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The Merchant of Venice, was written and staged in 1993

amidst a surge of scholarly and popular interest in New
Mexico’s “hidden Jews,” or early modern Judeoconversos, who
continued to practice, albeit secretly, their ancestral faith." This
interest was not and is not limited to the state’s colonial past: it
is also about modern-day New Mexico. Descendants of ecarly
modern Judeoconversos, some of whom continue to observe Jewish
customs with no or partial knowledge of their significance, have
mixed reactions to these revelations. In addition, the emergence
of Jewish ancestry has complicated issues related to identity
politics and resource allocation among New Mexicos Native,
Anglo, and Hispano communities.” In its engagement with New
Mexico’s complex histories of ethnicity and economics, Santa Fe
represents an outstanding example of “local” Shakespeare. As 1
argue, however, the play is also bound up with histories of theater
and culture that reach beyond the borders of New Mexico.

Santa Fe follows the broad contours of The Merchant of Venice—
it includes the “merry bond,” test of caskets, and legal trial—but
these plotlines are profoundly reshaped by issues specific to the
play’s setting in mid-seventeenth-century northern New Spain,
including Hispano culture, crypto-Jewry, and Indian violence. Don
Antonio believes his Aonra, or honor, to be affronted when Don
Saul (the play’s Shylock figure) requires the merchant to sign a
contract in order to borrow money to finance Rafael’s (Bassanio’s)
expedition to woo the beautiful heiress, Dofia Portfa. Antonio
avenges this insult when Salazar (a character who, in his design to
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bring the Inquisition to Santa Fe, combines the vicious mockery
of Shakespeare’s Salanio and Salarino and the historical conditions
of persecution of Judeoconversos) reveals to him that Saul is a
crypto-Jew. Specifically, the merchant assists Lorenzo in eloping
with Saul’s daughter, Rebeca (Jessica), which deception Antonio
justifies in terms of saving her from the Inquisition. When Saul
learns that Antonio aided his daughter’s flight and that Indians
attacked the merchant’s caravans, he seeks to exact the penalty for
default—the well-known pound of flesh.

Meanwhile, Rafael solves the riddle of the caskets, weds Portia,
then leaves his bride in order to aid his benefactor. Portia assumes
the guise of a lawyer in an attempt to save Antonio, and although
she speaks many of the same lines as Shakespeare’s Portia, it is not
Portia’s legal knowledge or rhetorical subtlety that saves Antonio,
but the merchant’s and Saul’s recognition of a shared Hispano
culture of honra and non-denominational desire for life. Indeed,
Santa Fe does not conclude with Saul’s punishment; his Jewishness
remains an open secret, and he is not compelled to a second
baptism. In addition, Salazar’s harassment of Santa Fe’s crypto-
Jews is brought to an abrupt end when he reluctantly announces
that the Inquisition has no intention of leaving the security of
Mexico City for the wilderness of the northern territories, where
the violence that leads to the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 has begun.

At first blush, the uniquely New Mexican context of Santa
Fe renders it an unambiguously “local” adaptation. As I begin
to argue in this essay, however, the play’s investments extend
beyond the local to regional, hemispheric, and global networks.
Part of a larger project that grapples with the relationship
between adaptation and conversion, this essay focuses on the
ways Santa Fe draws on regional histories of theater and culture.’
I introduce these histories in terms of two interrelated stories:
the first concerns the seemingly unique strategies employed in the
adaptation of The Merchant of Venice for a New Mexican audience;
the second introduces the scenes of cross-dressing in Santa Fe,
which complement Shakespeare’s complex representation of
gender. These stories are connected by the way they situate Sanza
Fe within the development of Hispano theater in the American
Southwest over the past half-century. Moreover, this intersection
of local and regional histories speaks to the broader question of
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what we mean when we talk about Shakespearean adaptation as
“local.”

In the only dedicated study to date of Santa Fe, Elizabeth
Klein and Michael Shapiro describe the intricate local contexts of
the play’s development from concept paper to final script.* They
describe, for example, the three fertulias (Spanish versions of salons)
at which academics and community members had opportunities
to discuss the colonial history and modern-day politics of New
Mexican crypto-Jewry. In an instance of capacious collaboration,
participants in the #ertulias also provided feedback on drafts of
the script. Although representative of diverse areas of scholarly
expertise—including theater arts, social history, and sociology—
and faith traditions—Catholic, Jewish, and Native—participants
in the zertulias were bound together by a common tie of locality;
all those named or referenced in Klein and Shapiro’s article were
native or current residents of New Mexico.

The tertulias are among “the strategies adopted to make this
play [i.e., The Merchant of Venice] relevant in New Mexico,” but
also “representative of pressures felt far beyond its geographical
borders””” What Klein and Shapiro mean here is that Santa
Fe participates in a global movement in which Shakespearean
adaptation is emphatically local. While this observation is certainly
accurate, it obscures the way the zerfulias and other seemingly
local aspects of Santa Fe have regional origins and reverberations.
Specifically, the play draws on the strategies of Hispano theater and
brings those strategies into the service of the unique dispositions,
language, and collective memories of New Mexico’s diverse, if
predominantly Hispano, population, including its secret history of
crypto-Judaism.

Santa Fewas developed under the auspices of La Compafifa de
Teatro de Albuquerque. Founded in 1978, La Compania emerged
in part from the same social and intellectual contexts, such as the
Chicano movement and post-colonial discourse that spurred the
creation of featros throughout the American West in the 1960s.
Community involvement in the development of plays, or acfos, is a
hallmark of the #atros. However, the featros drew principally from
working-class Chicano communities, whereas La Compafia made
concerted efforts to include New Mexico’s diverse communities in
the development of Santa Fe. Also like the zeatros, for the past thirty-
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five years La Compafifa has used bilingual performance to address
issues of social injustice, economic disparity, and judicial abuse.
Yet the Spanish-language portions of Santa Fe include grammar
and vocabulary that are distinct to populations in northern New
Mexico and southern Colorado. Likewise, anyone who is not a
native of or a well-informed transplant to the state would likely
not recognize how the “discovery” of Jewish ancestry among New
Mexico’s Hispano population complicated long-standing disputes
over land and water.

Another significant way in which this “local” adaptation
participates in regional histories is in its representation of women.
Critics and practitioners have charged the featros, and El Teatro
Campesino in particular, with precluding women from leading
roles both onstage and offstage. Men held proprietary control over
playwriting, and their plays tended to confine female performers
to the secondary and stereotypical roles of whores, virgins, and
wives.® Beginning in the 1990s, however, Chicano/a Theater began
to amend this trend by featuring the work of female playwrights
and offering female performers more complex roles.” Santa Ie
participates in this development as well. On the most obvious
level, the play was co-written by a man and a woman, Ramén
Flores and Lynn Butler. More subtly, it depicts women as agents in
the complex dynamics of identity transmission.

Santa Fe achieves these effects specifically by adding to and
reworking the scenes of cross-dressing in The Merchant of 1 enice.
The first instance of cross-dressing in Santa Fe has no counterpart
in Shakespeare’s play. Dofia Portia, mistress of the Manzano estate,
enters with Nertisa, her genizara servant® The two women are
discussing their efforts to make apple brandy based on instructions
left by Portia’s father. Their conversation turns to Portia’s father’s
instructions for the selection of a husband for his daughter
and then to her ridiculous suitors. When the arrival of another
suitor—a “puro castizo,” or Spaniard of pure Christian blood—is
announced, Portia disguises herself in a comic precursor to the
casket test.” She “smears dirt on her face and messes her hait” and
explains to Nerisa that she wants to see if her lineage-conscious
suitor will be able to “pick the real mistress of Manzano” (30).
The suitor fails this new test (he never attempts the casket test):
taking the women’s appearances as indicative of their stations and
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ancestry, he begins to woo Nerisa, who is neither of high birth
nor Hispano. Only after Nerisa alerts him to his error does the
suitor turn to address Portia, who continues to enact a lowet-
class, possibly Anglo, persona by “affect|ing] a ‘hick” accent” and
expressing an enthusiasm for castrating pigs and “wrassl[ing]”
(31).

This scene subtly signals, albeit to only the most intuitive
playgoer, that Portia is a hidden Jew. Specifically, her making of
apple brandy and then her cross-dressing are indicative of strategies
for the concealment of Jewish identity. While observant Jews are
forbidden to drink wine that is not kosher, other kinds of alcoholic
beverages do not require special preparation. The consumption of
apple brandy and other cordials, then, may have been a strategy by
which Judeoconversos who wished to maintain biblical dietary laws
could do so without calling attention to their avoidance of non-
kosher wine. However, the connection between Portia’s efforts
to follow her father’s recipe and any attempt to maintain Jewish
observance is effectively occluded throughout the play. Just as
Portia successfully conceals her social status and ethnicity from
her puro castizo suitor, she keeps secret her Jewishness from her
husband and from the theater audience. Only in the final moments
of the play, Portia reveals that her ancestors were Portuguese Jews.
“Welcome to the family,” Portia says to Rafael; the play ends as
“Lights [come] down as Rafael realizes who his children will be”
(127).

Through the episode of Portia’s initial cross-dressing, Santa
Fe enacts the significant role that women throughout the Sephardi
Diaspora historically played in the transmission of Jewish identity.
After the Inquisition, Jewish communal worship and textual

study—the provinces of men—were replaced by more private
performances, specifically domestic practices and oral traditions,
which tended to be the provinces of women." Portia’s efforts to
make apple brandy thus reflect how in crypto-Jewish communities
the communication of ancestral faith to the next generation fell
increasingly to women. At the same time, they indicate the limits
of that transmission. Portia’s father left behind the recipe for apple
brandy, but because he failed to make all the ingredients legible, his
daughter has succeeded only in turning cider into vinegar.
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The play also suggests that Portia may be no more successful
than her father at passing on her Jewish heritage. In the trial scene,
which replicates Shakespeare’s play more than any other scene in
Santa Fe, Antonio’s death is not prevented by the cross-dressed
Portia, but by the litigants themselves. This alteration is significant
because Portia’s arguments are based not in Christian or secular law,
but in Jewish law. In a final effort to dissuade Saul from exacting
the pound of flesh from Antonio, she says, “Don Saul, from what
little I know of Jewish law, it is written that ‘Even though your
enemy has risen up to kill you, when he comes hungry and thirsty
to your house, give him food and drink™ (101). Here Portia does
not, as far as I have been able to discover, invoke a well-known
codification. Instead, she appears to combine precepts from
Proverbs and the Talmud (the record of rabbinic commentary
on the oral law) that urge charitable treatment of one’s enemies,
on the one hand, and justify preemptive violence against one’s
enemies, on the other.!! The effect of Portia’s combination of
precepts is two-fold: first, like her cross-dressing as an attorney,
her attempt at religious exegesis performs a role usually occupied
by Jewish men; and second, like her earlier cross-dressing as a
“hick,” it suggests that beneath her Shakespearean counterpart’s
lines about mercy and justice, which appear in abbreviated form in
Santa Fe, is a Jewish attitude toward the law.'* Yet Portia’s exegetical
citation of Jewish law fails to move Saul, who “turns away” from
Portia and “approaches Antonio” (101, s.d.). Just as in the apple
brandy scene, where she falls short of realizing domestic practices,
in the trial scene Portia is unable to deploy effectively her Jewish
inheritance. Rather than oversimplifying the roles of women in
the concealment and transmission of Jewish identity, then, Santa
Fe uses scenes of cross-dressing to illustrate the difficulties that
women (as well as men) faced in fulfilling these responsibilities.

The complication of gender stereotypes within the
representation of New Mexican crypto-Jewry also emerges
through Rebeca, Flores and Butler’s Jessica-figure. In The Merchant
of Venice, Jessica’s cross-dressing as a page reveals anxieties about
the way Jewish gendered and textual bodies challenge masculine,
Christian authority—specifically, the resistance of Jewish women
to the physical impression of Christian men and the resistance
of Jewish scripture to Christian approptiation.” In Santa Fe
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these anxieties are reworked to celebrate female sexual agency
and to explore the limits of transmitting Jewish identity. Rebeca
is introduced in stereotypically gendered terms as a prospective
bride, beautiful, and skillful in the kitchen. She also participates
dutifully in the performance of Jewish Sabbath rituals, including
the lighting of candles that is designated for women. When she
cross-dresses in order to elope with Lorenzo, however, Rebeca
complicates the roles of virginal daughter and Jewish tradent.
Emerging from her father’s house “dressed as a boy,” Rebeca
“gigales” and asks Lorenzo, “Do you like my new sex?” (61).
Unlike Jessica, who describes her “transform|ation] to a boy” as
a cause for “blush[ing,]”'* Rebeca is unashamed of her masculine
apparel and actually revels in it as a source of sexual titillation. In
addition, before she exits with her Christian beloved, Rebeca says,
“Adios, mi vida de antes,” and then, “Welcome, my new life!” (63).
Rebeca’s shift from Spanish to English, like her assumption of
male apparel, marks her connected conversions from daughter to
wife and from Jew to Christian.

These conversions are put under pressure once Rebeca
resumes her feminine apparel. For example, when her genizaro
servant decides to return to the Apache tribe from which he was
separated as a child, Rebeca responds, “I can understand wanting a
new life. But I hate to see you throw away your old life” (113). For
the genizaro, “a new life” involves not simply a rejection of his “old
life” as genizaro, in which he is neither Spanish nor fully Native; it
is also a return to his (other) “old life”—that is, his originary tribal
life in which he was uniquely and emphatically Apache. Rebeca
faces a different choice. She cannot safely occupy an “old life”
of open Jewish observance; yet she is reluctant to abandon her
“tribe” in favor of a “new,” wholly Christian life."”” Inverting her
sentiment from the eatlier scene—what was an enthusiastic adids
Rebeca, like many

becomes an anguished “throw[ing] away”
modern-day New Mexicans who choose to acknowledge their
crypto-Jewish ancestry, seems intent not on supersession, but on
synthesis. This desire to conjoin new and old lives reappears at
the end of Santa Fe, when Rebeca sends a letter to her father in
which she asks for his forgiveness. Rebeca is clearly reluctant to
sever all ties—or, we might say, bonds—to her Jewish ancestry.
Whereas the cross-dressed Portia represents the challenge of
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simultaneously concealing and transmitting Jewish identity, the
cross-dressed Rebeca represents the ambivalent desire for the
recovery and incorporation of Jewish identity into the dominant
Hispano identity of New Mexico.

In this essay, I have argued that Santa Fe explores the local
history of hidden Jewry, but the histories used to perform it are
regional theater and culture. This intersection of local and regional
histories becomes visible in the play’s scenes of cross-dressing,
which enact the vital, yet fraught, roles of women in New Mexico’s
crypto-Jewish past. In so doing, the play also participates in recent
developments in Chicano/a Theater, which have closed the gap
between the social and political realities of Hispanic women’s
lives, on the one hand, and their dramatization and performance
onstage, on the other. Of course, these scenes are also indebted
to Shakespeare, whose plays routinely use cross-dressing to put
pressure on ideologies of gender and performance. The way in
which Santa Fe brings Shakespeare’s cross-dressing heroines into
the service of both local and regional histories is thus significant
for understandings of Shakespearean adaptation as a “local”
phenomenon.

The story of transmission and recovery that Sanfa Fe tells
through Shakespearean adaptation, especially its cross-dressing
heroines, extends beyond New Mexico’s borders and throughout
the Sephardi Diaspora. Recent studies in the fields of Latin
American theater and culture, for example, reveal similar uses
of Shakespeare to challenge dominant histories of ethnicity
and nationality and to allow “those traditionally excluded and
marginalized”—such as Latin American Jewry—"“the opportunity
to reclaim their agency.””'® However, in my adopted state, in
contrast to Latin America and other formerly colonial regions,
Shakespeare is not perceived as a hegemonic authority who must be
appropriated through cannibalization or grafting.'” And although
at times 1 have encountered an attitude of hostile indifference
(“What is Shakespeare 7 #s?”—meaning native Hispanos), just as
frequently 1 have discerned a sense of entitlement. Many New
Mexicans identify strongly with their Spanish origins, and it is
perhaps ironic that this identification with the “Old World” is
strongest in northern New Mexico." Because of its distance from
the Inquisitorial offices in Madrid and Mexico City, this area of New
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Spain, which includes Santa Fe and its environs, was particularly
attractive to conversos intent on continuing to practice Judaism.
For these New Mexicans, Shakespeare is part of a European
literary, cultural, and intellectual inheritance to which they have as
much claim as land and water granted by colonial royal charters.
In this sense, Santa Fe is a case of “local” Shakespeare because
particularly in northern New Mexico, Shakespeare is always and
already local.
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