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Introduction 

 

  Casta portraiture is a unique and fascinating genre of artwork that has drawn the 

attention of historians in recent decades. Portraiture in the centuries before the invention of 

photography can occasionally be used as an effective source to understand the culture of a 

community. However, I argue that Casta portraits should be used with caution when attempting 

to understand the social and cultural demographics of eighteenth century Mexico City. 

 Casta portraits were commissioned by members of colonial society who held positions of 

power over the population who existed within the Sistema de Castas, such as clergymen. 

Therefore, these paintings are defined by a colonizer perspective. Due to this perspective, the 

genre can be, however not exclusively, important to Latin American studies because it exists as 

an example of the Sistema de Castas’ intended function by colonizers. The portraits are a 

viewpoint into the colonizer’s attempts in establishing racial and class boundaries by portraying 

order, prosperity, and peace in the colonies. In this regard, Casta portraits are important only 

when constructing arguments and understanding about the colonizer perspective in New Spain. 

Other sources, such as marital records, are necessary in understanding the lives of those who 

existed within the Sistema de Castas. This thesis, therefore, argues that portraits created by 

Miguel Cabrera in 1763 were not representative of familial lifestyle in Mexico City. Further, 

Cabrera’s portraits portray a patriarchal, colonizer perspective on culture and society in the 

eighteenth century colony.  

 The thesis is constructed in three parts. The first chapter will investigate the 

historiography of marriage choice in early New Spain, in the addition to the historiography of 

Casta portraiture. This first chapter is important in establishing the marriage choice timeline in 

New Spain and why this began to change between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. 
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Though race is evidently a factor that contributed to marriage choice, sources in Chapter One 

will discuss the theme of maintaining or accumulating honor through marriage. When 

investigated in later chapters, honorable marriages concerned one demographic of the population 

by the eighteenth century: white, Spanish men. In regards to Casta portraits, the historiography 

on this topic has only begun to grow in the last two decades.  

 Historians such as Magali Carrera and Ilona Katzew have contributed to the 

historiography greatly; however, further research remains to be done on the topic. Historical 

investigations on the subject have revealed a great deal about the portraits themselves. For 

example, Magali Carrera’s research focuses on analyzing each portrait that exists in the genre 

based upon stylistic themes. Though Carrera’s analyses proved to be helpful for this thesis, 

comparisons between the portraits and society during the time they were created have rarely been 

done. This, therefore, serves as the inspiration for this thesis. 

 In Chapter Two, data collected from the Slave Voyages database investigates the origin 

of Afro-Mexican culture deriving from West Africa. This data is important, because it allows 

some context to be given towards Cabrera’s portrayal of African descendants in his portraits. In 

addition to these findings, primary sources from the Matrimonios de Castas from the Asunción 

Sagrario Metropolitano Cathedral in Mexico City proved to be integral to the overall 

investigation. This section investigates marriage choices among the Sistema de Castas in 1762, 

the year of Miguel Cabrera’s assumed inspiration for his portraits, and 1763, the year he created 

his Casta series. The data collected from the Matrimonios de Castas revealed that men and 

women married freely in Mexico City and did not adhere to the colonizer expectations of the 
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Sistema de Castas. Chapter Three analyzes a sample of Cabrera’s 1763 series and concludes by 

comparing Chapter Two’s evidence to Cabrera’s artistic choices.  

 The final chapter, Chapter Three, reveals that Miguel Cabrera’s portraits conflicted with 

the reality of marriage choice and nuclear families that existed in Mexico City during 1763. 

Stylistic choices by Cabrera argue that he, and the small audience he created the portraits for, 

regarded racial lineage to be interconnected with both gender and class. Further, based upon the 

findings in the Matrimonios de Castas, Cabrera’s stylistic choices were evidently intended to 

portray stereotypes and colonizer expectations. In this regard, this thesis argues that marriage 

choice did evolve by the eighteenth century; however, to an exceptionally free system where 

men and women were able to marry freely within the Sistema de Castas. The audience who 

commissioned Casta portraits from Miguel Cabrera existed in small, closed circles who remained 

concerned at the rate of miscegenation in the colony. As the Sistema de Castas began to dissolve 

in the eighteenth century, Casta portraits were created to view racial boundaries as they were 

intended to exist in the public and private spheres of Mexico City.  

 

Chapter One: Historiography of Marriages and Casta Portraiture in  

Early New Spain 

 

 In the early modern colonial expansion and conquest of Latin America, intermarriage and 

sexual relationships between Spanish men and Amerindian women occurred. Not only was this 

choice legal, but had been strongly encouraged by the monarchy and clergy for conquistadors to 

marry Amerindian women. Scholarship varies on this topic. In the historiography, the research 

varies on marriage choice and the desire that conquistadors had to marry in conquered territory. 

Historians agree that though encouraged, Spanish men were hesitant to marry indigenous 
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women. The historiography attempts to answer why reluctance to marry existed by examining 

several different theories such as honor and status in colonial society.  

 Most histories on marriage choice are divided into two parts. The first part focuses on 

why intermarriage became legalized and encouraged in conquered areas. Second, historians 

attempt to explain why conquistadors preferred European wives or engaged in casual, unmarried 

relationships with Amerindian women. The topic of conquistadors and marriage choice begins 

roughly at the time of conquest in the sixteenth century. Historians such as C.R. Boxer, argue 

that conquistadors were encouraged to marry Amerindian women, out of necessity due to lack of 

Spanish women to marry in New Spain, as well as to encourage assimilation into European 

culture. In addition, relationships constructed between Spaniards and Amerindian women were 

regarded as helpful to the colonization effort, as investigated by Juliana Barr. In frontier portions 

of Mexico and southern Texas, language barriers were occasional hindrances. However, Barr 

argues that gender functioned as a communication tool. She states that, “Because gender operates 

as a system of identity and representation based in performance— not what people are, but what 

people do through distinctive postures, gestures, clothing, ornamentation, and occupations— it 

functioned as a communication tool for the often nonverbal nature of cross-cultural interaction.”1 

Barr’s argument on gender as communication is intriguing; however, it can be perceived as a 

generalization that all indigenous women communicated similarly or all conquistadors assumed 

that they did. Though occasionally generalized, Barr’s argument is important because it suggests 

that Spanish men were reliant on indigenous women for communication and translation in 

indigenous society upon arrival in Latin America. In the later sixteenth century and the 

seventeenth century, during the settlement of New Spain, historians such as Patricia Seed argue 

 
1 Juliana Barr, Peace Came in the Form of a Woman: Indians and Spaniards in the Texas Borderlands (Chapel Hill: 

The University of North Carolina Press, 2007) 11. 
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that the Spanish began to set status distinctions between themselves, the indigenous population, 

and later, African slaves. Though encouraged, Spanish men did not desire to marry indigenous 

women because they would ensure noble status as a European wife would.  

 C.R. Boxer investigates an early history of Spanish expansion and intermarriage in the 

Americas, beginning in the late fifteenth century at the arrival of the first conquistadores in the 

Caribbean islands. Boxer argues that through the early seventeenth century, Spanish men 

continued to aspire to marry a Spanish woman. He elaborates, stating that, “Most successful 

Spaniards in the New World aspired to have a white wife as the legitimate female head of their 

household.” Spanish wives were regarded as a sign of status, and conquistadors commonly sent 

for their wives sometimes twenty years after arriving in the New World.2 Spanish women began 

arriving slowly in Spanish America beginning in the sixteenth century. These women were 

believed to assist and encourage Spanish men to retain their societal and cultural practices and 

morals.3 However, even after arriving in the New World, Spanish women would likely face 

abandonment by their husbands. Ida Altman explains that Spanish men regularly chose to leave 

their wives and children behind to, “participate in slave raids, conquests, and other enterprises,” 

and that, “such separations could become permanent, with women and children left to fend for 

themselves.”4  

 Historian Ida Altman would agree with Boxer that Iberian women were influential to the 

colonization of Spanish colonies, however not the greatest influence. In her investigation on 

marriage and the family in the early Spanish Caribbean, the empire regarded the foundation of 

 
2 C. R. Boxer, Women in Iberian Expansion Overseas: 1415-1815, some facts, fancies, and personalities, (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1975) 36. 
3 Boxer, 35. 
4 Ida Altman, “Marriage, Family, and Ethnicity in the Early Spanish Caribbean,” The William and Mary Quarterly 

70.2 (April 2013): 228. 
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families in their new colonies as the key to future success. Further, the family unit during the 

sixteenth century had been complex, diverse, and multicultural.5 In the historiography of Spanish 

marriages in the Atlantic colonies, historians such as Boxer and Altman acknowledge the 

importance of Iberian women; however, emphasize that intermarriages began to be increasingly 

culturally significant. Thereby, Boxer’s research explains the marriage choice of Spaniards who 

had arrived in the Americas; however, this narrowly focuses on a small percentage of the 

population of conquistadors who were married prior to the conquests. Boxer’s argument is 

compelling; however, he contradicts himself especially when providing some primary materials 

on the matter. 

 There were two royal orders from the Spanish Empire that not only permitted 

intermarrying, but also strongly encouraged Spanish men to marry Amerindian women. The first 

in 1503 and the second in 1514. Boxer provides data that one in three Spanish men were married 

to an indigenous wife.6 In addition, the attitudes of who to marry, a Spanish or indigenous wife, 

are important to consider. The Holy Orders encouraged intermarriage and Daniel Murphree 

argues that Spanish men likely did not have an aversion to this. Orders such as the ones in 1503 

and 1514 proved that, “Royal and ecclesiastical policies that regarded marriage and family 

demonstrate that officials of the monarchy and church viewed marriage and family as crucial to 

colonization and the achievement of social stability and economic prosperity.”7 In a more recent 

publication, Daniel Murphree agrees that Spanish women migrated to their conquistador 

husbands, but these women had roles, other than being wives, in the early colonies. Murphree 

explains that Spanish wives encouraged conquistador’s morality in the New World, adding that 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 Boxer, 35. 
7 Altman, 226. 



Wachs Thesis 11 

 

these women also served as “models” for the indigenous population.8 In this regard, marriage 

had been considered a taming force to conquistadores in the New World. 

 When not facing the risk of abandonment by their adventurous husbands, Spanish women 

were attempting to model the ideal European household, however this concept of obtaining 

European morality began to change. Ida Altman explains that by being, “Surrounded by Indian 

and African servants and slaves and their material and culinary culture, Spanish women lived 

and raised families in a milieu that became increasingly multicultural.”9 Though their marriages 

to Spanish men became increasingly complex, Spanish women were contributing to the 

intermixing of cultures by adapting to the environment that they had been brought into. The 

expectation for Spanish women to solidify the family and instill European values began to 

disintegrate almost simultaneously to their arrival in the New World. In his investigation of this 

idea, Murphree’s, while elaborating on Boxer’s argument, counter argues the belief that 

conquistadors wanted European women in the colonies to begin with.   

 In his research, Murphree investigates the attitudes of conquistadors in regard to 

marriage. He argued that Spanish men disliked the presence of Spanish women in settlements 

primarily because of their burden on supplies. 10 According to Murphree, these opinions were 

reflected between conquistadors and government officials. However, indigenous women were 

more desirable as wives or companions because they, “Represent the promise of survival, 

prosperity, and success.”11 They knew the land and could assist with the formation of alliances 

 
8 Daniel S. Murphree, “Gendering the Borderlands: Conquistadors, Women, and Colonialism in Sixteenth-Century 

Florida,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 43.1 (Spring 2012) 50.  
9 Altman, 228. 
10 Murphree, 58. 
11 Ibid. 
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with other local inhabitants. The contrasts between European and indigenous women are 

important, particularly when taking into consideration the Holy Orders of 1503 and 1514.  

 Murphree’s argument acknowledges that conquistadors did not detest the orders, 

particularly if they had shared opinions that European women were divisive and disloyal to the 

colonizing mission. In contrast, indigenous women represented success and survival in part due 

to their multilingualism which allowed for indigenous women to serve as, “Potential facilitators 

of exchange between colonists and Indians to Spanish conquistadors.”12 Boxer and Murphree 

were not the only historians to acknowledge the migration of Spanish women to Latin America. 

Ida Altman argues that Spanish women assisted in influencing multiculturalism in Spanish 

colonies. Juan Francisco Maura’s research agrees with Boxer, arguing that female migration is 

integral to understanding marriage patterns of conquistadors.  

 Maura provides the statistics of José Luis Martínez’s geographic studies of Atlantic 

Spanish expansion. In this study, 28.5% of female migration from Spain to the Americas 

occurred in the middle of the sixteenth century. Martínez elaborates that, “Of the 5,013 women 

recorded as having gone to America… 1,980 (close to 40%) were married or widows, and 3,024 

(60%) single.”13 Though these statistics are important, and acknowledges there were thousands 

of single women that had migrated, a large portion of Spanish men continued to marry 

indigenous women.  

 Elizabeth Kuznesof’s investigation on Spanish marriage patterns yielded data that would 

agree with Martínez’s findings. Kuznesof found that in 1540’s Mexico City, 41.7% of Spanish 

men chose Spanish wives. This dropped considerably in 1576 to 23%. In comparison, during the 

1540’s, 45.8% of Spaniards chose Amerindian women as wives. By 1576 this dropped slightly to 

 
12 Ibid, 63. 
13 Juan Francisco Maura, Women in the Conquest of the Americas (New York: Peter Lang, 1997) 18. 
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42.3%.14 The data gathered by Martínez and Kuznesof is important to the historiography because 

it proves that indigenous women were favorable as marriage partners. In response to this data, 

there is a significant question that is investigated heavily in this historiography: what made 

Amerindian women desirable as wives? In his survey, Donald Chipman attempts to answer this 

question through the example of doña Isabel. 

 Isabel, formerly known as Tecuichpotzin before her christening, had been the daughter of 

Moctezuma II. After the fall of Tenochtitlan in 1521, Isabel became widowed and unable to 

marry an Aztec man of suitable rank as most of these men had been killed since the Spaniards’ 

arrival. Therefore, her power and legacy as the daughter of the great Aztec king made her a 

favorable choice for high-ranking conquistadors. Chipman argues that, “Moctezuma’s daughter 

was a symbol of great legal and sociological importance to the Hispanization and 

Christianization of Mexico.”15 Therefore, in 1526, Cortés offered Isabel as a wife to a high-

ranking Spanish officer, Alonso de Grado, who had originally been sent to New Spain to 

investigate mistreatment of the indigenous population.16 

 The marriage of Isabel and de Grado had been facilitated as a strategic and important 

development to the marriage patterns of conquistadors. Chipman argues that the marriage 

became the catalyst of intermarriage in New Spain, which took place twelve years after the Holy 

Order that encouraged Spanish men to marry Amerindian women. Chipman elaborated on this 

argument stating that, “As the wife of a prominent conquistador, doña Isabel would become a 

 
14 Elizabeth Anne Kuznesof, “More Conversation on Race, Class and Gender,” Colonial Latin American Review 5.1 

(1996): 132. The sample size of Spanish men that Kuznesof used for this data is as follows: 72 from the 1540’s and 

26 from 1576-77. 
15 Donald Chipman, People and Issues in Latin American History: the Colonial Experience, Sources and 

Interpretations, ed. Lewis Hanke and Jane M. Rausch (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2006) 280. 
16 Ibid, 281. 
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model of Hispanicized Indian womanhood whom Cortés expected others to emulate.”17 

Historians agree that Amerindian women, such as Isabel, were used during the conquest for a 

variety of purposes from servants, to concubines or model wives.18 Isabel would become a 

widow in two years and then remarry to another prominent conquistador, Pedro Gallego, with the 

continued expectation that her marriage to a high-ranking Spaniard would emulate the vision of a 

colonized Mexico. The argument that Amerindian women as wives embodied the 

Hispanicization goal of Spanish colonizers is important because it explains why the two Holy 

Orders were created.  

 Historians add that intermarriage also needed to become accepted in the empire because 

of the small percentage of available European women, particularly in frontier, unsettled 

regions.19 Though it is argued by some historians that the Holy Orders permitted marriage for the 

comfort of the conquistadors or to encourage order in the colonies through men who settled 

down with familial responsibilities. Overall, it is evident that the Orders were created to assist in 

the colonization efforts of the Americas.  

 Jonathan Israel contends that there were political advantages to allowing intermarriage, as 

well as intermarriage becoming a method of control for not only the indigenous population but 

for the conquistadors as well. In his analysis on race and class in colonial Mexico, Israel agrees 

that the empire considered marriage as a method to control the population. However, he adds a 

unique argument to the historiography by investigating the need to control conquistadors in their 

newfound territories. The empire, according to Israel, believed that the separation from European 

women were causing the disorderly conduct of conquistadors during the conquest, such as theft 

 
17 Ibid, 282. 
18 Stearns, 570. 
19 Ibid. 
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or excessive use of violence against indigenous people. Therefore, the clergy agreed to allow 

intermarriage in the hopes that it would prevent any further disorderly actions by conquistadors.20 

Israel’s argument is compelling because it acknowledges the empire’s need to control the 

entirety of the population, both Spanish and indigenous people.   

 Acting as strategic methods of colonization, the Holy Orders were established to control 

the population, but also encourage the indigenous population to assimilate to Spanish society. By 

permitting intermarriage, Spanish husbands were assumed to help their Amerindian wives 

assimilate to European customs and model Catholicism to their wives. Though some argue that 

they were common, Patricia Seed asserts that marriages between Spaniards and Indians were not 

that frequent. In agreement, Jonathan Israel explains that though legalized by the clergy, there 

had been an exhaustive effort to encourage conquistadors to marry Amerindian women but to 

little avail. Spanish men who were married before arriving to Latin America were strongly 

advised to send for their wives and children. Unmarried men were told that land previously 

established by them could only be inherited by heirs conceived in a legal marriage, this being 

another attempt by the empire to encourage intermarriage if conquistadors arrived as single men. 

In some areas, marriage became a prerequisite to obtain land.21 The hesitation of Spaniards is an 

intriguing part of the historiography because later research provided the context needed to 

understand the reluctance to marry in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

 In her research on love, honor, and marriage in Mexico, Seed agrees that intermarriage 

existed but became complex in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with the increase of 

castas. The population who belonged to the casta were racially mixed from black, white, or 

Indian parents. Spanish nobility existed as a small portion of the population of Mexico, roughly 

 
20 J.I. Israel, Race, Class, and Politics in Colonial Mexico: 1610-1670 (London: Oxford University Press, 1975) 12. 
21 Israel, 12.  
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ten percent. Nobles were exempt from taxes, could not be imprisoned for debt, and were allowed 

to own and carry a gun. The indigenous population, roughly one million at the time, were 

considered plebeians, or the working class.22 Seed argues that because of the desire to maintain 

the nobility status, Spanish men desired to marry white women during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. Though men preferred European wives, they did not detest either 

extramarital affairs or casual relationships with indigenous women.  

 Interracial sexual contact was frequent, particularly in concubinage with Indian women. 

Seed then, does not agree or disagree with the historiography. Though intermarriage had been 

originally legalized and encouraged by the Holy Orders to encourage assimilation, Spaniards did 

not desire to marry indigenous women because it crossed status distinction, and would damage 

honor and reputation. Seed explains that the, “System of Hispanic status distinctions laid over 

racial differences was thus maintained in marriage throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries… noble married noble, plebian plebian, and slave slave.”23  

 Seed explains that honor differentiated between men and women in colonial Mexico 

during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A woman’s status in society was determined by 

the man’s status; however, a woman’s loss of virginity while unmarried became detrimental to 

her honor. A negative perception of honor could be remedied by marriage to a man of nobility or 

of high-standing. Applications for marriage were common in Mexico, between 1574 and 1779, 

16,000 marriage applications were filed at the archdiocesan court. Though marriages were 

commonly recorded, Seed agrees with the historiography that Spaniards may not have desired to 

marry an Amerindian woman due to the risk of losing their honor. Further, Spaniards were 

 
22 Patricia Seed, To Love, Honor, and Obey in Colonial Mexico: Conflicts over Marriage Choice, 1574-1821 

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988) 22-3. 
23 Ibid, 24-5. 
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primarily concerned when intermarrying because Amerindians did not “Share the Spanish 

reverence for virginity.”24 Jonathan Israel adds to this argument, by explaining that Amerindian 

women were much more interested in entering casual relationships with Spaniards than marrying 

them.25 Israel’s argument is compelling because Amerindian women’s choices and opinions are 

largely missing from the historiography, in part due to lack of source material from indigenous 

people, but also due to the heavy focus on men’s experiences in the colonies. Therefore, Israel’s 

statement confirms Seed’s findings that virginity and honor coincided with conquistadors’ 

concern to intermarry. Seed’s argument that the Spanish did not intermarry with Indians due to 

risking honor contrasts with Steve Stern’s argument, who states that intermarriages among early 

conquistadors were common so that they could gain honor.  

 Stern argues that intermarriages were strategic methods of maintaining or advancing the 

social status among conquistadors. Spaniards, primarily first-generation conquistadors in the 

sixteenth century, who married Amerindian women chose to marry indigenous women of high 

social rank.26 This coincides with Chipman’s findings on the arrangement of doña Isabel’s 

marriage to a high-ranking conquistador. Isabel, being the daughter of Montezuma II, had not 

only been an ideal marriage candidate for a first-generation Spaniard to aid in the assimilation of 

indigenous people, but to provide a higher status to her husband. Though briefly mentioned in 

the historiography, Stern’s findings confirm that conquistadors had been concerned with 

maintaining or advancing their rank in society long after arriving in Latin America. 

 Conquistadors were not isolated in being concerned with status by intermarrying, 

Jonathan Israel argues that Amerindian women were also seeking honor through having Spanish 

 
24 Ibid, 254-5. 
25 Israel, 60. 
26 Steve J. Stern, “The Changing Face of Gender Complementarity: New Research on Indian Women in Colonial 

Mexico,” Ethnohistory 46.3 (Summer 1999): 609.  
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husbands. In his analysis on race and class, Israel states that, “Indian women were attracted by 

the superior bearing and strength of the Spaniards, and were eager to have children by them.”27 

Further, the historiography seems to lean towards the idea that Spanish men were conflicted. The 

clergy and empire encouraged intermarriage; however, Spanish men were concerned with losing 

honor by having Amerindian wives, unless they came from nobility or high-rank. Since the 

virginity of conquistadors was not linked to honor, they participated in casual, sexual 

relationships instead. This sentiment created a culture of extramarital affairs with Amerindian 

women, who desired to be in relationships with Spanish men because it increased their own 

honor. Therefore, this cultural dynamic led to further development in the historiography that 

investigated practices by indigenous people to obtain relationships in post-colonized society, 

primarily in the seventeenth century. 

 Lacking in the historiography are investigations of Amerindian women’s perspectives on 

their relationships with Spanish men. An intriguing article by Ruth Behar brings agency of 

indigenous women into this discussion. Behar’s investigation into the use of witchcraft to obtain 

and maintain relationships in colonial New Spain counter argues against the misconception that 

indigenous women may not have been given choices in their romantic lives.  

 There were a few, well-known forms of witchcraft that began in colonial New Spain, and 

were regularly practiced by the indigenous population. These forms of witchcraft were primarily 

practiced to attain love in a culture of extramarital affairs. Commonly, men and women carried 

the skeleton of a hummingbird in a pocket, or sometimes stitched into clothing, to attract a lover. 

Behar explains that hummingbirds were widely used; however, the distribution and production of 

 
27 Israel, 61. 
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these love idols had primarily belonged to indigenous people.28 Ruth Behar argues that 

indigenous women shared a certain level of desperation, in part due to a lack of marriageable 

indigenous men, to attract, marry, and keep a Spanish man satisfied. In her research on 

witchcraft in Mexico during the seventeenth century, she investigates a second intriguing 

practice known as, “taming and tying.” 

 Behar explains that taming and tying developed as an explicitly sexual act, to attract or 

keep a man from straying away from a woman. She states that, “Colonial Mexican women made 

frequent culinary use of their washwater, menstrual blood, and pubic hair to attract men.” Due to 

food preparation primarily being a woman’s duty, the practice of taming and tying became a 

culturally known practice that became feared by men.29 Men in colonial Mexico became 

concerned that the food they ate, prepared by women they were sexually involved with, had the 

possibility of having ingredients that would inevitably tie them.  

 Behar elaborates that because of Inquisition laws that began at the height of colonization, 

the Church very rarely intervened when a man accused a woman of tying him. The Mexican 

Inquisition of 1571 had previously banned the prosecution of Indians, because they were new 

followers of Catholicism. Therefore, Amerindian women who practiced forms of witchcraft, 

such as taming and tying their husbands or lovers, were protected in the eyes of the law.30 Of 

course, as Behar explains, accusations from frustrated men did frequently happen; however, 

those accused were, “Treated leniently as ignorant folk, rather than heretics.”31 Taming and tying 
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is an interesting case study because it investigates the ongoing attitudes of Spanish men and 

Amerindian women regarding relationships and intermarriage.  

 Though some married conquistadors sent for their wives, sometimes decades after 

arriving in Latin America, many men remained single. Either concerned with losing honor or 

being permanently tied to a woman, regardless of her race, conquistadors preferred to remain in 

casual relationships with indigenous women. By this, Spanish men would not lose their honor, 

but have the comfort of women in colonies far from Europe. The hesitation to remain tied to a 

woman is demonstrated by the case study of witchcraft in colonial Mexico. Men were cautiously 

aware of being tamed and tied by food that their lovers prepared. To be tied to an Amerindian 

woman risked the loss of honor; however, being married to a European wife was far less 

appealing than having a relationship with an Amerindian woman. In conclusion, the 

historiography agrees that conquistadors were not primarily interested in marriage, though they 

were encouraged to do so through Holy Orders. Further, it has been agreed upon that marriage 

choice did not exist within strict boundaries, but had been a fluid decision based upon several 

themes, such as status and honor.  

 In the eighteenth century, concepts of honor remained, and were embodied in the Casta 

painting genre. However, they were now to be embodied in Casta paintings. In her monograph, 

Public Lives, Private Secrets, Ann Twinam used birth records to investigate illegitimacy in 

eighteenth century New Spain. She uncovered that pregnancy outside of marriage though 

incredibly common, had been taboo. The announcement or discovery of premarital pregnancies 

effected men and women differently. Twinam states the common eighteenth century gender 

stereotypes of the, “Image of the sexually aggressive, celebrating, boasting man contrasts vividly 
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with that of the culpable, betrayed, and shamed woman,” predicted the response of the couples’ 

friends and family to the news of a pregnancy.32  

 One of the main choices men and women had in protecting their honor after becoming 

pregnant, was marriage. Twinam argues that marriage had been one of the only, if not the only, 

option that women had to protecting their honor once becoming pregnant. Though noted in her 

monograph that some women took extraordinary efforts to conceal their pregnancies, such as 

traveling or literally hiding away from society until the birth of their child, she ultimately states 

that not all women had the option of concealment.33 Though Twinam’s investigation provides an 

intriguing complexity to the family unit in eighteenth century New Spain, it is heavily focused on 

one demographic of the population, white Spaniards. In her argument, she examines white, elite 

women who had the means to conceal their pregnancies. According to Twinam, these women 

likely did not face a rumor mill in their communities if they produced an illegitimate baby. 

Family and friends went to great effort to conceal their pregnancy in order to protect their honor 

and reputation.34 

 Twinam’s monograph is an important comparative tool to utilize when investigating the 

Casta genre as a whole because, though focusing her argument on white Spanish women and 

their honor, it lends a context as to why the portrayal of families were important in Castas. The 

monograph emphasizes the importance that the family had in the public sphere of New Spain. 

Therefore, the artist’s rendition of the “ideal family portrait” when painting a Casta stands to 

reason because an orderly, productive, married, couple with a child who represented the future 

of the empire, existed as an important part of eighteenth century Mexico City. After discussing 
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the development of intermarriage between Spanish men and Amerindian women from the 

sixteenth to the eighteenth century, it is important to take a step back and focus on the 

development of African marriage in Spanish colonies.  

 Ida Altman provides an intriguing analysis on African marriages that began to be of 

interest to the monarchy beginning in the sixteen century. She argues that colonizers shared a 

“great confusion” about not only slave marriages, but the civilian status of slaves in the colonies. 

With a growing number of Africans being brought over the Atlantic, Spain struggled to decide 

what determined their status in the colonies. Altman explains that colonizers debated whether 

enslavement should be temporary, and when freed, how slaves would transition into freed 

society.35 Due to the importance of marriage in colonization efforts, Spain recognized that 

African marriages were just as important as marriages between Spaniards and Amerindian 

women. It is important to acknowledge that during the sixteenth century, Spain did not allow 

intermarriages between Africans and other subjects. This is evident through Kuznesof’s data 

where marriages between Spaniards and Africans were nonexistent in Mexico City during the 

sixteenth century.36 Altman also makes this clear in her article. Further, the empire attempted to 

maintain equal numbers of male and female slaves in hopes of encouraging marriages. However, 

Charles V maintained that even if married, slaves would remain enslaved. Similarly to how the 

empire encouraged intermarriages between Spaniards and Amerindian women, the crown did not 

force marriages between Africans, but strongly encouraged them to marry.37  

 However, slave population data from the sixteenth century hints at a failure in Spain’s 

hope to have an equal gender balance in the colonies. From her evidence, Altman discovered that 
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the population of African women had been one-third of that to African men. Altman used the 

1530 census in Puerto Rico which showed that there were 1,486 men and 360 women living in 

San Juan and 170 men and 61 women living in San Germán.38 Further, Altman discusses the 

differences between African and indigenous families, arguing that there was a difference 

between the empire’s expectations for them. She states that the empire focused their attention on 

continuing the conversion efforts of the indigenous population to European and Christian ideals 

while maintaining the “integrity” of their families. However, this contrasts to the empire’s lack 

of efforts in encouraging marriages and maintaining nuclear families among the African 

population.39 As this historiographical review transitions to that of Casta portraits, it is essential 

to acknowledge Ida Altman’s research and its importance. Altman emphasized how 

multiculturalism began to grow in sixteenth century Spanish colonies explaining that the, 

“Prevalence of Spanish-indigenous marital and extramarital unions fostered extensive interethnic 

mixing, not only between Spaniards and Indians but most likely including Africans as well.”40  

 The convergence of cultures that Altman investigates later became commonplace in 

eighteenth century New Spain. Existence of a diversity of cultural traditions blending together is 

prevalent in Casta portraits, pertaining to wardrobe, interior decorations, and food placed in front 

of families. In comparing the layers of multiculturalism and its influence on culture and society, 

the historiography reveals Casta portraits were created to be “multivocal” and “layered.”41 

Lastly, it is important to this research to understand why Casta portraits need to be interpreted 

not based upon twenty-first century perceptions but on the perceptions of the artists in the 

eighteenth century. In her article “More Conversations on Race, Class and Gender,” Elizabeth 
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Kuznesof argues that race in colonial Spanish America was entirely socially constructed by 

colonizers. Further, she states that a, “Significant implication of this finding is that historical 

‘documents’ need to be  read as ‘texts’ and understood in terms of their cultural assumptions.”42 

Therefore in this context, Kuznesof’s argument on documents needing to be read under the 

cultural assumptions of when they were created needs to be applied when interpreting Casta 

portraits.  

 

Historiography of Casta Portraits 

 From my investigation, it is apparent that the research on Casta portraits and their 

purpose in colonial society is an emerging field. There have been great strides in the 

historiography of this subject; however, I argue that from comparing the intricate details of Casta 

portraits to the earlier research on colonial New Spain, historians can continue to unwrap the 

layered messages behind this fascinating phenomenon. In part due to the work of historians such 

as Magali Carrera, Ilona Katzew, Christa Olson, and Susan-Deans Smith the historiography of 

Casta portraiture is piecing together. In one of a few detailed monographs of Casta portraits, 

Ilona Katzew argues that at the time of her publication in 2004, the genre remained minimally 

researched due in part to the methodological approaches used to attempt to interpret the 

portraits.43 I find this to remain true nearly twenty years later at the time of researching this 

thesis. 

 To begin, it is important to define the Sistema de Castas in the context of this 

investigation. By the eighteenth century, colonizers recognized that the repúblicas de 
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españoles and indios no longer symbolized the demographic of the Mexico City population. 

Upon examination of secondary sources in this section, it is evident that the Sistema de Castas 

existed primarily in Mexico City and had been developed primarily out of the cultural need to 

identify the multiracial and multicultural demographic of the city. This racial hierarchy 

attempted to define the bloodlines of Mexico City’s population, and by doing so segregated a 

significant percentage of the city away from españoles. Upon examination of secondary sources 

in this section, it is evident that the Sistema de Castas existed primarily in Mexico City. The 

purpose of why the hierarchy exclusively functioned in the city will be examined in Chapter 

Two, however it is important to acknowledge that Casta portraits only portrayed families in the 

setting of Mexico City.  

 The Sistema de Castas relied upon a strict system of labels which designated the ethnic 

representation of an individual. Further, this system communicated the bloodlines of an 

individual’s parents. This labeling system remains complex and is represented within the entirety 

of the Casta genre. For example, Miguel Cabrera titled his portraits in correspondence with the 

ethnic identifications of the families he portrayed. Through the investigation of Miguel Cabrera’s 

portraits, it is evident that this labeling system portrayed more than bloodlines but also identified 

a family’s class as well. In this regard, the Sistema de Castas existed in Mexico City in order to 

create a race and class hierarchy of the colonized population that differentiated from the 

repúblicas de españoles and indios.44 

 In her article, “Casta Painting and the Rhetorical Body”, Christa Olson explains that to 

understand the Casta genre, the artwork must be divided into temporal halves. The first half, or 

the earlier artworks, were designed to have twelve to sixteen panels, each panel featuring a 
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different family. In the later half, the genre took on a new form of displaying families who 

existed in this racial hierarchy. This half became incredibly detailed and featured single images 

of a family.45 Due to the increase in detail, I found it important to focus the majority of the 

research and argument on the latter half of the Casta genre for this thesis.  

 

The Scientific Enlightenment and Bloodlines 

 In the eighteenth century, the philosophical and scientific enlightenments were taking 

place in Europe, including in Spain. In her article, “Creating the Colonial Subject,” Susan Deans-

Smith argues that the popularity of the Casta genre arose from the increased interest in the 

sciences and natural history. This in part due to the 1735 publication of Carl Linnaeus’, The 

System of Nature. Due to the establishment of museums and institutions in Spain, conversations 

began within the Spanish enlightenment of, “Enlightenment ideologies and the quest for 

knowledge,” “Questions of human nature,” and the acknowledgement of the differences between 

nature versus nurture.46 However, Ilona Katzew disagrees with Deans-Smith’s argument of Casta 

portraiture being a product of the enlightenment. Katzew argues that the belief of Castas being 

born out of the enlightenment is, “not only reductive but misleading.” Further, she explains that 

Casta portraits originated long before the enlightenment period.47 

 The aforementioned establishment of institutions in Spain and in New Spain encouraged 

the training and inspiration of the sciences. The enlightenment period, particularly in the study of 

nature and nurture within the family unit began the debate of what sort of environment created 

successful members of society. Deans-Smith states that the, “Enlightenment view that moral and 
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physical behavior resulted from the people’s environment encouraged the belief that ‘well-

regulated institutions could produce well-regulated people.”48 Historian, Christa Olson, agrees 

with Deans-Smith that the enlightenment period proved to be influential in expanding the genre 

of Casta portraiture’s impact, adding that the Spanish fascination with bloodlines contributed to 

the genre as well.  

 The interest in bloodlines likely can be explained by the increased research of the 

sciences in the Spanish Empire. The Sistema de Castas began to develop further in the eighteenth 

century when the empire became particularly concerned with the intermixing of bloodlines. 

Therefore, this idea would move beyond nature versus nurture and be strictly biological. Olson 

explains that in regards to the taxonomy of the Sistema de Castas, African blood had been 

regarded as “most degraded and most contaminating.” However, “Sufficient dilution of 

indigenous heritage returns a child to the status of Español.”49 In this sense, the Spanish believed 

that Spanish blood existed as a cleansing or purifying agent for bloodlines that may have become 

tainted. An excellent example of this being portrayed in Casta portraiture, is the use of torna-

atrás children.  

 The defining of torna-atrás gathers the most interest to a researcher of Casta portraits, 

because it is a contrast to other portrayals of miscegenation in Casta portraits. Seen in several 

Castas, typically children, or occasionally women, are described as torna-atrás. Olson explains 

that this usually is designated to a child of a Spaniard and an albina, or a parent that is 1/8th 

African and 7/8th Spanish. Torna-atrás means “blood will out” or “return backwards.” These 

portraits show two phenotypically European parents and a dark-skinned child.50 Olson elaborates 
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on the defining of torna-atrás, explaining that torna-atrás contributed to anxiety amongst the 

empire, who feared that, “African blood will work its way into the Spanish elite.”51 This fear can 

be seen in portraits featuring a torna-atrás child where the artist places distance between the child 

and father.52 The observation of distance placed between father and child is highly unusual in 

comparison to other Casta portraits, where the father can be seen holding the hand or touching 

the shoulder of his child. Though the artist implies the imperialists’ fear of “moving backwards” 

it seems that the artist attempts to calm any concern of the Empire losing control by painting the 

family as middle to upper class. A second interpretation, is that torna-atrás represented the fear 

that African blood had tainted the elite.  

 Olson elaborates on this idea, stating that torna-atrás family are always observed in fine 

clothing and ornately decorated living rooms. It is necessary to include the torna-atrás portraits in 

this argument because of the contrast to other Castas. In addition, these specific portraits give a 

context to the Spanish obsession of bloodlines. Whereas in my argument I state that the women 

are the focus of the portrait, I agree that there are instances where children are the primary focal 

point. I agree with Olson’s argument that the use of children in Casta portraits communicate that 

miscegenation will eventually become public.53 In a sense, torna-atrás portraits convey a stark 

difference in energy in comparison to other Castas. In most portraits, the untrained eye can 

assume that they are observing a portrait of a family; however, the viewer can likely notice the 

change in energy of a torna-atrás portrait.  

 The distance placed between child and father contrasts to the closeness of child and father 

in the Casta genre. In general, the torna-atrás portrait does not seem as naturally set as other 
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portraits in the genre. To put simply, torna-atrás portraits seem to lack warmth. Instead, the 

torna-atrás portraits convey a symbolism, or perhaps a warning, that even if the portrait features 

a successful middle to upper class family, there is an inherent risk that the intermixing of 

bloodlines will inadvertently cause the loss of control in the empire. When designing this 

portrait, the artist plays on the empire’s largest fear: the loss of control. By using a child as the 

torna-atrás, this fear becomes more realistic, as miscegenation had been ongoing and children 

were regarded as the future of the empire. However, the artist attempts to saturate these fears by 

portraying the family as having a high social status in their society.  

 

Artists and Places to View Castas 

 Of the many mysteries of the Castas genre, some of the key interests in the historiography 

focus on who painted the Castas, who were they painted for, and where if anywhere were the 

portraits displayed. Historians such as Susan Deans-Smith, Sarah Cline, and Ilona Katzew have 

investigated these themes to attempt to add a context to this genre. This section will investigate 

these topics briefly because it is integral to understanding the portrayal of women in Casta 

portraiture. 

 In her research, Susan Deans-Smith found that, though many Casta artists remained 

anonymous, several were recognized. Known artists were: José de Alcíbar, Luis Berrueco, 

Miguel Cabrera, Francisco Clapera, José de Páez, Juan Rodríguez Juárez, Ramón Torres.54 The 

artists commonly refrained from creating separate styles within the Casta genre, therefore 

allowing the genre to be consistent. The later Castas are designed as single images that portray a 

father, a mother, and their child. From her investigation, Deans-Smith observed the common 
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portrayals of people within the genre. She found that Spanish men were depicted as holding 

professional careers, such as merchants or notaries. Blacks and mulattos were shown as 

coachmen and Indians as food vendors. Mestizos seemed to have the most variety in their 

portrayal, usually depicted as craftsman such as shoemakers, tailors, masons, or tobacconists.55 

Though I do not disagree with Deans-Smiths’ observations, I find it necessary to acknowledge 

that occupation of persons in Castas are not always evident. The example given above is from 

one Casta portrait painted by Luis de Mena in 1750. Therefore, I find that Deans-Smiths’ 

findings to not be incorrect; however, a small fraction of Casta portraits where her evidence of 

occupation can be found. Artists who created these portraits were focused on the family unit 

which begs the question if these families were created from stand-in models.  

 Sarah Cline attempts to answer this question in her article, “Guadalupe and the Castas,” 

where she argues that Castas were not painted from models. Instead, the portraits were likely 

images that were “idealized by the artists.” Further, she offers a second explanation that Casta 

families may have been a symbolic variation of the holy family (Mary, Joseph, and Jesus.)56 In 

regards to this thesis arguing that the Castas were an early form of racial propaganda, I agree 

with Cline’s first explanation that the portraits were images designed by the artists, never 

modeled from stand-in models. However, I disagree with Cline’s second theory of the variation 

of the holy family because Casta portraits have no religious symbols. For example, crosses or 

families being placed in front of or near a church.  

 Another peculiarity to the genre is the purpose for the portraits. Since the portraits were 

never meant to convey actual families, why or who would want these detailed artworks to be 
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created? Historians Susan Deans-Smith and Ilona Katzew attempt to answer this question by 

examining the few portraits that were displayed. Deans-Smith explains that Philip V and Isabel 

de Farnese of Spain were “instrumental” in the collection of antiquities in eighteenth century 

Spain.57 To restate, the eighteenth century witnessed the Spanish enlightenment of the sciences 

and natural history, and the collection of antiquities had been synonymous with this 

enlightenment period. Deans-Smith explains that Casta portraits perhaps became a collectable 

item in the eighteenth century. Patrons who either purchased or collected the portraits consisted 

of colonial nobility, bureaucrats, and clergymen, concluding that demand for the portraits ended 

after Mexico declared Independence in 1821. Furthermore, she argues that this demand proves 

that Casta portraits were of interest only to the imperial elite.58  

 To a researcher, it is important to consider why Casta portraits may have been regarded 

as a curiosity or oddity, or what qualities of the genre constituted as important to collect as an 

antiquity. Skin color, indigenous dress, the architecture and decorative style of New Spanish 

homes, the environmental setting of Spanish America all could have contributed to the 

fascination of Castas and their collection as curiosities. As Deans-Smith suggested, clergymen 

may have collected these portraits; however Ilona Katzew disagrees. Katzew explains that 

historians have investigated the potential use of Castas by priests as “visual aids” for identifying 

the race of persons to be married or baptized. She argues that this can be contested because there 

is no existing evidence of Casta portraits being displayed or used in churches.59 

 Susan Deans-Smith suggests that the portraits were viewed in museums, universities, 

high-ranking officials’ homes, or more likely, private collections for the owners’ friends and 
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family to view. She argues that caution must be taken. It cannot be assumed that all Castas were 

meant to be displayed or were made accessible to be viewed.60 Based upon the evidence of 

Father Agustín Barreiro’s observations on science and museums during the Spanish scientific 

enlightenment, Deans-Smith explains that accessibility to museums in Spain had been greatly 

limited. Museums restricted access based upon a strict dress code where patrons were expected 

be finely dressed, this is evident in the Gabinete de Historia Natural de Madrid, as well as small 

institutions in Mexico.61 Therefore, it can be assumed that public access to these spaces were 

limited to those who could afford to dress in order to adhere to the expected standard of the 

institution. Casta paintings were viewed by audiences, if they were dressed appropriately, in 

places such as the Gabinete de Historia Natural de Madrid. There is evidence, explains Deans-

Smith that exists where at least one Casta portrait had been placed in the Gabinete. This along 

with a, “Series of five paintings from Quito by Vicente Albán that represented individual types 

of Indians and creole women, and flora and fauna.”62 There was a need for the Empire to 

demonstrate the success and prosperity occurring in New Spain to the public through the use of 

portraiture. Therefore, this need was addressed by bringing Casta portraits from New Spain to be 

displayed in Spanish museums.  

 In her article, Deans-Smith explains that viewers of Castas would “gaze upon scenes of 

prosperity and domesticity.”63 To further investigate this statement, artists wanted, or were told 

by the empire or perhaps a member of the elite, to paint these scenes to communicate to viewers 

that Spanish colonies were flourishing. The idea of a prosperous, perfect colonial society had 
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been idealized by Casta artists. Any doubt that the empire was losing control of its colonies were 

silenced by the portraits that displayed orderly, successful families.  

 In her research, Sarah Cline pointed towards the fact that the break-down of the Sistema 

de Castas in the eighteenth century encouraged the development and popularity of the Casta 

genre. Those belonging in the Sistema de Castas were actively seeking to eradicate the racial 

divisions that existed in their communities. Cline explains the intriguing fact that, “Individuals 

manipulated their own racial classifications overtime and attempted to raise the status of 

themselves and their offspring,” then arguing that, “For colonial elites, Casta paintings might 

well have been an attempt to fix in place rigid divisions based on race, even as they were 

disappearing.”64 An example of challenging racial boundaries can be observed in a famous, 1750 

Casta portrait by Luis de Mena, “La Virgen Morena y las Castas.”  

 Further, Deans-Smith argues that it is apparent in Casta portraits that an emphasis on 

order, productive labor, and commerce were important details for the artist to communicate to 

the viewer.65 To the Casta artist, it had been important to communicate that New Spain had and 

continued to flourish; however, establishing the boundaries of the racial hierarchy in Spanish 

colonies was equally, if not more important. Deans-Smith states that by making racial 

differences “explicit” social order was maintained.66 Further, this also embodied the image of an 

orderly empire to other Europeans who may have had doubts that the miscegenation had led to 

backwardness in New Spain.  

 To adequately analyze Casta portraits, it is valuable for researchers to understand the 

marriage patterns in colonial society, before the development of the Casta genre and during its 
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height. From this chapter, it is evident that Spanish men had conflicting beliefs regarding 

marriages. Casta portraits are a unique phenomenon for historians due in part to their sudden rise 

in popularity, and to their similarly quick fall into obscurity after Mexican Independence. For 

centuries, these portraits were regarded as examples of the Sistema de Castas that had been 

implemented by colonizers to maintain control over the non-white populace. Casta portraits 

should be regarded as more than portraits of family units that existed within this racial hierarchy. 

These images were created by artists who wanted to communicate order and a productive society 

at a time when racial constructs were beginning to collapse. Yes, miscegenation is present in 

each Casta portrait; however, further investigation into the level of detail in these portraits yields 

intriguing clues about the racial boundaries that colonizers were desperately trying to maintain. 

Since the accessibility to these portraits were limited to personal collections or to museums with 

strict guidelines of who could enter, it can be argued that those who owned or viewed these 

portraits were affiliated with imperialism or elitist status. Therefore, Casta portraits were 

produced, viewed, and circulated among those interested in maintaining the established racial 

boundaries.  

 

Chapter Two: African Descendants in New Spain and the Sistema de Castas 

in the Matrimonios de Castas 

 

 In eighteenth century Mexico City, Casta portraits existed as a visual tool to 

communicate to the viewer the cultural expectations of the populace who existed within the 

racial hierarchy, the Sistema de Castas. This hierarchy predetermined the cleanliness of 

bloodlines in Mexico City society during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It is 

undeniable that the constructed racial hierarchy of the eighteenth century had a complex 
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taxonomy. The portrayal of this complexity is apparent in Miguel Cabrera’s portraiture and it is 

important to acknowledge the multiculturalism that is represented in his artwork. For example, 

Cabrera emphasized jewelry and wardrobe. However, it is apparent that Cabrera intentionally 

portrayed variations of classism depending on where, based upon taxonomy, the families existed 

within the Sistema de Castas. For instance, families of Spanish or indigenous ethnicity are 

typically portrayed in a higher class than families of African descendants. Due to this intentional 

artistic choice, I found it necessary to investigate the origin of Afro-Mexican culture. By 

determining the origins of Afro-Mexican culture in New Spain prior to the creation of Casta 

portraits, it is possible to understand the stylistic choices that Miguel Cabrera chose to use when 

portraying African descendants. In addition to investigating the origin of Afro-Mexican cultural 

influence, it is important to consider the patterns of marriage choice in New Spain at the time 

Cabrera created his portraits.  

 Mexico City is integral to this investigation of the Sistema de Castas, marriage choice, 

and the portrayal of the nuclear family in painting. First, the Casta genre exclusively focused on 

Mexico City as the setting. Artists, such as Miguel Cabrera, chose to visualize families among 

the backdrop of the urban center perhaps for a variety of reasons, the most obvious being 

because the Sistema de Castas was an exclusive hierarchy to Mexico City. By 1763, when 

Miguel Cabrera published his Casta series, Mexico City had grown to be a large, multicultural, 

and multiracial urban center that contrasted with the setting and demographic of the colonial 

countryside. Therefore, this urban center fully immersed artists, such as Cabrera, in a city that 

provided inspiration for Casta portraits. Evidence for this can be examined in documents, such as 

marriage records from city parishes, which provide a context to the demographic that lived in 

Mexico City in the mid-eighteenth century.  
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 In this regard, marriage records from Mexico City in 1762 and 1763 are more substantial 

to this investigation than documents from other Spanish colonies. The Sistema de Castas had 

been a race and class hierarchy integrated in the society of Mexico City. Casta portraits, 

therefore, are a portrayal of familial life and society within the city. Theoretically, records from 

rural, Spanish colonies would not have reflected the marriages that were portrayed in the Casta 

genre. The key concept of this chapter, and the thesis entirely, is that the hierarchy of the 

eighteenth century and the creation of Casta portraits is exclusive to Mexico City.  

 Therefore, this chapter will investigate marriages of the Sistema de Castas in 1762 and 

1763 from the Matrimonios de Castas recorded in Mexico City. These marital records prove that 

intermarriage became more culturally accepted as the population began to transcend racial 

boundaries that had been designated by the Sistema de Castas. In response, after becoming 

frustrated at the increasing fluidity of Mexico City’s Sistema, artists such as Miguel Cabrera 

attempted to portray the population “as it was meant to be” in Casta portraiture. The marriage 

records from the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano in Mexico City, therefore, are important to 

this study because they prove that the Cabrera portraits did not accurately represent real-life 

marriages taking place in the city.  

 As investigated in Chapter One, marriages, partnerships, and nuclear families became 

fluid and complex in the eighteenth century. The complexity of family units transcended racial 

lines, despite efforts by colonizers to maintain racial boundaries through the use of the Sistema 

de Castas. In her analysis of marriage and the family in the Spanish Caribbean, Ida Altman 

explains the importance of marriage in the colonial society, arguing that Spanish officials 

regarded marriage and the family as crucial to the colonization efforts in the Americas.67 This is 

 
67 Ida Altman, “Family and Ethnicity in the Early Spanish Caribbean,” The William and Mary Quarterly 70.2 (April 

2013): 226. 
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evident based upon the Holy Orders of 1504 and 1514 that were investigated in Chapter One, 

which allowed for and encouraged intermarriage between Spaniards and Amerindians. However, 

these Holy Orders did not extend towards Africans in the Spanish colonies. 

 However, by the eighteenth century it is evident that intermarriage with African 

descendants became culturally accepted in Mexico City. Though African blood was considered 

to exist at the lowest tier of the Sistema de Castas, marriages between African descendants and 

Spanish women occurred frequently between 1762 and 1763; therefore proving that artists who 

created Casta portraiture intended to portray the ideal colonized society, where intermarriages 

between Spanish women and African descendants did not exist. This chapter, therefore, is 

important to consider before analyzing Cabrera’s 1763 Casta series. The Matrimonios de Castas 

provides an intricately detailed record of how frequently marriages occurred and who men and 

women decided to marry. Most importantly, the record provides a realistic depiction of the 

population of Mexico City in comparison to Miguel Cabrera’s patriarchal, colonizer portrayal.  

 

West Africa Slave Voyages Data 

 When investigating marriage patterns of African descendants in eighteenth century 

Mexico City and their portrayal in Casta paintings, it is important to acknowledge where, 

geographically, Africans embarked from before arriving in New Spain. This importance is due, 

in part, to the fact that Africans and their descendants portrayed in Casta portraits may resemble 

parts of African culture, particularly in their dress. However, due to Casta artists being primarily 

male, white Creoles it must be noted that the artists chose to paint African and Afro-Mexican 

men and women in European dress. It is evident in the multilayered stylistic choices of the Casta 

genre that intricate details exist within these portraits. These details give the viewer the context 
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needed to understand the racialized and cultural inspirations that Miguel Cabrera attempted to 

convey through his artwork. For example, head coverings exclusively being worn by African 

descended women and Miguel Cabrera’s use of shoe vendors nods towards sumptuary laws. 

Therefore, all aspects of possible cultural influences, both European and African, must be taken 

into account due to the level of detail added to the portraits. 

 In their investigation of the slave trade in Spanish America, Alex Borucki, David Eltis, 

and David Wheat estimated that nearly 1,506,000 Africans were transported from Africa to 

Spanish colonies between 1520 and 1867.68 Though their investigation is on a rather large scale, 

the entirety of Spanish America, it is necessary for this thesis to scale down data from the slave 

trade. Therefore, for the purpose of this chapter, the data represents slaves brought directly from 

West Africa to Spanish colonies between 1600 and 1800.   

 According to the Slave Voyages database, 8,544 Africans disembarked in Spanish 

America in the eighteenth century.69 Due to Casta portraiture not peaking in popularity until the 

mid to late eighteenth century, it is likely that generations of Africans had been living in New 

Spain before the creation of Casta portraiture. However, the Sistema de Castas had been in place, 

socially and culturally, since the late seventeenth century. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze 

the slave trade from then. Between 1601 and 1700, 104,000 slaves were brought to the Spanish 

Americas from Africa.70 This disembarkation data is not specific to one geographic region, 

however it is necessary to include in this analysis to acknowledge the number of Africans in 

Spanish territories.  

 
68 Alex Borucki, David Elits, and David Wheat. “Atlantic History and the Slave Trade to Spanish America,” The 

American Historical Review 120.2 (April 2015): 434. 
69 Voyages Database, “Voyages Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database,” 2019. 

https://slavevoyages.org/voyage/database. 
70 Ibid. 
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 For the scope of this chapter, the data taken from Slave Voyages has been limited to 

principal places of landing in Veracruz. The principal places of purchase are limited to ports 

along Western Africa. Lastly, the sample consists of records taken from 1600 to 1800. According 

to the data, the majority of slaves that arrived to present day Mexico arrived in the seventeenth 

century, primarily to Veracruz. This is due in part to Veracruz being an official port city; 

however, the database does prove that many other places of slave landings existed in New Spain 

during the seventeenth century. Since a significant amount of Slave Voyages data provides 

unspecified port locations within the entirety of New Spain, Veracruz becomes important to this 

analysis, due in part to its coastal location, its role as the official entrepôt for goods going to 

Mexico City.  

 According to the Slave Voyages database, unspecified ports within New Spain received 

thirteen voyages during the seventeenth century. The earliest voyages, three in the same year, 

arrived in 1600. Interestingly, the remaining ten voyages did not arrive to New Spain until mid-

century, between 1640 and 1656. All voyages arriving in New Spain, with the exception of one 

from Ardra in 1616, purchased slaves from Senegambia.71 

 In comparison to the entirety of New Spain, at least twenty voyages arrived in Veracruz 

between 1600 and 1726, the majority arriving in the early seventeenth century. Of this sample, 

five voyages arrived to the port in the eighteenth century, the latest arriving in 1726. The 

geographic locations of the principal places of purchase included: the Bight of Benin, Cape 

Verde Islands, Portuguese Guinea, Senegambia, Whydah, and the Gold Coast. The majority of 

the slaves that arrived in Veracruz had been purchased either from Cape Verde or Senegambia.72 

For this thesis, the data regarding slaves brought from the Cape Verde Islands to Veracruz in the 

 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid. 
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seventeenth century is particularly important. Between 1603 and 1634, 1,481 slaves embarked 

from the Cape Verde Islands to then disembark in Veracruz.73  

 

Afro-Mexicans, their descendants, and portrayal in Casta Portraiture 

 Tobias Green states that Cape Verde’s “complete monopoly” on the slave trade across the 

Atlantic contributed to the development of Creole identity in Cape Verde. Green argues that it 

was an ecological and economic collapse between 1580 and 1610 that contributed to an 

escalation of slave transport from the Cape Verde Islands to Spanish America.74 Further, he 

explains that the majority of Africans brought to Cape Verde in order to be transported across the 

Atlantic came from Senegambia and Upper Guinea during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Green’s claims give some context to this investigation on the origin of Afro-Mexican 

culture, due to the time frame of when slaves arrived to the Americas and where in Africa these 

slaves originated. First, Green points to the ecological collapse that occurred in Cape Verde 

between 1580 and 1610 as being the point in time when power structures collapsed and trading 

to the Americas escalated. This fact correlates to the data compiled from Slave Voyages, which 

points to 1,481 slaves being transported from Cape Verde to Veracruz between 1603 and 1634.75 

Further, Green states that the majority of slaves brought to the Americas had been purchased 

 
73 Ibid. Due to the mortality rate of slaves during the Middle Passage, this data constitutes slaves that arrived at the 

first port. However, there is an exception to this method of data collection for two voyages due to the absence of first 

port data: The S. Luis embarked in 1603, captained by Juan Vicente, and recorded that 287 slaves disembarked. The 

S. Josephe embarked in 1634 for Veracruz and had been captained by Jorge Nunez de Andrada. This voyage 

recorded that 268 slaves embarked from the Cape Verde Islands. The second port of call was located in Veracruz, 

where 70 slaves disembarked.  
74 Tobias Green, “Building Creole Identity in the African Atlantic: Boundaries of Race and Religion in Seventeenth-

Century Cabo Verde,” History in Africa 36 (2009): 106-7. 
75 Voyages Database, Voyages Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, https://slavevoyages.org/voyage/database. 
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from Senegambia. This correlates as well with data collected, with the majority of slaves arriving 

from Senegambia to Veracruz. 

 Though the data from Slave Voyages is unclear of whether slaves had been purchased 

from Senegambia and then transported to Cape Verde, or if slaves arrived directly from 

Senegambia, it is evident that Afro-Mexican cultural influences occurred during the early 

seventeenth century. Due to the correlation between Tobias Green’s argument and the data 

collected from Slave Voyages, it is evident that African culture in Mexico City derives from 

Senegambian influences, as well as hispanized culture from Cape Verde. The descendants of 

these slaves, therefore, had likely been recorded in the Matrimonios de Castas a century later. 

Further, these descendants transcended the racial boundaries of the Sistema de Castas, later 

providing artists, such as Miguel Cabrera, with their inspiration to create Casta portraits.  

 Regardless of where the population in Mexico City existed within the Sistema de Castas, 

historians Patricia Seed and Herman Bennett, explain that the ritualistic system men and women 

underwent in order to marry was an invasive experience and was not exclusive to one racial 

demographic. The Matrimonios de Castas records make it clear that marriage was an 

exceptionally public ordeal.  

 

The Sistema de Castas’ Marriage Ritual in Mexican Society 

 Marriage in Mexico City required for the bride and groom to go through several steps in 

order to become legally married by the Catholic Church. Most commonly, couples brought 

marriage witnesses along with them when applying to marry or on the day of the wedding. 

Patricia Seed argues that men and women not only expected this process, but also regarded the 

application as an important cultural event. Further, she argues that witness testimony was not so 

much a requirement by the Church, but an effort by couples to persuade priests that they shared a 
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genuine intention to marry.76 Due to this practice being commonplace in Mexico City, it is 

important to note the possible intentions of royal officials who did not discourage this practice. 

Since racial identification through the Sistema de Castas existed in the public and private spheres 

of Mexico City, it is clear as to why couples would be concerned if their engagements could risk 

not being taken seriously by the Church.  

 Herman L. Bennett, explains that this process had couples bring two to three people, who 

knew the couple well, to be interviewed by clergy. Witnesses were asked about the couples’ 

occupations, races, family backgrounds, and how the relationship came to be. Typically, the 

interrogation of witnesses did not always provide adequate evidence for clergy. Interviewers also 

took note of the witnesses’ races, their proficiency in Spanish, and how the witnesses dressed. 

Bennett argues that this process for obtaining a marriage license had been a method used by the 

clergy to monitor and regulate citizens, primarily Africans and Afro-Mexicans.  A large portion 

of the Afro-Mexican population participated in this process, Bennett states that between 1584 

and 1650; 4,400 marriage witnesses for African couples had been called before clergy.77 In this 

regard, it is evident that those belonging within the Sistema de Castas were under constant 

surveillance and scrutiny by their Spanish colonizers. Due to the Spanish obsession with 

miscegenation and the mixture of bloodlines, officials questioned the couple’s racial background 

based upon the testimony of witnesses. Clergy obtained information about the couple’s parents 

and grandparents, and if African descended, the origin of their family prior to their arrival in 

Mexico City. Due to marriages being permitted among the enslaved, as well as freed couples, 

 
76 Patricia Seed, “Marriage Promises and the Value of a Woman’s Testimony in Colonial Mexico,” Signs: The 

University of Chicago Press 13.2 (Winter 1988): 257.  
77 Bennett, 80-1. 
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officials also gathered information about their communities from the witnesses that couples 

presented.  

 Though testimonies had been taken from witnesses that the couples brought with them, 

questioning by church officials did not end at that time. Herman L. Bennett elaborates on this 

idea, explaining that officials would go out into the couple’s communities for further questioning 

over the course of two or more weeks.78 This level of interrogation would understandably place 

some pressure on men and women to choose respectable partners for marriage. Based upon 

Seed’s and Bennett’s investigations, it can be assumed that regardless of class and race, couples 

would be expected to undergo several days’ worth of questioning.  

 If the process to marry was considered to be a necessary ritual by the plebian and 

enslaved classes, then it existed as a cultural process that had not been imposed by government 

officials. In this regard, the population that existed within the Sistema de Castas performed this 

ritual to persuade royal officials and clergy that their marriage would be culturally Spanish, or 

could meet Spanish expectations. Since racial identity existed as a cultural conformity created by 

the colonizer to control the non-white population, couples did what they reasonably could to 

ensure that their marriage would meet Spanish expectations.  

 Marriage, from this evidence, was not a private decision made by a consenting couple. 

Instead, the process to obtain a marriage license required that members of their community 

answer invasive questions. Further, the clergy issued marriage licenses only after considering the 

physical appearance of couples and their witnesses. In this regard, why is it important to consider 

the process of obtaining marriage licenses before analyzing Casta portraits? Couples in the 

Sistema de Castas had no choice but to endure the public ordeal of applying to marry. Though 

 
78 Bennett, 79. 
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witnesses are not recorded in the Matrimonios de Castas at the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano, 

it is assumed that marital unions had been preceded by the cultural ritual of witness testimony. 

Documents such as the Matrimonios de Castas reveal that by the eighteenth century parishes in 

Mexico City had begun to permit marriages in the Sistema de Castas more freely than in earlier 

centuries.  

 

The Matrimonios de Castas 

 Of the primary documents used for this thesis, the Matrimonios de Castas is crucial in 

connecting the cultural and societal influences found in Casta portraiture. Used by the Asunción 

Sagrario Metropolitano Cathedral in Mexico City from 1746 to 1765, clergy recorded the 

marriages of the mixed-race population. At the time that friars oversaw marital unions and 

systematically recording the races of each man and woman who entered the cathedral to marry, 

artists began to create Casta portraits at a rapid pace. Miguel Cabrera is a famed Casta artist, who 

during 1763 completed several portraits that portrayed mixed-race families. Due to Miguel 

Cabrera creating his Casta portraits in 1763, it is important to investigate the marriages from the 

Matrimonios de Castas that occurred in the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano in 1762, likely the 

year of his inspiration, as well as marriages that occurred in 1763.  

 Table 1 is the general Sistema de Castas racial labels used during the eighteenth 

century.79 The table is based upon Magali Carrera’s taxonomy of the Sistema de Castas in her 

monograph on racial hierarchy in the Spanish Americas. The use of this table will be necessary 

 
79 Magali M. Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraiture and 

Casta Paintings, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2012), 36-7.  

In the Spanish language, the letter “a” denotes a feminine word and the letter “o” denotes a masculine word. 

Parentage is reflected in Carrera’s taxonomy by identifying figurative scenarios. The proposed parentage by Carrera 

is not based upon sex but by races of both parents.  
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in order to understand the data compiled for the rest of this chapter and for use in Chapter Three 

of this thesis when analyzing Miguel Cabrera’s Casta portraiture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 1762 Matrimonios de Castas: the year of Miguel Cabrera’s Inspiration 

 In Table 2, the data from the 1762 Matrimonios de Castas is displayed.80  

 

Table 2: Matrimonios de Castas: 1762, the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano 

 In 1762, 200 couples married at the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano. Clergy composed 

these records in a systematic and concise method. The clergy wrote the names of the couple and 

immediately next to their names, their race. Next to this entry would be a short, brief description 

of the date of the marriage, attendants, and then would be signed by the clergyman who oversaw 

the marriage. This data and the Matrimonios de Castas in its entirety provides a context needed 

to understand the social and cultural framework of eighteenth century Mexico City, especially in 

regards to the Afro-Mexican and Spanish populations. At first glance of this data, it could be 

assumed that couples married within their own race; however, this was entirely not the case. 

 
80 Family Search, “Matrimonios de Castas 1659-1819,” Vol. 13 Film #004534461, Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano 

(Centro), Distrito Federal, México. 1763. 

Mestizo (a) Morisco (a) Castizo (a) Mulato (a) Indio (a) Española Negro (a) Lobo (a) N/A

Male 42 12 38 46 15 - 3 - 42

Female 53 11 29 32 10 45 1 -

Parent 1 Parent 2 Child

Español India Mestizo

Mestizo Española Castizo

Castizo Española Español

Española Negro Mulato

Española Mulato Morisco

Morisca Español Albino

Español Albina Torna-atras

Indio Torna-atras Lobo

Table 1: Taxonomy of the Sistema de Castas 
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Upon analyzing the data, couples commonly intermarried, rarely did men and women marry 

within their tier of the Sistema de Castas. This is evident as well during 1763.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Figure 1: The Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano in Mexico City.81 

 

The Matrimonios de Castas from 1763, the year of Cabrera’s Casta series 

 In 1763, 179 couples married at the cathedral. Table 3 displays the races of men and 

women recorded in the Matrimonios de Castas.82  

 

Table 3: Matrimonios de Castas: 1763, the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano 

 As mentioned in the previous section, intermarriages occurred frequently at the 

Metropolitano, this is particularly evident in the rate of Españolas marrying mulato men. For 

 
81 Juan Fernando Ibarra, “Mexico City cathedral as seen from Madero Street.” April 2009. Image. 
82 “Matrimonios de Castas 1659-1819.” 

Mestizo (a) Morisco (a) Castizo (a) Mulato (a) Indio (a) Española Negro (a) Lobo (a) N/A

Male 43 15 17 48 13 - 2 - 36

Female 65 5 20 38 10 29 1 1 2
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example, fourteen white, Spanish women married mulato men in 1762. What is surprising about 

this, is that it contradicts the cultural taboo of white women marrying non-white, Spanish men. 

Even more culturally significant, Spanish women began choosing marriage partners who had 

African ancestry, whose blood was considered to exist within the lowest tier of the Sistema de 

Castas. Marrying outside their own race was so taboo, that Spanish women are rarely portrayed 

in Casta portraiture with mixed-race men. In comparison, in 1763, eleven white, Spanish women, 

married mulato men. The evidence that intermarriage occurred frequently in Mexico City 

demonstrates that racial taboos had begun to disintegrate during this century. This is clearly 

observed by the cultural acceptance for Spanish women to marry men who existed within, and at 

the lowest tier, of the Sistema de Castas.  

 Though documented in the Matrimonios de Castas, Miguel Cabrera did not paint Spanish 

women as being married to Casta men, in fact, he seems to have avoided painting them at all 

during 1763. Instead, Cabrera painted the adult, African descended men and women having 

conceived children who are “tenta en el aire,” or suspended between whiteness and blackness. 

This concept, which will be discussed in length in Chapter Three, is vitally important to the 

analysis of Casta marriages and their appearance in portraiture. Though it is evident that Spanish 

women married men of African descent, Cabrera refused to portray this. Instead, Cabrera painted 

white, Spanish men with negra and mulata women. In this logic, Cabrera had likely attempted to 

justify intermarriage between Spaniards and African descendants by portraying men, thereby 

making marriages more honorable in the eyes of the Spanish.  

 However, it appears that Spanish men did not marry women within the Sistema de Castas 

because they are completely absent from the Matrimonios de Castas in 1762 and 1763. In Tables 

2 and 3, the N/A label signifies where the race of the man or woman was not recorded. In 1762, 
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forty-two men’s races are omitted from the book. During 1763, two women’s races are not 

identified compared to thirty-six men. This could have been intentional or accidental, it is 

difficult to determine. However, there are at least three circumstances in the 1762 record where 

women’s races are either not recorded or were difficult to legibly identify.83 Though there are 

exceptions to this data, an overwhelming amount of men’s races are not added to the marriage 

record. This, therefore, requires some analysis. As an example of this peculiarity, Table 4 notes 

the marriage partners of the thirty-sex men who did not have their races identified in the 

Matrimonios de Castas in 1763.84  

 

Table 4: Unidentified races of husbands and the races of their wives. Matrimonios de Castas: 1763, the Asunción Sagrario 
Metropolitano. 

 Of these unidentified men, the majority married mestiza or mulata women, this is also 

true for the year before. Since the Spanish required parishes to record the races of all marital 

unions, it can be suggested that the friar either could not identify the men’s races accurately, or 

the men did not know their lineage, or the friars who conducted the marriages forgot entirely to 

record this information. However, due to the systematic method that the Asunción Sagrario 

Metropolitano used to record races and marriages, this does beg the question if the lack of 

reporting on these thirty-six men had been done deliberately. One speculation can be made that if 

a man married a mestiza woman, perhaps the friars assumed that enough Spanish bloodline 

existed within the union that he felt it unnecessary to record the man’s race. However, due to 

Spanish blood being regarded as redeeming within the Sistema de Castas, this argument can be 

 
83 In the 1762 record, clergy would commonly condense names or other information into the last remaining portion 

of a page, likely to conserve room for further entries. This, combined with the blotting of the ink, made it difficult or 

in some instances impossible to identify some information.  
84 “Matrimonios de Castas 1659-1819.” 

Mestiza Morisca Castiza Mulata India Española Negra Loba

Male 16 1 7 11 - - 1 -
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applied for the eleven men who married mulato women. Though white, male Spaniards are 

absent from the 1763 Matrimonios de Castas, the men who are not racially identified could have 

been Españoles who did not want to be listed among Castas. In conclusion, there is evidence in 

the Matrimonios de Castas that misreporting did occur during 1763. Further, it needs to be taken 

into consideration that racial boundaries had become more fluid during the eighteenth century; 

therefore, men and women could have misreported their own race, or perhaps they had not been 

aware of their lineage. The characteristics and patterns found in the 1763 Matrimonios de Castas 

can be found a year prior, in 1762, thereby validating that cultural boundaries regarding race had 

begun to fluctuate. 

 Absent as well from Cabrera’s portraits are the portrayal of enslaved men and women, 

thereby suggesting that the enslaved existed outside the Sistema de Castas, perhaps separated 

into a different public sphere entirely. The records from 1762 and 1763 indicate that no 

marriages took place between two slaves. It is likely that if slaves married one another they 

would not have been entered into the Matrimonios de Castas because they existed in Mexico 

City outside of the racial hierarchy entirely, due to their enslavement. The record keeping for 

esclavos, or slaves, prove to be rare and inconsistent in comparison to the rest of the logged 

marriages in the Matrimonos de Castas. The methodology for constructing an analysis on slaves 

in the Americas inevitably will be built upon interpretations found in archival documents, such 

as the Matrimonios de Castas. In her monograph on enslaved women in colonial Barbados, 

Marisa Fuentes states in her introduction the importance of utilizing a methodology based on 

fragmentary archival information when analyzing the time period during the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade. In her monograph, Fuentes utilized sources such as depositions and the documents of a 

brothel owner. Fuentes argues that archival documents regarding the enslaved were rarely 
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written in their voices; therefore, it is necessary to decolonize the narratives in primary source 

material.85 Fuentes’ methodology, therefore, should be applied when examining the records of 

enslaved men and women who had been recorded in the Matrimonios de Castas by clergy. For 

this analysis, some speculation is necessary in order to attempt to understand why slaves are 

recorded in the document and why they had not been recorded as systematically in comparison to 

other Casta marriages.  

 Based upon the 1762 and 1763 Matrimonios de Castas, enslaved men and women did 

marry in the cathedral. In all instances, clergy recorded the name of the person, their race, then 

immediately followed by esclavo or esclava which designated the individual as a slave at the 

time of their marriage. In two instances, once in 1762 and once in 1763, the names of the slaves’ 

owners are placed immediately following the enslaved persons’ names. For example, in 1762 

Salvador de Zamora married an indigenous woman. Zamora was recorded as being enslaved to 

Don Antonio Aguilar.  The example in 1763, regards a mulata woman, Maria Josepha Torres, 

who married a mulato man. Next to Torres’ name, clergy documented her race, enslaved status, 

and the name of her female owner, Maria Villanueva.86 In comparison, these records do have 

some similarities. Clergy recorded these marriages in the Matrimonios de Castas because 

Zamora and Torres had chosen a spouse who existed within the Sistema de Castas. Who were 

Salvador de Zamora and Maria Josepha Torres? The Matrimonios de Castas does not reveal 

personal information about them; however, their owners’ names may give some context.  

 Salvador de Zamora, had been owned by a high-ranking, Spanish official. This is evident 

due to his owner’s name being preceded by “Don.” In comparison, Maria Josepha Torres’ had 

 
85 Marisa Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive, (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 1-4. 
86 “Matrimonios de Castas 1659-1819.” 
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been owned by a woman, Maria Villanueva. The record does not reveal Villanueva as a Spanish 

woman; however, due to her being a slave owner, she had some power within her community. In 

this regard, these two cases have powerful slave owners in common. Perhaps due to the power 

that Zamora and Torres’ owners had in their communities, this allowed for the two to marry in 

the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano. However, their cases are particularly unique because not 

all marriages regarding enslaved individuals are recorded using the same method used for 

Zamora and Torres. 

 For example, in 1762 an enslaved mulata woman married a mulato man; however, clergy 

did not record her owner. Similarly, in the same month an enslaved mulato man married a mulata 

woman. The name of the man’s owner had also not been recorded.87 These two records draw into 

question the importance of consent or permission needed by slave owners for their slaves to 

choose spouses who existed within the Sistema de Castas. Further, Zamora and Torres’ 

marriages prove, that in some circumstances, a slave’s identity intertwined with the identity of 

their owners. However, this is not the case for the two marriages in 1762. Though the man and 

woman had been designated as slaves in the historical record, their identities were not tied to that 

of their owners’.  

 The Matrimonios de Castas proves that the concept of identity intertwined with the 

everyday cultural framework of eighteenth century Mexico City. The Sistema de Castas had 

existed since the early seventeenth century; however, the systematic record keeping of marriages 

proves to be the physical embodiment of that system. In eighteenth century Mexico City, race 

and namesake had been equally important to the identities of the population. Though there are 

two cases of slaves not having their owners’ names recorded, having their enslaved status and 

 
87 “Matrimonios de Castas 1659-1819.” In 1762, three slaves married at the cathedral. There is one record of a slave 

marrying in 1763.  
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race recorded had been deemed sufficient enough by the clergy. The 1762 and1763 records 

prove that intermarriage was not only common, but accepted at large urban parishes such as at 

the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano. Artists, such as Miguel Cabrera obviously sought out their 

inspiration from the family units that lived and worked in the city at this time. They attempted to 

capture the lives of these families, by portraying where Casta families lived, how they dressed, 

and how parents interacted with their children.  

 Cabrera created several scenes of fathers, mothers, and their children posing in varying 

degrees of social demographics. Based upon the evidence found in the Matrimonios de Castas 

from the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano, it is evident that Cabrera’s visualization of the family 

unit in eighteenth century Mexico City derived from a projection rather than reality. Based upon 

the 1763 record, men and women had intermarried at regularity. Thus proving, that culturally, it 

had become accepted for couples to marry whom they pleased, regardless of where they existed 

within the Sistema de Castas. Due to racial boundaries becoming increasing fluid and 

intermarriage becoming culturally accepted, the Spanish recognized that loss of control over 

their colonized population had begun. Therefore, artists such as Miguel Cabrera created portraits 

to advocate for an idealized society. As Chapter Three will discuss, Cabrera did this by 

portraying families who had some Spanish bloodline in their lineage. These families are 

portrayed by Cabrera to have a higher amount of wealth, as well as a closer connection with their 

children, when contrasted to families portrayed who had African bloodlines.  

 Casta portraits, in this regard, are a visual representation of a healthy and prosperous 

Spanish familial lifestyle. Though the colonies had become less phenotypically European, the 

portraits were used to communicate a narrative that the Spanish colonies continued to have a 

successful control over their population. Regardless of the time period of an image’s creation, 
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much can be revealed about a culture through what is represented in an image. As the next and 

final chapter will analyze, the Casta genre was created by artists, such as Miguel Cabrera who 

conveyed a sophisticated, Spanish, Christian population; however, a population that remained 

confined within their racial class. Even the incredibly small detail demonstrate to the viewer that 

these racial boundaries communicate where the non-white population needed to belong and 

remain. The portraits embody an idealized society based upon the expectations of Spanish 

colonizers. However, it is evident through the Matrimonios de Castas that racial boundaries were 

being transcended through marriage, therefore contradicting the picturesque colonies that the 

Casta genre attempted to illustrate.  

 

Chapter Three: Portrayal of Race and Classism in 

 Spanish Paintings 
  

 Based upon the evidence in Chapter Two from the Matrimonios de Castas in comparison 

to Miguel Cabrera’s 1763 series, it is evident that Cabrera portrayed an exceptionally colonial 

view of society. The nuclear families shown in these portraits were intended to display the 

taxonomy of the Sistema de Castas and where these families had originally been expected to 

exist within the public and private spheres. In this regard, why are Casta portraits important to 

Latin American studies and what lens should these portraits be viewed through? This chapter 

will answer this question by examining a sample of Cabrera’s 1763 Casta series. 

 It is important to note that Cabrera’s portraits share an underlying theme of white, 

Spanish fathers acting as redeemers to their interracial children’s bloodlines. Further, Cabrera 

seemingly communicates that fathers are not responsible for the race of their children. This 

responsibility falls to the mothers in these portraits. Therefore, it is important to view Miguel 

Cabrera’s Casta portraits as it was intended: not a realistic viewpoint to the demographic of 
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Mexico City, but the colonial expectation of where the Sistema de Castas were intended to exist 

in the public and private spheres.  

 In order to create a timeline, it is integral to the analysis of eighteenth century Casta 

portraits to examine early depictions of race in portraiture. By Miguel Cabrera’s 1763 Casta 

series, the interpretation of race and class structures in artwork became more refined. Further, 

through the analysis of seventeenth and eighteenth century portraits, it is evident that European 

artists portrayed colonized populations through an exceptionally Euro-centric point-of-view. As 

investigated in Chapters One and Two, the general population of eighteenth century Mexico City 

lived in a highly racialized society. The racial hierarchy and the cultural influences that derived 

from this caste system, such as bringing forth witnesses when applying to marry, became 

commonplace. However, the evidence from Miguel Cabrera’s 1763 Casta series proves that class 

structures also became intertwined with the Sistema de Castas.  

 Based upon the Matrimonios de Castas data from Chapter Two, it is evident that the 

general public were not as concerned with maintaining the racial and class structures as their 

Spanish colonizers. Men and women regularly transcended their racial boundaries, proving that 

they were, for the most part, free to marry whom they chose. However, this final chapter will 

examine and argue that artists, such as Miguel Cabrera, attempted to portray a society where the 

population continued to exist within the strict confines of the racial and class hierarchies; thereby 

proving that Casta portraits were not created to be viewed by the overall population, but for the 

select few who were most concerned with maintaining the Sistema de Castas, such as clergymen 

and Spanish nobility.  
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Early “Castas”: Portrayal of race in portraiture in the seventeenth century 

Mapa de Sigüenza 

 The Casta genre was not the first time race was displayed in portraiture. In reality, 

racialized artwork had existed at least a century before Miguel Cabrera’s 1763 series. The Mapas 

Project at Oregon State University has compiled an extensive and detailed archival database. 

Among the several manuscripts and images, paneled pieces of illustrations from the seventeenth 

century resemble Casta portraits. One source in particular, produced in 1704 by Giovanni 

Francesco Gemelli (1651-1725), is reminiscent of Casta portraits that would be created six to 

seven decades later. Unlike the common paneled structure of Casta portraiture, the Mapa de 

Sigüenza is designed in what could be understood as a timeline.  

  

 

 The Mapas Project explains that the image represents the migration from Aztlan to the 

founding of Tenochtitlan, the city that would later become Mexico City after the Spanish 

Figure 2: Giovanni Francesco Gemelli Careri, Mapa de Sigüenza, ca. 1704. 
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conquest. This timeline portrays the places along the migration route and how long the migrants 

spent in each location. After seeing the original sometime in the late seventeenth century, an 

Italian lawyer, Gemelli, made a copy of the document.  

 The image shown here is the copy that Gemelli created some ten years after he had seen 

the original. In this regard, it should be considered by the viewer that this copy may not be an 

accurate representation of the original since a decade had passed since the Gemelli had viewed 

the original during his travels. Lastly, the Mapas Project states that Gemelli’s map had been 

regarded as a fictional piece at the time of its creation.88 With consideration to the gap in time in 

this copy’s creation and the question of legitimacy, the Mapa de Sigüenza is an important source 

to this examination of race in Spanish portraiture.  

 The Mapa de Sigüenza portrays a timeline that features glyphs and landmarks that mark 

the route of migration to Tenochtitlan. From first analysis, objects and persons seem randomly 

placed. Some images are flipped entirely upside down or angled where it is required for the 

reader to flip the map around to be able to distinguish the glyphs and writing. However, after 

further examination there appears to be a purpose as to why Gemelli chose to design his copy of 

the Mapa de Sigüenza in the flipped style. Though some objects and descriptions are upside 

down compared to others, Gemelli may have intended for this design to allow for the map to be 

placed on a surface. Therefore, the viewer could view the map from any angle. This style may 

have been one explanation for why Gemelli’s work became discredited and labeled as an 

unrealistic depiction of New Spain. From Gemelli’s copy, the Mapa de Sigüenza does not appear 

to have a centralized focus; however, there are only indigenous people on the map.  

 
88 Giovanni Francesco Gemelli Careri, “Mapa de Sigüenza,” ed. Stephanie Wood. Mapas Project at the University of 

Oregon. 
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 Interestingly, Gemelli chose to paint only men. This is evident due to the traditional style 

of dress that they are wearing. The men are all in some form of movement, such as walking. Of 

the figures on the map, the largest concentration of people are in the middle, right-hand section 

of the map where ten men are walking in succession. Here, Gemelli inscribed, “This figure 

signifies (unreadable) this interval of time was call’d Coltuchuc tiliuli.”89 The men are all 

dressed in unique garments, and what appears to be headdresses are glyphs that are upon their 

heads.  

 In general, the Mapa de Sigüenza is a map of the migration of indigenous people to the 

city of Tenochtitlan. It is likely that this migration story derived from indigenous lore, interpreted 

by the original map-maker, and then copied by a foreign traveler. Therefore, the map itself is 

heavily Europeanized. In this context, this demonstrates that portraiture created during the 

Spanish colonization period will be a Europeanized idea of the places and people living in the 

colonies. As such, though the Mapa de Sigüenza supports the idea of Eurocentric art, portraiture 

of Spanish colonies would communicate to the viewer how the empire expected the colonies to 

look and behave. Other early forms of Spanish portraiture also demonstrate this argument.  

Manuscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca 

 This document collected by the Mapas Project is part of a manuscript collection known as 

the Techialoyan Codices. The University of Oregon acknowledges that there are missing 

documents that correspond with this particular manuscript such as a map that identifies named 

places, letters written by Wigberto Jiménez Moreno, as well as a translation. According to the 

database, the Newberry Library in Chicago has a nineteenth-century copy of this manuscript 

which contains an additional fourteen plates, supposedly the missing pages to this manuscript. 

 
89 “Manuscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca,” Ed. Stephanie Wood, Mapas Project at University of Oregon.  
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 Due to pieces of the manuscript being either missing, untranslated, or archived in several 

locations it is difficult to decipher the precise meaning and purpose for the Manuscrito 

Techialoyan de Tepexozuca. The Mapas Project explains, however, what is known about the 

document stating, “They were possibly made to look sixteenth-century, or at least were part of an 

effort to capture an early, quasi pre-Hispanic style (which is why they have perhaps erroneously 

been called “codices”). But, they were made after 1650 by a workshop that sold them to central 

Mexican highland communities in need of documentation of their histories and territorial 

extensions.”90 The database adds that there are two scenes painted per page, depicting early 

Spanish colonization of the indigenous community, containing thirty-two scenes in total.91 The 

Manuscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca, when compared to the other sources from this thesis, 

largely contrasts when investigating its portrayals of race.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
90 “Manuscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca,” Ed. Stephanie Wood, Mapas Project at the University of Oregon.  
91 Ibid.  

Figure 2: Manscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca, ca. Mid-seveneteenth century. 
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 The Manuscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca depicts the travels of Amerindians through 

indigenous territory. It is a strikingly different depiction of indigenous life than what is 

commonly shown in Spanish portraiture. In these panels, the viewer is shown the success of 

Amerindian people, such as their flourishing crops and settlements. This document appears to 

examine the success and growth of an indigenous community. Most important, however, is that 

this document is an early representation of race in portraiture, primarily of indigenous 

communities and their culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 depicts a family, or large group, in front of a structure. Of the eight people 

shown, only one is clothed, with this person wearing a white over-shirt. The nakedness in this 

panel can be explained by the structure that the indigenous people are seen entering and exiting, 

Figure 3: Manscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca cont., ca. Mid-seventeenth 

century. 
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a temazcal, or sweat lodge. The Manuscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca is intriguing because of 

its depiction of indigenous life in the countryside. In some of the panels, they are portrayed 

working the crops or conversing with one another, and seated in front of a hearth. The 

Manuscrito Techialoyan de Tepexozuca is, therefore, an example of an artist making conscious 

choices of what to include, or exclude, from portraits of indigenous lifestyle. This use of 

portraiture to communicate a narrative will become more prominent a century later with the 

popularization of Castas.  

Pintura de Tlaxcala 

  

 

Figure 4: Pintura de Tlaxcala, ca. seventeenth century. 
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 The third and final “early Casta” document to be investigated is the Pintura de Tlaxcala. 

Due to the handwriting style, the Mapas Project estimates that this image has been painted on 

European-style paper sometime in the seventeenth century. The database states that the image is 

of two Nahua noblemen who lived in the Spanish colonial period due to their names and titles.92 

In the portrait, the artist seemed to design two separate scenes. In the first scene, beginning on 

the top edge of the image, the man is holding what appears to be a traditional Aztec weapon, a 

macuahuitl. He wears elaborate, detailed clothing and a headdress. In front of him is a bird, 

perhaps the Aztec Imperial Eagle or a symbol for a Nahua God or Goddess. Lastly, this first 

nobleman sits on a chair, this could be interpreted as a throne.   

 The second nobleman wears an identical headdress and is also adorned in fine clothing. 

In one hand he holds what appears to be a traditional Aztec weapon, perhaps a macuahuitl, in his 

other hand he is holding a shield. In place of a bird, the second nobleman is facing towards a 

type of shell. In the middle of the two men is a scene set in a forest upon a hill, perhaps 

describing the lush landscape of where the Nahua had lived. Though important to note the 

wardrobe and setting of these two nobleman, it is integral to acknowledge their portrayed race. 

Due to the image having been painted during colonial rule, on European-style paper, it can be 

theorized that the panel was created by a European artist. Further, the artist chose to paint the 

indigenous men as nobility. Most importantly, the artist chose to portray the two Nahua men as 

phenotypically white. Overall, the image is characteristic of Casta portraits that would begin 

appearing a century later in colonial New Spain with the genre evolving to a focus on realism.  

 The first two Mapas Project manuscripts establish the idea that the Spanish empire had 

used images to communicate what the population of New Spain looked like and where they fit 

 
92 “Pintura de Tlaxcala,” Ed. Stephanie Wood and Ellen Heenan, Mapas Project at the University of Oregon.  
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into the public sphere. However, a century before Casta portraiture became a popularized genre, 

images such as the Pintura de Tlaxcala set the framework for how Spaniards depicted and saw 

race in their colonized societies. Second, the Pintura de Tlaxcala suggests sources of inspiration 

for later Casta artists to draw upon when designing their own detailed scenes. In this regard, 

these three “early Castas” demonstrate the evolution of portrayals of race in Spanish portraiture 

during the seventeenth century. Casta artists, such as Miguel Cabrera, perhaps drew upon early 

representations of race in early-colonial society for inspiration.  

Interpreting Miguel Cabrera’s Casta Portraits 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5:  Miguel Cabrera, Pintura de Castas, 2. De español y mestiza, castiza, ca. 

1763. Oil on Canvas. 
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Born in Oaxaca during the late seventeenth century, Miguel Cabrera, a mestizo, began his 

work as a prestigious and wealthy painter in Mexico City around 1740.93 According to Cristina 

Ratto’s biography on the artist, Cabrera became a commissioned painter for Archbishop Rubio y 

Salina between 1749 and 1765. His clients, typically clergymen, lived in several areas of New 

Spain including: Taxco, Querétaro and Guanajuato.94 In 1754, Cabrera became the president of 

an academy of painting in Mexico City.95 

 Cristina Ratto’s biography of Miguel Cabrera is important because it does provide some 

context of who the artist may have created these portraits for. Ratto states that the majority of 

Cabrera’s clients belonged within the “Company of Jesus.”96 If Cabrera had been commissioned 

to create Casta portraits for members of the clergy, then he had been asked to do so by 

clergymen who either recorded, or knew of the Church’s requirement, of logging race in 

Matrimonios de Castas. In this regard, Miguel Cabrera had not only the worldview of living in 

Mexico City among the Sistema de Castas. He had, at least during midcentury, been closely tied 

to the Church and clergymen who were directly involved in monitoring and documenting all 

marriages that occurred in the city. This inherently allowed for Cabrera to have a clergy-inspired, 

racial and cultural bias among the families that he portrayed in his portraits. 

 In the second half of the eighteenth century, Miguel Cabrera appears to be one of the 

more prolific artists in the Casta genre, at least in the terms of the number of portraits he created. 

As investigated in Chapter Two, Cabrera painted sixteen portraits which presented Mexico City 

 
93 Some disagreement regarding the beginning of Miguel Cabrera’s career exists. Ilona Katzew states that his career 

began in 1750 and continued until his death in 1768. See Ilona Katzew, “Why an Albino? Some Notes On Our New 

Casta Painting by Miguel Cabrera,” LACMA: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, April 2015. 

https://unframed.lacma.org/2015/04/22/why-albino-some-notes-our-new-casta-painting-miguel-cabrera 
94 Cristina Ratto, “Entre pinceles y cuadros. Los libros del pintor Miguel Cabrera,” Revista Complutense de Historia 

de América 45 (2019): 90. 
95 Katzew, “Why an Albino?” 
96 Ratto, 90. 
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families during 1763. According to a 2015 article written by historian, Ilona Katzew, most of 

Cabrera’s Casta portraits have been located and reside in several museums. In 2015, eight 

portraits resided at the Museo de América in Madrid, five belonged to a private collection in 

Monterrey, Mexico, and one resided at the MultiCultural Music and Art Foundation of 

Northridge, California.97 

 A stylistic choice of Cabrera’s is a numerical order to each portrait, in addition he entitled 

each image with the races of the parents and children directly onto the canvas. In Figure 5, 2. De 

Español y Mestiza, Castiza Cabrera portrays a Spanish father, a mestiza mother, and their castiza 

daughter. Magali Carrera suggests that the family is portrayed in a public place, “Perhaps a 

market, marked by a vending stall with its door swung open to reveal shoes neatly stacked on 

shelves.”98 Carrera’s observation of this panel is important because it asks for the viewer to 

contemplate the social status of the family. From the details of this portrait, the family is of high 

social status, quite possibly part of the elite. Notably, the mother wears pearls around her neck 

and an ornate gown. Her daughter is dressed in equally fine clothing, including a pearl necklace.  

 Cabrera chose to depict this family in a market space; however, he is not suggesting that 

they are vendors, rather he is communicating to the viewer that the family is able to afford fine, 

material items. The mother is pointing down at the table that displays the shoes, suggesting that 

she is browsing. Further, the table and the open vendor door behind them contains more styles of 

shoes. This image suggests a sense of leisure, as well as prosperity for this family. Cabrera is 

communicating that the Spanish father is successful, perhaps elite, and married to a woman who 

either comes from an elite status or wealth. Their daughter is symbolic of this prosperity and 

 
97 Ilona Katzew, “Why an Albino?” 
98 Magali Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraiture and Casta 

Paintings (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003): 71. 
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success. This is alluded by her style of dress, which coincides with the mother’s. Overall, this 

family is comfortable in the public sphere of a highly racialized society.  

 I begin this investigation of Casta portraits with this particular image because it contrasts 

with other portraits that typically display families indoors or in private spaces. This portrait is 

inherently different in its tone and style than the others in Cabrera’s 1763 series. Therefore, it is 

important to acknowledge that one, single Casta portrait is not representative of the genre as a 

whole. However, certain characteristics of Cabrera’s portraits do indicate a coexistence between 

class and racial hierarchy. Cabrera portrayed the class structures of families in his Casta portraits, 

most certainly through the style of clothing that he chose. During the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries sumptuary laws had existed in Spanish colonies. These laws mandated the sort of 

clothing, fabrics, and jewelry the non-white population were permitted to wear and own. 

Rebecca Earle argues that sumptuary laws became intertwined with racial and class hierarchies. 

However, regulations regarding clothing fluctuated, primarily depending upon a woman’s 

marital status and who, within the racial caste system, she married.99  

 Earle explains that in sixteenth century New Spain, “black women were barred from 

wearing gold, pearls, silk or other luxurious goods, unless they were married to a Spaniard… 

They were similarly prohibited from wearing indigenous garb unless married to an 

Amerindian.”100 These wardrobe expectations were not exclusive to one group of the Sistema de 

Castas, Earle argues that these regulations were enforced upon all demographics of the 

population. Though all civilians were expected to abide by sumptuary laws, Earle argues that 

colonizers were most concerned with women’s clothing. This was due to the fear that women in 

 
99 Rebecca Earle, “Race, Clothing, and Identity: Sumptuary Laws in Colonial Spanish America,” in The Right to 

Dress: Sumptuary Laws in a Global Perspective, c.1200–1800, ed. Giorgio Riello and Ulinka Rublack (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2019), 336-7. 
100 Ibid, 336. 
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the Sistema de Castas who adopted styles of clothing, such as culturally derived from 

Amerindian influences, would become too saturated in non-European culture.101 Rebecca Earle’s 

argument is important, because this provides a context as to why Miguel Cabrera styled families 

in his Casta portraits in primarily European clothing. Clothing, as Earle investigates, became 

closely intertwined in the class and racial boundaries in early Mexico City. Based upon the 

evidence found in the Matrimonios de Castas and the Casta portraits themselves, it is evident that 

these racial boundaries were not clearly defined in society. The taxonomy of the Sistema de 

Casta had the potential to be interpreted or defined differently according to the artist who created 

portraits. This idea can be demonstrated my Miguel Cabrera’s portrayal of the torna-atrás. 

 

 
101 Ibid. 337. 
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 In Chapters One and Two, the torna-atrás is briefly investigated; however, it is important 

to analyze the racial term in conjunction with Cabrera’s Casta portraits. This is because the 

torna-atrás is not part of the taxonomy of the Sistema de Castas. The term seems to have been 

denoted by Cabrera to communicate the colonial fear of a society turning backwards. This term 

Figure 6: Miguel Cabrera, Pintura de Castas, 8. De español y torna atrás- Tenta en el aire, 

ca. 1763. Oil on Canvas. 
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is not represented in documents, such as in the Matrimonos de Castas from the Asunción 

Sagrario Metropolitano.  

 In Figure 6, Miguel Cabrera portrays a Spanish man, a torna-atrás mother, and their two 

children. This family, in comparison to, 2. De Español y Mestiza, Castiza, is also dressed in fine 

clothing, notably, the mother is wearing a fine dress and a pearl necklace. The father wears fabric 

that is intricately embroidered that is comparable in class style to the mother’s. In comparison to 

2. De Español y Mestiza, Castiza, the mother is carrying one child in her arms and the second 

child stands in the bottom right corner at her feet. This child is holding fruit, perhaps a papaya 

native to Mexico. This, therefore, served as a symbolic image by Cabrera to communicate that 

this family is just as prosperous. Though this family appears to be high-class, Cabrera chose to 

place this family within a private setting, as opposed to the Figure 5 family who is shopping at an 

outdoor vendor. It is important to acknowledge that this family is completely out of view from 

the public sphere. In the top right-hand corner, there is a small window; however, the window is 

set too high to allow an outsider to look inside. This stylistic choice by Cabrera can be explained 

by the the title of this portrait, Pintura de Castas, 8. De español y torna atrás- Tenta en el aire.  

 By using “tenta en el aire,” Cabrera is not racially classifying the children. Bluntly, 

Cabrera does not acknowledge the identity of these children as he does their parents. The 

children are floating between whiteness and blackness, that they are “suspended in the air.” The 

positions that the family are seated in suggests that both parents are not ashamed of their 

children; however, by choosing to shut the family in an enclosed, dark, undecorated space, 

Cabrera is communicating that the family is not welcome into the public sphere. By classifying 

the children as a race not present in the Sistema de Castas, and by portraying the family in this 

setting, Cabrera is stating that this family is not acceptable in Mexico City society.  
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 Another example of torna-atrás in Casta portraiture can be examined by using Figure 7. 

In this portrait, Cabrera portrays a torna-atrás girl and her parents who are a Spanish father and 

an albina mother. In regards to the albina taxonomy in the Sistema de Castas, albinism 

designated an individual with 1/8th African and 7/8th Spanish bloodlines.102 In her article 

regarding albinism in the eighteenth century Atlantic World, Ilona Katzew argues that albinos 

 
102 Christa Olson, “Casta Painting and the Rhetorical Body” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 39.4 (2009) 319. 

Figure 7: Miguel Cabrera, Pintura de Castas, 7. De español y Albina – Torna atrás, 

1763. Oil on Canvas. 
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were seen as oddities in their communities. Katzew explains that eighteenth century science had 

been unable to prove why albinism occurred, this therefore added to the mysterious origin of 

albino people in New Spain. In an attempt to explain why albinism occurred, the population 

came to an agreement that albinos originated from African bloodlines.103 A second explanation, 

“proved that darker bodies could revert to whiter ones without having to mix with Europeans.” 

Katzew argues that this second explanation is important to the study of albinism in New Spain 

because some colonizers, “Believed that the original color of humankind was white and that the 

birth of albinos proved humanity’s propensity to return their so-called original whiteness.”104  

 Ilona Katzew’s argument is important because it does provide a context to Cabrera’s 

portrayal of an albina mother and her torna-atrás daughter. Katzew argues that it was believed by 

colonizers, and perhaps the general public, that African blood caused albinism. Cabrera, 

therefore, portrays the mother in Figure 7 in a high regard. The mother is not concealed in this 

painting, in fact she seems to be at the center of it. Her gown is bright, ornate, and she is almost 

centered in the portrait. Cabrera is communicating that the mother is accepted in the public and 

private spheres as a white woman. However, the daughter symbolizes the colonial fear that 

blackness could become incorporated into the elite social classes.  

 In comparison to Figure 6, there is not an association with shame and concealment. The 

albina mother is dressed in a floral gown and is wearing pearls, her daughter is dressed 

comparatively and wears pearl earrings. The mother in Figure 7 wears a seemingly identical 

pearl necklace to the mother’s in Figure 6. It is evident through these portraits that Cabrera found 

pearls to be symbolic of wealth and prosperity. At the time of creating these portraits, Cabrera 

had been born in a society that greatly valued pearls. In her article regarding the gem’s influence 

 
103 Katzew, “Why an Albino?” 
104 Ibid. 
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in the Atlantic, Molly Warsh argues that the pearl trade became an economic and political power 

during the Spanish colonization. Further, she explains that during the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries pearls allowed for those living in the colonies to, “Improve their fortunes while 

underscoring the difficulty of regulating both subjects and objects across expanding empires.”105  

In her article, Warsh argues that the value of pearls became intertwined into the cultural identity 

of Iberian colonies.  

 The gems served as jewelry; however, they had other purposes such as, “officials’ 

salaries, the funds for the poorhouse, and alms for the church… on the Pearl Coast of South 

America they bought wine, food, playing cards— and autonomy.”106 She goes on to argue that 

pearls became an “ungovernable” trade, where traders could potentially pocket the gems that 

they found due to their small size. Further, due to their small size, pearls were not imprinted. 

This, therefore, made the gems nearly impossible to identify if they had been taxed prior to being 

traded or sold.107 By taking Warsh’s arguments into account, Cabrera’s choice to portray the 

mothers adorned in pearl necklaces becomes more evident. There was an allure to pearls. They 

had been highly sought after and had become part of Spanish colonies’ cultural identity. Due to 

the wealth and value that pearls had in Latin American society, Cabrera wanted to communicate 

that the families in Figures 6 and 7 are wealthy. Either the families were successful enough to 

afford pearl jewelry, or perhaps Cabrera had been suggesting that the families had the necessary 

social network to acquire them. In this regard, the choice to portray the mothers in pearls was 

indeed intentional. This becomes far more evident when comparing other portraits in Cabrera’s 

 
105 Molly A. Warsh, “Assessing Wealth Across the Iberian Empires: Pearls and the Role of Human Capital in the 

Creation of Value, c. 1500-1700,” Journal for Early Cultural Studies 19.2 (2019): 54. 
106 Ibid, 58. 
107 Ibid, 59. 
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1763 series where some mothers do not wear pearls. Therefore, Cabrera considered that pearls 

were not just dependent on class structure, but on the Sistema de Castas as well.  

 However, the father is not dressed as elaborately. He is dressed quite plainly compared to 

the woman and their daughter. From the style of dress of the woman and her daughter, it can be 

generalized that this family is at the very least, middle class; however, the Spanish man is 

stylistically placed in the background of this portrait. Cabrera designed this portrait to have the 

woman and her daughter be the focal point, this is evident based upon their bright clothing 

against the hue of the dark wall behind them. The father, however, is hidden by Cabrera. The 

man’s clothing is slightly lighter than the wall behind him, and he has space between himself and 

his daughter. Though the family is placed in front of an open window where an outsider is able 

to look inside, it is apparent that Cabrera is communicating that there is a physical distance 

between the Spanish father and his torna-atrás daughter. In this interpretation of Cabrera’s 

Pintura de Castas, 7. De español y Albina – Torna atrás, it is important to refer to Christa 

Olson’s investigation of torna-atrás in Casta portraiture.  

 As emphasized in Chapter One of this thesis, Christa Olson states that Spaniards shared a 

great concern that African blood would eventually resurface in the offspring of the elite. Further, 

she explains that this fear is regularly communicated in the Casta genre by placing distance 

between fathers and their torna-atrás children.108 Therefore, the portrait in Figure 7 is an example 

of the imperialistic fear of devolution.  

 The last, perhaps most important detail of the Figure 7 Casta, is Cabrera’s choice to add a 

bird looking in from the outside. In her analysis of this portrait, Magali Carrera does not identify 

the type of bird gazing inside at the family; however, does note the presence of seed pods in the 

 
108 Olson, 319. 
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portrait. Carrera notes that the daughter seems to be offering a seed to the bird and there are 

seeds laid out on the table besides the family.109 The seeds are out of place in comparison to 

other Casta portraits in Cabrera’s series. In other portraits, Cabrera chose to place food in front of 

or near family. Seeds are not edible until they are grown, with the exception of some seed 

varieties, therefore this may suggest that the family offers foreseen prosperity in the colony.  

 Since the family is seated in front of an open window, in a semi-public space, Cabrera is 

communicating to the viewer that the family exists in the public sphere; however, the bird may 

represent a form of judgment. Further, this judgement may be felt by the father since he, alone, is 

gazing at the bird in the window and not at his family. Since the woman and her daughter do not 

take a great interest in the bird, they do not feel this judgement in the public sphere, as the 

Spanish father does. In this regard, I argue that the bird represents the public sphere gazing in at 

the reality of the imperialistic fear that African blood has worked itself into the elite class. 

Though the family may have been welcome into the public sphere, it does not mean that the 

family would have been accepted or not judged. Due to the mother’s albinism, she would have 

been perceived as an oddity in her community. Though she is married to a Spaniard and can have 

the wealth of a white woman, she is shunned away from the public sphere due to her perceived 

African bloodline. It is her daughter, who offers a seed to the bird, who represents a prosperous 

future.  

 It is evident from Miguel Cabrera’s portrayal of the torna-atrás that the artist had been 

concerned that African blood would come to exist within the elite social class of Mexico City.  

 
109 Carrera, 75. 
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 In Figure 8,  Pintura de Castas, 4. De español y negra – Mulata, Cabrera portrays a 

Spanish father, a black mother, and their mulata daughter. The artist chose to place this family in 

an outdoors setting, suggesting that they exist in the public sphere and are more welcomed there 

than families with torna-atrás children. In her interpretation, Magali Carrera believes that the 

Figure 8: Miguel Cabrera, Pintura de Castas, 4. De español y negra – Mulata, 1763. Oil on 

Canvas. 
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mother is “scowling” at the father.110 Though I neither agree nor disagree with Carrera’s 

interpretation, it is important to acknowledge the portrayal of black women in the Casta genre as 

typically violent towards white, Spanish men. There are other artists in the Casta genre who 

depict African women as aggressive instigators of domestic violence. In these particular 

paintings, children are typically attempting to intervene between their parents. In his 1763 series, 

Cabrera chose to not portray a black mother as his counterparts did. However, by depicting the 

mother as “scowling” towards the father Cabrera is demonstrating a prevalent stereotype in the 

Casta genre of African women being aggressors in their homes. 

 In regards to the presentation of this family’s social class, Cabrera portrays this family as 

middle class, this is evident based upon the stylistic choice of their clothing. However, the 

mother’s style of dress is particularly intriguing in regards to racialized portraiture. In 

comparison to Cabrera’s portrayal of mixed-race women, he chose to portray the mother in a 

head covering, possibly a mantilla. There could be two possibilities for the purpose of this head 

covering; however, in comparison to the other Casta portraits in Cabrera’s 1763 series, this was 

an intentional stylistic decision by Cabrera.  

 First, the head covering could derive from African cultural influences. In her article on 

Afro-Brazilian women in the mid-nineteenth century, Kelly Gage used runaway slave 

advertisements to study clothing worn by African descended women. Gage analyzed data from 

the Brazilian Jornal do Commercio for her study and argues that Euro-centric, as well as 

African, cultural influences towards wardrobe are evident in the advertisements.111 Among the 

advertisements, Gage noted that there is evidence of African style clothing and African fabrics 

 
110 Magali Carrera, 71. 
111 Kelly Mohs Gage, “Forced Crossing: The Dress of African Slave Women in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1861,” 

Dress: The Journal of the Costume Society of America 39:2 (2013): 115. 
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worn by women. Three advertisements mention fabric brought from the African coast, but are 

not specific on the type or appearance of the clothing.112 Second, when taking into consideration 

the Slave Voyages data from Chapter Two, the mother’s portrayal in a head covering could be 

evidence of Senegambian cultural influence. Referring back to the analyzed data from Chapter 

Two, a significant amount of Africans were brought over the Atlantic from Senegambia to New 

Spain. So, rather than merely being a mantilla, the head covering may also be indicative of 

Senegambian cultural influences.  

In regards to head coverings, Gage examined twenty-five advertisements describing that 

women had worn them. Specifically, twenty-one had worn a lenço, handkerchief, or a trunfa, 

turban.113 Though Gage’s analysis is set in Brazil a century after the creation of the Casta genre, 

her findings do give a context to the uses of headdresses in colonial Mexico City. Notably, 

Cabrera painted the mother in a European style of clothing, except for her headdress which is 

may be derived from African cultural influences. In this regard, it is important to acknowledge 

that Cabrera’s portrayal of an African woman’s headdress may indicate bias. This portrait, in 

comparison to the others analyzed in this thesis, is unique due to Cabrera’s representation of the 

mother. Cabrera could be suggesting that based upon her race, it is culturally preferred to cover 

her hair when out in public. Another notable difference in wardrobe of the mother in Figure 8 in 

comparison to the other portrayed mothers, is the absence of pearls, or lack of jewelry altogether.  

 As argued earlier in this chapter, Cabrera emphasized class and racial structures of Casta 

families by portraying the mothers by wearing jewelry, particularly pearls. This argument is 

particularly important regarding Cabrera’s portrayal of black mothers. To investigate this idea, it 

is important to refer back to Molly Warsh’s article on the pearl trade in the Atlantic. In her 

 
112 Ibid, 122. 
113 Ibid, 123. 
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analysis, Warsh argues that the pearl trade was incredibly racialized and dependent solely on 

enslaved African harvesters. Warsh argues that during the seventeenth century colonizers shared 

a “complete reliance” on enslaved men and women to collect pearls under harsh and extremely 

dangerous conditions.114  

 Slaves had been forced to collect pearls under perilous conditions for the upper classes a 

generation before Cabrera’s Casta portraits. Due to the wealth and success of the pearl trade in 

the seventeenth century, upper classes, as well as the population who existed in the higher tiers 

of the Sistema de Castas, likely regarded African descendants as unworthy to wear pearls. This 

idea, at the very least, could have been a prejudice held by Cabrera at the time he created his 

portraits. In Figure 8, the family appears to be middle-class and successful, evident from the 

family’s style of dress and the food that the mother holds in a basket. However, the family is 

either not successful enough to afford jewelry, or it is not culturally acceptable for the mother to 

wear pearls in the public sphere. This argument is important to this investigation because it is 

another example of the class and racial boundaries that were upheld by Miguel Cabrera in his 

portraits.  

 

Final Comparisons of Casta Genre to Eighteenth Century Mexico City 

 As investigated in the prior section, motherhood and racial lineage is a connected theme 

in Miguel Cabrera’s portraits. Cabrera places a primary focus on motherhood in his 1763 Casta 

series. Based upon the primary source evidence from the Matrimonios de Castas in comparison 

to the Casta portraits themselves, the link between mothers and race is significant. 

 
114 Warsh, 60-1. 
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In his Casta series, Cabrera painted white, Spanish fathers parenting a child with women existing 

within the Sistema de Castas. However, according to the data analyzed in Chapter Two from the 

Matrimonios de Castas from the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano, white fathers were not 

recorded marrying Casta women. In reality, white, Spanish women married mixed-race men 

regularly during 1762 and 1763. Therefore, during the year of Miguel Cabrera’s inspiration for 

these portraits and during the year of their creation, the artist focused on creating a narrative that 

mothers were responsible for determining their children’s racial lineage.  

 By portraying white, Spanish men in Casta portraiture, Cabrera emphasized the 

importance of Spanish bloodlines deriving from men, not women. The records from the 

Matrimonos de Castas give an amount of evidence to prove that Cabrera’s portraits were indeed 

a fictionalized portrayal of Mexico City society. As examined in the historiography of 

intermarriage in Chapter One, men and women were highly concerned with maintaining their 

honor when choosing a marriage partner. Honor is communicated in Cabrera’s portraits based 

upon his choice to only portray Spanish fathers, not Spanish mothers. Due to the historical record 

of marriages in 1762 and 1763, this calls into question of how seriously honor was taken into 

account in Mexico City. Due to the rate at which white women married men who existed in the 

Sistema de Castas, this demonstrates that the racial hierarchy had begun to decline during 

midcentury, and culturally, men and women were not concerned with honor in marriage as their 

parents and grandparents had been.  

 Based upon the primary source data and Cabrera’s 1763 Casta series, the fictionalized 

portrayal of the family unit communicated the expectations of the Sistema de Castas in both the 

public and private spheres. This is especially true when taking into consideration Cabrera’s 

clientele which consisted of clergymen. Casta portraits, therefore, seemed to be of primary 
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interest to a select portion of the Mexico City population. For example, those who existed in the 

highest tiers of the Sistema de Castas, such as Miguel Cabrera, and those who oversaw 

marriages, such as clergy. Though the general population had lived in a racialized society, the 

Matrimonos de Castas proves that men and women did not share the same fixation on bloodlines 

as colonizers. These written records prove that towards midcentury it had become socially 

accepted for the population in the Sistema de Castas to intermarry. Though intermarriage in the 

Sistema de Castas became accepted, the population knew of the concerns that colonizers and 

clergy had regarding their marriage choices. Therefore, men and women performed rituals, such 

as bringing witnesses to parishes, to ensure clergy that their intentions to marry were genuine and 

honorable. 

 Why were clergy commissioning Cabrera to create Casta portraits? What importance did 

it have for clergymen to obtain these paintings for their private collections? Based upon the 

evidence gathered for this thesis, it can be presumed that clergy wanted to remember a historical 

Mexico City, when the Sistema de Castas had been a more effective system at the beginning of 

colonization. In the urban environment of Mexico City, enforcing the racial hierarchy in parishes 

likely became a tiresome ordeal. Hundreds of couples had married during 1762 and 1763. 

Therefore, mandating who could marry and who could not based upon race likely became 

impossible. However, questioning friends, families, and the communities of couples who applied 

to marry gave colonizers some control to continue monitoring their plebian and enslaved classes. 

 Seventeenth century Spanish artwork such as the Mapa de Sigüenza, Manuscrito 

Techialoyan de Tepexozuca, and the Pintura de Tlaxcala demonstrate that colonizers included 

racial identification when constructing social class structures. By the eighteenth century, the 

racialized society of Mexico City had not changed; however, the identifying characteristics of 
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racialized artwork became more refined. In his portraits, Miguel Cabrera communicated to the 

viewer the colonizer’s expectations of where the Sistema de Castas belonged in the public and 

private spheres of Mexico City. By portraying nuclear families in specific settings and wardrobe, 

Cabrera emphasized the desired racial hierarchy and class structure of Mexico City.  

 However, it is known through marriage records that the general population existed in all 

spheres of their society. Men and women, of all races and social demographics, had married 

freely in their communities. Seventeenth century artwork was used as a reference, like the use of 

maps and diagrams, however through a Euro-centric lens. The 1763 series created by Miguel 

Cabrera did not consist of maps and diagrams as early Spanish artwork had. Instead, Casta 

portraits consisted of class structure symbolism that would have been accepted and desired by 

Cabrera’s clientele.  In this regard, Casta portraits were not of interest or likely viewed by the 

Sistema de Castas. Those most interested in these portraits, such as clergymen, did not use the 

images to understand the taxonomy of the racial hierarchy. However, Casta portraits were used 

as a form of nostalgic imagery to recall a time period when racial boundaries and classism had 

been an effective method of colonizer control.  

 

Conclusion 

 In the sixteenth century, Spanish officials recognized that marriage was an integral, if not 

the most important, factor to their colonization efforts of Latin America. By instituting the Holy 

Orders of 1503 and 1514 that permitted the intermarriage of Spaniards and Amerindian women, 

Spain encouraged their conquistadors to focus on colonization through the family unit. Further, 

by encouraging Spanish women to cross the Atlantic and marry in the colonies, the empire 

expected Spanish families to be an example for the Amerindian population. These Spanish 

husbands and wives exemplified the expectations for a European, Christian household.  



Wachs Thesis 81 

 

 However, based upon the historiography of Chapter One, it is evident that Spanish men 

were not concerned with immediately marrying once they crossed the Atlantic. Further, Spanish 

men had been hesitant to marry Amerindian women in fear of losing their honor. Due to the 

small population of Spanish women available to marry in the colonies, many men either married 

or chose to have sexual relationships with Amerindian women. By the eighteenth century, 

marriage choices became incredibly fluid, particularly in Mexico City, where it is evident that 

men and women had great freedoms when it came to marriage choice. Based upon the 

Matrimonios de Castas from the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano in Mexico City during 1762 

and 1763, intermarriages among the Sistema de Castas occurred frequently and had been 

culturally accepted.  

 In comparing the early colonial period to two centuries later, men and women were freely 

marrying with no evident interference from clergy and the empire. Given the evidence from 

Mexico City’s cathedral, it may be that Spanish men did not marry women from the Sistema de 

Castas during the eighteenth century. Their complete absence from the Matrimonios de Castas, at 

least from the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano record, is an astounding piece of evidence 

regarding marriage choice in Mexico City. This evidence suggests that Spanish men continued to 

be concerned with maintaining honor through marriage. Or, at the very least, Spanish men did 

not marry at the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano. The data that was referred to in Chapter One 

from Elizabeth Kuznesof’s research is important to reconsider when reaching a conclusion 

regarding marriage and honor.  

 According to Kuznesof’s data, towards the end of the sixteenth century Spanish men 

were overwhelmingly choosing Amerindian women as wives. Though metrics earlier in the 

century suggested that Spanish men preferred Spanish wives, Kuznesof’s analysis suggests that 



Wachs Thesis 82 

 

marriage choice and concerns regarding maintaining honor began to change.115 In comparison to 

the Matrimonios de Castas evidence in Chapter Three, marriage choice of Spanish descendants 

suggests that there had been a lingering cultural concern with honorable marriages. For example, 

between 1762 and 1763, the data from the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano shows that Mestizo 

men typically married Mestiza women. Though Spanish men did not marry at this specific 

parish, men of Spanish, Indian descent did; however, they strictly married women of the same 

descent. This pattern of marriage choice is intriguing because it suggests that honorable marriage 

continued to be a concern of men born of Spanish descent. Further, the evidence argues that 

marital honor was not only culturally European, but patriarchal. Spanish women, according to 

the entries found in the Matrimonios de Castas, married men existing within the Sistema de 

Castas frequently. The argument that marital honor was patriarchal can be investigated further by 

examining Miguel Cabrera’s 1763 Casta series.  

 Though intermarriage between Spanish women and Casta men occurred frequently in 

Mexico City, Cabrera refused to portray this reality. Instead, Miguel Cabrera portrayed Spanish 

men marrying Casta women, a reality that did not exist according to the Matrimonios de Castas 

at the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano. What does this portrayal of the nuclear family’s father 

as a Spaniard therefore signify? To answer this question it is important to reflect upon the 

Spanish obsession with bloodlines and race. Ilona Katzew explains that during the Renaissance 

and early-modern period, Europeans adopted a belief that a mother’s imagination determined her 

child’s race.116 This, therefore, demonstrates that for centuries the Spanish believed that mothers 

 
115 Elizabeth Anne Kuznesof, “More Conversation on Race, Class and Gender,” Colonial Latin American Review 

5.1 (1996): 132. 
116 Ilona Katzew, “White or Black? Albinism and Spotted Blacks in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World,” in 

Envisioning Others: race, color, and the visual in Iberia and Latin America ed. Pamela A. Patton (Leiden: Brill, 

2016), 147. 
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determined the race of their children, not the fathers. Upon examining Miguel Cabrera’s Casta 

portraits, this theme of maternal determination of race is present. Portraying Spanish fathers with 

mothers who existed within the Sistema de Castas suggests that Cabrera, and likely his clientele, 

shared this belief of racial lineage.  

 Ilona Katzew also argues that the Sistema de Castas were used as not only a ranking 

system among the population but as a method used to improve bloodlines through integration of 

purer, Spanish, blood.117 This argument allows for the Casta genre, and Miguel Cabrera’s work, 

to become even more compelling. The 1763 Casta series analyzed for this thesis was created 

from a male, however Mestizo, lens. As noted in Chapter Three, Cabrera’s clientele consisted 

largely of clergymen and some nobility. These portraits, therefore, were created based upon 

Cabrera and his clientele’s cultural worldview of Mexico City. Due to the representation of 

Spanish fathers intermarrying with Casta women, Cabrera and his clients believed that mothers 

were directly responsible for the race of their children. 

 A fascinating theme of this investigation revealed that the general population of Mexico 

City had not been primarily concerned with maintaining the expectation of the Sistema de 

Castas. In this regard, an incredibly small audience existed in Mexico City who shared a primary 

interest in Casta portraiture. The genre had been created by artists, such as Miguel Cabrera, to 

capture a moment in time when colonizers willed for the racial and class hierarchies to exist with 

fixed boundaries. However, by the eighteenth century men and women began to marry freely 

outside of the constraints of the Sistema de Castas. Further, the parishes where they married, 

such as the Asunción Sagrario Metropolitano permitted them to marry; therefore arguing that 

 
117 Ibid. 152. 



Wachs Thesis 84 

 

despite the colonizer portrayal of a racial and classist hierarchy existing in the Spanish colonies, 

the population actively transcended societal boundaries through marriage.  
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