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Examining the cultural inheritances 
of everyday performances in Mexican California

Andrew Gibb argues that the mid-nineteenth-century encounter 
between Anglos and californios—the Spanish-speaking elites 
who ruled Mexican California between 1821 and 1848—resulted 
not only in the Americanization of California but also the “Mexi-
canization” of Americans. Employing performance studies meth-
odologies in his analysis of everyday and historical events, Gibb 
traces how oligarchy evolved and developed in the region.

The oligarchic rule of the californios has significantly shaped the 
social and political development of the greater U.S. West from 
the nineteenth century to the present day. Traces of that power 
are still visible in the places where California’s elites continue 
to gather—from the meeting rooms of the California Club in 
downtown Los Angeles and the Pacific-Union at the top of San 
Francisco’s Nob Hill, to the dining rooms and parlors of Pasa-
dena mansions and Hillsborough estates. Gibb outlines regional 
patterns of oligarchic rule that reveal the continuous functioning 
of an autocratic power structure that traces its roots to Mexican 
California. While the power of local oligarchs has waned in the 
years since the Second World War, the significant influence they 
still wield is a reminder of an era when exceptionally concen-
trated land ownership ensured elite control of California society. 

This interdisciplinary study draws on performance studies, the-
atre historiography, and New Western History to identify how the 
unique power relations of historical California were constituted 
and perpetuated through public performances—not only tradi-
tional theatrical productions but also social events such as elite 
weddings and community dances—and historical events—the 
U.S. seizure of the city of Monterey, the feting of Commodore 
Stockton in San Francisco, and the Bear Flag Revolt.

Andrew Gibb is an assistant professor of theatre 
history, theory, and criticism at Texas Tech Uni-
versity. He has published work in Theatre History 
Studies, the Latin American Theatre Review, Theatre 
Symposium, Comparative Drama, the Journal of 
Dramatic Theory and Criticism, Texas Theatre Jour-
nal, and the edited collection Querying Difference in 
Theatre History.
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“Limited neither by a narrow focus on gold rush Califor-
nia nor a view of California theatre as a mere extension 
of the theatre of Mexico City, Andrew Gibb meticulously 
and cogently argues the history of a cultural collaboration, 
mediated not by conflict but by performance. This is theatre 
culture at its most persuasive, revealing the social, political, 
and economic factors at play in a given moment of histori-
cal change.”—Rosemarie Bank, author, Theatre Culture in 
America, 1825–1860
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Dramaturgical Notes 
Serves as the author’s introduction, outlining the book’s purpose, argument, and methods.

Curtain Raiser 
Introduces a single case study to give the reader a sense of the author’s unique methodology in 
action. It also functions (in concert with the afterpiece) as a modern-day bookend for the historical 
process detailed in the interior chapters.

1.  The Angels 
Details the emergence of californio oligarchy, tracing it from Native and Spanish roots but focusing 
on the changes wrought by Mexican independence and the secularization of the California mis-
sions. Case studies include a baptism, elite social dances, and the Robinson–de la Guerra wedding 
of 1836.

2. Collaborations 
Covers the years directly preceding and including the U.S. military occupation of California during 
the U.S.-Mexico War, detailing how conquered californios courted the support of Anglo elites for the 
perpetuation of local oligarchic power. Case studies include two pre-war Fourth of July parties, the 
U.S. seizure of Monterey, the fêting of U.S. Commodore Stockton in San Francisco, and two sepa-
rate Anglo-californio theatrical co-productions in Sonoma and Los Angeles.

3. A Question of Casting
Focuses on two performances, the Bear Flag Revolt and the first minstrel show in California, as 
examples of how the accommodation between established californio and emergent Anglo oligarchs 
relied on new racial and class-based exclusions.

4.  Dress Rehearsal
Brings readers to the end the story of the transitional period with a performance analysis of the 
California Constitutional Convention of 1849 and the diplomatic social season surrounding it, events 
that ensured the continuation of oligarchic power into a new U.S. California. The performative work 
of elite californianas, represented by the efforts of Angustias de la Guerra Jimeno, is particularly 
stressed.

Afterpiece
Returning to the present, this concluding chapter begins with Dorothy Buffum Chandler and her role 
in twentieth-century Los Angeles arts philanthropy. Her actions are advanced as an exemplar of 
the continuous functioning of California oligarchy, a continuity that is traced back to the transitional 
period though brief portraits of other famed families and their acts of oligarchic largesse, including 
the Hearsts, the Stanfords, and the local institutions they made possible. The effects of California’s 
oligarchic inheritance are briefly discussed. 
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