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							Though the source of the Segesser Hide Paintings is obscure, their significance cannot be clearer: the hides are among the earliest known depictions of colonial life in the United States. Both paintings illustrate military expeditions that may have been dispatched from the Palace of the Governors, when it  served as the regional seat of government for the King of Spain. Moreover, the tanned and smoothed hides may dipict the faces of men whose descendants live in New Mexico today.

The hides are on display in the New Mexico History Museum’s Domenici core exhibit area, Telling New Mexico.

How they came to be part of our permanent collection is a tale as circuitous as it was fortuitous. The hides found their way back to the Southwest—and eventually to the Palace og the Governors—more than 200 years after Philipp von Segesser von Brunegg, a Jesuit priest, sent them to his family in Switzerland in 1758. It is believed that he acquired them in Sonora, Mexico, between 1732 and 1758, from the Anzas, a family that was prominent in military and civil affairs in both New Mexico and the Sonoran village where Father Segesser’s mission was situated.

The existence of the hide paintings had long been known, but their availability came to light in 1983 when another museum wanted to borrow them, only to discover that the von Segesser who then owned them wanted to sell rather than lend. Enter the interest of the Palace of the Governors, which purchased in 1988 the hide paintings designated Segesser I and Segesser II.

Segesser I and II were painted on hides, likely bison, that had been tanned to make them supple, pumiced so that the grain was no longer visible, and sewn together to form a large canvas. The hides do not exhibit any distinctive ground or gesso layer under the paint.

Some scholars believe that the Segesser Hide Paintings were created in New Mexico, where imported canvas was rare and processed hides were used for a variety of purposes, including paintings on hide, or reposteros, that were exported to Mexico. There is documentary evidence that hides were painted in workshops in Santa Fe. Because the Segesser renderings include several distinct styles, some scholars suggest that as many as three artists painted specific elements of the overall rendering. We believe that the artists were indigenous New Mexicans with tribal affiliation who had the benefit of eyewitness descriptions and were taught European painting techniques. Yet the Segesser paintings were not rendered in a traditional European style typical of military paintings of that era; rather they are more characteristic of indigenous or folk-art paintings.

The late 17th and early 18th centuries were the final great period of European battle tapestries. Such textiles, imported to the Americas, might have influenced the commissioned Segesser hides. The hides contain wide, broadly painted flower and leaf borders that simulate carved or gilded frames, which also was typical of European tapestries from the same era.



Segesser I

This set of hides represents an encounter between rival tribesmen, the attacking side possibly accompanied by a Spanish leader. Scholars agree that the painting’s features, including hills, cliffs, deciduous trees, bison, deer and pumas, indicate that this encounter took place over varied terrain.

Who took part in the conflict and where and when it occurred remains the subject of scholarly debate. Basing their theories on historical records and the painting’s account of the event, some scholars suggest that Segesser I portrays one or more Spanish officers with Indian allies—possibly the Manso, Opata, Tlascalan, Tarascan, Pima and a faction of the Suma—who are attacking rival Sumas or Apaches, in the El Paso, Texas region.

Others say that the painters were unfamiliar with both the encounter and the cultures involved, and so substituted familiar individuals, animals and terrain in a painting that actually portrays Pueblo Indian auxiliaries attacking Plains Apache Indians. Such fighting took place in any one of a half-dozen expeditions launched between 1693 and 1719 from the Palace to the eastern plains to discourage raids by tribal factions.

Because the encounter has not been pinpointed, it is not known if the individuals behind the wooden palisade are members of the defending tribe or captive slaves taken from other tribes. The attackers on horseback are equipped with Spanish weapons, clothing and leather armor to distinguish them from the opposition.

There are pieces missing from the original rendering. Parts were separated from the work sometime before 1908 and given to a Segesser family member where they are today.

Segesser II

These hides depict a disastrous, 1720 rout of Spanish troops and their allies in present-day Nebraska.

Throughout the Spanish Colonial period, officials at the Palace of the Governors routinely dispatched troops to patrol and explore beyond the colonial boundaries. Hearing of encroachment by the French, New Mexico Governor Antonio Valverde y Cosio dispatched Spanish troops and Pueblo Indian auxiliaries to verify the rumors. Led by New Mexico Lieutenant Governor and Commander-in-chief Pedro de Villasur, the military expedition also was charged with locating a suitable site on the remote eastern plains for a Spanish military post, requested by the Spanish Viceroy in Mexico City.

The Villasur expedition headed north from Santa Fe to Taos, turned east, then northeast into present-day Kansas. They followed a Pawnee route to the Platte River, moving north into eastern Nebraska. Beyond the junction of the Platte and Loup rivers, they encountered a large Pawnee Indian encampment. Villasur initiated a dialogue and asked Juan de Archibeque (Jean l’Archévêque), a Frenchman and expedition interpreter, to write a letter in French to a European within the Pawnee camp. The efforts failed and sensing a potentially hostile situation, the expedition retreated and camped at the confluence of the Loup and Platte rivers.

The Segesser II painting can be pinpointed to the August 13, 1720, skirmish at the expedition camp. After daybreak, the Pawnee and their Oto Indian allies—illustrated throughout the painting by their painted and unclothed bodies and shaved or close-cropped heads—ambushed the Villasur party. The painting also includes 37 French soldiers, identified by their European-style clothing—conical hats, coats, breeches, cuffs and leggings—firing long arms at the Spanish military expedition.

Composed of 43 royal troops, three Spanish civilians, 60 Pueblo Indian auxiliaries and several other Indian allies, the Villasur expedition was caught off guard, and the pitched battle left many of them for dead in the tall prairie grass. The attack was a major catastrophe for New Mexico and casualties amounted to a third of the province’s best soldiers. The center of the painting portrays French soldiers with Pawnee and Oto supporters surrounding the camp. At the right of the painting, Villasur expedition members who were guarding the animals are shown running to assist their Spanish comrades.

Interestingly, oral and written accounts of the battle do not mention French soldiers in the area of the encounter. Several Villasur survivors reported a volley of musket fire, but in the confusion of the battle, they did not know who was attacking them. It is possible that French traders took part in the ambush. Governor Valverde y Cosio, perhaps in an effort to defend the actions of Villasur, reported “two hundred Frenchmen had fired, supported by a countless number of Pawnee allies.”

For an interactive view of the Segesser Hides, click the link below:

The Segesser Hides (nmhistorymuseum.org)
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            	18 Miles and That’s As Far As It Got: The Lamy Branch of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad
            
        

		
        
        	
            	Enjoy a captivating flashback as the New Mexico History Museum presents "18 Miles and That’s As Far As It Got: ...
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            	The New Mexico History Museum is proud to present “Miguel Trujillo and the Pursuit of Native Voting ...
			
  
            	
			
                   more »
			 
            
		

	

	
        
            
        
	

	
	
        
			
            	EnchantOrama! New Mexico Magazine Celebrates 100
            
        

		
        
        	
            	The New Mexico History Museum, with support from New Mexico Magazine, proudly presents EnchantOrama! New Mexico ...
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            	As part of our Highlights from the Collection: The Larry and Alyce Frank Collection of Santos (saints), in the Palace ...
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            	Currently on display in the New Mexico History Museum’s Palace of the Governors, is an unusual jewelry collection ...
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            	The Palace Seen and Unseen: A Convergence of History and Archaeology 
            
        

		
        
        	
            	Reflecting current archaeological and historical perspectives, Palace Seen and Unseen draws from historic documents, ...
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            	Working on the Railroad pays tribute to the people who moved the rail industry throughout New Mexico.
Using nearly ...
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            	This exhibition features 23 original graphic history art works by Santa Fe-based artist Turner Avery Mark-Jacobs. This ...
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            	The First World War exhibition investigates the contributions of New Mexicans to the war, through letters, ...
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            	Setting the Standard: The Fred Harvey Company and Its Legacy, in the New Mexico History Museum’s main exhibit, ...
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            	Telling New Mexico: Stories from Then and Now sweeps across more than 500 years of history—from the state’s ...
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            	Though the source of the Segesser Hide Paintings is obscure, their significance cannot be clearer: the hides are rare ...
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	New Mexico History Museum

Address


	On the Historic Santa Fe Plaza
	

Santa Fe, NM


Phone

(505) 476-5200
	
	
Hours

10am to 5pm Tuesday through Sunday, closed Monday (Winter Hours, Nov-Apr) 
	
	
Admission

$7 for New Mexico residents and $12 for non-residents. Children 16 and under are admitted free. Free admission for NM residents on the first Sunday of each month. Wednesday admission is free for New Mexico Seniors with ID. New Mexico foster families are admitted free.
	
	
More Information

Some areas of the Palace of the Governors are under construction.
	
	
Division Director

Billy Garrett


On the Web

NMHistoryMuseum.org



             
					

            
				

	
	                
			
    

		


		
    
		
            New Mexico CulturePass

                
                Your ticket to New Mexico's exceptional Museums and Historic Sites. 
From Indian treasures to space exploration, world-class folk art to awesome dinosaurs—our museums and monuments celebrate the essence of New Mexico every day.
                

					More Info »
                

	        

            
				
	        

        

	


		
    
		
			
				
	        

            Encounter Culture

                
                Take a look inside the museums and historic sites of New Mexico without leaving home. Join host Charlotte Jusinski, and a variety of guest curators, artists, and exhibitors in exploring the art and culture of the state in Encounter Culture, a new podcast from the New Mexico Department of Cultural Affairs. 
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                	The traveling exhibition Protection: Adaptation and Resistance presents the work of more than 45 Alaska Native
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                	People have been growing food in what is now New Mexico for 4,000
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                    John P. Stapp Air & Space Park
                
            

            
            	
				
                	Named after International Space Hall of Fame Inductee and aeromedical pioneer Dr. John P. Stapp, the Air and Space Park
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                    Staff Picks: Favorites from the Collection
                
            

            
            	
				
                	Staff Picks: Favorites from the Collection features objects that were selected by members of the Museum of
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