
 

 
Where is the "Mexican" in "New Mexican"? Enacting History, Enacting Dominance in the
Santa Fe Fiesta
Author(s): Sarah Horton
Source: The Public Historian, Vol. 23, No. 4 (Fall 2001), pp. 41-54
Published by: University of California Press on behalf of the National Council on Public
History
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/tph.2001.23.4.41
Accessed: 19-02-2018 15:07 UTC

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

http://about.jstor.org/terms

National Council on Public History, University of California Press are collaborating with
JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to The Public Historian

This content downloaded from 198.176.219.16 on Mon, 19 Feb 2018 15:07:24 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



41

The Public Historian, Vol. 23, No. 4, pp. 41–54 (Fall 2001). ISSN: 0272-3433
© 2001 by the Regents of the University of California and the

National Council on Public History. All rights reserved.
Send requests for permission to reprint to Rights and Permissions, University of

California Press, 2000 Center St., Ste. 303, Berkeley, CA 94704-1223.

Where is the “Mexican” in
“New Mexican”? Enacting

History, Enacting Dominance
in the Santa Fe Fiesta

SARAH HORTON

PERHAPS NO OTHER ISSUE of Latino public history has been more inflammatory
than the equal inclusion of Spanish and indigenous heritages in commemora-
tions of Latino history. In the wake of the Columbus Quincentenary and New
Mexico’s commemoration of its colonization by Spanish conquistador Don
Juan de Oñate, astute public historians should be wary of speaking of any
singular “Latino history.” In American communities with a Spanish legacy,
there appears to be no consensus among public officials or historians on how
best to commemorate the history of the Spanish empire. An ethical issue even
more difficult than the honoring of a Spanish conquistador is the public staging
of historical moments of the Spanish conquest. What are the messages we
transmit when we use living actors to enact historical dramas of a conquest
whose legacy of inequality still survives? Is the reenactment of the Spanish
conquest an innocent commemoration of past Spanish glory, or does it serve as
a public sanction of existing racial inequalities?

SARAH HORTON is currently writing a dissertation on the Santa Fe Fiesta for a Ph.D. in
cultural anthropology. She has presented papers on the issue of Spanish heritage and public
history in New Mexico, and has published “Maintaining Hispano Distinctiveness and Resist-
ing Anglo Dominance in the Santa Fe Fiesta” in Kiva: the Journal of Southwest Anthropol-
ogy and History (Winter 2001).
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42 n THE PUBLIC HISTORIAN

These questions raise a broader concern in history, that of the partiality
of all historical narratives. In attempts to tell history, one group’s experience
frequently assumes the status of a dominant narrative.1 In public portrayals
of history, these concerns are all the weightier. As Susan Davis has noted in
her history of parades in Philadelphia, public actions are always political,
illustrating “who should have the right to display themselves collectively in
the streets.”2 Some groups are not accorded the right of public display, thus
silencing alternative versions of history. Collective action in public spaces
implicitly carries the weight of public sanction, she suggests. If we follow
analysts of public ceremony in their suggestion that rituals “portray the
idealized social relations envisioned by those in power,”3 then what is the
vision of social order sanctioned by the commemoration of the Spanish
conquest?

This essay will consider these issues by way of examining the Santa Fe
Fiesta, an annual public commemoration of the Spanish conquest of New
Mexico. Revived by Museum of New Mexico officials in the early twentieth
century as a lure for tourists and settlers alike, the Fiesta has been gradually
re-appropriated by New Mexico’s Hispanos4 as a means for the “active
preservation of Hispanic heritage in New Mexico.”5 An examination of the
history of the Fiesta thus illustrates that although it ritually re-enacts the
Spanish re-conquest of New Mexico, it also comments obliquely on an-
other—the Anglo usurpation of Hispanos’ former control over the region.

The Santa Fe Fiesta as Conquest Drama

A celebration of Spanish continuity in Santa Fe, the Fiesta simulta-
neously marks a moment in which the Spaniards subdued the Pueblo
Indians who had expelled them from Santa Fe in 1680. Incorporating living
Pueblo Indians, it dramatizes not only the Spanish re-occupation of the city,
but also the conversion of Pueblo Indians to Catholicism. A Catholic ritual

1. For essays concerning the partiality of historical narratives in Chicano historiography, see
in particular Tomás Almaguér, “Ideological Distortions in Recent Chicano Historiography:
The Internal Model and Chicano Historical Interpretation,” Aztlán 18, no. 1 (1989): 7-28; Alex
M. Saragoza, “Recent Chicano Historiography: An Interpretive Essay,” Aztlán 19, no. 1 (1988–
1990): 1–78.

2. Susan Davis, Parades and Power (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1986),
13.

3. William H. Beezley, Cheryl English Martin, and William E. French, Rituals of Rule,
Rituals of Resistance: Public Celebrations and Popular Culture in Mexico (Wilmington, Del.:
Scholarly Resources, Inc.  1994),  xv.

4. The term “Hispano” denotes a regional sub-grouping of Spanish-speakers concentrated in
northern New Mexico and southern Colorado. These Hispanos, some of whom also refer to
themselves as “Spanish Americans,” trace their descent from the colonists sent north from New
Spain to the new colony of Nuevo México beginning in the sixteenth century.

5. Mayor Debbie Jaramillo, “Proclamations,” The 285th Annual Santa Fe Fiesta: The Official
Fiesta Program (Santa Fe: The Santa Fe New Mexican, September 1997),  28.
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giving thanks to Nuestra Señora del Rosario, La Conquistadora, a Marian
icon, for the Spaniards’ bloodless re-occupation  of the city,6 Fiesta rhetoric
claims that this shared religion serves as the “ties that bind [three cultures]
together in an unbroken bond of unity.”7

Thus the Fiesta may be seen as a variant of a genre of conquest dramas
that portray the subjugation of indigenous peoples and their conversion to
Christianity, common in mestizo and indigenous communities across Latin
America. Such dramas began when the colonizing Spaniards forced indig-
enous peoples to act out feats of Spanish military prowess and the inevitable
triumph of Christianity. The Spaniards initially forced indigenous groups in
Latin America to re-enact the Spanish victory over the “infidel” Moors, and
thus their success in unifying a Christian Spain.8 According to historian
Ramón Gutiérrez, as they traveled North, the Spaniards then forced the
Pueblo Indians of New Mexico to act out the defeat of the powerful
indigenous groups of Mexico as a model for the conquest of New Mexico.
Indeed, Gutiérrez notes that Don Juan de Oñate not only entered New
Mexico with the same Marian icon, “Our Lady of the Remedies,” that Cortés
had carried into Tenochtitlán in 1519, but also that he made the first Indians
he encountered in the Southwest greet him as the Aztec emperor
Montezuma had greeted Hernán Cortés eighty years earlier.9

Apparently the Spaniards believed in routinized action as a powerful
vehicle for bringing about hegemony. Historians of the Spanish conquest
have noted that dramatic representations were instrumental in conveying a
desired social order to the vanquished, and effective both in achieving
Spanish military victory and evangelization.10 Gutiérrez argues that the
message of Spanish superiority and indigenous inferiority became internal-
ized through such conquest dramas’ repeated reenactment. He writes:

From the moment the Spaniards reached the banks of the Rio
Grande…what the Indians saw and heard was but a well-choreographed
political drama that was to teach them the meaning of their own defeat, of
Spanish sovereignty, and of the social hierarchies that would prevail under
Christian rule.11

As historians of the Spanish conquest describe them, such rituals or
“conquest theaters” had a powerful ideological effect on those re-enacting
them. Anthropologist Sylvia Rodríguez, for example, describes an “ambiva-

6. The re-occupation of Santa Fe the following year, however, involved bloodshed and the
execution of 70 Pueblo Indians. See Ramón Gutiérrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers
Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality, and Power in New Mexico, 1500–1846 (Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 1991), 145.

7. According to the script of the Entrada from the 1997 Santa Fe Fiesta.
8. Sylvia Rodríguez, The Matachines Dance: Ritual Symbolism and Interethnic Relations in

the Upper Rio Grande Valley (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996), 145.
9. Gutiérrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away, 48.
10. See especially Beezley, Martin, and French, Rituals of Rule, Rituals of Resistance.
11. Gutiérrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away, 47.
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lence” among the Pueblos who continue to perform the matachines dance
today.12 Can the re-enactment of the Spanish conquest in the Santa Fe
Fiesta be anything other than the “conquest theater” that Gutiérrez so
disturbingly describes?

There is one important difference between the Santa Fe Fiesta and
conquest dramas staged in mestizo and indigenous communities in Latin
America, however.  In New Mexico, there are two layers of conquest, one
atop the other. This racial stratigraphy of New Mexico changes the meaning
of the Fiesta’s conquest drama. In Latin America, conquest dramas would
appear to perform and enact the dominance of European heritage, perpetu-
ating the existing racial hierarchy. In New Mexico, however, the Fiesta is
part conquest theater and part theater of resistance to Hispanics’ own
conquest.

The Santa Fe Fiesta and Spanish Identity

The Santa Fe Fiesta, a civic celebration funded largely by the city and
tourism revenues, commemorates Spanish conquistador Don Diego de
Vargas’ 1692 re-conquest of the city for the crown of Spain following the
Pueblo Revolt of 1680. The Pueblo Revolt was led by Popé, a medicine man
from San Juan who had fled to the northernmost pueblo, Taos, to escape
Spanish control and plot a rebellion. Resentful of the Spaniards’ attempts
to stamp out their religious beliefs and disrupt their social organization, the
Pueblos had desecrated the symbols of their conversion and forced the
Spanish colonists to retreat to El Paso. The surviving Spanish colonists of
the Revolt—primarily from Santa Fe and from Isleta—gathered in El Paso
until Don Diego de Vargas led the 1692 attempt to resettle New Mexico for
the King of Spain, Carlos II. According to Fiesta tradition, Don Diego de
Vargas made a promise to the Marian icon of La Conquistadora that if he
were able peacefully to  reoccupy the city, he would hold an annual fiesta
in her honor.

The re-enactment of this re-conquest of Santa Fe forms the heart of the
contemporary Santa Fe Fiesta. In this re-enactment, also called the
“Entrada,” a young Hispanic man on horseback, dressed as Don Diego de
Vargas and accompanied by a cuadrilla of men, negotiates with a Pueblo
man dressed as Domingo Naranjo, a Tesuque chief, for the Spaniards’ re-
occupation of the city. In the script for the 1997 Entrada, Don Diego de
Vargas tells Domingo Naranjo:

Calm yourselves and be assured that we do not intend to do you any harm
whatsoever…. Pueblo Indians of New Mexico, I have been sent by the
King of Spain to ensure that we all live in peace…. I leave it up to you to

12. Rodríguez, The Matachines Dance, 18.
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decide whether we shall settle Santa Fe in peace or whether we shall settle
Santa Fe in war.

The Pueblo chief submits, and de Vargas calls for the baptism of two Pueblo
children as “a sign . . . of our two worlds coming together as one.” Then he
and his men shout, “Qué viva Carlos Segundo! Qué viva  el rey, nuestro
señor!” Thus the Fiesta clearly is an enactment of Spanish domination,
glorifying the re-conquest of the region and the long-standing Hispanic
presence in the Southwest.

The Fiesta may be seen, in part, as but one manifestation of a broader
Anglo-American fascination with the region’s Spanish past. The Spanish
heritage of the Southwest, romanticized in the writings of authors such as
Helen Hunt Jackson and Charles Lummis, has long proven a powerful draw
for tourists.13 Once native Spanish-speakers had all but been dispossessed,
it was easier for literati to remember the Spanish era fondly as a “romantic,
colorful era of leisurely uncomplicated living.”14 Even today, this romantic
portrayal of the Spanish colonial era lingers on in New Mexico’s history
museums, where one finds a suit of metal armor directly from Spain
alongside the more prosaic New Mexican folk crafts such as tinwork and
santos. As one docent at New Mexico’s State Museum, the Palace of the
Governors, explained, “We play up the Spanish past here since your average
tourist is unaware of the strong Spanish presence in the Southwest. They
think the Southwest is Mexican, but they don’t always know it was also
Spanish.” In short, New Mexico emphasizes its Spanish heritage partly
because of the images of military glory and idyllic living this history conjures
in the minds of Anglo Americans.

Indeed, the public acceptance of this Spanish-dominant version of
history in New Mexico is not limited to the history museums.  Prior to the
Fiesta, those involved in the event visit the public schools of Santa Fe in
costume to attempt to spread enthusiasm about the event among the city’s
youths, to demonstrate to them “how proud we should be of who we are,”15

as one Fiesta participant put it. At every public school, the young man
portraying Don Diego de Vargas selects one young Hispanic boy, who dons
a conquistador’s helmet, for the honor of being  crowned “de Vargas for the
day.” The idea, say Fiesta participants, is to encourage Hispanic youths to
preserve their cultural heritage and perhaps one day to become active in the
event themselves.  Meanwhile, many public school teachers ask their classes

13. See, especially, Carey McWilliams, “The Fantasy Heritage,” North from Mexico: The
Spanish-Speaking People of the United States (1948; reprint, New York: Greenwood Publish-
ers, 1968), 41–53; David J. Weber, “The Spanish Legacy in North America and the Historical
Imagination,” The Western Historical Quarterly 23, no. 1 (February 1992): 5–24; David J.
Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).

14. Tom Cameron, Los Angeles Times, 29 August 1947, as quoted in Carey McWilliams ,
North from Mexico, 45.

15. Erika Davila, “Qué Viva Las Fiestas?: The annual commemoration of Santa Fe’s origins
and its Spanish heritage appear to be on divergent paths,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 7
September 1999.
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to produce narratives and pictures on the theme of what the Fiesta means to
Santa Fe, which are then placed on display during the event. Such activities
illustrate the degree of public acceptance the state’s Spanish past has
achieved. Indeed, Spanish heritage has been comfortably enshrined as the
dominant narrative of Latino history in the state.

What are the implications for other groups—notably Native Americans
and Latinos with indigenous heritage—of enshrining this Spanish version of
New Mexico’s history? An examination of the Santa Fe Fiesta may provide
some answers.

First, it is noteworthy that the All Indian Pueblo Council and the state’s
Eight Northern Pueblos have boycotted the Fiesta since the late 1970s. The
boycott may be traced to the 1977 decision of a former Fiesta Council
President to send a letter to the state’s Eight Northern Pueblos requesting
that they vacate the Plaza area during Fiesta. Hoping to reduce the number
of tourists at the event and indeed return the celebration to the locals, this
former president asked Pueblo vendors not to sell their wares that weekend
in their traditional spots across from the Fiesta stage. As one former Fiesta
Council member remembered, “It was a slap in the face to the Indians.”
Since then, angry Pueblo leaders have boycotted the event, responding that
the letter evinced an “unwillingness to have Indians participate in the Santa
Fe Fiesta.” In 1980, Pueblos had their own Fiesta—a commemoration of
the 1680 revolt against Spanish rule.16

Pueblo anger at the Fiesta’s glorification of their defeat led to a decline
in the number of Pueblo Indians willing to participate in the event, whether
in the leading role of Domingo Naranjo, the Tesuque chief who accepts de
Vargas’ return, or in the role of Indian Princess. When non-Indians were
recruited to fill the key role of Naranjo, some Pueblos protested the
inaccuracy of the clothing worn by the Anglo actors, which they saw as a
denigrating mockery. “I find the [portrayal] insulting to the … Pueblo
warrior leaders, women and children who fought and died during the time
of conquest,” one Tesuque woman wrote the Santa Fe newspaper in 1989.17

“We would appreciate it if our leaders and warriors were not portrayed in
the Fiesta celebration.” The Pueblos have continued to call for an end to this
“celebration of the conquest of their people by Spain” through the 1990s.18

Public concern with the Fiesta’s portrayal of Pueblos peaked again in
1992, when New Mexico folklorist Jeannette De Bouzek captured on film
the tears of a young man from Santo Domingo Pueblo who had agreed to
portray the role of Domingo Naranjo.19 As the other “Indians” portrayed by

16. “Enjoy Fiesta,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 15 September 1977; “Pueblo Participation
Uncertain for Fiesta,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 16 September 1977; “Drive Continues to
Bring Indians Back to Fiesta,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 31 September 1981.

17. “Letter to the Editor,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 21 September 1989.
18. “Pueblo Leaders Call Fiesta Offensive,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 12 September 1993.
19. See Larry Calloway, “Danger: Ethnic Harmony Discussion in Progress,” The Albuquer-

que Journal, 16 July 1992; Sharon Niederman, “‘Gathering Up Again: Fiesta in Santa Fe:’
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young Anglo and Hispanic men assemble onstage in burlap sacks, red and
black warpaint and large headdresses,20 Randy, the Pueblo man portraying
chief Naranjo, wavers in his resolve. “It looks like everyone else looks pretty
savage, more savage than me,” he comments.  One “Indian” asks Randy if he
too would like to put on a headdress, and Randy declines with discomfort.
This moment cannot help but uncomfortably recall Gutiérrez’s description
of the Pueblos’ involvement in the conquest dramas. He writes of the
Pueblos: “They continually relived their own defeat, their own humiliation
and dishonor, and openly mocked themselves with those caricatures of
Indian culture the conquistadores so fancied.”21

Reflecting on this moment later, Randy says, “If I stopped to take a hard
look at the reason [the Fiesta is] being celebrated, I probably wouldn’t have
done it.”22 With her  portrayal of this young Santo Domingo Pueblo man, De
Bouzek captures a rare moment in which the hegemonic power of the
Fiesta’s conquest drama unravels. As Randy sees the portrayal of the
Pueblos through these Anglo actors’ eyes, the Fiesta is seen for what it is—
a glorification of the subjugation of the region’s Pueblo Indians.

The Fiesta Council has taken steps to appease the event’s critics. After
the screening of the De Bouzek video, the 1992 Fiesta reflected attempts to
emphasize peaceful co-existence rather than heroic re-conquest.  The 1992
Entrada began with the new introduction,  “Spanish and Indians have lived
in harmony as a direct result of the re-conquest by Don Diego de Vargas.”23

The Council added a “Mass of Reconciliation” which then-president Rick
Berardinelli described as “to help heal old wounds between  Pueblos and
Hispanics.” 24 For the first time in the event’s history, the young man
portraying Don Diego de Vargas performed the Entrada with a crucifix
rather than a sword. Council members also changed the portrayal of Native
Americans in the event, attempting to make their attire culturally appropri-
ate and to present them as “equals” in the event along with the members of
the de Vargas staff.25 Finally, in subsequent Fiestas, the Council also made
the script for the Entrada subject to the approval of the governor of Tesuque
Pueblo, the home of the Pueblo chief with whom de Vargas negotiated his
return.26 While one Santa Fe newspaper called the 1993 Fiesta a “model for

Making a Video that Made Waves,” The Santa Fe Reporter, 9–15 September 1992; Charlene
Sewady, “Conquest Means Conquest: Commentary from a Fiesta Resister,” The Santa Fe
Reporter, 12–18 September 1994.

20. The Anglos’ portrayal of Indians in the Fiesta recalls stereotypes of Plains Indians.
Pueblos do not wear warpaint nor headdresses, and traditional male attire bears no resem-
blance to burlap sacks.

21. Gutiérrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away, 48.
22. Jeanette De Bouzek, “Gathering Up Again: Fiestas in Santa Fe” (Santa Fe: Independent

Documentary Research, 1992).
23. Kay Bird, “A kinder, gentler, entrada,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 12 September 1992.
24. Rick Berardinelli, Fiesta Council President, The Santa Fe New Mexican, 26 August 1992.
25. Bird, “A kinder, gentler, entrada.”
26. “Fiesta 1993: Model for future,” The Santa Fe New Mexican, 14 September 1993.
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the future,”27 Pueblo leaders still claimed the Fiesta “smacks of oppression”
and “should be done away with.”28

Where is the “Mexican” in “New Mexican”?

The Fiesta also serves to exalt Spanish culture over other forms of Latino
heritage. Whereas other forms of Latino culture are featured throughout
the Fiesta weekend—particularly in the form of Mexican mariachi singers
and dancers—the core of the event continues to glorify a Spanish heritage.
This may be seen in the Fiesta Council’s selection of youths to portray the
key roles of de Vargas and Fiesta Queen in the event. The requirements for
such youths—a Hispanic surname, nativity in New Mexico, residency in the
county for the past five years, and proficiency in the Spanish language—
select for a very particular kind of Latino background.29 For example, one
young man who had been selected as de Vargas remarked of a fluent
Spanish-speaker who had been his competitor, “[He] spoke Spanish really
well, but he spoke more of a mocho Spanish. I believe that if you’re going to
speak Spanish in public, it is important it be standard and correct.”30 Thus
though this contestant had a fluent command of Spanish, his delivery may
have been too distinctively marked with ethnic and class connotations to
play the role. Thus the Council may select against candidates who appear to
have a more “Chicano” or “Mexican” background in their search for a person
deemed appropriate to portray this conquistador.

The specter of the Council’s elimination of other forms of Latino heritage
reared its head again in 1999 when Monica Maestas, a young woman of
mixed heritage who had competed for the role of Fiesta Queen, withdrew
from the event, charging racism.31 The candidate, whose father is from Isleta
del Sur Pueblo, was an active member of both MECHA (Movimiento
Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán) and the Native American Students’ Associa-
tion at college, identified herself strongly as a person of mixed heritage. “I’m
of Isleta Indian blood and of Spanish and Mexican surnames,” she told the
Council during the competition for Queen. A devout Catholic, this
candidate’s competition speech had ironically emphasized the importance
of La Conquistadora and of Catholicism in unifying Pueblo and Spanish
worlds.

27. “Fiesta 1993: Model for future,” The Santa Fe New Mexican.
28. “Pueblo Leaders Call Fiesta Offensive,” The Santa Fe New Mexican.
29. When anthropologist Ronald Grimes did his study of the Fiesta in 1973, he stated that

the residency requirement was only one year at the time. However, since the 1970s, this
requirement has been strengthened.  See Ronald Grimes, Symbol and Conquest: Public Ritual
and Drama in Santa Fe (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1976).

30. “Mocho” is a term to denote Spanish that is slang, or broken, rather than standard. It is
more common among urbanized or assimilated Hispanics.

31. Erika Davila, “La Reina candidate leaves court, saying competition is fixed,” The Santa
Fe New Mexican, 7 September 1999.
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According to Maestas, what had sparked her resignation was the
Council’s tacit message that her mixed heritage had made her an inappro-
priate candidate for Queen, and even perhaps for the Queen’s court.
Though traditionally, unsuccessful contestants for the role of Queen are
invited to be Spanish princesas on the Queen’s court, Council members
reportedly had asked the young woman to be an Indian princesa instead.
Calling her participation in the event a “humiliation,” she told the newspa-
per:  “I went into the [competition] thinking, ‘It will be based on my merit,
it will be based on the speech,’ but really, that’s not the way it is.”32 Thus to
Maestas, this experience suggested that there is no place for participants of
indigenous, “Mexican,” or “Chicano”  heritage in the Santa Fe Fiesta.

The Fiesta’s selection of youths with a particular kind of Latino heri-
tage—particularly  those who can trace their heritage to the first Spanish
settlers of the region—raises the issue of New Mexico’s Hispanos’ “cultural
distinctiveness.” The native Spanish-speakers of New Mexico have long
been the center of a simmering controversy over whether they, to a greater
degree than other Latinos in the Southwest, share a closer affinity with
“Spanish” than with “Mexican” culture. The propensity of many native New
Mexicans towards a self-identification in English as “hispano” or as “Spanish
American” is well-documented in the sociological literature,33 making na-
tive New Mexicans something of an anomaly in a greater Mexican Ameri-
can–identified Southwest. This controversy came to a head recently in
Annals of the Association of American Geographers, where geographer
Richard Nostrand argued that due to the relative isolation of Spanish
settlements in New Mexico and the lack of “dilution”34 of this Spanish
culture by Mexican immigrant influence, New Mexican culture has re-
mained relatively “distinctively Spanish in a cultural sense.”35

Although discussions over whether Hispanos are ethnically more “Span-
ish” or “Mexican” have frequently probed New Mexicans’ culture content
and even bloodlines, the more relevant question would appear to be why
Hispanos have clung to an identification as “Spanish American.” A
“Chicano” identification, originally derived from a term for  working-class
Mexican Americans, instead embraces Latinos’ indigenous heritage and
finds within it a source of resistance to Anglo oppression. Thus many
Chicano-identified scholars argue that the claim to Spanish descent is an
ideological strategy, or “myth,” (perpetrated by both Anglos and by

32. Davila, “La Reina candidate leaves court.”
33. See in particular, Phillip B. Gonzales, “The Hispano Homeland Debate: New Lessons,”

in Perspectives on Mexican American History  (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1997); also Phillip B. Gonzales, “The Political Construction of Latino Nomenclature in
Twentieth Century New Mexico,” Journal of the Southwest 35, no. 2 (Summer 1993): 158–85;
also Nancie González, The Spanish Americans of New Mexico: A Heritage of Pride (Albuquer-
que: University of New Mexico Press, 1969).

34. Richard Nostrand, “The Hispano Homeland in 1900,” Annals of the Association of
American Geographers 70 (1980): 396.

35. Richard Nostrand, “Comment in reply,” Annals of the Association of American Geogra-
phers 71 (1981): 283.
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Hispanos themselves) that more closely affiliates Hispanos with the Euro-
pean heritage of Anglos rather than with the mixed heritage of their
forebears.  They further charge that a “Spanish American” identification is
an affectation adopted by a Hispano elite wishing to distance itself from its
working-class, and less fortunate, “Chicano” brethren. Thus for such es-
teemed scholars who helped elaborate a Southwest-wide Chicano identity,
Hispanos’ emphasis on their Spanish descent is not merely a form of false
pretense, but a form of “false consciousness” that serves to divide Latinos in
their common struggle against Anglo oppression.36

However, New Mexican scholars caution that close attention to the
historical circumstances surrounding the formation of a Hispano identity
reveals otherwise.  Sociologist Phillip B. Gonzales has argued that a “Span-
ish American” identification first arose at the turn of the century in response
to increasing Anglo immigration as New Mexicans sought to remind incom-
ing Anglos of their proud heritage. Such an identification was of further use
during New Mexico’s drive for statehood because it served to distance New
Mexico’s Hispanos from the turbulence of the Mexican Revolution and to
claim “Spanish Americans” as a population deserving of the rights of
citizenship.37 Thus Gonzales makes a convincing case for “Spanish Ameri-
can” being a “protest-motivated” rather than accommodationist identifica-
tion “applied in direct action confrontations with Anglo racism and social
domination.”38

For what purposes is Hispanos’ identification with their Spanish heritage
being deployed today? A “Spanish American” identification may be applied
in new circumstances for new purposes. If, as social constructionist theories
of ethnic relations suggest,39 the assertion of an ethnic identity is simulta-
neously the drawing of an ethnic boundary, then the question becomes
whether the assertion of a “Spanish American” identity includes or excludes
Mexican elements. We have seen that the Fiesta clearly draws ethnic
boundaries between “Hispanos” and “Pueblos.” If we take seriously
Monica’s experience, it would appear that the Fiesta also serves to distin-
guish New Mexicans with a “Spanish” background from those with mixed

36. See in particular, Rodolfo Acuña, Occupied America: The Chicano’s Struggle Against
Liberation (San Francisco: Canfield Press, 1972), 55–77; McWilliams, North from Mexico, 41–
53. Blaut and Bustamante also present this argument in J. M. Blaut and Antonio Ríos-
Bustamante, “Commentary on New Mexico’s ‘Hispanos’ and their ‘Homeland,’” Annals of the
Association of American Geographers 74, no. 1 (March 1984): 157–64.

37. Gonzales, “The Hispano Homeland Debate,” 128; Gonzales, “The Political Construction
of Latino Nomenclatures in Twentieth-Century New Mexico,” 161, 166.

38. See Gonzales, “The Hispano Homeland Debate,” 135. For further elaboration on the
protest-motivated political underpinnings of the formation of a Hispano/Spanish American
identity, see Gonzales’ discussion of Hispanos’ popular protests of Anglo racism and social and
political exclusionary tactics: Phillip B. Gonzales, “La Junta de Indignación: Hispano Reper-
toire of Collective Protest in New Mexico, 1884-1933,” Western Historical Quarterly 31
(Summer 2000): 161–86.

39. See in particular, Fredrik Barth, ed., Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (Boston: Little,
Brown, and Co., 1969).
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heritage, and indeed to privilege the former. Though the Fiesta speaks
intimately to Hispanos’ history, its portrayal of a distinctively “Spanish”
version of history may indeed alienate, and exclude, other perspectives.

Thus the Fiesta does serve to portray a very partial version of history as
New Mexico’s Hispanos would like it to be told: that of descent from
Spanish, rather than mixed, bloodlines. As Antonio Ríos-Bustamante and J.
M. Blaut argue in their refutation of Nostrand’s “distinctiveness thesis,” this
“myth” of Spanish heritage “is a variant of a larger myth, the belief on the
part of elites in many areas of Latin America that they are descendants of the
Spanish colonizers and are not, therefore, Indian or Black or mestizo  or
mulatto.”40 Thus the Fiesta may indeed be said to uphold a racial hierarchy
in New Mexico that privileges “Spanish” ancestry over a mixed background;
similar to the Latin American conquest dramas it may be said to “legitimate
[Spanish] right to rule through language and ceremony.”41

The Fiesta and Hispano Pride

Clearly, then, the Fiesta’s glorification of Spanish heritage has been a
point of contention with the region’s Pueblo Indians and Chicanos for
decades. However, this is only half of the story. Though offensive to some,
Fiesta remains an important commemoration of the longstanding presence
of Latino settlement in the Southwest, and one particularly significant to
New Mexico’s native Hispanos. In Fiesta promotional literature, the event
bills itself as “the oldest community celebration in the U.S.,” honoring “the
return of Spanish culture to Santa Fe.”42 Thus an analysis of the Fiesta would
not be complete without consideration of its importance for Hispanos in
Santa Fe.

Santa Fe’s Hispanos emphasize the festival’s celebration as a source of
Hispano pride, and as a public recognition of their presence in what was
once northern New Spain before Anglo Americans occupied it in 1846. One
native New Mexican who said he could trace “twelve generations” back to
the settlers of the region proudly stated, “It’s a tradition that’s been going on
for 400 years.” As a celebration of the retaking of Santa Fe, the capital of
what was formerly this northern province of New Spain, the Fiesta also
serves as public recognition that “Santa Fe was the first capital of the U.S.,”
he said. Indeed, participants in the event echo its importance as an illustra-
tion of the longevity of Hispano settlement in the region, and of the
continuity of Hispano culture. “My heritage is deep in Spanish traditions,”

40. J. M. Blaut and Antonio Ríos-Bustamante, “Commentary on New Mexico’s ‘Hispanos’
and their ‘Homeland,’” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 74, no. 1 (March
1984): 158.

41. Beezley, English Martin, and French, Rituals of Rule, Rituals of Rebellion, xiii.
42. See particularly Mayor Debbie Jaramillo, “Proclamations,” The 284th Annual Fiesta: The

Official Fiesta Program  (Santa Fe: The Santa Fe New Mexican, September 1996), 22.
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said Marcos Andreas Tapia, a former Don Diego de Vargas. “The minute
that you hear those mariachis and you see La Conquistadora and your
religion just comes out. And then you start thinking about your ancestors
and what they went through to make [Santa Fe] what it is today.”43

Indeed, popular tradition holds that the Fiesta has been celebrated
continuously since a 1712 proclamation issued by the Marqués de Peñuela
that de Vargas’ reoccupation of the city be “celebrated with Vespers, Mass,
Sermons, and Processions through the Main Plaza.”44 The city’s early
commemorations of this historical event in fact bore little resemblance to
today’s Fiesta: they consisted solely of solemn processions with La
Conquistadora from her shrine to the cathedral.45 Regional historians in-
stead trace the origins of the contemporary Fiesta to commercial fairs held
by territorial officials in the late nineteenth century to promote the develop-
ing region for settlement and tourism.46 These early fiestas played up the
region’s Spanish and Indian heritages for tourists’ entertainment, staging
“mock battles” between Spanish and Pueblo forces,47 and including tributes
to Spanish explorers Cabeza de Vaca and Coronado.48 These early commer-
cial fairs were sporadic and lacked a formal organizing body. Shortly after
New Mexico became a state in 1912, however, Museum of New Mexico
director Edgar Lee Hewett and the Chamber of Commerce decided to
revive such commercial fairs in the form of a city-wide Fiesta in order to
boost a flagging economy.49 As Wilson describes, these early Fiestas were
animated by a modernist yearning for a pre-industrial sense of community,
a desire that had sparked a fascination with historical pageants across the
nation.50 Thus the Fiesta’s early history clearly illustrates the role of Anglos
and Museum of New Mexico officials in promoting a “Spanish” version of
Latino history in the state.

Though the event was originally created as a tourist attraction, however,
New Mexico’s Hispanos have steadily reclaimed it as a celebration of
Hispano culture by and for Hispanos. By 1927, the event that had formerly
displayed New Mexico’s history as a “pageant of three cultures”51—Pueblo,

43. Quoted in De Bouzek, “Gathering Up Again,” 1992.
44. Fray Angélico Chávez, “The First Santa Fe Fiesta Council, 1712,” New Mexico Historical

Review 28, no. 1(July 1953): 183.
45. See Chris Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe: Creating a Modern Regional Tradition

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1997), 184.
46. See Rita Younis, “Early Days of La Fiesta de Santa Fe,” La Herencia del Norte  11 (Fall

1996): 24. Also see Chávez, “The First Santa Fe Fiesta Council, 1712,” 190; DeHuff, “The
Santa Fe Fiesta,” 324; Hal Rothman, Devil’s Bargains: Tourism in the Twentieth-Century
American West (Lawrence, Kan.: University Press of Kansas, 1998), 102; Chris Wilson, The
Myth of Santa Fe, 205.

47. Younis, “Early Days of La Fiesta de Santa Fe,” 24.
48. Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 207.
49. See Chávez, “The First Santa Fe Fiesta Council, 1712.” Also see Suzanne Forrest, The

Preservation of the Village: New Mexico’s Hispanics and the New Deal (Albuquerque: Univer-
sity of New Mexico Press, 1989), 51; Chris Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 192.

50. Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 195.
51. Forrest, The Preservation of the Village, 51.
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Spanish, and Anglo—had begun focusing exclusively on the Spaniards’
resettlement of the city.52 During the 1920s, the Fiesta also incorporated a
Catholic mass to commemorate New Spain’s Franciscan friars killed by
Pueblo Indians during the Pueblo Revolt, further taking on a Hispano
Catholic overtone.53 Nor has it only been the subject matter of the Fiesta
that has become more Hispano; in the 1940s, a Hispano was first elected
president of the formerly Anglo Fiesta Council, the body that organizes and
directs the Fiesta.54 By the 1960s and 70s, Hispanos comprised a majority of
members, and today roughly 90 percent of the Council is Hispano. As one
public official proclaimed in a recent Fiesta program, the contemporary
Fiesta is a “tribute to the active preservation of Hispanic heritage in New
Mexico.”55

Finally, Hispanos have also re-appropriated the role of historical person-
ages in the Fiesta, roles once routinely filled by Anglos. For example, until
1929, when Colonel José D. Sena usurped the role from John H. DeHuff,
most men portraying the role of Don Diego de Vargas in the Fiesta had been
Anglo.56 Indeed, in 1937, one Santa Fe newspaper opined:

The native people should be encouraged to have their annual Fiesta with
all of its religious and historical signific ance as it was originally
intended….The natives would be the participants, the Anglos from near
and far would be in their rightful place of spectators.57

Soon thereafter Anglos were indeed spectators alone. By 1940, in a fitting
move of symbolic re-appropriation, New Mexican Hispanos had once and
for all reclaimed the role of conquistador for themselves.58

With Hispano Santa Feans’ taking back of the role of conquistador, they
have simultaneously reclaimed the glory attributed to their Hispano past.
Dean Rehberger notes that at the time of the first wave of art colonists to
Taos and Santa Fe, Anglo-directed New Mexican theater continued to rely
upon metaphors of Spanish conquest to naturalize the new social hierarchy.
In these dramas, Anglos, rather than Hispanos, played the role of Spanish
“don” and “patron” to the Hispano masses, or “peons.” Here the patron-
peon relationship was extended to the new racial order, implicitly sanction-
ing Anglo stewardship of Hispano lives.59 Hispanos’ re-appropriation of the
heroic role of conquistador fittingly resists this ideological strategy, reclaim-

52. Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 207.
53. Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 209.
54. Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 226.
55. Jaramillo, “Proclamations,” 28.
56. See “Caballeros de De Vargas Roster: Those That Have Enacted the Role of General

Don Diego De Vargas for Fiesta,” Archives of the Santa Fe Fiesta Council, Santa Fe, New
Mexico. See also Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 226.

57. “The Fiesta,” The Santa Fe Examiner, 9 September 1937, as quoted in Wilson, The Myth
of Santa Fe, 219.

58. Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 226.
59. Dean Rehberger, “Visions of the New Mexican in Public Pageants and Dramas of Santa

Fe and Taos, 1918–1940.” Journal of the Southwest  37, no. 3 (Fall 1995): 453.
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ing the glory of their past for themselves. Thus the Fiesta cannot be reduced
solely to a glorification of Pueblo subjugation; clearly it also reminds Anglos
who, as one Fiesta observer put it, “was here before them.”

Thus we have come full-circle to the third layer of racial stratigraphy in
New Mexico: that of the Anglo conquest. Though similar to the conquest
dramas of Latin America, the Fiesta’s celebration of Spanish glory assumes
an altogether different significance in an Anglo-dominated context. For
many New Mexicans, the celebration allows them to display a sense of
ethnic solidarity and unity even as they steadily lose demographic ground in
the city to Anglos.

For example, the 1990 Census revealed that Anglos outnumbered
Hispanos for the first time in the city’s history.60 In many ways, the Fiesta
serves as a form of resistance to Anglo gentrification, a trend that has
become more pronounced since the popularization of “Santa Fe style” in the
1980s. Indeed, one community activist could not refrain from comparing
the Spanish re-conquest of Santa Fe in 1692 to what he called the “continu-
ing conquest” of the city by Anglos. Whereas the Fiesta commemorates
Pueblos and Spaniards’ negotiation of a means of sharing the land, the
“newest of conquistadors” are not interested in partnership but rather
“ownership,” he said.  “And today that very situation of land is what brings
us into conflict with the newest of arrivals, the newest of conquistadors,
because they do come to conquer, they come to conquer our way of life, they
come to conquer our land, they come to make a profit,” he told New Mexico
folklorist Jeanette de Bouzek.61

As a conquest drama of sorts, then, the Fiesta’s message of Spanish
dominance may be read two ways. Though conquerors of the New Mexico’s
Pueblo Indians, Hispanos have since been usurped by Anglos as the region’s
“newest conquistadors.” For many Hispano New Mexicans, the Fiesta
serves as a display of Hispano unity and of the “preservation of Hispanic
culture”62 despite the dominance of the region by its most recent colonizers.

60. Wilson, The Myth of Santa Fe, 165.
61. Community activist Erwin Rivera, as quoted in De Bouzek , “Gathering Up Again.”
62. “Proclamations,” September 1997, 28.
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