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Zapata

Born in Salinas, California, in 1902, John Steinbeck grew up in a fertile agricultural valley about twenty-five miles from the Pacific Coast – and both valley and coast would serve as settings for some of his best fiction. In 1919 he went to Stanford University, where he intermittently enrolled in literature and writing courses until he left in 1925 without taking a degree. During the next five years he supported himself as a labourer and journalist in New York City, all the time working on his first novel, Cup of Gold (1929). After marriage and a move to Pacific Grove, he published two Californian fictions, The Pastures of Heaven (1932) and To a God Unknown (1933), and worked on short stories later collected in The Long Valley (1938). Popular success and financial security came only with Tortilla Flat (1935), stories about Monterey’s paisanos. A ceaseless experimenter throughout his career, Steinbeck changed courses regularly. Three powerful novels of the late 1930s focused on the Californian labouring class: In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men (1937), and the book considered by many his finest, The Grapes of Wrath (1939). Early in the 1940s, Steinbeck became a filmmaker with The Forgotten Village (1941) and a serious student of marine biology with Sea of Cortez (1941). He devoted his services to the war, writing Bombs Away (1942) and the controversial play-novelette The Moon is Down (1942). Cannery Row (1945), The Wayward Bus (1947), The Pearl (1947), A Russian Journal (1948), another experimental drama, Burning Bright (1950), and The Log from the Sea of Cortez (1951) preceded publication of the monumental East of Eden (1952), an ambitious saga of the Salinas Valley and his own family’s history. The last decades of his life were spent in New York City and Sag Harbor with his third wife, with whom he travelled widely. Later books include Sweet Thursday (1954), The Short Reign of Pippin IV A Fabrication (1957), Once There was a War (1958), The Winter of Our Discontent (1961), Travels with Charley in Search of America (1962), America and Americans (1966), and the posthumously published Journal of a Novel: The ‘East of Eden’ Letters (1969), Viva Zapata! (1975), The Acts of King Arthur and His Noble Knights (1976) and Working Days: The Journals of ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ (1989). He died in 1968, having won a Nobel Prize in 1962.


[image: image]




Preface

John Steinbeck’s original version of the drama of Emiliano Zapata differs substantially from the screenplay for Viva Zapata!, released by Twentieth Century-Fox in 1952, which earned Steinbeck an Academy Award nomination. The original, which forms the first part of this volume, is not a shooting script but a long narrative that provides extensive historical and cultural background, along with a more detailed life of Zapata than the one that appears in the streamlined and austere screenplay. Parts of the complicated history of the Mexican revolution, between its beginning in 1910 and the assassination of Zapata in 1919, are given in straightforward narrative, others are in dramatic format, and yet others are not dramatized at all but summarized in notes that include suggestions as to how they might be filmed. Only a few scenes correspond to the final shooting script, which follows it here, and even these were changed, usually condensed in the interest of cinematic brevity. Thus the original manuscript, which Steinbeck titled Zapata, the Little Tiger, is essentially a different document from the screenplay. Almost two-thirds of it takes place before the scene with which the film begins.

In transforming Zapata, the Little Tiger into Viva Zapata!, Steinbeck reworked the material extensively, making changes in emphasis and focus. Although the original narrative is less cinematic, it is valuable for its wealth of research, including oral history not recorded elsewhere, and it contains many episodes that do not appear in the final shooting script. Thus the two versions of Zapata do not duplicate but complement each other; together, they give a more colorful and extensive picture of Emiliano Zapata and the Mexican revolution than either does alone.

The shooting final of Viva Zapata!, published in 1975 as a Viking Compass book, has long been out of print and has become a collector’s item. The original 337-page typescript of Zapata, the Little Tiger was never published and was for some time considered lost. It turned up in the film archives at UCLA and was published for the first time in 1991 by the Yolla Bolly Press in a deluxe limited edition. Now for the first time, both versions of Steinbeck’s Zapata are published together in one volume.



Part One

Zapata

A narratíve, ín dramatíc form, of the lífe of Emílíano Zapata

Emiliano Zapata

The Man, the Myth, and the Mexícan Revolutíon

An Introductory Essay by Robert E. Morsberger


In 1867 Benito Juárez overthrew the empire set up in Mexico by French emperor Napoleon III, executed the Hapsburg puppet Maximilian, and established a democracy with himself as the president. Juárez died in 1872, during an attempted insurrection by Porfirio Díaz, a former ally. Diaz took over leadership of the opposition, refused to acknowledge his defeat in the election of 1876, and overthrew the victor. Proclaiming himself president, he allied his government with the great land monopolists and perverted the presidency into a dictatorship. After thirty-four years of increasing oppression, the dispossessed peasants revolted in 1910. Their nominal leader was Francisco J. Madero, but the effectual leader on the battlefield, who continued the struggle for freedom and land reform after a counterrevolution by General Huerta and the murder of Madero in 1913, was a farmer from Morelos named Emiliano Zapata, a born leader and military genius. After the defeat of Huerta in 1914, Zapata’s former ally Venustiano Carranza seized power and was resisted by Zapata and Pancho Villa. Betrayed by an emissary of Carranza, Zapata was assassinated in 1919 at the age of forty.
The story of Emiliano Zapata and the Mexican revolution has everything: battle, murder and sudden death, a man of the people who becomes a great general and revolutionary hero, the temptations of power, a compelling love story, betrayal, martyrdom, and myth. The story of Zapata’s fellow general, Viva Villa! was one of the most popular movies of 1934, but Zapata is a far more admirable, complex, and appealing figure, and it is surprising that no one thought to make a film about him before 1952, when Viva Zapata! was released by Twentieth Century-Fox, with a screenplay by John Steinbeck. Director Elia Kazan claims that the proposal for a screen treatment of Emiliano Zapata came from him. It was the first film that he made without using a professional screenwriter. He told Michel Ciment, “I began to go to authors like Steinbeck, Budd Schulberg [On the Waterfront, A Face in the Crowd], Inge [Splendor in the Grass] who were not screenwriters…. What I needed most was someone who saw in Zapata what I saw in Zapata.”1 He and Steinbeck were friends and neighbors, so when he began to think about the project, he asked Steinbeck “if he’d be interested in working on it with me. He said he’d been thinking about Z for years.” 2 Almost twenty years, in fact, for Steinbeck first became interested in Zapata and the Mexican revolution around 1930 after conversations with Reina Dunn, whose father, Hearst journalist H. H. Dunn, later wrote the book The Crimson Jester, Zapata of Mexico.3 Dunn’s book, published in 1934, is a sensationalist narrative that repeats uncritically the tabloid tales of anti-Zapata newspapers like the far from impartial Imparcial, which called him “the modern Attila” and characterized his followers not as rebels against oppression but as bandito anarchists wallowing in plunder, arson, and debauchery. Steinbeck discounted the lurid coloring of Dunn’s work and did his own research in quest of the real Zapata. Much of it was in the form of oral history, for beginning in the early 1930s, Steinbeck made a great many trips to Mexico, where he interviewed veterans of the revolution and other survivors of Zapata’s time. Fluent in Spanish, Steinbeck traveled extensively through the areas where Zapata fought, and the oral history that he compiled was invaluable both for the immediacy of its eyewitness recollections and for the fact that it was not available in any other written record. In addition, Steinbeck saw with his own eyes the struggles of the dispossessed and landless poor farm workers, whose problems were all too much like those of their counterparts in the United States, whom Steinbeck wrote about in In Dubious Battle, The Harvest Gypsies, Of Mice and Men, and The Grapes of Wrath.

His research moved into high gear when he returned to Mexico in 1940 to write his first screenplay, the narrative for a documentary film to be made in collaboration with director Herbert Kline, who had made several antifascist documentaries. Steinbeck had originally intended to write a script about the Mexican fascists’ attempts to overthrow the liberal government of President Cardenas. But when he joined the production crew on location in Chalco, Mexico, Steinbeck became intrigued by material Kline had discovered about the resistance of Indian villagers to the efforts of rural doctors to eradicate epidemic disease; he wrote a new script, The Forgotten Village, documenting this conflict. Despite his attack on the forgotten village’s superstitious fear of scientific medicine, Steinbeck learned to respect the villagers’ character and culture. Such people were the core of Zapata’s following. The wealthy landowners who tried to sabotage the film and prevent the peasants from being paid fair wages gave Steinbeck personal knowledge of the reactionary forces that Zapata had fought to overthrow. By coincidence, the village was celebrating a commemoration of Zapata. In a local pulqueria, some of the old-timers spoke “of Zapata still being alive in the mountains nearby, riding his horse… and looking after the peons he came from and loved.” Kline believes that the experience in Chalco gave Steinbeck an authentic sense of life among the Zapatistas and provided him with the background for Viva Zapata!4

It was at this time that Steinbeck began concentrated research on Zapata and the Mexican revolution. Rejecting Dunn’s distortions in The Crimson Jester, he turned to Zapata the Unconquerable (1941), a narrative by Edgcumb Pinchon whose Viva Villa! was the source for the 1934 movie of that title. Pinchon’s was the most recent study in English on Zapata until John Womack, Jr.’s definitive biography was published in 1969. Though he inserted some fictional elements, Pinchon spent a year doing research in Mexico, and Womack credits his work as being “a good popular biography.”5 But Steinbeck used Pinchon only for the broad historical outline; he omitted most of Pinchon’s treatment and borrowed only a few scenes (the opening audience with Diaz, Pablo’s return from Texas, the procession accompanying Zapata when he is taken prisoner, the audience with Madero, and a dialogue between Villa and Zapata), all of which he trimmed down and made more dramatic. The material that he added is more significant, especially the role of Zapata’s brother Eufemio (whom Pinchon barely mentions), Zapata’s courtship of and marriage to the aristocratic Josefa Espejo, and the death of Eufemio. For the final shooting script, he added the execution of Pablo, a major new character named Fernando, Zapata’s need to relinquish power, and much of the film’s political philosophy. Supplementing Pinchon with his own research in Mexico, Steinbeck not only collected oral history but got a first-hand sense of people and places. His personal involvement contributed to Viva Zapata!’s authenticity and helped make it more compelling than the melodramatic, sentimental, or textbookish 1930s film biographies of assorted statesmen, inventors, composers, and artists.

In 1947 Steinbeck returned to Mexico to observe the filming of The Pearl, for which he’d written the screenplay, in collaboration with Jack Wagner and Emilio Fernandez. Directed by Fernandez, The Pearl was produced in Mexico, with Mexican players acting in English. When it was released the next year, it was the first Mexican movie to be generally distributed in the United States. Its sympathy for the poor and its anger at their exploitation by the arrogantly and unjustly wealthy anticipate Steinbeck’s next work, Viva Zapata!
Steinbeck spent most of the summer of 1948 in Mexico doing research on Zapata, but he observed that it was difficult to get reliable information, since Zapata had become such a legendary figure. In November he went to Mexico City and then to Cuernavaca with Elia Kazan to search out more material on Zapata, but the trip was unsatisfactory. Even so, he wrote to his friend Bo Beskow on November 19, “My material for the Zapata script is all collected now and next Monday I will go to work on it with great energy, for I have great energy again. Whether there is any talent left I do not know nor care very much.”6 Still traumatized by the breakup of his second marriage, Steinbeck was having trouble concentrating on his work; his energy came and went in a manic-depressive fashion. Late in January 1949, he went once again to Mexico, determined to stay until he had finished the screenplay. “I need the country and the language in my eyes and ears,” he wrote to Pascal Covici, his editor at the Viking Press.7 But he found himself depressed and lonely in Mexico and came home after only two weeks. Still, something had freed him momentarily from writer’s block, for he wrote to Covici a few weeks later that “the dams are burst.”8 By March he had managed to pull some of the raw material together, writing to Kazan that “there are some great scenes in the Zapata script. I don’t know whether they will ever get on film but they are there.”9 To Covici he confided, “I think this script must be excellent. The dialogue has a good sound to me… the speech sounds like talk.”10 Meanwhile Steinbeck’s agent and publisher were getting frustrated, for they wanted him to complete his next novel, a work in progress called “The Salinas Valley” that eventually became East of Eden, which Steinbeck had put on hold; he was spending several years without payment working on the screenplay, with the end nowhere in sight. According to his biographer Jackson Benson, Steinbeck “seemed to feel that completion of the script was somehow connected to his personal and artistic survival.”11 In the fall of 1949, Steinbeck sent the material on Zapata to Darryl F. Zanuck, the head producer at Twentieth Century-Fox, which had made Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1940), The Moon Is Down (1943), and Lifeboat (1944), as well as Kazan’s A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1945), Boomerang (1947), Gentleman’s Agreement (1947), and Pinky (1949). Zanuck in turn had his assistant, Jules Buck, see if he could help Steinbeck whip it into shape. Kazan observed, “You could tell a hundred different stories with that material.”12 After examining Steinbeck’s text, Buck called it “a very definitive breakdown of the revolution, the causes—it was magnificent—and of Zapata, the history. A master’s degree is what he had, together with a Ph.D. Except it wasn’t a screenplay.”13 Zanuck demanded a screenplay within four weeks, so Buck and Steinbeck got together first in Hollywood and then in Pacific Grove. Buck would make suggestions about form and structure that Stein-beck would accept or reject. Finally Buck said, “‘Okay, John, today’s the day,’ and then I said, ‘Give me the words,’ and by God, he gave me the words. No problem in copy, none.”14 While Stein-beck dictated, Buck typed; Steinbeck would occasionally rewrite a passage in pencil and try it out on Buck, and sometimes he would actually diagram a scene on paper. Thus prodded, Steinbeck managed to condense and telescope his material, with such concentration that he averaged twelve pages a day and finished a draft in eleven days. Buck declined any co-authorial credit, insisting that the words were Steinbeck’s and that he had functioned only in the role of producer.

When Buck left, Steinbeck turned to another project and quickly knocked out the first draft of his play/novel Burning Bright. He was not entirely satisfied with Zapata, however, and continued working on the screenplay well into 1950. From February through April, he spent much of his time in New York, conferring with Kazan about the script, on which he was putting what he hoped was the final polish. Kazan would help frame the action for a scene, then type Steinbeck’s dialogue for it.15 Thinking he was finally finished, Steinbeck then wrote a lengthy sketch of his late friend Ed Ricketts as a preface to The Log from the Sea of Cortez, then polished the script even more, until in the late summer he was able to write to Kazan:16


Dear Gadg:

Last night Elaine read me parts of the script. She liked it very much and I must say I did too. It is a little double action jewel of a script. But I was glad to hear it again because before it is mouthed by actors, I want to go over the dialogue once more for very small changes. Things like—“For that matter.” “As a matter of fact”—in other words all filler wants to come out. There isn’t much but there is some. I’ll want no word in dialogue that has not some definite reference to the story. You said once that you would like this to be a kind of monument. By the same token I would like it to be as tight and terse as possible. It is awfully good but it can be better. Just dialogue—I heard a dozen places where I can clean it up and sharpen it. But outside of that I am very much pleased with it. I truly believe it is a classic example of good film writing. So we’ll make it perfect.



This “jewel of a script” that he is talking about is the shooting final, which differs substantially from the original treatment that Jules Buck compared to a Ph.D. dissertation. That first version, which Steinbeck called Zapata, the Little Tiger, is published here for the first time (excepting a deluxe limited edition brought out by the Yolla Bolla Press in 1991). It is not a shooting script but a preliminary treatment that opens with a good deal of historical background and local color—almost a third of the text—after which some scenes are written out dramatically while other parts of the complicated history of the Mexican revolution are not dramatized at all but merely summarized, with some sketchy suggestions as to how they might be filmed. Almost two-thirds of the preliminary treatment takes place before the scene where the actual filmscript begins. Only a few parts roughly correspond to scenes in the final shooting script, and even they were changed, usually shortened in the interests of cinematic brevity, sometimes moved to a different context.

The preliminary treatment is valuable on several counts. It incorporates a vast amount of research, done over a space of nearly twenty years, much of it oral history that is not in any of the published biographies of Zapata or histories of the revolution, and it is here presented for the first time. A later Zapata biographer, Harvard historian John Womack, Jr., credits Steinbeck with discovering documentation of Zapata’s hitherto secret marriage to Josefa Espejo.

The final shooting script eliminates or condenses much of the history in the preliminary treatment: It opens, for example, with a delegation of farmers from Morelos, who protest to the dictator Díaz that their land has been stolen by an anonymous “they,” whereas the original version tells in vivid and angry detail the manner in which Díaz, in collaboration with the great landed families, subverted the democratic legacy of Benito Juárez by consolidating power into absolutism, systematically subjugating the peasant farmers and stealing their land. It also dramatizes many events, real or imagined, that are not in the final shooting script: It opens before Zapata is born, gives dramatic vignettes (probably fictitious) of his boyhood and adolescence, tells a great deal more about Zapata’s roisterous brother Eufemio, and provides different or longer dialogue for the few scenes that roughly correspond in both versions. Not only are these omitted passages compelling in their own right, but they enable us to follow a work in progress, study the process of revision, and see how Steinbeck shaped his final screenplay from the fuller but less cinematic early narrative. Sometimes he is trying out ideas that he later dropped; sometimes he picks up a footnote and fleshes it out into a fully dramatized scene. Finally, the early treatment contains notes to the director about the problems involved in filming in Mexico, with suggestions for casting, costuming, and photographing some episodes, taking us behind the scenes and into the writer’s mind—much as the Journal of a Novel, a collection of Steinbeck’s letters to his editor, Pascal Covici, illuminates the writing of East of Eden.

The focus changes between the first and final version. The first not only contains more history but is also more mythic, showing Zapata as a man of destiny, his birth and greatness predicted by the oracular curandera, his childhood a preparation for the role of revolutionary leader awaiting him. We follow him as a boyhood bandit stealing weapons from the rurales that will later be used to arm insurrectionists, and we see him as the ideal charro, the most magnificent horseman in Mexico. At the same time, we are made aware of his womanizing and extramarital affairs—there is even a scene showing Zapata and Villa in a brothel—whereas the shooting final omits any mention of these and presents Zapata as a loyal and devoted husband. Steinbeck incorporates a good deal of local color and folklore into the tapestry of the original treatment, making it more sprawling than the tightly knit filmscript, but also giving it a richer texture than the more austere final script.

In the latter, Zapata is a more modest man. Far from believing himself destined to be the hero of his country, he shuns power and accepts it reluctantly when it is thrust upon him. He wants to live a private life, marry Josefa Espejo, and settle down into respectable anonymity. But he cannot stand by and do nothing when he observes acts of oppression, and his decisive actions to counter them cause the people to make him their leader. Steinbeck and Kazan noted that one thing that fascinated them about Zapata was that unlike most revolutionaries, who too often turned totalitarian, Zapata not only did not seek power but relinquished it rather than let it corrupt him. As a foil to Zapata, the shooting final introduces the ruthless revolutionary Fernando, who is a friend to no one and believes in nothing but the necessity of killing and the elimination of all opposition. When Zapata thwarts him by leaving the presidential palace to go home and restore power to the people, Fernando proposes the plan that leads to Zapata’s betrayal and death. Fernando is a fictitious character, a composite of all those who have betrayed democratic revolutions and replaced them with repression.

A historian might object that Steinbeck’s screenplay vastly oversimplifies the actual events. The film gives no sense of a ten-year time span, nor do any of its characters age perceptibly. But it is possible to get at the essence of events better through drama than documentation, and John Womack, Jr., Zapata’s biographer, has called the film “a distinguished achievement,” which, despite inevitable distortions that result from condensing the revolution into a taut tragedy, “quickly and vividly develops a portrayal of Zapata, the villagers, and the nature of their relations and movement that I find still subtle, powerful, and true.”17 Carlos Fuentes, Mexico’s leading novelist, has also spoken highly of Viva Zapata! as a powerful and accurate portrayal.18

Steinbeck’s technique is like that of Shakespeare in his history plays. A complexity of events sprawling over a great deal of time and space is telescoped into a compelling drama:19

Carry them here and there, jumping o’er times,

Turning th’ accomplishment of many years

Into an hourglass….


Kazan was aware of this quality and commented that “Shakespeare is more contemporary than the plays that are being written today. He leaps from here to there, he goes to climaxes, and the figures are big-sized.”20
Steinbeck and Kazan had hoped to make Viva Zapata! in Mexico on authentic locations. The preliminary treatment includes a running dialogue with director Kazan (“Gadg”) on how to take advantage of local color, how to get things done effectively in Mexico, how to take advantage of Steinbeck’s experience with the film crews of The Forgotten Village and The Pearl. But according to Kazan, the Mexican authorities were committed to a dogmatic Marxist view of Zapata and refused to cooperate. The film was made instead in Roma, Texas, a small town of fewer than 2,000 inhabitants just across the border on the north side of the Rio Grande, in Zapata County, about ninety miles south and east of Laredo. To play Zapata, Steinbeck said only one actor would do: Pedro Armendariz, who had starred in The Pearl and played the pursuing policeman in John Ford’s adaptation (The Fugitive) of Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory. Armendariz bore a remarkable resemblance to Zapata and could certainly have played the role convincingly, but Zanuck wanted a bigger star. Kazan proposed Marlon Brando, whom he had just directed on stage and screen in A Streetcar Named Desire, but Zanuck at first wanted no part of Brando, who had made only one film prior to Streetcar, and proposed Fox’s favorite leading man, Tyrone Power. Power had played Spaniards and Mexicans convincingly in The Mark of Zorro, Blood and Sand, and Captain from Castile and doubtless could have handled the part. But he was preparing to go on stage in John Brown’s Body, and after Brando won an Oscar nomination for his sensational performance as Stanley Kowalski, Zanuck withdrew his objections. Power’s leading lady in Captain from Castile, Jean Peters, was cast as Josefa, and the half-Irish, half-Mexican Anthony Quinn was cast as Zapata’s brother Eufemio. The Zapata brothers’ mustaches were trimmed to a less extreme length in the movie, but otherwise all the players were made up to have a remarkable resemblance to their historical counterparts. The scene of the victorious generals Villa and Zapata posing for their photograph was duplicated exactly by Kazan; the source was a photograph in Historia Gráfica de la Revolución in the Mexican archives. At one point in the development of the script, Steinbeck proposed having corridos, a running commentary of traditional Mexican songs, “to be written by a wandering poet named John Steinbeck to music by Alex North” and performed by one of Zapata’s men, or else “to be accompanied by either guitar music solo or music from our conception of a typical five-piece Mexican Country band.”21 Unfortunately, this device interrupted the narrative and was dropped, but, striving for authenticity, Kazan got together a group of old-time Mexican musicians with period instruments and had them play traditional Mexican songs and songs of the revolution, which he taped and which became the basis for Alex North’s Oscar-nominated score. Instead of creating the customary symphonic background music, North made most of his music function as a natural part of the action—as mariachi bands, military parades, serenades, religious chants, songs, and celebrations—all in in-digenous Mexican modes, to accentuate both the realism and the ballad-like quality of the film.

Released in 1952, Viva Zapata! earned Steinbeck an Academy Award nomination for best story and screenplay. It was Steinbeck’s third Oscar nomination; he had been nominated for the best original story of 1944 for Lifeboat and (with Jack Wagner) the best original story of 1945 for A Medal for Benny. Marlon Brando received an Oscar nomination for best actor as Emiliano Zapata. Only twenty-eight years old at the time, Brando gave one of his most subtle and durable performances. He lost to Gary Cooper in High Noon, but John Womack, Jr., writes that “Brando captured wonderfully” the character of Zapata, his “integrity, his suspicion of all outsiders, his absolute sense of responsibility.”22 Anthony Quinn did win an Oscar as best supporting actor for his dynamic portrayal of Eufemio Zapata. Together with High Noon, Singin’ in the Rain, and The Quiet Man, Viva Zapata! remains one of the four most memorable films of 1952, and the screenplay is arguably Steinbeck’s best work since Cannery Row (1944).

R. M.




Zapata

A Narratíve, ín Dramatíc Form, of the lífe of Emílíano Zapata

by John Steinbeck


Introductíon


I

Mexican history is thought by most Americans to be a series of banditries and of small revolutions and revolts led by venal and self-interested men. The outbreaks and explosions are considered as comic opera movements of an inferior people. While it is true that there have been Mexican leaders who turned dishonest and who have sold their own people, even these leaders have been the products of a mass desire and a mass movement of the Mexican people. Because there is such a misconception of the forces in back of Mexican outbursts, it might be well to put in this introduction a short résumé of what has actually happened in Mexico.

When the Spanish conquerors under Cortez came to Mexico, they found tribes and communities more or less like the Greek city-states, each one highly integrated, and each one possessing to a certain extent its own culture. Some of these states were tied together in larger leagues. There was nothing like the nation as we understand it today.

The Aztec group, a small and conquering people, had brought a great number of these cities and leagues and small groups under its sway, but the Aztec group was not a nation, in the sense that it had no intention of making the conquered peoples a part of itself. Indeed, the conquered peoples were simply tributary groups which paid the Aztecs to keep out of war, and failure to pay brought immediate reprisals—slaughter and slavery and the sacrifice to the gods of the best and most perfect individuals of the revolting people. But, since the domination of the Aztecs was harsh, and since its sole purpose was that of tribute, some of its subject states were in continual revolt against it.

It was only because of this hatred by the subject peoples of the Aztecs that Cortez was able to take Mexico. Had he been alone, and had he not had the help of Indian allies, he would never have been able to conquer the Mexican lands so easily; but every dominated people came to him because he spearheaded the revolt against the hated Aztec empire.

Cortez had three great weapons. He had firearms, he had smallpox, and he had the church, and of the three, the latter two were his greatest weapons, for the early authorities of the Spanish church, far from being cruel and rapacious, actually brought to Mexico a new sense of the dignity of men and brought, also, a concept of the importance of the individual soul—a thing which was completely foreign to Indian thinking. Indeed, the early members of the Spanish church allied themselves quite often with the Indians against the Spanish conquerors.

The cruelties and the slaveries of the Spanish domination were condemned equally by the Spanish throne and by the Spanish church. The villain here, as everywhere, and in all times, was greed.

A large part of the land was cut up into great holdings which were delivered over to those men who had fought in the conquest. Large numbers of career men came over from Spain to take what they could get out of the newly conquered country, and although slavery was not countenanced, something which was actual slavery was introduced—the Indians came with the land, and they were used with the land. They were worked in the mines and in the fields.

It is usual now, for ill-informed people, to say that the indigenous social and economic system of the original Indians of Mexico, and, indeed, of all America, was communistic. This is an oversimplification. Communal it was in a pre-Marxian sense, but communistic it was not. The system it most closely resembled was the early Greek city-state, or city group.

Land was not owned by individual men, in the sense that it could not be inherited by a man’s son, but it surely was owned in the sense that he maintained it during his lifetime. Government was by village elders and by town elders. Groups of the older men held permanent positions in governing the communities. Land was allotted by the elders. In the long run, the land was actually owned by the community and was let out during the lifetime of a man to an individual for as long as he should make it produce. This was true of the producing lands. There were, in addition, the common lands, such as were in existence in England—grazing lands, woodlands, and so forth, but these came under other categories and were common to the use of all.

The laws were very definite and were largely traditional, like British Common Law. They were strictly enforced by the village elders. The laws were strangely general throughout the whole country and jumped even racial and tribal boundaries. They governed nearly all phases of human conduct. Thus, there was a law in the Aztec league, strictly enforced, that any man under fifty who got drunk was automatically executed, whereas after fifty he could get as drunk as he wanted to. The reason for this, of course, was that in a warlike nation the younger men must be ready for war and must be in good physical condition. After their time of military value was over, the state had little interest in what they did with their bodies.

The laws covered the most minute things, such as who owned an animal wounded by one arrow and who owned an animal wounded by two arrows when the animal was finally tracked down.

It is necessary to put in these details so that it can be realized how deeply ingrained in the Mexican people are their traditional laws, for many of those unwritten laws are still in force.

The Spanish conquerors, while they did break up the land to a large extent, had a healthy respect for the village lands, and it must be admitted that the church was one of the strong factors in maintaining the system of landholding, the economic and social systems they found there. The church had absolutely no patience with the indigenous religious system, but it went along very freely with the other forms it found there. The fact that certain religious practices, beliefs, and customs of the original people crept into the church could not be helped, because these things were so deeply ingrained in the people that they managed to maintain themselves against other customs. However, this has been the invariable practice of the church all over the world. What it cannot destroy, it must incorporate. For instance, it is true that certain hill peoples come still to the chapel of the Virgin of Guadalupe on December 12, and they not only dance before the altar but make symbols in colored sands on the church floor just as they did to another goddess who had had a temple in that same place before the Spaniards ever came; but now it is in the name of Christianity instead of in the name of the goddess Atlitl.

It must be remembered that the primary drive of the Spanish throne was one of conversion of the world to Christianity, its kind of Christianity and its form, and only secondarily was it interested in profits. The fact that this changed later does not in any way lessen the original and initial drive. It was a profoundly religious time. The monarchy and the Spanish church truly believed that their first mission was to convert the world. That this project required money and soldiers and arms and ships is self-evident, and this money had to come from some place since Spain was a very poor nation.

When the Spaniards had fastened themselves upon Mexico, a gradual change took place. There was an immediate and quite general mixing of bloods. If the Spaniards had been content to accept the product of these bloods, they might still be holding Mexico, but the contrary was true. The Indian was not even a citizen. He was a native animal. The product of a marriage between a Spaniard and an Indian, while he had a slightly better social position, still held no office and was given no political preference of any kind. Officers were sent out from Spain. The Spanish colonies were the thriving ground for native Spaniards, practically never for either the intermixtures of Indian and Spanish, or even of the pure Spanish born in Mexico. Only a man born in Spain, of good blood, had any chance in the government of Mexico.

This was not true in the case of education. Very early, Indians entered the priesthood, and many of the first records, not only of the conquest but of the time that followed it, are the work of those first Indian Christian priests. It may be that they could not aspire to the highest ranks of the church nobility, but certainly they were used all over the country.

As far as the economy of Mexico went, it was a conquered and occupied country, and all of its products were considered to be the property of Spain and of people of Spanish blood, with the exception of the village lands, which were left and were protected.

Over the hundreds of years of the occupation of Mexico—and it was a true occupation—the great group of the mixed bloods increased, but their increase in numbers did not give them more preferment than they had had, political or social. They did not become the great middle class. They became the scholars, priests, the small storekeepers, but the threshold of advancement was very, very low. After a great number of years, they had become, in numbers at least and probably in intelligence, the dominant group in Mexico.

Then came two events which had a profound effect on this large group of Mexicans of mixed blood and native-born men of pure Spanish blood. The first of these great events was the American Revolution, and the second was the French Revolution.

A change had come over both the monarchy and the church, and in Spain at this time the two were more or less one. They had ceased to be missionary powers and had become economic systems whose purpose was the gathering of taxes, or tithes, and the accumulation of money and lands. These powers ignored the pressure of the growing group of intelligent Mestizos of Mexico. This group, stimulated by the two revolutions which had given them hope, broke into revolt, and, oddly enough, the leader of the revolt against the Spanish monarchy was a priest named Father Hidalgo. It was an extremely popular revolt. Parts of the local church broke off from the parent church, and only in the hierarchy, in the highest groups, did the church side with the Spanish monarchy. In addition, the revolution of Mexico against Spain was backed by the great mass of the indigenous Indians, a faceless, nameless people who had never been recognized even as humans by any group except the church, and by them only more or less as humans who would assume their rightful stature in heaven after their death.

In addition, there was great sympathy for the Mexican Revolution against Spain from those two nations which had given them their initial hope, the new United States and the French Republic.

This was a revolution geographic in scope, but once it was accomplished another and perpetual revolt took its place, and this was not geographical. It was the revolt of the dispossessed against the group which held the resources of Mexico, and that revolt has continued during all Mexican history and still continues.

The revolutionary intent of the Mexican people, now as then, has not changed. It is a desire for the distribution of the land and resources of Mexico among the Mexican people. This hunger for land was the cause of the revolt of Morelos, another priest incidentally, for the revolt of Benito Juárez against the reign of Maximilian, against Porfirio Díaz by Madero, and it continues into the present time.

Mexico, during all of its history, has had to contend against foreign domination, first Spain, then France, and then, in 1910, against a combination of Germany, France, the United States, and England. In every single case the revolts of the Mexican people have been aimed at land and, through land, at food.

In many cases the leaders of revolt have gone over to the other side and have become the dominant class against which a new revolt must be formed.

In this connection an interesting story was told me by Lincoln Steffens. He was a reporter at the time that Carranza was in a state of revolt, and he was on the train with Carranza after the final battles which put Carranza in power. The general said to him, “I know the pressures that will be put on me. How can I remain honest?” To which Mr. Steffens replied, “Why don’t you leave the rifles with your men?”

“Why that?” Carranza asked.

“So they can kill you if you become dishonest,” Steffens said.

Carranza nodded and said, “Yes, that might be a good way,” but he didn’t do it.

We come now to the time and the condition out of which our story grows, the story of Emiliano Zapata.



II

Benito Juárez was a pure Indian from the state of Oaxaca. His great admiration was for the American Constitution, and he attempted to build for Mexico a constitution like it. He was a friend of Abraham Lincoln and admired Lincoln above all other men. As a matter of fact, it was during Juárez administrations that Mexico grew conscious of constitutional law. But, as always, where it has been started, constitutional law runs afoul of those forces which, through possessions or positions, consider themselves outside the law.

The development of the Mexican constitution has been no different than that of any other. Although Juárez was able to get a constitution written, he was not able to get it enforced, and, after ensuing difficulties, another man—again an Indian—took over, and his name was Porfirio Díaz. He soon became known as the Strong Man of Mexico.

He realized that Mexico was weak internally, and that she was surrounded by very strong and rich neighbors; and so he worked out a system for not only placating those rich neighbors but for buying them off, and trading with them. In the process he ignored his own country almost completely.

He established a system which is still called “Porfirismo,” and his system was very simple. He collected a group of strong and intelligent men about him. He paid Mexico’s debts to foreign nations; he distributed concessions of all kinds to foreigners, always for a price, but he delivered.

It is natural that the governments of Japan, Germany, France, England, and the United States admired him very much, for he had pacified the country. How he did it is another story, but people could go at will about Mexico without danger of being injured or robbed.

The interest on Mexico’s debts to foreign nations was paid on time, and it was of little interest to those foreign governments how he got the money.

Foreign capital admired him very much, for it was able to invest its money in Mexico with some feeling that the properties bought would not be taken away. There was no interest in how Díaz got the property and the concessions to sell.

He was considered a great, strong, gifted man. He was given every decoration known, and nobody thought to investigate what his own people were going through, nor what was happening to them.

His methods were quiet and effective. If anyone disagreed with him in any matter, he first tried to buy that man, and if he did not succeed, the man disappeared and was not heard of again. It was clean and neat, and there was little publicity in any of it. There is on record a telegram he sent to one of his field officers which gave a long list of names, and his final sentence was “Catch and kill instantly.”

He established a rural police, highly paid, made up mostly of criminals. These horsemen dispensed his justice and kept order, and their method of keeping order was by summary execution of anyone who interfered with their ways. They patrolled the roads, they acted as the private police for the large landholders, they carried out the secret orders of President Díaz, and they executed his opponents, usually far in the desert—and only the buzzards had any record of what had happened.

Meanwhile, for a price, Porfirio Díaz distributed to foreign capital the oil, the minerals, and the land.

Mexico had abolished slavery twenty years before the American nation did, but soon a new slavery took its place, which was just as effective but was not called slavery. This was the slavery of debt. A man who owed money could not leave the land until it was repaid, and by a process of charging more for food and clothing than a man could possibly make, the probability that he could ever escape debt was very remote.

The rural police backed up these debts, so that if a man who owed a company store, or hacienda store, tried to leave that part of the country, to leave his work or his land and go somewhere else, he was instantly brought back and kept where he belonged, near the store. If he tried to escape too many times, the buzzards circled in the desert and that was that.

The pay and wages were exactly pegged to the point where a man could not possibly ever, in his whole life, get out of debt. It was not called slavery, but it was a most effective kind of slavery.

There was peace in Mexico. It was the peace of the rifle and the machete, but still there was peace, and it was said that you could ride along a lonesome road and never be robbed, and this was probably true.

By the use of his methods Porfirio Díaz stayed in office for eight administrations. There was no question of re-election or election; he was simply declared president after a kind of token vote which meant nothing. But since all the foreign powers agreed that he was the best and strongest and wisest man, and since the vote was not widely distributed in Mexico, there was little doubt as to who was always going to be the next president.

His own people grew poorer and poorer, and fewer and fewer owned any land, and more and more of the Mexican land was distributed, for a price, to the large landholders. There were fewer little privately owned fields. Food supplies and minerals got into fewer hands, and those hands raised the prices, and wages never raised, and the food standard of Mexicans went down and down. What little educational standard there was disappeared completely, except among the very rich and among foreigners.

All of this was bad enough for the average Mexican, but Porfirio Díaz went even further. He began distributing the traditional village lands to the great landholders, and this was a crime so deep in the eyes of the village people that it cannot even be conceived. This was a violation of something that had been true for two thousand years. Not only were the village lands taken away, but in many cases the villages themselves were torn down and scattered to make room for more land for the landholders.

The tough and active rural police enforced these distributions and kept order, and there was peace, although many people had to die because of that peace.

Now, since this script is to be written in microcosm, and since nearly all of its action takes place in a very small area, we shall move down to the state of Morelos, south of Mexico City, just over the range from the Valley of Mexico. It is a state which lies on a slope, and its temperatures go from cool-temperate into the tropics in a very short distance. It is a rich state, rich agriculturally and rich in silver. There is no oil there.

It is inhabited by a gentle, soft-spoken people of a tribe slightly different from the Aztec tribe. The men are great horsemen and great workers. They are filled with energy, but there’s a gentleness about them that is unusual. Their faces are delicate, both those of the men and the women.

Their land—or rather the land of the state of Morelos—is well watered and rich, but in the time of Porfirio Díaz they did not own the land anymore. It had been discovered that sugar cane could be raised on these lands and that refined sugar brought a price which made it an easy competitor to silver mining and even to oil for profits. With such riches to be taken out of the raising and refining of sugar, the large landholders were not content that the village lands should remain in the hands of the Indians. And so, through the work of Porfirio Díaz, the haciendas, the great landholdings, spread out from their boundaries. In many cases the villages were burned and sugar cane was planted where the houses had stood, and the people who were evicted from their village lands had to go to work for the large landholders or run away and become fugitives.

The people of the state of Morelos are gentle and patient people, but their lives gradually became impossible under the system which was put in place by Porfirio Díaz and enforced by his troops and by his rural police.

Even the grazing land was in many cases taken away from the villages, so that the cows, upon which the Indians depended for their livelihood, had no place to feed. The slightest sign of rebellion or revolt was put down with a ferocity that was incredible. The Indians were treated like animals, they were driven like animals.

The events of this time are documented and quite provable. It is not propaganda in any sense.

In every town of even small size in Mexico there is a bandstand in the middle of the central plaza, and on several nights a week, usually on Thursday and on Sunday, a band plays in this stand. In the time of Porfirio Díaz the upper classes paraded around the bandstand, but the Indians were not permitted, except on the outside of the plaza; and if anyone, even while drunk, blundered in, he was bodily thrown out by the police who were constantly in attendance.

Any disagreement between the Indians and the owners of the land was instantly solved by the rural police, who were also the police of the landholders, and the Indians were never, never right. There were only three punishments for a recalcitrant man: he was put in the army, he was put in the rural police, or he was killed.

The haciendas became larger and larger. They actually were like medieval baronies. They had great houses, their sugar mills were usually on the property, they had slaves (or the slaves of debt), they had power for holding their slaves, and they actually had the power of life and death over the working people. No one ever questioned them.

I myself have seen records of this time on one of the great haciendas, or what is left of it. I remember a man’s name on the record and his value. Against his name was put “zero.” He was not worth anything, whereas the others were rated in what they were worth to the hacienda.

As this reign of Porfirio Díaz grew longer and longer and the people became hungrier and hungrier, and their sense of outrage greater, more and more pressure from the rural police had to be applied, and the punishments had to be more drastic and the killings more often.

Meanwhile, the outrage and the pressure and the simmering grew greater. This does not seem to have been realized by the men in power at that time. They felt that they had made a system which could survive indefinitely as long as they could get money from Germany and Japan and the United States. They completely ignored the explosive qualities in their own people; and why shouldn’t they have so ignored them, for the people were disarmed, they had no weapons, they had no organization, they had no learning. The middle class was destroyed, the schoolteachers were dominated. The priests, those who favored the people, had little power—and there were many priests who favored the people. But the pressure of unrest grew and had to be kept down with more and more harsh methods all the time.

These were the conditions which brought about Emiliano Zapata and which brought about our story. This is the political and economic background of this introduction.



III

It seems valuable to put down a number of customs, habits, costumes, appearances of the people who will be used in this story, for the information of both the director and the producer.

The people of Morelos, at the time this story occurs, dressed as they still do, in white cotton pajamas of the coarsest cloth, tied at the ankle, tied around the waist. There is a shirt which buttons to the throat, and in front the shirttails are usually tied in a knot.

The hats worn by the common people at the time of this story were larger than those that are worn now. In fact, when these country people became a part of the revolutionary army they were known as “White Cigars” because of their white clothing and because the huge straw hats they wore looked like puffs of smoke. They were a very simple and highly religious people, and it was customary for many of them to wear on the front of their turned-up hats a figure of the Virgin of Guadalupe, the patron saint of Mexico. On their feet they wore sandals, if they could afford them, although many of them went barefoot. It was rare for a woman to have shoes or sandals.

The women wore long, gathered skirts, loose shirtwaists, and rebozos—long head scarves which had many uses. They carried babies in them, they carried wood in them, they wrapped themselves in them at night—it was their only bedclothing. They were married in them, and they were buried in them. They wound them and put them over their heads at midday to protect themselves from the sun. A new rebozo to a woman was a sign that something very great had happened; either she was being married, or she was being buried. It was seldom that a woman had more than one in her whole lifetime.

The climate in the state of Morelos is very gentle. The houses of poor people are made of straw, thatched, both sides and roof; or of wattles, mud packed between sticks, and with a thatched roof; or of stone in the volcanic area, again with a thatched roof.

Their tools were, and are, very primitive. Every man has a short, curved machete, or knife, with which he does nearly everything—cuts wood, cuts cane, fights, grubs out roots. In fact, it is his only tool, his only personal tool. In addition, there is a sharp, pointed hoe, pointed stick, and these are just about all. The plows that are still used in the country districts of Morelos are little more than pointed sticks mounted on handles and without an iron point.

Oxen are now, as they were then, the draft animals, the means of doing every bit of work that is done. Burros were used for transport, except by the great transport trains, which used high-wheeled carts drawn by oxen.

Nearly every beauty that came into the lives of these people centered around the church. Here they heard the only music, except for the singers of ballads. Here they saw the only color. All of their celebrations, in some way, had something to do with the church. Even the market days, even the fairs (and every small town had at least one big fair a year), centered around a religious ceremony. I shall go into the fairs again, because they are very necessary to this story.

There was a relatively small class of landowning Mestizos, people of part Indian and part Spanish blood, but as the reign of Porfirio Díaz went along, even they were becoming dispossessed through debt or through actual removal of their lands. When a man’s land was removed by a hacienda, the burden of proof was on himself to show that it was his. Since records were badly kept, and in many cases were only by word of mouth, it was impossible for him to show his ownership of the land.

We have, then, at the time of our story, the explosive quality which destroys, eventually, all systems: property accumulated in very few hands and the great mass of the people dispossessed and hungry. In a land that was full of fruit, the people had no fruit. In a place that produced sugar, the people had no sugar—it was all sold outside. In a country capable of producing abundant food, the people were in a state of semistarvation all the time. In addition, they were constantly outraged and pushed and whipped and beaten and driven by the rural police of Porfirio Díaz.



IV

It will be necessary to set down some of the customs and some of the personalities of a small Mexican town in the early 1900s.

In some cases these customs and habits and persons have disappeared, due to the coming of roads and electricity, and, in other cases, they simply are not known in the United States. The ones I will describe are extremely pertinent to the script which will follow.

Very little of the script will happen in Mexico City, but most of it will take place in the tiny towns of the state of Morelos; the towns which are cut off from the outside world and which live a life more or less of their own.

The first thing to be described is the fair, the yearly fair of a small town in the state of Morelos in the back country. The fairs were nearly all alike. They happened once a year, on the day of the patron saint of the village; at least the fair was centered around that day. It was the most important social, religious, and economic time of the whole year for the community in question.

Most of these were alike. They were commercial, they were religious, and the fewer the means of communication with the village where they were held, the greater splendor they acquired. Barter was the system of trading used.

All the feasts and the entertainments took on great animation, and even the religious ceremonies, dedicated usually to the patron saint of the village, were animated and splendid.

The costumes, usually kept in the church, were brought out. Sometimes dances were performed which had been performed in the same village since long before the Spaniards came to Mexico.

I shall abandon the word “Aztec” from now on and substitute the name “Nahuatl.” The reason for this substitution is that, while the Aztec group is a small group, the Nahuatl group is a larger group, taking in all the people who speak the language which the Aztecs also spoke. These were the people of Morelos, as well as of the Valley of Mexico.

Now, the Nahuatl people had a curious feeling about villages. They had an idea, in common with the ancient Greeks, that a city or a town was an actual personality, and with them it went further than it did with the Greeks, for there were father villages and mother villages. A very tiny town, which was an original town and from which another district was colonized, quite often remained small while its colony became very large; but if it was a father village, it maintained its prestige and its importance above the larger town.

An example of this is Anenecuilco, a tiny little hamlet in the state of Morelos. It is a father village. It is also near the village where Emiliano Zapata was born. Its child is Cuautla, which is a very large town, but in spite of the fact that Cuautla soon outgrew its parent and became what amounts to a city, Anenecuilco still maintained its prestige, just as the father of a family retains his prestige when he becomes old and weak. It is the strong paternal feeling of the Mexican Indian, the distinct feeling of a tribe, group, and family.

Thus, when Emiliano Zapata’s father died, his
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