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Introduction: ‘El Cine Mexicano Se Impone’

Robert McKee Irwin and Maricruz Castro Ricalde

A visit to South America – for example, to Bogotá – from Mexico provokes a feeling of familiarity that goes beyond the recognition of globalising processes of Americanisation, or of Latin American commonalities. There are tequila bars, mariachi clubs, menus featuring guacamole and salsa picante – there is a significant presence of certain common signifiers of Mexican culture. Indeed, Mexican culture is not only well known throughout Latin America, but it is habitually consumed, whether through images of Frida Kahlo’s artwork, the iconography of the Virgin of Guadalupe, charro hats, tacos and enchiladas, ranchera music, or even narcocorridos. What many Mexicans think of as national symbols are often part of everyday life elsewhere, especially in Latin America. And what is particularly remarkable is that there is not an equal reciprocation. While the cumbia is well known in Mexico, no classic Colombian cumbia artist has the iconic status in Mexico comparable to that of Mexican superstars Jorge Negrete or Los Tigres del Norte in Colombia. The bandera paesa or ajiaco, Colombia’s most emblematic national dishes, are virtually unknown in Mexico; most Mexicans would not have any idea of what traditional folkloric costumes, dances, or archetypes are the most widely accepted symbols of national culture in Colombia. Of course, there are Colombians whose cultural expressions are well known in Mexico, including painter Fernando Botero, novelist Gabriel García Márquez and singer Shakira. And Yo soy Betty, la fea (1999–2001), although remade under a different name by Televisa, is only one of many Colombian soap operas well known in Mexico. Still, it is clear that what cultural exchange exists between the two countries is not equal, and the same could be said for many other Latin American countries, including relatively large ones such as Venezuela, Chile and Peru.

Discussions of globalised media and the patterns of cultural flows in the context of globalisation often tend to be constructed in binary terms, with the USA or other major metropolitan media centres positioned against the rest of the world. While many studies are conscious that heightened states of globalisation have not led to the smothering of media flows from poorer areas of the world – with the case of Latin American telenovelas being a major case in point, even these studies often fall into the tendency to posit movements in terms of hegemonic-subaltern contexts, and nearly all of them ignore the complexities of Latin American media flows in the early years of the cultural industries’ rise: the 1930s, 40s and 50s. However, as Brazilian film historian and critic Paulo Antonio Paranaguá notes, studies of Latin American film history bring to life ‘mythologies capable of transcending borders long before the rise of telenovelas and world music’ (Tradición, p. 106);1 or as US film historian Seth Fein puts it, ‘the transnational logic of today’s cultural economy … is not an entirely new phenomenon’ (‘Myths’, p. 161).

This book studies the early years of what has been called the ‘golden age’ of Mexican cinema, a period that runs for about two decades, roughly from 1936 to 1956, during which Mexico’s film industry became one of the most productive in the world, exercising a decisive influence on constructions of national culture and identity in Mexico. The golden age of Mexican cinema, at one time dismissed as a commercially oriented and aesthetically uninteresting project whose product was largely derivative of Hollywood models, has been taken much more seriously by the current generation of film critics, who have argued decisively for the centrality of its role in building an imagined national community in Mexico through the use of distinctively Mexican genres, narratives, archetypes, sounds and images. Indeed, critics have for the most part focused their arguments on Mexican cinema’s national project: its representations of national culture, symbols, history and geography – and its interpellation of Mexicans, who, in identifying with much of what they saw of Mexican culture on the silver screen, soon began to ‘plagiarise’ Mexican film in their everyday lives (Monsiváis, ‘Mythologies’, p. 117; see also Noble, pp. 70–94). While historians and critics have occasionally noted that Mexican golden age film quickly gained the attention of a broadly international Spanish-speaking public (e.g., García Riera, ‘The Impact’, p. 128; De los Reyes, p. 164; Mora, p. 45; Monsiváis, Aires, p. 58), and not a merely national audience, no study to date has looked beyond a couple of individual case studies, or presented any broad hypotheses on exactly how Mexican golden age cinema was received, and what impact it exercised outside of Mexico. As Aurelio de los Reyes declared in 1987: ‘The study of Mexican cinema as a conquest that has impeded and obstructed the development of national cinematic expressions, but also as a phenomenon of Latin American identity has yet to be realised’ (p. 182), an observation that remains relevant today. This study addresses just these issues.

The consumption and reception of Mexican cinema outside of Mexico during its golden age was a complex phenomenon, involving a wide range of factors of transnational exchange, and taking vastly different forms in different parts of the world. For example, as our study makes evident, in much of the Spanish-speaking Americas, Mexican cinema was the film product with which local audiences most identified. Hollywood, while always the dominant competitor, produced films in English that represented a US perspective that was well known for its lack of precision (or worse) in its representation of Latin America and Latin Americans, and since most Latin American countries produced very little cinema in those years, Mexican film was the closest their audiences had to their ‘own’ cinema. In the USA, in cities such as Los Angeles, many Mexican emigrants were able to nostalgically enjoy fantasies of their home culture through film, while Mexican movies became part of the cultural landscape of other Latino diaspora cities such as New York, where its visibility helped play out a key element of ‘good neighbour policy’. In Argentina and Spain, the case was different, as each had a significant infrastructure of film production. Both these countries saw Mexico’s industry as a competitor, one that eventually came to dominate them, and with whom they entered into collaborative agreements of different kinds, when it was to their advantage to do so. The case was completely different in Europe beyond Spain, where Mexican cinema began to gain critical acclaim when a Mexican film, María Candelaria (Emilio Fernández, 1944) earned a Palme d’Or in Cannes in 1946, gaining exposure for a Mexican film aesthetic that played on European fantasies of Mexico’s revolutionary exoticism, obtaining entry for a particular style of Mexican film in countries such as France, Italy, Czechoslovakia and, especially (as we shall see), Yugoslavia. This study looks at multiple aspects of Mexican cinema’s production, distribution, reception and long-term impact in seven different external markets: Cuba, Colombia, Venezuela, Argentina, the USA, Spain and Yugoslavia, reconstructing a series of locally situated stories that together capture the important role that Mexican cinema came to play around the world during its golden age.

MEXICO CITY AS THE HOLLYWOOD OF LATIN AMERICA

We show that, through its golden age film industry, Mexico indeed positioned itself at that time as Latin America’s cultural centre. It was the film industry most trusted to bring Latin American stories, characters and culture to the world. As the region’s biggest film producer, Mexico City became the ‘meeting place for Latin American cinema’ (Cinema Reporter, 16 September 1944, p. 30), the place to go for many up and coming Spanish-speaking artists and other film industry workers, and Mexico’s industry became a sought-after collaborator by local producers in countries with weaker film production infrastructure, including not only smaller countries nearby, like Venezuela and Cuba, but also Spain, one of Mexico’s strongest competitors.

We also argue that, as a local cultural powerhouse, Mexico managed to put itself in the unique position of being able to challenge, albeit to a limited degree, Hollywood’s dominance in world film markets, most especially in Latin America. There, audiences formed deep but ambivalent relationships with Mexico. On the one hand, they identified more with Mexican film than they did with Hollywood film or European film, and were proud that Latin America was able to produce a high-quality product capable of gaining sufficient market share to make a significant cultural impact throughout the hemisphere. On the other hand, they resented Mexico’s success, especially in the face of local failure, whether, in the case of Spain and Argentina, it meant recognising Mexico’s superior market position, or, in the case of other Spanish-speaking countries, it reflected a bitter disappointment at the impossibility of establishing a homegrown industry that could compete with Mexico, if only at a local level. While Mexican cinema was welcomed and in many cases loved by Spanish-speaking fans, its dominating role was also resented, much in the way Hollywood was resented as an imperialistic enterprise.

After all, not only did Mexico have the opportunity to deploy its cinema to promote its own image – its customs and culture, its landmarks and touristic attractions, its status as a leader in technology and modernisation for the region – but many in other countries were conscious that such opportunities simply did not exist for them. So, while Ecuadorian peasants, Nicaraguan fisherman and Dominican housewives fell in love with Mexican cinema’s dashing charros, sexy rumba dancers, romantic boleros, noble monuments, picturesque desert landscapes and revolutionary history, none had any idea of the equivalents of these iconic images for other Latin American countries, such as Ecuador, Nicaragua, or the Dominican Republic, and as a result they did not develop the kind of affection for these lands that they had for Mexico. And Ecuadorians, Nicaraguans and Dominicans knew well that their countries did not have the means to aspire to the special status that Mexico had attained throughout the hemisphere through the cinematic diffusion of its culture.

Moreover, Mexico, as Latin America’s leading producer of movies for the two decades in which film established itself as the world’s most influential genre of cultural production, set the tone for film production style in the region. Mexico’s industry not only became the model for Latin American success, but it diffused an entire stylistic and aesthetic repertoire to which Latin American audiences became accustomed, thus defining these audience’s tastes and expectations, at least with regard to Spanish-language product. Thus, Mexican genres such as the folkloric musical comedy (e.g., Allá en el Rancho Grande, Fernando de Fuentes, 1936), the urban melodrama (Cuando los hijos se van, Juan Bustillo Oro, 1941), the piquant cabaret musical melodrama (Aventurera, Alberto Gout, 1950), or the stylised nationalist drama (Flor silvestre, Emilio Fernández, 1943) became models for autochthonous endeavours of film production elsewhere in Latin America. And as Mexico’s industry gradually came to assume a dominant market position vis-à-vis its best-funded competitors in Spain and Argentina, Mexican Spanish – including accents, intonations, regionalism – came to supersede peninsular Spanish as the region’s standard, particularly in the context of mass media culture, where the Castillian ‘z’ and the Argentine ‘vos’ are thought of as regional idiosyncrasies.

It should also be noted that, while Mexican cinema attained critical success through the particular story lines and visual aesthetics of a nationalist genre emblematically represented in the work of director Emilio Fernández in the 1940s and early 50s, its popularity among the masses is attributable largely to its correlation to Hollywood models. The sophistication of its stars, with their elegant dress, the constant press coverage of their appearances at fashionable nightclubs and their often extravagant lifestyles brought Spanish-speaking audiences closer to the distant world of Hollywood luminaries. For different reasons, this kind of glamour faded from the public life of cities such as Buenos Aires, Havana and Madrid in the 30s and 40s, while at the same time the grandiosity of tours of Mexican megastars such as María Félix, Jorge Negrete or Dolores del Río to Spain and throughout the Spanish-speaking Americas, along with the gala ceremonies for their highest awards, the Ariels, served to authenticate Mexico’s new role as the Latin American movie mecca.

National pride among external audiences redoubled, directed through a Mexican filter, as their compatriots assumed central roles in the Mexican industry, with homegrown stars often playing Mexican characters. The care taken by Argentine Libertad Lamarque or Colombian Sofía Álvarez in their wardrobe shows that the Mexican industry was not merely imitative of Hollywood excess, but also was constructed in accordance with local values, while the immense popularity of even the more racy live shows of Cuban rumberas María Antonieta Pons or Ninón Sevilla shows that Mexico’s stars were managed in such a way as to titillate without radically challenging the norms of the region. Mexico’s film studios sometimes pushed limits, but always remained conscious of their audience’s needs, an ideologically compatible option in tune with the tensions of the era, and in many ways not a mere imitation of, but an answer to the brazen capitalism and frivolity that Hollywood represented.
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Mexican studios attracted a parade of foreign talent, including Cuban rumbera María Antonieta Pons, who became a Mexican film superstar



Mexico, as Latin America’s cinematic mecca, attracted a constant parade of talent from other countries, including major figures such as Argentine tango superstar Lamarque, Cuban dancer-actors Pons and Sevilla, Puerto Rican vedette Mapi Cortés, Cuban mambo king Dámaso Pérez Prado, Spanish heartthrob Jorge Mistral, the great Spanish avant-garde director Luis Buñuel, talented Canadian-born cinematographer Alex Phillips and even Czechoslovakian beauty Miroslava Stern, to name just a few. It also was often in a position to do what other Latin American countries could not do themselves: represent their national cultures for large national and international audiences. Thus, Mexico played an important role in establishing notions of Venezuelan, Cuban, Colombian and even Spanish and Argentine cultures that would be disseminated throughout Spanish-speaking markets during the period, whether through co-productions in which Mexican producers, directors, actors and technicians played dominant roles: Jalisco canta en Sevilla (Fernando de Fuentes, 1949) in Spain, Mulata (Gilberto Martínez Solares, 1954) in Cuba; other collaborations of various kinds (e.g., Venezuelan production houses hiring Mexican directors or other experts to realise productions in Venezuela: Amanecer a la vida, 1950, directed by Mexico-based Fernando Cortés and starring Mexican Susana Guízar); or Mexico’s incorporation of foreign themes and characters in its own homegrown productions, as occurred, for example, with the early 1940s superproduction of the life of Simón Bolívar (Simón Bolívar, Miguel Contreras Torres, 1942). Even when fledgling national industries were in a position to produce their own films, without Mexican intervention, they still had to deal with the fact that local audiences had expectations about what a national picture should be based upon years of conditioning as fans of Mexican cinema; representing any Latin American national culture in film in a way that did not somehow reference well-known Mexican models either of that culture, or of national cultures in general – that is, as cultures based upon popular music, folklore, story lines involving romance and melodrama, etc. – was difficult, if not impossible.

However, more often than not smaller countries were not in any position to launch a local film industry. Aside from lacking infrastructure, they also lacked expertise, and any startup inevitably was ill prepared to put out a product that could compete in technical and aesthetic terms with what local audiences were used to seeing. Indeed, on any occasions when local productions were released, even those that offered an initial promise of success (e.g., Venezuela’s Bolívar Films, which achieved international critical success with La balandra Isabel llegó esta tarde, directed by Argentine Carlos Hugo Christensen, 1950), they did not succeed in drawing adequate audiences to keep national production companies afloat. It was not that audiences did not care about seeing their own cultures represented on the big screen; the problem was that Mexican cinema already offered an approximation that they had got used to accepting. It was not Colombian or Uruguayan or Peruvian, but it was Latin American, and as such it was certainly more their own than Hollywood output.

The process of identification here is complex and multilayered. For Mexican fans, according to Carlos Monsiváis, the process was clear. On the one hand, national cinema was a dream factory: ‘Amid urban congestion, rural solitude, disorientation from interminable working hours, “the intimate” is not what is lived, but what one wishes to live, the flow of dreams that when collective seem more personal’ (‘Vino todo el público’, p. 62); but on the other, ‘Devotees of comedies and melodramas were not seeking to “dream,” but to learn skills, to lose inhibitions, … to understand how they belonged to the nation. In this school-in-the dark the people were educated in suffering and relaxation’ (‘Mythologies’, pp. 117–18). Mexican audiences recognised themselves, or people of their ‘category’, on the screen, but rather than judge their accuracy, they saw their film idols as ideals to which they might aspire, or about which they might at least fantasise. Their authenticity – especially in comparison to Hollywood’s thoroughly unconvincing portrayals of Mexicans – was so obvious as to be taken for granted.

Regardless of whether Monsiváis has overstated the case here – one counts on his wisdom and the astuteness of his powers of observation and analysis, as he cites no empirical evidence to back up his claims – it is difficult to know how to extrapolate these conclusions to the context of Mexican cinema’s foreign audiences. While Mexican (and, according to Monsiváis, some Central American) fans’ identification with these films might have been excessive [desbordada], it is not at all clear how Monsiváis’s conclusions about Mexicans might apply to other Latin Americans, even as he argues that ‘outside of Mexico, their representations of customs and traditions become amusing exoticism, and their archetypes and stereotypes fascinate without turning into lifestyles’ (Aires, p. 58). The evidence presented in this study suggests that Latin American fans’ identification with Cantinflas’s fast-talking and lazy urban rogue, Sara García’s saintly and devoted mother, Ninón Sevilla’s impulsive and free-wheeling rumba dancer, or Tito Guízar’s cheerful and uncomplicated cowboy may not have been as ‘excessive’ as that of Mexican audiences; however, it is also not clear that they maintained as much emotional distance from these characters as Monsiváis’s somewhat casual observation implies.

Mexican cinema is, in many instances, ‘our’ cinema, just as Latin America is ‘our America’. While there may be no charros in the Amazon jungle or the Andean highlands, Latin American fans from all over clearly found something ‘theirs’ in Mexican ranchera films, perhaps related to values, attitudes, or personal style. For Mexicans, in the words of Roberto Cantú Robert, editor of the Mexican trade journal Cinema Reporter, Central and South Americans are more than just ‘our brothers of the South’, they are ‘a continuation of ourselves’ (27 November 1943, p. 8). Some process of interpellation did occur – and not only in films that were directed specifically towards certain audiences. Venezuelan Rómulo Gallegos’s adaptations of his novels in Mexican cinema were meant to interpellate Venezuelans, but also came to satisfy many Latin American fans, who ultimately preferred the films of their favourite Mexican actors over national productions with whose plots, landscapes, characters and cultural contexts it might have been easier to identify.

MEXICAN CINEMA’S IMPOSING NATURE

Interestingly, there is a word that comes up repeatedly, not only in the industry’s promotional materials, but also in later historical analyses, both in Mexico and abroad: imponerse. The word ‘imponer’ in Spanish has two relevant meanings. The first one is relatively neutral in tone: ‘to become firmly established, in a leadership role’; the other is more like the English usage of ‘impose’: ‘to force oneself into a situation where one is not wanted’. When commentators write that ‘el cine mexicano se impone’ [Mexican cinema imposes itself] they may be referring only to Mexico’s solid incursions into export markets – but the connotation of imposition is always palpable.

As early as 1934, Mexico’s industry-leading trade magazine at the time, Filmográfico, celebrating the earliest successes of Mexican sound film, which were actually quite modest, declared:

The national movie industry continues on the rise … There is no longer any human power that can hold it back, nor any project that will not crystallise in the end. Our cinema has imposed itself not only in Mexico, but in all countries that think and speak to God in Spanish. (June 1934, p. 31)

A market evaluation in 1942 called for the industry to ‘conquer [Spanish-speaking] markets, a conquest that besides money, allows us to exert a spiritual influence’ (Cinema Reporter, April 1942, p. 21), and soon after that (a few months after the international release of Simón Bolívar), Paul Kohner, husband of veteran Mexican actress Lupita Tovar, announced to the Mexican press: ‘Mexican cinema has imposed itself’ (Cinema Reporter, January 1943, p. 28). Soon Mexican cinema was reported as having become the product of preference in Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua and Honduras where ‘the public seeks new customs’, and having ‘imposed itself’ in Argentina, and in Venezuela (Cinema Reporter, 10 June 1944, p. 12; 15 April 1944, p. 27; 11 November 1944, p. 31), with studio executives calling Mexican cinema ‘an enormous moral force and a formidable vehicle of propaganda’ (Cinema Reporter, 30 June 1945, p. 10). By the late 1940s, with Mexican cinema taking hold in New York and in European markets, the industry bragged that ‘Mexican cinema, thanks to its quality, has imposed itself all over the world’ (Cinema Reporter, 8 October 1949, p. 31). By 1952, which for some scholars marks the end of Mexico’s golden age of cinema (e.g., Tuñón, Mujeres, p. 13), industry insiders continue to brag that ‘Mexican cinema has achieved an unquestionable universality due to the international success’ of its product, and that ‘it is imposing itself’ worldwide (Cinema Reporter, 30 August 1952, p. 5).

Contemporary critics also have reconstructed film history to reflect the Mexican industry’s ambition in the 1930s – one of ‘imposing itself in external market’, showing how in only a few years ‘the longstanding desire of Mexican film-makers: imposing on the world a filmic image of our nationality and our history, contemplated with elements of “legitimate pride” is consummated’ (De la Vega Alfaro, La industria, pp. 28, 34). They call it a project of ‘ideological conquest’ (De los Reyes, p. 182) or even ‘cultural imperialism’ (Jorge Ayala Blanco, quoted in De la Vega Alfaro, La industria, p. 35).
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