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PREFACE

IN THE BEGINNING OF HIS NOVEL ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF SOLITUDE, Gabriel García Márquez expresses the intertwined fascination with goods, technology, and modernity of many Latin Americans early in the twentieth century.1 In the first forty pages he recounts the powerful ideas and goods brought by a ragged family of gypsies who set up camp every year outside the small, isolated community of Macondo. He constructs the triangular relationship of the indefatigably curious José Arcadio Buendía, his wife, Úrsula, and the old gypsy Melquíades. The showman Melquíades spins tales of international travel and a magnificent material culture as he introduces inventions such as magnets, telescopes, and other articles from a much larger world that fired the imagination of Buendía. Through the carnivalesque filter of Melquíades and subsequent gypsy peddlers, Buendía and his village are introduced to the scientific wonders of progress sweeping the nineteenth-century world. For years, Buendía acquires these goods at considerable cost in the hopes of adapting them to aims such as finding gold (the magnets) and military purposes (the telescope, for solar warfare), all with the aim of somehow finding this seemingly fantastic world beyond his patria chica. Buendía does not find an escape route to the modern world despite all of his efforts. Interestingly, García Marquéz leaves this feat not to the man but to the woman, Úrsula, who instead brings this world to the village after disappearing for five months. She returns “exalted, rejuvenated, with new clothes in a style that was unknown in the village.”2 She introduces Buendía to the crowd she has brought with her, “men and women like them. . . . They had mules loaded down with things to eat, oxcarts with furniture and domestic utensils, pure and simple earthly accessories put on sale without any fuss by peddlers of everyday reality.” Although they had never made contact before, they lived only two days away, in towns that received mail every month of the year and “where they were familiar with the implements of good living.”

Earlier, Buendía had declared to his wife that “incredible things are happening in this world.”3 Perhaps in a significant caveat for this book and for understanding deep changes in human daily lives, García Marquéz points out that Buendía did not find these “incredible things” in his search for great inventions. Rather, the source of potentially revolutionary change was Úrsula (the consumer?), who brought modernity to her village and her village into the nation and modern world through an abundance of cheap and useful goods—the “implements of good living.”

At its heart, this book seeks to introduce the ways in which goods and consumption helped to materialize notions of modernity in the time of Porfirio Díaz, how they provided proof, both big and small, for the beliefs of many Mexicans that “incredible things are happening in this world.”
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INTRODUCTION

If the great credit establishments, the important railroads, and the various factories . . . reveal the wealth of Mexico’s soil and the industriousness of its inhabitants, the luxuries and good taste of its retail stores reveal the culture and civilization of its people.

—J. FIGUEROA DOMENECH

J. FIGUEROA DOMENECH CAPTURED THE MODERNIZING ESSENCE OF THE regime of Porfirio Díaz (1876–1911) in his eight-hundred-page compendium of Mexican economic development, the Guía general descriptiva de la República Mexicana.1 His paean to material progress belongs to an extensive body of contemporary literature that credited the government for living up to its motto, Order and Progress.2 By progress, Domenech and other allies of the Porfirian state meant a strong central state that had aligned the nation with the economic and cultural imperatives of global capitalism. This alignment involved imposing social order, fostering rapid economic growth, and engineering in its people a cultural transformation consonant with that achieved by nations such as France, the United States, and Britain. Like Domenech, generations of scholars have evaluated almost every aspect of the regime’s claims to have brought about the modernization of Mexico. Unlike Domenech, they have produced a nuanced and generally more critical view of the extent and the limitations of the regime’s success in achieving order and progress through their examination of the political, economic, and cultural dimensions of its policies.3 Despite these more critical interpretations, the state as subject and central agent remained the touchstone in analyses of the rapid social, economic, and cultural changes of the era. Furthermore, that Díaz’s regime ended not with adulation but rather revolution lasting a decade and leaving nearly two million dead (the Mexican Revolution, 1910–1920) ensured that lines of scholarly inquiry would concentrate on causation of the Revolution, specifically identifying the weaknesses of state-sponsored modernization and the resistance it engendered. As a consequence of this focus, most scholarship has followed Domenech in conceptualizing Porfirian-era modernization as a state-generated process imposed upon a resistant and disenfranchised population.

The field of Porfirian studies has reached a point of maturity where the tethers binding histories of Porfirian-era modernization to those of the state have begun to loosen. Modernization now appears not simply as a top-down creation but as a richly complex process influenced by polyphonic forces. For example, Emilio Kourí does not excise the state from his analysis of the privatization of rural communal lands in Papantla, Mexico.4 He instead subsumes it within the broader complex interplay of diverse global, national, and especially community forces involved in the wrenching changes that transformed this community. In lieu of the conventional victims of modernization (the aforementioned resistant and disenfranchised population), Kourí locates in his local subjects as much impetus for as resistance to social and economic transformation. This book assumes a similar perspective, viewing modernization as a phenomenon that arose from the bottom as much as it descended from above. This more complex interpretation may lack the bright lines and clean edges of a state-driven modernization model but it provides a deeper and more complex understanding of Porfirian Mexico and the evolution of Mexican modernization.

The purpose of this study is to examine consumption as a measure of the popular and participatory nature of the Mexican modernizing process. “Becoming a consuming people,” as Porfirian writer and newspaper editor Alfonso Luis Velasco described the goal of national progress, was a cultural, social, political, and economic process forged by national and international players representing all classes, genders, and races.5 In urban areas, and especially Mexico City, being a consumer increasingly defined what it meant to be Mexican. A history of consumption is, therefore, a history of everyday life.6 In an effort to reconstruct a history of everyday life in modernizing Porfirian Mexico, this book surveys the institutions, spectacles, and discourses of consumption but also explores how individuals and groups used the goods, practices, and spaces of urban consumer culture to construct meaning and identities in the rapidly evolving social and physical landscape of the capital city and beyond.

The choice and utility of consumption as an analytical category to explore modernization is a logical one. Defined most simply as the processes by which consumer goods are created, bought, and used, the breadth of consumption as a category of analysis allows it to colonize other fields of study such as material culture, industrialization, visual culture, spectatorship, urbanization, and mass culture, among others. In doing so, it offers greater explanatory power for phenomena as complex as modernization. With a nod to Eric Van Young’s call for a cultural approach to history that subsumes other genres of historical inquiry, including economic, social, and political, this history of consumption is a cultural history of modernization at its most imperial.7

Nevertheless, this book is the first analytical survey of Porfirian consumption. It adds to a young but slowly developing historiography on consumption in Latin America generally and Mexico specifically.8 As recently as 2006, historian Alan Knight cited consumerism as a “neglected theme” in Mexican historiography.9 A handful of studies published in English identify consumption as a category of analysis and link it to the modernization process in Porfirian Mexico, but none in as direct or encompassing a manner as this book.10 A few more volumes explore consumption over a broader time period or study aspects of consumption during the twentieth century.11 Although somewhat more prolific, Mexican scholars publishing works in Spanish favor a more narrow and descriptive focus. Some do engage theoretical models of consumption, though often at the expense of the uniquely Mexican characteristics and experience of consumption and modernization.12 A notable highpoint is the six-volume series Historia de la vida cotidiana en México, a project directed by Pilar Gonzalbo Aizpuru that attempts to reconstruct the experience of daily life in Mexico from the Aztecs to the present day.13

Scholars of North American and Western European societies established the field of consumption and have produced a vibrant array of studies. Often cited as the first major study is The Birth of a Consumer Society: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century England, by Neil McKendrick, John Brewer, and J. H. Plumb, published in 1982.14 A year earlier, however, Michael Miller revolutionized histories of retail institutions with his study of the Bon Marché, situating the history of the department store within the larger context of French social, economic, and cultural change.15 Since then, historians, anthropologists, literary critics, and scholars from a variety of disciplines have contributed histories of consumption with subjects as varied as department stores, discursive constructions of femininity and masculinity, advertising, specific commodities, and national identity, with a particular emphasis on the intersection of consumerism and modernity.16

Consumption is at once a study of the local and the global; thus the paucity of studies on regions beyond Western Europe and North America has raised considerable concern among scholars reviewing the state of the field.17 This is the first monograph contribution for Mexico and joins the work of Arnold J. Bauer in representing Latin America in this field.18 It adds to works by Christine Ruane, Timothy Burke, and Jeremy Prestholdt on Russia, Zimbabwe, and East Africa, along with outstanding studies of Asian consumer cultures, to explore the local experiences of this global phenomenon in peripheral societies.19

While historians have been slow to recognize the centrality of consumption in the production of meaning in Porfirian society, Porfirians themselves made abundantly clear in their writings that nothing indicated individual and national progress better than changes in consumption and material culture. Commentators from across the social spectrum used a language of consumption as a means to engage in much larger sociopolitical debates over the direction of Mexican society.20 The photographic and written record illustrates the ubiquitous practice of employing consumer institutions, goods, practices, and spectacles as indicators of national and personal progress. Commemorative albums, national guides, newspaper photos and articles, travelers’ accounts and guides, contemporary literature, and official government inaugurations all reveal this.21 Social commentators such as economist Andrés Molina Enríquez and criminologists Julio Guerrero and Miguel Macedo employed categories of consumption patterns as a major determinant in their social classifications of modern Mexican society and as an indicator of the behavior and moral character of each group.22 Porfirians, like their contemporaries around the globe, most certainly celebrated the achievements of production in the economy, such as new railroads, factories, ports, smelters, and other indicators of progress. Yet following Adam Smith’s famous dictum that “consumption is the sole end and purpose of all production,” these achievements served as a means to an end: the proof of progress came not in GDP reports but in the abundance of goods, entertainments, and retailing institutions that reassuringly confirmed the correctness of current political, economic, and social policies.23 J. Figueroa Domenech expresses this in the epigraph at the head of this introduction, concluding that “the luxuries and good taste of [Mexico’s] retail stores reveal the culture and civilization of its people.”24 Discussing the increased wants of Mexico and opportunities for American business, the magazine Modern Mexico wrote in 1897, “A dozen years ago there was not a plate glass window in San Francisco street; now it is lined with them; and behind them are displayed goods from every part of the world.”25 The newspaper La Semana Mercantil proudly observed in 1895 that the rows of store windows along the streets of the capital were “radiant with light, where products and articles often worth a fortune were displayed, the most noticeable manifestation of the productive force of our epoch and a lovely and grandiose display of our work and progress.”26 Foreign and domestic observers referred to the stores, the plate-glass windows, and the advertising as shorthand for the modern cosmopolitanism of Mexico City and the nation’s progress.27 Many applauded or groused at the increased wants, needs, and expenditures of modern Mexicans.28 They used this voracious consumer appetite to explain increased prices, personal and family financial sacrifices to maintain increased consumption, and of course, the inevitable and apparent march of national progress.

Many Porfirians recognized the central role of consumption in their society and economy insofar as they spoke the language of consumption and of its importance to modern societies. They spoke of consumption, consumers, and the consuming public and even referred to Mexico in the near future becoming a “consuming people” (pueblo consumidor).29 They proclaimed that the great interest of nations is to assure consumers for their production, talked of establishing direct relations between the producer and the consumer, and observed the rewards of tending to the tastes, needs, and demands of consumers.30 Internationalist debates over the nature and importance of consumption reached local presses. Discussions included the role of consumption in national development, the latest manifestation of a longstanding argument seeking to distinguish “productive” from “unproductive” consumption.31 When textile industrialists mentioned the possibility of reducing production in Puebla, they were met by protests not just from workers but from leading businessmen, who declared that such a move would be disastrous for commerce as workers would have less to spend at their establishments.32 Mainstream newspaper editorials from 1877 proposed that raising wages would benefit agriculture, commerce, and industry by providing workers with the means by which to purchase more of their products.33 Many evidently understood that a modern economy was based on both production and consumption. These calls for higher wages to promote popular consumption anticipate Fordism by decades and indicate a progressive streak in Porfirian economic debates that has received minimal attention in the historiography. While this consumerist language may not have carried the day in determining macroeconomic government policy, it appears to have found purchase in the language of both the business community and the public at large.

Dramatic social and economic changes in Mexico set the stage for this consumer culture. After independence from Spain in 1821, the new nation experienced a half century of civil wars, foreign invasions, and occupations (Spain in 1829, France in 1838, the United States from 1846 to 1848, and France again from 1861 to 1867) and the loss of half its territory to the United States. Chronic instability, rampant banditry, deplorable roads, and a weak and capricious rule of law failed to attract foreign or domestic investment and left the nation fractured and vulnerable. Things began to change during the Restored Republic after Benito Juárez and the liberals defeated Emperor Maximillian and his conservative allies in 1867. The ascension of Porfirio Díaz to the presidency in 1876 confirmed and accelerated this turn. Fearing further predations at the hands of the United States and the European powers, the Porfirian leadership sought to strengthen and consolidate their nation by modernizing it. Emulating the economic and cultural models of those same powers became the blueprint for this change. Expanding and strengthening the central state, the Díaz administration (and the interregnum of president Manuel González, 1880–1884) pushed through a series of laws and institutional reforms that established a welcome environment for foreign investment and the integration of the nation into the global capitalist economy.

The growth of urban centers and urban culture was a signal consequence. The land hunger of large foreign and domestic agribusinesses was abetted by laws such as the “Baldíos Law” of 1883, which led to widespread land dispossession and the migration of tens of thousands to the cities. By 1910 Mexico City had more than doubled its population of two hundred thousand in 1895, and more than half of its inhabitants were born in other states.34 Mexico’s seventeen largest cities grew by 30 percent between 1895 and 1910, while the nation’s population increased 20 percent.35 Once in the cities, these rural migrants became integrated into larger national and global processes, including the consumer economy and market relations. They were exposed to a world of consumer goods and experiences heretofore unknown or encountered only obliquely through peddlers, traveling salesmen, or trips to regional markets. In the urban milieu they adopted new attitudes of desires and expectations that they were able to fulfill to varying degrees. To be sure, life was not easy and often grim. Migrants usually experienced poverty, lived in cramped, dilapidated, and unhygienic housing, and suffered abuses from state agents such as the police and judicial system.36 At the same time, a vibrant working-class and popular urban culture flourished during the Porfiriato, a culture constructed on particular patterns of consumption, as this book will show.

Industrialization, improvements in distribution, and increasing literacy also contributed and gave character to Porfirian consumer culture. Goods of mass consumption became cheaper and more abundant as domestic industrial production grew rapidly after 1890, particularly in the consumer goods sector. Industrialization drove down prices for a number of popular goods, notably cigarettes, beer, and textiles and reduced the demand for imported goods and artisanal production. Consumer goods dropped from 75 percent of total imports in 1876 to only 43 percent in 1911.37 Many industries were located in urban areas, further driving urbanization and the expansion of the money economy by attracting rural migrants in search of a livelihood. Workers were also consumers, and it should be noted that while women made up 17 percent of the industrial labor force nationally, they composed almost half in Mexico City.38 The construction of a modern transportation and communication infrastructure further facilitated the growth of a domestic market. Ports in Veracruz, Mérida, Tampico, and elsewhere were deepened and modernized to facilitate trade, and an extensive telegraph network developed along with an extensive railway system, whose mileage grew from six hundred kilometers at the beginning of the Porfiriato to over nineteen thousand by 1910.39 Literacy, crucial for reading the mass-circulation press that rose during the Porfiriato, grew nationally from a rate of 17 percent in 1895 to 29 percent in 1910, while that in the Federal District rose from 45 percent to 65 percent during the same period.40

To clarify, this book does not claim that the history of Mexican consumption began with the Tuxtepec Rebellion that elevated Porfirio Díaz to the presidency. From before the arrival of the Spanish until today, “both the production (supply) and the consumption (demand) side of material culture created meaning for the gendered, classed, or racialized structures of social life in the public and private spaces” of Mexico.41 The importance of imported goods, consumption patterns, and customs has also remained a constant in Mexican history since contact. With the Conquest, the transference of Mediterranean material culture to the New World was an essential part of Spanish evangelization and acculturation of the indigenous populations. A hybrid society resulted from the mixing of indigenous, European, African, and Asian material cultures. Another wave of foreign material culture washed over the new nation’s shores after independence in 1821 when Mexico’s elites embraced all things British and then French. British and French merchants vied for control of Latin American markets opened by the defeat of the Spanish and their mercantilist policies.42 Although hyperbolic, José María Luis Mora expressed this well in his 1836 memoir: “In the first years after Independence, England set the tone of Mexican society: the clothing, the fashions, the furniture, the food, the social gatherings, everything, everything was then English, even our customs began to be modeled after those of the British even though they were so different. But then the French began to introduce themselves, and as their habits and fashions were more in conformity with those of Mexico, of course they were preferred to the ones we had just adopted. From that point on, French fashions and habits have set the tone of Mexican society.”43 Mexico’s material culture incorporated these changes to varying degrees depending on the subject’s social and physical proximity to this new influence. The influx of foreign goods and influences would only accelerate with the French Intervention (1862–1867) and then during the Porfiriato as Mexico became thoroughly integrated into the global economic system and developed its domestic market.

This allure of the foreign reached an unprecedented level during the Porfiriato.44 Food, fashion, arts, architecture, leisure entertainments, and all manner of technologies from Western Europe and the United States pervaded Mexican society, particularly urban society. Their influence reached further down the social ladder than ever before. Yet the portrayal of Porfirian slavish imitation of foreign models is inaccurate. While cultural nationalists accused and still accuse those who embrace this influence of aping foreign models, they fail to recognize that, from the arrival of the Spanish, Mexicans have continuously fashioned and refashioned their hybrid identities and patterns of consumption by incorporating selective elements from each new foreign material culture. In other words, Mexicans possessed postmodern identities long before the idea of postmodernity existed. Engagement with foreign material culture and consumption patterns (or buying foreign-looking goods produced domestically—but more on that later) did not mean wanting to become French, or British, or German, or American. It meant buying into the ideal that those nations represented; it meant grappling with what it meant to be modern. Mexicans shaped an imaginative future for their nation and themselves through their perceptions of France’s or Britain’s or America’s present.45 Consumption, identity, and the idea of becoming modern—always related from the birth of the nation—became tightly woven as the modernization process transformed Mexico.

The chapters of this book consist of six snapshots of Porfirian consumer culture, all of which share the unifying themes of consumption, identity formation, and modernization. Although set mostly in Mexico City, they offer glimpses of what was occurring elsewhere in the republic. They illustrate the Mexican experience of a global phenomenon. Although influenced heavily by foreign goods, businesses, and citizens, Mexico’s experience was directed by domestic rather than imperial imperatives. Those foreign influences were numerous, but this book argues that the French and Western Europeans generally were the leading foreign influence in forging a modern consumer culture, not the Americans, as recent historiography has contended.46 American economic investment in Mexico certainly did exceed that of the French by 1900, but French cultural cachet and high investment in the retailing and domestic consumer goods sectors stamped a distinctive Gallic imprint on Mexican consumption patterns and tastes. After World War I, the United States would assume its modern place as the preeminent foreign economic and cultural presence in Mexico, but it has never fully erased the distinctively European encoding of many Mexican consumer proclivities. Each of the following chapters emphasizes this French contribution to a distinctly Mexican history.

Chapter 1 focuses on the manufacture and marketing of a single commodity: machine-rolled cigarettes. This chapter traces the mechanization and consolidation of the tobacco industry into three leading firms dominated by the El Buen Tono company. Publicity spectacles and marketing strategies reveal not only the links among consumption, spectacle, and modernity but also how even at this point the search for a mass market required the application of niche marketing strategies. Emphasis throughout remains on the changing meaning that society ascribed to the cigarette and how changes in technology, business organization, and cultural perceptions turned the once-lowly cigarette into a symbol of national progress.

Chapter 2 shifts to advertising and the popular characteristics of its production and audience. Emphasizing the range of advertisers, advertising forms, and intended markets, this chapter considers the history of advertising in Mexico as longer, more decentralized, and more popular than existing studies of the subject have indicated. Advertising concession petitions to the Mexico City Ayuntamiento (city council) and patent applications to the Development Ministry (Fomento) reveal a diverse class of entrepreneurs united by a belief that in their promotion of the new science of advertising in the public spaces of urban Mexico they were promoting a modern agenda synonymous with national progress. Working-class consumers, a group overlooked in existing studies, were an important market and attracted the attention of advertisers. The second half of this chapter analyzes advertising in the penny press, revealing a world of working-class consumption and a vision of a modern Mexico distinct from that of the more affluent classes but indicative of a widespread embrace of material progress, if not the terms on which it was offered.

Chapters 3 and 4 highlight the greatest institutional symbol of modern consumer culture: the department store. An expanding historiography on this subject elsewhere in North America and Europe allows for illuminating transnational comparisons. In analyzing department stores and a broader evolution of retailing in Mexico City the chapters provide a wealth of data on a much commented on but little studied phenomenon of Porfirian urban life. Additionally, they identify and correct a number of misconceptions about these stores, including the source of their goods and their customer base. They do so as they outline the origins, ownership, organization, financial success, and clientele of the stores. Department store owners—from Aristide Boucicault of the Bon Marché in Paris to the Tron family of the Palacio de Hierro in Mexico—had always trumpeted the “democratization of luxury” that their institutions brought to the mass of consumers. How Mexican stores interpreted this democratization and took on a larger cultural role as promoters of constant innovation and progress receives consideration. Finally, these chapters look at how the stores and their magnificent buildings were part of a steady visual transformation of central Mexico City into a secular commercial zone, a transformation in which private capital took on a leadership role.

Chapters 5 and 6 move away from more traditional manners of viewing consumption. Here, store crime and the public discourse on crime provide another angle from which to consider the impact of department stores, consumption, and the meaning of goods on Porfirian society. Together, the chapters help probe how the Porfirian motto of Order and Progress, with its emphasis on the security of both person and property, conveys a necessary precondition for any modern consumer society. Both chapters illustrate how property theft and thieves increasingly dominated discussions of crime and how a growing perception of their visibility found expression in a discourse of crime characterized by a transatlantic belief in a shift from violent to property crime in modernizing societies. Chapter 5 considers department store crime generally, beginning with observations on the nature of department store shoplifting before moving on to other forms of property crime committed in these establishments. It concludes with an account of the preexisting Mexican model of criminality and its modification as Porfirians viewed the modernization of crime occurring in lockstep with that of the larger society. From this platform, chapter 6 offers the La Profesa jewelry store robbery-homicide as an early case study of this phenomenon and provides a more intimate account of the changes that modernization, consumption, and crime brought about in the daily life of residents in the capital.


Chapter 1

PERSONALIZED PROGRESS

The Production and Marketing of the Machine-Rolled Cigarette

ON CHRISTMAS EVE 1907 MADAME CALVÉ CAME TO TOWN. NEVER one to miss out on free publicity, the famous French opera singer visited one of the republic’s largest stages: the El Buen Tono cigarette factory in Mexico City. At the invitation of the general director, Ernesto Pugibet, Madame Calvé toured the state-of-the-art industrial facility that symbolized all that Mexico’s leaders wanted their nation to be. Stepping out of her automobile she met the warm applause and proffered flowers of top government officials, factory directors, and two thousand neatly dressed workers. Above the assembly towered the Longines clock, imported from Switzerland not merely to decorate but to instill in industrial workers the time discipline of a modern labor force. Entering the factory, Madame Calvé toured the main shop floor, where young women dressed in white smocks and sashes in the national colors attended to the two hundred high-speed French machines that rolled and cut over 3.5 billion cigarettes each year (figure 1). Continuing on, she proceeded through “Porfirio Díaz” corridor—the long, marble-floored spine of the factory—to inspect the connecting work areas, modern lithographic presses, opulent administrative offices, vast tobacco warehouses, and other departments. The delegation finished its tour with a champagne lunch in the magnificent boardroom, where Pugibet announced that factory lithographers would print all of the posters, programs, and handbills promoting Madame Calvé’s Mexican tour, grandly concluding by presenting the renowned diva with a new brand of cigarettes named for her to commemorate her visit.1

The performance proved a public relations success for El Buen Tono, Madame Calvé, and the Díaz regime. Upon making her farewell, Madame Calvé promised to return the next day in her costume as Carmen for portraits with both workers and high officials. As an experienced performer in the world of spectacle and appearances, Madame Calvé recognized the stage set—and the leading role played—by El Buen Tono in the Porfirian drama of modernizing Mexico.

Cheap and ubiquitous, machine-rolled cigarettes symbolized Mexico’s economic and cultural progress more than any other mass-produced consumer commodity during the Porfiriato. To smoke the cigarettes of El Buen Tono and its two major industrial competitors was to demonstrate oneself as modern. This chapter explores the production and marketing changes involved in making this happen, examining the mechanization and consolidation of the tobacco industry, the industry’s collaboration with the Porfirian state, and the industry’s leading role in introducing new advertising techniques and consumer technologies to promote its brands to Mexican consumers.

[image: image]

Figure 1. French opera star Emma Calvé poses with cigarette rollers at the El Buen Tono cigarette factory. Note the cigarette-rolling machines on the left. Source: El Mundo Ilustrado, January 5, 1908, 22.

A study of the industry’s marketing, particularly that of El Buen Tono and its general director Ernesto Pugibet, provides a colorful and entertaining exploration of Porfirian urban culture as it demonstrates how the city served as “consumer culture’s classroom.”2 In pursuit of a mass market for mass production, tobacco marketers contributed to the making of a Mexican mass culture. Yet as in any classroom setting, the supposed pupils were far from passive. Rather than simple manipulation and imposition of change from above, the iconic status and commercial success of the machine-rolled cigarette was far more complex and derived in part from consumer demand and changing tastes and attitudes. Companies worked hard to win over urbanites through visual display and exhibition, pouring immense resources and creative energy into reaching as wide an urban and national market as possible. In Mexico City tobacco advertisers marketed in every possible neighborhood and venue in the growing city, from the pulquerías in the Tepito barrio to affluent gatherings at the Tivoli de Eliseo.

Tobacco advertising in the press and on the street combined with industry-sponsored spectacles enacted not only to sell branded and machine-rolled products but also to advance simultaneously individual and group identities as consumers and citizens. By offering to fulfill individual aspirations with consumer choice these promotional efforts tapped into and encouraged individualization—the emergence of the individual, distinct in identity from a larger group entity—that defined Porfirian (and, indeed, Western) cultural trends.3 At the same time, spectacles and print advertising constituted and promoted a larger community identity at an urban and even national level. A new and unifying identity for Mexicans, that of consumer, thus became entwined with a Mexican national identity as tobacco marketers promoted cigarette smoking as universal and modern.

Continuity and Change

Tobacco production and consumption has a long history in Mexico. Pre-Columbian societies harvested, dried, and traded tobacco leaf. During the colonial period Mexicans smoked tobacco in cigars, cigarettes, and pipes and snorted it as snuff while Indian laborers chewed it with lime juice (pisiete) in much the same way as Andean peoples chewed coca leaves for endurance. Cigarette manufacturing in Mexico reputedly began in the early eighteenth century with Antonio Charro, who rolled and sold cigarettes to theatergoers outside of the Teatro de Comedias in Mexico City. By the late colonial period cigars and cigarettes dominated consumption, composing over 90 percent of tobacco monopoly sales.4 From 1768 until 1810 tobacco production, manufacture, and retail became a monopoly under the Bourbon reforms. Sale of tobacco products became the second-largest revenue source for the colonial government, exceeded only by the silver tithe.5 The turmoil of the War of Independence that began in 1810 led to a decline in crop yields, the destruction of the monopoly, and the decentralization of the industry. The tobacco sector slowly recovered, and by 1862 the value of tobacco products manufactured in the capital trailed only that of the textile and clothing sector.6

Contemporary travel accounts indicate the Mexican love of tobacco never diminished throughout the half century of economic instability and conflict that followed independence. Foreign observers confirmed a senior colonial bureaucrat’s assertion that “a Mexican would forsake a tortilla for a cigarette.” In 1822 U.S. minister to Mexico Joel Poinsett expressed surprise when he observed “several young ladies, pretty and well-dressed, smoking cigars . . . the Mexican gentlemen do not seem to dislike it and the tale of love is whispered and vows of fidelity are interchanged amidst volumes of smoke.”7 Two decades later Fanny Calderón de la Barca peppered her memoir with accounts of both sexes smoking cigarettes after breakfast and cigars with hot punch after an evening of diversions.8

Representations of tobacco filled the literature and iconography of the new nation. In 1849 Ignacio Cumplido included in his two-volume El álbum mexicano a comprehensive essay on the history of tobacco in Mexico, accompanied by a full-page color lithograph showing the various implements used to smoke. Shortly after, the famous descriptions and images of Mexican types in Los mexicanos: Pintados por si mismos included numerous popular representations of tobacco in daily life, including the classic pose of a smoking China Poblana as well as less-well-remembered images such as “La cajista,” the tobacco street vendor. Writing in 1865, Luis G. Inclán romanticized the incessant conflict between larger, state-sanctioned growers and manufacturers and small-scale farmers and rollers in his novel Astucia: El jefe de los hermanos de la hoja; ó, Los charros contrabandistas de la rama. When Porfirio Díaz assumed the presidency in 1876, tobacco was firmly established as a staple consumer commodity, tightly interwoven into Mexican social customs and the material culture of everyday life.9

Changes associated with Porfirian modernization altered both the quantity of tobacco consumed and the way in which it was consumed. New technologies and other developments drastically increased the cultivation, manufacture, and distribution of tobacco products after 1890. Tobacco cultivation burgeoned and quality improved to the point where the price obtained for tobacco grown in the Valle Nacional exceeded that of the coveted Cuban harvest. The opening of new growing areas like the Valle Nacional in Oaxaca and an infusion of new capital and horticultural techniques led crop yields to rise from 7,116 tons in 1892 to nearly 11,000 tons three years later. They continued to increase rapidly before peaking in 1905.10 Transformations in tobacco production began in the mid-1880s and accelerated in the early 1890s in large part due to the actions of French-born entrepreneur Ernesto Pugibet. Pugibet took advantage of new Mexican incorporation laws, foreign technology, and investment capital to modernize, mechanize, and concentrate the cigarette industry. The development of a national rail network combined with the abolition of the alcabalas (internal tariffs) created potential for mass markets. Mechanization favored the rolling of cigarettes over cigars and the price of a pack fell to less than five centavos. Furthermore, quality improved as new adhesive-free rolling machinery removed glue and other impurities from the production process. Consumption of cigarettes swelled from 328 million cigarette packets in 1898 to 493 million in 1910.11

Pinning the cause for increased consumption solely on availability and lower price achieved by industrialization places the proverbial cart before the horse by ignoring changing consumer tastes and demand. First, as Mexican society steadily urbanized, city dwellers found that cigarettes better fit the faster pace and social etiquette of the urban social world than the messier, leisurely smoked cigars and pipes. Second, and most significant, machine-rolled cigarettes—created by the latest technology in large, modern, heavily capitalized factories—captured the Porfirian spirit of progress in a way that hand-rolled cigarettes or cigars did not. For good reason did the major tobacco companies use images of their factories and machinery in their advertising. Whether consumed conspicuously in public or inconspicuously alone, machine-rolled cigarettes allowed individuals to express affordably their participation in, and contribution to, national progress. A wide variety of brand choices allowed smokers to stake out or even try out different individualized or group identities. Much as factory-produced beer and its association with modern societies and supposedly more efficient working classes (the United States, Germany, England) grabbed market share from producers of traditional pulque (a mildly alcoholic fermented beverage made from the sap of the maguey cactus), so too did the cigarette overtake the cigar, pipe, and chewing tobacco. Changes in supply as well as demand, spurred by well-financed marketing campaigns that captured and attempted to direct this cultural zeitgeist, resulted in the quintupling of domestic cigarette consumption within the first twenty years of the Porfiriato. Cigarette consumption further increased by 50 percent between 1898 and 1910 as cigar consumption tumbled from 110 million to 76 million cigars per year during the same period.12

By the Revolution, cigarette consumption and etiquette permeated nearly every aspect of public and private life. British travel writer William English Carson described shopping in the capital’s fancy department stores, where a salesman would “measure off a yard of cloth or fit you with new collars between puffs of his cigarette.”13 Mexican elites concluded dinner with coffee and cigarettes—not cigars—while newspaper columnists advised young women to buy their novios elegant cigarette holders.14 Percy Martin expressed his annoyance that smoking had so thoroughly penetrated social etiquette; he observed how cigarette paraphernalia had become a stylish gift, and when two acquaintances met one would invariably offer his cigarette case “and it is considered impolitic to refuse, even if one be a non-smoker.” Martin then went on to echo travelers who had noted that Mexicans rarely bothered to buy unrolled tobacco, since “cigarettes are so cheap that few take the trouble to make their own [and] . . . one sees but very few pipes in use, though occasionally perhaps among some old Indian man or woman. The cigarette is universal.”15

Foundations of Success: Ernesto Pugibet and the Porfirian Tobacco Industry

The mechanization of the tobacco industry during the 1880s presaged larger trends and marked a significant development in the Porfirian economy. As Edward Beatty demonstrated, large-scale factory production steadily eroded foreign imports, artisan workshops, and home production as the main source of consumer goods for Mexicans by 1900.16 The transition to mechanized production increased demands on workers within modernizing factories and for those in smaller firms struggling to compete. In 1884 the Mexico City tobacco firm El Modelo installed the first cigarette-rolling machines, a mere three years after Joseph Bonsack patented the first model and the same year James Duke introduced the technology into his factories in Durham, North Carolina. Three different imported makes transformed the Modelo factory: Bonsack, Winston, and Comas. One year later Ernesto Pugibet and Luis Josselin patented a French rolling machine on behalf of El Buen Tono.17

With the advent of this machinery, public controversy intensified over child labor and the maltreatment of the predominantly female workforce under constant pressure by factory owners to increase its productivity.18 Factory owners professed their sensitivity to these issues both in their public relations battles in the press and in the language used in their patent applications. For example, Josselin and Pugibet claimed that their newly invented rolling machine was better than those of competitors, primarily because it “did not disturb the operator in her work, a significant advance over those machines presently employed.” Productivity soared with the new machinery, a fact that helps to explain why factory owners disregarded a government dictate in the early 1880s that dropped the daily workload from 2,600 to 2,185 cigarettes per worker and instead increased the number to 3,200 in certain cases.19 Increased mechanization signaled to traditional artisan workshops that their days were numbered, yet the quantity of factory jobs created in the consolidating industry exceeded the number of positions lost in traditional shops. Mexico City’s “Big Three” tobacco companies routinely recruited female employees throughout the country in advertisements placed in local newspapers.20

The El Buen Tono cigarette company, founded and directed by Ernest Pugibet, quickly positioned itself at the forefront of this change. Better known as Ernesto in his adopted homeland, Pugibet would eventually out-invest, outspend, and outmaneuver his competitors as El Buen Tono became a de facto monopoly. Cosmopolitan, urbane, and refined, he traveled frequently to New York, Paris, and Geneva. He returned to Mexico from these centers of the modern world with fresh capital, new business techniques, and cutting-edge advertising innovations. He was one of the founding members of the Moctezuma Brewery (now part of the Grupo Modelo), the Compañia Nacional Mexicana de Dinamita y Explosivos, the French-Swiss investment group Société Financière pour l’Industrie au Mexique, and the thoroughly modernized and expanded San Ildefonso wool textile mill and electric power facility. His administrative duties and stock holdings also involved establishments such as the Banco Nacional. In 1907 the French government awarded him the Legion of Honor, and he played an active role in the French community in Mexico as administrator and patron in social organizations such as the Cercle Français, the French Commercial School, and the July 14 Independence Day Committee. His well-known philanthropic largesse extended to the Mexican community at large through his construction or donation of fountains, buildings, and churches, such as the Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe de El Buen Tono.21 Throughout the last two decades of the Porfirian regime, Pugibet successfully established himself as one of the leading architects of Mexican modernization, with the El Buen Tono cigarette company at the top of his portfolio.

Pugibet committed few mistakes on his path to industrial monopolist. Raised in the Haute-Garonne department in the French Pyrenees, Pugibet immigrated to Cuba in 1868 at the age of fifteen, where he found work in the tobacco industry. With the growing disruptions caused by the Ten Years’ War (1868–1878), Pugibet fled to Mexico and in 1875 arrived in the capital. He hired four employees and established a small cigarette factory that would become the embryo of La Cigarrera Manufacturera El Buen Tono in 1889. In the mid-1880s Pugibet assured his business success by marrying Guadalupe de la Portilla y Garaycoechea, a daughter of the Mexican aristocracy with noble family origins in eighteenth-century Spain. In addition to bearing him two sons and a daughter, Portilla brought him investment capital, useful contacts in the tobacco-growing region of Veracruz, and invaluable connections within the Porfirian government. One of the most useful was her uncle, Juan Bárcena y Zugalde, governor of Veracruz. Control of the capital and patents of El Buen Tono was in the name of Guadalupe de la Portilla when Pugibet transformed El Buen Tono into a corporation in 1894, illuminating the influence she held and would continue to hold in her partnership with Pugibet.22

In addition to the political patronage afforded by his marriage to Portilla, Pugibet curried and obtained the support of the Mexican political elite. He offered them lucrative stock-purchase options and packed the administrative council of El Buen Tono with powerful notables such as the son of Porfirio Díaz, Secretary of War General Manuel González-Cosío, Deputy Finance Minister Roberto Nuñez, and Julio Limantour, the finance minister’s younger brother and a well-known real estate developer.23 Pugibet unconditionally supported the government via his company’s publicity campaigns. Identifying brands as “Dedicados al Presidente de la República y á su Ministerio” or awarding every member of the newly inaugurated Congress a silver medal with the El Buen Tono factory on one side and the president astride his horse on the other were merely the beginning. Pugibet and his administrators placed El Buen Tono in the forefront of businesses cheerleading at the biennial fiestas presidenciales by introducing new brands dedicated to Díaz and constructing elaborate, enormous floats that involved up to two hundred parading workers.24 In the last years of the regime, when aerial advertising came into vogue, the pilot of the company zeppelin would switch from publicizing cigarettes to supporting Díaz-controlled politicians. The dirigible would also occasionally escort the presidential train beyond the city limits en route to points throughout the republic.25

Through connections with the Porfirian political and social leadership, Pugibet intertwined the interests of business and state with a goal of advancing the progress of the Mexican nation. His particularly close business, political, and social ties with Finance Minister José Yves Limantour demonstrate the fusion of business and politics among the Porfirian elite. Limantour, considered the mastermind of Porfirian economic progress, held the top post in the Secretaría de Fomento from 1893 until 1911. His personal papers reveal a lively correspondence with Pugibet beginning in the late 1890s. Both men had extensive stock holdings in the same firms. For example, Limantour purchased El Buen Tono stocks for himself and for family members such as his daughter María Teresa Iturbe. Pugibet enabled Limantour to buy shares in his other business interests, such as the San Ildefonso wool textile mill, and Limantour reciprocated by guaranteeing Pugibet five thousand shares of the San Rafael paper factory, the newsprint source for the republic’s largest dailies.26 Limantour received regular updates on the San Ildefonso factory as well as samples of the newest products.27 Pugibet also accommodated Limantour’s need to dispense patronage within his own camarilla, or network of political and family allies, the Cientifícos. Upon request from Limantour he provided jobs as varied as traveling salesman, shop foreman, and lottery manager. In one case Limantour asked Pugibet to hire a young man, Agusto Agacino, who “committed the stupid act of marrying and now asks you for a job, any job, and will do so on a trial basis at whatever wage you will pay him.”28 Pugibet also provided Limantour’s wife with pure nicotine to destroy mites in her home.29 The relationship between the two men grew comfortable enough for Pugibet to offer Limantour the use of his Paris home and also the run of his New York apartment-suite when Limantour returned from his transatlantic voyages.30 When Pugibet decided to enter the Mexico City real estate market in 1906 he consulted with Limantour’s brother, Julio, who advised him to purchase the downtown Hotel Guardiola and then handled the transaction.31 In 1892, Limantour replaced Matías Romero as the head of Fomento, signaling a power shift in the administration toward the Científico camarilla.

With political patronage and protection secured through the camarillas of Pugibet’s wife’s family and of Finance Minister Limantour, the fortunes of both Pugibet and El Buen Tono began their stellar ascent in 1889. That year El Buen Tono won the prestigious first prize at the Paris Universal Exposition, the first of many international honors. The next year Pugibet moved the company to its new factory facing the Plaza de San Juan, just five blocks south of the Alameda. Over the next two decades the factory complex would engulf neighboring properties as the company added housing for employees, expanded tobacco warehouses, and constructed new production departments.32 Pugibet, like his main competitor, Antonio Basagoiti of La Tabacalera Mexicana, recognized the value of new production technology and confidently believed that increased output would not only crush competitors but also find ready absorption in an increasingly accessible national market. His greatest coup was the 1891 acquisition of the patent rights for the French Decouflé high-speed and glueless cigarette-rolling machines for a period of twenty years. The replacement of manually applied glue with mechanized crimping by this new innovation was so significant that the company named its first glueless brand Pedid los Cigarros sin Pegamento de Ernesto Pugibet (Ask for the glueless cigarettes of Ernesto Pugibet). The new machines also garnered praise in the press.33 The company aggressively protected the competitive advantage afforded by the Decouflé machines and spent much of the next twenty years in litigation to fend off competing technology and extend the length of its patent privilege. With sixty Decouflé machines and initial capital of 1 million pesos, Pugibet reorganized the company as a corporation (sociedad anónima) in 1894 and became the new general director of the firm.34 Over the next two decades the factory, production, and revenue would grow, with annual sales increasing from just over 1 million pesos in 1894 to plateau at nearly 7 million pesos in 1907 until the Revolution, based on capital of 10 million pesos and the production of over two hundred machines.35

New technologies of image production and reproduction were as important as those of cigarette production for the success of El Buen Tono. Mass production required mass consumption, and the company’s state-of-the art lithographic department produced not only the artwork for cigarette packaging but also all newspaper advertising as well as posters, handbills, trading cards, and other printed ephemera. In other words, the lithographic department was instrumental in producing the images and visual associations of the cigarette with modernity that helped define the machine-rolled cigarette as an icon of progress. What distinguished modern consumer culture (and modern life) from earlier periods was the “democratization of the image,” an achievement stemming from the invention and confluence of lithography, chromolithography, and photography along with advances in mechanical reproduction such as the rotary press.36 El Buen Tono was one of only a handful of companies in Mexico with an in-house publicity department. El Buen Tono promoted the department as yet another facet of a progressive image. Few publications reviewing Mexican economic and cultural progress failed to laud the department: one described it as “amazingly well-equipped” with “the most modern and expensive machines”; another, by French economic analyst Raul Bigot, remarked on the quality of the color posters and the advertisements and illustrations destined for the newspapers.37 Domingo Gómez was the first and a long-term manager of the department and oversaw more than a dozen employees working three lithographic presses.38 Equipment changes and expansion characterized the department as propaganda needs and technology improvements intertwined. By 1907 the company had purchased new rotary lithographic presses from France that replaced printing stones with aluminum sheets and offered better quality and a greater range of colors and printing sizes. About the same time two more French imports arrived to take advantage of these advances. By replacing the Mexican Gómez with the highly acclaimed artistic talents of Alexandre Prudhomme and Auguste Ussel, the company signaled a decisive embrace of and emphasis on the creative and artistic over the technical. In the wake of this latest innovation to woo consumers, one observer praised the genius of Ussel, who “covered the walls of Mexico with advertising posters full of originality and possessed of a Parisian flavour and exotic parfum that matched the classiest of European masters in the field.”39 Prudhomme and Ussel ensured that representations of tobacco consumption contributed to what Mexican historian Julieta Ortiz Gaitán has called the “omnipresence of the image in the urban world.”40

The success of El Buen Tono convinced smaller firms to merge in 1899 to form the second and third largest cigarette manufacturing companies in Mexico—La Tabacalera Mexicana and La Compañia Cigarrera Mexicana. Pugibet’s innovation forced consolidation that transformed the industry from a hodgepodge of hundreds of parochial, labor-intensive firms into one dominated by three firms of national scope, employing modern forms of business organization and heavily invested in new manufacturing, marketing, and distribution technologies. Consolidation led to competition that spurred a tobacco publicity war with heavy press advertising, sponsored lotteries, popular entertainment, and other public spectacles whose expense appeared to defy fiscal responsibility. Fortunately, the leadership of the firms possessed deep pockets. Competition and efficiency shrank the number of tobacco factories in Mexico from 766 in 1899 to 341 by the Revolution. In Mexico City the number dwindled from 43 to 14 by 1905. As the number of producers plummeted, cigarette consumption rose from 4.9 million to 8.4 million kilograms per year. By the turn of the century the product of Mexican manufacturers was so inexpensive that the importation of foreign tobacco products, particularly Cuban and Virginian, virtually halted.41

Pugibet’s main rivals in the cigarette market were La Tabacalera Mexicana, headed by the Spanish-born Antonio Basagoiti, and La Cigarrera Mexicana. Basagoiti, like Pugibet, pursued a wide range of business opportunities, with interests in the sugar, banking, textile, and steel sectors.42 In response to El Buen Tono’s growth, Basagoiti combined his small tobacco companies with the wholesale operation of Veracruz tobacco brokers Zaldo y Compañia to form La Tabacalera Mexicana.43 La Cigarrera Mexicana was a consolidation of four factories, including the Negrito factory of Antero Muñúzuri, El Modelo of Ampudia y Sucesores, Iñigo Noriega’s La Mexicana, and Pesquera Sucesores. Unlike La Tabacalera, which remained privately owned, La Cigarrera incorporated as a publicly traded company and a significant number of its shares entered the portfolios of high-ranking Porfirians such as Enrique Creel and Ignacio de la Torre y Mier.44 Both companies moved into expanded facilities located in Mexico City and both possessed government connections who officially blessed their enterprises. At the inauguration of La Cigarrera Mexicana, Porfirio Díaz offered the toast before touring the plant to praise the “manufacture of cigarettes and cigars on a large scale . . . using all the mechanical advances and perfections that this industry had achieved.”45 These “mechanical advances and perfections” primarily referred to the use of increasingly efficient rolling machinery from American companies such as Bonsack and Winston. El Buen Tono stood by its French Decouflé technology.

Freed of the onerous internal tariff barriers (the alcabalas, abolished in 1896) and blessed by a rapidly expanding rail system, the companies marshaled a network of traveling salesmen, rural agencies, and peddlers to bring their products and advertising to an emerging national market. El Buen Tono led the industry in the use of advertising to capture and expand market share. While its bull’s-eye remained Mexico City, the greatest market in the nation, it worked to develop provincial and rural markets as well. From Chihuahua and Monterrey to Guadalajara and Mérida, its advertising became a regular topic of conversation among the citizenry and was integrated into popular culture nationwide. El Buen Tono staged a constant parade of spectacles that sought to transform a rather pedestrian consumer product into an icon of modernity through a visual and text-based advertising program that linked its vision of progress to progress within Mexican society. Smoking the machine-rolled cigarettes of El Buen Tono and its major competitors became, for many Mexicans, affordable conspicuous and inconspicuous consumption that demonstrated modernity, that demonstrated that they were keeping pace with the rapid changes occurring in their society and were on the cutting edge of history.

Unsuspected Consumers and Niche Marketing

In their affordability and widespread consumption machine-rolled cigarettes served a market whose size and composition challenges the conventional wisdom on the Porfirian consumer market. This wisdom, slowly changing but tenaciously resilient in scholarly works, holds that only a small elite and a slightly larger but insecure middle class had the capacity to consume. A lack of interest or a lack of purchasing power inhibited or prohibited working-class and popular participation in the market, an odd argument since urban life and reliance on a money economy by definition makes one dependent on the market for the material bases of life.46 The legacy of dependency-theory analysis, which minimizes analysis of domestic industrialization and overemphasizes the importance of luxury imported goods, combined with Marxist interpretations and a healthy dose of overemphasis on vilifying the Old Regime by post-Revolutionary historical narratives, has propped up this viewpoint.

The numbers and evidence on cigarette production and consumption argue for a strong correction. By 1910 the three major firms produced 5.2 billion cigarettes per year, with El Buen Tono churning out 3.5 billion alone, and they controlled anywhere from 62 to 90 percent of the national cigarette market.47 To absorb this massive production, economic historian Stephen Haber estimates that Mexico possessed a consumer market of five million people (out of a national population of nearly thirteen million) sufficiently incorporated within the money economy to be capable of purchasing manufactured goods. Every man, woman, and child in this market could have (but in all probability did not) smoked 1,040 cigarettes a year (or a pack a week), if we divide this market into cigarette production figures for 1907.48

Marketing strategies of tobacco companies suggest they viewed their consumer market as deep and wide and dispel the myth of a shallow and narrow base of potential. Tobacco companies adopted a multitiered branding structure laden with class- and gender-specific meaning by modifying price, packing, and advertising language and imagery. Niche marketing was an integral part of their strategy to construct a mass market for their products. Moreover, archival records corroborate the calculation above: itemized family budgets of semiskilled urban workers listed cigarette purchases of approximately thirty packs a month; those of unskilled workers ranged from six to ten.49 While most Mexicans lived financially precarious lives during the Porfiriato (and before, and after), this did not preclude their participation in a consumer culture (particularly in one stocked by lower-priced goods produced by a growing domestic industrial base) that was becoming synonymous with urban culture.50

Cigarette manufacturers recognized that capturing a mass market demanded that they target their products in varied ways to accommodate the social, economic, and cultural diversity of Mexican society. At the same time, offering different tiers of cigarette brands offered the illusion or at least the dream of social mobility for only a few centavos through the purchase of a premium brand. Companies employed graduated pricing as the most basic distinguishing factors between their brands. All three big companies did this. El Buen Tono pricing in 1906 ranged from a few centavos to over fifteen centavos per pack.51 With premium brands consumers received better tobacco, often finer paper (usually rice paper), more elaborate and elegant packaging (including foil lining), and of course the social cachet of being seen smoking cigarettes such as Parisienses, Cycle, Jockey Club, High Life, Elegantes, or Reina Victoria. The names of these luxury brands reflect the modern, cosmopolitan, and cutting-edge self-image or aspirations of those who smoked them. Brands aimed at a more plebeian clientele include the wildly popular Canela Pura of El Buen Tono and Flor de Canela from La Tabacalera Mexicana as well as Canarios, Chorritos, Granaderos, Mexicanos, Sabrosos, Sirenas, La Popular, and Torpederos. This sample is merely a small fraction of the enduring brand names offered by the Big Three, not to mention those of their competitors.52 The companies regularly launched new brands and frequently named them to commemorate special events. El Buen Tono created Cigarros El Centenario for the 1910 celebrations, Alfonso XIII when the company was named the official provider of the Spanish Royal House, and Judic, Mazzantini, and Calvé to pay tribute to the Mexican tours made by these French and Italian actresses and chanteuses.53 The different pricing, packaging, images, and language served as markers of meaning well understood by consumers, and the implication of brands positioned at the upper tiers “was that smoking these cigarettes would bring the sensation of luxury.”54 Whether viewed as duping or fulfilling the fantasies of individuals, the multitude of brand names indicates not only the fluid cultural literacy of Mexican consumers but also the never-ending demand on advertisers to pair and promote a title and an image that had meaning for and would entertain and entice potential buyers.

Where companies spent their advertising dollars reflected the target markets of the companies and their products. El Buen Tono covered the broadest spectrum of the market while La Cigarrera and La Tabacalera concentrated on the middling to lower segments. La Tabacalera coveted and challenged the range of El Buen Tono but lacked the packaging technology and luxury cachet to make serious inroads into the premium market. In the commercial press, El Buen Tono dominated in papers such as Actualidades and Frivolidades, aimed at the affluent and hedonistic segment of the
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