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  Introduction:

  Why Mexploitation?


  
    

  


  From approximately 1957 to 1977, one of the more popular genres in Mexican cinema consisted of horror films featuring an array of vampires, Aztec mummies, mad scientists, ape-men, and various other macabre menaces. However, the most striking and famous aspect of these horror films was their incorporation of lucha libre (Mexican professional wrestling), resulting in numerous movies that starred not only fiendish monsters but a variety of popular luchadores (wrestlers), including one of the most important figures in Mexican popular culture: El Santo, el Enmascarado de Plata (“The Saint, the Silver-Masked Man”)universally known simply as “Santo.” It is this collection of horror and horror-wrestling movies that have been termed mexploitation by both cult-film fans and, more recently, Latin American film scholars.


  Certainly, much of mexploitation’s notoriety in America has so far centered on its cult-film credentials: the limited budgets born out of the conditions of the Mexican film industry; the surreal qualities generated by their eclectic merging of disparate film genres and other elements of Mexican popular culture; and the enigmatic dubbing of the films provided by exploitation entrepreneur K. Gordon Murray, who single-handedly introduced mexploitation cinema to America via late-night television and drive-ins during the 1960s. Unfortunately, in the United States mexploitation films have been widely ridiculed; at best they are granted a “so bad they’re good” status.


  My own intention in exploring mexploitation cinema is to move beyond the debate of whether, or to what degree, these films have any sort of artistic integrity or legitimacy. Rather, this project will focus on how mexploitation films, as products of a specific time and place, are entertaining, insightful, and, yes, important cultural documents that address the conditions, contradictions, and visions of contemporary Mexican society, politics, and culture. It is my contention that any discussion of the historical and cultural importance of “Mexican national cinema” could, and should, include the mexploitation era as well as the Golden Age of Mexican cinema or the films of Luis Buñuel.


  In pursuing this critical history, I have adopted an interdisciplinary approach, combining research in cultural theory, film studies, and Mexican history and popular culture. I pay specific attention to the historical and cultural context in which these films were produced; close textual analysis of specific films; and, perhaps most importantly, the consistent ideological messages these films offer. In keeping with these areas of emphasis, this book is roughly divided into three sections, each focusing on a crucial facet of mexploitation.


  The first section, composed of the first three chapters, might be said to spotlight early mexploitation. Chapter One provides an historical overview of Mexico’s political situation and the economic conditions of the Mexican film industry in the late 1950s, which laid the foundation for the development of mexploitation; a brief overview of some of the key films and figures in mexploitation cinema; and the subsequent introduction of these films to America. Chapter Two argues that mexploitation can be viewed as far more than camp oddities, but instead forms a strange “counter-cinema” that addresses key issues in Mexican society: the valorization of mexicanidad (Mexican national identity), the cultural conflict between modernity and tradition, and issues of gender politics. Chapter Three employs what is probably Murray’s most famous mexploitation import, The Brainiac, as a specific case study the issues outlined in the previous chapters.


  Chapter Four constitutes the second section of this project and is devoted to a historical and critical discussion of the lucha libre films (focusing, perhaps inevitably, on the legendary El Santo). A short history of the lucha libre genre, an analysis of the cultural significance of lucha libre in Mexican society, and an overview of the iconic status of Santo in Mexico provides the contextual framework for a discussion of three seminal Santo films (all of which also address the issues of mexicanidad, modernity, and gender): the Murray import Santo vs. the Vampire Women (retitled Samson vs. the Vampire Women in America), Santo, el Enmascarado de Plata vs. la invasión de los marcianos (Santo, the Silver-Masked Man vs. the Invasion of the Martians), and Santo y Blue Demon contra Drácula y el Hombre Lobo (Santo and Blue Demon vs. Dracula and the Wolf Man).


  The third section consists of Chapters Five and Six, which will concentrate on legendary Mexican director René Cardona’s Luchadoras (“Wrestling Women”) films from 1962 to 1968. Chapter Five provides an examination of Cardona’s first two “Wrestling Women” entries, the Murray imports Doctor of Doom and Wrestling Women vs. the Aztec Mummy. Chapter Six focuses on the final film of the “Wrestling Women” cycle, the horror-exploitation classic Night of the Bloody Apes. Once again, critical inquiry will center on how Cardona’s films address the social and cultural issues of mexicanidad, modernity, and especially gender and sexual politics in highly problematic and often hilarious ways.


  Ultimately, this project is not intended to argue that one day mexploitation directors such as René Cardona and Chano Urueta will be considered as cinematically influential or artistically accomplished as Luis Buñuel or Paul Leduc. However, it will argue that mexploitation films, while certainly provoking more than their share of ironic amusement and amazement, also provide perceptive studies of Mexican society; and, as such, merit serious critical attention. Perhaps, as absurd as it may initially sound, it is possible to posit that The Brainiac or Night of the Bloody Apes might one day be mentioned in the same breath as Bride of Frankenstein or Psycho.


  1


  Mexploitation:

  Horror, Mexican Style


  
    

  


  Mexican Horror Cinema in Social Context


  Throughout the twentieth century, the two primary and inherently related political projects designed to create a modern Mexico were the establishment of a Mexican national identity and the development of an industrial-consumer economy. However, by the 1950s, the political and cultural efforts to instill a sense of mexicanidad were demonstrating signs of serious disarray. As described by Carlos Monsiváis, the construction of a modern Mexican nationalism proved to be an utter failure by ignoring and even denying Mexico’s history and cultural heritage:


  
    The 1950s were a decade in which a struggle was lost. During the Ruiz Cortines period [the presidential administration from 1952 to 1958] the concept of nationalism is irreversibly ruined, to be replaced with another kind of mentalitynot devotedly colonial, still linked to very deep national ideas, but indifferent to tradition, unable to facilitate coherent visions of the national past and future.1

  


  It can be said that an ahistorical nationalism was fomented in Mexico, one which viewed the past as an obsolete liability and envisioned the future through the vague and idealized possibilities of modern progressa consistent ideological position ultimately taken by numerous mexploitation films. Latin American film scholars such as Carl J. Mora contend that one specific area of Mexican popular culture where this crucial loss of direction in Mexican politics during the 1950s seemed to be especially evident and debilitating was in Mexican cinema:


  
    In 1958, Aldofo López Mateos was designated candidate for president. During his administration (195864), the film industry was to enter its darkest days…. Producers of nonexistent social vision in combination with nervously conservative officials were to render the film industry almost totally unreflective of the problems and conditions of Mexican society.2

  


  Along with this failure of Mexican politics to manufacture “coherent visions of the national past and future” and its perceived effect on the Mexican cinema (i.e., causing it to abandon any sense of “social vision”), the Mexican film industry faced its own serious internal crises by the late 1950s. Foremost was the economic collapse of the film industry itself, which led to its virtual nationalization by the early 1960s. Churubusco-Azteca, the studio which produced numerous Mexican horror films in the late 1950s and throughout the 1960s, had the majority of its stock bought by the Mexican government in 1957 and by 1960 was completely nationalized. One immediate effect of a government-controlled film industry was that all films were required to pass censor boards. As a result, the final film product was not necessarily determined by the director or producer but by government officials who could excise any objectionable scenes for moral, political, or other arbitrary reasons. This subsequently generated a pattern of self-censorship in the Mexican film industry, a great reluctance to engage in any social or political controversy, and certainly precluded any overt criticism of the government. Moreover, with the state apparatus actively supporting the film industry, the benefits of government-subsidized film production were offset by demanding production and distribution quotas which strained the already-limited financial and logistical resources of the studios. Furthermore, the Mexican film industry was in direct competition with a much larger Hollywood studio system and its imports, and in order to optimize commercial appeal and revenue, Mexican film studios increasingly relied on popular and predictable genre filmsthe goal being to satisfy audience expectations and generate box-office profits rather than to promote an artistically innovative and socially conscious national cinema. Mora argued:


  
    As films became costlier and had to be produced on an assembly-line basis, there was an ever-greater reliance on “formulas”comedias rancheras; films based on dance fads … melodramas; horror vehicles à la Hollywood; American-style Westerns; and “super-hero” adventures in which masked cowboys or wrestlers took on a variety of evil-doers or monsters. Quality plummeted but production increased.3

  


  A second major factor in the perceived decline of the Mexican film industry was the rise of television as a popular medium competing with the film industry for audiences. Hollywood responded to the threat of television by creating film products that promised the audience a viewing experience attainable only in movie theaters: Cinemascope, 3-D films, big-budget spectaculars, and, of course, racier content. However, the common and somewhat inaccurate view of Mexican cinema is that the emergence of television, coupled with the film industry’s own economic condition, state influence, and product conformity, led to the development of what might be called a “B-Movie” film industry that hastily produced shoddy and irrelevant movies targeted for television as much as theaters. Indeed, Mora described many films of the era as being


  
    ostensibly serials designed for television; however, their marketability on that medium was so restricted that producers turned to combining the separate serials into one or more full-length features that were released to neighborhood theaters. One of these, which spawned a never-ending series … was Santo contra el cerebro diabólico (1961) [Santo vs. the Diabolical Brain] (Santo was a popular wrestler); it made 125,000 pesos at its premiere despite its atrocious quality.4

  


  Thus, the late 1950s and into the 1960s might be considered the lowest point of Mexican cinema, a period where it arguably became little more than a national “Culture Industry.”5 Much like the Hollywood studio system, the Mexican film industry’s structure came to resemble the structure of industrial monopolies, and its production practices mirrored the principles of assembly linesits methods and goals designed to expedite the mass production of standardized, predictable cultural-consumer commodities bereft of any social conscience. For Mora, the many films of Santo painfully epitomized the decline in both the artistic quality and the social relevance of Mexican cinema. However, such a blanket condemnation of these films completely ignores any cultural function these films may have served. Rather than categorically dismissing them as “atrocious” products of a Mexican culture industry, “totally unreflective of the problems and conditions of Mexican society,” one should consider that Mexican horror films very much reflected the concerns and problems of contemporary Mexican society in highly complex ways. As Eric Zolov noted, “What Mora misses … is an understanding that the new characters and themessuch as ‘El Santo’ and the young rebelserved popular interests, especially among the growing youth population, in ways which the older films could not.”6


  



  The Birth of Mexploitation


  The lineage between the Hollywood horror film and Mexican horror film dates back to the 1930s and the origins of classic Universal Studios horror. When Tod Browning made Dracula in 1931, a Spanish version was produced simultaneously for the Latin American market. Directed by George Medford, the Spanish-language Dracula featured Mexican actors and crews who used Browning’s sets at night. Horror films were also made in Mexico throughout the 1930s and 1940s, and film historian Gary D. Rhodes suggested these films not only reflected the deep influence of the Hollywood horrors, but their emphasis on monsters and mad scientists depicted a cultural conflict between science and religion in a predominantly Catholic country undergoing considerable social change in the wake of industrialization and modernization.7


  As noted, the 1950s were a decade marked by growing political uncertainty in the Mexican public sphere and various crises within the Mexican film industry, leading to the production of quickly-made, low-budget genre films that seemed to emphasize rank commercialism over meaningful social commentary. While horror film production steadily increased throughout the decade, in the late 1950s the horror genre experienced a sudden and unprecedented proliferation that heralded the mexploitation era. In 1957, the seminal El vampiro (The Vampire) was made. Produced by Abel Salazar, written by Ramón Obón, and directed by Fernando Méndez, it starred Germán Robles in the title role. All would become important figures in mexploitation cinema. El vampiro’s commercial and critical success in Mexico not only provided the impetus for the increased production of Mexican horror films throughout the next two decades, but Christopher Lee reportedly stated that El vampiro, a popular and critical success in Europe as well as Mexico at the time of its original release, was a major source of inspiration for Hammer Studios’ glossier Horror of Dracula (1958, made one year after El vampiro)a film instrumental in launching the Hammer dynasty of horror films. Unfortunately, El vampiro would not be released in the United States (in an English-dubbed version by K. Gordon Murray) until 1968, over a decade after its production. Due to the film’s antique appearance, budget limitations, dubbed dialogue, and consignment to late-night television and drive-in circuits, El vampiro was dismissed as a cheap Mexican knock-off of the very Hammer Dracula films it actually inspired.


  Despite the unfair reputation it earned in America based on Murray’s dubbed version, El vampiro is a very effective horror film. Essentially an adaptation of Dracula, it is typical of mexploitation’s emphasis on Gothic atmospherics, melodramatics, and long stretches of expository dialogue at the expense of taut action and consistent pacing. El vampiro’s success established Abel Salazar as a major force in mexploitation, and Salazar went on to produce a rapid succession of horror films after El vampiro: a quickly-made sequel, El ataúd del vampiro (The Vampire’s Coffin, 1957; dir. Fernando Méndez); El hombre y el monstruo (The Man and the Monster, 1958; dir. Rafael Baledón); El espejo de la bruja (The Witch’s Mirror, 1960; dir. Chano Urueta); the celebrated El mundo de los vampiros (The World of the Vampires, 1960; dir. Alfonso Corona Blake); the mind-boggling El barón del terror (The Baron of Terror, 1961; dir. Chano Urueta; U.S. title: The Brainiac); La cabeza viviente (The Living Head, 1961; dir. Chano Urueta); and La maldición de la Llorona (The Curse of the Crying Woman, 1961; dir. Rafael Baledón). In addition to his production duties, Salazar, a veteran actor as well as producer, had featured roles in most of his horror productions, most memorably as the nefarious title character in El barón del terror.
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  From left to right: Luis Meneses (RenéCardona), Mrs. Meneses (Ofelia Guilmaín), and the evil Baron Vitelius (Abel Salazar) in Chano Urueta's El barón del terror (1961; U.S. title: The Brainiac). A founding father of mexploitation cinema, Salazar produced and starred in may of the seminal Mexican horror films of the late 1950s and early 1960s. Cardona was arguably the most important director in the mexploitation era. (Courtesy Rob Craig).



  Rivaling Abel Salazar, and perhaps eventually overtaking him as the premier mexploitation film producer, was Guillermo Calderón Stell, whose productions included Rafael Portillo’s Aztec Mummy trilogy from 1957, René Cardona’s Luchadoras (“Wrestling Women”) film cycle between 1962 and 1968, and numerous Santo films in the late 1960s and early 1970s, several of which were also directed by Cardona. La momia azteca (The Aztec Mummy), La maldición de la momia azteca (The Curse of the Aztec Mummy), and La momia azteca contra el robot humano (The Aztec Mummy vs. the Human Robot; U.S. title: The Robot vs. the Aztec Mummy) were all made in 1957, and the Aztec Mummy trilogy was among the first of many mexploitation “series” horror films. Both the sequels, La maldición de la momia azteca and especially La momia azteca contra el robot humano, required recycled footage from their forerunners to extensively pad out an extremely brief running timeboth last little more than one hour, which is much shorter than the standard 90 to 120 minute length of a feature film. This suggests that the three Aztec Mummy films may have been shot simultaneously as a television serial and later adapted for theatrical release, as Mora has claimed regarding the production of many low-budget horror and lucha libre films of the era. However, David Wilt has pointed out that Mora’s contention may be somewhat erroneous. The Aztec Mummy series was filmed at Clasa Studios, a studio affiliated with the STPC union that had control over making feature films, thus making delving into any television production unlikely.


  In contrast, the four-film Nostradamus series (written and directed by Mexican cinema veteran Federico Curiel in 1959) starring El vampiro’s Germán Robles as the title character, a criminal genius and vampireLa maldición de Nostradamus (The Curse of Nostradamus), Nostradamus y el destructor de monstruos (Nostradamus and the Destroyer of Monsters; U.S. title: The Monster Demolisher), Nostradamus el genio de las tinieblas (Nostradamus, the Genius of Darkness; U.S. title: The Genie of Darkness), and La sangre de Nostradamus (The Blood of Nostradamus)is commonly considered to have been made as a 12-part television serial that was instead released theatrically (each Nostradamus film is itself divided into three episodes). However, Wilt noted that the Nostradamus films were made at Estudios América, which was affiliated with the STIC union. STIC was prohibited from making feature films as part of their agreement with SPTC, and the public perception that these films were originally made as television serials may have actually been a (convincing) subterfuge to work around the feature film production agreement between the STIC and STPC unions.8


  While best known today for their low quality and camp appeal (issues addressed at length in the next chapter), mexploitation films were the products of major studios and the combined efforts of respectable producers, directors, screenwriters, and actors in mainstream Mexican cinema, many of them working on numerous films in a variety of roles (actors also writing screenplays, directors also acting in films, etc.). Key mexploitation directors such as René Cardona and Chano Urueta were established studio directors during the Golden Age of Mexican cinema in the 1940s. Miguel M. Delgado, who worked with Santo in the early 1970s, directed virtually all the films of legendary Mexican comedian Cantinflas from the early 1940s to the early 1980s, as well as many other films in a variety of genres. While often consigned to the category of bumbling amateurs (which is not meant pejoratively) like Al Adamson, Jerry Warren, or the maestro himself, Ed Wood, Jr., the great mexploitation directors are better compared to Jacques Tourneura director who helmed Hollywood studio films such as the film noir masterpiece Out of the Past (1947), the classic horror films Cat People (1942) and I Walked with a Zombie (1944), and, later in his career, inventive B-horror films such as Curse of the Demon (1957) and Comedy of Terrors (1963). Similarly, mexploitation actors and actresses were not simply B-movie journeymen and cult-film icons (such as Sid Haig or wrestler-turned-actor Tor Johnson), but popular performers appearing in a variety of genre movies and even avant-garde films. Claudio Brook starred opposite Santo as mad scientist Dr. Karol in Alfonso Corona Blake’s Santo en el museo de cera (Santo in the Wax Museum, 1963; U.S. title: Samson in the Wax Museum) as well as playing the title character in Luis Buñuel’s Simón del desierto (Simon of the Desert, 1964). David Silva would appear in El barón del terror and Alejandro Jodorowsky’s surrealist Western El Topo (The Mole, 1969). Both Brook and Silva would eventually star in Juan López Moctezuma’s horror masterpieces La mansión de la locura (The Mansion of Madness, 1971) and Alucarda, la hija de las tinieblas (Alucarda, Daughter of Darkness, 1975)appropriate casting choices for films in which horror, exploitation, and the avant-garde converge.


  While many “conventional” horror and monster films (to use the description loosely) were produced in the mexploitation era, undoubtedly the most important development in mexploitation was the incorporation of lucha libre into the horror genre, with the films of Mexico’s most famous luchador, El Santo, becoming virtually synonymous with mexploitation. Beyond the immediate box-office appeal of films featuring immensely popular wrestlers such as Santo, Blue Demon, or Mil Máscaras (“Thousand Masks”) battling criminal syndicates, mad scientists, and the classic monsters, casting real-life wrestlers allowed for extended wrestling matches to be included in the films. This stratagem not only capitalized on the widespread popularity of lucha libre in Mexico, but, by placing the wrestling matches in the context of a horror or other genre film, it allowed movie producers to circumvent the television ban on lucha libre broadcasts enacted by the Mexican government in the mid1950s and provide the Mexican public an opportunity to see Santo and other famous wrestlers in a mass-media setting (film rather than television). Occasionally the film narrative and wrestling matches would be integrated, usually via an extremely contrived or even absurd plot development in which the heroic real-life wrestler would battle a fictional villain or monster in a public wrestling match. However, in many other cases the narratives and wrestling sequences were independent and isolated from each other, specifically the straight matches between famous wrestlers included in the films, seemingly at random. Heather Levi noted:


  
    What distinguishes wrestling films from other movies was the insertion of one or more scenes of lucha libre into the narrative. The wrestlers would spend most of the screen time battling evil, solving mysteries, or untangling domestic complications, the plot interrupted by gratuitous lucha libre matches tucked into the narrative like awkward dance numbers. Despite (or because of) their notably low production values, the movies were wildly popular. Roughly two hundred of them were produced between 1952 and 1983, and El Santo alone acted in fifty of them.9
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  Camp, Cheese, and Counter-Cinema


  Before beginning any critical assessment of Mexican horror cinema ca. 19571977, it is first necessary to address the question of “bad movies.” Most of the films discussed in this book are often simply dismissed as examples of inept filmmaking, or, at best, appreciated for camp appeal as outlined by Susan Sontag in her seminal essay “Notes on Camp”:


  
    There is camp in bad movies such as The Prodigal and Sampson and Delilah, the series of Italian color spectacles featuring the super-hero Maciste, numerous Japanese science-fiction films ... because in their relative unpretentiousness and vulgarity, they are more extreme and irresponsible in their fantasyand therefore touching and quite enjoyable.1

  


  Building on Sontag’s work, Annalee Newitz utilized the basic principles of camp as a concept to enjoy and redeem “bad movies” for their wonderful limitations and excesses in order to define a more comprehensive and potentially more subversive aesthetic of cheese:


  
    Like camp, cheese describes both a parodic practice and a parodic form of textual consumption ... and like camp, cheese describes a way of remembering history, a kind of snide nostalgia, for serious cultures of the past which now seem so alien and bizarre as to be funny ... the point of cheese, whether deliberate or “read in” by the audience, is to offer criticisms of social norms, to regulate their power in the ash can of history through the “productive” use of derisive laughter.2

  


  Despite the fact they both heartily champion camp or cheese, Sontag and Newitz present somewhat problematic arguments. One is their division over the issue of intentional versus unintentional camp. Sontag argued that, “Pure camp is always naive. Camp which knows itself to be camp is less satisfying.”3 For Sontag, a text is only successful camp when it is unintentionally camp; a text which is knowingly or self-consciously campy is inherently and necessarily doomed to a certain degree of failure. Newitz makes no such distinction, arguing that cheese can either be “deliberate or ‘read in’ by the audience.” For Newitz, a text can be intentionally as well as unintentionally cheesy, allowing an artist to incorporate references, in-jokes, excess, clichés, kitsch, and bad tastesometimes resulting in brilliant masterpieces (Russ Meyer’s Beyond the Valley of the Dolls or John Waters’ Polyester), and other times simply becoming self-indulgent pastiches (the work of Quentin Tarantino).4


  Intention aside, the greatest problem for both Sontag and Newitz is assigning the reader an inherent superiority over a text designated as camp or cheese. For Sontag, the reader may embrace bad films as camp simply for their sheer aesthetic inferiority, for their charming naivety and vulgarity. In Sontag’s aesthetic of camp, the cultural object of consideration can not be legitimate camp until christened as such by an outside partyone more artistically and intellectually aware and refined than the camp object itself. For Newitz, the aesthetics of cheese provide interesting possibilities of alternative modes of filmmaking, ironic reception, and even social critiquewhether or not intended by the artistbut primarily through “snide nostalgia” and “derisive laughter.” In short, both camp and cheese aesthetics imply that the text is inevitably beneath its readers and their own superior cultural sensibilities.


  However, to merely appreciate bad films as mere objects of campy vulgarity or cheesy derision is ultimately a disservice to such texts. Indeed, many films consigned to camp or cheese status may in fact represent a form of alternative and even experimental cinema through their very disregard of conventional form, coherent narratives, and cinematic realism. In a fascinating essay entitled “‘Trashing’ the Academy,” Jeffery Sconce used the term “paracinema” to better describe the appreciation and analysis of the lexicon of bad movies:


  
    At first glance, the paracinematic sensibility ... would seem to be identical to the “camp” aesthetic outlined by Susan Sontag ... without a doubt, both sensibilities are highly ironic, infatuated with the artifice and excess of obsolescent cinema. What makes paracinema unique, however, is its aspiration to the status of a “Counter-cinema....” Camp was the aesthetic of ironic colonization and cohabitation. Paracinema, on the other hand, is an aesthetic of vocal confrontation.5

  


  Sconce’s definition of camp as “the aesthetic of ironic colonization” bears close consideration in relation to mexploitation films. It is not that Mexican popular cultureEl Santo and lucha libre, rancheras films, telenovelas, men in sombreros singing romantic ballads, velvet paintings, and, of course, mexploitationis inherently kitsch or campy. Rather, such objects of Mexican popular culture only become camp or kitsch by virtue of having that status foisted upon them. As Ilan Stavans noted:


  
    A common belief is that low-brow Mexican culture is kitschy. Nothing could be further from the truth.... [It] will not become emblematic of low-brow Mexicaness until the sophisticated elite, always an alien source, says sothat is, until it is rescued to become a souvenir, a Mexican curiosity in the universal archives of Western Civilization.6


    


  


  Mexploitation as Counter-Cinema


  At their worst, the formal codes and conventions of Hollywood cinema and their various genres are designed to produce standardized, recognizable, and predictable patterns of aesthetic production and consumer reception. The American film spectator does not so much watch a Hollywood film as purchase a Hollywood commodity, with the ultimate evaluation of a film’s quality based on whether or not it was “worth the money.” However, while conforming to the general rules of classical Hollywood cinema and providing recognizable film products for its audiences (horror films, musicals, Westerns, etc.), Hollywood genres themselves become exhausted, evolving from their classical innovative state to a period of self-reflexivity and internal critique to an all-out conscious parody of the genre itself. In the case of the American horror film, one might express this lineage as the progression from the seminal work of James Whale in the 1930s (Frankenstein) to the wonderfully ironic and self-deprecating films of William Castle in the 1950s (The Tingler) to the postmodern self-consciousness of the genre demonstrated by Wes Craven (Scream) or Sam Raimi (Army of Darkness) in the 1990s. This evolutionary pattern of a genre is suggested in order to point out that the horror film is not a monolithic film form (or formula) which exists in an aesthetic and cultural vacuum. While all horror films certainly share common generic elements, horror films are constantly evolving products of a specific time and place and producers of specific social messages. In this context, one could briefly consider the wealth of films constituting the category of the international horror film contemporary to the mexploitation era. Each subgroup represents a tremendous variety of films that possess their own unique forms and influences, as well as distinct social-historical contexts and concerns: the stagy Hammer Studios horror films from England; the Japanese Godzilla film series; Jean Rollin’s vampire film cycle from France (ca. 196871); the consistently brilliant work of Mario Bava and other Italian giallo directors; the almost anachronistic Spanish horror films starring Jacinto Molina (better known in America as “Paul Naschy”); the “Coffin Joe” films of Brazilian José Mojica Mar-ins, to name but a few. As two specific examples, Rollin, whose astonishing and anarchistic work incorporates diverse influences ranging from F.W. Murnau and Jean-Luc Godard to Hammer Studios, also reflects the tumultuous political conditions in France in the wake of the May 1968 movement. Similarly, Mojica Marins, whose films bear the imprint of the violent, naturalist surrealism of Luis Buñuel as much as the classic horror of Universal, provocatively confronted Brazil’s repressive military juntas and conventions of bourgeois morality with his startling blend of horror, sex, and violencehis stunning 1969 film Awakening of the Beast was banned outright by the Brazilian government.


  Similarly, mexploitation films were made under specific Mexican national, cultural, and economic conditions tremendously different from Hollywood, conditions reflected in the end result: an era of intensive modernization; ideological agendas far different than American films; arduous production difficulties; pervasive government involvement in the film industry; the strained relationship between Mexican cinema and the Catholic Church. While a specific aspect of Mexican popular culture, mexploitation films also must be considered as part of Mexican popular culture, sharing and borrowing aspects from it, such as the importance of melodrama as a narrative (and ideological) strategy and the incorporation of lucha libre into the horror genre. All of these factors shape Mexican horror films both in terms of their formal construction and cultural discourse.


  Because nonAmerican horror films, specifically mexploitation, subscribe to their own formal codes and structures and their own national and cultural concerns, the viewing experience can be both baffling and frustrating, as challenging as any deliberately difficult “art film.” Unfortunately, American film audiences tend simply to equate the foreign horror film’s idiosyncrasies with incompetence. Even many who embrace “cult cinema” do so with a sense of contempt rather than respect for the product, considering them films good for a condescending, cheap laugh and a way to momentarily slum in low-brow cultural chic, but films certainly not possessing any actual cultural relevancethe epitome of camp’s “ironic colonization.” Rather than consigning mexploitation films to the status of bad movies and the confines of the “enjoyable vulgarity and naivety” of camp or the “snide nostalgia [and] derisive laughter” of cheese, one could interpret these films as a challenging and wonderfully perplexing paracinema (as suggested by Sconce): so-called bad films that through their strange and unconventional aesthetics achieve avant-garde, confrontational qualitiesas unintentional as that effect may be. Andrew Syder and Dolores Tierney suggested:


  
    [In] mexploitation films ... formal construction of the texts suggests a dialog between Hollywood viewing codes and a set of disruptive, counter viewing codes. Rather than duplicating their Hollywood models, the strategies of incorporating local elements into these films have opened up a space for not only national concerns, but also for a more flexible mode of spectatorship.7

  


  Without question, mexploitation films reflect the heavy influence of the classic Universal horror films to the point of outright plagiarism. Key influences on mexploitation are the films of James Whale: Frankenstein (1931), The Old Dark House (1932), and Bride of Frankenstein (1935). Another palpable influence would be Karl Freund’s The Mummy (1932), the obvious basis for Portillo’s Aztec Mummy series and Urueta’s La cabeza viviente. Of course, Dracula’s various elements seem to inevitably appear in virtually every mexploitation film made. Later, the Hammer Studios horror films of the late 1950s and 1960s would also prove to be a major source of inspiration for mexploitation filmmakers. However, while mexploitation films liberally borrowed the famous monsters, general plots, and even specific scenes from the Universal and Hammer horror film canon, they also freely borrowed from each other. Prolific mexploitation screenwriters such as Rafael García Travesí, Fernando Osés, and especially Alfredo Salazar practically redefine the term “self-reference” given the sheer volume of recycled material in their scripts. Indeed, the cynic could suggest that mexploitation films did not have “screenplays” but rather “a screenplay” recycled over and over with slight variations for countless films, and that mexploitation’s consistent and pervasive social and cultural agendas did not stem from an ideological vision of modern Mexico but was simply the result of endless self-plagiarizing. In discussing the lucha libre genre (and his assessment could be applied to mexploitation cinema as a whole), Nelson Carro noted it was “a parasitic genreof melodrama, of comedy, of horror and of science fiction. At no time did it look to be autonomouson the contrary, in mixture, in pastiche, in anachronism, one finds much of its power.”8


  While mexploitation is highly reliant on familiar Hollywood genres (in most cases, the horror film), it is also utterly indifferent to the codes and conventions of classical Hollywood cinema. Mexploitation’s unorthodox formal strategies force the (American) viewer to alternate between accustomed, comfortable, traditional Hollywood codes and unfamiliar, “disruptive, counter viewing codes”codes specifically suited to a Mexican audience. The excesses and simplicity of melodrama in mexploitation often strikes the American viewer as hopelessly corny; while held in disrepute in American and European culture, melodrama is pervasive in Mexican popular culture.9 The broad and often forced comic relief is more likely to produce groans rather than laughter. Between the reliance on outmoded genre conventions (Universal horror films of the 1930s), the fact that many of these films were shot in black and white (as much an aesthetic decision as a budgetary consideration), and the years (if not decades) between a film’s actual production and its release in America, mexploitation films seem badly dated. The narratives of the films, which alternate between comic book action sequences and long, redundant plot expositions, not only reflect the structural influence of serials, but suggest that a number of mexploitation films, if not originally made as serials for television as believed, had to at least appear to be converted serials, especially films made at studios such as Estudios América which were affiliated with the STIC union (Curiel’s Nostradamus and Neutrón series, for instance). To American audiences, the long wrestling sequences inserted into mexploitation films seem extraneous and even pointless; for Mexican film spectators, these would often be the highlights. The frequent use of recycled footage from previous films, incongruous stock footage, and often painfully unrealistic scenery, settings, and special effects inevitably sabotages any possibility of creating filmic verisimilitude.


  

  [image: ]


  1931 or 1960? The unmistakable influence of Universal Studios’ Dracula appears in Alfonso Corona Blake’s El mundo de los vampiros (The World of the Vampires, 1960). Guillermo Murray stars as the licentious vampire Count Subotai, appearing here with a rubber bat. (Courtesy Rob Craig.)



  Mexploitation’s unfamiliar and unconventional approach to filmmaking becomes a vital component in their reception by American audiences in that it creates a distancing and disruptive effect between the viewer and the film. Becoming almost inevitably detached from these films by their negation of any familiar or conventional film form or even “good taste,” the American viewer becomes an ironic commentator rather than a passive spectator. Within the realm of camp, the viewer’s detachment from a bad film is expressed by the viewer becoming an active participant in the film through the admitted great pleasure derived from directing acerbic comments at the screen.10 However, mexploitation films are much more than camp objects of bemused consternation or, to paraphrase Stavans, “low-brow Mexican souvenirs and curiosities.” By denying conventional film form and demanding an altogether different and “flexible” spectatorship, mexploitation cinema achieves an estrangement effect (comparable, perhaps, to Bertolt Brecht’s theater), which denies the audience any familiar, comfortable patterns of spectatorship and promotes a strange, alienating, and actively critical relationship between the viewer and filmalthough it is fair to suggest that such an estrangement effect was probably not the intention of the filmmakers but rather the result of a given film’s production conditions, cultural specificity, and vastly different codes of reception between Mexican and American audiences.
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  Genre-bending: horror and slapstick comedy merge in Échenme al vampiro (Throw Me to the Vampire, 1961, dir. Alfredo B. Crevenna; U.S. title: Bring Me the Vampire). Imported by K. Gordon Murray, the film owes as much to the classic “haunted house” films The Old Dark House (1932, dir. James Whale) and House on Haunted Hill (1958, dir. William Castle) as it does to Abbott and Costello’s horror-comedies. (Courtesy Rob Craig.)



  Nevertheless, one might say that like the mad scientists and their unholy experiments on humanity that populate mexploitation cinema, directors such as René Cardona, Alfredo B. Crevenna, Alfonso Corona Blake, Federico Curiel, Miguel M. Delgado, and Chano Urueta take the horror film and “horribly mutate” it. The easily recognizable generic formula of the Universal and Hammer horror films is taken to bizarre extremes in mexploitation, their tone and style achieving hilarious levels of parody, exaggeration and willful cliché. These effects are made all the more humorous and disorientating by the eclectic use of other genres and other elements of Mexican popular culture, the obvious budgetary and technical limitations of their production, and, in the case of the Murray imports, their highly awkward transition into American B-movie horror film fare. Mexploitation films are at once anachronistic, parodic, melodramatic, excessive, derivative, meandering, clumsy, confusing, and, not least, absolutely experimental.


  



  Mexicanidad and Modernity: Visions of Mexico in Mexploitation


  Awash in their Gothic and Expressionist overtones to the point of overkill, mexploitation departed markedly from contemporary Hollywood films of the 1950s and 1960s, which were primarily horror/science-fiction hybrids (with alien invasions and mutated monsters serving as metaphors of Cold War politics and Atomic Age fears). As John Soister noted, “Hollywood ... felt that tales of science fictionfueled by notions of the mutative propensities of atomic energy and the not-so-logical progressions concerning Sputnikhad supplanted ticket-buyers’ loyalties for the ‘classic’ monsters.”11 However, these “classic” monsters would literally be resurrected in Mexican horror cinema, alive and well, with an ideological agenda reflecting two primary cultural concerns in Mexico in the twentieth century: mexicanidad and modernity.


  Mexploitation films embody the concept of mexicanidad, which, as defined by Elissa J. Rashkin, “encompasses identity, culture, national sovereignty, and authenticity and is often set against a perceived encroachment by an alien (European or U.S.) value system.”12 Furthermore, as Alison Greene observed, “Mexicanidad was institutionalized as a key facet of many state-led efforts at nation building, including myriad development initiatives, the extension of public education, and, not least, through state support for the development of a national(ist) cinema and later television.”13 However, mexploitation films differ markedly from (nationalist) American horror and science-fiction films of the era, which usually depicted monsters and especially alien invaders as a thinly-disguised analogy for the Cold War and Communist infiltration. Villains in mexploitation films, such as foreign mad scientists, aliens, monsters, or other national threats to modern Mexican society, rarely serve as metaphors for the Communist menace, with the notable exception of the Asian “Black Dragon” secret society in Las luchadoras contra la momia, which serves as a thinly-veiled threat of Maoist Communism to mexicanidad (while Mexico was superficially “allied” with the U.S. during the Cold War, Mexico’s foreign policy was ambivalent towards Communism in other countries in the 1960s, but certainly staunchly antiCommunist in domestic politics).


  Rather than Communism, the threat to mexicanidad is often represented by Europe. Several mexploitation films explicitly associate the threat to mexicanidad with Fascism, specifically Nazi Germany. The use of the name “Dr. Krupp” for the evil mad scientist in the Aztec Mummy films is quite politically charged: not only is Krupp a Germanic rather than Hispanic name, the Krupp family’s financial empire served as the backbone of Hitler’s war machine. Other examples include the Nazi war victim/mad scientist Dr. Karol in Santo en el museo de cera; Dr. Hugo Ulrich (Jorge Radó), the Nazi war criminal/scientist seeking to either dominate or destroy the world in Santo contra Blue Demon en la Atlántida (Santo vs. Blue Demon in Atlantis, 1969; dir. Gilberto Martínez Solares); the South American Nazi organization headed by none other than John Carradine that Mil Máscaras battles in Enigma de muerte (Enigma of Death, 1967; dir. Federico Curiel); and the resurgent Nazis Santo confronts in Anónimo mortal (Anonymous Death Threat, 1972; dir. Aldo Monti). Other mexploitation films link the villain to European antiquity, specifically Classical Greek and Roman civilization: “Baron Vitelius of Astera” in El barón del terror; the witches in Grecian gowns, among them the priestess “Medusa” (Edaena Ruiz), in the Santo film Atacan las brujas (The Witches Attack, 1964; dir. José Díaz Morales); and the Martians who consciously adopt names taken from Greek mythology in Santo, el Enmascarado de Plata vs. la invasión de los marcianos (Santo, the Sliver Masked Man vs. the Invasion of the Martians, 1966; dir. Alfredo B. Crevenna). Europe also serves as the ancestral home of the vile Frankenstein family featured in Santo contra la hija de Frankenstein (Santo vs. Frankenstein’s Daughter, 1971; dir. Miguel M. Delgado) and Santo y Blue Demon contra el Dr. Frankenstein (Santo and Blue Demon vs. Dr. Frankenstein, 1973; dir. Miguel M. Delgado), as well as being the continent of origin for Count Dracula and the other vampires populating mexploitation films ranging from El vampiro to Santo en el tesoro de Drácula (Santo in the Treasure of Dracula, 1968; dir. René Cardona). European antiquity and Fascism would even converge in Santo contra Blue Demon en la Atlántida: the Nazi Dr. Ulrich renames himself “Aquilles” (Achilles) and calls his underwater headquarters “Atlantis.” In short, mexploitation films offer an affirmation of mexicanidad, the concept of Mexican national identity and sovereignty, which is threatened by various monsters and villains whose dangers are often represented as decidedly “nonMexican” (and usually European) opponents to the Mexican way of life.


  Inherently linked to the affirmation of mexicanidad is the valorization of modernity in mexploitation films. Ultimately, many Mexican horror films express the very ideological contradiction Carlos Monsiváis asserted lay at the core of postWorld War II Mexican politics: the promotion of Mexican national ideals verses the disregard for tradition. Héctor Aguilar Camín and Lorenzo Meyer described the era from the end of World War II to the political upheaval of the late 1960s as a period in which Mexico balanced “the difficult combination of economic growth and political stability.”14 Unlike many Latin American countries, a political status quo was maintained in Mexico, primarily through decades of rule by an autocratic, one-party political system (the Partido Revolucionario Nacional, or PRI). At the same time, Mexico experienced dynamic social and economic changes, and developments in the forms of urbanization, industrialization, and consumerism: in short, modernization. It is these tensions which form the basis of mexploitation’s cultural discourse: the affirmation of a unique, unified, and stable Mexican national identity through mexicanidad and a celebration of social progress through the valorization of modernity.15


  A pivotal conflict in mexploitation cinema is the struggle between progress and modernity, represented by the forces of the present (such as popular wrestlers, socially-conscious scientists, or young, virtuous chicas modernas [“modern girls”]) verses the supernatural evils and dangers of the past (a plethora of vampires, mummies, and sorcerersappropriate villains for a country whose cultural and ideological project was one of modernization throughout the twentieth century). Numerous mexploitation films revolve around an immortal or resurrected monster wreaking havoc on, and exacting revenge from, the present, a narrative motif which also serves as an important social and political metaphor of the dangers of Mexico’s past (superstition, tradition, debauchery) and its potentially debilitating effect on the present (social, cultural, and economic modernization). Syder and Tierney cite Laura Polasky’s observation that “such films can be seen to be using the horror movie conventions to engage with Mexico’s nationalist project of modernization by highlighting the sensationalist, unsavory, and potentially embarrassing underside of Mexico’s patrimony.”16 Mexploitation villains are often resurrected or immortal supernatural monsters from Mexico’s pre-modern or Colonial-era dark ages who now pose a threat to modern Mexico’s present: Gothic vampires in El mundo de los vampiros, Santo contra las mujeres vampiro, and many other films; evil necromancers in La maldición de la Llorona, El barón del terror, and Atacan las brujas; and Aztec ghosts in the Aztec Mummy films, La cabeza viviente, and Las luchadoras contra la momia. Certainly the Spanish conquerors of Mexico are vilified in both Mexican history and culture; one of many surreal moments in Alejandro Jodorowsky’s La montaña sagrada (The Holy Mountian, 1972) reenacts the Spanish conquest of Mexico with large lizards dressed as Spanish conquistadors and Aztec warriors. Specific to mexploitation, films such as El barón del terror and the Santo vehicle El hacha diabólica (The Diabolical Axe, 1964; dir José Díaz Morales) feature resurrected, supernatural villains from the era of Spanish conquest and colonialism, specifically the period of the Inquisition. Yet the Aztecs themselves are not depicted as heroes (or stereotypical “noble savages”) against the Spanish colonialists in mexploitation films. Rather, Aztec civilization also undergoes a process of vilification in Mexican horror cinema by virtue of being part of an obsolescent past, and for its various components of the supernatural and “primitive” unenlightened conduct that revive to threaten modern Mexico.


  As Carlos Monsiváis writes, “[Mexican] cinema offers one certainty: that to persist in traditional ways is a form of living death.”17 Indeed, this is precisely what the myriad vampires, Aztec mummies, sorcerers, and their ilk in Mexican horror films represent: an outmoded and dangerously obsolete form of existence. They are the “living dead” who become a profound threat to a modern, and modernizing, Mexico. By expressing a strong distrust of the past and its traditions, mexploitation films often celebrate modernity and social progress, glorifying technology, urban life, and cultural sophistication in a country undergoing rapid economic progress and modernization in the postWWII era. It is no coincidence that the monsters in mexploitation films inevitably are connected to the resurrection of an evil and dangerous past marked by superstition, irrationality, and ignoranceall enemies to the rationalism of modernity. The monsters in mexploitation films are first and foremost defined as enemies of social progress, not only through being “nonMexican,” but by being opponents of a modern Mexico through their connection to antiquated beliefs, ideals, and behaviors. In El monstruo de los volcanes (The Monster of the Volcanoes, 1962, dir. Jamie Salvador), the film’s central conflict revolves around efforts to build a railroad through a mountain range; and in order for industrial progress to be achieved, an ancient, legendary monster dwelling in the mountains, “The Lord of the Volcanoes,” must first be destroyed.18
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  Supernatural Aztec evil in Chano Urueta’s La cabeza viviente (The Living Head, 1961). Note title character on right, played by Mauricio Garcés. (Courtesy Rob Craig.)



  While most consider the concepts of mexicanidad and modernity to be inseparably linked in Mexican popular culture, including mexploitation films, several Mexican historians insist the development of a Mexican national culture was not the result of postRevolution state efforts at “nation-building” and the ideology of mexicanidad, but rather the unifying rise of an industrial economy and consumer culture which embraced and even enforced modernity over an “obsolete” peasant life.19 Alison Greene observed, “The adoption and personal tailoring of mexicanidad [is] the most appropriate and easiest entrance into modernity ... mexicanidad serves as the most desirable variety of modernity.”20 In short, it was not that being Mexican meant becoming modern, but that by becoming modern one could therefore become Mexican. In mexploitation, becoming modern (and therefore Mexican) required that the monsters of an antiquated past be vanquished. Several Mexican cultural critics, notably Monsiváis, contend that Mexican cinema’s overall ideological project was this affirmation of modernity and progress over tradition.21 However, in her perceptive study of Mexican comic books, Anne Rubenstein argued that the discourse of modernity was balanced by a competing, and at the same time complimentary, discourse of tradition:


  
    From the vantage point of consumer culture and mass media ... a new national culture did develop after the Revolution, but it had two faces; one might even say it was comprised of two discourses. One was the set of ideas, arguments, attitudes, and metaphors related to modernity, progress, industrialization, and urbanity. The other was a discourse of tradition, conservatism, rural life, and Catholicism. Both of these discourses were equally rooted in the past, both were equally new, and both of them changed over time. Both were deployed by representatives of the government, and their opponents, at various times and for various purposes. These discourses developed in dialogue with each other over gender, work, and nation. “Tradition” did not precede “modernity” any more than modernity displaced tradition. Each required the other. And both were aspects of a single national culture.22

  


  Rubenstein is quite correct in stating that modernity and tradition “required the other,” one needing the other to compare, contrast, and even justify and elevate itself as each was voiced and manipulated in various times and places by various political interests. In this regard, one might first discuss the rather complex relationship between the Mexican government, the architect for a vision of modern Mexico; the Catholic Church, the bastion of tradition; and the Mexican film industry. David Wilt noted that while the government (grudgingly) respected the cultural influence of the Catholic Church, it also promoted a strict separation between church and state, and even led status may have tacitly encouraged a certain degree of anti-clerical sentiment.23 Given the state-controlled status, of the Mexican film industry by the 1960s, it is hardly surprising that mexploitation films offer little criticism of the government; in many cases, their messages are quite consistent with contemporary government polices. However, there does seem to be a space within Mexican horror for elements of antiCatholicism, such as the portrayal of the Inquisition and its legacy in El barón del terror, and certainly the shocking depiction of Catholicism later seen in Alucarda. Conversely, popular culture was one of the Church’s most enduring targets, and Rubenstein notes that the Church attacked “depictions of beliefs other than Catholicism in the strictest sense, so that images of ‘superstition’ and ‘atheism’along with movies that dealt with monsters, witches, or the supernaturalwere proscribed.”24 While both mexploitation films and the Catholic Church shared a strong abhorrence of the supernaturalalbeit for vastly different reasonsthe relationship between the two was, for the most part, antagonistic.


  Nonetheless, several mexploitation films do construct a productive place for religion in modern Mexico. In Santo contra las mujeres vampiro, a vampire is killed when he inadvertently walks in front of a church, bursting into flames after seeing the cross atop the steeple. In Muñecos infenales (Infernal Dolls, 1960, dir. Benito Alazraki; U.S. title: The Curse of the Doll People), the scientist Karina (Elvira Quintana) ultimately resorts to using a crucifix against the voodoo high priest Zandor (Quintin Bulnes). Throughout Atacan las brujas, the symbol of the cross is a powerful, recurring force against supernatural evil. At one point, Santo assumes the shape of a cross by standing rigid with his arms outstretched, sending the witches’ henchmen fleeing in fear. When witch-queen Mayra (Lorena Velázquez) hypnotizes Ofelia (María Eugenia San Martín), her first command is to remove the cross around her neck. Most overtly, at the end of the film Santo vanquishes the witches by waving a large wooden cross in front of them, causing them to burst into flames. With Santo, el Enmascarado de Plata vs. la invasión de los marcianos, the two major supporting characters are a noted scientist (Professor Odorica) and a respected, socially-conscious priest (Father Fuentes), suggesting that both science and religion play equally important roles in modern Mexican society.
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  Not a Catholic mass: striking image of occultism and voodoo in Muñecos infernales (Infernal Dolls, 1960, dir. Benito Alazraki; U.S. title: The Curse of the Doll People). (Courtesy Rob Craig.)



  Thus, it might be said that science (modernity) and religion (tradition) in mexploitation films are not placed in binary opposition to each other: one good and the other evil. Rather, these two social forces can operate independently from one another, each capable of promoting social good as well as provoking social disaster in various times and places. In this sense, while mexploitation often valorizes modern life and progress, it also offers warnings of the possible dangers and abuses of progress to modern Mexico, represented by the plethora of scenery-chewing mad scientists who populate mexploitation cinema. Megalomaniacal geniuses motivated by evil self-interest, these mad scientists interfere with, rather than contribute to, social progress, ranging from local criminal pursuits to all-out world domination and meddling in the classic areas best left alone by man “playing God”achieving power over death or creating mutant species (the creation of ape-men seems to have been a required course in mexploitation medical school). As Dr. Irving Frankenstein (Jorge Russek) succinctly proclaims in Santo y Blue Demon contra el Dr. Frankenstein, “Imbeciles!.... They are wondering what I wish to accomplish? If they knew, they would pee their pants!” The potential dangers of scientific and technological progress, and threat it poses to Mexican society, can be seen in a variety of mexploitation films, including the Aztec Mummy trilogy, El espejo de la bruja, Las luchadoras vs. el médico asesino, Santo in el museo de cera, Santo, el Enmascarado de Plata vs. la invasión de los marcianos, Santo en el tesoro de Drácula, Santo contra Blue Demon en la Atlántida, El horripilante bestia humana, Santo contra la hija de Frankenstein, and Santo y Blue Demon contra el Dr. Frankenstein. To briefly expand on this theme, Rafael Portillo’s Aztec Mummy films and René Cardona’s Santo en el tesoro de Drácula serve as specific examples of how a mexploitation film (or body of films) critiques science and its proper role in modern society.


  The Aztec Mummy films revolve around the work of Dr. Almada (Ramón Gay), experimenting with the possibilities of using hypnosis and past-life experiences as a means to learn more about Aztec civilization. While Dr. Almada is very much the hero of these films, his scientific methods are nonetheless rooted in two highly suspect and even dangerous phenomena: hypnotism and reincarnation. As seen in every subsequent mexploitation film, hypnotism is vilified as a practice associated with the supernatural, as well as brainwashing and sexual immorality, rather than scientific advancement. The flirtation with reincarnation entails the essential danger of rekindling the past and its potential threat to modern Mexican society. Thus, Dr. Almada’s “scientific” work in hypnosis and reincarnation inadvertently allows the return of past monsters to threaten the present: the cursed Aztec Mummy, Popoca. It might be said that Dr. Almada is the hero by default, only because of the presence of the hilariously diabolical mad scientist and criminal mastermind Dr. Krupp (Luis Aceves Castañeda), who seeks to manipulate Dr. Almada’s research in order to steal the ancient Aztec treasure.


  Santo en el tesoro de Drácula is thematically quite similar to the Aztec Mummy trilogy, which is not surprising since screenwriter Alfredo Salazar wrote or co-wrote the screenplays for all the films and rather audaciously reworked a great deal of material from the Aztec Mummy entries and Las luchadoras contra la momia into the subsequent Santo film. In Santo en el tesoro de Drácula, Santo is the epitome of modernityan accomplished scientist as well as popular wrestler and heroic crime-fighter. In fact, Santo has done nothing short of conquering time and space by inventing a time machine. Like Dr. Almada, Santo’s scientific work allows a subject to go back in time and re-experience a past life, but Santo’s experiments in time-travel are rooted in the hard sciences: manipulating physics and altering the material body to return an individual back to a body used in a previous life, rather than dabbling in the paranormal phenomena of hypnosis and reincarnation. Santo sends his fiancée Luisa (Noelia Noel) through his time machine, and she relives a past-life encounter with Count Dracula (Aldo Monti), revealing a vast treasure Dracula has hoarded. Despite Luisa’s protests, Santo decides to pursue the treasurenot for personal gain, but for its scientific value and the public good the treasure could potentially serve. However, an evil scientistcrime boss, Black Hood, discovers the results of Santo’s experiment. In order to acquire the treasure himself, Black Hood resurrects Dracula to again spread the evil of vampirism through the modern world. Fortunately, Santo defeats Black Hood and his gang with his fists, and kills Dracula through an impressive display of scientific cunning: With Santo and his colleagues hopelessly trapped in a net in Dracula’s caverns, and Dracula about to sacrifice Luisa, an explosion blows a gaping hole in the roof, allowing sunlight to stream in and destroy Dracula and his vampire slaves (all attractive young women). When Luisa’s scientist father labels it “a miracle,” assuming they were saved by divine intervention, Santo somewhat indignantly corrects him: “No miracle. It was all my doing.” Santo explains that his plan worked to perfection: the explosion was the result of his “wrestling pals” blowing up the roof with dynamite when Santo signaled them with his hi-tech “radio-watch,” a device seen in numerous mexploitation films. However, despite the fact that Santo (Mexican modernity) was able to defeat Count Dracula (the supernatural past), a humbled Santo admits to Luisa that his experiment ultimately failed: not that his scientific theory is incorrect, but the consequences of disturbing and reawakening the past and its dangers exceed the potential benefits to the present.


  



  The Chica Moderna and the Countermacho: Sex, Gender, and Patriarchy in Mexploitation


  Anne Rubenstein notes, “In comic books, as in Mexican cinema and recorded popular music ... the discourses of modernity and tradition primarily formed around the representation of women.”25 Mexploitation certainly is no exception to how modernity, tradition, and the representation of women become intertwined, especially to the degree the discourse of modernity appropriated traditional Catholic codes of sexual conduct and gender relationships into an overall political vision of modern Mexico. Many mexploitation films depict a struggle between modern, Mexican sexual morality and the illicit, immoral sexuality posed by supernatural forces of the past. Resurrected monsters, especially vampires, pose a distinct sexual danger to the present, usually centering on the seduction of virgins and married women. As Rob Craig suggests in his reading of The World of the Vampires, “Count Subotai is an unusually ‘pretty boy’ vampire, more akin to ... one of deSade’s ‘voluptuaries’ than a gruesome undead monster. For the same reason, the Count’s seduction of Leonore, a typical ’60s suburban housewife, suggests garden-variety adultery ... common, yet somehow quite erotic, even ‘dirty.’”26 In most mexploitation films, sexual promiscuity is not only associated with the forces of supernatural evil, but behavior of the past: the illicit sexual relationship between the young Aztec couple (the virgin Xóchitl and the warrior Popoca) which leads to them being eternally cursed in the Aztec Mummy films; the diabolical and lecherous Baron Vitelius who brazenly “seduced married womenand maidens” in The Brainiac; the scores of licentious vampires seen in El vampiro, El ataúd del vampiro, El mundo de los vampiros, and Santo contra las mujeres vampiros. All these monsters return from the past to disturb the sexual status quo of modern Mexican virginity and monogamy.


  Within this battle of modern sexual morality against past sexual licentiousness, mexploitation films often employ the stereotype of the chica moderna: the young, modern Mexican woman. As Rubenstein notes, “[Cichas modernas] were up-to-date consumers who tried to appear desirable and expected companionate marriages. They were impatient and could speak bluntly, but were honest, chaste before marriage and faithful afterwards.”27 While chicas modernas were young, independent, sophisticated, even headstrong and “sexy,” they were also expected to have and maintain sexual virtue: virgins before marriage and monogamous wives afterwards. In mexploitation films, one of the primary threats posed by the monsters of the past is their sexually corrupting influence over young chicas modernas via the twin threats of adultery and especially premarital sex. The sexual danger monsters pose is frequently manifest through their supernatural and seductive powers of hypnosis, which inevitably stirs irresistible, irresponsible, and immoral sexual behavior. The supernatural-seductive power of hypnosis can be seen in El barón del terror, Santo contra las mujeres vampiro, Atacan las brujas, and Santo en el tesoro de Drácula, among numerous other films.


  The chica moderna not only embodies sexual morality, but, as Rubenstein notes, is a Mexican popular culture “stock figure ... of feminine virtue, honor, and mexicanidad.”28 Thus, when the chica moderna’s sexual virtue is threatened, her national identity and modern status is threatened as well, and it is this conflation of sexual morality, mexicanidad, and modernity which underscores the depiction of the chica moderna in mexploitation films. Yet while mexploitation films often use the stereotype of the chica moderna in their representation of women, they also modify it in a very important way. Rubenstein notes, “The stereotypical traditional woman stayed at home, preferably in rural areas. They subjected themselves to their fathers, husbands, and sons ... chicas modernas, on the other hand, obeyed no oneexcept, perhaps, an employer.”29 Yet in mexploitation films, chicas modernas are frequently also docile daughters held in the sway of a powerful, patriarchal figure, and the primacy of this father-daughter relationship is all the more striking due to the conspicuous absence of mothers and sons in mexploitation films (the exception being El horripilante bestia humana, which focuses on a tragically doomed father-son relationship). This patriarchal figure may be a wise, protective father or uncle, such as Professor Rolof in Santo vs. the Vampire Women, Dr. Sepulveda in Santo en el tesoro de Drácula, or Professor Cristaldi in Santo y Blue Demon contra Drácula y el Hombre Lobo (Santo and Blue Demon vs. Dracula and the Wolf Man, 1972; dir. Miguel M. Delgado). The paternal character may also be a benevolent father-figure, such as Dr. Tracy in Wrestling Women vs. the Aztec Mummy and Professor Milan in The Brainaic. Moreover, in all these cases the father-figure is also a respected scholar and/or scientist (a doctor or professor), thus explicitly connecting the image of the father (patriarchy) with rationalism, intellectualism, and science (modernity).


  Beyond the patriarchal structure of the family, mexploitation films valorize a patriarchal social order through establishing a gender politics of heroic and virile men, often a famous wrestler (usually Santo, but occasionally Blue Demon or Mil Máscaras), versus malevolent and attractive females, such as vampire women, witches, or alien invaders: Santo contra las mujeres vampiro, Atacan las brujas, Santo, el Enmascarado de Plata vs. la invasión de los marcianos, and La venganza de las mujeres vampiro (Revenge of the Vampire Women, 1970; dir. Federico Curiel; a remake of, as much as a sequel to, Santo contra las mujeres vampiro). Similarly, Mil Máscaras would be pitted against women vampires in Las vampiras (The Vampire Women, 1967). (Like Enigma de muerte, Las vampiras starred Mil Máscaras, was directed by Federico Curiel, and featured John Carradine, this time as Branus, an elderly vampire leading a coven of comely vampire women.) Blue Demon would fight similarly evil women in Blue Demon contra las Diabólicas (Blue Demon vs. the Diabolical Women, 1966; dir. Chano Urueta) and Blue Demon y las invasoras (Blue Demon and the Women Invaders, 1968; dir. Gilberto Martínez Solares).30


  Perhaps the most treacherous, not to mention hilarious, of all mexploitation villains is Dr. Freda Frankenstein in Santo contra la hija de Frankenstein. Played by Gina Romand (who the year before battled Santo as vampire-queen Countess Mayra in La venganza de las mujeres vampiro), Freda Frankenstein is an utterly malevolent figure who single-handedly manages to combine the threats of the past, Europe, science run amok, and sexually perverse women into a single, despicable character. To an almost obscene degree, the film frames the struggle between two figures of modernity around gender politics: the heroic, masculine wrestler Santo versus the mad scientist and stereotypical castrating female Freda Frankenstein Throughout the film, Dr. Frankenstein does not seek to kill Santo but instead attempts to emasculate Santo through repeated efforts to humiliate him in acts of symbolic castration: unmasking him; arranging a vicious battle between Santo and her monstrous ape-man creation Truxon (Gerardo Zepeda)which she watches with sadistic-voyeuristic delight and sexual arousal; hypnotizing Santo’s girlfriend in an effort to make her gouge out Santo’s eyes and leave him “powerless.” In fact, Freda Frankenstein seeks to capture Santo alive (while neutering his masculine power) for a very important reason: she is actually well over 100 years old, but kept young, attractive, and artificially alive by an anti-aging serum that is losing its potency, requiring her to administer more frequent and heavier doses to halt the aging process until the serum itself will ultimately have no effect. Santo, whom she saw wrestle many years ago and again recently, is still the same amazingly virile man he once was, seemingly unaffected by aging. Taking the opportunity to dab Santo’s bloody nose with her handkerchief after a match, Freda studied his blood and learned it contains “the TR factor a hundred times more than normal humans”“the TR factor” being the active agent in her anti-aging formula. As a pure physical specimen of masculine virility, Freda now seeks Santo in order to drain his blood and make her youth serum much more potent, which will prevent the effects of aging that are ravaging her body and beauty. Here, one sees a variation on the mexploitation theme of the villainous “vampire-woman” who saps the blood of the virile, modern man to maintain her own existence, as well as physical beauty (Santo contra las mujeres vampiro). While Freda Frankenstein is not literally a blood-sucking “vampire,” she is, for all intents and purposes, the scientific, modern equivalent of one.


  

  [image: ]


  Santo wrestles vampire woman Countess Mayra (Gina Romand) in La venganza de las mujeres vampire (Revenge of the Vampire Women, 1970; dir. Federico Curiel).



  However, when Freda Frankenstein coyly recalls that Santo “smiled at me” when she dabbed the blood off his mask, she betrays a strong sexual attraction to Santo that will become more overt as the film progresses. In this regard, one is tempted to consider that Freda’s cleaning Santo’s “masculine essence” from his mask after his virile physical exertion in the wrestling ring represents not only the loss of blood, but the discharge of semen as well, especially given that Santo’s highly potent “blood” is both the source and external bodily manifestation of his ageless masculine prowess. It is precisely this “masculine essence” that Freda Frankenstein covets to maintain her own youthful appearance, beauty, and very existence. As she desperately tells her assistant Dr. Yanco (Roberto Cañedo), “I need SantoI need his blood!” While Freda seeks to dominate and control Santo, to capture him and “keep him by my side forever” as a subservient husband-slave stripped of any manhood while feeding on his super-masculine fluid (blood), she is also uncontrollably attracted to the muscular wrestler, leading to a wonderful exchange after Freda has finally captured Santo midway through the film. Santo is stripped to the waist and placed with his arms chained over his head in a sado-masochistic position of subservience. His luchador mask becomes nothing short of an S &amp;amp; M bondage mask, and Santo’s strapping body is rendered a sexual fetish-object.31 As Santo hangs helplessly, Freda sadistically taunts him: “The indestructible hero, defeated, at the mercy of a fragile woman.” Santo’s classic reply: “I don’t think you’re fragileor a woman!” Her sexual interest piqued, Freda responds, “You would like to find out? We could be friends.” As she slinks towards him, she propositions Santo, explaining that between her (female) devious, scientific cunning and his (male) physical power, they could be an invincible couple. Santo utterly rejects her advances, coldly stating, “I suspect your face is a mask that hides a horrible old woman.” Indeed, a stark comparison can be drawn between Santo’s mask, which defines him as a symbol of social justice and male virility, and Freda’s “mask,” which is one of artificial, vain, female beauty hiding a withered, parasitic force of evil. Incensed and insulted by Santo’s rejection, Freda does the unthinkable and removes Santo’s maskof course, Santo is not facing the camera, so the viewer only sees the back of Santo’s head (or, more likely, a double for Santo), thus keeping his private identity safe except for the prying eyes of Freda Frankenstein. She brazenly kisses him on the mouth, the scene accompanied by a blast of clichéd organ music recalling both horror film and soap-opera themesan appropriate choice for a scene that wonderfully encompasses both ghastly horror and affected melodrama.


  In regards to Santo, if mexploitation films can be seen as constructing an ideal of virtuous, modern Mexican femininity, they ultimately construct an ideal of powerful modern Mexican masculinity as well. Throughout his film career, Santo typifies what Rubenstein terms the “countermacho,” an image of political leadership manufactured in the 1950s much more suited to the needs of a modern and modernizing Mexico: an alternative to the “macho-as-charro”the loud, drunken, hot-tempered, womanizing cowboy epitomized by the mythic legend of Pancho Villa:


  
    Power lay in rejecting the macho-as-charro stereotype and instead deploying a counterimage, the equally stereotypical postrevolutionary patriarch, the technocrat, the bureaucrat, the modern man. The iteration of the virtuous Mexican man is self-controlled, whereas the charro is impulsive; he is orderly, whereas the charro is unruly; he is celibate or monogamous, whereas the charro has many women (although perhaps only one true love): he is sober when the charro is drunk, and modest when the charro is boastful. The macho as technocrat, the countermacho, is also a mature man: he must rely onand displaya certain authority that would oddly sit on the shoulders of a teenager. And this authority is both the essence and the political function of the stereotype.32

  


  Like the countermacho, Santo is depicted as a humble man of the people, a conscientious citizen and model of restraint (in Santo en el tesoro de Drácula, Santo is offered a cocktail but answers he would “prefer coffee”). He is a moral gentleman with the opposite sex, and willing to sacrifice his personal romantic life in favor of the public good (issues that will be examined at length in a subsequent discussion of Santo’s films). At times Santo even appears sexually prudish: twice in Atacan las brujas Santo disapprovingly clears his throat just before the film’s romantic couple, Ofelia and Arturo (Ramón Bugarini), are about to kiss in his presence. Steadfastly dependable and responsible in his dedication to the protection and betterment of every individual in Mexican society, Santo “invokes the familiar symbolism of the good patriarch who intervenes personally to look after the well-being of his clients and dependents.”33 Above all, Santo is a peerless, flawless role model to young people, particularly adolescent males. In short, Santo is “the countermacho ... perhaps a revolutionary figure of perfect justice, perhaps a modernized future of technological progress and material abundance.”34


  In conclusion, mexploitation cinema can be seen as a strange, challenging “counter-cinema,” both dependent upon and yet dialectically opposed to Hollywood conventions. Mexploitation can also be seen as a cinema that reflects “national concerns” specific to a Mexican audience and the contemporary political situation of Mexico, above all engaging and negotiating the dominant discourses shaping Mexican national identity: mexicanidad, modernity, and gender politics. While offering a critique of the past as a dangerous and literally monstrous force that could destroy the present, mexploitation variously glorifies Mexican nationalism, social and economic progress, sexual morality, and patriarchal order. In this regard, one can turn to a discussion and close textual reading of one of the more legendary (or infamous) mexploitation films: El barón del terror.
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