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At the same time, other spiritual circles had begun in California, circles which developed communal 

ceremonies such as Fiesta de Maíz, in Los Angeles and San Diego, Fiesta de Colores in Sacramento, and 

Día de Los Muertos, statewide. Calmécac, meaning school of learning in Nahuátl, organized in Los 

Angeles due to the efforts of Chicana and Chicano mental health workers who understood the need to 

heal the spirit in their work with the community. As a collaborative effort between Calmécac, Flores de 

Aztlán, and Kukulkán, the first Fiesta de Maíz was held in Los Angeles on June 5, 1979. The first fiesta 

included the participation of Esplendor Azteca, the danzante troupe of the now-deceased maestro 

Florencio Yescas, of Tacuba, Mexico. It also brought together artists involved at Self Help Graphics. 

Similar efforts nationwide served to communicate and implant the spiritual, political, and cultural ideals 

of the emerging Chicano/a consciousness during this “cultural nationalist phase of the Chicano 

Movement.” According to one of the members of Flores de Aztlán: 

We were developing a Chicano calendar of ceremony…Through the 

ceremonies we acknowledged the different directions and the 

continuation of the cycle of life. Fiesta de Colores honored spring, Fiesta 

de Maíz honored summer, and Our Lady of Guadalupe celebrated the 

new year. We were also learning the full moon ceremony and the sweat 

lodge ceremony. 

Other artistic endeavors also helped to transmit cultural knowledge. In reflecting on the influence of 

these early community efforts, Carolina, who was involved in teatro groups, says, “We were alive and 

growing, talking about Tonantzin, learning to drum, being politically active, learning from Native 

American brothers and sisters, sharing our commonalities.” These initial experiences of immersing 

themselves in ancestral indigenous knowledge provided the stage for further spiritual growth and 

development. Patricia shares: 



In the 1960s and 1970s I starting [sic] grasping my spiritual power. I wanted to go back to who my 

people really were and what they did before the imposition of Christianity…We began to give ourselves 

the structures and foundations to have our own strength. 

Mexicano elders, such as Arnaldo Solís, transmitted knowledge through oral tradition, as did elders and 

teachers of North American native peoples. The process of forging a spiritual path informed by northern 

and southern indigenous ways resulted in Chicana/mestiza/indígena ceremonial practices. Becky, one of 

the founding members of Calmécac in Los Angeles, speaks of this process as “my effort to bring together 

the various traditions of the indígena of the continent to create the ceremony we think needs to 

continue.” Linda Vallejo now facilitates the sweat lodge ceremony for the Chicanas and Latinas in Los 

Angeles. Taught the tradition by her participation in sweats run by Lakota, Navajo, Chicano, and 

California Indian tribes (Chumas, Gabrieleño, and Tule River people), Linda explains: 

I have not had a hierarchy of teachers. They have all been at the same 

big table…giving me responsibility. The ways I have been taught to pray 

are indígena, the way I play the drum, stand, the language I use 

is indígena. The tools I use are from my experiences in the different 

fiestas, danzas, sweat lodges, sundances. The multiple experiences are 

specific to the indígena of this continent…I open and close the sweat 

ceremony in a Sioux tradition taught to me by Beverly Littlethunder, but 

I incorporate a mixture of traditions. I sing Chicano, Sioux, Seneca, 

California Indian, and Navajo songs in the sweat. Each leader follows her 

spirit. I use my creative intuition and am comfortable with the rhythm of 

the lodge. It is understanding the rhythm of things. We can’t get it from 

a book.” 
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