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ABSTRACT
Glover, Lacie Ellen. MA. The University of Memphis. August 2013.
Representations of Women in Casta Paintings of Colonial Mexico. Major Professor: Dr.
Earnestine Jenkins.
Representations of Women in Casta Paintings of Colonial Mexico explores the
power relations between men and women represented in casta paintings of the eighteenthcentury. I provide an overview of the genre of casta painting and its relation to the
sistema de castas, the social arrangement based on lineages intended to sustain the power
of the Spanish elite. I examine how casta scenes reinforce the authority of the Spanish
male. The social construction of gender, separate spheres of men and women, and the
notion of “true womanhood” are recurrent themes. I argue that casta scenes reinforced the
expected norms of female behavior. Social codes of conduct varied by class, and I argue
that elite, white women are portrayed as ideal women in contrast to mixed-race women.
By focusing on gender, this thesis provides a new perspective on this genre, enriching our
knowledge of the life experiences of women in colonial Mexico.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
I was introduced to the genre of casta painting while enrolled in a course on
American art. The images were fascinating because of my interest in the eighteenth
century, the Enlightenment period, and notions of race. I became intrigued by this unique
pictorial genre and its representations of racial mixtures within eighteenth-century
colonial Mexico. After writing a paper on issues of race within casta scenes, I developed
an interest in the representation of gender within the paintings as well. It appeared that
women had limited opportunities and lacked the same rights as men within the patriarchal
society of colonial Mexico. Thus in the spring of 2012, I began extensive research on the
lives of women in colonial Latin America, feminist theory, and casta paintings in general.
This research became the basis for my thesis.
During the eighteenth century, the genre of casta painting developed in the colony
of New Spain in present-day Mexico. Many of the compositions and pictorial
conventions of casta paintings are based upon European models. However, the paintings
depict a land very different from the European world. Casta images present the “New
World” as a land of wonder by rendering its exotic flora, native wildlife, and local
products.1 More importantly, casta paintings attempt to portray a visual typology of race
that documented the intermingling of Iberian Spaniards (individuals originally from the
Iberian Peninsula of Europe), Creoles (individuals of Spanish descent born in the
Americas), indigenous peoples, and Africans. Although compositions and styles vary,
casta scenes utilize the family trope in order to demonstrate possible racial combinations.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

Ilona Katzew, Inventing Race: Casta Painting and Eighteenth-Century Mexico, exh.
cat. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2004), 3.
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The paintings present a man and a woman of different racial groups with their child, who
signifies the resulting racial combination of the two parental groups.
The serial aspect of casta sets is necessary to understand the hierarchy of racial
groups within the colony of New Spain. Hence, patrons intended for casta paintings to be
considered as part of a series, rather than as individual artworks. In eighteenth-century
colonial Mexico, it was generally believed that there were sixteen possible combinations
of lineages. Thus, casta sets, the visual representation of this idea, were typically
comprised of sixteen scenes on individual canvases or copper plates, as demonstrated by
Miguel Cabrera’s series from 1763. It begins with 1. From Spaniard and Indian woman,
Mestiza (Fig. 1) and concludes with 16. Heathen Indians (Fig. 2). Conversely, some
artists presented the entire group of images on a single canvas, as seen in Luis de Mena’s
Casta Scenes, ca. 1750 (Fig. 3). However, Mena only included eight racial categories.
An inscription identifying the racial mixture is included within a casta scene.2 For
example, the caption “1. De Español, y d India; Mestisa” inscribed at the top of Miguel
Cabrera’s initial canvas indicates that a Spanish man and an Indian woman produce a
mestizo child (Fig. 1). When a number is included in the label it specifies the position of
the painting within the casta series. Generally only casta cycles produced after 1760
feature numbered captions.3

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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For sample lists of inscriptions for casta series, see Appendix A: Inscriptions taken from
a Casta Set Signed by Andrés de Islas, 1774, Ibid., and Appendix B: Inscriptions taken from a
Casta Set Signed by Miguel Cabrera, 1763, Ilona Katzew, Casta Painting: Images of Race in
Eighteenth Century Mexico (New Haven and London: Yale University Press: 2004), 101-106.
3

Magali M. Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial
Body in Portraiture and Casta Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 210.
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At present there are over one hundred complete or partial casta series that have
been documented, and more paintings continue to emerge.4 Local artists from New Spain
created the paintings, primarily in Mexico City and Puebla.5 Many of the artists who
produced casta paintings remain unknown, although, numerous sets were created by wellknown painters of the time including Miguel Cabrera, Andrés de Islas, and Juan
Rodríguez Juárez. There is a wide range in the aesthetic quality of casta sets, indicating
that there was a high demand for the paintings and that artists of all skill levels were
commissioned to paint them in order to satisfy a growing clientele.6
Scholars have debated the primary function of casta paintings. María Concepción
García Sáiz suggests that casta series were exported as somewhat of an exotic souvenir
for an elite Spanish audience consisting of bureaucrats, viceroys, military, and clergy. Yet
García Sáiz points out that this was not the only function of the paintings, and she
assumes there was a local clientele for the works as well, including Spaniards interested
in genealogy and Creoles attempting to display their superiority over the castes (people of
mixed descent).7 Ilona Katzew argues that elites were not the only patrons of casta
cycles; there was a wider range of consumers including middle ranking colonial
bureaucrats. In addition, Susan Deans-Smith contends that data on the price range of

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Katzew, Casta Painting, 3.

5

Susan Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial Subject: Casta Paintings, Collectors, and
Critics in Eighteenth-Century Mexico and Spain,” Colonial Latin American Review 14, no. 2
(2005): 171.
6

Katzew, Casta Painting, 111.

7

María Concepción García Sáiz, Las Castas Mexicanas: Un Género Pictórico
Americano (Milan: Olivetti, 1989), 44.
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casta painting sales suggests that the paintings were not purchased exclusively by elites.8
Both Katzew and Deans-Smith acknowledge that some patrons might have been drawn to
the genre because of their interest in natural history and “curiosities,” as casta images
would have appealed to their fascination with non-European cultures.9 Katzew and
Deans-Smith propose that casta scenes at the beginning of the eighteenth century were
produced in order to present the colony of New Spain in a positive light by displaying its
wealth. Conversely, scholars advance that casta sets created after 1760 advocated the
necessity of social hierarchy by emphasizing class differences between racial types in
order to demonstrate the supremacy of Spaniards, and the degeneracy they believed
resulted from race mixing.10
Additionally, casta paintings of the last quarter of the eighteenth century often
functioned as propaganda for social programs such as the Bourbon Reforms.11 According
to Deans-Smith,
Many Bourbon reformist policies designed to develop metropolitan and colonial
resources emphasized the need to eradicate vagabondage and drunkenness, to
educate and train the populace, and to improve hygiene and sanitation, problems
shared by bureaucrats in both Spain and America. The increasing emphasis on

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial Subject,” 63.

9

For information on specific known patrons, see Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial
Subject,” and Katzew, Casta Painting, 111-162.
10

Katzew, Casta Painting, 109-112, and Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial Subject,”

173-175.
11

“Bourbon” refers to the dynasty of Spain at the time. According to Katzew, “The
Bourbon Reforms refers to the period of reorganization of the Spanish government initiated by
Philip V and Ferdinand VI, which reached its fullest expression through the ambitious measures
advanced under the rule of Charles III (1759-88). The goals of the reforms launched by the latter
and continued by Charles IV (1788-1808) in Spanish America included the restructuring of the
colonial administration, the dilution of power of the local elite and the Church, and, above all, the
increase of colonial revenues,” Katzew, Casta Painting, 111.
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and detailed depictions of colonial subjects at work in casta paintings resonates
with such policies.12
It is important to consider the audiences that viewed casta paintings. The
perception of a spectator in Spain would have differed from that of an inhabitant of the
colony. For instance, residents of Europe might have perceived the images as evidence of
the people, flora, and fauna of the exotic “New World,” yet viewers within the colony of
New Spain may have interpreted the scenes as inaccurate portrayals of colonial life.13
Casta paintings would have most likely been on display in European universities and
museums, as well as the private residences of elites and high-ranking officials in New
Spain, such as viceroys and archbishops.14 Evidence shows that by the turn of the
nineteenth century at least one casta cycle from Mexico was on display in the Real
Gabinete de Historia Natural (The Royal Cabinet of Natural History) in Madrid, the main
public space where casta scenes would have been viewed.15 Deans-Smith points out that
it is crucial to keep in mind that entry into the Gabinete was prohibited to individuals not
dressed “decently.”16 Thus, it is unlikely that people of lower economic status would
have viewed the paintings. However, Deans-Smith notes that a wider audience might
have had access to the casta genre through simplified depictions in prints and books.17
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial Subject,” 177.

13

Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain, 50.

14

Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial Subject,” 189.

15

Ibid., 190.

16

Ibid., 189 n.66.

17

Ibid., 198 n.65. Examples include Pedro Alonso O’Crouley’s Description of the
Kingdom of New Spain and Gregorio de Cangas's Descripción en diálogo de la ciudad de Lima
entre un peruano práctico y un bisoño chapetón (1767-70).
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Methodology
This thesis approaches the subject from the perspective of gender. The
representation of gender in casta paintings is a subject that has been overlooked, given
that the first studies of this genre have focused on race. I am most interested in studying
how the social conditions of women are represented in casta paintings. I take into account
how gender, race, and class correlate within casta paintings. Although many of these
artworks present daily activities of individuals in a realistic manner, it is important to
keep in mind that the paintings are not accurate depictions of reality, but rather an
idealized view of gender and race relations.
This thesis is influenced by the work of a number of scholars who have explored
the representation of gender, specifically women, in art and visual culture, including
Linda Nochlin, Griselda Pollock, Norma Broude, Mary Garrard, and Michelle Rosaldo.
In my analysis, the social construction of gender, the separate spheres of men and
women, and the notion of “true womanhood” are recurrent themes.
Chapter Two provides a background of the social, political, and cultural aspects of
eighteenth-century colonial Mexico. This includes an overview of the government
organization of the Viceroyalty of New Spain. Additionally, pseudoscientific theories
about race, which surfaced during the Enlightenment period are discussed. The social
hierarchy arrangement of the colony known as the sistema de castas (system of castes) is
introduced. This social stratification is the basis of casta paintings, which depict the
unions of the racial groups within the colony of New Spain.
Chapter Three provides an overview of the genre of casta painting and its relation
to the system of castes. I examine casta scenes that reinforce the authority of the Spanish
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male by presenting him as the possessor of culture, living a life of leisure at the apex of
the hierarchal arrangement. This image is in contrast to castas of lower status, who are
portrayed in tattered clothing, perform laborious jobs, or display violence, implying that
people of mixed lineages needed to be controlled by Spanish authority.!I juxtapose the
hierarchal order of the system of castes with the patriarchal arrangement in New Spain,
wherein men held power over women in respect to religion, government, and the home. I
focus on the hierarchal arrangement of the family—the pillar of society—in which
children submitted to their parents, and the wife obeyed her husband, the leader of the
household. I compare casta panels of elite women submitting to their partners with
depictions of lower class women dishonoring their companions by means of physical
violence. This raises questions concerning ideals of social behavior and gender roles
represented in the casta paintings that are discussed in the following chapters.
Chapter Four examines the concept of domesticity, looking at how women of
different statuses were contextualized within public and private spaces. I examine the
Iberian custom of female enclosure, in which women were confined to their households
in order to protect their purity as well as their honor, exploring how the Spanish
attempted to replicate these beliefs and practices in the colony of New Spain. Belief in
the significance of pure bloodlines caused Spanish men to attempt to control the purity of
Spanish women by confining them to the home, under the guise that this was for their
own protection. This prohibited them from succumbing to the temptations of premarital
sex and intermingling with castas. However, the custom of enclosure was an unrealistic
ideal in colonial Mexico, especially for lower class women who had to work in order to
support themselves and their children. To reinforce this point, representations of elite

!

7

women are compared to depictions of lower class women. Elite females are rendered
within their households strolling in private gardens, caring for children, and producing
crafts, which adheres to the ideal of women remaining within the private domain. In
contrast, middle and lower class women are presented in public assisting their partners
with their occupations or selling produce and other goods.
The fifth chapter concentrates on the representation of women within casta
paintings. I examine how casta scenes reinforce the expected norms of behavior for
women by portraying them performing domestic duties and caring for children. Certain
female responsibilities were assigned to women because of their biological makeup as
well as their presumed lack of intellect. In addition, social codes of conduct varied by
class, and I argue that elite women are portrayed as ideal women adhering to acceptable
standards of behavior in contrast to mixed-race women, who are often depicted working
as food vendors (considered lower class) or displaying violent behavior, which implied
that women were incapable of controlling their emotions.
The conclusion summarizes the prevalent themes of my thesis: the construction of
gender roles within patriarchal society, the dichotomy of the public and private spheres,
and issues concerning the unrealistic ideal of female enclosure. I argue that these themes
are at the core of casta scenes, reinforcing the patriarchal system of New Spain.
Review of Scholarship
I was able to place casta paintings within the larger context of colonial Mexican
society by using three main texts: Women in Latin American History: Their Lives and
Views, Susan Migden Socolow’s The Women of Colonial Latin America, and Public
Lives, Private Secrets: Gender, Honor, Sexuality, and Illegitimacy in Colonial Spanish
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America by Ann Twinam.18 This scholarship provided essential information on the daily
lives of women in colonial Mexico including their ascribed roles within a patriarchal
society, important social codes of conduct, female divisions of labor, and divergent
lifestyles amongst women of different racial groups and classes. In addition, these works
examined the unrealistic ideal of womanhood, masculine attitudes toward women, and
the implications of marriage and concubinage. Latin American Women: Historical
Perspectives, edited by Asunción Lavrin, was particularly useful in constructing Chapter
Four, which is concerned with the private and public spheres, class divisions of labor,
female occupations, and the ideal of enclosing elite women within their homes in order to
protect their purity.19 I utilized these historical texts in order to better understand the
realities of women’s lives in colonial Mexico, given that casta paintings did not
necessarily depict reality.
The exhibition catalog Painting a New World: Mexican Art and Life: 1521-1821,
published by the Denver Art Museum, and Retratos: 2,000 Years of Latin American
Portraits, produced by the San Antonio Museum of Art, were both helpful in situating
casta paintings within the broad context of colonial Mexican art.20 In addition, the works
of Ilona Katzew and Susan Deans-Smith offered information on the genre of casta
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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June E. Hahner, ed. Women in Latin American History: Their Lives and Views (Los
Angeles: UCLA Latin American Center Publications, University of California, 1976), Susan
Migden Socolow, The Women of Colonial Latin America (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), and Ann Twinam, Public Lives, Private Secrets: Gender, Honor, Sexuality, and
Illegitimacy in Colonial Spanish America (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999).
19

Asunción Lavrin, ed., Latin American Women: Historical Perspectives (Westport,
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1978).
20

Denver Art Museum, Painting a New World: Mexican Art and Life: 1521-1821, exh.
cat., text by Donna Pierce, Rogelio Ruiz Gomar, and Clara Bargellini (Denver: Denver Art
Museum, 2004), and Retratos: 2,000 Years of Latin American Portraits (San Antonio, Texas: San
Antonio Museum of Art, 2004).
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painting specifically. Both Race and Classification: The Case of Mexican America and
Katzew’s Casta Painting: Images of Race in Eighteenth Century Mexico examine issues
of class and race within casta paintings, suggesting that the underlying purpose of the
genre was to preserve the racial purity, wealth, and power of the Spanish elite.21
Additionally, these texts were useful in identifying particular occupations and genderspecific activities rendered in casta scenes. Texts by Magali Carrera provided additional
information on the hierarchal social arrangement of New Spain, which was based on
racial lineages.22
The writings of prominent feminist art historians helped to frame my analysis of
casta paintings. Women, Art, and Power, and Other Essays by Linda Nochlin provided
background information on how to interpret the representation of gender difference in art
and visual culture.23 Various essays within Feminism and Art History: Questioning the
Litany provided material regarding the norms of social behavior, sex-role socialization,
patriarchy, and power relations.24 The writings of Griselda Pollock were influential in my
analysis of the domestic sphere of women, the division of the public and private, the

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21

Ilona Katzew and Susan Deans-Smith, eds. Race and Classification: The Case of
Mexican America (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009), and Katzew, Casta Painting.
22

Magali M. Carrera, “Locating Race in Late Colonial Mexico,” Art Journal 57, no. 3
(Autumn, 1998): 36-45, and Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain.
23

Linda Nochlin, “Women, Art, and Power,” in Women, Art, and Power, and Other
Essays, Linda Nochlin (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1988), 1-37.
24

Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, eds. Feminism and Art History: Questioning the
Litany (New York: Harper & Row, 1982).
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formation of gender roles within a patriarchal society, and the significance of considering
the social struggles between socioeconomic classes, genders, and racial groups.25
The society in which casta paintings were created must be acknowledged before
exploring the central themes regarding depictions of women within the genre. The
following chapter provides a background of eighteenth-century colonial Mexico, with an
emphasis on Enlightenment period racial theories and the system of castes. Although this
thesis approaches the subject of casta painting from the perspective of gender, it is
necessary to examine issues of race within the genre, as well, because an individual’s
racial group was a significant factor in determining one’s social status within the system
of castes. As we will see, the lifestyles of women from different racial groups and classes
were significantly different in regards to attire, occupation, and expected norms of
behavior.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25

Griselda Pollock, “Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity,” in The Expanding
Discourse: Feminism and Art History, edited by Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard (New York:
HarperCollins Publishers, Inc., 1992), 245-267, and Pollock, Vision & Difference: Femininity,
Feminism and the Histories of Art (London and New York: Routledge, 1988).
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CHAPTER TWO
COLONIAL BACKGROUND
The production of casta paintings must first be situated within the historical
context of eighteenth century colonial Mexico. The Viceroyalty of New Spain was a
colony founded in North America (including present-day Mexico) by the Spanish empire
after the conquest of the Aztec empire in 1521. A viceroy in Mexico City ruled over the
territories of New Spain on behalf of the Spanish monarch. Spanish viceroyalties were
divided into two “conceptual, political, and spatial entities known as republica de los
Españoles and republica de los Indios. Theoretically, most Spaniards and Indians lived
apart and had separate local governments and customs.”1
These two cultural groups intermingled, producing children referred to as
mestizos. Racial diversity became more complicated with the arrival of Africans,
Chinese, Japanese, and other racial groups, by force or by will, almost from the beginning
of the colony.2 Charles Ford observes,
There was an ever-increasing range of possible distinctions based on the lineage
of each parent. For instance, the marriage of an African and a mestizo begot a
child who was neither but a combination of the two and hence a new category.
Theoretically, this ethnogenesis was without end, and by the eighteenth century it
was cause for identity confusion, social instability, Enlightenment curiosity,
debilitating fears, and barely repressed sexual anxiety.3
Casta paintings follow the pseudoscientific values and beliefs that emerged in
Europe during the Enlightenment period. During the late seventeenth century the work of
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

Charles Ford, Thomas Cummins, Rosalie Smith McCrea, and Helen Weston, “The
Slave Colonies,” in The Image of the Black in Western Art, vol. 3, From the “Age of Discovery”
to the Age of Abolition, part 3: The Eighteenth Century, eds. David Bindman, Henry Louis Gates,
Jr., and Karen C.C. Dalton (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), 246.
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Ibid., 246.

3

Ibid.
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philosopher John Locke and a number of natural scientists promoted the idea that
scientific analysis could be applied to the mind as well as the social being of humans.4
“As a result, Africans and indigenous peoples of the ‘New World’ became objects of
study by those attempting to understand the physical, psychological, and moral nature of
humankind in all of its variations.”5
For example, in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Africans were lumped
together in the taxonomic category of the “African race” regardless of their culture or
geographic origins.6 The notion of race signifying something broader than familial
descent did not come about until the second half of the eighteenth century, as a way of
expanding Carl Linnaeus’s taxonomy of animals and plants into human variation.
Linnaeus classified the color and temperament of the four races. He believed the races
originated in the scattering of the initial human tribe to the four continents after the “Fall
of Man” and Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Linnaeus identified
the African race as black and phlegmatic, American as red and choleric, Asian as yellow
and melancholic, and European as white and sanguine.7 During the 1760s and 1770s the
possibility of a fifth race emerged as the result of explorations of the South Seas.8
Throughout the eighteenth century other natural scientists established additional races, or
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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David Bindman, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and Karen C.C. Dalton, eds., The Image of the
Black in Western Art, vol. 3, From the “Age of Discovery” to the Age of Abolition, part 3: The
Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2011), 1.
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5

Ibid.

6

Ibid., 2.

7

Ibid.

8

Ibid.
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human varieties, as they were more often called during the eighteenth century. However,
there was never, even in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, general agreement on
what constituted a race or how many races existed.9
Europeans created a range of imagined attributes and associations for Africans in
general including: diabolical darkness; propensity to religious enthusiasm, intense piety,
magic, and witchcraft; ancient wisdom; primitive innocence; savage ignobility or
nobility; childlike wonder; irrationality; and a primeval and insatiable animal-like
sexuality. To Europeans, Africans were the opposite of Reason, representing the very
superstitions that the Enlightenment sought to eradicate.10 However, Europeans had not
always considered Africans to be inferior. During the fifteenth century Africans became
an increasingly visible part of urban society throughout Europe, particularly in port cities
and at ruling courts.11 It was not until Africa became a source of slave labor for the
plantations in the West Indies and America that Europeans considered Africans to be
different, inferior beings. In their minds, Africans were reduced from a “person to a
thing.”12
Around 12.5 million Africans were shipped from Africa to the American colonies
between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries.13 However, not all Africans within the
colony of New Spain arrived on slave ships. There were also individuals of African
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descent who were born in West Africa or the Iberian Peninsula. These men and women
were either servants or slaves. “They functioned as individuals, alone or in small groups,
as personal dependents or agents of their Spanish masters. Some slaves in this category
were granted considerable responsibility and relative freedom of movement.”14 A third
category consisted of the armed auxiliary of African descent. According to Matthew
Restall, “it was by risking their lives, suffering in the field, protecting Spaniards, and
killing natives, that black men were able to improve their circumstances and, if enslaved,
fight for their own freedom.”15 Service in the Spanish military provided an opportunity
for social mobility for black men in the colony of New Spain. Black officers could
acquire a privileged social status and own land, and such circumstances are frequently
represented in casta paintings.16 It is important to point out that Africans portrayed in
casta paintings are free. There are no references to enslaved individuals within the
compositions.
Although physiological features greatly affected one’s social identity within
eighteenth century colonial Mexico, the concept of calidad (“quality”) defined an
individual. According to the historian Robert McCaa,
Calidad, typically expressed in racial terms (e.g., Indio, Mestizo, Español), in
many instances, was an inclusive impression reflecting one’s reputation as a
whole. Color, occupation, and wealth might influence one’s calidad, as did purity
of blood, honor, integrity, and even place of origin.’ Otherwise stated, because
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racial categories were socially constructed they did not solely indicate physical
appearance.17
The concept of calidad and the significance of Spanish lineage were reinforced by
the sistema de castas (system of castes). The system of castes was a hierarchical
arrangement of the society of New Spain based on bloodlines intended to sustain the
power of the Spanish elite.18 According to Ilona Katzew,
The general idea underlying [this system of racial classification] was threefold:
first, to guarantee that each group occupy a social niche assigned by nature,
second, to offer the possibility of improving one’s blood through the right pattern
of mixing, and third, to inhibit the mixture of Indians and blacks, which was
deemed the more dangerous to the Spanish social order.19
Furthermore, Katzew claims, “This form of ‘scientific’ racism was an appropriate
conceptual stratagem with which to blame the castas’ appearance, rather than society, for
their inferior social status.”20
There was a distinguishing term for each racial combination in the system of
castes. A majority of the classifications refer to an individual’s skin color, such as the
Moorish skin of moriscos, or to cultural traits associated with a particular ethnicity.21
Terms associated with animals such as lobo (wolf) and coyote reiterated the notion that
castas were inferior humans who must be controlled to insure colonial stability. These
labels were created in order to classify a person’s phenotype and can be found in various
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official documentation including parish records, criminal cases, codifications of law,
Inquisition trials, censuses, and the Relaciones geográficas (Geographic Accounts)
commissioned regularly by the crown since the sixteenth century.22 There were cases
where members of lower castes attempted to be recorded as another caste for the purpose
of obtaining social benefits.23 Additionally over time, African features were lightened as
race mixing continued over generations so that descendants of Africans could be accepted
as Creole or white despite having African ancestry.24
Within the colony of New Spain social supremacy was reinforced by the concept
of racial superiority expressed as limpieza de sangre, or lack of blemish in Spanish blood
by mixture with other races.25 Because of the perceived superiority of Spanish blood, any
trace of African blood tainted an individual’s bloodline. The offspring of Spanish and
Indian unions could eventually purify their bloodline by reproducing with Spaniards,
which would purge the Indian percentage, enabling them to claim limpieza de sangre.26
However, African blood could not be taken out of the bloodline, regardless of the amount
of Spanish or Indian blood. According to popular European ideology, the bloodlines of
Africans were tainted as a result of ancestral sin. Africans were believed to be the
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descendants of Ham, the cursed son of Noah.27 Based on this theory of ancestral sin,
Africans acquired dark skin tones as a form of punishment from God.28 Furthermore,
because Africans had become associated with slavery, it was believed that African blood
corrupted Spanish lineages more than blood of the indigenous peoples of America.
Status in colonial Mexico was complex, and one’s racial group alone could not
determine an individual’s social classification within the system of castes. According to
Katzew, “The colonial elite identified race with a distinct set of inherited physical traits,
but in reality the perception of economic position and social standing carried as much
weight in the overall identification of a person as did appearance.”29 Thus, when
analyzing a casta painting a spectator cannot rely on racial group alone to determine the
social position of a figure within the rendering. For instance, although eighteenth-century
Europeans commonly considered Africans to be inferior, one cannot assume that an
African woman occupies a low social status solely because of her skin tone. In fact, there
are numerous depictions of elite, African women within casta sets. The setting within the
composition, attire, occupation, and even the status of one’s companion can indicate a
figure’s social standing in a casta scene, as we shall see in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE
PATRIARCHAL AUTHORITY AND ITS EFFECTS ON CASTA PAINTING
The Genre of Casta Painting and the System of Castes
The race mixing portrayed in casta scenes is based on the hierarchy of the system
of castes. Spaniards occupied the highest position within the caste system and are
therefore the dominant figure within the initial images of a casta series. Africans, Natives,
and castas are situated according to their phenotypes beneath the Spaniards and creoles
within the stratification. Moving downward the lower castes appear darker and are
depicted in impoverished contexts. Africans and conquered indigenous peoples are
portrayed as the lowest racial groups within the series. Africans were considered to be
inferior beings, based on pseudo-scientific notions about race. The last painting in a
series often presents a nomadic indigenous couple in the wilderness. The couple is
“shown as having a union only between themselves and hence are beyond even the
[social world] of the castas. Such a pair stands in inverse relation to the union that is
never depicted but always implied, a Spaniard and a Spaniard.”1
Only the first six racial groups of the caste system are consistently represented
among the hundred or so known series of casta paintings. These six initial paintings are
divided into two separate sets, each comprised of three images. The first set is composed
of (1) Spaniard, Indian, and mestizo child; (2) Spaniard, mestizo, and castiza child; (3)
Spaniard and castiza and their Spanish child. “These three categories (Spaniard, Indian,
and Mestizo) represent the paradigmatic ideal: the racial groups established at the outset
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of the European conquest of America.”2 Additionally, this initial set conveys the notion
that it is possible to return to the state of Spaniard within the first three generations of
intermingling, because Indians were considered “pure” according to colonial legislation.3
The second group of three paintings presents the parallel union and offspring, comprised
of (4) Spaniard, African, and mulatto child; (5) Spaniard, Mulatto, and morisco child; (6)
Spaniard, Morisco, and an albino child, inferring that once a Spaniard reproduced with a
person of African descent, it was not possible to return to a Spanish state in subsequent
generations.4
The racial categories within a casta series become more complicated after the first
six paintings. Terms alluding to unclassifiable racial mixtures, or to their inferior
features, such as tente en el aire (hold-yourself-suspended-in-mid-air), no te entiendo (Idon’t-understand-you), albarazado (white-spotted), barcino (a zoological term alluding
to horses and other animals with colored spots) and cambujo (a term used in Spain to
refer to chickens and in New Spain to a swarthy person) are frequently utilized in casta
sets.5 Many of these nonsensical words had no legal status in terms of categorizing a
person and are not found in official documents. The terms most likely derive from street
jargon, and were probably not understood by many of the people who first viewed the
paintings.6 The terms are only identifiable through casta images, and distinctions amongst
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racial categories are only understood through comparisons of figures of divergent racial
groups within the series. Hence, the serial aspect of the genre is necessary for the
comprehension of casta paintings.7
It is also important to define the nature of the unions depicted in casta paintings.
One might assume that the couples depicted in casta scenes represent husbands and
wives, but this is not necessarily the case. In eighteenth-century colonial Mexico couples
were commonly involved in “marriage-like” relationships that could last from a few
months to several years. “The norm in colonial Latin America was widespread
concubinage (amancebamiento), with couples sharing bed and board as though a
marriage existed.”8 Within the colony of New Spain, Spanish men tended to marry only
Spanish or creole women. Conversely, while the majority of women of Spanish descent
preferred to marry Spanish men, Spanish women ventured outside their racial group,
marrying mulattoes or moriscos, more often than Spaniards.9 According to historian
Asunción Lavrin, “A possible explanation for this situation lies in the fact that men could
maintain illicit relations with women of lower socioethnic groups and avoid legal
commitment, a situation that was largely unacceptable for white women.”10 This meant
that relationships between white men and darker-skinned women tended to be both
unequal and unstable. “The fact that most hybrids were the product of unwed couples led
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the racial categories of both “mestizo” and “mulatto” to not only take on the connotation
of adultery, but illegitimacy as well.”11
Representations of Social Class within Casta Painting
As mentioned previously, in the early eighteenth century viceroys and
ecclesiastical officials frequently commissioned casta cycles for export to Spain in order
to display the wealth of the colony through the inclusion of luxurious textiles, local
produce, and other colonial resources within the paintings. Additionally, casta sets were
commissioned in order to exhibit the variety of racial groups present in the population of
New Spain, following the influence of pseudo-scientific racial thought during the
Enlightenment period. For example, Viceroy Fernando de Alencastre Noroña y Silva,
Duke of Linares, commissioned a casta set by Juan Rodríguez Juárez “as a way of
presenting the different racial mixtures of the colony for the king.”12 In early casta
paintings, the various racial groups were distinguishable according to their skin tones. For
instance, pale, cream-colored skin was assigned to Spaniards, Castizos (which means “of
good caste”), and Albinos. Medium brown tones were ascribed to Indians and Indianmulattos. Rich, dark brown skin was used for black Africans and mulattos.13
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Although occupations were not given emphasis in early casta cycles, social rank
was distinguished through the use of clothing conventions. Common types of attire worn
by those of elite status included European styles constructed of luxurious materials,
military uniforms, and long capes with broad hats (associated with hidalguía, or purity of
blood and honorable status). A majority of male figures within the paintings wear fitted
European styles of apparel regardless of their social standing.14 However, the finer
clothing styles are reserved exclusively for Spaniards and their companions, such as the
French style consisting of an elaborate red coat, lace-sleeved shirt, tri-corner hat, and
noble wig worn by the Spanish male in From Spaniard and Indian woman, Mestizo of
1715, attributed to Juan Rodríguez Juárez (Fig. 4).15 The pearl earrings, jeweled necklace,
and intricately designed blouse worn by his Indian partner reflect the elite status of the
Spanish man. The clothing of the Indian woman can further be interpreted as elite attire
because it incorporates both the traditional indigenous head covering and blouse, known
as a huipil, and European items such as lace and a ruffled collar.16 Indigenous peoples of
lower status are typically depicted in traditional indigenous clothing styles alone, such as
loose-fitting tunics, with the exception of “barbaric” Indians who are shown wearing
loincloths, denoting their “savagery.” The clothing worn by Africans and people of mixed
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lineages mimics the styles worn by Spaniards but in simpler designs and materials,
signifying that these racial groups occupy lower classes within the caste system.17
Early casta paintings present various racial groups living harmoniously, implying
that the society of New Spain was well ordered and that mixed-blooded individuals
accepted their place within the social stratification.18 Furthermore, the idea of colonial
prosperity is conveyed through the display of expensive goods throughout the works,
such as textiles. On another level, the variety of skin tones depicted in casta scenes could
be considered visual demonstrations of the grandeur of God’s creation. For instance, for
Viceroy Amat y Junient, casta paintings were “illustrative of the endless racial
permutations that took place in the colonies, a product comparable to the fruits of the
earth designed to delight the viewer and prove the glory of God.”19
In contrast to early casta paintings, casta sets produced after 1760 emphasize the
economic differences between classes. In the final decades of the eighteenth century elite
Spaniards and creoles feared uprisings from among the lower castes that far outnumbered
them. Spanish authorities wanted to maintain strict social and racial boundaries in order
to maintain social stability throughout the colony of New Spain. As a result, the
compositions of casta paintings evolved during this period, advocating a social hierarchy
that demonstrated the racial supremacy of Spaniards and the consequences of race
mixing. The advantage of Spanish bloodlines is made apparent by the depiction of the
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poor laboring in tattered clothing, in contrast to nobles of Spanish descent enjoying
leisurely activities in extravagant apparel.20
Artists employed clothing conventions to accentuate differences amongst groups,
emphasizing the Spaniards’ right to rule the lower classes. For instance, in his series from
1763 Miguel Cabrera portrayed a Spaniard in elite attire consisting of a blue velvet coat,
ruffled shirt, powdered wig, and tri-corner hat in From Spaniard and Indian woman,
Mestiza (Fig. 1). The Spaniard and Indian woman face each other, possibly engaged in
conversation, in front of a market stall in which rich textiles are neatly arranged on
shelves. Elaborately designed local textiles and high quality imported materials, such as
silk and satin, were luxurious commodities in colonial Mexico. It is unclear whether the
Indian woman is a merchant or consumer. As mentioned previously, the attire worn by
the Indian woman, which combines indigenous and Western styles suggests she is of elite
status. Her European-style lace dress consists of a fitted bodice and full skirt. A gold and
orange striped indigenous garment known as a rebozo is wrapped around her shoulders
beneath a sheer, lace shawl. She wears a white head covering with lace detailing and
orange silk, similar to the headscarf worn by the Indian woman in Juárez’s From
Spaniard and Indian woman, Mestizo (Fig. 4). The Indian woman’s multi-stranded pearl
and coral necklace and pearl earrings further emphasize her wealth. The mestizo girl,
dressed in elaborate attire and jewels similar to that of her mother, holds a half-eaten
pineapple as she looks up lovingly at her father who gently holds her arm.
In contrast, the clothing worn by the family is suggestive of a low status in From
Lobo and Indian woman, Albarazado [white-spotted] boy (Fig. 5) of the same casta series
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by Cabrera. The grungy white shirt of the “Lobo” man is so tattered and worn that the
viewer can see his exposed chest and bits of his bare arm. His distressed cloak has faded
from red to dull brown shades. Various patches of cheap fabric have been sewn onto his
pants and cloak, and his weathered brown hat is torn and well worn. The “Lobo” father’s
shabby clothing indicates that he is of very low status within the social stratification of
New Spain. However, the Indian mother appears to be of higher status than her
companion based on her attire and complexion. Her simple, striped, cotton huipil is
modest in comparison to the elaborate materials adorning the Indian woman in the initial
painting of Cabrera’s series (Fig. 1). Yet, her tunic is clean and intact, unlike the tattered
clothing of her “Lobo” companion. The Indian woman also wears the traditional
indigenous headpiece, but of a simpler material, most likely cotton. The couple’s
albarazado son wears a straw hat with an orange and white striped shirt. A hole can be
seen in his sleeve, but his clothing is not nearly as ragged as that of his father. “Fullblooded” Indians occupied a higher status than mixed groups, as evidenced by the
mother’s placement in the composition and clothing. The son will probably inherit the
status of the father, indicated by the fact that both males wear similar, tattered clothing.
The father also gazes at the mother in a subservient manner. All together, this is a picture
that seems to portray the reality in lower class households. Everyone had to work in order
for the family to survive.
Moreover, the use of clothing conventions as a status indicator in casta scenes
“corresponds with the elite’s increasing concern over the impossibility of discerning the
different social groups in the colony, owing partly to the fact that clothes were often used
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to disguise identity.”21 Throughout New Spain, how one dressed was a physical
manifestation of the racial group one belonged to. By changing their dress style
individuals could move into restricted status levels to gain power, trade, marry, or even
obtain freedom.22
Some art historians have considered the possibility of disguised figures within
casta scenes. Scholars have questioned the identity of the Spaniard in From Spaniard and
Indian woman, Mestiza by Cabrera (Fig. 1). Perhaps the wig and sumptuous clothing is
actually a disguise.23 The audience is unable see the entire face of the Spaniard who is
turned towards the Indian woman. The shadow cast on the figure’s face obscures his true
skin tone. On closer inspection, the Spaniard’s hands do not appear to be any paler than
those of the Indian companion or mestizo girl. Furthermore, viewers cannot even be
certain that the Spanish figure is a man. The only indication that the figure is male is the
inscription Español as an identifying marker.24 However, the hands of the Spaniard—the
only feature we see clearly—do not appear any more masculine than the Indian mother’s
hands.25 The audience assumes the figure to be a Spanish man because of the label,
Español, and because “by 1763 the genre was so well established that anyone should
know that the first canvas in the series is almost invariably composed of a Spaniard, an
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Indian, and the child, a Mestizo.”26 This interpretation of Cabrera’s painting is not too
implausible because some individuals in New Spain actually attempted to mask their
racial and social identities through their appearance. As a result, “numerous sumptuary
laws were passed in order to protect against pretenders who dressed and acted beyond
their station in life. Such laws existed only because there were pretenders.”27
In addition to costume or dress, social stratification is indicated through the
depiction of a host of trades and various settings in casta scenes. Elite Spanish males are
typically represented in the highest social positions, including the military or scholarly
life. He is also the male most likely portrayed enjoying leisure activity with no specific
reference to his livelihood.28 They may be portrayed gambling, playing musical
instruments, shopping in the market with a companion, strolling in gardens, or reading as
demonstrated by the Spanish male in José Joaquín Magón’s, Born of the Spaniard and
the Indian woman is a Mestizo, who is generally humble, tranquil and straightforward
(Fig. 6). Literacy was a privilege of the elite, and it appears that the mestizo son has been
learning to read and write. The boy presents a sheet of paper inscribed with the word
parco (park) to his father who is seated at a desk, reading a copy of Don Quixote. The
Indian mother gazes at her son and points to a paper with repetitious letters, possibly
displaying the boy’s writing skills for his father.
Figures representing the middle class are commonly presented selling goods or
assembling products in workshops. Cobblers, merchants, tailors, and spinners are
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frequently rendered occupations of the middle class. On occasion Spaniards appear
working as shopkeepers, merchants, and cigarette makers as illustrated in From Spaniard
and Mulatto woman, Morisco by Andrés de Islas (Fig. 7). This painting demonstrates that
not all Spaniards were elites who enjoyed lives of leisure. The mercantile industry was
highly profitable, and the attire of the Spaniard and his Mulatto companion indicates that
the couple occupies a middle class social ranking. It was common for wives of
shopkeepers to assist with the family business. A ring appears to be on the Mulatto’s ring
finger, but we cannot be certain that she is married to her Spanish companion. Regardless
of her marital status, the woman works alongside her partner who rolls cigarettes.
Castas occupying the lowest social position are often depicted as water carriers,
domestic servants, and street vendors selling fruits, poultry, pulque (a milky white,
alcoholic beverage made from the fermented sap of the maguey plant) and other
foodstuffs as exhibited by Cabrera’s From Lobo and Indian woman, Albarazado [whitespotted] boy (Fig. 5). The “Lobo” man, dressed in ragged clothing holds a basket
containing shoes and tools—indicating that he is most likely an itinerant cobbler.29 The
Indian woman wearing a simple huipil carries a tray of assorted fruits, and fowl on her
back, suggesting that she is a street vendor. The couple’s son holds a basket of zapotes, a
type of fruit, implying that he assists his mother with her livelihood.30
Furthermore, the actions of figures within casta scenes advance notions
concerning appropriate social behavior based on race. Spaniards and racial groups with a
high percentage of Spanish blood display control of their emotions in contrast to lower
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caste men and women, who are commonly portrayed in disagreements expressed in
physical fighting, or with children behaving badly—implying that the poor are inferior
human beings who must be controlled by Spanish authority. For example, Andrés de Islas
presents the model of the well-mannered family in From Castizo, and Spanish woman,
Spaniard (Fig. 8). The lavishly dressed Spanish mother looks out to the viewer as if
sitting for a portrait as the father guides their son playing a violin—an activity fitting for
their privileged lifestyle. The calm domestic scene emphasizes the sophistication of the
ruling class and the opportunities available to them. The image suggests that those of
Spanish descent are superior to unrefined people of mixed lineage. It is a good example
of an ideal union, in which the child will be able to move closer to the “original”
Spaniard identity.
Conversely, Islas’s From Spaniard and Black woman, Mulatto (Fig. 9) conveys
that descendants of African bloodlines exude a volatile nature. The African woman pulls
the Spaniard’s hair and is ready to strike him with a whisk. The mulatto daughter appears
to side with her Spanish father in an effort to restrain her infuriated African mother,
implying that the Spanish side of her bloodline is preferable.31 The scene takes place
within the kitchen—a stark contrast to the formal parlor of the family of the previously
mentioned panel. This display of domestic violence serves as a warning that unions with
Africans could create an overall lack of respect for Spanish authority amongst the castas,
ultimately resulting in an uncivilized state. Scenes like this commonly take place in a
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kitchen, which shows that black women were frequently involved in performing domestic
chores as housekeepers or servants.32
Patriarchal Rule
We can see that the hierarchal arrangement of the system of castes portrayed in
casta painting was linked to patriarchal authority in New Spain along lines of race and
gender, as well as class. First of all, Spanish men utilized their belief in pure bloodlines to
rationalize their domination of the casta population with its inferior qualities resulting
from tainted lineages. Similarly, males justified patriarchal order within New Spain
because of the long held belief that the female sex was inferior. It was widely believed
throughout European cultures that women were less intelligent and rational than men: as
Nature governed their bodies. Because of their presumed insufficient intellect and lack of
reason, women were assumed to be incapable of being leaders. Therefore, women
depended on men to guide them in all levels of life—religion, government, and the family
unit.
Although there are no known depictions of clergy or nuns within casta paintings,
it is important to note the limited role of women within the Church because the Catholic
faith was a central part of Spanish identity in Spain as well as its colonies in America.
The organization of the Roman Catholic Church is, of course, patriarchal with an
exclusively male clergy headed by the Pope, whose title derives from the Latin word
papa, a child’s word for “father.” The most common explanation for the exclusively male
nature of the priesthood has been that priests are invested via the apostolic succession,
and that since the original apostles were all male, their successors must be male, too.
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Thus, in eighteenth-century Mexico females could not be ordained in the clergy, nor can
women be ordained in the Roman Catholic Church at present. However, women could
devote themselves to the Church as nuns, taking vows of obedience, poverty, chastity,
and enclosure within a convent. Enclosure was intended to shelter nuns from worldly
temptations. Having no connections to the world outside of the convent, a nun could
devote herself more completely to God.33 This was “certainly contrary to the goals of
most male orders [such as the Jesuits and Franciscans], which were mobilized for
spiritual conquest.”34 The practice of enclosure was present in secular society, as well.
Spanish men attempted to protect the purity of Spanish females by confining them to the
household, where the women would be safeguarded from the temptations of the outside
world. This notion of enclosure is represented in casta paintings of elite women and is
further examined in the following chapter.
Men also held power over women as administrative officials in New Spain.
Throughout the eighteenth century, a male monarch ruled the Spanish empire (Philip V,
Ferdinand VI, Charles III, and Charles IV), and a male viceroy governed the colony of
New Spain. Even in local government women could not hold office, sit in representative
institutions, serve as judges, or participate in any other formal political institutions.35
Married women were excluded from public offices because the obligation to obey their
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husbands inhibited them from acting as independent persons. Widows and single women
were prohibited from serving in public office because they had the potential to marry.36
Additionally, citizenship within New Spain was only available to heads of
households, who were typically adult males.37 The head of a household was responsible
for the extended family and was preferably married with children. Women and minors
(individuals under the age of twenty-five) were not typically eligible for citizenship,
although there were exceptions. Under Spanish law, fathers legally controlled their
daughters until they reached adulthood. Married women were under the legal control of
their husbands, who managed property in the marriage and whose permission was needed
for legal transactions.38 It was implied that women acquired some of the benefits of
citizenship by way of dependence as members of a household. Initially females enjoyed
the privileges associated with the citizenship status of their fathers, and upon marriage
they enjoyed the rights associated with the status of their husbands.39
The high occurrence of informal sexual unions within the colony of New Spain
permitted the existence of female heads of households. Unfortunately, many of these
matriarchal families were of low class.40 If a female became an independent head of
household, she gained a full legal capacity and could express a legally binding intention,
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such as the intention to acquire citizenship.41 In addition, widows could become heads of
households. “Widows acquired control over their own dowries when their husbands died,
and could continue to run their husbands’ businesses. These women could obtain loans,
as well as bequeath their own property.”42
In the case of male-headed households, the patriarch held authority over members
of his own household—his wife, children, and servants—just as the Spanish sovereign
ruled over his subjects. Western theologians and political theorists had long viewed the
well-ordered family as the foundation and model of an orderly society by the time the
Spanish had founded the colony of New Spain.43 Prevailing views of the time emphasized
women’s inherent moral inferiority and their inclination to disrupt the peace of
households and of societies.44 According to this standpoint, it was the responsibility of
men to guide and control the behavior of women in order to maintain peace.
The hierarchal arrangement displayed in casta paintings replicated the social order
within the domestic sphere in New Spain. An example of paternal domination is
illustrated in the casta painting, Albino and Spaniard Produce a Black-Return-Backwards
(Fig. 10). The unknown artist situated the family atop a roof from which the standing
Spanish man overlooks the Alameda (the main park) through his telescope. The albino
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woman kneels before the man with their child standing immediately behind her. Ilona
Katzew observes,
The composition stresses the subordination of child to woman, and of woman to
man, while the last is featured as the controlling agent. The erect standing male is
not only portrayed in a position of mastery over female and child, but through his
gaze, as possessor of the city itself.45
Another casta scene suggestive of female subordination is José Alfaro’s From
Spaniard and Indian woman, Mestizo (Fig. 11). The standing Spanish man dominates the
composition with one foot stepping onto a stool. The Indian woman kneels in submission
beneath the Spanish male. It appears that the mother is presenting the infant to the
Spaniard, who is dressed in a white military uniform signifying his authority. The
female’s facial expression conveys a sense of respect for the man as he looks at his child
with admiration.
Casta paintings reinforced patriarchal values in New Spain by presenting orderly
households of the Spanish elite in contrast to unruly portrayals of mixed-race and African
women who disrespected their partners. Elite women are often portrayed as well-behaved
individuals in control of their emotions, adhering to proper social codes of behavior.
Frequently situated within their homes enjoying leisurely activities with their companions
or nurturing children, scenes of noble women are suggestive of orderly households. José
de Páez presents a family enjoying time together in their parlor in From Spaniard and
Castiza, Spaniard (Fig. 12). The Spanish father lounges on a sofa gazing at his family.
The mother holds their son, looking down at their daughter who reaches up for her little
brother. The banyan (robe) worn by the Spaniard highlights the intimacy and domesticity
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of the scene since banyans were worn exclusively in the privacy of one’s home.46 In
addition to the family’s fine clothing, the mirror hanging above the father, red velvet
cushioned sofa, silver wall décor, and opulent rug in the background are indicators of the
elite status of the family. Additionally, a basket containing needlework is included in the
right foreground, presumably the mother’s since embroidery was typically a skill
practiced only by elite women.
In contrast, lower class women are often seen quarrelling or even physically
fighting their partners, implying a lack of self-control. The prevalent notion that women
were governed by nature rather than by their minds is made apparent through such casta
paintings. A disagreement escalates to violence in From Indian and Coyote woman,
Chamiso by an unknown artist of the late eighteenth century (Fig. 13). An Indian man
pushes away a Coyote woman who grasps his hair and prepares to beat him with a large
rock. The bloody wound on the man’s head makes it apparent that the woman has already
assaulted him.
Additionally, many casta images present scenes in which African women
tyrannize Spanish or mestizo men. As previously mentioned, Andrés de Islas’s From
Spaniard and Black woman, Mulatto (Fig. 9) depicts an African woman assailing her
Spanish partner with a cooking utensil. She is in control, disrespecting even a Spanish
male who wears a white military uniform. In contrast to representations of domestic bliss
featuring the Spanish male as controller of his family, the iconography has been reversed
to that of domestic degeneracy.47 A similar composition is represented in From Spaniard
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and Black, a Mulatto is Born, ca. 1790, by another unknown artist (Fig. 14). The scene
takes place in an eating-house where patrons and staff observe a violent scene. Once
again, the African female attacks the Spaniard, pulling his hair and striking him with a
kitchen tool. The mulatto daughter stands between the hostile couple trying to keep her
parents apart as another African woman tries to calm the irate mother. Details such as the
basket of spilt vegetables and broken ceramic bowl on the floor heighten the drama of the
scene. Since the dispute takes place in a public setting rather than in the private confines
of a home, the insubordination of the female is further reinforced. In general, these types
of casta paintings display violence that reverse the “traditional” relationships depicting
male dominance and female submission.48
We cannot be certain if the African woman is the Spaniard’s wife or his domestic
servant in these casta depictions. Regardless, the female displays insubordination to the
patriarch of her household, who was supposed to be in control of both his family and his
domestic servants. More than likely the African female is the concubine of the Spanish
male rather than his wife. Relationships between Spaniards and Africans rarely
progressed beyond concubinage during the colonial period. Spaniards seldom married
Africans because of the possibility of a Muslim background, which would threaten the
status of the Spaniard and his offspring. Certain social and official privileges were
reserved for only “old” Christians, those who were free of Jewish or Muslim ancestors.49
On another level, these casta scenes of physically powerful African women,
domineering white men could refer to the threat to the patriarchal system posed by
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independent women. African women display assertiveness in contrast to the passivity
often exhibited in representations of white, elite women. Laura Lewis points out, “Black
and mulatto women were in an especially liminal position, for as women they were
expected to maintain their domestic place, yet as mulatto or black they were also
considered to have something of the assertiveness of their caste.50 It can be assumed the
Spanish men and African women in these casta scenes are not married because
relationships between the two groups typically did not lead to marriage. Spanish males
would not marry lower caste African women because their offspring would not gain
honorable status. Hence, African women were sometimes more independent of Spanish
men, capable of supporting themselves as cooks or domestic servants. Other groups of
females within the colony who might also be regarded as more independent were
widows, and single women who had to work in order to support themselves financially.
The following chapter concentrates on the representations of women in domestic and
public spaces in casta paintings, exploring the links between gender, race, and clothing as
indicators of one’s status within the caste system of colonial Mexico.
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CHAPTER FOUR
WOMEN IN PRIVATE AND IN PUBLIC SPHERES: THE DEPICTION OF
GENDERED SPACES
Casta paintings depict individuals situated within the private domain of the home
as well as in public spaces, where figures are engaged in labor and commercial activities.
In colonial Mexico the private world included immediate family, relatives, and intimate
friends, who shared confidences and trust, provided support, and promoted each other’s
status in the public world. The public domain consisted of everybody else, where
maintenance or loss of honor was determined by imperial and local elites.1 Significantly,
the private sphere of the home—centered on domesticity and reproduction—was
associated with females, and the public sphere involving commerce, culture, and
legislation was considered the domain of men.
According to Griselda Pollock, speaking of gender divisions in culture at large,
not only in colonial Mexico,
The public and private division functioned on many levels. As a metaphorical
map in ideology, it structured the very meaning of the terms masculine and
feminine within its mystic boundaries. In practice as the ideology of domesticity
became hegemonic, it regulated women’s and men’s behavior in the respective
public and private spaces. Presence in either of the domains determined one’s
social identity.2
The dichotomy of separate spheres is vividly represented within casta paintings.
Men are presented within both the public and private worlds. They enjoy leisure activities
at home such as playing cards, reading, and playing music, and within the public domain
men sell goods, perform jobs, or shop at the market. Conversely, women were generally
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confined to the private spaces of the household, concentrated on reproduction and
consumption.3 Because of the patriarchal character of the family in New Spain, it is
difficult to envision that even in the private sphere, regarded as their own, women could
be anything other than secondary figures whose main occupation was to look after
children and husbands.4
During the colonial period, Spanish culture was characterized by an ethos of selfcontrol emphasizing lineage and the maintenance of family honor.5 According to
historian Ann Twinam, “Honor referred both to social status (characterized by wealth and
blood) and to the preservation of virtue in the form of virginity, which signified a morally
pure life and respect for the Church.”6 Honor was profoundly important because it
rationalized the hierarchy of the system of castes. Honor for women was associated with
private chastity and proper conduct—being meek in behavior, avoiding situations that
could led them astray, and seeking semi-seclusion or at least the company of female
family members.7
The Ideal of Enclosure
The notion of enclosure originated in Iberian culture, influenced by years of
Muslim conquest followed by years of Christian re-conquest in Spain. Therefore, the
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status of women in the Iberian Peninsula was quite different from that of other European
cultures. The role of women in Spain reflected ideals of both Islam and Roman
Catholicism. According to historian Susan Migden Socolow, “The Islamic ideal of the
cloistered, sheltered woman, the woman protected in the home or the harem, continued to
resonate in Iberian society, as did the strong link between female virginity and honor.”8
This ideal of enclosure was transmitted to the colony of New Spain. Because of the
significance of pure bloodlines, Spanish men attempted to protect the purity of Spanish
women by confining them to the household. It was believed that females had insatiable
sexual appetites and could not practice self-restraint because of a nature governed by
their physical bodies. Enclosure safeguarded females from the temptations of premarital
sex as well as intermingling with those of mixed bloodlines. It was assumed that women
were unable to control their own passions and behaviors and were therefore a danger to
themselves, their families, and society at large if uncloistered.9
This desire to enclose women correlates with the ideal of women within the
private sphere of the home. In casta paintings, upper class women are most often depicted
enclosed in their homes or strolling in private gardens, where they could fulfill their
natural roles as wives and mothers.10 A pleasant domestic scene is presented in Castiza
and Spaniard makes Spaniard by Ramón Torres (Fig. 15).11 Situated in the parlor of the
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household, the “Castiza” mother enjoys embroidering fabric while her Spanish
companion and their daughter play with their pet dog. During childhood girls of the upper
class were taught how to embroider because embroidered attire and household objects
signified high social status. Furthermore, embroidery was considered the best way to
instill the most admirable traits in a woman—passivity, chastity, attention to detail, and
domesticity.12 The luxurious clothing worn by each family member and the fine
furnishings including a mirror, opulent rug, and painting, indicate their elite status. To the
left of the father an open doorway reveals a tiled patio or possibly a balcony since there is
a stone balustrade along the edge. This extension of the home would allow the mother to
enjoy being outdoors but still isolate her from the temptations of the public domain.
In addition, elite women are portrayed strolling in private gardens within casta
paintings. In private gardens elite women could enjoy leisurely lifestyles without the
bombardment of temptations ever present beyond the household’s domain. Ramón Torres
presents a family strolling through a garden in Mestiza and Spaniard Makes Castiza (Fig.
16). Here the Mestiza woman is protected from the perceived dangers of the outside
world by a towering wall, which encloses the private garden. The floral walls
surrounding the family, fountain in the background, and ornate, stone staircase in the
right foreground indicate the wealth of the group. It is difficult to tell if the lattice and
blooming plants covering the wall are actual flowers or decorative paintings. The Mestiza
mother carries a basket and small bouquet of flowers. Her lavish coral dress with puffed
sleeves, ruffled collar, black bows, her ribbon necklace, faux beauty mark, and the feather
in her powdered hair were fashionable in the late eighteenth century, and emphasize her
high position in society.
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Women in the Public Sphere
The ideal of the guarded, pure female was never universally valid in colonial
Mexico. In reality everyday behavior was quite varied.13 Even among elites, only a
handful of wives could afford to spend the majority of their time secluded in their
households.14 Elite wives accompanied their husbands to public ceremonies such as
masses, baptisms, investiture, bullfights, and official ceremonies. Surviving personal
letters exhibit that elite women enjoyed social lives outside the home, visiting family and
friends, playing cards, attending concerts, masquerades, religious plays, and civic
processions.15 Furthermore, women without domestic servants frequently entered the
public domain of the market, shopping for food and other necessities.16 In addition, single
women, widows, and women with absent husbands were forced to work in the public
domain. For these women it was impossible to adhere to the patriarchal ideal of female
confinement to the home.
The nature of female economic participation was closely tied to race and class,
and women’s economic activities were more publicly visible as one went down the social
scale.17 Financially unable to live the cloistered lifestyles of elite white women, African,
indigenous, and mixed-race women engaged in a wide range of occupations in
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eighteenth-century colonial Mexico. Women often labored at jobs that were extensions of
their feminine duties within the home, such as spinning thread and preparing food.
Women worked as domestic servants, cooks, wet nurses, washerwomen, and
seamstresses, helping to sustain their families and themselves and, by providing these
services, becoming an indispensable part of the local economy.18 Some services provided
by women were only available for female customers. For example, seamstresses only
sewed for women, and male tailors sewed exclusively for men.19 Even though the work
was basically the same, seamstresses were paid far less for their labor than tailors.20
Middle class women ideally stayed in the home, contributing to their families’
wealth by providing domestic goods and services such as sewing, spinning and
laundering. However, middle class females often had to work in public alongside their
partners in retail shops and market stalls.21 This is exhibited by Andrés de Islas’s From
Spaniard and Mulatto woman, Morisco) (Fig. 7), in which a mulatto woman assists her
partner in a shop by packing cigarettes. Based on their occupations, we can assume that
the couple is of middle class status, since merchants were one of the most profitable
classes of workers during the colonial period. Furthermore, the woman can be identified
as a member of the middle class based on her attire. She wears a fitted, European style
dress similar to styles worn by elite women, but the Mulatto woman’s dress is
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constructed of less expensive materials in comparison to the lace, velvet, and satin
materials commonly worn by elite figures in casta paintings.
Lower class women tended to work as domestic servants and street vendors
selling produce, fowl, pulque, and other foodstuffs. Various occupations of women are
represented in casta scenes of both middle and lower class women. In casta paintings
lower class African women are frequently depicted in kitchens as domestic servants or
selling pulque in public. For example, José de Páez depicts an African woman cooking in
a kitchen in From Spaniard and Black, Mulatto (Fig. 17). The mulatto boy brings a
brazier to his Spaniard father to light his cigarette, while his African mother prepares a
chocolate drink.22 Chocolate is a drink of Mesoamerican origin that was quickly accepted
by the diverse people of New Spain; however, the beverage does not appear with
indigenous people in casta paintings.23 Sagrario Cruz-Carretero has noted,
The depiction of chocolate associated with black women has a symbolic element:
it shows the belief that black women had the proclivity to practice witchcraft and
cast lovesickness spells with this beverage that was considered an aphrodisiac. At
one point, chocolate was even forbidden by the Church.24
Lower-caste indigenous women are commonly represented as food vendors on urban
streets, as exhibited by Miguel Cabrera’s From Lobo and Indian woman, Albarazado
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(Fig. 5), in which the Indian mother displays a tray of local produce and carries fowl on
her back to sell.25
Unlike cloistered women, working women had the opportunity to move about
freely in the city. Yet this freedom and the fact that they worked in public, stigmatized
working women both socially and morally, for they were considered unprotected, lacking
in honor, and assumed to have been corrupted by their dealings with men outside the
prescribed family circle.26 Additionally, since physical work was socially degrading,
employment outside the home brought few social or economic rewards to women.27 In
eighteenth-century colonial Mexico women were typically paid half the wages of what
men earned, even for the same jobs, with the reasoning that they were either single and
only had to support themselves, or they were married and were therefore simply helping
their husbands provide financial support for their families.
Social codes of conduct varied by class in the colony of New Spain. The
following chapter examines the behavior of differing classes of women within casta
paintings. Elite women are portrayed within the domestic sphere adhering to acceptable
standards of behavior. In contrast, lower class women are often depicted laboring in
public or displaying violent behavior, implying that they incapable of controlling their
emotions.
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CHAPTER FIVE
WHAT DO WOMEN DO? : REPRESENTATIONS OF FEMALE GENDER ROLES IN
CASTA PAINTINGS
Accepted norms of behavior based on gender vary by historical period,
geographical location, and the diversity of cultures that inhabit the globe. Throughout
history, however, images have often been used to reinforce these models of behavior by
presenting individuals adhering to the prescribed standards regarding gender in any given
culture. Norma Broude and Mary Garrard have observed:
Art, through its imagery and its associations and through its cultural status, has
functioned as an instrument of sex-role socialization, helping to create and
reinforce a norm of social behavior for women in a patriarchal world. This
norm…has involved an emphasis upon women’s sexual identity and upon their
role within the home and the family, an emphasis that has effectively obscured the
reality of their efforts, throughout history, to assume other than these prescribed
and limited roles.1
The casta painting tradition that developed in early Latin America is an idealized
visual expression of these ideas. The scenes in casta paintings reflect patriarchal values
through their demonstrations of appropriate gender roles for men and women, according
to the standards of New Spain. Men were responsible for the public sphere involving
culture, religion, military, economics, and government. Domestic responsibilities were
assigned to women because of their biological makeup as well as their presumed lack of
intellect. These gender roles are commonly exhibited in casta paintings of the eighteenth
century. Men are often portrayed as economic providers for their families, while women
are depicted within conventional female roles that include caring for children and
performing household duties.
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Food and Beverage Preparation
In the eighteenth century one of the most important female responsibilities was
food preparation. This is likely why casta paintings often depict the family situated in the
kitchen. In the pre-modern era even cooking a simple meal involved considerable time
and effort.2 African and indigenous women of lower status generally prepared food in
kitchens that were dim and smoky, but often brightened by the inclusion of colorful
ceramics, clothing, and foodstuffs.3 A kitchen scene is depicted in The pride and sharp
wits of the Mulatta, are derived from her White father and Black mother, by an
unidentified artist (Fig. 18). The father holds a bowl out for the mother to serve him a
chocolate beverage. The inclusion of produce, fish, and ceramics indicates that the family
is situated in a kitchen. As seen in these paintings, it was the responsibility of women to
serve men. It should be noted that in this particular work, the African mother gazes at her
Spanish companion in an adoring manner.
The laborious and repetitive nature of food preparation is frequently depicted in
casta paintings. For instance, preparing tortillas involved shelling corn, washing the
kernels, soaking then heating the kernels, rewashing the softened maize, grinding and
regrinding it on a stone metate, forming thin round cakes, and finally baking the cakes on
a griddle.4 Part of this arduous process is displayed in From Black father and Indian
mother, the Lobo is bad blood: thieves and pickpockets, ca. 1770 (Fig. 19). In this scene
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an Indian woman grinds maize on a metate, and the lobo son reprimands his father for not
helping the mother with her busy chores. Tortillas were and, indeed, still are a staple of
the Mexican diet, originating in the ancient Aztec culture. The Aztecs believed that the
“god Quetzalcoatl fittingly climaxed his creation of humanity by providing it with the
means of its survival, maize. Women received the god’s gift and took over its
preparation, confirming the paradigm of male as provider and female as nurturer.”5
Conversely, the mythical roots of pulque, an alcoholic beverage made from the
fermented juices of the maguey plant, were more predominantly feminine. Mayahuel, the
goddess of pulque, appeared in earth-mother form with four hundred breasts, according to
Aztec mythology. The association of pulque with divine femininity was repeated and
assimilated into the symbol of the Virgin of Guadalupe, who was proclaimed the mother
of the maguey. According to Aztec tradition, the gods invented pulque, and consequently
it was reserved primarily for festivals and rituals in service of these gods. However in
viceregal times the beverage was consumed in a more secular context.6 “From its ancient
origins, then, the beverage was associated with the female and with fertility.”7
Lower class women are often depicted selling pulque. It was customary for
women to distribute the drink. Although women drank the beverage, predominantly
during fiestas, ritual and social drinking were generally reserved for men.8 Some women
were full-time pulque vendors in markets, while others dispensed the drink from their
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home, a practice included in casta scenes such as Albarazado and Mulatta makes Barcina
by Ramón Torres (Fig. 20).9 The Mulatta mother sits next to a large wooden barrel
containing the milky, white pulque. Her daughter hands a bowl to a man playing a
musical instrument. An intoxicated man (presumably the albarazado father) crouches
behind the vat of pulque. He points toward the musician while looking at the woman with
one eye opened.
Domestic Responsibilities and the Role of Motherhood
In addition to food preparation, women were responsible for carrying out
domestic chores such as cleaning, washing and ironing clothes, sewing, weaving, and
other handiwork. These domestic responsibilities were always considered to be women’s
work, whether provided by domestic servants or by paid specialized workers. Domestic
duties varied by social class. For instance, upper class women oversaw household
expenses and produced some handiwork, yet daughters, poor female relatives, servants,
and slaves provided the bulk of labor. The separation between the domestic chores
provided by wives and daughters and other women within the home was far from distinct
in households of less wealth and social standing.10 Since they worked in the home, most
women were paid indirectly, essentially in return for food and housing. Only female
servants were actually paid wages.11 Lower class women often worked as domestic
servants in the households of families other than their own. Susan Migden Socolow
observes,
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Women of proven skill who were in demand within a household could expect
better working conditions and more generous salaries, but all domestic servants
were at the constant beck and call of their masters (or mistresses). Their lives
were often ones of submission, humiliation, and verbal, physical, and sexual
mistreatment.12
One of the other domestic responsibilities assigned to women that commonly
appear in casta scenes is spinning. An example of a woman operating a spinning wheel is
provided by Francisco Clapera’s From Chino and Indian, Genizaro (Fig. 21). The Chino
man assists the woman as their child plays with a basket filled with cotton on the floor. In
rural areas it was common for both men and women to spin. However, in urban areas
such as Mexico City, young lower class males sometimes crossed the barriers of gender
and occupation to supplement their income. Upon reaching adolescence; however, men
generally no longer participated in this occupation.13 The association of males with
spinning is documented in casta painting, but the scenes need to be carefully analyzed. At
times adult males are represented aiding their female partners with the spinning process.
Adult males, however, are never shown actually spinning. Hence, casta images closely
parallel socio-cultural values and beliefs concerning occupation and gender in colonial
Mexico.
Bearing and raising children was arguably the most significant responsibility of
women in colonial Latin America. The importance of motherhood is indicated in scenes
of women nurturing their children. They nurse infants, groom children, feed them, and
even change their diapers, as seen in Joaquín Magón’s From Mulatto and Mestiza, a
Cuarterón is born (Fig. 22). Images of women breastfeeding are prevalent in casta series.
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For example, a Morisca woman is presented breastfeeding in From Spaniard and
Morisca, Albino, ca. 1780 (Fig. 23). The Spanish man holds a fighting cock as the
Morisca woman sits on a straw mat nursing her albino infant.
The colonists in New Spain continued the middle and upper class practice of
employing wet nurses, as they had done in Europe. During the Enlightenment period the
subject of wet nursing was widely debated throughout European intellectual circles. The
notion that negative traits and diseases were transmissible through the milk of wet nurses
was a prevalent theme in the medical and moral literatures of the time. Historian Marilyn
Yalom has suggested, “The family unity, seen as a microcosm of the larger political
macrocosm, was judged to be best served when the mother undertook to breast-feed with
the same dedication she brought to her rigorous house cleaning.”14 The reinforcement of
breastfeeding by biological mothers may account for the inclusion of women nursing
within casta paintings. It also needs to be pointed out that casta paintings appear to side
with the prevailing ideology, in depicting the mothers, whatever their racial identity,
nursing their own children. One cannot determine from casta painting whether an
individual mother from the elite or middle class used a wet nurse.
There are also casta scenes of women grooming their children. Juan Patricio
Morlete Ruiz depicts an African woman combing through the hair of her boy in From
Indian and Black, Chino Cambujo (Fig. 24). The father appears to be bringing a wooden
bowl of pulque to the mother who is seated, combing through the hair of her young boy.
Perhaps this composition was influenced by popular European prints of mothers
grooming their offspring. The image of a woman combing her child is a common
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depiction in Dutch and Flemish paintings, symbolizing the virtue of cleanliness.15
Engravings of this type were in circulation in colonial Mexico at the time. An example is
a seventeenth century woodcut, Woman Grooming Her Child, by the Flemish artist Jan
Baptist de Wael (Fig. 25). Similar to the composition of the casta scene by Juan Patricio
Morlete Ruiz, the peasant Flemish woman sits picking through her son’s hair for nits in
an outdoor setting. Although the compositions are similar, it is important to note that in
contrast to the peasant woman depicted in the Flemish engraving, the African mother
appears to be of middle class status in the casta painting by Ruiz. The elaborate floral
design of her silk dress with ruffled sleeves and lace, along with her fine jewelry, indicate
a stable, traditional family status. It is interesting that the man is serving her because
lower class African women are often depicted serving their partners. The cape and attire
worn by her Indian companion suggest that he is a soldier in the service of New Spain,
indicating middle class status. Furthermore, the African woman and her family are
situated near what appears to be a covered porch and wall of stone in the background,
suggesting the family is in their private garden outside their well constructed home,
another indication of their status. This is in stark contrast to the poor Flemish mother and
child who are situated outside a wooden shack.
Standards for Female Behavior
Women were expected to be good wives and mothers and to perform domestic
chores because of their prescribed gender roles in the patriarchal society of New Spain.
Women who stepped outside their prescribed role, especially those who made a point of
emphasizing that they were doing so were seen as a threat to both the relation of the sexes
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and to the operation of the entire social order.16 In addition to these roles, all women were
subject to an ideal for female behavior, which was clearly different from the standard for
male behavior. According to the prevailing social code, a good woman was to be pure
and sexually beyond reproach, virtuous, publicly discrete, timid in her behavior, and
obedient to her father, brother, husband, and confessor.17 Women who failed to fulfill
these norms brought shame to their personal honor, as well as the honor of their husbands
and families.
However, standards varied according to one’s social standing and race.18
Dedicated to a life of childbearing, elite women were to be models of Catholic virtue,
emulating the qualities of the Virgin Mary. According to Socolow,
Elite white women were to be chaste and under the direct supervision of their
male kin. In theory these women, prized for their purity, were to be protected,
cloistered, chaperoned, and never left alone in the company of men who were not
their close kin. White women, both those of the elite and those who aspired to join
its ranks, were usually under great social pressure to conform to the stereotype of
female passivity and dependence.19
This ideal behavior for elite women is emphasized in casta paintings. Women of Spanish
descent are presented as an ideal model for women of lower economic status. Such an
example is From Spaniard and Mestizo woman, Castizo by Andrés de Islas (Fig. 26). Isla
portrays the intimate domestic lifestyle of an elite Mestiza woman. The woman is
depicted fulfilling her role as mother, breastfeeding her baby while the father caresses the
child’s head and woman’s back. The female is controlled by her Spanish partner in the
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confines of her home. The elite status of the family is made apparent by their Europeanstyle attire and the infant’s long dressing gown and blanket. Additionally, Isla emphasizes
the group’s elite status by situating them within a private domestic space with decorative
paintings, mirror, and European-style armchair in the background.20
Significantly, elite women in casta scenes portrayed breastfeeding do so in the
confines of their homes, sheltered from the outside world. Conversely, “barbaric”
indigenous mothers are depicted breastfeeding out in the open of the wilderness, with
only their long hair covering their breasts, open to the gaze of the viewer. For example,
the Indian mother in Apache Indians by Ramón Torres (Fig. 27) is nude except for a
loincloth made of colorful feathers. Her child covers one breast, leaving the other
exposed. The nakedness of the woman and her partner emphasizes their “barbarity.”
Depictions of nudity that could lead to lasciviousness were strictly forbidden by the
Fourth Mexican Provincial Council of 1771.21 Women’s breasts were to be covered in
colonial art. Furthermore, the nude female body is associated with Eve in contrast to the
clothed and virtuous Mary.22 Thus, the naked female body of the Indian mother is
associated with sin, sexual lust, and evil. Such images signify that these women fail to
display the female virtue of modesty exemplified by elite women.
Another ideal form of behavior exhibited by elite women in casta cycles is
passivity. The social code in New Spain called for good manners and etiquette. This
meant that women were to restrain their emotions in spite of their innate irrationality.
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Women were expected to be submissive and to obey their husbands in all circumstances.
This is not the case in some depictions of lower class women. For example, an Indian
woman is portrayed in a verbal disagreement with her Spanish companion in From
Spaniard and Indian woman, Mestiza (Fig. 33). In New Spain it was not honorable for a
woman to confront her partner; women were to be soft spoken and meek in behavior. The
angry expression and open hands of the Indian woman imply that she is requesting
something from the Spanish father, possibly money in order to help her take care of their
daughter.
As previously discussed, casta scenes sometimes depict lower class women
displaying physical violence. An example is provided by From Indian and Coyote
woman, Chamiso (Fig. 13).23 The image presents the mother grasping the hair of her
partner, about to hit him over the head with a large rock. This violent scene exhibits the
stereotype of the irrational nature inherent in women. The woman fails to be subordinate
to her partner, and her lack of respect for male authority is vividly apparent. The behavior
exhibited by this Indian figure is far from the ideal behavior intended for women of New
Spain.
On the other hand, it should be noted that the male partner also has a rock. Did he
initiate the violence towards his female partner? In regards to physical punishment within
colonial Latin America, Socolow observes:
Marriage gave a husband the power to exercise his patriarchal authority, including
disciplining and punishing his wife as long as he was not arbitrary or excessive. In
the moral economy of marriage a wife had the right to expect just and loving
treatment in return for her obedience, while her husband had the right to use
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‘moderate’ physical punishment to secure obedience from an obdurate or
wayward wife. In other words, husbands were considered to be within their legal
and moral rights when they physically punished their wives, for this was the
accepted method of correcting ‘wayward’ women and making sure they
conformed to the norms of proper female behavior.24
Perhaps the Indian woman represented in the casta scene is protecting herself rather than
attacking her companion. In any case, casta paintings more readily depict non-white
women as more capable and willing to defend themselves against male aggression. For
elite, white women, femininity was identified with chaste, loving, and demure behavior,
physical and emotional weakness, and the need of a man’s strength and attention.25 Based
on this standard of femininity, elite women were expected to display passivity and would
presumably be unwilling to defend themselves during a physical altercation with their
partner.
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CONCLUSION
In conclusion, casta paintings of the eighteenth century were more than depictions
of possible racial combinations between Spaniards, Africans, and indigenous peoples
within the colony of New Spain. These paintings are complicated by race, class, and
gender, which makes them challenging to interpret. By analyzing these representations,
we can enrich our knowledge of societal values in colonial Mexico and the life
experiences of its people in regard to race, gender, and class. Casta paintings inform us
about the daily lives of individuals living in the patriarchal society of New Spain,
particularly in regards to expected norms of behavior for each gender.
While most studies of this genre focus on concepts of race, I have presented an
analysis of gender issues represented by casta paintings, a subject which has been
overlooked by scholars. Ilona Katzew and Susan Deans-Smith have included information
in their texts on the lifestyles of women, specifically female occupations, but it is not the
focus of their work.
Griselda Pollock asserts, “Feminist interventions demand recognition of gender
power relations, making visible the mechanisms of male power, the social construction of
sexual difference and the role of cultural representations in that construction.”1 This study
has focused on analyzing the power relations between men and women represented in
casta paintings. In my analysis, the social construction of gender, the separate spheres of
men and women, and the notion of “true womanhood” were recurrent themes.
I provided an overview of the genre of casta painting and its relation to the
sistema de castas, the social arrangement of New Spain based on blood lineages intended
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to sustain the power of the Spanish elite. I juxtaposed the hierarchal order of the system
of castes with the patriarchal arrangement in New Spain and examined how casta scenes
reinforced the authority of the Spanish male. The hierarchal arrangement of the family
was analyzed as well, in which children were to submit to their parents, and the wife was
to obey her husband, the leader of the household. To reinforce this point, casta panels of
elite women submitting to their husbands were contrasted with depictions of lower class
women dishonoring their partners by means of physical violence and verbal
disagreements.
In focusing on gender, I argued that casta paintings reinforced the expected norms
of female behavior, presenting women performing domestic duties and caring for
children. Certain responsibilities were assigned to women because of their biological
makeup as well as their presumed lack of intellect. Additionally, social codes of conduct
varied by class, and I argued that elite, white women are portrayed as ideal women in
contrast to mixed-race women, who are often depicted as lower class workers or
displaying violent behavior.
There is still much to be learned about the unique pictorial genre of casta painting.
This thesis attempts to make a significant contribution to the understanding of the genre. I
have concentrated on the historical context in which these pictures were produced and
their reflections of the power structures of the patriarchal society of New Spain. By
focusing on gender, this thesis provides a new perspective on this subject, enriching our
knowledge of societal values and the life experiences of women in eighteenth-century
colonial Mexico. Women in colonial Mexico shared the commonality of gender;
however, gender alone does not explain the various experiences of women. “We must
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also keep in mind the importance of race, class, demography, life course, spatial
variations, local economy, norm and reality, and change over time.”2 As we have seen,
casta paintings exhibit the varying qualities of life and expected norms of behavior for
women of different racial groups and social classes in the colony of New Spain.
In conclusion, it is important to recognize the power relations of the past because
they have laid the foundation of family dynamics and the treatment of women within
Mexican society today. Today Hispanic families tend to emphasize masculinity,
patriarchy, and patrilineal heritage. Moreover, there is an emphasis on the subordination
of women, the acceptance of a sexual double standard, and women and children are
assumed to be the property of husbands.3 These major characteristics of present-day
Hispanic families mirror the dynamics of the family unit in eighteenth-century colonial
Mexico represented in casta paintings.
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Figure 1. Miguel Cabrera, 1. De Español, y d India; Mestisa (1. From Spaniard and
Indian woman, Mestiza), 1763, oil on canvas, 132 x 101 cm. Private collection, Mexico.
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Figure 2. Miguel Cabrera, 16. Indios Gentiles (Heathen Indians), 1763, oil on canvas,
132 x 101 cm. Museo de América, Madrid.
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Figure 3. Luis de Mena, Casta Scenes, ca. 1750, oil on canvas, 120 x 104 cm. Museo de
América, Madrid, Spain.
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Figure 4. Attributed to Juan Rodríguez Juárez, De Español, y de India produce Mestiso
(From Spaniard and Indian woman, Mestizo), ca. 1715. oil on canvas, 80.7 x 105.4 cm.
Private collection, Breamore House, Hampshire, England.
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Figure 5. Miguel Cabrera, 11. De Lobo, y de India; Albarasado (11. From Lobo and
Indian woman, Albarazado [white-spotted] boy), 1763, oil on canvas, 135.5 x 103.5 cm.
Museo de América, Madrid.
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Figure 6. José Joaquín Magón, I. Del Español y la Yndia nace el Mestizo, por lo común,
humilde, quieto, y sencillo (I. Born of the Spaniard and the Indian woman is a Mestizo,
who is generally humble, tranquil and straightforward), ca. 1770, oil on canvas,
102 x 126 cm, Private Collection.
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Figure 7. Andrés de Islas, N. 5. De Español, y Mulata; nace Morisco (No. 5 From
Spaniard and Mulatto woman, Morisco), 1774, oil on canvas, 75 x 54 cm. Museo de
América, Madrid.
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Figure 8. Andrés de Islas, N. 3. De Castizo, y Española; nace Español (No. 3. From
Castizo, and Spanish woman, Spaniard), 1774, oil on canvas, 75 x 54 cm. Museo de
América, Madrid.
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Figure 9. Andrés de Islas, N. 4 De Español, y Negra; nace Mulata (No. 4. From Spaniard
and Black woman, Mulatto), 1774, oil on canvas, 75 x 54 cm. Museo de América,
Madrid.
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Figure 10. Unknown artist, De Alvina y Español, produce Negro torna atras (Albino and
Spaniard Produce a Black-Return-Backwards), ca. 1775, oil on copper, 46 x 55 cm.
Banco Nacional de México, Mexico City.
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Figure 11. José Alfaro, De Español y Yndia mestizo (From Spaniard and Indian woman,
Mestizo), 1787, oil on canvas, 32 x 41 cm. Private Collection.
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Figure 12. José de Páez, 3. De español y castiza, español (From Spaniard and Castiza,
Spaniard), ca. 1770-80, oil on copper, 50.2 x 63.8 cm. Private Collection.
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Figure 13. Unknown artist, Mexican school, De Indio, y Coyota, Chamiso (From Indian
and Coyote woman, Chamiso), Late 18th century, oil on canvas, 30 x 39 cm. Private
Collection, Mexico.
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Figure 14. Unknown artist, Mexican school, De Español y Negra nace Mulata (From
Spaniard and Black, a Mulatto is Born), ca. 1790, oil on canvas, 62.6 x 83.2 cm. Private
Collection.
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Figure 15. Ramón Torres, 3. De castiza y español, sale española (Castiza and Spaniard
Makes Spaniard), ca. 1770-80, oil on copper, 32 x 42.4 cm. Private Collection.
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Figure 16. Ramón Torres, 2. De mestiza y español, sale castiza (Mestiza and Spaniard
Makes Castiza), ca. 1770-80, oil on copper, 32 x 42.5 cm. Private Collection.
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Figure 17. José de Páez, De español y negra, mulato. 6. (From Spaniard and Black,
Mulatto), ca. 1770-80, oil on copper, 50.2 x 63.8 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 18. Unknown artist, IV. El Orgullo, y despejo de la Mulata, nace del Blanco, y
Negra que la dimanan (The pride and sharp wits of the Mulatta, are derived from her
white father and black mother), ca. 1770, oil on canvas, 102 x 126 cm. Private collection,
Mexico.
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Figure 19. Unknown artist, X. De Negro, é Yindia, Lovo, mala ralea. Herodes son de
bolsas, y faltriqueras (From Black father and Indian mother, the Lobo is bad blood:
thieves and pickpockets), ca. 1770, oil on canvas, 102 x 126 cm. Private collection,
Mexico.
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Figure 20. Ramón Torres, 10. De albarazado y mulata, sale barcina (Albarazado and
Mulatta makes Barcina), ca. 1770-80, oil on copper, 32 x 42.5 cm. Private Collection.
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Figure 21. Francisco Clapera, 14. De chino e india, genízaro (From Chino and Indian,
Genizaro), ca. 1785, oil on canvas, 54 x 40.5 cm. Denver Art Museum, Collection of Jan
and Frederick Mayer.
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Figure 22. José Joaquín Magón, 13. De Mulato y mestizo, nace cuarterón (From Mulatto
and Mestiza, a Cuarterón is Born), ca. 1770, oil on canvas, 115 x 141 cm. Museo de
Antropología, Madrid.
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Figure 23. Unknown artist, 9. De español y morisca, albino (From Spaniard and Morisca,
Albino), ca. 1780, oil on canvas, 58 x 75 cm. Private collection, Palma de Mallorca,
Spain.
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Figure 24. Juan Patricio Morlete Ruiz, 10. De indio y negra, chino cambujo (From Indian
and Black, Chino Cambujo), 1761, oil on canvas, 80 x 101 cm. Private Collection.
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Figure 25. Jan Baptist de Wael, Woman Grooming Her Child, Seventeenth century,
woodcut, unknown dimensions, Private Collection.
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Figure 26. Andrés de Islas, N. 2. De Español, y Mestiso; nace Castiso (No. 2. From
Spaniard and Mestizo woman, Castizo), 1774, oil on canvas, 75 x 54 cm. Museo de
América, Madrid.
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Figure 27. Ramón Torres, E Yndios Apachis 16. (Apache Indians), ca. 1780, oil on
copper, 32.5 x 42.5 cm. Collection Felipe Siegel, Anna and Andrés Siegel, Mexico City.
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Figure 28. Unknown artist, 1. De Español, ê India, Mestisa (1. From Spaniard and Indian
woman, Mestiza), ca. 1760-1770, oil on canvas, 79 x 100 cm. Private Collection.
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APPENDIX A
INSCRIPTIONS TAKEN FROM A CASTA SET SIGNED BY ANDRÉS DE ISLAS,
1774
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

De Español e India, nace Mestizo
De Español y Mestiza, nace Castizo
De Castizo y Española, nace Española
De Español y Negra, nace Mulata
De Español y Mulata, nace Morisco
De Español y Morisca, nace Albino
De Español y Albina, nace Torna atrás
De Indio y Negra, nace Lobo
De Indio y Mestiza, nace Coyote
De Lobo y Negra, nace Chino
De Chino e India, nace Cambujo
De Cambujo e India, nace Tente en el aire
De Tente en el aire y Mulata, nace Albarazado
De Albarazado e India, nace Barcino
De Barcino y Cambuja, nace Calpamulato
Indios Mecos bárbaros

Museo de América, Madrid
Source: Ilona Katzew, Inventing Race: Casta Painting and Eighteenth-Century Mexico,
exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art), 2004.
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APPENDIX B
INSCRIPTIONS TAKEN FROM A CASTA SET SIGNED BY MIGUEL CABRERA,
1763
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.

De Español y d'India; Mestiza
De español y Mestiza, Castiza
De Español y Castiza, Español
De Español y Negra, Mulata
De Español y Mulata; Morisca
De Español y Morisca; Albina
De Español y Albina; Torna atrás
De Español y Torna atrás; Tente en el aire
De Negro y d'India, China cambuja.
De Chino cambujo y d'India; Loba
De Lobo y d'India, Albarazado
De Albarazado y Mestiza, Barcino
De Indio y Barcina; Zambuigua
De Castizo y Mestiza; Chamizo
De Mestizo y d'India; Coyote
Indios gentiles (Heathen Indians)

Paintings 1 and 3-8, Private Collections; Paintings 2 and 9-16, Museo de América,
Madrid; Painting 15, Elisabeth Waldo-Dentzel, Multicultural Music and Art Center
(Northridge California).
Source: Ilona Katzew, Casta Painting: Images of Race in Eighteenth Century Mexico
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press: 2004), 101-106.
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