
[image: images]


[image: images]


[image: images]


The Cinema of María Novaro

© 2022 James Stratton

All rights reserved.

No portion of this publication may be reproduced, stored, and/or copied electronically (except for academic use as a source), nor transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher and/or author.

Published in the United States of America by:

BearManor Media

4700 Millenia Blvd.
Suite 175 PMB 90497
Orlando, FL 32839

bearmanormedia.com

Printed in the United States.

Typesetting and layout by BearManor Media

ISBN—978-1-62933-969-6


For Family and Friends
in
Mexico and the United States


Also by James Stratton

Hitchcock’s North by Northwest: The Man Who Had Too Much

A Star Is Born and Born Again:
Variations on a Hollywood Archetype

Picture Business: L.A. Stories, Poems and Portraits

Angie: The Life and Films of Angie Dickinson


Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Biographical Profile

Lola

Danzón

El jardín del Edén (Garden of Eden)

Sin dejar huella (Without a Trace; also, Leaving No Trace)

Las buenas hierbas (The Good Herbs)

Tesoros (Treasures)

Conclusion

Filmography (Major Works)

Notes

Sources

Index


Acknowledgments

As with each book I have written, this project would not have been possible without the generous assistance of Roberto Rangel, Robin Cresto, and Matt Severson. Roberto helped with design ideas, translation issues, and cultural background. In addition to preparing and formatting the manuscript, Robin assisted in the collection and transfer of photographs. Matt facilitated the gathering of various research materials. Each of them, particularly Roberto, was hugely supportive of the work at every stage of the process, and I am equally thankful for their encouragement and their contributions.

Ben Ohmart at BearManor Media was enthusiastic about the book from the beginning. His direction, patience, and support have been constant. He and his staff are models of professionalism, and I cannot imagine a more collaborative publisher. A very special note of appreciation to editor Stone Wallace for his careful reading of the book and to Sarah Joseph for her expert design of it.

This book is intended as a resource and research guide. Therefore, I am grateful to the many sources which provided information for the biographical profile and critical commentary for the analysis of the individual films.

Danzón photos courtesy the Collections of the Margaret Herrick Library. Sincere thanks to Elizabeth Youle and all the other dedicated staff members there. All images are reproduced for the purposes of critical analysis and historical reference only and remain the copyright of the production companies. Special gratitude to each of them for their support of film scholarship.

Finally, I would like to thank the following people for their encouragement and belief in the importance of this project: Patricia Kondan Davis, Barbara Stewart Russell, Fernando Marquez, Richard Stratton, Marsha Watkins Stratton, Susan Boyd, and Corinne Venit. Thanks as well to Mark and staff at South Pasadena’s Vidéothèque, one of the world’s finest DVD rental stores.


Introduction

Beginning in the late 1980s, as the Mexican film industry began to reclaim an artistic reputation that had been undermined by government interference and economic austerity, an array of talented directors produced some of their best work. Veterans such as Arturo Ripstein, Jaime Humberto Hermosillo, Jorge Fons, and Felipe Cazals reached new creative heights, and an impressive group of newcomers including Luis Estrada, Julián Hernández, Carlos Carrera, and Juan Mora Catlett initiated their careers with a series of skillfully-made, uniquely personal documentaries, shorts, and feature films. Mexican movies attracted large domestic audiences and were screened at international film festivals in Berlin, Cannes, Venice, Havana, Toronto, and Chicago. Two films from this period, Doña Herlinda and Her Son (1985) and Like Water for Chocolate (1992), were big hits in multiple countries across the globe. Then early in the 2000s, directors Alejandro González Iñárritu and Alfonso Cuarón, both of whom would go on some years later to win Academy Awards, excited critics and audiences with their edgy, unconventional films Amores perros (2000) and Y tu mamá también (2001).

Many of these young filmmakers, notably Cuarón and future threetime Academy Award-winning cinematographer Emmanuel Lubezki, received their training at one of Mexico’s two superb film schools, the Centro Universitario de Estudios Cinematográficos (CUEC) and the Centro de Capacitación (CCC). Both CUEC and CCC, founded in 1963 and 1975 respectively, boasted excellent faculty, professional facilities, and substantial financial support from the government. Their rigorous, multi-year programs began with general courses and advanced to specialization in directing, cinematography, screenwriting, editing, postproduction, and other areas of filmmaking.

Especially important to the resurgence in Mexican cinema but not always adequately recognized in histories of the period are the contributions of a closely bonded group of women filmmakers. The decline in the 1970s of the powerful, male-dominated industry unions made possible broader female participation behind the camera. For decades, explicitly sexist policies had restricted the kinds of jobs women could pursue; one union regulation prohibited them from serving as assistant directors and another barred them from even touching a camera. With the collapse of union controls, however, female crew members appeared more frequently on major industry productions. Women also took advantage of enrollment opportunities at the film schools. Only one female student had entered CUEC during its first year of operation; by the end of the 1980s, the majority of students at CCC were women. Many of them became working directors, writers, cinematographers, set designers, and editors.

Among the talented new women directors of that time were Busi Cortés, Dana Rotberg, Maryse Sistach, Guita Schyfter, María Elena Velasco, and—María Novaro. The daughter of a well-known publisher and poet, Novaro studied sociology at the national university before pursing her longstanding interest in film. Like Cuarón (who was her classmate), she attended the five-year program at CUEC, where she fell in love with the mechanics of filmmaking. Coupled with the directing, she has written or co-written, edited or co-edited, and closely supervised the cinematography of each of her films. Two early short films, Una isla rodeada de agua (An Island Surrounded by Water, 1985) and Azul celeste (Sky Blue, 1987), gained her admittance to the directors’ union (only the fourth woman to do so), received multiple awards, and helped to secure financing for her first feature film Lola (1989).

As was also the case with the other female directors, Novaro had not entered the industry to just continue making movies that relegated women to the stereotypical roles of suffering mother or treacherous harlot but rather to challenge all the outdated assumptions regarding gender expectations and national identity. Lola documents the struggles of a single working-class mother to raise a young daughter while Danzón, Novaro’s second feature film from 1991, celebrates another working-class woman’s assertion of social and sexual agency. Subsequent films, all of which center around strong women characters, deal with such subjects as violence against women, indigenous culture, Alzheimer’s disease, herbal medicine, class disparity, and ecological awareness. Often Novaro intentionally references traditional film genres but always with a unique, personal approach.

In a career spanning five decades she has won three Ariel Awards (Mexico’s Oscar equivalents), taught courses at CCC, and served as a governmental film agency official. Her body of work constitutes one of the hallmarks of the so-called New Mexican Cinema. This book, which includes a biographical profile, detailed reading of each feature film, and summary critical assessment, examines the films in terms of their thematic and stylistic cohesion. Hopefully it will increase the attention among English-speaking critics and audiences that María Novaro so clearly merits.


Biographical Profile

The fabled Golden Age of Mexican cinema was coming to a close just as María Novaro’s young life was beginning. From the late 1930s to the early 1950s, Mexico’s film industry enjoyed a burst of artistic creativity and popular success that rivaled the glories of Hollywood. An extraordinary gathering of talent came together on both sides of the camera to produce a steady flow of pictures that were technically polished, well-acted, and socially relevant. At its height, the Mexican moviemaking business constituted the nation’s third largest industry, employed about 32,000 workers, occupied four major studios, and delivered product to approximately 1500 theaters throughout the country.1 “Not only was Mexico the epicenter of cinematic production in Latin America,” writes film scholar Chloe Roddick, “but films made during the period also garnered international recognition, as well as box-office success at home.”2

Several different factors explain and define the achievements of the Golden Age. First and foremost was a combination of positive economic developments. General economic prosperity under the presidencies of Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940-46) and Miguel Alemán Valdéz (1946-52) encouraged more ticket buyers, and governmental support of the industry helped with production costs. International market trends related to World War II also played an important part. The disruption in wartime European film production and distribution, combined with Hollywood’s increased emphasis on homefront pictures with limited international appeal, strengthened demand for Mexican films throughout Latin America. At the same time, the United States government, via the Office of the Coordinator for Inter-American Affairs (OCIAA) under the leadership of Nelson Rockefeller, provided material assistance in the hope that Mexico would produce anti-Axis films sympathetic to the Allies, an investment that paid off when Mexico declared war against the Axis powers on June 1, 1942. Not only did the United States help to modernize equipment and facilities, but so also did it release a valuable supply of raw film stock. According to historian Linda B. Hall, “The OCIAA gave the Mexican movie industry a huge boost by providing 45 million feet of virgin film at a time when celluloid was a strategic material and movie film a product almost completely monopolized, in terms of distribution to Latin America, by the United States.”3 In contrast to Mexico’s windfall, production rival Argentina, which was seen as supportive of Nazi Germany, received no film at all.

Ready to take advantage of this fertile environment was a wealth of talent from theater, art, literature, and entertainment. Among the newly anointed movie stars who drew big audiences throughout the Golden Age were Pedro Armendáriz, Arturo de Córdoba, Mario Moreno (“Cantinflas”), María Félix, Pedro Infante, Jorge Negrete, Marga López, Columbia Dominguez, Andrea Palma, David Silva, Roberto Cañedo, and Luis Aguilar. As the center of the Spanish-speaking film industry, Mexico also inspired top foreign performers to immigrate there in search of greater career opportunities, most notably Sara Montiel, Libertad Lamarque, and María Antonieta Pons from Spain, Argentina, and Cuba respectively. Even Dolores del Río, who had become a major star in Hollywood, returned home to make such classics of the period as Flor Silvestre (1943), María Candelaria (1943), Las abandonadas (1944), and La otra (1946).

Creating whole new genres for the actors were outstanding writers like José Revueltas, Mauricio Magdaleno, Luis Alcoriza, and Álvaro Custodio. The ranchera film combined rural settings with music, comedy, and romance to tell somewhat conservative stories celebrating agrarian harmony and patriarchal authority. Situated in an urban underworld of night clubs and brothels the rumbera or cabaretera genre, which María would humorously salute in her own film Danzón, blended tropical music performances with tales of romantic betrayal and revenge. Although not newly conceived, the Mexican film noir and melodrama pictures also dealt with social mores and conflicts in ways that engaged contemporary audiences.

Handling these stories with extraordinary skill and artistry was a corps of talented directors that included Julio Bracho, Juan Orol, Emilio “El Indio” Fernandez, Roberto Gavaldón, Alejandro Galindo, Matilde Landeta, Ismael Rodríguez, Alberto Gout, Gilberto Martínez Solares, and (toward the end of the era) Luis Buñuel. Aided by cinematographers such as Rosalío Solano, Alex Phillips, and the legendary Gabriel Figueroa, they developed distinctive personal styles linked loosely by their vivid imagery, flexible narrative design, and superior production values. They also initiated a collective exploration of Mexican identity (Mexicanidad) that has continued through the work of each generation of filmmakers that has followed.

Tangentially involved in his country’s Golden Age of cinema was María Novaro’s father Octavio, who wrote four motion picture screenplays for film comedian Tin Tan. Known also by his real name of Germán Valdéz, Tin Tan introduced the character of the pachuco, the zoot suit-wearing urban rogue who fractures language and decorum in the various schemes that propel him through one disaster after another. “He does not have a repertoire of tried and true jokes,” explains cultural essayist Carlos Monsiváis, “nor has he timed the rhythm of his comical phrases. His allies are the ferocity of the gesture, the aggressiveness of the word, an enthusiasm for chaos, a sentimentality dissolved by irony, and a lack of respect for solemnity and its natural ally, the sense of propriety.”4 His films usually parodied classical literature or other contemporary films—takeoffs on everything from the Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty fairy tales to The Phantom of the Opera and María Candelaria. Broadly constructed, the plots mostly provided opportunities for Tin Tan to sing, dance, gyrate, improvise, and engage in linguistically tortured verbal rants. A contemporary of Cantinflas, he developed a screen character decidedly more cynical, aggressive, insolent, and amorous. Crafting stories for that character to inhabit was fun and easy to do, like building a treehouse from a given set of directions.

But Octavio Novaro Fiora was more than just the occasional writer of Tin Tan comedies. Born on October 26, 1910, in Guadalajara, he was also a successful poet, publisher, professor, and diplomat. The son of Italian immigrants from Liguria, he studied law at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) and became a firm supporter of the reform-minded government of President Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-40). As part of his involvement in leftist politics, Octavio helped to establish several schools for the children of working-class families. Anti-clerical and progressive, they stressed science and the humanities and featured such special curricular components as sex education. Although the schools were later dismantled during the conservative, church-backed presidency of Miguel Alemán, Octavio’s commitment to education and liberalism remained firm. “My dad was a socialist,” María has stated with matter-of-fact pride.5

Around that same time, Octavio met and married María Luisa Peñalosa, whose own prosperous family had long been supporters of right-wing dictator Porfirio Díaz and his three decades of governmental control (1876-1911). Despite the differences in their backgrounds, the couple shared an independence of spirit, appreciation of the arts, and a devotion to each other. Also María Luisa’s political views were much more liberal than those of her parents. Their first son, Octavio Augusto Novaro Peñalosa, was born on July 4, 1939, in Mexico City, followed quickly by two more sons, Luis and Gabriel, and a daughter who died in her infancy.
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Octavio Novaro was a poet, publisher, teacher, and diplomat.

The Novaros valued education and culture; the children were encouraged to read widely and learn multiple languages. As the sibling role model, Octavio Augusto distinguished himself early in his schooling as an outstanding student especially skilled in science and mathematics. Ultimately graduating from UNAM with bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate degrees, he would become honored and famous for his academic achievements to the same extent that María would for her artistic ones. A theoretical physicist, he developed several catalysts and patents used in the petrochemical industry, received the National Prize for Arts and Sciences and the UNESCO Science Prize, was named a lifetime member of The National College, taught for many years at UNAM, and conducted postdoctoral research in multiple foreign countries. Fluent in Spanish, French, English, Italian, and Portuguese, he also spoke some Chinese, Japanese, German, and Russian.

While beginning his illustrious young family, Octavio père worked as a staff writer for the prestigious Mexico City newspaper La Prensa. During World War II, he was one of the few Mexican reporters to cover events from Europe. Headquartered in London, he faced the very real dangers of the German Luftwaffe’s blitz attack, which could bring death not only from the initial bomb explosions but also from the building collapses and fires which came afterwards. “In London, as the raids continued,” writes historian Erik Larson, “the mundane challenges of daily life became wearing, like the endless dripping of rainwater through roofs perforated by shrapnel.”6 Food was rationed, electricity and gas outages happened regularly, and no one could ever get enough sleep during the nightly bombardments. Well aware of the situation, María Luisa worried about her husband’s safety and struggled to care for their sons without him. Even with the help of her family, she found the separation to be stressful and was happily relieved when Octavio returned unscathed to Mexico City.

Sometime after the end of the war, Octavio wrote an article critical of the new president Miguel Alemán and was promptly fired from the newspaper. However, because La Prensa was a labor cooperative, Octavio and his brother Luis, who had been dismissed as well, were entitled to substantial financial compensation. Pooling the money, they founded a publishing company known at first as Novaro Editores-Impresores and later as Editorial Novaro. Almost immediately, the enterprise became hugely successful, specializing in comic books, both original Spanish-language series and translations of popular titles from DC, Dell, Gold Key, and Archie Comics. Among the American entries published by Editorial Novaro were Batman, Superman, Bugs Bunny, Tarzan, Popeye, Roy Rogers, Blondie, and Hopalong Cassidy; original characters included Kalimán, Fantômas, Starman el Libertario, and Chanoc.

With printing facilities located on three different continents, the company also published books, encyclopedias, technical manuals, paperbacks, coloring books, dictionaries, textbooks, and posters. Distinguished by their bright colors and lively text, the brothers’ comic books dominated the market; many Spanish-speaking children around the world first engaged with the printed word courtesy of a Novaro publication. Resembling the imposing iron fortress of one of its superhero stories, the company headquarters spread over an entire city block in the industrial neighborhood of Naucalpan, and the main entrance logo consisted of a gigantic metal gear emblazoned with the letter “N.” (During the late 60s, Octavio’s old nemesis Miguel Alemán headed a financial group that took over a share of the business, but the family reasserted full control in the 80s with Octavio’s sons Gabriel and Luis assuming responsibility for general interest and technical/educational publications respectively. The printing of comic books has been discontinued, but to this day, Novaro Editorial remains a family enterprise.)

Octavio may have been a socialist in theory, yet in practice he was also a savvy capitalist focused on profit and growth. Concurrent with the birth of his daughter María Novaro Peñalosa on September 11, 1950, was the acquisition of a considerable family fortune. “I was born at a time when my family started doing well, financially speaking … with a silver spoon in my mouth,” María has admitted candidly.7 Coupled with that material privilege was the fact that the brothers doted on her. Again, she confirms, “I was very spoiled by my three older brothers.”8 Like the boys, she was encouraged to be imaginative, independent, and curious about other people and places. When her sister Beatriz was born three years later on June 13, 1953, she had the perfect playmate and accomplice for her adventures. Similar in physical appearance and artistic inclinations, the sisters forged a bond that has endured from adolescence to adulthood, through overlapping careers and personal lives.

They also shared an early enthusiasm for movies. “As far back as I can remember,” María told journalist Robert Ellsworth, “my favorite activity was filmgoing.”9 However, by the time she and Beatriz began to discover cinema, the Golden Age was nearly finished, done in by television, a weakening of government support, the reclaiming of post-war markets by the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA), and the consolidation of Mexican theater ownership under the control of William Jenkins, a controversial American businessman who favored the importation of movies from the United States. According to Linda B. Hall, “The number of Mexican films [shown domestically] was back up to 85 in 1955, but these movies had more to do with formula than with art and were mostly silly comedies, weepy melodramas, U.S.-style westerns, and more Mexican comedias rancheras, dance features, and hero-style adventures about cowboys (and even wrestlers) as the principal productions.”10 Although the quality of new first-run features may have been quite poor, María watched the older classics on television, captivated by the camera work, the expansive plots, the bravura acting, the visual rhythms, and above all, the exploration of what it meant to be a Mexican. She may also have seen one or two pictures featuring her uncle, the “very handsome” actor Tito Novaro. María would remember all of it as she later learned to write, direct, photograph, and edit films herself.

María and Beatriz also found creative stimulation in the artistic and literary activity that surrounded their father because despite his status as an influential publishing mogul, Octavio Novaro was a poet at heart. Author of a book of verse titled Inventario de cenizas (Inventory of Ashes) with illustrations by Moreno Capdevila and vivid imagery forged from “palabras de fósforo” (“words like matches”), he was a member of the Group of Eight, an informal literary alliance that included Alejandro Avilés, Roberto Cabral del Hoyo, Honorato Magaloni Duarte, Efrén Hernández, and Rosario Castellanos. Javier Peñalosa Calderón, Maria Luisa’s brother and a contributor to Editorial Novaro’s “Illustrious Lives” book series, and his wife, the famous poet and literary critic Dolores Castro, were also members. The group often met for spirited readings at the spacious Novaro residence, and María felt that it was all “very natural, let’s say, the relationship of an intellectual, artistic world of good people, people with a good heart.”11 For an appreciative audience that frequently consisted of such prominent guests as future Nobel Prize-winning author Octavio Paz before he and the girls’ father drifted apart, María and Beatriz would sing, dance, and recite verse, entirely comfortable amid the flow of adult debate and conversation.

With his resources and position, Octavio often financially supported those writers in need of help, what María characterized as “sheltering the others.”12 Many of the individuals within the circle went on to become pillars of academia, editing anthologies, serving on official arts committees, and like Dolores Castro and Octavio, teaching at various universities. María’s own future involvement in academia as both film school professor and director of the Instituto Mexicano de Cinematografía (IMCINE) was almost inevitable given this intense early exposure.

An interruption in the Novaros’ comfortable household routine occurred in the early 1960s when Octavio, who had never lost his interest in politics, was named by President Adolfo López Mateos (1958-64) as Mexico’s Ambassador to Switzerland. While the older boys at university remained behind, the rest of the family, including María and Beatriz, made the journey to Europe. The culture shock was extreme. Because she spoke some French, María was sent to a Catholic boarding school in the western, French-speaking part of the country, and Beatriz stayed in the German-speaking capital of Bern with her mother and father.

María’s educational experience was unpleasant, as bad as anything she had seen in movies about repressive convent schools. “Life with the nuns was a big shock,” she has stated, recalling the harsh discipline, joyless demeanor, and narrow-minded beliefs of her teachers.13 Since both her father and to a lesser degree her mother were atheists, the family had never practiced a religion, and María’s Swiss schooling drove her even further from the church. To ease her loneliness, she began to keep a diary, where she closely observed her surroundings, taking note of “other cultures, other modes, other climates.”14 She also used the journal to analyze her own culture from another perspective and to consider all the things she missed about Mexico and would be sure to celebrate in the films to come, including a kind of native folk spirituality at odds with strict religious dogma.

If María found life in Switzerland difficult, for ten-year-old Beatriz it was miserable. Not only did she miss her sister, but she also suffered from the cold, the prolonged winter darkness, and the brusqueness of the Swiss people. Her depression grew so severe that a child psychiatrist recommended a return to familiar faces and to the sun. Octavio agreed and brought the family home. Even though she was more than happy to leave the nuns, María always believed there had been some educational value in experiencing a different way of life and in learning to structure ideas in a different language.

Back in Mexico City, María entered preparatoria, the grades 10-12 high school program, which consisted of a general academic curriculum for the first two years and then a specialization in either the physical or social sciences for the last year. “I wanted to be an engineer,” she has recollected. “I pictured myself making roads and bridges … flying over the country and making drawings of a great network of roads and bridges.”15 That dream foundered, however, when she checked out the UNAM engineering department as part of an exploratory visit. “UNAM was brutally close-minded about women in engineering,” she discovered, as the male students howled in protest while she toured the facilities.16 Rather than to just then fight the entrenched discrimination which she would later encounter again as a woman filmmaker, she decided to shift her academic focus to social science.

It was during her last year of preparatoria, on October 2, 1968, that María, like everyone else in the country, learned of the government massacre of hundreds of students (mostly from UNAM and the National Polytechnic Institute) at the Plaza de las Tres Culturas in the Tlatelolco section of Mexico City. Over 10,000 students and sympathetic neighborhood residents had gathered peacefully to protest President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz’s violent suppression of previous demonstrations and his diversion of government funds to support the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games scheduled for later in the month. With helicopters hovering overhead, soldiers from the Mexican Armed Forces along with members of a secret government security force called the Olympia Battalion sealed off the plaza and began firing indiscriminately. For several hours they continued the assault, which included machine guns from the rooftops, sniper shooting, and door to door searches of the nearby apartment buildings. Among the hundreds killed were innocent bystanders, neighbors, and people in the wrong place at the wrong time. State-controlled media reported that armed demonstrators had begun the firefight, but most independent observers knew the truth. For María, the events of October, 1968, acted as an accelerant in her growing disgust with the ruling Partido Revolucinario Institucional (PRI) and her steady movement toward political radicalization.

The following year, María like her father and brothers before her, entered UNAM, still reeling from the massacre of its students. Enrolling in the College of Political and Social Sciences, she chose sociology as her major field of study. “I was eager to change the world for real, and sociology seemed like a way to do it,” she has explained.17 In between reading Comte and Durkheim, she attended student political meetings and cultural events. More than the formal classes, she loved the social fieldwork—the research and the interviews. Learning to interact constructively with others, she always felt, was excellent preparation for making movies.

After graduation from UNAM, María’s interests in film and leftist politics followed along parallel lines. Career possibilities for her particular discipline were limited to working in a government agency or teaching, and she was not interested in either option. “Job opportunities as a sociologist were dreadful to me,” is how she characterized the dilemma.18 Instead, she found a related job helping a documentary crew research a film about the women of a poor Mexico City neighborhood. Delighted with the work, she realized that filmmaking could be a real vocational possibility: “I fell in love with film. And I thought if these people can make movies, so can I.”19 That experience led her to join the film collective Cine-Mujer, begun by Rosa Marta Fernández in 1975 as an association between student filmmakers and feminists from the fields of sociology, anthropology, and political science. “Made up exclusively of women and focused on women’s issues,” writes Elissa J. Rashkin in her book Women Filmmakers in Mexico: The Country of Which We Dream, “the collective was also strongly Marxist in orientation, locating the oppression suffered by women within the broader context of class struggle.”20 The group made films dealing with abortion, rape, prostitution, community activism, workers’ unions, and domestic labor. In addition to Fernández, collective members included Beatriz Mira, Maricarmen de Lara, and María Eugenia Tamés. As teachers and role models, the women introduced María to the mechanics of filmmaking. “I fell in love with the camera, I fell in love with the Nagra, I fell in love with the Moviola,” she has remarked, referring to the cinematic apparatus by which 16mm films were shot, recorded, and edited.21

Thoroughly hooked, María decided to attend film school for more detailed and comprehensive instruction. Starting over in a new professional training program is hard enough but for María, in her mid-20s and the mother of two young children, it was especially challenging. Throughout the many print and video interviews María has given over the years, she has mentioned nothing—other than the surname Chávez—about the father of her son Santiago and daughter Mara. Clearly, however, he was not in the picture at this time, and she was raising the children without any paternal help. A solution emerged from within the alternative lifestyle she had adopted.

During the 70s, María’s left-leaning politics had grown increasingly more radical. After helping to organize peasant groups in rural Mexico, she became a full-blown Maoist. “I was a clandestine militant,” she confirmed with a degree of self-deprecating humor many years later. “I had my alias. There was a moment when I was very, very seriously involved.”22 Along with the adoption of a nom de guerre and the doctrinaire discipline, she learned valuably to exist without her bourgeois privilege and to share rudimentary living conditions with all types of people. By the time she decided on film school, María was living in a commune, and it was that arrangement that made her study possible. She would work in the mornings and attend class in the afternoons while other commune members looked after Santiago and Mara. “And my kids have reproached me for it my entire life,” she has said only half-jokingly.23

The program she entered at the Centro Universitario de Estudios Cinematográficos (CUEC) was founded in 1963 as part of UNAM’s cultural affairs division and became a separate department seven years later with its own budget and faculty. Again according to Rashkin, “the school emphasized social responsibility, film as a means of critical inquiry and research, and collective rather than individual (auteur) production.”24 It was a rigorous five-year program with intensive training in all aspects of film production— from cinematography to editing—and with the expectation that students would work on classmates’ films in various capacities. Esther Morales Gávez was the first and only woman admitted to the program in its founding year; she was followed in 1964 by Marcela Fernández Violante. They were the exceptions, the only women students to enter CUEC during the 60s, but upon María’s admission over a decade later, fully 40% of the student enrollment was female.

Having collaborated successfully with other women in Cine-Mujer, María quickly bonded with a tight peer group composed of Marie-Christine Camus, Silvia Otero, Guadalupe Sánchez, and Rosa María Mendez. Because they were outgoing and attractive, the male students took to calling them the “Celluloid Nymphs,” a name they shortened and appropriated in referring to themselves as the “Nymphs.” Completing many of the school assignments together, they shared areas of expertise and supported each other’s ambitions. María has credited Marie-Christine Camus in particular with showing her how to properly frame a composition.
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María’s film school training inspired a love for the mechanics of moviemaking.

As in most film schools of that period, students at CUEC progressed from scripting exercises through super 8mm to the production of sound-synced 16mm films. María’s first four films, all from 1981 and all shot in the 8mm format, were Lavaderos (The Washing Places), Sobre las olas (Above the Waves), De encaje y azúcar (Of Lace and Sugar), and Es la primera vez (It’s the First Time). Combining lyrical imagery with documentary realism, they were well photographed and crisply edited. Over the next two years, she wrote, directed, photographed, and edited two 16mm black and white short films titled 7AM and Querida Carmen (Dear Carmen) and co-directed/photographed the three-minute black and white 16mm film Conmigo la pasarás muy bien (You’ll Have a Good Time with Me) with her friend Marie-Christine Camus. As per CUEC program requirements, she also joined the crews of several other student productions. Between 1982 and 1983, she edited one film, photographed two, and both photographed as well as edited four others. It was essential training, and the instructors’ insistence on technical mastery helps to explain the superior production values that would distinguish all the Novaro feature films to come.

María’s fourth-year student film, completed in 1985, was titled Una isla rodeada de agua (An Island Surrounded by Water). A feminist variation on Juan Rulfo’s novel Pedro Páramo in which a man journeys to his deceased mother’s hometown to find his unknown father, it tells the story of a young girl who travels from the Guerrero coast to the mountains in search of the mother who abandoned her. María’s own daughter Mara Chávez played the girl, and friends Silvia Otero, Conchis Arroyo, Yolanda Ocampo, and Alejandro Marín also appeared as cast members. With synchronized sound, color photography, and a running time of 28 minutes, the film was a considerable advancement over the earlier projects and gave clear evidence of a budding cinematic talent. María wrote, directed, and edited the film while frequent collaborator Marie-Christine Camus provided the cinematography. Conforming to María’s newly realized preference for the narrative format, Una isla introduces several themes and motifs that would be developed further in the feature films—the self-actualizing journey, the assertion of female agency, the question of identity, and the exploration of motherhood. Similarly, the Novaro penchant for lyrical interludes surfaces memorably here through the viewpoint of the little girl. Because she has blue eyes, she sees everything in different colors—the sea in purple, the sky in yellow—during fantasy-like sequences beautifully photographed by Camus. This was also the first of many times she would set the story in a politically volatile location and let the camera linger on street graffiti saluting the government opposition (in this case, the leftist leaders Lucio Cabañas and Genaro Vásquez, who led armed uprisings in Guerrero throughout the 70s).

Although only a student production, Una isla received a great deal of positive critical attention. Earning María the first of many Ariel Awards (Mexico’s equivalent of the Academy Awards), it was named Best Short Fiction Film by the Mexican Academy of Cinematographic Arts and Sciences. Purchased by the Museum of Modern Art in New York for its permanent collection, it also won a special jury award at the Clermont-Ferrand International Short Film Festival. Equally important for her professional career, its success brought job offers and opportunities to work within the industry. “That little short film opened several doors for me,” María has gratefully acknowledged.25

Meanwhile, as she prepared her tentatively titled fifth-year thesis film La Pervertida (The Pervert), María ran into problems with CUEC’s administration. Marcela Fernández Violante, recently named department dean, had issues with María and several other students including Alfonso Cuarón, Emmanuel “Chivo” Lubezki, and Luis Estrada. The dynamic was fraught with intergenerational tension. Fernández Violante, whom María has described as a “very, very conflictive person,26” had directed two short films and four features before taking over the CUEC leadership but was finding it difficult to obtain funding and distribution for new projects. The students, with more flexible, less politically rigid styles than her own, were clearly on the rise. Cuarón would go on to win four Academy Awards, including two as Best Director, for Gravity (2013) and Roma (2018); Lubezki would win three consecutive Best Cinematography Academy Awards for Gravity (2013), Birdman (2014), and The Revenant (2015); and multiple Ariel Award-winning director Luis Estrada would make such critical and commercial hits as A Wonderful World (2006), Infierno (2010), and The Perfect Dictatorship (2014). But in 1985, each was one of six students whose formal graduation was blocked by Fernández Violante for a variety of spurious bureaucratic reasons.

One can only surmise that professional jealousy played an operative part in her actions. Fernández Violante made two more features, both of which were ignored by audiences and dismissed by critics. Her final picture, Golpe de suerte (Stoke of Luck), in 1991 had to be personally financed and was denied distribution through official artistic channels. Today Fernández Violante’s reputation is contestable. Rather than receiving recognition solely for her own accomplishments, she also figures negatively in the professional backstories of the students whose careers she tried to thwart. To be remembered as the grim martinet who denied CUEC certification to some of your country’s most promising cinematic talent because of a few unreturned tripod screws (Novaro’s alleged offense) or a frayed sound cable is to not fully be remembered at all.

Despite her inability to complete La Pervertida and to receive a diploma, María finished film school in 1985 and went to work immediately as an editor and sound mixer. Impressed with the student films, director Alberto Cortés hired her to be assistant director on his 1986 feature Amor a la vuelta de la esquina (Love Around the Corner), which won an Ariel for Best First Work. The story of a prostitute on the run from prison, it gave María plenty of experience with nighttime shooting in Mexico City and brought her together with future collaborator Rodrigo García, who was working as assistant to cinematographer Guillermo Navarro. They bonded over a shared family background in the arts (Rodrigo was the son of Nobel Prize-winning author Gabriel García Márquez) and vowed to work together again in the near future.

Then, in a touch of irony, another department at UNAM, the Dirección de Actividades Cinematográficas (Division of Cinematic Activities), asked María to contribute a half hour film to the anthology picture called Historias de ciudad (Tales of
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