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Academic inquiry into the genre of casta paintings begins as early as the late 

nineteenth century if not earlier.1  However, art historian María Concepción García Sáiz 

can be credited with inspiring a renewed interest in the study of these paintings and a 

reawakening of the scholarly discourse. In her bilingual exhibition catalog of 1989, Las 

castas mexicanas: un género pictórico americano, Sáiz put forth the first publication of 

its kind. It is unique to the study not only because the written content was translated into 

both English and Spanish, which opened up the subject to a larger readership, but it also 

compiled the largest number of casta painting reproductions within one comprehensive 

volume and exhibition. Las castas mexicanas traveled to three institutions: Museo de 

Monterrey in Mexico, the San Antonio Museum of Art in Texas, and Museo Franz Mayer 

in Mexico City.  

Following Sáiz’s lead, art historian Ilona Katzew also greatly contributed to the 

study of casta paintings with significant research of her own including her substantial 

dissertation from New York University, Ordering the Colony: Casta Painting and the 

Imaging of Race in Eighteenth-Century Mexico from 2000, and her 1996 exhibition at the 

Americas Society Art Gallery in New York, New World Orders: Casta Painting and 

Colonial Latin America.  Katzew invited a number of scholars to contribute to the 

accompanying bilingual catalog, including Sáiz and another important scholar Elena 

Isabel Estrada de Gerlero. After compiling a collection of expert writings on the subject, 

Katzew subsequently published an extensive explicatory piece that was also exhaustively 

                                                
1 Ilona Katzew, Casta Paintings: Images of Race in Eighteenth-Century Mexico (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 5-7.  
In Katzew’s Historiography she goes as far back as Ernest Theodore Hamy’s study in 
1884; The R. Blanchard’s 1908 reference; The written works of Gregorio Torres 
Quintero and Teresa Castelló Yturbide; written record from 1929 of Francisco de las 
Barras de Aragón; and the study by Isidro Moreno Navarro in 1973. 
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partnered with reproductions of the genre as well.  This second publication was released 

in 2004 in conjunction with an exhibition at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art: 

Casta Painting: Images of Race in Eighteenth-Century Mexico, expanding the 

distribution of the discourse further.   

New interest in the paintings was generated thanks to the work of María 

Concepción García Sáiz and Ilona Katzew.  Both art historians contributed greatly to the 

scholarship of casta paintings and provided researchers with a repository of images that 

are largely in private collections and unavailable to the general public.  This increased 

awareness, sparked a new interest in the subject, and the popularity and the accessibility 

of the paintings grew due to these groundbreaking exhibitions.  Both art historians also 

opened up the discourse to a wider audience with the bilingual presentations of their 

catalogs.   This present study is greatly indebted to the pioneering efforts of these two 

casta painting scholars.  

This chapter will briefly look at the work of eight scholars.  These authors are 

highlighted for making the most substantial strides in the study of casta paintings in the 

past two decades.  This is by no means an exhaustive account of the scholarship; rather, it 

is an attempt to review the most recent and relevant literature to this study.  This section 

will include ideas from María Concepción García Sáiz, Ilona Katzew, Elena Isabel Estada 

de Gerlero, Elena María Martínez, Magali M. Carrera, Carlos López Beltrán, Evelina 

Guzauskyte, and Susan Deans-Smith. 

Each of these aforementioned scholars has contributed a significant component to 

the interpretation of casta paintings; nonetheless, all of them also have a thread of general 

consensus—they agree that the paintings depict a form of social and racial hierarchy that 
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places the male Spaniard at the top of this matrix.  Secondly, they all concur that the 

paintings’ depictions are in fact disconnected from the reality of New Spain.  The above 

scholars do not claim that these paintings hold documentary truth whereas some 

scholarship prior to Sáiz’s work of 1989 accepted the nomenclature at face value and the 

paintings as having an utilitiarian function—as charts for ascribing caste.  

This research focuses on connections of specific themes regarding casta paintings 

in comparison to Dutch Genre art and cartography, issues of display, and the 

disconnected elements within the theory of social hierarchy.  This chapter will explore 

the art historical dialogue on these specific topics and it will also illuminate the major 

contributions of each scholar. The first element of interest for comparison of scholarly 

theory is the presumption that the genre represents a secular art form that represents the 

actions of everyday life. 

Sáiz and Katzew are in disagreement on the importance of Dutch genre art for 

casta paintings.  Where Sáiz sees direct links to casta paintings with the scientific 

philosophies from the Enlightenment era, as well as, the quotidian subjects of the Dutch 

genre paintings, Katzew does not.  Although Katzew does see a relationship between the 

narratives of two casta paintings with Dutch genre scenes, she disagrees that the 

paintings can be viewed as “slices of life.”2  According to Katzew, comparing Dutch 

scenes of home and family to the casta paintings diminishes the complexity of these 

works.  Furthermore, she sees these readings as bolstering the old misconceptions of 

casta paintings representing an element of colonial documentation.3   

                                                
2 Katzew, Casta Painting, 8. 
3 Ibid. 
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Katzew also contends that Sáiz’s focus on the Enlightenment, as well as her theories on 

patronage are inadequate.  Katzew says that although the taxonomic nature of the genre 

may allude to common practices of classification during the Enlightenment era, casta 

paintings predate the theories of Carl Linnaeus by decades.4  And Katzew posits that the 

fact that so many canvases never left the territory of New Spain discredits Sáiz’s notion 

that the genre was initiated as tourist trinkets for the Spanish Administrators returning to 

Spain after their travels to the New World.5  

Katzew’s concepts of identity formation, as well as developing a historical 

chronology that places the production of casta paintings into two phases divided by the 

Bourbon reform era have been her major contributions to the study of these paintings.6  

Katzew puts forth that before 1760 casta paintings focus on Creole pride and abundance 

of New Spain, although Spanish superiority is still evident.  And she states that after 

about 1760 the paintings reflect Bourbon interests such as decrees on dress and specific 

trades in the colony. 7 Katzew puts forth that the subject matter reflected in the paintings 

change focus to correlate with the new reforms of the era. 

Sáiz’s responds to Katzew’s theory that the Bourbon reforms influenced the genre 

by acknowledging that the “emergence of casta painting is related to a change in dynasty: 

the rise of the Bourbons to the Spanish Crown in 1700 with the ascendancy of King 

Philip V, Duke of Anjou and grandson of the French sovereign, Louis XIV.”8 However, 

                                                
4 Katzew, Casta Painting, 7. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Katzew, Casta Painting, 1. 
7 Katzew, Casta Painting, 111.  
8 María Concepción García Sáiz, “The Artistic Development of Casta Painting.” In New 
World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America, ed. Ilona Katzew, (New 
York: Americas Society, 1996), 30-31. 
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she adds that “the fact that Arellano’s casta paintings were produced as early as 1711 

makes it impossible to attribute the emergence of the genre to the influence of the 

Bourbon reforms implemented by Charles III (1759-1788), since by then it had already 

existed for over half a century.”9  Katzew argues that a stylistic shift occurs in the 

paintings around mid-century, not that the genre emerged from these factors. Subsequent 

scholars follow Katzew’s lead with the division of the genre, finding Bourbon 

influence.10 

Katzew states that casta paintings “created after 1760, in addition to emphasizing 

the colony’s overall stratification, also stress specific themes that closely parallel issues 

raised by contemporary reformers.”11 Katzew provides many examples of elements in the 

genre that coincide with the reforms, such as dress, drinking, and the practice of 

employing wet nurses.  In the case of dress, she points to the fact that some members of 

the elite class were unhappy that persons were seemingly not dressing according to their 

class rank in society.12  Subsequently, in attempts to clear up the class confusion that 

dress caused, Bourbon orders mandated that members of the casta class could not wear 

fine fabrics or accouterments.  Therefore, in Katzew’s opinion, casta paintings in the 

second half of the century start to use clothing as a greater indicator of socioeconomic 

status and class rank in response to the reforms. She states that casta paintings were a 

visual attempt “of creating order out of an increasingly confusing society” and that they 

                                                
9 Sáiz, The Artistic Development, 32. 
10Katzew, Casta Paintings,1. 
Ilona Katzew, New World Order: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America, (New 
York: Americas Society Art Gallery, 1996), 20. In her earlier work, Katzew positions the 
divide at the year 1760, but in her 2004 publication she states the divide begins at roughly 
1750. 
11 Katzew, Casta Painting, 111. 
12 Katzew, Casta Painting, 117. 
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“might have been intended as reminders to the Spanish Crown that Mexico was still a 

rigidly structured society.”13  

Images of carousing and gambling, a concern of the crown, were generally 

depicted in a civilized and controlled manner within the paintings of the second half of 

the century.14  Katzew says that this is because “many of the concerns of the enlightened 

reformers and intellectuals of Bourbon Spain are addressed in casta painting by including 

scenes that refer to specific issues.  These sets do not simply depict colonial life in an 

idealized fashion but present images that are ideologically loaded.”15   She further states 

that “they create a reality that reproduces the preoccupations of the time and, as such, 

they were intended to trigger specific associations in the viewer.”16  

Pulque, tobacco, and ice-cream are all examples of items that are featured in casta 

paintings that Katzew also correlates with the reforms. She states these items were “royal 

monopolies”17 that were very lucrative items of sale in the colony; therefore, they were 

manufactured under strict restrictions and guidelines put in place by these reforms 

because of the fact that they provided the crown with great wealth.18 And therefore, 

because these products were connected to revenue for the crown, they were also shown in 

a positive light. 

The second major element that Katzew stresses is one of identity formation, and 

many other scholars echo this concept as well.  Katzew says that casta paintings “should 

                                                
13 Katzew, New World Order,13. 
14 Katzew, Casta Painting, 120. 
15 Katzew, Casta Painting, 113-114. 
16 Katzew, Casta Painting, 134. 
17 Katzew, Casta Painting, 121. 
18 Katzew, Casta Painting, 115. 
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be analyzed in terms of how identity was formed within the colonial arena.”19  Art 

historian Magali M. Carrera agrees with Katzew’s idea of the Bourbon divide and takes 

her identity hypothesis a step further by declaring that casta paintings were one visual 

component in a greater process of a national identity formation for Mexico.20  However, 

Carrera says that while casta paintings reflect a discourse of the individual persona, the 

paintings become part of a visual culture that alters through the ages from traditions of 

New Spain into its transformation into Mexico.21 Casta paintings, although imaginary, 

render a visual social hierarchy that clearly displays their social degeneration and their 

individual placement in society.22  

Perhaps Carrera’s greatest contribution to the study of casta paintings is her 

introduction of the concept of calidad.23  She coined this Spanish term that translates into 

“quality” in English, as a word to describe an aggregate of valued elements and behaviors 

exhibited by the figures in the paintings.  By using this term Carrera opens up the 

dialogue of race and ethnicity to include more than a strict interpretation of phenotype 

and bloodline. Calidad was used to refer to a person’s marital status, occupation, 

appearance, temperament, and class. Because this term reflects more than race, calidad is 

                                                
19 Katzew, Casta Painting, 1. 
20 Magali M. Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial 
Body in Portraiture and Casta Paintings, (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 32. 
21 Magali M. Carrera,  “From Royal Subject to Citizen: The Territory of the Body in 
Eigtheenth- and Nineteenth-Century Mexican Visual Practices,” In Images of Power: 
Iconography, Culture and the State in Latin America, ed. Jens Andermann and William 
Rowe, (New York: Berghahn Books, 2005), 23-24. 
22 Carrera, From Royal Subject to Citizen, 20. 
23 Carrera, From Royal Subject to Citizen, 28. 
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a concept that better encapsulates the multifaceted complexities of the fluid society that 

was New Spain and elucidates the social mobility possibilities of the castas.24 

Historian and philosopher Carlos López Beltrán’s theories run somewhat parallel 

to Carrera’s physiognomic view of calidad25 but he adds the ancient Hippocratic-Galenic 

theories of the four humors that were developed by Hippocrates and his pupil Galen.26  

These theories state that environmental factors link personal habits and character traits to 

each individual by the balance of four fluids found within the body.  In this theory these 

humors correlate with human physiology.  The basis of the theory is that balance of these 

fluids is necessary to avoid any undesirable personality traits, physical features, and 

temperament.  He links these ancient philosophical theories to the concept of lineage 

from pureza de sangre, otherwise known as limpieza de sangre.   

Beltrán states that the theory of humans obtaining certain physical and 

temperamental traits through environmental factors is visibly represented in casta 

paintings.  In fact, the paintings render how bloodline could transport such characteristics 

throughout the generations.27  In other words, Beltrán’s theory uses a complex integration 

of the concept of “the stain” that historian Elena María Martínez discusses at length.  

Many scholars mention the notion of a visual representation of a heritage “stain” 

on the persons of the castas class who are of African lineage; scholars say that the “stain” 

                                                
24 Carrera, From Royal Subject to Citizen, 29. 
25 Carrera, Imagining Identity in New Spain, 102. She states,“the final quarter of the 
century casta imagery emphasized not casta taxonomy but a physiognomic view of 
colonial bodies marked by calidad, that is, the appearance, circumstances, and assumed 
inherent character of types of mixed-blooded persons.” 
26 Carlos Lopez Beltran,  “Hippocratic Bodies: Temperament and Castas in Spanish 
America, 1570-1820,” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies 8, no. 2 (2007), 253. 
27 Carlos Lopez Beltran, Hippocratic Bodies, 272. 
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is evident in casta paintings.  Katzew touches upon the concept of limpieza de sangre,28 

while Martínez goes into great detail, intertwining the concepts of limpieza de sangre 

with the African stain supposedly represented within the genre of casta paintings.  The 

term translates to “purity of blood,” and was used to designate persons with “Old 

Christian” ancestry; this was a concept that was developed from the ideals of the 

Inquisition era.29  In Spain the phrase meant an absence of Jewish and Muslim ancestry; a 

person who was considered to be of pure blood was a person who was a Christian and 

had no doubt in their true faith of Christianity. Doubt was cast on the faith of persons 

with a history of religious conversion in their ancestry, even if the conversion occurred 

generations back.30 Martínez says that the concept of limpieza de sangre was transported 

from the Iberian peninsular to New Spain and transformed into the sistema de castas and 

was subsequently visually rendered within casta paintings.31  She concludes that a similar 

societal concern resonates within both limpieza de sangre and the sistema de castas.  

Although Katzew finds no connections with casta paintings and the Catholic 

Church,32 Martínez states that casta paintings have multiple religious links. Nonetheless, 

both Katzew and Martínez explain that the disdain for African lineage emerged in part 

from the myth of “the curse of Ham.”33 The curse of Ham was a biblical passage that tells 

the story of Noah damning his youngest son for misbehaving that some people 

                                                
28 Katzew, Casta Painting: Identity and Social Stratification in Colonial Mexico, 9. 
29 María Elena Martínez, “The Black Blood of New Spain: Limpieza de Sangre, Racial 
Violence, and Gendered Power in Early Colonial Mexico.”  William and Mary Quarterly 
61, no. 3, (2004), 483. 
30 Martínez, The Black Blood of New Spain, 485. 
31 María Elena Martínez, Genealogical Fictions:  Limpieza de Sangre, Religion, and 
Gender in Colonial Mexico, (California: Stanford University Press, 2008), 228. 
32 Katzew, Casta Painting, 7. 
33 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 267. 
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interpreted as slavely corresponding with dark skin.34 Martínez finds the story to be a 

particularly important factor, due to its increasing popularity and associations with “black 

skin color and ancestral sin” that projects transatlantic anxieties into the sistema de castas 

and onto the artist’s canvas.35 

She further puts forth that illegitimacy, which was an abhorred by the church, 

became increasingly linked to the castas class.  Martínez also posits that the family unit 

typical of casta paintings echoes the religious family trinity.  Furthermore, the 

“degeneration narrative” she states, “can be read as a kind of fall from grace, one that 

always begins with the sexual act.”36  To Martínez casta paintings symbolically connect 

to the biblical story of Adam and Eve by employing their own reference to forbidden 

procreation.  

In Martínez’s opinion, casta paintings visually describe society’s preference for 

the Spanish lineage and place an emphasis on a lighter phenotype as the ideal for the 

society of New Spain.  She states that the paintings are full of nostalgic feeling for a more 

orderly past, as well as dire warnings to avoid mixing with African heritage.37  The 

overall message of the paintings in Martínez’s view is that the Spanish lineage 

corresponds to the desired pure lineage from the religious ideals of Limpieza de Sangre.  

She says that white skin became the visual vehicle in casta paintings for displaying pure 

lineage.  Like Katzew, Carrera, Beltrán, and Sáiz, Martínez believes that casta paintings 

show social degeneration as the castas mix with African lineage.  She argues that the 

visual representation of this process serves as a way to discourage miscegenation, or 

                                                
34 Katzew, Casta Painting, 46. 
35 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 267. 
36 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 235. 
37 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 235. 
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rather to promote proper mixing and illuminate an avenue to “return to purity,” 

something that is not possible once the “stain” is present in the genealogy from African 

lineage.38 

The issue of the representation of the “heathen Indians” is another topic that has 

arisen repeatedly in casta painting scholarship. Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero’s 

monologue delves specifically into this realm.  Carrera, Katzew, and Sáiz all discuss a 

connection between the depictions of natives in casta paintings and the allegorical figures 

of the continents. Gerlero’s work on the “heathen Indian” concurs with the other 

scholars’ notions that native representations have a generic and exoticized element to 

them, but also that they are not bound solely to this concept.39   

Generally described as a “noble savage,” native “others” are depicted in a generic 

and imaginary costumes of feather headdress with accompanying bow and arrow.40 

Gerlero says that casta painting’s depictions are akin to the visual traditions of the 

allegorical figures and in contrast to the written accord of the dangers of the uncivilized 

natives, casta paintings in fact, do not render a violent and hostile looking native group.  

Much of the imagery is in great contrast to some written accounts and shows rather a 

docile and unthreatening group.41   

Perhaps most relevant to this study is Gerlero’s comparisons of the native figures 

in the allegorical representations and casta paintings to the work of the Dutch 

cartographer Joris van Spilbergen (1568- 1620).   She traces a trajectory of these stylized 

                                                
38 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 235. 
39 Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “The Representation of ‘Heathen Indians’ in Mexican 
Casta Painting.” In New World Orders: Casta Painting and Colonial Latin America, ed. 
Ilona Katzew, (New York: Americas Society, 1996), 54. 
40 Gerlero, The Representation of ‘Heathen Indians’, 54. 
41 Gerlero, The Representation of ‘Heathen Indians,’ 45. 
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images of natives into casta paintings’ often-repeated formula of a  “human couple, 

sometimes accompanied by their offspring and frequently associated with harvest 

crops.”42 

In addition, Gerlero states that these figures represented the sector of society that 

was outside of Spanish Colonial culture, therefore, signifying the unfinished business of 

Spanish Catholic evangelization.43 Later scholars have echoed this sentiment and stated 

that paintings such as Ignacio María Barreda’s piece attempts to homogenize the native 

population into a visual fable using false notions of the population.44 

Estrada de Gerlero contributes an additional theme of relevance to this study by 

her connections made to the Relaciones geográficas (geographical accounts).  These were 

the official questionnaires sent to New Spain to gather information about the colonies that 

included information about the castas. She states, 

As early as the sixteenth century, the Council of the Indies drafted 
elaborate questionnaires that requested detailed information about various 
aspects of colonial life.  These questionnaires were to be answered by 
colonial functionaries, church officials, missionaries, and others with 
access to such information.  Manuscripts with the responses were prepared 
in duplicate and triplicate copies.  Occasionally, the geographical, 
ethnographical, and botanical descriptions in these manuscripts were 
supplemented with drawings.45 

 
The questions from the Relaciones geográficas included information regarding “clothes, 

occupations, customs, habits, devotions, foods, and the products they obtained from the 

                                                
42 Gerlero, The Representation of ‘Heathen Indians,’ 52. 
43 Gerlero, The Representation of ‘Heathen Indians,’ 54. 
44 Susan Deans-Smith, “Creating the Colonial Subject: Casta Paintings, Collectors, and 
Critics in Eighteenth-Century Mexico and Spain.” Colonial Latin American Review 14, 
no. 2, (2005), 173. 
45 Gerlero, The Representation of ‘Heathen Indians,’43. 
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earth”46 —all items of interest, which appear as integral elements within the casta 

painting genre.   

Perhaps it is because Estrada de Gerlero does not provide any definitive visual 

links from these illustrations to casta paintings that Katzew discredits the connection.  

Katzew states, “there is no evidence that the large corpus of casta paintings remotely 

responded to the requests of the Relaciones geográficas, the desire to link the paintings 

with a specific body of documentation represents another forced attempt to establish a 

function for these works.”47 Interestingly, Martínez points out that the Relaciones 

geográficas were also accompanied with maps.48 

The author that makes the most direct connection from casta paintings to 

cartography is the Spanish Colonial scholar, Evelina Guzauskyte.  She observed that 

maps denoted, “conceptual borders separating human types from those regarded as 

monstrous races had characterized the cartography from which casta paintings drew 

some of their features.”49 Guzauskyte provides an example of a Dutch connection to 

casta paintings with, Orbis Terrarum Typus de Integro Multis in Locis Emendatus done 

in 159450 (Figure 2.1).   

Within this map, representatives from the six known continents were rendered as 

specific human types.  Guzauskyte explains, “drawn by Petro Plancio for Linschoten’s 

Voyages, four women labeled as ‘Mexicana’ , ‘Africana’, ‘Europa’ and ‘Asia’ appear in 

                                                
46 Gerlero, The Representation of ‘Heathen Indians,’ 45. 
47 Katzew, Casta Painting, 8. 
48 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 325. 
49 Evelina Guzauskyte, “Fragmented Borders, Fallen Men, Bestial Women: Violence in 
Casta Paintings of Eighteenth-century New Spain.” Bulletin of Spanish Studies LXXXVI, 
no. 2, (2009), 185. 
50 Guzauskyte, Fragmented Borders, 185. 
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the four corners of the map, and two smaller figures ‘Peruana’ and ‘Magallanica’, are 

depicted standing inside the bottom border.”51 Guzauskyte points out the similarities of 

these allegorical figures to the figures represented within casta paintings explaining that 

they both represent human types by incorporating particular dress and props.52  However, 

unlike other scholars who conclude the comparisons of casta paintings at the allegory of 

the continents, Guzauskyte delves deeper into the art of cartography.  

Guzauskyte characterizes maps as static forms of information, to describing the 

topography, location, and details of the inhabitants; whereas casta paintings were more 

fluid and “documented the continuously changing present of racially diverse New 

Spain.”53  She believes that maps drew clear lines and separated the representations of 

people within borders, whereas “casta paintings showed how these borders between races 

were breaking down.”54  

If casta paintings were created to show Spanish superiority within the social 

hierarchy of the colony, one would think the representation of deteriorating racial 

divisions would not be accepted because a visual representation of Spanish loss of control 

and purity would presumably not be preferred.  However, if casta paintings were a 

mestizo art form in which the artists wished to exemplify unification through 

miscegenation, and the possibility of achieving a higher calidad status through upward 

social mobility, then Guzauskyte’s statement that the paintings show that the “borders 

between races were breaking down” would make more sense.  Echoing Carrera’s national 

                                                
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Guzauskyte, Fragmented Borders, 186. 
54 Ibid. 



Coates 16 

identity sentiments, she claims that casta paintings show the birth of a new people—

Mexicans.55 

Carrera has written extensively on cartography and its link to the progressions 

within Mexican visual identity in her publication Traveling From New Spain to Mexico: 

Mapping Practices of Nineteenth-Century Mexico.   By looking at the traditions of 

allegorical figures within frontispieces and among other images from maps, she traces the 

visual identity formation up though the twenty-first century.  Although her study on 

cartography touches upon earlier map paradigms, she focuses her latest publication on a 

Mexican cartographer of the nineteenth-century, Antonio García Cubas, who was 

working a century later than casta painting artists. Antonio García Cubas’ work presents 

a tenuous connection for casta paintings because Carrera suggests that casta paintings 

were a predecessor for the cartographic images of people types, rather than the other way 

around.  

Carrera uses the term “bricolage,” to explain the art of cartography.56  She states 

that “maps may be understood as assemblages, collages, and montages of fragments of 

earlier maps; debris from previous misrepresentation of spaces and shards of current and 

past visual images.  Simultaneously, bricolage erases the traces of its amalgamation 

practice.”57  Furthermore, Carrera connects casta paintings as a visual representation of 

place.58  Pulling together many different elements such as dress, food, customs, and 

landscapes, casta painting in Carrera’s opinion “represent a form of eyewitness accounts 

                                                
55 Ibid. 
56 Magali M. Carrera, Traveling from New Spain to Mexico: Mapping Practices of 
Nineteenth-Century Mexico: Mapping Practices of Nineteenth-Century Mexico, (London: 
Duke University Press, 2011), 8. 
57 Carrera, Traveling from New Spain to Mexico, 8. 
58 Carrera, Traveling from New Spain to Mexico, 56. 
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that stage a display of imagined geography of New Spain.”59  To use Carrera’s adopted 

term, casta paintings capture a bricolage of place-making elements.   

Historian Susan Deans-Smith’s study has many parallels to earlier investigations 

into the genre. In a manner similar to the connections that Sáiz makes between casta 

paintings and to the enlightenment, Deans-Smith relates the paintings to the early 

development of natural history museums and the history of the cabinets of curiosities that 

were increasing in popularity during the eighteenth-century. And like Elena Isabel 

Estrada de Gerlero, Deans-Smith also proposes casta paintings connections with the 

Relaciones Geográficas. 

Deans-Smith’s contribution to the study includes her particular focus on the 

patrons, audience, display, and market for casta paintings.  In her opinion, the genre may 

represent a desire, from the patron’s perspective, for positive images of the empire.  She 

believes patrons would have preferred to view the positive aspects, subjects who are 

productive, both biologically and economically. Patrons would have been “sensitive to 

Spain’s weakened position as a European power and the need for reform.”60  Her 

argument echoes that of Katzew’s; she states, 

for some patrons, representations of the local in the casta paintings may 
also be read as ‘proud renditions’ of empire, which convey as much about 
Spain’s colonial resources as they do about race: the colonial subject as a 
racially mixed but productive cog in Spain’s imperial machine as it sought 
to reclaim its former position of power and glory.61 

 
  

Deans-Smith puts forth two important observations for this study: the questions 

she poses on how the paintings may have been displayed, and her research into who 

                                                
59 Carrera, Traveling from New Spain to Mexico, 59. 
60 Deans-Smith, Creating the Colonial Subject, 170. 
61 Ibid. 
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bought these paintings.  Deans-Smith notes that while Sáiz limited commissions of the 

paintings to the Spanish of “high-ranking bureaucrats (viceroys, audiencia ministers, 

military) and clergy (archbishops and bishops),” Katzew believed that the patron base 

also included “the middling ranks of the colonial bureaucracy.”62  Deans-Smith puts forth 

that known collectors of the genre were colonial bureaucrats and clergy members, many 

of whom also collected natural history materials, books, and maps.  However, within her 

deeper analyses of four specific patrons, she reveals that one of them was a member of 

the merchant class.63  

She also demonstrates that the prices for the works could greatly vary, and the 

particular piece owned by the merchant patron was a less expensive work.  She explains 

that the value of the paintings show that “their purchase was not restricted to only the 

very wealthy.”64   In fact, the records reveal that the prices varied no matter the format.  

For example, “two appraisals of single canvases valued one at 2 reales (1797) and the 

other at 35 pesos (1752).”65 Furthermore she found that “appraisals of the value of 

multiple casta series range from 16 pesos (16 canvases—1779), 72 pesos (six canvases—

1779), 70 pesos (14 canvases—1780), and 20 pesos (10 canvases—1798).”66 She 

demonstrates that these paintings varied in value, a possible indicator of both quality and 

demand; further, she provides evidence that a consistency in the patron base cannot be 

concluded—and that any notion that these paintings were solely purchased by high-

                                                
62 Deans-Smith, Creating the Colonial Subject, 182. 
63 Deans-Smith, Creating the Colonial Subject, 186. 
64 Deans-Smith, Creating the Colonial Subject, 182. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
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ranking officials is a misconception—the question remains as to whether or not the 

merchant who purchased the painting was a member of the casta class.  

 As art historian Thomas Cummins points out in a review of both Carrera’s and 

Katzew’s research, viewers today do not have a “phenomenological understanding of 

these paintings as objects within the world…one wonders how a series was displayed.”67   

Deans-Smith addresses this issue and states that “evidence about the display of casta 

series in Mexico is very thin but what we have suggests that some remained in the private 

homes of owners.”68  Some paintings were inventoried as stored canvases that were 

rolled, indicating that they were prepared for transport.  These rolled canvases may have 

been in a temporary storage position, but it is unknown if they were ever displayed.69 

Other paintings in Spain, as well as in the homes of New Spain, are traced with little 

definitive description about their display.    

With what little is known about the casta paintings that were in the public realm, 

nothing more is gained on the subject of display.  For example, Deans-Smith states, “we 

know that the six ‘casta de indios’ canvases owned by Bucareli were displayed in the 

viceregal palace, but where, precisely, is unclear.”70 In Spain at least one casta set was 

displayed at the Geografía y Gabinete de Historia Natural.71  All that is known about the 

display of this series is that it was alongside a set of paintings “from Quito by Vicente 

                                                
67 Thomas B. F. Cummins, review of Casta Paintings: Images of Race in Eighteenth-
Century Mexico, by Ilona Katzew (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004) and 
Imagining Identity in New Spain: Race, Lineage, and the Colonial Body in Portraiture 
and Casta Paintings, by Magali M. Carrera (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003) 
The Art Bulletin, Vol. 88, No. 1 (March 2006), 186.  
68 Deans-Smith, Creating the Colonial Subject, 189. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Deans-Smith, Creating the Colonial Subject, 190. 
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Albán that represented individual types of Indians and creole women, and flora and 

fauna.”72  Although Deans-Smith’s study focuses on the topic of ownership and display, 

more extensively than other scholars, further documentation is necessary to fulfill 

Cummins’ desire for a complete understanding of how these paintings interacted within 

their exhibition space in relation to the viewer; obtaining such information would surely 

provide greater insight into casta paintings.  Understanding how these paintings were 

experienced would provide a greater perspective to their historical relevance and 

popularity. 

There is a plethora of thematic threads to follow within this complex and 

perplexing genre of casta paintings. A wealth of exciting and insightful scholarship 

interweaves, intersects and accompanies these themes.  Consensus as well as 

disagreement can be found within the large corpus of writing.  For example, one 

interesting aspect of casta paintings is that the narratives seem to place a great emphasis 

on trades and occupations; this thematic repetition has a kaleidoscope of viewpoints that 

scholars have attached to it. As Martínez links many other narratives throughout her 

study to the religious connections of limpieza de sangre, she also positions the repeated 

appearance of occupations in casta paintings to religion as well. Martínez says that just as 

in Spain some occupations would have been linked to Jewishness and ranked as “vile 

trades,”73 certain occupations in New Spain were also thought of as lowly and linked to 

the castas class.74  On the other hand, Deans-Smith, who agrees with Katzew’s concepts 

of creole pride, links the images of trades and work to the desire of the creoles to show 

                                                
72 Ibid. 
73 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 64. 
74 Martínez, Genealogical Fictions, 269. 
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Old Spain that New Spain was a productive place.75   Katzew takes this sentiment further 

and states that the products and trades emphasized in casta paintings made after 1760 

boast of the lucrative productions of interest that coincided with the Bourbon reforms,76 

whereas Sáiz posits that the abundance of trade and market scenes within casta paintings 

provides further evidence of the paintings’ connections with Dutch genre art.77 

The many contrasting ideas within current scholarship belie the fact that there is 

also a consensus among these same researchers as well. This includes the depiction of a 

social hierarchy that holds to a Spanish superiority and downgrades the qualities of the 

persons found within the castas class. Katzew notes that by 1810, the year of Mexico’s 

War of Independence, casta paintings were no longer being produced.78 She believes that 

this was because “the social hierarchy purveyed by casta painting, which highlighted 

Spanish rule and superiority, was no longer an accepted form of discourse.”79  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
75 Deans-Smith, Creating the Colonial Subject, 170. 
76 Katzew, Casta Painting, 111. 
77 Sáiz, María Concepción García. “The Contribution of Colonial Painting to the Spread 
of the Image of America” America Bride of the Sun: 500 years Latin America and the 
Low Countries. (Belgium: Royal Museum of Fine Arts Antwerp, 1992), 171.   
78 Katzew, Casta Painting, 203. 
79 Katzew, Casta Painting, 204.  
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Figure 2.1.  Petrus Plancius:  Orbis Terrarum Typus De Integro Multis In Locis 
Emendatus auctore Petro Plancio 1594. 
http://www.raremaps.com/gallery/archivedetail/5635/Orbis_Terrarum_Typus_De_Integr
o_Multis_In_Locis_Emendatus_auctore_Petro/Plancius.html (accessed April 29, 2012). 
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