
The village of Arroyo Hondo, nestled deep in a valley between the expansive Rio Grande to the 
west and Taos Mountain to the east, is but a blip in a birds-eye view of northern New Mexico. At 
an elevation of 6,978 feet, and with a population of only 475 people as of July 2015, it still 
stands alone in its isolated rural state, at a distance of 11 miles from Taos, a town first 
established in 1615 by Spanish colonialists. Despite its small size and relative isolation, Arroyo 
Hondo is emblematic of an area that has long been home to dramatic pushes and pulls on the 
contested borderlands between Mexico and the United States. Particularly in the areas of 
northern New Mexico and southern Colorado, issues of colonization, cultural change and the 
increasing pressures of Americanization have reshaped small villages like Arroyo Hondo over 
the past several centuries. After undergoing great change during several centuries of Spanish 
colonial rule, the push of the American frontier to the northernmost edges of Mexico in the 19th 
and 20th centuries again reshaped cultural patterns in place over generations, raising complicated 
questions about the nature of culture at the contested borderlands where multiple cultural forms 
coalesce. Thinking carefully about Arroyo Hondo and its history raises the question: what could 
this isolated village, seemingly at the margins of the 20th century American project, tell us the 
forces of history and modernity, folklore and technology? 

As Sarah Deutsch writes in “No Separate Refuge:” 

“The houses of northern New Mexico blend into the land. Often they lie hidden behind or 
atop mesas, but even in plain sight, they merge with their surroundings. Their plaster 
facades bear the same pastel earth and vegetable tones as the hills, and the dramatic rises 
and falls, light and shadows of New Mexico’s arid north dwarf the one-story adobe 
structures.” (Deutsch 3) 

It was in the changing world of Arroyo Hondo that Juan Bautista Rael was born on August 14, 
1900. Rael’s childhood was marked by the dual forces of Arroyo Hondo’s rich cultural heritage 
and the increasing pressure that the Americanization of the region held on its peoples. Rael’s 
father, himself tracing a family lineage to the colonizing Spanish settlers who first entered the 
region in the 17th century, realized that competency in English was crucial to his son’s success. 
From a young age, Rael was sent away for schooling elsewhere, first to an elementary school in 
Santa Fe, and later high school in St. Louis, Missouri. While this decision proved instrumental in 
ensuring Rael’s later success, it led him to place special value in the times he would spend back 
home. As University of New Mexico professor Enrique R. Lamadrid writes: 

“Summers are especially beautiful in Arroyo Hondo, and Christmas and Easter vacations 
were filled with colorful festivities and solemn ceremony. Rael later reminisced about 
how much the Pastores, or Shepherds', plays of Christmas impressed him as a child. 
Undoubtedly, the instincts and sympathies of Rael the folklorist can be traced to these 
beginnings.” (Lamadrid) 

After completing a Masters’ Degree at University of California-Berkeley, Rael’s wife, Quirina 
Espinoza, convinced him that he should focus his academic research on the rich folk traditions 
that defined his youth. So, during summer break in 1930, Rael left from the University of Oregon 
and returned to northern New Mexico, to begin compiling and documenting the traditional 



cultural forms that lived in the valleys and mountains of the porous Mexican-American 
borderland region.  

One cultural form that Rael devoted special attention to was the Spanish alabado, a song form he 
defined as “any religious hymn sung at wakes or religious feasts… its contents, therefore, may 
very a great deal” (Rael 18). The songs, typically sung without instrumentation, were 
occasionally accompanied by reed flute, sung with a solemnity marking their religious nature. 

The alabado held a great deal of importance to the Spanish government in its quest to define a 
new colonial culture in the land they referred to as “New Spain.” Religious leaders saw the songs 
as a powerful means of implementing Spanish religious values into the peasants’ everyday lives, 
subtly but persistently normalizing the new religion. These alabados, captured later by Rael and 
others, were primarily written in New Spain during colonial rule. As Thomas Steele argues, 
reading from his book The Alabados of New Mexico (Track 3, 2:55-3:57): 

The alabados shape the populace, and their loss would lessen communal identity. The 
alabados are a sort of cultural DNA, a spiritual, social, and psychological genetic code 
that directs people’s lives. Singing them was a major force in keeping New Mexico in the 
Spanish empire, in the Roman Catholic Church, and in the cultural realm of Spain and 
New Spain, even when this northern colony was isolated, marginalized, and 
geographically distant, and the singing continued even when New Mexico could have 
become merely a minor part of the story of the Anglo conquest of the west. The alabados 
are indeed far more than just doctrine. (Steele 4) 

One of the most popular and widespread alabados, according to Steele, was a song called “Pues 
Padeciste,” or “Well You Suffered.” This version, taken by Juan Rael at Arroyo Hondo on 
August 11, 1940, captures two singers, Narciso Arellano and Alfredo Romero, singing one of the 
48 variants of the song, as noted by Steele. (Play the song on its own for about 15-20 seconds) 

Like many of the alabados, this song is deeply religious in nature, expressing gratitude for 
Jesus’s sacrifice. Here, Steele reads the some of the lyrics of the song (Track 6, 4:38-5:05): 

“Alma no olvides jamás / las finezas de Jesús / ten presente su pasión / sus tormentos y su 
cruz” (Soul, do not ever forget / the generosity of Jesus; / keep in mind his passion, / his 
torments, and his cross).” 

While the alabados served many different functions, from specific songs sung at funerals and 
religious holidays to everyday hymns of devotions sung around the house, they nevertheless all 
represent an essential element of the Hispanicization of the New Spanish territory. Their 
endurance following the American annexation of previous Mexican territory under the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848 speaks to the power that these religious hymns held on the collective 
imagination of the region after the introduction of Catholicism by Spanish authorities. 

During their colonial rule, Spanish authorities worked diligently towards the cultural 
assimilation, rather than alienation, of native peoples. This all changed, however, in the time of 
American conquest, a period in which cultural differences were used as a powerful tool of social 



stratification, especially towards the Hispano culture encouraged by Spain. Historian David J. 
Weber argues:  

“Spanish-Americans, comparative historians tell us, attempted to assimilate indigenous 
Americans rather than push them back or annihilate them as the English generally did. 
Moreover, Spaniards then encountered indigenous peoples whose culture rendered them 
easily assimilable. The Spanish-American frontier, in the words of geographer Marvin 
Mikesell, was a "frontier of inclusion" in contrast to the Anglo-American ‘frontier of 
exclusion.’” 

Along those lines, the group most responsible for the preservation of the alabado, the Penitente 
Brotherhood, was demonized by English-language newspapers during the Americanization of the 
region. 

 Los Penitentes are a Spanish-Catholic group of laypeople that have traveled throughout the 
region since at least the 19th century. According to Pablo Mitchell, the Penitentes are a “mutual 
aid society developed in the absence of regular Catholic clergy in New Mexico.” There, the 
promotion of the alabado was essential to defining a sense of Hispanic community, that idea of 
“cultural DNA” that Thomas Steele used to describe the songs. 

As Americanization of the newly-minted borderland states like New Mexico, Arizona and 
California increased in the late 19th and early 20th century, groups like the Penitentes were 
targeted as an alien force. Especially in New Mexico, one particular aspect of their religious 
ceremonies, the act of self-fallegation central to the brotherhood’s religious practices, was 
condemned by English-speaking newspapers. In his book Coyote Nation, Mitchell describes a 
1907 article, commenting on a Penitente ceremony held in Sabinal, a small town in central New 
Mexico: 

The basis of the article is the report of Walker Healy, apparently “one of the few 
Americans who has been able to witness the rites of the Penitentes.” According to the 
article, a “few fanatics” performed the ceremony, making “no concealment of self-
flagellation.” In some cases, in the testimony of Healy, “the natives’ backs were a mass 
of raw and bleeding flesh from the neck down.” (Mitchell 87) 

By demonizing the brotherhood for their religious customs, the English-speaking press set to 
create more rigidly-defined social hierarchies in the new American territory. This was one 
method by which white settlers created a sense of racial hierarchy, one that also reinforced 
difference along class lines. As author Maria Montoya writes in her book “Translating Property”: 

In fact, racial categories of Anglo and Hispano are relatively recent phenomena that were 
imposed on the people of this region during the latter part of the nineteenth century. As 
outsiders moved onto land grants and pushed Native Americans and Mexican Americans 
aside, Anglos eventually came to equate landlessness with ethnicity, and particularly with 
being Indian or Mexican. Indeed, it was important to conflate ethnicity with landlessness 
as Americans fulfilled their Manifest Destiny to occupy, liberalize, and democratize the 
open spaces of the American West. Americans argued that both Indians and Mexicans 



“wasted” the land, misusing its resources. They therefore felt justified in advocating 
dispossession and improvement of both the land and its inhabitants. 

By the dawn of the New Deal, New Mexico had been under American control for 80 years. It is 
at this moment that we should stop and consider the state of Hispanic culture, which had faced 
great pressure from white settlers occupying the land. Two competing models of cultural 
preservation can be examined, to understand the complicated attitudes, assumptions and 
motivations that governed the preservation taking place.  

First, we consider the preservation models practiced by New Deal programs and Anglo settlers. 

The New Deal in the American southwest aimed to preserve a sense of regional identity that 
incorporated the varied cultures that were found there. With an aim to preserve the indigenous 
Spanish community structure, government agencies, authors and artists demonstrated conflicting 
motives, showing that they saw the villages as simultaneously backwards and in danger of losing 
all uniqueness to the homogenizing American culture. As Sarah Deutsch writes, “Anglo sponsors 
of Hispanic cultural ‘revival’ tended to view New Mexico as artists and authors did since before 
the turn of the century, as an antidote to modern mechanization, a land of exotic primitivism, 
pure emotions, and simple truths” (190). Such attitudes persisted throughout this period, in spite 
of strong evidence that Hispanic culture in New Mexico was in fact continually changing, 
adopting elements of Anglo modernity that were deemed useful, such as gradual adoption of cars 
into the rural economy. Convinced that mechanization was entirely destroying native cultures in 
New Mexico, whites expressed troubling savior-complex attitudes that declared their mission to 
save Spanish culture. Deutsch quotes the author Mary Austin, who worried that, if left to their 
own devices, village people would turn into “average installment plan sub-Rotarian middle-class 
Americans” (189). These contradictory impulses, seemingly promoting cultural pluralism by 
encouraging “traditional” indigenous cultures while also looking down on them as primitive and 
losing their identity by becoming more American, gave Hispanic culture little room for organic 
change. She continued: 

Successful cultural assimilation, in the eyes of Anglos who continued to look to culture 
as a comforting explanation for persistent inequities, would make a dissatisfied Chicano 
work force, one barred nakedly by race and structural discrimination from occupational 
mobility. (Deutsch 193) 

These attitudes displayed several enduring contradictory impulses at once. While white settlers 
romanticized Spanish culture, they simultaneously demonized indigenous people for their 
supposedly retrograde ways, using their backwardness as a means of justifying the seizing of 
land from native peoples. Yet when these same Hispanic people attempted to adopt elements of 
modernity, they were accused of succumbing to homogenous white culture. This approach 
towards cultural difference had mixed results. Deutsch writes: 

What had begun as a Hispanic strategy to retain autonomy and cultural control became, 
in other hands, an instrument against both. But, ironically, the government also thus 
suspended the destruction of the villages as a separate culture. And it was largely due to 
this federal intervention that the regional community survived the 1930s at all. (199) 



A telling example of Anglo attitudes towards the Penitente brotherhood was a 1937 film called 
Lash of the Penitentes. While at times appearing to serve as a document to the religious customs 
of the brotherhood, it uses the self-fallegation done by the brothers as to create a sensational 
romantic tale. Here, the narrator describes the rituals of the Penitentes on Good Friday. 

Audio from “Lash of the Penitentes” 

While using real footage of the brotherhood and some rural villages, the gaze of the white viewer 
is fixed upon the strangeness of the Spanish culture. It may serve to inform viewers of this 
Spanish culture, but in a way that defines the brotherhood as other. 

More audio from “Lash of the Penitentes”  

Next, we consider the work of Juan B. Rael. 

Rael himself is a figure deeply rooted in the contradictory world of the borderlands. In a previous 
time, he would have been considered an elite, born to Spanish colonial heritage. Yet by the dawn 
of the 20th century, his father understood that his success was dependent upon moving past his 
heritage and learning English, ultimately leading Rael to work in the institution of the American 
research university. He drew from his childhood and an inherited understanding of the customs 
of the borderlands region in choosing to document music in New Mexico and Colorado, yet 
approached his practice with the support of Alan Lomax and the Library of Congress. While he 
too saw the danger of losing these cultural forms to the increasing Americanization of the area, 
his attitude showed a belief in the enduring health of the culture that created him, rather than it 
being something to be documented as a long-forgotten relic. A telling example of his attitudes 
comes from a description of Hispanic customs at the beginning of his 1942 essay "New Mexican 
Spanish Feasts": 

Popular Spanish traditions and customs which up to 1910 enjoyed undisputed sway 
among New Mexicans' have been losing ground rapidly during the last three decades. 
This is not true of all, but it is true of many of the most colorful, especially those of a 
religious character. Some of these customs have disappeared with dizzying rapidity. 
Many a custom dating back to the Spanish Colonial period and even to the Middle Ages 
has disappeared almost completely in the brief period of a decade. On the other hand, 
there are certain practices which, though seemingly an anachronism in the changing life 
environment of New Mexicans, arc so deeply rooted in the lives of the people and have 
so great an appeal to the popular fancy that they continue to be as popular as ever. 

With the benefit of hindsight, how can we work to unite these divergent perspectives? As Rael's 
work demonstrates, the act of capturing culture, particularly folk culture, is often a challenging 
catch-22. Documenting supposedly vanishing cultural forms may be necessary to ensure they 
aren't lost forever. Still, culture is a fluid and dynamic process, a product of exchange across 
time, space, and between people, one constantly redefining what is possible. This is particularly 
true at the borderlands, a location always under construction that stretches far beyond its physical 
bounds into the imaginations of those who inhabit it. David Weber summarizes this point nicely: 



We no longer think of the frontier as a line between “civilization and savagery” but as an 
interaction between two different cultures. The natures of these interactive cultures—both 
the culture of the invader and that of the invaded—combine with the physical 
environment to produce a dynamic that is unique to time and place. 

Today, the Penitentes, although smaller in number, remain a fixture in rural New Mexico. At the 
borderlands, American modernity and Spanish heritage coexist, not necessarily in an act of 
cooperation, but certainly not in open conflict. Arroyo Hondo is accessible via State Road 522, 
perhaps a relic of the past, but still a living, breathing community, rooted to land that has been 
inhabited over centuries. Even as it seems to disappear from collective imagination, the past is 
never left behind, its traces manifesting themselves in our daily lives. Rael's beloved alabados 
continue to mark the deep permanence of an older culture in a changed world, their haunting 
cries echoing out into the New Mexican wilderness.  


