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This year’s Five College
Jackie M. Pritzen Lecture
was given on April 4 at
Smith College by Dana
Leibsohn, associate
professor of art at Smith
College. The lecture is an
annual event established
in 1995 in tribute to a
longtime member of the
Five College staff whose
dedication to the spirit of
cooperation was widely
known and admired. Each
year, Five College com-
mittees are invited to
place in nomination a
peer whose collegiality
has in some way furthered
cooperation and whose
recent scholarship has
particular promise. Dana
Leibsohn filled the bill
very well on both counts.

In a letter to the Five

College Deans nominat-

ing Leibsohn for this

year’s lecture, a colleague noted “extraordinary
support for her from those in the Five College
community who have worked with her closely.”
During the past six years at Smith, Leibsohn has
been actively involved with its Latin American
Studies Program. She has also served on the
advisory boards of two Five College projects: a
three-year seminar series called “Re-Thinking
Area Studies” and a curriculum development
center, Crossroads in the Study of the Americas
(CISA). Both projects, she says, appealed to her
interest in the current debates in area studies, and
their emphasis on interdisciplinary and compara-
tive approaches complement the kind of ap-

proach she favors in her
own research and
teaching. As a participant
in one of CISA’s curricu-
lum development efforts,
Leibsohn taught a course
entitled “Imagining the
Americans” with two
Smith colleagues who
specialize in literature.
“This kind of collabora-
tion, which stretched
across disciplines and
across the Americas—
from New England to
Argentina—proved an
exciting way to explore
the boundaries of area
studies,” she says, “and
opened possibilities for
future collaborations
aswell”

An art historian of
colonial Latin America,
Leibsohn says, “l am
particularly interested in
how history has been
presented and created through material culture.
Objects and practices that brought indigenous
people and foreigners face-to-face therefore
occupy a central position in my research.” At
Smith, Leibsohn teaches courses on pre-Hispanic
and American Indian visual culture as well as on
cross-cultural exchanges and interactions.

We reprint with the author’s generous permis-
sion the following excerpts from her talk on this
occasion, “Auspicious Exchange: Knotted Ropes
and Rosaries in Colonial New Mexico and Peru,”
which was based on a longer work in progress.
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Dana Leibsohn

Auspicious Exchange: Knotted Ropes and
Rosaries in Colonial New Mexico and Peru

by Dana Leibsohn

he colonial exchange of knotted ropes

and rosaries in the Americas is,

admittedly, an uncommon subject.

But this is part of my point. | believe

in looking at the quiet places in
traditional histories, and in turning attention to
‘inobvious’ objects. In so doing, much about
colonial history (and current understandings of
that history) can be revealed. By working across
disciplinary lines, by reading across history,
anthropology, art history, and cultural studies, |
wish to suggest how subtle exchanges in the
colonial past might be recovered, and how the
histories of material objects might be told . ..
Ultimately, then, this talk pursues a series of
highly charged objects and events from the past
and considers modern engagements with
America’s colonial past.

My premise is that in the 16th and 17th centuries,
interactions between Amerindians and Europe-
ans—both violent and nonviolent—took shape
through the symbolic parsing of objects. On the
one hand, then, my intent is to trace how two
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tremendously charged articles—one with strong
Amerindian ties, the knotted cord, and one with
explicit European and Christian connotations, that
is, the rosary—engaged and evaded one another in
Spanish America. At the same time, my query is
methodological. For | want to ask how we, as
interpreters, assigh meaning to the substitutions
and mimicries that mark the exchange of objects
and truths in colonial settings. .. .

On the 15th of August, 1680, a Pueblo messenger
entered the plaza of Santa Fe and offered the
Spanish governor his choice of two portentous
tokens. The governor, Antonio de Otermin, was
asked to choose either a white cross or a red cross.
Acceptance of the white cross would signal the
Spaniards’ willingness to return New Mexico to its
indigenous residents; acceptance of the crimson
cross would indicate an intent to battle forces that,
a few days earlier, had driven the Spanish south-
ward from their frontier settlements. In a daring
display of noncompliance, the governor rejected
both gifts. The messenger understood well the
implications of this response; soon after he left the
plaza, Pueblo forces rallied and attacked the city.

A few days later, EI Popé, a leader of the revolt,
toured the communities from whence the



Spaniards had been expelled. At each pueblo he
called for ever-more-severe action. Spanish was
no longer to be spoken, and local authorities were
no longer to honor marriages ordained by the
Catholic Church. He further pressed residents to
undertake a kind of reverse baptism. They were
to immerse themselves in nearby rivers to cleanse
the taint of Christian ritual waters. Crops of
European food such as wheat were designated for
destruction. And finally, EI Popé sentenced to
conflagration crosses, church linens, religious
books and images, and rosaries. After 1680, no
sign of Spain or her Christian order was to be
acknowledged in the pueblos: not through
speech, nor sight, nor bodily experience.

These scenes reconstitute but two strands in a
tangle of events today referred to as the Pueblo
Revolt—an uprising whose 300th anniversary
Puebloans commemorated in 1980. The most

surely understood his mission to lie in the
reconquest not only of territory but also of souls
lost when the rebels foreclosed on Christ’s
mission. And yet, when Vargas offered rosaries as
gifts, he seemed largely unconcerned with the
traditional function of the beaded cords. Evi-
dence suggests that, instead, Vargas employed the
rosary principally as a political gift—one
uniquely suited for this context.

At one level, we can understand Vargas’s rosaries
as mediating tokens in the kind of gift exchange
analyzed by the anthropologist Marcel Mauss:
beaded cords secured for the Spaniards the
services of Pueblo messengers; in return, Pueblo
collaborators received an article laden with ritual
and political significance. The equity of this
exchange is unclear; more certain is that Vargas
sent rosaries to the Pueblos as signs of his
political will and good faith; if any lapsed

successful of all insurrections staged in the
Spanish colonies, the Pueblo Revolt challenged
colonial rule as Franciscan missionaries, Spanish
officials, and foreign settlers were executed and
expelled from Pueblo lands and communities.
The revolt also humiliated Spain by holding her
at bay for over a decade. Only in 1692, 12 years
after the Spanish governor made, or refused to
make, that fateful choice between the white and
crimson crosses, were Spaniards able to reassert
their hegemony over New Mexico. . . .

Inversion and mimicry, as Mikhail Bakhtin and
Homi Bhabha have persuaded many of us, are
not simple things. What concerns me here are not
these processes per se, but the slippages that lent
them potency in Spanish and indigenous
America. ...

... When don Diego de Vargas made his way into
New Mexico, there is no doubt that he knew the
proper devotional use of the rosary as well as the
efficacy of rosary-based prayer. Moreover, Vargas

Catholic actually recited “Hail Mary” using the
cord, well, that was a bonus. And yet, returning to
an earlier point, it was not on a whim that Vargas
rode up the Rio Grande dispensing rosaries.

The record is quiescent about Pueblo perceptions
or counter impressions, so we can only surmise
what meanings indigenous people granted these
gifts. Vargas reports that a few of the messengers
he sent forth did actually carry the rosaries, and
upon return to Spanish camps displayed them as
signs of their allegiance. Of those who never
came back, what the rosaries meant to them or
other Puebloans remains obscure. For Spaniards,
the picture is less cloudy. Rosaries resonated with
previous scenes of conquest—nboth successful and
unsuccessful. And this, I believe, is one reason
that Vargas featured rosaries so prominently in
his reclamation campaign.

Among Catholics in the 17th century, rosaries
evoked papal victories over political and religious
foes. The rosary, and its Marian devotion, was
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publicly acknowledged and officially sanctioned
as a potent weapon against infidelity to the
Church—particularly against threats posed by
alien peoples. ...

One of the most insidious objects to surface in
the Pueblo Revolt, according to Spaniards, was of
indigenous origins: this was a knotted cord used
by the insurrectionists as a secret calendar.
Unfortunately, this rope has not survived and all
contemporary descriptions were set down in

Vargas never relates in writing what meaning he
attached to the ropes of the Pueblo Revolt. Yet the
image of knotted cords carried by Pueblo
messengers and used as counting devices so many
years after the introduction of Christianity and
writing was, for Spaniards, a disturbing one. No
less powerful, and no less uncanny, were the
resemblances between knotted ropes and rosaries.
The ropes were profoundly heathen in Spanish
eyes; nonetheless, trenchant affinities between the

Spanish. Nonetheless, different witnesses,
interviewed on separate days, recalled that a cord
with knots was passed clandestinely from pueblo
to pueblo. When counted in sequence, the knots
on this cord identified the day that the pueblos
would unite in violence and revolt. Although no
17th-century indigenous source exists to cor-
roborate descriptions of this cord, 20th-century
oral histories tell of a rope with knots used to set
the moment of rebellion in ancient times. . ..

Because it synchronized and orchestrated a
successful uprising, the very existence of a con-
spiratorial cord unnerved the Spaniards. Indeed,
the whole revolt was more than a bitter pill; for
many it was the work of Satan himself. The Pueblo
knotted cord therefore accrued great potency
through the sinister powers with which it was
associated. The testimony offered by Pueblos about
the origin of this cord is equivocal; still, informants
ascribed its genesis to otherworldly inspiration:
beings appeared to El Popé and other rebel leaders
and instructed them to make themselves a knotted
rope. That these beings were not devils in Pueblo
eyes made little difference to the Spaniards: any
supernatural who counseled apostates was de-
monic. And so, the knotted thong came to embody
a supreme evil—no less through the events it
spawned than through its diabolical origins.
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cords existed—especially in their support of
counting, of tactile and mnemonic practice, and
of their ability to transfigure the balance of
power in the world.

We cannot know for certain if the rosaries offered
by Vargas were meant to neutralize events
unleashed 12 years earlier through knotted cords.
This is a thorny question; and one we must use
care in answering. For at issue is not only what
the documents record, and not only Vargas’s
intentions, but also the significance that echoes
across the rift between intention and reception.
In both the revolt and the reconquest, knotted
cords and rosaries seem to be the property of
couriers bearing ominous tidings. . . .

The knotted cords of New Mexico, however, are not
the only twisted ropes of consequence in Spanish
America. Perhaps the most celebrated of such cords
is the khipu, which is still made and used in the
Andes. For the Inka of Peru, khipus were sophisti-
cated mnemonic devices. Used by commoners as
well as royalty, these knotted ropes registered,
among other things, inventories of supplies and
tribute, calendrical information, and historical
events. Khipucamayocs, or specially trained khipu-
readers, deciphered these accounts by attending to
the colors of thread as well as the number, shape,
and position of knots in a given cord. Borne along



royal roads, khipus also allowed far-flung centers to
communicate across a vast empire. . . .

After the Spanish conquest, khipus were not
immediately banished. Rather Pierre Duviols, in
his work on idolatry, suggests that in the 16th
century, the twisted ropes were neither licit nor
illicit, but instead equivocal. In contrast to the
cords used in the Pueblo Revolt, khipus invoked
diabolical associations only in rare instances. And
throughout the 16th century, people brought
khipus to court and performed their texts during
legal inquests: apparently the knotted ropes
served as both credible sources of information
and guarantors of validity. In addition, Jesuits in
Peru enlisted khipus as aide-mémaoire for confes-
sions, catechisms, and other Christian prayers.

And yet, while Jesuits, Andeans, and court
officials may have displayed a willingness to
“hear” khipu accounts, it is the otherness of
khipus that dominates early-modern and modern
texts. Indeed, one of the most consistent descrip-
tive tropes involves knotted cords and their
illegibility to European readers. This is not an
observation without historical merit. For even
today no ancient khipus have been fully un-
wound of their meaning. . ..

Still as in New Mexico, there is an inobvious
theme that stretches across these khipu descrip-
tions: regardless of where these devices appear, it
is their uncanniness that strikes the observer—
in early chronicles from Peru, in 19th-century
reports, and in one of our most important 17th-
century sources, the 1,200-page letter written by
Guaman Poma de Ayala. . ..

My reading of the sources suggests that in
colonial Peru, khipus seem to occupy a kind of
privileged yet ambiguous space. While acceptable
in Christian settings as a physical prop for the
recitation of prayer, the khipu could not be
confounded with all European modes of knowing
and recollecting. From this we sense that there
was something to the physical, tactile, and
mnemonic function of the khipu that allowed it

to mirror, and even undermine, the rosary. The
fit between beaded prayer cord and knotted rope
was not seamless in the Andes, nor were the
meanings attached to this substitution uniform
or singly intentioned. Yet, despite the fact that
books, too, are deciphered through repetitive and
tactile acts—that is, through the leafing of pages—
the contraction between knotted ropes and
rosaries appears more easily reconciled in Peru
than that between khipus and page-bound texts.

In some ways, this seems unsurprising: formal
similarities frequently sustain colonial encoun-
ters, engagements, and conundrums. Moreover,
we have gradually come to appreciate what it
means to write an art history free of open objects.
That is, despite our grandest or most sincere
affiliation for universal forms with open mean-
ings, objects cannot be coerced into telling just
any narrative—at least not persuasively and not
free of special pleading by a vigilant interpretive
community. And yet, the observations of scholars
like Michael Taussig, Greg Dening, and Nicholas
Thomas remind us that, for many cultures and
many moments in the past, visual, formal
parallels are not the primary way objects garner
their trans-historical, trans-cultural power. It is
not enough, in other words, for rosaries and
knotted ropes to look, or be held, in similar ways.
We must entertain the possibility that the
slippage between these and other objects is
perhaps under- rather than overdetermined.

By juxtaposing the Pueblo Revolt cord with that
of the khipu, | do not mean to suggest that
Spaniards conflated the two ropes in any simple
way. Nor do | seek to create a narrative of
continuity that binds the Andes to the Rio
Grande. . .. Rather, | want to suggest that while
visual and formal similarities may entangle
objects and cultures in a colonial framework, it is
the differences between things that lend the
slippages their consequences. As Homi Bhabha
has suggested, it is the almost-the-same that is
most beguiling. . ..
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