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Introduction





As I sit down to write this book, hundreds of film production workers swarm through the small motel where I have hung my hat and dropped my bags. The crew has repainted a wing of the motel. Then they replaced the interior of a room, just feet away from mine, with their own furnishings. And they’ve placed electrical cords throughout the building. It takes me a little bit of effort to make sure I don’t trip over them while heading back to my room.


Although I spent years working on films and television shows in New Mexico, my current employers are in different states, and I have little to do with productions inside the Land of Enchantment. Yet I can’t escape them. Film crews are everywhere in Santa Fe. Turn any corner and you might find the latest prestige show for a streaming service, Hollywood blockbuster, or low-budget indie. It’s all here.


Centuries of art and cultural heritage are here too.


Long the capital of Spanish, Mexican, and American New Mexico, Santa Fe is the hub of everything Southwest. Within the city limits are around 250 fine art galleries, museums, and restaurants all purveying the finest foods and arts the region has to offer. Many of these attractions are housed in buildings that have stood the test of time for hundreds of years. The city is also home to several art festivals that attract around 100,000 annually. The most famous of these, the Southwestern Association for Indian Arts Santa Fe Indian Market, held every summer, is the preeminent gathering of its kind in the United States. Native American art from this event finds its way to galleries and museums all over the world.


The same can be said of the many films and television shows that shoot here. They all start in Santa Fe and wind up on screens across the world. Little Santa Fe has a gargantuan footprint.


It also has confusing streets, sidewalks, and trails. Ancient roads once built for horses, burros, and carriages still wind lazily through town. Getting lost is easy. In fact, I recommend it. But before you wander into a historical plaza, a highly regarded museum, or a hidden restaurant, use the walking and driving tours in the following pages to give you a basic orientation and introduce you to filming locations and important cultural and historical sites throughout the City Different. Just make sure to look up on occasion—odds are pretty good you’ll walk directly into an active television set. Try not to trip on the electrical cords.













Welcome to Santa Fe





Writer/director Scott Cooper introduced Santa Fe in an early draft of his screenplay for the independent drama Crazy Heart (2009), based on the novel of the same name by Thomas Cobb. In the scene, Bad Blake, played by Jeff Bridges, checks the place out:




EXT. ESTABLISHING—SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO—DAY


The buildings are low and nestled in the hills. It’s flat as hell …


EXT. STREETS OF SANTA FE—AFTERNOON


Bad walks through the middle of town. The streets of Santa Fe are narrow and lined with art galleries.


Out on the sidewalk, Indians display their jewelry, baskets, and trinkets on blankets.





Here, Cooper, who also directed Hostiles (2017) and Out of the Furnace (2013), showed the keen eye and powers of observation that would ultimately net him an Academy Award. He also previewed a grudging appreciation of Santa Fe that permeated his film. Santa Fe’s personality shone through in Crazy Heart, as it had many films before. The city has inspired and charmed filmmakers, artists, and tourists for more than a century.


Below the Sangre de Cristo Mountains and along the banks of the Santa Fe River, Santa Fe is naturally scenic. Pine trees and aspens turn the mountain slopes bright green in the spring and summer and yellow in the fall. Cottonwood, pinion, and juniper dot the muted brown of the mesas and valleys with intermittent flashes of color. Low adobe buildings, many with a Pueblo Revival or Territorial style (more on these aesthetics later), spread from the foothills toward the desert. They’re punctuated by a stone cathedral just feet from the Santa Fe Plaza, the city’s historic center.


At the southern tip of the Rockies, the greater Santa Fe area is temperate, with more than 300 sunny days each year. Highs rarely cross above 100 degrees Fahrenheit and lows rarely below 20. In the late summer and early fall, seasonal rains, locally referred to as monsoons, keep the dust and heat down. It is, however, prone to fast changes in weather and direct sunlight, thanks to the elevation (more on preparing for that later). Often confused with the Sonoran Desert of Arizona, New Mexico is actually a “high desert” and not prone to the same extreme temperatures as its neighboring state. You also won’t find a single saguaro cactus near Santa Fe.


Those same conditions have made the area a desirable place to call home for thousands of years. Ancestral Puebloans—the forebears of today’s Puebloan peoples—built permanent villages along the Santa Fe River beginning sometime around 850 BCE, although hunter-gatherers set up camp in the area seasonally for many years prior to that. These early Santa Feans farmed corn, beans, and squash. They made pottery and lived in adobe-style homes. Their communities grew larger and more developed until the 1400s, when a drought forced them to move to other inhabited areas.
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Bird’s eye view of the City of Santa Fé, New Mexico, 1882. Wikimedia Commons.






Two centuries later, Santa Fe was little more than a temporary camp for travelers. That changed in 1610, when Don Pedro de Peralta chose to make it the second capital of Spanish New Mexico. He named it Villa Real de la Santa Fé de San Francisco de Asis, roughly meaning “Royal City of the Holy Faith of St. Francis of Assisi.” It didn’t take long for the name to be unofficially shortened to Santa Fe. Although, in some ways, the city maintains its faithful nature. In addition to bestowing the settlement with a name, Spanish colonists constructed a secure plaza in the area and a fort. They also built a seat of government that would be referred to as to the Palace of the Governors. (105 West Palace Ave, Santa Fe, NM, 87501; 505-476-5100, nmhistorymuseum.org). More on that building and the attached museum can be found in the Page to Screen tour (page 4).


After decades of Spanish dominion, New Mexico’s Puebloan peoples successfully overthrew the colonial regime in 1680, with the Pueblo Revolt. Exhausted of their inability to practice ancestral religion under the mission system, the Puebloan peoples organized their revolt under the leadership of Po′pay, who is now memorialized in marble in the National Statuary Hall in Washington, DC. For more than a decade, Puebloan peoples enjoyed @the freedom to practice their ancestral religion without interference from Spanish missionaries until the Spanish returned in 1692 and regained control, which they held for more than a century.


In 1821, following Mexico’s independence from Spain, Santa Fe and all of Nueva España became Mexican property. Under Mexican governance, Santa Fe transformed into a central trading terminus along a trail that bore the city’s name. The famed path ran some 800 miles from Independence, Missouri, to Santa Fe and saw the frequent exchange of manufactured goods for furs. This oft-romanticized period was short-lived and faded away after the United States took Santa Fe following the conclusion of the Mexican-American War that ended in 1848 with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. The city itself slowly morphed into a different shape as construction sprawled away from the Spanish plaza.


The next major change for the old capital city arrived in 1880, with the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway. The train made Santa Fe much more accessible and a new destination for tourists interested in finding the “exotic” close to home. Eventually, Santa Fe architects came around to the tourists’ desires. The city was once marked by a blend of Territorial architecture and Pueblo-style structures. Many of these were replaced, or mudded over, to more closely resemble the Pueblo Revival architecture that emerged in the decades after the tourist trade captured Santa Fe. Architects like John Gaw Meem and Mary Colter were practitioners of the style.


Santa Fe even adopted a new moniker to harness the growing interest in the city as a tourist destination. In the early 1900s, the small town took the nickname “the City Different” as part of a campaign to push its reputation as a place for art and atypical architecture. The name stuck.


The old Santa Fe Plaza became an ideal center for the new tourist trade. The small park was the perfect host for the Santa Fe Indian Market (swaia.org) that is held every year in August. Founded in 1922, the market has grown into the largest event of its kind in the world. More than 1,000 juried artists from tribes all over the country attend the event and compete for a multitude of prizes. There’s also a fashion show and a grand gala. At least 100,000 people attend the event every year, filling small Santa Fe almost to the brink. If the market is on your agenda, make sure to book a hotel room early.


Tourism aside, Santa Fe is also the center of New Mexico’s politics, as it has been for more than 400 years. The Palace of the Governors remained the seat of government until after the Mexican period. The territory and state government moved several times until they took up permanent residence in “the Roundhouse,” New Mexico’s state capitol building and current seat of government. The building is one of a few state capitols constructed with a circular footprint. The design is meant to mimic a kiva—an ancient center of worship and community used by Puebloan peoples. (More on the Roundhouse in the Page to Screen tour on page 4.)













Santa Fe Orientation





The City Different’s historic center, where most of its attractions and historic charm are located, is ringed by Paseo de Peralta, named after Pedro de Peralta, a Spanish emissary who established the city and briefly served as the territorial governor. The open loop road is sealed by Guadalupe on the west and bisected by Alameda Street running east to west. The Sangre de Cristo Mountains make a handy geographic marker on the east side.


A few distinct neighborhoods cluster around downtown. The South Capitol neighborhood is not named idly and can be found close to the state’s capitol. It’s largely residential with a smattering of big box grocery stores. North of the capitol, you’ll find two distinct older districts: Acequia Madre and Canyon Road. You can find more on Canyon Road in the Santa Funky tour on page 56. This ancient thoroughfare is the preeminent gathering of art galleries in the Southwest. Just a block away are older homes near a small aqueduct known as the Acequia Madre, which was once an essential water delivery system for the city.


Farther from the state capitol, the Railyard is one of the hippest and fastest-growing areas of the city. In addition to functional trains, you’ll find breweries, theaters, and retail stores in this area. For more on the Railyard, check out the Page to Screen tour. The nearby Guadalupe District was settled as a farming district after the 1692 Reconquest and then grew more rapidly two centuries later when the railroad arrived. Single-story homes packed tightly to the street give the district its cozy and antique feel.


From its historic center, Santa Fe mostly spreads south along Cerrillos Road, which is where almost all of the city’s modern retailers and services can be found. Near the southern end of town, Cerrillos crosses under Interstate 25 and turns into the Turquoise Trail.


Interstate 25 is the primary thoroughfare to Albuquerque, a drive that takes about an hour. In addition to accessing it via Cerrillos Road, you can also reach the freeway on St. Francis Drive, or Old Pecos Trail, if you’re headed to the plaza. Heading north, instead of south, I-25 connects to Eldorado, a suburb of Santa Fe, and then to Las Vegas. Eventually, the road reaches Denver. Allow six hours for that drive.


[image: A grainy black and white image of a dark-haired child arriving at a building, labeled in chalk as the Isleta Indian School, New Mexico.]

Shopping for supplies in No Country for Old Men (2007). Courtesy of Miramax.








The Coen Brothers in New Mexico


Born and raised in Minnesota, the writer/directors Ethan and Joel Coen have left an indelible mark in New Mexico by directing three of the best films ever produced in the state. Two could be counted as classic Westerns that played with the conventions of the genre, while the third updated the Western into a modern milieu.


The Coens broke in by writing and directing the 1984 modern noir Blood Simple. The film starred Frances McDormand, who became a frequent collaborator and also Joel’s wife. The duo followed up with the comedy Raising Arizona in 1987. In the 1990s, they made a series of cult classic films that established them as two of the preeminent auteurs of their era: Miller’s Crossing (1990), Barton Fink (1991), and The Hudsucker Proxy (1994) became critical darlings. But 1996’s Fargo brought them both box office success and Academy Awards for the screenplay and Frances McDormand’s acting.


No Country for Old Men marked their first film in New Mexico. The film adapted Cormac McCarthy’s novel into a meditation on the changing West and the new nature of violence. In addition to some of the locations mentioned in this guide, they filmed in Albuquerque and in residential blocks of Las Vegas. The film bagged four Academy Awards, including Best Picture.


The duo returned just a few years later for another literary adaptation, this time of Charles Portis’s 1968 novel True Grit. Although it might have seemed to be a retread of the John Wayne film of the same name, the Coens’s version hewed more closely to the book. While the John Wayne version of the film was shot in Colorado, the Coens chose to use the Charles R. Ranch near Las Vegas and the San Cristobal Ranch near Santa Fe. The film also shot in Texas and Oklahoma.


Finally, the Coens revisited the Land of Enchantment in 2017 for The Ballad of Buster Scruggs. This Western compiled six short stories, each of which explored a traditional Western trope and often turned them upside down. In addition to filming in Diablo Canyon, the production also used Bonanza Creek Ranch, the J.W. Eaves Ranch, and the San Cristobal Ranch. Some of the more mountainous segments were shot in southern Colorado.


The Coens, though, didn’t wax romantic when asked why they chose New Mexico for No Country for Old Men. “Oh, the rebate,” said Joel Coen.


Ethan expanded a little more: “The economic incentive. As you know, the story takes place in West Texas and we shot for two weeks based in Marfa, West Texas, for the stuff you really see landscape because New Mexico offers spectacular scenery, but not of that kind and it is a very different landscape. So we shot, as everybody is in New Mexico now, for economic reasons. And because it does offer things, while it’s not West Texas there are things we could shoot there we couldn’t have shot in Flemington, New Jersey.”


After decades of collaboration, the Coen Brothers started working on projects independently like Joel’s 2021 Tragedy of Macbeth and Ethan’s 2024 Drive-Away Dolls. The film was written as part of a trilogy that refocused traditional B-movies on queer heroes. The second film in the series, entitled Honey Don’t, shot, of course, in New Mexico.





You’ll find the midtown and Rufina/Siler district along Cerrillos Road. This area has benefited from a surge of interest driven by Meow Wolf (1352 Rufina Circle, Santa Fe, NM, 87507; 505-395-6369, meowwolf.com), an artist’s collective, interactive exhibition, and events space. Now the area has a cooler vibe as well as new bars and restaurants.


About two blocks after you make a right turn onto Airport Road from Cerrillos Road, you’ll spot an aluminum-sided warehouse that once housed Santa Fe’s only indoor gun range (4230 Airport Road) and was used in No Country for Old Men. (An old sign for the business may still be standing, but the gun shop itself is no longer in business in this location.) In the scene, Llewelyn Moss, played by Josh Brolin, goes shopping for supplies he hopes to use to stay a step ahead of his pursuer, the vile Anton Chigurh. His conversation with a sales associate devolves into one of the many sharp, hilarious roundabouts in the film.




INT. SPORTING GOODS STORE—GUN COUNTER—DAY


The clerk is handing a shotgun across the counter.




CLERK


Twelve gauge. You need shells?





Moss looks the gun over.




MOSS


Uh-huh. Double ought.


CLERK


They’ll give you a wallop.





He pushes the shells across.




MOSS


You have camping supplies?





ANOTHER COUNTER


A clerk stares at Moss.




CLERK


Tent poles.


MOSS


Uh-huh.


CLERK


You already have the tent?


MOSS


Somethin’ like that.


CLERK


Well you give me the model number of the tent. I can order you the poles.


MOSS


Never mind. I want a tent.


CLERK


What kind of tent?


MOSS


The kind with the most poles.


(From No Country for Old Men, adapted by Joel and Ethan Coen from the book by Cormac McCarthy)








Santa Fe’s airport (121 Aviation Dr, Santa Fe, NM 87505; 505-955-2900, flysantafe.com) is on the southern end of town and offers flights to Denver, Dallas, and Phoenix. To avoid traffic on Cerrillos Road, you can take the 599 relief route to central Santa Fe.













History of Film in New Mexico





Now one of the busiest production centers in the United States, alongside New York, Atlanta, Louisiana, and Los Angeles, New Mexico boasts a long history of filmmaking that stretches back more than a century.


The Land of Enchantment featured prominently in an early “actuality,” equivalent to a micro-documentary. Inventor Thomas Edison’s company made a short film at Isleta Pueblo, just south of Albuquerque, only a few years after his lab created their first rudimentary motion picture devices. Indian Day School (1898) recorded about thirty seconds of Isleta students leaving their class room. The film was part of an Edison Company tour of the Southwest and a greater tourist campaign promoted by the railroad. (The short video is available to watch online, for those curious, at loc.gov/item/00564534/.)


Fascination with the Southwest soon brought other silent filmmakers interested in capturing the region’s character. Just a decade after Edison, auteur Romaine Fielding traveled to New Mexico on his half brother’s advice. A rising star at Philadelphia’s Lubin Film Corporation of silent filmmakers, Fielding wanted to capture explosions at the mines near Silver City in southern New Mexico. He also wanted to document the Old West–style action then in demand among silent filmmakers. Silver City impressed Romaine so deeply that he moved all of his operations to the city.


Lubin, and other early silent film companies, preceded the Hollywood studio system and the business’s preoccupation with California, where they built their palatial studios. New Mexico, in other words, wasn’t simply a shooting destination in the early twentieth century, it was the company’s temporary home. Fielding made himself comfortable in Silver City, and then moved his operation to Las Vegas, where the Wild West still lived on. The city quickly became his home for several years as he churned out reel after reel of silent films. For more on Fielding and his New Mexico operations, please see the Las Vegas driving tour on page 114.


[image: Color still from a movie, looking down on a man wearing a Stetson hat, button-down shirt and jeans. He is speaking to a man standing in an open doorway to a corrugated aluminum building with a simple sign reading Tina’s Range Gear and another below it marked Guns, Ammos, Archery. Two canoes are propped up against the corner of the store.]

Indian Day School (1898). Courtesy of the Library of Congress.






Western star Tom Mix also set up a studio in Las Vegas. Like Fielding, Mix spent years in the rugged railroad town, cementing his reputation as one of the country’s biggest Western stars. Born in Oklahoma, Mix built a career by blending genuine marksmanship and stunt skills with a larger-than-life origin story. He was, in fact, a rodeo star, who even appeared as a wrangler at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis and a bronc buster in a Wild West show. The actor also claimed to have fought in the Spanish-American War, but no evidence of his involvement exists. Tales of his war heroism, however, made his on-screen feats even more fantastic, and career embellishment was often a publicity tool for silent stars.


[image: A color illustrated movie poster with a bucking bronco throwing actor Tom Mix from the saddle atop. Below, an inset image shows a forlorn Mix talking to the film crew with a camera nearby. Large text at the top of the poster reads Selig presents The Movie Picture Cowboy, Tom Mix Doing Stunts.]

Poster for Tom Mix in The Moving Picture Cowboy (1914). Wikimedia Commons.






Mix made his first appearance for the Selig Polyscope filmmaking company in 1909, as a horse rider after the producers had spotted him at a rodeo. Thanks to his talents, Mix made a quick ascent to stardom. He churned out scores of silent films, before two officials from Las Vegas approached him and sold him on the merits of their home city. Their offer convinced Mix. He soon moved to Las Vegas and shot some two dozen films before moving on.




Movie Set Buzzwords


In film or television production, protocol is everything. Each shooting day costs hundreds of thousands of dollars, perhaps more, and actors often have limited availability making each session urgent. Here’s a few buzzwords to know, in case you run across an active film set, or if you just want to talk the talk.


Lock Up: Set production assistants will stop foot traffic to ensure that no one walks into camera frame. If people who aren’t paid background talent appear on screen, a number of issues arise, including the fact that takes may not match. If you’re walking around Santa Fe, you have a good chance of running into one of these.


Catering and Craft Services: Film sets are rightly famed for their chow. No matter where they set up, whether downtown or in the woods, they always bring a full spread. There are typically two places to get food on sets: catering serves the meals, three squares usually, and craft service provides snacks throughout the day.


Honeywagon or Pimo: Bathroom, typically a mobile set up much nicer than your average Porta Potty. Those headed off to the pimo can tell others they’ve gone “10-1” or “10-2.” This is a probably a more polite euphemism than telling the unfiltered truth on the radio.


Basecamp: Set requires dozens of work trucks and a flat place to park them. The production brings most everything with them, from power to honeywagons, but any available amenities are helpful.


First Team: Usually refers to the lead cast, as opposed to their stand-ins.


Picture’s Up: It’s almost time to shoot.


Quiet on the Set: Which is usually when a helicopter or airplane passes by.


Roll Sound and Roll Camera: Recording is underway.


Background: The assistant directors usually give the background actors a command to get started before the leads.


Action: Yes, the first assistant director will scream this hackneyed line to get the shot started. The directors are often focused on a screen showing what the camera sees.


Cut: The action can stop.


Back to 1: After a take, the assistant director will instruct the cast to return to their starting marks.


Making the Day: Assistant directors and producers schedule every shooting day based on the location and the script. The goal is to shoot everything planned, although weather and the unpredictability of life often changes things.


Magic Hour: When the sun is coming up off the horizon or going down and the light is perfect. New Mexico and its altitude and clear skies make sunsets in the state a necessity for shows.


Wrap: End of the day or the production.


Call Sheet: A daily document that provides the film crew with an itinerary for the day’s work and a report time. An accompanying map provides directions.


One-Liner: An abbreviation of the shooting schedule assembled by the assistant directors and producers. Each scene is listed by day.





Fielding and Mix enjoyed fleeting fame, but neither captured a legacy like that of D. W. Griffith, who arrived in New Mexico just a few years later. Griffith would eventually be best known for directing The Birth of a Nation (1915). The epic silent was considered a pioneer in film technology and format, employing close-up shots, establishing shots and transitions. It also glorified the Ku Klux Klan and was outright banned in multiple cities. In New Mexico, Griffith played multiple roles—one was behind the lens of A Pueblo Legend (1912), and the other was on a family business venture.


[image: A soft-focus black and white photograph of a young woman with curly hair.]

Actress Mary Pickford. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, DC, 20540, USA. Wikimedia Commons.






Griffith’s project in New Mexico, like the Edison actuality before it, made use of Isleta near Albuquerque. Instead of attempting to document the life of locals, though, the film invented a fictional and fantastical history. The silent film featured Mary Pickford as a Hopi maiden who has to come to the aid of Isleta’s warriors.


At the time, Pickford was on her way to becoming one of the signature stars of the silent film era. She worked for a host of studios throughout the 1910s, until she banded together with Charlie Chaplin and Douglas Fairbanks to form United Artists and wrest control of actors’ commitments back from the studios. Her star ascended even higher when she married Fairbanks, creating Hollywood’s most famous—and perhaps first—power couple.


Pickford was a star but an odd choice to play a Hopi woman. Ostensibly, Griffith wanted to create an authentic representation of Native American life by hiring Isleta residents as extras and casting Pickford who supposedly had facial traits in common with Indigenous Americans. Once production began, though, it became evident that few locals would have a presence on screen.


Relations with the community deteriorated to the point that the tribe actually halted production and detained Griffith. Upset with the content of the film or the disruption that the shooting caused, the tribe was displeased with Griffith but eventually allowed him to return to work. The finished film validates the tribe’s concerns. It tells the story of a shaman in search of a magical talisman, and a battle between Isleta and a group of Apaches. The story traded on stereotypes and farcical notions of Native American life. Footage still exists and is available online.


In addition to A Pueblo Legend and a film shot in Albuquerque called The Tourists (1912), Griffith was involved in a hotel financed by his brother, R. E. Griffith. Their idea was to build a hotel near the crossroads to scenic movie locations adjacent to Gallup, like Red Rocks and Monument Valley. They named their hotel El Rancho. During the golden age of filmmaking, it played host to scores of famed actors, from Clark Gable to John Wayne. El Rancho is still in business and not far from I-40 (1000 East US Route 66, Gallup, NM 87301; 505-863-9311, elranchohotelgallup.com).


The Griffiths had great foresight to anticipate that Westerns would be the dominant genre in the state. Scores of classic and not-so-classic Westerns followed in the footsteps of Tom Mix. Drawn by the state’s geography and beauty, Western producers arrived in hordes to capture the Land of Enchantment on film. New Mexico’s most famous resident, William H. Bonney, alias Billy the Kid, became fodder for several of these films. Director King Vidor’s 1930 rendition was shot mostly in Gallup and starred football legend Johnny Mack Brown. (For more on Billy the Kid, see the sidebar on page 86.)




A number of renowned filmmakers visited the state in the following decades. Billy Wilder made the social commentary Ace in the Hole (1951), starring Kirk Douglas, in Gallup and Albuquerque. Douglas also starred in a similarly biting film about the changing American West called Lonely are the Brave (1962). Even Clint Eastwood, hot off the Spaghetti Westerns that redefined his career and the genre, got in on the act with Hang ’Em High (1968).
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		The Castañeda Hotel appearing in Red Dawn (1984). Courtesy of MGM/UA.



		Half-sheet poster for Ace in the Hole, also called The Big Carnival (1951). Courtesy of Paramount Pictures. Wikimedia Commons.



		Lobby card for Hollywood or Bust (1956). Courtesy of the Paul Andrew Hutton Collection and Paramount Pictures.
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