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al norte de la bahía de San Francisco, por un 
lado, y el de los evangelizadores franciscanos, 
por el otro. En el texto muestra la manera 
en que el contacto surtió efectos distintos en 
las costumbres y forma de vida de los grupos 
nativos. En el transcurso del texto desmiente, 
además, la idea de que las culturas nativas de 
la Alta California se extinguieron en las misio­
nes e ilustra cómo esta idea ha producido el 
poco reconocimiento de los grupos nativos de 
las misiones como culturas autóctonas.

La problemática planteada en esta obra 
se aborda desde la perspectiva de la antropo­
logía histórica. En una estructura similar a la 
del libro de Sandos, parte de un retrato de la 
California precolonial para describir poste­
riormente los dos casos mencionados arriba: la 
institución misional y la colonia rusa “Ross”. 
Es de sumo interés la utilización de fuentes 
novedosas, como los textos nativos que se res­
catan del trabajo de Alfred Kroeber, realizado 
en las últimas décadas del siglo xix, mismas 
que confronta con el registro arqueológico. 
Estas fuentes son empleadas para indagar en el 
asunto de la aculturación. El trabajo muestra 
la complejidad de los procesos culturales y la 
imposibilidad de que se erradicaran las cultu­
ras indígenas locales a través de la vida en las 
misiones.

Los libros revisados comparten una nueva 
visión del periodo colonial en la Alta Califor­
nia, esbozando los procesos complejos con 
todos sus matices. En este sentido, notamos 
cómo, al enfrentar el problema de la acultura­
ción y la religiosidad en los neófitos, los auto­
res nos retratan una religiosidad cristiana que 
convive con la indígena. La introducción de 
una nueva forma de vida no erradica la tra­
dicional, sino que los grupos “aculturados” 
mantienen y, en algunos casos, afianzan ras­
gos de la cultura nativa.

En lo que toca a las fuentes, se observa 
la intención de escuchar otras voces. Ambos 
mencionan bibliografía reciente sobre temas 
relacionados con el ejercicio de poder, la 
sexualidad y el género. A través de las fuentes 
primarias se escuchan las voces de los indíge­
nas, silenciadas en muchos documentos de la 
época; sin embargo, ambos trabajos se hubie­
ran enriquecido con un mayor intercambio 
entre académicos de México y Estados Uni­
dos; esta omisión es patente en la bibliografía 
que citan los dos autores.

Estos libros se suman a una bibliografía 
reciente más sensible al papel de los indígenas 
en la construcción de la sociedad colonial y de 
sus propias identidades, enfoque que permite 
otra mirada en cuanto a la arquitectura y al 
arte de las misiones, en la cual la religiosidad 
de los diferentes actores queda plasmada en la 
materialidad de la misión.
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The rough, dry, forbidding extension of the 
Baja California peninsula along the west side 
of Mexico was once home to thousands of 
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Indian inhabitants and eighteen Jesuit mis­
sions. After the expulsion of the Jesuits in 
1767, Franciscan missionaries took over this 
group of missions in early 1768, but added 
only one mission and a visita to the Baja Cali­
fornia system. Most of their energies went 
into expanding the missions into Alta Cali­
fornia. The Franciscans continued to oper­
ate the Baja California missions until 1773, 
when these missions were turned over to the 
Dominicans and the Franciscans focused on 
Alta California. The Dominicans established 
ten missions and a visita, all in the northern 
third of the peninsula.

Edward W. Vernon, a retired engineer, 
had always been fascinated by the history of 
Alta California, and realized that the mis­
sion system of Alta California could not be 
understood without a better knowledge of 
the missions of Baja California. On his retire­
ment, he began to collect information about 
the Baja California missions, and realized that 
they were virtually unknown, both in location 
and history. He began visiting sites and tak­
ing pictures, and eventually formed the idea 
of writing a sort of guidebook to this remote 
group of missions.

Vernon eventually visited the final site of 
every Baja California mission, several of the 
visitas, and many of the earlier sites of those 
missions that had been moved. For each of 
these missions he gives the location using 
gps coordinates. He describes the surviving 
principle mission structures, as well as corrals, 
acequias, reservoirs, lime kilns, and other, less 
easily identifiable buildings. Excellent color 
photographs document the condition of the 
structures today, and in many cases Vernon 
includes historical photographs, site plans, 
and architectural drawings as well.

Probably the most striking of Vernon’s 
descriptions is that of San José de Comondú, 
about thirty miles west of Loreto. The Jesu­
its built the largest of their churches for this 
mission, but the structure fell into ruins and 
was demolished in 1936. A vaulted structure, 
which had served as a side chapel, and the 
sacristy survived, and is in use as the church 
today.

Vernon took his site plan of the mission 
church, combined it with information from 
historical photographs made when the ruined 
building was still standing, and produced a 
computer-generated reconstruction of the 
now-vanished church. He includes several 
views of the reconstructed church superim­
posed on the site itself, as well as some of 
the historical photographs that allowed the 
reconstruction. The large church was the 
only three-aisled mission church in Baja 
California.

Vernon consistently describes how much 
decay has occurred to the surviving ruined 
and still-standing mission churches of Baja 
California just in the last one hundred and 
fifty years, and makes it clear that unless steps 
are taken soon to protect and preserve these 
sites, more will join the list of those that have 
fallen to leave nothing but rubble and the 
faint outlines of foundations.

Las Misiones Antiguas is a useful guide­
book in that it gets us to the sites of the mis­
sions and gives us a good description and 
fine photographs of the missions as they are 
today, but it should be remembered that this 
is the work of an enthusiastic but avocational 
historian/antiquarian, not a trained architec­
tural historian, or a professional historian, for 
that matter. Vernon has a tendency to make 
some basic scholarly errors, such as including 
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quotations without giving a citation for their 
sources. The book has no foot- or endnotes.

Vernon follows a general “triumphalist” 
approach to the Spanish mission effort in his 
discussions of the broad events of the Jesuit, 
Franciscan and Dominican occupations of 
the peninsula. This approach begins with the 
assumption that the mission program was 
designed “not only to save the souls of the 
heathen, but also to teach them to survive 
in the modern world” (Introduction, p. xiv). 
This results in apologist statements such as: 
“Many of the Christian religious believe that 
this tremendous undertaking was necessary 
and worthwhile because the missionaries’ 
self-sacrificing work, while not successful in 
a material way, did insure that thousands of 
heathens would be admitted to the Kingdom 
of Heaven” (Introduction, p. xiv). Vernon 
includes modern estimates that the popula­
tion of the peninsula dropped from perhaps 
30,000 natives at the beginning of the Jesuit 
missionization program in 1697 to less than 
7,000 in 1767.

Las Misiones Antiguas is best used in con­
junction with Harry Crosby’s Antigua Cali-
fornia: Mission and Colony on the Peninsular 
Frontier, 1697-1768, a detailed history of the 
Jesuit mission program in Baja California. 
Crosby’s work provides the exacting histori­
cal detail, and Vernon’s book gives beautiful 
pictures and thumbnail written sketches of 
the individual missions mentioned in Cros­
by’s text. Used in this way, or as an explorer’s 
guide for trips around the peninsula, Vernon’s 
book is an excellent companion.
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Los tres textos que conforman este libro, ilus­
trado con más de un centenar de fotografías y 
tres mapas, proveen al lector de una interpre­
tación a la vez comprometida y crítica de la 
huella histórica de las misiones en el devenir 
de Chihuahua y en el legado cultural de los 
chihuahuenses. Los autores coinciden, ade­
más, en que la historia que les fue encomen­
dada no se limita a los linderos de Chihuahua, 
sino que abarca necesariamente la amplia 
región que hoy día incluye el norte de México 
y el suroeste de Estados Unidos. Me intere­
saron especialmente las muchas referencias a 
las rutas de comercio, migración y expedicio­
nes militares entre Sonora y Nueva Vizcaya, 
pasando por los reales de minas de Ostimuri, 
Parral, Cusihuirachi y —desde luego— Chi­
huahua. Asimismo, el énfasis en los caminos 
que ligaban a Chihuahua con Nuevo México, 
y el tráfico en ambas direcciones, nos obliga 
a todos los estudiosos de estos temas a cues­
tionar las aseveraciones tradicionales de aisla­
miento o de fronteras inhóspitas asociadas con 
el gran septentrión de la Nueva España.

En la introducción a Misiones para Chi-
huahua, Clara Bargellini expone que el pro­
pósito de este libro es demostrar el aporte de 
las misiones a la historia de la región, obje­
tivo que los tres autores cumplen cabalmen­
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