings, to show how the sistema de castas developed from the ideas of pure blood as a 

religious construct but then became increasingly tied to cultural practices in the 

Americas. The essays in Imperial Subjects: Race and Identity in Colonial Latin America 

edited by Andrew B. Fisher and Matthew D. O’Hara also help to elucidate this process as 

do Ann Twinam’s article “Pedro de Ayarza: The Purchase of Whiteness” and her book 

Purchasing Whiteness: Pardos, Mulattos, and the Quest for Social Mobility in the 

Spanish Indies.  John Nieto-Phillips’ book The Language of Blood and Michael J. 

Trujillo’s Land of Disenchantment: Latina/o Identities and Transformations in Northern 

New Mexico show how these concepts underwent additional changes in New Mexico and 

also allow me to demonstrate how these constructs are still relevant to Hispanic New 

Mexicans today. 

Additionally, constructs around citizenship i.e. vecindad play into this discussion. 

Tamar Herzog’s Defining Nations: Immigrants and Citizens in Early Modern Spain and 

Spanish America as well as her chapter “Beyond Race. Exclusion in Early Modern Spain 

and Spanish America” in Race and Blood in the Iberian World edited by Max S. Hering 

Torres et al, are important in demonstrating how behavior and socio-cultural activities 

became increasingly important in determining one’s social position in the Iberian world.  

Religion and religious topics such as conversion, millennialism and 

confraternities weave their way through this dissertation. I use Local Religion in 

Sixteenth-century Spain, William A. Christian Jr.’s study of local religious practices in 

sixteenth century Iberia to reveal the rich and varied expressions of faith as they existed 

on the Peninsula. Maureen Flynn’s Sacred Charity: Confraternities and Social Welfare in 

Spain, 1400-1700, Carlos M. N. Eire’s From Madrid to Purgatory: The Art and Craft of 
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Dying in Sixteenth-Century Spain and Nicole von Germeten’s Black Blood Brothers: 

Confraternities and Social Mobility for Afro-Mexicans all aid in my exploration of 

confraternities as expressions of local religion, and in illuminating the complicated 

tapestry of religious practice in the New World. John Leddy Phelan’s The Millennial 

Kingdom of the Franciscans in the New World is important in demonstrating the strong 

millenarian preoccupation that the Franciscans carried to the New World. Additionally, 

Louise M. Burkhart’s article “Pious Performances” and her book The Slippery Earth: 

Nahua-Christian moral dialogue in sixteenth-century Mexico are valuable in examining 

how Mesoamericans engaged with Spanish conversion techniques and managed to retain 

many aspects of their own indigenous practices. James Lockhart’s The Nahuas After the 

Conquest: A Social and Cultural History of the Indians of Central Mexico, Sixteenth 

Through Eighteenth Centuries is also helpful in this regard, as are Matthew O’Hara’s A 

Flock Divided, Nicholas Griffith’s Sacred Dialogues: Christianity and Native Religions 

in the Colonial Americas, 1492-1700 and Amos Megged’s Exporting the Catholic 

Reformation: Local Religion in Early-Colonial Mexico. Taken together, these texts allow 

me weave a tale of the complex interactions between Iberian and indigenous religious 

belief and ritual practices. 

Other resources for Spanish colonial history are important too as I portray the 

complexity of the exchanges between conqueror and conquered in the New World. The 

Spanish Frontier in North America, Foreigners in their native land: historical roots of 

the Mexican Americans and Myth and the History of the Hispanic Southwest by David J. 

Weber; Colin M. MacLachlan and Jaime E. Rodríguez O’s The Forging of the Cosmic 

Race; Charles Gibson’s “The Aztec Aristocracy in Colonial Mexico” and Spain in 
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America; James Axtell’s Beyond 1492: Encounters in Colonial North America as well as 

Cañizares-Esguerra’s Puritan Conquistadors all assist in this task and allow me weave 

the rich tapestry of the intercultural milieu that was so central to life in the province of 

New Spain but that often remains hidden under casta labels and other social structures.   

Spanish colonial history in New Mexico is also central to this study. Ramon A. 

Gutierrez’s When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality, and 

Power in New Mexico, 1500-1846, Andrew L. Knaut’s The Pueblo Revolt, Poling-

Kempes’ Valley of Shining Stone: The Story of Abiquiu, and Ebright and Hendricks’ The 

Witches of Abiquiu: The Governor, the Priest, the Genízaro Indians, and the Devil all 

help describe the particularly New Mexican interactions between the various ethnic 

groups in New Mexico.  

In detailing the history of the Penitente brotherhood itself, this study will draw on 

Marta Weigle’s extensive research on the Penitente tradition in The Penitentes of the 

Southwest, Chávez’s My Penitente Land: Reflections on Spanish New Mexico, Pulido’s 

The Sacred World of the Penitentes, Mellot’s I was and I am Dust, Ray John Aragon’s 

The Penitentes of New Mexico. These scholars outline the most typical understanding of 

the Penitente history, representing it as a late eighteenth century version of the Third 

order of St. Francis with roots in pietistic practices, originally brought from sixteenth 

century Spain. The Penitente Brotherhood: Patriarchy and Hispano-Catholicism in New 

Mexico by Michael P. Carroll disagrees with this formulation of Penitente history and 

points to the gap between the Spanish colonial practices and the documented emergence 

of the Penitentes in the nineteenth century. While I agree in part with Weigle, Chavez 

and Steele in their view of Penitente origins, I disagree with Carroll’s essentially 
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Freudian analysis of the Penitentes. Nevertheless Carroll’s documentation of the history 

of New Mexico is noteworthy. However, I take issue with the overall contention of these 

writers that describe the Penitente brotherhood as solely Hispanic/Spanish in origin, 

without contextualization, and build a case for understanding the origins as multicultural 

and diverse. 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter Two lays the theoretical foundation for this dissertation. It illustrates how 

the descriptors of “Spanish,” “Hispano,” “Hispanic” and “Catholic” are used and 

understood in texts on the Penitentes and also defines how I use terms such as mythos, 

myth and narrative. In this chapter I also outline the understandings of cultural memory, 

myth-symbol complexes, narrative and identity as they are used in this study. 

Additionally, in this chapter, I describe the complex interaction that occurs between the 

personal and the cultural in terms of identity and memory.  

Chapter Three examines elements of the myth-symbol complexes that have 

resonance in New Mexico today. Using examples from the recent past, I look at how 

modern Hispanic New Mexicans articulate their understandings of what it is to be 

Spanish and Catholic. Drawing on newspaper reports, memorialization projects and other 

recent events, this chapter focusses on the current expressions of identity by Hispanic 

New Mexicans. It also examines the complex interaction between Hispanic, Anglo and 

Amerindian ethnies, both today and in the past, that so much influence how that identity 

is articulated. 

Chapter Four depicts the historical development of the myth-symbol complexes 

on the Iberian Peninsula. It illustrates the development of a “Spanish-Catholic” identity 
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narrative that goes back to the sixth century Kingdom of the Visigoths and shows how 

this was drawn on in late fifteenth century Iberia in the attempt to unify the linguistically 

and culturally diverse populations on the peninsula. It traces the development of the 

“Spanish-Catholic” identity narrative through the myths and legends that came to be so 

important through Moorish-Christian interaction on the Peninsula. 

Chapter Five situates the developing identity narratives within a wider cultural 

mythos. Fifteenth and early sixteenth century understandings of blood, humeral theory 

and conversion, as they were used on the Iberian Peninsula, expand our investigation of 

identity narratives into socio-cultural doings. In this chapter I demonstrate how myth-

symbol complexes were manifested into law and custom in the Iberian Kingdoms and 

show how ideas around conversion, and its perceived success or failure, were used in 

both religious and civil frames. 

Chapter Six brings us to the Americas and demonstrates how the interactions with 

indigenous peoples in the New World shifted the meanings attached to the myth-symbol 

complexes that traveled with the conquistadors across the ocean. This chapter also 

outlines how Iberian myth-symbol complexes formed the roots of a complex series of 

religious and cultural interactions between Iberians, Mesoamericans and Africans.  

Chapter Seven gives a brief over view of New Mexican colonial history and the 

history of the Penitente tradition. Building on the work in the other chapters that 

demonstrates the historical fluidity and complexity of descriptors like Catholic, 

Spanish/Hispano/Hispanic, and further establishes how they morphed and changed both 

through time and by geographic location, I apply these findings to the Penitente tradition 

and suggest areas for further research. 
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  Chapter Two:  

Exploring a Hispanic Catholic Heritage 

 

Introduction 

This dissertation posits a possible Amerindian influence on Penitente tradition 

and ritual. It is an uncommon position in most writings on the Penitentes, both scholarly 

writing and in accounts by the Penitentes themselves. The tradition is usually described 

as “Spanish” or “Hispanic” or more broadly, as Marta Weigle writes, a tradition 

undertaken by “Hispanic men” (Brothers xvii). The brotherhood is most frequently 

characterized as a lay Catholic organization, connected with the Hispanic culture found in 

Northern New Mexico and Southern Colorado. Moreover, the self-understanding of 

members of the hermandades themselves is also that the tradition is Hispanic and 

Catholic. The dominant narrative therefore asserts a primarily Hispano-Catholic origin 

and influence on the tradition. 

However, part of the impetus for this study lies in the contrast between the 

dominant narrative used when speaking of the Penitente traditions i.e.  the Hispano-

Catholic narrative and the secondary narrative as articulated by Hermano Felipe Ortega 

(in conversation), Edwin Berry, in Nuevomexicano Cultural Legacy (77), a position 

supported by University of Chicago professor, Ramón A. Gutiérrez.  

This secondary narrative speaks of a mixed cultural heritage, of an intermingling 

of Native American and Iberian traditions that created an abundant and complex set of 

rituals and customs. It sees cultural miscegenation as key to this heritage rather than 
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cultural purity and understands the resultant practices as deeply enriched by this 

synthesis.  

The use of the Term Hispanic in Penitente Texts 

The narrative of Spanish identity and descent is central to texts on the Penitentes. 

Most writers on the tradition, both scholars and members of the brotherhood, 

unwaveringly refer to the tradition as Spanish or Hispanic or Hispano. Ray John de 

Aragón, a Penitente brother, writes “They unswervingly referred to themselves as Los 

Hispanos (those of Hispanic descent), a term used solely in New Mexico and southern 

Colorado, and they proudly and passionately embraced their Spanish heritage” 

(Penitentes 49). For Aragón, being Hispano/Hispanic assuredly implies an Iberian 

Spanish lineage. According to him, the Penitentes believe that it is their duty to maintain 

“the centuries-old traditions that were carried over from la Madre España9” (Brothers 

49). For Aragón, the tradition is most assuredly Spanish in origin and practice. 

 Juan Bautista Rael, another Penitente brother, holds a similar viewpoint and 

explains in his 1951 book, The New Mexican Alabado: “Although many of them have 

Indian blood in their veins, their culture is genuinely Spanish…” (11). For Rael, the 

presence of “Indian blood in their veins” does not outweigh in any manner the essential 

‘Spanish-ness’ of the tradition.  

 Other scholars, themselves not members of the Penitentes, also stress the 

Hispanic/Hispano/Spanish character of the tradition. Richard Ahlborn, in his 1986 

monograph, notes for instance: 

                                                

9 Mother Spain 
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The Penitente brotherhood is characteristic of Spanish culture in New 

Mexico …  Penitentes … comprise a movement based firmly in Hispanic 

traditions as shown by their architecture and equipment found at Abiquiú 

and by previously established religious and social practices. (123-124) 

Marta Weigle, whose book Brothers of Light, Brothers of Blood, is regarded as one of the 

foremost texts on the tradition, remarks in her introduction that the members of the 

Penitente brotherhoods are “almost exclusively men of Hispanic descent” (xvii). For 

Weigle, the brotherhood is “a movement clearly within Spanish Roman Catholic 

tradition” which “took root because it fulfilled vital needs for social integration and 

individual spiritual security,” particularly during the eighteenth century, when Franciscan 

friars were gradually replaced by secular priests (xviii).  

Pulido, in his book, The Sacred World of The Penitentes writes repeatedly of 

‘Hispano/Catholic experience’ in his discussion of the Penitente tradition. He also 

categorizes many of the writers on the tradition as ‘non-Hispano outsiders’ (52). He is, of 

course, correct in noting that many who have written on the tradition, both positively and 

negatively, are indeed not ‘Hispano.’ The point I am emphasizing here is that by doing 

this, he thus also links the idea of ‘Hispano’ with Penitente. In Pulido’s frame, being 

Penitente also indicates being ‘Hispano.’ 

William Wroth is even more specific in some ways. In his book Images of 

Penance, Images of Mercy, Wroth asserts an almost direct lineage from Spain to New 

Mexico via Mexico, of a cofradía named Los Hermanos de la Sangre de Cristo (47-52). 

In describing the Penitente tradition as well as the art of the santero, he consistently 

describes them as ‘Hispanic Catholic.’ 
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Early scholarship on the Penitente tradition, also maintained the position that 

there was a direct line of transmission from religious traditions in Spain to the modern 

Penitentes. The works of Alice Corbin Henderson, Brothers of light; the Penitentes of the 

Southwest and Dorothy Woodward's, The Penitentes of New Mexico, 1935, track a 

perceived connection between the Penitente Tradition and Spanish customs. Corbin 

Henderson emphasizes the long history of penitential rites in Catholic traditions found in 

Spain and brought to the Americas “the priests and colonists brought with them the 

customs then prevailing not only in Mexico, but in Spain itself” (65). She further notes 

that “[i]t is, therefore, apparent that the Penitente rituals stem directly from Christian 

sources, with no aboriginal admixture whatever” (65).  

Woodward, in her Ph.D. dissertation submitted to Yale in 1935, pointed out 

similarities between New Mexican Penitentes and traditional Spanish brotherhoods 

(cofradías) of laymen. She proposed that confraternities in Europe, especially in Spain, 

are the prototype of the society and were established in the New World by the Spanish 

colonists, and extended into New Mexico with the first permanent settlement (iv). In 

doing so, she very clearly links the tradition with Spanish rituals and suggests that they 

were incompatible with local New Mexican Puebloan practices (Weigle 27). 

Michael P. Carroll, in his book, The Penitente Brotherhood: Patriarchy and 

Hispano-Catholicism in New Mexico, traces the rise of the Penitentes to social changes, 

including the Bourbon reforms in late colonial New Mexico (105-110). He 

controversially suggests that what fuels the behaviors of the Penitente Brotherhood is a 

latent homoerotic urge (204-205). Carroll consistently uses the term ‘Hispano’ to 

describe the tradition. He details many European flagellant traditions in his broad 
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narrative. I would suggest that by drawing extensive connections between European 

religious traditions and the Penitentes, as he does throughout the text, Carroll very much 

understands ‘Hispano’ as indicating a connection to Iberian Spain and Spanish descent. 

Penitente tradition and Spanish/Hispanic/Hispano culture are thus intimately 

linked in writings on the Penitentes and in the cultural imagination. Furthermore, for 

many writers on the tradition, the Amerindian presence in New Mexico is barely noticed 

and when it is, ‘Spanish’ culture is perceived to be so dominant that it makes any 

indigenous influences irrelevant. Undoubtedly, as one of the most distinctive aspects of 

the Spanish American culture, the Penitentes have played an important role in sustaining 

the Hispanic way of life in the upper Rio Grande region. Yet, in these texts on the 

Penitentes, there has been little or no elaboration on or contextualizing of the terms 

“Hispano/Hispanic/Spanish,” which would seem to be a crucial step towards 

understanding the tradition.  

The general agreement seems to be that the terms “Hispano/Hispanic/Spanish” 

refer to an exclusively cultural or even ancestral link to Spain, even if it is a tenuous one. 

It is suggested both implicitly and explicitly in texts on the Penitente tradition as well as 

understood as such in the general popular understanding. By using these terms and not 

contextualizing them, it seems that intentionally or not, one is implying the link is one of 

solely Spanish descent and cultural heritage.  

But is this accurate? What does this claim of Spanish descent and cultural heritage 

imply within the culture of northern New Mexico? Why is it claimed so ardently? And 

why does the claim seem to automatically negate Amerindian influences? Is the claim as 

simple as it is generally understood, as a claim to pure (Iberian) Spanish antecedents? 
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Could the perceived dominance of “Spanish” customs itself be part the of myth-symbol 

constructs that traveled to the New World? Are Amerindian traditions the only non-

Hispanic influences excluded from this discourse? Is the implication that there are groups 

of people in New Mexico who have managed to retain primary descent from the Spanish 

colonists who traveled to “New Spain” and that the Penitente hermandades came directly 

from their Catholic customs, accurate? Are they truly the bearers of a “mystical yet 

rejuvenating faith rooted deep in the middle ages” (Montgomery 211)? Or is the story 

really rather more complex and more nuanced? And if so, in what ways? 

A Heritage from Spain? 

Culturally, in New Mexico, the claim is most often understood as implying a 

heritage that comes directly from colonial Spain (Nieto-Phillips 25). That is, it carries 

implications that cultural artifacts have survived from Colonial Spanish times until today 

and that the origin of many of these artifacts is in fact in Spain itself. Indeed, the term has 

at times, acquired a sense of purity of lineage, of indicating, almost without question, that 

those who call themselves Spanish, Hispano or Hispanic in English, or Español10 in 

Spanish, are claiming an Iberian Spanish ancestral background. 

Yet it seems that to understand fully the implications of these claims, we need to 

explore what the idea of being Spanish or Español entails today and what it entailed in 

                                                

10 The Spanish word “español,” as an adjective, can be translated into English as “Spanish” or 
“Hispanic.” As a noun, it indicates “Spaniard.” However, (Los) Españoles itself, as a term, also has 
extensive use in Spanish Colonial history as a descriptive legal term in the Sistema de Castas, a hierarchal 
system of classification, based on blood lineage. Originally, ‘Españoles’ was the classification applied to 
those colonists who claimed a pure Spanish bloodline. It included peninsulares, those born in Spain, as well 
as criollos, those of Spanish parentage, born in the New World (Weber, Spanish Frontier 326-328). Thus, 
‘español/es’ as a term, historically links to the idea of being from Spain or having Spanish ancestry. It 
engenders a certain historical ideal. Perhaps then, one of the more useful ways to speak of the culture of 
northern New Mexico is that used by C. Montgomery in his book The Spanish Redemption, where he refers 
to a “shared ideal of español” (22).  
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the past. Furthermore, I believe that contextualizing the understanding of what it meant to 

be Spanish, that is “español” over time, will allow us expand our basis for exploring the 

Penitente tradition and will support the central claims of this dissertation. By 

demonstrating that the meaning attached to what it is to be Spanish/Español, mutated 

through time, and that while today, it is very much understood to imply a claim to a 

Spanish colonial heritage, a direct link to Spain, it did not necessarily indicate that in the 

past. Instead, in itself, as historical classification, it may indicate a far more varied and 

culturally mixed heritage than is often acknowledged. 

Dr. Estevan Rael-Gálvez, former director of the National Hispanic Cultural 

Center in Albuquerque, remarked rather controversially in an interview in Alibi11 

magazine, in August 2010, that Spanish identity as currently understood, involves a 

certain “fabrication”. 

Spanish identity, as it is thought about today, was somewhat of a 

fabrication. Spain may be the least of what has shaped our heritage of 

converging streams. The people here were deeply caste and irrevocably 

mixed within a mere two centuries of Spanish occupation, roots drawn 

from numerous indigenous nations. The effects and legacies are thus as 

much institutional as they are biological, aesthetic as much as they are 

ideological. (Baca) 

                                                

11 Alibi magazine is a free periodical, distributed mainly in Albuquerque, New Mexico. It 
maintains both a blog and a printed edition with a distribution of over 200,000. As such, it covers a wide 
base in a city of around half a million people. 
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It is in this activity of ‘fabrication’ that I am interested. I use fabrication not to imply a 

falsehood or untruth, but literally as something that is constructed and built upon, through 

time. It is this process of construction of New Mexican Spanish identity that I believe 

needs to be tracked, in order to comprehend more fully the roots of the Penitente 

tradition. I am interested especially in how these “converging streams” came together to 

form New Mexican Hispanic identity and how in fact, as Dr. Rael-Gálvez acknowledges 

“Spain may be the least of what has shaped our heritage of converging streams.” Through 

doing this, I attest we can illuminate the mixed cultural heritage of the Penitentes.  

I thus see the claim of “being Spanish” as not necessarily opposed to the claims of 

mixed heritage. Instead, by broadening the understanding of what that claim meant, 

through history and in particular by exploring how the designation “Español” was applied 

in the Spanish colonies, I will show that it supports the main direction of my thesis, of a 

rich intermixed cultural heritage, of which the Penitente tradition is one expression. 

Theoretical Considerations  

My theoretical considerations for this chapter are especially focused on narrative, 

memory and myth. From one perspective, I am examining the interplay between past and 

present, specifically as it refers to Hispanic New Mexican identity, as I attempt to unravel 

a long and complex history. Indeed, it could be said, that I am exploring many pasts and 

many presents as they interact with each other through time and are now narrated into the 

present moment understandings of what it is to be Hispanic and what it is to be Penitente. 

In order to track the history of that understanding and through that, seek grounds 

for an expansion in the understanding of the Penitente tradition, I must take account of 
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how we humans interact with our past, both individually and collectively. To assist in 

this, I spend some time exploring narrative and its centrality to human life.  

Also, because of the span of this dissertation, much of what is said could also be 

understood as memory based: it is very much about how the past is recalled and given 

shape and purpose in the present. Therefore, the dynamics of memory and especially of 

collective memory, or memory as it operates in culture, is significant in tracing the 

narrative of New Mexican Hispanic identity. The study of cultural memory allows us see 

how these narratives, focused on the past, are used as cultural tools to shape the past with 

the agenda of the present. It also allows us to broaden the scope of what we look at, to 

include non-narrative elements such as monuments, landscape and ritual.  

Additionally, there is a need to be aware of the mythic and symbolic elements that 

can remain active, even if construed in differing ways over the longue durée. Ethno-

symbolist thought gives us grounds for such an exploration. Both narrative and memory 

lead us into myth and mythic concerns. They particularly require that we examine some 

of the functional aspects of myth as it relates to both individual and collective identities. 

In order to do so effectively, I also explore myth, as well as symbolic and mythic 

influences, as they operate through time, for cultural collectives. To do this, I draw on the 

work of Ethno-symbolists such as Anthony D. Smith to describe how cultural symbols 

survive in the long term. Given that much of the research on mythic and symbolic 

influences as well as collective memory has been done via research into nationalism, I 

use Smith’s concept of ethnies to make the case that the various myth and symbolic 

influences and dynamics apply as much to smaller, non-nationalist groups as they do to 

larger nation states.  
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Mythos 

I suggest that the assertion of Spanish, Catholic descent be seen as part of the 

prevailing mythos of Hispanic New Mexico, where mythos is understood as a collection 

of beliefs about people, places, and events held by a particular collective. Mythos 

encompasses myths and other narratives that give a people a sense of themselves as a 

group. Barbara Whitmer expands on the cultural aspects of mythos, defining it as:   

… a pattern of beliefs that articulates, often symbolically, the prevalent 

attitudes in a culture. It is more than a single myth, which only tells one 

narrative or story. Mythos is a collection of beliefs; a cultural mindset; the 

framework that expresses a pattern of beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, 

discourses, and practices in a society. (Whitmer 1)  

Mythos, as I use it, thus can be seen to possess an immersive quality that is more than just 

a simple story or narrative. It is a milieu that informs belief systems, world-views, and 

values within a culture. It is concerned with meaning. A mythos thus contains narratives 

that make sense of the world and determine what is and is not culturally acceptable.  

These narratives provide context for how people within a given cultural setting define the 

world and themselves. It provides the setting for what they imagine themselves to be. 

Moreover, it provides the rational, conscious or not, for the many ‘doings’ of that cultural 

group, including social and political activities, religious activities, behavioral models, and 

moral and practical lessons.  

Some of the central elements in a cultural mythos are narrative structures of 

varying types. A mythos can incorporate traditional myths and mythic tales, as well as 

other narratives and stories not classified as myth or mythic in any way. Oral tales, 
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literature, historical records and other texts can all be viewed as narrative and thus part of 

the mythos.   

A mythos also affects how one views the past or how one locates oneself in 

relationship to past events. In other words, a mythos influences memory. The components 

of a mythos determine what is allowed into memory and what is forgotten. Memory, 

especially collective memory and communal identity, intersect in particular ways that 

enable the meanings attached to identity to mutate and carry different meaning contents 

over time.  

Narrative—An Introduction 

It is difficult to underestimate the importance of narrative, in its many forms, to 

human life. Humans like to tell stories. In doing so, on the personal level, we order our 

reality and structure the never ending flow of experience that is our lives. We shape our 

experiences, recasting the events of our lives into narrative form, giving them beginnings, 

middles and endings. We link one narrative to another so that we gain a semblance of 

sense and create a wholeness that sustains the substance of who we are and where we 

belong, through time. Moreover, in creating narratives, we simplify the felt sense of our 

lives. We rework the messy and incomprehensible into an understandable body and ease 

away the uncertainties and irreconcilables of our existence. We do this both personally 

and culturally. 

The importance of narratives in the study of human action has been emphasized 

by a number of scholars over the last decades (Barthes 1982; Bruner, 1986, 1992, 2002; 

Hillman 1998; Kearney 2002; Polkinghorne, 1988; Ricoeur, 1984, 1990) in fields as 

diverse as psychology, sociology, anthropology, linguistics, philosophy, organization 
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studies and history. Within this large interdisciplinary field, while there are differences in 

the specifics of interpretation, there is wide agreement that narrative plays a valuable role 

in constituting and interpreting the self and social world.  

As a scholarly approach, narrative theory claims that we all construct our life 

worlds and the identity of self and others by means of narrative activity. Jerome Bruner, 

in particular, emphasizes the crucial role “of narrative as a form not only of representing 

but of constituting reality” (“Narrative” 5). He suggests that narrative, along with logico-

scientific thought, is one of two fundamental and irreducibly distinctive modes of 

ordering reality. It plays an especially central role in our efforts to make sense of the 

human world (Actual 11-43). Humans are, as a species, homo narrans,12 with an inborn 

tendency to tell and understand stories (Meaning 111-115).   

Human beings, thus, are layered in narrative and continuously layer themselves in 

narrative. Both personally and culturally, we tell stories about our lives in order to 

understand ourselves, and these stories, in turn, affect who we are and who we become. 

“Our existence cannot be separated from the stories that we tell of ourselves” writes 

Ricoeur (From Text 156). Likewise, Bruner, asserts that “[we] are so adept at narrative 

that it seems almost as natural as language itself” (Making Stories 3). The “narrative gift” 

is a propensity that all people, in all cultures, develop early in life (85). Roland Barthes 

similarly attests to the universality of narrative as a human proclivity: 

narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society; it begins 

with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is nor has been a 

                                                

12 The Term Homo Narrans was coined by Walter Fisher in his 1984 article "Narration as Human 
Communication Paradigm: The Case of Public Moral Argument" in Communication Monographs 51.1–22. 
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people without narrative. . .. narrative is international, transhistorical, 

transcultural: it is simply there, like life itself. (251-252)  

Narrative structures organize and give meaning to experience.  Indeed, it is by ‘storying’ 

our lived experience, that we give it meaning. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz observes 

that, in our species, “[t]he drive to make sense out of experience, to give it form and 

order, is evidently as real and as pressing as the more familiar biological needs” (140). 

One of the primary ways we seem to do this is through story. Gee asserts that “probably 

the primary way … human beings make sense of their experience is by casting it in 

narrative form” (11). Polkinghorne indicates that narratives are tools “by means of which 

human beings give meaning to their experience of temporality and personal actions” (11). 

Telling stories not only makes the incessant flow of experience manageable, but also 

contributes substantially to increasing our comprehension of reality. Narrative serves “to 

configure a sequence of events into a unified happening . . . narrative ordering makes 

individual events comprehensible by identifying the whole to which they contribute” 

(150). Our existence is made whole by understanding it as an expression of a single and 

developing story.  

Furthermore, narrative theory suggests that stories do not merely describe but in 

effect create our varying realities: of self, culture, and society. Narrative theory suggests 

that stories, and arguably all language, mediate, shape or structure what we call “reality.” 

Through narration, reality properly becomes a human reality (125). Even “time becomes 

human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode,” states Ricoeur (Time 

52). Narratives can be seen as temporal structures for cultural concepts. We live 

surrounded by our stories and the stories of others. We learn to see everything in and 
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around us through these stories. This ordering of human experience into sequential, 

temporal narrative is not just characteristic of humans, but could be said to be what 

makes us human.  

In this sense, narrative has a poietic function. It includes a mythopoetic element 

where mythopoesis, from the Greek mythos, or story, and poiein, to make, refers to an 

ongoing creative engagement with the story, in this case, the continuous story of who we 

are. Additionally, James Hillman suggests that this story is uniquely individual. 

… were the story written in another way, by another hand, from another 

perspective, it would sound different and therefore be a different story. I 

am suggesting the poetic basis of therapy, of biography, of our very lives. 

(Healing 21) 

Narrative is thus related to identity: the story we tell of who we are. Richard Kearney also 

observes this link between story and identity, writing that “the human self has a narrative 

identity based on the multiple stories it recounts to and receives from other” (231).  

Psychology has placed an emphasis on narrative identity at the level of individual 

functioning and development. While in fields such as history, anthropology, politics, and 

memory studies, the emphasis has been on narrative at the collective level, with analysis 

of institutionally produced texts, political rhetoric, and cultural products. Through the 

narrative perspective, ‘identity’ becomes a story that structures and organizes past and 

present experiences and directs it into the future (Bruner, “Life” 708).  Understanding 

identity through narrative suggests that identity is not static but instead exists in a 

constant narratively creative flux. We engage in a continuous activity of reorganization 



39 
 

  

that aims to give coherence and continuity to our sense of self and the group to which we 

see ourselves belonging.  

 Further, narrative identity is a process that is closely mediated by social, 

cultural and historical experience. As Mair points out, culture influences our personal 

stories and lives. 

We inhabit the great stories of our culture. We live through stories. We are 

lived by the stories of our race and place … We are, each of us, locations 

where the stories of our place and time become partially tell-able. (135) 

Thus the individual within the culture is a participant in a coherent living story, one that 

informs their sense of who they are and how they participate in that cultural setting.   

Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative and Oneself as Another also stress the cultural and 

historical mediated character of identity, of how we interpret ourselves. Essentially 

describing the process as hermeneutic, Ricoeur suggests that cultural webs of narratives, 

of which we are only partly aware, are involved in shaping our horizon of interpretation, 

thus mediating our relation to the world and to ourselves. And like all hermeneutical 

processes, by dipping in and out of the well of our cultural webs of narratives, we tell and 

re-tell the stories of who we are, with often unobserved variations.  

We construct identity not alone from personal lifetime experiences but also from 

these cultural webs of narratives that help us imagine and re-imagine the past, define and 

re-define the present and project into the future. We locate ourselves and our own 

narrative within the already pre-existing plots and stories of our culture. Our personal 

story is inserted into something that has its own history and so we take part in a broad 

narrative complex that is expanded, however minutely, by our personal narrative, but also 
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simultaneously shapes and forms that personal narrative. As we narrate, we are also 

narrated and thus we reproduce the narrative repertoire of the group to which we belong. 

As Bruner puts it “we also become variants of the culture's canonical forms” (“Life” 

694).  

The narrative repertoire, this web of culturally carried narratives, locates personal 

narratives along culturally familiar and approved pathways. It provides blueprints for 

thinking, reference values for actions as well as solutions for understanding the 

unfamiliar and new. To make a claim of being “Hispanic,” or indeed, to use any cultural 

descriptor, is to use a term that carries within it the potential for varied meaning, 

depending on who uses the term, when the term is used and why it is used. Cultural 

descriptors are underwritten by cultural norms, influenced by cultural needs and subject 

to the vagaries of time, no matter how personally true the descriptor is deemed to be. The 

narratives that both form and express a term like “Hispanic” are altered over time, so that 

on the personal level, our identities are tied to the cultural world we inhabit.   

Myth 

A number of narratives in a mythos take on hugely symbolic significance for a 

culture and thus can be classified as myths. In general, for this study, I use the term 

“myth” to refer to traditional tales, prototypical myths, such as we find in Native 

American mythologies as well as Christian myth, in both the Roman and Arian versions 

of the faith. However, I opt for a very broad understanding of myth, and so I also 

emphasize other narratives that have taken on a mythic nature for a culture and thus take 

on some of the same functions that traditional myths are recognized to have had. In this 

way, they too can be recognized as myths.  
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The functions myth performs can be many and notoriously difficult to define, if 

not impossible. As Kirk writes: 

Beyond their basic quality as traditional oral tales . . . myths may take on 

many different forms and functions—as associated with gods and rituals, 

as affirmations or charters of lands, titles, institutions and beliefs, as 

explanations at various levels and as problem-exploring and problem-

palliating in various ways, and as providing different kinds of mental and 

emotional relief and support. No definition of myths can easily cover all 

these possible uses, which overlap each other but do not coincide. (58) 

Rather than attempting an overall theory of myth and its functions, I emphasize here the 

functions that arise from looking at how myth serves as a narrative in a cultural setting. 

These functions include a means of connecting us to nation, community, and self, through 

time, and give us a sense of identity. In other words, mythic narratives, like narratives in 

general, help in the construction of identity.   

As a metaphorical and narrative tool, myths can be seen to provide individuals 

and society a means by which they articulate about themselves and about the social world 

as well as about the wider complex world of natural and human objects in which they 

exist. Furthermore, since we carry stories and repeat them, myth is also one of the 

mediums through which culture and identity are transmitted. As George Schöpflin 

remarks “myth is one of a number of crucial instruments in cultural reproduction, in 

acting as a means for the members of a community to recognize that broadly, they share a 

mindset, they are in much the same thought-world” (Myths 20).  
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Myth as a typology therefore is not necessarily limited to traditional stories of 

gods and ancestors, of religious tales, or heroes and activities set in ancient times. As 

William Doty avers “although myths are often said to be “religious” or to have reference 

to the “sacred,” a more neutral analytical observation would it be that they are primary, 

foundational materials of a social group” (19). Other tales, not classically recognized as 

myths, can take on a symbolic role for a culture and quite rightly also be referred to as 

“myth” or mythic. Scholars consequently recognize the mythic nature of historical 

narratives which form part of the web of culturally carried narratives.  

In particular, ‘historical myths’ play particular roles in helping groups form 

identity and vice versa. Identities evolve and change through time as social attitudes, 

political perspectives and social orders shift. The past then is reassessed, often 

reinterpreted allowing history to be (re)written, and myths and mythic stories created.  

Scholarship on historical myths is often done with reference to nations and 

nationalism. The insights from such studies, particularly from the work of ethno-

symbolists such as Anthony D. Smith and John Armstrong are applicable to Spanish 

history during and after the Reconquista, during which the nascent idea of ‘being 

Spanish’ was formed, as well as New Mexican history in the aftermath of American 

annexation when that narrative was imbued with a particular cultural meaning. 

Anthony D. Smith was Emeritus Professor of Nationalism and Ethnicity at the 

London School of Economics until his death in July, 2016. Smith is of the opinion that 

these (ethno) historical myths emerge in response to specific historic events. He 

demonstrates how such myths become particularly popular and potent during the periods 

of prolonged warfare and cultural clashes or when a society undergoes rapid economic 
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and social change. In such a disturbed atmosphere, myths serve as antidotes to the sense 

of estrangement, alienation and insecurity (Smith, Myths 83–84). Thus historical myths 

can perform a similar function to traditional mythology: they create order out of chaos. 

(Eliade 141).  In ordering the historical chaos, Schöpflin maintains that historical myth 

establishes coherence and creates thought-worlds that appear clear and logical. 

Essentially, myth simplifies and orders the environment “in such way as, to make sense 

of it for collectivities” (Myths 23). 

Smith further elaborates that historical myths may be considered as “widely 

believed tales told in dramatic form, referring to past events but serving present purposes 

and/or future goals” (National 19). Historical myths can thus articulate very particularly 

in symbolic fashion a community's understanding of past events in relation to the present 

and into the future.  Moreover, the myths valued by these collectivities become “charters 

of their ethnic identity” (33). 

Ethno-Symbolic Thought  

Historians interested in the formation of nations, all, at some level, acknowledge 

the importance of myth to the development in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of 

nationalism as a political and ideological force. Both modernists such as Hobsbawm and 

ethno-symbolists such as Anthony D. Smith and John Armstrong acknowledge that 

myths, as well as cultural traditions and customs, are brought from the pre-modern to the 

modern, even if they differ on the means, methods and significance of this movement. 

Smith, for instance, accepts the claim by ‘modernist’ theoreticians of nationalism, such as 

Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm and Benedict Anderson, that nationalism is a modern 

way of thinking, but he also argues that a national consciousness cannot be understood 
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merely as a consequence of modernity. Instead he suggests that it is additionally based on 

older, still-enduring ethnic ties as well as non-state “nation” collectivities (Cultural 

Foundations 185).  

Ethno-symbolists particularly emphasize the long-standing cultural attributes of 

ethnic identity and national identities, namely: the myths, memories, symbols, and values 

found in pre-modern cultures. These attributes can be chronicled in the art, language and 

laws of a culture and are the “cement that has maintained group identity over a long 

period of time” (Armstrong 3). Anthony D. Smith especially focuses attention on myth 

and symbol. His analysis of the rise of nations and nationalism is placed within a 

framework of earlier collective cultural identities, and especially of ethnic communities, 

for which Smith uses the French term ethnie. Thus ethno-symbolism attempts to bridge 

past and present by arguing that modern nations have a social and cultural core centered 

upon the myths, memories, symbols and traditions of pre-national ethnic groups (Barrer).  

Ethno-symbolism differs from modernist theories of nationalism which purport 

that nationalism is solely a modern invention and also from primordialist and 

sociobiological perspectives that view nationalism from a more static and perennial 

viewpoint. Ethno-symbolism concedes that nationalism is modem but also suggests that 

nations have much older roots, traceable to ethnic communities in medieval times, or 

even in antiquity. Additionally, in my reading of Smith, ethnies are neither primordial nor 

perennial. They are not based in “objective” physical kinship bonds i.e. genealogical or 

biological bonds, but in “the sense of cultural affinities” embodied in myths, shared 

historical memories, values, traditions and ethnic symbols (Modernism 192). 

Furthermore, ethnic groups are not static in how they understand themselves. Over time, 
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they interpret and reinterpret their shared mythic and symbolic constructs, which Smith 

refers to as myth-symbol complexes. These myth-symbol complexes therefore hold 

different meanings for a culture or ethnie, depending on the time period on which we 

focus, and can even have held essentially opposite meanings in differing eras. 

Smith’s work is held in high esteem by many scholars but has, of course, also 

attracted a share of criticism. In the thirteen articles in History and National Destiny: 

Ethnosymbolism and its Critics, edited by Montserrat Guibernau and John Hutchinson, 

the ethno-symbolist approach is variously critiqued—for having too broad and supple a 

definition of nation according to Walker Connor and Montserrat Guibernau, for perhaps 

over emphasizing the role of pre-nation ethnies by John Armstrong and somewhat 

similarly, not fully taking account of “non-ethnic” nations according to Thomas Hylland 

Eriksen, while Mary Kaldor defends the modernist approach and doubts the relevance of 

the longue durée to the development of modern nations. The criticisms are aimed at the 

ethno-symbolist understandings as they apply to nationalism or nation states.  

However, my interest is not in nationalism per se, but rather in examining the 

existence of mythic and symbolic constructs in a culture over the longue durée. The 

criticisms that doubt, disagree, or in other ways dispute the relevance of ethno-symbolism 

to the development of modern nation states does not impact my use of Smith’s thought. I 

make selective use of Smith’s work, drawing on the concepts of ethnie, nation, and myth-

symbol complexes as well as his portrayal of how myths are used by ethnic groups as 

they create identity. I use Smith’s hypothesis that an ethnic heritage can survive over the 

longue durée to illuminate the nuances of New Mexican Hispanic identity. In addition, I 

investigate how certain specific myth-symbol complexes, still in use today, were 
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understood in the past. Moreover, this ‘myth-symbol complex’ survives through time, 

being reinvented and reinterpreted as needed by the cultural collective. And, while I am 

not interested in the formation of nation states per se, this hypothesis of ethnic heritage 

that survives over the longue durée, and does not necessarily result in a nation state, is of 

particular interest to my exploration of New Mexican Hispanic identity and the Penitente 

brotherhoods. It allows me make the case that elements of a myth-symbol complex can 

and does survive in cultural groups such as Hispanic New Mexicans. 

Specifically, Smith’s conceptions of ethnie i.e. ethnic community (Myths 105) and 

nation are useful in helping us understand the importance of myth and mythic narratives 

as a unifying force for groups in pre-modern cultures: a force which then sustains their 

felt sense of unity through the generations. In Smith’s understanding, both ethnie and 

nations draw on a long heritage of symbols, memories, myths and traditions. Indeed, he 

posits that the creation and cultivation of memories, symbols, myths, values, and 

traditions are what define the unique cultural heritage of ethnic communities and nations 

(Cultural Foundations 34). 

Ethnie and nation. 

In Smith’s descriptions, the characteristics of an ethnie and a nation are very 

similar. An ethnie for instance, can be defined as a named human population with myths 

of common ancestry, shared historical memories and one or more common elements of 

culture, including an association with, although not necessarily a possession of, a 

homeland, and having a sense of solidarity at least among elites (Myths 127). A nation is 

a “named and self-defined human community whose members cultivate shared myths, 

memories, symbols, values, and traditions, reside in and identify with a historic 
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homeland, create and disseminate a distinctive public culture, and observe shared 

customs and common laws” (Cultural Foundations 34).  

The main differences between the two are that an ethnie does not necessary 

“possess” or reside in its homeland even though it may lay claim to one (Myths 127); nor 

does it necessarily have a political or legislative role. A further difference is that an ethnie 

precedes and may give rise to a nation, as do other cultural and political precursors such 

as tribal confederations, religious communities, city-states, kingdoms, and empires 

(Cultural Foundations 29). However, importantly for my purposes, both ethnie and 

nations depend on an historical ‘myth-symbol complex’ through which human 

collectivities have historically built identity.   

Furthermore, it should be noted that an ethnie, that is an ethnic community, in 

Smith’s analysis, refers to a cultural designation.  For him “ethnic” is understood as akin 

to ethno-cultural (Cultural Foundations 30). Thus, while an ethnie may have a myth of 

common ancestry, this does not imply an actual shared biological connection. Other 

cultural elements of language, religion, customs, and so on, are also stressed in this 

context.  

In Smith’s terms, ‘nation’ and ‘national identity,’ are neither homologous with a 

modern national state, nor with the ideology of nationalism. Instead, an ethno-symbolist 

definition of the concept of national identity emphasizes the long term survival of 

symbolic and mythic elements in the sustenance of collective identities rather than a 

national identity that is dependent on nationalism as an ideology, as found in modern 

national states.  In this context, Smith defines national identity as 
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the continuous reproduction and reinterpretation of the pattern of values, 

symbols, memories, myths and traditions that compose the distinctive 

heritage of nations, and the identification of individuals with that heritage 

and its cultural elements – a definition that does not refer to the modern 

national state. (Cultural Foundations 109) 

Thus for the purposes of my examination of Iberian Spanish history and Spanish colonial 

history in the context of New Mexico, it is possible to use both ethnie and nation as 

descriptive terms. In doing so, like Smith, I am emphasizing the common, collective 

cultural aspects of these collectivities and especially the mythic and symbolic elements.  I 

suggest that prior to USA annexation, since New Mexico was previously part of the 

Spanish nation, Hispanic cultural identity was aligned with that of the nation and can be 

seen as part of the core ethnie around which the “Spanish nation” was built. At that time, 

Native American tribes were non-dominant ethnie. Nowadays, both New Mexican 

Hispanic and Native American populations can be seen as a non-dominant ethnie within 

the USA. Additionally, in early modern Spain, Spanish Christians set about to create a 

Spanish nation with their ethnie and its values as core. 

Smith observes that ethnie and nations both emerge as a cluster of myths, 

symbols, memories, values and traditions drawn from the shared experience of several 

generations, including a myth of descent. This ‘myth-symbol complex’ and the 

mythomoteur—the constitutive myth that gives an ethnic group its sense of purpose—are 

the core of ethnicity. Through this process, the myths, memories and symbols are 

diffused through the ethnic group and across generations, preserving and maintaining the 

form of the group, and the content of its identity over the longue-durée. It is these myths, 
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symbols, values and memories that make the group distinct and separate. (Ethnic Origins 

200-208).  

For Smith, a sense of shared birth and ancestry, “common to the Greek ethnos and 

the Latin natio” (Myths 106), is pivotal to how both ethnie and nations form and then 

perceive themselves. It is this sense of shared ancestry, sometimes taken as literal, but 

better understood as mythic, which can give rise to the real and metaphorical kinship 

connotations of nationality in the modern period. However, more importantly for our 

purposes, this sense of shared ancestry precedes the existence of nation states and allows 

pre-modern collectivities to identify themselves as a group or people, who differ from 

other groups or peoples.  

As the myth-symbol complex assists members of a community become a 

community by creating identity, they also create difference and alterity. By delineating 

boundaries, whether they are cultural, geographical, collective or personal, one 

automatically excludes and creates difference. Myths and other symbolic elements of 

identity are also then myths and symbols of alterity and delineate significant otherness, 

“for to state identity is also to speak of difference” (Overing 16). These differences have 

important social and political implications, deciding not only who belongs to an ethnie or 

nation, but who can speak for and who is listened to by the ethnie and even who has 

rights and obligations within the ethnie.  

For Smith, the cultural past provides vital memories, values, symbols, myths and 

language for collectivities, providing fuel for those that seek a national identity but also 

assisting nations and ethnie to continuously define and redefine themselves. These 

elements - memories, values, symbols, myths and language - have popular resonance 
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because they are founded in living and continuous traditions, authentic to at least part, if 

not all, of the community in question.  

The past then looms large in the cultural consciousness, and not just at an 

intellectual level. There is also a deep sense of that past ‘parenting-in’ the present. Smith 

adds: ‘there is a felt filiation, as well as a cultural affinity, with a remote past in which a 

community was formed, a community that despite all the changes it has undergone, is 

still in some sense recognized as the ‘‘same’’ community’ (33). It is this sense of 

sameness, over time, which allows a collective cultural identity to form and remains an 

active constituent in how a collectivity perceives itself.  

The role of ethnies. 

In pre-modem times, an ethnie was not often the basis of polity formation except 

in infrequent instances when it was used to mobilize against a threat to a shared value or 

symbol such as religion. Indeed, this may be seen as the case in Spain as the Christian 

states warred against the Moorish states in the Iberian Peninsula and where the primary 

articulated rationale for this war became one of Christian versus Moor, i.e. Muslim. 

During the 700-year period of intermittent conflict, which came to be known as the 

Reconquista, the idea of Spain as Christian and European came to the fore and had a long 

lasting effect on both the development of Spain as a polity and on the development of the 

Spanish colonies in the Americas. This era, when the Christian peoples of Spain began to 

identify themselves with the land of the Iberian Peninsula, can be seen as the time during 

which they moved from being an ethnie to a nation. 

Smith emphasizes that many modern nations are built around ‘dominant ethnie.’ 

Even if an ethnie by itself is not sufficient to account for the subsequent development into 
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a nation, it provides a cultural homogeneity at the center, achieved over some generations 

(Myths 13). Furthermore, ethnies furnish the nation with its legitimating myths, symbols 

and conceptions of territory. These legitimizing artifacts are found first in the ethnie and 

then at a later time in history may give rise to a national identity: 

… the presumed boundaries of the nation are largely determined by the 

myths and memories of the dominant ethnie, which include the foundation 

charter, the myth of the golden age and the associated territorial claims, or 

ethnic title-deeds. (National Identity 39) 

The relationship between myth and ethnie is not one directional. As Smith observes, there 

is a continuous reproduction and reinterpretation of the pattern of values, symbols, 

memories, myths and traditions. The action of reinterpretation is important. While myths, 

symbols, memories and traditions can bolster ideas about ethnic (or national) identity and 

strengthen the sense of belonging to a particular ethnie, they are also open to other 

interpretations whereby they may be appropriated in ways that suit new interests or carry 

new imaginings about the group.  

This continuous act of reinterpretation assists an ethnie in its survival as the 

mythic and symbolic links are made anew in each generation. Ethnic survival, in Smith’s 

view, does not require the retention of an intact culture, nor homeland. It doesn’t 

necessarily require the retention of the same religion as long as the new religion enshrines 

some of the ancient myths, memories and symbols of the previous religion. What is 

essential is that “successive generations continue to identify with some persisting 

memories, symbols, myths and traditions” (Myths 128).  
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This cultural persistence of memory, myth and symbol is of particular interest to 

me as I attempt to trace what has survived both from Iberian Spain and from the 

indigenous peoples of New Mexico; what has been reinterpreted and appropriated, what 

has survived both religiously and culturally to be expressed in the Penitente rituals.  

 Smith’s work also opens up other mythic and symbolic concerns that are relevant 

to this study. Interested as he is in the redefining and reimagining of the ethnie over the 

long term, Smith explores how a ethnie’s myths can assist in its survival. For Smith, the 

durability of the ethnie resides in the forms and content of the myth-symbol complex. Of 

pivotal importance for the survival of the ethnie is the dissemination of the myth-symbol 

complex to the members of the ethnie both in the present and for the future generations.  

Symbolic resources. 

Smith distinguishes four main categories of symbolic resources for nations (Myths 

253). These categories contain a repertoire of myths and symbols and define the specific 

reasoning for a nation’s survival and are also applicable to the survival of ethnie. They 

include several kinds of myth as well as memories, symbols and traditions that have been 

cultivated across the centuries and have provided cultural resources for the members of 

the community. As a result, they furnish us with a number of different myth typologies 

that make sense in the context of the various population and cultural groups in New 

Mexico as well as Spain.  

Smith contends that long-term ethnic survival depends on a heightened sense of 

collective distinctiveness and mission, actively cultivated by specialists within the culture 

and disseminated to other members of the cultural group. Central to this survival, is a 
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sense of uniqueness that protects the ethnie from both internal dissolution and external 

threat: 

The members of an ethnic community must be made to feel, not only that 

they form a single ‘super-family,’ but that their historic community is 

unique, that they possess what Max Weber called ‘irreplaceable culture 

values,’ that their heritage must be preserved against inner corruption and 

external control, and that the community has a sacred duty to extend its 

culture values to outsiders. (Myths 130) 

Therefore, ethnic myths, including myths of common origins, shared, mythical ancestry, 

as well as symbols and memories of a golden age of former glory are important to help 

unite and inspire the members of an ethnic community over several generations. 

Successful ethnie, those that survive in the long term, such as that of Hispanic New 

Mexicans, have strong mythic components with which successive generations continue to 

identify through time. More than possession of a homeland or an intact culture, according 

to Smith, it is this persistence of memories, symbols, myths and traditions that ensures 

the survival of an ethnie (128). 

The components of ethnic myths.  

In his book, Myths and Memories of the Nation, Smith developed six components 

of ethnic myths that are involved in the creation of a unified ethnic identity. These 

include, in Smith’s words: Myths of Temporal Origins, or When We Were Begotten 

which serve to establish the antiquity and ancestry of the community; Myths of Location 

and Migration, or Where We Came from and How We Got Here define an acknowledged 

distinctive homeland; Myths of the Heroic Age, or How We Were Freed and Became 
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Glorious point to an ideal era in the past that inspires the ethnie or nation in the present; 

Myths of Decline, or How We Fell into a State of Decay describes how an ethnie or 

nation lost its way and its anchor in tradition; Myths of Regeneration, or How to Restore 

the Golden Age and Renew Our Community as 'in the Days of Old' (Myths and Memories 

66-69). 

In other words, the major themes in ethnic creation and survival are origin, 

location, ancestry, a heroic age, decline, and regeneration. The myths, the narrative 

details of which vary from culture to culture, support these themes and provide a 

rationale for the current state of the community. They are either explanatory in their 

nature as are the first five, or can become a prescriptive ideology as do myths of 

regeneration. As such, ethnic myths can provide an idealized epic history as well as an 

account of future oriented ‘required actions,’ or rationale for collective mobilization (67).  

In later works, especially in his 2008, The Cultural Foundations of Nations, Smith 

subsumes these six myth types into broader categories through which ethnie and nations 

cultivate cultural resources, which, in turn, help maintain a sense of national identity in a 

population. These, Smith explains, may also be regarded as “sacred foundations” of 

nations, in the sense that they “underpin” the four fundamental dimensions of 

nationhood: community; territory; history; and destiny. These categories include myths of 

origin, ethnic election and sacrifice, as well as myths that describe a relationship to land 

as in ethnoscapes, and to the past, as in ethno-histories. The nascent elements of these 

dimensions are also found in pre-nation ethnie. 



55 
 

  

Myths of origin. 

The sense of community is particularly sustained by myths of origin and myths of 

ethnic election. For ethnies, a myth of origins is critical. Myths of origin cover a broad 

spectrum, ranging from elaborate cosmologies and creation myths to foundation myths 

(associated with cities and city-states) and myths of common ancestry (Cultural 

Foundations 40). Myths of common ancestry are some of the most common found in pre-

modern epochs, and play an important role in sustenance of an ethnie through time.  

Myths of common ancestry serve to create a sense of kinship that creates long-

enduring ties and assists in the long-term durability of ethnie. As Smith points out “it is 

not actual but felt history that is crucial for a sense of group identity, and so what matters 

is the belief in common ancestry, however counterfactual” (41). Ancestry myths may 

include “larger” myths such as creation stories and ‘golden age of humanity’ tales but 

also include specific myths of the origins of particular communities (Myths 91). These 

myths can describe descent from a particular person or group of people but can also be 

civic, as in the tales of a civic foundation of a community. A third myth of ancestry is that 

of religious conversion, where the originating act of the ethnie is of religious ancestry. 

Myths of common ancestry serve to enhance a sense of collective belonging and provide 

security, dignity and continuity for successive generations. They also serve to distinguish 

those who belong from those who do not, creating and maintaining identity for the group.  

Myths of common ancestry are relevant to Hispanic New Mexicans, in their 

understanding of themselves as descendent from the conquistadores. They are also found 

in Iberian Spain in the fifteenth century and before, as the Spanish began to understand 
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themselves as Christian (with the subtext of European) rather than Non-Christian (Jewish 

or Muslim/Moorish) and thus claimed ancestry from the Visigoths. 

Myths of ethnic election. 

Yet, according to Smith, what is even of even more significance for the survival 

of an ethnic community is the cultivation of a myth of ethnic election, as by its very 

nature, it imbues its members with a sense of being chosen. Found in both modern 

nations and pre-modern ethnie, myths of ethnic election provide a structure and narrative, 

which explain a group’s sense of chosen-ness, or of why it has succeeded or how it has 

been shaped through time to take its current form in the present day. 

As Smith notes “beliefs in ethnic election inspired many pre-modern peoples and 

underpinned many kingdoms” (“Sacred Dimension” 805). He distinguishes two types of 

ethnic election beliefs: missionary and covenantal. The missionary version is of most 

relevance here to Hispanic history. Smith defines the missionary version of ethnic 

election as an  

intense belief that the community has been chosen by the deity for a 

special religious task or mission, usually to defend the deity’s 

representative or church on earth, or to convert the heathen to the ‘one and 

true’ religion, or simply to expand the realm of the religion through 

territorial acquisitions. (804)  

I propose that this belief can be seen as central to Spanish Christians in the Reconquista 

period but also to the expansion of the Spanish empire in the Americas when the primary 

aim was often expressed officially as missionary motivated and justified, regardless of 

the desires of those who were to be ‘converted.’ As we see from this quote written of 
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behalf of King Charles V to Francisco Vasquez Coronado, the first of the conquistadores 

to enter New Mexico, the stated rationale was indeed, as per Smith’s proposition, the 

conversion of heathens and the religiously motivated expansion of territory: 

This pleases us because we expect that with your going Our Lord will be 

highly served and our royal kingdom augmented. And also that through 

your excellent efforts you will place the natives of that provincia under 

our sway and dominion and will bring them into knowledge of our Holy 

Catholic Faith. (Flint, Coronado Expedition 116) 

Additionally, the mendicant orders, especially the Franciscans were deeply influenced by 

the millennial teachings of Joachim of Fiore. They saw their work in the Americas 

through a religious framework. Amerindians were imagined as the lost tribes of Israel, 

and their conversion as the climactic event that would usher in the Kingdom of God. 

Other clergy, like Bernardino de Sahagún, even if they did not share the apocalyptic 

interpretation, still saw the conversion of Amerindians as a necessary step in the 

“Church’s global pilgrimage” (Phelan, Millennial Kingdom 27).  In other words, the 

Spanish colonizing effort in the New World was deeply intertwined with a sense of 

religious mission, both in the initial phase and in the later entradas to New Mexico. 

However, the covenantal version of ethnic election is also relevant to my 

explorations. Smith asserts that covenantal ethnic election “emphasizes the idea of a 

mutual promise, in which the deity chooses a community and promises it certain benefits 

if it in turn obeys the laws and statutes of the deity” (“Sacred Dimension” 805). Largely a 

Judeo-Christian phenomenon (806), it is most particularly found in Protestant 

communities, particularly after “the Puritan return to the study of Hebrew and the Old 
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Testament” (805). As such, through the phenomenon of Manifest Destiny, it can be seen 

as a motivating factor in the post Mexican-American war (1846 to 1848), when the 

United States occupied New Mexico. Indeed, I would see the interaction between these 

two versions of ethnic election as one of the core elements in the development of 

Hispanic New Mexico society in the post-war years and into the present. 

Ethnoscapes. 

How ethnie and nations relate to land also generate its own series of myths and 

symbolic processes. Smith writes of how an ethnie can relate to their land in such a way 

as to create an ‘ethnoscape,’ whereby the community’s past is turned into an integral part 

of its natural environment and landscape (807). The land is invested with collective 

significance that is felt to be integral to a particular ethnie, and the ethnic community is 

seen as an intrinsic part of the poetic landscape. Ethnoscapes, Smith avers, come into 

being through the symbiosis of ethnie and landscape (Cultural Foundations 43). In this 

process, an ethnic territory acquires all kinds of “poetic” connotations, often recorded in 

verse and song (“Sacred Dimension” 806). Through this process, the land is perceived as 

filled with ethnic memories, symbols, and legends.  

At its simplest, the land in question is felt over time to provide the unique and 

indispensable setting for the events that shaped the community. It becomes our land, 

filled with place memories of happenings and events relevant to our people living there. 

In an ethnoscape, holy sites can include natural features of the landscape such as rivers 

and mountains, as well as human constructs: cities, temples and battlefields, excavations 

and museums, to name a few. (Cultural Foundations 44).  As Smith explains 
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the natural setting, the community’s habitat, becomes historicized, and 

‘nature’ comes to be seen as intrinsic to the community’s peculiar history 

and development. Together, these twin processes bind a community to its 

‘land’, turning the latter into an ‘ethnoscape’, in which the ethnie or ethnic 

community becomes part of ‘its’ landscape and habitat, and the latter 

belongs to and becomes an integral part of ‘its’ community. (“Sacred 

Dimension” 806) 

Ethnoscapes are the beginning of a long process of “territorialization of memories” 

(Cultural Foundations 43). They are related to the idea of “sacred territory,” or the 

sanctification of the homeland as applicable to nations. A sacred territory is the “historic 

and ‘inalienable’ homeland” of a people (“Sacred Dimension” 806). The land is seen as 

the cradle of the nation, the place where major events have happened, where relics are 

visited and in fact merged with the land, and where the land has been sanctified, simply 

by long-term occupation by an ethnic group. 

It is an historic landscape invested with sacred qualities as the ‘cradle’ of 

the nation, or the site of major battles and gatherings, or the terrain of 

ancestral resting-places and tombs of founding fathers, saints and sages, as 

well as of fallen patriot-heroes, or simply land which is sanctified by the 

long residence of ‘our kin’ or our former (ancient, medieval) state, and 

hence terra irredenta to be ‘redeemed.’ (806) 

Spanish Ethnoscapes.  

As I explore more fully later on, in pre-modern and modern Spain, both during 

and after the Reconquista, we can see elements of Smith’s sacred territories in play: The 
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Battles of Guadalete and Covadonga (major battles); The discovery of the Tomb of 

Santiago de Compostella (resting place of Saints), the glorification of El Cid (fallen 

patriot heroes), The Ancient Kingdom of the Visigoths (our former ancient state). 

Likewise, in the Spanish colony of New Mexico, Hispanic New Mexicans had in 

some way to reimagine the land as their own and imbue it with a mythic connection that 

made sense to them. As such, the myth of a sacred territory, while less obvious, has a 

certain application to Colonial Spanish New Mexico. Perhaps the most evident way the 

land was made sacred to the colonial Spanish was through re-making Native sacred 

spaces as Spanish Catholic sacred spaces. The Spanish settlers often did this by placing 

their own sacred spaces on or near Native American sacred spaces; the church in 

Chimayó, the well-known pilgrimage site in New Mexico, being but one example. 

Spanish churches, missions and art became the repository for the mythic energy of a 

sacred territory, especially as the Franciscan missionaries essentially created a theocracy 

defended, held and thus claimed by the Hispanic ethnie (Gutiérrez, Jesus 55).  

However, the placement of churches on previously Native American sacred sites, 

as we see in Chimayó, is not the only sacralization of land by Hispanic New Mexicans. 

Sylvia Rodríguez details the intricate relationship of Hispanic New Mexicans to water 

and land, and the sacralization that occurs through the custom of procession. “Attachment 

to place,” Rodríguez points out, is “enacted through religious procession” (38) The 

blessing of land and water, via processionals to St. Isadore, is but one of many such ritual 

acts, through which Hispanic Catholic ritual sacralizes the land.  

The Hispanic New Mexican ethnie may have a very complex relationship to the 

land, with elements of both ethnoscape and sacred territory complimenting each other.  
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For example, a sense of a sacred land imbues Fray Angélico Chávez’s book My Penitente 

Land: Reflections on Spanish New Mexico. Filled with classical, biblical, and Native 

American allusions and references, Chávez paints a very particular picture of New 

Mexican Spanish history. For Chávez, the land is sacred, infused with a spiritual 

sensibility, rooted in Judeo-Christian and Spanish antecedents but broader than those 

alone. “It is Holy Land” he remarks on page 28, and goes on to link the New Mexican 

landscape with that of both Palestine and Spain. Indeed, his portrayal of New Mexico as 

sacred land with connections to Palestine, is reminiscent of the attempts to do the same 

with the landscape of Spain, under the reign of Phillip II (Beaver, A Holy Land for the 

Catholic Monarchy 212). This may, in itself, be a way of relating to the land that came 

from Spain to the Americas. Nonetheless, Chávez makes the case for a felt sense in 

Hispanic New Mexican culture of the sacredness of the land. And while it is a sacredness 

inspired by the terrain of New Mexico, if Chávez’ expression is in anyway indicative of 

Hispanic sentiment, then the roots of the relationship to land is multicultural and inspired 

by many mythic strands.  

Native American ethnoscapes. 

As the Spanish did, though at an earlier date and through very different mythic 

lenses, Native American tribes in the southwest also made themselves at home in the 

land. Yet, because those mythic lenses may also be part of New Mexican Hispanic 

heritage, I will outline some of these possible characteristics here. 

 For most New Mexican indigenous peoples, land and myths of origin are tied 

closely together: most account for their arrival by emerging from the land into the present 

world, rather than invasion or migration. The Hopi, Zuni, Keres, and Jemez Pueblo 
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people account for their origins by emergence from underground. The Tanoan-speaking 

Pueblos (except Jemez) believe in emergence from underwater (Kirchhoff 549). The 

Navajo also believe in emergence from underground, initiated by the need to flee rising 

water in the first world (Zolbrod 37-45), while the Jicarilla Apache believe in emergence 

from underground in pursuit of light (Opler 14). The connection to ethnoscape, for these 

indigenous peoples, is in many ways deeply intimate; their connection to the land is 

definitive of themselves as a people. As Kidwell, Noley, and Tinker describe: 

Unlike nomadic European settlers whose impulse to explore drove men 

across the Atlantic in their search for wealth, Indian traditions tell of . . . 

homelands that were designated for them. Indian communities have an 

attachment . . . to particular lands, and our cultural identity is heavily 

invested in that attachment. It helps define the limits of our ceremonial 

life, to give a foundation to our traditional stories and myths, to secure a 

sense of balance and harmony in community identity . . . The sense of a 

spiritual association with the land . . . gives land a special place in the 

Indian sense of identity. (126-127) 

Keith Basso in his book Wisdom sits in Places also describes that how for the Western 

Apache, their homeland and the features therein are tightly woven with the stories and 

values of their culture. Their sense of themselves is intimately connected to place and 

landscape, the two so interwoven that to lose the place, would result in the loss of cultural 

knowledge and wisdom. One Apache elder explained it to Basso this way: 

Wisdom sits in places. It’s like water that never dries up. You need to 

drink water to stay alive, don’t you? Well, you also need to drink from 
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these places. You must remember everything about them. You must learn 

their names. You must remember what happened at them long ago. You 

must think about it and keep on thinking about it. Then your mind will 

become smoother and smoother. Then you will see danger before it 

happens. You will walk a long way and live a long time. You will be wise. 

People will respect you. (127) 

Native American writers have expressed similar sentiments. Rina Swentzall illustrates 

how the relationship between the Pueblo people and their surrounding natural 

environment is fundamental to their view of themselves. Moreover, that relationship 

occurs within a web of interconnectedness, where humans are not separated from nature 

and which in turn makes the sacralization of the ethnoscape “easy to achieve.”  

The purpose of life for Pueblo people is to be intimately united with 

nature, intimately connected with everything in the natural world. 

Everything is included in that connectedness. Houses, for instance are 

“fed” cornmeal after construction so that they may have a good life. The 

physical community (O-wing-geh), or place where people live, is 

periodically healed by the Bear or medicine society. Sacralization of the 

entire world is easy to achieve because humans are not separate from other 

life forms, not created to have dominion over other life forms, not on a 

higher rung of living, not closer to God. Directional forces of the world 

are cyclical and move in and out of the earth rather than upward towards 

the heavens. (48) 



64 
 

  

Native American communities can be said, in Smith’s terms, to have “naturalized” and to 

have become intrinsic parts of their historic environments, perceived “natural 

outgrowths” of their terrains (Cultural Foundations 35). Their ethnoscapes have been 

intrinsic elements in their perceptions of themselves as a community.  

Ethnohistory. 

A third way in which ethnie cultivate cultural resources, as mentioned by Smith, 

is through an ethno-history. An ethno-history occurs where successive generations of a 

community narrate and hand down their shared memories of the ethnic past (or pasts) 

(Cultural Foundations 44). As such it correlates in many ways with our discussion on 

narratives, as an ethno-history can be seen as a communal narrative tradition (“Sacred 

Dimension” 807).  

One of the key aspects of an ethno-history is the recognition of 'golden ages', a 

time when the community was at its pinnacle: politically and militarily glorious and 

victorious; or perhaps materially wealthy and prosperous; or even at a culturally creative 

and intellectual peak. These narratives are particularly powerful at times when the 

community is lessened or fragmented socially or politically. Myths of a golden age allow 

collectivities to answer “shared needs for rootedness, antiquity, and continuity, as well as 

for authenticity and dignity” (Cultural Foundations 45). 

The line between myth and ethno-history can become blurred, with certain 

narratives taking on a mythic sensibility. Certain episodes in ethno-history come to 

appear as canonical or as ‘high periods’ for later generations of the community. Such 

periods then are regarded by later generations with a special nostalgia and reverence, as 

“they seem to embody the inner or true virtues of the community and fulfill its vision of 
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its own glory” (“Sacred Dimension” 807). Moreover, and importantly, they serve in the 

present moment as models and guides for future action, and a mirror for the nation’s 

destiny.  

The history of the Iberian Peninsula provides examples of ethno-history as myth, 

with the hearkening back to the era of the Visigoth kings as a narratively remembered 

highpoint during the time of the Reconquista. The Visigoth realm, as it was narratively 

construed as ethno-history, provided a balm to the then current state of occupation, as 

well as a guide to the future, in the vision of a re-established Christian kingdom.  

Likewise, we find traces of the power of ethno-history in modern New Mexico, 

certainly after the American annexation of the territory, as Hispanic New Mexicans 

turned with nostalgia to their Spanish roots as a bulwark against American attitudes. Still 

today, as Hispanic New Mexicans engage with issues around memorialization of a 

conquistador past, ethno-historical narratives play an important role in the varying 

attitudes expressed. Additionally, these Hispanic ethno-historical narratives differ greatly 

from those told by Native American ethnie. 

Sacrifice and destiny. 

The final aspect Smith dwells on is that of sacrifice and destiny. Especially 

important for nations and later, for nation states, destiny is closely linked to ideals of 

striving and sacrifice. It arises from a sense of shared history and memory, and is 

connected with the rites and ceremonies of public cultures (Ethnic Origins 91). The ideal 

of collective destiny has repeatedly helped to mobilize the citizens for defense of the 

homeland, inspired heroic myths of battle and of the deaths of hero patriots: defeat and 

death being as powerful as victory and life. Commemorated in monuments, legends, art 
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and song, a sense of destiny is cultivated through the remembrance of those who have 

suffered so we (our collective) can survive.  

While I will expand on these elements of the destiny/sacrifice conjunction later in 

the dissertation, I will mention here that it can be seen in the period of the Reconquista as 

warriors like El Cid and Guzman the Good were glorified and reinvented as Spanish, 

Christian notables. Likewise, the story of the Cordoba Martyrs, who sought death at the 

hands of the Muslim authorities between 850 and 859, helped underline the Christian 

nature of a true Spaniard (Tieszen 53). Destiny was articulated more fully in documents 

like 1184 Toledo Letter, which predicted the impending end of the world and the 

conversion of all Muslims to Christianity. Shortly thereafter, the Crónica Adefonsi 

Imperatoris spoke of the Moors as ‘evil people about to perish,’ a destiny that included 

the hope for a restoration of a Christian Spain (Barton and Fletcher 153).  

Hispanic New Mexico too has its version of the destiny/sacrifice conjunction, as 

we see in the understandings articulated around the construction of the memorials to Don 

Juan de Oñate, before and during the four hundredth anniversary (Cuarto Centenario) of 

his arrival in New Mexico. For many who self-identify as Hispanic New Mexicans, the 

memorial was seen as a means of honoring their ancestors, who had made the difficult 

long journey north, and survived to build a home in what is now New Mexico.  

Memory 

Smith elaborates on the pivotal role memory plays in the formation and sustaining 

of an ethnie, emphasizing that “there can be no identity without memory (albeit 

selective), no collective purpose without myth….” (Ethnic Origins 2). Indeed, for Smith, 
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memory is of the utmost importance to the survival of an ethnie. He writes “ethnie are 

nothing if not historical communities built up on shared memories” (25).   

He is not alone in acknowledging the importance of shared, collective memories 

for both a culture as a collective, and for the individual members thereof. One of the most 

relevant findings for this study, from both narrative theory and ethno-symbolism, is how 

the web of narratives in which we live, our mythos, influences memory. As Bruner 

remarks, narratives lay “down routes into memory” that have both personal and cultural 

implications (“Life” 708). Historical narratives therefore, lay down specific routes to do 

with the past and how it is viewed. Given the importance of memory in the context both 

of narrative and ethno-symbolism, it is worth unearthing some of the perceived dynamics 

and emphases, which an analysis of memory can reveal.   

Studies on memory and its connection to narrative, identity and history point to a 

complex and intertwined set of processes. While there may be disagreements on exact 

definitions and means, it is clear that identity and memory as well as the narratives and 

historical and cultural artifacts that support them, are linked and even interdependent. 

Personal memory intertwines with cultural memory, history with historical and mythic 

memories, through a deeply hermeneutic process of constant, if often unacknowledged, 

interpretation and reinterpretation.  

Memory, thus, is never a simple business. However, there is general agreement 

that it is central to our identity and our sense of self. John Gillis, in his work on national 

identity, puts it succinctly: “the notion of identity depends on the idea of memory and 

vice versa. The core meaning of any individual or group identity, namely, a sense of 
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sameness over time and space, is sustained by remembering; and what is remembered is 

defined by the assumed identity” (3).  

Memory, therefore, is perceived as a core contributor to a sense of identity, for the 

individual as well as the group. Indeed, the very concept of ‘collective memory’ assumes 

that every social/cultural group develops a memory of its past. This memory emphasizes 

the uniqueness of that particular group and allows it to preserve its self-image and pass it 

on to future generations. However, as we shall see, memory as that facility that connects 

us to the past, is subject to instability and is impacted deeply by social concerns. 

Individuals and cultural memory. 

It seems clear that it is individuals who remember and that experience is 

individual. Yet, in the light of psychological understanding, we can also appreciate how 

unstable and even unreliable personal memory can be. Affected by forgetting and denial, 

repression and trauma, memories do not necessarily correlate with an accurate rendition 

of even the personal past. As we shall see, a society’s collective memory is no less 

unstable, no less changeable. It is subject to subtle and not so subtle reconstruction. A 

culture’s memory is negotiated through the beliefs and values, rituals and institutions of 

the collective. As these cultural elements change, so too can the collective memory of the 

past, as it is shaped and reformed to fit the needs of the present. 

As we have already determined, the cultural mythos profoundly influences a 

person’s sense of him or herself. It shapes our world, and especially the narratives we tell 

about ourselves. Likewise, an individual’s memories are influenced by the social and 

cultural setting to which he/she belongs. Memories, even those that are autobiographical, 

are seen as deeply informed by social and cultural frames. By shaping our horizons of 
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interpretation, these cultural frames, which include narrative webs, allow people to form 

collective identity. Collective identity can be understood as being at least partly based on 

narrative forms, which give coherence to our perception of the past. 

Scholars tend to agree that individuals remember in a social context and that 

social groups help determine what is “memorable” and also how it will be remembered. 

That is not to say this process is fixed or permanent. Changing social environments may 

offer alternative views of the past and create alternative memories, which may 

themselves, later, become part of this collective memory.  

Cultural memory—a multifarious notion. 

For many scholars, the wide-ranging and sometimes imprecise use of the term 

“collective memory” is problematic. Terms such as cultural memory, historical memory, 

local memory, official memory, popular memory, public memory, shared memory, 

custom, heritage, myth, roots, and tradition have all been used to approximate or equate 

to the term ‘collective memory” (Cattell and Climo 4). Indeed, the very broadness of the 

use of the term “collective memory,” prompts James V. Wertsch to remark that perhaps 

“the only generally agreed-upon feature is that collective memory is a form of memory 

that transcends individuals and is shared by a group” (“Collective memory” 318).   

Astrid Erll also points out that “cultural” or “collective” or “social” memory, is a 

“multifarious notion,” often used in an ‘ambiguous and vague’ way (1).  Media, 

practices, and structures as diverse as myth, monuments, historiography, ritual, 

conversational remembering, configurations of cultural knowledge, and neuronal 

networks are often subsumed under this wide umbrella term. Yet, there are advantages to 

this diversity of use. Erll makes the case that it is because of this very ‘umbrella quality’ 
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that cultural or collective memory rather than personal, individual memory or other 

cultural memory-carrying mechanisms such as myth and tradition alone, can help us see   

the (sometimes functional, sometimes analogical, sometimes 

metaphorical) relationships between such phenomena as ancient myths 

and the personal recollection of recent experience, and which enables 

disciplines as varied as psychology, history, sociology, and literary studies 

to engage in a stimulating dialogue. (2) 

Cultural memory, thus allows us open up our exploration of memory. Rather than pinning 

memory to a factual recollection of events, it allows us explore the more nuanced effects 

of myth, narrative and psychological concerns on what seems like a factual recalling of 

the past. Moreover, cultural memory permits us to examine how memory is transmitted, 

changed and articulated. It illuminates the requisite simplification of memory: how its 

components, of necessity, must be flattened and made conventional, in order for 

transmission to successfully occur. Furthermore, it allows us perceive the mutability of 

memory and to recognize that the contents of memory, as it operates in cultures, are ever 

changing.  

We have already touched on certain aspects relevant to memory as a cultural or 

collective happening through examining narrative and in our journey through the mythic 

understandings of ethno-symbolism. We have seen how narrative automatically shapes 

our thoughts on the past, imposing narrative structure on often random events. “Ethno-

histories” and “the territorialization of memory” are, from a certain perspective, as related 

to memory studies as they are to myth. Collective memory, in my view, speaks directly to 

a present relationship with the past. Collective memory studies specifically expand on 
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how the past is represented, understood and interpreted in the present, by a cultural 

group. Therefore, it is worth delving a little more deeply into the specifics of memory as 

it works in a cultural setting. 

Halbwachs and collective memory. 

Sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who pioneered the study of collective memory, 

and moved the discussion of memory beyond the bounds of the individual and the 

personal, maintained that memory must be taken as a social or group phenomenon. 

Halbwachs suggested that an individual’s memories were inextricably linked to the 

beliefs and traditions of the groups and society in which the individual belonged.  For 

Maurice Halbwachs, memory is “a reconstruction of the past in light of the present’’ and 

“collective frameworks are . . . precisely the instruments used by the collective memory 

to reconstruct an image of the past which is in accord, in each epoch, with the 

predominant thoughts of the society” (34).  

Halbwachs’ understanding of memory draws our attention to the interaction of the 

past with the present, and raises questions in relation to history and meaning. Memory, 

for Halbwachs, is a matter of how minds work together in society and how their 

operations are structured by social arrangements. Collective memory tends to be group 

generated, multi-vocal, and responsive to a social framework (38). It is this aspect of 

memory as a cultural or collective phenomenon, which is of most interest to this study. It 

is especially relevant to our discussion on the identification of the Penitentes as both 

Spanish and Catholic. 
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Collective and communicative memory. 

Jan Assmann further refined Halbwachs’ idea of “collective memory” by 

distinguishing ‘communicative memory’ from ‘cultural memory’. Communicative 

memory, in Assmann’s understanding, is what Halbwachs meant by collective memory: 

non-institutionalized, present in everyday interaction and communication, and reaches no 

farther back than eighty to a hundred years (“Communicative” 16). Due to its informal 

character, it does not require expertise on the part of those who transmit it. Cultural 

memory, on the other hand, reaches far into the past,  

is exteriorized, objectified, and stored away in symbolic forms that… are 

stable and situation-transcendent: They may be transferred from one 

situation to another and transmitted from one generation to another. (17)  

Cultural memory, Jan Assmann avers, always has its specialists. These include “shamans, 

bards, and griots, as well as priests, teachers, artists, clerks, scholars, mandarins, rabbis, 

mullahs, and other names for specialized carriers of memory” (19). It is formed by a 

symbolic heritage and mediated through texts, rites, memory sites, monuments, 

celebrations, objects, and other culturally appropriate tools.  

Assmann’s idea is similar to Anthony D. Smith’s description of myth-symbol 

complexes as it asserts a symbolic legacy that survives through time. The cultural tools of 

this symbolic heritage, according to Assmann, serve as mnemonic triggers to initiate 

meanings associated with the past. Cultural memory thus can focus collective experiences 

of the past. It can preserve the more mutable collective or communicative memories, 

particular to a group, through crystallizing them in a cultural artifact, or by embedding 

them in the form of commemorative practice. 
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Assmann therefore provides us with two distinct ways in which to look at 

collective memory: that which can be understood as temporally close to us, as in 

communicative memory, as well as that which reaches far in to the past, which he terms 

cultural memory. Further, he provides some insight into the dynamic between the two 

types of memory, whereby a recently past occurrence can become part of the long-term 

collective memory of a group. In this way, Assmann’s work points to the processes that 

underlie memory as a collective and cultural happening. 

Potential and actual cultural memory. 

Jan Assmann also distinguishes between potential cultural memory and actual 

cultural memory. Potential cultural memories are those representations of the past that are 

stored in archives, libraries, and museums. They become actual cultural memories when 

they are adopted and given new meaning in new social and historical contexts. Assmann 

also points out that the transition from potential to actual cultural memories (and vice 

versa), represents a change their intensity, social depth, and meaning (“Collective” 130). 

Actual cultural memories are those cultural memories that are actively represented in the 

cultural milieu and to which members of a culture are strongly connected. Potential 

cultural memories remain more neutral, until activated by exposure to a new set of social 

frameworks. Changed social or political situations, new scientific discoveries, reformed 

religious understandings can all alter the social framework. This process can happen 

repeatedly, with the memory reconstructed each time, with new nuances of meaning, 

relevance and social depth.  
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Collective remembering. 

James V. Wertsch also points to the ongoing process that lies beneath the 

seemingly solid elements of collective memory. Wertsch suggests, that rather than 

indicating a static body of knowledge, collective memory is better understood as a 

process of “collective remembering” (Voices 67). Collective remembering indicates an 

active process, which can involve contention and contestation among collectives rather 

than referring to a static body of knowledge that a cultural group possesses. A focus on 

collective remembering, he explains, “gives greater emphasis to the social and political 

contestation that is part of many accounts of the past” (“Collective memory” 319). From 

this perspective, collective memory is more like a space of contestation than a body of 

knowledge. It thus can be seen as a space, in which varying groups engage with others, to 

influence the public understanding of the past, whereby the same facts generate 

significantly different accounts and memories. As I shall explore in chapter three, this 

dynamic was very pronounced during the planning of the 1998 Cuartocentenario 

memorialization projects in New Mexico and led to very opposed articulations of the past 

by the different ethnies in the state.    

Counter memories. 

Collective memory then is not necessarily homogenous or monolithic. That is, 

within a culture, there are disparate groups who may maintain divergent memories. In 

Anthony D. Smith’s terms, counter memories can be seen to exist because the various 

ethnie hold differing myth-symbol complexes and therefore construct alternative ethno-

histories and thus, alternative memories. The founding stories, the ethno-histories, the 

myths of each group and the other narratives that maintain and nurture the cultural 
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memory narrative, may differ from group to group and collectivity to collectivity within 

the larger cultural framework.  

Memory can be seen as the means through which we can connect with a 

significant past. For some groups and subcultures, those things that are termed significant 

may differ greatly from those which the dominant culture values. Indeed, the type of 

signification may differ so strongly that the memories of a sub-culture may oppose the 

memories of the dominant culture. In this way, cultural memory’s mutability makes it 

possible for multiple and conflicting versions of events to co-exist, sometimes in the 

interests of competing parties. 

Mediated memory. 

It should be fairly apparent by now that collective memories do not exist in the 

abstract. They are neither stored bodies of knowledge nor are they objects. Instead, the 

existence of a collective memory is discerned through its active manifestation in a 

culture. It is, in J. Assmann’s terms, an actual cultural memory. To be meaningful, a 

collective memory must have a public expression in rituals, ceremonial commemorations, 

or texts. Collective memory is thus an inherently mediated phenomenon and it is 

mediated through cultural tools (Wertsch, Voices 13). These tools include all the different 

spaces, objects, ‘texts’ that make an engagement with the past possible: canonized 

cultural accounts, historical scholarship, folktales, oral traditions, family narratives; 

memorials, museums, specific places and landscapes, etc.  

Narrative and Memory 

Wertsch, Assmann and others suggest that narratives are especially powerful 

cultural tools in relation to cultural memory. They shape thought and belief about the past 
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while enabling collective remembering. As we have previously seen, narrative is a 

fundamental human proclivity. The narratives in our cultural mythos, which include 

memory narratives, influence how we see ourselves, personally, within the culture. 

Narrative performs a similar function in the cultural setting. In particular, in the context 

of collective memory, narrative allows the past to be imagined as continuous. It links past 

events together in a way that seems meaningful, in the current context of that memory.  

James V. Wertsch, writing on collective memory, makes a distinction between 

‘specific narratives’ and ‘narrative templates’ (Voices 60). Specific narratives include 

information about particular dates, settings, and motives (e.g., the defeat of Granada, 

1492; The arrival of Oñate in New Mexico, 1598; The treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, 

1848), whereas narrative templates are schematic structures that do not include such 

concrete information. Instead, they are simplified plot structures that reflect and shape 

multiple specific narratives. It makes memories conventional and so facilitates 

transmission and learning. It is into this category that I suggest that the New Mexico 

identity of being Spanish and Catholic falls. 

Narrative is thus one of the tools through which memory is both created and 

transmitted. It flattens memory into more easily communicated stories. The narrative 

form allows for discrete events to be interwoven into a meaningful history, rather than 

letting them seem as separated, unlinked episodes, occurring happenstance, through time. 

Instead, narrative allows the collective’s history to be imagined as a continuous story. It 

develops a storyline featuring a beginning, middle, and ending. It may include 

protagonists (heroes, villains, victims) who act in often repetitive ways. Moreover, the 

adoption of a narrative structure enables creators of memorial accounts to charge these 
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narratives with lessons and morals that guide and instruct communities in the present. 

Consequently, historical events come to acquire meaning when included as part of a 

general narrative template.  

Non-narrative mediators of memory. 

Narrative, as important as it is, is elusive in the sense that it is ephemeral, 

especially in oral cultures. Narratives, be they personal, mythic or historical, memory 

oriented tales, also depend on particular cultural systems of meaning and these systems 

do not remain the same through time. Therefore, when speaking of collective memory, 

we also need to be aware it is mediated through more than narrative alone. Collective 

memory is also concretized and attached to landscape, memorials and rituals. The 

memory of events or historical figures can be kept alive through regularly repeated 

commemorative processes and through the creation of monuments, museums, parades, 

rituals, street names, graffiti, and murals (Erll 7). Pierre Nora refers to these as les lieux 

de mémoire i.e. “sites” or “environments” of memory (9). 

We have already touched on this topic in exploring Anthony D. Smith’s 

“territorialization of memory” whereby the landscape itself, through its landmarks and 

through human activity, becomes a memory carrier. Yet, this process is as fickle as any 

other we have looked at. Seemingly ‘concretized’ memorial objects already include and 

exclude, and are as susceptible to reinterpretation as any other medium. By their very 

nature, they spotlight “only certain parts of the scene, leaving some actors and events 

obscure” presenting even in their very existence, an edited memory place (Meusberger 9). 

Ritual and other cultural doings also carry cultural memory and reinforce the 

processes of culturally approved remembering and forgetting. In his significant work 
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How Societies Remember, Paul Connerton suggests that collective memory is reinforced 

by body practices such as gestural behavior as well in clothing, manners, musical 

performance, and other socially negotiated activities. He also emphasizes the role of 

ritual and performance in communal acts of remembering. Connerton argues that the 

images and recollected knowledge of the past are conveyed and sustained by ritual 

performances. Rite and ritual are characterized by a “rhetoric of re-enactment” inscribed 

in the verbal and textual traditions of a given culture. (65) 

Constructing the past. 

The past, as understood by individuals and cultures, therefore, is not a stable 

entity or independent reality. The past, as remembered, is constructed and reconstructed 

within the framework of a cultural present. This reconstruction of the past begins in the 

present and is influenced by the needs of the present, rather than being an unbiased 

rendition of the past. It reaches back into the past, forming and reforming the past. The 

past can thus be seen as a cultural projection, malleable to the ongoing needs of the 

present. Cultural memory is a means to reconstruct the past in the present, and is hence 

adapted to present-day situations. Jan Assmann points to this past-present conjunction in 

memory, evocatively speaking of the past haunting the present. “The past is not simply 

‘‘received’’ by the present. The present is ‘‘haunted’’ by the past and the past is modeled, 

invented, reinvented, and reconstructed by the present” (Moses 9).  

A usable past. 

Wertsch explains that the changes through time arise “in response to the need to 

create a usable past,” a need which “varies over time” because “what constitutes a usable 

past in one sociocultural setting is often quite different from what is needed in another” 
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(Voices 43-45). A usable past for Wertsch is “an account of events and actors that can be 

harnessed for some purpose in the present,” that frequently has to do with "individual or 

collective identity claims” (31). Moreover, it is normal, according to Paul Connerton, for 

these usable pasts to be used to “legitimate a present social order” (3).  

Memory—a hermeneutical process. 

The past, as understood by an individual or social group, then can be seen not as 

an objective recitation of fact, but as something deeply influenced by the needs of the 

present, and often with a view towards the future. That the past is always viewed through 

the lens of the present may seem to be obvious. Yet if we accept this, we must also 

acknowledge the implication that memories of the past are always changing. Raphael 

Samuel commented on this proclivity in saying that memory is: 

Historically conditioned, changing color and shape according to the 

emergencies of the moment; that so far from being handed down in the 

timeless form of tradition it is progressively altered from generation to 

generation. It leaves the impress of experience, in however mediated a 

way. It is stamped with the ruling passions of the time. (Theatres X) 

The past, as remembered or narrated, thus is fluid, amorphous and nebulous. It is 

subjective and inconstant, liable to change with shifting contexts. It is functional, in that 

it serves the needs of the present and has, through time, served the needs of many 

presents. Thus the past is never singular but is involved in a constant, hermeneutical 

process.  
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Remembering—a mythopoetic enterprise. 

Remembering is thus in many ways, an act of imagination, a mythopoetic 

enterprise that is informed by present-day values and needs. Collective, cultural 

memories can be said to be imagined pasts, concocted collaboratively and constantly 

redefined. They serve a purpose for the present. The past, as remembered, especially in 

the context of cultural memory, can be said to be mythic in nature. As David J. Weber 

succinctly puts it “in the interest of creating a usable past all peoples seem to engage in 

the making of myths and passing them off as historical fact.” (Myth 140).  

Conclusions 

I began this chapter essentially with a question on the use of the term Hispanic in 

texts on the Penitentes. It seemed that the term is used without any contextualization but 

with a seeming presumption that it refers to an historic or ancestral or cultural link to the 

Iberian Peninsula. Yet, I propose that this “shared ideal of español,” to borrow 

Montgomery’s phrase, has a history of its own that doesn’t necessarily concur with that 

interpretation (22). 

In order to track the history of the term and through that, seek grounds for an 

expansion in our understanding of the Penitente tradition, I have taken into account how 

we humans interact with our past, both individually and collectively. I have done this by 

introducing the idea of a cultural mythos as that web of narratives in which we are 

immersed through our culture. The elements of mythos help shape our sense of identity. 

Importantly for my purposes, however, they are not stable in meaning but are interpreted 

and reinterpreted through time.  
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Through the work of narrative theorists, like Jerome Bruner, Paul Ricoeur and 

others, I have shown how narrative can be both a personal and collective communication. 

Often presumed by the narrator as neutral, personal, and accurate, the vagaries of 

memory, the influence of culture and the nature of narrative itself can remain unnoticed. 

Yet as I have described, narrative, even presumed personal narrative, escapes neither the 

stamp of culture nor the impress of historical circumstance. This interplay between 

culture and individual, both now and in the past, helps form our narratives and influences 

our perceived identities. On this basis, we can then inquire more deeply into this “shared 

ideal of español” revealing its many dimensions. 

Additionally, thanks to collective memory study specialists, like James V. 

Wertsch and Jan Assmann, we have seen how these narratives are cultural tools, used to 

shape the past with the agenda of the present. The study of cultural memory allows us see 

how narratives, focused on the past, are used in the present. Cultural memory also 

broadens the scope of our inquiry, to include non-narrative elements such as monuments, 

landscape and ritual. It further gives us a basis to investigate, in any particular time 

period, what may be forgotten or ‘stored’ as potential memory; what the process of 

cultural remembering entails in that time period; and which narrative templates are at 

work, being reiterated again and again in a cultural setting. 

Moreover, through using Anthony D. Smith’s ethno-symbolic thought, we can 

appreciate how mythic and symbolic elements can remain active in a cultural group, even 

if construed in divergent ways over a long time span. Furthermore, Smith’s approach 

offers such useful concepts as “ethnie” and “nation” as well as a number of classifications 
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of myth and symbolic resources that are specifically relevant to the formation of 

collective identities, be that identity an ethnie, nation or nation state.  

Thus, we are in a position now to explore the making of a Hispanic identity in 

New Mexico and endeavor to unravel the long and complex history that accompanies this 

terminology. The many pasts and many presents that have interacted with each other 

through history, in order to influence the present moment understandings of what it is to 

be Hispanic and consequently, what it is to be Penitente, make for an interesting tale. 
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Chapter Three: 

Articulating Elements of the Myth-Symbol Complex 

 

Introduction 

In looking at the varying elements that come together in mythos, we have seen 

that narrative, memory and myth play an important role in cultural identity. Both 

collectively and individually, as members of a culture or cultural sub-group articulate 

identity, they draw on a complex web of narrative and memory, of ethnie-based myth and 

symbol. Some of the articulation of identity is personal and some is cultural yet both are 

driven by the needs of the present and draw on ethno-histories, mythic narratives and 

collective memory. Thus, the stories we tell about ourselves are subject to the needs of 

the moment. What seems like factual, historically based certainties often turn out to be 

invented and re-invented, made and re-made, stories. 

Understanding then that each age reconstructs the past to suit the present 

moment’s needs, what does this say about the claim to being Spanish in New Mexico? 

How do people making that claim remember the narrative of being Spanish? If we are 

who we both imagine and remember ourselves to be, then how has New Mexican 

Hispanic culture imaged and remembered itself as Catholic and as Spanish?  How have 

people used this remembering? Currently? In the recent past? And further back in time?  

Can we discern the elements of the myth-symbol complex that underlies this process?  

Discerning the elements of a Myth-symbol Complex 

One way in which to discover the surviving elements of a myth-symbol complex, 

is to pay attention to what has been articulated publicly by the Hispanic ethnie in New 
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Mexico. The emphasis on a Hispanic heritage is not a discourse confined to the past but 

remains a lively and emotive topic today for many Hispanic New Mexicans. There have 

been a number of public events that have allowed Hispanic New Mexicans express how 

they understand “Spanishness” in recent times. Some of these events have been around 

what Pierre Nora has called lieux de mémoire, sites of memory: "where [cultural] 

memory crystallizes and secretes itself" (Nora 7). These include the 1998 incident 

involving the statue of Oñate at the Oñate Monument Resource and Visitors Center in 

Alcalde and the controversy that developed around the construction of an Oñate 

memorial in Albuquerque between the initial proposal in 1997 and its final installation in 

March 2005. Both the incident at the Oñate Monument Resource and Visitors Center in 

Alcalde and the controversy over the construction to a memorial of Oñate were prompted 

by the occurrence in 1998 of the 400-year anniversary, El Cuartocentenario, of the 

arrival of Spanish colonists to New Mexico. 

Public protests over representations of the Virgin of Guadalupe, in an art exhibit 

and on the cover of a magazine gave voice to the perceived link between being Hispanic 

and Catholic. These protests occurred during the 2001 CyberArte: Tradition Meets 

Technology exhibition curated by Dr. Tey Marianna Nunn at the Museum of International 

Folk Art (MOIFA) in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and again in 2013, when the Santa Fe 

Reporter placed a contemporary version of the Virgin of Guadalupe on its cover. Many 

of those objecting to the images articulated the particular link they saw between being 

Hispanic and being Catholic.  

Reaction to Dr. Rael-Gálvez’ interview 2010 with Alibi magazine is also useful in 

ascertaining the reaction of people to alternate views of what it means to be Hispanic. As 
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previously mentioned, Dr. Rael-Gálvez, in an interview with the magazine, spoke of 

Spanish identity being somewhat of a fabrication. He suggested that “Spain may be the 

least of what has shaped our heritage of converging streams” and having “roots drawn 

from numerous indigenous nations” (Baca). The reaction to his interview is very 

revealing of the components that are understood as inherent to a claim of being 

“Spanish.” 

To examine these incidences, I draw on publicly available texts, especially 

accounts in the press and recent academic works that also use these sources. Anna Lisa 

Tota suggests that the press acts as a public and accessible ‘cultural form’ of memory, 

revealing how the past is socially constructed through competing narratives (63). 

Collective memories, as we have seen, do not exist in the abstract. They are an inherently 

mediated phenomenon. Their presence and influence are most obviously discerned 

through their ongoing expression in a culture. Public articulation, through blogs, 

newspaper articles and letters are some of the most available current means of cultural 

expression. Hence, opinions expressed through print media give insight into the elements 

of the myth-symbol complex that still have resonance within the Hispanic 

nuevomexicano culture. With this in mind, we can draw on newspaper accounts and 

online forums that express publically how, at least a vocal section of Hispanic New 

Mexicans see themselves. 
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Historical Background: The Oñate Expedition 

Hispanic New Mexicans often lay claim to an ancestry that dates back to the first 

royally sanctioned colonizing expedition13, into what is now the state of New Mexico, led 

by Don Juan de Oñate in 1598 (Montgomery 23). On 30 April of that year, Oñate made a 

formal declaration of Spanish possession of New Mexico and forded the Rio Grande at 

the crossing point of El Paso del Norte in May. By late May he had already encountered 

the first of many Pueblos villages in the northern Rio Grande valley. By July, they had 

reached Santo Domingo pueblo and there met with 31 chieftains from the surrounding 

pueblos and had them swear vassalage to the king (Gutiérrez, Jesus 49). Oñate’s group of 

approximately 500 colonists continued north into what would become known as the 

Española Valley. They occupied Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo, renaming it San Juan and 

established the first Spanish center of administration nearby, at the former Yunge pueblo, 

renaming it La Villa de San Gabriel. In doing so, the Oñate expedition extended the 

Camino Real by more than 600 miles and established the first permanent Spanish colony 

in New Mexico.   

It was by no means an easy occupation. Almost immediately after arrival, Oñate 

was faced with rebellion by forty-five disillusioned officers and soldiers, almost one-third 

of his forces (Weber, Frontier 85). The capture and subsequent execution of the 

ringleaders strengthened his authority as leader of the expedition. Yet, in terms of the 

                                                

13 A previous expedition led by Coronado in the 1540’s had made its way as far as the Tiwa 
speaking pueblos along the Rio Grande, establishing a temporary base near modern day Bernalillo. 
However, the expedition was a private enterprise and did not establish a long surviving colony. See Flint, 
No Settlement, No Conquest: A History of the Coronado Entrada, for a detailed description of the 
Coronado expedition. Other expeditions, e.g. Chamuscado-Rodriguez (1581) and Castaño de Sosa (1591) 
also failed to establish a permanent presence but they did revive Spanish interest in the area. See Hammond 
and Rey, The Rediscovery of New Mexico, 1580–1594 297-245 for details. 
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hoped for wealth and fortune by the conquistadores, New Mexico was a disappointment. 

Arid and sparsely populated it was far from the land of riches the Spanish had imagined. 

The settlers, wrote Oñate in March 1599, “in anger at not finding bars of silver on the 

ground right away and resentful because I did not allow them to abuse the natives either 

in their persons or property, became dissatisfied with the land, or rather with me” 

(Hammond and Rey, Don Juan 481).  In the first report sent to the Viceroy in Mexico, 

Gasper Perez de Villagra, chronicler of the expedition, took pains to exaggerate the 

“goodness, richness, and fertility of the new land, and to claim for it a much larger Indian 

population than it actually possessed” (Simmons 123). It was the first of a number of 

exaggerated claims that made their way south and helped safeguard support for the 

expedition by the Spanish crown (123).  

In those early months, Oñate and the Spanish colonists solidified their position 

and explored the surrounding area. Some of Oñate’s men went east, beyond Pecos pueblo 

toward the present-day Texas border in search of buffalo where they encountered 

Apaches. They laid claim to silver mines in the Verde Valley. Oñate also visited Acoma 

Pueblo as well as the Hopi and Zuni villages far to the west (Hammond and Rey, Don 

Juan 233-246). It was on one of these visits to Acoma that things went very awry and led 

to the controversies 400 years later, as New Mexicans from Hispanic, Amerindian and 

Anglo ethnies attempted to resolve their issues around appropriate memorialization 

during the cuartocentauario. 

Captain Juan de Zaldívar, nephew of Oñate, arrived at Acoma Pueblo on 

December 4, 1598 enroute to Zuni Pueblo, intending to get supplies. According to David 

Weber, by this time, the Spanish had soured relations with the native peoples by 
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demanding and taking provisions by force from the Pueblos (Frontier 85). At Acoma, 

after a few days of confusion and disagreement with regard to supplies, the Spaniards 

entered the pueblo, apparently to retrieve some cornmeal that had been promised to them. 

Exactly what happened next is uncertain. According to testimonials at the trial, the 

Spaniards apparently separated to collect the cornmeal from various locations. From the 

recorded accounts of both Spanish and Acomas themselves, one of the men apparently 

took or killed a turkey (Hammond and Rey, Don Juan 448, 467), and possibly attacked a 

woman (Gutiérrez 52). The trial documents simply mention “an Indian woman 

complaining” (Hammond and Rey, Don Juan 449). In the ensuing fight, Zaldívar and 

eleven of his men were killed.  

When Oñate learned of the incident, he consulted with the Franciscans who had 

accompanied him and determined that by Spanish law, he had the right to punish the 

Acomas for their disobedience to the king (Weber, Frontier 85). The decision-making 

proceedings lasted more than two weeks, during which time Oñate took testimony from 

the survivors and the friars as to their opinions on the matter. The friars decided that 

declaring war on Acoma was justified: “Oñate … possessed both the authority and 

sufficient cause to take such a step for the purpose of attaining and preserving peace” 

(Simmons 138). In the understanding of the Spanish, the Acoma’s earlier “act of 

obedience and vassalage” to the Spanish Crown had brought them under Spanish law. 

Oñate ordered Juan de Zaldívar 's brother, Vincente de Zaldívar, to lead the expedition 

against the Acoma. Taking about seventy men, Vincente de Zaldívar left San Juan Pueblo 

in late December or early January and arrived at Acoma Pueblo on January 21, 1599. The 

battle that followed left 600-800 of the Acomas dead, the rest captured (Gutiérrez, Jesus 
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53; Simmons 145; Weber, Frontier 86). They were put on trial and found guilty of 

rebellion.  

The sentence issued involved the cutting off of the right foot of 24 men who were 

deemed to have taken part in the ‘rebellion.’ A sentence of 20 years of servitude was 

given to any member of the pueblo who was over 12 years of age. Children under 12 

were dispersed to the care of the church for Christian upbringing. Sixty girls from the 

pueblo were sent to convents in Mexico City. Additionally, Two Hopi (“Moqui”) 

warriors who were present at the battle had their hands amputated and were sent back to 

Hopi as a testament to the wrath of the Spanish (Gutiérrez, Jesus 54; Hammond and Rey, 

Don Juan 477; Weber, Frontier 86).  

In 1613, Oñate was charged by the viceroy, the Marqués of Guadalcázar, with 

using excessive force during reprisals against Acoma, in a list of charges that led to his 

being fined, banished from New Mexico permanently, and banished from Mexico City 

for four years (Simmons 188). Appeals brought a reversal of his sentence in 1624 but not 

a restoration to office. He spent the last years of his life in Spain, where in 1624 the King 

offered him the post of mining inspector for all of Spain, an unsalaried position, but one 

that carried prestige and authority. Oñate died in 1626 (192-193). 

Engaging with the Past 

Engaging with the past as we have seen is a complex endeavor, involving issues 

of self-perception and identity, cultural and collective memories, historical and scholarly 

understandings of the past. In many ways, how a group interprets the past illustrates their 

present sense of identity. By connecting historic events and interpreting them, by 

deciding which aspects to stress and which to ignore, a group gives indirect voice to how 
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it sees ourselves in the now. With the present thus editing the past, there are omissions 

and adjustments, silences and exaggerations that come into play for the needs of the 

moment. The cultural story is often deeply emotive because it is intertwined with the 

personal story. “Our existence cannot be separated from the stories that we tell of 

ourselves,” Ricoeur reminds us (From Text 156). When those stories are of the past, the 

history of the cultural group and ethnie, they carry a meaning that is deeply felt in the 

present moment.  

The stories we tell of our culture’s past, even if they seem like neutral, cultural 

‘histories’ are usually felt as personal and cherished facts. Cultural memory signals an 

affective link to the past, a sense of a living connection, one that is much shaped by 

feeling, need, and desire. However, cultural memory is multiple—there rarely is only one 

version of the past—and thus can be subversive as non-dominant and subaltern collective 

memories tend to construct the past in ways that differ from more dominant forms. When 

a closely held narrative of the past is challenged or when the expressed remembrance of 

the past is not faithful to the way a specific cultural group sees it, truth becomes an issue.  

Zarecka suggests that “the construction of collective memories always employs 

different types of understanding, from dry scholarly knowledge to visceral sense of the 

past, each with different claims to the truth and authenticity” (27-28). When “dry, 

scholarly knowledge” meets the “visceral sense of the past” they do not always agree.  

Or, as David Sutton suggests, “the past comes in many different containers bearing 

differing labels, from ‘history’ to ‘tradition,’ from ‘custom’ to ‘heritage’” (3). These 

diverse “containers” are often as significant as the messages they carry.  



91 
 

  

History, as an academic discipline, is one of those containers. Professional 

history—that is, constructions of the past that are based on historical documentation, 

bound by a chronology, and to verified factual events—and cultural memory have a 

complex interrelationship. Professional history, with its trappings of academe, employs a 

language of science and objectivity, while also being narratively based. It tells a story as 

much as collective memories do, but tells it from a perceived neutral viewpoint, rather 

than the apparently more subjective understanding of history as it relates to and builds on 

identity, to be found in collective memories.  

For my purposes here, I take Marek Tamm’s suggestion that one of the most 

fruitful ways to view history is to consider it as a particular form of cultural memory, one 

of the ways in which “images of the past are communicated to and shared among the 

members of a community, highlighting the importance of remembering certain parts of 

the past and forgetting or ignoring others” (500). Historians are, in Jan Assmann’s terms, 

one of the “specialized carriers of memory” and history, one of the carriers of both 

potential and actual cultural memory (“Communicative” 19). As such, historical 

documents can play an important role in the cultural cycle of remembering and forgetting 

as potential cultural memories, stored in historical documents, are brought to light and 

added to the actual repertoire of currently resonant cultural narrative. As we will see, 

because of historical documents, the story of the Acoma rebellion and the subsequent trial 

and punishment moved from potential to actual cultural memory during the lead up to the 

Cuartocentenario. 
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Memorialization 

Memorialization is one of those cultural facets that particularly awakens the past 

and revitalizes components of collective memory. Collective memorialization of the past 

can raise issues around identity and communal memory, around approved and 

unapproved narratives of the past and bring into focus the divisions and differences 

currently at play in society. Remembering is essentially a creative endeavor. When 

memorialization is concretized in an object such as a statue or monument rather than 

remaining relatively fluid in narrative alone, the process can become fraught with 

difficulties and expose fundamental unresolved issues in the culture. 

 Determining what and who should be memorialized is often intensely political. 

Derek Alderman comments:  

Public commemoration is a socially directed process: before historical 

events and figures can be regarded as memorable, people must judge them 

worthy of remembrance and have the influence to get others to agree. … 

Memorial sites shape how we interpret and value the past. … Memorial 

landscapes are in a constant state of redefinition as governments rise and 

fall, as the heritage and cultural tourism industry continues to expand, and 

as marginalized populations seek public recognition. (658-60) 

Who and what are worthy of remembrance, which ethno-history is being memorialized 

and into what shape the past is being cast and by whom, are all important questions. 

Tensions particularly arise when specific ethnies have a stake in determining how history 

gets told and their differing viewpoints come into conflict in public spaces. Public 

discourse of the past can raise conflict over historical facts and over the appropriateness 
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of memorial. When the past is publicly disputed, the expressions of that disputation 

become useful windows into cultural memory narratives and the myth-symbol complexes 

that remain resonant for the ethnies in question. 

Who is included or excluded from the memorialization or from the discourse 

around memorial are also important social indicators. “Inclusion and exclusion are often 

powerfully expressed through the restriction or expansion of a society's symbolic 

landscape. Exclusion of groups from the symbolic landscape is an explicit form of denial 

and assertion of power” (Ross 7). Thus, while the creation of memorials and participation 

in commemorative rituals can help generate and strengthen bonds within and between 

groups for whom the remembered past is relevant, it can also heighten dissent as well as 

accentuate internal and external difficulties. The excluded voices tell as much as those 

that are included. This dynamic of inclusion and exclusion is particularly relevant in 

societies that have suffered colonization. 

Both memory and identity draw on the past as imagined, in the sense that 

individuals and collectives select aspects of past events to suit their current concerns. 

They choose the founding moments from an imagined past. Consequently, the 

materialization of collective memory and its public representation in memorials is not 

possible without the negotiation of conflicting meanings and without the legitimization of 

memory narratives. Contested memory, therefore, can give rise to differing ways of 

structuring historical experience. This can be seen in the architecture of public memorial 

spaces and in the difference in commemorative forms.  

As we shall see, in the context of the Cuartocentenario, Hispanic and Amerindian 

narratives created differing collective memories, which were sustained and informed by 



94 
 

  

competing, mostly ethno-centric viewpoints, to produce two conflicting representations 

of the past. These differences were especially significant during the construction of the 

Albuquerque Cuartocentenario memorial where the proposed single monument, in its 

final realization, became two separate monuments, differing greatly from each other in 

form and understanding. 

As previously explored, myths of origin, sacred territory and of a golden age are 

often extremely important to a collective as they serve to sustain the identity of an ethnic 

community. They allow a group to establish a link between the founding fathers and the 

destiny of the community. Central to these myths, especially myths of Europeans, is a 

sense of linear development: that is birth, growth, maturity, decline and, I would suggest 

as important in the context of the New Mexican Cuartocentenario, the idea of rebirth of 

the ethnie or nation. Anthony D. Smith stresses the importance of continuity through 

memories of past sacrifices, heroism, victories, defeats and golden ages that give a sense 

of belonging through generations. Continuity with the past provides the present with a 

sense of rootedness and stability, especially in times of change. Because of this, symbols 

and hence, memorials that are symbolic, become particularly potent as reminders of 

continuity (“Formation” 132).  

Nostalgia for the past and the need for renewal can be powerful motivators for 

memorialization. Symbols such as flags, emblems, anthems, costume, special foods, and 

sacred objects, which give expression to a sense of difference and distinctiveness of a 

community, become repeated ‘myth-symbol complexes,’ and provide anchorage within 

the community as well as serving to raise awareness of belonging to a distinct ethnie: one 

that is other to additional communities also present in the culture. Furthermore, myths of 
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origins, liberation, the golden age, and chosen-ness, link the sacred past to a sense of 

collective destiny. Each of these elements articulates a vital dimension of the culture-

community. (131) 

Commemorations, national sites, tombs and monuments celebrate the community 

and its heritage by honoring and recalling great heroes and events. Indeed, 

commemorative events can be considered a unique form of ritual behavior, involving 

groups recalling seminal moments in their shared past history and which, in turn, are re-

enacted in the present day to serve a designated purpose (Browne 143).  Smith suggests 

that such commemorations inspire the living and unite future generations. Communal 

identities are transmitted to and reconstituted in each generation by means of social 

memories, through which the ancestors are commemorated and their sacrifice celebrated. 

With this type of ritual, the living are reminded of their debt to the dead and the young 

are taught to respect the path of their ancestors. The living, it could be said, are 

authenticated by the dead. 

Memorials and their construction then, can be very important for an ethnie. At a 

basic level, memorials attempt to control meaning, to constrain and contain what past 

events are supposed to signify, to identify the heroes to be honored and the villains to be 

forgotten. When we build memorials and monuments, we ‘remember’ stories of the past, 

while simultaneously forgetting those aspects that are not currently palatable. Ethnies 

strive to appropriate cultural memory narratives in order to influence and shape 

memorials according to their particular interests and needs. Schöpflin suggests that 

symbols and myths invariably enhance division in ethnically divided societies, unless 

unifying myths and symbols can be found. (Nations 85). When groups hold different 
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memory narratives, the ability of any memorial to unify the conflicting meanings is 

severely tested, as happened in Albuquerque.  

 For Hispanic New Mexicans, the tale of their forefathers’ harsh journey north and 

the eventual establishment of a long-term colony is a foundational myth. Containing such 

dramatic narrative components such as survival against the elements and hostile forces, 

the tale has its heroes and villains, its failures and most importantly, its ultimate success. 

Seen as a tale of ancestral triumph over severe odds, is a story that Hispanic New 

Mexicans can be look back upon with pride. The factors help symbolize the uniqueness 

of the Hispanic community and in so doing, bolster a distinct historical identity for 

members of the community. 

In many ways, for Hispanic New Mexicans the tale is as much about the 

sacralization of territory as it is a myth of origins. This ancestral success is what made the 

land theirs. The activity of their ancestors, the sacrifice and hardship they endured and 

their ultimate success in settling the land and particularly settling it as a Catholic 

community, all in various ways contributed to the sense of New Mexico being Hispanic 

rather than particularly Amerindian or especially today, Anglo-American. 

Moreover, as the golden age of Spanish America can be said to be past, in the 

sense that Hispanic New Mexicans are no longer the dominant ethnie, having been 

displaced in the socio-political sphere by Anglo-Americans, the nostalgia for the past and 

a desire for renewal or rebirth, prompted by the 400-year anniversary of their ancestors’ 

arrival, was particularly powerful. Nora suggests that memory sites especially emerge if, 

at certain times and in certain places there is a perceived or constructed break with the 

past, as could be understood in the case of Hispanic New Mexican culture (7). Not only 
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are they no longer primary in the socio-political sphere, members of the Hispanic 

community also feel that their culture and traditions are undervalued and dismissed by 

the dominant Anglo-American ethnie (Trujillo 27). Anglo-American representations of 

the frontier, of pioneers, and westward expansion have obscured Hispanic history in the 

southwest (38-40). The construction then of specific physical symbols such as statues that 

commemorate the foundational narrative can take on a huge significance then for the 

collective.   

A Disputed Memory 

The narrative of the 24 men whose right foot was amputated became a central 

rallying point for opposition to celebrating the Cuartocentenario, the four-hundred-year 

anniversary of Oñate's arrival in New Mexico. During the lead-up to the Cuartocentenario 

and in the resultant discussions on memorialization, it moved from being an incident 

almost solely ‘remembered’ in historical archives to an actual, resonant collective 

memory. It also became a disputed memory, with both historians and Hispanic supporters 

doubting either the factuality of the amputations or, even if it was accepted that they did 

occur, their relevance to the issue of memorialization.  

Historian John Kessell raised doubts regarding the actual carrying out of the 

sentence. Kessell pointed out that frequently harsh Spanish civil sentences were 

commuted by the friars begging for mercy, in a joint strategy between the friars and the 

civil authorities (Spain 84). Oñate himself supposedly approved this strategy so as the 

friars would be recognized as “benefactors …and come to love and esteem them and to 

fear us” (84). Indeed, in the transcript of the trial, the defense attorney for the Acomas, 

Captain Alonzo Gómex Montesinos, rather than the friars, does make a plea for 
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clemency, “in view of the fact they are uncivilized (bárbaros)” (Hammond and Rey, Don 

Juan 469). Kessell also bases his doubt on the fact that there were no subsequent 

references to “a one footed Acoma slave, un cojo” in Spanish records (84).   

Leon C. Metz, a cultural historian and columnist based in Texas, also expressed 

doubts that the feet were amputated. Instead, he suggests that only the toes were removed 

so as not to diminish the productivity of the Acoma slaves (quoted in Pulera 392).  

The documents from the trial state that “[t]he said sentence was carried out as 

decreed in the pueblo of Santo Domingo and other towns nearby, where the Indians 

whose hands and feet were to be cut off were punished on different days” (Hammond and 

Rey, Don Juan 478). Historians in general seem to agree that the sentence was carried out 

(Weber, Frontier 85; Gutiérrez, Jesus 50). To date, no record has been found to suggest 

otherwise and on the available evidence, it seems likely that the foot amputations were 

carried out. Oñate certainly needed to establish dominance if the fledging colony was to 

survive. Oñate’s motivation is to be found in the trial transcripts “Unless this pueblo was 

punished and destroyed for the treachery and outrage committed, there would be no safe 

place anywhere in New Mexico, nor could it be colonized” (Hammond and Rey, Don 

Juan 435). At Oñate’s own trial in 1614, one of the charges against him, and of which he 

was convicted, was that his reprisal against the Acomas, for the death of Juan Zaldívar, 

was excessive. 

However, like much research of Spanish colonial history in New Mexico, the 

dearth of other documentation is, as ever, an issue. This is partly due to the 1680 Pueblo 

Revolt, during which the Spanish were driven from New Mexico and many of the New 

Mexico doctrinal archives were destroyed, leaving researchers to rely on printed sources 
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and records collected in Mexico City and elsewhere outside the province (Knaut 151). As 

historian Marc Simmons, Oñate's biographer, commented in an article in the Santa Fe 

New Mexican in December 2003, “unless more Spanish documents come to light, we 

will probably never know one way or the other” (quoted in Pulera 392). Whether it is 

feasible to expect further documentation, given the state of the nascent colony and that 

the trial documents were most likely the only contemporary record of events14, is also a 

valid question.  

Regardless of the desire for further verification, this story of death and revenge is 

now alive in New Mexican cultural memory, whether the action is viewed as colonial 

aggression, or a justifiable defense of homeland, or whether the sentencing is seen as an 

understandable precaution, or as an unjust and cruel punishment. Oñate is simultaneously 

remembered in the culture as a noble leader by one ethnie while being vilified by others 

who see him as solely a colonial aggressor and butcher. His centrality to the 

cuartocentuario celebrations became a point of severe contestation as Hispanic New 

Mexicans prepared to mark the anniversary of their ancestors’ arrival in New Mexico. 

El Cuartocentenario: Celebrating a Hispanic Heritage 

In the case of the cuartocentenario, an explicit effort was made by the Hispanic 

community to celebrate ‘who and what we are and have been in the past’ by a memorial 

of ‘our’ own.  Indeed, this sense of Hispanic pride in their ancestors’ pre-Anglo 

                                                

14Gaspar Pérez de Villagrá ends his 1610 Historia de la Nueva Mexico with a particularly bloody 
account of the defeat of Acoma Pueblo. He does not describe the trial. However, in a separate document, 
most likely printed in 1612, he tells of taking 60 or more young girls who had been captured at Acoma to 
Mexico and delivering them to various convents (Locke, Book of the Navajo, 159; G. Espinosa 268), 
leading one to suspect that indeed the sentence from the trial documents was indeed carried out as 
described.   
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colonization was a large part of the sensibility surrounding the Cuarto Centenario. 1998 

was not only the 400th anniversary of the arrival of the Spanish in what is now New 

Mexico but was also the 150-year anniversary of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, the 

treaty that ended the Spanish-American war and ceded New Mexico to the Americans. 

That anniversary, however, was not memorialized. 

For many Hispanics, then, the Cuartocentenario celebrations involved a 

dimension of protest against Anglo primacy and demonstration that ‘we are not Anglo.’ 

Trujillo suggests, “Most Nuevomexicanos15 are painfully aware that the United States is 

imagined as an Anglo American nation, that the American nation’s history ‘began with 

the Mayflower,’ and that ‘Hispanics’ are people from south of the border” (38). It is a 

dominant narrative that “represses the reality of Chicano/Hispanic claims to the 

Southwest” (38).  Trujillo believes that the socio-political reality of the American era 

rather than the more distant colonial past influenced the dynamics around the Oñate 

memorials. Echoing Nora’s suggestion that memory sites emerge if there is a perceived 

or constructed break with the past, Trujillo builds a picture of a culture in crisis. Citing 

the massive influx of Anglo-Americans to the Southwest over the past hundred years, 

their appropriation of lands originally held by Spanish settlers through land grants, and 

the oft times racist treatment of Hispanic New Mexicans16, Trujillo places the desire for 

the Oñate memorial within the framework of a struggle to retain a community’s integrity.  

                                                

15 Nuevomexicano translates as New Mexican but is a term used to refer specifically to Hispanic 
New Mexicans. It can also carry an implicit assumption that nuevomexicanos are Spanish speaking and 
sometimes, that they are northern New Mexicans. 

16 Trujillo is not alone in this analysis. See also chapter 2 of The Language of Blood: The Making 
of Spanish-American Identity in New Mexico by John M. Nieto-Phillips; The Spanish Redemption: 
Heritage, Power, and Loss on New Mexico’s Upper Rio Grande by Charles Montgomery; Land Grants and 
Lawsuits in Northern New Mexico by Matthew Ebright. 
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Other New Mexicans reflected Trujillo’s viewpoint at the time. Historian Thomas 

E. Chávez, then director of the museum at the Palace of Governors, a building 

constructed in 1610 and the oldest government structure in the United States, exclaimed 

“We are saddled with the history that England was the mother country—well, Spain was 

also a mother country” (Brooke, “Anniversary”). Author and respected advocate for 

northern New Mexico traditions, the late Estevan Arellano17, then director of the 

Hispanic Cultural Center in Alcalde, New Mexico, also told a reporter “Well, I don't 

know of many Martínezes, Arellanos, or Archuletas who had any ancestors who landed at 

Plymouth Rock” (Lopez). Millie Santillanes, proposer of the Albuquerque 

Cuartocentenario memorial commented “It was not the pilgrims, it did not happen at 

Jamestown or at Plymouth Rock. The first permanent European settlement flew the 

Spanish flag, here in New Mexico, they were our forefathers, and we are proud of them” 

(quoted in Fields 47). 

As these statements indicate, the Cuartocentenario was perceived, among other 

things, as an opportunity to celebrate the achievements of their Spanish forerunners, an 

opportunity to stress these achievements over and above those of the original English 

colonists. In many ways, it was an attempt by a currently non-dominant ethnie to reach 

back to a founding moment, an almost golden age and to lift themselves with the success 

of their ancestors. In doing so they focused on their perceived European heritage.  

Through this, they seemed to enter the mythic world of a European colonizer and to 

                                                

17 Also known as Juan Estevan Arellano, author of Enduring Acequias: Wisdom of the Land, 
Knowledge of the Water 
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reawaken many of the shortcomings that the colonizers had: an indifference to the 

concerns of Amerindians and a presumed superiority of Western culture. 

The Missing Foot 

We cut his foot off on the darkest, coldest night of the year (quoted in Trujillo 

27). 

As the Cuartocentenario loomed, Hispanic New Mexicans took the opportunity to 

celebrate their unique heritage. For the year-long celebration, 185 separate events were 

planned, including commissioning of Oñate statues, reenactments, a commemorative 

stamp, and academic conferences (Kosek 53). Oñate, as leader of the Spanish expedition 

400 years earlier and as the first Spanish colonial governor of the area, came under 

particular focus. The town of Española pronounced "El corrido de don Juan de Oñate," 

composed by a local singer, Ángel Espinoza, the “official song of the 400-year 

celebration of the first [European] settlement in the United States” (quoted in P. Gonzales 

207). The song also won Ángel the award for Songwriter of the year in 1998 NM 

Hispano Music Awards.  

In Alcalde, New Mexico, close to Ohkay Owingeh pueblo, and to where the 

original Spanish settlement of San Gabriel was located, the Oñate Monument and 

Visitors Center, had opened in 1994 to promote the Hispanic heritage of Rio Arriba 

county and the Española Valley. A small and unobtrusive building set alongside Highway 

68, its most spectacular attraction was a 12-foot-high statue of don Juan de Oñate, 

sculpted by Reynaldo “Sonny” Rivera. In either late December 1997 or early January 

1998, the bronze statue of Oñate was deprived of his right foot (Trujillo 27). According 

to news reports, a group called the “Friends of Acoma” claimed responsibility for this act 
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and sent a message and a photo of the amputated foot to the Albuquerque Journal’s 

northern bureau in Santa Fe (28). The group claimed that the foot had been removed from 

the statue on December 29, 1997, a full week before anybody noticed (Trujillo 28), the 

removal apparently unobserved until the letter to the paper.  

The removal of the foot highlighted the divided response to the Cuartocentenario 

celebrations in New Mexico as a whole. It brought to the fore the incident at Acoma four 

hundred years earlier and over-shadowed any other potentially more favorable narrative 

around the Spanish colonization. Indeed, it served to negate much of the positive ethno-

history the Hispanic community had hoped celebrate. As historian José Rivera pointed 

out “[i]t seems like the entire celebration of the history of Spanish America revolved 

around Oñate’s foot” (quoted in Kosek 349). Opposition was voiced by many sections of 

society but especially by Amerindians. The story of the Acoma rebellion and the 

subsequent punishment meted out to the tribe under Oñate’s rule became a symbolic 

narrative around which much opposition was focused.  

The Albuquerque Cuartocentenario Memorial 

The proposed Cuartocentenario memorial in Albuquerque also suffered from this 

focus on Oñate. In 1996, two years before the Cuartocentenario, Millie Santillanes, then 

head of the New Mexican Hispanic Culture Preservation League (NMHCPL), had 

proposed building a memorial to Oñate to honor the anniversary. Her initial proposal 

seems to have been a modest one: she wanted a bust of Oñate to be to be placed in Old 

Town, and the sculpture was to be completed in time for New Mexico's 400th birthday 

(June-Friesen). However, the project expanded far beyond a simple bust. Over the course 

of the planning, the project for a bust turned into a 33,500 square foot installation, costing 
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upwards of 600,000 dollars, and may very well be “the most contentious piece of public 

art in city history” (June-Friesen).  

The Albuquerque Art Board initially invited two artists to participate: Reynaldo 

“Sonny” Rivera, the Hispanic artist who had also designed the Oñate statue in Alcalde 

and Betty Sabo, an Anglo-American artist. However, following a letter objecting to the 

original proposed location of the memorial,
18 from Conroy Chino, an Acoma native, 

former local news anchor and later NM Secretary of Labor, Nora Naranjo-Morse, a Tewa 

potter and poet, from Santa Clara pueblo was also invited to participate. According to 

Nora Naranjo-Morse “I came in as, I don’t want to say an afterthought, I don’t want to 

say a token, I don’t want to say a third wheel…I was asked to participate after several 

things that I had not been aware of were already in place.  The controversy had already 

begun” (quoted in Fields 50). By the time Naranjo-Morse was invited to participate, 

Rivera and Sabo, both bronze-work sculptors, had already proposed a design for the 

piece. 

By inviting Naranjo-Morse as a participant in creating the memorial, the art board 

attempted to lessen the looming controversy around Oñate and to place the memorial 

within the current New Mexico narrative of a tricultural state19, where Amerindian, 

                                                

18 The original proposed location for the memorial was to be Tiguex Park, Albuquerque. Since 
Tiguex Park was named for the Tiwa peoples who lived along the Rio Grande, and had fought against 
Coronado in the 1540’s in what is known as the Tiguex Wars, (Flint, No Settlement 243) it was regarded as 
an unsuitable location for a memorial to a later successful Spanish colonizer. 

19 The idea of a tri-cultural state where Amerindian, Hispanic and Anglo (White) populations live 
in cultural harmony seems to have developed in the 1920’s as “a key trope in public relations efforts to 
draw Euro-Americans from other states to New Mexico whether as temporary tourists or permanent 
immigrants” (Gómez, Manifest Destinies 78). It has, as Laura Gómez suggests, become “entrenched as 
New Mexico’s official racial mythology” (78). It seems to me that the ‘tri-cultural state’ may draw on the 
imagery of convivencia, the purported tri-cultural harmony between Christian, Muslim and Jew, that it is 
claimed existed in the early Muslim kingdoms of the Iberian Peninsula. It seems also important that the 
cultures emphasized in the modern rendition exclude Black people. That is, that the “Tri-Cultural State” as 
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Hispanic and White communities live in harmony: a narrative, that in itself, may be a 

newer rendition of the convivencia narrative. However, as Schöpflin reminded us, unless 

unifying myths and symbols can be found, symbols invariably enhance division in 

ethnically divided societies (Nations 85). The difficulties that ensued in trying to find a 

unifying symbol meant that the monument took nine years to complete, a fact that 

indicates the level of controversy and disagreement that surrounded the process.  

The artists never reached a shared vision for the piece, despite much effort, 

intervention and mediation over the years. The memorial as completed includes two 

separate works of art. The piece worked on by Riviera and Sabo is entitled La Jornada 

(The Journey). A bronze sculpture, it portrays Spanish settlers traveling into New Mexico 

with Oñate, a native guide from Mexico, soldiers and a priest as well as domestic 

animals: cattle, dogs and sheep. The second piece is an earth sculpture called Numbe 

Whageh, and was created by Naranjo-Morse. In Tewa, Numbe Whageh means the center 

place, or the place of the earth. It represents the Amerindian experience and worldview. 

The spiral-shaped earth sculpture has native plants growing on it and moves inward to a 

small spring at the center. Together, the two sculptures and the dirt courtyard between 

them occupy the north end of the Albuquerque Museum grounds, at the corner of 

Mountain and 19th Street in Albuquerque.  

                                                

an imaginal construct may also draw on later Spanish colonial understandings of Españoles, Blacks and 
Amerindians and their places in the Casta system. As Pedro Bautista Piño wrote in The exposition on the 
Province of New Mexico, 1812, “In New Mexico, There are no Castas of African Origin” (40). Piño was 
mistaken in this as scholars such as Dedra S. McDonald points out in her article “Intimacy and Empire” 
(136). Mulattoes and Blacks were mentioned by Fray Juan Augustín de Morfi in 1778 (137). Fray Ambroso 
Guerra, the parish priest of Albuquerque also noted mulattoes in his congregation in 1801 (Chaparro, Death 
and Dying 4). Like Piño, the Tri-Cultural State beloved of many New Mexicans today has culturally 
forgotten the presence of Africans and African Americans in its history.   
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The double monument is extremely interesting in many ways. For one, it 

demonstrates the Eurocentric occupation with social and human achievements over and 

against the Pueblo concern with earth. For those who identify with a Eurocentric 

viewpoint, the way territory is made sacred is through human activity. Human action is 

what sacralizes rather than any aspect of the land itself. It is different to the relationship 

Pueblo and other indigenous peoples have to land, where the land itself is sacred. As 

Naranjo-Morse suggests “one of the great differences between the Western world and 

Pueblo world is that the focus is so people oriented in the Western world. It is all about 

who has power, which person do you relate to … it very seldom goes beyond to that 

human land earth relationship which the pueblo world is very good at bringing out” 

(“Numbe Whageh”).  

The monuments thus contrast two myth-symbol complexes, Pueblo and European. 

Some of the mythic elements include prioritizing human achievement over a direct 

relationship to earth; a freezing of time (using bronze) as opposed than an ongoing living 

engagement (earth, plants, water); an origin myth that emphasizes human ancestors over 

one which emphasizes emergence from earth. Furthermore, the two monuments are 

distinguished by how one interacts with them. La Jornada invites spectators—visitors 

who will look at the statues and read the plaques that list the names of the colonists who 

came north. Numbe Whageh invites participation. Its power is in an experiential 

engagement with the earthwork—walking the spiraling path down to the central spring, 

surrounded by the scents of sage and chamisa, and listening to the sound of trickling 

water.  
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The Reactions 

Various reactions both to the removal of Oñate’s foot at Alcalde and to the 

proposed memorial in Albuquerque were reported in the press. These are worth noting, as 

they vocalize the understandings around identity in New Mexico, as articulated in the 

relatively recent past. Particularly, the reactions emphasize the perceived separateness of 

Amerindian and Hispanic peoples as well as the Hispanic view of their right to celebrate 

their Spanish Cultural heritage. There is little sense of Rael-Galvez’ “heritage of 

converging streams” in the responses (Baca). Rather, we have instead a number of 

declarations of the separateness of the cultures, an apparent antithesis to the narrative of a 

distinctive New Mexican tripartite cultural fabric currently in vogue. 

“We took the liberty of removing Oñate's right foot on behalf of our brothers and 

sister of Acoma Pueblo. … We see no glory in celebrating Oñate's fourth centennial, and 

we do not want our faces rubbed in it” wrote the friends of Acoma in their message to the 

Albuquerque Journal (quoted in Brooke, “Conquistador Statue”). For Amerindians, the 

narrative of the Acoma rebellion and Oñate’s punishment of the tribe became a highly 

emotive issue and moved from potential to actual cultural memory. According to Simon 

Ortiz, Acoma poet and writer, when he was a boy “on the Acoma Pueblo reservation, [he] 

... never heard a specific account of the destruction of Acoma in January of 1599…There 

were no oral stories of this terrible knowledge” (quoted in Penn-Hilden 156). Conroy 

Chino, who, likewise, had never heard the incident being spoken about, remarked “I think 

that one way to deal with that was not to talk about it.  They say you resolve 

something…it has been planted.  You don’t ever come back to that issue, because to 

come back to that issue is to revive and relive all the emotional pain that came” (quoted 
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in Fields 47). Naranjo-Morse echoes this perception of the past. Speaking of her 

conversation with an Acoma woman, Naranjo-Morse explains that “[h]er family didn't 

speak of that dark period of time—as if to utter Oñate's name would bring illness” 

(quoted in June-Friesen).  

 Yet during the Cuartocentenario, the account became fully fleshed out and 

graphic. “When I think of what Oñate did to the Acoma Pueblo, I have a vision of Indian 

men lined up to have one foot cut off,” Andres Lauriano, a Sandia tribal council member, 

wrote in The Albuquerque Journal. “I see the blood pouring from their legs as they 

crawled or hopped away. I see the bloody pile of feet left behind” (quoted in Kosek 56).  

“It was funny when it happened to the statue,” said Darrell Chino, an Acoma artisan, “but 

it wasn't funny when it happened to the real people” (Brooke “Conquistador”). For the 

Amerindian ethnie, and especially for the people of Acoma, the punishment meted out to 

their ancestors moved from potential to actual collective memory. The proposed 

memorial became the focus of this revitalized collective memory, allowing Native groups 

give voice to their traumatic history. The focus on Oñate was particularly felt as 

inappropriate. “By honoring this man, you give him back his eyes, his spirit, his 

heartbeat. It is a spirit not worthy of being memorialized,” Lloyd Joe (Navajo) said 

(quoted in “Council Overrides”). 

However, for many Hispanic New Mexicans, Oñate remained a much more 

positive symbolic figure. Reynaldo “Sonny” Rivera, the sculptor of the dismembered 

Oñate statue in Alcalde and one of the three artists involved in creating the Albuquerque 

memorial, dismissed the accounts of the Acoma punishment, saying “There’s nothing 

they can prove about cruelty…it’s all hearsay” (June-Friesen). For Rivera, the monument 
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was very much about pride “[i]f I ever want anybody to look at my work, whether 

Hispanic or not, I want them to feel proud. That’s why I felt that these guys had that big 

heart and knowledge and backbone to explore this new land. That’s what I want people to 

know. If they see my sculptures, I want them to feel proud. If I am representing a horse, 

let it be a proud horse” (quoted in Fields 58). A further focus for Rivera was to showcase 

the contributions the Spanish made to the New World, including Christianity, cattle, 

horses, silver-smithing, irrigation, plant life, vegetables, sheep, wool—all of which he 

sees as still important today (58). 

Likewise, for Millie Santillanes, the initiator of the Albuquerque project, the 

Cuartocentenario was a celebration of Spanish history in the Southwest. In an interview 

to talk about the proposed Albuquerque statue with Alibi magazine, Santillanes 

emphasized the ethno-historical aspects of her understanding of the Oñate expedition as 

an origin myth and a tale of “courageous ancestors.” 

We founded this city,” says Santillanes, speaking of her Spanish ancestors. 

She says the Spanish brought gifts to the region, including animals and 

fruit trees. “There wasn't even a wheel here,” she says. For Santillanes and 

the Hispanic Preservation League, the memorial was only supposed to be 

about the Spanish arrival in New Mexico, not about the experiences of 

Amerindians. It was supposed to be a celebration, says Santillanes, of “our 

courageous ancestors.” (June-Friesen) 

For Santillanes’ the memorial was to be very much a celebration of her ancestors’ 

achievements, a tale of origins and success. For supporters of the memorial, objectors 

were seen as unwelcome interlopers and non-taxpayers telling only a “one-sided” story 
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and perpetuating hateful stereotypes of the Spanish colonists. Any negative commentary 

was seen as a denial of the Hispanic culture: “If your family is of Spanish descent,” a 

supporter of the memorial announced at a meeting of the Art Board, “this is a personal 

attack on you, your family and your heritage” (quoted in G. Martínez 135). Another 

supporter is quoted as saying “To not build this monument is to deny Hispanics their 

place in history” (135). Indeed, when Major Jim Baca, himself a Hispanic New Mexican, 

attempted to veto the inclusion of Oñate, he was overridden in a 7-1 vote of the city 

council (“Council Overrides”). 

For many Hispanic New Mexicans, the desire to honor their ancestors, to pay 

tribute to their origins, and to celebrate their unique culture awoke the ambivalence of 

their current situation. A conquering people who themselves have been conquered, they 

are both colonizers and colonized. As such, they can be seen to occupy a liminal position, 

between Amerindians and Anglo-Americans; between being a perceived oppressor and 

experiencing themselves as oppressed. While historically the conquistadors displaced 

many Amerindian communities and pueblos, New Mexico (with its diverse cultures) was 

itself eventually treated as a colony of United States. As we will see, the stereotypes 

perpetuated in the late nineteenth century facilitated and maintained the othering of 

Hispanic population, in ways that are still deeply felt today. 

The Bikini Virgins: Expressions of Faith 

CyberArte 2001: Our Lady. 

In 2001 an exhibition entitled CyberArte: Tradition Meets Technology exhibition 

curated by Dr. Tey Marianna Nunn at the Museum of International Folk Art (MOIFA) in 

Santa Fe, New Mexico awakened further controversy. Although all 4 artists involved in 
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the exhibition were women of “Hispanic” descent, and three of them were New Mexican, 

the exhibition drew protests and outrage over a piece of art, “Our Lady,” a 14” x 17.5” 

digital print by Californian artist, Alma Lopez. The piece drew on the iconography of the 

Virgin of Guadalupe and depicts a figure clad in bikini-style wreaths of roses, covering 

breasts and bottom, wearing a cloak embossed with symbols of Coyolxauhqui, the Aztec 

moon goddess. Lopez’ Our Lady, modeled by performance artist Raquel Salinas, 

maintains a confident stance, hands on hips, looking forward and making eye contact 

rather than showing a downturned face as found in traditional iconographies of La Virgin. 

The image was used in advertising immediately provoked a strong reaction, galvanizing 

protests led by Catholic authorities in Santa Fe. The press nicknamed the piece “Bikini 

Virgin” and the name stuck. 

For my purposes here, reaction to the exhibit articulated aspects of Hispanic 

myth-symbol complex that Oñate memorials did not explicitly name. Specifically, it 

brought to the forefront the traditional understanding that Hispanics are Catholic. Those 

protesting the image drew on traditional Hispanic-Catholic conjunct to justify their 

opposition. For the protesters, to be Hispanic New Mexican is also to be Catholic and in 

the views most emphatically expressed, a conservative Catholic.  

Angelo Sandoval, protesting the exhibit, wrote in a forum post in the Santa Fe 

New Mexican:  

As a devout Catholic I find the art by Alma Lopez very offensive to 

myself and many other Catholics around the State of New Mexico. … It is 

an insult to the Hispanic Culture of New Mexico and especially Northern 

New Mexico. (“Reader Opinions”)  
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For Sandoval a perceived insult to a Catholic icon was the same as an insult to Hispanic 

culture. For another protester, José Villegas, the image was almost blasphemous. “It 

violated the sacred boundaries of our culture,” he declared (quoted in Riojas). Villegas 

also saw it as part of a ‘holy war’ and an attack on ‘our’ religion. “Yes, it is a holy war on 

our state institution … They started the fire, and we're going to put it out. No one has a 

right to attack our religion” (quoted in Barol).  

For many of Hispanics protesting the exhibit, being Spanish/Hispanic and being 

Catholic were in tight conjunction. Being Catholic was perceived as being as much a part 

of the cultural identity as was being Spanish. To appear to insult the Catholic faith was 

seen as also casting aspersions on Hispanic culture.  

The Santa Fe Reporter 2013 Summer Guide Cover. 

A similar controversy occurred in 2013, when the Santa Fe Reporter published its 

2013 Summer Guide. The New Mexico weekly’s cover featured a full-page cartoon of 

Our Lady of Guadalupe in a strapless yellow bikini and sunglasses, sipping a margarita, 

accompanied by a beer-drinking hiker and a shirtless cowboy.  Letters to the newspaper 

again iterated the link between being Hispanic and being Catholic. 

I am greatly disappointed at the Santa Fe Reporter in publishing an image 

that is an insult to what we, as Catholics, hold sacred, and to what we, as 

Hispanics, hold in great reverence as a symbol not only of our faith, but of 

our identity as Hispanics. (Sister Magdalena) 

 

As a practicing Catholic and native New Mexican, I was deeply offended 

by the depiction of Our Lady of Guadalupe in a bikini, drinking a 
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margarita and wearing sunglasses on the cover of your June 12-18 

Reporter. Northern New Mexico, and in particular Santa Fe, has a 

significant Catholic population. Many of our celebrations and feast days, 

dating back to the 1600s, are centered around the Catholic religion. 

(Quintana) 

In a reflective piece by Alexa Schirtzinger, a writer for the Santa Fe Reporter, published 

almost a month after these letters, the conjunct of Hispanic and Catholic identity as they 

are experienced in New Mexico, is explored more deeply (“Let It Be”). Marianna Tey 

Nunn, reminiscing on the controversial 2001 CyberArte exhibition, iterates how tightly 

woven together these aspects of New Mexican culture can be.  “It was a flashpoint for the 

community… It was about place, and identity, and Hispanic identity, and the idea of 

being Santa Fean and New Mexican and being displaced, and all those types of things 

that were happening in Santa Fe.” She continues: “[t]here’s such a connection to identity 

and place and faith in Santa Fe that it’s almost hard to disconnect—or at least separate—

all three of those things” (Schirtzinger). Being Hispanic, being Catholic and belonging to 

that particular land, are three threads in the New Mexican Spanish identity that even 

today resonate deeply with that particular ethnie. 

A lack of Converging Streams 

In the issues of Alibi magazine following Dr. Rael-Gálvez’ interview, “The 

Accidental Historian,” a number of letters written in response to the interview that again 

restate many of elements the myth-symbol complex, even more forcefully than above 

(Baca). They also introduce some new elements of the complex, mainly to do with 

Spanish language and the mythology of dominant Spanish blood.  
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A letter signed “A.M. Martinez,” published in the edition of Alibi dated August 

26-September 1, 2010, iterates strongly the understanding of descent from Spanish 

ancestors. Martínez feels Dr. Rael-Gálvez’ comments are an attempt to suppress 

‘Hispano’ history and to deny the reality of Spanish culture alive and well in New 

Mexico today.  

This guy should be fired because he is doing the Hispano people of New 

Mexico a great disservice of trying to suppress our history. Any historian 

knows that New Mexico was settled by the Spanish beginning in 1598 and 

that the Hispanos of today are the descendants of those Spanish families. 

This is not only historical fact but the Spanish culture is alive and well in 

New Mexico today, in the Hispano people of our state, our communities, 

our traditions, our values, language, customs, in our state of mind and 

cultural consciousness… he cannot change history and he certainly will 

not succeed in denying the Hispano people of New Mexico our heritage 

and history. (“We are Spanish”)  

Another letter, signed by Ambassador Ed L. Romero and Edward Lujan, published in the 

September issue of Alibi, again emphasizes the Spain-New Mexico connection. Reacting 

specifically to a statement in the initial interview that reads “The Spanish heritage fantasy 

is really about denial and not based on history” they ask: 

Really? Are not his very names Spanish? Is not Spanish still widely 

spoken here? Does he not direct the National Hispanic Cultural Center? 

Does he not live in Santa Fe and work in Albuquerque? Were not both 

cities founded under Spanish administrations? Didn’t Spain administer 
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New Mexico longer than the United States has administered here? Is not 

our state constitution written in Spanish and English? Is all this (and more) 

fantasy, myth, denial and not based in history? Really? (Romero and 

Lujan, “Are We Not Spanish?”) 

For Romero and Lujan, the reality of a Spanish heritage is so obvious as to induce 

incredulity when questioned. As with A. M. Martínez’ letter, the comments made by Dr. 

Dr. Rael-Gálvez are interpreted as a denial of a New Mexican Spanish legacy. Spanish 

language, Spanish government and the fact that New Mexico offers many of its official 

documents in both Spanish and English, are seen as proofs against Dr. Rael-Gálvez’ 

perceived disavowal of Hispanic heritage.  

A further critical letter, signed by Samuel Dominguez, also states the links to 

Spanish settlers but also further expands the portrayal of Spanish to include Catholic and 

as we shall see, a subtext of the dominance of “masculine blood.”  

One must take into account that the Alibi is politically and culturally left-

leaning, i.e., it misses no opportunity to advance Leyenda Negra20, anti-

Spanish themes and denigrate Catholicism. But I would have thought the 

Executive Director of the NHCC would have done his part to set some of 

the historical inaccuracies about the Spanish heritage of New Mexico 

straight. I was mistaken. 

                                                

20 The Black Legend. According to Montgomery, the Black Legend refers to anti-Spanish rhetoric 
originating in Protestant Europe. “…the Black Legend portrayed Spanish Catholics as cruel, lazy, fanatical, 
and treacherous. Sharpened by the enslavement and death of countless Indians in Spanish America, the 
legend was readily taken up by Anglo-Americans. After Spain’s departure in 1821, the explanation goes, 
American animosity was redirected against Mexico and, eventually, against New Mexico’s Hispanos” (61). 
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Now one of the straw men advanced by certain people is that some New 

Mexico Hispanos claim to be of "pure Spanish blood" (whatever that may 

mean). There is no doubt we carry the genes of our Amerindian 

“abuelitas.” I am very proud of them. 

No, we are not European but neither is a Yankee New Englander British. 

Why is [it] perfectly acceptable for them to acknowledge their English 

heritage but we are not allowed to acknowledge and claim our Spanish 

heritage? 

My ancestors were Catholic in culture and religion—Hispanos, whose 

roots and heritage were deeply embedded in the Iberian Peninsula. There 

is no shame in that. We do not have to deny that nor claim that we are of 

“pure Spanish blood” to acknowledge and accept that. (“Advancing 

Leyenda Negra”) 

In many ways, the Dominguez letter summarizes many of the themes I have explored so 

far in this chapter. The current cultural narrative of “being Spanish” is one that contains 

belief of ‘Spanish heritage,’ of a Catholic faith that reaches back to the Iberian Peninsula, 

of that heritage being held over and against that of another collectivity, in this case, 

Anglo-Americans, and of a culture under pressure. Furthermore, any perceived 

disagreement with the dominant Hispanic narrative is deemed an attack on the culture 

and a continuance of the ‘Leyenda Negra’ (Black Legend) as even the title to 

Dominguez’ piece displays “Advancing Leyenda Negra, Pushing Anti-Spanish Themes, 

Denigrating Catholicism—All in a Day’s Work.” 
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There is an even subtler encoding of information contained in this letter. For 

Dominguez, whatever Amerindian ancestry New Mexicans have, it is that of their 

grandmothers, “Our abuelitas21” whose genes we carry, as he puts it. Perhaps in this, we 

begin to see the influence of what I understand as a Spanish New World mythology. As 

we shall explore later, in Colonial Spanish understandings of blood, Spanish blood was 

essentially masculine blood: a masculine blood that dominated the feminized blood of 

Amerindians (M. Martínez, Genealogical 154). Thus, Hispanic New Mexicans often have 

little issue with having Amerindian grandmothers. Their Spanish ancestors are male 

conquistadors and settlers, who may have intermarried with indigenous women. From 

this most likely unconscious mythic viewpoint, their masculine blood subjugates the 

doubly feminized blood of their Amerindian, female, wives.  

A Narrative of Identity Through Time 

As we can see, the narrative of Spanish identity, as it exists in New Mexico today, 

is articulated as descent from the Spanish conquistadors who first entered what is now the 

state of New Mexico, in 1598. It is a tale that has been articulated many times over the 

years and is composed of a number of specific myth-symbol elements, to do with faith, 

language and ancestors or bloodlines. This particular construction of identity is not 

confined to the present day but can be traced back in time. We find it mentioned in 

various contexts over the 400 years of Spanish life in the southwest.  

In some ways, the current rendition of the myth-symbol complex is more nuanced 

than earlier declarations. It allows for some acknowledgement of Amerindian ancestry, 

                                                

21 Literally “Little Grandmothers.” However, the diminutive is usually understood as a sign of 
affection.  
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something that is often missing from other, earlier records of this aspect of the myth-

symbol complex. The current declarations have been modified by modern sensibilities. 

That they have been modified is no surprise for this is the nature of a myth-symbol 

complex: its elements are interpreted and reinterpreted through time. Yet the actual 

elements themselves remain fairly constant. 

We have Pure Blood: Iterations through Time 

On October 26, 1901, 600 protesters took to the streets of Las Vegas, New 

Mexico, protesting an editorial published in the local newspaper, The Review, by a 

Protestant missionary, Nellie Snyder. Six days earlier, Snyder had attacked what she 

referred to as New Mexico’s ‘Spanish Americans’ as slovenly and semi pagan, of mixed 

(Indian and Iberian) blood. Eusebio Chacón, a lawyer, District attorney, New Mexican 

Rights activist and New Mexico’s first novelist gave a speech at the protest, in which he 

denied a mixed blood ancestry (Nieto-Phillips 13-14). Chacón proclaimed   

I am Spanish American as are those who hear me. No other blood 

circulates through my veins but that which was brought by Don Juan de 

Oñate and by the illustrious ancestors of my name. If there is any place in 

Spanish America or in the former Spanish colonies that has conserved the 

physiognomic traits of the rasa conquistadora it is New Mexico. (quoted 

in Nieto-Phillips 14) 

Accomplished as Chacón was, with a law degree from Notre Dame, as a professor of 

English in Durango and as an orator, translator, essayist, historian, novelist, and poet he 

was still most likely mistaken in his claim to pure Spanish antecedents (15; Meléndez 

15). Nieto-Phillips remarks that Chacón’s family most likely laid claim to being 
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descended from the Marquis de la Peñuela, Admiral Don José Chacón Medina y Salazar 

y Villaseñor, who had arrived in the Spanish colonies in 1710. However, contemporary 

research suggests that the admiral died childless. Nonetheless, the claim to an unbroken 

link to Spain through the conquistadores and the lack of a mixed bloodline remained vital 

parts of Chacón’s identity narrative as they did for many New Mexicans (15). 

The need to maintain a pure bloodline was also articulated by other Hispanic New 

Mexicans. Reyes Martínez spoke in the 1930s, of his sister’s 1898 wedding as an 

example of how families of “Spanish stock” conserved their traditions and kept their 

“blood pure.” Weddings like theirs, Martínez wrote, “served to preserve unimpaired the 

refinement and culture of these families, which still distinguishes them from the rest of 

the population of New Mexico" (quoted in Montgomery 21).  

Similar sentiments had been voiced almost two hundred years earlier: “Our 

families,” insisted Joseph Romo de Vera and Angela Valdez in 1745, “are Old Christian 

Spaniards, descendants of such, and pure of taint with the bad races—Moors, Jews and 

those newly admitted to the flock of Mother Church” (quoted in Nieto Phillips 25). 

Traditionally these attitudes were those of Los Ricos22,  the landed gentry of New Mexico 

whose claims to superior bloodlines had been maintained for generations(Montgomery 

8),. The claim, tied to social standing and land rights, originally had to do with 

proclaiming a noble or semi-noble lineage, inherited directly from Spain.  

Today these claims still have resonance. While as a narrative, it is indeed 

understood to imply that direct unbroken line of descent from Spain, a Catholic faith and 

                                                

22 The wealthy ones 



120 
 

  

a pure bloodline, the current claim in New Mexico has very much to do with the coming 

of the Anglo-Americans and the status of New Mexico as part of the United States rather 

than as part of Mexico. More specifically, it has to do with the entry of white Americans 

to the area and the perception those early Anglos had of New Mexico itself and of its 

native Hispanic population. Indeed, in the current examples of this myth-symbol 

complex, we saw how much of the discourse appears to be aimed at Anglo-American 

understandings. 

The coming of Anglo-Americans to New Mexico 

There has been much documentation of the attitude of Anglo-Americans to the 

culture they encountered upon entering the American Southwest and California from 

1846 onwards (see works by David J. Weber, John M. Nieto-Phillips, Charles 

Montgomery, Charles M. Tatum). Mostly dismissive of the people they found resident in 

the newly acquired lands, Anglo-Americans, were sure of their own superiority as white 

Americans. The complex structure of Spanish colonial society, with its many layered 

sistema de castas was invisible and irrelevant to Anglo-Americans. As Montgomery 

suggests, Anglo-Americans described “the Mexican” as a singular object and so “turned 

New Mexico’s Spanish-speaking people into a flat plane of reference, an uninspiring 

backdrop to the feverish activity of Anglo America” (1). 

The sistema de castas differed significantly from the racial categories employed 

by Anglo Americans. In the Spanish colonial system, people did not conceive of 

themselves exclusively in terms of skin color. This was especially true on the northern 

frontier of the empire where the strictures of the central Mexican did not take hold and 

the sistema de castas was simplified. I will argue later that a large part of being 
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recognized as “español” in Spanish Colonial society, had to do with the social doings of 

being Spanish rather than one’s appearance or heritage. The Anglo-American viewpoint 

was much simpler. One was either white or not. A single drop of non-white blood could 

be enough to disallow one to claim white status. 

The residents of New Mexico were frequently perceived as lesser than the 

incoming white settlers. Rufus Sage, a trapper in Santa Fe, NM, wrote in 1840’s, “There 

are no people on the continent of America … more miserable in condition or despicable 

in morals than the mongrel race inhabiting New Mexico” (quoted in Weber, Frontier 

337). Texas politician, Sam Houston (the future hero of the war for independence) argued 

in January 1835 in an address to the citizens of Texas “[t]he vigor of the descendants of 

the sturdy north will never mix with the phlegm of the indolent Mexicans, no matter how 

long we may live among them." (quoted in Greasers 7). Charles Bent, a successful 

merchant and later, first governor of the territory of New Mexico, wrote that “the 

Mexican character is made up of stupidity, obstinacy, ignorance, duplicity and vanity” 

(quoted in Weber, Myth 154). 

This attitude towards a “mongrel race,” perceived as non-white, “Mexican,” 

overlaid with the certainty of Manifest Destiny and the emotional residue from the 

Mexican war, had political and social consequences (T. Chávez, New Mexico 121-123). 

Questions were raised in the US Congress as to Mexican’s racial character, to their 

fitness (or not) for democracy, and to the rights that should be accorded to those who now 

found themselves under the government of the United States. Were they entitled to 

citizenship? Were they white? Should these people be afforded the right to vote? In 1848, 
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Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, former vice-president, during the 

negotiations between the US and Mexican governments, had phrased his concern bluntly:  

I know further, sir, that we have never dreamt of incorporating into our 

Union any but the Caucasian race—the free white race. To incorporate 

Mexico, would be the very first instance of the kind of incorporating an 

Indian race; for more than half of the Mexicans are Indians, and the other 

is composed chiefly of mixed tribes. I protest against such a union as that! 

Ours, sir, is the Government of a white race. The greatest misfortunes of 

Spanish America are to be traced to the fatal error of placing these colored 

races on an equality with the white race. That error destroyed the social 

arrangement which formed the basis of society… 

…. Are we to associate with ourselves as equals, companions, and 

fellow-citizens, the Indians and mixed race of Mexico? [Mr. President], I 

would consider such a thing fatal to our institutions…. 

…But, Mr. President, suppose all these difficulties removed; 

suppose these people attached to our Union, and desirous of incorporating 

with us, ought we to bring them in? Are they fit to be connected with us? 

Are they fit for self-government and for governing you? Are you, any of 

you, willing that your States should be governed by these twenty-odd 

Mexican States, with a population of about only one million of your 

blood, and two or three millions of mixed blood, better informed, all the 

rest pure Indians, a mixed blood equally ignorant and unfit for liberty, 

impure races, not as good as Cherokees or Choctaws? (quoted in Weber, 
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Foreigners 135-136) 

Calhoun’s speech revealed the increasingly common perspective of white Anglo-

Americans on “Mexicans.” The speech was made in opposition to those who wished to 

annex the full territory of Mexico (130). While the motivation for annexation was partly 

based on the notion that Mexicans were “a degenerate, largely Indian race unable to 

control or improve the territories they owned,” the American desire was for land rather 

than people (Horsman, Race and Manifest Destiny 231). The fear was of incorporating 

too many Mexicans and therefore potentially “mongrelizing” their own race. Many of the 

“Mexican citizens” in the Southwest at the time were either Amerindians, living in 

pueblos de indios, or Gente de razon—a category that included Europeans, mixed bloods 

(mestizo), and Hispanicized and/or detribalized Indians known as genízaros (B. Gallegos, 

Literacy 13-15). The US eventually took less than half of Mexican territory, including 

what is now the state of New Mexico.   

As a piece of rhetoric, Calhoun’s speech summarizes the attitudes that the new 

Mexican-Americans would continue to face. These attitudes ranged from xenophobia 

against Catholics and Spaniards to racial prejudice against Indians and blacks. Mexican-

Americans were doubly suspect, as heirs to Catholicism and as descendants of Spaniards, 

Indians, and Africans (De León 4). Framed as “mixed race” and “Indians” and therefore 

inferior, the peoples of New Mexico found themselves at almost the bottom of the social 

ladder. Questions as to their rights, their eligibility for citizenship, and their abilities as 

human beings, haunted the debates on the entry of the State to the union well into the 

twentieth century. It took New Mexico 62 years to achieve the status of state rather than 

territory (T. Chávez, New Mexico 125). These questions of equality, rights and the need 
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to prove themselves as worthy of citizenship and self-government as well as the need to 

hold on to their own lands, led to the expansion of the narrative of Spanish descent to 

those, who under Spanish colonial rule, had not been automatically included in its 

embrace.  

The narrative of “Being Spanish” began to carry a pronounced subtext of being a 

white race and therefore equal to the newly arrived Anglo-Americans. Being white, could 

potentially allow New Mexicans retain their land rights and culture. It would allow them 

move towards citizenship. If they could claim to have preserved their Spanish 

antecedents, to have pure blood rather than mixed blood, then their chances for posterity 

in white dominated American society improved immensely. 

Part of the power of this narrative was that once again, it was an old tale, carrying 

within it elements of the myth-symbol complex already in use in the culture, namely that 

of pure blood, Limpieza de Sangre. In late 15th century post-unification Spain, a uniquely 

Iberian paradigm of the “hidalgo-cristiano viejo23” had been created and with it a whole 

culture of social differentiation based on blood and religion (M. Martinez, Genealogical 

80). Being able to claim Limpieza de Sangre implied that one’s family line had an 

absence of Jewish, heretical and later, Moorish, antecedents (1). This ideology came with 

the Spanish to the new world where it was gradually reimagined within the context of the 

Americas, giving rise to a complicated hierarchical system of social classification known 

as the sistema de castas. 

                                                

23 implies that one is of noble and old Christian lineage. 
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The New World Spanish placed españols at the top of the social pyramid and 

everyone else was ranked below. In New Spain, all Spaniards, no matter how poor, could 

claim the status of español, either as an Old World “peninsulare” or a New World 

“criollo24.” People came to be ranked socially based on their apparent percentage of 

Spanish blood. The system of social order was enforced by a series of laws that restricted 

who could hold office, bear arms, attend the university, and wear certain clothing, among 

other things (M. Martinez, “Social Order”).  

“Whiteness” as a potential discriminator, had always been part of the myth-

symbol complex as it operated in Spain in relation to blood purity discourse. As I will 

explore in more detail later, the most desired ancestry in early Modern Spain was that of 

Gothic origin, seen as Old Christian and untainted by Jewish or Moorish blood. However, 

the Gothic ideal was formed in opposition to Jewishness and Moorish-ness. European and 

Christian came to oppose Jew and Muslim in the Spanish imagination. Whiteness, in and 

of itself was not a necessary characteristic for advancement in peninsular Spain—the 

European perception of body, humors and blood allowed for a more complex 

understanding than creating a simple white/black dichotomy (Nirenberg, “Editorial” 25). 

Furthermore, faith was a more primary concern. However, the New World forced a 

reimagining and an accommodation of non-white bodies not present in peninsular Spain.  

Whiteness became more and more of an issue in the Spanish colonies in the 

seventeenth century, due to the increased number of people of African descent in the 

                                                

24 The casta category Español contained both Peninsulares and Criollos. Peninsulares was the 
caste name given to Iberian Spanish-born Spaniards residing in the New World. The word "peninsular" 
refers to the Iberian Peninsula, where Spain is located. People of Spanish parentage but born in the 
Americas were known as Criollos i.e. creoles (Weber, Frontier 326-328). 
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Americas. In relation to the Amerindian peoples they encountered, as we shall explore in 

more detail later, the colonial Spanish had imagined their blood as not only 

“Hispanicizing and Christianizing the indigenous population but whitening it, fusing its 

blood into Spanish lineages until rendering it invisible” (M. Martinez, Genealogical 263). 

However, black blood was more problematic. Imagined as strongly “masculine,” it was 

capable of leaving an enduring taint in a family lineage (169). In 1774, the Inquisition 

added black ancestry to the categories of impurity (262). As the Amerindian population 

and labor force declined and was replaced by African slaves, the Spanish colonists began 

to imagine themselves as white (Nirenberg, “Editorial” 25). The idea of purity came to be 

more and more associated with “Spanish-ness” and “whiteness” (M. Martínez, 

Genealogical 263).  

It is this aspect of the myth-symbol complex that was invigorated with a new 

meaning after New Mexico became part of the United States. Whiteness and adjacent 

ideas were part of the Anglo-American mythic conception of the world. In the Anglo-

American imagination the white race was indeed superior, intellectually and in terms of 

civilization. Non-white races were inferior, not from lack of opportunity but from 

physical defect (Horsman 145). The American Indian was as irredeemable as the Negro 

(136). By the early 1850s the inherent inequality of races was simply accepted as a 

scientific fact in America (135). Furthermore, hybridity, the mixing of races, was 

especially to be abhorred. While it may help elevate the lesser races, it spelled disaster for 

the Caucasian. Any racial mixture weakened the superior white stock (155). Hence, it 

was necessary to keep Caucasian blood pure to ensure the continuation of civilization and 

progress.  
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In the new American territory of New Mexico, mixed blood became problematic 

in a way it had not been in colonial Spanish and Mexican Nuevo Mexico. Amerindian 

blood, which in the Spanish system was ‘redeemable” (M. Martinez, Genealogical 256) 

had no such possibility within white American understandings. Their destiny therefore 

was to be pushed aside by Anglo-American society and ultimately, to disappear. 

According to United States senator, Daniel S. Dickinson, Mexican people belonged  

… to the fated aboriginal races, who can neither uphold government or be 

restrained by it; who flourish only amid the haunts of savage indolence, 

and perish under, if they do not recede before, the influences of 

civilization. Like their doomed brethren, who were once spread over the 

several States of the Union, they are destined, by laws above human 

agency, to give way to a stronger race from this continent or another. 

(quoted in Horsman 244) 

In an area where most of the population had some mixture of blood, the need to become 

white, as understood by Anglo-Americans, rather than the Spanish Español, with its less 

strict interpretation of whiteness, was a priority in order to survive. It led to an 

engagement with elements of the myth-symbol complex still reverberates today. 

On the frontier of the Spanish empire, as Nuevo Mexico was located, the claims to 

limpieza de sangre had always probably been of lesser importance in terms of social 

advancement than they were closer to the centers of power in Mexico. The needs of the 

developing colony, the constant threat from hostile nomadic peoples, the lack of 

personnel and the already mixed backgrounds of the original colonists made an insistence 

on pure blood a luxury the colony could not afford. When Don Juan de Oñate entered the 
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area in 1598, the Spanish had already been on continental America for almost a hundred 

years. So, while most of Oñate’s soldiers were peninsulares and criollos, his expedition 

also included other Europeans, mestizos, and indigenous peoples from what was then 

New Spain. Over the next 80 years, until the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, nine out of ten born 

in northern New Spain would be of mixed blood and few if any, could in reality claim 

purity of blood, that is “limpieza de sangre” (Montgomery 27).  

The needs of a frontier colony still dominated in New Mexico even after the 

Spanish resettlement of the area in 1693. By 1790, a full century after the Spanish 

reconquest, the number of settlers numbered only 16,000. The vast majority of colonists 

were clustered in small settlements along the Rio Grande between Taos and Belen, 

hemmed in by Comanche and Apaches to the east and west (Montgomery 7). While the 

expectation was still that Spanish citizens would be classified through the sistema de 

castas by ecclesiastic and civil authorities, in practice, however, the finely tuned system 

often collapsed on the New Mexican frontier. Spanish officials in the area at the time 

employed only the most general categories of description rather than the complex and 

detailed categories in use in Mexico itself. In 1776, for example, fray Francisco Atanasio 

Domínguez listed the presence of only Spanish and genízaro25 families in Santa Fe  (42). 

                                                

25 As defined by Fray Angelico Chávez, in his article, “Genízaros,” in the Handbook of North 
American Indians: Southwest, genízaro was the designation given to North American Indians of mixed 
tribal derivation living among the Hispanic population in Spanish fashion: that is, having Spanish surnames 
from their masters, Christian names through baptism, speaking a simple form of Spanish, and living 
together or sprinkled among the Hispanic towns and ranchos. 
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Also, as landowning citizens, mestizo26 and castizo27 settlers claimed for themselves the 

status of español, an opportunity that was not usually open to them in Mexico itself.  

Thus, by the time the Anglo-Americans arrived, the sistema de castas as it existed 

in New Mexico had simplified into two or three categories. One was either indio de 

pueblo, that is, an Indian living on a pueblo or one was not. And if one was not, then one 

was listed as either español or genízaro. Many New Mexicans, then, made the claim to 

español status, whether they strictly met the requirements or not. As fray Ambroso 

Guerra, the parish priest of Albuquerque was to note in 1801 “I have in my charge and 

administration 2,952 souls ... their classes being mainly genízaros (which is a mix of 

various nations), mulattoes, coyotes28, and very few Spaniards, though most consider 

themselves the latter although they are not” (quoted in Chaparro 4). While the narrative 

claim to Spanish descent remained strong, the reality seemed to be that few New 

Mexicans were truly español, in so far as that classification, at its most ideal, equated to 

pure Spanish antecedents.   

As we have seen, there were of course people in New Mexico who had always 

maintained a narrative of blood purity. In colonial Spanish society and in the years New 

                                                

26 A person who had one Spanish parent and one Amerindian parent (Carrera 36). This is the 
simplest and most frequently asserted definition. However, Joanne Rappaport suggests that the idea of 
mestizo was more dynamic and one’s classification often had to do with the choices one made in life as 
well as one’s social position. see The Disappearing Mestizo for details. 

27 A person who had one Spanish parent and one mestizo parent (Carrera 36). 
28 In some renditions of the Sistema de Castas, coyote can refer to someone who has a very low 

percentage of Español blood. For instance, in Carrera’s taxonomy, a coyote is mentioned at step number 13 
“A Barcino and Mulato beget Coyote” (Imagining Identity in New Spain 37). The term not only signifies 
someone with a small proportion of Español blood but with a fairly large proportion of African blood. 
However, in New Mexico, a Coyote referred to someone whose parents were Mestizo (father) and India 
(mother), that is, someone whose paternal grandfather was legally Español and whose other grandparents 
were identified as indio i.e. Amerindian (Nieto-Phillips, The Language of Blood 27). It is worth bearing in 
mind that the meaning of these terms changed both over time and with location. Today, Coyote can be used 
in New Mexico to signify a person who has one Hispanic parent and one Anglo parent.  
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Mexico was part of the Mexican republic (1821-1848), the claim to blood purity i.e. 

claim to a pure Spanish lineage, had been mainly confined to Los Ricos, the wealthier 

landlords and upper classes in the hierarchal new world society. They intermarried 

among themselves and maintained the narrative of blood purity over and above other 

New Mexicans. As Reyes Martínez had stated in the 1930s, it was the refinement and 

culture of these families, which still distinguished them from the rest of the population of 

New Mexico (Montgomery 21). However, in the American era, especially between 1890 

and 1920, a new identity was constructed. “Mexicans” as the Anglo-American society 

had referred to New Mexicans in general, became “Spanish-Americans” (14). The “rest 

of the population of New Mexico,” be they español, genízaro, mestizo or other, now also 

laid claim to the narrative of pure blood and a Spanish heritage. The narrative that 

claimed the preservation of pure and uncontaminated bloodlines expanded, so that in the 

face of Anglo-American dismissal, any New Mexican who could do so laid claim to 

Spanish antecedents and custom. 

The consequence for Hispanic New Mexicans today is that their identity narrative 

is, because of historical necessity, linked to elements of both Spanish and Anglo-

American myth-symbol complexes. It contains a rich array of elements such as purity of 

blood, masculine and feminine bloods, Spanish language and cultural activities, Catholic 

faith, and an emphasis on a European heritage. The rhetoric of pure blood, with its 

current tendency to either dismissal or denial of Amerindian lineages, is especially 

important as it has been most particularly influenced by nineteenth century Anglo-

American racial understandings and even today can carry an implication of racial purity.  



131 
 

  

So how was this rhetoric constructed? What were its roots? How did a narrative, 

full of blood symbolism and formed mainly in Early Modern Spain, survive until today? 

How have the constitutive elements been interpreted and reinterpreted? What are the 

links to Catholicism? How did the cultural identity and the religious identity come to be 

so closely tied to each other, that even today, it is difficult to separate them? To answer 

these questions, we now look to Spain. 
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Chapter Four: 

The Formation of Iberian Myth-Symbol Complexes 

 

Introduction 

The formulation of a cultural identity or an identity shared by groups in a 

geographic area is a dynamic and constantly evolving process. Varying narratives: 

secular, sacred, historical and legendary, are included or excluded in the process. They 

are edited, reformed and retold in ways that suit the developing identity. The states29 on 

the Iberian Peninsula, as they coalesced into ‘Spain,’ a nation: an apparently single entity 

rather than a constantly morphing set of polities and kingdoms; molded and amended the 

many narratives it knew, prioritized and integrated some, understated and forgot others.  

One of the key narratives that even today Spain grapples with is the idea of ‘one, 

eternal Spain,’ a Spanish consciousness that projects back in time and is seen as a 

consistent, unchanging sensibility. While undoubtedly, this narrative gained energy, 

historically, through the rise of Nationalism in the 19th century and in particular with the 

work of Spanish historians such as Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, Ramón Menéndez 

Pidal, and Claudio Sánchez-Albornoz30, I suggest that the roots are in fact much older 

                                                

29 I use the term ‘state’ here in a broad sense, drawing on what Benedict Anderson has termed “the 
older imagining” of what constitutes a state. As Anderson avers “[i]n the modern conception, state 
sovereignty is fully, flatly, and evenly operative over each square centimeter of a legally demarcated 
territory. But in the older imagining, where states were defined by centers, borders were porous and 
indistinct, and sovereignties faded imperceptibly into one another. Hence, paradoxically enough, the ease 
with which pre-modern empires and kingdoms were able to sustain their rule over immensely 
heterogeneous and often not even contiguous, populations for long periods of time” (Imagined 
Communities 19). Hence, ‘state’ as I use it does not necessarily imply the modern understanding of a well-
defined, relatively stable territory, which is influenced by our ideas of ‘nation’ and ‘nationalism,’ but rather 
a more loosely defined entity with a central authority and porous, flexible boundaries. 

30 Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo (1856-1912) pioneered the field of comparative 
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and are part of a myth-symbol complex expressed throughout the history of the Iberian 

peninsula. 

Under the umbrella of the narrative of an eternal Spain are distinct elements to do 

with pure bloodlines and an othering of non-Christians. The story of Spain is narratively 

similar in structure to the New Mexican Hispanic ethno-history: we are Spanish and have 

always been so. We are Catholic. Our blood is uncontaminated by other lineages. The 

other lineages, for the Peninsular Spanish, were that of the Jewish and Muslim peoples 

who also inhabited the Iberian Peninsula. For the New World Spanish, it was the 

bloodlines of the Amerindians and Blacks who shared the same geographic space. 

Yet, I suggest that in both cases, that this is a narrative template that reoccurs in 

Spanish collective memory. As such, it does not necessarily reflect historical fact. It 

seems to be a narrative that originated in the Iberian Peninsula, and gained power as the 

polity we know as Spain gradually created itself from the scattered kingdoms of the 

Iberian Peninsula. This tale was brought to the Americas by the conquering Spanish as a 

narrative inherent to the very idea of what it is to be Spanish. It is a story that contains 

                                                

philology and literary history. His pupil, Ramón Menéndez Pidal (1869-1968), was one of the 
foremost scholars of Spanish language and history. He made numerous contributions to the Spanish ethnic 
sense of self, a development he understood as having its origins in the high Middle Ages. He painted a 
picture of a patriotic, Castilian-centered, and ultimately Catholic vision of Spain’s medieval past and 
promoted the idea that a popular nationalism existed in medieval Spain (Novikoff “Between Tolerance and 
Intolerance in Medieval Spain” 18-19). His vision of Castilian hegemony over other Spanish kingdoms was 
raised to the level of nationalist dogma during the Franco regime. Claudio Sánchez-Albonoz (1893-1984) 
was an eminent Spanish medieval historian, statesman, and president of the Spanish Republican 
government in Exile during the rule of Francisco Franco. He is well known for his two-volume España: un 
enigma histórico (1956; translated into English as Spain: A Historical Enigma, 2 vols, 1975) in which he 
attempted to refute Américo Castro’s account of a Spanish-ness rooted in a tri-cultural convivencia 
dependent on a Christian assimilation of Muslim and, to a lesser extent, Jewish society. Sánchez-Albonoz 
insisted instead that an essential Hispanidad transformed most of the alien cultural elements that entered 
the Iberian Peninsula, including Muslims and Jews (22). For a more complete discussion of these and other 
Spanish history scholars, see Alex Novikoff’s article “Between Tolerance and Intolerance in Medieval 
Spain.” 
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specific elements of pure bloodlines, of being Christian and being Spanish as a conjoined 

element, and has a sense of unchanging consistency through time. 

How did this particular configuration of mythic and symbolic elements come to 

be formed? Is it possible to trace how in particular being Spanish and being Catholic 

came to be so closely merged with each other, that even today Hispanic New Mexicans 

find it difficult to separate these ideas? What caused these two elements in particular to 

become so conjoined? And how then were the other myth-symbol constructs such as 

blood and lineage formed? When and how did they fuse with the identity narrative of 

being Spanish? To answer these questions, we return to Spain in a year of particular 

historical congruence: 1492.  

‘Spain’ in 1492 

1492 is a crucial year in Spanish history. On January 2 of that year, after ten years 

of war, Muhammad XII of Granada, also known as King Boabdil, surrendered the 

Emirate of Granada, the last of the Moorish kingdoms on the Iberian Peninsula, to the 

Kingdom of Castile and Aragon. By March 31 of the same year, Isabel and Ferdinand, 

perhaps exploiting the wave of messianic optimism that defeating Granada engendered, 

had ordered the conversion or expulsion of the Jews in the kingdom (Kamen, Empire 14). 

In April, they signed the “Capitulations of Santa Fe” with Christopher Columbus, an 

agreement that lead to his voyage in August and subsequent landing on the island he 

named Hispaniola on October 12, of that same year. And, at an unspecified date in 1492, 

at the university city of Salamanca, in north central Spain, Isabel of Castile was presented 

with the first copy, fresh off the press, of the humanist Antonio de Nebrija's Grammar of 

the Castilian language, the first ever grammar of a commonly spoken European language 
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(1). To her rather puzzled query as to the need for a grammar of one’s own language, 

Fray Hernando de Talavera, bishop of Avila, answered “After Your Highness has 

subjected barbarous peoples and nations of varied tongues … with conquest will come 

the need for them to accept the laws that the conqueror imposes on the conquered, and 

among them will be our language” (quoted in Kamen Empire 1). 

Apocryphal or not, as the story might be, it is probably an explanation that would 

have made sense to Isabel. She had, after all, essentially been battling “barbarous peoples 

and nations of varied tongues” for many years. That these peoples did not live in far-off 

lands but were instead her neighbors makes for an intriguing twist in the tale. In the Spain 

of Isabel, her subjects spoke in a multitude of tongues: Castilian, Galician, Catalan, 

Leonese, Basque, Arabic, Mozarabic (Andalusi Romance), Hebrew and Ladino (Judeo-

Spanish) to name a few (Pharies 27). With the exceptions of Basque, Hebrew and Arabic, 

these were all Ibero-Romance Languages, i.e. based on Latin, either purely regional 

Iberian dialects or Iberian dialects additionally influenced by other languages such as 

French and Occitan (Penny 272). 

In many ways, this linguistic array illuminates a central issue that faced the 

monarchs Isabel and Ferdinand: how to maintain a sense of unity in their joined realm, 

given the various divisions in the Kingdom: the various ethnies (Castilians, Aragonese, 

Catalans, Basques, Galicians etc.) tied to their own geographical regions and speaking 

their own language variants; The disparity in political structures, including differences 

between the powers of Castilian and Aragonese cortes (parliaments) and the rights of 

sovereigns; the complex social relationships between royalty, nobles, clergy, commoners, 

soldiers; and the religious groups, most notably Jews, Muslims, Christians plus the 
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uniquely Spanish classifications of Conversos and Moriscos31. These divisions were 

compounded by the loss of an obvious external enemy, the Moors, and by the sudden 

propulsion of ‘Spain’ onto the world stage as a colonial power. Without the almost 

automatic unity forced by an external enemy, and the developing demand for a solid 

administrative approach to the New World, the need for some form of unity was pressing. 

To speak of ‘Spain’ as a unified entity at this time, in almost any way, is 

problematic. Spain as we understand it, as a single state that holds almost all the land 

mass on the Iberian Peninsula except for Portugal, did not exist in 1492. Indeed, using the 

word Spain to refer to a political entity at all at this time is inaccurate. Throughout the 

Middle Ages, none of the various kingdoms that existed on the Iberian Peninsula was 

referred to singly as España i.e. Spain. However, in writings and habitual usage, they 

were collectively sometimes alluded to as the “Spains,” Las Españas, the name indicating 

primarily the geographical region and an association of peoples. The notion of Spain as a 

concrete political reality had no more meaning for people of the time than “Germany” or 

“Italy” would have had (Kamen, Empire 10; Payne 87). Instead, and as it had for most of 

its history, Spain in 1492 existed more as a confederation of realms than as one cohesive 

nation.  

                                                

31 Converso is the Spanish word for convert. In the Iberian context it usually referred to those who 
had converted from Judaism rather than from other faiths. Jewish converts were also referred to as 
Marranos, a word that is often translated as “pigs”. However, Norman Roth points out that this etymology 
is uncertain and that while Marrano was undoubtedly an insult, its actual meaning is unclear (Conversos 3-
4). Morisco means “little Moor” and was used to refer to those who converted from Islam. Muslims on the 
Iberian Peninsula were called Moros i.e. Moors, or mudéjars.  
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Iberia: A Brief Historical Background 

Following the collapse of the Roman Empire, the Iberian Peninsula was mainly 

under the rule of the Germanic Visigoth32 tribes from about 412  onwards. However, 

Visigothic rule ended with an invasion of the mainly Berber-led Muslim forces around 

711. From 711 until 1031, most of the Iberian Peninsula was under Umayyad Muslim 

political control. In 1031, the Umayyad Caliphate of Cordoba collapsed and the Moorish-

ruled areas in the Iberian Peninsula disintegrated into over two dozen emirates, known as 

taifas (O’Callaghan, Reconquest 23). This fragmentation and the resultant weakening of 

Moorish control enabled the rise of the northern Christian kingdoms.  

 Various coalitions formed between the northern Christian kingdoms during the 

long years of intermittent battle on the peninsula, as they fought amongst themselves and 

against the Moorish kingdoms. Often forming and reforming themselves, expanding their 

boundaries and gradually reclaiming territory from the Moorish kingdoms, the Christian-

ruled polities lay in a belt across northern Spain: Galicia, Asturias, the Basque Provinces, 

Navarre, Aragón, and Catalonia. They spoke different languages, had different customs, 

and developed different political systems. By the thirteenth century three major regions 

had emerged: León and Castile (often referred to simply as “Castile”), geographically 

largest and most central; Aragón, which united with Catalonia, took over Valencia and 

controlled territories beyond the sea - the Balearic Islands, and parts of Italy; and 

Portugal, which broke off from Castile in the twelfth century and has remained 

independent, except for a brief period between 1580 and 1640, until today (Herr 40). 

                                                

32 Visigoth means Western Goth 
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From the eleventh century onwards, the Christian kingdoms capitalized on the 

collapse of the Caliphate of Cordoba and began to extend their influence towards the 

south. The invasions of the Almoravids from Morocco soon afterward and of the 

Almohads in the middle of the twelfth century initially slowed the progress of the 

Christian kingdoms southwards. However, the attempts to stay the expansion of these 

Christian kingdoms by the Moorish taifas eventually failed completely in the thirteenth 

century. The Battle of Las Navas de Tolosa in 1212 ended in an overwhelming defeat for 

the Muslims at the hands of a Christian coalition. Between the eleventh and thirteenth 

centuries, the Christian realms had succeeded in conquering major cities such as Toledo 

in 1085, Zaragoza in 1118, Majorca in 1230, Cordoba in 1236, Valencia in 1238, Jaén in 

1246, and Seville in 1248. By 1248, the Kingdom of Granada, ruled by the Naṣrid 

dynasty, was the only remaining independent Muslim territory in Iberia (O’Callaghan 

Reconquest 50-123). It remained so until its defeat in 1492 by the combined armies of 

Isabel and Ferdinand. 

By the late 1400s, Castile held eighty percent of the population and two-thirds of 

the landmass of the Iberian Peninsula (Kamen, Empire 7). Portugal and Aragon were the 

other two main realms on the peninsula, with Navarre and Granada taking up the rest of 

the peninsular landmass. Through their marriage in 1469, Ferdinand and Isabel, at least 

potentially, joined the kingdoms of Castile and Aragón in a dynastic union. However, to 

claim her crown, Isabel had to win a civil war in the years following her 1474 coronation. 

By the time she did, in 1479, Ferdinand had, upon the death of his father earlier that same 

year, become the King of Aragón. Together they became joint rulers of the Kingdoms of 

Castile and Aragón. 
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The defeat of Granada in 1492 meant that for the first time since the 8th century, 

the Iberian Peninsula, except for Portugal, was technically under a single crown. 

However, the various polities included were not administered as a single unit, but 

operated instead as separate political units. Castile, as well as the realms of the Crown of 

Aragon itself (the kingdoms of Aragón and Valencia and the principality of Catalonia), 

all remained constitutionally distinct political entities, and they retained separate councils 

of state and parliaments (cortes) (Herr 41).  Indeed, as a result, the title of the monarchs 

was rarely reduced to simply King and Queen of Castile and Aragón and instead listed 

individually a number of the dominions over which they had power e.g. “King and Queen 

of Castile, Leon, Aragon and Sicily” (Kamen, Empire 11).  

Isabel, rather extensively, in a letter a few days before her death, was referenced 

as:  

Queen of Castile, of Leon, of Aragón, of Sicily, of Granada, of Toledo, of 

Valencia, of Galicia, of the Mallorcas, of Seville, of Sardinia, Cordova, 

Corsica, Murcia, Jahen, of the Algarves, Algeziras, Gibraltar, and the 

islands of Canaria, Countess of Barcelona, Sovereign Lady of Biscaya and 

Molina, Duchess of Athens and Neopatria, Countess of Roussillon and 

Cerdeña, Marchioness of Oristan and Goziano. (Bergenroth 65)33 

                                                

33 Reina de Castilla de leon de Aragon de Secilia de Granada de Toledo de Valencia de Galisia de 
Mallorcas de Sevilla. de Cerdeña de Cordova de Corcega de Murcia, de Jahen de los Algarve de Algecira 
de Gibraltar e de las yslas de Cana Condesa de Barcelona e Señora de Viscaya e de Molina, duquesa de 
Athenas e de Neopatria Condesa de Rosellon e de Cerdania Marquesa de Oristan e de Gociana (translation 
by Bergenroth 65) 
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As can be seen from the list of titles, Isabel’s status differed in the different regions: she 

was Queen (Reina), Countess (Condesa) Sovereign lady (Señora), Duchess (Duquesa) 

and Marchioness (Marquesa). Bearing in mind that this letter is dated November 23, 

1504, and that Isabel died three days later on November 26, after 30 years of rule, we can 

see how still, even after such a length of time under a single monarchy, a unified Spanish 

kingdom remained an elusive ideal. 

The question of how to give a sense of unity to the disparate elements contained 

in the kingdoms Isabel and Ferdinand ruled was a huge issue. Yet they were no strangers 

to the consolidation of power. The two monarchs had inherited kingdoms torn by civil 

war and internal strife, struggling to recover from the economic recession of the previous 

century. The monarchs set about imposing internal order and consolidating and extending 

their political authority over both the nobility and the cities (Rae 57). They were 

generally successful in this endeavor; making alliances and developing mechanisms to 

allow them collaborate with the nobles, cities, church and commercial sectors (Kamen, 

Empire 7). They “brought peace by the brilliant strategy of organizing rather than 

eliminating violence” (7). They refocused existing groups, under their own control as in 

the case of the local militias known as hermandades. Rather than attempting to eradicate 

them, Isabel and Ferdinand established a centrally organized Santa Hermandad, with 

themselves at its head. They adapted the existing form of the hermandad to the purpose 

of creating a general police force under the direction of officials appointed by themselves, 

and endowed with large powers of summary jurisdiction, even in capital cases.  

Ferdinand and Isabel did not totally integrate their kingdoms, but they did initiate 

a process of centralization that later monarchs could build upon. Heather Rae suggests 
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that “to do so, they relied heavily on the symbolic resources available to them and 

understood by all their subjects, both high and low born - the resources provided by 

religion” (57). Religion was certainly an important part of the strategy to build a sense of 

unity. As Dijkink points out “[r]eligion is simply the only discourse available when 

territorial identity fails” (210). And, as we have seen, there was little else to give a sense 

of unity to the people of the realms at the time and religion did indeed became a powerful 

unifier. Yet, the symbolic resources available in the culture were not solely faith-based. 

There also was the rich mythos of Reconquista, replete with secular ethno-histories and 

ethno-symbolic constructs such as narratives of divine election, sacred territory, and 

sacrifice. 

La Reconquista, the Reconquest, is a term used in Iberian historiography to 

describe the gradual re-establishment of Christian kingdoms on the Iberian Peninsula, 

over almost 800 years, following the Moorish victories there in the 8th century. The term 

Reconquista itself was first used by early modernists and Spanish nationalists to validate 

the idea of a Spanish nation, that had made a continuous progression towards 

reunification under a single ruling dynasty (Linehan 78-81). These nineteenth and 

twentieth-century scholars employed the term as part of a particular construction of 

Spanish history, according to which, “the Spanish nation was born in the Visigothic era, 

[and] its soul was forged through the epic struggle to reclaim Hispania for Christianity” 

(Ray 1). However, as a narrative, the key elements can be seen to have existed from the 

late ninth century on (Collins, “Spain” 289). The notion was expressed by writers of in 

the Middle Ages and early modern period using a Latin or Romance equivalent of the 
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word “restoration” to characterize the reoccupation by Christians of areas under Muslim 

rule (Boynton 8). 

The term Reconquista implies that the Christianization of the peninsula was 

achieved by military success—a (re)conquest. However, the Christianization of the 

Iberian Peninsula was achieved as much through colonization as through conquest. The 

control by Christians of formerly Muslims areas was not always achieved by military 

action. Rather, these areas were often brought under the rule of Christian monarchs by the 

simple movement of people, especially after the breakup of the Caliphate. An increased 

Christian population and the abandonment of frontier lands by the Moorish taifas allowed 

a slow repopulation of these areas.  

There was a slow reoccupation of the soil, that is, the settlement of 

Christians in empty or semi-empty areas in the north… but no fully 

formulated ideology of reconquest, even if there was a growing sense 

among the clerical elite and royal courts of the antagonism and differences 

between Christians and Muslims. (Ruiz 14-15) 

The Reconquista mythos, as it developed, drew on the notion of a single Visigoth realm, 

ruling over the Iberian Peninsula, which preceded the Moorish influx of the eight century 

(Linehan 78-81). It is little wonder then that the story was given new energy during the 

reign of Isabel and Ferdinand, when the Iberian Peninsula was perceived as once more 

being ‘wholly’ Christian. Reconquista, as an idea, implied that the overthrow of the 

Moorish kingdoms on the Iberian Peninsula which ended with the defeat of Granada in 

1492, was in essence a re-establishment of the Christian kingdom of the Visigoths. The 

concept of a unified and indivisible kingdom embracing the entire Iberian Peninsula, as 
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well as in North Africa, was one of the most significant elements in the Visigothic 

narrative (O’Callaghan, Reconquest 4). The narrative of re-conquest inherently carried 

the notion of Islamic usurpation of Christian territory. The conquests carried out in the 

name of the Christian kingdoms from the 9th century on, could therefore be justified as 

the restoration of territory that rightfully belonged to them.   

Why the Visigoths? 

But why the Visigoths? As we explored in Chapter two, origin narratives and 

stories about the ancestral past contribute to a sense of identity, in that they provide a 

particular group with a narrative of where it came from, and how it reached its present 

geographical, temporal and social position. Ethnic myths, including myths of common 

origins, shared mythical ancestry, as well as symbols and memories of a golden age of 

former glory are particularly important in helping to unite and inspire the members of an 

ethnic community over several generations. They serve the present moment needs in how 

they are constructed and interpreted. For Christians on the Iberian Peninsula, the 

Visigoths provided such a mythic origin, a tale of a unified Christian realm that 

encompassed the whole of Iberia. The actual historical difficulties of a ‘heretical’ faith 

(Arianism34), and of a not so unified people (Visigoth, Hispano-Roman, Basque, 

                                                

34 Arianism was one of the many variants of Christianity that existed in the early Church. The 
Oxford dictionary defines it as “[a]n influential heresy denying the divinity of Christ, originating with the 
Alexandrian priest Arius (circa 250-circa 336). Arianism maintained that the Son of God was created by the 
Father and was therefore neither coeternal with the Father, nor consubstantial” (“Arianism”). Arianism 
stressed God’s unity at the expense of the notion of the Trinity, the doctrine that three distinct persons are 
united in one Godhead. Arius argued that the Son was not eternal, that he was created by the Father ex 
nihilo, and that he was not God in the same sense as the Father (Cross and Livingstone 100). Arius stated 
“If the Father beget the Son, he that was begotten had a beginning of existence; hence it is clear that there 
was a time when the Son was not.  It follows then of necessity that he had his existence from the non-
existent” (Bettenson, Documents of the Christian Church 40). Thus Christ was not imagined as divine in 
Arian thought but instead was seen as a subordinate being to the Father and served as a mediator between 
an unchanging God and humanity. The first council of Nicaea was called under the Emperor Constantine in 
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Byzantine etc.), were smoothed over in the telling. The narratives were recorded in a 

form by which the discontinuity between the heretic past and an orthodox Christian 

present was minimized in favor of a storyline that provided a more or less seamless 

continuity between past and present.  

Chronicles 

Influential in creating an awareness of this storyline were the many chronicles 

composed on the Iberian Peninsula from the ninth century onwards. As part of a 

European mode of understanding oneself and one’s culture, the Christian past had a great 

importance. The significance of the past and thus of origins, ancestors and past human 

action, based on the biblical understanding of a nation, was central in European 

consciousness. Like today, the past was frequently called on to justify the present and 

communal memory and the construction of communal identity were also significant 

cultural processes. 

As Judith Pollman and Erika Kuijpers suggest: 

Long before nineteenth century and before the advent of nationalism, 

memory was already a deeply political matter on all levels of early modern 

European society. On the most basic level, this was so because almost all 

early modern claims to rights or authority were also claims about the past. 

On the whole, early modern people believed things to be true or legitimate 

only if they could also be proven to be old. (6) 

                                                

an effort to resolve the controversy between the Arian and Roman versions of Christianity and resulted in 
the condemnation of Arianism and a proclamation of the absolute equality of the Son with the Father 
(“Council of Nicaea”). 
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Moreover, like today, memory was a mediated process and its agents were many. The 

nobles had their heralds, painters and chroniclers. The common folk too had their 

processes of mediation. Ballads and medals, plays and gable stones, stained glass and 

sermons, rocks and ruins, street names and processions, not to mention family tales and 

rituals were involved in the shaping and transmission of early modern communal 

memories (11).  

The chronicle tradition was especially important in European terms for the 

creation and mediation of collective memory. While the histories of medieval Europe 

may, in truth, often be more imaginative than historical as we understand it, 

documentation in the form of chronicles, provided one of the bases for the construction of 

collective memory in the Early Modern period, when ‘Spain’ constructed itself as a 

nation.  

The universal chronicle was a genre particular to historiography in medieval 

Western Europe, which attempted to trace history from the beginning of the world up to 

the then present. Christian writers often recorded the history of their times in chronicles, a 

format that recorded the major events in chronological order, with for the most part very 

little elaboration. Chronicles tended to mention the major events of the times: wars and 

the activities of the elites, changes in power, deaths and assassinations, and unusual 

occurrences such as natural disasters, comets and famines. The authors frequently built 

on previous chronicles, with the understanding that they were continuing the record into 

their own times.  

One of the most well-known of these chronicles was the Chronici canones begun 

by Eusebius of Caesarea. Eusebius’ approach became the model for later Western 
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medieval chronicles, through its translation into Latin and its continuation by Jerome. In 

Christian usage, chronicles with their linear structure, could be invested with 

eschatological meaning in which human history had a telos, an identifiable beginning and 

an expected end (Kahlos 18). For Christians, God works in and through history. Secular 

history and Sacred history were therefore part of the same continuum. Moreover, history 

has an objective: the establishment of the Kingdom of God on earth. Thus there is an arc 

of time into which human life must fit, a grand narrative in which Christian history was 

enclosed. 

The Christian world chronicle provided a model for universal history whereby 

contemporary happenings were firmly located within the perspective of God’s plan for 

humankind (Isoaho “Introduction” 6). Both the beginning and ending of this story were 

already known. Bookended by the creation and by the end of time, imagined as 

apocalypse or the return of Christ, Christian writing had a sense of a destination that 

governed the shape of the entire narrative (Tyler and Balzaretti 2). In medieval cultures 

where this understanding of the world was primary, the need to flesh out a recorded event 

into a narrative form was lessened. The metanarrative was already understood. Only the 

elements needed to be recorded. Hence, chronicle records often tended to record events in 

brief.  

The fact that these histories were written is important to note. Like all histories, 

the chronicles were sources of potential collective memory, as defined by Jan Assmann 

(“Collective” 125-33). Since the chroniclers of the later generations were always 

dependent on the works of their predecessors, the consequences of how history was 

recorded, where the gaps were, and the events and characters that were prioritized were 
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far-reaching, often shaping the collective memory in later generations (Wahlgren 35). If 

an older chronicle had restricted information about the past, then a later text dependent on 

this older one could also have the same serious limitations in its depiction of the past. Or 

instead, the gaps could invite a creative engagement with the text where the needs of the 

present required something more than what had been recorded. Furthermore, the 

existence of written records may have skewed the importance of some events simply by 

the fact they were written and so were available to future chroniclers—and eventually, 

historians, playwrights and poets. In other words, the very nature of a chronicle, allowed 

later generations to expand and rewrite the recorded events into narrative forms that 

answered the concerns of the times in which the newer version was being written.  

The construction of Christian history was one of the most important elements in 

shaping Christian identity (Kahlos, “Seizing History” 12). For European Christians, the 

bible gave them models of time and nation into which they narratively made themselves 

fit. The perception of “the world as a society of nations ‘imagined’ through the mirror of 

the Bible” became common in Western Europe, a process that Adrian Hastings has 

described as fundamental for the construction of modern nationhood. For the Christian 

world, the bible provided the original model of nation (Hastings 4). European states 

interpreted their individual histories as that of a chosen people and so paralleled the 

relationship between Biblical Israel and God in the bible. So, while modern ethnicities 

and nations are ultimately seen as social, cultural and political constructs, medieval 

peoples understood themselves as divine creations (Davies 570). 

After the collapse of the Roman empire, these Biblical models were important in 

allowing the integration of the post-Roman gentes into a ‘genealogy of salvation’ going 
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back to Noah (Pohl “Construction” 13). The fall of the Roman Empire forced its former 

territories to reorganize and re-identify themselves. Most of them did so by claiming a 

Christian lineage and fitting themselves into the long arc of Christian sacral time. By the 

twelfth century, when Christianity was already firmly established, early medieval states 

created more developed and elaborate visions of the past in which the roots of the 

baptized former pagans were placed in a rightful position in God’s flock (Isoaho “Last 

Emperor” 43).  

Part of the underlying mythology of this process was the belief of a common 

ancestral origin. From the early seventh century, the term populus, used by Augustine and 

Jerome, had ceded in importance to terminology that indicated kinship and suggested a 

common biological origin for the group: gens and natio. The use of gentes as a descriptor 

implied a people with a common ancestor. Isidore names four criteria by which gentes 

can be distinguished: law, language, origin and customs (Goetz 44). Gens was the major 

term used into the ninth century, and natio appeared increasingly from the later ninth 

century on (Geary 5). By this we can see that in general, in European historical tradition, 

there was an understanding that both origins and lineage were important concerns. This 

was to become much more specific and particular in the late fifteenth century Iberian 

self-understanding. 

Visigothic History 

The Visigothic monarchy of Spain flourished in the seventh and eighth centuries 

and replaced the rule of the Roman Empire in the Iberian Peninsula. Visigothic tribes had 

first settled on the Iberian Peninsula in the early 5th century. By the late 6th century, they 

had arguably established control over the whole peninsula through the defeat of the 
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Basques, Sueves, Byzantines and Franks (Barton, “Roots” 113). It was, according to 

Fletcher and Barton, sophisticated “in its grasp of the institutional inheritance from 

Rome, … in its nurturing of the wealth of the rich provinces of the Iberian Peninsula and 

in its encouragement of a lively Christian literary and artistic culture” (Barton and 

Fletcher 1). Indeed, writes Payne, modern scholarship gives the Visigoths credit for 

“holding together for over a century the largest undivided political unit in seventh-

century Europe” (Spain 80). According to Roger Collins, it was the Visigothic kings who 

first created a monarchy that was purely ‘Spanish’ in its geographical extent. In theory, 

this monarchy eventually controlled the whole land-mass of the peninsula and thus 

became an ideal toward which medieval Castilian kings could aspire, though never attain 

(Visigothic Spain 2). 

The Visigoths initially practiced Arian Christianity while most of their Hispano-

Roman subjects were Nicene Christians. Visigoths and Hispano-Romans had their own 

priests and churches, their own judges, courts and laws. This led to a certain amount of 

interfaith conflicts, until Reccared I (586- 601), accepted Nicene Christianity in 588 and 

then formalized the conversion of his Visigoth Arian subjects at the Third Council of 

Toledo in 589 (Collins, Early Medieval 45-46). In doing so, he removed a major source 

of division in the kingdom, between the Visigoths and Hispano-Romans: the issue of 

faith. As Collins writes “The resolution of the religious conflict that divided the upper 

echelons of society in the kingdom was essential if a new sense of common identity and 

purpose was to emerge among the governing classes” (Visigothic Spain 61).  

Whatever the divisions that still existed, either socially, between the Visigoth elite 

and the Hispano Roman nobility or between the rival ecclesiastical hierarchies, or 
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territorially between different ethnic groups, Reccared I created a form of unity based on 

a common faith (53, 65). Reccared’s father, Leovigild, had also attempted a similar type 

of faith-based unity, except that he attempted to impose a modified form of Arianism on 

the majority Hispano-Roman, Nicene Christians. As Roger Collins comments 

“Leovigild’s mistake was to favor an imposed Arianism; Reccared’s success lay in doing 

the same thing in support of Catholicism” (61). 

Perceived unity in the form of a common faith thus predates geographical unity 

on the peninsula. The kingdom of the Visigoths did not encompass whole of Iberian 

Peninsula until the last Byzantine holdings on the peninsula were conquered in the mid 

620’s, during the reign of Suinthila, over twenty years after Reccared’s death (69, 119). 

With that conquest the peninsula theoretically was united both in faith and geographical 

area. 

Cultural unity was also happening slowly, at least between the minority 

Visigothic elite and the more numerous Hispano-Roman populations. Distinctions 

between the Visigoths and the Hispano-Roman populace seemed to have been easing by 

the mid to late sixth century (Claude 119). Leovigild repealed a marriage ban on 

marriages between Romans and ‘barbarians’ on the ground that it was not right to split up 

a marriage of partners who were equal in dignity and lineage (Liebeschuetz, East 213). 

Leovigild’s repeal recognizing the equality of marriage partners suggests that despite 

their illegality, these marriages were already occurring. The repeal assisted the further 

integration of the peoples. 

As far as social integration, the process seems to have accelerated even further in 

the post-conversion years. By the late sixth century, dress had ceased to be a 



151 
 

  

distinguishing feature and the Visigoth language no longer functioned as a church 

language, and by the early seventh century, the Visigoths had adopted the funerary 

practices of the indigenous population (Claude 120-121). Claude acknowledges that the 

process of assimilation was a two-way street and that “the Hispano-Romans ... took on 

important ideas of political order from the Goths.” Ultimately, this process of integration 

resulted in the formation of a new Hispanic ‘nation’ in the late seventh century (130). 

Yet, despite this apparent homogenization, an underlying structure of Gothic 

supremacy remained in place. Isidore, bishop of Seville (c. 600-636), Father of the 

Church and Catholic saint, wrote in his History of the Kings of the Goths that 

“[s]ubjected, the Roman soldier serves the Goths, whom he sees being served by many 

peoples and by Spain itself” (Wolf, Conquerors 82). Furthermore, one still had to be of 

Gothic descent to elected king (Liebeschuetz, “Citizen Status” 150). Additionally, both in 

literary writings and canons of ecclesiastical councils Gothus still designated a member 

of the Gothic ruling people, as opposed to a Hispano-Roman (Liebeschuetz, East 208). 

Almost all of known secular advisors to the King, in the seventh century had Gothic 

names (“Citizen Status” 150) and from the mid-seventh century on, an increasing number 

of the names of bishops attending the various Councils of Toledo, also had Gothic names 

(149). Whether this was because the advisors and bishops of the seventh century were 

actually of Visigothic descent or because the taking of Visigothic names became 

fashionable is still not fully clear (149). However, in either case, for my purposes, the 

dominance of Visigothic names in positions of power suggests that a perceived 

Visigothic ancestry was desirable well into the seventh century. 
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As a unifier, religion seems to have worked well enough. As Arians, it could be 

said that the Visigoths had had no valid history: that is, they were outside Christian 

history, othered as both barbarian and heretic invaders of a Catholic, Roman empire 

(Wolf, Conquerors xvi). The conversion of Reccared at the Third Council of Toledo, 

allowed the Visigoths to be incorporated positively into Christian history, for the first 

time (1). Reccared’s conversion enabled the rehabilitation of the Visigoths into Christian 

history, where under the skillful hand of Isidore, they were turned from villains to heroes; 

into Christians rather than heretics; and importantly, into the rightful inheritors of the 

Roman empire.  

The Visigothic Rehabilitation. 

The rehabilitation of the Visigoths began within a year of the conversion of 

Reccared, with John of Biclaro’s Chronicle. This chronicle covered the years between 

567 and 590. In the prologue to his chronicle, John of Biclaro stated that his chronicle 

was a continuation of the universal chronicle of Eusebius and Jerome, following on from 

Prosper of Aquitaine and Victor of Tunnunia (57). John’s Chronicle focused on 

describing the consolidation of the peninsula politically and territorially under Visigothic 

rule, as well as the conversion of the Visigoths to Nicene Christianity. The Visigoths 

were for John of Biclaro, the successors of Rome in Spain, with Reccared cast in the role 

of a new Constantine (9-10).  

His work was followed by that of Isidore, bishop of Seville (c. 600-636), the most 

prolific writer to have lived on the Iberian Peninsula in this period. Isidore is important, 

not only for his prolificacy but also for his break with the old neutral chronicler style: 

Isidore aligned himself with the interests of the Visigoth kings with whom he had a close 
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working relationship. It is supposed by scholars that he wrote at the behest of Suinthila, 

who became king of the Visigoths in 621 and for whom Isidore had nothing but praise 

(14-15; Collins, Visigothic Spain 69). Suinthila appears in the final entries of the second 

recension of the Historia Gothorum, which ends in 625. Isidore describes him as ‘Most 

Glorious Suinthila’ who received the royal scepter by divine grace (62). In addition to 

subduing the Basques, Suinthila was credited with finally expelling the last of the 

Byzantine army from the Iberian Peninsula, thereby securing Visigothic rule over the 

entire kingdom of Spain. The Historia Gothorum (History of the Goths) lauds Suinthila: 

“…there were in Suinthila many virtues of royal majesty: faith, prudence, industry, keen 

scrutiny in judicial matters, and a vigorous concern for government … generous towards 

all” (Geary 5)  Rather tellingly, Isidore does not record that Suinthila was deposed in 630, 

ending his chronicle five years before this event, when Suinthila was at his peak. 

Isidore’s account ends with a picture of the benevolent and peaceful reign of Suinthila 

and his son, Riccimir, whom according to Isidore, he had made co-ruler.  

Isidore’s histories of the Visigoths paint a picture of a culture more unified in his 

telling than it was in reality. Jamie Wood suggests that Isidore was “a ‘cultural broker,’ 

bridging the gap between the political, ethnic and religious histories of the Hispano-

Roman and Visigothic elites. His histories were part of an effort to unify the disparate 

population of Spain under the leadership of the Visigothic kings and the Nicene church 

(Politics 2). Therefore, he hid the realities of political disunity and a lack of centralized 

control, of Spanish heresies and heterodoxies and instead presented an idealized history 

of the Visigoths (3-7). This idealized image of the Visigoth realm was to serve as a 
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collective memory, a myth of a Golden age of prosperity and unity, to be drawn upon by 

Christian kingdoms, as they formed themselves after the Moorish invasion. 

Isidore left us thus with some powerful images that were to have a long-lasting 

effect. In his Laus Spaniae, the prologue to his History of the Kings of The Goths, Spain 

was imbued with a personality and a sacredness. She became a mother, a queen and the 

ornament of the world:  

Of all the lands from the west to the Indies, you, Spain, O sacred and 

always fortunate mother of princes and peoples, are the most beautiful. 

Rightly are you now the queen of all provinces, from which not only the 

west but also the east borrows its shining lights. You are the pride and the 

ornament of the world, the most illustrious part of the earth, in which they 

Getic35 people are gloriously prolific, rejoicing much and flourishing 

greatly. (Wolf, Conquerors 79) 

It is through Isidore’s imagination that ‘Spain’ is first made whole. She, the mother-land, 

draws to herself solely the most exceptional so that her people and rulers can only be 

themselves extraordinary.  She is “rich in purple-clad rulers” and is loved by “the 

flourishing people of the Goths” (80). Isidore spoke of the new kingdom as the “patria36” 

of “the peoples of all Hispania,” now joined in the united “patria of the Goths,” and on 

one occasion referred to them as “a chosen people” (Payne, Spain 48). The Iberian 

Visigothic kingdom was the heir to the Roman Empire but also a new creation, a union of 

Western Christianity and classical culture. Isidore’s Kingdom of the Goths was the first 

                                                

35 Goth 
36 Fatherland or Motherland 
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Christian and European jurisdiction to be exactly defined geographically. Payne argues 

that “none of its contemporaries had such definition, either in doctrine or in territory” 

(48).  

Isidore’s History of the Kings of the Goths thus provided a rich source of mythic 

and ethno-historical material for those who in later years needed to draw on the idea of a 

single, unified Christian Spain. The equation of the kingdom of the Goths, Regnum 

Gothorum, with a clearly defined geographical area, primarily constituted by the old 

Roman Hispania, was an important ideological determinant for future centuries (Collins, 

Visigothic Spain 245). The recasting of the Visigoths in the chronicles of John of Biclaro 

and Isidore allowed later chroniclers to reach back to the time of the Visigoth realm as a 

justification for the rightful Christian nature of the Iberian Peninsula. Christian, in this 

case, refers to Nicene Christianity as practiced by the church based in Rome i.e. Western 

Christianity, and post-Reformation, was understood to indicate Roman Catholicism.  

The Arrival of the Moors. 

The disruption of the eight century, with the invasion by the mainly Berber armies 

of Tāriq b. Ziyā and the subsequent wars, caused a large displacement of peoples and a 

break in the existing structures. Within 7 years of the arrival of the Berber tribes, the 

Visigothic kingdom had been conquered. Despite of the disruption, the writings of Isidore 

survived. As an important church figure, many of his writings were circulated widely 

outside the Iberian Peninsula (147). His history of the Goths remained popular in Spain. 
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Therefore Isidore’s works became “potential37” collective memories, to be drawn upon 

again by later generations as they constructed the past-in-the present for their own times.  

By 720, the Moorish armies had conquered all of the Iberian Peninsula except for 

a small strip of land at the very northern coastline of the Peninsula. There, the area of 

Asturias, later a kingdom centered on Oviedo, survived as one of the few Christian proto-

states in the Iberian Peninsula. It was also there, in the ninth century that claims for a 

Visigothic heritage were first asserted and that the idea of Reconquest first found 

expression in the ninth-century chronicles: the so-called Prophetic Chronicle, the 

Chronicle of Albelda, and the Chronicle of Alfonso III (O'Callaghan, Reconquest 4).  

The narratives the chronicles recounted posited that a continuity existed between 

the new kingdom of Asturias and the old Visigothic kingdom and had a major influence 

on subsequent development of the idea of Reconquista. The ninth century Asturian 

chroniclers were keen to establish a direct connection between the old Visigothic 

kingdom and Asturias, identifying the people of Asturias with the Goths, and linking the 

Asturian kings to the Visigothic royal family. So imbued were they with the validity of 

this connection, the chroniclers intentionally construed themselves as continuing Isidore's 

Gothic History (5). In doing so, they were not of course claiming the resounding defeat of 

the Visigoths as their own. Rather, they were tacitly claiming the rightful Christian nature 

of the Iberian Peninsula and the right thus to reclaim the territory.  

The Chronicle of Alfonso III was written circa 880 (Wolf, Conquerors 43). It is 

the supposed account of the deeds of the Christian rulers from the Visigothic king Wittiza 

                                                

37 Potential collective memories rather than actual collective memories, in the sense Jan Assmann 
uses the phrase, as outlined in Chapter Two. 
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(d. 710) to the Asturian king Ordoño I (d. 866), composed under the inspiration of the 

latter’s son Alfonso III (866–910) (Barton and Fletcher 10). In the tale recounted in the 

Chronicle of Alfonso III, the roots to the later claims to a Visigothic heritage are sown. 

Replete with Biblical and Christian allusion, the tale lays the groundwork for similar, 

later versions of the narrative. Moreover, it gives the developing Christian states a sense 

of mission and distinctiveness, both vital components in the construction of a nation and 

for the survival of an ethnic community (Smith, Myths 130) 

The author of the Chronicle of Alfonso III imagines the text as continuing 

Isidore’s History of the Goths. Isidore, as we have seen, chose to finish his History at the 

highpoint of Suinthila’s reign. The ninth century Asturian chronicler follows on from this 

highpoint of apparent religious and political unity, and describes how the Goths fell from 

grace, lost their kingdom and especially important for our purposes, how the kingdom 

was rebuilt. 

The Chronicle of Alfonso III lays blame for the defeat of the Visigoths i.e. their 

fall from grace, mainly on the decadence and corruption of Witiza, the penultimate King 

of the Visigoths.  

“He was a reprobate and was disgraceful in his habits. He dissolved the 

councils. He sealed the canons. He took many wives and concubines… he 

ordered the bishops, priests and deacons to take wives. This then was the 

cause of Spain’s ruin. (Wolf, Conquerors 164) 
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Unlike many of the chronicles that follow, the Chronicle of Alfonso III does not overly 

blame Rodrigo38, Witiza’s rival and successor, for the Moorish victory. Instead, it 

recounts in the barest detail Rodrigo’s heritage (son of Theodefred), his succession after 

Witiza and that “[i]n his time Spain grew even worse in its iniquity” (164-165). As a 

result, the ‘Saracens’ invade and because the Goths have forsaken the Lord and have not 

served him in justice and truth, they are defeated. Far more important in eyes of the 

chronicler, is the redemption of ‘Spain,’ set in motion by Pelayo of Asturia. 

In the Chronicle of Alfonso III, in the Oventense redaction, Pelayo, or Pelagius as 

his name is written in Latin, sword-bearer to the last Visigothic kings, Witiza and 

Rodrigo, flees to Asturias in the far north of the Iberian Peninsula after the invasion of 

the Moors and the fall of the Visigoths under Rodrigo. Soon thereafter, the local Muslim 

ruler takes his sister and plans to capture Pelayo and his men by treachery. However, 

Pelayo hides in the cave of Covadonga, dedicated to the Virgin Mary. There, the 

treacherous Archbishop Oppa approaches Pelayo with the intent of persuading him to 

surrender and be content with the partnership of the ‘Chaldeans’ i.e. Moors. When Oppa 

asks him what hope of success he can have on his mountaintop, when the fully assembled 

Gothic armies has already perished on the battlefield, Pelayo answers in a speech that sets 

the tone for the nascent campaign of reconquest: 

                                                

38 In the many versions of arrival of the Moors that were created after the Chronicle of Alfonso III, 
the defeat of the Visigoths remained a constant irritant to be explained away. Setting the story firmly in a 
Christian mythic narrative of fall and redemption, much ink has been expended on assigning blame for the 
loss. Rodrigo is imagined as the sinner whose faults bring down the punishment of God, in the form of the 
Moors. Blame has also been assigned to Count Julian or to Julian’s daughter Florinda (or la Caba or 
Alacaba) whose rape or seduction by Rodrigo, depending on the version of the tale being told, caused her 
father to aid the Moors in their conquest. Books such as the Patricia Grieve’s The Eve of Spain and 
Elizabeth Drayson’s The King and the Whore: King Roderick and La Cava track the twists and 
convolutions of fault and blame, as they developed in relationship to Rodrigo, Count Julian and his 
daughter, over the centuries.  
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Have you not read in the divine scriptures that the church of God is 

compared to a mustard seed and that it will be raised up again through 

divine mercy?” …Christ is our hope that through this little mountain, 

which you see, the well-being of Spain and the army of the Gothic people 

will be restored. I have faith that the promise of the Lord which was 

spoken through David will be fulfilled in us: ‘I will visit their iniquities 

with the rod and their sins with scourges; but I will not remove my mercy 

from them’ … Now, therefore, trusting in the mercy of Jesus Christ, I 

despise this multitude and am not afraid of it. As for the battle which you 

threaten us, we have for ourselves an advocate in the presence of the 

Father, that is, the Lord Jesus Christ, who is capable of liberating us from 

these few. (168) 

The truth of Pelayo’s trust in Christ is borne out in the rest of the legend. When the 

Moorish troops eventually attack, their own weapons turn on them, killing most of the 

troop. The 63,000 remaining Moors climb a mountain and are killed when through the 

‘power of the Lord’ it collapses and they are buried under the falling rocks (168-169). 

Pelayo becomes the king of Asturias. Christian and victorious, he has taken his 

stand against the Moors and defeated them with the assistance and blessing of God. 

Pelayo has restored the harmony between God and his people; the land is repopulated and 

the church restored. (48). Moreover, in this tale, Pelayo has also shown the later Christian 

kingdoms their destiny: to make Christian Iberia whole again. Pelayo becomes the crucial 

link for the Asturian monarchy in their claims to Visigothic ancestry. The Visigothic 

connection thus established was repeated again and again in subsequent centuries, 
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without any further attempt at proof (O'Callaghan, Reconquest 4). It was, as Peter 

Linehan wryly suggests, as if “the Asturian kings hijacked a corpse, acquired its papers 

and assumed its historical identity” (82). 

The creation of this narrative marked the ideological start of what eventually 

would become known as the Reconquista. In many ways the rationale for the chronicle 

was the construction of an Asturian ‘official’ history. The need for this official history 

most likely was a result of the comparatively vast expansion of the Asturian kingdom 

under Alfonso II, Ordoño 1 and Alfonso III. As Wolf suggests “Alfonso [III] was not to 

be just another conqueror of Spain, but the heir to a past regime, fighting to restore his 

birthright” (Conquerors 48). In the centuries that followed, this sense of restoring a lost 

past remained a strong sensibility in the self-understandings of the subsequent 

monarchies. The myth that was fully articulated for the first time in the Chronicle of 

Alfonso III, grew and expanded over the next centuries (Hillgarth, Visigoths 81). 

In the tale of Pelayo's victory at Covadonga, the Asturian chronicler created a 

narrative through which the kings of Asturias, and later of Leon and Castile, would be 

portrayed as the legitimate heirs to the Christian Visigothic heritage, ideologically 

entitled to recover the realm that the Visigoths once held. Inherent in the narrative was 

the idea of divine approval for the re-establishment of the Visigothic kingdom, both in 

terms of faith and territory. The land is thus not just land but a sacred territory, given to 

the people of the Christian kingdoms through divine intercession. In ethno-symbolic 

terms, the myth of origins (Visigoths) is strongly fused with that of a sacred territory and 

has the added strength of ancestral sacrifice. Furthermore, the Visigothic narrative has 

elements of a myth of ethnic election whereby a community has an intense belief that it 
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“has been chosen by the deity for a special religious task or mission” (Smith, “Sacred 

Dimension” 805). This imaginary sacred-genealogical-ideological inheritance was to 

weave its way through various chronicles and writings from the ninth century to the 

fifteenth century and beyond. 

An eleventh century continuation of the Chronicle of Alfonso III, known as the 

Chronicle of Sampiro, carried the story down to the death of Ramiro III in 985 (Barton 

and Fletcher 7). In the twelfth century the Visigothic narrative was taken up in the 

Historia Silense which purportedly ends in 1066. The concern of Historia Silense was 

again to emphasize the Gothic nature of the Asturian rulers (Hillgarth Visigoths 89). 

Asturias is the only legitimate Hispanie regnum (Barton and Fletcher 18). The other 

Christian states are dismissed as far less important. The ‘kingdom of the Cantabrians’ 

(i.e. Navarre) is portrayed as an upstart realm, in reality a mere ‘province’ (19). Its ruling 

dynasty was ‘noble’ rather than royal. Even of lesser importance was Aragón, no more 

than a ‘little fragment’ of Navarre—a mere sliver of a province rather than a rightful 

kingdom.  

For the author of the Historia Silense, the Visigoth kingdom is again presented as 

an ideal: a place of flourishing art and education; doctrinally orthodox; distinguished for 

its learning; cherished by divine providence. Its kings were godly kings and victorious—

their rule extended from the Rhône to Morocco (18). Its loss is due to the sins of the 

Visigoths who God punishes by allowing the Moorish invasion. And, as in the time of 

Noah, a faithful remnant survives to re-establish the kingdom (28). It is this ideal 

Christian kingdom to which the Asturian monarchs are the rightful inheritors. 
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Moreover, Historia Silense takes up the theme of divinely sanctioned retribution 

against the “barbarians.” Written at a time when the Almoravid dynasty was a strong 

threat to the safety of Asturias-Leon, the author of Historia Silense draws on the themes 

in the Visigothic narrative to reassure his early twelfth century audience. The Moors have 

threatened before and with the grace of God, the Christian kingdom has survived. The 

rightful kings, whose lineage is Visigothic, would once more “extend the kingdom of the 

Spaniards by waging wars against the barbarians” (21). Drawing on examples of saintly 

intercession (St. Isidore and St. James), the restoration of a Christian dominion is assured 

by these signs of God’s grace and by the faithfulness of rightful kings such as Sancho, 

Fernando and Alfonso. Its enemies would be ‘buried in hell’ (39). 

These Visigothic themes are also present in the works of a later twelfth century 

writer, Bishop Pelayo of Oviedo. Regarded as a forger of many documents—a “giant 

among falsifiers” according to Linehan—Pelayo took up the Visigothic narrative with the 

particular aim of buttressing the see of Oviedo’s privileges (78; Barton and Fletcher 70). 

Writing at the time when attention had moved away from Oviedo and Asturias in general; 

at a time when Compostella and the shrine of Saint James had become the primary 

Christian shrine in Spain; and when Toledo had regained its status as the principle see, 

Pelayo wrote in defense of Oviedo’s Visigothic past (Hillgarth Visigoths 95). Although 

granted the sobriquet of El Fabulador39, his works were widely used and heavily drawn 

on by later historians (96; Barton and Fletcher 70). The Visigothic theme he promoted 

was extracted even if the arguments in favor of the see of Oviedo were forgotten 

                                                

39 The Fabulist i.e. a creator or fables, or more directly, a liar. 
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(Hillgarth, Visigoths 96). The author of the Chronica Adefonsi Imperatoris, a twelfth 

century panegyric in praise of Alfonso VII of Castile-León, drew some material from 

Bishop Pelayo’s Chronicon regum Legionensium (chronicle of the Kings of León) and 

from his version of the Chronicle of Sampiro.  Many of Pelayo’s writings, both fact and 

fiction, were extensively incorporated into the late twelfth-century compilatory work 

known as the Crónica Najerense, and into the thirteenth century ‘general histories’ of 

Lucas of Tuy (El Tudense) and Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada (El Toledano). From them, 

Pelayo’s influence made its way into Alfonso X’s thirteenth century vernacular Estoria 

de Espanna (Barton and Fletcher 65-71, 148).   

The importance of Alfonso X’s Estoria de Espanna is that as a vernacular text, 

written in the Castilian dialect, it was available not only to clergy but to educated lay 

people. The Estoria de Espanna exposed Alfonso X’s ‘neo-Gothic ideals’ to a wider 

audience than many of the previous pro-Visigothic writings (Hillgarth, Visigoths 115). 

These neo-gothic ideals were also found in his legislative works such as in the law code, 

Las Siete Partidas, which became the basis for Spanish law not only on the Iberian 

Peninsula but also in the Americas.  

All the Spanish Christian kingdoms that emerged in the mountainous north of the 

peninsula from the eight century on, inclusive of Asturias, Leon, Castile, Navarre, and 

Aragón were essentially new constructions, political entities without either a pre-existing 

status or a settled land mass. León was successor to Asturias, which in turn generated the 

kingdom of Castile, while Navarre and Aragón grew from Frankish counties established 

south of the Pyrenees in the ninth and tenth centuries. In general, the Asturian-derived 

kingdoms drew heavily on the Visigothic narrative while Navarre and Aragón did not.  
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However, the additional understanding of the Moorish-Christian conflict as crusade in 

the 11th century, broadened the (re)-Christianizing aspect of the narrative so that all 

Christian kingdoms were included, not just those with a direct connection to Asturias as 

had Castile. As crusade, Christians, both Iberian and non-Iberian, had a duty to reclaim 

the peninsula from Moorish dominance. By the eleventh century, in spite of the many 

internecine wars of the Christian kingdoms and the severe antagonism between Leon, 

Castile, Navarre and Aragón, the ideal of a Christian ruler, defender of the Christian faith, 

was to be found in all the Iberian Christian kingdoms (O'Callaghan Reconquest 194-195). 

By the twelfth century, Navarre had created its own set of narratives to equalize 

its status with Castile. In the late twelfth century, the Liber Regum, the dynastic 

legitimacy of the Navarrese kings was strengthened by their descent from Laín Calvo, 

one of the legendary judges of Castile40 (Ward 41). The combination of the Visigothic 

narratives with crusade mentality engendered both a common identity (Christian) and a 

common enemy (Moors) (O’Callaghan, Reconquest 19). The Visigothic narratives thus 

became a potential origin story for the whole peninsula, one that emphasized a Pan-

Christian identity and a Visigothic origin for Iberia. 

Heroes and Warriors 

A meta-narrative of crusading re-conquest needed its own heroes and villains, 

tales of inspiration and tragedy to which people could connect. Because of this, the 

Christian kingdoms developed a large corpus of legend that bolstered the image of the 

                                                

40 According to legends popular in the twelfth century, the Castilians elected two judges, Laín 
Calvo and Nuña Rasura to rule them on the death of King Alfonso II in 842 (Fletcher The Quest for El Cid 
69). In the ninth century, Castile was still a county of the Kingdom of León and not yet an independent 
kingdom. El Cid was also supposedly descended from the judges (Fletcher 169).  
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Spains as a Christian nation, led by noble and sometimes divine heroes. Additional to the 

story of Pelayo, the Christian heroes included warrior saints and other warrior leaders. 

Most notable of the saints was St. James the Greater, known in Spanish legend as 

Santiago Matamoros, St. James the Moor Slayer. As early as 844, the saint supposedly 

helped King Ramiro 1 of Asturias in the battle of Clavijo (194). Santiago was not alone 

as a divine intercessor. Although he was venerated especially in Galicia and León, 

accounts suggest that St. Isidore in León, San Millán in Castile, and St. George in the 

Crown of Aragón were all equally valuable protectors of “Spain” (199). Erin K. Rowe 

suggests that this development of warrior saints was a direct result of the crusading 

mentality developed and circulated by the Franks from the time of the First Crusade 

(1095-1101), on the Iberian Peninsula (25). 

However, Santiago became the most influential of these warrior saints41. Between 

1000 and 1300, the shrine to Santiago at Compostella became second only to Rome as a 

place of pilgrimage (22). The burgeoning importance of the site from the ninth century on 

was partially due to the closure of Jerusalem and the holy land as places of pilgrimage. 

Aided by the support of the Clunic monks who established monasteries along the route, 

the site drew pilgrims from far and wide. Furthermore, the pilgrimage site in Compostella 

assisted the development of urban centers and of the bourgeoisie in Castile between the 

twelfth and fourteenth centuries (Ruiz 19).  And, as the kings of Asturias expanded their 

realm to include Galicia, the pilgrimage site performed the important function of 

sacralizing the land as Christian. 

                                                

41 He eventually becomes Saint of all ‘Spain’ and made his way with the Spanish to the Americas 
where he was known as Santiago Mataindios (Killer of Indians) and even as Santiago Mataespanois (Killer 
of the Spanish) in eighteenth and nineteenth century Peru. 
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Other secular warrior-heroes such as El Cid also became part of the developing 

ethno-history. There are many legends about El Cid, aka Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar (c. 1043 

– 1099), a Castilian noble man and mercenary whose title was derived from the Arabic 

honorific Sidi, the lord (O’Callaghan, Medieval Spain 200). One of the dominant sources 

for the stories is the epic poem Poema de Mio Cid, composed in the Castilian vernacular 

around 1140. In the poem, El Cid is portrayed as the Christian warrior par excellence: a 

good, pious Christian, loyal to his king despite being unfairly dismissed, fighting against 

the Muslims, never for or alongside them as the historical Rodrigo Diaz had done (205). 

The poem, as Richard Fletcher puts it, wrapped “[t]he independent, insubordinate, 

arrogant Rodrigo Diaz of history […] in a cloak of royalist pieties” (Fletcher, Quest 194) 

and in doing so, created an idealized model for Christian men to emulate.  

The legendary El Cid symbolized fundamental virtues for Castilians: A Christian 

hero who was unswervingly loyal to the king, brave and invincible in battle, a fierce and 

uncompromising holy warrior against the Muslims. Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar, with a few 

alterations to create El Cid fit the bill. From there, the legend continued to grow and serve 

later generations. Richard Fletcher suggests that in Poema de Mio Cid  “The poet 

reminded his compatriots of where their responsibilities lay” (195). Moreover, rather than 

having only divine heroes such as the warrior saints or royal heroes, such as Pelayo, 

Castilian Christian men now had a virtuous human noble man to inspire them. Castile 

would eventually be the power that would unify the Spains and El Cid would eventually 

become a symbol of Spanish nationalism.  

 By the thirteenth century, many of the elements of ‘sacred territories,’ as 

enumerated by Anthony D. Smith, were in place on Iberian Peninsula: The Battle of 
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Covadonga (major battle), The discovery of the Tomb of Santiago de Compostella 

(resting place of Saints), the glorification of El Cid (fallen patriot heroes), The Ancient 

Kingdom of the Visigoths (our former ancient state). While these themes were broadly 

connected with the Christian realms as a whole and understood as a Christian enterprise, 

the idea of a single kingdom, i.e. peninsular political unity, did not feature strongly as an 

ideal until the thirteenth century. 

  In the early thirteenth century, Jiménez de Rada, archbishop of Toledo, 

canonized the Visigothic narrative with its ideas of peninsular unity, Visigothic descent 

and Christian mission in his De rebus Hispaniae (Hillgarth, “Historiography” 28). He 

also specifically linked the idea of Visigothic descent to the Castilian monarchy as 

opposed to the monarchies of other Christian kingdoms. As Diego Catalan writes, 

Jiménez de Rada “appropriated the [spurious] ideal of the Neogothic unity of Spain from 

the Leonese chronicles and, by a careful Castilianization of the stories, was the first to 

align Castile's desire to be ‘ruler of a kingdom’ with the aforementioned national 

enterprise” (quoted in Silver 143). The idea of a continuous sense of unity across the 

Iberian Peninsula as can be read in Castilian histories is not to be found in the chronicles 

of other medieval kingdoms like Aragón, nor is it found in the larger historiography of 

Portugal (Hillgarth, “Historiography” 24). Hillgarth suggests that in Spanish 

historiography “[t]here is a continual attempt to unify the peninsula, the driving engine 

behind which is Castile” (26). The Castilian kings in particular imagined themselves as 

the successors of the Visigothic kings, following Asturias-Leon-Castile as their main line 

of tradition (Aurell, “The Self-Coronations” 162). In doing so, they also imagined a 
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single Christian monarchy as the rightful condition of the peninsula, with Castile at its 

core.  

The Waning of the Visigoth Legend 

The interest in a Visigothic history seems to have waned between the mid-

thirteenth century and the mid-fifteenth century to be followed by a revival under the 

court historians of the Trastámara monarchs of Castile. This is due in part to the inter-

Christian violence that followed the defeats of the Muslim taifas in the mid-thirteenth 

century. Kingdom against kingdom, noble against noble, and against both monarch and 

peasant, the late thirteenth century up to the reign of Isabel and Ferdinand was marked by 

unrest, violence and endemic warfare. Invasion threats from Morocco, climate change i.e. 

the Mini-Ice Age, and plague exacerbated the situation. These were as Teofilo F. Ruiz 

describes “Spain’s centuries of crisis” (28-50).   

The apparent waning of interest in the Visigothic myth was also partially due to 

the increasing importance of the vernacular as the language of documentation. Up to this 

date, the various histories and chronicles were mainly written in Latin. From the early 

fourteenth century on, the histories were written by laymen, whose Latin was not as 

competent as that of their clerical predecessors. They therefore were “obliged or chose to 

write in the vernacular” (Hillgarth, Visigoths 120). Following that fact, the Latin histories 

and chronicles of earlier times were less available to them as a source. 

The kingdoms of Spain were not isolated from other occurrences in the European 

world. Following the Bubonic plague epidemics as well as the climatic and social 

upheavals of the fourteenth century, millenarian and Messianic speculation swept through 

Europe. The ideas of the writers such as Joachim de Fiore and Nicholas of Lyra, with 
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their focus on Jewish conversion gained many adherents, as did apocalyptic beliefs. In 

Joachimite prophecy, Spain was to be the center of a “[p]rovidential drama, which would 

involve the conversions of the Jews, Moslems and Gentiles, the reform of religious life 

and learning, and the emergence of the last stage of history, the reappearance of the Lost 

Tribes of Israel, the liberation of Jerusalem and its rebuilding, and the Millennium, with 

the return of Jesus for a thousand years” (Popkin 248). Interpretations of Joachim's 

prophecies and of passages in the Revelation of St. John were taken both as predictive of 

what was going to occur, and as explanations of what was taking place in the present 

(248). Moreover, on the Iberian Peninsula, these millenarian expectations helped 

emphasize the mission (Christian peninsular unity) embedded in the Visigothic narratives 

that were revitalized in Castile in the fifteenth century. 

Revitalizing the Visigothic Myth 

The Trastámara dynasty of Castile, as descendants of Alfonso XI’s illegitimate 

son, Enrique II, who came to power on the death of his half-brother Pedro I, probably 

needed as many means of legitimizing their rule as they could find. They were, as Alan 

Deyermond puts it, “born in bastardy and rooted in fratricide” (64). Under their 

monarchy, the Visigothic narrative was revised and further empowered by the work of 

converso scholars in the court of Castile. It was these scholars who created a new 

Messianic vision of history, a powerful salvific myth, which maintained that the Castilian 

royal house descended from the Goths and that all the kings of Spain descend from the 

House of Castile. Castilian supremacy, first inside Spain and then in the rest of the world, 

was presented as part of the divine scheme of things. These views eventually repressed an 
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older view—found in caballero historians42—which had taken a less uncritically 

providentialist view of history and envisaged a wider panorama than the royal court on 

which the converso scholars concentrated (Hillgarth “Historiography” 28).  

One of the most important converts from Judaism in the late fourteenth century 

was Solomon ha-Levi, who had been the chief rabbi of Burgos. Known as Pablo de Santa 

María, he became bishop of Burgos, chancellor of Castile-León, tutor to crown prince 

Juan as well as executor of King Enrique II’s will (Nirenberg, Neighboring Faiths 156). 

His son, Alonso de Cartagena followed in his footsteps as bishop of Burgos and as a 

prominent diplomat, statesman and theologian. The Santa María family were among the 

most vocal proponents of the Visigothic myth of origin and also, importantly, endorsed 

the messianic version of Spanish history, adding to it the notion that all the kings of Spain 

descended from the House of Castile. 

Pablo de Santa María claimed that while the Trastámara monarchy was 

“successor to the Jewish and Roman monarchies, … its relation with the Gothic is 

different and more intimate: it is not only successor but legitimate heir” (Deyermond 72). 

In his Siete Edades del Mundo (Seven Ages of the World), composed between 1416-

1418, Santa María, builds on the work of Jimenez de Rada and using biblical, legal and 

                                                

42 The caballeros (i.e. knights or gentlemen) were military professionals who supported the 
Trastámara dynasty. Letrados (literally, the lettered ones) were university graduates with advanced degrees 
in canon or civil law, such as the converso scholars. Overtime, the two groups developed contradictory and 
increasingly incompatible definitions of Castilian monarchy and society. The caballeros saw themselves 
and the monarchy as partners in a secular, aristocratic, and particularist government. Letrados developed a 
theory of monarchy that placed the king at the apex of a divinely ordained and immutable hierarchy of 
institutions administered by anonymous bureaucrats. The caballeros developed a set of assumptions that 
produced histories similar to the humanist histories of their Florentine contemporaries, while the letrados 
developed a theoretical model based on medieval scholastic ideals. During most of the fifteenth century, 
these two historical approaches coexisted but by the end of the century, changing political circumstances 
made the letrado approach more attractive to the Catholic Monarchs (Nader, Mendoza Family).  
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genealogical materials, he constructs a case for the Castilian monarchs as embodying the 

perfection of these traditions. In doing so, as in the pattern of the universal chronicle, he 

fuses secular and sacred history. Believing that he lived in the last of the seven ages of 

man and under the last monarchy, his work is shadowed with millennial and messianic 

overtones. Indeed, the biblical, Mosaic, chronicler and legal traditions as used by Santa 

María lead to the view of Castile as the culmination of human history and Juan II, father 

of Isabel I, as a messianic leader (71-74).  

Santa María’s son, Alonso de Cartagena, writing during the rule of Enrique IV, 

Isabel’s immediate predecessor on the throne of Castile and her half-brother, developed 

further the idea of the Castilian monarchy as rightful ruler over the whole peninsula and 

as the ones through whom the mission begun by Pelayo would be fulfilled. Writing for 

the Council of Basel (1435-1439), in response to English claims that the Trastámara 

dynasty was illegal43, Alonso de Cartagena made the case that the Kings of Castile were 

the primary rulers on the Iberian Peninsula: “The king of Castile not only descends from 

the kings of the Goths and from the houses of Castile and León and from all the kings of 

Spain or rather all the kings of Spain descend from his house” (Hillgarth, Visigoths 125).  

In 1436, in a dispute with Portugal over rival claims in the Canary Islands, Cartagena 

                                                

43 England and Castile had a long history of conflict, with the Plantagenet family making claims to 
the throne of Castile. The Black Prince, Edward III of England’s son, had intervened in the dynastic dispute 
between Pedro I and Enrique of Trastámara, taking sides with Pedro. The latter was killed in 1369 by his 
brother Enrique who went on to found the Trastámara dynasty and rule as Enrique II. Two years later, in 
1371, the English continued their interventionist policy through the marriage of John of Gaunt, also son of 
Edward III, to Constance, the daughter of Pedro I, with a view to enabling Gaunt to claim the throne of 
Castile. Gaunt subsequently did so and made war against Castile with the help of Portugal. When Gaunt 
failed in his attempt to become king of Castile, he changed his tactic and married his daughter Catherine to 
Enrique, the heir of Juan I, king of Castile, who had succeeded Enrique II (Bullón-Fernández 6). This 
ended a dynastic conflict and solidified the House of Trastámara. However, by the Council of Basel (1435-
1439), England was making renewed claims to the throne of Castile and a dispute about protocol at the 
Council, gave Cartagena the opportunity to lay out the primacy of the Trastámara right to rule (Piera 346). 
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draws together the idea of Hispania, that is a kingdom encompassing the whole 

peninsula, and the rightful rule of Castile: “[a]ll European peoples regard the king of 

Castile as king of Hispania; the kingdom of Hispania is continued in that of Castile” 

(125). Cartagena envisioned the kings of Castile as heirs to the Visigothic empire, whose 

imperial seat was Toledo, and whose dominions extended into Africa, Morocco and the 

Canary Islands (O’Callaghan, Last Crusade 229). Writing at a time of deep disruption 

and war, the peninsular encompassing, united and Christian kingdom of the Visigoths 

was for Cartagena, the ideal by which subsequent monarchies were to be measured 

(Hillgarth, Visigoths 125).  

The vision of a united Christian polity under Castile was also behind the writings 

of Sánchez de Arévalo, a pupil of Cartagena’s and a distinguished churchman, diplomat 

and historian during Enrique II’s reign. He claimed that Enrique was descended directly 

from the first Gothic king (Hillgarth, Visigoths 127). He also urged Enrique II to emulate 

the actions of his Gothic forefathers by ‘regaining’ the land they once ruled over:  

May your kingdom expand over infidel barbarians and to the Great Ocean 

and the Mediterranean Sea, your virtue not rest until your name and power 

spread to the darkest parts of Africa and […] you recover […] these 

provinces which […] your progenitors […] possessed in peace. (quoted in 

Liss 32)  

Furthermore, the king was God’s instrument, following a divine obligation by turning 

“dishonest peace … into praiseworthy war” against the infidel (32).  

Arévalo thus draws once more on the supposed Visigothic territorial and Christian 

unity as a spur to Castile’s ambitions. Although Enrique IV did not successfully take up 
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the challenge of territorial reclamation that Arévalo posed, this version of the Visigothic 

narrative remains an important motivator and provides justification for the conquest of 

Granada in 1492. Diego de Valera, also of a converso family, returns to the mission 

innate in the Visigothic myth. Praising the resistance of Pelayo, “this holy king” who 

“began to recover the land that the Christians had lost,” he suggests  

We should make war against the Moors so they cannot harm the 

Christians, and with that intention we should set out to acquire their goods 

and lands so that where God is now blasphemed he would be feared, 

adored and served. (quoted in O’Callaghan, Last Crusade 227) 

After so many years of civil war and royal ineptitude, hopes were high that Fernando and 

Isabel would bring the reconquest to a successful conclusion. Addressing Fernando, 

Valera predicted, “You shall have rulership over all the Spains and you shall reform the 

imperial throne of the noble race of the Goths” (quoted in 229). Thus the actions of Isabel 

and Ferdinand were interpreted through the lens of the Visigothic legend. 

The tale was also revived outside the royal court. One of the most popular 

renditions of the tale was written circa 1430 by Pedro de Corral. Eleven fifteenth century 

manuscripts and six exemplars of printed editions from the sixteenth century still survive 

(Agnew 35). Often known as the Crónica Sarracina, the Saracen chronicle, its full title 

was La crónica del rey don Rodrigo con la destrucción de España (The Chronicle of 

King Rodrigo with the Destruction of Spain). Like the chronicles before it, it tells the tale 

of the defeat of the Visigoths through the actions of Rodrigo and La Cava and the 

beginning of Christian restoration through Pelayo. Corral presents himself as the editor of 

the tale, ascribing authorship to two fictional characters, Elastreas and Alanzuri. Often 
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regarded as “Spain’s first novel,” Corral draws on older chronicles of both Christian and 

Islamic traditions while also expanding and interpreting the source materials. Count 

Julian and his daughter, La Cava, King Rodrigo and Pelayo are all given expansive 

treatment in Corral’s account (Brownlee 122-127).  

Importantly for our purposes, it renewed the tale in the popular imagination. 

Eleastras, one of the fictional authors, is writing to “preserve Visigothic customs for 

posterity” (Agnew 36). Images of loss pervade the text but it is a necessary loss that must 

precede a recovery. As the Romans, and later the English and French, sought prestige 

through links with a fallen Troy, Castile found its tragic forerunner in the fall of the 

Visigoths (36). Yet Corral also gives us a hero, Pelayo, El Caballero de Dios44, the 

emblem of Christian resistance, presented as an otherworldly, Messianic figure, replete 

with mysterious origins. Pelayo’s mission is to save his country militarily and spiritually 

and to restore what has been lost (Brownlee 127).  

Thus the praise of the Visigothic inheritance which had tended to lapse in 

Castilian historiography of the fourteenth century was re-invoked in the mid to late 

fifteenth century in the writings of Cartagena, Corral, Arévalo and Valera. As such, these 

writings, written in an atmosphere of millennial and messianic expectation, and drawing 

on an already old ethno-history that contained its own mission-oriented trajectory, all 

encapsulated in a Christian metanarrative of fall and redemption, allow us see how by the 

time of the American colonies, being Christian and being Spanish were a fused identity. 

                                                

44 The Knight or Cavalier of God 
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Conclusions 

The imaginary system created by the Iberian Christian kingdoms justified the 

actions of temporal conquest and spiritual restoration while creating a collective memory 

of Visigothic origin. They thus created a powerful ethno-history that continues to be 

drawn on into the present day. It is an ethno-history that has taken on a mythic sensibility, 

describing a canonical, high period that embodies “the inner or true virtues of the 

community” and became the foundation of the nation’s destiny (Smith, “Sacred 

Dimension” 807). As a legitimizing narrative of Christian origin and re-conquest on the 

Iberian Peninsula, the tale of Visigothic heritage, linked as it was to the Christian faith, 

was extremely successful and offered Spanish society an origin story that became a key 

element in the establishment of a collective identity in the fifteenth century (O’Callaghan 

Reconquest xi). In doing so, it performed a classic function of narrative: it offered a good 

story and imposed an advantageous structure on a messy and turbulent past.  

It was a past that both in tenth century Asturias and fifteenth century Castile 

connected those in power to legendary predecessors (Pelayo and the Visigoths), and 

presented a story of a people in a way that modeled idealized behaviors and cultural 

norms (Christian faith and warrior-ship). This identity, in turn, helped to give meaning to 

the actions of the elites, both noble and royal, by explaining why society could, should, or 

did act in a certain way. For the Spanish, the narrative of a territorially complete and 

religiously uniform Visigothic past helped them interpret their world in a particular 

fashion, despite the ongoing realities of war, social and political upheaval and religious 

conflict, so much part of life in the late medieval period and into the Early modern 
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period. It gave a straightforward context to the disruptions, making them part of a 

divinely ordained, Christian crusade of repossession.  

But what were the other elements in the mythos? As explored in chapter three, the 

cultural imaginary in New Mexico today contains the fusion of Spanish and Catholic but 

also contains a narrative of blood purity. Within that discourse of blood are traces of 

understandings of blood as masculine and feminine. So how did this come about? What 

were the other influences on the myth-symbol complexes as they developed on the 

Iberian Peninsula? How did other developments in Europe affect the development of the 

Iberian myth-symbol complexes? Which elements of their mythos did Iberians 

materialize through laws and customs? What behaviors came to be prioritized and why? 

How did conversion as a theme weave its way into secular society? 
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Chapter Five: 

Probing the wider Mythos 

Introduction 

As we have seen, by the end of the fifteenth century and into the sixteenth 

century, the Iberian kingdoms had a dynamic myth-symbol complex on which to draw. It 

contained such elements as a fused Christian-Spanish component and which drew on the 

legendary Visigothic myth of origins, on heroic elements like Pelayo, El Cid and 

Santiago as models of Christian action. It also included messianic and millennial ideas 

regarding the rightful and pre-ordained restoration of the territory of the Iberian Peninsula 

to Christian rule. This eventually led to an incipient mission to Christianize all territory 

that could be classified as belonging to the Kingdoms of the Spains.  

In ethno-symbolic terms, Iberians were participating in a myth of divine ethnic 

election. A myth of ethnic election singles out the community as a ‘chosen people’ 

entrusted with a sacred mission to proselytize or crusade and to act as standard-bearer of 

the true faith (Smith, Myths and Memories 266). However, the developing myth-symbol 

complexes were not isolated from other European influences.  

Other European Influences 

Ongoing developments in Europe in general and in the Iberian homeland 

impacted the continuing development of the Iberian identity and their sense of their 

ethnic election.  The main political concern on the Peninsula by the sixteenth century was 

the portrayal and concurrent creation of a unified religious and political “nation,” i.e. 

giving a sense of unity to the peninsula as a whole rather than the patria chica, that the 

Iberians were so wont to do. This attempt at centralization was never wholly successful. 
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Perceived unity in any form other than religious remained elusive well into eighteenth 

century. People in the Spains45 retained loyalty to their patria chica, over and above their 

belonging to the larger ‘nation.’ Revolts in Aragón in the 1590’s and again in Catalonia 

in the 1640’s emphasize the lack of an overall political unity (Hillgarth Mirror 86). 

Spanish regionalism, as conveyed through the differing customs, taxation policies as well 

as obvious linguistic differences puzzled travelers throughout the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries (71-272). As Hillgarth suggests “[a]part from religion and the 

defense of Spanish enterprises overseas, there seems to have been little feeling among 

seventeenth-century Spaniards that they belonged to one nation” (82). Empire and 

religion were the joint definers of unity and reliance on an identity based on faith 

continued to be of primary significance both in Europe and in the Americas. 

The apparent political disunity in the Spains is to be partially explained by the 

way the Spanish realm was governed under the Catholic kings and their descendants, the 

Habsburg dynasty46. The monarchy created by the marriage of Isabel and Ferdinand had 

                                                

45 I continue to use the term “The Spains” to refer to the confederation of states that was united 
under the Habsburg dynasty on the Iberian Peninsula and were known as the “Kingdoms of the Spains.” 
The traditional Habsburg nomenclature of rey de las Espanas y de las Indias (King of the Spains and of the 
Indies) gave way increasingly in the eighteenth century to rey de Espana y emperador de las Indias or de 
America (King of Spain and Emperor of the Indies or of America), reflecting the Bourbon urge toward 
creating a unitary state (Phelan, Quito 121). I use the term “the Spains” in order to indicate the 
fundamentally federal nature of the Iberian monarchy and to remind us that our idea of Spain, a singular 
modern state, is not an accurate image for either the realm of the Habsburgs or that of the early Bourbon 
dynasty. 

46 The Habsburg Dynasty ruled over the Iberian Peninsula from 1516-1700, being eventually 
replaced, after the Spanish Wars of Succession, by the Bourbon Dynasty in 1715. Isabel and Ferdinand’s 
grandson, Charles, inheriting both the kingdoms of Castile and Aragón, united the crowns under a single 
monarchy in 1516 as Charles I (of Castile and Aragón). His father Philip had been first Habsburg king in 
the Spains, having being made Philip I of Castile, through his marriage to Juana of Castile, Isabel’s 
daughter. Charles I of Castile and Aragón was also ruler of the Duchy of Burgundy through his father 
Philip and further inherited the Habsburg’s Austrian territories through his paternal grandfather Maximilian 
in 1519. He was elected Holy Roman Emperor, as Charles V, that same year. He settled the Habsburg 
Austrian territories on his brother Ferdinand through the Treaty of Brussels in 1522. He and his son Phillip 
II oversaw the expansion of the Spanish Empire and ruled during the zenith of “Spain’s Golden Age.” 
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been essentially a federal kingdom where royal authority and power, especially the right 

to tax, was distributed asymmetrically throughout the kingdoms. Dynastic unification on 

the Iberian Peninsula was achieved during the Habsburg period up to 1700, through the 

meticulous regard of the ‘ancient freedoms’ of each territory i.e. each maintained its own 

representative body (cortes), tax structure and internal customs and borders. It was not 

until after the ascension to power of the Bourbon monarchy, following the War of the 

Spanish succession (1701-1715), that internal structures of governance were aligned. The 

Bourbon dynasty overturned the older traditions and institutions in Valencia, Catalonia 

and Aragón and imposed Castilian forms on these societies. It also attempted to do the 

similarly in the Americas by overhauling the colonial bureaucracy with the intention of 

centralizing monarchical authority, strengthening the region’s military defenses, 

increasing the amount of revenue from colonial industries and Crown monopolies, and 

assuring social order (Gutiérrez, Jesus 299).  

A Moorish Land 

In many ways, the ambiguity at the heart of Iberian society and the effort to 

portray themselves as European Christians had to do with the perceived ‘Moorishness’ of 

the culture. The external perception by other European powers of Spain was that it was a 

nation of mixed heritage—Africa, it was said, began in the Pyrenees 47 (Grieve 215). This 

                                                

Under the reigns of Charles V and Philip II, the Spains assumed a dominant role in Europe, and indeed, it 
could be said, in the world, as a colonial empire (Hillgarth, Mirror viii). 

47 While this specific phrase is of nineteenth century origin, often attributed to Alexander Dumas 
(senior), the perception it articulates of Spain or the Iberian kingdoms as inherently foreign and non-
European was a common one in Europe, both before the discovery of the Americas and especially 
afterwards. See J.N. Hillgarth’s The Mirror of Spain, 1500-1700: The Formation of a Myth and Barbara 
Fuchs’ Exotic Nation: Maurophilia and the Construction of Early Modern Spain for a more detailed 
exposition of these themes. 
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influenced the development of an ideology of pure Christian blood not only as a Spanish 

ideal but also as a purported Spanish reality. In the Middle Ages, Spain had been mainly 

known to other Europeans as either the goal of the pilgrimage to Santiago or as a 

crusading destination, definitively linked to the battle against Islam, and a venue more 

accessible than the battle-fields of Palestine or Prussia “where would-be crusaders could 

demonstrate their dedication to their faith” (Hillgarth, Mirror viii). With the discovery of 

the Americas the Spains assumed a dominant role in Europe. As such, as an expanding 

empire, they acquired a number of political enemies especially those of France, England 

and the Dutch. The hostility it attracted on political grounds was greatly increased by 

religious divisions. The rivalry between the colonizing nations of Europe allowed the 

perception of the Iberian Peninsula as different to other European nations to be used for 

anti-Spanish propaganda. Driven by the internal need to fulfill its mission as a Christian 

nation and augmented by the additional need to prove themselves European, the narrative 

of blood purity was more and more prioritized and canonized in the Spains. 

Much of the focus in Spanish law and action was initially to be aimed at Jews and 

Jewish converts, but this hides the fact that the Jewish population was quite small and the 

numerically larger Other was the Moorish population. The focus on the Judaic tradition, 

in my view, was most likely to do with a displaced angst around the intertwined 

Christian-Moorish cultures. As a construct, as we shall see, anti-Jewish feeling had 

support through the Visigothic myth-symbol complex on the peninsula as well as in 

general European Christian practices and associated mythologies. The Moorish Other 

was more difficult to deal with because of the long history of accommodation and 
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cultural intermingling. When Christian identity became prioritized, it was culturally and 

mythically easier to initially deal first with the Jewish Other.  

The general European perception of Iberia as “Moorish” is of course not without a 

certain truth. After almost 800 years of mingling cultures and peoples, Christians and 

Muslims were interlaced at many levels of society and culture. Many Christians spoke 

both Arabic and a Romance dialect. As Barbara Fuchs details in her book Exotic Nation, 

the wearing of Moorish clothing, shoes and hair coverings, the custom of sitting on the 

ground and the inclusion of Moorish structures in homes as well other domestic practices 

and aristocratic deportment all pointed to the many hybrid features of Iberian culture. Up 

to the fall of Granada in 1492, sizeable Islamic communities were scattered throughout 

the Iberian kingdoms and unlike the Jewish communities, were allowed exist largely 

without pressure to convert. After 1492 this tolerance was to be gradually eroded despite 

the Granadan treaty agreements to allow the practice of Islam. In 1499, rioting and 

rebellion broke out in Granada following rumors that this tolerance was to be rescinded 

and that the more hardline policies advocated by Cardinal Cisneros were to become the 

norm (Ingram 11). By the time the rebellion was defeated in 1500, the Catholic Monarchs 

had agreed to a policy of forced conversion, first implemented in the Kingdom of Castile 

in 1502 and by 1526, implemented in all kingdoms of the Spains. Other legislation 

banned the use of Arabic language, dress and customs (11-12). Yet again, unlike 

conversos, moriscos were often left to their own devices and generally escaped the 

intense focus of institutions like the Inquisition. This led to, as Barbara Fuchs describes 

it, “the persistence of a hybrid, Mudéjar Spain long after the fall of Granada” (Exotic 

Nation 138).  
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This situation changed, however, when the Ottoman Turks began to threaten 

Spanish hegemony in the Western Mediterranean in the mid-sixteenth century. Morisco 

subjects, who though baptized had made little effort to adopt Christian customs or 

religion, were now perceived as potentially dangerous fifth columnists (Ingram xxi). In a 

new bid to acculturate this community, legislation reinforcing the earlier religious and 

cultural proscriptions was once again introduced. Again the legislation led to an 

insurrection, the Alpujarra War, which raged between 1569 and 1571 and decimated the 

zone’s morisco communities. In the aftermath, surviving Granadan morisco communities 

were dispersed and many survivors were enslaved (xxii). Given the change in attitudes 

towards them, a number of morisco organizations sponsored the applications for 

members of their communities to be awarded the status of Old Christians and were 

moderately successful in this endeavor, being awarded the status of cristiano viejo de 

moro (Old Christian Moor) (10). However, in 1609, Phillip III expelled all remaining 

moriscos from the kingdoms of the Spains (8). 

The Reformation 

The Reformation and the development of Protestant faiths in Europe also 

influenced the conjunction of faith and identity on the Iberian Peninsula and beyond. Up 

to the sixteenth century, western and central Europe had been united by its adherence to 

the Latin (Western) form of Christianity. After Luther this was no longer the case. In the 

prolonged battle between rival creeds that followed, Spain became the leading champion 

of Tridentine48 orthodoxy. As such, it was identified for Protestants, whether Germans, 

                                                

48 Trent, a town in present day Italy but then in the Duchy of Tyrol and ruled by the Holy Roman 
Emperor, hosted a council of the Catholic Church in three distinct periods that stretched over eighteen 
years: 1545– 1547, 1551– 1552, and 1562– 1563. The name of the city in Latin is Tridentinum, hence the 
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Dutch, or English, as the personification of evil, superstition, and oppression (Hillgarth, 

Mirror vii). For Iberians, the identification with being Christian became more both more 

complex and more simple. No longer part of a united western Christianity, the Spains 

retained their allegiance to Rome. The zeal of being defenders of the faith against all 

opponents, which had been wrought through the Reconquista now had a new target, as 

Spanish society perceived it, in heretical Protestants. With the discovery of the Americas, 

they also had new lands which they were both compelled to convert to Catholicism and to 

defend against heresy. 

Furthermore, entities like the Inquisition became instrumental in emphasizing the 

link between being Spanish and being Catholic. The Inquisition, whether seen as a purely 

political tool chosen by Ferdinand and Isabella to help unify the Spains, or as an 

instrument of an oppressive church, was a new and influential construction in Iberian 

politics. Focused on establishing a uniform practice of faith by rooting out heresy, the 

Inquisition prioritized a perceived orthodox Catholicism. The Inquisition made those who 

were observant Catholics more Spanish than those who were not. Furthermore, Barbara 

Fuchs suggests that given how deeply the Moorish and Christian cultures were 

intertwined on the Peninsula, the Spanish realm used the Inquisition to keep raising the 

bar of ‘national’ identity, from conversion to Christianity, to adoption of ‘‘Christian’’ 

cultural practices, to genealogical purity (Mimesis 100).  

 

                                                

English adjective Tridentine (O'Malley, Trent 2). While the Council was unsuccessful in reconciling with 
the Protestant faiths, one of its initial aims, it did introduce a number of ecclesiastical, catechetical and 
doctrinal reforms to the Catholic Church and its declarations on Transubstantiation, the Eucharist and the 
sacraments, and the relationship between grace/faith and good works, gave shape to Roman Catholicism for 
the next 400 years (248-260). 
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Mass Conversions and Ambiguous Identities 

As I have already mentioned, millennial beliefs were a large part of the European 

imaginary from the fourteenth century on. In Spain they took a particular focus in the 

military actions against the Moors. They also took on an additional emphasis aimed at the 

Jewish people. In the Christian view, conversion of the Jews was seen as one of the 

penultimate steps before the Second Coming of Christ. Such millenarian views were 

behind the pogroms of 1391, inspired by the teachings of Vincent Ferrar, who pushed for 

the conversion of the Jews. Outbreaks of violence erupted in the kingdoms of Castile and 

Aragón, in cities, Toledo, Seville, Cordoba and Segovia. The violence resulted in the 

deaths and subsequent mass conversions of many of the Jewish populace in Spanish 

Christian states. The Jews vanished from many of the largest cities of both Castile and 

Aragón (Nirenberg, Neighboring Faiths 255). In their place, often converted by force and 

without catechesis, appeared a new religious class, that of the ‘New Christians,’ 

cristianos nuevos or conversos. The rapid creation of a new class of Christians was 

unprecedented. As Gorsky puts it, “Never before in Europe had so many Jews been 

assimilated into a Christian nation” (Exiles 157). And, as David Nirenberg points out, the 

mass conversions that followed the 1391 pogroms led to a crisis of identity as the lines 

between Christian and Jew were now blurred (Neighboring Faiths 227-229).  

The post-1391 mass conversions raised questions in both Christian and Jewish 

communities about sincerity of conversions, about who was Jew and who was Christian; 

about the validity or not of marriages between Jew and converso, between converso and 

Christian. How was one to identify the other? Should Jews be made to distinguish 

themselves visibly—through clothing and other markers—from Christian and converso? 
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Where should Conversos live? Could they safely live in their original homes and 

communities, as many did in the immediate aftermath of the pogroms, and remain 

Christian? Should they have their own communities? Ambiguity plagued the perceived 

status of conversos in both communities. Before the massacres of 1391, a voluntary 

conversion earned a converso the classification of cristiano viejo, that is “Old Christian,” 

whose lineage was deemed equal to any other Christian. However, any Jews who 

converted after this point in Spanish history were classified as cristianos nuevos, and 

were perceived as a potentially suspect, neither fully Christian nor fully Jewish.  

Complicated by conversion practices, forced removals and the threat of violence, 

religious identity, so important on the peninsula, came to be perceived as uncertain. The 

displacement of populations meant that religious identity could and did become fluid in 

some situations. Take for instance the case of Luis de la Isla, a converso who testified 

before the inquisition in 1514. Born a Jew, he was eight when his family left Spain in the 

1492 expulsion of the Jews. Baptized in Italy before 1496 when he returned to Spain, he 

lived sometimes as a Jew and sometimes as a Christian. In Salonica, Adrianople, and 

Constantinople, Luis lived as a Jew while in Alexandria, Valencia, and Toledo he 

presented himself as a Christian (233). This movement across geographical and religious 

boundaries was increasingly part of the Iberian experience into the seventeenth century. 

Finding a means to stabilize identity, to accurately record the religious identity of peoples 

and to ensure the orthodoxy and hence identity of converts became a huge concern in 

Early Modern Spain. The classification of these potentially fluid peoples and the fixing of 

their identities, would require new forms of collective memory and written record. 
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Christians, Jews, and Muslims all responded by turning to new and mutually informed 

forms of communal identity that privileged ancestry. 

Christian, Jewish and Converso communities in their efforts to stabilize what was 

increasingly perceived as unstable and liminal, turned to genealogy as a means to 

document individual identity (233). The Visigothic ethno-history by itself already 

contained an element of the power of genealogy. The bloodline of Pelayo and the 

Visigothic kings are what gives the Castilian monarchs, even an illegitimate line like the 

Trastámaras, their authenticity. In other words, a discourse around blood, inheritance and 

what can be passed on is already present, even if not primary, in the Visigothic ethno-

history and Iberian collective memory.  

And as we already explored when looking at chronicles, Christian tradition 

prioritized the past and ancestry as it pertained to a Christian lineage. It fitted ethnic 

histories into the arc of Christian history. It seems to me that it is not such a large 

imaginary leap then to apply the same principles to the individual. That is, the ancestral 

past for the individual is important, as it is for the ethnie. And as Christian lineage in 

ethnic terms was culturally important, Christian lineage in individual terms became so 

also. 

The Visigothic ethno-history created a nostalgic collective memory of Christian 

unity and territorial possession and wrought a combined identity from these elements. To 

be truly ‘Spanish,’ was to also be Christian. To belong on this sacred ground, repossessed 

through the long sacrifice of noble warrior heroes and kings, and at last successfully 

seized from the hands of infidels, one should be Christian. However, in the aftermath of 

the 1391 pogroms, followed 100 years later by the 1492 expulsions of the Jews and the 
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1502 expulsion of the Muslims, this identity was beset with uncertainty. Large numbers 

of converts created a cultural anxiety: How could one be sure that converts were truly 

converts? Perhaps too, given the perceived ancestral Christian sacrifice, there was a 

question as to whether converts deserved to reap the benefits of being Christian. Like all 

identity narratives, the Visigothic ethno-history had automatically created “Others.” Jews 

and Muslims were the obvious others but uncertainty and ambiguity haunted the 

perception of those who had converted, creating an ‘internal’ other in the Christian 

community in the shape of conversos.  

Dealing with the Internal Other  

In the first decade after the 1391 pogroms, Christians seem to have been tolerant 

of the new Christians, the conversos in their midst. However, the rapid ascension of 

converts to positions of power and influence within the Spanish kingdoms, positions from 

which, as Jews, they had been officially barred for the past hundred years, caused social 

disquiet. Conversos gained access to the highest urban, court and church positions, 

arranged marriage alliances with noble families and became prominent in the most 

influential levels of society, all activities that were predicated on their new status as 

Christians. The Santa María family in Castile is but one example of such a successful 

converso family. Moorish converts similarly married into Old Christian families. The 

result was that many successful Iberian families, including nobles, now had converso and 

morisco lineages.  

However, an antagonism to their new rising status added to the inherent disquiet 

around converso loyalties and identities. Amid rising violence against Converso 

communities, the 1430’s saw a number of attempts in both Castile and Aragón to legally 
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limit the rise of Conversos by insisting on closing certain crown positions to them or at 

least on requiring a set number of proven Christian generations since conversion (156). 

During the Spanish colonization of the Americas, a similar prohibition was placed on 

those attempting to travel to the Spanish colonies. Conversos and their supporters 

responded by appeal to church and crown. In the 1430s that response was positive with 

both church and crown affirming the power of baptism and the status of conversos as true 

Christians. Indeed, in 1437, Pope Eugenius IV condemned those ‘sons of iniquity . . . 

Christians only in name’, who suggested that recent converts be barred from public office 

and who ‘refuse to enter into matrimony with them’ (quoted in Nirenberg 157).  

The Rebellion at Toledo, 1449. 

By 1449, opponents to this more tolerant view had begun to draw their arguments 

into a more coherent framework. When a rebellion against the crown occurred at Toledo, 

anti-Jewish and anti-converso arguments were expressed for the first time through a 

discourse of blood. The rebellion was primarily a revolt against the taxation policies of 

Juan II. The rebels attacked the home of Alonso Cota, a converso who had been in charge 

of collecting the tax. They also removed fourteen other conversos from positions of 

municipal authority (Amelang 73).  

The Toledan rebels claimed that the “said conversos descended from Jews” were 

intending to “cause harm, aggravation, or bad treatment to good old Christians 

(Cristianos viejos lindos49),” “are persons very suspect in the holy Catholic faith,” 

“slaughter lambs and eat them and make other kinds of holocausts and sacrifices, thus 

                                                

49 literally “Old, beautiful Christians” 
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Judaizing,” inflict “slaughter, damage, and theft on us, as if they were Moors, enemies of 

the Christian faith; wars, damages and evils which the Jews, enemies of our holy Catholic 

faith from the time of the passion of our Savior Jesus Christ have always caused,” 

“becoming lords to destroy the holy Catholic faith and the Old believing Christians in it” 

(Wolf “Sentencia-Estatuto”). 

The Toledan rebels linked the ideas of lineage with behavior and religious 

identity. For them, conversos were the same as Jews, “all the said conversos descended 

from the perverse line of the Jews,” and as such should rightfully be excluded from 

positions of authority. They also sought to make the removals of conversos from 

authority permanent by issuing the first statutes which not only excluded converts from 

office but also placed further restrictions on their public roles, including their testifying 

against Old Christians in courts. Conversos should 

be held as incapable and unworthy to hold public or private office in the 

said city of Toledo and in its lands, by means of which they would be able 

to hold lordship over Old Christians believing in the holy Catholic faith of 

Our Lord Jesus Christ and cause damage, injury, and to be incapable and 

unworthy of giving testimony and faith as public notaries or as witnesses. 

(Wolf “Sentencia-Estatuto”) 

Christians were regarded as lindos, that is clean, beautiful, while those descended from 

the “perverse line of Jews” were deceitful, untrustworthy and ultimately treacherous. As 

the language shows, while the idea of limpieza de sangre that was to become so part of 

the Spanish imaginary had not yet been fully realized, the concept of lindos had emerged. 

It carried the sense of clean or clear, but in this context implied “impeccable, spotless or 
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flawless,” and was the conceptual antecedent to that of limpieza de sangre (Hering 

Torres, “Purity of Blood” 16). Purity, as a discursive element now entered the cultural 

imaginary in a powerful way.  

The nascent statutes of purity as drawn up in Toledo in 1449 were to become the 

basis for more widespread and systemic laws in later years. Although initially condemned 

by both church and state the support for anti-converso legislation grew over the next 100 

years. There is a good deal of evidence to support the conclusion that the increased 

attention paid to purity of blood after 1449 reflects the diffusion among the Spanish Old 

Christian community of a genuine animosity toward conversos. Conversos became the 

targets of purity-of-blood statutes not as part of a campaign by Church and political 

authorities to restrict their influence but because Old Christians on all levels of society 

viewed conversos as a threat to the integrity of the Catholic faith that defined the national 

identity of Spain. 

A Visigothic Influence on anti-Converso Thought. 

Most of the arguments against anti-converso legislation emphasized the 

legitimacy of baptism and the spiritual sameness of both baptized gentiles and baptized 

Jews. In orthodox Christian understanding, once baptized, one is Christian. However, in 

the Iberian imaginary, despite papal condemnation for undermining the redemptive 

powers of baptism, baptism alone was no longer sufficient to ‘create’ a Christian. Marc 

Shell suggests that this attitude was a remnant of Visigothic Arian theology: 

Gothic Christianity, with its tendency towards Arianism or Origenism, did 

not disappear from Spain with the so-called Spanish Conversion in the 

sixth century from the Gothic Christianity of King Leovigild to the 
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Catholicism of his son Recared. Under Muslim rule, in fact, Gothic 

Christians kept their old law code… they maintained the old Arian heresy, 

according to which the Son, though He had a likeness [homoiotés] to the 

Father, was not of absolutely the same substance [homousios]. It would 

seem to follow that kinship in Christ does not fully transcend 

consanguinity, and that spiritual religion is not all that matters. Blood 

counts. (310) 

Given that the Visigothic ritual did survive as the Mozarabic rite under Moorish rule and 

was still actively celebrated in Toledo, after its recapture in 1086 and indeed seems to 

have been still practiced even if much dimensioned into the fifteenth century50, it is 

indeed possible that as this type of thinking survived as part of the myth-symbol complex 

in the Iberian imaginary or specifically, in the Toledan imaginary. The rite itself was 

revived by Archbishop Cisneros in the late 1490’s as part of the neo-Gothic revival on 

the Iberian Peninsula, with the aim to create an impression of continuity “from the 

medieval Mozarabs of Toledo (who were understood to be descendants of the city’s 

Visigothic population) to the early modern community” (Boynton 8). As such, it formed 

part of the Visigothic ethno-history so important in the kingdoms of Isabel and 

Ferdinand. 

The Efficacy of Ritual 

In many ways, then the fundamental issue for Iberian Christians in their dealings 

with both conversos and moriscos was a reservation around the efficacy of baptism. That 

                                                

50 See Susan Boynton’s article Restoration or Invention? Archbishop Cisneros and the Mozarabic 
Rite in Toledo, in the Yale Journal of Music & Religion: Vol 1, Issue 1, 2015 for a detailed history of the 
Mozarabic rite’s survival. 



192 
 

  

is, it was a doubt that baptism, in the case of conversion, was truly effective. Nirenberg 

suggests that fifteenth century Christians wondered if baptism could truly undo the 

effects of blood that carried “millennia of mixture and debasement, indelibly saturated 

with a hatred of everything Christian” (Neighboring Faiths 102)? The hesitancy in 

recognizing the completeness of baptism reflects the key dilemma at the core of the 

Iberian-Spanish identity process—the contradictory desires to assimilate and 

differentiate. The nature of mass conversion as practiced both on the Iberian Peninsula 

and later in New Spain, almost certainly exacerbated the situation. Conversion, especially 

the forced conversions of 1391 and of 1492 happened with little or no catechesis and 

instead relied on mass baptism and sometimes a subsequent monitoring of ritual activity: 

attendance at mass and other sacramental actions (Alpert 10).  

Questions around the efficacy of baptism as a ritual, and the need (or not) for re-

baptism when converting, certainly dates back to the time of the Visigoths. Arian 

Christians insisted on re-baptizing those who converted to Arianism from Nicene 

Christianity51, until Leovigild eased that requirement in the 590s and substituted a laying 

on of hands (Wood, “Elites” 14). However, the disagreements over both the format of the 

ritual and the perceived need for re-baptism suggest that at least in the Arian imaginary, 

                                                

51 In this context, I use Nicene as a descriptor for what would become Western or Roman 
Christianity, as it was at the first Council of Nicaea (325) that the major differences between ‘orthodox’ 
Christianity and Arian Christianity were formalized. ‘Orthodox’ Christianity articulated its standpoint on 
Christ’s divinity in the Nicene creed, a doctrinal statement of correct belief. Modified and further 
developed in later councils, the Nicene creed states the fundamental belief in the Trinitarian view of God 
that was common to all ‘orthodox’ Christian faiths. Later disagreements over certain phraseology in the 
creed contributed to the Schism of 1054 when Christianity split into the Western Christianity, based in 
Rome, and Eastern Orthodox Christianity based in Constantinople ("Schism of 1054"). However, the 
Nicene creed still forms the doctrinal basis of modern Christianities—Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant. 
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the Nicene Christian ritual of baptism was insufficient in making someone Christian52. 

Furthermore, the expectation of Arians converting to Nicene Christianity was that they 

also should be re-baptized (12). Indeed, these issues of conversion, re-conversion and re-

baptism, addressed in great detail at the Council of Lérida (546), suggest that the lines 

between the faiths and the ethnies had become very blurred, with people apparently 

converting over and back between the two versions of Christianity. Jamie Wood recounts 

how some Nicene Christian parents even had their children baptized in the Arian faith 

(13). With the official mass conversion of the Arians to Nicene, Roman Christianity, 

these insecurities about the effectiveness of baptism seem to have been mapped onto 

Jewish converts, especially in the case of forced conversion (12).  

Even though compulsory baptism was disapproved of by the Roman Nicene 

church—Nicene Christianity is based on a presumption of free will and therefore, ideally, 

conversion is a voluntary choice—the Visigoth kings enacted policies that forced the 

conversion of Jews in their kingdom. Reccared, who led the mass conversion of the 

Visigoths to Catholicism from Arianism, imposed the decision of the Third Council of 

Toledo to forcibly baptize the children of mixed Jewish-Christian couples (Roth, Jews, 

Visigoths and Muslims 10). One cannot help but wonder here if the ambiguity projected 

onto the Jewish converts was a result of a displaced sense of uncertainty due to the mass 

Arian conversion. Regardless, the focus on creating a homogenous Christian kingdom by 

forcing the conversion of the main religious other (Jews) remained an ongoing concern in 

the Visigothic realm. In 612, King Sisebut ordered the compulsory baptism of the entire 

                                                

52 It should be understood that the Arians saw themselves as the orthodox faith, and those who 
adhered to the “Roman” Nicene religion as heretics (Wood, “Elites” 14, note 37). 
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Jewish population of the Visigothic kingdom, in contradiction to the wishes of the 

Catholic church. Pope Gregory I had issued an edict prohibiting the forced conversion of 

Jews. In the face of these policies, the Fourth Council of Toledo in 633  deplored forcible 

baptism but at the same time affirmed that Jews who had been forced to convert against 

their will must remain Christians53 (Drews 31).  

Despite the insistence that they must remain Christian, converts were increasingly 

referred to as “baptized Jews” and distinguished thus from “unbaptized Jews” in 

legislation throughout the seventh century (Wood, “Elites” 17). In other words, despite 

being baptized, they were not regarded as fully Christian as far as the civil authorities 

were concerned, and occupied a liminal place as “baptized Jews” rather than neophyte 

Christians. 

The sixth council of Toledo, 638, in the reign of Chintila was again to insist on 

forced conversions. In fact, the Sixth Council of Toledo advocated not only mandatory 

baptism, but declared that the king had “chosen to obliterate the very foundations of the 

superstitious prevarication [of the Jews], and does not permit anyone who is not Catholic 

to reside in his kingdom” (Adams, “Cannon III” 21). Furthermore, the king’s right to rule 

was dependent on his working to eradicate Judaism, stating that, “whoever in time to 

come shall attain the highest authority in the kingdom shall not ascend the royal throne 

until he shall have sworn, among other provisions of his oath, not to permit [the Jews] to 

violate the Catholic Faith” (22). In the Lex Visigothorum, the Visigothic law code, Jews 

                                                

53 The concept of free will remained central to Nicene Christian thought although always in 
dialogue with both a belief in God’s omnipotence and arguments for predestination. However, in the case 
of Sisebut’s enforcement of compulsory baptism, the third Council of Toledo attached more importance to 
the dignity and integrity of Christian sacraments than to the value of free conversion to Christianity (Drews 
31).  
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were forbidden to give testimony against Christians (Adams and Marcus 24). In 637, on 

the eve of the Sixth Council of Toledo, the former Jews of Toledo were compelled to take 

an oath, a professio, which became part of the Council’s third canon and later, in 654, 

part of the Lex Visigothorum. The oath suggests that they many were relapsed converts, 

who still practiced Jewish customs. In other words, they were converts on whom baptism 

had not fully taken hold. 

The 654 testimony of faith acknowledged a lack of belief based in obstinacy and 

“ancestral errors” and outlined a series of social behaviors that would ensure their 

Christian faith. It committed the community to monitoring itself and sentencing to death 

by burning or stoning any transgressors.  Furthermore, it is addressed to the monarch and 

acknowledged the right of the crown to enslave transgressors (Marcus, “Testimony of 

Faith” 24-25). To my mind, this also suggests that once more, at least culturally, baptism 

is regarded as insufficient to mark one as Christian and instead, needs to be supported by 

other rituals and behaviors, and not necessarily those of other Church sacraments. While 

at a certain level, this need for augmentation is true within Christian tradition—

conversion, repentance and penitence are linked concepts—in these cases, the testimony 

of faith, a formal verbalized affirmation of failure and rededication was addressed to the 

monarch. So, while the Roman church may have regarded a baptized person as Christian 

though neophyte, the “Christian” polity did not.  

Constructs around conversion, ritual and their effectiveness or lack thereof, were 

thus present in the Visigothic social imaginary and these constructs were revivified in the 

late fifteenth century, under similar conditions, with forced mass conversions of the Jews 

and later, the Moors, and the need to distance ‘Spanish-ness’ from a non-orthodox other. 
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These issues around baptism and conversion were further triggered in the seventeenth 

century, by the mass conversions of New World populations.  

Toledo as a lieu de mémoire 

The Visigothic renewal in the Spains, in late sixteenth century, undoubtedly 

seems to have contributed to the growing the anti-converso feeling. Toledo itself may 

have served as a lieu de mémoire, holding elements of the myth-symbol complex specific 

to the Visigoths. It had been the Visigoth capital. It was the home to the Mozarabic 

liturgy. Toledo had been the location of various church councils and the anti-Jewish and 

converso legislation enacted through them. It is the place in fifteenth century Iberia that 

first gives renewed voice to many of the elements of the Visigothic myth-symbol 

complex, especially those relating to conversion and the religious other. Moreover, it 

remained an important religious center well into the late sixteenth century and beyond. It 

was of the largest and wealthiest religious diocese in the peninsula, the location of the 

archdiocesan appeals court, and headquarters of the Spanish Inquisition; its thirty-six 

convents and monasteries held about fourteen hundred religious, and it was served by 

four or five hundred secular priests (Christian, Local Religion 9). Thus whatever was held 

in the Toledan imaginary had an extensive reach in early modern Iberia.  

The Toledan rebels of 1449 then had a specific anti-Jewish ethno-history to draw 

on in their formulation of anti-converso statutes. By equating conversos with Jews a 

whole history of legal and cultural precedence was open to them. The rebels consciously 

drew on the chronicles, stating “according to the old chronicles,” in making their case 

against the conversos (Wolf “Sentencia-Estatuto”). Additionally, the fifteenth century 

Iberian Peninsula, like the seventh century Visigothic kingdom, found itself at a similar 
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nexus of religion and politics: a kingdom that claimed territorial and religious unity; that 

had overcome a powerful alternative faith (Arianism/Islam) and contained a large number 

of (forced) Jewish converts. Doubts around baptism, the need for reaffirmation, suspicion 

of converts and the differences in understanding between civil and religious authorities 

were centered in Toledo and available to the rebels that drew up the Sentencia-Estatuto. 

The Toledan Sentencia-Estatuto caused much debate, was mostly condemned and 

eventually abolished. Yet gradually, over the next century, the concept of blood purity 

that saw its first embryonic proclamation in Toledo found supporters throughout the 

Iberian lands.  

Purity of Blood: A Growing Concern  

Statutes of blood purity were promulgated in local areas throughout the late 

fifteenth century. ‘Old Christians,’ cristianos viejos, those without the suspect lineage 

differentiated themselves from ‘New Christians,’ cristianos nuevos, those tainted by the 

blemish of conversion from Judaism or Islam. Old Christians laid claim to Gothic blood, 

as descendants of the Visigoths and so claimed their own “ethnic” purity (Rae 69). 

Statutes excluding Christians of Jewish descent were passed in the 1480s by universities 

and religious orders: The Colegio Mayor of San Bartolomé in Salamanca, 1482 and the 

Colegio Mayor of Santa Cruz in Valladolid, 1488; the military orders of Alcántara and 

Calatrava in 1483 and the Hieronymite order in 1486. The Spanish Inquisition was 

formed in 1478 by Isabel and Ferdinand and tasked with the uncovering of heresy. It 

passed its own blood purity requirements in 1483. Yet the pan-Iberian development of the 

purity of blood statutes was a contested and long drawn out process. As María Elena 

Martínez explains: 
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They appeared on a gradual, piecemeal basis and, for one hundred years 

after the first municipal statute was issued, received only sporadic support 

from the crown. Some statutes were vigorously challenged, others 

rescinded only to be reinstated, and yet others were not rigorously 

implemented. Nonetheless, during the sixteenth century, numerous 

religious and secular institutions established limpieza de sangre 

requirements, and these continued to be an integral feature of Spanish 

society for centuries to come. (Genealogical 25) 

Limpieza de sangre, freedom from any Jewish, Moorish or heretical background, became 

an obsessive concern in Spanish society. The first statute of limpieza was imposed in 

1547 on the cathedral chapter of Toledo, by which purity of ancestry both from the 

“taint” of converso blood and from any accusations of heresy by the Inquisition was 

made a condition of all future ecclesiastical appointments. As in 1449, Toledo once more 

was at the forefront of the anti-Converso sentiment. Kamen writes that the statutes were 

regarded as racist and that the Toledo statute raised a storm of protest. Yet they were 

approved more due to political pragmatism rather than overt support, by both Pope Paul 

IV and by Phillip II (Spanish Inquisition 239). In 1565, Pope Paul IV refused to approve 

a more stringent statute for the chapter of Seville (239).  

Despite opposition, statutes of blood purity eventually spread throughout Spain 

and became a force of systemic discrimination. Christian belief was no longer sufficient 

in itself to either maintain or gain appointment; one also had to be free of Jewish or 

Moslem ancestry and many positions required noble status as well. It led to any family 

with non-Christian or heretical antecedents “forging some genealogies while forgetting 
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others, buying false certificates of blood purity,” and otherwise covering up any sign of 

historic familial non-conformity54 (Amelang 86). During the 16th and 17th centuries, 

profit seeking Spanish genealogists called linajudos scoured archives for baptismal 

records, built up long genealogical histories and found witnesses to testify as to family 

status vis-à-vis their blood purity. Their evidence and testimony could support or destroy 

one’s claim to limpieza de sangre. Indeed, many of the early linajudos were motivated by 

personal prejudice to prove the unclean status of those they investigated. If proven in 

court that one was not of Old Christian lineage, it would lead to loss of status, position 

and property while ‘proving’ Old Christian ancestry opened all doors, including that to 

the New World. Candidates fought negative linajudo testimony with fabricated papers 

and genealogies, intimidation, and their own (false) witnesses. In the struggle to gain or 

maintain status then, the falsification of evidence was a common occurrence55.  

The statutes of Limpieza de Sangre thus led to an ongoing fabrication of 

documentation, both in support of those attempting to prove their own ‘blood purity’ and 

those attempting to disbar certain individuals from social advancement. Importantly for 

my explorations here, through the production of these documents, the statutes created 

“the appearance of a pure Christian realm, achieved through the legal fiction of having 

pure blood” (M. Martínez, Genealogical 77). Consequently, the statues of blood purity 

supported a collective memory of Christian orthodoxy and purity on the peninsula. 

                                                

54 Many noble families were closely connected to conversos. Intermarriage with both converso and 
Jewish families had been common in the fourteenth century. Indeed, many noble families themselves were 
of relatively recent origin (Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition 36). 

55 For a complete and enlightening treatment of this process, see Ruth Pike’s book Linajudos and 
Conversos in Seville: Greed and Prejudice in Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-century Spain. 
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The underlying premise held that heterodoxy, or any inclination towards it, came 

through blood. That is, it was inherited and specifically conducted through blood. Jewish 

ancestry was particularly suspect. The Diccionario de los Inquisidores (Valencia 1494) 

notes under its entry for apostasy: “los judíos transmiten de uno a otro, del padre al hijo, 

la perfidia de la antigua Ley” (The Jews transmit from one to the other, from the father to 

the son, the perfidy of the ancient law) (quoted in Edwards 250). Conversos, as Christians 

with Jewish ancestry, came to be viewed as particularly susceptible to relapse and hence 

to having inherent heretical tendencies. Initially, privileging lineage was not an automatic 

anti-converso gesture. Indeed, Jewish ancestry was often deployed to defend converso 

rights by citing a genealogical relationship to the Virgin that the Gentiles could not claim 

(Nirenberg, Neighboring Faiths 162). Nirenberg states that “[m]edievals had many ways 

of thinking about the transmission of cultural characteristics that were not genealogical,” 

but once what he calls the “genealogical turn” to fixed, corporeal notions of difference 

was taken, it proved irresistible (184). 

Following from this understanding, in the Spanish cultural imaginary it was not 

enough to be a baptized Christian: an untainted ancestral blood line was also required to 

be regarded as fully Christian. While initially the ancestral requirement of a Christian 

bloodline was only for two to four generations, by the mid-sixteenth century any 

perceived taint was felt as permanent. Furthermore, after the mudéjars56 were expelled in 

1610, the entire population was now nominally Christian. In this context, the social 

prestige traditionally attributed to the nobility came to be predicated upon the distinction 

                                                

56 Mudéjars refers to Muslims who remained on the Iberian Peninsula after 1492 and the fall of 
Granada. 
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of being an “Old Christian” rather than a “New Christian.” The ideology of limpieza de 

sangre thus did much to lend cohesiveness to a culture that in reality, had very little else 

to bind it (Coles et al 6).  

Heresy and Jewish descent were the initial categories of ‘impurity’ but the idea 

was also extended to those of Moorish descent by the late sixteenth century (M. Martínez 

Genealogical 47-52). Blood was viewed as a potential carrier of negative traits and its 

perceived purity or impurity came to be paramount in determining one’s social status. A 

certificate of Limpieza de Sangre, or lack thereof, determined one’s social status, 

employability, even described and defined one’s personal characteristics. A Christian of 

Jewish descent (converso, confeso, or marrano) or of Moorish descent (morisco) or one 

whose ancestor had faced charges by the Inquisition, could face prejudice, suspicion and 

eventually institutional discrimination. Blood and its perceived cleanliness or 

uncleanliness became crucial factor in determining one’s social position in early modern 

Spanish society.  

Blood 

Blood has of course a rich mythological and symbolic significance. Beliefs 

concerning the significance of blood are among the oldest surviving concepts from the 

earliest days of human existence (Meyer 1). From prehistoric contexts to contemporary 

cultures, blood is replete with mythic and ritual understandings, explored in historical, 

anthropological and archaeological research. Blood is culturally and religiously valuable, 

in rites of passage, sacrifice, conception, birth, adulthood, and in reference to gender and 

identity (Meyer 3-5).  
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In the early modern period, blood transcended any single field of reference, 

playing vital and various roles in early modern legal, social, religious, and medical 

thought. Every major institution and discourse (Church, monasteries, courts, and cities; 

medicine, law, and the arts) stamped its own meaning on blood. Galenic and humeral 

medicine, natural philosophy and theology all had viewpoints on blood (Bildhauer 56). 

Indeed, Gil Anidjar suggests that many of the conditions that facilitated the emergence of 

blood purity statutes were common to all of western Christendom: concern over the 

Eucharist; growing “blood piety” like the veneration of blood relics and miracles of the 

stigmata; the association of Jews with blood, bleeding and the so-called blood libel (72-

74).  

Who bled as well as where, if and how bleeding happened, all changed the 

perceived nature of blood. Blood, through its many states and activities, invoked varied 

reactions. It could empower or pollute. It could restore health or debilitate both in 

physical and spiritual terms. As an internal bodily fluid, blood was seen as an indicator of 

health, both physically and socially. It was the seat of nobility, valor, and physical health. 

Yet, heretical, converso or morisco blood, though contained, was dangerous, 

contaminated, and intrinsically impure. Externalized blood was ambiguous. Flowing from 

the body, it violated boundaries and was therefore potentially polluting (Bynum 154). 

Associated with sacrifice, injury, medicinal bloodletting and menstruation, it invoked an 

ambivalent reaction. Medicinal bleeding was healthful. Wounded and battlefield blood 

were potentially deadly yet honorable. Female menstruation was suspect. Royal blood 

and the blood of Christ had healing abilities. Martyred blood was holy.  
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Furthermore, blood was not simply blood. Breast milk and semen were also 

thought to be blood at more advanced stages of digestion (Bildhauer 57). Therefore, 

heresy, or the propensity towards it, could also be transmitted by semen and breast milk 

(Martínez, Genealogical Fictions 48). Indeed, breast milk was particularly suspect as 

milk was believed to be “twice-concocted blood” manufactured from blood itself within 

the mammary glands (Albala 75). Spanish texts, both domestic and legal, advised against 

the use of converso wet nurses, for fear that their heretical tendencies would be passed on 

to the Christian child (Earle 209). A saying at the time en lo que en la leche se mama en 

la mortaja se pierde (quoted in M. Martínez, Genealogical 55) that is, “what is found in 

the breast milk is lost in the shroud” demonstrated the perceived life-long effect of being 

fed ‘heretical’ breast milk. 

Additionally, food itself could pose a danger to the Christian. Food, as it was 

understood in the humoral system, was the basis from which blood was formed (Albala 

64-66). Therefore, what one ate influenced one’s blood and one’s offspring (Earle 203). 

Eating Jewish or Moorish food was consequently dangerous. It created malignant 

humors, made one vulnerable to heresy, illness and other weaknesses. Christian faith 

required a Christian body, untainted by either converso breast milk or non-Christian 

foods (210). 

The perceived value of blood was ultimately gendered. There was an apparent 

difference between masculine blood and feminine blood. In general, in European cultural 

and medicinal understandings, masculine blood was stronger than feminine blood. The 

male body was coherent, sealed, neither emitting nor taking in blood on a regular basis 

(Bildhauer 66). Women, with their leaky, porous bodies, were intrinsically weak, their 
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bodies incoherent, their natures fluid. Women were not able to contain their blood, 

medically speaking, because of their insufficient warmth. Their blood flowed out, 

according to medical views, because they had to emit superfluities from food that they 

could not burn off like men (Bildhauer 67). Furthermore, the female body was a potential 

source of pollution for the idealized male body (M. Martínez, Genealogical 42).  

Women were believed to have a lack of sexual self-containment. They needed 

men’s blood (preferably in the purified form of semen) to warm them and this drove their 

lustful natures. Many popular texts warned men against sexual intercourse, which would 

allow women, driven by their impure menstrual blood, to draw the precious fluids out of 

the male body (Bildhauer 68). 

These ideas of feminized blood and body were further mapped onto Jews and 

Moors in the Iberian Christian imaginary. Like women, Jewish men in European 

Christian thought were believed to menstruate and to need Christian blood to keep them 

healthy. Jews were accused of ritual murder, the drinking of Christian blood and host 

mutilation in order to cure their bleeding (Trachtenberg 130-133, 154). Indeed, the 

incident of the Holy Child of La Guardia 1490-1491, when six Jewish men and five 

conversos were accused, convicted and executed for the crime of ritual child murder, 

despite there being no actual evidence of such a murder, was used to bolster the case for 

the expulsion of the Jews in 1492 (Grieve 100-104). The construction of other, in this 

case the Jew, was based on his feminization through blood imagery. Moors too were 

feminized to the extent that they were imagined as sexual predators. Like women, they 

were lustful and through sexual intercourse, potentially polluting (117). Women, Moors 

and Jews thus came to be viewed as the embodiments of carnality and sexual peril. In 
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their inherent unhealthiness, driven by their own incomplete natures, they were 

compelled to seduce, deceive and contaminate the superior Christian male body. As such, 

they were destabilizing and contaminating influences from which the Christian male had 

to protect himself.  

It is not difficult then to see how cultural anxiety about identity could be 

expressed in a discourse about blood, body and purity as happened on the Iberian 

Peninsula.  

As Mary Douglas states: 

The body is a model which can stand for every bounded system. Its 

boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or 

precarious. The body is a complex structure. The functions of its different 

parts and their relation afford a source of symbols for other complex 

structures. We cannot possibly interpret rituals concerning excreta, breast 

milk, saliva and the rest unless we are prepared to see in the body a 

symbol of society and to see the powers and dangers credited to social 

structure reproduced in small on the human body. (116) 

Iberian society mapped its social and spiritual anxieties onto a discourse about blood and 

body. In a society that imagined itself as Christian and further imagined it had created 

that Christian society through the agency of male warrior-ship and heroism, it also 

imagined itself as vulnerable to internal contamination from which it needed to protect 

itself. But how did it protect itself? In what ways did it materialize its anxieties into law 

and custom? And what are the implications of these materializations? 
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Ritual and Cultural doings 

Myth and ritual are often linked and cultural myths and cultural rituals, the doings 

of society, are also intimately connected. Joseph Campbell suggests that one function of 

any mythological order is to validate and maintain a certain sociological system: a shared 

set of rights and wrongs, proprieties or improprieties, on which a particular social unit 

depends for its existence (Pathways 6). Social ritual thus accompanies social 

mythologies. A cultural mythos, containing narratives, ethno-historical myths and cultural 

memories provides the rational for the many ‘doings’ of a cultural group, including social 

and political activities, religious activities, behavioral models, and moral and practical 

lessons. These ‘doings’ can often be categorized as a form of ritualized activity, 

prescribed actions that signal symbolically one’s membership in a society or section 

thereof. Ritual, as Geertz suggests can fuse “the world as lived with the world as 

imagined” (112). Moreover, rituals both express and create a mythic reality. As Geertz 

explains, rituals are “not only models of what [people] believe, but also models for the 

believing of it. In these plastic dramas men attain their faith as they portray it” (114). 

Additionally, as Paul Connerton suggests, cultural memory is performative. It 

involves the transmission of culture through bodily practices such as ritual, repetition and 

habit (35). Appropriate participation, by correct dress, dietary habits, use of language as 

well as partaking in more formal activities, such as voting or approved religious rituals 

both affirm one’s identity as a member of the group or ethnie and also, transforms one 

into a member of the group. One’s perceived position or the acceptance of one’s declared 

position depends on how well one is able to perform the necessitated activities and on 

how that display is confirmed or contested by the community. Attire, demeanor, dietary 
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habits, living space, as well access to and maintenance of privileges are all dependent on 

the body in action, an in the moment, transitory event. The construction and maintenance 

of one’s status and identity is thus rooted in continuous ritualized physical interactions 

that renew and maintain the desired status. Ritual serves to define the way to do things, 

and to provide a series of tools and techniques for social behavior (Rook 281). Ritualized 

behavior thus is not only an aspect of religious expression, but also relates to key areas of 

life, to one's membership in a community or exclusion from it; to social cohesion or 

conflict; to the human body, to life’s major events and activities.  

Ritual in the context of Iberian identity is particularly important. Iberian identity 

was intimately linked to Christianity and after the Reformation, to Catholicism. Medieval 

Christianity was a religion of ritual. While faith was defined by traditional creedal beliefs 

as passed down through the Church’s magisterium, those beliefs were expressed 

primarily in and through symbol and rite, through devotions and liturgical practices 

(Espín 117). Robert Scribner suggests that before the Reformation, “most people would 

have experienced religion as ritual practice […] through the rites of passage marking out 

the status of individual life cycle [and] through an annual cycle of ritual constituted by 

the liturgical year” (21). It is this type of practice that traveled to New Spain and 

remained in practice there even after the council of Trent. As historian William A. 

Christian Jr. has noted, the medieval Christian worldview and faith were not seriously 

threatened in the Spains “until . . . the late eighteenth century” (“Religiosity” 326-327). 

Consequently, Iberian Catholicism was not forced to become more rationalistic or 

standardized in order to respond to the criticisms of Reformation Protestants but 
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maintained many medieval traditions long after other “official” European Catholicisms 

did. 

Everyday religion among sixteenth century Iberian Christians embraced an 

immense range of cultural and devotional options. William A. Christian Jr., in his 

examination of local religious practices, describes how the ritual elements of religion in 

sixteenth century Iberia involved official Church liturgies, as well as locally centered 

communal devotions such as processions, pilgrimages and feasts, a number of which 

were based on pre-Christian traditions. The liturgical year was dense with ritual 

obligation and in the Spains, as throughout the rest of Christian Europe, a full calendar of 

ritual practice gave shape to the Christian year, from Advent through Corpus Christi, 

augmented by Saints’ feast days and life cycle ceremonials such as baptism, marriage and 

funerals. Additional to these ‘official’ rituals were religious plays (called autos 

sacramentales or more simply, autos), staged both in church and on the street, based on 

saints lives or issues of faith and doctrine (McKendrick 238). They were, as Melveena 

McKendrick describes, a “potent mix of public fiesta and religious piety which 

characterized the great Church feasts of the later Middle ages and which in Spain 

survived the Renaissance and Counter-Reformation to endure even today” (239).  

Ritual participation was also emphasized by membership in a cofradía—a 

confraternity. Cofradías were a particularly influential expression of Iberian religiosity. 

Carlos M. N. Eire has shown that confraternities flourished in sixteenth-century Spain 

(135). Cofradías were predominantly comprised of lay members and focused their efforts 

on devotional practices and good works by members (Starr-LeBeau 397). Most often 

concerned with the burial of the dead, both their own and for a fee, those of non-



209 
 

  

members, cofradías saw themselves as fulfilling the duties of Christian charity, care of 

the poor and especially the salvation of souls from purgatory (Eire 136-140). Some, 

known as disciplinati, or flagellants, emphasized penitential practices such as 

mortification. Others emphasized frequent confession and communion, which also had 

the effect of encouraging more frequent confession and penance (Starr-LeBeau 397). 

Members also joined celebrations of births and marriages; they consoled at funerals and 

they attended common festivities and accompanied those journeying on pilgrimages to 

city limits (Flynn 11). Fundamentally, they were “carefully constructed death societies” 

who “assumed collective responsibility for the guilt of individuals […] established 

programs that made reparations for sins,” and essentially formed “patronage relationships 

with heavenly beings capable of bestowing grace” through honoring feast days with 

processions, dancing and masses (10). 

Additionally, cofradías reflected the social structures of the places where they 

formed. That is, they separated membership by profession, parish or ethnicity. They were 

known to include women and occasionally children in their membership (10). Almost 

everyone belonged to at least one confraternity including the unemployed, service 

workers and widows. More pertinent to my inquiry however is that conversos and 

Africans living in the Spains also formed their own confraternities. Conversos formed 

their own confradías in the aftermath of 1391 conversions (Piera 336). While in the late 

fourteenth century, a negro confraternity was founded as part of Seville’s Hospital of Our 

Lady of Angels in the parish of San Bernardo (Pike, “Sevillian Society” 345-6). In other 

words, the formation of confraternities was open to even liminal or marginalized peoples, 

those for whom the doors of many other institutions were closed. 
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Behavior—an expression of internal states 

Behavior as an indicator of one’s desires was important in Christian 

understandings. J. Jorge Klor de Avla proposes that as the Christianity distanced itself 

from its Jewish roots, behavior came increasingly to be seen primarily as a sign of the 

internal state of the self, becoming “the center of the moral terrain and more the marker 

pointing to the stirrings of the soul” (138). Additionally, behavior was not just an 

expression of internal states but rather was a means of creating, developing and 

sustaining a virtuous life. Talal Asad suggests from the early Middle Ages onwards, 

monastic life was built around the premise that virtues were learnt through imitation (63-

65). A virtuous life was formed by behaving in an approved manner. Each thing to be 

done was not only to be done aptly in itself, but done in order to make the Self 

approximate more and more to a predefined model of excellence, like a saint or Christ 

(63). This link between behavior, and the creation and sustenance of the ideal Christian 

self was not confined to monastic life but was to be found in lay expressions of piety 

throughout the European Christian world perhaps most obviously in the long lasting 

traditions of public penitence.  

A similar construct is found in the tradition of vows, whereby an avowed action 

was undertaken by either an individual or community in exchange for divine intercession. 

It was essentially a contract made with a saint or later, directly with Christ. In the case of 

a communal vow, it was binding through the generations, committing villagers to long 

term activities such as building and maintaining shrines, taking part in pilgrimages or 

performing other devotional doings (Christian, Local Religion 31-33). This understanding 

was also mapped on to the divine. Iberian villagers understood that God actively 
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intervened in human affairs when he was angered. Natural disasters and illness and 

similar happenings were seen as the actions of an angry deity. The human’s role was to 

figure out from those perceived actions the reasons for his anger (33). In both 

understanding the divine and each other, the people of early modern Iberia saw behavior 

as indicative of internal states. 

Control of behavior, the laying out of strictures of correct behavior and 

punishment for not following these strictures then were common factors in society as 

much as in religion. The Iberians, like all cultural groups, materialized the influences of 

their cultural imaginary in many diverse ways. Throughout the history of the Iberian 

Christian kingdoms, non-Christians were dealt with in ways that included defining 

geographical space, clothing, and food. In both Muslim and Christian Spain, coexistence 

was often accompanied by separation and segregation. Contamination was contained by 

cleansing the physical space of perceived malign influence. By separating physical space, 

Iberian Christians delineated Christian space as sacred. In Christian kingdoms, Muslims 

and Jews lived in their own neighborhoods, in morerías or juderías, with their own laws, 

customs and social hierarchies. As an ideology, separation served all three religious 

groups as it was perceived as protecting each from contamination by the other’s religious 

traditions. However, in practice, the separations were not absolute and members of 

Jewish and Muslim faiths often lived outside their assigned areas. Legislation was 

irregularly enforced (Kamen, Inquisition 20). The difficulties mainly arose in the 

aftermath of mass conversions when the newly converted still had ties to Judaism or 

Islam, had close family members still of non-Christian faith and often remained living in 

their old communities. Indeed, the very liminal nature of conversos and the difficulty of 
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assigning them appropriate physical space was one of the issues that led to the 1492 

expulsion of the Jews and the 1609 expulsion of the moriscos. No longer Jewish or 

Muslim in faith and not accepted as fully Christian, they occupied an unstable space in 

the social imaginary. As New Christians they particularly needed to be protected from the 

contaminating influence of practicing Jews. However, Old Christians increasingly saw 

conversos as unclean and moreover, as permanently tainted and therefore unable to be 

assimilated.  

As Old World culturally liminal beings, conversos created the map for how the 

Iberians would begin to imagine the New World others, especially those who like 

conversos, were liminal beings, either biologically or spiritually mixed. The very nature 

of liminal personae—ambiguous and indeterminate—necessitates that socially visible 

markers of difference become essential. In a region where skin color alone was not 

indicative of one’s religion or class57, other external markers of difference: clothing, 

eating habits and hair became indicators of both difference and uniformity. 

Periodic sumptuary legislation, aimed at both Jews and Moors, provided visible 

markers of difference and controlled public behavior. The color of clothing, hair-styles 

                                                

57 On the Iberian Peninsula, skin color could not be taken as a reliable indicator to one’s faith. 
Barbara Fuchs describes that how after the Alpujarras Rising (1570) the Moorish captives for sale “came in 
all shades, from ‘color moreno,’ or ‘color negra,’ to ‘color blanco que tira un poco a membrillo cocho,’ 
and even, frequently, ‘color blanca’ [‘tawny,’ ‘black,’ ‘white tending to cooked quince,’ and ‘white’]” 
(Exotic Nation 117). Indeed, the perception that the Moors, that is, followers of Islam on the Iberian 
Peninsula, were all black is in error, as the Moorish armies were multinational, formed from sources as 
diverse as the slave populations bought from “native, Maghribi, French or Viking traders” as well as Berber 
and Black African (free) troops (Fletcher, Moorish Spain 61). However, the large presence of black troops 
in the Almoravid armies of the eleventh century may have contributed to the image of the Moor as black 
(Bindman et al, The Image of the Black in Western Art, Volume II, Part 1 78) Moors are variously depicted 
as black, dark-skinned or white in Iberian art over the centuries. For instance, in The Image of the Black in 
Western Art, Volume II, Part 1, there are accounts of Moors of many skin tones including black Moors 
being converted to Christianity (81-83), white Moors (83, 258) and ‘dark-skinned’ Moors (lighter than 
black but not white) (78, 81). The passage of time, intermarriage and religious conversion meant that the 
skin color of both Iberian Moors and Christians was multi-toned.       
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including beards, and the wearing of certain jewelry were all subject to legislation at 

times in the various states (Carr 41). The intention was to make the religious Other, 

particularly the Jew, visible. For example, King Joan I of Aragon, in 1393, wrote that it 

had become impossible for “natural Christians,” i.e., not converts, to tell who was a 

convert to Christianity and who was still a Jew. Henceforth converts were to be forbidden 

to live, dine, or have conversation with Jews. The Jews were to be made to wear more 

conspicuous badges and Jewish hats, so “that they appear to be Jews” (Nirenberg, 

Neighboring Faiths 103). Hand in hand with this went legislation that obscured 

difference and worked towards assimilation, even if it was forced. In the late 1500’s, new 

decrees attacked morisco culture directly and on every front, forbidding the use of 

Arabic, annulling all contracts made in that language, forcing the moriscos to change 

their Moorish names, demanding that they wear clothes “a la castellana,” and generally 

obliging them to observe Spanish Christian mores (Fuchs, Mimesis 50). 

Sumptuary legislation was not only aimed at the religious other but was also a 

common means of social distinction and control in Europe and worldwide, mainly in 

hierarchal class based societies. Social rank and gender could determine the materials and 

forms of clothing suitable for each class. Negative laws prohibited lower ranks from 

using materials and clothing styles declared as belonging to noble ranks. Typical of this 

category were rules that related to merchants, commoners, apprentices, servants and 

prostitutes (Hunt 27). Thus by the time they encountered the New World populations, 

Iberians had in place a set of cultural mechanisms that would allow them identify and 

control difference, and preserve their own perceived purity. 
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Secular Conversion—Becoming Spanish 

Additionally, these social mechanisms had a conversion-like theme. Social 

behaviors not only marked difference, but observing correct social behavior also 

transformed one into a member of the approved ethnie i.e. ‘Christian-Spaniard.’ We see 

this particularly in the construction of vecindad. Vecindad, translated as citizenship58, was 

predicated on belonging through fulfilling one’s duties as a member of a community. 

Tamar Herzog describes how vecindad developed during the Reconquista, as people 

willingly undertook to move into formerly Moorish lands and there to form communities 

and municipalities, under the rule of the Castilian crown (Defining Nations 6-7). 

Individuals acquired vecindad through residence and continuous participation in a 

specific community (24-29).  As Herzog explains “[v]ecindad was constituted on its own, 

at the moment when people acted as if they felt attached to the community” (7, emphasis 

mine). The recognition of being a vecino was informal and predicated on one’s actions—

one did as a vecino did and therefore one was a vecino—although formal procedures 

could be used if an individual’s status was contested (29-31).  

The status of vecino was generally limited to male heads-of-households, women 

and children being dependents. Vecino status allowed access to the rights and privileges 

of the community as well as responsibilities including the requirement to pay taxes, 

maintain residence, and serve in local militias. By the fifteenth century, it became clear 

that in order to be a citizen one had to be a Christian, and from the sixteenth century, a 

Catholic (119). By fulfilling these various obligations, one became vecino. Even 

                                                

58 In Spanish, vecindad also means neighborhood and vecino means neighbor. 
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foreigners could attain the status of vecino by acting in the prescribed manner. By not 

fulfilling these obligations, one indicated a fundamental rejection of the community in 

which one lived. This is typified in the treatment of the Gypsies, who were classified as 

nomads, speaking a foreign language, living separately from ‘normal’ Spaniards, and 

doing so with the perceived intent of committing illegal acts. ‘Gypsiness’ was seen as a 

voluntary action done by individuals. Born on the peninsula as vassals of the king, they 

chose to behave in an antisocial and illegal manner (129-130). Their redemption could 

only come about by changing their behavior. If and when individual Gypsies stopped 

behaving as they did, their ‘Gypsiness’ would automatically disappear and they could be 

integrated as full members of the community (130). Furthermore, the characterization of 

Gypsies as intentionally unsocial and their integration as dependent on a willing change 

of behavior draws attention to another aspect of vecindad: it was grounded on freedom of 

choice. One choose to be a vecino and one then exhibited that choice by acting as a 

vecino.  

A more general classification of naturaleza was applied to most people born 

within the Spanish kingdoms. It signaled one was a native. In Iberia nativeness was 

initially localized to the particular kingdom or principality in which one lived. A Castilian 

had rights to hold office in Castile, an Aragonese in Aragón etc. Naturaleza at its most 

fundamental level, had to do with place of birth, but in terms of foreigners who became 

‘naturalized,’ it also came to signify that one had “established deep roots that made them 

love and desire the best for these kingdoms” (quoted in Herzog, Defining 72). 

Furthermore, it was also a transformative, conversion-like process: People were natives 

or foreigners by virtue of their internal decision to be a permanent member of the 
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community (75). That foreigners could become natives based on proof that they felt loyal 

to the community, established a close association between naturaleza and vecindad. For 

foreigners, obtaining vecindad allowed them demonstrate their integration into a 

community and therefore their essential, inherent, native-ness. Both categories of 

belonging then were based on indications that one demonstrated, through one’s behavior, 

one’s willingness to participate in a community of ‘Spaniards,’ be it the community of 

empire (naturaleza) or a specific, local community through vecindad. As formulated in 

the kingdoms of the Spains, these concepts were not dependent on blood or lineage but 

rather on the transformative effects of appropriate behavior. Like becoming Christian, 

one became vecino or natural by a process of living an appropriately ‘virtuous’ life. 

The classification of individuals into one group or another in Iberian society then 

was complex, and depended on a wide variety of elements and the result was often 

conditioned by who was asking, where, and for what reason. Observable behavior 

however, in indicating a fundamental desire to belong, was of utmost importance. These 

behaviors, such as patriotism, the payment of taxes, attendance at Mass, the wearing of 

Spanish clothing, speaking Castilian, eating the correct “Spanish-Christian” foods were 

all taken into account in classifying individuals position in Iberian society (Herzog, 

“Beyond Race” 163). Conversely, not behaving appropriately indicated otherness and a 

desire not to belong. For conversos and moriscos, especially those who converted without 

appropriate catechesis and remained ‘culturally’ other, the successful negotiation of 

Iberian-Christian social ritual was difficult. Indeed, it was often vestigial Jewish or 

Moorish cultural practices, including diet, clothing and household habits that caused one 
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to be investigated by the Inquisition rather than any proclaimed disbelief in 

Catholicism59.  

In other words, it was observable behaviors not in line with the sacred values of 

Iberian society that were the primary markers of difference. In a society where difference 

is problematic, the observable actions of members become paramount in recognizing 

other. To fail in the observances of social ritual was to mark one as Other. Actions such 

as the wearing of Muslim clothing or eating in a Muslim style cast doubt on the sincerity 

of Christian belief and moral behavior (Constable, “Food and Meaning” 202). Moreover, 

in the humoral system, the body was understood to be vulnerable to the influence of both 

food and behavior. Christian food created a Christian body. Thus eating Moorish or 

Jewish food (or dressing and acting in such manner) implied one was actively creating a 

heretical body and opening oneself to malevolent influences. These behaviors indicated 

an internal unwillingness to be part of ‘Spanish’ life. 

Conclusions 

Hierarchies of blood purity were promulgated on the Iberian Peninsula based 

upon purity of Christian bloodlines. This mythos led to the gradual establishment of 

statutes meant to prevent Jewish and Muslim converts to Christianity, heretics, and their 

                                                

59 As Olivia Remie Constable states: “[I]nquisitors began to peer into new-Christian frying pans, 
to see if converted Muslims (moriscos) were using olive oil or lard in their cooking; a preference for olive 
oil rather than pork fat raised suspicions of residual non-Christian practice” (“Food And Meaning” 203). 
They did likewise for Jewish conversos and published comprehensive lists of Jewish customs in order to 
assist the identification of conversos who maintained Jewish religious observances. These behaviors 
included “cooking on the said Fridays such food as is required for the Saturdays and on the latter eating the 
meat thus cooked on Fridays as is the manner of the Jews;… cleansing or causing meat to be cleansed, 
cutting away from it all fat or grease and cutting away the nerve or sinew from the leg;… not eating pork, 
hare, rabbit, strangled birds, conger-eel, cuttle-fish, nor eels or other scaleless fish, as laid down in the 
Jewish law; and upon the death of parents… eating… such things as boiled eggs, olives, and other viands” 
(quoted in Gitlitz, A Drizzle of Honey 3-4).  
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descendants from accessing certain public of an ecclesiastical offices, professions, and 

honors. At the core of this ideology was the belief that blood was a vehicle for the 

transmission of not just physical but also cultural traits: “moral, characterological, 

spiritual” (Nirenberg, “Editorial” 3). From the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, blood 

and bodily fluids were central to Iberian social imaginary as they were the vehicles of 

both virtue and heresy. Purity of faith and an untainted lineage were essential aspects in 

this myth of blood purity. The body was imagined as essentially vulnerable, potentially 

subject to external malignant forces. These external influences included seemingly 

neutral items such as food and climate, which could affect the blood and therefore, the 

body. The external stimuli explained human diversity—hair, eye and skin color, body 

type etc.—as well as the dynamics of health and illness, and appropriate treatment. Given 

the vulnerability of blood and body, the Iberian imagination extended the effect of 

heretical or impure ancestral contamination over the generations.  

Underlying Iberian identity endeavors was a fundamental ambiguity. Were people 

Christian, Moor or Jew or something in-between? Could one change fully and 

completely? Could transformation happen only voluntarily or could it be imposed? What 

were the positive and negative impacts of change? For how long did they affect one’s 

lineage? From what did one need to protect oneself—religiously and culturally? What 

could be assimilated and what should be differentiated?  

At the core of the Iberian identity process were paradigms about belonging, 

inclusion and exclusion as well as misgivings around the efficacy of conversion or 
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transformation. The developing nation60 had formed its identity in opposition to the 

Moorish and Jewish other and especially defined itself in terms of religion. The religious 

Other, namely Jews and Moors, were identified as a threat to the Christian lineage, but 

with their expulsions, Other came to be seen as internal and hidden in the form of 

conversos, moriscos and heretics. The discourse around difference then came to be 

predicated on a likewise hidden aspect, that of blood. The Spains had created a 

mechanism of identity and othering based on a discourse of blood, blood purity, Christian 

lineage and the dangers of spiritual and physical miscegenation. Additionally, it spoke to 

another hidden aspect, that of transformation and especially transformation as effected 

through ritual.  

These myth-symbol complexes made its way with the Spanish to the Americas 

and as we saw in chapter three, these elements still have resonance in New Mexico today. 

As to how they operated in the Spanish colonies and created a narrative that even today 

hides the reality of “spiritual and physical miscegenation” is a tale for the next chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                

60 I use the term nation here not in the sense it has been understood in the ideology of nationalism 
but in the ethno-symbolic sense as referring to a “named and self-defined human community whose 
members cultivate shared myths, memories, symbols, values, and traditions, reside in and identify with a 
historic homeland, create and disseminate a distinctive public culture, and observe shared customs and 
common laws” (Smith, Cultural Foundation 34). 
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Chapter Six: 

Iberian Myth-Symbol Complexes in the New World 

Introduction 

As we have seen, by the sixteenth century, Iberians had begun to create a mythos 

of identity based on Christianity and often expressed as a discourse on the purity of 

blood. In doing so, they drew on a long history of mythic and symbolic constructs 

reaching at least as far back to the sixth century. This included ideas about what it was to 

be Christian and Spanish, about malleable bodies and purity of blood. These cultural 

mythic underpinnings influenced how society structured itself and had political and legal 

implications manifested in such laws as the statutes of Limpieza de Sangre as well as in 

understandings about how one succeeded or failed in becoming Spanish. 

Ethno-symbolism and Emigrant-Colonist communities 

As we noted in chapter two, (ethno) historical myths become particularly popular 

and potent during the periods of prolonged warfare and cultural clashes or when a society 

undergoes rapid economic and social change. Historical myths serve as antidotes to the 

sense of estrangement, alienation and insecurity (Smith, Myths 83–84). The Iberian-

American meeting was indeed a clash of cultures. Exacerbated by the multi-cultural 

nature of the Americas—Carib, Taino, Mexica, Maya, Inca, Pueblo and other peoples all 

had varying and very diverse social structures and cultural practices—the fledging 

identity of the Iberians drew heavily on the myth-symbol complexes they had developed 

in their homeland during its centuries of war. For the new world explorers, long a 

minority on the continent, their Iberian myth-symbol constructs provided security in the 

face of the vastly different world they encountered.  



221 
 

  

The Iberians who traveled to the newly discovered lands across the ocean were, in 

ethno-symbolic terms, now emigrant-colonists, people far away from their homeland. 

They were a people on the move, without a familiar land beneath their feet, without 

familiar foods to sustain them and without a familiar climate in which to live. They 

carried their socio-cultural myths with them but these myths were no longer rooted in the 

landscape or in any place other than in the people who carried them. Anthony D. Smith 

suggests that emigrant-colonists  

are bent on building new communities in new homelands, often with little 

regard for the indigenous inhabitants. The elect are the immigrants and 

their descendants. Theirs is a settler community and mission. They carry 

with them their values, memories and traditions, regarding themselves as 

chosen by God for a providential destiny that will abolish the old order and 

inaugurate a new society (137). 

Additionally, the importance of socio-cultural ritual is especially emphasized in ethnic 

groups that partake in a myth of divine ethnic election as the Iberians did. A myth of 

divine election is more compelling than mere ethnocentrism. While ethnies can often 

regard themselves as the ‘real people,’ whose morals, customs and behaviors are more 

legitimate than those of other groups, a myth of ethnic election is more absolute in its 

demands. It singles out the community as a ‘chosen people’ entrusted with a sacred 

mission to proselytize or crusade or act as standard-bearer of the true faith (266). It also 

confers on the communities that evolve such beliefs “an extraordinary sense of rectitude 

and moral superiority” which often compensates for any hardships and tribulations 

endured by the community (267).  
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However, to be chosen is also to be placed under obligation. One is chosen on 

condition that one observes certain moral, ritual, and legal codes. The privilege of 

election is accorded only to those whose life-style is an expression of sacred values, be 

they religious or earthly values that have been prioritized by the particular variant of the 

myth of ethnic election operant in the culture. The benefits of election are reserved for 

those who fulfill the required observances. (Smith, ‘Chosen peoples’ 441) For the people 

of the Iberian Peninsula these requirements were strongly based in the practice of 

Christianity and in the eschewal of Jewish and Moorish cultural practices. In the 

Americas, the practice of Christianity was again primary and the cultural practices of new 

‘others’—the indigenous peoples and the African slaves—were to be avoided.  

In addition, ethnic election myths are demotic. They involve the whole 

community and not just a particular segment. As a result, it is only through the 

engagement of the whole community that the sacred mission can be achieved. Everyone 

must participate as appropriate to their social role in order to ensure the success of the 

mission. The mission requires every member to fulfill their sacred duties but then also 

regards every member as being equally eligible to enjoy the privileges of ethnic election 

(Smith, Myths 268). The onus on everyone to participate in the sacred mission was one of 

the points of dissention in the New World colonies. As we shall see, not all conquistadors 

viewed their role from the ideals of a Christianizing myth of ethnic election. Both church 

and crown had reasons for supporting a Christianizing focus in the new world: the church 

because of its millennial beliefs and the crown not because of millennial beliefs alone but 

because of political expediency i.e. Christianity offered an umbrella of unity; but the men 
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who took part in the conquest often had stronger loyalties to their patria chica61, their 

own small homeland (Galicia, Cataluña, Aragón, Castile etc.), or to their individual 

economic well-being, than to either the church or the developing Spanish ‘nation.’ 

In general, in this period, the peoples of Iberian Peninsula, in ethno-symbolic 

terms, were moving from simply being an ethnie to constructing themselves as a nation. 

Members of nations, more than ethnies, are united by a distinctive public culture in the 

form of public rituals and symbolic codes. The members of nations are united both by 

shared customs and common laws, which are increasingly observed by the members of 

the community (Smith, Cultural Foundations 31). Over the time period of the Iberian 

colonies the observation of common laws and customs became increasingly important.  

Carrying the Myth-Symbol Complexes across the Ocean 

The myth-symbol complexes that had developed on the peninsula during the 

Reconquista were important to the New World activities. The nascent empire of the 

Spains really had little to unify it outside of religion and war and especially the religious 

aspect of war in defense of faith that had developed over the centuries of conflict with 

Muslims. Within the Kingdoms of the Spains elements from the Reconquista mythos 

would become particularly important for the understandings that would emerge in 

relation to the American provinces. Indeed, the Spanish often cast the conquest of the 

Americas as a reiteration of the Reconquista (Fuchs, Mimesis 7).  

                                                

61 Identification with the patria chica travelled to the New World and became localized there. In 
the Southwest the habit of identifying with one’s locality has lived on. By the beginning of the nineteenth 
century residents of the Kingdom of New Mexico were calling themselves nuevo mexicanos or 
neomexicanos, those in California were referring to themselves as californios, and those in Texas as tejanos 
(Gutiérrez “Hispanic Identities”176). Today, New Mexicans still distinguish themselves by whether they 
are northern New Mexicans or not. 
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While the Reconquista narrative gave a sense of a seamless, pre-ordained military 

campaign, the reality was that the Christianization of the peninsula had happened 

piecemeal, both by peaceful colonization and by the activity of mercenaries and warlords 

who made themselves noble through the conquering of territory. The accounts of 

crusading heroes had been the inspiration for many men who ennobled themselves during 

the Christianization of the peninsula. These accounts remained important to the 

conquistadores of the Americas who modeled themselves on the Reconquista warriors. 

Las Casas noted rather bitterly that the conquistadors “frequently compared their 

activities to those of the Christian heroes of the Reconquest of Spain from the Arabs. 

New arrivals in the Americas often had masses said on landing for the soul of that 

legendary hero of the Reconquest, El Cid” (Pagden 79). Inspired by the Old World 

Reconquista heroes, the new world conquistadors attempted to ennoble themselves, lay 

claim to territory and gain social standing62. They brought with them the mechanisms of 

conquest that had proved so successful in their homeland and as “self-designated 

chivalric knights” set themselves to “wresting territory from the infidels, as their 

ancestors had done in Spain” (Fuchs, Mimesis 19). 

Individual initiative was certainly responsible for the majority of the most 

spectacular and audacious acts of conquest in the Americas: Cortés in Mexico and 

Pizzaro in the Andes. The organization of the conquistador bands echoed those of the 

Reconquista mercenaries who had ennobled themselves through conquering Moorish 

territories, and proved to be as effective in the Americas as it had been in Iberia. These 

                                                

62 While the conquistadors drew on chivalric romances for their inspiration, they forbade the 
reading of such imaginative literature by Amerindians, for fear that “such fictions might confuse the natives 
who were supposed to be reading biblical “truths” instead of literary lies” (Fuchs, Mimesis 8).   
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bands were organized under a caudillo (leader) who recruited followers on a voluntary 

basis after receiving State authorization. Future rights were granted over lands to be 

conquered; rules were drawn up to distribute booty of which one-fifth went to the Crown; 

Adelantados i.e. representatives appointed by the Crown, were obliged to finance the 

conquests in return for a percentage of profits (Hennessy 12). The conquistadors were 

then essentially independent contractors, who carried out self-financed military 

campaigns. In other words, the conquistadors made an investment from which they 

expected a return either in a raised social ranking (nobility) or a financial profit, or both. 

However, aware of how troublesome noble independence had been in Iberia, successive 

Spanish monarchs were wary of allowing the same situation to develop in the Americas. 

Thus even as the conquistadors forged new boundaries for the empire and attempted to 

establish themselves as a new landed nobility, as had many during the Reconquista, the 

Spanish crown worked to reign in their authority and establish control over many aspects 

of colonial society.  

An intimate connection had been established between conquest and religion on 

the Iberian Peninsula, especially in the final campaign against Granada. The last stage of 

the Reconquista had been conceptualized as part of a millennial struggle whose ultimate 

goal was the extension of the boundaries of Christendom. Spain understood itself as the 

center of a “[p]rovidential drama, which would involve the conversions of the Jews, 

Moslems and Gentiles, the reform of religious life and learning, and the emergence of the 

last stage of history, the reappearance of the Lost Tribes of Israel, the liberation of 

Jerusalem and its rebuilding, and the Millennium, with the return of Jesus for a thousand 

years” (Popkin 248). The Reconquista institutionalized the legal basis for the use of 
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military force and violence, forcible conversions, the enslavement of pagans, and the 

collection of tribute and labor among conquered peoples (Wilcox 86). Now with the 

discovery of new peoples and lands, conquest and conversion once more walked hand in 

hand.  

Yet in the Americas these twin ideas were no longer easy companions. Within the 

Iberian context, the religious and military elements of the Reconquista had been 

inseparable. The narrative claimed one fought to serve one’s faith in a Holy and Just War, 

a crusade to recapture rightfully Christian territory. This construction allowed Christian 

warriors to serve God and their king while also promising them material rewards. The 

financial incentives of taking part in this crusade were hidden behind the religious 

rhetoric when justifying the campaigns. It masked the reality of both material and socials 

gains that were the reward of nobles and mercenaries. Because it was in many ways a 

retrospective narrative, a story told after the facts that prioritized the Christianizing aspect 

of the restoration, it was easy enough to hide the baser motives of wealth, land and 

ennoblement that were often the actual motivators in the tale. 

 However, this was not quite the case in the Americas. Here conquest and 

conversion often became articulated polarities that split the colonizing efforts of the 

Iberians between the interests of the conquistadors and those of the Church. It was not as 

easy to use Christianization as a justification in the actual ongoing conquest of peoples 

who had not usurped one’s own territory. This argument was made by a number of the 

religious orders in their efforts to prick the conscience of the crown in the face of the 

mistreatment and eventual destruction of the peoples of the Caribbean. Conquest was 

fundamentally however, for many if not most lay Iberians, a means of gaining wealth or 
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increased social standing. Such gains were best achieved through the exploitation of the 

conquered, non-Christian populations. Legitimizing the conquest by claiming a primary 

purpose of saving souls through conversion and civilization then made it difficult to 

justify exploitation of the very people who were supposed to be saved. As a result, right 

from the beginning, conversion and conquest were interpreted in diverse ways and 

sometimes became opposing forces in the on-the-ground colonization.  

Undoubtedly faith and wealth were both motivators for the conquistadors. 

Between these two apparent oppositions, a variety of mixed motives existed. Hernan 

Cortés explicitly described the conquest as a holy war: “as Christians we were obliged to 

wage war against the enemies of our Faith; and thereby we would win glory in the next 

world, and, in this, greater honor and renown than any generation before our time” (63). 

Indeed, Cortés actively partook in the Christianization of the indigenous populations, 

destroying ‘idols’ and replacing them with crosses and images of the virgin (Cervantes 

11). He also invited the Franciscan friars to New Spain in order to Christianize the native 

populations. Francisco Pizarro, the conqueror of the Inca, on the other hand, was 

apparently more directly motivated by the prospect of wealth. When a friar protested his 

treatment of the Incas in Peru and urged him to focus on spreading Christianity, he is 

reputed to have replied, “I have not come for any such reason. I have come to take away 

from them their gold” (quoted in Hanke, Struggle 7).  Yet as he lay dying, victim to a 

conspiracy among his fellow conquistadores, Pizarro drew a cross with his own blood so 

he could die contemplating the cross (González and González 3). Bernal Diaz del 

Castillo, in his account of the conquest of Mexico, written some 60 years after the event, 

wrote that the conquistadors desired to serve God and his Majesty and also to enrich 
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themselves (284). In this he probably captured the feelings of many: both faith and 

material gain were important, in varying degrees, depending on who was communicating 

and when.  

The Religious Orders 

While the conquistadors and lay colonizers accepted the Iberian myth of ethnic 

election and embraced its missionizing aspects with varying degrees of earnestness, 

representatives of the Catholic Church, especially the members of the mendicant63 orders 

(Franciscans, Dominicans, Mercedarians and Augustinians) were very focused on 

conversion. Evangelization began on the island of Santo Domingo in 1500 with the 

establishment of a Franciscan mission. Mexico followed in 1524, with the arrival of the 

so-called “twelve apostles of New Spain,” the Franciscans Cortés invited. A dozen 

Dominicans disembarked in Mexico in 1526 and by 1533 the Augustinians had arrived. 

Dominicans, Franciscans, and Mercedarians reached Peru in 1532. Sixteenth-century 

historian Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo was to remark, “It seems to me that these lands 

are flooded with friars; but none are greying, all being less than thirty years old. I pray to 

God that they are capable of serving Him” (Haro). 

Drawing on the millennial aspects that had become so important by the end of the 

Reconquista, members of the religious orders saw the indigenous peoples of the 

Americas as souls to be saved. For some, particularly members of the Franciscans orders, 

this was their chance to establish the kingdom of God on earth, in new idealistic 

communities, peopled by the newly converted who were free from Old World 

                                                

63 Mendicant orders were required to live off alms as they had renounced all personal and 
collective properties. 
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contamination. Jaime Lara states “[t]here, in the New World untouched by the corruption 

of the Old, dreams of the renovatio ecclesiae64 could become a reality through the ‘Indian 

Church.’ In a pristine land, among a genus angelicus65, apocalyptic hopes could flourish 

just as Joachim of Fiore had prophesized” (Lara 66). The friars and the Amerindians 

together could create a “terrestrial paradise” (Phelan, Millennial Kingdom 42). The New 

World would be the geographical location for the millennial kingdom of the Apocalypse 

(72). The role of the conquistadors was seen as precursors to the Christianizing forces of 

the friars. For instance, the Franciscan Geronimo Mendieta, cast Cortés as a new Moses 

in his Historia eclesiastica Indiana (30). 

Many of the clerics mapped old world ideas about the conversion of the Jews as a 

necessary precondition for the Second Coming onto the new world populations. 

Amerindians were imagined as the lost tribes of Israel and their conversion as the 

climactic event that would usher in the Kingdom of God. Others, like Sahagún, even if 

they did not share the apocalyptic interpretation, still saw the conversion of Amerindians 

as a necessary step in the “Church’s global pilgrimage” (27). Like the chroniclers of the 

past, the new world ecclesiastics placed their activities in the Americas firmly within the 

Christian arc of time. They consciously drew on the Iberian myth of ethnic election—the 

perceived Iberian historical destiny as carriers of the Christian message to new places and 

peoples. The Conversion of the Amerindians was imagined as vitally important in this 

schema. The conquistadors, thus, from the friars’ point of view were as obliged in this 

endeavor as the religious orders. Those who did not also work towards conversion were 

                                                

64 the renewal of the church 
65 angelic people 
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not just exploiting the indigenous populations in their search for wealth. They were also 

preventing the onward movement of eschatological time, whether conversion of the 

Amerindians was imagined as the precipitating event or as one of the many essential 

steps along the way. 

The interests of the Crown 

The other authority in the conquest, additional to the church, was the monarchy. It 

often instigated and sometimes retrospectively legalized the actions of the conquistadors. 

And, like the conquistadors, it had an interest in profiting financially from the New 

World enterprises. However, it was not seen simply as a civil institution. Rather, the role 

of the crown was understood as co-equal with the church. In the Iberian Christian 

imaginary, the proper relation between the authority of Crown and the authority of the 

Church was that of Dos Magestades, or the Two Majesties. In this construct, the 

institution and authority of the monarchs were like that of a father. At the same time, the 

Church served “as mother of the Hispanic family, or the two together as the collective 

head of the social body” (Taylor, Magistrates 13). The two authorities together structured 

and administrated the society of the Spains. 

 The monarchy, like the religious orders, was also particularly invested in the 

Christianization of the Americas. Indeed, apart from the personal religious convictions of 

monarchs like Isabel, Charles V and Phillip II, religion as we have seen, remained the 

primary unifier of Iberia and as such, the maintenance of unified religious facade was as 

much as political necessity as a spiritual one. To be a true member of the Spanish Empire 

or to embrace Spanish citizenship was by default to affirm one’s Christianity. 

Furthermore, the authorization for the conquest of the Americas by the Spanish crown 
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was built on the foundation of papal bulls that made evangelization an explicit concern. 

The 1493 papal bull issued by Alexander VI stated: 

Among other works well pleasing to the Divine Majesty and dear to our 

heart, this assuredly ranks highest, that in our times especially the Catholic 

faith and the Christian religion be exalted and everywhere increased and 

spread, that the health of souls be cared for, and that barbarous nations be 

overthrown and brought to the true faith (Davenport 40). 

In stating this, Alexander VI made evangelism a both condition for and a justification of 

the subsequent rights granted to the Iberian monarchs over the New World territories.  

Crown policy was certainly in favor of evangelization from the earliest days. 

Isabel wrote to Nicholas de Ovando, the first governor of Hispaniola in 1501, of her 

desire “that the Indians be converted to our Holy Catholic faith and their souls be saved” 

(quoted in Hanke, Mankind 8).  Additionally, the Patronato Real (Royal patronage) of 

1508 gave the monarchy control over ecclesiastical appointments and financial matters 

relating to the church in the Americas (Griffiths, “Introduction” 19). However, given the 

nature of the New World enterprise, where the crown was dependent on the actions of 

motivated individuals for both conquest and the subsequent management of the new 

territories, this concern was not necessarily reflected on the ground. Realizing that this 

new, privileged, managerial class was essential to the success of the colonial endeavor, 

the Crown instructed Governor Ovando to adopt the encomienda system66, a practice of 

‘commending’ groups of indigenous peoples to ‘worthy’ Spaniards. The Spaniards in 

                                                

66 The prototypical encomienda system had developed during the Reconquista as a means of 
extracting tribute from conquered Moorish lands and peoples.  (Gibson, Spain in America 50).  
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Hispaniola quickly amassed fortunes from this transplanted feudal system. The 

encomendero, the Spaniard so rewarded, supported his household with tribute from his 

Indian charges usually in the form of servile labor. He also undertook legal obligations of 

military service to the crown, agreed to the instruction and protection of his ‘Indians,’ and 

to the maintenance of clergy in the villages. (Williams 83). The 1512 Laws of Burgos 

mandated that encomenderos were to Christianize their indigenous vassals thus extending 

missionizing obligations to the conquistadors themselves. However, in doing so, the 

crown and conquistadors linked the activity of Christianizing with slavery. As Williams 

puts it, the encomienda system “embodied the ironic thesis that in administering the 

pope’s Petrine responsibility to save the Indians, the Spanish Crown had to enslave them” 

(84).  

El Requerimiento—Transforming Indigenous Space, creating Spaniards 

Following the objections raised by the Dominicans after the exploitation and 

destruction of the natives of the Caribbean67, this evangelizing imperative was stated 

anew in the Requerimiento. El Requerimiento (The Requirement), as used in the 

Americas, was drafted by Palacios Rubios in 1513 and eased, for the Christian mind, 

some of the inherent oppositions between the stance of the civil and religious branches of 

the conquest. It was to be read to indigenous peoples before any military encounter and 

became part of the baggage of all conquistadors (Hanke, Struggle 33). It drew on the 

Christian mythos, placing the actions of the conquistadors firmly within Christian 

                                                

67 From an estimated population over 250,000, the indigenous population of Hispaniola was 
reduced to less than 15,000 in two decades of Spanish colonial occupation. Similar declines were reported 
in other regions of sixteenth century Spanish-America. In many Caribbean Islands, entire Indigenous 
populations disappeared (Williams 85). 
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understandings. The Requerimiento was read on behalf of the current monarch and urged 

the indigenous populations to succumb to the rule of the Spanish crown and accept 

Christianity. After describing the pope as a “high priest, it went on:  

Our Lord selected one of these people, Saint Peter, to lead the humans on 

earth. All people, regardless of where they were or what their nationality or 

religion was, were placed under his jurisdiction …. He also exercised 

power in other parts of the world so he could judge and govern Christians, 

Moors, Jews, gentiles, and those of other faiths … One of the pontiffs, who 

succeeded Peter, granted these islands and the mainland to our King and 

Queen and to their successors … As a result of this property transfer, their 

Highnesses exercise sovereignty over these islands and over the mainland 

…You must also recognize our Holy Father, the pope, and the King and 

Queen, our masters, as rulers of these islands and of the mainland … their 

Highnesses have dispatched priests to teach you our faith …. If you behave 

properly and perform your obligations to their Highnesses, I, … will 

receive you with all love and kindness and will protect your wives, 

children, and land, and will not impose servitude upon you … if you do not 

do this, or if you maliciously delay your response … I will launch an all-

out attack to force you to submit and obey the Church and their 

Highnesses. Furthermore, I will enslave you and your women and children, 

and dispose of them as our majesty may command. Also I will seize your 

goods and inflict harm on you. You will be treated as disobedient vassals. 

You will be to blame for the resulting injury and death. The blame will not 
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lie with me, their Highnesses, or the soldiers who accompany me (quoted 

in Russell 39-40) 

While the Requerimiento proclaimed the right of Spanish authority over indigenous 

populations and presented a justification for the often-violent manifestations of that 

authority, it also served an important role for its Castilian-speaking audience by 

articulating a Christian worldview, rooted in the ideology of Reconquista. Paul 

Connerton suggests that all beginnings and actions of a group are based on recollection 

(2-4). The Requerimiento recalled a long Christian history, leading to the current 

moment. It was an act of theater, a ritual performance, which created cultural memory 

and expressed a cultural narrative that situated the individual listening within the larger 

cultural narrative. As Connerton reminds us “performative utterances are … the place in 

which the community is constituted and recalls to itself the fact of its constitution” (59). 

The ritual reading of the requerimiento bound the listening conquistadors together, 

reminded them of who they were and grounded them as a Christian people in a new land. 

Based on the traditions of warfare that had developed during the Reconquista68, a 

version of the requerimiento had previously been used in the Canary Islands in 1480s 

(Weckman 1:336). It was also reflective of the stark choice give to the Jews in 1492: 

Convert willingly or else leave our rule, or, if you stay and remain unconverted, die. Most 

of those who heard the Requerimiento read over the years would not have taken part in 

the Reconquista or in the takeover of the Canary Islands. By the time the Requerimiento 

                                                

68 See also chapter 3 of Patricia Seed’s Ceremonies of Possession in Europe's Conquest of the New 
World, 1492-1640, for the links between the Requerimiento and Islamic traditions of war. 
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was eliminated in 157369, it had been read numerous times, to an audience that by then 

included not just Iberian-born peninsulares but criollos and mestizos, born in the New 

World. By hearing the proclamation, they would have been drawn into the ethno-history 

of the Iberian Kingdoms’ Christianizing mission, their New World actions legitimized by 

the Iberian past. Historian Lewis Hanke avers that  

The Requirement was read to trees and empty huts when no Indians were 

to be found. Captains muttered its theological phrases into their beards on 

the edge of sleeping Indian settlements, or even a league away before 

starting the formal attack, and at times some leather-tongued Spanish 

notary hurled its sonorous phrases after the Indians as they fled into the 

mountains. Once it was read in camp before the soldiers to the beat of the 

drum. (Struggle 34) 

The Requerimiento began the sacralization of the territory as a Christian place, situated 

within a Christian cosmology. It was a ritual act that transformed indigenous space into 

‘Spanish’ space. It did so by prioritizing the activity of Europeans: claiming the land, 

granting rights, dispatching priests, and exercising sovereignty. Within its sweeping 

rhetoric, it named the land as Christian, given by the right of the one God to the Iberian 

monarchs through the authority of the pope. It enunciated the correct relationship 

between main sources of power in Iberian culture, the Crown and the Church. Even 

though it was supposedly aimed at indigenous populations, who, for the most part would 

                                                

69 The Requerimiento officially disappeared to all intents and purposes with the promulgation of 
the New Laws (1542), influenced by Las Casas. It was specifically eliminated by the Ordinances of His 
Majesty Made for the New Discoveries, Conquests, and Pacifications, of 13 July 1573 (Gerbi, Nature in the 
New World 346).  
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not have spoken Castilian70, it reminded those who did understand of their duty as 

Christians, of the advantages of their position and the possible dire consequences of 

failing in those duties. As a ritual performance, it created and sustained an ethno-history 

for the Iberian soldiers as much as it also gave them a pretext for the subjugation of the 

Amerindian other. As it made the land into Christian land, it also made the conquistadors 

into Christian warriors, their activities blessed by both Church and crown, and laden with 

a sense of inevitable righteousness. 

After the adoption of the Ordinances for New Discoveries in 1573, the 

requerimiento was no longer used and the ritual proclamation for placing indigenous 

peoples under Spanish rule and church authority was La Toma de Posesión, an “act of 

obedience and vassalage” (Ebright, Hendricks and Hughes 2).  It is this modified version 

of the requerimiento that Juan de Oñate used in his entrada to New Mexico in 1598, 

claiming the territory for the crown and church as he made his way north, renaming the 

pueblos and peoples he met on the way 71. Oñate’s proclamation of La Toma de Posesión 

                                                

70 This is not to say that the proclamation was taken seriously by everyone, or that the inherent 
absurdity of reading a Castilian language document to non-Castilian-speaking peoples went unnoticed. 
Lewis Hanke notes the reactions of various officials. The first time it was read, the captain “took it with 
much laughter, in which all those who heard the speech, joined” (Struggle 34). Las Casas confessed on 
reading it he could not decide whether to laugh or to weep (35). Even the author of the Requerimiento, 
Palacios Rubios, laughed when he heard of how it had been put into practice yet he still maintained that it 
satisfied the demands of the Christian conscience when executed in the manner originally intended (35). 
Palacios Rubios' biographer, Eloy Bullon, maintains that the requerimiento was not really addressed to the 
Amerindians but to the governments of the European states, with a view to rendering Spain's conquests 
legally legitimate and formally irreproachable (Gerbi, Nature in the New World 345). Indeed, the salving of 
European Christian conscience, especially the Christian conscience of the Crown, by creating a legal cause 
for a Just War as well as buttressing Spanish territorial claims against those of other European powers 
seems to have been the main focus. 

71 Interestingly, Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny made a similar proclamation of his impending 
conquest of New Mexico on behalf of the United States on 31 July 1846. Like Oñate’s entrada, Kearny’s 
conquest was characterized as ultimately benevolent to the local population, with the purpose of “seeking 
union with and ameliorating the condition of its inhabitants.” So long as they remained “quietly at their 
homes, and [in pursuit of] their peaceful avocations,” the citizens of New Mexico had nothing to fear. If, 
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was not solely read to native populations but formed part of his pre-entrada ceremony on 

the southern banks of the Rio Grande before entering New Mexico territory72. This 

suggests as I do above, that such conquest performances were aimed in a large part at the 

listening Spaniards.  

Furthermore, such performances formed the legal basis for his actions at Acoma 

pueblo: The Acomas had accepted Spanish rule and so their action in killing Zaldívar and 

his men was an act of rebellion. As an ethno-symbolic construct, the requerimiento and 

its successor held resonance for a long time. Its basic premise, the obligation to 

Christianize even through force was to have repercussions in New Mexico into the 

nineteenth century where such thinking justified the kidnapping and virtual enslavement 

of indigenous peoples in Spanish households. 

The Discourse around Amerindians 

As regards the indigenous populations, the Requerimiento was part of the ongoing 

discourse of conquest in the Iberian world during the sixteenth century. The Amerindian 

was other in a more profound way than either Jew or Moor. The discovery and 

subsequent conquest of the New World inspired a serious intellectual controversy 

regarding the rationality, humanity and Christianization of Amerindians. The experience 

in the Caribbean during the early colonization period raised many fundamental questions 

around the nature of difference, religious classification and status. Where did 

                                                

however, they chose to resist, they would be punished as enemies of the United States (Cutts 42). The 
language of conquest, it seems, does not change very much. 

72 Oñate’s ceremony on the banks of the Rio Grande before he entered New Mexico, included a 
lengthy discourse proclaiming Spanish dominion over the land and peoples, mass, trumpets, banners, 
sermons and even a play. Similar events were staged at Santo Domingo pueblo and at six other pueblos as 
he made his way north (Weber, Frontier 77).  
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Amerindians fit into this schema of identification? How could the differences be 

accommodated? Were the indigenous peoples even human? And if they were, how were 

they to be treated? Was it legitimate to enslave them or take their property or even 

convert them? Could they become Christian? And if so, were they able to be fully and 

completely Christian? Could they enter religious orders and be priests, friars or nuns? 

Were they capable of becoming Hispanicized, of being citizens? Almost from the very 

beginning of the colonization period, attitudes to the native populations was split between 

those who saw them as subhuman and therefore appropriate to being commercially 

exploited and those who championed the humanity and rights of the conquered peoples.  

The Iberian arrival in the Nahua region governed by the Mexica (Aztecs) raised 

particular questions that had not been raised in the Caribbean. In 1521 Tenochtitlan, the 

Mexica capital city, succumbed to Hernan Cortés73, his men, and their numerous 

indigenous allies, and the vice royalty of New Spain74 was created from the newly 

conquered territory. The people of the area, the Mexica, their various subject peoples and 

their enemies, the Tlaxcalans who allied with Cortés, were urban, organized people, with 

a social hierarchy, cities and agriculture. Because of this, they were in Spanish terms, 

civilized. The peoples of the Spains were themselves primarily an urbanized people, who 

valued urban life and commerce. They therefore were impressed with the cities of the 

                                                

73 Cortés’ invasion of the Aztec kingdom was essentially an act of rebellion against the governor 
of Cuba, Velásquez. Cortés had been sent on a mission to explore rather than to conquer. To overcome the 
restrictions on his mission, he and his men founded the town of Villa Rica de Vera Cruz (modern Veracruz) 
as a political entity under the authority of Charles V, as Spanish municipalities had the right to be directly 
under crown rule. Cortés was elected Captain by the town council. No longer under the command of 
Velásquez and instead the purported elected leader of a ‘Spanish’ town, he was now free to pursue his own 
agenda. His ultimate success ensured that the Crown recognized the rather dubious legality of the situation 
and “New Spain” became a Spanish province (Hassig 68-69). 

74 New Spain was the Iberian controlled landmass north of what is currently Guatemala. It 
included modern day Mexico (Ebright, “Land Grants” 455). 
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Nahua peoples. As Bernal Diaz del Castillo wrote: “When we saw so many cities and 

villages built in the water and other great towns built on dry land and that straight and 

level causeway going towards Mexico, we were amazed” (214).  

For Iberians, cities, towns, and villages formed the heart of civilization because 

commerce and political life rook place in urban marketplaces or plazas (Nader, “Spain” 

12). And, just like the Iberian cities, the New World municipalities had market places and 

commerce: “We turned back to the great market and the swarm of people buying and 

selling. The mere murmur of their voices talking was loud enough to be heard more than 

three miles away. Some of our soldiers who had been in many parts of the world, in 

Constantinople, in Rome, and all over Italy, said that they had never seen a marker so 

well laid out, so large, so orderly, and so full of people” (Diaz 235). The culture of the 

Mexica was vastly different to that of the Caribbean peoples. A highly urban, socially 

stratified society was something the Spanish recognized and respected. How then were 

they to deal with these peoples who were both incredibly civilized, in the ways that were 

deeply attuned to Iberian sensibilities and yet, apparently vastly uncivilized in their 

practice of religion and human sacrifice? How were the nobles to be treated? Were they 

on a social par with Iberian nobles? What could be integrated and what, absolutely 

needed to be rejected? 

The answers depended on how one viewed the Amerindians. Initially, in the 

Caribbean, conquistadores had argued that indios were not quite human enough to 

become Christian. This served their economic agenda, intending as they did to recoup 

their investments as quickly as they could. There could be no objection to enslaving a 

non-human. This position was repudiated by both the crown and the church. Given the 
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ideological centrality of missionizing as a justification for the colonization, both the 

crown and the church had to support the idea that Amerindians were human and 

essentially had ‘pure blood’ and thus were in a different category to Jews and Muslims. 

That is, Amerindians were capable of being converted and, unlike conversos or moriscos, 

their Christianity would not be undermined by the taint of impure blood that carried 

inherent heretical tendencies. As María Elena Martínez explains 

 After all, if the indigenous people were lumped with conversos and 

moriscos—communities generally regarded as reluctant and backsliding 

converts—what was Spain doing in the Americas? Why should the church 

attempt to convert populations that could not be converted? (Genealogical 

206) 

Thus right from the beginning, the idea of what constituted limpieza de sangre began to 

be altered by the needs of the colonies. It still prioritized freedom from Moorish and 

Jewish antecedents, as it did in the Spains, but lost its link to the geographical location of 

the Iberian Peninsula.  

By the seventeenth century, indigenous elites began to further challenge the 

Iberian understanding of limpieza de sangre as dependent on an Iberian Christian lineage 

and instead argued for their purity of blood based on their own ancestral Christian 

conversion. That is, indigenous elites argued for their status as “Old Christians” because 

of their ancestors’ early conversion to Christianity in the immediate aftermath of the 

conquest. While they based their arguments on antiquity of faith, and prioritized the past 

as the Iberians did, they moved the origin point of that past from the time of the Visigoths 

to that of the New World conquest. And, as in the Spains, they claimed a purity of 
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lineage, free from the taint of Jewish and Moorish bloodlines. For instance, in 1623, don 

Francisco de Tapia y Barrera of Mexico City, whose great-grandfather Motelchiuhtzin 

had converted shortly after Cortés arrival, reminded Spanish officials of this early 

conversion in order to proclaim his lineage to be pure: “Andrés de Tapia 

[Motelchiuhtzin], my great-grandfather, was the first in these realms to receive the water 

of baptism, …converting to our Holy Catholic Faith, and all of [my ancestors hence] have 

been known as people clean of all races of Moors and Jews” (quoted in Villella 639).  

Thus limpieza de sangre, as a New World construct, no longer necessarily pointed 

to an Iberian ancestry. It was, in certain cases, both geographically and in terms of 

ancestry, indicative of a purely indigenous background. It still acknowledged a freedom 

from Moorish and Jewish lineages but moved its referent point forward in time to the 

New World conversions rather than retaining the original Old World Visigothic import. 

Limpieza de sangre thus became a New World paradigm, signifying the authentic 

conversion of indigenous populations. 

The Valladolid Debates 

The 1550-1551 debates at Valladolid allowed opposing views of the New World 

populace to be voiced against each other. Dominic de Soto, opening the debate, made it 

clear they were there “to discuss and determine what form of government and what laws 

may best ensure the preaching and extension of our Holy Catholic Faith in the New 

World” (Hanke, Struggle 118).  In answering this, the Dominican, Bartolomé de Las 

Casas argued for the protection of the native populations but in doing so, he reduced them 

to simple, childlike peoples, non-threatening and ripe for Christianization: 
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God created these simple people without evil and without guile.  They are 

most obedient and faithful to their natural lords and to the Christians 

whom they serve.  They are most submissive, patient, peaceful and 

virtuous.  Nor are they quarrelsome, rancorous, querulous, or vengeful. 

Moreover, they are more delicate than princes and die easily from work or 

illness.  They neither possess nor desire to possess worldly wealth.  Surely 

these people would be the most blessed in the world if only they 

worshipped the true God.  (quoted in Hanke, Struggle 11) 

His opposing debater, Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, a humanist philosopher, held that the 

subjugation of the native populations by any means, including force, was necessary and 

correct. They were after all, idolaters and cannibals, inherently inferior to Europeans and 

in need of the conversion that would be made easier following subjugation. Like Las 

Casas, he reduced the capacity of native populations. These peoples, Sepulveda declared 

“require, by their own nature and in their own interests, to be placed under 

the authority of civilized and virtuous princes or nations, so that they may 

learn from the might, wisdom and law of their conquerors, to practice 

better morals, worthier customs, and a more civilized way of life” (quoted 

in Hanke, Struggle 47)  

They were  

In prudence, talent, virtue, and humanity they are as inferior to the 

Spaniards as children to adults, women to men, as the wild and cruel to the 

most meek, as the prodigiously intemperate to the continent and 
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temperate, that I have almost said, as monkeys to men (quoted in Hanke, 

Mankind 84) 

Both men drew on Aristotle’s ideas of natural slavery in making the arguments: Las 

Casas making the case that the indigenous peoples did not fit into this category while 

Sepúlveda argued that the best way for them to become Christian was by slavery to the 

superior Spaniards who could thus communicate to them the true religion. Despite these 

apparent differences in opinion, both views of Amerindians were based on their being 

lesser than the conquering Spaniards.  

This sense of Spanish superiority over and above indigenous weaknesses was 

fundamental to how Spanish-American society developed. There was a tendency on the 

part of clerics, and especially the Franciscans, to see Amerindians as innocent, “natural 

children.” Amerindians possessed the fundamental qualities shared by all men, including 

the gift of abstract reasoning, but they existed in the state of retarded social and spiritual 

development. Thus Amerindians would need special tutelage to reach their full potential 

not only as children of God as subjects of the Spanish monarch (O’Hara 29). 

Furthermore, like conversos in pre-1492 Iberia, they needed protecting from those 

who would lead them astray. In general, the clergy tended towards promoting the idea of 

separating Amerindians from Iberians who exploited them and whose actions portrayed 

Christianity in a poor light. The secretary on Hernando de Soto’s Florida expedition 

(1539-1543), for instance, recorded how the conquistadors, who in “their lewdness and 

lust” wanted sexual relations with indigenous women, would baptize them “more for 

their carnal intercourse than to instruct them in the faith” (quoted in Wiesner-Hanks 191). 

In 1621, Franciscan Juan de Silva claimed that the violence of the Spaniards and their 
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demands for personal service generated in Amerindians a complete “loathing and fatal 

hatred of our sacred Catholic faith”. “It is not surprising,” said de Silva,” that this way of 

preaching the gospel had such a catastrophic outcome” (quoted in Ballériaux 115). The 

Jesuits complained that the shortage of priests inclined the Spaniards to be “more evil 

than the infidels and full of the bestial cruelty towards the Indians, and that they commit 

with impunity all sorts of evil acts against God” (115).  

The Two Republics 

This concern manifested through the development of the idea of ‘Two Republics’ 

in the mid to late sixteenth century, whereby the indigenous peoples were organized into 

a república de los indios (‘Indian republic’), while the colonists belonged to a república 

de los españoles (‘Spanish republic’). Some of the earliest proponents of the two-republic 

system were Franciscan missionaries, such as Gerónimo de Mendieta, who held that the 

“childlike” nature of the Indians required the protection of a second republic. Other 

churchmen, including Vasco de Quiroga75 and Bartolomé de las Casas argued that an 

evangelized Indian society would be an improved version of European Christendom 

(O’Hara 31). The ideal Christian was no longer the Old Christian Iberian but the New 

World indigenous neophyte. In the missionary imaginary, particularly that of the 

Franciscans, Christian and Spanish were now differentiated. The missionaries saw an 

opportunity to recreate the primitive church, to establish a New Jerusalem with devout 

and simple peoples. “With communally owned property, communal labor, and 

                                                

75  Vasco de Quiroga was bishop of Michoacán from 1538 to 1565. Inspired by Thomas More’s 
Utopia, Quiroga set up self-sufficient, experimental Indian communities designed to provide native peoples 
the benefits of Christian education and a more civilized life, and to protect them from exploitation by 
Spanish settlers (O’Hara 70). 
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representative government, the Indian communities would be heavenly cities of God on 

earth—utopian Christian republics” (Weber, Frontier 94). Amerindians were seen as 

capable of extraordinary saintliness. Despite the fact that Satan had induced them to 

idolatry and that particularly, the Mexica religion could be read as a mockery and 

inversion of Christianity, they exhibited qualities of single minded devotion and piety, 

and were capable of extraordinary acts of sacrifice and devotion (Cañizares-Esguerra, 

Puritan Conquistadors 19-20). Motolinía (the Franciscan, Toribio de Benavente) 

believed that Amerindians lacked “any hindrance that would keep them from reaching 

heaven, unlike the many obstacles we Spaniards have and keep us down” (quoted in 

Cañizares-Esguerra, 20). Yet even in this idealized religious vision, the indigenous 

populations were to remain immature, forever under priestly guidance. Seeing them as 

perpetually ‘soft wax’ to be molded, Mendieta envisioned a terrestrial paradise of 

indigenous “pupils, not teachers, parishioners, not priests,” whom even he could rule, 

“arranged in such good Christianity that it seemed as if the whole province were a 

monastery” (quoted in Phelan, Millennial Kingdom 66).  

The discovery of ongoing indigenous practices in the later part of the sixteenth 

century dispelled the idealism of the friars and gave them more reasons to cast the 

Amerindian Christians as permanent neophytes. Louise M. Burkhart notes that the friars 

portrayed the native people as new Christians “not yet so firmly planted in the faith as to 

be trusted to flourish apart from the friars’ care” (“Pious Performances” 369). They 

claimed that without continued support the natives would revert to their former idolatries. 

As the secular ecclesiastical hierarchy sought to replace the friars with secular parish 
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priests76, the deficiencies of the indigenous Christians “became, especially for the 

embattled Franciscans, as important to the defense of their enterprise as all the evidence 

of native piety they touted as signs of their success” (369). Thus, portrayed as perpetually 

neophyte, Amerindian Christians needed both the continued guidance of the church, as 

well as protection from the corruption of Spaniards. The solution was seen as best 

fashioned through the creation of two separate spheres of influence. 

Scholars tend to agree that the ‘Two Republics’ existed more as an ideal than it 

ever did in practice. However, it was supported by a series of decrees and laws intended 

to maintain a social, economic, and cultural separation between Amerindians and other 

colonial subjects. Physical and social mobility were also proscribed and controlled. 

Cities, like Mexico City, were intended for Spanish habitation. Native populations were 

confined to their own communities outside Spanish towns (Cope 15). Like the Jews and 

Moors before them Amerindians found themselves assigned their own community, 

governed by its own laws customs and regulations. Theoretically each republic was a 

separate sphere of influence with different responsibilities to the crown. Amerindian 

communities had to pay tribute to the crown and were also eventually placed under the 

jurisdiction of separate legal and religious institutions.  

                                                

76 Catholic Clergy were divided into two branches, secular and regular. The secular branch lived in 
the world (saeculum) and consisted of priests who took the vows of ordination, normally administered a 
parish, were under the authority of an archbishop and bishops, but were not bound by vows or rules. 
Members of the regular branch lived by the rule (regula); they followed strict regulations governing their 
lives and conduct, often lived in cloistered communities, and took perpetual vows, the most important of 
which was obedience to one’s superior (Griffiths, Sacred Dialogues iv). “Secular ecclesiastical hierarchy” 
refers to the authorities in the Catholic church who administered the parish structure and the “secular” 
priests were the priests who oversaw parish life. The Franciscans, Dominicans, Augustinians, Mercedarians 
and Jesuits belonged to the regular branch of the church i.e. they lived by the rule. Additionally, the 
Franciscans, Dominicans, Augustinians, and Mercedarians were mendicant orders, required to live off alms 
as they had renounced all personal and collective properties. 
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Still, segregation was never completely possible. Part of the crown’s rationale for 

the system of two republics was the creation of discrete, governable populations of native 

peoples, simplifying evangelization as well as tribute collection and labor drafts (O’Hara 

31). The populations met and mingled through labor drafts (requerimiento) and 

commercial activities. Officials could not prevent the flow of native people to Spanish 

towns, where they provided all sorts of labor services, or the flow of Spaniards to native 

towns for a range of other activities, although they did ban everyone except priests and 

officials from entering Amerindians areas (M. Martinez, Genealogical 100). 

Amerindians, especially in urban areas, took advantage of the proximity of “Spanish” 

towns to pass themselves off as mestizos and so avoid tribute and labor payments. And, 

while crown policy did intend the eventual ‘Hispanization’ and thus integration of 

indigenous populations, it also regarded them as minors in legal terms, needing 

protection. The ‘two republics’ thus, in both civil and religious terms, materialized the 

idea that Amerindians were essentially distinct and inferior to Europeans while also 

idealizing them as true Christians.  

Africans: Slaves and Free 

The New World natives were not the only people regarded as inferior in the 

Spanish provinces. The encomienda system as well as Amerindian slavery had been 

dispensed with in the New Laws of 1542-1543 and replaced with repartimiento, a system 

of compulsory paid labor. All adult males except certain craftsmen and native nobility 

were required to offer their labor services to the Spaniards for short intervals in return for 

wages (Phelan, Millennial Kingdom 94). However, with the decline in the Amerindian 

populations and the subsequent labor shortages, African slaves were imported to work in 
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mines, on plantations and for the textile industry (Valdés, “Decline” 170). Even Las 

Casas himself initially advocated the use of African slaves instead of Amerindians, 

although he was to regret that in later life. The union of the Spanish and Portuguese 

crowns between 1580 and 1640 made it relatively easy for Mexico to acquire slaves from 

Africa during that time (169). This led to the presence of another relatively large, non-

Iberian group in the colonies. Additionally, it was a group that was considered lesser and 

inferior to españoles. 

On the Iberian Peninsula, African slaves had formed as much as 5 to 15% of the 

population. However, Iberians regarded slavery as an unnatural condition and, therefore, 

provided many avenues out of bondage. Castilian Law and custom permitted slaves to 

hold and transfer of property and, with their private property they could purchase their 

freedom or that of relatives or friends. This attitude towards manumission created a free 

black class in the Spains which filled accepted economic and social and, even at the 

lowest level, political roles (Landers 8). Additionally, a number of Africans entered the 

Spains as free persons on trade or diplomatic missions.  So, just as not all slaves in Spain 

were Africans, not all Africans were slaves. 

Tamar Herzog describes fifteenth century Seville looking “like a chessboard, its 

inhabitants alternating between white and black” (“Beyond Race” 162). According to 

Herzog, African descent stigmatized its bearers more clearly in the New than in the Old 

World. Within the Spains, some institutions did add the exclusion of Africans to their 

statutes of blood purity but this was the exception, not the rule. A number of individuals 

of African descent argued against these extensions successfully to demonstrate that their 

origins were not necessarily indicative of the impurity. However, during the same period 
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in the Americas, Castilian Spanish concepts of blood purity were habitually applied to 

persons of African descent in the casta system and would eventually systematically 

discriminate against all Blacks. (162). Furthermore, art from the ‘Golden Age’ 

demonstrates how peninsular Spaniards and New World Spaniards were distinguished 

from each other in how they understood blackness. Herzog suggests that Golden Age 

Iberian Spanish paintings were pedagogically oriented and portrayed conversion as a 

transformative effect. Depicting African subjects as Christians meant for the artists that 

they also had to be described as “normal” Spaniards and, thus, as “whites.”  In the Spains, 

portraying free, converted Africans as white may have also served to demarcate the 

distance separating them from slaves. This, however, did not happen in Spanish America. 

Instead Africans were depicted as blacks and were distinguished from other social 

members as seen in the casta paintings of the eighteenth century (163). The change in 

understandings wrought by the circumstances in the Americas was to construct the negro 

as an inferior being. 

Adapting Iberian Identity constructs in the Americas 

Cultural identities are often forged most clearly through interaction with other 

culturally distinct populations. This dynamic is especially pronounced where multiple 

ethnies engage in sustained contact as happened in the Americas. Just as the idea of being 

Spanish, with an Iberian homeland and a Christian faith had been formed through 

interaction with the Moorish and Jewish other, the New World identity began to define 

itself through the interactions that came about in the New World: Iberian-born Spaniard 

vs. New World Spaniard; Spaniard vs. Indian; Spaniard vs. African; Indian vs. African. 
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These relative binaries were not to remain stable. During the first generation after 

the conquest, Iberians remained a small minority of the total population77. Most of these 

migrants were young men. Only in the late sixteenth century did the proportion of women 

travelling to the New World even reach one-third (Axtell 226). Thus cohabitation 

between Hispanic men and indigenous women was common. Additionally, the crown 

was concerned that the colony be stabilized by married settlers and, in 1501, permitted 

marriage between Iberian and indigenous people. It was seen as a way of Christianizing 

the population. Intermarriage was also encouraged by the fact that some crown positions 

were only available to married men. While Iberian-Indigenous relationships thus could 

range from enslavement to marriage, the inevitable result was the production of children, 

which gave rise rather quickly to a large mestizo or populations of mixed ancestry (Axtell 

226).  

Furthermore, the early Iberian colonists had found themselves dependent upon the 

cooperation of pre-conquest indigenous elites, a number of whom were initially allowed 

retain their noble status within the colonial system78. These elites, because of their status 

as nobles, became part of the hidalguía (gentry) of the Kingdom of New Spain entitled to 

honors and privileges, including being addressed respectfully as a don79 (MacLachlan and 

                                                

77 María Elena Martinez estimates that by 1570 there were still only 25,000 Spanish households in 
the New Spain (M. Martinez, “Social Order”). James Axtell suggests that perhaps a total of 240,000 
Spaniards arrived in the sixteenth century with another 450,000 arriving in the next century (Beyond 1492 
226). 

78 Among the noble families that claim descent from pre-colonial Aztec nobility are, in Spain, the 
counts of Moctezuma, Javier, and Guara, the duke of Granada; in New Spain they include titled grandees 
such as the Aguayo, Alamo, Jaral, Miravalle, Salinas, Salvatierra, Santa Rosa, Santiago, Valle Oploca and 
Valle de Orizaba. Indeed, Juan de Oñate, who led the 1598 entrada into New Mexico was according to 
some sources, supposedly himself a descendent of the emperor Moctezuma. (Cañizare-Esguerra, “Racial” 
426) 

79 Ann Twinam explains that the title of don was an honorific that carried with it the assumption 
that the bearer was white, legitimate, and a person of honor. During the Bourbon regime in the eighteenth 
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Rodriguez O 113). Gibson states that the crown, up to the mid-sixteenth century “took 

seriously its obligations to the ‘natural lords’ of Mexico” granting similar trappings of 

nobility such as coats of arms and Spanish clothing, but only to the degree that claims did 

not “interfere with the ambitions of Spaniards in the colony” (Gibson, “Aztec 

Aristocracy” 177). For some of the early conquistadors, whose own heritage would not 

have been ‘noble,’ intermarriage with the remnants of the noble elites was a way to 

increase their own social standing (Kicza 253). Although after the initial colonial period, 

intermarriage declined and the powers of noble elites were confined to indigenous 

spheres of influence, the descendants of these marriages later drew on their ancestral 

indigenous ancestry to claim a noble heritage and proclaim the advantages of 

miscegenation. For instance, Villagrá’s Historia praises Oñate as a great and noble leader 

both because of his ‘Old Christian’ blood and because of his mestizo heritage (Cañizare-

Esguerra, “Racial” 426). 

In the immediate aftermath of the conquest, the offspring of Spanish men and 

Amerindian women were often claimed by their fathers as “españoles” or “criollos” 

(American born Spaniards). That is, they were not regarded as indio or mestizo and 

entitled to rights and privileges of a ‘Spaniard.’  However, that practice quickly faded for 

out-of-wedlock children (Nutini and Isaac 47). The resultant offspring, like conversos, 

were liminal personae, neither Iberian nor Indigenous and thus spilled over both the 

physical and imagined margins of both republics (Cope 15). Mixed-blood individuals did 

not fit into either republic, and Spaniards regarded them as a threat to the internal stability 

                                                

century, the possibility of purchasing the title, for 1000 reales, made it possible for those who were 
legitimate but racially mixed to advance socially, because those who received the title were automatically 
considered white and persons of honor (“Pedro de Ayarza” 223). 
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of each social sphere. They were neither Spanish vecinos with all their adherent 

responsibilities, nor original inhabitants of Mexico. The decline in the indigenous 

population by the mid-sixteenth century and resultant import of African slaves added a 

third people to the mix and proportionally increased the type of miscegenation possible. 

The Augustinian, Nicolas de Witte, was to lament in 1552:  

It is clear that this land is full of mestizos, who are badly inclined; it is full 

of Negroes, who are slaves; it is full of Negroes who marry Indian women, 

who in turn gave birth to mulattos; it is full of mestizos who marry Indian 

women engendering a diverse group [casta] of great numbers. And from 

all of these mixtures are derived other diverse mixtures that are not good. 

(quoted in Chance 97) 

Spaniards grew increasingly anxious about miscegenation between Spaniards, natives and 

individuals of African descent. In a culture that had begun to construct its own identity on 

the twin pillars of clean bloodlines and Christian faith, and that already problematized 

religious miscegenation in the perceived ambiguity of conversos and moriscos, and 

problematized ancestral miscegenation through the statutes of limpieza de Sangre, the 

existence of further new mixed race peoples was certainly challenging. Further 

complicated by view that saw both Amerindians and Africans as intrinsically inferior 

beings, how were the colonizers to protect the purity of Iberian lineages? And in 

protecting themselves, how did they materialize the fears and hopes that drove their New 

World ambitions, both religious and secular? How did New World conditions influence 

the myth-symbol complexes the Iberians brought with them to the Americas?  
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Blood Purity and Castas 

Blood purity, limpieza de sangre, in the Old World had been essentially a 

discourse about religious ancestry. From Iberia the concept traveled to the Iberian 

colonial possessions in the Americas. In this context, blood purity retained some of its 

original connotations but also acquired others, “as notions of genealogical impurity were 

gradually mapped onto certain colonial populations to restrict their political, economic, 

and spiritual claims” (Nirenberg “Editorial” 2). As already mentioned, Amerindians were 

constructed as pure blooded by both the Spanish crown and church. Furthermore, 

Amerindians also constructed themselves as religiously pure blooded by emphasizing 

their ancestors’ early conversion to Christianity. As a result, religious purity, as a marker 

of differentiation was less relevant in the Americas and cultural doings came to be more 

significant. Cultural purity along with Christian purity became equally important factors 

in determining a colonial subject’s social privileges and freedoms (M. Martínez, 

Genealogical 2). In the Americas, this eventually developed into a hierarchical and 

classificatory system that became known as the sistema de castas.  

The primary groups recognized in the sistema de castas were the españoles, those 

who claimed pure ‘Spanish’ blood, consisting both of Iberian born peninsulares and 

criollos, those of Iberian parentage, born in the new world; indios, an inclusive term for 

members of the various indigenous groups of the Americas, and negros, black Africans 

or their descendants, usually slaves or freed slaves. Like all categorizations, these terms 

simplified and flattened peoples into monolithic groupings. Iberians, who did not 

necessarily identify with peninsular-wide Spanish homeland but instead with their patria 

chica, were now “peninsulares” and “españoles”, their identity now mapped to the larger 
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geographic space of the whole Iberian Peninsula. This New World classification helped 

create “Spanishness,” and distinguished the culture of españoles as originating in Iberia 

rather than in the New World (Gutiérrez, “Hispanic Identities” 176). The term indios 

made no distinction between Mexica/Nahua or Inca or Zuni or Tewa or any of the other 

numerous indigenous peoples subsumed under this term; nor did it recognize pre-existing 

indigenous hierarchies or other internal structures of Amerindian cultures. Likewise, 

negros flattened all those with black skin into one grouping, regardless of their original 

tribal affiliation or whether they were born in Africa, on the Iberian Peninsula or in the 

New World, or if they were slave or free.  

Initially, in New Spain, during the sixteenth century, Limpieza de Sangre 

continued to refer to religious ancestry as it had done on the Iberian Peninsula (M. 

Martínez, Genealogical 123-141). This aspect was highlighted by the crown’s insistence 

that emigrants to the colonies had to be of Old Christian lineage. Under Isabel’s rule, 

immigration to the New World was restricted to Old Christians who could prove that 

their four grandparents had been Catholic in faith (Wiznitzer 169). However, 

“undesirables” such as Moors, Jews, gypsies, and those condemned by the Inquisition did 

reach the New World, although furtively. In 1511, the government admitted that many of 

these “sons and grandsons of quemados” were running to America because they were 

forbidden to hold “places” in Spain and responded by expanding the prohibitions on 

certain professions (e.g. Government offices, pharmacy, medicine and surgery) to the 

Americas (Lanning 41).  

Conversos, heretics and others so affected, succeeded in migrating to Mexico 

through the use of assumed names, by employing false documents concerning their 
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ancestors, as well as by resorting to bribery (Wiznitzer 170).  In this endeavor they were 

surprisingly successful. The work of scholars such as Seymour Liebman, Richard 

Greenleaf, David Gitlitz and Stanley Hordes suggests that there were numbers of 

converso80 New Christians as well as Crypto-Jews81 in New Spain from the time of 

Cortés on. Many settled in urban areas such as Mexico City and in ports like Veracruz 

and Acapulco in order to avail of mercantile opportunities presented by these urban areas 

(Hordes 35). Nevertheless, the official ban on “undesirables” created the perception that 

all Iberians in the New World were Old Christians of pure blood lineages. Moreover, it 

was in the interests of those who did not have ‘pure blood’ to maintain the narrative 

                                                

80 Converso is the Spanish word for ‘convert.’ It came to be used almost exclusively as the 
descriptive term for converts of Jewish ancestry. The term “crypto-Jews” refers to those conversos who 
continued to affirm their Jewish identity and to practice their Jewish faith in secret while maintaining the 
outward appearance of practicing Catholicism. David M. Gitlitz in his book Secrecy and Deceit the 
Religion of the Crypto-Jews gives a detailed analysis of the variants of converso faith. Grouping them into 
4 main categories: those who identified as Catholic; those who identified as Jewish; those who were 
ambiguous and embraced aspects of both faiths in varying ways; those who rejected both faiths. Gitlitz 
further divides these categories into further subcategories, in a very instructive and detailed analysis of the 
many versions of converso and Crypto-Judaic faith and identity (84-91) 

81 Claiming that Crypto-Judaism was an active component of the religious composition in the New 
World is controversial. David Gitlitz suggests that the existence of Crypto-Judaism varied by location. He 
surmises that crypto-Judaism as an active practice on the Iberian Peninsula was waning by the mid-
sixteenth century (41). The vast majority had assimilated into mainstream Catholicism but that it was 
present in the colonies, especially in urban settings such as Mexico City. It tended to die out in rural areas 
and was no longer a communal practice but a familial or individual practice, no longer supported by a 
Jewish community and thus often degenerating into residual Jewish or merely anti-Catholic practices. 
Stanley Hordes (To The End of The Earth) and Daniel Kunin (Juggling Identities: Identity and Authenticity 
among the Crypto-Jews) and a number of other scholars have claimed that Crypto-Judaism survived, even 
onto the present day, in New Mexico. Still other scholars such as Judith Neulander and Aviva Ben-Ur have 
disagreed with these findings, mainly because of issues with methodology that seem to make the 
conclusions suspect. Neulander’s chapter “Inventing Jewish History, Culture and Genetic Identity in 
Modern New Mexico” in Who Is a Jew?: Reflections on History, Religion, and Culture edited by Leonard 
J. Greenspoon, 2006, provides a good summary of the dispute, from her point of view, both from historical 
and scholarly stances. See also Ben-Ur’s review of Horde’s To The End of The Earth in American Jewish 
History and her review of Kunin’s book “‘Fakelore’ or Historically Overlooked Sub-Ethnic Group?” for 
her criticisms and the wider issues she raises about how identity is constructed. Michael P. Carroll’s article 
“The debate over a crypto-Jewish presence in New Mexico” also makes interesting reading and raises 
broader issues around the interpretation of evidence and the appeal of the idea of “Crypto-Jews in New 
Mexico” as a phenomenon. The debate is interesting to me as it illustrates some of the issues this 
dissertation engages with: that of identity, the actualization of collective memory, and use of myth-symbol 
complexes in culture. 
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fiction that they did. Additionally, the official monopoly that allowed only “natives of the 

kingdoms of Spain” (naturales de los reinos de España) to emigrate to and to trade in the 

New World, ultimately helped create a sense of “common Spanish nativeness, which 

included all natives of all Spanish kingdoms” (Herzog, Defining Nations 65).  

As time went by, discrimination based on blood purity came to be particularly 

applied against mestizos and the African population. This application was partly fueled 

by the numerous rebellions organized by Amerindians and slaves and by the perceived 

religious heterodoxy of indigenous, slave and free black people, many of whom retained 

aspects of indigenous and African religious systems alongside Catholicism (Wade 179). 

As with the taint of Judaism or Islam, impure bloodlines were perceived as triggering 

unsocial behavior and religious unorthodoxy. By the eighteenth century, limpieza de 

sangre was influenced by ideas derived from the Enlightenment, and classified 

individuals through zoological labels according to their physical traits and degrees of 

rationality (M. Martínez, Genealogical 123-141, 228). By the middle of the century, 

limpieza de sangre or the lack thereof, had become increasingly linked to visual 

indicators such as skin color (Lanning 47).  

As the sistema de castas developed, a vast array of terms was devised to refer to 

the different races and their offspring. The ascription of such terms was highly variable 

and often localized. Their application depended on where in the Americas one lived, as 

there were variations in terminology, usage and meaning throughout the Spanish 

provinces. In general, however, Indio referred to a person of pure or almost pure 

indigenous ancestry. A mestizo was half Spanish and half Amerindian. A coyote was 

three-quarters Indian and one quarter European. A mulato was half European and half 
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African, and a morisco was three quarters European and one quarter African. A lobo was 

a mixture of Indian and Black. Other rather fluid and imaginative classifications were 

assigned to people of indeterminate racial makeup, including torna atras (turns back), 

tente en el aire (hold-yourself-in-mid-air), and no te entiendo (I-don't-understand-you). 

Most casta taxonomies from the period list sixteen mixtures, but some number fourteen, 

and others nineteen or even twenty (Katzew 3).  

Contemporary scholars argue that the rigid, idealized world of a sistema de 

castas, as portrayed in eighteenth century casta paintings, and from which many of these 

taxonomies are derived, never materialized in day-to-day life. Ilona Katzew, in Casta 

Painting: Images of Race in Eighteenth-Century Mexico suggests that the visual 

taxonomies casta paintings portrayed, rather than being reflective of New Spain’s ethnic 

makeup in fact created the categories they aimed to render. While the paintings suggest a 

concrete system of social control, in practice it never materialized as such. Instead the 

Sistema de Castas is better understood as “a loose constellation of decrees, practices and 

attitudes about social difference and that casta categories were often quite malleable and 

porous” (O’Hara 5). None-the-less, such racial taxonomies give insight to the myth-

symbol complex at its most idealized understanding, imagined as a stable method of 

differentiation, with minutely plotted lines of descent and fanciful images of the 

consequences of miscegenation.  

Yet even in its most idealized form, the system included a certain inbuilt fluidity. 

There was certainly a possibility of redemption for indigenous bloodlines though not 

always for those of African descent. As Pedro Alonso O'Crouley was to note in his 

travelogue A Description of the Kingdom of New Spain, (1774) an español-indio 
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bloodline could be whitened but negro ancestry, by the late-eighteenth century, was 

usually perceived as tainting the blood forever:   

If the mixed-blood is the offspring of a Spaniard and an Indian, the stigma 

disappears at the third step in descent because it is held as systematic that 

a Spaniard and an Indian produce a mestizo; a mestizo and a Spaniard, a 

castizo; and a castizo and a Spaniard, a Spaniard. The admixture of Indian 

blood should not indeed be regarded as a blemish, since the provisions of 

law give the Indian all that he could wish for, and Philip II granted to 

mestizos the privilege of becoming priests. On this consideration is based 

the common estimation of descent from a union of Indian and European or 

creole Spaniard. From the union of a Spaniard and a Negro the mixed-

blood retains the stigma for generations without losing the original quality 

of a mulato. (O’Crouley 19) 

Thus in just three generations, an indio bloodline could become “español.” The 

absoluteness of this view of negro immutability is however complicated by a number of 

factors. Firstly, O’Crouley was writing in the late eighteenth century when skin color was 

perceived as problematic due to the influence of Enlightenment understandings of human 

physiology and phenotype (Lanning 47). That is, at the time of his writing, people were 

more inclined to penalize blackness and perceive it as an insurmountable social obstacle. 

Yet this had not always been so. People of color had been an integral part of the 

colonization effort. A number of the early conquistadors were (free) blacks. As Matthew 

Restall states, “[f]rom the very onset of Spanish activity in the Americas, Africans were 

present both as voluntary expeditionaries and as involuntary colonists” (172). Persons of 
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African descent participated in Spanish expeditions and conquests, and after the 

foundation of New World cities including Havana, Mexico City, and Puebla, some were 

allowed obtain titles of vecindad, especially if they had Spanish fathers (M. Martinez, 

Genealogical 155). Later in the colonies, the Bourbon practice of selling whiteness in the 

eighteenth century through offering cédulas de gracias al sacar allowed a number of 

black people to raise their casta status. These cédulas (certificates) were a legal means of 

removing barriers imposed on individuals due to sources of impurity in their ancestry. 

The certificates could be acquired in recompense for distinguished service or for a 

substantial financial contribution, and opened up access to university education and 

certain professions, such as surgery or law (Loveman 71). The offer of cédulas de gracias 

al sacar was availed of by many whose official status was limited by taints such as 

illegitimacy but also by a number of people of African ancestry to move themselves to a 

higher casta. Again, frequently in the testimonies that supported these applications, skin 

color was not the primary issue. Rather instead, proper conduct, modesty, good 

education, and courteous and Christian behavior were the matters to which witnesses 

testified (Twinam, “Pedro de Ayarza” 202)82. 

In New Spain therefore, limpieza de sangre gradually moved away from solely 

being a marker of religious practice and became tied more strongly to cultural practices, 

economic status, language, occupation, reputation, dress, skin color, and social networks 

                                                

82 See also Fernando Romero’s account of the “whitening” of Jose Manuel Valdés in his article 
“Jose Manuel Valdes, Great Peruvian Mulatto,” translated by Mercer Cook. Valdés was a Peruvian 
physician, poet, Latinist, parliamentarian and philosopher with a mulatto mother and an Amerindian father 
who became the Protomedico of Lima. For a detailed analysis of the ‘whitening’ aspects of cédulas de 
gracias al sacar, see also Ann Twinam’s monograph Purchasing Whiteness: Late Colonial Definitions of 
Race and the cedula de gracias al sacar. 
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i.e. to one’s calidad or ‘quality’ (Fisher and O’Hara 11). Joan Cameron Bristol describes 

calidad as being predicated on one’s performance of social practices. For example, to be 

classified as an Indian did not mean that one was necessarily of Amerindian descent or 

spoke an indigenous language. It could also mean that one acted like an indio, eating corn 

tortillas, wearing native clothing and in living a native village. Likewise, an Amerindian 

might move to a ‘Spanish” town, speak Spanish and wear ‘Spanish’ clothing and thus 

pass as a mestizo (26). Certain behaviors therefore came to be mapped onto specific 

ethnies. The attributes of castas—as a term it was applied to those who were not ‘pure 

blood’ Spanish—came to be seen as illegitimacy, impure blood, debasement, criminality, 

poverty, plebeian status, and manual labor. These contrasted with elite, ‘Spanish’ 

characteristics such as legitimacy, purity of blood, honor, law-abidingness, wealth, and 

nobility (Carrera 37). In other words, behavior and social performance came to be 

significant in deciding one’s status. Behavioral attributes were thus mapped onto the 

various castas and were seen as expressive of the appropriateness of the casta 

designations.  

The idea of ‘pure blood’ came to be increasingly connected to broader social and 

cultural manifestations of difference. Cope suggests that rather than reflecting 

genealogical knowledge of an individual, the labels were applied functionally using a 

variety of categories including phenotype, dress, residence, known relatives, and 

occupation (50-57). In other words, appropriate social and cultural participation were as 

important, if not more important than genealogy, especially where quite often, it was 

difficult to prove legitimacy, parenthood, and ancestral lineage. Casta categories were 

primarily constructs used by the church at baptism, marriage and death, and in legal 
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situations where one’s casta made a difference. For instance, whether one was indio or 

mestizo made a difference as to whether one could be judged under the Inquisition or not. 

An indio was not under Inquisition’s authority while a mestizo, who belonged in the 

republica de españoles, was. So, while claiming one was mestizo may exempt one from 

tribute and labor demands, and place one’s lineage on the road to becoming ‘español,’ it 

also opened one to judgement by the Inquisition. Richard Boyer describes the case of 

Matías Cortés who in seventeenth-century Mexico, “in mid-career as a mestizo,” 

attempted to declare himself indio in order to escape trial for bigamy under the 

Inquisition (70-71). Boyer further outlines how other individuals negotiated their status 

by refashioning their casta or identity in different contexts to suit their personal and 

political agendas. To whom one was married, whether one was free or slave, how one 

looked, dressed, and behaved, whether one spoke Spanish or not, and further, spoke it 

well or not, could shade and nuance the perception of one’s casta. The reasons for 

attempting to change one’s casta designation were diverse and not always to do with 

upward social mobility. Douglas Cope for instance, in The Limits of Racial Domination: 

Plebian Society in Colonial Mexico documents a regular practice of changing ethnic 

affiliation which did not necessarily lead to upward social mobility but instead improved 

access to local resources and changing social relationships.  

Humorism in the New World 

Humorism also crossed the Atlantic with the conquistadores and played a part in 

the ongoing reconstruction of identity. The perceived vulnerability of the body to climate 

and food influenced the changing perceptions in the Americas. The physical attributes of 

indios, with their less hirsute and visibly smaller, ‘feminized’ bodies could be explained 
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by humoral theory. The overall frugality of the local peoples and the absence of “hearty” 

foods such as wine and meat in their diets were considered to account for many of the 

observable differences between Europeans and Amerindians. While the Amerindian’s 

moderation was often admired and in particular by religious writers, many Iberians 

viewed native bodies as essentially debilitated by environment. The absence of wheat and 

wine, with their close links to transubstantiation, made native diets suspiciously 

“unchristian” and also accounted for the ill-health and deaths of the early colonizers 

(Earle 19-22).  Rebecca Earle in her exploration of this topic suggests that the Spaniards 

feared that consuming indigenous foods would make them into something other than 

Europeans. What would happen if they ate indigenous foods? Would their skin color 

change? Would the men lose their beards? Would the nature of their character alter? 

Could they become indio simply by eating the wrong food? “Race,” Earle comments, 

“was in part a matter of digestion” (47).  

Humoral theory also contributed to the biased view some peninsulares had of 

criollos. After all, criollos were born in the Americas and particularly vulnerable to the 

effects of place and climate (81). Furthermore, as we have just noted, a number of these 

“criollos” were in fact of Amerindian descent. There was therefore a potential taint in 

their blood, a latent possibility of bodily weakness and even perhaps, unchristian 

tendencies. Yet too there were advantages. The warm, moist climate (in humoral terms) 

might make for weaker bodies but it also accentuated “their rare and subtle wit” and 

blessed them with being “frank, liberal, merry, courageous, affable, well-tempered and 

cheerful” (88). The New World climate and diet might make Europeans unsuited for 

manual labor but it also made them cleverer (89)! 
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In all these changing bodies, African bodies remained the exception. If food and 

climate could potentially change one from “Spaniard” to “Amerindian,” or vice versa, 

then surely African bodies too could be changed by the simple principles of humorism? 

Not so, apparently. African bodies remained dark skinned and Africans gave birth to 

dark-skinned children despite living in cold climates in Europe and moist, warm climates 

of the Americas. Earle suggests that as a result of these observances, firstly in Europe, 

and later in the New World, Europeans developed the idea that blackness was not solely 

tied to diet and climate and was instead a result of divine intervention, perhaps as a 

consequence of sin (189-192). This notion was eventually tied to Noah’s curse on his son 

Ham83 and the African body came to be seen as fundamentally different from and inferior 

to the European body (192).  

Additionally, blood, created by the food one ate, was again imagined as gendered. 

‘Spanish’ blood was conceptualized as more masculine than Amerindian blood but less 

so than Black blood. This understanding allowed for the transformation of indios into 

españols but seldom allowed blacks the possibility of “redemption” and their full 

incorporation into the Spanish nation (M. Martinez, Genealogical 155). The humeral 

logic underlying this was that Indian blood could be completely absorbed into Spanish 

blood not only because it was ‘pure’ but because it was weak and feminized (154). 

However, in the Spanish imaginary black blood tended to be masculinized and imagined 

                                                

83 Earle tracks the development of this legend in the Early Modern period. She details how a lack 
of accurate scriptural knowledge and the similarity between the Portuguese words for Ham (Cam) and Cain 
(Caim) possibly led to a confusion that resulted in the belief that Noah’s curse of Ham, by which his 
descendants were condemned to slavery, also caused a physical change (192-193).  
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as stronger than that of the Iberian lineages. It came to be seen as more damaging to 

Iberian lineages than was Amerindian blood (168). 

Free will and Slavery 

Additionally, as most of the black population of New Spain were either slaves or 

descendants of slaves, freewill and freedom of choice became problematic constructs as 

applied to black peoples in the Americas. As already noted, both Christian conversion 

and civil vecindad were understood to be based on voluntary choices. Ideally, one 

became Christian through a voluntary choice to convert. Likewise, one became a vecino 

through choosing to act as a vecino. For Africans and their descendants, their perceived 

status as slaves and therefore their lack of freewill both in becoming Christian and in 

participating in Spanish-American society meant that they were suspected of disloyalty to 

both crown and faith. This allowed colonial society to justify depriving them of the rights 

that were supposed be granted to all Christians and often led to their being prosecuted 

more ardently for moral and religious transgressions such as bigamy and blasphemy and 

for practicing pagan rituals (220). As slaves and descendants of slaves, they were seen to 

have no communal loyalty to the Kingdoms of the Spains. Redemption was not possible 

for them as a people but only through “individual meritorious deeds that demonstrated 

their deep loyalty to the Christian faith, their masters, and, by extension, the larger 

community of Old Christians” (M. Martínez, “Black Blood” 381). Likewise, their 

allegiance to the sovereign and the Kingdoms of the Spains could only be established 

through individual acts of service, such as in the military, and not through communal 

affiliation. 
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Religious Practices 

In many ways, all these concerns came together in how the religious conversion 

of the indigenous and black populations unfolded. As already noted, most of the 

conversion of the New World was carried out by the mendicant orders of Franciscans, 

Dominicans, Mercedarians, and Augustinians, as well as by the Jesuit order and the 

regular clergy. These clerics, particularly the Franciscan order influenced as it was by 

millennial concerns, saw the conversion of the Amerindians as an indispensable 

endeavor84. The Franciscans in particular were convinced that they were beginning the 

last great preaching of the Gospel before the end of the world, that the New World was, 

in fact, the platform for the third age of history, the Age of the Spirit (Phelan, Millennial 

Kingdom 15). The apparently willing and enthusiastic conversion of the Amerindian 

population seemed to confirm this viewpoint. Motolinía estimates as many as nine 

million baptisms taking place in the first fifteen years after the conquest, a figure scholars 

do not necessarily contest (133). D.A. Brading suggests the numbers are credible based 

on Motolinia’s admission of having personally assisted another friar in baptizing over 

fourteen thousand in a span of five days (106). According to Sahagún all newly arriving 

religious were told that, “this people had come to the faith so sincerely…that there was 

no need to preach against idolatry because they had abandoned it so truly” (quoted in 

Boruchoff 5).  

                                                

84 That is not to say that all the clergy or all members of the orders saw conversion in the same 
way or indeed, saw the indigenous populations in the same way. For a good outline of the different views, 
see María Paz Haro’s article, ‘Religious orders, the Indian, and the Conquest: Fifty years of dispute and 
contradiction.’ 
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The Nahuas’ formal conversion to Christianity was characterized by mass 

baptisms, the performance of autos, and other performative displays. Louise Burkhart 

suggests that by enthusiastically responding to such spectacles, the Nahuas manipulated 

their friars “into presiding over a church founded not upon abstract Christian theological 

or moral tenets but upon an exuberant pageantry” (“Pious Performances” 363). It was 

these performances to which they responded and which mirrored aspects of their own 

indigenous pre-conquest practices. Tavárez demonstrates that from the indigenous 

viewpoint, ritual labor and ritual exchanges carried out in the collective sphere had a dual 

objective: the production of collective well-being, and the reproduction of a project of 

social order, which was presented as the guarantor of collective well-being (Invisible 10). 

The Nahuas therefore embraced the more public and participatory modes of devotion as 

offered to them as part of becoming Christian (Burkhart “Pious Performances” 363). 

Burkhart suggests that the new and modified forms of devotion allowed a continuity with 

the Pre-Columbian ceremonial cycle, understood as “collective, public performances 

conducted by social groups within a calendrically-determined ceremonial period, during 

which temporary manifestations of a divine presence were effected through the ritualized 

investment and divestment of persons, images, and spaces with sacred regalia” (364).  

Burkhart describes how the parameters of Nahua-Christian devotional practices 

were laid through the incorporation of song and dance, musical instruments, processions, 

and dramatic performances. Nahuatl texts based on Christian teachings were 

disseminated. Crucifixes and saints’ images became the principal cult objects. Most of 

the musical instruments and the music played upon them were of European style. New 

rules of sexual propriety excluded women from the dances and dramas although not from 
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the processions. Human and animal sacrifices were forbidden; self-mortification took the 

form of self-flagellation rather than bloodletting (364).  

However, within these parameters, the Nahuas understood Christian teachings in 

their own terms and adapted them for their own ends, which varied through time and 

from place to place (362). James Lockhart’s model of “double mistaken identity” by 

which each side of the cultural exchange interprets elements of the other through its own 

framework rather than assimilating the other’s interpretation, is also relevant here (Of 

Things 99). The implication is that while Nahuas interpreted Catholic teachings and 

practices through the lens of their pre-conquest religion, friars interpreted their 

submission to baptism and attendance at mass and doctrina teaching as demonstrating 

informed conversion to Catholicism. Echoing Lockhart, Burkhart notes that Nahua chose 

to represent themselves as Christians, and the friars judged their sincerity according to 

these representations by constructing “their own representations of what native behavior 

meant” (Burkhart, “Pious Performances” 362). Indigenous peoples processed Iberian 

constructs through their own preexisting myth-symbol constructs and the friars did 

likewise.  

The result was a syncretic, performance oriented practice, one that retained 

certain elements of pre-Hispanic understandings and rituals. In her book The Slippery 

Earth: Nahua-Christian moral dialogue in sixteenth-century Mexico, Burkhart notes that 

the indigenous Christian practices were not a true syncretism but were syncretic, 

combining elements from both cultures: 

 Syncretism implies a resolution of contradictions, a halfway meeting 

between complementary elements. A religion combining equal parts of 
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Christianity and Nahua belief could not function as a cultural system: 

there is no neutral middle ground between a sacrifice-oriented monism and 

a soteriologically-oriented matter/spirit dualism...from this confused 

standpoint, the premises of Christianity were not understood and therefore 

only superficial aspects of Christian rites could be incorporated into one’s 

own religion...the result was “syncretic” in the sense that it combined 

elements of both cultures, but not in the sense of simple sum or parts, nor 

of attaining a true synthesis. (188) 

As a result, indigenous Christian practices in New Spain were to retain many pre-

Columbian religious characteristics. The mendicant friars encouraged certain 

Mesoamerican practices that appeared to mimic idealized or penitential Christian 

practices, such as fasting, abstinence, or self-mortification. Their goal was to encourage 

these practices and bring them into the service of Christian devotion (Starr-LeBeau 406). 

However, the local traditions that the friars built upon often encouraged the perpetuation 

of modes of thought that were unrelated, and sometimes fundamentally opposed, to the 

Christian theology that the clergy attempted to teach (412).  

Additionally, the inexpert use of indigenous languages furthered the persistence 

of some indigenous religious beliefs. Burkhart gives numerous examples of the 

difficulties in translating Christian concepts using Nahuatl terms, which already of 

course, carried Meso-American religious concepts. For instance, sin was translated as 

“tlatlacolli,” a Nahuatl word indicating something damaged and included in Nahua 

understanding, “any error or misdeed … from conscious moral transgressions to 

judicially defined crimes to accidental or unintentional damage” (Slippery Earth 28). 
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There was no Nahuatl word for, and thus no concept of evil as an abstract reality. Instead, 

the Nahuas saw the cosmos as a balance between order and chaos. Tlatlacolli then was an 

indication of chaos, a damage that disrupted order and a sign of collective failure rather 

than, as Christianity understood it, a source of individual human guilt (29).  

Christian ideas were often presented a simplistic fashion and indigenous 

populations grasped them through their own cultural concepts. Furthermore, autos, 

religious plays used for evangelizing purposes, were often translated by Nahuas 

themselves, with seemingly little supervision. Lockhart suggests that once the friars 

handed the Spanish-language plays over for translation, they did not check them again. 

Thus, in addition to misinterpretations of doctrine, the Nahua autos contain sentences in 

Spanish that end nonsensically, as well as numerous misspellings and incorrect 

translations. For instance, in one play, the Virgin expresses her gratitude to one of the 

Magi in the following terms: “I thank you, Baltasar, on behalf of my precious child; his 

precious honored father the Most Holy Trinity has sent you here” (quoted in Lockhart, 

Nahuas 402). The misconception of the Nahua translator, repeated throughout the play, 

was that the “Most Holy Trinity” did not include Jesus. So, while the clergy saw autos as 

an evangelizing medium, their very nature, as performances in the Nahuatl language, 

allowed for misunderstandings and the eliding of Nahua and Christian concepts.  

Over time, Nahuas came to see themselves as baptized Christians who valued 

Catholic sacraments and devoted themselves to God, Jesus, the Virgin Mary, and a 

variety of saints. But additionally to this core of Catholic belief and practice, these 

indigenous Christians observed the new religion collectively with family and kin as well 

as through local, community calendars, festivals and celebrations, and ways of healing 
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(Kellogg “The Colonial Mosaic”). They did not see any necessary contradiction between 

Christian worship and their own traditions. Native peoples thus supplemented their 

Christian devotions with many other practices that were indigenous in character or that 

freely combined Christian and native elements. This was particularly true in regard to 

concerns that were not adequately addressed within the rudimentary form of Christianity 

indigenous people were taught. Issues of personal, family, and group survival were the 

most prevalent concerns. These were dealt with  

through rituals surrounding the birth of the child; through a wide range of 

curing techniques; and through rites intended to ensure success in 

agriculture, hunting, are other subsistence pursuits. Curers, midwives, and 

conjurors of the weather–people who were credited with control over 

winds, rain, and hailstorms–enjoyed considerable prestige and operated as 

informal religious authorities. (Burkhart and Gasco, “Colonial Period” 

214)  

Or, as Amos Megged maintains, the part of indigenous local religion that was closely 

associated with the family life cycle rituals continued to function throughout the colonial 

period and gradually came to accommodate more and more of the Christian elements 

(10). Lockhart avers that “[w]here ever Christianity left a niche unfilled … there pre-

conquest beliefs and practices tended to persist in their original form. The remarkable 

thing is how unchanged and untouched these practices remained” (258). Thus in many 

ways, Mesoamericans adapted elements of Christianity to their own pre-existing religious 

contexts and were to practice it, not in terms of individual salvation, but as a collective 

enterprise directed toward community benefit, as it had been in the pre-Hispanic world.  
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New World Confraternities 

Confraternities, cofradías, were certainly one expression of this collectivity 

(Burkhart and Gasco 214). As an institution brought by the Franciscans from Iberia to the 

Americas, confraternities served to acquaint Amerindians with the obligations, 

sacraments, rites and devotions of Roman Catholicism (Gruzinski 206). Confraternities 

were one of the most significant forces in the transformation of indigenous societies. 

They were successful throughout the Americas, “in rural and urban areas alike, among 

people of all social classes, race, gender, and ethnicity” (Webster, “Research” 14). The 

structure and function of confraternities in many cases closely paralleled pre-Hispanic 

forms of social organization. Confraternities provided the local populace with group 

identities similar to pre-Hispanic calpulli, or extended kin groups, and “offered them a 

communal ritual role and dedication that accorded well with many earlier forms of 

indigenous ritual practice” (Webster, “Art” 10). As organizations, confraternities were 

instituted by the Church but operated at local levels. Thus, confraternities allowed 

indigenous peoples to organize their religious celebrations much as they chose 

themselves. Confraternities counterbalanced the authority of the priest with that of local 

groups who controlled their own funds and whose ceremonial rights and duties were 

inscribed in official statutes.  

Confraternities were especially important for marginalized groups in Spanish 

American society such as women, Amerindians and Blacks. Women for instance, whom 

the priests had barred from offices such as fiscal and choirmaster were able to take on 

leadership roles within confraternities (Burkhart and Gasco 214). Nicole Von Germeten 

in her monograph Black Blood Brothers: Confraternities and Social Mobility for Afro-



272 
 

  

Mexicans found that early ‘Afromexican’ confraternities “were informed by African 

sensibilities” and were organized in ways that reflected distinctly African rituals and 

cultural values, such as the participation of women as founding members vested with 

authority85 (11). Confraternities provided a means by which people of African descent 

could establish and lead legitimate social institutions and participate actively in the 

religious, social and economic spheres, “ultimately increasing their own status in and 

integration into the Hispanic world” (10). Moreover, through these confraternities and 

other social organizations and forms of community, Blacks were able to achieve a 

measure of prosperity and even social mobility and integration in the colonial period. 

African confraternities differed from those of indigenous populations in that as a result of 

the disruption by the slave trade, these confraternities were rarely based on ethnic or 

tribal affiliations. Unlike indigenous groups in New Spain who “were able to hold onto 

pre-conquest identities that were connected to where they lived,” von Germeten writes, 

“only one group of Africans, Zapes, tried to maintain its cultural identity in seventeenth-

century Mexico City by forming a confraternity” (6). 

Additionally, it is these Black Blood brotherhoods and the Amerindian 

confraternities that most strongly retained flagellant and penitential traditions. While 

penitential brotherhoods originated in the Spains, and were also formed by Spaniards in 

the New World, they came to be very much associated with native and black populations. 

Nicole von Germeten demonstrates that Black confraternities retained the division 

                                                

85 It is not surprising that African rituals survived as the methods of conversion used for the black 
slave population were similar to those of Amerindians: mass baptisms followed by a rudimentary 
catechesis. Indeed, the catechesis African slaves received was less than that given to Amerindians and thus 
there were more niches, as Lockhart put it, waiting to be filled in with non-Christian beliefs and practices. 
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between “Brothers of Blood” and “Brothers of Light,” as was common in Iberian 

flagellant cofradías and held processions of “light and blood” (“Mexico” 261). Susan 

Verdi Webster suggests that the appeal for indigenous populations was due to the variety 

of pre-Hispanic traditions of ritual auto-sacrifice. For example, alongside the more well-

known pre-Hispanic forms of self-mortification, public “penitential processions” are 

recorded in which the population of entire towns lashed themselves with knotted ropes 

(Webster, “Art” 11). African populations also drew on traditions that valued group 

rituals, pain, and personal transformations as a way to address life’s difficulties. There is 

also some evidence that New World Africans associated Catholic brotherhoods with 

healing societies, suggesting an enduring connection between healing, brotherhoods, and 

penitence (Germeten “Mexico City” 258).  

However, given the importance of performance as a means of validating identity, 

I would suggest that additionally, part of the motivation had to do with demonstrating 

one’s Christianity. Or, perhaps more fundamentally, it was a way of being Christian. As 

Burkhart suggests, by enacting elaborate performances of Christian piety, Nahuas 

publicly represented themselves as converted people (“Pious Performances” 369). They 

outdid the Iberians at their own religion, which in itself was still rooted in a pre-

Tridentine performative practice. Fundamentally, the Nahuas did not share “the dualistic 

conceptions of matter and spirit, of form and substance, of body and soul, of exterior 

appearance and interior essence” that were part of European Christianity (370). In 

general, African spirituality shares a similar viewpoint of a non-dualistic spirituality 

where ritual performance is prioritized. At one level, it could be said then, that from these 

viewpoints one does not become a member of the Christian faith simply by undergoing 
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some sort of ritual (baptism) but by performativity, by acting out ‘being Christ-like.’ And 

given the missionary focus on the passion and Cristocentric practices86, the physical 

imitation of the Christ’s suffering may have been an important means of being Christian 

for both Africans and Amerindians in New Spain. That is not to say, however, that the 

identification was necessarily with the suffering of Christ. Rather, as Jennifer Scheper 

Hughes suggests, at least for Mesoamerican peoples, the point of shedding blood may 

have been the appropriation of power, as it often was in pre-Colombian ritual (68-75).  

However, by the late eighteenth century, flagellant processions had been banned 

under the Bourbon reforms, as the Spanish Catholic church moved to embrace a reformed 

and more modern faith. The clergy began to view as barbaric the flagellation practices 

commonly done in Mexico City during Holy Week (Germeten, “Mexico” 267). Seen as 

exhibits of a more primitive, externally focused faith, rather than the interior, reflective 

practices prioritized in post-Tridentine reform, such elaborate displays fell out of fashion. 

This led to a renewed perception of the inferiority of both Amerindian and blacks, this 

time in the practice of religion. As Nicole von Germeten notes, given a long history of 

Indian and African participation in acts of public religion, including flagellation, non-

Spaniards could therefore “be perceived as the least rational members of society who 

clung to outdated displays of piety that had become unfashionable among the capital’s 

elite by the eighteenth century” (Black Blood 28). 

                                                

86 As William B. Taylor explains, Christocentric devotion in New Spain was closely related to 
European practices at the time, and rooted in medieval traditions. It came to the fore in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries with Catholic reforms following the Council of Trent's promotion of the 
liturgy of the Eucharist, commemoration of Christ's Passion during Holy Week, and the feasts of the Holy 
Cross and Corpus Christi. Two thirds or more of the colonial Mexican Christ shrines were dedicated to 
crucifixes (“Two Shrines” 946). 
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Conclusions 

As we can see then, the myth-symbol constructs that crossed the Atlantic to the 

New World were mutated by the circumstances there. Limpieza de Sangre in the 

sixteenth century Iberian Peninsula had been a discourse around purity of religious 

heritage that attempted to exclude conversos and moriscos from positions of authority in 

the Iberian kingdoms. This changed in the Americas by the late eighteenth century to a 

discourse on cultural purity and formed the basis of an idealized system of social 

differentiation known as la Sistema de castas. Casta labels were based on a variety of 

early-modern discourses about nature, society, and language. Rather than being rigid 

categories of distinction they referred instead to social identities that were negotiable 

under certain circumstances (Tavárez, “Legally Indian” 81). Moreover, the status of one’s 

‘blood’ was understood as observable through social performance. The ability to 

‘perform Spanishness,’ as it were, was at least as important as the genealogical reality of 

having an Iberian lineage, if not more so.  

Additional elements of the myth-symbol complexes were emphasized and 

modified in the New World. In many ways the Iberian constructs of Cristiano Viejo and 

Cristiano Nuevo were merged in the Spanish-American colonies, especially as they 

related to the indigenous populations. As noted, in the missionary imaginary, the new 

ideal Christian was not the Old Christian of the Spains but the neophyte ‘New Christian’ 

of the Americas. Yet because Amerindian peoples were also understood to possess purity 

of blood, their convert status was never perceived as tainted in the way the conversos of 

the Old World had been. Furthermore, Amerindians were to fundamentally change the 

perception of Old Christian as they laid claim to that status for themselves, shifting the 
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temporal and geographical location of the term to the Americas and tying it to their own 

willing, ancestral conversion to Christianity. Likewise, a claim to pure blood could no 

longer be automatically understood as a claim to Iberian antecedants. It could instead 

signify an indigenous heritage.  

Conversion as a theme was important in both civil and religious frameworks. 

Both ‘Christianization’ and ‘Hispanicization’ were conversion projects and their 

perceived success or failure, was often based on the performative aspects of both faith 

and social participation. Successful performance of socio-cultural activities, including but 

not limited to appropriate doings around dress, language, and food could allow an 

individual to be perceived as belonging to a different casta, to pass as español, mestizo or 

indio, as desired. Likewise, the successful performance of religious ritual allowed one to 

be recognized as ‘Christian.’ For marginalized ethnies such as indios and negros, the 

emphasis on performance was both to assist with their integration into ‘Spanish’ society 

and also, in certain instances, when performance failed, or was judged to be overly 

effusive, to accentuate difference and otherness. Additionally, perceived successful 

performances of either socio-cultural or religious activities also disguised non-orthodox 

practices and beliefs.  
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Chapter Seven: 

Implications for Research on the Penitentes  

 

Introduction 

As we have seen, the claim of being Spanish (or Hispanic/Hispano) and Catholic 

in New Mexico has a complex history. It is a many-layered claim, the roots of which are 

to be found in the myth-symbol complexes that developed on the Iberian Peninsula 

during the sixth century. It came to be particularly important in the late fifteenth century 

as the Iberian Peninsula found itself (loosely) united in a federal polity, and where, for 

the first time in almost 800 years, all the Kingdoms of the Spains were officially 

‘Christian.’ Linked to claims of blood purity, which attempted to disempower converts 

from both Judaism and Islam, this myth-symbol complex traveled to the New World and 

formed the roots of a complex series of religious and cultural interactions between 

Iberians, Mesoamericans and Africans. In New Mexico, as mentioned in Chapter three, 

the claim underwent other changes as a result of both the Pueblo Rebellion of 1680 and 

by virtue of New Mexico being a borderland colony. One of the main changes was the 

collapse of caste categories whereby by the late eighteenth century, the main casta 

designations were vecino or español, indio de pueblo and genízaro. A further major 

change in understanding resulted from the coming of white Anglo Americans in the 

1800’s and the eventual annexation in 1848. No longer were descriptors like indios and 

español used within a caste system but instead became a defining terms in opposition to 

both ‘Anglo’ and ‘Mexican.’ Furthermore, they acquired aspects of Anglo-American 
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myth-symbol complexes in that “Spanishness” and “Pure Blood” came to definitively 

imply a lack of miscegenation and to infer a ‘white’ European lineage.  

As demonstrated in this dissertation, while the language referring to myth-symbol 

complexes may remain relatively stable, the meanings attached to the terminology 

changes through time. As historical contexts change, so does the reading of mythic and 

symbolic elements in a culture. The interpretation of myth-symbol complexes is 

influenced by the contemporary needs of a community. They therefore do not always 

retain the connotations that older renditions encompassed and instead acquire new 

meanings that fit the contemporaneous situation. Furthermore, while the dominant 

readings may infer one meaning, subaltern readings may additionally embrace entirely 

different associations. 

When speaking of the Penitentes therefore, we need to be aware that the language 

we use to describe the tradition is rooted firmly in myth-symbol complexes that traveled 

with the Iberian conquistadors to the Americas. “Spanish,” “Hispano,” and “Hispanic” 

are descriptors, the meanings of which have mutated through time and by changing 

geographical locations. As we have seen, terms like limpieza de sangre took on specific 

New World connotations, where it came to signify the authentic conversion of indigenous 

populations rather than implying a pure, Spanish religious or biological lineage. 

Similarly, the meaning of what it was to be Catholic also changed. This is especially 

noticeable in the contrast between medieval and post-Tridentine practices as well as in 

the manifestations of local religion as practiced by the many New World ethnies. As a 

result, the claim that one is Spanish and Catholic can possibly imply a direct cultural, or 

ethnic or even genealogical connection to Iberian Spain, as many who make that claim 
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today understand it. It may also however infer a history of Amerindian origins or 

ancestral miscegenation. In terms of the Penitentes, as with all Hispanic New Mexicans, 

the claim to be Hispanic and Catholic must be understood within these layers of 

complexity. 

New Mexico: A Brief History 

The history of colonial New Mexico is intimately connected with the missionary 

work of the Franciscan religious order. First arriving in New Spain in 1524, the 

Franciscans founded 141 houses in the years up to 1574. Following the Council of Trent 

(1545 to 1563), Phillip II curtailed the activities of the orders, favoring instead the secular 

church (Melvin 25). As the Indian doctrinas (parishes) that the Franciscans had founded 

were increasingly secularized87 and placed under diocesan control after 1572, the order 

turned its attention north, into the as yet barely explored lands of Nuevomexico 

(Gutierrez, Jesus 46). The glowing reports from two Franciscan expeditions, one in 1581 

and a second in 1582, led to Don Juan de Oñate being granted license for the conquest 

and colonization of the region in 1595, with the instruction that their main purpose “shall 

be the service of God our Lord, the spreading of his Holy Catholic Faith and the 

reduction and pacification of the natives of the said provinces” (47). 

Oñate eventually entered what is now New Mexico in 1598, leading a group of 

approximately 500 colonists on the first royally sanctioned colonizing expedition, into 

what would become the Española Valley (Montgomery 23). Upon their arrival, the 

                                                

87 i.e. given to the secular branch of the church, a diocesan parish system administrated by parish-
based priests under an archbishop or bishop. 
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colonists occupied the pueblo of Ohkay Owingeh and renamed it as San Juan Pueblo88. 

Accompanying the expedition were Franciscan friars, whose missions would become the 

defining aspect of New Mexican Catholic experience for the next 100 years.  

The Franciscan mission structure meant that New Mexico did not have a strong 

diocesan presence and was not staffed by secular priests under the authority of the Bishop 

of Durango, the diocese which encompassed New Mexico. Following Oñate’s resignation 

in 1607 and particularly from 1609 onwards, the Spanish crown supported a series of 

Indian missions in the Pueblos on the northern frontier, staffed with Franciscans friars 

(Gutierrez, Jesus 55). Indeed, the primary purpose of Spanish presence in New Mexico 

was seen as missionary at the time (Weber, Foreigners 14). The Spanish Crown viewed 

the missions as temporary institutions whose role was to prepare Native Americans to 

become good Spanish subjects. The friars also exercised indirect authority over the non-

pueblo Hispanic Catholics of New Mexico who lived near the various Pueblos. It is as a 

result of the Franciscan missions, that five of the Pueblos89 still bear the names of 

Catholic saints.   

Franciscan history, like all colonial history in New Mexico can be divided into 

two main epochs: the period prior to the Pueblo revolt of 1680 and the period after the 

return of the colonists, that is, after the New Mexican Reconquista of 1692 under Diego 

                                                

88 The Pueblo retained the name “San Juan” until November 2005 when it reverted to the pre-
Spanish name of Ohkay Owingeh, meaning “place of the strong people” (Lux and Nadelbach 11). The 
parish of San Juan de Bautista, centered at Ohkay Owingeh is the oldest parish in the United States (Wroth 
“Ohkay Owingeh”). 

89 Today, there are nineteen Pueblos in New Mexico. Five of them currently bear saints names: 
San Felipe, San Ildefonso, Santa Ana, Santa Clara, Santo Domingo. Additionally, all of the pueblos, 
including those not named after saints, have Catholic patron saints. For more information, see Carrillo, 
Saints of the Pueblos. 
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de Vargas. The Franciscan order were relatively successful in their early missionary 

endeavors. By 1629, the Franciscans had founded 35 missions in the province, with 46 

priests ministering to 35,000 Christianized Amerindians (J. Espinosa 19). That is not to 

imply however, that Christianity was easily accepted in the Pueblos. In 1623, the people 

of Jemez killed their friars, burned the church, and fled to the hills. At Taos, medicine 

men often added urine and mouse meat to their priest’s corn tortillas (Kessell, Kiva 122). 

The Zuñi effectively halted missionary activity in their region when they killed, 

decapitated, and scalped two friars in 1632, taking their severed hands and feet as 

trophies (Gutiérrez, Jesus 66). By the early 1640s, even the perceived harmony of 

neophyte Amerindian Christian communities was breaking down. In pueblos throughout 

the province, numbers of Christianized youths who had reached adulthood as loyal allies 

of the friars openly struggled with those villagers who clung to their Puebloan religious 

beliefs (Gutiérrez, Jesus 117). The discovery of ongoing ‘idolatrous’ practices led to 

frequent harsh punishments of Pueblo peoples by the Franciscans and to the destruction 

of their sacred objects (kachinas) and sacred places (kivas).  

Encomienda and repartimiento were part and parcel of the Spanish structures that 

were transplanted to New Mexico by the Spanish colonists. In a subsistence culture, 

where food and other resources were never overly plentiful, and what was there had to be 

carefully managed, the extra demands of tribute through labor, food and clothing, 

stressed the pueblos and caused resentment of the Spanish presence. The colonists failed 

to see how finely balanced was the symbiotic partnership between people and land and 

the interdependence between corn and Pueblo culture. Furthermore, they failed to see that 

part of the Pueblos’ tolerance of the Spanish and the Franciscans was based on a 



282 
 

  

perception that their religious rituals were effective in ways that mattered to the native 

populations: control of weather and protection of the community from illness and other 

misfortune.  

As in New Spain, the friars had attempted to build on pre-existing Indigenous 

religious constructs in their efforts at Christianization. In New Mexico, the friars at first 

successfully aped rain chiefs and also impersonated medicine men (Gutiérrez, Jesus 56). 

They modeled themselves as ‘Inside Chiefs’ who controlled the sacred. After all, the 

friars controlled Christian fetishes invested with power—crucifixes, statues, relics, the 

Holy Eucharist (58). They also, like the rest of the Spaniards, had control over large 

domesticated animals. For the Pueblos who saw how the friars controlled the sacred, 

mobilized force, conjured rain, healed the sick, and provided the community with meat, 

the friars may have indeed resembled powerful Inside Chiefs (63). The actions of the 

friars were most likely interpreted through the religious constructs already available to 

the Pueblos, in another case of “double mistaken identity.” However, as time went by, the 

Christian rituals came to be seen as less effective. As Ramón A. Gutiérrez describes: 

The padres’ curing magic had failed to keep their pestilence-ridden 

kinsmen alive. The rain spirits had not visited the people, nor had the 

friars conjured rain. Paradoxically, the immense powers over domesticated 

animals, which had been so instrumental in establishing the charismatic 

authority of the Franciscans at the time of the conquest, had become a 

curse. By the mid-1630s the Apaches had obtained horses and become 

mounted nomads. Faced with pestilence and drought, they began preying 

on Pueblo granaries and livestock. Against these mounted and increasingly 



283 
 

  

armed Apaches, the Franciscans had little to offer the Indians in the way 

of protection at the mission. (113)  

Continuing disagreements between the Franciscans and the Spanish civil authorities led 

to a fundamental disunity in the colonizing effort. Inquisition records show a mix of 

accusations and counter-accusations over abuses of office and other transgressions by 

governors, alcaldes mayores, and encomenderos throughout New Mexico (452). Knaut 

points out that these disputes between Franciscan missionaries, the royal governor, and 

the Spanish settlers in seventeenth-century New Mexico came from each group’s desire 

to control Pueblo land, labor, and tribute (88). This conflict came to a head during the 

governorship of Lopez de Mendizábal (1659-1662). Mendizábal harshly criticized the 

friars for not observing their own vows of chastity and poverty. He brought charges 

against, tried, and sentenced members of the clergy. He also insisted on Amerindians 

receiving a fair wage and refused to ban Puebloan ceremonial dances and other religious 

practices. As a result, Mendizábal alienated both the friars and the colonists, and 

exacerbated the situation by his own financial benefiting from the situation. Thus when 

the Franciscans had him shackled and carted off to Mexico City to answer to the 

Inquisition for his alleged crimes, no one came to his aid (Gutiérrez, Jesus 126). As a 

result of Mendizábal’s defeat, the Franciscans remained the dominant force in New 

Mexico. 

However, by the latter half of the seventeenth century, the province was under a 

lot of pressure. Most years from 1653 to 1671 experienced drought. Crops reportedly 

failed several times, and in 1670 a “very great famine” ravaged the province. In 1671, a 

great epidemic killed people as well as livestock, and a year later Apaches went on a 
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rampage (Bletzer 450). The Pueblo population had declined from Oñate’s estimate of 

60,000 to around 17,000 in the 1670’s (Knaut 155). In the face of such difficulties, the 

Pueblos increasingly turned to their own traditions (Gutiérrez, Jesus 114). This led to a 

cycle of increasing repression by the Spanish authorities and more entrenched resistance 

by the Pueblos. Friars were killed. Pueblo ceremonialism was openly practiced. Things 

came to a head when Governor Juan Francisco Treviño, who had arrived in the province 

in 1675, dealt with the widespread Indian sedition by launching a campaign against 

idolatry. Under his administration, an unprecedented assault on Pueblo religious practice 

was launched. The governor ordered kivas destroyed, along with great quantities of 

native religious paraphernalia. At Nambé, San Felipe, and Jémez he had known 

“sorcerers” hung. Forty-seven medicine men who admitted practicing witchcraft were 

arrested, flogged, and sentenced to be sold into slavery. However, a large group of 

Tewas90 descended on Santa Fe and apparently forced the governor to release the 

captives (Gutiérrez 131). Treviño’s successor, Antonio Otermín did little to assuage the 

persecution of the Pueblos’ religious practices or to quell the rising tide of resentment91. 

The result was a revolt in 1680 led by Popé, one of the medicine men released by 

Treviño in 1675. On August 10, 1680, “more than eighty years of Pueblo fury” fell on the 

Hispanic population of New Mexico (Knaut 170). The Spanish were driven from the 

                                                

90 The word ‘Tewas’ refers to the Pueblo peoples who speak Tewa, a Tanoan language. The New 
Mexico Tewa pueblos are San Juan Pueblo, Santa Clara Pueblo, San Ildefonso Pueblo, Tesuque Pueblo, 
Pojoaque Pueblo, and Nambe Pueblo. In Arizona, Hano Pueblo at First Mesa also speaks Tewa. The people 
of Hano left New Mexico after the 1696 Pueblo Revolt (Dutton 15).  

91 Flint and Flint suggest that a colonist named Francisco Javier, who had served as Treviño's 
secretary of government and war, was the leading advocate of the stringent campaign against native 
religious observance. Otermín retained Javier in the same position in his administration. Understandably, 
therefore, harassment and abuse of Pueblo religious leaders continued unabated (“Antonio de Otermín”).  
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territory, friars were killed, churches destroyed, and the Tlaxcalan community at Analco 

pueblo (Santa Fe), who were Spanish allies from New Spain, was annihilated.  

The Return of the Spanish 

It took over twelve years before the Spanish could successfully retake the 

province of New Mexico. When they did, under Don Diego Vargas, the nature of the 

colony underwent a fundamental change in purpose. During the seventeenth century, 

New Mexico had been primarily a Franciscan mission field and a supply colony for the 

silver mines of northern Mexico92. However, the friars failed in their millennial 

endeavors to establish the kingdom of God on earth among the Pueblo Indians. By the 

time of the Pueblo revolt, the “mystical impulse” that had given rise to the missions a 

century earlier had definitely been spent (Gutiérrez, Jesus 146). The crown's motives for 

reconquering and recolonizing New Mexico in the eighteenth century was primarily 

defensive. A rise in nomadic Amerindian attacks as well as foreign encroachments on 

Spain’s American territories necessitated the creation of a defensive frontier. New 

Mexico was thus to play a vital role in the protection of northern Mexico, as would the 

colonies established in Texas and California (146). 

Geographically, the colony of New Mexico extended from El Paso in the south to 

Taos in the north and from Pecos pueblo on the east to the Hopi pueblos of present-day 

Arizona in the west. Surrounded by hostile Indian forces—Utes, Apaches, Navajos, and 

Comanche—the Spanish settlers formed defensive alliances with the Pueblo peoples. 

Provincial governors were dependent on their Pueblo allies. As a result, the oppression of 

                                                

92 One of the most important items traded was human beings. Despite the fact that slavery was 
illegal, Amerindian captives, particularly Apaches, were one of the few profitable commodities that could 
be sent southward to the labor-starved silver mines of Nueva Vizcaya (Magnaghi 87). 
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Pueblo religious practice was infrequent and tended only to occur when governors felt 

relatively secure from raiding, as they did early and late in the eighteenth century. Thus, 

while Spanish governors ordered the destruction of kivas in 1714 and 1793, for much of 

the rest of the century, they and the friars ignored the continuance of Pueblo ceremonial 

dances. And at the same time, the Pueblos—at least on the surface—adopted the ritual 

trappings of Christianity (Ebright and Hendricks 41). The Franciscans continued to reside 

in the Pueblo missions, acting as the spiritual leaders of a nominally converted, Christian 

native congregation. As a result of the revolt, the Franciscans lost the means to effect any 

further fundamental change in the underlying religion of the pueblos or to advocate social 

behavior that would lead to the adoption of Spanish cultural values (Frank 8). And 

importantly for us, they were also unsuccessful in introducing cofradías into pueblo 

religious life after the reconquest (208). 

Genízaros 

The need for defense also led to the establishment of a number of genízaro—i.e. 

Hispanicized Amerindian—pueblos. Between 1693 and 1846, approximately 3,500 

detribalized Amerindians entered New Mexican households as indentured domestic 

servants captured as prisoners of a “just war” (Gutiérrez, “Crucifixion” 257). The 

relationship between the Spanish and Amerindians in New Mexico had been altered with 

the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 and the promulgation of the colonial legal code known as the 

Recopilacíon of 1681. The Pueblo Revolt rendered the Spanish reluctant to enslave or 

exploit the Pueblos. The Recopilacíon carefully spelled out the Christian obligation to 

ransom captive Indians enslaved by other Indian tribes, a principle given further royal 

sanction in 1694, after a group of Navajos killed their Pawnee captives in front of the 
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Spaniards who refused to ransom them (Magnaghi 87). This resulted in a large number of 

Plains peoples being bought into both Spanish and Pueblo houses as servants or indios 

sirvientes or criados. Upon the end of their indenture—they were to be freed once they 

had paid back the cost of their ransoms—they were known as genízaros (88).  

While they were not officially slaves but instead regarded as indentured servants, 

the genízaro condition was so close to slavery as to make little difference, especially as 

regards the experience of the captives themselves (Ebright and Hendricks 28). Their 

terms of servitude were inexact and the captives were exploited in terms of both labor 

and length of service, which was often indefinite. By the mid-nineteenth century, the 

number of genízaros swelled to about 10,000, a third of the total population of New 

Mexico. Most genízaros were Amerindians captives who had been purchased from other 

Plains Indians at markets in Pecos, Taos, and Abiquiú93, and introduced into Spanish 

households as a means of Christianizing them. Other genízaros were Pueblo Indian 

outcasts who lived among the Spaniards (Gutiérrez, “Crucifixion” 258). Still more were 

mestizos who had been captives of Amerindians and later released (Ebright and 

Hendricks 33). Regarded as good fighters, some were given land grants and settled in 

frontier villages, to provide a buffer zone to the hostile forces of the nomadic tribes 

(Poling-Kempes 40). From the 1740s to the 1790s, towns such as Abiquiú, Las Trampas, 

                                                

93 In 1733 a group of Genízaros applied for a land grant at Sandia Pueblo. In the process, twenty-
two of the men listed their names and “nations” i.e. tribes. They included Pawnees (6), Jumanos (5), 
Apaches (4), Kiowa (3), Aas (2), Utes (1) and Tanos (1). It is unknown to which tribe exactly the 
designation ‘Aas’ refers, but as the list shows, genízaros were mainly detribalized Plains Indians (Ebright 
and Hendricks 29). Similarly, the genízaro pueblo at Abiquiú consisted of “representatives of most Plains 
groups, some Eastern Pueblos, and Hopis” (22). 
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San Miguel del Vado, Belén, Ojo Caliente, and San Miguel de Carnué were established 

as genízaro buffer settlements (M. Gonzales 583). 

Like blacks, mulatos, and mestizos in New Spain, genízaros were liminae 

personae. In terms of New Mexico ethnies, they were neither Spanish nor Pueblo but 

something in-between. Furthermore, they were often only nominally Christian as the 

directive to teach them Catholic doctrine was often ignored in Spanish households 

(Ebright and Hendricks 30). In general, they spoke Spanish poorly and had minimal 

Christian education (Magnaghi 88). Their lack of education in the faith and in the 

Spanish language and thus their incomplete conversions in both civil and religious terms, 

marked them as other.  

Additionally, genízaros, in their own pueblos, attempted to retain their particular 

ceremonials and resisted Franciscan attempts to completely restructure their belief 

systems and practices (Ebright and Hendricks 41). Between 1756 and 1766, a number of 

genízaros at Abiquiú were put on trial, accused of witchcraft. As Ebright and Hendricks 

demonstrate, a careful reading of the trial documents suggests that activities the accusing 

priest, Fr. Toledo, described as witchcraft were in fact “native religious ceremonials” 

(27). It is unlikely, given the mix of ethnies from which genízaro communities formed, 

that these ceremonials originated in the religion of any single indigenous group but were 

instead syncretized from religious practices of various tribal groups. However, remnants 

of genízaro culture seem to have survived even unto today, as the dances still performed 

in Abiquiú on the Catholic feast day of Santo Tomas demonstrate (M. Gonzales 584; 

Ebright and Hendricks 47).  
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Historically, Genízaros were regarded as “perverse, lazy, and with such serious 

vices, that they are most difficult to regulate and subdue, because they and their families 

love the life of the vagabond” (Ebright and Hendricks 44). As vagabonds, they were in 

Spanish terms, uncivilized and mirrored the condition of Old World Gypsies and New 

World indios barbaros. As captives, they also mirrored the condition of blacks in New 

Spain, as a people who did not choose freely to belong to Spanish-American society and 

therefore, could never as a community be fully integrated. Again, like blacks in New 

Spain, individual genízaros through their activities could raise their status and be classed 

as español (31-45).  

Furthermore, the rather reduced sistema de castas, as it existed in New Mexico 

continued to simplify so that 1820, in northern New Mexico, there were only two castas 

listed: “indios,” referred to Pueblo peoples, living on their own lands, and “Españoles Y 

Gentes de otras clases,” i.e. Spaniards and people of other classes. This further simplified 

to just “indios” and “españoles” (Nieto-Phillips 34). Thus by the early nineteenth century, 

many genízaros were subsumed into the category of españoles although the practice of 

keeping such Amerindian servants in Spanish households was to continue until late in the 

century (Ebright and Hendricks 47). 

The Hidden Presence of negros and mulatos  

As mentioned in chapter three, the presence of people with black skin in the 

province is one of the forgotten realities of colonial New Mexico. Pedro Bautista Piño’s 

statement in The exposition on the Province of New Mexico, 1812, that “In New Mexico, 

there are no Castas of African Origin” is very mistaken (40). As Dedra S. McDonald 

points out, mulatos and Blacks formed part of the multiethnic tapestry of New Mexico 
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(135). As early as 1631, the Inquisitor fray Estevan de Perea declared that the population 

of New Mexico “consisted of mestizos, mulattoes and zambohijos, (offspring of Indians 

and mulattoes)” (148). The presence of mulatos in the area was also mentioned by Fray 

Juan Augustín de Morfí in 1778 (150). Furthermore, Angélico Chavez claimed that the 

Pueblo Revolt of 1680 was instigated not by Popé, but by a mulato named Naranjo (142). 

Fray Ambroso Guerra, the parish priest of Albuquerque also noted mulatos in his 

congregation in 1801 (Chaparro 4). Moreover, according to McDonald, members of 

negro and mulato castas intermarried with Amerindian servants in New Mexican Spanish 

households, as they did in New Spain, and numbers of them lived on certain genízaro 

pueblos (134-156). Thus negros and mulatos are linked to genízaros through service and 

marriage and genízaro communities such as Las Trampas and San Miguel de Vado are 

known to have had mulato members (148). 

Late eighteenth century New Mexico  

For almost 80 years, New Mexico was a colony under threat. The greatest danger 

came from the Comanche, who, armed by the French and in possession of horses, raided 

both Hispanic settlements and Indigenous pueblos. They were described by Pedro de 

Rivera in 1726 as “always on the move and in battle array” (quoted in Kessell, Kiva 371). 

The province also suffered from periodic attacks by other nomadic peoples—Apache, 

Ute, Navajo, Kiowa, etc.—referred to collectively in Spanish as indios barbaros. By 

1790, a full century after the Spanish reconquest, the number of settlers totaled only 

16,000. The vast majority of colonists were clustered in small settlements along the Rio 

Grande between Taos and Belen, hemmed in by Comanche and Apaches to the east and 

west (Montgomery 7).  
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In 1778, during the period of the Bourbon Reforms, Juan Bautista de Anza was 

appointed governor of the province and set about dealing with the indios barbaros. From 

1778 until 1787, Anza subjugated and forged peace treaties with most of the hostile tribes 

in the province. After this period of military and diplomatic activity, Spaniards enjoyed 

an unprecedented period of peace with the Amerindians of the northern frontier. During 

the post-Anza decade, mines opened, ranches dotted the landscape, and a lively profitable 

trade emerged among the peoples of New Mexico (August 142). The Bourbon Reforms 

also encouraged trade between the different regions, and so for the first time, New 

Mexico merchants took sheep, salt, and hides south to Mexico. Mexican merchants 

brought utilitarian goods as well as hard specie (coinage) to New Mexico (T. Chávez, 

“Spain” 99).  

After 1779 the Hispanic population grew, eventually eclipsing the Pueblo 

population, which has been devastated by the smallpox epidemic of 1780-82 (Chaparro 

2). Their settlements expanded into regions previously unoccupied or abandoned due to 

attacks by indios barbaros. They also began to encroach on Pueblo lands, laying claim to 

fertile indigenous communal lands, a common practice in Bourbon New Spain (Frank 

202-207). As Hispano vecino society grew and became more commercial during the last 

quarter of the eighteenth century, the Pueblo Indians suffered a marked erosion of 

property rights and protection of their titles. And, unlike in New Spain, the Franciscans in 

New Mexico did not object to these encroachments.  

Over the course of the eighteenth century, the Franciscans in New Mexico had 

identified more and more with the interests of vecinos, as New Mexican Hispanics were 

inclined to refer to themselves. Their efforts to convert nomadic Amerindians who like 
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the Apache consciously rejected Christianity were a failure (Frank 197). Additionally, the 

Pueblos successfully retained their own traditions while still practicing elements of 

Christianity, a fact that frustrated the friars. In notes to the 1794 census, six of the 

Franciscans advocated the taking of Pueblo land. They depicted the Pueblos as lacking 

respect for Christianity: “what is most astonishing is that, despite almost 200 years that 

these Indians have been under the teaching, they do not obey the Church but with very 

rare exceptions (excepting the Genízaros of Abiquiú) … they work with contempt for the 

precept of God and the church” (quoted in Frank 200). The friars reported that the 

Pueblos still held their own ceremonies in kivas or in the fields, they shirked work, and 

did not use their land efficiently for production (201). Ultimately, as far as the friars 

could see, their missionizing effort fell on arid ground among New Mexican Amerindians 

and so by the end of the century, they were drawn to ministering more and more to the 

larger and responsive vecino population (198).    

Beginning in the 1790’s, the vecino population of New Mexico took on an 

extensive redecoration of New Mexican churches and expanded the availability of santos 

by creating a local craft tradition. Vecino santeros developed the religious art first 

improvised by the Franciscan missionaries for the Pueblo missions into a provincial style 

that fulfilled their need for devotional images (206). A santero, known as the Laguna 

Santero, seems to have been led the transition from Baroque ideals into a new regional 

style. Retablos (two dimensional images) and Bultos (three dimensional carvings) were 

made from local materials and in a local style. The santero tradition came to be 

intimately attached to the Penitentes especially in the nineteenth century when, in the 
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face of newly available, commercially produced images, the Penitente moradas kept and 

maintained the older santos (Montaño 26). 

Confraternities were also part of New Mexican eighteenth century religious 

expression. Fray Andrés Varo in 1749 had identified confraternities dedicated to the 

Blessed Sacrament and our Lady of the Rosary in Santa Fe, another to the Blessed 

Sacrament and one to our Lady of Carmel in Santa Cruz, and one to the poor souls in 

Purgatory in Albuquerque (Chaparro 208). In 1776, fray Francisco Atanasio Domínguez 

described a confraternity of The Rosary and Blessed sacrament still existing in Santa Fe, 

as well as a confraternity of Poor Souls and the Franciscan Third Order (18-20). In all, he 

lists a total of nine confraternities, the rest being based in Santa Cruz de la Cañada and 

Albuquerque (76, 147-8). New Mexican confraternities were renewed and expanded in 

the late eighteenth century, maybe buoyed by the better economic conditions and an 

increasing Hispanic population (Frank 182). 

Additionally, during this time period, the Franciscan spiritual monopoly in New 

Mexico began to break down. Three bishops of the diocese of Durango (in New Spain), 

“eager to validate their authority over the Church” visited in 1730, 1736 and 1760 

(Kessell, Missions 11). By the late eighteenth century, the diocese of Durango began to 

take increasing charge of churches, replacing Franciscan friars with secular clergy. In 

1798 the diocese of Durango introduced the first diocesan pastors to the region, one for 

the parish at Santa Fe and the other at Santa Cruz. Yet this secularization was often in 

name only as there was a scarcity of diocesan priests in the area. For instance, between 

early 1803 and late 1816, there were no diocesan clergy in New Mexico (Chaparro 6). 

After Mexican independence (from Spain) in 1821, the control of churches continued to 
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pass to the diocese but the lack of priests meant that few were directly administered. In 

1826, there were a total of five diocesan priests in New Mexico (6). It is in this clerical 

void that many scholars feel that the Penitente brotherhoods developed their unique 

presence in territories that today are northern New Mexico and southern Colorado.  

The Penitentes 

The earliest documentation we have of the Penitentes is a recently discovered rule 

dating to 1821 for the Hermandad at the Santuario de Nuestro Padre de Esquipulas, that 

is for a cofradía based in Chimayo, NM. The rule, in and of itself, does not mention 

penitential practices and simply lays out the duties of the Hermano Mayor, the ‘head’ 

brother and the structure of the hermandad. However, it names José Yisidro Martínez as 

the hermano mayor, of  ‘La Cofradía de la Sangre de Nuestro Señor Jesucristo,’ 

appointed by the previous hermano mayor, Bernardo Abeita94. La Cofradía de la Sangre 

de Nuestro Señor Jesucristo, had long usage as a name for flagellant confraternities, 

dating from 1574 in Seville (Carroll, Penitente Brotherhood 80). We also know that 

Bernardo Abeita was an important member of Penitentes. Prior to the circulation of the 

1821 constitution in November 2015, the earliest rule dated to 1853 wherein Abeita is 

named as the Hermano Mayor. It was apparently a copy of an earlier rule, date unknown 

(117). This raises the possibility that the original version of the 1853 rule predates 1821, 

given that in 1821 Martínez writes of Abeita as the previous hermano mayor.  

Abeita is generally regarded as central to the Penitente tradition in New Mexico. 

Michael P. Carroll, in his exploration of the Penitentes, drawing on works by scholars 

                                                

94 Abeita can also be spelled “Abeyta.” 
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such as Thomas Steele and Stephen de Borhegyi, details Abeita’s role and influence, and 

points to the joint appearance of the cult of El Señor de Esquipulas and the Penitente 

tradition at Chimayó in the early 1800’s (117-119). Other scholars have attempted to 

push back the date of Penitente origins in New Mexico to the eighteenth century. Ramón 

A. Gutiérrez, for example, dates the first mention of the confraternity to 1776 quoting 

fray Francisco Atanasio Domínguez in The Missions of New Mexico 1776: “The body of 

this Order is composed of members so dry that all its juice consists chiefly of 

misfortunes” (quoted in Gutiérrez, “Crucifixion” 257). However, that reference in 

Domínguez’s account is to the poverty of a Franciscan Third Order brotherhood at the 

Villa of Santa Fe (Missions 18). Domínguez does however mention the priest at Abiquiú 

leading his parishioners in a ‘discipline’ during the Fridays of Lent (124). Outside of that, 

there are no mentions of anything that can be directly associated with a flagellant 

confraternity in New Mexico during the eighteenth century. However, with regard to the 

Third Order in Santa Fe, Domínguez mentions that in certain years it celebrates “the 

Blood of Christ, with Mass, sermon, and procession, and the procession of the Three 

Falls with sermon” which are similar to contemporary Penitente performances on Good 

Friday (18).  

There are earlier accounts of flagellation rituals in New Mexico. Villagrá writes 

of how the Spanish solders self-flagellated during Oñate’s entrada. “lashing his 

shoulders, he poured out/ a sea of crimson blood … Also, his two nephews at their posts 

did lacerate themselves with whips, until the dawn came…” (102-103). In the 1630’s, 

fray Alonso de Benavides writes of the disapproval of a Jumana medicine man of the 

Christian practice of ‘shedding blood.’ Stating that the ‘sorcerer’ must have seen a Holy 
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Week procession in some Christian pueblo in which people were scourging themselves, 

Benavides recounts the man saying, “You Christians are such lunatics that you all run 

insanely through the streets lashing yourselves, splattering blood everywhere. And it is 

certainly your desire that this pueblo lose its senses as well” (17). As Michael P. Carroll 

correctly points out, these are the only accounts of flagellation practices in New Mexico 

prior to the nineteenth century.  

In 1833, Bishop Jose Antonio Zubiría y Escalante was bishop of the diocese of 

Durango. On February 21 of that year, Padre Martínez of Taos wrote to Bishop Zubiría, 

prior to Zubiría’s forthcoming visit to New Mexico, mentioning a penitential brotherhood 

of the Holy Blood and offering the quite a vivid description of the rites of the hermanos 

who intimate they had been doing this “from time immemorial” (Wroth, Images 51; 

Mellot 17). 

Much of what Martínez describes is similar to later accounts of the Penitente 

rituals. Martínez writes of how on Fridays during Lent, during all of Holy Week, and up 

to Pentecost, the men carried out their penances. They dragged heavy crosses, whipped 

themselves until they bleed, used flint to cut themselves, walked barefoot in the snow, 

wore only loin cloths or white trousers and a scarf over their faces so as to prevent 

recognition. They processed in front of images and caused a great expectation in the 

bystanders. Further, he mentions that their growth in numbers had caused problems. 

Martínez also recounts how he had restricted their penitential practices to nighttime and 

isolated places, “[s]ince the manner in which they have carried out their rituals until now 

seems to me to be out of harmony [muy disonante].” (Wroth, Images 51).  
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Bishop Zubiría responded positively to Martínez’ activities, agreeing with the 

need to restrict the indiscrete devotion of penances (la indiscreta devotion de penitencias) 

to less public settings (Weigle 195). During his New Mexico visit, Zubiría himself also 

condemned the penitential practices of a certain brotherhood of penitents “cierta 

Hermandad de Penitentes” (Wroth appendix 3), who were active at Santa Cruz de la 

Cañada, a church in the Holy Cross Parish, near the town of Española. Interestingly, he 

notes that they had been in this location “ya antigua” (appendix 3): that is, “longstanding” 

or already ancient. Zubiría attempted to stall the expansion of the brotherhoods and 

prohibited the construction of new buildings for use by the Penitentes for either 

gatherings or storage (Mellot 29).  Zubiría seemed very disturbed by the brotherhoods 

referring to them as referring to them in his pastoral letter of October 1833 as “these 

brotherhoods of penance or better, of butchery: “esas hermandades de penitencia ó más 

bien, de carnicería” (Weigle 196). Zubiría’s condemnation seems centered around their 

public penitential practices which he found both “indiscreet and contrary to true Christian 

humility” (196). His response to these activities was to annul the brotherhood: 

We strictly command, laying it on the conscience of our present and future 

pastors of this villa, that the must never in the future permit such reunions 

of Penitentes under any pretext whatsoever... The Brotherhood... we annul 

and which must remain forever abolished. (196) 

However, his words went largely unheeded and the public ritual activity of the 

Penitentes, in the northern mountains, seems to have continued fairly undisturbed; the 

isolation of the rural territory and the lack of priests served to protect the Penitentes from 

further disapproving attention. 
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Nonetheless, Zubiría's ‘discovery’ of the Penitentes began over a century of 

official condemnation by the Church. The brotherhood came under more intense church 

scrutiny again following the Mexican-American War (1846-1848) and the treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo which gave sovereignty of the territories of New Mexico and Arizona 

to the United States. Ecclesiastical authority was transferred from the Diocese of 

Durango to the Catholic Church of the United States in 1850, with the creation of first a 

vicariate and subsequently an archdiocese in Santa Fe (1853). Jean Baptiste Lamy, at first 

Vicar and then Archbishop of Santa Fe, took up church leadership in August 1851. 

Being catolico, becoming Catholic 

Lamy’s arrival created some controversy as at the time, the local priests still 

believed themselves attached to the diocese of Durango. Diocesan priests were still few 

and far between, numbering only 9 active priests, the last Franciscan having died in 1848 

(Chaparro 5). “There were 15, 6 of whom are old,” Lamy wrote twenty days after his 

arrival. Singularly unimpressed, he continued “But these priests, under any respect, could 

not replace their predecessors; even now they are either incapable or unworthy” (quoted 

in Horgan 126). Lamy had to ride to Durango to resolve the issue of his authority, 

returning with a letter from Bishop Zubiría which ordered the priests to now submit to 

Lamy.  

In the following years, Lamy went on to excommunicate five Spanish-speaking 

clergymen, including Padre Martínez, while others left the diocese and moved back to the 

diocese of Durango. In their stead, Lamy recruited European priests, mainly French but 

also Italian and Spanish to come to New Mexico (Salpointe 210-212).   
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The world these men entered was far from the Old World ideals of a centralized, 

powerful diocesan hierarchy and organized ritual placed in soaring stone churches of 

Gothic and Romanesque architecture. New Mexican churches were mud built adobe, 

decorated with handcrafted Santos95. Priests were scarce and those who served in New 

Mexico tended not to easily obey either general church rules for the priesthood or the 

particular reforms Lamy desired. Furthermore, the penitential practices of their 

practitioners were disturbing to these European educated priests. As Fr. Steele writes  

To men educated in seminaries dominated by Counterreformation neo-

Aristotelianism, educated in a world dominated by the rationalistic 

Enlightenment, the penitential rites of the men of New Mexico must have 

looked like the worst sort of medieval superstition. (Santos 93) 

The faith practiced in New Mexico, was, according to Fr. Steele, a “Franciscan 

…medieval Catholic spirituality” (108). Moreover, this type of Catholicism prioritized 

the symbolic, ‘performative’ word (Espín 117). The Catholicism of the American 

Church, on the other hand, had developed from the more rationalistic modes of Northern 

European Catholicism and had formed through interaction with both European and 

American Protestantisms (Goizueta 256-257). It valued clarity, precision, and uniformity 

in doctrinal formulations and interiority and reflectiveness in practice. 

Lamy’s attitude to the penitential brotherhoods differed to Zubiría’s. His focus 

initially was on regulating rather than attempting to ban the brotherhoods. Lamy and 

following him, Salpointe regarded the Penitentes as degenerate versions of the Franciscan 

                                                

95 Santos are images of saints. The image makers are called santeros. There are two types of santo. 
Retablos are painted on the flat surfaces while bultos are carved or sculpted images of saints (Roberts, 
Roberts and Chilton 175). 
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Third Order. As such, they rightfully should have been under the direct control of the 

Catholic church. Seemingly as early as 1853, Lamy began publishing sets of rules for the 

Brotherhoods of Penance, attempting to assert the authority of the church over the 

hermandades.  A further set of rules were published in 1856. The focus seems to have 

been on the “regulation of the Confraternity by the priests and prelate, specifications of 

the responsibilities of the Hermano Mayor and other officers of the Brotherhood, and 

definition of membership procedures, including the rights and duties of the full-fledged 

Brothers” (Weigle 54).  

Additional to these organizational requirements, Lamy also insisted on secrecy 

rather than just privacy with regard to the activities of the hermandades. In 1857, the rule 

stated “The Penance must be done as hidden as possible, without giving scandal to the 

rest of the faithful according to the spirit of the Church” (54). By 1860, the rule required 

members “to guard the secrets and not tell anyone, not even their parents nor their 

brothers, nor any other person...anything that he sees in the Brotherhood (Darley 15). 

Lamy’s successors were to continue to attempt to regulate the confraternity and to ban the 

more public aspects of the penitential tradition, into the twentieth century. 

Los Hermanos de la Fraternidad Piadosa de Nuestro Padre Jesús Nazareno is 

today a Catholic lay brotherhood, operating under the auspices of the Catholic church. 

Archbishop Edwin V. Byrne was finally persuaded in 1947 to finally give church 

recognition to the brotherhood (Weigle 111). He stated in the Santa Fe New Mexican, on 

January 29: 

That the Association of Hermanos de Nuestro Senor Jesus Nazareno is not 

a fanatical sect apart from the church, as some seem to think, but an 
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association of Catholic men united together in love for the passion and 

death of our Blessed Lord and Savior. […] if the Brethren proceed with 

moderation and privately and under our supervision, meanwhile giving a 

good example to all as Catholics and citizens, they have our blessing and 

protection. (quoted in Tate 18) 

Today the hermandades operate under the structures developed at the time (92). 

Further questions 

In many ways, this dissertation is an introduction to the work I feel still needs to 

happen on the Penitente tradition. For this study I decided to focus predominantly on 

myth-symbol complexes as they pertain to the tradition and to New Mexican Hispanic 

identity narratives. I have attempted to contextualize and historicize the usage of a 

number of descriptors commonly used in relation to the tradition. In doing so, I have 

demonstrated that the very terms used in how they are understood, obscure a multi-

cultural, diverse and hybrid history. However, there are other subjects that still need to be 

explored.  Some relate to specific ritual and mythic elements within the tradition which, 

due to constraints on time and space I have been unable to examine. These include 

mythic motifs such as blood, body, time, creation/origins and death as found in the 

mythologies of the non-Hispanic ethnies mentioned in this study. Other issues proceed 

directly from my findings so far in this study, which I summarize below. 

Does the lack of references to penitential traditions in New Mexico indicate that 

they didn’t exist there, as Michael P. Carroll avers, or has this lack of documentation to 

do with the nature of a frontier society, constantly under threat from indios barbaros, and 

often suffering from a lack of priests and other officials? The primary sources we have 
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for New Mexican history in the eighteenth and nineteenth century are the accounts of fray 

Domínguez and fray Silvestre Vélez de Escalante, compiled between 1776-1779, fray 

Augustín de Morfí’s “Geographical description of New Mexico” (1778) as well as Juan 

Bautisto Piño’s account of 1812 (Kammen and Wilson 405; Frank 43). These accounts 

are late in the historical record and are written by visitors to the province. It is therefore 

possible that they simply did not encounter a flagellant tradition as they passed through, 

even though one may have existed.  

Like the chroniclers of old, we are dependent on the writings of those who have 

gone before us. The lacunae in their knowledge can become the lacunae in ours. It 

behooves us to be reflexive not only with regard to our own position but also with regard 

to theirs. Fray Domínguez, for instance, was writing his account of the missions of New 

Mexico partly because of Bourbon policies impacting the communal properties owned by 

cofradías (Frank 208). As a result, he includes many details on the properties and 

finances of the New Mexican cofradías. However, he is blind to other things. For 

instance, he doesn’t see, or ignores, or otherwise misses the ritual and ceremonial 

significance of kivas on the pueblos. Referring to them as estufas96 Domínguez describes 

them as “chapter, or council, rooms, and the Indians meet in them, sometimes to discuss 

matters of their government for the coming year, their planting, arrangements for work to 

be done, or to elect new community officials, or to rehearse their dances, or sometimes 

for other things” (256). Additionally, he avers that some Pueblo dances “resemble 

contredanses or minuets as danced in Spain” (256). In other words, he is given to finding 

                                                

96 In modern Spanish the word estufa refers to stoves or heaters e.g. estufa de gas, estufa de 
cerámica etc. Domínguez and other Spaniards used the term to describe the structures we refer to as kivas, 
which is a Hopi word. 
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resemblances between Pueblo and Spanish customs and describing Puebloan activities as 

a variant on Spanish ones rather than acknowledging the religious power both dance and 

kivas had for Pueblos. Did he do this because he simply interpreted them through his own 

cultural lenses? Is this a demonstration of one side of the dynamic of double mistaken 

identity? Or did Domínguez have other reasons for downplaying Amerindian traditions? 

Was it important for his report that Catholic practices be prioritized and indigenous 

customs minimized? Regardless of why, the fact that he does this suggests that he may 

also have moderated his account of the disciplines he witnessed in Abiquiú and may also 

have missed other practices that could be pertinent in tracking early manifestations of 

practices later associated with the Penitentes. 

Additionally, scholarship on New Mexican history is often hampered by the lack 

of readily available sources. As Martina Will de Chaparro remarks, New Mexico 

certainly lacks the wealth of archival material available to scholars in places like Mexico 

City. Furthermore, New Mexicans did not share in the traditions of diary and journal 

keeping which can be a rich source of personal narratives in other parts of the United 

States (78).  However, there is, as she says, “an abundant but tedious paper trail” in the 

Sacramental records of the archives of the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, in records of wills, 

and in church burial books that attest to a “fundamentally pragmatic faith” (xxiii). And as 

the recent discovery of the rule for the Penitente hermandad at Chimayó demonstrates, 

the archives in Mexico City still have material to offer us. 

We now know that a church-sanctioned, apparently penitential cofradía existed in 

Chimayó in 1821. Yet Bishop Zubería is horrified by the actual practice he witnesses at 

Santa Cruz de la Cañada, just 16 miles away, in 1833. Is this simply a reaction of a 
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bishop of the modernized Mexican church which had begun to distance itself from these 

types of expressions of piety in the late eighteenth century? Or is it because the practices 

Zubería witnessed at Santa Cruz and that Padre Martínez witnessed in the Taos area were 

not, in their understanding, Catholic but in fact, other? 

Both Padre Martínez and Bishop Zubería indicate that members of the Penitente 

hermandades in the 1830’s understood themselves as belonging to an organization that 

had existed for a long time. Martínez speaks of them doing this “from time immemorial” 

(Wroth, Images 51; Mellot 17). Zubería uses the term “ya antigua” that is, 

“longstanding” or already ancient (Wroth, appendix 3). Angélico Chávez has argued that 

the order must have begun between 1790 and 1810 which he feels allows for Zubiría’s 

description of the hermandades as “ya antigua” (Weigle 36). How are we to understand 

these statements? As this dissertation shows, memory narratives are notoriously fluid. 

Furthermore, they are given to prioritizing past origins. Thus a claim to being ‘old,’ 

‘ancient,’ or ‘longstanding’ may or may not be accurate. Why would penitentes in the 

1830s have felt the need to make such a claim? What were the socio-cultural triggers for 

these claims? Had the increased number of men partaking in the rituals at the time 

something to do with this articulation? What elements of the tradition may indeed have 

been ancient? In what ways were the practices perceived as having existed from “time 

immemorial?” Do such statements indicate a perceived link to Spain or did hermanos in 

the 1830s have a different understanding of the origins of their traditions? 

Could the Penitente practices witnessed in the 1830’s have had anything to do 

with the presence in New Mexico of a large number of genízaros? As we have seen, they 

were essentially liminae personae, an in-between people in terms of ethnic identity, 
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religion and language. They failed to perform both ‘being Spanish’ and ‘being Christian’ 

adequately. As captives, they also mirrored the condition of blacks in New Spain. Given 

the importance therefore of penitential traditions to Amerindian and black ethnies in New 

Spain, is it possible that similar traditions were practiced among the genízaros, who as an 

ethnie combined both an Amerindian and slave identity as well as having black 

members? Could Penitente performance in New Mexico have originated as a way of 

showing one’s ‘Spanish-ness?’ Or, given the genízaro propensity to preserve their own 

ceremonials and customs, could the Penitente traditions have originated as a syncretic 

practice, with roots in Plains Indian ceremonials? In this context, Domínguez’ account of 

penitential disciplines at Abiquiú, a genízaro village where non-Christian ceremonials 

were known to take place, takes on an additional import as a possible early indicator of 

the tradition in New Mexico. 

Or, could the penitential practices that are now associated with the Penitente 

tradition have been brought north to the Province of New Mexico directly by members of 

the negro castas: African or Iberian Blacks or New World mulatos? The hidden presence 

of Black people in colonial New Mexico is one of the implicit themes in my research and 

one that needs further investigation. Additionally, as far as I know, in terms of the 

Penitente tradition itself, the presence of members of the negro castas in both Spanish 

households and on Genízaro pueblos is never alluded to. Yet given the importance of 

penitential confraternities to Blacks in New Spain it would seem that it is an area that 

warrants deeper exploration. Could the penitential practices so valued by the black 

cofradías of New Spain have accompanied members that relocated to New Mexico and in 

that way become part of genízaro or other New Mexican confraternal traditions? 
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Additionally, as I have explored, to be Spanish was to do Spanish and to be 

Catholic, especially a New World Catholic was also to participate in a public ritual life. 

Perhaps then to be Penitente was a way to be as publicly ‘Spanish’ and ‘Christian’ as one 

could be, a matter that may have been very important to an individual genízaro. Could 

the ‘witch trials’ at Abiquiú between 1756 and 1766, when members of the genízaro 

community were tried for idolatrous practices and heresy, have prompted this very public 

portrayal of being both Spanish and Catholic? Were the Penitente traditions thus a ritual 

form of proclaiming ‘Spanishness’ that lost its relativeness very quickly as the state 

became American? Politics changed and by the mid-nineteenth century, New Mexico 

found itself American rather than ‘Spanish.’ Neither American Catholicism nor American 

society had room for a public ritual that proclaimed emphatically that one did truly 

belong as Spanish. 

Or was the tradition only introduced around 1800, channeled through the Abeita 

family in Chimayó? Does the additional presence of the cult of El Señor de Esquipulas, 

whose church at Chimayó was built by Bernardo Abeita, support the idea that there was a 

strong connection to south, either to Mexico, where there were already shrines to El 

Señor de Esquipulas or even further south, to Guatemala? The shrine at Chimayó is 

reputed to stand on a Tewa healing site, where legend said there was a hot spring. When 

the twin war gods killed a giant nearby, fire burst forth and dried up the water, leaving 

only the mud which the local Tewas continued to use for healing (Borhegyi et al, El 

Santuario 8). The site remains renowned for its healing earth, which today is located 

within the santuario at Chimayó. Thus Chimayó is the most northern in a line of 

geophagic sites that stretch all the way south to the original shrine to El Señor de 
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Esquipulas in Guatemala (Gutiérrez, “El Santuario” 73). Could a penitential tradition 

sustained by Amerindian and Black ethnies in Mexico or further south, have 

accompanied the cult of El Señor de Esquipulas as it made its way north and found a 

home in what may have already been a site of syncretized practices? Indeed, one of the 

effects of the Bourbon reforms in New Mexico, was a revitalization of trade and 

commerce with New Spain so the northward movement of cultural and religious ideas 

along the camino real is very possible in this context. 

Does the graphic realism of the Cristos crucificados produced by the New 

Mexican santeros in the 1800’s support this claim for a nineteenth century development? 

Is this further supported by the increased numbers of genízaros in nineteenth century 

New Mexico, when they formed up to a third of the population? How is the collapse of 

the rather rudimentary New Mexican version of the Sistema de castas and the resultant 

absorption of genízaros into main stream Hispanic culture, especially after the annexation 

by the United States of America relevant? Did this absorption allow an embodied, 

performative ritual to be prioritized in New Mexican confraternities? 

Or, given the state of New Mexico as a frontier culture, under real threat of 

collapse from the hostile activities of nomadic peoples until the late eighteenth century, 

and suffering from periodic decimations by disease, such as the 1780-81 outbreak of 

smallpox, could a flagellant tradition have become important there, as it had in thirteenth 

century Europe, because of the difficult conditions? Could New Mexicans, through their 

own suffering and poverty have simply identified with the Suffering Christ? Or are we 

mistaken in our emphasis on the tradition as flagellant? Was the main purpose of such 

confraternities in New Mexico more community and pastorally inclined than penitential? 
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Did they develop from the mixed frontier communities that were the mainstay of New 

Mexican settlements and were they an attempt at creating brotherhood and spiritual kin 

relationships between the diverse ethnies? 

Or are these different possibilities really opposed?  

The American Catholic Church that took over in New Mexico was centralized, 

uniform in practice, linked strongly to the universal church rather than to manifestations 

of local religion. The society it encountered in New Mexico was complex, diverse and 

multicultural. The faith New Mexicans practiced was essentially medieval, rooted in 

ritual practices and forms of Catholicism that had become obsolete in the Jansenist-

inspired American church. Furthermore, it was a faith not sufficiently catered to by the 

structures of the church, given the lack of priests into the nineteenth century.  

That today the Penitentes are Catholic is undoubted. But did the centralization 

and the uniformity imposed by the post-Tridentine American Catholic church hide the 

fact, that like the diverse society they originated from, the Penitentes’ practices may have 

had diverse roots? Were remnants of non-penitent cofradías subsumed into one as the 

American church gazed with a monolithic eye over this strange and foreign land, its 

attention grabbed by the dramatic and disapproved of rituals? Did the presumption of a 

single organization, manifest that organization? As the American state caused the 

development of the ‘Spanish-American,’ by being in some ways blind to the layered 

social imagination of colonial Spain, did interaction with the American Catholic Church, 

which carried with it its own myth-symbol complexes, in some way create the Penitente 

hermandades, as we know them? 
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