Chiles, Chocolate, and Race in New Spain:
Glancing Backward to Spain or Looking
Forward to Mexico?

Thomas Gage, a rare seventeenth-century English visitor to New Spain, ob-
served an unusual ritual in Chiapas. Gentlemen draped themselves casually in
their doorways each afternoon “to see and to be seen, and there for half an hour
will they stand shaking off the crumbs of bread from their clothes.”" Gage ridi-
culed these “presumptuous and arrogant” Creoles—as Spaniards born in the New
World were called—for claiming to pick partridge bones from their teeth when
they could only afford to eat beans. Yet his preening dandies tell us much about
the racial tensions that continued to swirl around food throughout the eighteenth
century and into the nineteenth. The fundamental premise of colonial society
was the distinction between European conquerors and Indian subjects—the
repuiblica de los esparioles and the repiblica de los indios. That the Creole gentlemen
of Chiapas distinguished themselves from the Native American “people of corn”
by eating, or pretending to eat, wheat bread suggests how crucial food was to the
ethnic and class identity of New Spain.

With this example in mind, we can ask: did eighteenth-century Mexican cooks
create mestizo cuisine, a way of eating that straddled the “two hearths” of pre-
Hispanic Mesoamerica and early modern Spain? This has been the dominant
interpretation through much of the twentieth century, and is summed up by an
oft-repeated story® concerning the national Mexican dish, mole poblano (mnole from
Puebla), which was invented around 1680. Defined simply, mole poblano is turkey
in a deep brown sauce, but no simple recipe exists. The ingredients may include
cinnamon, cloves, peppercorns, anise, coriander, chocolate, chiles, almonds, pump-
kin seeds, raisins, bread, and tortillas, all combined into one harmonious whole.
Supposedly Sor Andrea de la Asuncién of the Dominican Santa Rosa cloister in
Puebla, one of the more important towns of New Spain, combined Old Workd
spices with New World chocolate and chiles and invented this dish in honor of
Viceroy Tomas Antonio de la Cerda y Aragén. No documentary evidence has
been turned up in support of this story.* So just how plausible 1s it?

To tackle the question, we must return to the two republics. Two separate
societies were all well and good in theory but well-nigh impossible to maintain in
practice. Imperial policy notwithstanding, the shortage of female settlers in the
New World 1nade race mixture inevitable, which led in turn to the development
of a system of castes. Peninsular Spaniards claimed a racial superiority over the
Creole population, which did indeed include substantial numbers of mestizo chil-
dren who had adopted the racial identity of their European parent. Other mesti-
zos, scorned by Spanish fathers, were raised as Indians in their mothers’ native
communities. But not all people of mixed blood gained acceptance in one or the
other society. An urban underclass of mestizos who had -adopted European cul-
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ture, but lacked a wealthy patron, had linle hope for ccononme advancement
They, along with Africans and nlattos, could find only menial labor, and were
referred to contemptuously by élites as léperos (strect people).

Over time, to the consternation of established Creole families, racial status
became more a function of culture and wealth than birth. No discernable geneti
differences existed between the “Indjan” and “mestizo” categories, and villagers
could fit into urban society simply by changing their patterns of dress, hair, and
speech. More threatening still, the boundaries between Europeans and mestizos
began (o erode as lower-class Spaniards lived among the léperos. In an effort 10
shore up the racial hierarchy, Creoles developed an “almost pathological interes
m genealogy” reflected in the casta paintngs. These works constituted a graphic
record of élite views of colonial society. Each series contained a number of ideal-
1zed family portraits cataloguing the racially mixed castes, with labels such as
“Spaniard and Indian beget mestizo” along with more bizarre combinations in-
cluding “coyote mestizo and mulatto woman beget ahi te estis” (there you re-
main). The nost famous casta collection, executed in 1763 by Miguel Cabrera,
included as the final panel a woman beating her husband—the ultimate social
inversion stigmatizing these “unnatural” racial combinations. Foods were one
Important way of distinguishing castes; painters showed darker-skinned subjects
with native foods. The artists of two such series depicted tamales (ground maize
steamed in a wrapping) in scenes labeled “from lobo and Indian woman comes
cambujo,” and “from Indian and barsino woman: zambaiga.”®

Initially the Spaniards had not been so disnussive of indigenous foods. When
Cortes and his men arrived in Tenochtitldn, where Mexico City now stands, they
were as impressed with the range and variety of goods in the markets and with
the elaborate food prepared for Moctezuma, as they were by the size of the city, its
clean waterways, and its grand plazas. Describing one meal served to Moctezuma,
Bernal Diaz del Castillo (who was perhaps mindful of the value of impressing his
readers with the grandeur of the city) wrote glowingly of the “more than thirty
dishes made according to their fashion and usage” and of the “fowl, wattled fowl,
pheasants, native partridges, quail, domestic and wild ducks, deer, peccary, reed
birds and doves and hares and rabbits,” of the “fruit of every sort,” and of the jars
of “chocolate with its foamn.” The city of Tenochtitlin was surrounded by small
gardens built out into the lake and by fields of maize.” Every day porters brought
produce into its luge central market where i was sold from an orderly arrange-
ment of stalls and under strict regulation from the authorities. After months at
sea and hard campaigning on land, it is no small wonder that the foods of the
New World looked viting to the rough and tumble group of Conquistadors.

Maize, a plant that grew rapidly and yielded bounteously, formed the basis of
the diet. Its grains were transformed into a myriad of products. Among the most
important were a thick drink or gruel (atole) of ground grains of maize boiled
with water; soft, warm flatbreads (tortillas) made from a wet doughi of grain, cooked
in an alkaline solution, ground on a saddle quern (metate), and then patted into
thin discs to be quickly cooked on a clay griddle (comal); and soft, spongy, steamed
breads (tamales). Ranking just behind the maize products were beans, cooked in a
clay pot (olla) until tender and rich with their own juices.

Tortllas and tamales were eaten with a variety of side dishes and fillings made
from local vegetables: sharp green tomatillos, a staggering variety of tomatoes,
cactus paddles to be cut into strips, abundant squash, and, above all, chiles, which
also came in a myriad of shapes, sizes, and flavors. Based on techniques of toast-
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spective theologies, but in the medical theory of the humors. It is unclear whether
this derived ultimately from India, Persia, or Greece; nevertheless, there was a

widespread belief that good health resulted from a well-tempered balance of lot,
cold, wet, and dry fluids in the body. Diet was
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hot-blooded characters were advised to cool down with cooling foods whereas
cold-blooded melancholics needed to take hot foods.

By the time the Conquistadors landed in Mexico, the Christians had driven
the Moors out of Spam. Nowwithstanding that Christian and Moorish diets had
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as well as forced Indian labor to work the fields.
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Spain’s “very sweet and savory” pork, particularly from the valley of Toluca west
ol Mcxico City, rivaled the Old World’s finest sausages.”’

Chocolate was a little more difficult because it had no Old World equivalent. It
did have class, however: beans had been used as coinage, and the beverage the
Aztees prepared from them was reserved for the lughest political and religious
uses.™ Modified by heating and by the addition of sugar and sweet spices, and
accompanied by a new and expensive set of utensils, the beverage became fash-
lonable among those at the pinnacle of Spain’s social hierarchy. Its medicinal
properties and theological import were debated by priests and doctors in a schol-
arly literature that extended over a couple of centuries. It was a cooling sub-
stance, according to the general consensus, and could be used to good effect by
those with hot temperaments. Many theologians were of the opinion that it was
Jjust a drink, not a food, and thus could be taken even during the fasts demanded
by the Church (though the more strict Dominicans dissented from this belief).
Given the circumstances, it is perhaps not surprising that it became the most
popular beverage of New Spain.

With this in mind, let us return to the problem of mole. There is no doubt that
the Creole élite in eighteenth-century New Spain relished mole-like dishes. The
manuscript cookbooks of the period attest to this. Cookbooks naturally have to
be studied with caution as they are at best only approximate indicators of what
people actually eat. However, they are much better indicators of what people
aspire to eat, and therefore are useful in our case. Several of these manuscripts
have been edited in recent years and we shall consider two in particular. The first
is the Libro de cocina from the Convent of San Jerénimo in Mexico City.* For a
long time this book was attributed to the leading seventeenth-century intellec-

tual, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, buct the fact that it is written on eighteenth-
century paper means that it was at least copied, and perhaps even written in the
eighteenth century. It is a slim collection of not more than forty recipes. The

other is a much more substantial volume, the Recetario de Dominga de Guzmdn,
30

composed around 1750.
The Libro de cocina includes few meat dishes, the Recetario many more. In both

cases they are meat dishes that would have been completely familiar in the seven-
teenth-century Spanish court: stews in spicy sauces, in nut sauces, made into
pies, or stuffed in vegetables. They include typically Spanish ingredients, cinna-
mon, cloves, black pepper, saffron, capers, raisins, and olives, along with New
World chiles. Consider, for example, the Conejos en mollo (Rabbits 1n sauce), a
recipe that appears in alimost identical terms in both Martinez Motifio and
Guzman. It consists of a base of fried onions to which rabbits were added, sea-
soned with pepper, nutmeg, and ginger, stewed with stock and fimshed with
vinegar and saffron.”" In another recipe, in Guzman, for Nogada portuguesa (Por-
tuguese nut sauce), chickens were quartered and simmered with cloves, cinna-
mon, black pepper, saffron, and a little vinegar; once cooked they were fried and
sauced with a mixture of cloves, cumin, garlic, breadcrumbs, and ground nuts (p.
71). This sauce would later form part of a Mexican nanonal dish, chiles en nogada
(stuffed chile peppers), but the idea clearly derived froni Iberia; a cookbook pub-
lished in Madrid in 1699 by Diego Granado gave a recipe for stuffed cabbage in
“a composition called nogada™ (Libro del arte, p. 98).

When the authors of these cookbooks thought their dish was specific to New
Spain, they made it quite clear. In one interesting juxtaposition, Guzmdn pairs a

recipe entitled Morisco (Moorish) with one called Mestizo. The first uses onion,
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en and capoy . gredients to cook chicken; the second drops the
”..x_.: :,V_ﬁ sprces but adds tomato. In short, cighteenth-century Mexican recipes
_“M..A..‘.E_y...?:__».c dishes are F..,,,Q_ on techniques and ingredients that would have
“on fauhar o any cook m the élite courts of Europe. In both cases, the lavisl
use of ¢xpensive Asian spices served as a mark of conspicuous inm:r and _
single recipe would include combinations of ingredients such as Q::wEo_% n_M< m
Peppercorns, garlic, and sugar. Cooks based their sauces on meat qu:g,m omna_
:.:,A_m._m with wine, and added ground almonds for taste and texture P
_m:—GMMW_M_MM_HM__MmQ_MwH n.oﬂ_&oo_hm were ::m:mnm to continue the tradition of
amopenn co y cookery is born out by .Hrm: umerous recipes for confectionary.
‘ 1es, mainly prepared with fruits, eggs, and milk represented i Spain
(and Unmo.wm that in Islam) the apex of modernity and complexity. As such wr
were outside the repertoire of the everyday cook and Emwmg_.@w_mﬂm timing wMM
MWMM _M_NHEQG:M carefully noted down in recipe collections. This mm%rmmmmmwmi-
e m_:MMVMww_M%MUMWMM__m urban Creoles were looking over their shoulders to
Oco_».voorm from colonial Peru also contained dishes similar to mole further
n.c:m:d_:m 50. strong ties between Spanish foods and the Creole _c.mnrm:w of N
w.?::..:_ particular, the Libro de Cocina of Doia Josepha de Escurrechea ME
lished  the silver-mining town of Potos, in 1776, would have seemed mwS_.“_mMWH .
any Mexican Creole. In addition to sweets of milk, €ggs, sugar, and fruit (such .
huevos Scm&v, there were numerous stews using expensive C_,a World s mn.nm a
46:. as the wﬁ&.&. manchamanteles, nogadas, and pipranes that were mo::%_.: ZMM
Spain. One typical recipe for chicken suggested that the fowl be cooked slowly in
a closed pot with sliced onion, lime, tomatoes, chiles, parsley, saffron Q::m:dw
cloves, Em.n_» pPepper, oregano, and lard, to be finished i:r. oil m:Q‘ olives >:.
n:_mw specified that the chicken be quartered, marinated for a day in an ::m. e i
fied adobo, :5:. Houred, fried, and simmered with onions, tomatoes, green QW:MM-
*Ewm._mx cloves, cinnamon, black pepper, raisins, almonds, and Bmm:&. arlic, bef .
M:E:ﬁ.m m:m_. thickening of dried bread crumbs.® There was no ::,m_ﬁ m.nww%w-_,m
SHIprising as it 1s not a Peruvian bird, nor much chocolate. But m:Oimw for wmv.\
gional differences, Dofia Josepha’s book contained many dishes that Eom Id
go by the name of mole. e
. 4<<_..v\. :5:.. 1s mole taken to be a mestizo dish? There seem to be two reasons:
sumv_ﬁ_,,.: no_:w_:_m New World ingredients such as turkey, chile, and chocolate. >m.
ave seen, though, these were simply slipped into a well-defined structure for
making sauces and preparing meat dishes. From the point of view of the diner,
:FN were a continuation of well-established tradition, not a new departure .
e ~MMW~:WO the name mole wwwmmw.m to have a Nahuatl origin. Josefina Velazquez
A » lorexample, whose cooking school and numerous cookbooks did much
to systematize Mexican cooking in the middle of this century, stated: “Amo
oldest m:@ most famous dishes of genuine Mexican origin is H:M .Zo_m.an O:MM_OWw
m::._ﬁ.ﬁ. r:oi: in the days of the Aztec empire before the Conquest. Th y OM
mole” 1s Qm_,_.<ma from ‘molli’ or ‘mulli’ which mean ,mw:nml.:..;m_,rmm.im M%OMH
dispute. We simply want to reiterate the point that Creoles were eatin &mrmm_ﬂz
would now refer to as mole before they were christened as such. ﬁzmmmwm the Emam
called gigotes, manchamanteles, guisos, alcaparrados, all good European :wEv\mm HM
the manuscript cookbooks we have exaniined, references to the word mole
rarely found and even then can be deceptive. e e
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Guzian ollers one meat mole, a “Mole de sesos,” wlicl appears o be a very
simple dish of soaked ancho chiles, garlic and calves” brains (p. 177). In the Libro
de Cocina, there 1s a demole, a stew of pork, chicken, and chorizo with cloves,
garlic, ciunamon, raisins, and chiles. Beyond these two examples, however, there
is nothing. The recipe for Huevos moles (Mole Eggs) in the Libro de cocina on
inspection turns out to be a confection of sugar, wine, and egg yolks.” And in the
Recetario, there is the “Conejo en Mollo” we have already referred to. Mollo was
the Portuguese word for sauce (Martinez Motifio came from northern Spain, close
to the borders of Portugal), and it was pronounced ‘molio” with the ‘Ii" as in
‘vermilion.”® Perhaps there was some crossover with the similar sound of ‘mole”’
But it is our sense that for mole poblano to have gained élite status in such a
hierarchical world, it must have been viewed as a Creole rather than a mestizo
dish, a supposition confirmed by the existence of the dish in Creole cuisine prior
to its being given a Nahuatl name. To Creole tastes, then, we believe, mole poblano
represented a New World version of European cooking.*

Our interpretation of mole as a dish deriving from the Old World 1s given
further credence by scattered archival records that confirm the vital importance
of European cuisine as a status symbol throughout the eighteenth century. At its
beginning, the archbishop of Mexico City had recorded that a catastrophic wheat
plague in 1692 reduced more than forty thousand residents “who had not used
this food before” to eating tortillas.”” At its end, Mexico City restaurant owner
Carlo Monti, in a lawsuit brought against Francisco Zapari in 1805, itemized a
series of unpaid meals. The menus comprised exclusively Spanish foods such as
pucheros (a one-dish soup-stew of beans, vegetables, and meat), salads, wines, and
for Christmas Eve, the traditional Iberian dried cod.*

In sum, we suggest that the cooks of the élite in the eighteenth century were
casting a backward glance over their shoulders to the élite cooking of peninsular
Spain and not gazing forward to a nationalist Mexico. What they could not an-
ticipate was that, from the retrospect of the early twentieth century, their
manchamanteles and moles and chiles en nogada would look like early signs of mes-
tizo Mexican identity. The reason is simple: just as throughout the eighteenth
century changes crept into élite Creole cooking in Mexico—chiles and chocolate,
more lard and more beef, turkey and squash and beans—so too food i Spain was
changing, although along a different trajectory. Motiilo’s recipes were already
old-fashioned by the beginning of the eighteenth century. By its end, Spaniards,
like other Europeans, followed the French in abandoning their medieval heri-
tage of spicy tastes in favor of bland foods they considered more natural and
healthful. By the time of Mexican Independence, these two trajectories had di-
verged sufficiently that Creole Mexican food was quite different from élite Span-

ish food. Indeed, Spaniards criticized what they regarded as Mexico’s outlandish
spicy food, causing patriotic Mexicans to assert their dedication to the chile.

By the time of the Mexican Revolution of the early twentieth century, élite
Mexican food had changed yet again as a result of strong French influence in the
late nineteenth century. So when, on 12 December 1926, 1n the national newspa-
per, Excelsior, the story of the origins of mole appeared, it quite plausibly appeared
to the readership as an authentically Mexican dish, something quite different
from contemporary Spanish or French food.™ It lent itself to the ideology of the

influential indigenista movement, which exalted mestizos as the embodiment of
the Mexican nation, currently being conceptualized in the works of philosopher
José Vasconcelos, La raza césmica (The Cosmic Race, 1927), and archaeologist Manuel
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Gamlo, forjando patria (Forging the Fatherland, 191 06). The movement entered Mexi-
can popular culture through the murals of Diego Rivera, the filnis of Emilio “I]
Indio” Fernindez, and the symphonies of Carlos Clidvez, as well as through twen-
tieth-century cookbook authors.® These authors who glorified colonial moles as
“mestizo” cuisine displayed the nationalist ideology of modern Mexico rather
than the hierarchical mentality of the colonial period. What had actually been
created in the eighteenth century was not so much a mestizo cuisine as two sepa-
rate cuisines: a Creole cooking style based on wheat bread in the cities, and Na-
tive American foods centered around corn tortillas in the countryside. The mes-
tizo tradition invented by twentieth-century intellectuals and artists bore little
resemblance to the Creole élite’s image of colonial mestizos as degenerate. When
those gentlemen of Chiapas went out on their doorsteps to brush bread crumbs
from their ruffled collars, they were not celebrating mestizo nationalisin but reaf-
firming elite social status and Creole identity.

Rachel Laudan
¥_¥ Guanajuato, Mexico

Jeffrey M. Pilcher wnn
The Citadel
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