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Allow me to use the first person to emphasise the 
particular importance of this volume. Although I am 
Brazilian by birth, Mexican cinema interests me, noc 
because of Latin American solidarity (which is all too 
ofcen reduced to a kind of sacrosanct rhetoric to 
commemorate the dead) , buc for a series of reasons 
lisced below that stir up the whole spectrum of 
emotions, ranging from delight to depression . 

I . Undoubtedly for the first time in Latin America, if 
not in the world, Mexico witnessed the birth of a 
contemporary political cinema directly Linked to major 
national social upheavals. This cinema was neither a 
sequel to 1968 nor a weak descendant of the 
chundering manifestos for a 'third cinema', an 
aesthetics of violence or an imperfect cinema. It was, 
in fact, che birth of the documentary initiated by che 
Revolution of 1910. Reference books on literar y 
history recognise the existence of the Mexican 
Revolution novel as a genre (Mariano Azuela, Martin 
Luis Guz.man). Why should film history be generally 
unaware of the documentaries of this same 
Revolution? Because of contempt for the 
documentary? The documentary , after all, came first. 
One cannot write the history of world cinema by 
focusing only on the pre-eminence of fiction films in 
che industries of che hegemonic film-producing 
nations within the international distribution system. 
The minimal attention paid to documentaries and 
che alibi of presenting information parenthetically 
with which historians reduce the significance of the 
documentary have led to long-lasting paradoxes . A 
few lines have thus always been duly dedicated to the 
short films shot during the Spanish Republic, but the 
documentary explosion following June 1936, due 
mainly to the anarchists, communists and 
nationalises (notably in Catalonia), has been 
systematically ignored. Was cinema the only domain 
in which Franco's version of history successfully 
imposed itself? Referring to a totally analogous 

phenomenon, the principal historian of Mexican 
silent cinema, Aurelio de los Reyes, writes without 
hesitation in 1977: 

This first Mexican cinema constituted Mexico's 
principal contribution to world cinema. As time 
went by, this cinema has become doubly 
important. Firstly, because it showed images of 
the Revolution that no literary practice could 
match. Secondly, because its faithfulness to the 
geographic and chronological sequence of events 
and its desire to record 'historical events' was a 
local vernacular form of presenting newsreels ... 

In face, during its initial nomadic phase, travelling 
camera operators carried the cinema all over Mexico . 
These projectionist-operator s thus acquired 
important experience (decentralisation had not yet 
become fashionable). In 1910, on the eve of the 
armed insurrection against the dictatorship, 
production and exhibition were nationally controlled. 
The foreign presence was limited to a few 
distributors and to technological dependence . The 
film business enjoyed its first boom in 1906 with the 
opening of the first real movie theatres. The Mexican 
Revolution caused business to thrive (thirty-three 
new theatres opened in 1911). The many peasants 
who arrived in Mexico City constituted enthusiastic 
new audiences eager to recognise themselves on the 
screen. Revofucion orozquista ( Orozcos Revolution, 
1912), and its alternating montage of the troops of 
Huerta and Oroz.co, revealed the Alva brothers' 
concern with objectivity (they had followed 
Francisco Madero everywhere). Aurelio de los Reyes 
considers the period of the Madero regime to be the 
'golden age' of Mexican cinema (although this term 
is normally reserved for the apogee of the film 
industry in the 40s). 

Imbued with a moralist , paternalistic and mess
ianic spirit, the new regime eventually inhibited this 
kind of cinema . Instead of filming symbolic exits 
from factories or churches, it focused on social 
upheavals and aroused the passions of the public. 
Censorship was established in 1913 and the 
Revolution had disappeared from the picture by 
1916. Henceforth it would reappear only in the 
evocations of the past at the time of the assassinations 
of Emiliano Zapata (1919) and Pancho Villa (1923). 
It is quite paradoxical that the principal leaders of 
this regime, a direct product of the Revolution, were 
conservative, whereas the dictatorship of Porfirio 
Diaz, enlightened by French influences, had leaned 
towards liberalism. The images recorded by Salvador 



Andrea Palma and Domingo Soler in La mujer de/ puerto (Arcady Boytler and Rafael J. Sevilla, 1933) 

Toscano Barragan have been gathered in Memorias de 
un mexicano (1950), those of Jesus H. Abitia in 
Epopeyas de la Revolucion mexicana (1963). lt is 
hardly necessary to state that the organising 
principles of these compilations are quite different 
from the original intentions of the pioneers. 

2. In its preindustrial phase, the Mexican cinema 
exhibited both remarkable creativity and lucidity. In 
the traditional film-making countries, the First World 
War generated changes that transformed the cinema 
into a big industry. In Latin America, on the other 
hand , the artisan or handicraft period lasted 
throughout the silent era and even somewhat beyond . 
It was during this stage that Latin American film 
fiction had its first successes. In Brazil, Humberto 
Mauro started filming at Cataguases (Minas Gerais) 
with rather more ingenuity than equipment, and the 
same was true for the production of Mario Peixoto's 
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only masterpiece, Limite (1929). In Argentina, Jose 
Agustin Ferreyra brought the populist mythology of 
the tango , which he was instrumental in shaping, to 

the screen with a great deal of imagination and 
improvisation and the participation of the 
incomparable Libertad Lamarque, just as the 
industry took off in Buenos Aires aher the coming 
of sound. 

In Mexico, Fernando de Fuentes captured the 
events of the Revolution of 1910 with undeniable 
lucidity and a critical eye in El compadre Mendoza 
(1933) and jVdmonos con Pancho Villa! (1935). His 
view was quite different from the saccharine 
sweetness and truculence which were to follow. El 
compadre Mendoza was the first step in the direction 
of the anti-epic, with soldiers who dragged their guns 
and a protagonist who masked his weakness with the 
phrase: 'I am the enemy of all romanticism and little 
sighs.' We may interpret this as a fundamentally class-
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l,usnl opportunism , since the film deals with a 
prnpcny -owner who cannot decide whether to 
pnrt icipate in the peasant revolt or to comply with 
d1C' ruling powers. The mise en scene felicitously 
1111ill'S suange and unorthodox camera movements , 
~11rprising camera angles and framings, rapid 
11~.mciational transition s (dancing feet, the feet of 
1 mops interrupting the party, the feet of a hanged 
111:111). Two excellent supporting roles, that of the 
Liwycr and the mute servant, contribute to the 
drnsity of the film. El compadre Mendoza summarises 
d1l' conflict of contemporary society through the 
dr;1rna of its main characters · without in any way 
limiting the breadth of its vision. 

i Vtimonos con Pancho Villa! certainly mobilized the 
support of Lazaro Cardenas 's army, but the camera 
lingers more on individual faces and characters than 
on the mass of extras, who at first seem slightly 
awkward. The characterisation of Villa does not 
~ontribute to any personality cult because the film's 
resolutely egalitarian humour does not spare him: 
when we first see him in the film, proceeding towards 
1he populist division, one can distinguish a chamber
pot among the hats held out to catch gifts ... The on
screen Villa seemingly has no policy other than to 
send his men to be slaughtered, and his sense of 
justice seems as variable and petty as his moods. In 
short , in the context of all the rhetoric of a revolution 
which had not yet been fully institutionalised and 
was in the midst of a full Cardenista civic upheaval, 
these two films shock because of their caustic vision . 
They do not participate in the wave of nostalgia for 
the old regime of Porfirio Diaz, which would 
eventually unfurl across the screens almost as a 
separate genre. 

As for the novelists, they were still at the 
descriptive stages and we had to wait ten or twenty 
years to find similarly stimulating interpretations of 
the founding events of contemporary Mexico by 
writers of the calibre of Agustin Yafiez., Juan Rulfo, 
Jose Revueltas and Carlos Fuentes. At the time of El 
compadre Mendoza, only the painter Jose Clemente 
Oroz.co seemed to share this irreverence while 
espousing the libertarian and egalitarian aspirations 
of the insurgent peasants and workers . 

Soon after the sound revolution, Sergei M. 
Eisenstein, already haunted by the crushing power of 
Stalin, thought that everything was possible and 
could be reinvented in the still effervescent Mexico. 
In face, the truncated experience of jQue Viva 
Mexico! (1931) would shatter his illusions and 
fascinate Mexicans for a long time to come. About 
this time, Arcady Boytler, a Russian who would never 

again leave Mexico, was navigating a course between 
vice and virtue , chance and fate, woman and sin with 
La mujer de/ puerto (1933), an unashamedly 
heterogenous film making all ex1stmg and 
conceivable models into examples of heterodoxy. 

Like Humberto Mauro 's masterpiece of the same 
year, Ganga bruta, it straddled the silent and sound 
eras. In La mujer de/ puerto, there are two films and 
an epilogue. The first story, the drama of a young 
woman who is seduced and abandoned, immediately 
imposes a stylistic eclecticism. The bucolic and 
lyrical first love scene is followed by a rather more 
sordid sequence set in an undertaker's establishment. 
The young woman remains as pure, white and 
luminous as in the preceding shots, but when she 
finds her dying father wandering in and out of the 
shadows, she curses. Visually, we are always reminded 
of silent cinema, but the film is already able to 
combine styles to the degree of cutting from the 
mourners ' grief to the seductive image of maskers on 
their way to a ball. Similarly, the tone is 
melodramatic when the heroine discovers her fiance 
with another woman, but slides into mockery (the 
gossips who prey on her) and subsequently into 
excess: the father as a murderer (we see him in close
up, advancing with hammer in hand) who ends up 
dead. The beauty of the matches and 
superimpositions unifies the text and accounts for the 
surprises. The carnival is filmed as a documentary. 
When the maskers meet and take over the 
funeral procession, the counterpoint intensifies the 
drama: finally, when the maskers drop their disguises 
and a passage is cleared for the dead Don Antonio, 
his daughter Rosario appears veiled in the indige
nous style. 

The second part of La mujer de/ puerto is of 
comparable length and begins at sea, on the bridge of 
a ship, with an Argentine sailor singing a song. The 
entry into the port of Veracruz. also has a rather 
documentary feel to it. The Argentinian goes to 
Nicanor 's cabaret with a group of sailors - an 
American, a Cuban, a Frenchman and a German -
all of them stereotypes. The representation of the 
cabaret pushes the film's penchant for detail even 
further and reveals a fondness for faces and close-ups. 
We hear and discover the most elegant cabaretera. 
Languid and beautiful, she is dressed, posed and 
illuminated like Marlene Dietrich: 'I sell pleasure to 
the men who come from the sea and leave at dawn. 
Why should I love?', she sings. Only a spectator 
trained in physiognomy could recognise her as 
Andrea Palma , the same actress who starred in the 
first part of the film. Arcady Boytler proceeds by 
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accumulation rather than exclusion, from the Jazz 
parody scene to the melodramatic climax, when 
incest is revealed: Rosario and the Argentinian are 
brother and sister who have been raised apart. In 
berween these rwo moments , there are such 
noteworthy scenes as the play of shadows in the 
corridor leading to the bedrooms at Nicanor's and , 
most of all, the cut-in to a woman 's nude torso in the 
middle of the main characters' love scene. The 
resolution takes place off-camera, after Rosario runs 
across the jetty, her face stricken by tragedy. 

Some critics have claimed, with hindsight, that La 
mujer de! puerto presages the cabamera films that 
became fashionable ten years later. In fact, it is more 
likely that the brothel melodramas were based upon 
Santa, an adaptation of the moralising, naturalist 
novel by Federico Gamboa that had already been 
adapted for the screen rwice (by Luis G . Peredo in 
1918 and by Antonio Moreno in 1931). Although 
prostitutes proliferated in the early sound cinema, 
they were all very different. This critical assessment 
concealed the originality of Boytler's film without 
contributing to our understanding, because this film's 
differences from the cabaret melodramas are more 
numerous and revealing than its similarities. 

In this preindustrial stage, each film tended to 
constitute an independent entity, even if it was 
inspired by a model or aspired ro become one . Just as 
was the case much later, when one could finally talk 
about an auteur cinema , directors produced 
prototypes and their repetition of formulae did not 
necessarily compromise the creativity of their work . 
We can find proof of this by looking at the diversity 
of several films. Juan Bustillo Oro explored a certain 
expressionism and symbolism in an enduringly 
peculiar film, Dos monjes (l 934), and its rwo 
juxtaposed narrative perspectives. Fred Zinnemann, 
Emilio G6mez Muriel and their cameraman Paul 
Strand sowed the seeds of a social cinema with Red.es 
(1934), but they found little support. Eisenstein's 
influence was not yet thoroughly entrenched, despite 
the fact that the photogenic representation of rural 
indigenous life inaugurated by Carlos Navarro in 
Janitzio (1934) found a certain following. 

Nevertheless, experimentation, audacity and 
diversity most definitely were at play in the early 
Mexican sound cinema. Conversely, the rapid 
expansion of the industry following the 
unprecedented success of Alla en el Rancho Grande 
(1936) took place under the banner of uniformity 
and conformity. Mass production and the 
predominance of genres numbed the erratic impulse 
for innovation. The director of this latter film and 
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the inventor of the comedia ranchera (rural, peasant 
comedy) , the much-vaunted national genre par 
excellence, was the very same Fernando de Fuentes of 
El compadre Mendoza. Thus de Fuentes made his 
mark with both the very best and the very worst of 
Mexican cinema (which means that later auteurs' 
politics miss the point of what was going on in 
peripheral, dependent or emergent film-making). 

3. The figures of the mother and the whore haunt the 
dreams of Latin Americans with a Mexican accent. The 
Spanish-language films made in Joinville, Hollywood 
and New York in the early sound period, with their 
standardised language and accents, were short-lived. 
The artificial, hybrid character of these quickies 
assembled in cosmopolitan production centres 
provoked the same reaction all over the Spanish
speaking world. The rejection was so complete that 
the films were immediately put back into their boxes 
and thrown away, making this Hispanic production 
episode of the 30s a pivotal and much misunderstood 
period in film history. 

However, the Mexican family melodrama and its 
fanatically devoted wives and mothers touched the 
Oedipus in every Latin American. An irrepressible 
crescendo was reached by Juan Orol's Madre querida 
(1935), Gabriel Soria's Mater nostra (1936), Rolando 
Aguilar's Madres de! mundo (1936) and a host of 
others which made Sara Garcia the perfect 
incarnation of the Latin mother. Long before the 
radio soap operas and the proliferation of telenovelas, 
the cinema was reproducing and transfiguring a 
sentimentality rooted in the private sphere and giving 
it a friendly wink of solidarity. Departing from the 
practice of the Spanish-language films concocted in 
the USA, the Mexican films' stress on folklore, on 
local specificities and differences earned them a 
following beyond the national frontiers. The success 
of Alla en el Rancho Grande in the countries north 
and south of Mexico did not derive from a pre
existing fashion, as was the case with the tango and 
Argentine film . In fact, it was the comedia ranchera 
that popularised Mexican songs in the region. 
. However, the paradoxically popular hold of the 

regionally specific, one could even say the local, was 
much more widespread. For instance, Tin Tan's work 
is clearly much more cinematic than that of 
Cantinflas. His referential universe always brought 
him back to the cinema itself Throughout his career, 
Tin Tan made parodies and established a dialogue 
with well-known stories and figures (Zorro, Sinbad, 
Sleeping Beauty, the Count of Monte Cristo, the 
Three Musketeers, Robinson Crusoe, La Violetera). 
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Nin6n Sevilla and Rodolfo Acosta in Sensualidaa (Alberto Gout, J 950) 

As we know, parody is the colonised's weapon: the 
paradigmatic, inrertexrual relationship of a 
subjugated culture to powerful models that are 
mocked while simultaneously reinforcing them by 
acknowledging their superiority and universality. In 
Gilberto Martinez Solares's El rey de/ de/ barrio 
(1949), Tin Tan plays with the gangster genre, the 
cabaretera films and family melodrama . He disguises 
himself as an archetypical Galician, Frenchman and 
Italian. Visual and situational gags predominate. 
Simply shouting 'police' provokes a disaster at the 
pool-hall, and freak-show women crow like roosters. 
Compared co Canrinflas, Tin Tan (and his 
mischievous, big-mouthed grin) was the more 
accomplished comedian, endowed with a more 
inventive and dynamic personality. In contrast, 
Cantinflas's comedic style was more static and typical 
of radio. He used puns and finely elaborated or 
improvised dialogue, often peppered with sexual 

innuendos. In Ahl estd el detalle Quan Bustillo Oro, 
1940), Canrinflas distinguished himself from the 
wealthy men at the trial that closes the film by his 
fast, jerky speech much more than by his peladito 
(tramp) attire. Almost aphasic, his speech pattern is a 
sign of extreme poverty and dispossession, as the 
most extreme poverty is alienation from language. 
His obstinacy, however, wins through: when 
Cantinflas takes the stand, judge and lawyers end up 
imitating his speech. Nevertheless, despite the 
difficulty of understanding his peculiar way of 
talking, Canrinflas gained more public acclaim than 
Tin Tan, personifying the Mexican plcaro for 
spectators throughout Latin America. 

The romantic, suave and lascivious world of the 
bolero also had its cinematic equivalent. Music, the 
greatest creation of the Latin American spirit, was 
translated into images. If there is an evident 
nostalgia in the term 'golden age' when it is applied 
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to the Mexican film industry, perhaps we can trace its 
secret catalyst to the industry 's musical and lyrical 
repertory , and its imprint on the public 's memory. 
This repertory was all the more powerful 
because of its links to other Caribbean and Central 
American countries. 

At the same time as it nationalised che oil industry, 
Mexico did the same, so to speak, with the principal 
Hollywood genres, adding its own characteristics to 

the product. Melodrama, picaresque comedy, musical 
comedy and urban or suburban drama were certainly 
all born abroad, but they found their own, 
undeniably Mexican, generic forms. No other Latin 
American film industry succeeded in creating 
such distinctive myths. Bound to the star system, 
Mexico also produced personalities who undermined 
its own archetypes. The most flagrant example is 
that of Maria Felix, a woman whose personality 
was so strong that she was able co appropriate generic 
mechanisms and to turn traditional roles 
upside down. 

One particular post-war genre appears as the 
swamp-flower of this already decadent era: the 
cabaretera film . Nin6n Sevilla was the most appealing 
cabaretera, especially when directed by Alberro Gout 
in intrigue-laden screenplays devised by the Spanish 
born Alvaro Custodio. However, Nin6n was not a 
typical rumbera. She was a blonde tropical dancer 
who stood out in a universe where brunettes, 
mulatas, or other exotics such as Tongolele 
predominated. Suggestive and aggressive to the men 
who manipulated her, Nin6n's behaviour challenged 
the prevailing morals and customs. In any case, the 
mother and the whore were finally united at the 
private altar of the worshippers of the Virgin of 
Guadalupe and contributed to shaping the libido of a 
large audience . 

Thus, Caribbean rhythms flew down to Brazil 
with more authenticity than the Hollywood couple 
of Dolores de! Rio and Fred Astaire (Flying Down to 
Rio, Thornton Freeland, 1933) . The exuberant Marla 
Antonieta Pons (like Nin6n Sevilla, of Cuban origin) 
seduced the colonised intellectual played by Oscarito 
in the memorable chanchada (a farcical Brazilian 
comedy), Carnaval Atlantida Gose Carlos Burle, 
1952). Forty years later, the Mexican influence in 
Brazil through Televisa's telenovelas is less pervasive, 
although they have been able co shake TV Globo 's 
powerful hold on the Brazilian mass audience. These 
troublesome characters affected spectators much 
more than the pious images produced by the 'serious ' 
Mexican cinema of Emilio Fernandez and Gabriel 
Figueroa chat was celebrated in Europe. While paying 
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homage to the undeniable personality and value of 
these individuals who worked in an ungrateful 
environment, we are allowed to prefer their few 
incursions inco the delightfully ambiguou s 
debauchery of the metropolis over their edifying rural 
dramas , crowded with limpid clouds and cortured 
ideas. We are presented with the two extremes of the 
Mexican cinema: the Oedipus complex and the 
Eisenstein syndrome. 

4. Luis Bunuel stopped at Mexico, completely by chance, 
he claims in his autobiography, My Last Breath. An 
objective chance, as the surrealists would have it 
(after all, Andre Breton, Antonin Anaud and 
Benjamin Peret had all stopped there too). Bufiuel 
was not the only Spanish intellectual of the 1927 
generation co find a safe haven in Alfonso Reyes's 
homeland and to help open channels of 
communication between the two Hispanic cultures 
on either side of che Atlantic. His was not, however, 
the happiest of visits. While diplomats often praise 
Mexican hospitality, good manners barely mask a 
very real xenophobia which is the flip-side of 
nationalise excess. (Emilio Fernandez even went so far 
as to protest against the growing Jewish influence in 
the Mexican film industry.) Bufiuel was criticised for 
Los olvidados (1950) before winning the Cannes film 
festival's approval. In the regressive atmosphere of the 
50s, only Bufiuel and his fellow Spanish-born 
Mexican immigrant, Luis AJcoriza, seem to have kept 
their heads above water, swimming against a very 
strong current . Other immigrants from the Spanish 
Republic founded intelligent film criticism and 
historiography in Mexico. 

A markedly Eurocentric or otherwise biased 
criticism tends to see Mexico as a long parenthesis in 
the creative career of Don Luis, untroubled by the 
fact that he chose to live, work and die there. 
Sometimes Bufiuel himself contributed to this 
impression, as he did in his autobiography. 
Admittedly, Jean-Claude Carriere held the pen while 
Bufiuel spoke in an entirely different voice (for 
evidence of this one need only look at the interviews 
with Tomas Perez Turrent and Jose de la Colina or 
Max Aub). Mexico aroused conflicting emotions in 
this old surrealist who had been weathered by the 
defeats and tragedies of the century. He evidently 
held on to all the rebellious instincts he had learned 
in Spain and France, while his integration in Mexico, 
albeit troubled and bearing the marks of both 
acceptance and rejection, is nevertheless visible in his 
works. A distanced position was already fully in 
evidence in many of his French films from L'Age d 'or 
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(1930) onwards, as it was in the vision of Spain he 
presents in Las Hurd.es (1932), but the best example 
of this simultaneously acute and distanced viewpoint 
remains Los olvidados. Despite his personal touches, 
Bunuel offers the first authentic picture of Mexico 
City, its seedy districts and shanty towns. Urban 
melodrama had already run through the whole 
gamut of representational styles, from the cabaretera 
films to those which seem more or less to have been 
inspired by neo-realism (such as the films of Ismael 
Roddguez and Alejandro Galindo). Nevertheless it 
was Buiiuel , no lover of Italy 's post -war cinema, who 
unveiled the real face of the city with the sharpness 
and candour of a genuine discoverer. 

During the era of industrial, assembly-line 
production in Mexico, even the great directors could 
not ignore the question of genre. That Luis Buiiuel 
had a long-term, though ambivalent, relationship 
with the conventions used on Mexican screens was 
evident from his first cinematic effort, Gran casino 
(1946), starring the inevitable Libertad Lan:iarque 
and Jorge Negrete, both formidable singers. This 
ambivalence reveals the tension beneath his 
integration into the industry and into society as a 
whole. His incomplete allegiance to the genres in 
fashion is evident in the way he undermined 
convention with small touches, subtle shifts, humour, 
by exaggerating certain features, deploying explosive 
characters, unusual details and final pirouettes. Thus, 
La hija de! engafio (Daughter of Deceit, 1951) 
dynamites the melodrama from within with irony 
and excess. Susana: carne y demonio (1950) may be 
considered an anti-corrudia ranchera, a film dedicated 
to the deconstruction of the ranch and the family, the 
two most basic staples of the Mexican cinema. With 
Bunuel's characteristically economical editing, desire 
is written all over Fernando Soler's face when he first 
sees Susana, although he quickly tries to cover it up. 
He transposes this desire to his own wife by kissing 
her ardently, while we are shown the cut-in of 
Susana's leg. The foreman (appropriately named 
Jesus) valiantly resists temptation, but desire soon 
equalises them all, transforming them into voyeurs 
peeping at Susana's shadow through the window, and 
upsetting the status quo by revealing the struggles 
and repressive maternal sadism implicit in these 
apparently trouble-free personal relationships. Both 
the dialogue: and the images (with or without 
sombreros) imply a reversal of stereotypes. Fernando 
Soler, the bourgeois Guadalupe (the name of the 
pacron saint of Mexico and a fitting companion for 
Jesus), suffers after kissing, while Susana is delighted 
and amused by the strife between father and son. 

Born into a famous acting dynasty, Soler had already 
played a host of circumspect characters who were 
well known to audiences. In Susana, he became a 
free-falling archetype. 

Similarly, Arturo de C6rdova was used against 
type in El (1952). As if the Mexican star system had 
been thought up by Pedro Camacho, the screenwriter 
in Mario Vargas Llosa's Aunt Julia and the 
Screenwriter, de C6rdova had been the epitome of the 
mature, respectable and seductive man. But for the 
protagonist of El, desire is necessarily dirty, the 
opposite of his servant's feelings . Furthermore, his 
desire gradually diminishes as he goes through stages 
that take him from bigotry to fetishism, from 
jealousy to possession and on to obsession, ending up 
with masturbation (on the stairs of his crazily 
decorated house) and alienation. As for his poor 
victim, she receives neither support nor consolation 
from her mother or the church (the tried and trusted 
values of Mexican cinema). Venturing even further 
into this simultaneously sanctimonious and secular 
country, Buiiuel again takes up the crusade 
(introduced in the epilogue to L'Age d'or) against 
Catholicism, noble sentimentaliry, Christian 
charity and the spirit of sacrifice (Nazarln, Viridiana, 
Simon tkl tksierto) before taking on all dogmas in La 
¼ie lactee. 

Subida al cielo (1952) is set in a village on the 
Guerrero hillside, prefiguring tropical Macondo, 
where all Mexican cliches are gathered and viewed 
kindly, though in a mocking light (not forgetting the 
Spanish chicken-vendor, a subtle dig at the origins of 
the director and of Manuel Altolaguirre, the producer 
and writer of the film and a poet of the 1927 
generation). The characters' wedding night is 
interrupted by the dying mother who wants to make 
her last wishes known. This typically Bufiuelian case 
of interrupted desire is motivated by the mother: a 
capricious, negative and intrusive figure, the 
antithesis of the omnipresent maternal screen 
stereotype. Arid Bufiuel creates another mother 
figure, this time serenaded by the bus driver on her 
birthday (echoing the mafianitas or dawn serenades 
which feature in any comedia ranchera worthy of the 
name) to the great displeasure of her son, who is 
otherwise eager to satisfy his mother's every wish. A 
political candidate cannot but make a speech about 
the glory of mothers throughout the ages, before 
mistaking his supporters for a counter-demonstration 
(Mexico being a unique one-party regime). During a 
waking-dream sequence, the idolised mother is 
contrasted to the maternity monument erected in 
Mexico City (insistently invoked in Emilio 

7 



Fernandez's Vfctimas def pecado (I 950)) . The insipid 
fiancee is confused with Lilia Prado whose deco/Lete is 
reminiscent of Rosita Quintana's in Susana. 
Moreover, both exhibit charmingly firm thighs, 
possibly maintained with milk as in The Young One 
(1960). But while Susana uses her bream and 
shoulders to seduce, in Subida al cieLo we see rather 
more of touchingly rounded buttocks. In Bufiuel 's 
work the flesh is decidedly never sad. The 
refreshingly liberated, spontaneous women and 
ridiculous , narrow-minded mothers who inhabit his 
Mexican films gain a unique dimension when 
analysed in relation to the typical female characters 
in the parish of Our Lady Of Guadalupe. In short, 
they exist in counterpoint to the figures inscribed in 
che genres and in the popular imagination of an 
entire era. 

Far from being a parenthesis, during which his 
surrealism had to be hidden or doled out in small 
doses in a few dreamlike scenes (a parenthesis 
containing undeniable masterpieces such as Los 
oLvidados, El, NaZArln, El angel exterminador and 
Simon de/ desierto), Bufiuel's Mexican period was an 
example of an indomitable personality in permanent 
confrontation with social and aesthetic conventions. 
Moreover, is ir really accidental chat rhe name Luis 
Bufiuel became synonymous with surrealism in Larin 
America because of his Mexican films as much as, if 
nor more so, rhan through Un Chien andaLou and 
L'Age d'o~ 

5. Mexican cinema is the most pitiful victim of the 
industrial mirage darkening a Latin America which 
grew up in the shadow of Hollywood. Aesthetic 
imitation is a recurring temptation in the Third 
World and despite the indigenismo trend char 
followed after independence, Mexico is no exception. 
Jusr as Maximilian's empire failed to halt the French 
influence, punitive measures and military 
interventions have had no effect on the steadily 
growing Mexican fascination with the USA. Cinema 
has been simultaneously a vehicle for this penetration 
and one of the issues at stake in the battle. The 
rejection of Hollywood's images of Mexicans was 
one of the principal factors that led to the establish
ment of a local industry. However, although an 
excess of identification motivated screen self
represenrations, nationalism and imitation are 
inextricably woven together. 

After a while , the crisis provoked by television in 
che established industries freed a number of 
European critics to focus on the new national 
cinemas like entomologists studying a rare species or 
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the fruit of a new experiment in cross-breeding. The 
search for one's own cinematic language effectively 
presided over the birth of movements like Cinema 
Novo in Brazil, whose national breakthrough implied 
a specific demarcation from foreign hegemonic 
models. This aesthetic struggle was sometimes 
accompanied by a critique of the industrial 
production system (such was the case with Glauber 
Rocha in the 60s), although this line of questioning 
was soon abandoned . However, aesthetic forms and 
production models are closely linked as, for example, 
Italian neo-realism and the French New Wave 
demonstrated . There never was any irresistibly 
compelling technical reason for organising the mass 
production of films in big Hollywood-type studios, 
neither in the 30s nor today. One must not confuse 
the minimum technical needs (infrastructure, 
laboratories, sound recording and filming equipment, 
props, recording studios and even sound stages) with 
a specific production method. In Argentina and 
Mexico, it was always assumed that very little was 
possible unless one disposed of Hollywood 's 
resources. The same was true in Brazil, as illustrated 
by the quickly aborted Vera Cruz experiment 
(although there, it was more like an attempt to 
relocate Cinecitta, personnel and all). 

The Mexican industry used and abused several 
genres in record time: the comedia ranchera and the 
family melodrama; later, the picaresque comedy, the 
religious drama , adaptations of literary classics and 
the urban drama. This surfeit of production doubled 
the number of films released after the Second World 
War, when the decadence of the industry was already 
firmly established. The list of studios which opened 
one after the other is long: even without mentioning 
the more temporary establishments and limiting 
ourselves to the sound period, there were Mexico 
Films (1932), Clasa (1935), Azteca (1937), 
Churubusco (1944), Cuauhtemoc (1945, which 
became Studio America in 1957), Tepeyac (1946) 
and San Angel lnn (1951). The capital had as many 
as fifty-eight sound stages. This was not only a 
symptom of a forward push, but also of an attitude 
very much at odds with the times. To be more 
precise: production leaned towards EL conde de 
Montecristo (Chano Urueta, 1942) rather than 
cowards Bufiuel's Los olvidados. 

Another persistent myth sees industrialisation as a 
guarantee of national autonomy. The Mexican film 
industry did not plunge into serious industrialisation 
in opposition to Hollywood, but rather with its 
blessing , interested protection and active 
participation. The first boom followed Alld en el 
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N1111rho Grande (21 films in 1933, 57 in 1938) and 
IKnd11ed from the sudden decrease in Spanish fiction 
film production during the Civil War. The crisis was 
trmporarily checked. The Second World War gave 
another burst of energy to the Mexican industry (70 
films in 1943, 82 in 1945). This conflict also 
provoked a certain propagandistic tone in Hollywood 
;1nd caused difficulties within the traditional 
European film-producing nations. The Spanish 
speaking market was, therefore, for the taking. The 
USA backed Mexico's effons, which seemed closer 
(despite its nationalist tendencies) than Franco 's 
Spain, where cinema was rapidly taking off, or 
neutral Aigentina, its only serious rival. Churubusco 
was built thanks to RKO 's 50 per cent stake, while 
the Ainerican William Jenkins consolidated his 
t·xhibition monopoly. Even growing state 
participation in the industry did not check this 
tendency cowards amicable co-operation: while the 
Banco Cinematografico (founded in 1942, it became 
an official national institution in 1947) was set up 
with government and private funds, the latter were 
provided primarily by the Marine Midland Trust and 
the Bank of America . At the peak of his success, 
Cantinflas made profits for Columbia Pictures . Poor 
Mexico, so far from God and so close to Hollywood . 

6. Mexico has promoted the concept of state 
participation in the film industry more than any other 
Larin American country, except Cuba . This state 
participation was geared to save what was there, 
rather than to shape production culturally or socially. 
Certainly, during General Lazaro Cardenas 's 
government (a brief return to the origins of the 
Mexican Revolution), support for the production of 
Red.es and ; Vdmonos con Pancho Villa! came from the 
very top, but there was no follow-up . The Clasa 
company produced barely one film before the state 
was called upon to come and rescue it from 
bankruptcy. If a governmental decree made the 
exhibition of at least one domestic feature film in all 
theatres obligatory after 1939 (so as to combat the 
market's preference for imports) , censorship 
regulations included prior censorship of scripts 
(introduced in 1941) and some highly placed 
civil servant did not hesitate to declare that films like 
El compadre Mendoza could not be tolerated now. 
Film-making was placed under the control of the 
Ministry of the Interior as if it were some common 
police matter . 

The growing intervention of the state after the war 
vainly attempted to halt the collapse of the industry. 
A.round 1954, the Banco Nacional Cinematografico 

(BNC) was in charge of both national and overseas 
distribution . It took over the laboratories and the 
Churubusco-Ai.ceca studios in 1959 and, in 1960, 
the chain of theatres owned by Compafila Operadora 
de Teatros (COTSA), which controlled 321 screens 
in Mexico City alone. Eventually, the BNC was 
financing over half the films produced (70 per cent in 
1965 and in 1970). In short, cinema had become a 
state industry when its collapse was almost complete. 
The nationalisation demanded by the left had 
benefited the right: the losses had been debited to the 
national purse. Other Latin American countries do 
not seem to have taken heed of this experience. 
Throughout the 70s and the 80s, many Latin 
Ainerican governments assumed a leading role within 
their national industries, oscillating between vigilant 
censorship and invasive protectionism . 

7. The Mexicans were the first to attempt to break the 
distribution blockage. Distribution, the Achilles heel 
of the Argentine industry and the Vera Cruz. studio s 
(Lima Barrero 's O Cangaceiro of 1953 also benefited 
Columbia Pictures), has been the Gordian knot 
which film industries dominated by foreign 
productions could not unravel. Even A/Id en el 
Rancho Grande was distributed by United Aitists . In 
the domain of the culture industries, one did not yet 
speak of unequal exchange and unilateral flow. Such 
notions have now earned UNESCO an undeserved 
reputation as a subversive organisation and provoked 
the wrath of the USA. 

As early as 194 5, Mexican producers had founded 
the Pelmex distribution company and were already 
attempting to preserve their foreign market . At one 
time, Pelmex undoubtedly was the principal 
distributor in Latin America, operating in roughly 
twenty countries through a doz.en branches, and with 
a stake in exhibition in order to get the better of the 
Hollywood multinationals . For example, its former 
theatres in Braz.ii became the basis for the circuit of 
the now -defunct Brazilian Cinema Co-operative 
founded by Cinema Novo veterans in 1980. 
Contrary to popular belief, Latin America was never 
a natural market for any industry other than 
Hollywood 's. From the start, the market had been 
shaped, expanded and consolidated to serve imports. 
The golden era when there was a good relationship 
between exhibition and production, more 
harmonious than when they both were under the 
same control, scarcely lasted longer than the primitive 
and unstable nomadic phase of the industry. 
Although Mexican producers created Peliculas 
Nacionales in 1947 to control domestic distribution, 
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chey did noc contest Jenkins's monopoly, and they 
paid for this dearly. Individuals like the indomitable 
writer Jose Revueltas and the old nationalist film
maker Miguel Contreras Torres were the lone critical 
voices in an environment in which the methods of 
Jenkins's gangsters (comparable to chose of the 
government-controlled unions) barely raised 
eyebrows. Exhibition is the last defensive bastion of 
the foreign interests in dependent film markets. 

8. Attempts to renew the industry from the 60s onwards 
generated both hope and despair. Mexico is not only 
the country of the frozen Revolution, but also that of 
stifled renovations. Unlike Argentina, Brazil and 
Cuba, Mexico's film industry did not experience a 
lasting revitalisation in the 60s, that phenomenal 
decade in which new waves seemed to be taking off 
simultaneously in Paris, Tokyo, Prague and New 
York. In an earlier period, neo-reaJism failed co make 
the kind of impact in Mexico that it had achieved 
elsewhere in Latin America, despite the presence of 
Cesare Zavat'tini in Mexico and the numerous 
projects envisaged by the independent producer 
Manuel Barbachano Ponce. Perhaps this was because 
of the industry's sluggishness: in the mid-50s, when 
the neo-realist influence was felt in Brazil and 
Argentina, national industrial produccion was in 
shambles. In Mexico, on the other hand, the 
traditional industry was still churning out movies 
despite the deadly stagnation caused by twenty years 
of the closed-door policy followed since 1946. 
However, a different conception of cinema did 
emerge, outside the industry, where a developing film 
culture joined forces with a growing political 
consciousness. Cuba and the French New Wave were 
not far away. 

The timid effom to open a space within the 
existing system (such as the first Experimental 
Cinema Competition organised by one of the trade 
unions in 1965) had failed. For a decade (1966-76), 
Mexico tried to adopt the tone of the New Latin 
American Cinema. The progressive nationalisation of 
the film industry had led to a false and dangerous 
cultural and economic situation. The new 
generations had to take the hazardous path of so
called independent produccions enabled by 
universities, the new film schools and actors' and 
cechnicians' co-operatives. Trapped in a deceptive 
microcosm and evolving out of step with the rest of 
Latin America, Mexican film-makers could not find 
their own voice and were unable to consolidate their 
position. At the same time, because they had 
broken with the traditional producers, they were 
subject to the hostility of powerful sectors 
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determined to dismantle the framework built before 
and during Echeverrfa's government. 

In any event, efforts to revitalise the cinema in the 
60s and 70s were primarily thematic. Questions of a 
different cinematic language and of formal 
innovation were hardly ever posed as they had been 
in Brazil, Cuba and Argentina. It was as if the 
cinematic past, no matter how hollow, weighed coo 
heavily in the present . The new Mexican film-makers 
explored other subjects, invented other characters and 
obviously distanced themselves from the old genres, 
but rarely did they construct their stories differently. 
The exceptions to this rule were Alejandro 
Jodorowsky and his friend Rafael Corkidi, but they 
moved very much in the margins of the industry. In 
some cases, there was evidence that Luis Bufiuel was 
no longer regarded as an isolated, alien figure. Many 
had begun to assimilate his lessons, which helped to 
strengthen the anti-naturalist trend and the resistance 
to neo-realism. 

A case in point is a film-maker who preceded this 
generation, Luis Alcoriza, especially because he had 
no qualms about working within the industry. His 
most personal films search elsewhere rather than 
differently. In Tiburoneros (1962) and Tarahumara 
(1964), we see the coast and the sierra, the shark
fishers and the Indians, counterposing, without 
excessive Manicheism, two types of liberated life in 
couch with nature against contemporary society. In a 
sense, his view is tinged by nostalgia. However, his 
commitment to the Indian, a true Mexican 
archetype, does not repeat the ae·sthetic idealism 
characceristic of the indigenist trend from Emilio 
Fernandez's Maria Candelaria (1943) and La per/a 
(1945) co Roberco Gavald6n's Macario (1959) via 
Benito Alazraki's Ralces (1953). Parenthetically, we 
should note that a new approach to indigenous 
communities would emerge within the documentary, 
notably in the works of Nicolas Echevarria and 
Paul Leduc. 

Without doubt, the cinephile generation of the 
journal Nuevo Cine (1961) did try to find its own 
voice. Their film manifesto, Jomf Miguel Carda 
Ascot's En eL baLc6n vaclo ( On the Empty Balcony, 
1961), was a contemporary of the New Wave and 
Antonioni and feels like Saura avant la Lettre, mainly 
because of its mournful tone and its memory of the 
Spanish Civil War as seen through the eyes of little 
girl who could be Ana Torrent's sister, as well as its 
deliberately subjective style. Similarly, Ruben 
Gamez's La formula secreta (1964), the winner of the 
first Experimental Cinema Competition, is 
reminiscent of surrealism, of Manuel Alvarez Bravo's 
photography and of Juan Rulfo, which are rare 
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El imperio tk I.a fortuna (Arturo Ripstcin, 1985) 

allusions indeed. Nevertheless, chis 'leap year' director 
gifted with a singular vision had co wait another 
rwency-five years before he could make his next 
fearure, Tequila (1992). Familiaridades (1969) 
revealed Felipe Cazals's experimental streak. But the 
follow-ups to all these efforts were more than 
problematic. On the other hand, there is no shortage 
of revamped subjects and characters. These can be 
found in Alberto Isaac's En este pueblo no hay ladrones 
( There Are No Thieves in This Town, 1964) or Los 
dlas def amor ( The Days of Love, l 971), in Jaime 
Humberto Hermosillo 's La pasion segun Berenice 
(I 975) or Las apariencias engafzan (1977), in Arturo 
Ripscein's EL castiLLo de la pureui (1972), EL Santo 
Oficio (1973), EL Lugar sin /{mites (1977) or Cadena 
perpetua (1978), in Felipe Cazals's EL apando (1975) 
or Las poquianchis (1976). An exception is Cazals's 
Canoa (1975), which offers an original, albeit 
documentary-inspired, narrative. 

Jose Estrada's Los indolentes (1977) has an almost 
unique setting, as magnificent as Manuel Foncanals's 
sets for EL castiLLo de la pureza and as fantastic as the 
setting of EL. The director, as much a voyeur as his 
hero, depicts che world with che help of numerous 
inserts and with an attention co detail worthy of 
Alejo Carpentier . 

He veers towards the abstract in his accumulation 
of isolated derails, fetish objects (a bed for the image 
of che Holy Virgin), associated images (incense and 
billiards, maternal masturbation and her son taking 
breakfast) and bestiality. One can see Bufiuel's 
influence here just as clearly as in Jorge Fons's sketch 
in Fe, esperanui y caridad (1972), but that is to their 
credit. The litcle old lady who inaugurates all che 
dramas made by Fons is, of course, played by Sara 
Garda. Although Cadena perpetua consciously 
borrows from the thriller genre, Ripstein is also 
indebted to Bufiuel. 
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Even such a beacon of this generation's work as 
Paul Leduc's Reed, Mexico insurgente (1971), owes its 
initial impact to its historical point of view (the 
human side of the Revolution) and to its production 
methods rather than to its representational style or its 
narrative structure. We almost have to wait until 
Frida, naturaleza viva (1984) finally to perceive the 
primacy of mise en scene in Leduc's work. Frida is a 
doubly important milestone: because of its own 
success and because, having become more aware of 
their aesthetic choices, film-makers began to exhibit 
personal couches. Ariel Zufiiga's El diablo y la dama o 
El itinerario def odio ( The Devil and the Lady or The 
Itinerary of Hate, 1983) successfully reworked the 
cabaretera film with marked modernist touches. In 
some instances, it was a question of the film-makers 
becoming more mature, as in Ripstein's case (La 
mujer def puerto, 1991) or in Nicolas Echevarrfa's 
long-deferred first feature, Cabeza de Vaca (1990). In 
other cases we are dealing with young film-makers 
trained in film schools and able to resist 
the seductive sirens' chant of imitation and fashion: 
Dana Rotberg's Angel de faego (1992), Carlos 
Carrera's La mujer de Benjamin (1990) or Marla 
Novaro's Danzon ( 1991). 

Surprisingly, co the degree chat it is possible to 
find a common denominator between old and new 
film-makers, they seem to share a similar attitude 
towards tradition. In Latino Bar (1990), Leduc 
adapts and reinterprets Santa, Federico Gamboa's 
often filmed naturalist novel. Ripstein also revisited 
the classics. Juan Rulfo's El gallo de oro, filmed by 
Roberto Gavald6n (1964), becomes Ripstein's El 
imperio de la fortuna (1985). He also remade Arcady 
Boytler's La mujer del puerto, playing hide and seek 
with melodrama. Marfa Novaro evokes dance and 
Veracruz, rwo heavily connotative motifs, and 
Carrera's film is reminiscent, perhaps unconsciously, 
of Bufiuel's The Young One. In short, film-makers 
from both contingents established a fruitful dialogue 
with the past without neglecting the essential: a 
renewal of its form. This renewal thus coincided with 
a revitalisation of their ancient roots. 

9. Film research, crtttczsm and historiography were 
affected by national events. The Nuevo Cine group, 
even if they did not successfully transform film 
production to the extent they had hoped, were at 
least able to establish a different critical approach to 
the cinema. Their magazine was fairly short-lived, 
but they found ocher areas in which to exercise their 
influence. Thanks to them, in particular, the 
introduction of film studies at university level 
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fortunately did not result in the hegemony of 
pseudo-scientific work and theoretical abstraction 
fashionable in the northern hemisphere. Stimulating 
work on the past and the present of their respective 
cinemas was produced in Mexico City, Guadalajara, 
Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. Technical and 
academic training also found a place at these 
institutions (the shock treatment Argentine 
universities experienced after 1966 explains the delay 
in Buenos Aires). 

In Mexico, the work of Emilio Garcia Riera and 
his successors, Jorge Ayala Bianco's first writings, 
Aurelio de los Reyes's research, and the studies by 
Carlos Monsivais and Tomas Perez Turrent were as 
decisive as chose of Paulo Emilio Salles Gomes, Jean
Claude Bernardet, Maria Rita Galvao, Ismail Xavier 
or Jose Carlos Avellar in Brazil. They broadened 
cinematic analysis and its conceptual framework 
which, until then, had been based on che theories of 
the directors themselves (notably Glauber Rocha, 
Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino, Jorge Sanjines 
and Julio Garcia Espinosa). The ground-breaking 
critics who appeared in the 60s were no longer 
isolated: they were joined by other enthusiasts of the 
new generations, able to multiply the discoveries and 
perspectives, broaden the methodological realms, 
enliven new specialised journals, and establish a 
much-needed debate about works, genres, film
makers and mythologies. These historians, essayists 
and critics forced a rediscovery of Mexican cinema, 
its re-inscription as one of the richest stores of 
images produced in Latin America: nearly 5,000 
films (more than the combined production of all · 
other Latin American countries) whose psycho
analytical, ideological, sociological, iconographic, 
semiotic and historical interpretation still has much 
to teach us about our tame imaginary and our 
collective unconscious. 

Of course, still many shadowy areas await 
clarification and study to enhance our enjoyment of 
Mexican cinema. There is no doubt that Mexican 
cinema's bibliography is already one of the largest in 
Latin America (even excluding works about Buiiuel), 
but the subject is far from exhausted. Students 
searching for a topic for a thesis, researchers and 
simple cinephiles are still in luck. But only on 
condition, of course, that access to these films is not 
prevented ... 

10. Hope is always allowed, for it is cyclically reborn in 
Mexico as elsewhere in Latin America. The evolution 
of Mexican cinema has avoided the implacable 
succession of presidential mandates for a long time. 
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t,1 Iii, 11 w,· can skerch the following periodisation: 

I ~% - 1 'JI (1: primitive nomadism and 
Revolutionary documentaries 

J ~J 17- 11)30 : period of imitation of foreign fiction 
cinema 

I •),11- 1936: artisan and experimental sound 
period 

I 'J~7- I <)ti 6: indusrrial apogee with fixed codes 
and genres 

111/47- 1964: industrial decadence and the 
regressive repetition of old formulae 

I <)(,5- 1976: attempts at renewal, the timid 
appearance of an auteur cinema and 
the resurgence of nationalism 

I ')77: dism antlement of the film indusrry 

Thi- firt ar the Cineteca Nacional in Mexico City in 
1 'JH2 was not only a tragic disaster, it also 
~~·mholically crowned Margarita L6pez Portillo 's 
,·111c-1rnuic reign. Things could not have been worse. 
Sinu · rhen, many young directors have been able to 
111:ikt· rheir first features, while experienced film-
111:ikcrs have rediscovered more personal route s. 
Si~nificantly, the young student population and the 
111id<lle class seem ro have re-bonded with the 
11a1ional cinema they had previously, and quite 
understandably , rejected . The Mexican Cinema 
h:srival organised by the Guadalajara university since 
1986 was a first sign, confirmed by the subsequent 
success of several of the films shown there. Without 
nudiences, any cinematic renewal is stillborn. It is 
symptomatic of the roadblocks still in place that this 
renewed encounter with the most demanding sector 
of the public occurred with Jorge Fons's Rojo 
amanecer (1989), the first film openly ro tackle the 
subject of the 1968 student massacre at Tlatelolco (or 
rhe Plaza of Three Cultures) in Mexico City. With 
self-censorship and without freedom of expression , 
renewal is not possible. 

However , the question we can still legitimately ask 
is whether Mexican cinema has entered a new phase 
or whether these recent events are simply isolated 
incidents without a future . The dismantling of the 
old indusrrial system has continued, legitimately, 

because of the industry's need to disentangle itself 
from the state. Neo-liberal ideas are also circulating 
south of the Rio Grande, which is not surprising 
given that these days the presidents are educated at 
Harvard . After all, the: previous stagnation of the 
indusrry and the subsequent artificiality of state
controlled production do not make us mourn the sale 
of studios which almost no Mexican film-makers 
used anymore, or of theatres which never showed 
domestic films (or which were lamentably ill
equipped and uncomfortable). 

Other means of support, other organisations 
providing incentives and promotion, new production 
formulae (as well as new forms of distribution and 
exhibition) must undoubtedly take over. The 
problem is that no one can guarantee their creation 
or continuity. While Canada tried ro protect its 
cultural industries during the free-trade agreement 
discussions with the USA, Mexico did not seem ro 
want to follow this course. The: foundation of a huge: 
single North American market is a defeat: for many 
Mexicans, it implies a direct confrontation of their 
cultural identity with Anglo-Saxon imperialism . Five 
hundred years after the Conquest, a new war of 
images has begun. There: is a very real danger that 
Mexican films will be consigned to museums, 
alongside Meso -Amc:rican artefacts, despite: their 
considerable interest and artistic merit. Will Mexico 
have: any other choice but to watch its film industry 
disappear under the: lengthening shadow of 
Hollywood and the: power of the local Televisa 
conglomerate:? Cultural politics aside, this question 
also has symbolic value. To what extent will the 
Mexican cinematic tradition and its S,000 films 
continue: to have: an effect on the collective 
imagination? Will this past remain present on the 
small screen, as it has until now, to the: point of 
transforming old Mexican films into a living 
cinema ? Will future generations choose to 

prolong or deny this tradition? It does not 
matter which , as long as they still desire to establish a 
dialogue with it, to express themselves with 
cameras, and to produce their own images. Love it 
or hate: it, Mexican cinema has no worse enemy 
than indifference. 
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