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Dedicated to the dead reposing beneath the churches, cemeteries, and streets of New Mexico.


Rest in peace.
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INTRODUCTION



In the New Mexican hamlet of Bernalillo, a few weeks before Christmas 1877, María Dolores Longina Chávez de Perea made her last will and testament. She undoubtedly suffered from an illness at the time, for she died within days of its completion. Chávez did not itemize her property, asking only for its distribution among her twelve children and her husband of thirty-five years, José Leandro Perea. She focused on her spiritual welfare rather than the disposal of her goods, providing meticulous instructions for suffrages on behalf of her soul, including annual masses to St. Gregory to be said for five years after her death. She also instructed her estate’s executor—her husband—to pay for two annual novenarios, or two series of nine masses, to benefit her soul for as long as he lived, dedicating one to the Virgin Mary and the other to St. Joseph. Finally, she requested interment beneath the floors of Bernalillo’s parish church.1


María Chávez’s will possesses elements both unusual to and representative of late nineteenth-century New Mexican wills. Most New Mexicans who wrote wills prudently left a detailed list of their goods, however meager. Though she did not carefully describe her possessions, Chávez made it clear that she sought their equitable distribution among her children. She deliberately chose her devotions, including pious bequests for both the Virgin Mary and St. Joseph, each of whom had a special significance at the hour of death. Among Roman Catholics, Mary represented the Queen of Mercy. As the principal intermediary between mankind and God, she was the most popular advocate identified in wills. Her husband, St. Joseph, served as the patron saint of the good death. Her devotion to St. Gregory, patron saint of music, though less obvious, may indicate a familial devotion, as suggested by another will from a Bernalillo Perea. The relative popularity of these figures notwithstanding, Chávez’s will is noteworthy because of her requests for masses and her choice of burial location, both relatively rare for a late nineteenth-century will.


While not unusual in colonial Spanish-American wills, by the time María Chávez wrote in the Territorial period (1848–1912), requests like these had become an anomaly. The colonial emphasis on masses and other suffrages for the dead had largely eroded, and people only infrequently requested interment within the church. By 1877, New Mexico’s urban landscapes had rendered the worlds of the living and the dead. No longer welcome within the church’s floors or its adjacent graveyard, people relegated the dead to cemeteries on the outskirts of town. These new suburban cemeteries did not share the social significance of earlier burial sites, which had served as public gathering places. Their distance from the very heart of the community of the faithful—the church—underscored the segregation between the worlds of the living and the dead that now prevailed. A few people, however, adhered to the traditional ways. They might, as María Chávez, employ a civil document to request a faith-infused baroque model of burial and memorialization. What in 1877 made Chávez’s will unusual were the very elements that only a half-century before had been commonplace in New Mexico.


In referring to the baroque, what is meant here is less a historical period than that period’s religious sensibility. The Spanish baroque relied on the senses to communicate the divine. The parish priest acted as mediator between the individual and God, as did the Virgin Mary and a panoply of saints, who responded to petitioners’ earnest requests. Communal and participatory in nature, baroque piety resulted in the proliferation of religious brotherhoods, public processions, and extravagant material, architectural, and artistic demonstrations of the divine made possible by the gold and silver mined in the New World. While in the late eighteenth century in central Mexico a new interiorized piety promoted a more direct relationship to God and distanced itself from excessive display, in New Mexico popular piety remained more baroque than modern in character, evident in the emergence of the Penitente Brotherhood and a resurgence in the popularity of the saints in this same period.


New Mexican deathways originated in the baroque world of Roman Catholic Spain and as a result incorporated the community into death in numerous ways. Settlers and Franciscan friars from Spain and New Spain brought the model of the good death with them to New Mexico, where it endured through much of the nineteenth century. This model required pious meditation and preparation for death, the physical presence and spiritual support of community members, and the priest’s administration of the last rites of the Roman Catholic Church. While the nature of life on the periphery of the Spanish empire made it impossible to apply seamlessly the baroque model in its entirety, people adapted and transformed elements of the model in a necessary concession to local conditions. Thus, their religious lives and their death customs differed from those in central Mexico, resulting in harsh criticism from Mexican ecclesiastical officials visiting in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The present work considers both cultural continuity and regional adaptation, examining Spanish-American traditions as practiced in New Mexico in the colonial period (approximately 1700–1821) and during its Mexican era (1821–48), with some consideration of the early Territorial period (1848–80).


Dramatic changes took place in New Mexico in the decades between 1820 and 1880. The complexity of deathways, however, means that change rarely follows a direct or linear trajectory. In fact, contradictory beliefs and practices often coexist. As much as we try to generalize about the transformations that took place in New Mexico, a document like María Dolores Longina Chávez de Perea’s will underscores the challenges in categorizing popular beliefs. To be sure, in New Mexico asymmetry characterized the pace of change in the nineteenth century. Rural populations accommodated less readily to change than their urban countrymen or paisanos in places like Albuquerque. This study of death and dying sheds light on models of behavior, deviations from those models, changes in deathways, and the varieties of opposition to change. As a study of popular piety, it builds on previous studies of deathways in the United States, Europe, and Mexico.


Using death as a lens to view the past has allowed historians of the United States to produce a compelling array of studies addressing everything from piety to the medicalization of society. One recent work goes so far as to claim that the very development of citizenship in the nineteenth-century United States can only be understood through a study of death.2 While some writers have considered African-American funerary rites under slavery, most scholarship continues to focus on Protestant groups in the antebellum North. We must take care, though, as David Weber cautions, not to “mistake regional history for national history.”3 These studies often mistakenly imply that there existed an “American way of death” and that Protestantism defined it. Too often relegated to the fringes of both United States and Latin American history, researchers have overlooked the Spanish borderlands in their inquiries into “American” deathways. By examining the most populous of borderlands communities, this study demonstrates that there was no single American way of death, and I hope challenges scholars to look beyond the Northeast.


Grave markers are emblematic of the differences between Roman Catholic New Mexicans and Protestants in the northeastern United States. The Puritans brought the use of headstones with them to North America and even reproduced images of grave markers on broadsides commemorating the deceased’s virtues. Requiring the employment of skilled masons, the weighty stone markers grew more and more elaborate over time, even as artisans transformed the skull and crossbones into winged cherubs. Those markers stand yet today in graveyards throughout New England, testaments to the masons’ artistic accomplishments and the survival of individual graves. Though European settlement in New Mexico predates the earliest permanent English colonies in North America, New Mexico does not preserve such a legacy. Unfortunately for historians, who do not have this rich resource to draw on, most of New Mexico’s colonial dead received anonymous, unmarked burials within their adobe parish churches. The relatively small proportion of the population interred in graveyards garnered only insubstantial wooden markers, which deteriorated as quickly as the cadavers they identified. Had seventeenth-century New Mexicans dotted their landscape with macabre stonework commemorating the dead, the collective memory would likely find it much harder to ignore the historical Spanish presence in our nation’s always transnational history. Likewise, tourists would—as they have in New England—find yet another compelling reason to visit the Land of Enchantment. Instead, most wander through the remaining colonial structures oblivious to what rests beneath their feet.


Suggestive of the singular texture of life in the Southwest, the difference in the two regions owes as much to divergent conceptions of the dead as to the absence of masons. In the Northeast, during the course of the seventeenth century alone, Puritan austerity gave way to increasingly elaborate death rituals that included gifts of gloves and memorial rings to attendees. These trends continued through the eighteenth century, and by the early nineteenth century, middle-class Protestants in New England and the mid-Atlantic states carefully prepared the corpse and celebrated grandiose public funerals in order, in the words of Gary Laderman, “to preserve their [the dead’s] integrity, to treat them according to inherited conceptions of dignity, and to manage their remains in a manner that ensured familial or communal continuity.”4 The mid-nineteenth century saw new ways of memorializing and preserving the dead, and by the late nineteenth century an entire industry had begun to grow around the expert, professional care of the dead. As Roman Catholics, New Mexicans believed in the physical resurrection of the body. They therefore emphasized the importance of the dead finding rest in consecrated ground, whether or not the living would know an individual’s precise whereabouts a generation later. No markers pointed out burial plots, and the body required no elaborate care prior to burial. They focused attention on providing for the soul’s journey rather than the individual’s memorialization. Once buried, the dead joined the parish’s anonymous subfloor population. In keeping with Spanish baroque values, resting within this community of the faithful superseded individual identity and memorialization.


In contrast to Protestant groups in the British North American colonies, the Roman Catholics who represent the focus of the present work found solace not in ornate funerary monuments, sentimental literature, and embalmed and painted corpses but in the firm belief that they could affect the postmortem fate of their loved ones through private meditation and prayer, masses for the souls of the dead, and ritual, communal participation in confraternities. In their wills, they expressed their good fortune to be members of the “Most Holy Roman Catholic and Apostolic Church,” which assured them of the communion of saints, and after serving their expected sentence in purgatory, a place in heaven. Culturally Spanish but racially a mix of principally Spanish and Indian populations, the New Mexicans who are the subject of this study acknowledged that their cadavers would become food for worms. They did not cherish the illusion of “death as sleep,” with its corresponding lithographs, poetry, music, and self-conscious journal keeping. One has only to read any of the early nineteenth-century accounts by the first Anglo traders who traversed the Santa Fe Trail—which express shock at locals’ brutal treatment of the dead and take offense at the festive nature of children’s funerals—to see the glaring contrasts between the northeastern Protestant and New Mexican Roman Catholic traditions. No single “American” way of death has ever existed.


New Mexico likewise challenges what we know about Mexico in this period, though relatively little scholarship on colonial Mexican deathways exists. Much of what has been written focuses primarily on Mexico City and its environs, calling into question the validity of these findings for areas outside the Valley of Mexico. Though sharing in the Spanish Roman Catholic tradition, conditions in New Mexico differed radically from those in central Mexico. Frequently devoid of sufficient religious leadership, far from the seats of power, without a resident nobility, and deprived of ready access to luxury goods, New Mexicans lacked some of the mechanisms that defined and reinforced their contemporaries’ ideas of the proper death and disposal of the corpse. Though New Mexico clearly had its own elite by the late eighteenth century, no matter how much wealth one accumulated, one could not pay for dozens of clergy to parade in a flamboyant funeral procession, because fewer than two dozen Franciscans served the entire province. While their counterparts in central Mexico enjoyed a long tradition of affirming social standing through ostentatious funerals and extensive pious bequests, New Mexican funerary ceremonies only occasionally presented anything classifiable as elaborate and were, at best, incidental in marking social standing. In general, burial practices support Oakah Jones’s contention that New Mexico included essentially only two population groups: Indians and [non-Indians.5]


During the early eighteenth century, at the same time that U.S. Protestants began elaborating their high drama of funerary ritual, some Roman Catholic elites and the new merchant class in central Mexico increasingly moved in the opposite direction, rejecting the elaborate display of status-affirming funerals and embracing instead an interiorized piety.6 Whereas dozens and even hundreds of paid mourners and religious routinely had formed the funeral corteges of Mexico’s nobility and wealthy, some of these individuals now opted to spend their money on spiritually beneficial masses rather than squander it on lavish and ephemeral processions. They discarded dramatic funeral shows in favor of secret and even nighttime burials. New Mexicans, of course, seldom had indulged in or witnessed anything resembling Mexico City’s or Puebla’s baroque ostentation, making the changes in religious sensibility more subtle and difficult to observe hundreds of years later. Yet it is clear, even from this distance, that New Mexicans diverged in many ways from their Mexican counterparts.


Burial geography stands out as most emblematic of the differences between central New Spain and New Mexico in this period. Though the crown in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries sought through royal edicts to ensure the availability of church burials for all Roman Catholics in the Indies, with the passage of time, a very different economic and social reality imposed itself. Ethnic, family, and corporate privileges increasingly manifested themselves in the church’s burial geography, making the sacred space more and more exclusive. Confraternity membership with its exclusive tombs for members offered a solution for some, but generally churches reserved church sepulchers only for the most saintly or most affluent in New Spain. In New Mexico, by contrast, interment in one of these coveted plots beneath the church was a prerogative, available throughout the colonial period to all but the most downtrodden. Removed from—but certainly not unaware of—European ideas implicating the dead in the diseases afflicting the living, New Mexicans resisted the burial reforms authorities mandated in the late eighteenth century. Indeed, some New Mexicans would fight—figuratively and literally—to preserve their burial spaces within the churches for decades.


The backbone of this study consists of 469 wills spanning the years from 1704 to 1899; of these, just over 200 originate in the years 1750–1850, the period of this work’s focus. I examined every will that I could find from 1750 to 1850; for the years before 1750 and after 1850, I used a representative sample of available wills. Almost half the wills are from Santa Fe, while the remainder were written in the jurisdictions of Albuquerque, Santa Cruz, and Taos. Women dictated approximately one-third of the wills. These testaments represent people from different social and economic ends of the spectrum; though few would have been considered among the most impoverished in their community, not all were wealthy, either.


The historian’s ability to get at popular religious beliefs is undeniably somewhat hampered by the legal requirements and formulaic language of wills, the reliance on scribes, and—in the case of New Mexico—the relative dearth of surviving testaments. Spanish law strictly codified the writing of wills. In using wills to inform what is essentially a mentality study, it is essential to keep in mind the legal dictates and the individual whims of a notary. In New Mexico, the absence of official notaries means that there was perhaps a greater diversity of authors than elsewhere in New Spain.7 Despite these variables, wills from New Spain, Spain, and New Mexico demonstrate a common organization and comparable language, similarities that at times transcend the centuries. Ultimately, the formulaic language and other parallels demonstrate the continuity over time and space of Spanish Roman Catholic eschatology. These commonalties, however, do not make wills any less representative of views and beliefs, be they societal or individual. Usually written in the midst of some life-threatening crisis, wills remain the source allowing historians the greatest proximity to people’s beliefs about death. Indeed, by their very nature in this most critical of hours, wills may be more truthful historical documents than other intensely personal records. Although written with an eye to public consumption, wills were the final—and in many cases, the first—opportunity New Mexicans had to make their mark and leave a personal document for posterity. Used in conjunction with other sources, even the relatively few surviving wills offer tremendous insight into popular religious practices and world views.


The burial registers housed among the sacramental records of the Archives of the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, though more formulaic than wills, represent another major source for understanding New Mexican deathways. Though Michael Carroll’s provocative recent study claims that “the surviving documentary record simply does not say very much about the religious beliefs and practices of Hispano settlers in colonial New Mexico,”8 the present work defies that assertion. Though New Mexico certainly lacks the wealth of archival material available to scholars in places like Mexico City, an abundant—if tedious—paper trail does survive. Each burial book includes mind-numbing rows of names, dates, and occasionally, burial locations. Since individual priests varied greatly in their record keeping, however, these records are often incomplete as well as a challenge to decipher; in some cases, entire years are absent. Rich as these sources are, then, the research is monotonous and time-consuming, offering no immediate rewards but only a glimpse at what took place in a single parish in a single year. Yet when compounded with information from other parishes and other years, the burial registers offer significant insights into New Mexican piety. Considered alongside the information gleaned from wills during this same period, for example, the burial books can substantiate—or undermine—what people wished for in their deathbed testaments.


I examined three-year samples of burial book entries from Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Santa Cruz for the years 1730 through 1850, in twenty-year increments (e.g., 1730–32; 1760–62; 1790–92). In some cases, priests meticulously recorded the characteristics of individual interments, including precise burial locations within the parish church. Less diligent friars allowed weeks or months to pass without a single entry, suggesting a lapse in record keeping. More typically, vague language obscures what we might otherwise learn about mortuary practices. Despite their inconsistencies, the approximately two thousand entries analyzed offer a good approximation of practices and changes over time. In addition to these, I reviewed thousands more burial entries from other communities, including numerous northern New Mexico pueblos. These records seemed to vary even more greatly in quality than those of the Spanish villas. I have incorporated anecdotal evidence gleaned from these burial registers as appropriate.


Along with wills and sacramental records, correspondence, material culture, and archaeological sources permit us glimpses at New Mexican deathways, creating a picture at once complex and contradictory. Precisely because death rests at the crux of all human experience, it often requires more than a single system of conduct or single set of rules. A multitude of shifting responses, beliefs, and practices materialized and sometimes coexisted.9 In New Mexico, as in sixteenth-century Spain, people faced death with the “dialectic between confidence and anxiety.”10 Hopeful of God’s benevolence, they lived and died in terror of the judgment and relied on the efficacy of postmortem suffrages to promote their salvation and ensure their rapid deliverance from purgatory. Faith meant that as much as one anticipated heavenly rewards, one also lived in fear of God’s judgment. While elements of this history remain lost to us forever because of destroyed or poorly kept documents, what we do know considerably broadens our understanding of what it meant to live and die in this most densely populated region of northernmost New Spain.


The picture that emerges reveals a fundamentally pragmatic faith. Though theologians and friars instructed people that they lived in a sort of spiritual borderlands, their lives tenuously perched between the here and the hereafter, New Mexicans did not obediently heed the dictates of their church so much as they did the dictates of their immediate reality. Though epidemics, the bloody life-size Christ sepulchered in their parish churches, and the repeated disinterment of the dead from beneath their parish church’s earthen floors served as frequent reminders of death, death still caught most people off guard. Because they were more occupied with the necessities of day-to-day living than with actively pursuing their salvation through meditation and other exercises, faith informed but did not define their lives. Like Elena Olguín, who found herself desperate for a cure for a suspected tumor, headaches, and chills, individuals might turn to methods the church considered heretical.11 The here and now in such a case carried as much sway as concern for the hereafter. Hoping that they would outlive an illness, many New Mexicans likewise ignored theologians’ prescriptions to make a will to smooth the road to salvation. Rather than part with hard-earned crops and livestock in payment for a priest’s services, they might avoid calling one until the last possible moment. Thus New Mexicans routinely took what they could use from their faith and discarded or deferred those elements they deemed impractical or contrary to their immediate reality. More pressing considerations often outweighed spiritual concerns. This is not to say, however, that New Mexicans were impious. It simply means that their brand of piety looked different than what we might expect—or hope—to find among our ancestors in a state where today even the government tourism department showcases religious and “spiritual” attractions. Their faith guided but did not rule them.
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CHAPTER ONE



The Good Death


After years of marriage to an abusive husband, vecina María Manuela Ramírez came forward in San Juan de los Caballeros to complain of her spouse’s tyranny and especially his most recent actions, which had nearly killed her.1 In spring 1823, Ramírez testified that her husband, José Antonio Martín, routinely violated the sanctity of marriage by beating her. On the occasion in question, she had incurred his wrath by refusing to eat the meat of a sheep he had stolen. Infuriated, Martín attacked his wife with such violence that she resigned herself to death, begging him to call the priest to come and confess her. Martín responded that he would not summon the priest “were the devil himself to come” for her.2 When Ramírez implored him to allow her to leave, stating that she wished for nothing more than to be allowed to die anywhere but under his roof, Martín denied his wife, observing that his very purpose in marrying her had been to make her life miserable.


Though few accounts of deathbed scenes from New Mexico survive, criminal cases such as this one offer a richly suggestive window onto death. This particular case exemplifies the very antithesis of contemporaries’ conceptions of the model death or good death: Ramírez’s experience was violent, sudden, and unattended by a priest or sympathetic persons who might assist her through prayer and reminders of God’s goodness. According to her own account, Ramírez implored her husband to call the priest—presumably not just to confess her, but to administer all the last rites. Though Ramírez thus exhibited the resigned attitude that theologians extolled as essential to the good death, her husband’s refusal to call the priest in her hour of need endangered her soul. Without the priest’s ministrations, Ramírez could not receive fortification for the spiritual journey that began at the hour of one’s death. It is no wonder that Ramírez wanted so desperately not to die in her husband’s home. Though his savage assault left her feeling ready for death, the relationship’s animosity and violence hindered her ability to maintain the state of mind necessary to die well. Ramírez’s testimony meant not only to evoke sympathy for her plight but also to signal to contemporaries her spouse’s complete moral depravity, evidenced by his refusal to call the priest in what seemed would be the hour of her death.




THE CONTOURS OF NEW MEXICAN LIFE


Though residing on the periphery of what, until recently, had formed part of the vast Spanish empire, Ramírez—and New Mexicans in general—did not live in isolation from the ideas that circulated in the Spanish world. These arrived along with the incoming settlers, who came primarily from central Mexico—or New Spain, as it was known in the colonial period—to settle the fertile lands adjacent to the course of the Rio Grande. Arriving clergy, both from Spain and New Spain, likewise infused the province with news and ideas. New Mexico possessed an ethnically diverse population, including Pueblo Indians who occupied their ancestral homelands, nonsedentary Indians, Spaniards, and the mestizo offspring of these peoples. Not including the jurisdiction of El Paso, Fray Francisco Atanasio Domínguez estimated New Mexico’s population in 1776 to be 18,344 souls, of whom less than a third possessed Spanish ancestry.3 After 1779, the Hispanic population grew dramatically, eclipsing the Pueblo population, which had been devastated inordinately by the smallpox epidemic of 1780–82.4


The ethnic and racial identity of peoples in New Mexico continues to cause controversy in some circles and warrants a brief discussion here. As concerned as eighteenth-century intellectuals and government officials were with classification—as suggested by the well-known castas, caste paintings, and detailed census records—race perplexed them just as it does us today. Those designated as españoles, or Spaniards, in eighteenth-century New Mexico already included many different racial admixtures. Social mobility was fueled in part by the need for soldiers and settlers and by high rates of mestizaje, or racial mixing, which, according to Antonio José Ríos-Bustamante, meant for example, that “anywhere from 70 to 80 percent of the population of Albuquerque were mestizo in fact, if not in convention by 1790.”5 Marital exogamy ensured that this group of mixed-race or mestizo people would continue to grow. As the documents repeatedly affirm, “español” denoted a cultural rather than a racial identity, and it is in this sense that I will use the term, which I occasionally interchange with “Hispanic,” in many ways an equally vague and contentious term. The “Spaniards” who are the focus of this study—as dictated by the sources—spoke Spanish but descended from a mixed ethnic heritage, including Spanish, Indian, and to a lesser extent, African elements. Our modern conceptions of race, which are based largely on phenotype and lineage, do not encompass what contemporaries would have considered in defining someone as “Spanish” or “Indian.” Beyond physical characteristics and ancestry, an individual’s calidad, or status, originated in what Magali Carrera refers to as one’s “social body,” which included behavior, temperament, character, and worldly circumstances.6 Calidad was therefore subjective, and an individual’s identity might shift over space and time. Keeping in mind the slippery nature of all ethnic descriptors, I use the term “Hispanic” in a much narrower fashion than it is employed in discourse today, using it as a synonym for these same “Spanish” New Mexicans. Though residents of colonial New Mexico thought in terms of local and regional identities, I apply the term “New Mexicans” when referring to the entire population of the province, without regard to caste differences.


Outnumbering Spaniards through at least the mid-eighteenth century, New Mexico’s Pueblo Indians represented the province’s other major population group. The documents sometimes but not always provide clues as to an individual’s origins but frequently rely on the generic “Indian.” In these cases, the place of residence may suggest someone’s group or ethnic affiliation. This too, however, can be deceptive, as Indian migration to Spanish towns accounts for some of the Pueblo depopulation between 1750 and 1820, according to Ramón Gutiérrez.7 Whenever the documents provide a qualifier that grants insight into an individual’s tribal origins, I opt for the specific over the generic. Elsewhere, I employ the generic—and undeniably problematic—term “Indian.” The term “genízaro” refers to detribalized Indians, often “redeemed” Plains captives who had served Spanish households in a labor arrangement that will be discussed in chapter 2. Occasionally, the documents identify someone as a coyote, meaning an individual of Indian and mestizo parentage. Few of the other categories of race found in New Spain appear in the principal sources used in this work because people only infrequently designated themselves or others in this fashion. Fray Ambrosio Guerra, who at the time had been parish priest of Albuquerque for twenty-three years, in 1801 commented, “I have in my charge and administration 2,952 souls … their classes being mainly genízaros (which is a mix of various nations), mulattoes, coyotes, and very few Spaniards, though most consider themselves the latter although they are not.”8 In fact, by this time, many documents ignored ethnicity entirely, identifying people by their membership in a particular community. Though the term “vecino/a” suggested a non-Indian, settler status for much of the colonial period, by the late eighteenth century the word had become far more inclusive. Even non-Spaniards assumed this label as a means of distinguishing themselves from Pueblo Indians. Wealth and class increasingly eclipsed lineage in importance among vecinos.


Most Pueblo Indians remained in their ancestral communities along the Rio Grande. Spanish settlements likewise followed the river’s flow to ensure each family’s proximity to arable land. Subsistence agriculture occupied many, as did sheep ranching. A considerable local industry revolved around the production of woolen goods, and households engaged in carding, spinning, and weaving wool for the manufacture of blankets and other trade goods. Residents also practiced the crafts necessary to sustain local needs, including carpentry, masonry, and shoemaking. Most Spaniards resided in or near one of four villas, or Spanish towns—Albuquerque, Santa Fe, Santa Cruz de la Cañada, and El Paso del Río del Norte—spreading out to establish new communities in the last quarter of the eighteenth century as the vecino population dramatically increased. As the growing population exacerbated pressures on the land, the mounting proportion of landless residents found work as day laborers.


The scattered nature of early settlements combined with a rapidly growing population by the late eighteenth century complicated the administration of spiritual life. Robert Wright argues that historians have overemphasized the shortage of clergy and contends that the number of clergy only occasionally fell short of the number allotted for New Mexico.9 While Wright effectively undermines this “black legend,” the documents demonstrate that many New Mexicans in isolated ranchos and farms did indeed feel without spiritual succor at times. Both residents and ecclesiastical visitors from the cathedral chapter in Durango voiced their concerns. Visitor Fray Juan Agustín de Morfi, for example, complained in 1778 that people “are deprived of the benefit of the sacraments, a great many dying without this aid because one lone minister, who must take care of one, two, three or more towns at the same time, cannot attend to those who are so far away.”10 Echoing the friar’s concerns, New Mexicans—Spaniards and Pueblo Indians alike—repeatedly complained to ecclesiastical officials, hoping to increase the number of priests serving the province. Political and military considerations took precedence, however, and the number of religious relative to the growing population actually dropped from 1750 to 1850.


Political life in these years illustrates the extensive changes that New Mexicans experienced. In the course of one hundred years, New Mexico’s political status shifted from a distant province of the Viceroyalty of New Spain, to a territory and “department” of the fledgling Mexican nation, to a U.S. territory. When the bishop of Durango, Pedro Tamarón y Romeral, toured New Mexico in 1760, he witnessed a society that was still frontier in character, insulated in some ways from the transformations taking place in Spain and New Spain, yet itself on the threshold of dramatic changes. In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, New Mexico’s vecino population experienced unprecedented demographic and economic growth, which in turn advanced the development of a commercial economy increasingly entwined with northern Mexico’s.11 By 1850, when Pope Pius IX designated the Vicariate Apostolic of New Mexico and made New Mexico part of the Archdiocese of St. Louis, traders from the eastern United States had been traversing the Santa Fe Trail for thirty years, bringing with them foreign goods, people, and ideas. When the future bishop, Jean Baptiste Lamy, arrived in Santa Fe in the summer of 1851, he saw a society very different from the one that his predecessor had visited in 1760. The last Franciscan had died in 1848, the same year that the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo made New Mexico a part of the United States. Welcoming foreign goods as signs of progress and modernity, New Mexicans had embraced the consumer products brought along the Santa Fe Trail, happily imbibing imported brandy along with medicinal elixirs.12 New Mexicans now would struggle to maintain their traditions and their lands in the wake of the U.S. invaders, whose conquest and transformation of the landscape was initially economic and only subsequently political.


As suggested, spiritual changes accompanied the economic, social, and political ones. Franciscan friars had shaped New Mexican Roman Catholicism during the colonial period, despite some concessions to ecclesiastical authorities in Durango. Though part of the Bishopric of Durango created in the early seventeenth century, the Franciscans who ministered to New Mexico had challenged the bishop’s jurisdictional authority until about 1760.13 In that year, needing an ally against the governor, the Franciscans welcomed Bishop Tamarón’s visit, which ended with the recommendation that several missions be secularized. In 1767, the viceroy, Carlos Francisco de Croix (1766–71), echoed this decision and ordered the secularization of four missions. Yet three full decades passed before Albuquerque, El Paso del Norte, Santa Cruz de la Cañada, and Santa Fe were secularized in 1797. After only a few years of service, however, the diocesan priests—disgruntled for numerous reasons—all had left the province. Secularized in name only, from late 1803 until early 1816, no secular clergy served in New Mexico. Beginning in 1816, however, Durango sent new priests to the Spanish villas, and from this point forward, the secular clergy established a firm foothold. Though their incoming numbers could not keep pace with the Spanish population’s growth, the 1820s to the 1840s nonetheless witnessed the erosion of Franciscan authority in New Mexican life and the friars’ eventual replacement with secular or diocesan clergy.


While New Mexico’s vecino population grew rapidly toward the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, the number of religious did not increase. In 1788, some thirty Franciscans tended to the population in its dispersed villas, pueblos, and ranches. In 1818, though the population had nearly doubled in size, no more than five secular priests and twenty-three Franciscans served this same area.14 Undoubtedly, few secular priests felt inclined to risk the hazards and hardships of life in New Mexico, which could not compare to the more urbane life-styles and agreeable climates offered by cities like Puebla, where more than one thousand priests served at the turn of the nineteenth century.15 When ecclesiastical visitor don Agustín Fernández de San Vicente secularized the parishes of Abiquiú, Belén, Taos, San Juan, and San Miguel del Vado in 1826, only nine Franciscans and five secular clergy ministered to the population.16 The government expelled a few Spanish-born friars in 1828, but death accounted for much of the decrease among the Franciscans.17 A clerical shortage in Mexico meant that replacements—regular or secular—only occasionally found their way northward and never in sufficient numbers. New Mexicans implored authorities in Durango to send more clergy to meet their spiritual needs, but the church had more pressing concerns as it struggled to face the challenges of the liberal Mexican government.


Some northern New Mexicans took matters into their own hands. Building on the Franciscan Roman Catholic tradition, they formed the Brotherhood of Our Father Jesus of Nazareth, commonly referred to as the Penitentes, sometime in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century, with a stronghold in Santa Cruz de la Cañada. Assuming community and spiritual leadership roles in many rural areas of northern New Mexico, the Penitentes offered an avenue for pious expression at the very historical moment when formal leadership waned. Though mutual aid and religious service were central to their organization and to the communities they served, the brotherhood’s Passion plays and other rituals would bring them notoriety and, eventually, condemnation from the bishop.


Political and intellectual shifts that originated far from Santa Fe prompted some of New Mexico’s changes. The Bourbon monarchs in Spain stepped up their campaign to reform Spain and Spanish America after the mid-eighteenth century. Under Carlos III (1759–88) in particular, the crown sought to end corporate privileges, reduce church power, expand Spain’s military presence, and increase revenues. These reforms had economic and political motives but were also the product of a state that increasingly sought to embody reason and modernity, albeit in a selective fashion. Regarding priests and the church as obstacles to progress, reason, and efficiency, in the late eighteenth century the Bourbons attacked corporate privileges and promoted policies that ultimately undermined the very sanctification of power on which the monarchy rested. In central Mexico, high clergy and parish priests alike expressed their displeasure with these reforms, which threatened the social order as well as their incomes.18 New Mexicans felt these changes as well, primarily through Spain’s growing military interest in the frontier, but also through secularization and modernization efforts.19


Like other rural areas of New Spain, New Mexicans resisted Bourbon reforms of local religious practices. As Spain removed burials from churches and ordered that towns construct meticulously planned cemeteries a safe distance from population centers, for example, some New Mexican communities aggressively defended their right to bury the dead within the church. While Spain banned flagellation and public penitential processions in 1777, these very practices received new life in northern New Mexico through the Penitentes. Their focus on salvation, use of skulls as memento mori, and self-flagellation during the reenactment of Christ’s Passion challenged Spain’s modernization program.20 In short, elements of the baroque Spanish religiosity that had arrived with the earliest Spanish settlers endured in New Mexico.


Faith, however, comprised only part of the reality of New Mexican life. Colonial New Mexicans lived in a society plagued by smallpox and measles, intermittent Comanche raids, and high child mortality.21 Violent deaths surface repeatedly in burial books and court cases, including murder and accidental deaths by gunshot in dangerous games like El Torderito.22 Savage spouses and hostile Indians appear as a frequent cause of death in burial registers, while the archaeological record documents cranial and vertebral fractures and stab wounds from undetermined causes.23 Less dramatic but far more insidious were general living conditions. Poor sanitation allowed diseases to spread rapidly.24 Though New Mexicans did not reside in crowded urban areas like their European and Mexican peers, they often lived in close quarters where disease spread easily. Marc Simmons cites the case of a British traveler in the mid-nineteenth century, whose accommodations in Arroyo Hondo consisted of sharing a one-room house with fifteen people, of whom six suffered from measles.25 Epidemics periodically wreaked havoc. Most notably, smallpox decimated the population in 1780–82, reducing some communities—especially Pueblo—by up to 50 percent. Even in the absence of epidemics, the burial registers suggest that at any given time at least 10 to 15 percent of the adult population was widowed. The figures tended to be higher for women, and in Santa Fe alone, wills indicate that 88 percent of women had at some point been widowed.26 Intertwined through marriage and compadrazgo, or spiritual affinity, families shared the news of death, never anonymous or far removed from daily life.


Although by the first decade of the nineteenth century children received inoculations against the dreaded smallpox, individuals had few resources in their battle against other dangers. No hospitals or trained doctors fought contagion. Governments did little to promote hygiene or sanitation. New Mexicans appear to have been what can only be termed superstitious in approaching illness. The “Lazarus” image pictured speaks volumes: framed in wood is a curious assembly of a wax doll’s head and a figure painted with spots meant to represent the pustules of smallpox or some other disease. Placed in the room of a patient, this object might divert the malady from the patient into the dolls.


Turning to the community’s medical experts did not necessarily result in more scientific methods being employed. While curanderas (healers) and parteras (midwives) healed the sick and tended to women giving birth, at times people must have feared as well as welcomed their ministrations. Witchcraft and folk medicine might be closely linked, both in terms of their techniques and their practitioners, and people frequently attributed illnesses not to natural but supernatural causes.27 At the same time that an ascendant class of professional doctors and enlightened intellectuals made the case for environmental causes of illness in Europe and Mexico, many New Mexicans continued to embrace popular beliefs dictating that witchcraft and supernatural forces explained their maladies. One Abiquiú incident suggests the fine line between witchcraft and popular medicine and the inherent dangers perceived in both. A woman identified only as Isabel confessed to the excitable parish priest that the devil had commanded her and Petrona la Come Gallinas “to injure everyone and everything in the village.” They posed as curanderas and doctored the sick but instead of healing the ill actually caused people’s illnesses to worsen.28
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1. “Lazarus,” Photo by Michael O’Shaughnessy from A Land So Remote, Red Crane Books, Santa Fe, NM





Such cases point to the fact that hope and fear inevitably met when one called a curandera, demonstrating the tension between popular beliefs and popular medicine. Because of the elusiveness and imprecision of medical knowledge, those who held the keys to life might very well also hold the keys to death. New Mexico’s representative to the Cortes of Cadiz, Pedro Baptista Pino, tried to alert Spanish authorities to New Mexico’s lack of preparedness in 1812:




I repeat that in all the province one finds only a single trained physician, and he is supported by the treasury [to care for] the 121 [regular army] soldiers. If this doctor treats other citizens, he is paid by whomever consults him. But if the doctor himself falls ill, it is necessary to go 300 leagues distant to get help from another. And consider this: in what condition will a gravely wounded patient be when the doctor arrives? … Not even those citizens, who go on campaigns at their own expense [as militia], have the consolation of [medical services]—specifically a doctor to treat the wounds they may suffer while on duty.29





Pino noted that New Mexico had neither pharmacists nor drugs, forcing people to rely on “native cures” to remedy illnesses. While some of these remedies certainly surpassed anything contemporary medicine offered, people must have greeted any illness with considerably more trepidation than we do today. With Mexican independence, New Mexico experienced an influx of self-proclaimed “doctors” and medicines, both of which were unregulated and of dubious value.30


Folk healing, which although widely practiced was sometimes cited as evidence of witchcraft before the Inquisition, endured well into the nineteenth century in rural northern New Mexico. Writing about the six months he had lived in San Miguel around 1850, German-born Franz Huning recalled:




A man came to town, a sort of wizzard [sic] who cured people by incantations and by “sucking.” His cures were always made after dark. He invited the sick to his quarters and a crowd of other spectators would also attend. He filled a small flat earthen vessel with water then commenced his incantations in a low solemn voice, and at the same time poured some liquid into the water which formed all sorts of dark figures. Presently he would beckon one of the sick and commence his sucking operations on the arm, the neck or a cheek. As a result of his sucking he would pull out of his mouth a rag or a ball of strings, or a piece of raw meat, or even a button, etc. These objects he pretended to have extracted, although the skin remained entire and that those objects were the cause of the sickness. The patient was now pronounced cured, and the patient believed it. Afterwards I tried to convince some of the people, that that man was a fraud. I attracted their attention to the fact, that the skin in spite of his sucking had remained unbroken, consequently those rags, etc. could not have come from the body, but that the so called Doctor had them in his mouth. But they refused to be convinced and I had to give it up.31





Whether sent by God or by malevolent forces, illness posed a dilemma. Thus, the overall picture of health care appears bleak, though perhaps not significantly worse than elsewhere at the time.


Like the paradoxical view of illness, determining how people perceived death is fraught with complications. Nowhere is this more evident than in the debate over mortality rates and emotional investment. Some scholars have argued, for example, that parents intentionally avoided forming an attachment to a child until it had survived the most vulnerable years of childhood. Connecting mortality patterns with emotional structure, however, presumes that people possess the capacity to control the depth of their feelings. Recent research, furthermore, calls into question the relationship between demographics and emotions, finding substantial evidence of bereavement even during periods of especially high mortality.32 Though confident in children’s depravity and comforted by the certainty of God’s design, even New England Puritans grieved deeply when their children died. While a relationship between demographics and emotions may indeed exist in some communities in some time periods, to construe such a correlation as universal is inaccurate and obscures the myriad and complex variables involved.


Since New Mexicans generally failed to record their thoughts in diaries or journals and little if any unofficial correspondence survives, only by looking to more impersonal sources can we begin to explore their perceptions of death and estimate to what extent faith or other factors may have attenuated grief. Scholars frequently consider naming to gauge affection or attachment to children, a method at once richly suggestive and potentially misleading. Though little such scholarship exists for Mexico, a study of eighteenth-century Guadalajara notes that infants and small children “were often buried unnamed, with no identification as to parents, and without having received baptism or any other form of the sacraments.”33 Although offering no corresponding statistics, the author concludes that the failure to name children was based in the custom of not naming children until they had passed the greatest danger of childhood mortality. Just as likely an explanation might be the priests’ negligence, for clergy did not take the time even to note parents’ names in these same cases. New Mexico’s burial registers, in contrast, demonstrate that virtually all children had been named, notwithstanding the likelihood that many would not live past infancy. Even foundlings received a name—though whether before death or upon burial is impossible to ascertain—rather than receive anonymous burial, underscoring the importance placed on social recognition of the life and the death of even the least members of the community.


Community and church rituals provided acceptable channels for people’s grief as well as a formal structure for dealing with death. Living in a relatively closed society, New Mexico’s complex familial, spiritual, and community connections may have heightened the impact of a single death. The intimacy of familial and social ties and the meanings ascribed to death in popular Roman Catholicism meant that people probably experienced death as a profound event, no matter how frequent its appearance. Whether paying for masses to reduce a dead relative’s sentence in purgatory or attending a neighbor’s burial in the parish church, death possessed a meaning beyond the immediate loss it represented. Popular Roman Catholicism emphasized the importance of the living maintaining a relationship with the dead to facilitate the dead’s exit from purgatory. Even before death, the community was called upon to participate in the deaths of its members. When God saw fit to send an illness or deadly accident, it behooved family, friends, and neighbors to visit the sick and help them die well. The illness of one reminded all of their mortality. In visiting with and caring for the dying, one might reap great spiritual rewards while also becoming better prepared for his or her own death. Private space became a public space as the community called on the dying: priest, curandera, friends, neighbors, and scribe.







THE GOOD DEATH


New Mexicans knew what it meant to die well through the model of the good death, which was integral to Spanish Roman Catholicism. Often unable to cure an illness or ameliorate bodily aches, people could diminish some of an illness’s pain and death’s horror by focusing on the art of dying well. The model of the good death provided guidance to the family and the community prior to and in the wake of a member’s death. Theologians instructed the devout that death represented a terrible struggle for the soul. If won, the battle would lead to salvation and if lost, to damnation. Roman Catholic thought ascribed supreme importance to how one died, contending that in dying well, one could compensate for the sins of this world, thereby reaching heaven. By the same token, even the godly, if not properly prepared for death, might falter in the crucial moment and be damned, for when the soul left the body—during the time of death known as the agonía—the devil pitted himself against the dying, employing an arsenal of tricks. Only the most resolute and fortified could withstand his fiendish machinations in the final contest that determined one’s eternal destiny. Given the high stakes, theologians and intellectuals from the fourteenth century onward penned detailed instructions on how to die well.


The good death fortified Roman Catholics for this furious struggle for the soul. Following certain ritual steps—chiefly receiving the sacraments and making a will—both family members and the sick enjoyed the comfort of knowing that they had done everything possible to attain salvation. If successful, their efforts joined with Christ’s redeeming blood would rob death of its victory. Though most people were believed to be destined at least temporarily for purgatory, the character of one’s death could reduce that sentence. Likewise, since the fourteenth century, Roman Catholics had believed that actions taken by the living on behalf of one’s soul—prayers, masses, and pious bequests—could minimize one’s time in purgatory.34 After proper preparation, one would meet death with quiet submission rather than violent anxiety. This attitude would in turn facilitate salvation, and death, idealized as emancipation from this miserable, worldly existence, would ultimately herald one’s arrival in God’s presence.


This idyllic view notwithstanding, the dying did not necessarily embrace death. Despite their hopes for something greater, one historian observes, “this does not mean that these men did not experience anguish before the threat of nothingness; it is that their enormous faith was transformed into a weapon—or a shield—of efficacious wounding before this threat.”35 Certainly, God’s judgment might inspire as much terror as the idea of spending eternity in heaven evoked rapture. Inextricably tied to Spanish Roman Catholic eschatology, New Mexicans viewed death in terms that transformed baptized young children into little angels but conversely promised to reveal the most feared truths of one’s existence. New Spain’s plastic arts demonstrate this dualistic view. Artists depicted death as everything from a scepter-holding skeleton on a throne, to a whimsical ballet figure, to a cherub grasping a key. Death engendered trepidation and fear as well as hope and joy.


By following theologians’ precepts, the faithful could conquer their fears and meet death with serenity. Outward resignation to one’s death signified that the dying had prepared for the ensuing struggle for the soul. The crowd assembled around the deathbed would watch for signs of the dying person’s mental state. Popular belief dictated a direct relationship between the character of one’s death and the quality of the afterlife. Death in a sense signified life’s very pinnacle; triumph or damnation occurred at this climactic hour. Manuela Ramírez certainly knew these things as she pleaded with her cruel husband to leave her and let her die in peace, with the holy sacraments. His physical abuse embodied only part of the story she recounted to the magistrates in San Juan de los Caballeros after surviving her close call with death. Martín’s vengeful resolve not to call the priest but to force his wife to die under his hateful watch had jeopardized her very salvation, representing the most vicious of all his blows.







LITERARY TREATMENTS OF THE GOOD DEATH


Manuela Ramírez, like other New Mexicans, absorbed ideas of the good death that circulated in published literature and had found their way into sermons and popular culture. In the wake of the Council of Trent (1545–63), Spanish writers took great pains to explain how the manner in which one died affected one’s afterlife. The post-Tridentine catechism instructed Roman Catholics to view death as a vehicle for liberation and redemption. Rather than regard death with fear, one should anticipate it with joy and hope, for it represented the opportunity to reside at last in God’s presence. Theologians advised contemporaries how to approach death to reap its fullest rewards. Seventeenth-century Jesuit priest Juan Eusebio Nieremberg contended that everyone is born owing death to God as payment for original sin, elaborating that “this life’s path is not voluntary, like that of pilgrims, but rather necessary, like that of those condemned to the gallows when they leave prison for the plaza. You are condemned to death, and it is to your death that you are walking.”36 Nieremberg argued that the fear so many people experienced as they approached death stemmed from the knowledge that they had lived in sin. He advised that at the moment of death, however, one assume an attitude of resignation: “If you fear that you have offended God, accept the pain of this and console yourself that once you are dead you will no longer offend Him … you will no longer sin.”37 One could further decrease the fear of dying by focusing on the desire to see God.


Franciscan theologian Antonio Arbiol cast additional light on the subject of the good death in the eighteenth century. Echoing other treatises on the subject, Arbiol viewed helping the ill to die well as the most important act of piety. In the absence of a priest, anyone could read his manual’s prayers and follow its instructions to help the sick die well. Everything one said to the ailing should be edifying, a reminder of the misery of this mortal life and the glory awaiting the faithful in heaven. Arbiol admonished visitors from expressing anything negative at the deathbed, for such distractions only would aggrieve the dying, who had to focus on offering their lives up to God and His mercy. Like Nieremberg, he observed that in order to bring people to their soul’s health, God often took their body’s.38 Not divine punishment, sickness acted instead as a catalyst for pious meditation.


Theologians and other writers of devotional tracts recognized that few contemplated death until faced with a serious illness, and they emphasized the importance of meditating on death throughout one’s life. Sevillan author Miguel de Mañara, whose Discurso de la verdad was republished several times in the eighteenth century, commanded readers to contemplate mental images of worms feasting on one’s own cadaver, the dark horror of the grave, the desiccation of one’s hands, and the terrifying and horrific reduction of the body to mere bones:




What does it matter, brother, if you are important in the world, if death will make you equal to the insignificant? Go to an ossuary, full of the bones of the dead, and try to distinguish between the rich and the poor, the wise and the ignorant, the small and the large; all are bones, all are skulls, all have the same shape.39





The truth that Mañara relentlessly drove home is that all die, a theme recurrent in much contemporary literature. By employing the most brutal imagery possible, the Discurso tried to prepare readers for the good death by swaying them from lives of vanity and vice and reminding them of the folly of this world’s empty riches and diversions.


The sheer quantity of writing on the good death indicates that theologians and laymen alike found people in dire need of reminding. Though most publications originated in Spain, a singular literary work came from a Franciscan based in Zacatecas, Mexico. In 1792, Fray Joaquín Hermenegildo Bolaños penned a series of vignettes in the life of Death, tracing her birth, activities in the world, and repeated efforts to remind men and women of her significance. Like New Mexico’s skeletal nineteenth-century death-cart driver, doña Sebastiana, Bolaños’s Death was female. Perhaps her femininity was to have made her arrival more palatable to humanity or serve as recognition of women’s life-giving qualities.


Although unique in both personifying and novelizing death, La portentosa vida de la muerte, empeatriz de los sepulcros, vengadora de los agravios del Altísimo y muy señora de la humana naturaleza possessed a message in keeping with the period’s interest in reminding readers of death’s importance and imminence. In Bolaños’s work, Death acted as the central figure, grousing that mankind had condemned her to “a perpetual forgetting.”40 Despite repeated reminders from God’s ministers, Death lamented, people continued to endanger their souls by ignoring priestly remonstrations. Echoing the prescriptive literature, Death insisted that people meditate on the unavoidable in order to “domesticate” it. By so doing, people would lose their fear, allowing them to greet death rather than live in terror and die unprepared. Death berated mankind for being ungrateful for the service she provided, each death of a friend or family member a reminder to benefit the living. Instead of learning from her presence, most people simply ignored her throughout their lives, only growing more fearful with her increasing familiarity and proximity as they aged. Though articulating some familiar themes, Bolaños’s work represented a pointed response to Enlightenment ideas that had gained ground among a small group of New Spain’s intellectuals. In their view, one should not think about or fear death, for this was the product of superstitious religiosity and “a savage and irrational irruption that endangers social harmony.”41


Bolaños’s Death thus sought to inspire not fear but mindfulness. In La portentosa vida de la muerte, Death acted as an incentive to live a righteous life, not as a punishment. Death appeared as breathtakingly beautiful and elsewhere materialized in wretched and hideous form, depending on the beholder. Death called on a rich man without warning, giving him no time to mobilize notary, doctor, and priest. She preached to the doomed man:




If you had said to your soul: be happy my soul, because I already have enough that I can pay for many masses for you and to comfort the needy poor and do many good works and finally bring you to heaven, you would have lived more than you thought and would not have the fear that you now have and the pain at seeing your property in another’s power.42





While criticizing the rich man’s miserliness, Death also pointed out the folly and danger of attachment to earthly possessions and the importance of preparation. Elsewhere, Death dressed elegantly to call upon a just and pious man, who regarded her with the serenity of a saint. Here, a resplendent Death delivered keys of gold and ambrosia served in crystal. The devout man embraced the opportunity to escape the prison of his mortal body. Resolute even in his painful death throes, he withstood temptation. Nothing disturbed his soul’s remarkable placidity. Each vignette in the text articulated an obvious moral, exhorting preparation for death’s arrival.


Using a novelistic format, La portentosa vida de la muerte illustrated the same spiritual lessons that others had taught more pointedly and didactically. Richly detailed images accompanied the text, driving home the meaning. Conceptions of the good death remained intrinsic to Roman Catholic piety, even though people clearly needed reminding. Never tiring of the topic, Spanish and Mexican writers ensured the endurance of this notion of death as an ideal. Many of the most popular theological works from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries did not lose their currency, and publishing houses in Spain and Mexico repeatedly republished their tracts.


Spanish and Mexican editions of books in part helped to disseminate these ideas in New Mexico. While New Mexico’s missions often possessed only the essential missals and religious manuals, by 1776 the library of the Custody of New Mexico held 256 volumes, including sermons, breviaries, the lives of the saints, regulations of the Franciscan Order, and some canon law.43 Wealthy individuals brought small libraries with them from Mexico, including historical works on the Indies and devotional materials. Joaquín del Pino, a native of Mexico City, listed ten volumes by the Jesuit Pedro Murillo Velarde, author of a well-known guide to making one’s will, among his books in 1768.44 He passed these on to his heirs, and the next generation undoubtedly received them from Pino’s children. The overall scarcity of books meant that people bequeathed existing tomes as well as lent out, traded, and sold volumes during the owner’s lifetime. While limited in number, books probably reached a wider audience than numbers alone suggest.45


Certainly, however, the relative dearth of books combined with widespread illiteracy prevented most New Mexicans from actually reading devotional literature. For much of the colonial period, few opportunities for formal education existed in New Mexico. Albuquerque and Santa Fe census records show the presence of teachers in 1790, but it was 1803 before the first governmental primary schools were founded, and those were limited to boys under the age of twelve.46 Bernardo Gallegos estimates that up to a third of Santa Fe’s male population was literate, a figure that appears quite high for the colonial period, though the capital likely boasted more literate residents than more rural communities.47 Wills from 1700 to 1800 demonstrate that in fact only about a quarter of all testators could sign their names—many in only the crudest manner—a figure a little bit lower than one seventeenth-century literacy estimate.48


Despite high levels of illiteracy, a rich oral tradition of sermons, stories, morality plays, and songs reinforced themes found in written texts and made these ideas accessible to the population. Key to this process of cultural instruction were the Franciscans who ministered to eighteenth-century New Mexicans and had received rigorous educations at one of the conventos, or monasteries, in central Mexico. Coming predominantly from urban areas, most also had served in one of the more cosmopolitan of New Spain’s colonial cities—Mexico City or Puebla—and received instruction as missionaries at Santiago de Tlatelolco outside Mexico City.49 By the time he arrived in New Mexico, the average friar was almost thirty-five years old, well versed in theology, and possessed of a world view shaped by a lifetime in central Mexico’s dynamic urban centers. The friars educated New Mexicans on matters of faith, life, and death. Based on this faith, confraternities sponsored masses, processions, plays, and other communal events that fostered and reinforced the common body of knowledge. In addition, the despedida, a farewell song with details of an individual’s life and death, probably offered examples of living and dying well.50 Along with public readings and the tutoring afforded some New Mexican youth, a variety of written and oral traditions therefore transmitted cultural beliefs and values within families and across generations.







IMAGES OF DEATH


Communicating ideas, as any visitor to one of Mexico’s dazzling baroque churches knows, relied on powerful images as well as sermons and songs. Images of death—good and otherwise—had long been integral to the literature. Detailed drawings of Death’s pursuits accompanied Bolaños’s writings in La portentosa vida de la muerte, and paintings and sculptures frequently adopted popular literary themes. Death-related imagery of course figured centrally in Roman Catholicism: depictions of Christ’s death, the resurrection of the dead, the martyrdom of the saints, and the Virgin Mary’s sorrows all offered opportunities to meditate on death. Christ’s Crucifixion, with blood oozing from his wounds, served as churches’ central fixture as well as the focus of the mass. Life-size statues of the mourning Mary, complete with glass beads simulating tears, offered vivid, heartrending focal points for parishioners. Canvases showed anguished souls burning in purgatory’s fires while gory depictions of saintly martyrdom comprised an entire genre of painting. After the Council of Trent affirmed realism in religious art, artists developed painstaking techniques to make these pieces appear even more lifelike.


These popular devotional themes and the techniques to give the plastic arts a high degree of realism came to the Americas through books and artwork as well as through masters who worked in the colonies. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Mexican painters like Juan Correa and Miguel Cabrera emulated and built upon the rich Spanish tradition. They relied on the familiar religious and allegorical subjects, painting the death of the Virgin Mary with her face serene, the very embodiment of the good death. Mary also appeared as the Virgin of Sorrows, pierced by swords, and as the tear-stained Virgin of Solitude grieving her son’s death. Like the life-sized, bloodied, and coffined Santo Entierro—Christ in the tomb—that occupied a prominent place in churches, these images offered believers a potent point of reference to their own lives.


Although the Council of Trent reminded people that religious images should not be mistaken for the saints depicted, in practice these paintings and carvings served as more than just representations of the sanctified. Artists’ creations did not sit passively in the home or church. Like their Spanish and Mexican counterparts, New Mexican parish images participated in the many communal rituals that animated popular religious life. The changing seasons and the corresponding needs of an agrarian people determined some of these rites, while others corresponded to the liturgical calendar. Death and rebirth, the crux of Christian thought, united many of the rituals. The anointing of the forehead with ashes on Ash Wednesday reminded people of the temporary nature of the body while Holy Week processions enlisted the entire community in elaborate reenactments of Jesus’s death and burial. Using a life-size statue of Christ, the community created a mobile sacred space, and the multitude grieved Christ’s death as though witnessing it first-hand. Individuals in their private devotions and the community in its parish festivities accessed the sacred through these devotional objects. These utilitarian pieces sat in home altars, where they became the locus of family members’ appeals.51 People ascribed power to the images, burying or facing toward the wall a santo who had failed to fulfill a petition. If the saint rewarded someone by granting a request, the faithful might reciprocate by paying for a mass in that saint’s honor or making a pilgrimage to an area shrine.


Not merely polychromed wood or canvas, the images themselves held power, for they bridged the mundane and the sacred both symbolically and literally.52 The faithful fashioned delicate clothes for the saints, who displayed their finery during Holy Week processions that snaked their way through the community. The living took solace in visiting with and praying before the objects of their devotions, and the dying gave personal items to their favorite images—jewelry to the Virgin, a trinket for St. Anthony—in hopes of intercession. When natural disaster threatened or struck, communities and individuals turned to their saints, enacting rituals designed to restore order. German immigrant Franz Huning described such a ritual as he observed it in San Miguel during an 1851 drought: “A lot of women got hold of their Saint San Miguel (the priest had loaned him to them), and went in procession to the fields, praying and chanting hymns.”53 The women’s incantations resulted in the desired thunderstorm, affirming the saint’s efficacy. The repository for generations of prayers, hopes, and secrets, the bultos, or statues, offered a tangible, physical site of spirituality.


Paintings, somewhat less portable than bultos, perhaps did more to instruct than to intercede. The model death appeared on canvases depicting tranquil male and female religious on their deathbeds. Saintly martyrdom, too, offered insights into how to die well, for painters frequently portrayed the saints blandly enduring the agonía in a moment of exquisite corporal pain. Though martyrs’ deaths tended toward the savage, on canvas, even in the face of bodily violence, their faces conveyed spiritual peace. Juan Correa’s Martirio de Fray Vicente de San José, for example, portrays the martyrdom of the Spanish Franciscan, burned alive in a fiery circle, his face composed and his eyes intent on the cross he holds. Prepared for death, Fray Vicente de San José registers no pain. In other works, St. Lawrence roasts on the gridiron, St. Agatha offers her severed breasts on a platter, and a bound St. Sebastian stares impassively as arrows pierce his body. Even those who suffered upon death—most notably, those expiating their sins in the fires of purgatory—enjoyed the hope of relief and redemption in paintings that showed the Virgin Mary rescuing suffering souls from the flames. Migrants to New Mexico had seen these images and understood their message, even if comparatively few gilded statues and oil paintings graced the region’s churches.


Themes of saintly martyrdom and the model death appeared in New Mexican art, likely inspired by engravings from books, which friars and artisans routinely copied as they recreated the world of their youth with locally available materials. Some pieces have been lost in all but the documents, fleetingly described in wills or other texts. We know, for example, from one U.S. soldier’s foray into New Mexico, that before its destruction, Santa Fe’s Chapel of Our Lady of Light included a stone carving of the Virgin rescuing a fortunate soul from Satan’s jaws.54 The images that survive in churches, museums, and private collections allow us to glimpse the world of ideas that informed New Mexican deathways. The Laguna Santero (1776–1815), whom Larry Frank asserts likely received his training elsewhere, painted an image (Illustration 2) of St. Philip of Jesus’s martyrdom typical of the genre described. Though lances cut through his body and blood gushes from his torso, the Franciscan’s face is placid as he dies on a cross in a foreign land. St. Apollonia of Alexandria (Illustration 3), by Pedro Antonio Fresquís (1749–1831), displays an equally calm visage. As the executioner rips the teeth from her mouth in a bloody torrent, the saint confronts the viewer’s gaze with profound serenity.


Until the late eighteenth century, along with imports from Mexico and work local artisans created, the Franciscans themselves produced some of New Mexico’s devotional art, re-creating favorite themes and images from their training in Puebla and Mexico City. Though most produced anonymously, among the earliest identifiable santeros—the artisans who painted or carved religious art—is Fray Andrés José García, the creole son of a blacksmith who arrived in New Mexico in 1760. He crafted sculptures, altarpieces, and furniture in Santa Cruz, Santa Fe, and Albuquerque that imitated the baroque styles he had grown up with in his native Puebla. Fray Domínguez’s observations in his visit to the Santa Cruz church suggest the friar’s enthusiasm and creative energy: “The altar screen, the image of Our Lady of the Rosary, the large Jesús Nazareno, the Holy Sepulcher, casket, and the balustrade in the sanctuary were made and designed by Father Fray Andrés García, who worked day and night with his own hands.”55 His Santo Entierro even today rests in the parish church at Santa Cruz de la Cañada. Other friars were probably also among the early santeros, but because they worked in anonymity we know them only by the names art historians have invented for them. Although santeros after 1790 would move away from the baroque and develop, according to Larry Frank, “original interpretations of religious iconography, made within the context of the social, cultural and spiritual influences of New Mexico,” they would continue to rely on familiar baroque themes in their work.56
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2. St. Philip of Jesus by Laguna Santero, courtesy The Museum of International Folk Art (a unit of the Museum of New Mexico, Santa Fe, New Mexico), photo by Michael O’Shaughnessy from A Land So Remote, Red Crane Books, Santa Fe, NM
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3. St. Apollonia of Alexandria by Pedro Fresquís, Collection of the Museum of Spanish Colonial Art, Santa Fe, photo by Michael O’Shaughnessy from A Land So Remote, Red Crane Books, Santa Fe, NM
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4. Santo Entierro by Fray Andrés García, parish church Santa Cruz de la Cañada, from the Collections of the Archdiocese of Santa Fe





In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, the number of Franciscans in New Mexico declined, and a commercial santero tradition emerged to meet the growing population’s devotional needs. Using pine, cottonwood, gesso, and tempera, the santeros relied on local materials and familiar subject matter from sermons, engravings, and existing artwork. Though uniquely New Mexican, the iconography and the themes reflect the santeros’ roots in the Spanish tradition. By far the most popular images in New Mexico were those depicting the Virgin Mary in some form. She most frequently appeared as the Virgin of Sorrows, the mother grieving her son’s death, depicted with one or seven arrows piercing her chest.57 Mary, however, emerged as a subject in many guises and formats, including the buffalo hide paintings disparaged by early visitors to the province, described in Fray Domínguez’s meticulous 1776 report. Suggestive of Mary’s pivotal role in the afterlife, another favored Marian advocation, Our Lady of Mount Carmel, the patroness of the chapel in Santa Cruz’s parish church, appears in a painting by José Rafael Aragón, rescuing a sinner from purgatorial fires.
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5. Our Lady of Mt. Carmel by José Rafael Aragón, Harwood Museum of Art, University of New Mexico, gift of Mabel Dodge Luhan, photo by Pat Pollard





Lacking the training and materials available to artisans in central Mexico, these images are two-dimensional and lacking in perspective. Yet while they appear less realistic or immediate than those found in Mexico City and Puebla in this same period, the santos often direct their gazes at the viewer, establishing a personal connection and even at times implicating the spectator in the images’ experience. Traveling from village to village, the santeros created images that, though not as realistic as those in central Mexico, would have meaning in the community just as potent.


Like the santos’ outward-directed gaze, communities’ Holy Week rituals implicated the faithful in the events taking place. The parish would take the life-size Christ from the church to dramatize his death and burial. A removable crown of thorns, nails, a winding cloth, and other accouterments of Jesus’s suffering made the unhappy image complete and offered a tangible connection to the divine, transforming spectators into eyewitnesses as the beleaguered Jesus wound his way through the multitude. Rev. Lewis Smith, an 1852 observer of such a procession, described it:




The image [of Christ] looked like a corpse—the crown of thorns was upon its head—the nails were in its hands and feet—the head was fallen upon its breast—the face was the picture of intense agony, and blood seemed to be flowing from every wound. It was so constructed that its limbs worked after nature’s pattern, and when it was taken from the cross, we could hardly divest our minds of the idea that it was really a human body upon which we were gazing. The women cried aloud, and the church resounded with sorrow. The body was laid in a glass case, covered with artificial flowers, and was to be paraded through the streets.58





Behind him trailed the grieving mother, the almost life-size statue of Our Lady of Sorrows, clad in her finest black gown for the occasion.


More than a simple reenactment, the sensational drama of Holy Week created a sacred space wherein New Mexicans actually witnessed Christ’s suffering and gory death. Though culpable in his fate, participants also actively and vociferously mourned his death. As Smith observed, the stark reality of the image made it difficult to separate truth from fiction—even for a Protestant minister such as himself. A Good Friday sermon that Fray Manuel Antonio García del Valle delivered illustrates how the priest’s vivid use of language reinforced the familiar images. Beginning with the biblical passage in which a soldier gashes open Jesus’s side, the friar continued:




What recollections, my fellow Christians, these words of my text introduce into our minds! Jesus suffering and hanging dead on the tree of the cross! Let us travel by meditation and contemplation to Golgotha, also called Mount Calvary. What do our eyes see in this sad, ill-fated, and mournful place? From every direction come the cries, laments, and voices of sorrow. Here the blood, tears, and cruel sorrows of the best Son, the compassion of one of the Marys, the finest of them … 59





Although speaking in 1821, García del Valle’s approach might be characterized as baroque, for it sought to awaken the audience’s visual senses and arouse its emotions by focusing on Mary’s and her son’s humanity. The friar did not merely ask the faithful to think of the horrors of the Crucifixion but besought the congregation to “meditate” and “travel” to Golgotha, visualizing the terrible darkness and the mutilated body, and thereby feeling the observers’—and in particular, the mother’s—despair.


Parishioners experienced the darkness of Christ’s death first-hand during the tenebrae services on Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday. The parish extinguished fifteen candles over a period of time, finally leaving the faithful in a darkened church. The candles’ gradual extinction signified the apostles’ abandonment of Christ, the Stations of the Cross, and Christ’s death and burial. The darkness reminded the community of the turmoil and void left in the world with Christ’s death. As the community later relit the candles, they felt the hope offered by the resurrection and the promise of salvation.60


Mary figured prominently in the drama of Holy Week, both as the Virgin of Sorrows and the Virgin of Solitude. In García del Valle’s sermon, she mourned her son, exclaiming:




Oh dead life! Oh obscured light! Oh defaced beauty! And what hands were they that have done so to your divine form? What crown is this that my eyes see on your head? What other wound do I see in your side? … My Son and my blood, whence rose this powerful storm? What kind of day has this been that you should be taken from me? Where shall I go? Who will care for me? Fathers and brothers came in their affliction to beg for their dead sons and brothers, and you with your infinite virtue and clemency consoled and assisted them. But I who see my Son and my Father, my Brother and my Lord lying in death—whom can I implore to help him? Who will console me? Where is the good Jesus the Nazarene, Son of the living God, that he might console the living and grant life to the dead?61
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