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            Foreword

         

         I think the bottom line is that in Mexico – where you don’t receive too much good news – any reports of a success, especially on an international level, is going to be in some ways inspiring. It would be disingenuous to think that the government supports and then directly helps the emergence of great art. It has a responsibility to art but art and artistic movements are created by people, and usually by new generations that are fearless. I am not going to defend or attack the films that Carlos, Alejandro, Guillermo or myself have made but we have perhaps been an inspiration for younger people to say, ‘Oh shit. It’s possible.’ Guillermo and I were more connected to the film-makers of the previous generation than Alejandro or Carlos. We were part of the industry before we started directing our films. Pretty much the message you used to receive as an aspiring film-maker is that it’s impossible. There was an entire psychology like this. So when we began to have our success, even the people that may not have liked our films may have thought that perhaps it can be done after all. Of course, I am not saying that there have not been good government initiatives but we have to remember that these initiatives were often pushed for by film-makers who held government or academic positions. All the good government policies in Mexican cinema were crafted by film-makers and we have to be very grateful to the film-makers and producers such as Jorge Sánchez who, once they became bureaucrats, used their position and their power to make a difference. There is also a tremendous sense of solidarity amongst the Mexican film community.

         Alfonso Cuarón

London, November 2019
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            Introduction

         

         
            It’s chemistry, alchemy, pieces falling together at the same time. How can you effectively explain other essential moments in film history, like the German New Wave? Sometimes these things are just moments in time, linked to specific political, social or cultural situations. It’s not only that there were a bunch of film-makers. There were also actors, cinematographers, production designers, producers …

            Rosa Bosch, producer, The Devil’s Backbone

         

         Enjoying phenomenal critical and commercial success in quick succession, Amores Perros and Y tu mamá también alerted the eyes of the world to the riches to be found in Mexican cinema. The former marked the audacious directorial debut of Alejandro González Iñárritu; the latter was the work of Alfonso Cuarón, a more experienced film-maker returning home for a personal project, after a fruitful Hollywood excursion. Both films featured the poster-boy looks and electrifying screen presence of Gael García Bernal; each was confident, stylishly shot and structurally complex. Moreover, these films were thematically provocative in their treatment of prescient social issues, and thrillingly forthright in their willingness to address the ills afflicting contemporary Mexican society.

         The global media, ever eager to pinpoint a new trend, wasted little time in devoting many column inches to predicting an exciting new wave, or buena onda, and Mexican cinema immediately became its darling. However, a more informed assessment of film production in Mexico, largely through the pages of industry periodicals such as Screen International and Variety, soon revealed a harsher and somewhat paradoxical reality; and in turn the headlines just as quickly became epitaphs. Attention shifted to Argentina – a country reeling from economic collapse – and yet still able to sustain a profitable cinema industry and nurture the careers of emerging talents such as Pablo Trapero (El Bonaerense, 2002, and Familia Rodante, 2006) and Lucrecia Martel (La Ciénaga, 2001, and La Niña Santa, 2004).

         On the one hand there existed an undeniable surplus of young, formally daring creative talent, whose rise to prominence coincided with an emerging generation of Mexican cinema-goers thirsting for intelligent, identity-affirming, locally made product. Having endured a period of relative famine throughout the 1980s and for much of the early 1990s, Mexican audiences had, for the most part, given up on Mexican cinema, preferring instead to pay to see the numerous American productions that were filling the screens at the increasingly popular multiplex cinemas springing up throughout the country. Now, though, they once more had a national cinema to be optimistic about, one that matched if not bettered the films imported from across the border; a cinema with its own stars, its own high production values, and its own characters and concerns. These Mexican audiences were once again able to recognize themselves, their hopes, aspirations and troubles, on screen.

         Facilitating the aspirations of film-makers and audiences alike was a new entrepreneurial spirit among private investors and producers, a good number of whom had valiantly struggled under the closed-shop mentality of previous administrations, taking the crumbs that fell occasionally from the table of the state-controlled industry. Prepared to invest time, energy and money on unconventional projects that were not, in the majority of instances, mere local variations on American genre pictures, they soon understood that financial autonomy from the existing government institutions also accorded formal and ideological liberty. No subject was taboo, no narrative too complex, in the continued search for an authentic means of expression and the need to address directly the ever-present issue of what it meant to be Mexican.

         Conversely, and severely undermining these outwardly fertile conditions, was the unfavourable distribution of the peso at the box office, a distribution that made recouping costs for private producers almost impossible. Without government-initiated tax incentives, and confronted by escalating production costs and prints and advertising budgets, private producers faced an arduous task even getting an independent feature off the ground. With the eyes of the world looking on, it became all too apparent that the Mexican cinema industry was beset by structural problems so deep rooted and irreparable that they threatened to place a foot to the throat of what had briefly been a tantalizing renaissance.

         This book – compounded of extensive interviews with a rich diversity of leading lights and industry professionals, edited into a narrative interspersed with linking prose – is an attempt to offer a clear perspective on the current aesthetic and economic climate, while also contextualizing contemporary Mexican cinema in relation to its own frequently brilliant but equally troubled past. By the same token, a film such as Amores Perros did not emerge from a vacuum and so it is essential that Contemporary Mexican Cinema touch on some of its key antecedents and the social, political, technical and individual and collective creative forces that helped give birth to it.

         A constantly shifting environment confronts today’s Mexican film industry professionals. The clearest and most alarming example of this is the now thwarted plans of Mexican President, Vicente Fox, to extinguish state involvement in cinema by closing the Mexican Film Institute (imcine), calling time on Mexico’s leading film school, the Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfica (the institution that trained many of the people with whom I spoke), and selling off for real-estate-development purposes the legendary Studios Churubusco.

         The howls of outrage that greeted Fox’s proposals – proposals that were perceived as direct attacks on culture and identity and that would remove the last barriers to American cultural domination – is evidence of the strength of spirit and the feeling of community within the Mexican cinema fraternity. Just as González Iñárritu, Alfonso Cuarón and Guillermo del Toro – the directors perhaps most popularly associated with recent Mexican cinema, whose high profiles have seen them assume ambassadorial roles – are all close friends and frequent advisers on each other’s works. This sense of kinship, encouragement and responsibility has helped to sustain Mexican cinema in times both good and bad.

         Viva México!

         Jason Wood
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            ‘Golden Age’, El Grupo Nuevo Cine, Boom and Bust

         

         ALFONSO CUARÓN director: Remember what Claude Chabrol said: ‘There is no wave, there is only the ocean.’ I am not purely interested in ‘Mexican cinema’, I am interested in cinema. And when you start using these words like ‘wave’, it’s a way of creating an identity for certain films, but it also becomes an aspect of marketing. You know, the common identity of the films people are describing as part of this ‘Mexican wave’ is that they are from Mexico, but the only other thing they have in common is that they are cinema. And that is the reason these films are seen everywhere and why they have been embraced everywhere. But people are also disregarding Mexican film-makers who have been making films for the last thirty years – people like Arturo Ripstein. You have to remember that there have been lots of Mexican film directors, but that doesn’t make a ‘wave’ – it’s not as if we have all shared a particular aesthetic.

         
            HUGO RODRÍGUEZ director: Let’s not forget that Mexico has a long film-making tradition, which started almost at the same time as the international film industry was born. We have films that date back to the early 1900s, and the historical relationship with Hollywood has meant that our technicians are highly trained.

         

         One of the belle époque’s success stories, Mexico was prosperous and politically stable in the 1890s. It should come as little surprise, then, that the movie projectors and early films produced by the Lumière Brothers should appear there shortly after they became popular in Europe. Mexican audiences greeted the new form of entertainment just as enthusiastically as had their European counterparts; and, while it is not well documented, there was certainly a ‘silent-film era’ in Mexico, with the origins of cinema there linked to Salvador Toscano Barragán, an engineering student who opened the first Mexican movie salon and began to create some of the country’s first film productions. By 1900 the popularity of cinema within Mexico – and particularly Mexico City – was well established, with new salons opening and new equipment being imported.

         In this formative period the majority of ‘entertainments’ were locally produced documentations of momentous national events, such as the opening of new railway lines and presidential excursions. However, in 1908 one of the first major films to be produced from a script was completed: Felipe de Jesús’s El Grito de Dolores. After a period of boom, there followed one of decline in the 1920s as Hollywood established itself as the dominant force in film-making. With audiences turning increasingly to imported newsreels originating from America, film production in Mexico – which was not supported by the state – suffered a rapid downturn, while the more sophisticated Hollywood films successfully offered fantasy and escape. This rejection of localized product would repeat itself many times. Moreover, such Mexican film artists as had established themselves were not adverse to overtures from the north, and so figures such as Delores del Río and Lupita Tovar set sail for pastures new.

         It was the coming of sound that allowed Mexico to regain ground as a film-making entity, and although in 1932 (a few years after the important arrival of Sergei Eisenstein in the country) only six films were produced, two were by directors who would make a valuable contribution to the country’s cinema: Fernando de Fuentes (El anónimo) and Soviet émigré Arcady Boytler (Mano a mano). Buoyed by renewed private investment (for example, wealthy distributor Juan de la Cruz Alarcón formed the Compañía Nacional Productora de Películas), Mexican cinema was once again at the forefront of Spanish-language film production by 1933.

         
            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO critic/academic: ‘The History of Mexican Cinema’ is a course I have not yet taught and, to be honest, it’s not something that I would really enjoy teaching – although there are some Mexican films that I enjoy very much, by the likes of Emilio Fernández and Fernando de Fuentes.

         

         A former actor who in the 1920s found work in the United States, Emilio Fernández returned to Mexico and leading-man status with roles in Carlos Navarro’s Janitzio (1934) and Rafael E. Portas’s Adiós Nicanor (1937). In 1941 Fernández made his directorial debut with La isla de la pasión. Two years later Fernández teamed up with actors Delores del Río and Pedro Armendáriz on projects such as Flor Silvestre and María Candelaria. Winning numerous festival prizes and bringing Mexican cinema to wider international attention, Fernández directed well into the 1970s, completing his final work, Erótica, in 1978.

         Fernando de Fuentes began his career as a cinema manager, and would later use his experience in this regard to challenge the existing exhibition monopoly of the 1940s. He became arguably the most important figure in the Mexican cinema of the 1930s because of his trilogy of films about the Revolution: El prisionere trece (1933), El compadre Mendoza (1933) and Vámonos con Pancho Villa (1934).

         
             

         

         Emerging from this period is what is termed ‘The Golden Age of Mexican Cinema’, or ‘El Cine de Oro’. It coincided with the administration of Miguel Alemán between the years 1946 and 1952, and was inextricably linked to unprecedented economic growth and prosperity, proving to be a high point both in terms of production (quantity as well as quality) and of profits. A major contributing factor to Mexico’s film-making status at this time was the courting of Mexico as a valuable ally against Axis countries by the US. Increased revenue and access to technology became widely available. Similarly, the period saw an increased attention to film-making by the state as it sought to protect what was becoming a valuable cultural and economic asset. Thus, in 1942, the Banco Nacional Cinematográfica was founded to facilitate the funding of film production. A law was also passed in 1946 that protected the film industry from income tax: ‘Thriving in the shade of the state’s protection and subsidization, Mexican cinema found itself in the midst of a Golden Age, an era of quality films and high output that continued into the late 1950s.’1 It was also through these movies that a romanticized and idealized view of Mexico was projected on to movie screens across Latin America, giving Mexico a dominance in this market second only to Hollywood.

         Though born in Spain, Luis Buñuel – widely credited as the founder of surrealist cinema with films such as Un Chien andalou (made with Salvador Dalí, 1929) and L’Age d’Or (1930) – is inextricably linked to the development of Mexican cinema and remains one of its most prominent and influential figures. Emerging at the tail end of the ‘Cine de Oro’ period, the director arguably provides a lineage with the subsequent ‘Grupo Nuevo Cine’, and – through his unsentimental consideration of themes of poverty and social injustice, allied with his formal experimentation and ability to work creatively with limited resources – to the prominent Mexican directors who would emerge on the cusp of the twenty-first century.

         Having, like many Spanish artists and intellectuals, relocated to Mexico in 1946 following the Spanish Civil War (becoming a Mexican citizen in 1949), Buñuel embarked on Gran Casino (also known as En el viejo Tampico, 1947), his first directorial project since 1933’s Las Hurdes. Working extensively with producer Óscar Dancigers, Buñuel would go on to produce a number of Mexican films including Los olvidados (1950), El (1953), Ensayo de un crimen (1955) and Nazarín (1959) and Viridiana (1961). That last picture once again garnered him international attention and acclaim, precipitating a return to international productions such as Belle du Jour (1967) and Tristana (1970). Though working mostly in France during the latter part of his career, Buñuel would return frequently to his adopted Mexican homeland, eventually dying in Mexico City in 1983. 

         
            GUILLERMO DEL TORO director: Goya is one of my favourite painters, and I think that Goya didn’t really come to be until the last days of his life when he produced his ‘Black Paintings’.2 That is the ultimate expression of him. The same with Alfred Hitchcock – I think that the only real glimpse of the very dark and very complex man that Alfred Hitchcock was comes with watching Frenzy (1972). To my mind the opposite happened with Buñuel. I think that Buñuel did some of his best work very early on, and then went to read what the critics had to say about him and started to make movies that were a little too hermetic. I maintain that his Mexican period is his best period.

            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO: There were one or two good Mexican films in the 1960s but, with the exception of Buñuel, the movie scene was pretty poor then. So people of that generation developed and sustained a prejudice against Mexican films. It was a class thing. The upper-middle classes deemed that watching Mexican movies didn’t befit their social position: they felt that only the lower classes would go to see such films. I remember, when I was a kid, my father would resolutely say, ‘No way! We are not going to see a Mexican movie!’

         

         Identified in 1960 after a series of concerts attended by leftists critics, scholars and film-makers including Buñuel, El Grupo Nuevo Cine published the magazine Nuevo Cine from April 1960 to August 1962. A manifesto criticizing the state of the Mexican film industry, Nuevo Cine demanded a number of sweeping reforms, including the formation of an institution to teach film-making, and increased exhibition and production of independent films.

         

         
            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO: From the Nuevo Cine magazine came the idea that Mexican cinema really had to change, and so they organized an experimental film contest.

         

         In part a response to declining production levels, but also as a response to calls from young university-based cineastes, the leading Mexican film union, the Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Producción Cinematográfica, announced the First Contest of Experimental Cinema in 1964. Founded in 1919 as the Unión de Empleados Confederados del Cinematográfica, the STPC was the union that by 1944 came to represent all film workers.

         The entries were judged in July 1965 by a thirteen-person panel, representing the industry, critics and cultural institutions. First prize was awarded to Rubén Gámez’s La fórmula secreta (The Secret Formula, 1965), a surrealistic work dealing with Mexico’s search for identity. Second prize was awarded to Alberto Isaac’s En este pueblo no hay ladrones (In This Town There Are No Thieves, 1964).

         
            JUAN CARLOS RULFO director: Rubén Gámez, for whom I worked as assistant director, I regard as the most inventive film director Mexico has had in the last forty years, and the one who has taken the most risks. His films Megueyes (1962), La fórmula secreta (The Secret Formula, 1965), and Tequila (1992), among others, are points of reference for anyone wishing to talk about the roots of Mexican and experimental cinema.

            JOSÉ LUIS GARCÍA AGRAZ director: At sixteen, I wanted to be a professional footballer, a guitarist in a rock band, a poet, a cartoonist, and a heroic guerrilla fighter. That was 1968, and the government was brutally putting down any attempt to make society more democratic. Teachers, doctors and railway workers were murdered, put in prison; it was a period that ended with the cruel suppression of the student movement on 2 October in Tlatelolco to the north of Mexico City, which was a place of Aztec sacrifice before the arrival of the Spanish in the sixteenth century; then a shunting yard in the 1920s, and a middle-class housing project in the early 1970s.

         

         Following mass outbreaks of anti-government demonstrations across the country during the summer of 1968, some six thousand students and non-student protestors (including women and children) gathered on 2 October 1968 at the Plaza of the Three Cultures in Tlatelolco. Government troops opened fire on the protestors (the government was to later protest that students had fired first), killing an estimated two hundred people and wounding hundreds more.

         The generation that cut their teeth in 1968 duly rose to the forefront in the 1970s and collectively brought about an important cinematic movement.

         
            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO: The 1970s brought a slight change, with Felipe Cazals and Arturo Ripstein. I was a student at university then, and this was the time when I started to get interested in watching Mexican films. I remember that in class we would all decide to go see the new film by Cazals or Ripstein.

         

         Born in France, Felipe Cazals had lived in Mexico since early childhood. Originally working in Mexican television and later on a number of short films for the film department of Belles Artes, Cazals directed his first feature in 1968, the independently produced La manzana de la discordia (The Apple of Discord). As a reaction against the difficulties of breaking into the national film industry, in 1969 Cazals collaborated with Arturo Ripstein, Rafael Castenado and Pedro F. Miret to create the influential if short-lived Cine Independiente de Mexico group. Subsequently working with state funding on numerous high-scale productions (El Jardín de tía Isabel, 1971, and Aquellos años, 1972, among them), Cazals began to focus more and more on projects concerned with highlighting the social and ethnic problems affecting Mexico. 1975’s Canoa (written by Tomás Perez Turrent), a documentary-style examination of a 1968 uprising by a Mexico City student movement, is perhaps his best-known work.

         
            ALFONSO CUARÓN: When I was growing up and realized I wanted to make films, there were directors who showed me there were other approaches to the cheesy sex comedies that were being produced in Mexico. A very important film for me was Canoa by Felipe Cazals.

         

         The winner of a Special Jury Prize at the Berlin Film Festival, Canoa recreates the real-life events of 1968 in which four employees of the University of Puebla were lynched by the townspeople of San Miguel de Canoa. Based on a script by film critic Tomás Pérez Turrent, Canoa’s documentary aesthetic was much imitated and the film is widely regarded as a classic of the national cinema.

         Cazals was subsequently to fall in and out of favour with the national cinema industry and his post–1970s output is largely made up of less personal projects and generic pictures undertaken on commission.

         Born in Mexico City in 1943, Arturo Ripstein, son of producer Alfredo Ripstein jnr, had been involved in the Mexican film industry since childhood. After appearing in supporting roles in the 1960s, Ripstein worked as an assistant to Luis Buñuel on The Exterminating Angel (1962). At the age of twenty-one Ripstein adapted a script by Gabriel García Márquez to make his feature debut, Tiempo de Morir (1965). A director of truly international standing whose work has been celebrated at festivals worldwide, Ripstein’s key films include El castillo de la pureza (1972); El Santo oficio (1973); and El lugar sin límites (1977).

         Two other substantive film-makers of the 1970s were Jorge Fons and Alfredo Joskowicz. Fons, part of the first graduation class of the Centro Universatario de Estudios Cinematográficos (CUEC), was initially an assistant director to Arturo Ripstein before moving into directing ‘telenovelas’ on Mexican television and establishing his own directorial career. Fons’s early work includes the Caridad segment of Fe, esperanza y caridad (1972) and Los albañiles (1976).

         Beginning his film-making career with 1968’s La Manda, Alfredo Joskowicz is widely considered to have made two of the finest Mexican films of the early 1970s in Crates (1970) and El Cambio (The Change, 1971). Made in the wake of the massacre at Tlatelolco, both films echoed an acute disillusionment with Mexican society.

         An institutional strength was added to Mexican cinema in the 1970s through the presidency (sexenio) of Luis Echeverría Álvarez. Coming to power in 1970, Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) candidate Echeverría regarded cinema as a tool through which Mexico could be promoted throughout the world. Throughout his sexenio (1970–76) Echevarría was extremely supportive of cinema, offering a state level of financial and infrastructural backing that provided an exciting opportunity for emerging film-makers.

         
            ALFREDO JOSKOWICZ, film-maker/Director, IMCINE: At the beginning of the 1970s there was a very new look to Mexican cinema, but this arose from the decision of the government to make film-making more democratic. Previously, the Banco Nacional Cinematográfico had given money for film production only to a very narrow and business-orientated band of independent film producers, and Echeverría abolished this system. He installed his brother Rodolfo3 as the head of the bnc and sanctioned the establishing of three state-formed production companies: CONACINE, CONACITE I and CONACITE II. To ensure a consistency of quality, the state became the major film producer in Mexico. But it was not a conservative film-making environment – the opposite, in fact, it was a time of liberal ideological reform. 

            Echeverría also ensured that the two major films studios, including Estudios America and Estudios Churubusco – where I also worked for the last four years before coming to IMCINE – became the base for Mexican film production. Echeverría also created the Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfica and generally ensured a heightened commitment to exhibiting and distributing locally produced cinema. Cinema was very almost – but not quite totally – an entirely state-funded and controlled industry. So the state effectively held control of production, distribution and exhibition.

         

         Echeverría established a relaxed and liberating film-making environment where the emphasis was not on turning a quick buck by churning out production after production but rather on quality, diversity and freedom of speech. An explosion of internationally acclaimed film-making ensued, in which directors such as Cazals, Ripstein, Miguel Littín, Jaime Humberto Hermosillo, and Paul Leduc – considered part of the New Cinema movement – rose to prominence.

         After studying film-making at IDHEC in Paris, Mexico City-born Paul Leduc returned to Mexico in 1967 and directed seventeen documentary shorts for the Olympic Committee with Cine 70, a group he had helped found alongside Rafael Castanedo, Alexis Grivas and Bertha Navarro.

         
            BERTHA NAVARRO producer: I directed theatre productions at university when I was younger and then I graduated to directing short films. I originally studied anthropology and was going to become an anthropologist, but then I became enraptured by documentary cinema and decided to get involved. I met Paul Leduc and cinematographer Alexis Grivas; both had studied at IDHEC in Paris and had just come back to Mexico and so we decided to work together. Then came the Olympic Games and we had a lot of work, so I started to help out even more by producing and even editing some of the films.

            Leduc’s work would be characterized by a high degree of political commitment, and he truly came to prominence with Reed: México Insurgente (Reed: Insurgent Mexico, 1973), a historical work with the aesthetics of a documentary, based on American journalist John Reed’s account of the Mexican Revolution. 

         

         BERTHA NAVARRO: Paul and I did our first feature film together, Reed: México Insurgente, when I was twenty-six. I acted in the film and also produced it. It was an independent film and a huge adventure. The industry and the unions were so closed that they wouldn’t let anybody new in, and so we were forced to take the independent route. I’ve worked in different moments of this industry, and it has always been about challenging and breaking the structures that don’t allow you to do things.

         We were called ‘pirates’. We were a young generation trying to do new things within the older structure of the Mexican film industry. Reed: México Insurgente was actually promoted by the official industry institutions, who sent it to numerous international festivals. We also had a huge amount of backing from intellectuals and the cultural community within Mexico – Carlos Fuentes cited it as one of the best films he’d seen. With all this backing and support the existing structures tried to integrate us into their system, and we went to Cannes, where the film was selected for the Directors’ Fortnight. It made a big impact, and so we decided to take our 16 mm print and have it blown up to 35 mm. This was also done with the help of the industry officials. It was a good start for us, but after the film nothing really changed, because the industry officials didn’t wish to help us make another project, and they certainly weren’t going to provide any financial aid.

         
            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO: The 1970s, the Echeverría period, saw the cinematic fruits of the Nuevo Cine group, which in the 1960s had been purely theoretical.

            ALFREDO JOSKOWICZ: It’s a very long list of film-makers who flourished but one that would certainly include Jaime Humberto Hermosillo, Alfonso Arau, Gonzalo Martínez and Alberto Isaac. I was the previous generation: we were aggressive, but the industry was completely closed to us.

         

         A student of the Centro Universatario de Estudios Cinematográficos (CUEC), Jaime Humberto Hermosillo made his full-feature commercial debut with La verdarera vocación de Magdalena (1971). His subsequent career alternated between highly personal projects that examine issues of class, gender and sexuality, and more lacklustre, overtly commercial fare. In the 1980s, generally considered to be Hermosillo’s weakest period, his films garnered a cult international following, specifically Doña Herlinda y su hijo (Doña Herlinda and Her Son, 1984), regarded as the first openly gay film in the history of Mexican cinema.

         Alfonso Arau’s films include: El Águila descalza (The Barefoot Eagle, 1969), Calzonzin Inspector (Inspector Calzonzin, 1973), Mojado Power (1979) and, most famously, Como agua para chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate, 1992).

         After working in documentary, Gonzalo Martínez made his feature debut with Tú, yo, nosotros (1970), co-directed with Juan Manuel Torres and Jorge Fons. El Principio (1972) won numerous awards. He was prolific in film and documentary until his death in 1998.

         Alberto Isaac was a member of the Nuevo Cine group and later the first Director of IMCINE, after having been previously blacklisted by Margarita López Portillo for publicly criticizing Mexico’s investment of approximately half a million dollars in Superman (1978); his other credits include: Las visitaciones del diablo (1967); Fútbol México (1970); Tívoli (1974); Tiempo de lobos (1981) and ¡Maten a Chinto! (1989).

         For all its obvious virtues, President Echeverría’s emphasis on quality inevitably led to a decline in the number of films produced annually. In 1970, the start of his presidency, eighty-two films were produced. In 1976, at its end, the number had dropped to just thirty-five.

         
            ALFREDO JOSKOWICZ: And now we enter the tragic story of Mexican cinema. The amount of films made by private producers was decreasing while the amount of films produced by the state was increasing. The privately funded films were shot in two or three weeks, and were of extremely low quality. Remember also that in Mexico, for a very long time, the price of admittance was 40 cents, whereas in America it was about $2.50. So these privately made films were exported to the Mexican communities living in America, so that the producers could make more money.

            At the end of the Echeverría period, cinema suffered a massive devaluation. The private producers said that they had to make fifty-two films per year, and they did this with the guarantee of the state that these films, though not state-funded, would be exhibited in the government-owned exhibition chain. At the beginning of 1979 the Banco Nacional Cinematográfico closed, and CONACITE I was also abolished. As a result, there began the retreat of the state from film production, and the return to prominence of the private producer.

         

         When José López Portillo assumed power in 1976 he quickly labelled his predecessor’s term a disaster, taking the view that ‘fewer films meant fewer profits’.4 Reversing many of Echeverría’s advancements and policies (including dissolving CONACITE I, reintroducing a stricter censorship, and encouraging the return of private investment and fat-cat producers to reduce the involvement of the state in the industry), Portillo’s sexenio (1976–82) did once again see annual production levels rise (ninety-four features in 1981) but it also led to ‘lowered production values and an intensified suppression of films dealing with difficult social themes’. 

         His sister Margarita López Portillo was made the Head of the Directorate of Radio, Television, and Cinema (RTC), a new government agency established to oversee all state-owned electronic mass media production. Preferring the term supervision to censorship, Margarita López Portillo oversaw the return to a more cautious and conservative climate.

         
            ALFREDO JOSKOWICZ: I was Director at the Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfia (CCC) for six years during the worst period of Margarita López Portillo. Every day Margarita was trying to close the school …

            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO: The Echeverría presidency had really helped a lot of young film-makers. After Echeverría, things went really bad and people again began to stay away from the cinema. I remember Paul Leduc’s Frida (1984) coming out and nobody going to see it. A great shame – it’s much better than the Hollywood film directed by Julie Taymor.

            After 1976, the generation of 1968 became marginalized. But during 1981, the penultimate year of López Portillo’s sexenio, ninety-four feature length films were produced in Mexico. Despite the conservative nature of the majority of these films (resulting from a state-supervised return to a more cautious cinema) and the fact that the bulk of them are now considered to be of variable technical quality, Mexico had attained its highest level of production since the 1950s. Margarita López Portillo was arguably justified in her claim that the administration of López Portillo had ‘resurrected’ Mexican film-making.

         

         LAURA IMPERIALE producer: In those days, the reality of Mexican cinema was completely different from what it is today. Production was dominated by the old-school producers and the cinematographic labour unions. In order to show a film you needed to have a film licence, and this licence was granted by the union as long as you had worked in accordance with its rules, and used its affiliates and numerous staff. The films produced were basically gringo films – we provided production services – and very poor quality both in terms of story and technically speaking; except for the honourable exceptions of films produced by the state for directors such as Felipe Cazals, Arturo Ripstein, Jorge Fons and a few others.

         As a result of this situation there was a strong independent cinema movement, which differed from the ‘industry’ of the time in the subject-matter of its stories and in the way they tried to produce films. Out of this came what would later be known as the ‘New Mexican Cinema’. Several of these productions were made by co-operatives and shot in Super–16, which was the way to get round the union rules.

         
            ALFREDO JOSKOWICZ: There would almost always be something good happening still, even with the decreased amount of films produced by the state, because the ambitions were so different. The state-produced films were certainly less interested in commerce, but they were also more outré, if you like. You therefore had a very schizophrenic situation, as we had a handful of good films with very low commercial success and a lot of bad films that were commercially successful.

            At the end of López Portillo’s sexenio and the beginning of Miguel de la Madrid Hurtado’s presidency, there was another massive devaluation of cinema. The state maintained some involvement, but only a very small amount of money was given to production and it was the export market that was privileged over any attempt to satisfy the demands of domestic cinemagoers. Films were being made at an average cost of between $100,000 and $200,000, and so the quality of the films was generally extremely poor. The films of this period were being shot and completed in as little of two weeks.

         

         In March 1983, Alberto Isaac was named the first Head of the newly created Mexican Film Institute (IMCINE), under the presidency of Miguel de la Madrid. IMCINE’s task was seen by Isaac to ‘rebuild a ruined cinema in a ruined country’.5

         With the national cinema dramatically impoverished it was decided by the newly elected president that the state would need to once again become a cultural arbiter. As well as fulfilling this role, IMCINE would also be the structure through which various other much needed sweeping reforms would be implemented and upheld. Such reforms included the dispersal of newly available state funds to film-makers; the continued insurance of prolonged employment for the country’s many technicians (the privately produced films made under López Portillo might have been dreadful but they did ensure that an industry continued to exist); the encouragement of a wider diversity of film product in both political and aesthetic terms, and an attention to ways in which television and the mass audience it commanded might act as a facilitating organ vis-à-vis the production of more highly crafted and stimulating cinematic product. 

         IMCINE would prove that the state was serious about getting its cinema industry back on track and would be the body through which a new vision for Mexican cinema could be first implemented and then sustained. Like other national cinema bodies, it would not merely exist as a bank through which grants and funding would be dispersed (though it would oversee the FOPROCINE (Fondo de Fomento a la Producción Cinematográfica) and FIDECINE funding schemes) but would be the infrastructure through which Mexican film would be able to exist once again at the interface of art, commerce, and popular entertainment.

         The selection of Alberto Isaac was a shrewd one. A much respected veteran director who had been blacklisted by the previous administration, Isaac offered the film industry hope that the state’s intentions were true. Under Isaac’s stewardship, there was hope among the film community that Mexican cinema – if freed from the suffocating red tape of bureaucracy that had stifled previous governmental ‘interference’ in localized cinema production – could once again establish its identity and reflect the culture of its people once more in cinema theatres in Mexico and throughout the world.

         In this transitional moment, the 1980s did not produce a considerable yield of leading new Mexican directors. Best known among those who did emerge was Luis Mandoki from Mexico City, who made a name in his homeland before answering overtures to work in the US.

         
            ALFONSO CUARÓN: Luis Mandoki is of a slightly different generation from myself, the one right after Arturo Ripstein. I was an assistant to Luis for many years – he’s perhaps my mentor. In a way, Luis was the first Mexican director who was very comfortable working in Hollywood.

            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO: Mandoki had really made only shorter pieces in Mexico such as El secreto (1980), Mundo mágico and Papaloapan (1982) before making Motel (1984). After that he did Gaby (1987), which was in English and a co-production, and basically a Hollywood film. To be honest, I must say that I think that Mandoki is a hack. I’m not a fan of his work, which I find to be bland and lacking in personality and style.

            ALFONSO CUARÓN: For someone like Luis, it was very difficult to make a film in Mexico because of the humiliations with the government, and difficulties with IMCINE. Luis was also one of the first ones to say, ‘I want to make a film, and I’m not embarrassed about saying that this movie is going to cost this much to make, and so it’s going to have to make this much to recoup the money.’ He was a survivalist in that sense. And then when he did it, and was very successful with Gaby, he found the comfort in Hollywood after the spurning and humiliation in Mexico.

            An English-language drama, Gaby: A True Story tells the tale of Gaby Brimer (Rachel Chagall), a physically handicapped woman whose desire to succeed as a student causes her to triumph against adversity. Invariably and favourably compared to My Left Foot (1989), the film also features Liv Ullmann and Robert Loggia.

         

         MARTÍN SALINAS screenwriter: Luis and I had been living just a few blocks away from each other for couple of years in Mexico City, but we didn’t meet until I attended the Havana Film Festival. Luis and a Mexican producer called Abraham Cherem and Luciana Cabarga, who was the godmother of that project, were looking for a screenwriter for Luis’s project based on Gaby Brimer’s real story. Luis had already worked on several attempts to adapt Gaby’s life and was obsessed with the project. There was very little money, but a lot of enthusiasm. And there was the real Gaby Brimer, who had written hundreds of pages about herself and her tremendous struggle against her extreme physical limitations. I refused to read previous treatments and drafts of that project and just read what Gaby had written about herself. And what made me want to write the script was to try and tell a story about someone who struggles against her own limitations, tries to surpass them, crashes against those ones she definitely cannot, and can continue moving forward and getting involved in new challenges only when she accepts those limitations and learns to live with them. Which is how I feel about my own life …

         I then got locked away in a house with an amazing view in Cuernavaca. Luis and Abraham would bring me the mail and the food and their notes – the perfect scenario in which to write. It took me six months to get to a serious first draft. I almost got divorced for that. But when we finished that first reading, we all knew that we did have a film there. Luis got it translated into English by Michael James Love, who came up with a few notes, which I obviously hated at first. Then we came to terms and we finally ended up writing the final version of Gaby: A True Story together. The script was translated in order to test the waters all over the world regarding possible producers and European actors to play Gaby’s parents. I always thought I was going to get it made in Spanish, but the producers who were interested spoke only English. Gaby took Luis and us to the Hollywood arena from one day to another. Alfonso Cuarón had been the first assistant director. From there on, Michael and I became writing partners for almost ten years in Hollywood’s ‘development hell’. But that’s another story …

         
            Meanwhile the 1980s also saw further fruits from the establishment of vocational film education in Mexico. Founded in 1963 and 1976 respectively, the Centro Universitario de Estudios Cinematográficos (CUEC) and the Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfica (CCC) collectively and individually represented the fulfilment of a much cherished dream of Mexican cineastes since the silent-film era. As the testimonies below attest, the value and function of the two schools cannot be overstated. They provided artistic life-blood for the industry even during some of its darkest hours. The schools can claim credit for the existence of almost every single Mexican director, editor, cinematography and actor to have emerged in recent decades.
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                  The Centro de Capacitación Cinematográfica (CCC)

               

            

            ROSA BOSCH producer: Almost all of the key writers, cinematographers, production designers and directors have come out of CCC or CUEC. It’s obvious that the film schools have been essential in terms of nurturing, sustaining and producing a fresh influx of talent. They have also taught people to take their talents seriously, and to approach their various disciplines as a craft.

         

         JOSÉ LUIS GARCÍA AGRAZ: I started to work for a left-wing magazine, at the same time as deciding to study economics so that I could ‘serve my country once the forces of the proletariat and the campesinos had seized power’ (sic). But things don’t always turn out how you expect: I found I didn’t like economics and my brother Carlos, who is a year younger than me and who’d had a vocation for cinema from a very early age, encouraged me to go to the only film school there was at that time in Mexico, the CUEC at the National Autonomous University of Mexico, to study film-making so that I could do the photography on his films. The CUEC turned out to be a place where I had wonderful teachers, with whom I’m still friends, such as the great Polish-born theatre director Ludwik Margules, Alfredo Joskowicz, and the director José Estrada, who is no longer with us. It was there I discovered some of the enormous artistic and expressive possibilities that cinema offers, and my love of film-making.

         In a country where the film-production sector comes second to the cinema chains and to the distributors, the film schools have the difficult task of being centres of technical and artistic learning, as well as that of resisting the globalizing intentions of governments which for over twenty years have been pursuing the demise of Mexican producers with the too obvious question: ‘Why make films here when so many are already being made in Hollywood?’

         The film schools – for all their limitations – have become production companies for shorts; where young people have the complete freedom to make the films they choose – a freedom that, as we well know, brings with it many other political and philosophical demands. However, it’s almost impossible to create a national film sector on the basis of film schools. Budgets are very small, relations with the outside world are weak, and nor do film schools represent the totality of a country’s artistic expression. What they are, though, is a breeding ground for young film-makers. Unfortunately, later faced with so many obstacles and a lack of opportunities to develop their artistic expression, many of these young film-makers go on to work in the world of television – which in Mexico is profoundly stupid – or advertising.

         
            JUAN CARLOS RULFO: In itself, I don’t think that film school teaches you how to go about things. It’s you, in a particular context – all the people you meet or don’t meet, all your fears and frustrations – that’s what pushes you to look for projects. It was at film school that I decided I wanted to become a director; although before that I had wanted to write and, years earlier, I had wanted to be a photographer. Maybe film school was the place where it all came together and allowed me to understand what I wanted to do. But it had to happen then, it couldn’t have been earlier.

         

         MARTÍN SALINAS: I first graduated and worked as an architect in Argentina. My first step into film-making was by making animated films with an independent group of film-makers. Argentina was then suffering the most cruel and bloody military dictatorship in our country ever, so we ended up having to leave and go to Mexico. The solidarity of people like Bertha Navarro, Jorge Sánchez, Alfredo Joskowicz and many, many other Mexican film-makers and friends made it possible for us to continue with our projects as a group (Grupo Cine Sur). I wrote and co-directed several animated independent short films in Mexico and Nicaragua. But as I moved forward, I felt more and more that – at least to me – drawings were not enough; that there were many things about human beings, and their nature, that I wanted to explore, for which real human performers were needed. So I applied and was admitted to the CCC to study screenwriting.

         I have no doubt that film schools in Latin America have played a key role in what has happened with Latin American films along the last ten years or so. Especially in Mexico, Argentina and Cuba. With their ups and downs, those film schools have been the actual place where older generations of Latin American film-makers who – especially in Mexico – had managed to reach the highest standards with their films in the late 1960s, early and mid–1970s, were able to pass the torch and the craft to the following generations. In countries in which the film industry as such practically does not exist, in countries where the distribution business is completely dominated by Hollywood productions (with bullying, dumping, corruption and uneven practices), the continuity between generations is always in danger.

         Again, from a less epic point of view, I tend to think there’s always a teacher who makes a difference in everyone’s life. In my case, the CCC was not only a great chance to meet some wonderful teachers, but also a sort of point of departure to get my first jobs as a screenwriter. But if I have to mention a teacher, Ludwik Margules, who taught Dramatic Literature, was probably the one who really led me into a new level of understanding of what drama was about. Screenwriter Tomás Perez Turrent, who had written several very powerful scripts for Felipe Cazals and had been around Luis Buñuel, was also a bridge between that older generation and mine. Film school to me was not only about just learning the technical aspects of the craft, but about all the other things that no manual can teach.

         
            HUGO RODRÍGUEZ: The CCC was my entry into cinema. Before that, I’d done some animation and lit a few shorts. But at CCC I decided I wanted to become a director, even though I graduated as a cinematographer. Film school was a place rich in ideas and in friendships. I remember my teacher, the Mexican documentary-maker Eduardo Maldonado, who taught me the importance of fully immersing yourself in a project. He used to say, ‘When you’re completely absorbed in what you’re doing, things will happen in front of the camera almost without you realizing it.’ And for that to happen, you need to be rigorous. Again, he said, ‘Rigour is not the same as effort. You can spend weeks working non-stop, but if you don’t put the will in the right place, it’s a waste of time.’

            My generation of graduates, friends and colleagues with whom I developed my vocation for the cinema, today is bearing fruit: Carlos Carrera, Ignacio Ortiz, Francisco Athié, Alfonso Cuarón, Luis Estrada, Salvador Aguirre and others.

         

         EMMANUEL LUBEZKI cinematographer: I wanted to be a stills photographer from a very early age, and the two options in Mexico were the art school or the film school. I decided to go to the film school and after one week I realized that I was hooked on film and was going to shoot cinema.

         The biggest influence was my not liking Mexican films, and I couldn’t begin to understand why. I thought that something was wrong with me but, as far as I was concerned, they really didn’t look good. There was something in the tone of most of the movies, in terms of acting or the fact that in most cases the sound was awful that just made them very hard to watch. There was the so-called ‘Golden Era’, which I personally feel is a little overrated. However, one can be more forgiving there, because it was a long time ago. What really bothered me were the movies from the 1970s. There wasn’t really an industry, but there were films being made. They were mainly tiny, low-budget movies and in these films the women were invariably all prostitutes and the men were inevitably macho. These films were so horrendously lit. In fact, the acting, the themes, everything was horrible. And I didn’t really love what the Mexican Film Institute was doing, which was favouring intellectual directors.

         In film school we realized that we were never going to be able to shoot film, as all the films being made at this time were mainly to satisfy a demand for Spanish-language cinema in certain communities in America. Our idea was to start our own company while we were in film school and make a little money by also making a film for this market. So one night we went to a coffee shop and wrote the worse script ever. We decided to shoot Camino largo a Tijuana (1991) on video and sell it and use the money we made from it to shoot the kind of movie we really wanted to make. I ended up producing the film and convincing Luis Estrada, a film-school colleague, to become the director. Because his father was a famous director before him, he had a pool of actors and people who became interested in helping us. So suddenly this little tiny movie grew into something bigger.

         
             

         

         Estrada’s film was indeed respectfully received and marked Emmanuel Lubezki’s feature-producing debut in 1991. It was not as a producer but as a director of photography, however, that he poised to begin a sensational professional ascent.

         
            1 Berg, Cinema of Solitude, p. 15.

            2 Goya’s ‘Black Paintings’ were completed while the artist was living in seclusion outside of Madrid. Extremely personal in style – and executed on his walls – the fourteen paintings gave expression to his deepest and darkest visions.

            3 A former president of Asociación Nacional de Actores (ANDA), Rodolfo Echeverría (screen name Rodolfo Landa) was a well-known actor in Mexican cinema.

            4 Berg, Cinema of Solitude, p. 15.

            5 Mora, Mexican Cinema: Reflections of Society, p. 149.
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            Another ‘New Mexican Cinema’: 1989–94

         

         After years of drought, the early 1990s witnessed the feature-film debuts of several directors who would thereafter become international names. A new generation was on the brink of making itself heard, and these directors were conscious that something of a break from the past would be necessary if they were to assert their own identities.

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO director: If you look at the films of the 1970s, some Mexican directors were actually very successful: [Arturo] Ripstein, [Felipe] Cazals. In their time, movies like Canoa or El castillo de la pureza were very commercial. Now the times have changed, and the audiences have changed. Many technical aspects have also changed. But many movies in Mexico remained shipwrecked in the 1970s, for almost twenty years. In those twenty years the style of photography, the style of sound design and the style of story-telling completely changed, except in this little time-capsule that is the Mexican film industry, and specifically the Mexican ‘art film’. All of a sudden things changed abruptly when our generation entered. And some people just very simply didn’t like this. Others are very generous and serve as a link for the new generation – in my case, [Jaime Humberto] Hermosillo and Arturo Ripstein were both incredibly generous with me when I was starting. But some others really resented it.

         Some feel that the works of Alejandro [González Iñárritu], Alfonso [Cuarón] and I are among the early modern films in Mexico – they felt that finally, in film terms, we were approaching the twenty-first century. And I just feel that there are a lot of people in the Mexican industry who lived their heyday in the 1970s and wished that this decade were still all the rage. Unfortunately it’s not, and, for better and for worse, time moves on. These people resent what we do. They qualify our work as being superficial or polished in an inconsequential way.

         I can remember exactly the moment this happened. It happened with Como agua para chocolate and it happened with Sólo con tu pareja, and it was to do with the fact that these films were making money. I remember that a director – who shall have to remain unnamed – said to me, ‘Money doesn’t matter. Movies should never concern themselves with making money.’ I said, ‘You are absolutely right from an artistic point of view. But what you don’t realize is that you are killing the industry.’

         Film is an art and an industry. Unfortunately film is also one of the few arts that require millions of dollars to be made. A painter may require only a few hundred dollars for a canvas and some paint, but a film-maker requires a couple of million dollars. The director who said this obviously didn’t realize that he was on something of an ego-trip and had forgotten one of his main responsibilities is to maintain the industry. Many cinemas like France, Italy and other European counties make perfectly valid artistic films with an eye towards the box office.

         
            Two key directors made feature debuts in 1991. The first of these, twenty-eight-year-old Carlos Carrera, had been animating since childhood, and was still in his teens when he directed the live-action documentary short Un vestidito blanco como la leche nido (1989). He studied at the CCC, and in 1991 made La mujer de Benjamín (Benjamin’s Woman). Benjamín (Lopez Rojas) an old bachelor, still living with his sister, is distracted from the childish company of his older friends when he falls for Natividad (Arcelia Ramirez), a beautiful younger woman, and after an unsuccessful campaign of love letters, he and his friends plan to abduct her in order that she can fall in love with him.

            CARLOS CARRERA director: I had always felt a need to tell stories with images since I was very young. I drew comic strips before even learning to write. I then started to paint and even managed to sell a few paintings, which enabled me to buy my first Super-8 camera. I then started to work on animation. I started to develop stories with Claymation and drawings around twelve or thirteen years old. I made several animation shorts before buying a Bolex 16 mm camera and then completed a number of short films. I then attended the CCC. One of my teachers there was Ludwik Margules, a very important theatre director. I worked with him as an assistant director in theatre where I learned how to deal with actors. During this time I continued to make my animation shorts and to learn many of the other aspects of film-making. You learn to shoot, edit, write. When I finished the school I had four animation shorts, two fiction shorts and a documentary about a psychiatric institution for women in Mexico titled Un vestidito blanco como la leche nido. In the film they talk very much about love and being lonely. At the end of film school there was a contest in which you submit a project to make your first feature film. Fortunately I won and so was able to make La mujer de Benjamín. I was very lucky.

            HUGO RODRÍGUEZ director: La mujer de Benjamín was the second fulll-ength feature made as part of the CCC’s ‘First Work’ programme, of which I am now Executive Producer. Rather than having a teacher–student relationship, Carlos and I were – and still are – colleagues of the same generation. As one of the students with the most professional experience, I tried to lend support wherever I could. At the preparation stage, I drew up the budget, trying to fit the ‘foot’ into the ‘shoe’ of our tiny budget. During filming I worked closely with Carlos as his personal assistant, and several times had to step in as unit manager in order to help the shooting run more smoothly. I even edited the film’s final sequence – the fight, the robbery and the main character’s escape – all intercut – and I took charge of the post-production, which we had to bring forward in time for the Berlin Film Festival to which we had been invited.

            Twenty-nine-year-old Alfonso Cuarón meanwhile came up with Sólo con tu pareja (Love in the Time of Hysteria). Juan Carlos Rulfo, then twenty-six years old and soon to direct himself, assisted on the production side of Cuarón’s picture just as he had for Carrera’s.

            JOSÉ LUIS GARCÍA AGRAZ director: I’ve known and loved Alfonso Cuarón for twenty-three years. He’s my friend, my teacher; he’s like a brother. I saw his work when I was a student at the CUEC and I was lucky enough to have him as my assistant on my first full-length feature, Nocaut, in 1982, as well as on several subsequent features. I’ve seen him take his first steps in cinema, and I’ve been close to him and followed his career ever since. He’s very intelligent and possesses a vast knowledge of cinema – which, together with a love of hard work and his clear principles, makes him one of the most powerful directors around today. That his work, so rich in filmic values, can be based on a narrative skill that is at once original, direct, agile and fresh is no coincidence. His talent and versatility as a director mean that he can make a film as beautiful as A Little Princess, then switch to one for a young audience like the fun, edgy Y tu mamá también and from there move on to the third Harry Potter film.

            Written by Alfonso’s brother Carlos, Sólo con tu pareja concerns a yuppie womanizer (Giménez Cacho) who contemplates suicide when a jealous girlfriend tricks him into thinking he has Aids. Initially seeking a rapid exit from the world, Tomas falls in love with Claudia (Claudia Ramírez), a beautiful stewardess herself suicidal after learning of her lover’s infidelity.

            CARLOS CUARÓN screenwriter/director: Sólo con tu pareja was my first collaboration with Alfonso in film. We did some things previously in television, a programme much like a Mexican version of The Twilight Zone. It was a very low-budget production; in fact Alfonso used to call it ‘The Toilet Zone’ …

            The film also signalled the beginning of Cuarón’s collaborations with two men who would become the leading directors of photography of their generation.

         

         EMMANUEL LUBEZKI cinematographer: I met Alfonso a long time before film school. I used to bump into him at parties and hang around in the same slightly hippy, slightly left-wing, upper-middle-class intellectual circles. We also liked the same music and the same movies, and we used to go to a movie house where they showed the best cinema from around the world – Tarkovsky, Pasolini, Antonioni. I’ve never found any movie theatre like that in Los Angeles. We weren’t friends yet at that time, but I would see him going in and out every week, usually with a different girl …

         I then started to work for him after we met in film school, and we simply became a team. It’s hard to explain, because it happened very naturally. We like and dislike the same things and are attracted to the same stories. We also have very similar motivations. Sometimes when we work we don’t have to talk about the concept of the project, that is how in tune we are.

         Rodrigo Prieto and I worked together on Sólo con tu pareja. I knew from the moment I met Rodrigo that he was going to be a great cinematographer, much better than myself.

         RODRIGO PRIETO cinematographer: I was actually still at CCC when I worked on Alfonso’s film. Alfonso and Emmanuel saw some of the films that I was working on, and asked me to do the second unit. I jumped at the chance as I loved their work, especially Bandidos (1991), which Emmanuel had shot shortly before. I did Sólo con tu pareja for free, and I loved the experience. What I had to do was match Lubezki’s lighting and, in a way, this was easy because I really liked his approach. I was on my own with a camera assistant, begging for a lens, and was allowed to do lots of insert shots, of condoms or airplanes passing. Thankfully it was a very small second unit. Shortly after, I did my first and second features, but this experience gave me the confidence to know that I could light scenes and that they would work. If my work could be put together next to the work of Lubezki’s … Yes, it certainly helped.

         As a teenager I shot little Super-8 science-fiction and horror movies and I knew immediately that I wanted to do film, I guess in whatever capacity. I applied to the CCC and took the very extensive three-stage exams. The first time, I was not admitted on the last stage. That was pretty depressing at first, but it actually became a good thing because I started working with a stills photographer that year and that’s where I started to get more and more interested in the image and in lighting and composition. When I applied again to the school the following year I knew that I was more interested in photography and so likely to follow cinematography. The first time I had applied I had thought I wanted to be a director. When I was finally admitted I had that year of experience to my advantage, that understanding of lighting. During my first year, we all directed a short movie and performed roles on the films of others. I then realized that I was much more excited by being a cameraman on the shorts that I had shot than I was about the film that I’d directed. That was the moment I realized that this was what I wanted to do.

         At that time I was specifically interested in the work of Néstor Almendros, Sven Nykvist, Jeff Cronenweth, and Vittorio Storaro. They all had very different styles. Almendros and Nykvist are very subtle and realistic while Storaro and Cronenweth are much more stylized. I was interested in both ways and so tried to find a method by which I could get a little bit of all of them in what I was doing. I had a lot of chance to practise among my group of twelve fellow students, as I was the only one who wanted to be a cinematographer. In my first year I shot six shorts and in my second year another six or seven. Another director did later decide to become a cinematographer but in the beginning I was the only one and so I got to shoot a lot.

         It’s hard to explain, but in cultures such as Mexico things are very visual and dramatic. This sticks to you in a way. With my generation there was also a friendly sense of competition. We were all checking out what the other was doing and hoping to do at least as well as the other or perhaps even better. There was a sense of camaraderie and competition really egging us on. This was certainly true in my case as I looked up to these people, some of whom had started slightly before me. For example, I was a camera assistant to Carlos Marcovich on a couple of episodes of a television series called Hora narcada. This series, which was mainly horror tales and very similar to The Twilight Zone, stopped when I was about to start shooting some of them but I did at least get to be a camera assistant. It was fun and exciting and this was the way many of us started. I think Guillermo del Toro directed some episodes, as did Alfonso Cuarón.

         
            ALFONSO CUARÓN director: In Mexico until the late 1980s everything was controlled by the unions, so if you wanted to be a cinematographer you had to go through all the scales of the union and they wouldn’t admit new cinematographers, it became a closed shop. The younger cinematographers were all doing commercials because it was the only work they could get that was connected to the film industry. I personally feel, though I believe in the concept of a union, that in Mexico the unions nearly destroyed the film industry. What Emmanuel and I were doing was a big reaction to that, and to the ugly-looking films that were being produced as a result.

            The production designer of Sólo con tu pareja was German-born Brigitte Broch, who had found her way to Mexico and studied dance and theatre before meeting Luis Mandoki and accepting work as a production manager on Los Mazatecos (1980), his documentary about an Indian tribe in Vera Cruz. The pull of theatre remained strong, but she eventually found her métier.

         

         BRIGITTE BROCH production designer: In 1987 I was offered the job of doing the art direction for Los caminos de Graham Greene, a docudrama for Mexican Television. That was a revelation; I loved it and never stopped doing it. To be honest, I was highly inexperienced at the time of Sólo, so the design was much more a result of the teamwork between Alfonso, El Chivo [Lubezki], costume designer María Estela Fernández and myself. In our discussions, our imaginations flew high. We just played with the gag, though I was also reticent to over-satirize. And visually it just built up and boomed.

         Actually, Sólo con tu pareja had very little distribution in Mexico, the copy was pretty bad and Alfonso went to the US with it and, as you know, started an incredible career.

         
            GAEL GARCÍA BERNAL actor: It was great to see a film like Sólo con tu pareja coming from anywhere in Latin America. You’d see films that left you unsatisfied, as films do, and keep on doing. And what Mexican ones there were didn’t make the grade – they tried so hard to be American films that they ended up not even looking like films at all. But Sólo con tu pareja portrayed a reality that wasn’t necessarily portrayed in films coming out of the United States. It also had a very subtle sense of humour. If I had to name one person at this point about whom I said, ‘Yeah, I want to work with him’, it would have to be Alfonso Cuarón.

         

         Alfonso Arau’s Como agua para chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate, 1992) was a watershed moment for more recent Mexican cinema, particularly on an international level. It was adapted from the novel by Laura Esquivel, Arau’s wife at the time, and told of the sorrows and joys of a young woman called Tita who loses her sweetheart in marriage to her older sister, since their mother insists it is the duty of the younger daughter to be homebound. But Tita’s magical culinary skills help her to save the day.

         First published in 1989, the book was a massive bestseller in Mexico (it also remained on the New York Times bestseller list for over a year) and went on to be translated into twenty-nine languages. For his film adaptation Arau hired Emmanuel Lubezki as cinematographer.

         
            EMMANUEL LUBEZKI: At the time, I honestly had no real idea how to photograph a movie. I just had this instinct that told me what I didn’t like. With Como agua para chocolate I tried to do a movie that I myself could watch, but I didn’t have the tools or, to be frank, the craft. People obviously talk about the movie in connection with the Mexican strand of magical realism, but I think that’s because of the theme of the film and the original novel, as opposed to my cinematography. Of course, the theme and characters of the film were viewed as exotic and embraced all over the world, especially in Europe. It’s completely stylized and presents a very unrealistic view of Mexico. You can call it magical if you want – but people certainly loved it outside of Mexico.

            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO critic/academic: I think that Como agua para chocolate is absolutely regressive in its representations. It’s a Mexican film for tourists, one that presents a backwards notion of Mexico populated by revolutionaries and women cooking. I really hate the film. There are merits to be found in the original novel by Laura Esquivel – that offered quite a witty notion of someone falling in love with somebody who cooks. Unfortunately this became the entire basis for the film. The cinematography by Emmanuel Lubezki is also good but, that aside, this film offers a very conservative view of Mexico and the fact that it was so successful was much to my chagrin. People would come up to me at international festivals and when I would tell them that I was from Mexico that would tell me how much they loved Como agua para chocolate in an attempt to break the ice. It had the exact opposite effect …

            Nevertheless Arau’s film was the most commercially successful Mexican production of the 1990s and the highest-grossing foreign-language release of 1993 in the United States. It also won eighteen international awards.

         

         EMMANUEL LUBEZKI: Como agua para chocolate certainly opened doors for me, at least the combination of that movie and Alfonso’s Sólo con tu pareja. These two movies were the ones that meant that I almost immediately had agents and directors calling me from Los Angeles asking if I wanted to work there.

         In terms of proximity, Mexico is close to the United States; and besides, American directors have always been attracted to cinematographers from other countries.

         It was exciting. I always liked English and American movies. And I think I speak not only for myself but also for the people who I was in film school with when I say that this is what we all wanted to do. We loved Martin Scorsese and Francis Ford Coppola without knowing that not all American movies necessarily corresponded to this level of quality. We didn’t know that there were a whole bunch of other crappy movies and that the industry was very hard. I simply had a fantasy that I was going to the land where Coppola was directing movies …

         
            * * *

         

         BERTHA NAVARRO producer: Guillermo [del Toro] says he deals with monsters because there is a monster part present in his own character, and he would rather it emerge in his films than in his life. I must say, I’ve never seen this monstrous aspect to his personality. He’s the most good-natured guy I have ever met. He does have his obsessions, and I think a director should have obsessions. I think in the end that good directors are to an extent always making the same film.

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: Most people may remember an altered version of their childhood, but for me my childhood was the most brutal and frightening period of my life. I think that children react very naturally to horror, perhaps in a more natural and pure way to adults, and are very much exposed to it. Horror comes from the unknown and you react with horror only to things that you don’t know.

         Why is horror so popular? It’s a morbid fascination that is part of human nature; we still secrete this fascination. It’s not in everyone, but certainly within most people. I think that there’s a thrill in seeing the worst possible outcome of anything: there’s certainly a reassurance to our wellbeing to be able to witness vicariously the misfortune of someone else. It makes us, I believe, more human, to be in contact with our darker side. And it’s a fact that there was a time when early civilizations believed that the world was created and destroyed every day and every night. This is how strong our fear of the dark is. The other power of the genre is that there is no other that generates images that stay embedded in your mind so strongly. For example, there are millions of people in the world who still won’t go in the water because of Jaws or pick up a hitchhiker because of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

         I used to stay up late without my parents’ permission to watch The Outer Limits. I remember my brother and I were watching an episode called The Mutant; I got very scared by the make-up Warren Oates was wearing in this episode and I went to my crib really scared. My older brother put two plastic fried eggs over his face and my mother’s stockings over his headband, and crept into my room. I was so scared. After that, I started waking up at night and I’d see monsters all around my room. The patterns in the shaggy 1960s carpet became, for me, a waving ocean of green fingers. I’d get so scared that I would need to pee but I was too scared to go the toilet so I ended up peeing in my bed. Of course I was punished for this, so I finally said to the monsters that if they allowed me to go to the toilet in the night then I would become their friend. Since this time, I’ve had a very intimate relationship to creatures.

         I’d also say that, being in Mexico, I was exposed to a lot of very brutal images and situations. I saw my first corpse at the age of four. It was a highway accident. We were coming back from Lake Chapala and a red car went zooming by us and I remember my father saying very clearly, ‘They’re going to kill themselves.’ And a few miles later the same car was overturned and there was a guy crying and bleeding on the side of the road. He had a bottle of Tequila in his hand. There was another guy with his butt exposed, and no head. You could see his head two metres away, dangling in the barbed-wire fence. That, plus the very gory religious imagery we have in Mexico, combined to give me a very intimate relationship with death at a very early age.

         The fact is that I have a very active imagination. I lived with my grandmother for many weeks in a row and I used to sleep in an old bedroom at the end of a long corridor, and at night I would see in a super-slow-motion manner a hand come from behind a closet and then the face of a goat. I could see it – it might have been in my mind but it was incredibly real to me.

         I still to this day don’t know how to be alone. When I met my wife, I was for the first time in my life able to sleep in peace. Before that I was an insomniac. But since she has been with me, it’s been twenty years of peaceful sleeping. It still takes only for me to be alone for my imagination to go into overdrive.

         In terms of movies, I actually started to get excited by horror-movie stars. I wasn’t conscious of the director, but of the type of movie they were. My three favourite actors as a child were Boris Karloff, Vincent Price and Peter Cushing. I would look for them in movies, because I didn’t know anything about directors. I would just seek out the movies that they were in, as I knew that this guaranteed me being in for some horror.

         
            JOSÉ LUIS GARCÍA AGRAZ: I’ve known Guillermo del Toro since his early beginnings; I know his short films, and I’m amazed by his narrative instinct and the passion he has for ‘gore’ and the horror genre. He, like Alfonso Cuarón, has become someone I’m continually learning from – I have him to thank for bringing me up to date with the world of comics. Years ago del Toro wrote a book about the cinema of Alfred Hitchcock which showed not only his deep knowledge of the art of cinema but also contained a vein of humour which has never left him – hence his ability to make horror films in which the timing and the technical perfection could be the work of any one of the great masters of the past, such as Hitch himself. Del Toro is one of those artists who is born ‘already knowing’: all that such artists require in order to produce work that is brilliant and full of invention are time and resources.

            Del Toro took writing classes with Jaime Humberto Hermosillo but then really began his career in special effects and make-up.

         

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: Doing my short Super-8 films in Guadalajara I didn’t have anybody to do effects for me. In fact, I didn’t have anybody to do anything for me. I was doing the catering, the lighting, the post-sound – just everything. Little by little other people began to ask me to do the effects for their movies. I was involved in a motorcycle accident with my wife that put me in bed for several weeks. I decided then to try to learn the craft professionally in order to gain a little bit of an edge for myself and start preparing for Cronos. Cronos took me eight years to do and one of the first obstacles that I found when talking to producers was being asked, ‘Well, who’s going to do the effects for this movie?’ When I replied, ‘Me!’, they expressed their lack of confidence in my being able to do this level of effects yet. I applied to a course run by Dick Smith1 and during my bedridden days I proceeded to do a series of pencil and pen sketches and some very crude make-up effects. Dick Smith told me that he liked my draughtsmanship but not the sculpting or the appliances. He thought that his course would help me make my movie and so agreed to let me try it. I literally got the course and then got a job at the same time. 

         You met with Dick in New York and then you had to practise in Guadalajara. Then you had to meet again for an evaluation after a few months. Anyway, I would meet with producers and agree to do the job for x amount of money which was always just barely enough to pay for the materials and barely enough to re-invest in buying a little more equipment and materials. Eventually, when Cronos started, my special effects company – Necropia – had twenty people, offices and the whole thing was run as a great enterprise but we closed it at the start of Cronos because it had served its purpose. To this day, Necropia is a name that I own because I like it; it’s my childhood.

         I had written The Devil’s Backbone with the intention of having this script as my thesis for Humberto Hermosillo. But Hermosillo was very strict on presentation, and he didn’t like the way the script was formatted. He took it and threw it in the garbage, telling me that he will not read it until I learn to present my stuff more cleanly. Back in those days only the very rich writers had word-processors, and I had typed my screenplay on my IBM electric typewriter. I was so angry and so disappointed that I thought, ‘Screw it, I’m going to write something else rather than go back and rewrite the same script just because the margins weren’t right …’ Looking back, it was not such a big loss because The Devil’s Backbone evolved into a better movie.

         Anyway, I told Hermosillo that I was going to write a story in which a young girl gives her grandfather a vampire as a pet. The very first thing that generated the idea was a paragraph in a treatise about vampires, where they say that in Europe the vampire first comes to a house and vampirizes the family, then goes out to the world. My first impulse, which is not there so much in the movie, was to make a critique of the Mexican family in which the father figure returns and sucks them all dry. I started writing this version but found it too dogmatic, as if the thesis was overwhelming both the genre and the feeling of the movie. So I thought, ‘What if I make it a kind of love story between the granddaughter and the grandfather, and very much a story of acceptance?’ At that moment my grandmother was dying very slowly, and I had come to accept and love her despite all our differences and the Catholic fears she had instilled in me as a child. Cronos is actually dedicated to her. I started to use the movie quite literally to heal – and I do think that movies can have a cathartic effect.

         The absence of the father was clearer in the screenplay. The movie was about thirty minutes longer, and in these minutes the origin of the missing parents is explained. That segment was really interesting.

         
            Cronos begins with the legend of a Spanish alchemist who invented a small elegant device in the shape of a mechanized scarab beetle, capable of sinking its golden claws into a man and injecting a substance that bestows immortality, and a vampire’s craving for blood. Centuries later, this ‘Cronos Device’ falls into the hands of old antiques dealer Jesús Gris (Federico Luppi), who suffers its bite. But the device is coveted by ailing industrialist Dieter de la Guardia (Claudio Brook), who sets his violent American nephew Angel (Ron Perlman) on its tail. And meanwhile, Gris’s new-found urges endanger his own beloved granddaughter, Aurora (Tamara Shanath).

         

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: I was doing storyboards for an action sequence in a Mexican movie called Morir en el golfo (1990) and Guillermo Navarro was the director of photography. Guillermo was famous in Mexico for being ill-tempered, and when I arrived on the set everybody told me that he was in a really bad mood and I shouldn’t provoke him. Well, I am famous for being imprudent, so I stood next to the camera and suggested that he change the lens for this shot. He was looking through the eye-piece but stopped to turn to me and said, ‘Listen, kid, do you even have any fucking idea what the lens is looking at?’ I got immediately red-faced and said, ‘I’ll show you what this fucking lens is looking at’, and walked right in front of it. Guillermo smiled and said, ‘I like you.’ From that moment on we have rarely had a bad day …

         Guillermo also led me to my long-time producer, his sister Bertha Navarro. He suggested that Bertha produce Cronos. We met and she hired me to do indigenous make-up and effects for Cabeza de Vaca (1991). I said, ‘How much work is it?’ and she said, ‘On the very worst of days you will be making up anything up to two hundred extras.’ I said, ‘Can I hire an assistant?’

         After originally studying music Nicolás Echevarría founded the composers group Quanta in 1970. He began his career in film with a number of short documentaries, and continued to make documentary films throughout the 1970s and 1980s – frequently working on video – with his work often bearing witness to the cultural, religious and artistic experiences of indigenous Mexicans.
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               Federico Luppi searches for eternal youth in Cronos

            

         

         Cabeza de Vaca was among the most important Mexican films to emerge in the 1990s. Set during the early days of the Conquest, the film is based on the writings of Alvar Núnez Cebeza da Vaca (played by Juan Diego), a treasurer on Pánfilo Narváez’s shipwrecked expedition to Florida. Combining ethnography and autobiography, the film offers a fascinating portrayal of Spanish–American conflict while also offering an appreciation of the mystical reality of native peoples.

         
            BERTHA NAVARRO: I thought that Echevarría’s vision of the new world in Cabeza de Vaca was so amazing and gave us an opportunity to touch upon the subject of the Conquest. It took a huge effort to make this film at the time. Again, Nicolás had this passion for the story and to touch that moment of our history was special. So much of the imagery of this film is iconic, especially the image of the cross at the end of the film.

            GUILLERMO DEL TORO: I did the entire movie – a huge enterprise – with one assistant, and my wife. Bertha recognized how crazy I was in terms of commitment and loved that and offered to read my screenplay.

            BERTHA NAVARRO: My brother recommended I read del Toro’s script, and so I asked him to bring it to me. He was quite shy. I read the script and thought it was so different from anything happening in Mexican cinema. It was in a world of its own and, to me, quite magical. Del Toro is not just horror and gore; he has real tenderness, depth and humour. I immediately decided to do his first film.

         

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: Just as I say Guillermo is a brother, I feel that Bertha is one of those mothers that you also find along the way. I really love Bertha and I will never forget that Bertha believed in me, a twenty-something kid from Guadalajara who wanted to make this massive vampire project.

         Guillermo Navarro and I trust each other implicitly. I only second-guessed him once, very early on during Cronos. He said, ‘OK, I am going to do it the way you want it and then we’ll see it on the dailies.’ We saw his way and then my way and his way was infinitely better. We both have no ego problems and understand that collaboration is collaboration and so we are free to suggest things to each other. To this day, he understands that I am not territorial but that I do my compositions and my planning of camera moves so far in advance that if you bring another idea it has to be a very well-thought one. In terms of light I can tell him what I want only in terms of how much darkness and how much light and then leave the execution entirely to him. I really trust Guillermo completely.

         Cronos is the perfect example of the feeling that your first movie will also be your last. You try to put everything that you have ever wanted to say about a particular subject in it. I wanted to show the vampiric relationship between the nephew and the uncle, and, of course, the vampiric relationship between Mexico and the United States. This is why the date in the movie – which we see on a newspaper – is 1997, even though the film was made in 1993. I wanted it to be set in a post-NAFTA Mexico.2

         Ultimately I think that it was very accurate in terms of what happened. That is why all the signs that you see in the street are in Chinese, English and Russian. I made a fictional Mexico that was much more cosmopolitan.

         To me, the movie also explores on numerous levels the relationship that characters have with time and age and death. You have the grandmother who refuses to age by trying to fit into the same dress that fitted her last year; you have the millionaire who does nothing but shit and piss all day, living like a recluse in his room like Howard Hughes but wanting to live together just out of sheer greed. And you have the nephew who wants to change his flesh to become more handsome. The only truly mortal character in the film is the daughter, who does not care about time and is immune to the concept of death. By the same token, I wanted to show a vampiric chain that went all the way to the insect locked within the device. That’s the ultimate vampire and the ultimate victim. It is locked there like a living filter and is at the same time the master and the slave.

         
            BRIGITTE BROCH: Cronos was a wonderful experience, because del Toro knew exactly what he wanted. He’s not only a director but also a special-effects expert and make-up artist. He created the ingenious Cronos device, and the original archangel statue.

         

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: The outside of the device was designed with a painter friend of mine. We sat down together and I explained that I wanted it to be like a Fabergé egg. This is obviously pertinent, because the egg is the symbol of immortality and of eternity. We filled the film with such images – for example, the serpent that bites its own tail, which in early cultures symbolized immortality. The very shape of the device was intended to remind of a scarab, also a symbol of eternity.

         There was a time when the producers refused to pay for the construction of the device, and I said, ‘But we absolutely need it! It’s the focal point of the movie. If you don’t have the inside, then you don’t have the movie.’ I sold my own van and personally paid for the construction of the interior of the device, which I designed completely. It was intended to look like a big factory. Microscopic drama has always intrigued me and as a child I would lie on my belly on the patio and watch ants for hours. This entomological fascination goes all the way to the inside of the device, as I wanted to have the point of view of the insect. The insect is based on a prehistoric tick. It was very elegantly designed. I sculpted the tail and my father-in-law mechanized the tail and all the interior pieces. Incidentally, most of the mechanical parts that you see were wind-up devices extracted from toys. It took us over a year to build the devices. We built thirteen of them and every single one of them got stolen at the end of the shoot. I actually like this fact – someone at some point may have opened the case full of these devices and mistaken them for the real thing …
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            Cronos also meditates on the ancient history of Mexico with the device originally being brought to Mexico by an exiled alchemist.

         

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: I was actually more interested in opening the movie like a Hollywood movie. Open it as if you are about to see a super-expensive production but then this production lasts only three minutes. Then you go in to meet the most boring guy on earth. This is what I was attracted to. It’s like beginning with a Mexican version of The War of the Worlds with all of the spaceships arriving and then cutting to a Mexican family working in their fields on their cows and seeing the invasion from their perspective. It’s really about the everyday-guy perspective of a Hollywood premise.

         The image that better represents Cronos for me is that of the guy licking the blood from the nosebleed on the toilet floor. There were so many walkouts during this scene. What a waste; it was an extremely beautiful bathroom. There is, however, something about this shot that gets to the very root of revulsion.

         
            Another iconic moment is the police discovery of the body being bled in the alchemist’s apartment.

         

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: I also wanted this scene to comment on the rather sad nature of the alchemist’s life. During the hundreds of years that he lived, he became a recluse – his only company was a hanging corpse. I do think that the hanging-corpse shot in particular is influenced by Hammer, and the sense that you sometimes got from their Dracula movies that it can be very lonely to be immortal.

         I wish on Cronos that I had had a little more experience and a little more budget, and then some of the stuff would have had more clarity. That said, I am very happy with some of the images in the film, and that one is certainly one of them.

         I really hate it when Hollywood shows Mexicans or Latin Americans as sweaty villains with a big moustache. I wanted to do that to the American characters. I was very conscious that they should be like comic-book villains. Ron Perlman was exactly right to bring a bit of colour and a little bit of a flourish to his character. I told him that his character was a big guy, but his nose was his Achilles heel. If you observe the movie carefully, you see him constantly smelling everything and paying attention to his nose. It’s with great pride that I say that Jean-Pierre Jeunet and Marc Caro cast Ron in The City of Lost Children after seeing him in Cronos while they were jurors at a film festival.

         I should point out that like most of my films, and this is something that I will do again and again, I did not set Cronos in any real world, I don’t try to represent reality exactly as it is. I always try to take it a couple of notches above. The Spanish Civil War in The Devil’s Backbone looks like a Sergio Leone western, except at night where it looks like a Mario Bava3 movie. The New York in Mimic doesn’t bear any resemblance to the real New York. Except maybe for the cockroach problem.

         
            The production design and use of location marked del Toro’s work out immediately.

            BERTHA NAVARRO: We were in many ways very lucky with the team on Cronos but in other ways one of the real skills of producing is getting the very best people for that director. This is especially important for a first-time director – you nourish them by surrounding them with the very best people. Tolita Figuero and Brigitte Broch did the production design. Cronos was mainly filmed in an astonishing house in Condesa, central Mexico City. It was like a set for us, because we had the whole house to ourselves. Many of the other locations were also shot in this house – the crematorium sequence, for example. We also had a remarkable derelict factory in the south of the Mexico City [where the industrialist resides], which has since been pulled down and made into a shopping mall.

         

         GUILLERMO DEL TORO: When I was finishing Cronos I was really desperate, because the first cut was horrible. I showed it to Alfonso Cuarón and he asked if I had edited the first part. I told him that another editor had done it, and he recommended that I do it myself. We tried it right there, and took out a lot of hot air in a single afternoon. He literally changed the movie.

         So when Alfonso was starting Harry Potter [in 2003] and asked me if I would recommend some creature designers. I recommended a few that he then proceeded to use … 

         I was never the darling of Mexican cinema. The story of Cronos and the Mexican institutions is not a very happy one. When I first presented the film to IMCINE, they complained that it wasn’t an art movie, it was a vampire film, and that I should go and get some private money. I disagreed, I said it was an art film and horror can also be art. They invited me to go away and storyboard the movie and come back. I did that, then they said that they wanted to see the device in a drawing. After the drawing, they wanted to see it physically, because they wanted proof that I could create it. In the end it took us almost three years to get the financing secured from IMCINE.

         When we showed them the finished film, they said, ‘This is a horror movie and it’s not going to go to any festivals, it isn’t going to win any prizes.’ They felt that nobody was ever going to see the movie and that they had wasted their money. Our entire budget for Cronos in Cannes was ten posters and a roll of Scotch tape. All the producers, my wife and myself slept in a one-bedroom apartment. I thought that IMCINE’s attitude would change after Cronos won twenty-five international awards and after it became one of the most celebrated films from Mexico in many years. It didn’t change.

         
            Cronos’s impressive haul of over nineteen international awards includes eight Ariels (including Best Direction); a Silver Raven award at the 1994 Brussels International Festival of Fantasy Film; a DICINE award at Guadalajara; a Mercedes-Benz award at Cannes 1994 and the Audience Jury award at the 1994 Fantasporto.

            BERTHA NAVARRO: Cronos went to Cannes and screened in the Critics’ Week, and we had fantastic press. This gave us international distribution. In Spain it became a cult film and played in theatres for more than a year. It did well in England too. In Mexico, it had the worst distribution possible. The state had sold everything and we didn’t have the small theatres so we had to open in competition with a huge Hollywood star-driven picture in huge theatres. That was a catastrophe. But the critical reaction was very positive. I was slightly amazed by this, because I thought that some critics might perceive the film as not dealing with issues specifically relating to Mexico. I actually think that there is something very Mexican about the film and about Guillermo’s films in general. There is always very strong religious imagery that relates to the fact that he had a very strict Catholic grandmother, and he equates many of these terrifying images to his childhood. 

            LEONARDO GARCÍA TSAO: I think that Cronos really adds something to the vampire genre. I also think that with this film del Toro demonstrated that he has a unique vision and that he is also able to change the rules subtly. In some ways the picture has proved to be quite prophetic … The film takes place in Mexico but it is a given that everybody speaks English in a normal way.

         

         BERTHA NAVARRO: I also feel that Cronos was very much a film for film-makers. I remember James Cameron seeing the film in Los Angeles and being really impressed by it. What Cronos did obviously do was to trigger del Toro’s career. It also became apparent that his imagination and special effects required more financing than Mexico could provide. In Mexico it is virtually impossible to make films that cost over $2 million. Cronos made it clear, even to del Toro, that he needed another structure to bring his visions to the screen.

         
            * * *

         

         In a bid to reduce the public debt and encourage private investment, President Carlos Salinas de Gortari pushed through the North American Free Trade Area (NAFTA) in September 1993, creating a free market between Canada, the US and Mexico. Intended to allow the Mexican economy to expand to the extent that it could enter the ‘first world’, in actuality NAFTA led to the exploitation of Mexico’s cheap labour and US companies outsourcing certain polluting industries.

         
            ALFREDO JOSKOWICZ film-maker/Director, IMCINE: The sexenio of Carlos Salinas de Gortari [1988–94] had been a disastrous period, during which many of the state production companies were terminated. Conversely, private production continued to flourish. At this time, there were around fifteen private companies and all of their films were distributed by Películas Nacionales. The films were exhibited on Compañía Operadora de Teatros (COTSA), the state-owned exhibition circuit, which was very advantageous tax-wise for the private producers. However, in 1991, for different reasons and for various motives, this arrangement was terminated and in 1993 the state sold COTSA. It was an important moment of this period under President Salinas that in 1993 Mexico entered NAFTA.

            BERTHA NAVARRO: The landscape really changed after NAFTA was signed. Before NAFTA, we were able to produce a decent number of films annually. Quality-wise, the films were a mixture of the good, the bad and the ugly, but we were able to produce them. After NAFTA we produced, I believe, just eight films. It had a massive impact on the industry. Prior to NAFTA it was largely state production – something with which I have never been involved – but after NAFTA it was completely the opposite, a totally open market, with nothing in between and no period of transition. Now we have different rules to the game.

            GUILLERMO DEL TORO: I remember at the time that I felt that NAFTA was so ill-planned, because it was passed without getting any consensus from the world of culture as to how best to protect the industry and the local culture. We were raided and invaded by media companies and there was nothing there to protect us.
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