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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation traces the creation of identity, race, and gender ideals during a period of 
heightened nationalism in Mexico from 1920 through 1946. In hopes of reestablishing 
stability and prosperity following a decade of Revolutionary warfare, an enterprising 
group of mid-level bureaucrats, artists, and intellectuals devoted themselves to the 
creation of a unified national identity. This period of nation building coincided with a 
boom in visual technologies, thus popular visual culture became an important site for 
articulating and disseminating new nationalist ideals to the masses. Women were 
positioned as the ideal conduits for disseminating national identity to the masses and they 
increasingly bore symbols that wed Indigenous heritage with Mestizo identity in popular 
culture depictions. Analyzing this nation building process through the lens of beauty as it 
was mediated through pageants, film, photography, and other ephemera allows for insight 
into the construction of gendered, racialized identity ideals. While much of this visual 
discourse was trafficked in the realm of ideas and ephemera, it was also very much based 
in place. This dissertation analyzes how these projects both shaped and were influenced 
by efforts to modernize and preserve sites of living Aztec memory in Mexico City. 
Examination of this identity project in place allows for glimpses of myriad counter-
narratives in which Indigenous peoples strategically engaged with and resisted imposed 
race and gender ideals. Finally, this dissertation considers how the Revolutionary-era 
conflation of race and culture laid the foundation for a contemporary multiculturalism 
that discursively elides the existence of widespread inequity and structural racism. 
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Introduction: From Aztec Nationalism to the India Bonita Cult  
 

The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living. And just as they seem to be occupied with 

revolutionizing themselves and things, creating something that did not exist before, precisely in such epochs of revolutionary crisis 

they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service, borrowing from them names, battle slogans, and costumes in order to 

present this new scene in world history in time-honored disguise and borrowed language.  

-Karl Marx, “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” 

 

In the opening sequence of the 2010 Miss Universe competition, 83 bombshells 

from across the globe shimmied across television screens wearing cartoonish renditions 

of their national symbols. There was the sexy Italian gladiator, the erotic reinvention of 

Highland Bolivian dress, and the sultry Costa Rican peacock. In this parade of embodied 

and hypersexualized nationalism, Miss Mexico appeared a world apart. Ximena 

Navarette, who hails from Guadalajara, was partially immobilized by her towering 

costume: an enormous sequined circular headdress crowned by an elaborate array of 

feathers fashioned to invoke Yum Kaax, whom the designers called a “Mayan earth 

goddess.”1 In reality, Mayan mythology includes Yum Kaax as a male god of the forest 

but who has time for narrative details when faced with a million sequins to sew into 

place? Under the weight of this invented mythology, Navarette walked stiffly, preserving 

her precarious balance onto the stage. At stage center she paused to display her costume 

but with her movement limited to a slight turn of her head from side to side and a pursed-

lip smile.  

An optimistic reading of Navarette’s embodiment of Indigenous iconography on 

an international stage might allow this performance to be understood as a sign of 

                                                
1. Televisa, “Nuestra Belleza de México,” Accessed Oct. 2, 2010 http://www2.esmas.com/nuestra-

belleza-mexico/ 
 

2. Ibid.  
3. “El presidente Calderón recibe en Los Pinos a la nueva Miss Universo,” CNN.com, Sept. 14 
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Mexico’s respect for its Indigenous cultures, even if some of the details had been 

muddled. Seeing the beloved patrimony adorning such a beautiful body might have 

stirred pride in the hearts of Mexicans. Foreign viewers might have been reminded of that 

one dream vacation they took to the Mayan Riviera. Nevertheless, a more nuanced 

reading reveals a complicated narrative with deep historical roots: one that justifies the 

appropriation and reimagining of the cultural heritage belonging to a population that has 

suffered centuries of colonialism and racism. The hypocrisy of Miss Mexico’s embodied 

ode to her nation’s Indigenous heritage is that, through height restrictions and prohibitive 

costs, Indigenous peoples are effectively restricted from representing themselves. Nuestra 

Belleza de Mexico—the qualifying competition for the Miss Universe pageant—limits 

participation to contestants who are 5’5”or taller and the prohibitive travel and costuming 

costs effectively limits participation to a certain and class and type of woman. Thus, real 

Mayan women were all but formally excluded from a pageant that feigned to celebrate 

their religion. This dual exclusion and celebration reflects a social imbalance with deep 

roots in the nation’s history.2   

Navarette won the Miss Universe title in 2010. This was a major victory for the 

Mexican people who were celebrating the centennial of the start of the Revolution and 

the bicentennial of Independence that same year. The newly crowned beauty queen 

returned home to much fanfare: President Felipe Calderón hosted her in the presidential 

palace and publicly thanked her for making Mexico look good. She appeared as a guest 

of honor at the centennial and bicentennial celebrations later that fall.3 The Mayan 

                                                
2. Ibid.  
3. “El presidente Calderón recibe en Los Pinos a la nueva Miss Universo,” CNN.com, Sept. 14 

,2010. http://mexico.cnn.com/entretenimiento/2010/09/14/el-presidente-calderon-recibe-en-los-pinos-a-la-
nueva-miss-universo 
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symbolism in Navarette’s winning national costume was a relatively recent focus of the 

national creation story, one meant to bolster the Maya Riviera tourism campaigns of the 

1970s. But the nationalist projection of Indigenous symbolism onto the bodies of women 

seen in the 2010 Miss Universe competition was not new. Instead, its origins can be 

traced to another moment of heightened nationalism: the era of Revolutionary 

Reconstruction (1921-1946).  

In the chaotic aftermath of Revolutionary warfare, leaders began the task of 

physically rebuilding the nation. They also sought to forge a social fabric capable of 

integrating a diverse populace, quelling violence, and convincing global leaders and 

businessmen that Mexico had restored enough stability to warrant investment. Hundreds 

of nation builders had faced these challenges before them, fabricating origin myths and 

building intricate labyrinths of values and traditions upon them. Even Mexico had done 

so with middling success following Independence and then again during the regime of 

Porfirio Díaz. But in the early 1920s, the invention of tradition4 became central to 

Revolutionary efforts to unify the nation and reassert its international standing. Leaders 

of the fledgling Revolutionary state turned to formulas that had been successful in the 

past, but polished old stories with modern veneer.  

A parallel concern in the restoration of peace after a decade of Revolutionary 

bloodshed was the resolution of a centuries-old issue framed in the racist rhetoric of the 

time as the “Indian Problem.” This “problem” posited that the Indigenous peoples who 

had endured invasion and centuries of colonization were innately backwards and an 

impediment to progress. The Porfirian regime had taken extreme and, at times, genocidal 

                                                                                                                                            
 
5. See Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
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measures in its approach to resolving the “Indian problem,” seeking to eliminate or 

assimilate Indigenous peoples while at the same time enshrining the stone relics and 

pyramids their ancestors had made.  

Celebration of Indigeneity under Porfirio’s mano dura privileged Aztec culture 

above other Indigenous communities. This selective glorification replicated a racist 

hierarchy that ranked Indigenous groups according to European models of progress.  

During the French occupation, the puppet Emperor Maximiliano (1864-1867) favored the 

Aztecs whose artifacts were enshrined in the Louvre5 and whose resemblance to 

European nobility made them seem civilized according to Western standards. 

Maximiliano helped formulate national myths surrounding the Aztecs and identified 

Cuauhtémoc as a national hero. This campaign resonated enough that in a speech 

delivered shortly after Maximiliano’s execution, Benito Juarez (himself a Zapotec Indian) 

identified Mexicans as the heirs to “the Indigenous nationality of the Aztecs.”6 The 1887-

89 publication of the massive historical undertaking, México a través de los siglos, 

further established the role of the Aztec empire as a precursor to modern nation in the 

national imaginary. 7   

The ideology that linked the Aztec to national identity had deep roots, but Porfirio 

Díaz pushed this particular brand of indigenist nationalism. Over the course of his 35-

                                                
 
            5. Christina Bueno, “Excavating Identity: Archaeology and Nation in Mexico, 1876-1911,” 
(dissertation, University of California Davis, 2004), 34.  

6. Paul Vanderwood, “Betterment for Whom?: The Reform Period, 1855-75,” in The Oxford 
History of Mexico, ed. William Beezley and Michael C. Meyer (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 368. 

7. In particular, Volume I’s section on Indigenous history written by Alfredo Chavero: “The 
Aztecs are the most important to our history, and they are the closest to us.” As quoted in Christina Bueno, 
“Forjando Patrimonio: The Making of Archaeological Patrimony in Porfirian Mexico,” Hispanic American 
Historical Review 90, no. 2 (2009): 215-245, 221. 
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year regime, he recognized that adopting the discourse introduced by Maximiliano and 

aligning himself with the progenitors of the nation might strengthen the legitimacy of his 

regime and improve his nation’s standing in the world.8 Implementing this vision, Díaz’s 

government funded major archaeological digs, hosted public festivities on the occasion of 

notable discoveries, and created monuments, museums, and statuary that helped 

discursively and visually to link his regime to a noble past. Mexico’s pavilion at the 1889 

Paris World’s fair brought the modern reinvention of the Aztecs to the world9 and left 

Mexico with relics and statuary that to this day stand as enduring reminders of the 

Porfirian reimagining of the nation’s revered Aztec heritage.  

In their quest to unify the nation beginning in the 1920s, Revolutionary leaders 

“revised but did not abandon Porfirian national memory.”10 They saw that violent 

suppressions and forced removals of Indigenous peoples ultimately stoked unrest. They 

instead adopted more subtle means of assimilation and appropriation. Aware that certain 

aspects of Indigenous material culture could be of value in broader unification efforts, 

leaders expanded from a focus on stone relics to include elements of contemporary 

cultures. A new paradigm based on appropriation and assimilation gained popularity 

among those most concerned with fixing the “Indian problem.” Intellectuals and, later, 

presidents and politicians launched campaigns that attempted to incorporate Indigenous 

peoples into the mainstream in a cultural give-and-take: indigenizing Mexico while 

Mexicanizing Indigenous peoples. This logic birthed a rigorous public education 

                                                
8. Ibid., 219. 
9. Mauricio Tenorio Trillo, Mexico at the World’s Fairs: Crafting a Modern Nation, (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1996), 81-95. 
10. Mary Kay Vaughn and Stephen Lewis, eds. The Eagle and the Virgin: Nation and Cultural 

Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 8. 
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campaign, and also a nationalist project inflected with symbols of indigeneity that 

conveyed a message of inclusion. Like Porfirian formulations, early Revolutionary 

nationalism favored Aztec heritage, but it increasingly incorporated aspects of living 

Indigenous culture. More often than not, though, Nahua Indians were favored over other 

Indigenous identifications because that was the group seen as being the closest living 

heirs to the Aztec empire.  

This age-old identity project was made modern by new technologies and 

innovations in the social sciences. The Revolutionary government harnessed the popular 

media that previous generations of anti-establishment creatives had successfully 

employed to mock and debase the Porfirian regime.11 Where the Porfirian-era mass 

production of images relied upon antiquated printing systems and expensive filmic 

reproductions, the capacity to produce and circulate images had expanded during the ten 

years of insurrection. By the dawn of Revolutionary Reconstruction, these developments 

in image production made it so that the creation of national identity and the resolution of 

the “Indian problem” could be linked to broader modernization efforts. Much in the same 

way that Orientalism was a manner of restructuring and exerting power over the Orient,12 

so too did Indigenismo exploit the emergence of visual technologies in order to formulate 

ideas of Indigenous authenticity. The supposed objectivity of these Western disciplines 

further bolstered the truth-value of the information they produced.  

Simultaneous innovations in the social sciences further bolstered the modernist 

appeal of solving timeworn identity questions. Building on its turn of the century 

emphasis on ancient relics and monuments, the field of anthropology had grown to 

                                                
11. See William H. Beezley, Judas at the Jockey Club and Other Episodes of Porfirian Mexico 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1987).  
12. Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979). 
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encompass the study of living peoples, their languages, and their material culture by the 

early 1920s. Pioneering anthropologist Manuel Gamio was the first major evangelist of 

Indigenismo,13 the complex network of policies and practices that valorized select 

components of Indigenous heritage while also imposing—often misguided--reforms 

intended to better Indigenous lives. Gamio positioned anthropology as being the 

discipline most fit to help the Revolutionary government become “unified, healthy, and 

progressive.”14 He advanced ideas that shaped Indigenismo for decades to come, arguing 

that Indigenous culture needed to be documented, salvaged, celebrated, and incorporated 

into broader society.15 He and anthropologists that followed in his footsteps defined what 

Indigenous authenticity looked like, codified cultural ideals and hierarchies, and 

disseminated those ideas to the masses. In his 1916 book, Forjando Patria, Gamio 

described various types of women and selects one – the “feminine type”– as being the 

ideal progenitor of the new nation. This influential work helped to revalue Indigenous 

femininity as being “worthy not just of emulation but of incorporation.”16 While women 

had always been the ones responsible for, quite literally, birthing a new nation, Gamio’s 

assertions gave voice and the authority of scientific objectivity to this project. 

In 1926, former Secretary of Education and future presidential contender José 

Vasconcelos published his miscegenist manifesto, La raza cósmica. In the book, he spun 

a utopian racial fantasy that imagined a new “cosmic race” that blended all of the nation’s 

existing races into one superior to all others. Vasconcelos’s vision was instrumental in 
                                                

13. Ricardo Pérez Montfort, Estampas de Nacionalismo Popular Mexicano: Diez Ensayos Sobre 
Cultural Popular Y Nacionalismo, 2nd ed. (Mexico City: Centro de Investigacionces y Estudios Superiores 
en Antropología Social, 2003), 163.  

14. Manuel Gamio, Forjando Patria: Pro-Nacionalismo (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 
2010), 7.  

15. Perez Montfort, 162. 
16. Adriana Zavala, Becoming Modern, Becoming Tradition: Women, Gender, and Representation 

in Mexican Art (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 154.  
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moving the national identity projects toward the ideology of Mestizaje. Presentist 

perspectives favoring racial integration might interpret Vasconcelos’s views as 

progressive. But his neo-Lamarckian version of Mestizaje ultimately just reimagined 

white supremacy: the raza cósmica would be a white race made even greater by 

appropriating the best Indigenous, Black, and Asian traits, while simultaneously 

eradicating the qualities thought to be aberrant in each of those populations.17 Mestizaje 

was the ultimate answer to the age-old “Indian problem” in that it would erase—or at 

least dilute—Indigenous populations under the guise of integration. Once these identity 

ideals took shape, Revolutionaries still faced the challenge of implementing them. 

In many ways, Revolutionary society operated as an imagined community, but it 

would be misleading to suggest that there was cohesion or order in the project of creating 

that community. As a result of competing interests, shifting scientific and social 

paradigms, and government preoccupation with more pressing issues, there was initially 

little consensus about how best to move forward with creating a national identity and 

resolving the so-called “Indian problem.” Well into the 1920s, members of the social elite 

with divergent visions for social progress directed the project. This elite echelon of men 

wielded political influence but also moved with ease through the city’s political, arts, and 

intellectual circles. In addition to Gamio and Vasconcelos, a handful of lesser-known 

members of the social elite also had the power to shape and implement the ideals of 

Indigenismo and Mestizaje. José Puig Causaranc, for example, served the identity project 

in various capacities: as the author of editorials, as the judge of beauty pageants, and as 

the first mayor of Mexico City once it was incorporated in 1929. By the 1930s, their 

paradigms had become increasingly institutionalized. President Lázaro Cárdenas’s (1934-
                                                

17. Zavala, 159.  
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1940) populist approach to nation building, for example, drew heavily from the formulas 

advanced by cultural and intellectual elites of the 1920s. While the arguments and 

approaches varied, these elite, non-Indigenous men developed programs to legitimate 

their version of ideal indigeneity and mixed race identity.  

The people driving this project were primarily non-Indigenous men, but the 

burden for achieving racial utopia was placed on Indigenous women. In the project of 

“improving the race” Indigenous women’s bodies were the necessary channels through 

which the race would be whitened. Social taboos prevented Indian men from mixing with 

whiter, Mestiza women, but European men transgressing racial boundaries to sexually 

exploit Indigenous women was an act deeply ingrained in the colonial mentality.18 Thus 

in an effort to create a whole national body politic, nation builders zeroed in on policing 

individual bodies: what they wore, where they existed, how they comported themselves, 

and how they came to be seen as desirable or expendable.19  

Given the vogue for all things Aztec, it is not surprising that early on in the era of 

Reconstruction Nahua women were designated most fit for producing the new nation.20 

Social scientists, artists, and intellectuals confirmed this indigenist hierarchy, placing a 

premium on Nahua racial purity and ethnic authenticity. Nevertheless, as case studies 

included in this dissertation will demonstrate, this was interpreted in a slippery and 

constantly evolving manner. As much as the projects of Indigenismo and Mestizaje 

purported to be about biological improvement, focus was often trained on superficial 

                                                
18. Informed by Diane Nelson, A Finger in the Wound: Body Politics in Quincentennial 

Guatemala (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 221.  
19. Ibid., 6.  
20. As viewed from Mexico City, Tehuana women were also considered to have a certain cache 

and sexual appeal, but they were seen as the exotic other more than viable components of the social project 
at hand.  
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mannerisms and ethnic traits. A specific set of codes and characteristics marked what 

came to be considered the ideal Indigenous woman: elments of Nahua traje including 

embroidered huipiles, sarapes, woven belts, long skirts, sandals, long braids, a demure 

disposition, a certain style of speech, and even a manner of walking.  

The reliance on these highly gendered ethnic markers in Revolutionary identity 

projects underscores the fact that the projects of Mestizaje and Indigenismo were not just 

about ethnicity. Instead, ethnicity, race, and gender mutually constituted one another. The 

solution to the “Indian problem” and an alluring formula for national identity seemed to 

lie somewhere at the intersection of those three spheres.21 As these ideals evolved, the 

nation was experiencing a major expansion in visual technologies and mass reproduction 

that would prove essential in disseminating them to the public.  

In the early 1920s, the image world of the average Mexican exploded. A boom in 

technology introduced a sudden proliferation of images on the street and in homes: there 

were more photographs in newspapers, movie houses cropped up across major cities, and 

companies mass-produced calendar art and postcards. Even the murals commissioned by 

José Vasconcelos to depict his dreams of a Mestizo future were photographed, and 

reproductions circulated widely beyond the government offices that housed them.22 

Cameras were lighter, flashes were better, prints cost less to reproduce. The rotogravure 

replaced the printing press, allowing for the printing of images in much finer detail and 

more dramatic emphasis of light and shadow.23 By the 1930s, 35mm cameras from 

Europe were in wide use. Filmmaking materials became more affordable and new 

                                                
21. This too follows Diane Nelson’s argument that "race is gendered and gender is raced in 

particular ways in Guatemala,” 222.  
 22. Rosa Casanova, Alberto del Castillo Troncoso, Rebeca Monroy Nasr, and Alfonso Morales, 
Imaginarios Y Fotografiía En México, 1839-1970 (Madrid: Lunwerg Editores, S.A., 2005), 127. 

23. Ibid., 124.  
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government initiatives funded a national film industry. Sound technology entered the 

Mexican film scene in 1931, making movies intelligible even to those who could not read 

the title cards. By the dawn of the 1940s, novice cameramen and tourists with home 

movie cameras abounded and the film industry had entered its golden age.  

The Revolutionary elite saw this tectonic shift in the world of image making as an 

opportunity. They used the emerging technologies as the scaffolding upon which to 

construct a complex visual economy of national identity, gender, and racial ideologies. 

Because illiteracy was so rampant, this popular visual culture was necessary to reaching 

the masses. The cultural elite used everything from calendar art and postcards to film, 

photography, and music to flood the nation with images and ideals that epitomized their 

new brand of national identity. Civic events, societies, and festivals, which could now be 

promoted widely through newspaper photographs and articles, also became critical sites 

for articulating, educating, and engaging the populace.  

It was not just the proliferation of images that mattered, but also the means by 

which those images were generated. The plethora of new gadgets that facilitated mass 

image reproduction appealed to national affinities for all things modern and authentic. 

Photography and moving images, in particular, were seen as neutral media that 

documented the world with objective authority. In reality, the producers of these images 

developed techniques that allowed them to manipulate the effect of their work. 

Photographer Hugo Brehme, for example, smeared glycerin on his camera lens to blur the 

image when he wanted to create a dreamy, romantic feel in a photograph.24 Similarly, 

filmmakers used camera angles, lighting, and shot construction to manipulate meaning 

                                                
24. Ibid.,122.   
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and message. Cinema and photography were anything but neutral, but they maintained 

their reputations for accurately and objectively reproducing reality.25  

In keeping with the broader identity projects of the era, women took center stage 

in popular visual culture. As had long been the practice in live theater traditions, non-

Indian actors were often cast to play Indigenous peoples in feature films. As images in 

calendar art, postcards, and advertisements proliferated, they too combined symbols of 

indigeneity with the ideals of Mestizaje. Because the cultural markers of Indigenous 

femininity had been so clearly distilled, they became increasingly transferable to non-

Indigenous bodies. Ideal female indigeneity, in other words, had been synthesized to the 

point of simulacra, and the process accelerated by the boom in visual technologies. When 

projected onto Mestiza bodies, the dress and mannerisms that marginalized and “othered” 

Indigenous women, were rewritten as quaint, exotic, and desirable. Fair-skinned Mestiza 

women, beautiful by Hollywood standards but with a hint of foreign exoticism, donned 

these costumes and performed “Indian” mannerisms. This combination of racial and 

ethnic features constituted a new national type—the india bonita—that embodied the 

desired racial progression from Indigenous to Mestiza. This symbol had the dual function 

of showing Mexicans the Indigenous past they had overcome and the Mestizo future they 

could look forward to.   

This dissertation analyzes the making of the india bonita in Revolutionary 

identity projects from 1921 through 1946. Viewing this campaign through the lens of 

beauty as it was mediated by pageants, cinema, photography, and other ephemera allows 

for consideration of the qualities that were considered supreme. Beauty is determined by 

                                                
25. Deborah Poole, “An Image of ‘Our Indian’: Type Photographs and Racial Sentiments in 
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highly gendered and racialized social codes, firmly rooted in specific times and places. 

Analysis of how and by whom those codes were determined and applied to women 

reveals the intentionality, and also the inconsistency, of race and gender ideals as the 

Revolutionary elite constructed them. The narrative shows how this identity was 

constructed and, in doing so, illuminates the india bonita type as a gendered, racialized 

invention of a particular historical moment. 

Scrutinizing the construction of this national type exposes the reductive and racist 

logic that undergirded it. Revolutionary identity narratives imposed a framework of 

authenticity to determine who and what counted as legitimately Indian. In doing so, 

Revolutionaries established a set of constrictive boundaries and binaries that governed 

Indigenous comportment, cultural practices, and engagement with modernity. This 

prescriptive system was bolstered by the fledging field of anthropology and by modern 

technology used to assess and reproduce authenticity. This dissertation reveals that 

“authenticity” as a construct influenced by a system of power and domination with roots 

in the colonial era.26 It also examines who had the authority to determine what 

Indigenous authenticity looked like and how the constructed ideology was disseminated 

through popular visual culture.  

As Indigenous culture was distilled, appropriated, and incorporated into 

Revolutionary identity projects, these efforts were motivated by the conviction that 

Indigenous peoples were a dying breed. Indigenous people themselves were effectively 

written out of the narrative of national progress. On the surface, Mestizaje and 

Indigenismo might appear to be constructive identity projects but closer examination 

                                                
26. See Paige Raibmon, Authentic Indians: Episodes of Encounter from the Late-Nineteenth-

Century Northwest Coast (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 3. 
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shows them to be projects of erasure. The penchant for purity—be it racial or cultural—

and Aztec nationalism discursively bound Indigenous peoples to the past. 27 It promoted a 

conquered empire over the hundreds of contemporary Indigenous groups. It also dictated 

that Indians were no longer Indian once they donned Western dress, engaged in “modern” 

activities, or moved away from rural spaces. Finally, supplanting Indigenous women with 

Mestiza women in popular culture was yet another means by which indigeneity was 

visually erased from the construction of lo mexicano. The paradoxical common thread 

among each of these trajectories was the use of technology and social science to cast 

Indigenous peoples as antithetical to modernity. The “Indian” problem, it was thought, 

could be solved through a process of creating one standard national identity.  

While much of this project circulated via intellectual exchanges, infinitely 

reproducible images, imitable performances, and social codes, it was also firmly rooted in 

place. Analyzing Indigenismo and Mestizaje as they existed in Mexico City reveals the 

material impact these ideologies had on everyday people. It shows how the cultural elite 

manufactured an identity discourse that was both shaped by and, in turn, shaped the city 

itself. Local Indigenous traditions were appropriated, reimagined, and revalued in a way 

that wed urban growth to nationalist objectives. Neighborhoods and cultural practices 

thought to be remnants of the Aztec empire became founts of popular culture and 

invented tradition. In turn, certain parts of the city were classed and preserved as 

Indigenous lieux de memoire while others were marked for modernization. “Modern” 

folk could transgress these boundaries but Indigenous peoples were only authentically 

“Indian” when they occupied rural spaces or designated parts of the city, wore traje, and 
                                                

27. See Jean M. O’Brien, Firsting and Lasting: Writing Indians out of Existence in New England 
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engaged in specific proscribed behaviors. Examining this ethnic double standard as it 

played out in Mexico City provides even greater evidence that Revolutionary unification 

was ultimately a project of erasure. 

Rooting the project in a particular place also provides glimpses into the myriad 

ways Indigenous peoples engaged with it. Far from being passive recipients of these 

imposed narratives, Indigenous peoples strategically engaged, resisted, shaped, 

reinforced, and detracted from the currents of Mestizaje and Indigenismo. “Looking is 

always a constructive practice”28 that allows an active viewer to impose narrative, 

meaning, and desire upon whomever they are viewing. But that does not mean that those 

being viewed were entirely powerless. Indigenous women became adept at engaging with 

these projects consciously and strategically. Though the project was inherently aimed at 

preventing Indigenous peoples from asserting their own cultural and political claims, they 

persistently adapted to and covertly shaped Revolutionary identity discourses. In several 

cases included in the chapters that follow, they re-appropriated the india bonita construct 

for their own benefit.  

The nationalist fervor that gave rise to Mestizaje and Indigenismo morphed into a 

multiculturist ethos, now woven into the fabric of national identity. The national myths 

and types written into existence in the decades of Revolutionary reconstruction still loom 

large in the cultural imaginary. Even today, a nostalgic romanticism dictates that 

Indigenous peoples engage in specific activities, live in a certain spaces, speak (or fail to 

speak) their Indigenous languages, wear their hair in specific ways, and dress a certain 

way. Calendar art and its more contemporary equivalents continue to center sexualized 
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Mestiza women in Indigenous traje, placing a premium on Aztec culture and racial 

miscegenation. The celebratory nature of this multiculturalist discourse masks a racist 

logic that permits celebration of select aspects of indigeneity while Indigenous peoples 

themselves live in poverty, struggle for basic rights, and, in the case of women, are 

subjected to high rates of physical and reproductive violence.  

*** 

This dissertation contributes new insight into how Indigenous women engaged 

with the projects that sought to appropriate their identity while at the same time devaluing 

their bodies. In the current literature, there is a dearth of documented information about 

the experience of urban Indigenous women during the Revolutionary period. In addition 

to examining how they engaged with the identity project, I illuminate aspects of the 

Indigenous female experience during that era. Appendix 1--a digital archive of 

Indigenous pageant contests--in particular, presents names, faces, and biographical 

information about these women, but the other chapters also seek to shed light on this 

sector of urban society that is only faintly present in the archival record. While my 

method is more cultural and visual history than Indigenous or oral history, it highlights 

Indigenous voices whenever possible and seeks to show that Indigenous peoples were not 

merely passive recipients of an imposed discourse.   

Terms, Methods, and Periodization 

 Several of the words and terms repeated throughout this text warrant explanation 

and usage notes:  
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Indigena, india, india bonita 

“India” and its masculine equivalent “Indio” are derogatory racial terms in 

contemporary Mexico. My use of the term in this dissertation is intended to capture the 

racist language and logic that were used to construct a national type. The “india bonita” 

was fundamentally a construct made up of borrowed Indigenous symbols, threads of 

historical information, race, and gender ideals. The india bonita was at once caricature 

and specter and the use of the phrase differentiates the construct from the embodied 

reality of Indigenous women. Similarly, racist words and phrases like the “Indian 

problem,” “bronze race (raza de bronce),” and “backwards Indians” were common 

during this era. I reference these words only to show the racist nature of Revolutionary 

discourse, but use quotation marks to distance myself from the terms. I attempt to do so 

with care and only when necessary to illustrate a point, but encourage readers to view 

those terms with a highly critical eye. The proper way to refer to Indigenous peoples is 

first by identifying specific tribe or, if that information is not available, using the more 

generic “indigena.”  

Mestiza v. Indigena 

Conducting a historical analysis of racial construction through visual artifacts 

presents the temptation to assess race based on physical features. To do so would 

replicate the logic of racial determination under critique. That said, there were certain 

characteristics that were routinely assigned symbolic value as being European or Mestizo 

and others that were routinely used to symbolize indigeneity. Pale skin and high, narrow 

cheekbones for example, were adopted from Old World statuary and global visual 

discourse to signal classic European beauty. Meanwhile rounder faces, long black braids, 
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and bronze skin were associated with indigeneity. In reality, of course, there was 

incredible fluidity of these characteristics and of racial and ethnic identity itself. I do not 

subscribe to the narrowing ways in which racial identity was fixed. Instead, I identify the 

physiological characteristics and symbols that came to be associated with groups along 

ethnic and racial lines in order to better critique the confines and limitations of that logic.  

Authentic/traditional v. modern 

Here again I hope to illuminate a binary that was established by the cultural elite 

while at the same time avoiding the reification of the boundaries they established. I seek 

to identify how and by whom “tradition” and “authenticity” were determined and 

signified. I reference the term “traditional” to demonstrate how Revolutionary leaders 

conceived of it: as a signifier of the past that, depending on the perceived value of each 

practice, needed to either be eradicated or incorporated into “modern” society. 

Modernity, too, was a Revolutionary construct still under the influence of the Porfirian 

Persuasion’s penchant for efficiency and progress. To be “modern” fed into ideals 

surrounding development and technological innovation. It allowed upwardly mobile 

Mexicans to distance themselves further from Indigenous peoples because modernity was 

constructed as being antithetical to indigeneity. The fact that select symbols of 

indigeneity--especially those seen in the india bonita type--were incorporated into that 

modernity to lend it an air of exoticism, underscores the unstable and contradictory nature 

of that modernity. Finally, I examine how the quest to scientifically to define Indigenous 

authenticity and tradition and to differentiate them from the Mestizo ideal. Through 

examples of Indigenous peoples engaging with and, at times, shaping “modernity,” I 
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hope to further debase the idea that they were somehow not equipped to engage with the 

modern world.  

Stereotype and representation v. ideology and visual economy 

Following the lead of Philip Deloria, I treat the india bonita as an ideology rather 

than a stereotype. As he argues, ideologies reflect power, domination, and acquiescence. 

They socially construct expectations about how certain groups are going to act. This is an 

important rhetorical distinction from stereotypes, which speak to replication, but not to 

the complexity of construction that makes them impact on the material world.29 This 

interpretation complements another framework I employ: that of a visual economy in 

which images are interpreted within a network of “social relationships, inequality, and 

power.”30 In a visual economy, images circulate across national, cultural, and class 

boundaries, with implications for the material and social realities of both the viewers and 

the subjects of their view. Though I use the word “representation” at times, it should be 

taken as shorthand for the more apt, but cumbersome, “visual economy.” 

*** 

The period of this study encompasses the waning years of Revolutionary warfare 

(1920-21) and follows Reconstruction as it played in the regimes of Revolutionary 

leaders who maintained power until 1946. During World War II and in its aftermath, 

national attention shifted away from the concerted efforts to construct a unified identity 

that had preoccupied it since the Revolution. But until that point, the trajectory of nation 

building and concern with the “Indian Problem” remained largely unchanged.  
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This dissertation is indebted in its theories to the field of Indigenous studies. 

While many of the scholars I engage deal primarily with U.S. history, I argue that their 

theoretical analysis can be logically applied to Mexico. Mexico often turned to the U.S. 

in looking for solutions to the “Indian problem,” so it is fruitful to apply Native American 

analytical methods to their application in Mexico. One such framework, “settler 

colonialism,” posits that the structures enacted during the era of colonization engrained 

themselves in the social order and continue to structure contemporary society. While the 

settler-colonized binary might not be as clear in Mexico, elite Mestizos adopted the 

mechanisms for power that had been wielded by Spanish colonists.31 As a result, this is 

conceived as a transnational Indigenous study because the flow of ideas, if not always 

people, paid little heed to national borders. Finally, although this is primarily a cultural 

history, film theory and cultural studies critique have proven useful tools for analyzing 

historical images. 

Organization 

Through analysis of the 1921 India Bonita pageant, Chapter One analyzes how 

Manuel Gamio and other members of the cultural elite employed a framework of 

scientifically defined authenticity to promote Aztec identity and to narrow who could 

claim Indigenous identity. While the “india” had long been part of the national ethos, I 

argue that the 1921 pageant created the prototype for the india bonita as it would be 

reproduced throughout the era of Revolutionary Reconstruction. While the trope was 

necessarily mutable, the conversation, the people authorized to have that conversation, 

and its terms of engagement were fixed by the pageant.   
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Despite what prevailing discourse indicated, Indigenous people did not stop being 

Indigenous when they moved to the city, cut their hair, and started factory jobs. The 

Appendix to Chapter One is a digital archive of the nearly 200 India Bonita pageant 

contestants, including biographical information. This closer reading of the individual 

entries and the development of a digital archive contradict those ideologies and contribute 

to the limited understanding of Indigenous working women in Revolutionary Mexico. 

Inclusion of El Universal descriptions of the contestants calls attention to the racialized 

language that both reflected and influenced popular understandings of indigeneity. 

Despite the efforts to prove that indigeneity was purest in the rural past and that 

Indigenous peoples were simple folk in need of guidance, these entries provided glimpses 

into the rich diversity of Indigenous women’s experiences and identities. 

Chapter Two details the evolution of the Flor más Bella del Ejido pageant from a 

poorly attended annual affair to a major component of Mexico City’s indigenist 

celebrations. It shows that infusing pageants and public events with invented traditions 

allowed Revolutionary elites to try out their identity politics in a particular place. In 

doing so, it sheds light on broader Revolutionary initiatives: first, the gendered, racialized 

creation of Mexicanidad and, second, the way in which Mexico City grappled with 

modernity while also carving out select spaces for its Indigenous identity. Ultimately it 

contends that Revolutionary invented tradition, popular anthropology, and media 

coverage reified a belief that Indigenous authenticity was determined by a narrow set of 

gendered, ethnicized, racialized, and geographical factors. 

Chapter Three explores the development of the india bonita type in nationally 

produced films. As identity negotiations laden with nostalgic romanticism and colonialist 
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fantasy evolved over the 1920s and 30s, film gained an increasingly solid foothold both 

as a form of popular media and as a device for disseminating identity discourse. I 

illustrate how cinema became an ideal mechanism for advancing the Revolutionary 

cause. Like beauty pageants, it trained viewers to focus on specific, superficial sources of 

enjoyment, while a complex set of racial ideals were being asserted just beneath the 

surface. In the cine folclórico genre visual pleasure was used to draw audiences but also 

to distract from the underlying promotion of an ideology of racial progression. Tracing 

the trajectory of this genre as it developed reveals it to be firmly rooted in the ideals of 

popular Indigenismo and Mestizaje.  

Chapter Four grounds these projects in the Mexico City suburb of Xochimilco to 

show that the india bonita discourse paralleled and reinforced other government 

initiatives. Over the course of Revolutionary Reconstruction, Xochimilco came to be seen 

as a portal to the pre-Hispanic past and also provided critical source of potable water for a 

rapidly growing city. Mutually constitutive representations of the place, water, and 

women of Xochimilco all tended to center the concept of purity. Evaluating these 

overlapping discourses in film and tourism campaigns, interwoven with regional and 

environmental history, lends insight into the construction of Revolutionary identity. 

Ultimately I argue that the india bonita trope was central to the bridging of the modern 

(potable water, sanitation, transportation, filmmaking) and the traditional (Indigenous 

authenticity, living memory of the Aztec) in Revolutionary nation building.  

In the conclusion, I examine the enduring legacy of nationalist identity discourse 

by tracing indigenist ideologies from the Revolutionary era to the present moment. Like 

Mestizaje and Indigenismo before it, the multiculturalist rhetoric of today praises select 
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aspects of Indigenous identity and shifts the focus away from structural racism through 

the specters of celebration and inclusion.  

*** 

Together these chapters illuminate a visual economy in which elite and upwardly 

mobile members of society created and viewed images that allowed them to measure 

their own identity and progress against the Indigenous other. These images and the 

ideologies that undergirded them helped to codify a racial order that had been in flux for 

centuries and to define what urban Mestizo modernity and ideal Indigenous femininity 

looked like. Although this national project appropriated Indigenous culture while also 

limiting claims to authenticity, Indigenous people produced myriad counter-narratives 

and strategically engaged with these projects. Revolutionary identity initiatives were 

projects of erasure that still linger in the cultural imaginary, but Indigenous resistance and 

self-creation also endures.  
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Chapter One 
La Reina de la Raza: The Making of the India Bonita 

 

As the fates of nations go, 1920 was a horrible year for Mexico. Following a 

decade of violence and bloodshed in Revolutionary battles, ceaseless waves of disaster 

and disease took additional tolls. In January, a deadly earthquake took nearly 3,000 lives; 

there was a major flu epidemic as well as outbreaks of yellow fever and bubonic plague; 

workers went on strike and left for the United States en masse. Even the iconic volcano 

Popocatépetl erupted.32 At the end of this vertiginous year, Álvaro Óbregon, a one-armed 

revolutionary from the northern frontier, took office as the nation’s new president. But 

ongoing violence and bloodshed meant the political power he wielded was tenuous at 

best.  

When the India Bonita contest was announced in El Universal--a major Mexico 

City daily newspaper--on January 15, 1921,33 it must have come as welcome diversion to 

many of the paper’s weary readers. Appearing under the no-nonsense headline, “Who is 

the most beautiful Indian?,” the paper urged its readers to turn their attention to the 

“strong and pretty faces of the countless Indian women who occupy the lowest ranks of 

society.” The paper recounted recent contests they had hosted to find the most beautiful 

woman or the kindest worker,34 but admitted that never before had they thought to adorn 

their pages with the “strong and pretty” faces of Indigenous women. Thus, they were 

inaugurating the India Bonita contest aimed at discovering the most beautiful Indian. In 

the same well-meaning but patronizing tone that characterized much of the newspaper’s 

                                                
32. These events are gleaned from newspaper headlines in El Universal, 1920.  
33. “Cual es la india más bonita,” El Universal, January 15, 1921. 

34. References to the Mexicana mas Bella contest (1920) and the Obrera Simpatica contest 
(1918). 
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writing about Indigenous peoples, the paper assured its readers that even these women 

had aspirations in their “little hearts” and that this “racial contest” would surely elevate 

their spirits.  

Other articles that ran in El Universal in the weeks leading up to the 

announcement of the pageant reveal that Indigenous people were on the minds of the 

newspapermen and leaders in the uneasy early moments of 1921. An editorial penned by 

prominent politician and El Universal co-founder Emilio Rabasa lamented what he called 

the problem of the Mexican Indian. He contended that “three million Indians, morally 

and intellectually inferior to Moctezuma” represented a substantial burden to the civilized 

half of society and since their blood had been so diluted by centuries of miscegenation it 

was impossible to isolate them to reservations as the United States had done.35 The only 

viable solution, he concluded, would be a more thorough integration. 

Another article published the same week by the man who would go on to become 

the Secretary of Public Education, J. M. Puig Casauranc, compared the Mexican and the 

American Indian.36 He observed that U.S. Indians were characterized by “robust men and 

women with faces full of intelligence and health” as opposed to Mexican Indians who 

occupied themselves with the “passive contemplation of nature.” He argued that while 

American Indians had access to what he considered a brilliant boarding school system 

and had many opportunities for cultural, intellectual, and moral growth, isolating them on 

reservations tragically prevented them from becoming fully integrated in U.S. society. 

Casauranc concluded that despite being a “backwards people,” Mexican Indians were 
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actually better off than American Indians because they had genuine opportunities to 

become integrated in modern society.  

As prejudiced as the opinions of these two men appear by today’s standards, they 

reflected a widespread belief that in order to quell the violence of the Revolution, the so-

called “Indian problem” had to be dealt with once and for all. Generations of racial 

mixing had blurred the lines between Indians and non-Indians so national leaders could 

not isolate Indians to reservations. Instead, their best option was to integrate them into the 

budding Revolutionary nation. Recognition of this fact inspired the Mestizaje movement, 

which valorized select aspects of Indigenous culture in national identity projects.  

Despite keen awareness of the “Indian problem” at this early moment of 

Reconstruction, the Revolutionary government was too occupied with broader 

pacification endeavors to concern themselves with addressing it. Instead, public 

intellectuals and civic leaders—who also recognized that integrating the Indigenous 

populations was key to national stability—led the charge. Elite civilians like Felix 

Palavicini, the publisher of the El Universal newspaper, drove many early efforts at 

assimilation. Palavicini, a self-appointed ambassador of Revolutionary doctrine, had cut 

his teeth as minister of education under the brief Carranza administration. He founded El 

Universal in 1916 to be the voice of Revolutionary thought while at the same time 

fomenting nationalism and humanitarian interests.37 More than any other newspaper 

mogul of his time, Palavicini took his job as civic leader seriously, hosting a number of 

contests, congresses, and gatherings throughout the early years of Revolutionary 

reconstruction. These efforts were aimed at fixing what the state saw as some of the 
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state’s most onerous problems while also trying to increase sales of his newspaper. 

Palavicini, then, was a pioneer in marrying Revolutionary values with capitalist pursuits. 

Moreover, with the constant changes in national leadership throughout the Revolution, 

Palavicini and his newspaper were more stable and consistent voices of authority than 

any state actors, so the ideologies they promoted ought to be scrutinized accordingly.  

Shortly after the pageant announcement, El Universal organized a team of 

reporters and photographers to go on reconnaissance missions into largely Indigenous 

neighborhoods of Mexico City in search of contestants. Weighted down with their pens, 

camera equipment, and a fierce nationalist ideology, the intrepid reporters set off into the 

city to find indias bonitas. After some unsuccessful forays into outlying communities 

around Mexico City, the team turned their attention to the Mercado de San Lucas. After 

an hour-long search in vain for an ideal candidate, they met Emma Garduño, a nanny, at a 

modest masa stall. On January 25, 1921 Garduño’s portrait appeared on the front page of 

the paper’s interior section featuring a young woman in plain dress, with her hair pulled 

back into a pragmatic bun.38 The accompanying synopsis told readers little about 

Garduño and instead recounted in florid detail the team’s market visit and their 

impressions of the candidate, whom the author described as being slow to respond to 

their questions.  

After additional forays into markets, the team members turned their attention to 

Xochimilco, the picturesque region of southern Mexico City known for its intricate 

network of canals dating back to the pre-Hispanic era. The region continued to be 

inhabited well into the twentieth century by a largely Indigenous population. Mexico City 

residents often took weekend forays to the region to luxuriate on the serene waterways of 
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“Mexico Viejo.” Artists sought Indigenous models to pose in their plein air art studios in 

Xochimilco, producers shot films there, and novels depicting the nation’s bucolic past 

were often set in its watery canals.  

With dramatic flourish, the El Universal journalist relays how the India Bonita 

team traveled to Xochimilco, a place he described as being “full of legitimate Indians.”39 

The anticipated romance of the scene was quickly dispelled when the team was met with 

a hostile reception from the Indigenous people they attempted to photograph. In lucid 

detail, the author described how his team approached one possible contender, explaining 

to her that they were looking for the most beautiful Indian in Xochimilco, but she refused 

to participate, saying that she did not want to be photographed (“no es mi voluntad”). 

They persisted until finally a man approached in a boat, waving a stick at them and 

attempting to throw their camera in the water. They finally relented, moving back to the 

main market where they found Matiana Morreno, who was willing to have her 

photograph taken and whom the reporter described as being peaceful and serene.  

Enthusiasm for the pageant continued to grow and eager contestants from across 

the republic began submitting photos and brief biographies. For seven months following 

the announcement of the pageant, the newspaper featured photographs of contestants on 

an almost daily basis. The women and girls entered in the pageant were mostly young, 

domestic workers in Mexico City, ranging in age from 14 to 25, many of whom were 

nominated for the competition by the male heads of households in which they worked. 

Submissions also came from across the nation and, in some cases, were submitted by 

search teams comprised of aristocrats who found the task of hunting for indias bonitas to 

be an entertaining diversion. In addition to the photos that made it into print, the 
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newspaper received dozens of photographs that were not suited for the pageant—non-

Indians dressed in costume, men cross-dressing as Indigenous women, and young 

children who claimed to be the direct descendants of Moctezuma. Despite the occasional 

misinterpretation of the pageant criteria, El Universal had clearly met their goal of 

creating a broad, national audience for their contest.  

While the pageant received prime newspaper placement on the cover of the 

second section of the paper, Indigenous women--and any acknowledgement of 

Indigenous beauty--was completely lacking from the weekly women’s section of the 

paper. On the contrary, weekly beauty columns coached women on how to lighten their 

skin, narrow their noses, and other beauty regimes that promised to make them look more 

refined and European. Similarly, product and theater advertisements that ran in the 

newspaper featured women with predominantly European features.  

Other national and international beauty pageants that the newspaper covered 

featured European beauties and spoke of the contestants in markedly different language 

than that used when speaking about the indias bonitas. For example, the winner of a 

contest to represent Mexico in an international beauty pageant was the epitome of the 

chica moderna, with a pageboy haircut and carefully made-up face.40 The journalist 

covering the story praised the grace and serenity of her countenance that, he claimed, 

harkened back to the classic Greek and Roman beauties that had been immortalized in 

marble and bronze. Similarly, the Mexicana más Bella contest—a 1920 El Universal-

sponsored predecessor to the India Bonita pageant—focused almost entirely on European 

beauty standards. In one article, a journalist discussed the amazing range of beauty seen 

in Mexico, but focused solely on the disparity between women from Northern Europe 
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(“tall, white, intensely blue eyes, and blond hair”) and those from Spain (“more short 

than tall, sensual lips, dark hair, and undulating, lively movements”).41 

The portraits of the India Bonita candidates also differed markedly from other 

pageant and glamour photographs of the time. Contestants in the Mexicana más Bella 

contest, for example, were shown in elegant poses with dramatic lighting that featured the 

long lines of their necks and arms. They were commonly pictured draped in cloth, 

reminiscent of Greek statuary, to emphasize the woman’s face or body rather than her 

clothing. In contrast, the India Bonita contestants were almost always pictured facing the 

camera directly, with their heads sometimes turned slightly to the left or right. In some 

cases, the full body portraits showed off ornate clothing, studio props, and bare feet. 

These images were more akin to racial “type” photos and postcards than the conventional 

portraits of beauty queens and movie stars as they were seen the world over.  

Thus, while Indigenous women were ostensibly being celebrated for their beauty, 

it was limited to what was, at times, called the “racial pageant” and seemed to have no 

bearing on the broader understanding of female beauty. Through beauty pageant 

coverage, advertisements, and female advice columns, European beauty aesthetics were 

clearly promoted and remained central to beauty standards of the time. Indigenous 

beauty, in essence, was presented as a quaint new way to celebrate isolated, desirable 

aspects of indigeneity rather than something other women should strive to attain.  

Indeed, discussion of female beauty was almost entirely absent from the India 

Bonita pageant. The descriptions of the women that accompanied the photographs 

focused on contestant mannerisms like subservience, piety, melancholic dispositions, and 

humble or shy behavior. They also attempted to assert the legitimacy of each contestant’s 
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Indianness by drawing attention to clothing or facial features that were thought to look 

Indian, though specific tribal affiliations were rarely mentioned. In the rare instances in 

which the women were quoted, their words were often misspelled in order to draw 

attention to their inferior Spanish language skills. Finally, the entries frequently focused 

on the individuals or teams that submitted the nomination or on the photographers of the 

portraits who, in a parallel competition, were competing for a best photograph prize.   

The fact that the discussion of an event that purportedly celebrated Indigenous 

women, until now, has entirely focused on the non-Indigenous men, is an irony that 

should not be overlooked. Indeed, the Revolutionary celebration of Indianness was driven 

almost entirely by urban men. The contestant descriptions were often loaded with 

racialized and patronizing language and rarely included the voices of the women, but a 

closer reading of the entries and the accompanying images provides a glimpse into the 

lives of women who rarely appear elsewhere in the archive.42 

In Xochimilco, for example, Petra de la Rosa originally from the region, lived and 

worked as a domestic servant in Coyoacan, an upscale suburb south of Mexico City at the 

time of the pageant. According to her entry, Petra nominated herself for the pageant, with 

the support of her foreign employer.43 The reporter described her as being a little 

haughty, perhaps because she initiated the nomination and reportedly said that she 

believed she had a good chance at winning. She also promised to buy a copy of the paper, 

presumably to see her picture in it and show it to family members, friends, and suitors 

alike.  

                                                
42. I further explore the lives of individual contestants in the Appendix 1 digital archive at 

http://indiabonita.omeka.net/ 
43. “El concurso de la india bonita,” El Universal, February 8, 1921.  



 

 

42 

Another candidate originally from Xochimilco, Zeferina Butanda, shed light on 

one way in which some Indigenous women capitalized on their Indigenous identity. The 

16-year-old worked as a model at an art academy in Mexico City. Numerous oil paintings 

and murals from the time depict Indigenous women in bucolic settings, often posed with 

replicas of pre-Hispanic artifacts, such as the one Zeferina held in her India Bonita 

entry.44 The entry notes that she also worked as a mobile street vendor, so modeling was 

just one source of income for her. Like Matiana Moreno’s entry, this indicates a mobile 

labor exchange between Xochimilco and neighboring urban communities--a fact that 

discredits depictions of Xochimilco as being a fixed icon of the Indigenous past. It also 

shows that, unlike some of her fellow Xochimilco counterparts, Petra acted upon a desire 

to have her photograph taken and to be considered in the pageant.  

Together, the Xochimilco entries show a range of engagement with and resistance 

to Revolutionary identity projects that attempted to incorporate select aspects of 

Indigenous cultures into a unified national identity. While some Indigenous people 

hostilely rejected these projects (as in the case of the reporters being chased off with a 

stick), others strategically engaged with them. The fact that the women all had ties to 

Xochimilco, the region of Mexico City long identified as being Indigenous, is not 

incidental. Rather, it highlights the extent to which this picturesque southern enclave was 

a location for working out competing claims to culture and identity.  

As word of the pageant spread, migrant Indigenous women working in Mexico 

City expressed the desire to compete so that they would have a way to show people back 

home that they were successfully making their way in the city. With cameras still a rare 

commodity and studio portraits unattainable for most members of the working class, the 
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pageant presented a rare opportunity for migrant workers to obtain a portrait—and 

multiple copies of it—that could be shared with friends and family. Indeed, more than 

half of the women (45 of 84) in the pageant were migrants.  

The decade-long Revolutionary war had resulted in about two million casualties, 

severely depleting the men active in the labor pool. As a result, more of the burden to 

bring money into a family fell upon the shoulders of young women and, for them, there 

were far more economic opportunities in urban centers than in rural areas. Migratory 

labor became increasingly common among young, Indigenous women.45 Many of the 

women who migrated to Mexico City ended up doing some form of domestic labor and 

the pageant archive reveals a society in which these Indigenous migrants were at the heart 

of the domestic sphere for urban elites. Many of the domestic servants lived in the homes 

of their employers and they could expect to garner a wage of about 15 pesos per week for 

providing a host of services for their employers, from cleaning and cooking to nannying 

and wet nursing.  

Despite the class divisions in the labor force, not all of the contestants were 

domestic workers. The majority of non-domestics worked in their hometowns, likely 

having received some education and benefitting from established social networks that 

made higher paying jobs accessible to them. Concepción García, for example, was a 20-

year-old from Mexico City who worked as a shop girl in a perfume boutique.46 Her 

employers nominated her and--likely seeing a good opportunity to promote their own 

business--they offered to donate a case of Heno de Persia soaps and perfumes to the 

winner. In the pageant entry, García’s flapper style dress and hairstyle show her to be 
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more of a chica moderna than an india bonita, but she was not unique in diverging from 

the increasingly narrow view of what Indigenous women looked like.   

Throughout the course of the pageant many women wore clothing that was 

recognizably Indigenous, but others sported contemporary fashions including the flapper-

style bobbed hair, headbands, and long necklaces. Others wore nondescript work clothes 

or uniforms whose lacey frills had a decidedly Victorian air to them. In many of the cases 

in which the contestant donned so-called modern dress, the 

written entries compensated for their lack of overt markers of 

indigeneity by expressly stating that these women were in 

fact “legitimate” Indians.  

             For example, the author of one fair-skinned 

contestant’s entry (Fig. 1) anticipated readers exclaiming, 

“This isn’t an Indian!” upon seeing her image, but assured 

them that “fortunately Indians still existed who exhibit the 

proud features of Moctezuma” and she was one of them.47 

“Very few people who see this delicious photograph would 

believe that she is an Indian,” said the nomination letter, 

“but indeed she is. She has green eyes but is pure in race 

because she is the descendent of legitimate Indians.” The journalist’s claims to racial 

purity are indicative of a broader social project that sought to define indigeneity by 

asserting authenticity. At this early stage of Revolutionary identity projects, the criteria 

that determined “real Indians” was nebulous and inconsistently applied. In the case of 
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Fig. 1, India Bonita contestant 
Aurora Azarte. El Universal, 1921. 
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Aurora Azarte, readers of El Universal were to see her as Indigenous simply because the 

reporter said so.  

Even though the pageant included many contestants who did not “look Indian” 

according to conventional understandings, the commentary that ran with the entries 

throughout the pageant repeatedly praised the candidates who 

submitted photos that did conform to the popular idea of how an Indian 

woman ought to look. The newspaper also discouraged contestants 

from wearing contemporary fashions by turning away some 

submissions that looked too “modern.” As a result, the number of 

Indigenous women wearing some element of traditional dress increased 

as the pageant continued.  

While traje may have been the daily wear of some contestants, 

others clearly donned costumes and props that they (or the studio 

photographers) thought would make them appear more authentically 

Indian. These symbols of indigeneity included braids, embroidered 

dresses, Tehuana headdresses, and the occasional prop such as a hand-decorated bowl or 

a replica of a pre-Hispanic artifact. The photo of 15-year-old Eleuteria Palato (Fig. 2) 

provides a good example of how Indianness was staged in some portraits.48 The props, 

background, and lighting indicate that this is a studio portrait. The position of the ceramic 

pot suggests that someone placed it in her hand for the photo because it would have been 

nearly impossible for her to maneuver her hand and the pot into that position on her own. 

Even in this portrait that speaks to many of the conventions associated with Indianness at 

the time, the written entry defied the ideology of the humble Indian maiden. It stated that, 
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Fig. 2 This photo of contestant 
Eluetaria Palato shows how 
indigeneity was staged in the 
India Bonita entries, El 
Universal, 1921. 
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in addition to being pretty, Eleutaria was well-educated and read El Universal on a 

regular basis. When asked about her desire to win the contest, she thoughtfully responded 

that if she did not win, she hoped that someone from her region would because she 

thought it would honor her community.   

One contestant went beyond all the others in demonstrating her knowledge of 

Indigenous dress and language. María Bibiana Uribe, a 15-year-old still living in her 

birthplace--the rural community of San Andrés Tenango, Puebla--submitted an entry to 

the pageant that showed her in Western dress, but she was encouraged to submit another 

photo in which she was wearing more “authentic” clothing.49 She complied, submitting a 

photograph that featured her wearing recognizable Nahua clothing. The entry that 

accompanied this new photo was written by Bibiana’s godmother and went into more 

detail about Bibiana’s Indigenous identity than any other nomination. The godmother 

stated that Bibiana had “wheat-colored skin” and was a descendent of the “fierce Aztec 

race.” The entry described what she wore, emphasizing the fact that Bibiana had made 

several of the articles by hand and identifying every article of clothing with its Nahuatl 

name, which the paper printed in bolded typeface.  

In July of 1921, El Universal named five men to the India Bonita jury.50 Each was 

well known and respected in his field. Jorge Enciso, an acclaimed artist, was famous for 

his drawings of Indigenous peoples and nationalist themes. Manuel Gamio, a Columbia 

University-trained anthropologist, was known for his seminal publication, Forjando 

Patria, as well as numerous other opinion pieces, anthropological studies, and even 
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indigenist films.51 There was Aurelio González Carrasco, a playwright whose bawdy 

skits drew large audiences to cabarets and other popular theaters, and Carlos M. Ortega, 

another playwright popular among the working class. The jury also included Rafael Pérez 

Taylor, the orchestrator of the India Bonita pageant and the author of most of the El 

Universal’s coverage of it.  

By the time this jury of elite artists and intellectuals met in August of 1921 to 

select the winner of the pageant, 171 photographs of hopeful indias bonitas had graced 

the pages of the newspaper. Despite the paper’s initial concern with assessing and 

cultivating appreciation for Indigenous beauty, a curious shift in the framing of the 

contest took place. While the competition began as an attempt to find the prettiest Indian 

woman, by the end of the contest the objective was to find the most legitimate Indian. In 

fact, the editor in charge of the pageant asserted, “the selection [of the winner] was based 

solely on Indigenous features and was in no way motivated by the beauty of the 

contestants.”52 Pageant judge Manuel Gamio most likely influenced this concern with 

legitimacy and soon came to be seen as the arbiter of authenticity.  

Gamio had trained under U.S. anthropologist Franz Boas and is frequently cited 

as being the father of Mexican anthropology. He argued that the nation needed to civilize 

and economically improve its Indigenous population, not only to quell Revolutionary 

violence but also to prevent them from falling prey to the socialist influences of the 
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Soviet Union.53 He promoted eugenics and fancied himself an expert on the physical and 

cultural characteristics of the nation’s Indigenous races.  

Gamio’s language in interviews and in the numerous editorials he penned 

throughout the course of the pageant indicated his awareness of how race science could 

be employed to determine the physiological features of true Indians. Gamio drew upon 

this knowledge not only to decide who would be victorious, but also in educating the 

newspaper’s readership about what Indigenous beauty–and indigeneity itself–meant from 

a scientific standpoint. Despite his reliance on science that we now regard as being 

seeped in racist prejudice, Gamio was progressive for his time. He argued that all races 

had equal capability of adapting to modern civilization and that the European race would 

in fact grow stronger if it was Indianized. Like his contemporary intellectuals steeped in 

the ethos of Aztec nationalism, Gamio favored Aztec ancestry over other Indigenous 

identifications. To him, the most Indian Indians were the descendants of Moctezuma.54 

 

Fig. 3 The India Bonita finalists with María Bibiana Uribe inset at left, El Universal, 1921. 
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Within the context of integrationist objectives, scientific racism, and the Aztec 

vogue, the ten pageant finalists convened in the offices of the El Universal on August 1, 

1921. A photograph of the finalists (Fig.3) shows them assembled amid pyramids, 

providing a clear visual referent to the Aztec past and no doubt bolstering the authenticity 

of the contestants and the pageant they were participating in. Despite the vast diversity of 

contestants seen over the course of the pageant, the photograph shows a notably 

homogenous looking group of young women. The finalists were all styled in a similar 

manner that would have appealed to conventional understandings of what indigeneity 

looked like, with each contestant wearing rebozos, braids, embroidered clothing, and bare 

feet. Upon arriving for the photo, their faces had been wiped with a moist cloth in order 

to ensure that they were in their “natural” state and not wearing any makeup.55 

Considering the jubilant verbiage that had characterized discussions of the pageant, the 

portrait of the finalists is remarkably somber. Several of them are frowning and pose 

stiffly with hands folded neatly in their laps. 

At the center of the photo stood an “obsidian-eyed princess,” ensconced in a 

lacey, white scarf and holding a painted Olinala-style gourd bowl in her hands. This was 

María Bibiana Uribe, newly crowned the “queen of the bronze race” and the winner of 

the India Bonita title. In an interview published just after the pageant, each of the judges 

stated that they believed that Bibiana had won because she best represented the “nearly 

forgotten race.”56 Given the significant cultural value that Aztec identity held, it should 

come as little surprise that the contestant who most explicitly detailed her Nahua heritage 
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and dress--and, in doing so, established herself as a descendent of the Aztecs--was the 

one selected as the ideal representative of her race and the winner of the pageant. Gamio 

confirmed that Bibiana was a descendent of the Aztec race, a fact he said was 

demonstrated as much by her physical characteristics as by her ability to speak Nahuatl. 

The newspaper exclaimed her victory by stating this “fine and sweet little figure” 

exhibited all the characteristics of the race: “dark skin, black eyes, short stature, delicate 

hands and feet, long, black hair, and so forth.”57 These precise physical descriptors paid 

little heed to Bibiana Uribe’s physical beauty, instead treating her as a rare specimen of a 

dying race. 

Considering the nature of Revolutionary identity discourse, this attention to 

Bibiana’s physical traits and the purity of her Aztec descendancy should come as little 

surprise. But few might have predicted where the discussions of the Reina de la Raza 

would go next. In a series of El Universal articles, questions and assertions of Bibiana’s 

virginity, romantic availability, and sexual appeal began to pepper the articles about her 

cultural and racial identity. Although the contestants’ virginity had not been stipulated as 

being criteria for winning the pageant nor publicly discussed at any previous point 

throughout the pageant, the jurors and reporters immediately began referring to Bibiana 

as the virgin indigena or the virgin morena. In a newspaper interview conducted the day 

she was awarded the title, reporter Jacobo Dalevuelta described Bibiana as a delicate flor 

de campo who had the “candor of a virgin, the beauty of a flower of Yolochilt, and the 

good looks of a Sultan’s favorite harem consort.”58 Dalevuelta interrogated her about her 

relationship status, repeatedly asking her if she had a boyfriend. He described Bibiana as 
                                                

57. Jacobo Dalevuelta, Maria Bibiana Uribe, de la Sierra de Puebla, “Proclamada la India Bonita 
de Mexico,” El Universal, August 2, 1921. 
 



 

 

51 

refusing to answer, blushing, lowering her eyes and seeming nervous. In quoting her, he 

misspelled words to highlight her crude Spanish skills, making her appear to be a villager 

out of place in the big city. When asked again about whether or not she had a boyfriend, 

she replied that she did not know. The fact that the interest had strayed from cultural and 

physical assets toward her personal life and sexual history, must have put Bibiana in an 

uncomfortable position, especially given personal details that were soon to come to light.  

In interviews published later that week, the pageant judges explained why Bibiana 

had won the pageant. Their responses, predictably, focused on her Aztec features and the 

fact that she was an excellent representative of “Moctezuma’s race,” but they also 

referred to her virgin-like demeanor. Playwright and pageant judge Aurelio Gomez 

Carrasco’s comments were particularly full of sexual innuendo and suggestions that one 

of the judges or newspapermen should take advantage of the opportunity and marry 

Bibiana.59 What started off as an effort to identify and celebrate Indigenous beauty 

became a civic education project aimed at defining Indianness and, in its final moments, 

an opportunity to depict the ideal Indigenous woman as being pure, sexually available, 

and worthy of the attention of non-Indigenous men. This final detail was essential if the 

project of racial integration were to be truly successful for how else would a new, 

Mestizo nation come into existence?  

The Indian-as-object-of-desire was one narrative that emerged from the India 

Bonita contest, but there were others too. Another line of post-pageant discourse pictured 

Indians as helpless children in need of moral guidance and racial betterment. In this 

narrative, the newspaper cast Bibiana as a child in need of well-appointed Spanish 

padrinos who could take her in and ensure a good education. El Universal selected Don 
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Andres Fernandez and his wife, the “esteemed doña Esperanza M. de Fernández, for the 

job.60 Newspaper coverage of Bibiana’s first meeting with this family mentioned the 

father’s white skin several times and refers to him as an ideal representative of the 

Spanish race.61 The journalists describe Bibiana and her biological mother, who was also 

in attendance, as being quiet and full of gratitude. The description of the encounter 

emphasizes the genteel nature of the hosts, while showing the two Nahua women to be 

out of their element. Despite the fact that the description of this encounter highlighted 

difference, it was ultimately an argument for integration. María Bibiana Uribe was a 

backwards Indian, the article implied, but could be refined and modernized through 

education and exposure to the more “civilized.”  

Another narrative thread helped to normalize the performance of indigeneity by 

non-Indigenous actors. María Conesa, a Spanish-born diva on the Mexican género chica 

circuit, depicted the India Bonita in a revue theater show that premiered about a month 

into the contest. The show—a tribute with a few off-color jokes62--was so well received 

that she was ultimately honored alongside Bibiana in her coronation as the India Bonita.63 

Because Indigenous beauty and identity had been conflated and then reduced to a few 

simple characteristics throughout the pageant, they became easily extendable to others. 

For non-Indians, indigeneity became a costume that could be taken up at will and then 

shed when choosing to be “modern.” 

In addition to Conesa’s performances, other theaters around the city honored the 

India Bonita by writing performances about her or working her into existing plays. The 
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popular “Candidato a Periodista,” for example, changed the character of the obrera 

simpatica to an india bonita. The famous composer Miguel Lerdo de Tejada wrote a 

waltz in her honor and Alfonso Esparza Oteo won a song-writing contest with his foxtrot, 

“La India Bonita.” These functions were held, in part, to raise funds for Bibiana; in the 

end she was awarded $7,407.37 pesos.64 Bibiana’s material gains included more than just 

the revenue from these performances. She was also showered with gifts from businesses 

and artists from across the republic. She received an engraved gold medal, two coral 

necklaces (given to her by Conesa and her adoptive Spanish family), cases of perfumed 

soaps, a dozen copies of her portrait taken by Jose P. Arriaga, a silk cushion, a pair of 

black satin shoes, a banquet for one hundred guests in the Xochimilco Inn, several oil 

paintings, a dozen pairs of sandals, two rebozos, a mattress, five boxes of Mint Marbles 

gum, an Aztec vase, a “magnificent” silk shawl from the actress Lupita Rivas Cacho, six 

bottles of wine and six bottles of tequila, a dozen tubes of Anty Py-O toothpaste with 

three toothbrushes, and a pencil-drawn portrait made by 13-year-old Leopoldo P. Muro, 

among numerous other items of clothing, hygienic products, and works of art.65  

Each of these prizes was carefully accounted for in the pages of the El Universal 

with prize listings reading like advertisements, indicating the name and street address of 

the donor. For example, the announcement of a gift of soda pop carried this zippy tagline: 

“A case of one hundred “Zas, que sabroso estas” sodas, made in the Aguas Gaseosas 

factory ‘El Gallo S.A.,’ located in the 13th of Bolivar 170.” For a nominal donation, 

businesses across the Republic were able to demonstrate concern for social issues while 

also advertising their wares.  
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Indeed, a current of commercial interest ran throughout the pageant. The El 

Universal’s decision to run a popular, serialized pageant was likely just as much about 

selling newspapers as it was about advancing Palavicini’s social aims. Similarly, the 

portrait contest gave photography studios a chance to demonstrate the quality of their 

work well beyond the storefront displays that had traditionally been used to attract 

customers. In the oversized portrait that accompanied the paper’s final accounting of the 

pageant, Bibiana looks particularly pious engulfed in a broad white veil and her arms 

crossed gingerly over her chest. Despite these saintly overtures, the photo has a decidedly 

commercial feel to it owing to the fact that the portraitist’s name and street address are 

scrawled across her left arm (Fig. 4). 

  

Fig. 4 María Bibiana Uribe, El Universal, 1921. 

The final feting of the India Bonita took place in the stately Esparanza Iris 

Theater, with its stage refashioned to look like the interior of an Aztec temple. Guests 
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included dignitaries and members of high society, all of whom were encouraged to come 

dressed in Indigenous clothing.66 Bibiana was positioned at stage center on a throne from 

which she observed a series of speeches and performances exalting the pageant and the 

Indigenous race. The evening’s festivities included a performance by the Orquestra 

Típica del Centenario under the direction of the famed composer Miguel Lerdo de 

Tejada.67 A photograph that ran alongside the El Universal’s coverage of this homage 

shows Bibiana on her throne (Fig. 5), flanked by members of the Orchestra, which 

include several actresses dressed as china poblanas.68  

 

Fig. 5 An homage to the India Bonita at the Centennial festivities, El Universal, 1921. 

While El Universal drove this flurry of attention and succession of celebrations, 

the pageant did not go unnoticed by other newspapers. Even The New York Times ran a 
                                                

66. “En la suntuosa velada de anoche en el “Iris” la India Bonita lució su belleza y fue aclamada 
por la multitud que invadió el coliseo,” El Universal, September 26, 1921. 

67. Ibid.  
68. Some recent work on the India Bonita pageant has interpreted these women as India Bonita 

finalists who had been transformed into icons of Mestizaje. The misreading of the photograph highlights 
the slippery line between the national icons of the time and the ambiguity of race in Mexico.   
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photo spread of Bibiana’s victory in their special rotogravure section (Fig. 13). The photo 

shows Bibiana dressed in all white with a white headdress covering her head. The print is 

overexposed, so that the white takes on an almost ethereal quality and washes out part of 

her face. Her large, dark eyes anchor the photo. It is a beautiful, but almost haunting 

image that surely conveyed a sense of otherness (and otherworldliness) to its international 

audience. It would have registered among U.S. viewers familiar with the work of Edward 

S. Curtis as being a romantic ode to a vanishing race and it had a similar, but more 

moralistic, currency in Mexico as well. 

The popular Revista de Revistas reprinted the photo on January 8, 1922 along 

with a contribution from a special correspondent in Washington D.C. In the article, he 

positioned Bibiana as an ideal emblem of tradition and piety, juxtaposed against the 

capricious “American girl” who imprudently “bares her chest and her legs” to the 

world.69 Even beyond the discussion about Mexican identity and indigeneity, María 

Bibiana’s “serene” visage was used as a counterweight to the modern girl movement that 

had overtaken New York. Bibiana’s image was appropriated as an antidote to modernity 

because this “priestess of the Virgin of Guadalupe” purportedly represented all that was 

good and moral about the past. Even as the cultural elite worked to solve the “Indian 

Problem,” they recognized some inherent moral good in Indians that countered the ills of 

modernity.  

While The New York Times praised the pageant, other Mexican newspapers 

viewed it with scorn and attempted to discredit both the pageant and Bibiana herself. 

Veracruz’s daily newspaper, El Informador, published an article expressing their pity for 

Bibiana. The paper argued that “this poor india bonita” had been plucked from her 
                                                

69. José Albuerne, “Belleza Mexicana,” Revista de Revistas, January 8, 1922.  
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village and showered with prizes that would now make her the scorn of her fellow 

Indians.70 The article concluded by saying she would have been better off if the 

newspaper had left her “humble and barefoot, with her two braids and simple dress, 

waiting for a beau to come ask for her hand in marriage.”71 Much of this can be chalked 

up to competitors looking to detract from the pageant, but it also serves as a reminder that 

the competition wasn’t universally well received.  

Little is known about how Bibiana herself felt about the victory, but her response 

perhaps can be surmised from some of the photographs and moving images that 

documented the pageant and its aftermath. Silvio Toscano filmed the 1921 Centennial 

parade and Bibiana made a brief cameo in his classic documentary, Memorias de un 

Mexicano. In two clips lasting only seconds, she was enthroned on El Universal’s 

motorized replica of an Aztec pyramid surrounded by her court of honor (comprised of 

fellow India Bonita finalists) and an Aztec calendar, a wall of cactus, and a robed 

Cuauhtémoc statue as masthead. The second of two short clips that feature her was shot 

from a low angle, accentuating the towering effect of her already tall throne.72 Bibiana 

and her court all wear the now-familiar white lace veils; she smiles faintly while 

adjusting the veil. Her countenance exudes a sense of pleasure and self-satisfaction—she 

seems to be thoroughly enjoying herself. In one of her few interviews she later in life, she 

called herself a chingona (or bad-ass)73—the Toscano footage bears evidence to this 

angle of her experience.  

                                                
70. “La india bonita,” El Informador, August 18, 1921.  
71. Ibid.  
72. Silvio Toscano, Memorias de Un Mexicano, 1950. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8bZt9QbesY, accessed August 7, 2014. 
73. Rick Lopez, Crafting Mexico: Intellectuals, Artisans, and the State after the Revolution 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 58.  



 

 

58 

Several months after Bibiana’s victory, a debate broke out about the legitimacy of 

her Indigenous heritage. The discourse employed in the debate highlighted the 

complexity and the contradictions of the racial logic at play in the pageant. In a lengthy 

article published in April 1922, El Universal’s rival, El Excélsior, tried to provoke a 

scandal by charging that María Bibiana Uribe was not an authentic Indigenous woman.74 

As a confounding bit of evidence, they revealed that just three months after her India 

Bonita crowning, she gave birth to a child. In a menacing tone, the El Excelsior article 

contended that Bibiana had tricked El Universal and the pageant judges into thinking that 

she was Indigenous. Reporters bolstered their case by attempting to prove Bibiana’s 

modernity. They argued that her hometown was no longer a traditional Indigenous 

community because a dam constructed outside of Necaxa by the Motriz Light and Power 

Company had displaced them. El Excelsior went on to allege Bibiana of having never 

worn traditional Indigenous dress (traje) prior to her participation in the pageant, that she 

only feigned ignorance of the Spanish language, and that she carried the painted jicara 

bowl (visible in many of her portraits) just for show.75 The newspaper’s investigation 

claimed that the only “Indian blood” to be found in Bibiana’s family came from her 

maternal grandmother and that her paternal grandparents and parents were already 

“perfectly Mestizo.” As proof of this point, the reporter presented a list of what he clearly 

found to be damning evidence: her father was a town leader, he did not speak Mexicano, 

and he had always dressed in so-called European clothing. His customs and diet were 

also purportedly not Indigenous. Finally, El Excelsior described Bibiana’s long exposure 

to “civilized people” and her typical dress—silk blouses, patent leather shoes, finely 

                                                
74. “La India Bonita es una abnegada madre de familia,” Excelsior, April 10, 1922. 
75. Ibid.  
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woven stockings, and the “fanciful, arbitrary” costume she donned during the India 

Bonita pageant —as yet further proof that this well-dressed woman was clearly not 

Indigenous.76  

If the India Bonita pageant as a whole reflected narrowing conceptualizations of 

indigeneity, El Excelsior’s claims represented a more tenacious project of erasure. The 

charges belied common misperceptions of the meaning of indigeneity, namely that only 

people living in rural, traditional homelands, speaking Native languages, and eating 

ancestral foods, all while remaining completely untouched by modernity could truly 

claim to be Indigenous. The implication that the communities moved to make way for the 

Necaxa dam—a major modernization project of the time—were less Indigenous because 

they had lost their ancestral homelands, reveals a strain of colonial logic that seemed to 

think Indigenous peoples could be simply willed out of existence.  

El Universal promptly answered these charges in a series of articles aimed at 

discrediting El Excelsior, recounting the details of the pageant, and explicitly spelling out 

the racial logic that informed it. The reporter reminded El Universal readers that they had 

organized the pageant to celebrate the Indigenous race on the anniversary of the nation’s 

independence, that it had been judged by authorities in the matters of Indigenous race and 

culture, and that the finalists had been brought to the offices of El Universal so that the 

judges could personally see the candidates to avoid any fraudulent contestants.77 Then, in 

bolded, capitalized typeface the journalist listed the things about Bibiana that, to them, so 

clearly proved her to be a member of the Indigenous race:  

“BROWN SKIN, BLACK EYES, SHORT STATURE, DELICATE HANDS AND 
FEET, SMOOTH AND BLACK HAIR, ETC. FROM A RACIAL PERSPECTIVE SHE 
                                                

76. Ibid. 
77. “Vive de la renta de su capital Bibiana Uribe,” El Universal, April, 11, 1922.  
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BELONGS TO THE AZTEC FAMILY, WHICH IS DISPERSED ACROSS VARIOUS 
PARTS OF THE COUNTRY; HER LANGUAGE IS MEXICANO.”78  
 

The tone and block lettering conveyed a sense of impatience at yet again having 

to explain what made someone an Indian when surely, to their minds, these points had 

been generously made over the course of the pageant itself. The article contended that 

both of Bibiana’s parents were indeed Indigenous and that Bibiana’s accent as well as the 

words she spoke revealed her Indigenous identity. Finally, the author responded to the El 

Excelsior’s claims that Bibiana’s pregnancy voided her rights to the India Bonita title by 

celebrating the fact this perfect emblem of the Indigenous race had brought another of her 

type into the world.  

The following day, April 12, 1922, another article penned by Manuel Gamio 

delved more deeply into explicit race science than any previous published discourse 

about the pageant. 79 He spelled out the physical characteristics that made her identifiably 

Indigenous: the color and type of hair, the color of her irises, the specific configuration of 

her cheekbones and ears, and other details that would be too “tiresome” to enumerate. He 

went further, saying that he could scientifically prove Bibiana’s Indigenous heritage, 

alluding to anthropometric measurements and the Jenks index.  

He then ridiculed some of the racial logic that El Excelsior had employed—the 

idea that Indigenous people in modern or European dress were somehow less Indigenous 

than their relatives in more traditional dress. He tactfully declined to point out that by 

favoring Indigenous women in traje as being more authentic, the pageant organizers had 

themselves relied upon similar faulty calculations. He concluded by stating that 

                                                
78. Ibid.  
79. “Los Caracteres de Raza de Maria Bibiana,” El Universal, April 12, 1922. 
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distinguishing the genetic differences between one race and the other was one of the 

greatest challenges facing anthropology, but that, overall, Mestizaje and indigeneity were 

not simple matters that could be defined by a blood.  

While Gamio’s views on race in this final article may seem relatively enlightened, 

his previous interest in the contestants’ clothing and his adherence to a narrow set of 

physical characteristics prove that, in practice at least, Gamio was still very much a 

proponent of the racial logics of his time. His opinions on the matter had likely evolved, 

too, since in September of 1921—just as Bibiana was being crowned the India Bonita—

he had travelled to Washington D.C. for the second annual International Eugenics 

congress. Despite El Universal’s vociferous refutation of El Excelsior’s charges, the logic 

that drove Bibiana’s victory synchronized with the conceptions of race described in El 

Excelsior. They did, after all, select the one candidate who most clearly demonstrated 

mastery of her Native language and dress. They also referred to her as the Indian virgin—

giving the impression that this was indeed an important quality. Gamio’s rejoinder to the 

El Excelsior’s charges ultimately contradicted several of his previous statements about 

why Bibiana was an ideal representative of her race.80  

Thus, in their attempts to define and narrow authentic Indianness, both El 

Excelsior and El Universal became agents in a highly racialized colonial project. 

Although El Universal’s intentions were at least superficially aimed at celebrating 

Indians, racism and colonialism do not need to be deliberately reproduced—once the 

logic has taken hold in society it doesn’t require conscious actors to be reproduced. The 
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pageant was indeed a colonial project aimed at narrowing and even erasing the Indian 

problem even though it ostensibly sought to celebrate the Indigenous beauty.  

The multiple narratives that emerged from the India Bonita contest show that in 

the early 1920s there was neither clear policy nor an identifiable solution for moving 

forward in constructing a new identity for the nation and dealing with the so-called Indian 

problem. Rather, a cacophony of voices attempted to articulate what modern indigeneity 

ought to look like. Centering the discourse on women–who were largely seen as being the 

weaker sex--and female beauty was one of the ways that the Revolutionary elites could 

incorporate Indians in non-threatening aspects of national identity without increasing 

anxieties about the socio-cultural and physical threats Indian men posed to the minority 

non-Indigenous elite.  

The use of science, photography, and newspapers in the pageant were critical to 

cementing and circulating ideas of race. Discourses presented what was thought to be 

empirical evidence, but in fact the values associated with this “evidence” were constantly 

in flux.81 Despite those shifting racial values, the newspaper was a tool for circulating the 

conversation and the principles of racial identification to a nation struggling to reinvent 

its image in the wake of the bloodiest years of the revolution. National identity was 

solidified through the circulation of the print medium, augmented by the “modern” 

potency of photography and scientific discourse.  

Despite the fact that the parameters of the contest and ideas about indigeneity 

shifted over the course of the pageant, the newspaper’s authority on the subject never 

waivered because it was buttressed by these objective, modern tools. Although the 
                                                

81. Deborah Poole, “An Image of ‘Our Indian’: Type Photographs and Racial Sentiments in 
Oaxaca, 1920-1940,” Hispanic American Historical Review 84, no. 1 (2004), 40.  
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argument and the evidence shifted considerably, reporters employed scientific 

language—first archaeological and later anthropometric—and photographs of Bibiana to 

lend authority to his claims. This pageant then, goes beyond demonstrating constructions 

of indigeneity to illuminating how racial logics themselves were constructed and 

circulated.  

Casting Indigenous peoples as rural and Aztec, as the India Bonita pageant 

ultimately did, can be seen as an early attempt to articulate that binary during the period 

of Revolutionary reconstruction and popular Indigenismo. By perpetuating the idea that 

Aztec identity was the highest form of indigeneity, the pageant ultimately reinforced a 

narrow understanding of indigeneity that pushed other Indigenous groups further to the 

margins of national consciousness. With the judges’ selection of one of the few rural-

dwelling contestants as the winner, the pageant also replicated the idea that indigeneity in 

its purest form existed outside of the city and that urban Indians were somehow less 

authentic than their relatives in the country. By focusing on the Aztec empire, which had 

fallen in the sixteenth century as a result of Spanish conquest, the pageant sent the 

message that the purest and noblest form of indigeneity existed in the past.  

Situated within an even broader framework, the India Bonita pageant was an early 

instance of Revolutionary Indigenismo. The cultural elite retooled Porfirian indigenist 

sensibilities that relied entirely on archaeological relics to incorporate living Indigenous 

peoples in a way that purportedly helped them to meet the goals of the Revolution. 

Months after the pageant’s conclusion, the newspaper referred to it as the culmination of 

a series of contests and “the most poignant homage to the forgotten race” that had laid the 
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foundation for the modern nation.82 The India Bonita pageant was a diversion for the 

war-weary citizenry and a way to sell newspapers while also working towards broader 

goal of unifying the populace. Moreover, it also helped to lay the intellectual foundation 

for popular Indigenismo and educated the public about an increasingly narrow definition 

of what the Indigenous ideal looked like during the 1920s and 1930s reconstruction.  

Finally, the India Bonita pageant represented a critical moment in defining ideals 

of Indianness in Revolutionary Mexico and in the social project of Indigenismo. It also 

fixed signifiers of indigeneity that facilitated a tradition of “playing Indian” in theater, 

film, dance, and popular culture for decades to come. Finally, it was a first step toward 

promoting a more complete biological and cultural integration, as well as an attempted 

erasure of specific Indigenous identifications along with their land claims and other 

threats they posed to national unification. Ultimately, this early attempt at Indigenous 

inclusion was not really a story of inclusion at all, it was rather a thinly veiled attempt to 

isolate and erase one problematic part of the population under the guise of celebrating 

Indigenous beauty and promoting cultural integration.  

These ideas influenced popular representations of Indigenous people for decades 

to come, established the Revolutionary mechanism for Indigenismo, and created racial 

ideologies that continue to inform understandings of Indianness today. As with other 

settler colonial projects, these imposed racial and cultural ideals have become embedded 

in the fabric of society and manifest themselves in a range of romanticized and racialized 

attitudes about what it looks like and means to be Indigenous. While the trope was 

necessarily mutable, the conversation, the people authorized to have that conversation, 

and its terms of engagement were fixed by the pageant.   
                                                

82. “Los Concursos de ‘El Universal,’” El Universal, April 11, 1922. 
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The closer reading of the individual entries and the development of a digital 

archive (Appendix 1) contradict those ideologies and contribute to the limited 

understanding of Indigenous working women in Revolutionary Mexico. Despite the 

efforts to prove that indigeneity was purest in the rural past, these entries provided 

glimpses into the rich diversity of Indigenous women’s experiences in the Revolutionary 

Mexico City. Viewed from one angle, the pageant was a colonial project of valorizing 

and then appropriating certain aspects of indigeneity for national identity projects, but 

from another angle it ought to be understood for its many instances of Indigenous 

resistance to and collusion with this identity project.  

El Universal’s final word on the pageant was tacked on to the end of Gamio’s 

impassioned response to El Excelsior’s vile attack. Under the subhead, “The Cult of the 

India Bonita” the newspaper pointed out that Bibiana’s portrait could be seen enshrined 

with the Virgin of Guadalupe in humble abodes in even the furthest stretches of the 

country.83 While this clearly shows some hyperbole, it demonstrates that Bibiana’s visage 

had been adopted as a folk hero among Indigenous people of the time. This glimpse into 

Indigenous response to the pageant proves hopeful. It means that despite the racialized 

and totalizing discourse at play in the pageant, Indigenous peoples imbued it with their 

own meaning. They claimed Bibiana as one of their own, despite the many layers of 

colonialist, gendered, and racialized rhetoric the pageant organizers had used to frame 

her. It serves as an important reminder that in the midst of Indigenismo and Mestizaje 

overtures, the Indigenous experience remained multifaceted and included varying degrees 

of engagement with and departure from delimiting Revolutionary projects. 

 
                                                

83. “Los caracteres de raza de Maria Bibiana,” El Universal, April 12, 1922. 
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Chapter Two 

La Flor más Bella del Ejido: Indigenous Beauty Queens and Crafting Folkloric 
Authenticity in Revolutionary Mexico City 

 
Writing about the March 1920 Viernes de Dolores celebrations, reporter Fernando 

Ramírez de Aguilar floridly lamented the loss of tradition and the lack of enthusiasm 

among festivalgoers. Ramírez de Aguilar--—more commonly known by his pen name 

Jacobo Dalevuelta—noted that instead of the sweet smell of flowers, the air in the 

Mexico City suburb Santa Anita was thick with the unpleasant aroma of burnt oil and 

pulque.84 He waxed poetic about how the pre-Hispanic festival had lost its authenticity. A 

photo accompanying his article featured a fair-skinned woman with a dour countenance, 

identified as “La Reina de Santa Anita.” Her stiff pose, pallid complexion, and 

anachronistically Victorian dress belie nothing of the festival’s Nahua origins, nor its 

imminent reinvention. 

Just three years later, in a painting titled “Viernes de Dolores en el Canal de Santa 

Anita” (Fig. 6), Diego Rivera cast the festival in a completely different light. In his 

portrayal, it is a vibrant event still firmly rooted in Nahua tradition. Commissioned by 

then Secretary of Education José Vasconcelos in 1923, the “Viernes de Dolores” panel 

was part of a network of murals at Mexico City’s Palace of Education that constituted 

one of the earliest state-sponsored attempts to visually depict the Revolutionary social 

order.85 The panel brims with statuesque women cloaked in long skirts and rebozos. As 

with many of his paintings, color has a near tangible presence: from burnt amber skin 

tones to the meaty reds of the festival’s signature poppy crowns. The fresco is saturated 

                                                
84. Jacobo Dalevuelta, “De las antiguas fiestas de Santa Anita solo queda el recuerdo,” El 

Universal, March 26, 1920. 
85. Mary K. Coffey, How a Revolutionary Art Became Official Culture: Murals, Museums, and 

the Mexican State (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 6. 
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in details that would have signaled tradition to viewers in the 1920s: female flower 

vendors dominate the foreground and men in stark white cotton traje steer boats laden 

with revelers through a crowded a waterway. Rivera did concede some mural space to the 

elite consumption of the event: a chica moderna with a bob haircut and flapper dress 

appears in the foreground, the exaggerated whiteness of her face a glowing orb above the 

Indigenous vendors kneeling before her. Look hard enough at the crowd and glimpses of 

pudgy, pink-faced tourists emerge, an American flag subtly adorning the hat of one. 

Rivera’s wry critique of American consumerism aside, the mural conveys a vibrant 

Nahua celebration with women, as in much of Rivera’s work, being marked as the 

primary bearers of tradition. 

In present-day Santa Anita, rustic murals adorn the concrete pillars of an axis 

road, the Calzada de la Viga, that traces the path of the long-vanished Canal de la Viga 

waterway. One mural reads, “The coronation of springtime maidens is the pre-Hispanic 

heritage of the Santa Ana Pueblo” (Fig. 7). A neighboring mural depicts one of these 

maidens as a fair-skinned woman in an embroidered peasant blouse, holding an armload 

of corn. The rudimentary murals at once signal the festival’s monumental transformation 

and its enduring significance.  



 

 

68 

 

Fig. 6 and 7 Diego Rivera's mural “Viernes de Dolores en el Canal de Santa Anita” 1923-24 (left) and murals in present-day Santa 

Anita (right). The elevated Calzada de la Viga at right traces the former path of the canal depicted in Rivera’s painting.  

It is difficult to reconcile these incongruous depictions of the festival. How did it 

evolve from electing a frumpy Victorian queen in 1920 to Rivera’s indigenist 

interpretation in 1923, and finally to the contemporary epitaph? This chapter interrogates 

that metamorphosis. It examines how the Fiesta de Flores86 evolved from a poorly 

attended affair for the elite into a major component of Mexico City’s folklife in just a few 

short years. In doing so, it sheds light on broader Revolutionary initiatives: first, the 

gendered, racialized creation of Mexicanidad and, second, the way in which Mexico City 

grappled with modernity while also carving out select spaces for its Indigenous identity. 

Ultimately it contends that Revolutionary invented tradition, popular anthropology, and 

media coverage reified a belief that Indigenous authenticity was determined by a narrow 

set of gendered, ethnicized, racialized, and geographical factors. 

Understanding the magnitude of the festival’s transformation requires some 

background on the place that hosted it. Santa Anita was a pueblo profoundly shaped by 

                                                
86. The festival was interchangeably referred to as the Fiesta de Flores, the Fiesta de Amapolas, 

Viernes de Dolores, and eventually La Flor más Bella del Ejido. I employ each of these terms 
interchangeably.  
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its ties to water and by the role it played as a critical thoroughfare for agricultural goods 

coming from outlying rural communities to the capital (Fig. 8). In the sixteenth century, 

between three and five thousand canoes passed through the neighborhood each day.87 

Like Xochimilco today, Santa Anita was once seen as a remnant of the great 

Tenochtitlan.88 Beginning in the eighteenth century, city dwellers escape the stresses of 

city life for tranquil boat rides down the Canal de la Viga. Oil paintings from the era 

show musicians serenading passers-by while women in canoes sell flowers, fruits, and 

sweets. Alexander von Humbolt as well as other lesser-known explorers wrote romantic 

homages to Santa Anita. Its place in the national imaginary was further cemented in 1859 

when a comedic opera about it enjoyed a long run at the national theater.89 In 1901, the 

famous Indios Verdes—bronze statues of Aztec emperors Ahuizotl and Izcoatl forged for 

the Mexican Pavillion at the 1889 Paris World’s Fair—were relocated from the Paseo de 

la Reforma to stand at the head of the Canal de la Viga,90 symbolically delineating Indian 

space from modern, urbanized space.  

                                                
87. “Iztacalco” (Departamento del Distrito Federal, Mexico City, 1992), 18. 
88. Santa Anita and Xochimilco are often conflated despite the considerable distance between the 

two places. The Artes de México volume on Xochimilco, for example, includes more oil paintings of Santa 
Anita than of Xochimilco.  

89. “Iztacalco” Ibid., 23. 
90. Seth Dixon, “Mexico City’s Indios Verdes: Exploring Cultural Processes Using Public 

Memorials,” Journal of Geography 109, no. 2 (2010): 54–60. 
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Fig. 8 A 1902 map of Mexico City and the surrounding region with Santa Anita highlighted, Archivo Historico del Distrito Federal.  

The Viernes de Dolores festival—a syncretic blending of Catholic holy week 

celebrations and an Aztec harvest festival dedicated to the goddess Xochiquetzal--was a 

major draw to the region each spring, but also the source of modernist anxieties 

surrounding safety and health. An 1884 typhoid outbreak and new public health concerns 

about the murky waters of the canal disrupted the bucolic fantasy.91 By 1904, a journalist 

writing for El Imparcial noted that the traditional festivities had been nearly forgotten.92 

The event continued throughout the remainder of the Porfiriato and into the 1900s, but it 

was poorly attended and bore little semblance of its Indigenous roots.  

As the age of Revolutionary Reconstruction dawned, public interest in patrimony 

and tradition once again turned pubic attention to the event. After an underwhelming 

turnout for the 1920 festivities, newspaper commentators penned heartfelt laments over 

the loss of tradition. Jacobo Dalevuelta contributed much of this reporting and, as with 

his coverage of the 1921 India Bonita festival, his writing was infused with remorse and 

nostalgia for a bygone era of Indigenous greatness. In his critiques of Mexican 
                                                

91. Ibid.  
92. Ibid.  
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patrimony, Dalevuelta played a role akin to present-day film or restaurant critics, 

evaluating the quality and the production of indigeneity and Mexicanidad.  

Dalevuelta’s coverage of the 1921 pageant appeared 

under the subhead, “Where are the types of yesterday?” and 

went on to express profound sorrow at the loss of tradition and 

the unsavory signs of encroaching modernity and 

urbanization.93 His concern for the fate of this springtime 

celebration gained traction in other news outlets as well. A 1922 

article in Revistas de Revistas paid homage to the legendary 

festivals of Xochiquetzal, arguing that the Viernes de Dolores 

festivities were an ideal bridge between the Indigenous past and the modern, Mestizo 

present. While other Indigenous traditions were “orgiastic hullabaloos” or “funerary 

recreation,” the Viernes de Dolores festival brought together icons of national identity 

like the “silent india with the enigmatic smile” and the “archaic charro.” The author 

concluded that the legendary “festival of Xochiquetzal” was indeed “one of the 

foundational roots of Mexico City’s soul.”94  

 This article was paired with an illustration printed on the front cover of that 

week’s issue of the magazine that featured an Indigenous woman in profile with a crown 

of bulbous red poppies atop her head, lips painted a vibrant shade of fuchsia, and 

sensuously parted slightly to just barely reveal her teeth (Fig. 9). Her face is angled 

downward but eyes cast up so that more whites were visible than pupil in the art deco 

style that alluded to a bacchanalian ecstasy and conveyed a “come hither” allure. Her 

                                                
93. Jacobo Dalevuelta, “La Nota Popular del Viernes de Dolores,” El Universal, March 19, 1921. 
94. “El Viernes Florido,” Revista de Revistas, April 9, 1922.		

Fig. 9 The April 9, 1922 cover of 
Revista de Revistas 
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long black braids extend beyond the frame and her body, cut off just beneath the 

shoulders, appears to be unclothed. Despite the enticing combination of nationalist 

symbolism and a sexualized Indigenous woman, the 1922 festival was again a poorly 

attended affair for elite urbanites, and came dangerously close to being abandoned 

altogether.95  

     Inspired perhaps by these journalistic homages, 1923 proved to be a watershed 

moment for a resurgence of the Fiesta de Flores. That year, the city’s government and 

cultural elite were on the prowl for local traditions that complemented broader efforts to 

symbolically incorporate marginalized populations, much as Vasconcelos had attempted 

to do in commissioning his public murals. The pre-Hispanic origins and inclusion of 

other icons of national identity made the Viernes de Dolores festivities ripe for their 

nationalist project.  

Internal memos drafted by high-ranking members of the city and municipal 

governments outlined a major revitalization and re-envisioning of the annual event. One 

document in particular illustrated the extent to which government officials went to 

incorporate tradition into the elite affair.96 The document—a typed list--included both 

practical and whimsical items, all of which were aimed at amplifying the festival’s 

folkloric nature while also making it a more orderly, modern affair.97 In addition to 

mandating that decorations like papel picado line the roadways, the documents outline 

measures to sanitize the festival, tar dirt roadways in order to reduce dust, impose traffic 

management plans, ban pulque consumption, and introduce a military and police 

                                                
95. “El Paseo de Santa Anita,” Revista de Revistas, April 16, 1922.  
96. Although the document’s author was not identified, it was likely composed by well-known 

artist and cultural savant Adolfo Best Maugard who served as the head of the Cultural Commission 
responsible for the festival’s revitalization. Jacobo Dalevuelta, no title, El Universal, March 24, 1923. 

97. AHDF: Secretaria general: Gobernación, vol. 3935, exp.389, fojas 20, año: 1923	
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presence in order to avoid “scandals and discordant notes.” Organizers asked the trolley 

company to decorate their trains and invited them to participate in a new competition for 

floral arches; building “Mexican style” pavilions in which bands could perform; inviting 

the Association of Mexican Charros to organize jaripeos. Altogether, these reforms were 

intended to give the event an “extremely popular character.”98  

The desire to recraft Viernes de Dolores as a working class event became more 

pronounced as plans developed. Government officials went out of their way to invite 

members of the working class to participate, going so far as to ask that local factories 

give their employees time off so that they could attend. They also reached out to the 

municipalities of Santa Anita as well as neighboring Ixtapalapa and Ixtacalco, making it 

clear that while these directives were coming from higher-ups in the city government but 

that there was interest in engaging locals.  

At the heart of this proletarian celebration would be the election of a queen, but 

not a member of high society as in years past. One typed planning document dictated that 

a high society woman should be elected queen of the festival but the phrase “high 

society” was later crossed out and the word “worker (obrera)” penned in above. Despite 

the fact that it came as an afterthought, the decision to honor a member of the working 

class rather than high society would come to define the festival. That same year, a 

telegram from Secretary of Government Julio Jimenez Rueda to his sub-secretary, 

Licenciado Gilberto Valenzuela, stated that numerous groups of working women had 

been invited to participate in the year’s festivities and that one of them, a worker from the 

Departamento Establicimientos Fabriles y Militares, had been selected as the queen of the 
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festivities. He then implored the sub-secretary to permit workers be granted leave from 

work so that they could participate in the festival.99  

The Department of Diversions had broad support in its efforts to revitalize the 

Viernes de Dolores festivities, including organizational help and funding from regional 

agencies. The municipal president assigned two members of his cabinet to serve on the 

festival committee and granted a sum of 750 pesos to print 5,000 copies of a program 

containing history and poetry about Viernes de Dolores. The Traffic Department agreed 

to help keep cars and pedestrians moving efficiently through the area.100 Writing for El 

Universal, Dalevuelta expressed delight with the resurgence of this patriotic celebration. 

His coverage of that year’s festivities emphasized what he deemed an authentically 

folkloric nature.101 The parade began at the Indios Verdes, the “eternal and silent 

witnesses to the destroyers of civilization determined to erase every trace of the 

beautifully archaic.”102 According to Dalevuelta’s coverage, the more extensive 

celebrations of 1923 included military bands and orquestras típicas, elaborate 

decorations, workers dressed in their best Sunday clothes, and an impressive array of 

chinas poblanas. New contests were held in hopes of attracting more popular interest, 

with cash prizes awarded for decorated canoes, floral arches, vendors who dressed in 

china poblana clothing, and original songs.103  

                                                
99. Ibid.  
100. AHDF Secretaria general: Gobernacion, vol. 3935, exp.389, fojas 20, 1923. 
101. Jacobo Dalevuelta, El Universal, March 24, 1923. 
102. Ibid.  
103. AHDF Secretaria general: Gobernacion, vol. 3935, exp.389, fojas 20, 1923. 
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Fig. 10 Carmen Aguilera, crowned queen of the 1923 Viernes de Dolores festivities, El Universal. 

As directed by the planning documents, Adolfo Best Maugard and his board of 

official commissioners selected a Reina de la Fiesta: 19-year-old factory worker Carmen 

Aguilera. A photo published in El Universal shows a young woman dressed in china 

poblana clothing with long, black braids, hoop earrings, and an embroidered flowered top 

(Fig. 10). Despite her victory, she looks rather uncomfortable at having been hoisted into 

the spotlight. Little else about Ms. Aguilera’s identity can be gleaned from the photo or 

the article that accompanied it. However, an announcement of her election that ran in El 

Universal just a few days prior to the festivities,104 bears some stark differences. In that 

portrait, she sports a curled hairdo that was either cropped at the neck or pinned up to 

appear that way. She also wears simpler Western clothing with none of the folkloric 

flourish seen in the festival portrait.  In her transformation to queen, she had refashioned 

herself—or had been refashioned—to affect a more traditional look, replete with a wig to 

transform her cropped locks into the preferred styling of indias bonitas and chinas 

poblanas.  
                                                

104. “Srta. Carmen Aguilaera, electa reina de las flores que presidirá la fiesta popular de hoy en el 
paseo de la viga,” El Universal, March 23, 1923. 
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The fact that a working class india bonita/china poblana hybrid had supplanted 

high society queens in the festival’s makeover reflects the nationalist agenda at the heart 

of Revolutionary Reconstruction. The election of a working class queen had a precedent 

in the Obrera Simpatica pageant of 1918 in which El Universal sought out the “kindest” 

factory worker at a moment of social discomfort caused by young women supplanting the 

male workforce.105 At the time, the pageant helped normalize the idea of female laborers 

in the Revolutionary workforce. Now again, a pageant was calling attention to the fact 

that young women could be both obreras and reinas. It also shows that apart from the 

pressing need to resolve the “Indian Problem,” there was also a large urban workforce to 

contend with. Incorporating workers into the nascent identity projects signaled a hopeful 

attempt to avoid worker uprisings like those that catalyzed the Revolution.  

The colorful scene crafted by the Cultural Commission established the essence of 

the Fiesta de Flores as it would come to be known for the next several decades. Its 

inclusion of popular traditions—both invented and organic—paralleled other cultural 

efforts intended to foster nationalist pride. The early attempts of the government to define 

ideal Mexicanidad were still evolving, at times favoring relics of Aztec greatness and 

indias bonitas and at other times looking to icons such as the charro and the china 

poblana that were thought to at once represent Mestizo modernity and folk tradition. 

Public festivals like the Viernes de Dolores offered a prime opportunity to embody lo 

mexicano by bringing all of these identities together.  

The 1924 festival was even more elaborate than the previous year’s event had 

been. President Álvaro Óbregon and other dignitaries attended, lending an air of official 
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legitimacy and visibility. Newspaper coverage praised attendees and government officials 

for the orderliness of the pageant.106 Contests for charros, chinas poblanas, regional song 

and dance, and Indigenous dress placed even greater emphasis on national iconography 

and performance. A Juchitecan woman in a classic Tehuana dress won first place in the 

Indigenous dress competition. El Universal’s coverage vouched several times for the 

authenticity of this contestant and used language to assert her legitimacy that was not 

employed in discussing any of the other contests. For example, one reporter noted that 

her handmade costume had “the flavor of La Sandunga” without the flashy qualities of 

costume props, implying that her dress seemed authentic rather than an artifact borrowed 

from a theater stage. The few sentences dedicated to discussing the winner of the contest 

(who was never named) included multiple references to her authenticity and even quoted 

a so-called Tehuana expert (also unnamed) as saying, “women like that, with Tehuana 

ardor in their eyes, have until now only been seen in El Espinal” (a village in 

Southwestern Oaxaca).107 This treatment of the Indigenous victor as a rare specimen from 

a remote corner of the country reflected the ethos of early 1920s identity projects in 

which growing numbers of anthropologists and “cultural experts” were preoccupied with 

the task of putting their citizens into neat ethnic and cultural categories.  

In addition to the vague but persistent discussion of authenticity that framed the 

pageant, the victory of the Tehuana was notable for a few reasons. First, as the “experts” 

noted, she was an ethnic type from an entirely different region. The fact that a Tehuana 

woman won the first Indigenous dress competition in what was originally a Nahua event 

underscores the curatorial nature of Revolutionary identity projects. Under the pretense of 

                                                
106. “Fiesta del Viernes de Dolores en Santa Anita,” El Universal, April 12, 1924. 
107. Ibid. 
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revitalizing “authentic” traditions, orchestrators constructed a cultural cornucopia that 

paid little heed to religion or cultural mores as Indigenous peoples themselves had 

constructed them. Second, the Tehuana was an icon that had enduring appeal even in the 

midst of the Aztec vogue. Although modernity was often constructed as being antithetical 

to indigeneity, the Tehuana’s unique gender roles as well as her perceived sexual 

progressiveness and aristocracy, combined with a dash of tropical exoticism, had 

positioned her as an ideal icon of Indigenous modernity since the arrival of early French, 

American, and British travellers.108 As a result, the Tehuana became an established 

national type, captured in ethnographic photography and postcards. Even as the Aztec-

inspired india bonita rose to the status as the ideal icon of indigeneity, the Tehuana 

remained a permanent fixture in the Mexican imaginary, though she became increasingly 

othered as a curious aberration. 

From 1925 through 1927, the festival continued to develop along these nationalist 

terms. Although Jacobo Dalevuelta wrote only occasionally about it for El Universal, the 

paper’s coverage continued to praise the rebirth of its traditional components while 

disparaging less desirable elements, frequently complaining about traffic, excessive 

pulque consumption, and dusty air. Despite these inconveniences, the newspaper 

presented the festival as a way to connect with the nation’s past and the minor 

annoyances as a necessary part of the experience. Ironically, headlines in El Universal 

such as, “The Resurrection of the Traditional Viernes de Dolores Celebrations,” 109 

continued to imply that the festival had just been recovered that year. Each year’s 

                                                
108. Deborah Poole, “An Image of ‘Our Indian’: Type Photographs and Racial Sentiments in 
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109. “La Resurrección de las tradicionales fiestas del Viernes de Dolores, El Universal, March 27, 
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organizer, it seemed, wanted to take credit for revitalizing the festival and El Universal 

capitalized upon the supposed novelty to craft attention-grabbing headlines and to praise 

the festival’s resurgence with unwavering vigor.  

As the festival developed, so too did the competitions for traje (described variably 

as regional or Indigenous dress) and for chinas poblanas. While an official queen was 

rarely named, the victors of these two competitions were always prominently featured in 

photo spreads accompanying newspaper coverage of the festivities. Oftentimes, the china 

poblana victors exhibited essential elements of the india bonita formula: long braided 

hair and blouses embroidered with Aztec-inspired patterns. Indigenous women were held 

to stricter codes of authenticity, but often incorporated elements of china poblana 

performance—such as strappy dance shoes and pelona (bob) haircuts—into their own 

styling. For example, the photo of the 1925 winner of the Indigenous dress competition 

shows a woman with short hair—departing from the otherwise standard india bonita 

formula of two long braids—and with notably pale skin. The winner of the china poblana 

competition, in contrast, sported long braids, a huipil, and a rebozo slung across her 

shoulders. This visual overlap highlights the blurry line between china poblana and india 

bonita and suggests that the concern with Indigenous authenticity from the previous year 

had apparently been forgotten or, at the least, momentarily relaxed to accommodate a 

more inclusive reading of Mexicanidad.  
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Indeed there was broad ambiguity about who the ideal icon of female 

Mexicanidad ought to be, but the contest played out more as a spectrum than as a binary 

with the india bonita on one end and the china poblana on the other, and with plenty of 

crossover between the two tropes. Despite this ambiguity, terms used to describe the 

pageant winners varied markedly depending on the contestants’ ethnicity. While the 

chinas poblanas were dubbed things like the “ideal Mexican amazon,” diminutive terms 

were regularly used to describe Indigenous women. In 1926, for example, the winner of 

the regional dress competition was identified as being a Zapotec Indian, but El Universal 

used the words “precious” and “gentle” in the brief identification that accompanied the 

photo. Although this sort of language might seem benign, the fact that it was exclusively 

employed in discussing Indigenous women gives it an air of racialized condescension. 

So, although there was crossover between the china poblana and the india bonita, it is 

important to note that the Indigenous contestants were treated with a level of racialized 

scrutiny and paternalism reserved exclusively for them.  

Fig. 11 A group of indias bonitas and chinas poblanas with almost indistinguishable styling, El 
Universal, 1935.	
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As the festival developed over the next several decades, newspapers like El 

Universal and other Mexico City dailies played an important role in hyping the event and 

in disseminating information about it far beyond the boundaries of the metropolis. For the 

most part, newspaper photographs of the festival and pageant winners mirrored 

ethnographic type photography, providing visual referents for picturing indigeneity and 

Mexicanidad. The newspaper articles that accompanied these photographs provided a 

widely circulated guide to ideal Indigenous comportment, praising certain traits such as 

demure behavior, good health, traditional dance, craft production, and the practice of 

certain traditions. At the same time, they shamed Indigenous people for less desirable 

behaviors such as excessive drinking, gambling, and fighting.  

Multiple times throughout his coverage of the event, Dalevuelta condemned the 

presence of gambling tables and the moral hazards that accompanied them, imploring the 

government to have more stringent regulations in the future. He closed one otherwise 

felicitous article by noting that by the end of the day drunks and gamblers filled the jail 

cells.110 Despite his distaste for this “immoral behavior” Dalevuelta contended that one of 

the best things about the celebration was its chaos and disorder. This contradictory 

attitude—at once condemning and condoning popular celebrations—was also in step with 

other Revolutionary efforts to craft ideal behavior, selecting aspects of folk traditions to 

praise and denigrating others as immoral or backwards behavior. 

In 1927 festival attendance surpassed previous years, with throngs of people 

turning out by car, on foot, and on horseback to celebrate. The city raised the water levels 
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in the canal so that the elaborately decorated floats would be more visible to the crowd.111 

The Indigenous dress competition included Tehuanas as well as other groups from 

Oaxaca, Michoacán, Sinaloa, and the state of Mexico. Silvia Loyo, a florist from 

Michoacán, was named queen. For the first and only time in the Reconstruction era of the 

pageant, an Indigenous man was selected to reign alongside the female victor. Other than 

the fact that his name was Luciano Kubli and that he was a Zapotec, little was reported 

about him.112 El Universal coverage did mention 

that he serenaded the crowd with two songs he had 

composed: “Tell me yes, Trigueña” (slang 

meaning “wheat-colored” woman) and “The 

Illusion of the Rancher.” The fact that he 

performed these songs suggests an element of 

spectacle that, given the emphasis on performance 

in other cultural sectors of the time, had been 

surprisingly lacking from the women’s 

competitions.  

 Beginning in 1928, organizers placed greater emphasis on the festival’s historical 

and performative components. For the first time, the organizing committee established 

specific contest rules and made them available to the public. Performances received 

greater attention with the installation of a permanent platform on the western side of the 

canal. Those interested in vying for that year’s prizes were instructed to bring a letter of 

intent to the administrative section of the Ayuntamiento, at which point they would 
                                                

111. “Quienes Fueron los Premiados en los Diversos Concursos Organizados,” El Universal, April 
9, 1927.  

112. Ibid. 	

Fig. 12 Vendors and festivalgoers at the 1928 
Viernes de Dolores celebration, El Universal.	
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receive the details of the competition. While there, they could also view samples of 

antique Indigenous dress and model vendor stalls to inspire their own contest entries.113 

El Universal explained to its readers that these new contests and accompanying cash 

prizes were a way to keep the traditional festival from dying while also capturing some of 

its original splendor. 

In addition to its new historical emphasis, photographs from the 1928 pageant 

show the extent to which the Fiesta de Santa Anita had become an opportunity for 

encounter. In one photo, bourgeois women wearing flower crowns and fashionable 

jackets sip tea from porcelain saucers, while a group of Indigenous women, costumed in 

frumpy Victorian era maids uniform cluster around a large, covered clay olla (Fig. 12). In 

another photograph, Indigenous women sit on the bare earth surrounded by bundles of 

flowers for sale while upper class women teeter over them in high heels and fur coats 

paired with flower crowns and necklaces. The new Fiesta de Flores rendered 

Revolutionary invented tradition a consumable entity, allowing social elites to try on and 

buy nationalism as though it were a costume.  

The climax of the 1928 festival was a series of contests, judged by three high 

profile men: historian Nicolas Rangel, labor leader Vicente Lombardo Toledano, and 

writer Dario Rubio. In addition to the then-standard charro and china poblana contests, 

the jury awarded the best-dressed Indigenous male and female vendors. All contestants 

had to don historic clothing from the 1870s and, while El Universal provided no clear 

explanation of why the contests for Indigenous dress would be based on historical 

replicas, the implication was that this older version was somehow more pure than 

contemporary dress. The emphasis on the 1870s might be read as nostalgia for simpler 
                                                

113. “Entusiasmo para Celebrar el Viernes de Dolores,” El Universal, March 28, 1928.  
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life, as that decade came just before Porfirio Díaz ushered in his sweeping modernization 

reforms.  

The attempts to inspire historical reenactment through the competitions had mixed 

results. The contest for the best-dressed male vendor failed to draw any contenders. The 

china poblana contest, on the other hand, was so competitive that it sparked a fierce 

debate among the jurors. Eventually they settled on awarding three prizes.114 Although 

there was not a specific prize for Indigenous dress or beauty, an Indigenous woman 

named Silvia Arroyo won the award for best-dressed female vendor with her convincing 

1870s dress. She installed a puesto de aguas frescas in her large canoe, going so far as to 

incorporate utensils and other embellishments from the 1870s. The jury’s decision to 

grant her the prize was, apparently, an easy one. Arroyo’s victory highlights the element 

of performance in the festival and Indigenous peoples ability to adapt to changing 

criteria. However, it also points to the fact that contestants and vendors had to invest in 

costumes and props if they wanted to reap the benefits of a festival that was ostensibly a 

celebration of working class traditions. It seems these invented tradition didn’t come 

cheap for anyone.  

In what appears to have been an attempt to outdo the previous year’s historical 

reenactment, organizers of the 1929 Viernes de Dolores celebration aimed to recreate the 

first festival held in the canal in 1703.115 José Manuel Puig Casauranc, head of the 

Department of the Federal District and the man charged with organizing the pageant, 

even selected actors to play the Duque de Albuquerque (Viceroy of New Spain from 

1702 to 1710) and his wife, Virreina Juana de la Cerda, who was credited with organizing 

                                                
114. Ibid.  
115. “Fiesta Típica en el Canal de la Viga,” El Universal, March 5, 1929.		
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the original colonial-era festival. Casauranc and other organizers went to great lengths to 

accurately represent the Virrey and Virreina and their court. Artist Carlos Gonzalez 

crafted their costumes based on the historic paintings that hung in the history wing of the 

National Museum (Fig. 13). 

 

Fig. 13 Jose Puig Casauranc with the actors personifying the Duque de Albuquerque and the Virreina Juana de la Cerda, El Universal, 

1929. 

  An article in El Universal detailed the artistry behind the costumes for the entire 

court, each of which would be faithful replicas of the clothes worn in the colonial era. 

This included fine brocades and silks, gold and silver embroidery, all rendered in the 

original colors of the court: violet and black for the male attendants and green, electric 

blue, and purple for the maids of honor. Even the costumes for the Indigenous members 

of the party were given careful consideration. As court servants, they were to wear a 

yellow muslin tunic and, inexplicably, the “conical hat worn by natives of China and 

Japan.” The "chieras"—the women who sold aguas frescas at the festival—would be 

costumed in long underskirts with big ruffles, white blouses, and silk colored scarves.116  

                                                
116. “Trajes de la Virreina y el Virrey se Terminaron,” El Universal, March 20, 1929.  
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Jacobo Dalevuelta returned after several years of silence to report on the 1929 

pageant for El Universal and infused his coverage with his signature florid language 

about Indigenous people. In an unabashedly celebratory tone, he wrote about how the 

class divisions that once plagued the nation had been left behind in the previous century. 

He also praised this festival for allowing “brother Indians” to open their doors to the 

outside world to share the fruits of their rich and humid lands and to show the charms of 

their simple, “flower-enveloped” lives.117 Dalevuelta noted with disgust that in a 

“disconcerting act of falseness and stupidity,” many people arrived at the event wearing 

hats made of imported multicolor paper, forgetting that the traditional and authentic red 

poppies were widely available for sale at the festival. His irritation at the fact that not all 

attendees were equally committed to accurately recreating previous eras belied the high 

premium Dalevuelta placed on what he perceived as historical authenticity.   

Overall, less emphasis was placed on the Indigenous components of the 1929 

festival. While the accuracy and opulence of the colonial display garnered admiration and 

awe from the crowds, the Indigenous traje received less attention than in previous years. 

In fact, since not a single contestant in the “inditas mexicanas” contest conformed to the 

regulations, the prize was instead awarded to a group of female students who wore simple 

rebozos atop their heads along with cotton blouses and long skirts. This suggests that the 

standards set for the Indigenous dress competition were too particular, and perhaps too 

costly, for many.  

In all, 1929 was a carefully constructed colonial fantasy that reframed the colonial 

past in a more attractive light. This was a surprising turn for a festival that had become 
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increasingly devoted to celebrating contemporary national types. Neither organizers nor 

journalists articulated the logic behind this historical turn, but there are a couple likely 

explanations. Another current of nationalism, Hispanismo, exalted Mexico’s Spanish past 

in hopes of elevating Mexico’s status as a cosmopolitan nation. Perhaps organizers 

thought this festival could be improved by shedding the ethos of Indigenismo and 

Mestizaje that had come to define it. The shift might also have had something to do with 

the fact that the city was in the midst of a major reorganization in 1929. The newly 

formed Departamento del Distrito Federal (DDF) centralized governance, effectively 

removing power from the original delegations. J.M. Puig Cauasaranc, a known Hispanist, 

was the inaugural chief of this DDF and oversaw his department’s sponsorship of that 

year’s Viernes del Dolores celebrations. It is reasonable to conclude that he saw some 

merit in recognizing the city’s colonial past as it tried to modernize and define its newly 

unified Revolutionary identity. Even so, it is surprising he found willing support among 

Santa Anita residents and others invested in the currents of Revolutionary identity 

making that had been taking root for nearly a decade at that point.  

 Historic reenactments drove the 1930 competition as well, but that year a more 

recent past dominated the scene. The National Museum sponsored a float with ten youth 

dressed in museum-quality replicas of clothing from 1830. El Universal coverage noted 

that because the Museum produced the costumes, they were surely accurate, a sentiment 

that reflected the widespread belief that museums as producers of authentic knowledge 

about the nation’s past. Maria Luisa Ocampo was a guest of honor at the pageant.118 A 

popular playwright of the time, Ocampo was known for her work in nationalist themes 

and had just completed a highly regarded collaboration with Diego Rivera.  
                                                

118. “Las Tradicionales Fiestas de Primavera, se Iniciaron,” El Universal, April 12, 1930. 
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Matilde Ursaiz, “personifying” an Indian from Ixcatlan, Oaxaca, won the 

Indigenous dress competition, wearing a “legitimate” costume from her region that dated 

to 1870 (Fig. 14). In the use of the word “personify” 

(personificar), El Universal implied that the winner might 

have been an actor playing Indian, rather than being an 

ethnically Indigenous woman.119 This possibility is further 

supported by the portrait that ran in the paper alongside 

coverage of the event. The caption referred to Ursaiz as a lady 

(dama) and her pose demonstrates familiarity with 

performance: she gingerly holds her dress out as though for 

display and holds her fashionable black Mary Janes in a 

dancerly position.  

Two sisters from Michoacan, Silvia and Alicia 

Loyo,120 were named runners up in the 1930 Indigenous dress competition (Fig. 15). One 

of the sisters pictured in El Universal donned clothing commonly worn by Indigenous 

men: a simple white cotton suit with a scarf tied around her neck, huaraches, and a 

sombrero. El Universal shows her wearing stage makeup, including lipstick and eyeliner. 

Her sister also displays a somewhat theatrical air. Although she appears in relatively 

simple cotton dress, she poses expertly with her hand on a playfully jutted-out hip while 

holding a large bouquet of flowers in the crook of her opposite elbow.  

                                                
119. Ibid. 
120. Silvia Loyo had also won the Indigenous dress competition in 1927.  

Fig. 14 Matilde	Ursaiz	“personifies”	an	
Indian	from	Ixcatlan,	Oaxaca.	
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 Despite all these indications of performance, festival 

organizers and journalists continued to express concern with 

the authentic reproduction of tradition. Under the subhead, “A 

Note of Bad Taste,” an El Universal reporter following 

Jacobo Dalevuelta’s lead lamented the widespread use of 

paper garlands instead of the more traditional flower ones. 

The charro competition was declared vacant because no one 

adequately met the contest criteria. Considering the concern 

with authenticity, it is striking to note the larger role that 

impersonation played in the festivities. Non-Indians wore 

Indigenous dress and women wore men’s clothing without 

raising an eyebrow. The fact that a cross-dressing Indigenous 

woman garnered the only prize awarded for male costuming further underscores the 

extent to which Indigenous men were written out of this celebration of national types—

and neutered when they were included.  

In 1931, the festival’s historical romanticism was exchanged for a new focus on 

agricultural exposition.121 This new effort to celebrate horticultural productivity was part 

of an effort to revive the festival’s “traditional element,” to motivate those who grew 

vegetables and flowers, and to give visitors an appreciation for all the progress that had 

been made in agricultural production.122 In addition to the agrarian turn, several measures 

were taken to modernize the festival. Electric lights were installed so that festival hours 

could be extended into the evening and a formal, open-air theater was constructed for 

                                                
121. “Las Fiestas del Viernes de Dolores en Santa Anita,” El Universal, March 19, 1932. 
122. Ibid. 

Fig.	15	Señoritas	Sivlia	and	Alicia	Loyo,	
runners	up	in	the	Concurso	de	Traje,		
El	Universal,	1930.	
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cultural performances. Once again, the festival had been reimagined to meet the interests 

of those organizing it. The reintroduction of agricultural elements, however, was the first 

of several changes that would bring the event closer to its origins as a Nahua harvest 

festival.   

The Viernes de Dolores festivities, which had previously been limited to a single 

day affair, lasted a full week in 1931 and included an agricultural exposition. El 

Universal reported that there would be 34 different stalls for entrants in various 

competitions. They also mandated that vendors conform to specific codes of dress and 

“regional authenticity,” though these guidelines were never published in the newspaper. 

In addition to evaluating trajes regionales, judges would also consider the quality of the 

containers in which they presented products and on the use of popular music in the stalls. 

While the weeklong celebration might have brought some added economic benefit to 

Santa Anita, the increasing expectations surrounding the display of products surely ate 

into some of the profit for participating vendors.  

 From 1932 through 1935, public interest in the festival dwindled for reasons that 

are not made clear in the historical record. Even so, the DDF’s Dirección General de 

Acción Cívica (DGAC) continued to pour funds and revitalization efforts into the 

continuation of a festival they saw as being central to the city’s folkloric heritage. Despite 

their efforts, waning enthusiasm and crime dominated coverage of the Fiesta de Flores for 

several years: more than one hundred men and women were arrested at the 1933 festival 

and reports of spousal abuse and car accidents were more detailed than accounts of 
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costuming or competition.123 After a decade-long resurgence, 

the festival seemed once again to be on the verge of 

disappearing.  

In 1934, the DGAC made another valiant effort to 

revitalize the pageant.  Organizers introduced new contests to 

award charros and chinas poblanas, but their efforts were met 

with little enthusiasm from city residents and attendance was 

poor.124 The focus of the festival was on charreria and 

competitions for the best-dressed china poblana. Aaron Saenz, 

representative of DGAC, insisted they were celebrating 

quintessential aspects of Mexican culture, “infused with the 

spirit of love and artistic riches.”125 1935 marked a low point 

for the festival: no contests were held and the newspaper 

coverage of the event lamented that the festival’s days of 

glory were likely not to be recovered.  

Despite sensationalist predictions of an impending terminus, 1936 marked a new 

dawn for Santa Anita and its annual festival. Announcing a new name—La Flor más 

Bella del Ejido—and refocusing the event on the selection of a campesina queen who 

would reign over the festival and her ejido. Although the narrative coverage of the 

festival was all but nonexistent in the days leading up to the festival, El Universal 

published photos of the eight finalists for the pageant in the style of their serialized 

                                                
123. “Las Fiestas del Viernes de Dolores muy Lucidas,” El Universal, April 8, 1933. 
124. “Estuvo Desanimada la Fiesta de las Flores,” El Universal, March 24, 1934.  
125. “Un Concurso de Chinas, de Charros, y de Trajineras,” El Universal, March 17, 1934.  

Fig.	16	Contestants	in	the	first	Flor	
más	Bella	del	Ejido	competition,	El	
Universal,	1936.	
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beauty contests of the previous decade (Fig. 16).126 Surprisingly, the photos didn’t follow 

conventions established by beauty pageant photography nor ethnographic photography 

that had appeared throughout the earlier days of the Viernes de Dolores coverage. In fact, 

the images, with their borders cropped in close around glowering faces, had more in 

common with criminal mug shots. The women’s styling trended more towards the chica 

moderna than the india bonita, with lipstick and pearl earrings appearing more often than 

braids or embroidered tops. El Universal announced that they were the finalists for the 

pageant and provided their names, but no other information.  

Similarly, newspaper accounts of the event included 

little detail about how or why Ernestina Díaz of Ixtacalco 

was honored with the inaugural Flor más Bella del Ejido 

title. The photo of her coronation shows her dressed in more 

classic Indigenous dress than the clothing featured in her 

pre-pageant portrait: she wore an embroidered huipil tucked 

into a long skirt and styled her hair in long, loose waves 

(Fig. 17). New forms of regalia marked her status as queen: 

a flower crown and a trophy larger than her torso 

overflowing with flowers and inscribed with the phrase, “La Flor más Bella del Ejido.” 

The photograph of her coronation was the only image printed with El Universal’s 

coverage of the event. This single photograph in lieu of the full photo spreads of previous 

years was further indication of a new, almost exclusive emphasis on an indigenist 

pageant.  

                                                
126. “Candidatos a ser la ‘Flor mas Bella del Ejido,’” El Universal, April 3, 1936. 

Fig.	17	Señorita	Ernestina	Díaz,	
inaugural	winner	of	Flor	más	Bella	del	
Ejido	competition,	El	Universal,	1936.	
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Journalists and organizers of the 1936 pageant did little to explain what motivated 

the festival’s new focus on feting a campesina beauty. Similarly, they spilled no ink in 

explaining what qualities made Ernestina Díaz the ideal representative of the region’s 

campesina population. What is clear, though, is that the terms campesina and india were 

used interchangeably. While all the messaging around the festival specified the search for 

a campesina beauty, the victor donned india bonita styling on the day of the event. 

Despite the lack of explicitly stated interest in Indigenous authenticity, the introduction of 

the ejido qualifier—a Revolutionary cure-all to the agrarian problem—further coded 

indigeneity as being inherently rural while also highlighting the benefits of the land 

reform policy. In referring to the competitors as beautiful flowers this new “Flor más 

Bella del Ejido” title equated Indigenous women with rural, agricultural bounty. 

By the following year, the pageant organizers had developed more strategic 

rhetoric to describe the revamped pageant, adding the phrase “symbol of the 

emancipation and unification of the workers” to the Flor más Bella del Ejido title.127 This 

addition at once appealed to Revolutionary nationalism and reflected President Lázaro 

Cárdenas’s growing socialist populism. El Universal dutifully repeated this and other 

nationalist messages in their coverage of the pageant. Publishing five articles in the lead-

up to the event, El Universal journalists extolled the folkloric authenticity and the 

nationalist pride that this pageant represented. Other changes in the pageant format 

placed a premium on Mexicanidad: foreign music was banned and only mariachis—

“symbols of our rural musicians who no longer sing the complaints of the campesino 

                                                
127. “Esplendor de las Fiestas de Santa Anita,” El Universal, March 6, 1937.  
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because the harvest is so ample”128 were deemed the only appropriate sources of music. 

Contests for trajineras and charreria were revived. There was also an effort to refocus 

the festivities on the nation’s agricultural successes. The name of the festival was 

changed to the Día del Ejido—though it would still be held on the traditional Friday of 

Sorrows—and women dressed as fruits and vegetables joined in on the parade of charros 

and chinas poblanas.129  

Romanticized notions of Mexican women and their beauty were placed squarely 

at the center of the 1937 pageant, setting the tone for the festival as it remains to the 

present. Photographs of the event show Alonso in a close-up with an elaborate flowered 

crown. Although little can be seen of her clothing, the close framing of her face 

combined with a strong, off-camera gaze into the distance plays into the ideology of the 

noble Indian. Other photographs of the festivities also placed emphasis on spectacle and 

the female body: a photo of a woman atop a horse in full charra costume, with the horse 

cropped out in order to more fully emphasize the charra; another shot from a low angle 

shows four Indigenous women in matching woven dresses singing and dancing atop a 

stage.  

El Universal coverage of the 1937 pageant emphasized that Señorita Leonor 

Alonso was crowned the Flor más Bella del Ejido, as a result of “her beauty, of the sort 

that is genuinely Indigenous, and as a result of her dress.”130 Although the parameters of 

that “genuinely Indigenous” beauty weren’t stated explicitly, this passage suggests that 

they existed in some quantifiable way. The same year, organizers banned the sale of hats 

                                                
128. “La gran fiesta popular del día 19 en Sta. Anita concursos florales” El Universal, March 17, 

1937. 
129. “El paseo de Sta. Anita se vió ayer muy concurrido…Eleccion de la reina del ejido,” El 

Universal, March 20, 1937. 
130. Ibid. 



 

 

95 

and paper products in order to avoid the modernization Jacobo Dalevuelta had found to 

be so wretched. While “authenticity” may have been ill defined, there was clearly a set of 

unspoken codes and characteristics that differentiated genuine patrimony from some 

cheapened version of it.  

From 1938 onward, the festival became increasingly focused on the pageant. New 

contestant qualifications were implemented and organizers made greater efforts to assess 

authenticity by bringing in cultural experts. A letter written to the director of the Museo 

Nacional in March of 1939 demonstrated the lengths to which the pageant organizers 

went to verify the ethnicity of their elected queens. Luciano Kubli, the recipient of the 

Indigenous men’s traje award in 1927, reappeared as director of the Departamento del 

Distrito Federal, serving as an organizer and judge of the pageant. In the spring of 1939, 

he wrote a letter to the director of the Museo Nacional (who remains unnamed), 

reminding him that they would soon be electing a Flor más Bella del Ejido. He referred to 

the future queen as “the young campesina of greatest kindness and beauty, symbol of the 

emancipation and the unification of the workers of the field.”131 He went on to say that 

the sponsors of the pageant were committed to selecting a winner who had the “racial 

characteristics” and “ethnological circumstances” pertaining to the “masas campesinas.” 

He believed it would be prudent to have a representative of the National Museum on the 

jury to authoritatively determine the authenticity of these racial and ethnological 

criterion.132 In a separate letter, Kubli specified that all contestants had to be the offspring 

of ejiditarios and announced that the jury would be comprised of representatives from the 

Agriculture Department, the DGAC, and the National Museum representative. Despite 
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the vociferous emphasis placed on racial and ethnic criteria, Kubli refrained from 

specifying exactly what this meant or how it would be determined.133 

Further correspondence indicates that Professor Rubén M. Campos, head of the 

museum’s Department of Folklore, was assigned to serve on the jury.134 The fact that 

Kubli, who had been identified as a Zapotec Indian during the 1927 affair, was involved 

in the festival at the pageant’s organizational level demonstrates that Indigenous peoples 

were socially mobile despite a public narrative that fixed their identity as being both rural 

and anti-modern. Ironically, Kubli was engaged in enforcing a narrow set of codes 

associated with authentic Indigenous behavior despite the fact that he himself had 

overcome them. Moreover, the fact that he found it necessary to seek guidance from a 

group of “cultural experts” underscores the extent to which the power to identify 

Indigenous qualities was reserved for a select group of elite, largely non-Indigenous men.  

 Despite the lack of stated criteria, the finalists appearing in newspaper pageant 

portraiture all seemed to understand the parameters of campesina authenticity. They all 

wore their hair in braids, with kerchiefs tied around their heads, long skirts, and 

embroidered tops. They invariably held baskets laden with fruits and vegetables. Through 

beauty pageants and other identity projects, the Indigenous campesina trope had become 

so synthesized by 1939 that the contestants knew not to show up wearing the lacy 

Tehuana frock or even the china poblana costume. “Campesina” and “india bonita” had 

become one in the same, demonstrating the extent to which Indigenous peoples had been 

relegated to being thought of as “country folk” despite their extensive presence as urban 

citizens.  

                                                
133. Ibid. 
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Fig. 18 Contestants in the 1940 Flor más Bella del Ejido competition, El Universal. 

From that point on, El Universal coverage of the annual event became 

increasingly visually oriented, which likely contributed to the normalization of certain 

campesina/india bonita look. Reminiscent of the serialized India Bonita beauty contest of 

1921, the paper began running photographs of the contestants in the weeks leading up to 

the event (Fig. 18). The women often wore similar attire and held gourd baskets 

overflowing with fruits and vegetables—symbols of the bounty of the ejido system.  

Despite the emphasis on tradition, prizes for pageant winners promoted domestic 

modernity. Items like sewing machines and linen sets became regular components of the 

victors’ rewards. Children became a more regular part of the festivities as well with 

young girls appearing in some of the contestant photographs. Beginning in 1936, a 

contest to find the healthiest child through niño campesino más sano or niño campesino 

robusto competitions became a regular part of the event. The competitions to find the 

healthiest child gave pageant organizers another opportunity to display some of the 

benefits of Revolutionary reform, including advances in education, physical well being, 
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and discipline, that had been prioritized during the Cárdenas administration.135 All of this 

formalized ideal Indigenous behavior. Attractive young women were expected to strike 

some proscribed balance between cultural tradition and domestic modernity. By bearing 

signs of agricultural productivity and strong, healthy children they were made into living 

testaments to the successes of the Revolution. 

Given the many layers of imposed identity and invented tradition, it might be 

tempting to read the Fiesta de Santa Anita as a purely elite construct. However, 

testimonies from two of the women who won the pageant demonstrate the extent to 

which Indigenous women were in fact agents in and benefactors of this identity 

discourse. Petra Hernández, who won in 1938 and María Palma who won in 1942 (Fig. 

19) both remembered having to purchase specific pieces of clothing for the contest136 and 

expressed keen awareness that there were certain Indian features that were favored in the 

pageant. Hernandez admitted that she didn’t consider herself a pretty girl but that she 

won because she was plump and had very long braids and that this was the “type” they 

were looking for. 137  
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Fig. 19 Petra Hernández, 1938, and María Palma, 1942, receiving the Flor más Bella del Ejido title, El Universal. 

The material and social benefits that came with winning the pageant were of clear 

value to both contestants: Petra received a sewing machine and a plow that her farming 

family was able to put to good use. She also had a state-sponsored dinner held in her 

honor and remembered fondly the prestige this attention brought to her and her family. 

María Palma complained about the weight of the vegetable basket and the amount of time 

she was made to carry it, and also about the less impressive prizes she won. However, she 

too spoke of the benefits of participation.  As the Flor más Bella del Ejido, Palma toured 

around the region as a representative of the Iztacalco Delegation, a rare privilege that she 

still remembered with pride 45 years later: “It’s emotional,” she said. “It’s something one 

could never forget or describe, they’re emotions that are felt very deeply, like some sort 

of dream.” Even though this festival had been appropriated and the Indigenous women 
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had to conform to a certain look, they engaged in these activities consciously and 

strategically, and came away with some real material, social, and personal benefit. 

By the late 1930s, Santa Anita began to undergo a rapid process of urbanization 

that diminished its perceived ties to the pre-Hispanic past and the fertile agrarian present. 

In 1939, the Indios Verdes statues were moved from the head of the Calzada de la Viga to 

the Villa de Guadalupe,138 symbolically marking the decline of the neighborhood’s 

Indigenous identity. A 1940 presidential decree officially converted 40 hectares of the 

region’s agricultural land into commercial zoning. In 1941, the city government began 

the long process of draining and filling in the famous Canal de la Viga due to concerns 

that its polluted waters might be a health hazard. By 1951, President Miguel Alemán 

officially designated the region an urban zone. This transformation was accompanied by 

rapid population growth, with census numbers rising from 9,261 residents in 1930 to 33, 

915 residents by the time the 1950 census was conducted. In the span of just a few 

decades, the once rural Santa Anita was absorbed by Mexico City’s insatiable urban 

expansion. 

The festival continued in Santa Anita for another decade after the canal was 

drained, but it had been utterly transformed and its bucolic appeal substantially 

diminished. Interest in the Flor más Bella del Ejido suffered as a result. Finally, in 1955 

organizers relocated the festival to Xochimilco, a neighborhood in the city’s far south that 

had retained its agrarian canal system and that had been strategically cultivated as the 

city’s primary site for Indigenous identity.139 The festival thrived in Xochimilco and, 
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even today, continues to draw hundreds of contestants and onlookers. It has become such 

a part of that community’s identity that few know the Flor más Bella del Ejido had its 

origins in another part of the city altogether.  

Reflecting back on the festival’s Revolutionary zenith in Santa Anita (1923-1940) 

provides a glimpse into broader efforts to determine ideal national types and invented 

traditions. The centrality of indias bonitas, flower maidens, and chinas poblanas, and 

campesinas to the event reflects the broader tendency to place women at the center of 

national identity projects. As Mexico City’s DGAC and other civic organizations 

developed the Fiesta de Santa Anita, they took cues from other public performances and 

Indigenous beauty pageants—most notably the India Bonita pageant—but also 

incorporated shifting ideals surrounding Indigenous female appearance, gender roles, and 

Mexicanidad.  

 

Fig. 20 Members of the jury observe the parade of Flor más Bella del Ejido contestants, El Universal, 1941. 
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The twin premise of beauty and authenticity invited looking, measurement, 

comparison, and classification of different types by a nation that was in the midst of 

seeking an identity that could accommodate both the modern mestizo “us” and the 

Indigenous “other”—and what the fine lines of distinction between the two were (Fig. 

20).140 Judges and journalists alike held the contestants up like specimens and scrutinized 

the quality of their dress and performance. They were looking for authentic Indians, even 

if they rarely articulated the parameters of that authenticity. While judges didn’t talk 

about authentic indigeneity as explicitly as the judges of the India Bonita pageant had, 

they reified the codes, categories, and hierarchies established in that pageant.  

 

Fig. 21 Representations of Indigenous men at the festival often emasculated them, Revista de Revistas. 

The absence of Indigenous men in this identity project speaks to broader attempts 

to diffuse a potentially threatening portion of the population. In newspaper coverage, 

Indigenous men existed only on the fringes of the festival and more often than not as 

criminals or punch lines: the one award for Indigenous male traditional clothing was 
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awarded to a woman in drag; the only other prize granted to Indigenous masculinity was 

accompanied by an affable musical performance; Indigenous men regularly appeared in 

photographs with their heads bent low or obscured by shadow—signifying both 

submission and their status as laborers--as they steered chinampas through crowded canal 

waters; graphical depictions showed Indigenous men as caricatures, variably 

exaggerating either drunkenness or effeminate qualities (Fig. 21). Aside from the case of 

Luciano Kubli, no other Indigenous men were named nor mentioned in the extensive 

captions that accompanied the photographs. In the journalistic narratives of the festivities, 

the famous Indios Verdes statues, which at that time were located in Santa Anita, got far 

more play than any living Indigenous men. In this celebration of ideal Mexicanidad, then, 

Indigenous men were effectively silenced and relegated to the fringes of that identity. As 

with historical representations of Black men in the U.S., these neutering behaviors 

discursively and psychologically disempowered a potentially threatening portion of the 

population.141  

The festival allowed for an appraisal of Indigenous femininity, while newspaper 

coverage broadcast the resulting ideals to the nation. The combination of folkloric beauty 

with print media and photographic documentation helped to create a visual order for the 

new Revolutionary state’s effort to craft a shared sense of “aesthetic nationalism.”142 In 

all of this, reporters continuously asserted the newness of the festival. This insistence that 

the festival had been lost and then reborn thanks to Government efforts, demonstrates 

“firsting and lasting”--a common phenomenon in U.S. nation building projects. 143 These 
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claims constantly reinforced the idea that the organic, Indigenous version of the festival 

had been lost (lasting) and that the new, improved festival (firsting) was property of the 

new Revolutionary elite. This ownership was regularly reinforced by the fact that the 

power to judge authenticity lay in the hands of the non-Indigenous festival organizers, 

that the themes and contests shifted according to the whims of those in power and, 

ultimately, by the fact that the festival was relocated from its original community to what 

had been deemed a more suitably Indigenous enclave.  

The development of the Flor más Bella del Ejido pageant through the decades of 

Revolutionary Reconstruction reveals efforts to rewrite indigeneity as a primarily female, 

agrarian identity and discursively erase large portions of the Indigenous population.144 By 

setting gendered standards for an Indigenous purity that was both culturally and 

geographically bound, Revolutionary leaders effectively reduced the portion of the 

population that could identify as Indigenous down into fractions that only decreased with 

each generation and with each modernization effort. The evolution of the Flor más Bella 

del Ejido pageant, then, helped to fix narrow ideas about what indigeneity looked like and 

to lay the groundwork for the ultimate disavowal of Santa Anita’s Indigenous identity as 

it became increasingly urbanized. 

Today, the Flor Mas Bella del Ejido pageant is still celebrated annually in 

Xochimilco. Contestants must be Mexican by birth; single, without children, and between 

the ages of 16 and 23; and they have to prove that they come from a Mexico City 

delegation with some past or present connection to the ejido system. They are instructed 

to wear the same specific pieces of Nahua dress popularized during the Revolutionary 
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period, to leave their nails unpainted, feet bare or in sandals, and to carry baskets of fruits 

and vegetables. The fact that the pageant continues relatively unchanged today 

demonstrates the power of the identity projects initiated in the 1920s and 30s. And, 

although the event was an invention of the state and continues to replicate a certain 

ideology of indigeneity, it has, to an extent, been reappropriated in order to meet the 

social desires of the communities that participate in it. It is an opportunity to celebrate 

Nahua language and culture, and is a source of pride for the candidates that participate 

each year.145 The ongoing festival serves as an important reminder that despite the 

colonial nature of Mexican national identity projects, Indigenous women were and 

continue to be strategic and adaptable agents in that discourse. 
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Chapter Three 

Cine Fólclorico: From Racial Fantasy to Cinematic Spectacle in Revolutionary 
Mexico 

 
On September 26, 1938 Panama City’s Teatro Cecilia hosted a gala screening of a 

new film from Mexico, La India Bonita,146 a fictionalized retelling of the 1921 beauty 

pageant that sought the nation’s prettiest Indian.147 The screening was accompanied by a 

beauty contest that endeavored to find the most attractive Panamanian india bonita. The 

concern with racial and ethnic “authenticity” seen in the original 1921 pageant had been 

replaced by an attempt to mimic costuming norms that had, by that time, been codified as 

“Indian” in Mexican cinema. Similarly, the fair-skinned contestants whose beauty 

conformed to European standards, looked more like Mestiza film stars than the reinas de 

la raza featured in the 1921 pageant. To make the dizzying layers of identity politics even 

more complex, the winners of the contests were awarded traditional china poblana 

dresses148 —invoking an iconic emblem of Mexican nationhood that was often conflated 

with indigeneity.  

The screenings and contests were the brainchild of Mexican foreign minister 

Vicente Estrada Cajigal who saw the events as an opportunity to promote his nation’s 

culture and identity abroad. The India Bonita Panameña events demonstrate the potential 

that both beauty pageants and cinema held for distilling and sharing identity ideals—and 

the fact that, by the late 1930s, Revolutionary leaders had become increasingly savvy at 
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harnessing that potential. It also highlights the incongruous manner in which the 

packaging and promotion of that identity played out.  

As identity negotiations laden with nostalgic romanticism and colonialist fantasy 

evolved over the 1920s and 30s, film gained an increasingly solid foothold both as a form 

of popular media and as a device for disseminating identity discourse. As a widely 

circulated medium, cinema was an ideal mechanism for advancing the Revolutionary 

cause during a period of concerted efforts to shape a cohesive national identity. Cinema 

was much like beauty pageants in that it trained viewers to focus on specific, superficial 

sources of enjoyment, while a complex set of racial ideals were being asserted just 

beneath the surface.  

Many familiar Mexican “types” made their way from theatre stages to the silver 

screen during this era, and the india bonita trope was one such character that projected a 

romanticized, non-threatening interpretation of Indigenous culture to national 

audiences.149 As analysis of the trope reveals, it was characterized by performances of 

timid, self-sacrificing, pious, and chaste women. Indias bonitas were often costumed in 

embroidered peasant-style blouses, woven belts, long skirts, and huaraches or no shoes at 

all. They unfailingly wore their hair in long, black braids and were often pictured holding 

water jugs or enamel bowls. Although the trope focused primarily on Nahua inspired 

dress, the formula was expanded to include other iconic Indigenous types like the 

Tehuana. This national type was intended to approximate the nation’s Indigenous 

women, but was most often mediated through mestiza actors who donned specific 

costuming and shaped their on-screen performances to conform to a set of ideals that 
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represented racialized perceptions of Indian behavior. In examining the visual arc of the 

trope, actors with Indigenous features were increasingly supplanted by Mestizas that 

adhered to European or Hollywood-driven beauty norms: fair skin, high cheekbones, and 

the taller, thinner “deco body.”150 

The india bonita trope appeared in both mainstream films and in the ciné 

folclórico genre that emerged in the late 1930s. Collectively, the films represented a 

nationalist logic that wavered between salvation anthropology and a brand of social 

Darwinism that optimistically hoped to solve the “Indian problem” by replacing the 

population with a more modern, Europeanized one. This was, in effect, an expression of 

the desire for the ideal racial transformation that Mexican society would take, combining 

the best elements of each of the nation’s component races, in the manner of la raza 

cósmica.151 Ultimately, the films featuring this trope allowed viewers to peer into the 

rural past and remind themselves of just how modern they were, and just how good their 

future could look.  

Film played a pivotal role in refining and circulating the india bonita ideology, 

while also firmly establishing it as a source of visual pleasure.152 Although the type 

emerged from a long tradition of live performance, proscenium theater only allowed one 

point of view--that of the audience across from the stage. In the transition from stage to 

screen, filmmakers had to employ new techniques for crafting spectacle, such as close-

ups and mobile camera shots. This cinematic capacity to capture movement and 
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performance and to strategically construct shots and film language added a level of 

spectacle not possible in still images. In all, cinema introduced new ways of viewing the 

ethnic other. 

Before examining the trajectory of the india bonita type and delving into more 

detailed film analysis, it is worthwhile to understand a bit more about the context in 

which cinema was consumed. In the early days, Mexican theaters were loud, violent, and 

predominantly masculine spaces that “decent women” were discouraged from entering 

for fear that it might threaten their moral sanctity.153 In fact, concerns about the immoral 

acts that might be performed in dark theaters resulted in the creation of ordinances 

requiring that green lights be installed throughout theaters.154  The cinema-going 

experience varied depending on how much one could afford to pay for a ticket. Different 

classes of theaters allowed for both wealthy and poor audiences to view films, but, since 

there were often a limited number of exhibition prints of each of these fragile films, the 

quality was frequently so degraded by the time they reached the cheap theaters that film 

viewing was impaired.155 If Indigenous working-class women were seeing their on-screen 

counterparts at all, it was likely in cheaper, crowded theaters with poor film and viewing 

quality. In other words, these films were not being made for consumption of the class of 

citizen being depicted on screen, but rather were developed first and foremost to attract 

the interest—and money—of literate, upper-class men and, to a lesser extent, women.  

The burgeoning film industry, itself a spectacle and source of national pride, was 

seen by Revolutionary leaders as having the potential to show Mexico’s technological 
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modernity and cultural riches to the world. As a result, newspaper coverage of nationally 

produced films was common throughout the period. While the films themselves were not 

available to everyone, print media—including newspaper coverage, advertisements, 

broadsides, and posters--would have been far more visible, even to those who could not 

afford a seat in the theater. The analysis of print media included throughout this chapter, 

then, offers an important lens for understanding the life of these early films in the day-to-

day experience of the broader public.  

Throughout the 1920s, nationally produced silent films struggled to compete with 

the larger-budget films arriving from the United States and elsewhere. Documentary 

films that turned the camera’s gaze on the nation’s cultural riches found their own niche 

among a populace thirsting for self-discovery and patrimonial pride. Manuel Gamio—the 

Columbia-trained “father” of Mexican anthropology—produced a series of films in the 

1910s and 20s that fed this market demand and that would go on to influence 

Revolutionary efforts to use moving image technology to bring indigenist messages to the 

public. Both documentary and narrative in nature, his films on Indigenous customs, 

dances, songs, labor practices, archaeological sites at Teotihuacan, and Aztec legends156 

were screened publicly in plazas throughout Mexico City,157 with the stated goal in 

producing and screening these films to the public was “to preserve customs, study them, 

and make them known.”158  

                                                
156. Aurelio de los Reyes, Manuel Gamio y el cine (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 

México, Coordinación de Humanidades, 1991).  
157. Ibid., 89. 
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Fig.22 An example of the race photography included in Manuel Gamio’s La población del valle de Teotihuacán, 1922. 

Gamio made a filmic version of his classic study of the Teotihuacan valley—La 

población del valle de Teotihuacán (1922)—with segments of the film showing the 

region’s prehistory and the customs and dances of its contemporary Indigenous 

populations.159 His stated goal in producing and screening these films to the public was 

“to preserve customs, study them, and make them known.”160 Although the films 

themselves no longer exist, it’s likely that they included much of the same racial 

photography, demographic material, and salvage anthropology seen in the longer, three-

volume printed version of the study (Fig. 22).  

Gamio also served as an advisor for several other films: Tlahuicole (1925), which 

screened at a film festival in L.A. and Quetzalcóatl (written by Rúben Campos, who went 

on to serve as the head of the Department of Folklore and a judge of the 1937 Flor más 

Bella del Ejido pageant). Another of these films, Fiestas de Chalma (1922), was a co-

production of the José Vasconcelos-administered Secretaria de Educación Pública and the 

Departamento de Bellas Artes that was classed as a “popular scientific film” and the 
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collaboration shows evidence of overlap between the Indigenismo and Mestizaje 

ideologies.  Movie stills from Fiestas de Chalma show women and men tending to a 

temascal, mostly in a crouched position facing away from the camera. The camera shots 

are medium long, showing off the full scene and the traje of the individuals. In keeping 

with Gamio’s training in cultural materialism, faces are mostly obscured so that emphasis 

is placed on the material elements of the shot, rather than the individuals in it.  

The combination of technological novelty and intimate views of the nation’s 

paternalistically adored and abhorred “bronze race” on display in Gamio’s public 

screenings would have had a profound impact on the individuals who witnessed them.161 

The closeness of these “authentic” others to viewers would have heightened the thrill of 

the cinema experience, much in the same way that touristic forays into exoticized 

“contact zones” like the one afforded by the Fiesta de Santa Anita, delighted those 

seeking to experience the other from a safe distance in controlled conditions.162   

Gamio’s productions undoubtedly contributed to the toolkit available to future 

cinematographers seeking to portray “authentic” Indians. Stills from the documentary 

films show long and medium shots of Indigenous women engaged in domestic labor—

cooking and tending to their homes. They wear their hair in long braids and are modestly 

covered by woven rebozos. Because Gamio was an established voice of authority on 

Indigenous authenticity, his work inspired subsequent films with indigenist themes, 

establishing a cinematic culture of looking at the anthropological other that had 

previously been mediated through postcards, type photography, text, and artistic 

renderings.  
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The 1921 film En la hacienda163 melded elements of Gamio’s quest for 

authenticity with other popular representations of indias bonitas.164 The lead india bonita 

character was played by the American-trained silent film star, Elena Sánchez Valenzuela. 

The plot was an adaptation of a 1907 zarzuela165 by the same name and centers around a 

love triangle in which the lead india bonita character finds herself caught between two 

rival suitors. Although the film itself has been lost, something of its nature can be gleaned 

from reviews and images that appeared in 

illustrated newspapers.  

Newspaper photographs of Valenzuela 

in character reveal that even at this early stage 

of cinema there was a certain behavioral 

formula for acting “Indian” that signaled 

submission, suffering, and humility. The 

images show her in the Nahua-inspired 

costuming that had already come to be 

associated with Indigenous authenticity: an 

embroidered white blouse, cinched at the waist 

with a woven belt, long skirt, and twin braids cascading down the front of her body. She 

poses with a traditional clay water jug—another symbol that had become a quintessential 

marker of indigeneity.166 In one photo, she arches her arm over her head to hold the olla, 

in another she tugs at a braid with one hand while holding the pot in the crook of her 

                                                
163. Ernesto Vollrath, En la hacienda (Mexico City: Estudios Camus, 1921).  
164. de los Reyes, Ibid., 225. 
165. A zarzuela is a type of theatre performance featuring song and dance.  
166. Bill Hart, “Las próximas peliculas nacionales,” El Universal Ilustrado, September 9, 1921.  

Fig. 23 Elena Sánchez Valenzuela playing Indian for 
the film En la hacienda character, El Universal, 1921.  

Fig. 23 Elena Sánchez Valenzuela in character for the 
film En la Hacienda, El Universal. 
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other arm (Fig. 23).167 In yet another still that ran in El Universal, she clasps her hands 

politely while holding her head at an extreme side angle, seeming to affect both 

sweetness and submission.168 Her attempts to evoke Indianness are even more evident in 

comparison to a character marked as modern and white who appears next to her in this 

particular photograph. Following popular photographic conventions of the time, the 

“modern” woman holds herself in a far more relaxed position and smiled at the camera. 

Newspaper reviews reinforced the messages encoded in these images, claiming that 

Valenzuela’s performance captured the “sweet and long-suffering spirit of our Indigenous 

peoples.”169  

The national film industry continued to develop at an anemic rate through the 

1920s. In the early 1930s, famed Russian cinematographer Sergei Eisenstein played a 

surprising role in catalyzing the national industry. His film Que Viva México—a “film 

symphony of Mexico”—wove together stunning images of land, people, and culture, 

culminating in a heavily symbolic homage to the Revolution. Eisentstein and his film 

crew traveled with and were advised by members of the nation’s artistic and intellectual 

vanguard, including Diego Rivera and David Alfaro Siquieros, to shoot the footage in 

1930 and 1931.170 Adolfo Best Maguard—the prominent artist who had been directly 

involved in the remaking of the Viernes de Dolores celebration in 1923—served as 

Eisenstein’s guide, translator, and authenticity advisor.171 

                                                
167. Revista de Revistas, February 12, 1922.  
168. Aristripo, “La nueva película nacional ‘En la Hacienda,’” Revista de Revistas, January 22, 
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Under the influence of these artists, Eisenstein transformed the artistic movement 

of the Revolution into moving pictures. In doing so, pioneered new formulas for 

translating this movement, and its accompanying identity discourse, into film language. 

With the cultural elite as his guides, Eisenstein quickly came to believe that the most 

authentic Indians and “real Mexico” could be found in the hinterlands,172 so much of the 

filming took place outside of urban centers and effectively reinforced that Indigenous 

peoples existed in their purist form in rural spaces.  

Although the cinematic endeavor garnered a flurry of press and was highly 

anticipated, customs disputes and inadequate funding prevented Eisenstein from 

completing the film prior to his death in 1948.173 His now-classic film was eventually 

stitched together based on his notes and released in 1979, but the film’s influence 

preceded its final production by decades. Extensive newspaper coverage and the buzz 

surrounding the production allowed Que Viva México to have a major cultural influence 

as it was being filmed. Here, the film is principally valuable for how it was experienced 

by the public in the early 1930s—not as a film at all, but as production reviews, rumors, 

stories, and stills.  

A series of heavily illustrated articles by Adolfo Fernández de Bustamante, 

another cultural advisor to Eisenstein,174 examined the themes, techniques, and aesthetics 

that defined Eisenstein’s work. Although the film did not screen in Mexico until the 

1970s, this El Universal Ilustrado series demonstrates the enormous influence it had on 

the nation’s cinematography. Fernández de Bustamante lauded the film and Eisenstein, 

                                                
172. Adolfo Fernández de Bustamante, “Los indios del Señor Eisenstein,” El Universal Ilustrado, 
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arguing that Que Viva México had the potential to bring international prestige to the 

nation’s history and its people by showing the socialist ideals that undergirded the 

Revolution. In June of 1931, Fernández de Bustamante optimistically opined that the film 

would “undoubtedly bring glory and prestige” to the nation.175  

Photo spreads that accompanied Fernández de Bustamante’s articles showed the 

filming process, illustrating how Eisenstein constructed shots, how his director of 

photography played with light and shadow, as well as the juxtaposition of contrasting 

images to heighten dramatic effect. The photographs also demonstrated that Indigenous 

peoples themselves could be subjects of avant-garde cinema. Fernández de Bustamante 

encouraged other filmmakers to follow suit—to see that Eisenstein had uncovered a 

wealth of cinematographic fodder and that, rather than trying to compete with the 

expensive productions and beautiful actresses of Hollywood, studios ought to take a more 

nationalist approach by documenting the natural and cultural riches that surrounded 

them.176 In doing so, he made two claims that would be repeated throughout indigenist 

films: he identified Indigenous peoples as worthy sources of visual pleasure and equated 

them with nature by indicating that they were available as a part of the nation’s scenic 

backdrop that no studio set could rival. 

 Eisenstein’s movie stills established a prototype for the filmic canonization of the 

Indigenous face. Although other cinematic traditions the world over had already made a 

fetish of the female face,177 Mexican cinema, until that point, had tended toward long 

shots that gave audiences the same view of the set and its actors that they had in the more 

                                                
175. Adolfo Fernández de Bustamante, “Eisenstein, El Magnífico,” El Universal Ilustrado, June 
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176. Ibid.  
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familiar live theater scenario. This was especially the case of Indigenous representation 

on screen, where tableau shots that emphasized traditional dress were favored over close-

ups. The published stills from Que Viva México, on the other hand, illustrate how light 

and texture could create dramatic contrasts.178 They also demonstrate that an individual 

face, when juxtaposed with the craggy surfaces of ancient pyramids or woven fabrics, 

could convey the same sense of historical and cultural depth that had, until then, been 

primarily been conveyed through costuming and performance.  

In the El Universal Ilustrado coverage, several movie stills focus solely on 

Indigenous faces, but one is particularly 

remarkable. In the first photographic spread 

published in the magazine, a Juchitecan woman’s 

face rests at the center of a starched Tehuana 

headdress, as though at the center of a pillow 

(Fig. 24).179 The light caught and reflected by 

the white lace and the warmth of the rotogravure 

print create an image of powerful contrast between the ethereal and terrestrial—the 

softness and light of the lace amplifying the strong features of the face. This image alone 

conveys the potency of the “face-object”180 and justifiably would have given 

cinematographers new on-screen formulas to consider. Although Eisenstein may have 

been influenced in this case by Tina Modotti photographs of Luz Jimenez that Diego 
                                                

178. This was a signature way in which Eisenstein constructed meaning in film, creating “a sense 
of meaning [that] is not proper to the images themselves but derived exclusively from their juxtaposition.” 
André Bazin, “The Evolution of the Language of Cinema,” in Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory 
Readings, ed. Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 44.  

179. Adolfo Fernández de Bustamante, “Eisenstein, El Magnífico,” El Universal Ilustrado, June 
11, 1931.  

180. Roland Barthes, “The Face of Garbo,” in Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings, 
ed. Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 473.  

Fig. 24 Close-up of a woman in a Tehuana 
headdress, El Universal Ilustrado, 1931.  
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Rivera had shared with him during their first meeting in Russia in 1927, 181 Eisenstein 

was nonetheless forging new ways for depicting a Mexican art movement in the moving 

image.  

While Eisenstein’s stills might have helped to turn the attention of avant-garde 

filmmakers to Indigenous faces, he also established formulas and techniques for the 

cinematic viewing of the Indigenous body. Another photo in the same spread shows 

Eisenstein costumed in a full white safari outfit. He is directing a scene as a cameraman 

shoots a parade of women in full Tehuana dress from a low angle. This low-angled shot 

construction was employed throughout Que Viva México to visually elevate the position 

of Indigenous women—an influence that can also be seen in later Mexican cinema.  

Eisenstein was clearly influenced by popular Indigenismo and he, in return, 

contributed a film language that could be employed to project indigenist ideology on the 

screen. The absence of the completed film perhaps gave it even more power: it proposed 

an approach to indigenizing and nationalizing film, then left a richly imaginative void 

that other artists surely felt compelled to fill. Rather than providing a template, it 

suggested how films about Mexico might be artfully inflected with indigenist themes. As 

an internationally acclaimed filmmaker, Eisenstein helped to validate both the exaltation 

of Native imagery182 and the cultural elite’s claim that Mexico was indeed worthy of 

contemplation.183 His stills also demonstrated that Indigenous beauty had value beyond 
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the folkloric bounty of the whole picture and, that there was pleasure to be found in the 

Indigenous body that was stylized and fragmented by close-ups.184 

The combination of Eisenstein’s production, the urgings of Fernández de 

Bustamante and other members of the cultural elite, and the overwhelming popularity of 

the nation’s first sound film, Santa (1931), helped inspire a national film industry that 

was well established by the mid-1930s. The industry’s boom was also fueled, in part, by 

the introduction of sound films that created language barriers to the distribution of 

foreign films. It was further bolstered by populist president Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940) 

who recognized the potential that popular film had as a form of soft propaganda to 

disseminate his socialist ideals to the nation and poured unprecedented funds and support 

into furthering domestic film production. He created the Financiadora de Películas in 

order to help find private funding to support film projects and mandated that theaters 

screen a certain percentage of domestically produced films.185 The success of his 

initiatives was evidenced by the fact that domestic film production leapt from six films in 

1932 to 57 films by 1938.186 

Allá en El Rancho Grande was the first film to meet great commercial success 

following Cárdenas’s reforms to the industry. Its rural themes and light-hearted song-and-

dance focus inspired the comedia ranchera genre of films in which the india bonita 

ideology frequently appeared.187 The genre erred more on the side of “cinema of 

attraction” than contemporary drama in its emphasis on performance over narrative 

development. Comedia ranchera films drew heavily upon the song and dance routines of 
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zarzuelas and revistas, types of live theater that had been popularized beginning in 

1904.188  

A subset of the comedia ranchera genre placed primary emphasis on the romantic 

reimaginings of indigeneity with shot construction that encouraged lengthy gazes at the 

exotic other.189 The marriage of specific themes and characters, formulas for eliciting 

visual pleasure, narrative structure, and the regular inclusion of song and dance sequences 

featuring Mestiza women cast as Indians is a formula so common that it constitutes its 

own genre, which can be called cine folclórico. The genre often repositioned the hacienda 

system as a quaint emblem of the past and depicted bucolic scenes of revolutionary 

countryside populated by simple Indians who were baffled by modernity but sang and 

danced their problems away. The racialized undertones are undeniable. In addition to 

regularly casting Mestiza women to play the indias bonitas, films in the genre almost 

invariably included the promise of racial and social betterment for these “pretty Indians” 

through marriage or romantic partnership with wealthy urban Mestizos.  

A close reading of two films produced in 1938 illustrates the translation of the 

live theater formulas for entertainment, with the tentative incorporation of film and 

editing techniques that, if not directly influenced by Eisenstein, tapped into the same 

artistic movement he had helped to canonize. The first film, La India Bonita,190 relied on 

theatrical forms of spectacle, while the second, La Zandunga,191 employed a more clever 

use of film language to establish Indigenous female bodies as sites of spectacle. 
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Indicative of the genre, each of these films combined popular notions of indigeneity, 

patrimony, and cultural identity in deceptively light-hearted song and dance 

performances, all the while positioning women’s bodies as the ideal canvas upon which 

cultural and nationalist ideals could be projected and viewed.  

As mentioned in the introduction, La India Bonita recreated the 1921 beauty 

pageant that sought the most beautiful Indian woman in all of Mexico. The reader will 

recall that El Universal had sponsored the pageant and drew upon eugenics and popular 

identity discourses to educate the public about ideal Indigenous physical features, cultural 

markers, and behavioral characteristics. The winner of the pageant, María Bibiana Uribe, 

was ultimately selected because anthropologist Manuel Gamio and the other pageant 

judges deemed her to be the purest representative of the “bronze race.”192 The movie 

opens with a mock cover of the El Universal newspaper made to look like an authentic 

India Bonita contest announcement. The attention to detail in representing the original 

event establishes a frame of authenticity for the film. Similarly, the 1938 movie uses the 

concept of Indigenous beauty as a foundation upon which to structure more complicated 

cultural and identity ideals, although the plot deviates drastically from the historical event 

from that point on.  

                                                
192. Note that this is an ironic use of a racist epithet used frequently throughout the period of 

Revolutionary identity construction.  
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Fig. 25 A still from the 1938 film, La India Bonita.  

In the movie, two city slickers travel to the countryside to visit one of the men’s 

family hacienda. Upon arrival, the men fall in love with two rural Indian women and 

conspire to bring them back to Mexico City to marry them. Insisting that the women must 

compete in the India Bonita pageant, they’re able to wrangle them away from their 

campesino boyfriends and bring them to the city. As the plot unfolds, the mother of the 

main india bonita character reveals that her daughter and the hacendado’s son who is in 

love with her are, in fact, brother and sister.193 This discovery launches a zany series of 

events that culminates in the india bonita’s original beau interrupting her pageant 

coronation to woo her back to the ranch for a climactic double wedding that ends the film 

and resolves all of its narrative conflicts.  

                                                
193. The scarcely mentioned detail that the india bonita lead character is the offspring of both the 

hacendado and an Indigenous employee of the hacienda, alludes to a sexual encounter between an 
employer and his employee. We’re given no indication as to the nature of this encounter, but it’s possible 
that it was nonconsensual given the history of Indigenous women being subjected to sexual violence by 
their employers and the fact that no allusion is made to romance.  
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As with other filmic and staged performances, La India Bonita featured fair-

skinned actors with European features cast in the roles of both the Indigenous and non-

Indigenous characters. The role of the lead india bonita, Lupe, was played by actress 

Anita Campillo whose Hollywood career included the role of a “Spanish” vixen in the 

John Wayne film, The Man from Utah.194 That film cast Campillo as a saucy coquette 

with a short bob haircut contemporary to the time. Campillo’s performance as an 

Indigenous woman in La India Bonita, on the other hand, taps into popular perceptions of 

Indigenous peoples of the time period. Her on-screen behavior is marked by frequently 

downcast eyes; meek and nervous behavior such as constant fidgeting reflecting common 

ideologies of the time that positioned Indigenous people as timid and shy.195 Costuming 

included the standard black, braided wigs, woven belts, embroidered blouses, and beaded 

jewelry. Although it’s not possible or appropriate to identify race based on the 

appearance of the actors, analysis of how indigeneity is projected onto this actress who 

could slip in and out of on-screen Indianness provides insight into what film and acting 

techniques were used to signify indigeneity.  

Throughout the film, Indigenous peoples are consistently portrayed as being 

backwards, rural, simple folk through a series of comedic encounters with modern 

technology. The characters exhibit fear and confusion when they confront the devices of 

modern city life. Shots of trains, the ubiquitous image of modernity in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, are cut in between shots of ranch and city life, as though to signal 

the movement between the urbanized present and an idyllic past. Through these intercuts, 
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195. Analysis of the several hundred entries to the India Bonita pageant illustrated that these 

words were frequently used to describe contestants in the original contest. Based on research conducted in 
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Indigenous peoples are further associated with the campo and positioned as being 

antithetical to modernity. In the scenes that do take place in urban landscapes, the 

Indigenous characters are consistently characterized as being comically at odds with 

modern life through their inability to do even the simplest of things, like opening a car 

door.  

A song and dance sequence leading up to the crowning of the India Bonita 

highlights both the extent to which spectacle dominates the film and to which costuming 

was used to establish indigeneity and gender as a critical part of that spectacle. The 

sequence clocks in at fifteen minutes, constituting nearly a quarter of the entire film. Men 

and women perform ballet folclórico-inspired routines set to songs celebrating various 

regions and types. Musicians perform odes to the women of Oaxaca, as well as the iconic 

Tehuana and china poblana figures. Although men and women share on-screen camera 

time, the women are the subjects of the musical numbers and wear regionally inspired 

Indigenous costuming. The men consistently wear uniforms associated with campesinos: 

white cotton with straw hats, kerchiefs around their necks, and occasionally ponchos 

draped over their shoulders. The women’s costumes, on the other hand, varied markedly. 

They wore different combinations of embroidered huipiles, woven belts, Tehuana 

headdresses, colorful rebozos, and other articles of clothing that signified indigeneity. 

Despite some attempts at authentically recreating regional dress, the costumes were 

altered to accentuate the bodies of the female actors. Huipiles, for example, were 
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narrowed at the waist and cinched by tight belts, as was a common practice in Indigenous 

costuming in films of the time. 196 

The prominence of spectacle and “cinema of attraction” in these dance sequences 

is notable, especially when conveyed by several pans of an audience that is marked as 

urban and well to do through costuming that includes fur coats, top hats, and suits. This 

display of regional pageantry, then, is consumed by a “modern” Mestizo crowd and thus 

further positions Indigenous or regional culture as a consumable, anti-modern entity. 

Because the sequence steps out of the narrative arc of the film with no clear explanation 

as to why, it falls into the realm of cinema of attraction in that it places spectacle as being 

paramount over narrative.197 In essence, dance and the performance of indigeneity 

function as a spectacle within the spectacle of the film itself, with Indianized Mestizas at 

the heart of this display.  

Another significant moment in which women are positioned as sources of on-

screen visual pleasure occurs when one of the city slickers puzzles over how to lure the 

object of his desire away from the hacienda. In the sequence, the women’s bodies are 

mediated through calendar art in which two smiling women in Indigenous dress but with 

European features, stand in the foreground of a fireworks display. In a two-shot sequence, 

one of the men from the city closely admires a calendar with iconic artwork by Eduardo 

Cataño. The first shot shows him in profile staring up at a calendar that is partially 

obscured from view. The next shot captures the calendar from a low angle, as though 
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looking up at it from the man’s perspective. As one of only a few point-of-view shots in 

the entire film, it has more significance as it helps the audience suture into the urban 

man’s character. That is, it leads the audience to identify more fully with his view of the 

Indigenous women by forcing them to share the object of his gaze from his perspective. It 

is, as a result, a critical moment in establishing the audience as a spectator within the 

film–not just of it–and as consumers of Indigenous images. 198  

In its reimagining of the 1921 pageant, La India Bonita illustrates how popular 

thinking about Indigenous people evolved over two decades of Revolutionary 

reconstruction. While there were many differences between the historical event and the 

filmic rendition, one conceptual difference proves particularly significant. The India 

Bonita competition had been a project that privileged Aztec ancestry and effectively 

narrowed the definition of who could legitimately claim indigeneity. The film, on the 

other hand, tapped into a multiculturalist ethos of the late 1930s that celebrated select 

aspects of many different Indigenous cultures. This more expansive—though still highly 

racialized—view of indigeneity that flourished under the Cárdenas regime and 

recognized Indigenous peoples as assets in the construction of national identity and 

industries like film and tourism.   

As the India Bonita Panameña screenings demonstrated, the nationalistic race and 

identity ideals encoded in this film were not just intended for domestic audiences. In 

addition to the Panamanian screenings, the film was also shown in Latin American and 

the U.S. as a form of cultural diplomacy. It screened in New York, in conjunction with 

Mexico’s participation in the 1939-40 World’s Fair and the U.S. tour of the state-
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sponsored “Mexicana,” a music and dance review billed as an amity gesture. A New York 

Times review of the film praised it and argued that it really ought to be called Indias 

Bonitas (plural) because there were so many attractive women to look at in the film.199 

Even so, the author expressed doubt that the Indias Bonitas were “100 percent Indian.” 

The fact that this ethnic performance was called into question by a foreign reporter, but 

never in domestic reviews, hints at the extent to which “playing Indian” had been 

normalized in Mexico. 

A second film produced in 1938, La Zandunga,200 focuses on the Tehuana—

another storied icon of Mexican female indigeneity—and expands the india bonita 

ideology. La Zandunga had greater popular appeal than La India Bonita but employed 

many of the same formulas for directing the gaze and on-screen spectacle. The film cast 

“Mexican spitfire” Lupe Vélez in the role of a Tehuana caught at the center of a love 

triangle in a balmy, exoticized Oaxaca. In translating the conservatively attired Tehuana 

to cinema, producers defied Hollywood trends to feature increasingly exposed female 

bodies, and instead turned to a form of visual pleasure with roots in the mid-nineteenth 

century.201 Although Tehuanas were seen as national emblems of Indigenous modernity 

and sexuality at the turn of the twentieth century,202 they had fallen out of vogue as 

interest in Aztec identity surged over the course of Revolutionary Reconstruction.   

Although this film fits squarely in the cine folclórico genre, Lupe Vélez does not 

engage in some of the on-screen portrayals of Indianness seen in other films of its kind. 

She rarely casts her gaze down, twiddles her thumbs, or otherwise portrays subservience. 
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On the contrary, she plays a strong character—orchestrating her own destiny in many 

instances, courting multiple suitors, playing pranks on others. Thus, even though the film 

falls into the same pattern of casting non-Indigenous actors in lead roles, the filmmakers 

at least bestowed some dignity on the character. This was likely an attempt to capture the 

spirit of Tehuana women, famously known for their independence, domination over men, 

and the matrilineal control of money.  

Advertisements for the film were prolific in comparison to La India Bonita and 

featured Lupe Vélez in a range of Tehuana 

costumes: wearing huipiles, balancing a gourd 

bowl on her head, selling flowers. Despite the 

largely conservative costuming seen in the films, 

the ads featured a scantily clad Lupe Vélez, as 

though to suggest some sex appeal that was, in 

reality, largely absent from the film itself. In one 

ad, Vélez defies the india bonita trope, looking 

up, face cast in light, appearing strong, happy, 

and with her satin huipil and bow almost coming 

to life through the velvety richness of the rotogravure print. In another ad, she gazes at 

the camera with an arched eyebrow, holding a rose up near her face, wearing a much 

skimpier outfit that covered only her torso and leaves her shoulders bare (Figure 26). 

Despite the lack of traje, her hair is still braided with satin ribbons in the traditional india 

bonita style. The coyness and near nudity, combined with select aspects of her 

Indigenous costuming, make this image a kind of india bonita pin-up shot. A variation of 

Fig. 26 Mexican spitfire Lupe Vélez in La Zanduga, 
1938.  
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this photograph appears in a magazine spread about the film from March 13, 1938 in 

which the cropped photograph positioned her hands in such a way that only her nude 

shoulders appear, giving the impression of nakedness. These widely published, visually 

oriented advertisements leading to the film’s release both normalized and sexualized 

folkloric beauty as a component of national cinema. 

Despite the fact that the cast was comprised of mostly non-Indigenous actors, the 

film was still presented as an opportunity to “authentically” engage with Indigenous 

experience. A March 1938 review of the film noted that it “allows the spectator to live 

the life of those pueblos and be witness to ceremonies full of tradition, color, and tropical 

fire.”203 Even though mestizo actors fill all the roles, the film was still seen as a way to 

“live the life” of those pueblos. The film’s modernity and truth-telling qualities afforded 

it a level of purported authenticity, even though the actors were actually not from the 

community. 

Indeed, the film affords viewers opportunities to experience the Indigenous other-

-though it’s performed by non-Indigenous actors--and even project themselves into that 

experience. The opening montage establishes the centrality of Indigenous women, while 

also suturing the audience into the experience. The film opens with a long, aerial shot of a 

small town surrounded by vast countryside, and a caption announcing that this pueblo is 

on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Moments later, this landscape shot fades into a close-up 

of a church bell ringing, then quickly fades into a screen filled with layers of white lace. 

Although momentarily indistinguishable, the image is soon revealed to be the back of a 

Tehuana costume worn by a woman whose beauty adheres to Hollywood standards. As 

she fits the headdress to her head, she turns to look directly into the camera, seeming to 
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size up herself and treating the camera as though it were a mirror reflecting her image. 

The shot is lit from left of camera, illuminating the headdress and the left half of the 

woman’s face. Her hands delicately pinch the lace as she tilts her head to the right and 

then back, all the while with a grin on her face. She arches her eyebrow ever so slightly 

before the shot fades and opens again on yet another mass of lace. In this shot, a woman 

appears in a medium close profile shot, pulling a Tehuana headdress over her face. As 

she turns to the camera, her face fully emerges from beneath the fabric and, she looks 

intently at the camera as she adjusts the headdress for a better fit.  

This two-shot sequence calls to mind the Eisentstein stills featuring actual 

Tehuana faces surrounded by Tehuana headdresses. It is critical for engaging the 

audience and establishing these women as sources of visual pleasure. Positioning the 

audience on the receiving end of the direct gaze into the mirror, this shot construction 

allows viewers to place themselves in the Tehuana experience through the implication 

that they are the reflection gazing back through the mirror.204 Further, by permitting a 

glimpse into the intimate gaze shared between a subject and her reflection in the mirror, 

this technique also sets the stage for the audience’s visual pleasure.205  

The opening montage is followed by scenes throughout the film that establish 

Indigenous characters as objects of fetishistic scopophilia: shots that linger on 

conventionally beautiful faces, surrounded by luminous crowns of lace that effectively 

"build up the beauty of the object, transforming it into something satisfying in itself.”206 

Although this order of visual pleasure had been central to film for decades, it had rarely 
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been applied to viewing Indigenous characters, as they had typically been valued for their 

folkloric dress and mannerisms that were better represented with long or medium shots. 

La Zandunga and other indigenist films that emerged in the 1930s shifted that gaze to 

Indigenous characters, but since theirs were actually European features, they served to 

train the audience’s eye on an idealized ethnic future rooted in the nation’s rich past.  

The film also provided an opportunity to turn the nation’s ethnographic gaze to 

this far southern region. A number of scenes mirror the sort of ethnographic looking 

featured in Que Viva México: women luxuriating in hammocks, parades of Tehuanas shot 

from low angles, and dance sequences. Other scenes highlight the homogeneity of the 

Tehuana look—showing long files of women in the same costume, giving a sense of 

simulacra that diminishes the individuality of the women.207 Although the gaze was less 

focused on individuals, these scenes created new channels for visual pleasure through 

repetition and mass.  

A parade scene that appears early in the film encapsulates the use of both 

repetition and low angle positioning of the camera to magnify visual pleasure and 

discursively elevate the Indigenous subjects. In the scene, several groups of musicians, 

uniformed men, and other less distinguishable parties on foot and on floats pass by a 

stationary camera set up at a distance from the action so that both the people in the parade 

and the spectators are visible. The shot then cuts to a more closely framed view of a float 

filled with women in Tehuana dress. The camera is positioned at an extreme low angle so 

that only the women’s bodies, some palm trees, and the sky are visible. Because the float 

moves toward a stationary camera, the Tehuanas eventually fill the screen completely. 
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Once their float passes, the scene cuts again to a medium long shot of the parade, with the 

camera positioned at the same level as the primary action. Two additional shots cut back 

to the Tehuana float and each time the camera remains positioned at the same extreme 

low angle. This positioning effectively places the Tehuana on a cinematic pedestal, given 

even greater emphasis by the repetition of similarly costumed women. As the float arrives 

at a central plaza, the camera shows two enraptured marines watching its arrival. One 

locks eyes with the lead india bonita character, providing the “meet cute” for one of the 

film’s central romances. This romantic encounter further emphasizes and encourages the 

viewing of Indigenous women as sources of visual pleasure. 

Camera techniques and film language employed in La Zandunga align with other 

productions in the genre in their emphasis on the visual pleasure of both the audience and 

urban elite men. Nevertheless, the actors’ performance of Tehuanas challenged some 

established codes. Namely, the actors did not display the timidity and humility so 

commonly seen in performances of indigeneity. Instead, they held their heads high, 

looked directly into the eyes of other actors, and exhibited confidant—even seductive—

body language. Further, the screenplay cast the Indigenous women as agents rather than 

passive recipients of the drama unfolding onscreen. Even so, extensive shots of 

performance and preening kept the film firmly rooted in spectacle. La Zandunga, then, fit 

within the genre but asserted some important alternatives for imagining on-screen female 

indigeneity. 

Although commercial interests were clearly at play in the production of films, the 

ciné folclórico genre was profoundly influenced by the nationalist, indigenist ethos of the 

Revolutionary era. That is, identity ideals that melded a romanticized Indigenous past 
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with an idealized mestizo future were projected onto women’s bodies. The centrality of 

women to this identity discourse was not at all incidental. Indigenous women had long 

been positioned as the intermediary between the Indian and the European, in part, 

because the physical burden was on them to birth a new Mestizo nation. What’s more, 

because they were seen as the weaker sex, women were also a less threatening ethnic 

other to incorporate into mainstream culture as the nation struggled to formulate an 

inclusive identity in the aftermath of Revolutionary battles. While indigenist beauty 

pageants like the India Bonita and the Flór más Bella del Ejido tried to measure the racial 

and cultural “authenticity” of Indigenous participants, the cine folclórico films that 

featured Europeanized beauties in ethnic garb were more clearly a project of Mestizaje. 

The dancing female bodies that were a hallmark of the genre constituted 

particularly evocative sites for the performance of cultural ideals. Scholars from a range 

of disciplines have illustrated how female performers are uniquely positioned as 

repositories for and communicators of identity ideals. The bodies of female hula dancers 

performing for tourists in Hawaii, for example, “function implicitly as the final 

authenticators of identity categories.” 208 Translating these identity and performance 

codes into film allowed for the spectacle once seen in review theater productions to be 

enhanced by film language. As Laura Mulvey has argued, “going far beyond highlighting 

a woman’s to-be-looked-at-ness, cinema builds the way she is to be looked at into the 

spectacle itself.”209 As a result, film drew upon and amplified the elements of spectacle 

and the viewing of exotic women’s bodies into a potent source of visual pleasure.  
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Part of the thrill and pleasure derived from viewing these indigenist films likely 

came from the proximity to subjects that were marked as being exotic, “authentic” 

curiosities. As seen in the success of films like Nanook of the North (1922), the closeness 

to viewers of these “authentic” others heightened the thrill of the cinema experience, 

much in the same way that touristic forays into exoticized “contact zones,” delighted 

those seeking to experience the other, but allowed them to do so from a safe distance and 

in controlled conditions.210 The frequent positioning of Indians as anti-modern also 

sustained Revolutionary national identity discourses that further justified the 

underpinnings of Indigenismo and the argument that, for the good of the nation, Indians 

had to be assimilated. 211 As seen in other popular culture renditions at the time, the 

discursive and visual positioning of Indigenous people as being meek and antithetical to 

modernity was one of the ways that the Revolutionary regimes could incorporate select 

aspects of indigeneity into the mainstream without increasing anxieties about the socio-

cultural threats they posed to the minority non-Indigenous elite.212 Furthermore, the 

positioning of the Native population as quintessentially rural was part of a larger project 

of erasure that elided the discursive possibility of Indigenous peoples existing in modern, 

urban spaces and thereby fixed them as romanticized icons of the past.  

Women marked as Indigenous performed in the frequent dance sequences of the 

ciné folclórico genre and thus further normalized non-Indigenous performance and the 

appropriation of Indigenous identity. By establishing faux Indian women as “authentic” 
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sites of spectacle, filmmakers trained viewers to indulge in the pleasing visual 

possibilities of the new racial order. The cine folclórico genre effectively projected 

viewers into contact zones, but the fact that the Indigenous other was presented as 

spectacle, meant that “the spectator [did] not get lost in a fictional world and its drama, 

but remain[ed] aware of the act of looking, the excitement of curiosity, and its 

fulfillment.”213 In other words, ciné folclórico’s emphasis on spectacle, visual pleasure, 

and cinema of attraction encouraged the viewer to maintain a soft focus on the surface of 

the fantasy being projected on screen, rather than being fully drawn into the drama—or 

the ethnic complexities—of the films.  
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Chapter Four 

Virgin Xochimilco: Pure Women and Waters in Mexico City’s Suburban South 
 

A well-known photograph of Frida Kahlo shows her elegant frame in profile as 

she leans heavily over the edge of a wooden boat. Her hand, submerged in a placid lake, 

floats languidly but appears broken, refracted by water and camera lens. She wears an 

embroidered red blouse, accented by black clay beads, dangling earrings, and a low, 

braided bun. Behind her, the scene blurs: a man in a white cotton shirt and straw hat is 

bent away from the camera as he steers the boat. Although the verdant banks, tall spires 

of willow trees, and open sky above appear out of focus, they would have been 

immediately recognizable to any contemporary viewer as belonging to Mexico City’s 

storied southern enclave, Xochimilco.  

By the time Fritz Henle took this photograph in 1937, Xochimilco had firmly 

secured its status as a tranquil getaway. Famous for its network of waterways and 

agricultural chinampas, it marked a living memory of the city’s noble Aztec era. Frida, 

meanwhile, had established an international reputation as the grand dame of Indigenous 

chic. The fact that her precious hand was submerged in water within city limits at a time 

when other waterways had been drained, filled in, or declared unsafe for human contact 

underscores Xochimilco’s reputation for being a source of pristine waters. This image 

weds several prevailing Revolutionary endeavors: the creation of “authentic” national 

types, including the india bonita; the framing of Mexico as a desirable travel destination; 

and Mexico City’s Sisyphean efforts to source potable water for its residents.  

Over the course of Revolutionary Reconstruction, Xochimilco served as a portal 

to the pre-Hispanic past and a critical source of potable water. Mutually constitutive 
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representations of the place, water, and women of Xochimilco all tended to center the 

concept of purity. Evaluating these overlapping discourses in concert lends insight into 

the construction of Revolutionary identity. This chapter builds upon previous 

examinations of the india bonita trope, grounding analysis of the ideology as it was 

deployed in this specific place. Here, popular culture analysis, interwoven with regional 

and environmental history, demonstrates that the india bonita trope was central to the 

bridging of the modern (potable water, sanitation, transportation, filmmaking) and the 

traditional (Indigenous authenticity, living memory of the Aztec) in Revolutionary nation 

building.  

Long before Frida donned Indigenous clothing and posed in a trajinera on a 

sunny afternoon, Xochimilco had secured iconic status in a range of art, literature, and 

visual media. For decades, it had been a destination for leisure-seekers, a brief escape 

from the waves of moral panic inundating a modernizing Mexico City. Social clubs for 

urbanites seeking respite were established during the Porfiriato and visual records bear 

witness to the elite consumption of this Edenic atmosphere.214 Because the region 

maintained the Valley’s ancient lacustrine ecosystem and waterways in their “purest” 

form, it was also seen as a window into the revered Aztec past. For decades, artists and 

photographers had flocked to the region to record images of Xochimilco. Paul Fischer, 

Jose Guadalupe Posada, Saturnino Herrán, and Diego Rivera were drawn to the region’s 

verdant landscapes, rustic daily life, and the opportunity to depict modern city folk and 

indias bonitas luxuriating in anachronistically pristine environs.215 Documentary 

photographers and amateur cinematographers, including Hugo Brehme, C.B. Waite, the 
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Casasola brothers, Franz Mayer, and hordes of amateur cameramen,216 voyaged to the 

region looking to capture old Mexico with their modern devices. In early days of the 

1921 India Bonita pageant, roving newspapermen turned quickly to Xochimilco in their 

search for “authentic” Indians. 

Photographs and early films of the region tended toward documentary realism, 

with landscapes and waterways providing a sufficiently exotic backdrop. Photographic 

and documentary films often depicted local women and men at work: steering canoes 

laden with tourists or agricultural goods; selling flowers; doing laundry in the waters of 

the canals. Postcards, calendar art images, and narrative films, on the other hand, tended 

to show romantic interpretations of women with Mestiza features in Indigenous clothing, 

luxuriating amidst their flowers, rather than working to sell them. In this imaginary, 

Xochimilcan women became passive--more of a prop than laborer or active participant in 

the place they inhabited.  

Regardless of the type or format, visual depictions of Xochimilco invariably 

centered images of glassy water and, indeed, this was essential to most aspects of life in 

the region. From its founding in the pre-Hispanic era, members of the Nahuatlac tribe 

built their lives around water, mounding plant material and mud atop interlacing 

networks of willow tree roots to create habitable and arable islands known as 

chinampas.217 The flat boats, trajineras, like the one that hosted Frida Kahlo in 1937, had 

been used to navigate the intricate labyrinth of canals for centuries.  

The lacustrine landscape was indeed a storied and beautiful place. But the rosy 

picture of Xochimilco as it was depicted in art, popular culture, and even in historical 
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narratives, obfuscated the fact that the region underwent major environmental and social 

turmoil that began during the Porfiriato and continued on well into the period of 

Revolutionary Reconstruction. Located at the city’s far south, Xochimilco’s waters and 

chinampas had long served as an important source of agricultural products coming into 

Mexico City from the countryside. From the Lago Xochimilco, the Canal Nacional 

extended North into the city and connected to a series of other canals that traversed the 

city, a vital artery for food and fuel.  

Xochimilco was also an essential source of potable water for Mexico City. A 

multi-year project to pump water from the region’s southern springs into the city was 

finally completed in 1913, with expenses totaling an astronomical $250 million dollars in 

today’s currency.218 During the Revolution, Xochimilco was a strategic stronghold, with 

both men and women taking up arms to fight.219 The Zapatista and Villista armies each 

set up camps in the region. In 1916, the Zapatistas briefly cut Mexico City’s water supply 

from its source in Xochimilco, a move that was as strategic as it was symbolic. In 

response to this defiant act, Carranza’s troops stormed Xochimilco, razing homes and 

chinampas, and leaving the community’s economy devastated.220  

With the loss of life and livelihood, the years of Revolutionary warfare created a 

power vacuum that allowed for a period of self-governance and relative autonomy in the 

region.221 The land reform laws written into the 1917 constitution allowed Xochimilcans 
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to reclaim territory, but these gains in land and liberty were quickly eroded over the 

course of the Reconstruction era. In 1918, the government created an ejido in 

Xochimilco. However, the water management and land use needs of this new agrarian 

model were at odds with those of the well-established chinamperos. New tensions among 

community members emerged and simmered for decades to come. In 1922, Xochimilco 

remained one of only a few sources of water for most of the city—a poorly managed and 

tenuous arrangement that resulted in a citizen revolt in November of 1922.222 

Recognizing the volatile potential that water had to destabilize the city, the Álvaro 

Obregón administration issued a resolution that nationalized the majority of water 

resources throughout the valley.223 Further complicating the situation was the fact that 

increased demand for wood and charcoal in Mexico City had led to deforestation of 

Xochimilco’s land base. As a result, sedimentation began filling in the lakes and rainfall 

was more likely to cause flooding.224 The twin torrents of urbanization and Revolution 

had, in essence, set off a series of chain reactions that fundamentally reshaped the region 

between 1910 and the mid-1940s.  

In the meantime, Mexico City was rapidly hurtling towards centralized control of 

its sprawling network of barrios and municipalities. This trend increasingly limited the 

ability of individual communities to manage their own futures, a change the largely 

autonomous, Indigenous Xochimilco did not accept passively. By 1924, protests 

organized by Xochimilco residents had grown so forceful that President Óbregon felt 

compelled to install consejos municipales in order to give audience to its disgruntled 
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citizens. 225 In the same year, Xochimilco lost jurisdiction over the neighboring 

municipality, Tlahuac, motivating members of the Ayuntamiento to walk off the job as a 

way of protest of their growing impotency. In 1929, Mexico City was politically 

reorganized and power centralized, removing more authority from individual 

municipalities.226  

Despite this tumult, Xochimilco managed to retain its reputation as a getaway for 

both national and foreign tourists. The canals were declared a living reminder of the “old 

ways” of the Aztec, providing an appealing escape for urbanites immersed in the 

nostalgia-crazed atmosphere of Revolutionary Reconstruction. Recognition of 

Xochimilco’s status as an essential source of potable water and a cultural treasure was 

evident in a general atlas of the city written by José Manuel Puig Casauranc in 1929 to 

aid in managing the newly merged delegations. In describing the system that carried 

water from “the purest springs” to Condesa, the document detailed a complex system of 

pumps and canals that brought that water to residents in the city.227 He acknowledged that 

this system was in disrepair, but promised that no effort nor cost would be spared in 

maintaining it.  

Later in the same tome, Puig Casauranc noted Xochimilco’s changing landscape 

remarking that the ancient lake was gradually disappearing as it was drained and 

converted to farmland. He observed the region’s value as a tourist destination, casting its 

intricate network of lakes and canals as otherworldly, nourishing the city with its sweet 

waters and serving as a memory of the lagoon that still exists today. His document 
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recorded that the vegetation and the “cleanliness of the waters” drew both national and 

foreign tourists to visit the “Mexican Venice.” Finally, he praised the modern 

infrastructure that allowed this fledgling tourism industry to thrive: Xochimilco was 

accessible through modern transport including electric trains and the “magnificent, paved 

freeway.” Even this perfunctory assessment of the city’s assets highlighted Xochimilco’s 

curative waters and linked them to modernity in the transport of water and visitors, and to 

the past as a chance to experience “ancient Mexico.”228   

Puig Causuranc’s publication came at a critical moment in the development of the 

city and at the dawn of a new tourism industry, setting Xochimilco up to be developed as 

a mandatory stop on the Mexico City tourist circuit. Although foreign tourism had yet to 

recover fully after diminished interest in travel to the country during the Revolution, 

business leaders initiated new efforts to create a tourist economy beginning in 1928. 

Recognizing that the industry was an opportunity to monetize Revolutionary identity 

projects,229 the federal government created the Pro-Tourism Commission. By 1929, the 

fledgling department had been reorganized as the Mixed Pro-Tourism Commission, 

which included prominent businessmen and oil tycoons.  

The tourism industry boomed. In 1930, 33,000 visitors came from the U.S.; that 

number had risen to 135,000 by 1940.230 The following decade saw an even more robust 

growth spurt, with profits increasing from 21.7 million pesos in 1939 to 156.1 million in 

1950.231  For populist revolutionaries like President Lázaro Cárdenas (1936-1940), 
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tourism provided the golden opportunity to capitalize upon Revolutionary projects while 

modernizing infrastructure and improving the nation’s image to the outside world. Under 

his leadership, the government stepped in with funding to help with various programs, 

ultimately creating the Consejo Nacional de Turismo in 1939.  

As this new era of tourism dawned, Xochimilco was perfectly poised to benefit 

from the industry despite the major environmental and social changes it was weathering. 

With the foundation and interest in regional tourism firmly in place, the 1930s saw 

developments that moved Xochimilco further along its path to being intractably lodged in 

the popular imaginary, further establishing it as a must-see destination for any visitor. 

Civic developments helped make the destination accessible, while also ensuring its vital 

resources could still be extracted. In 1934 alone, public works projects developed 

drainage, new infrastructure for transporting potable water to the city, lighting, and the 

construction of new buildings.232  

Although Xochimilco had been a destination for decades, the developments of 

1934 aligned with both Revolutionary ideals and capitalist enterprise. The lighting 

project, for example, was critical to opening access to tourists. These developments, 

though, strike at the heart of a paradox: the region needed to modernize in order to attract 

tourists, but also it had to preserve its historic, exotic appeal. The tension between 

development and preservation would remain at the forefront of dialogues about the region 

for decades to come. As the region modernized and changed to accommodate tourist 

demand, it became all the more necessary to sell the idea that Xochimilco was an 

authentic Indigenous center of leisure.  
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A tri-lingual (English, Spanish, and French) illustrated book published in the 

same year provided a brief history of the region, from the pre-Hispanic era to the 

present.233 Although this was largely intended to be a tourist publication, the Spanish 

version included a section warning of impending harm to Xochimilco’s pristine waters. 

The author argued that residents, in their relentless efforts to create more arable land, 

were destroying the lakes and the canals by importing new soil and expanding the 

chinampas. He went on to caution that this shameless harm to a Mexican jewel would be 

detrimental to the nascent tourism industry. Placing blame on those who had lived there 

for generations can be read as a further attempt to disenfranchise Indigenous stakeholders 

and cast them as being incompetent stewards of their own homeland.  

Despite the tensions that stemmed from this moment of heightened social and 

environmental change, Cárdenas saw Xochimilco as being an ideal locale to foster 

national patrimony. On numerous occasions he traveled there himself for staged photos 

and ceremonies that bolstered his reputation as a populist president. In 1936, Xochimilco 

was one of a handful of locales classed a zona típica in a presidential decree of protection 

for monuments, zonas tipicas, and sites of natural beauty.234 Cárdenas’s interest in the 

region and his recognition of its economic potential resulted in more funding and support 

than other delegations in the City received.235 In the late 1930s, construction began on a 

massive central market that still stands today and on roadways that further enabled tourist 

travel. Despite all this beautification and development, poverty remained rampant. The 

majority of homes were constructed from rustic adobe with dirt floors and few residences 
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in this region that continued to provide most of Mexico City’s water enjoyed the benefits 

of potable water (only 400 out of 6,000 homes) themselves.236  

The potential for income from tourist travel to Xochimilco undoubtedly inspired 

efforts to preserve regional patrimony and to further develop its public facilities. Indeed, 

tourism seemed to provide a solution to a number of the challenges Xochimilco faced. 

The Lago Xochimilco had to be preserved as a source of water. Tourism provided a path 

for preservation while also capitalizing upon the lacustrine ecosystem and its history as a 

leisure spot. However, the “edenic paradise” narrative had to be crafted and promoted in 

order to obfuscate the reality of social and environmental turmoil. As tourism imagery is 

wont to do, the propaganda that emerged in the 1930s developed a specific “image code” 

for Xochimilco that feminized and exoticized the region, while skirting less marketable 

components of its identity.237 Efforts to depict Xochimilco as being pristine and 

impervious to change became increasingly overstated, but a chasm developed between 

the on-the-ground reality and the sunny image depicted in publicity materials. The 

construction of a regional india bonita type was central to this disjunct.  

Women and water continued to be at the center of depictions of the place. The 

iconic india bonita juxtaposed with crystalline waters became central to these campaigns, 

at once affirming the purity of the region’s natural offerings and beckoning leisure-

seekers with their exotic allure. In the mid-1930s, a spate of Xochimilco calendar art and 

tourism promotions invariably depicted women ensconced in their environs, glassy water 

and poplar trees framing their colorful Indigenous clothing. Compared to other calendar 

art of the time, the women depicted were unique in their wholesome prettiness, frequently 
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lacking the sexualized embellishments seen in most other depictions of indias bonitas at 

the time. One such image, printed in 1935, shows a young woman whose body is in 

profile but whose head is turned back so that her gaze meets the viewer’s. She is cloaked 

in embroidered clothing, with a rebozo draped over her head and a hand placed delicately 

on her chest. Another from 1940 shows a woman wearing an embroidered top and a 

mischievous grin as she steers a canoe laden with flowers.238 These romantic depictions 

cast both the natural and Indigenous beauty of the region as being pure and untainted by 

the ills of urban modernity. Meanwhile, the images burst with vibrant fuchsias, 

chartreuses, and teals in an undeniable appeal to the Tropicalist aesthetic.  

 

Fig. 27 An advertisement for Xochimilco features modern transport, water, and an india bonita in equal measure.  

A newspaper ad that ran in 1938 drew upon this formula and added some 

modernist elements (Fig. 27).239 The image, broken into three panels, gave equal 

emphasis to an electric train, a canal flanked by trajineras and willow trees, and a woman 

with her hand placed firmly on her hips. While her dress draws upon the india bonita 
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formula, her makeup bespeaks the classic china poblana: dark, full lips, thin, arched 

eyebrows, a beauty mark, and theatrically long lashes. Her huipil featured geometric and 

floral “Aztec” patterning, though a tri-color bow wrapped around her head and sombrero 

resting at her nape gave a clear nod to the standard china poblana uniform. The text 

encouraged readers to spend their holidays in Xochimilco, the “most traditional (típico) 

place in the capital” and reminded them that at that time of year, the Mexican Venice 

transformed into a “charming orchard.” All elements taken together, the advertisement 

promised the natural and authentic beauty of both the waterways and the women, with the 

train suggesting just enough comfort and convenience to make the trip appealing to 

urbanites or visiting foreigners.  

 

Fig. 28 Tourism poster issued by the Mexican Tourist Association.  

A poster issued by the Mexican Tourist Association during the same period 

placed equal emphasis on Indigenous peoples as on the place they inhabit (Fig. 28).240 
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The bold-colored, modernist motif features a canal scene with a man and woman in the 

foreground of a crystalline waterscape unfolding behind them. Although there are four 

figures in the scene, only the woman faces forward, her face awash with a saintly glow 

and with a halo of palm fronds emerging from the flower basket affixed to her back. Her 

clothing is somewhat obscured by the flower basket and a rebozo, her pure white dress 

embellished by an embroidered belt and skirt. Her downcast eyes, demure expression, 

and tilted head signal the submissive behavior associated with the trope. The Indigenous 

man who dominates the image’s foreground turns his gaze passively away from viewer, 

as if to reassure potential visitors that he posed no threat. In all, the image depicts a place 

and its people frozen in time, gently beckoning visitors to a leisurely float through 

Mexico Viejo.  

A home movie filmed by an American tourist in 1940 provides a glimpse into 

what one of those sun-dappled excursions to Xochimilco might have been like.241 With a 

shaky hand, Ernest M. Hunt, a rancher from New Mexico, recorded Mexico City street 

scenes, a bullfight, a trip to Diego Rivera’s house, and the obligatory journey down the 

famous canals of Xochimilco. His footage shows a waterway crowded with trajineras 

carrying other well-to-do visitors and rowdy college students. Local women in canoes 

paddle up to the tourist boats, attempting to sell small bundles of flowers. Unlike the 

romantic depictions of the women in tourism propaganda, few of those captured in 

Hunt’s footage wear Indigenous traje and braided hair (Fig. 29). Instead, they don simple 

housedresses with aprons and hats to shield their eyes from the sun’s glare. Instead of the 
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glossy black braids of the india bonita imagery, many wear their hair pulled back away 

from their faces in practical buns.  

 

Fig. 29 A screen grab from Ernest M. Hunt’s home movie shows a flower vendor at work in Xochimilco. 

As in the promotional pieces, the water is crystalline but it is far more crowded 

with tourists and locals than any touristic propaganda suggested. In one shot, Hunt 

catches two other cameramen on canoes, each steered by one man while another shoots 

the footage of the passing natural and cultural scenery. For a brief moment, a woman 

passes into the frame; she seems completely impervious to the triangular camera gaze she 

passes through, indicating that by that point amateur cinematographers were common 

enough on the canals that sight of them caused little interest. Xochimilco and its residents 

were keenly adept at working the waves of change and romantic tourist depictions in their 

favor. Even so, they were able to reap the benefits of tourism without necessarily having 

to practice “self-commodification” by playing to the image of the india bonita that 

promotional material and popular culture promised.242 Xochimilcans were, however, 

adept at working those romantic depictions to their advantage.  
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In contrast to the pristine, carefree world depicted in tourism imagery, concerns 

about the impact of development weighed heavily on the minds of those who made their 

living in the region. Xochimilco’s patrimonial counterpart, Santa Anita, had recently been 

urbanized and its iconic Canal de la Viga drained due to concerns that the polluted waters 

posed a serious public health risk. Since life in Xochimilco was literally built upon its 

waterways, a similar turn of events would have devastated the community. Residents 

were able to employ tourism’s language of purity and Indigenous beauty for their own 

interests. In doing so, they promoted the constructed narrative that pristine nature and 

authentic indigeneity went hand in hand, and that both were indispensible for a successful 

tourist industry.  

A petition sent to President Manuel Ávila Camacho in 1943 showed the 

community’s awareness of what was at stake and their savvy ability to engage in the 

discourse of the time. Signed by 44 petitioners from Xochimilco, it claimed:  

“Xochimilco's beauty and life are soon to disappear within no more than five 
years and then in Mexico's Venice visited by tourists and residents of the capital 
they will find only dry chinampas and the desolation and ruin of a beautiful 
town."243  
 

Locals knew that the region’s singular assets afforded them a certain political power and 

this petition demonstrates how adept they were at wielding it. They drew upon 

patrimonial instincts, the desire for tourism capital, and affinities for European high 

culture to win support for the preservation of their community.    

A 1944 letter printed in El Nacional provides another example of how 

Xochimilcans operated within the imposed power structure to achieve their aims. An 

article titled “’Mexican Venice’ is Losing its Originality” was comprised of a letter 
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submitted to the paper by Doctor Damián Flores.244 The letter was intended to draw the 

attention of authorities to a problem in Xochimilco resulting from the increasing number 

of motorized lanchas, which were polluting the waterways of Xochimilco and causing 

ecological damage. The letter demonstrated how skilled Xochimilco residents and their 

allies were at employing widespread ideologies to their own advantage and included 

several references to the heritage value of the region, using the moniker, La Venecia 

Mexicana, as a reminder that this site helped place Mexico City on par with well-known 

European cities like Venice. It also employed the phrase “belleza auctotona,”or 

aboriginal beauty, rhetorically invoking the beauty and authenticity of the india bonita. 

Later, it refers to “the sadness that fills the eyes of the Indian” at the thought of 

modernization—an image that for U.S. readers of a certain age calls to mind the crying 

Indian of 1970s television commercials—a colonialist fantasy meant to evoke pity for 

what was cast as a hapless, vanishing race.  

The letter-writer went on to compare a modernizing Xochimilco with the 

motorized boats to the shipyards of modern-day Brooklyn. In doing so, the author 

positioned a U.S. version of modernity as a direct threat to Mexican heritage and 

Indigenous ways of life, again cleverly playing on widespread beliefs of the time that 

imagined Indigenous peoples as being incapable of adapting to modern life. This tactic 

would have also stoked Mexican anxieties surrounding U.S. influence in general, thereby 

inflecting the appeal with some nationalist pride.  

Finally, this published letter alluded to the possibility of economic loss if 

tourists—“lovers of poetry, harmony, light, color”—were to become disenchanted by the 
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sudden absence of physical beauty and stop visiting Xochimilco. The author argued that 

the region would lose its “folkloric interest” and that the “edenic corner” would 

degenerate into a generic recreational getaway if the merchants kept constructing more 

motorized boats.245 While the changes that Xochimilco weathered were largely out of the 

hands of the residents, the rhetoric was adapted in order to defend local needs.  

In the early 1940’s, Xochimilco became even more firmly lodged in the Mexican 

imaginary. The 1944 release of the film Maria Candelaria transformed the romantic 

imagery deployed in tourism propaganda into artfully rendered cinematic expression. 

Analysis of this film and the circumstances surrounding it show how Xochimilco’s 

identity as a source of water and touristic value and the india bonita trope were mediated 

through modern technology in a way that romanticized and reinforced each other. 

Although the audience is led to believe that the film is set on the eve of the Mexican 

Revolution, its themes were far more reflective of the moment in which it was 

produced.246 The film reflected Revolutionary-era tensions between a modernizing 

Mexico and a traditional Xochimilco, with the central drama unfolding on the body of a 

woman cast as  “pure” in both her Indianness and her virtue.  
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Fig. 30 Dolores del Rio at a baptism in Xochimilco, El Universal, 1944. 

Maria Candelaria’s life as a cultural artifact extended far beyond the darkened 

auditoriums of the city’s movie houses. Its impact was due in part to its star, Dolores del 

Rio, the Mexican-born actress who had made it big in Hollywood, and had just returned 

to the motherland after a tumultuous affair with Orson Welles.247 On January 16, 1944 El 

Universal reported on del Rio’s attendance at the baptism of María Candelaria, a baby 

born to Emigdio Sánchez Arenas and Petra Flores de Sánchez, “humble horticulturalists 

of the picturesque pueblo” Xochimilco.248 A photograph of the baptism shows del Rio’s 

impeccable countenance trying to affect a saintly look with her eyes cast to the heavens 

(Fig. 30). She is framed by local Xochimilcans, mostly women swathed in classic hand-

woven rebozos.249 As El Universal recounted, del Rio promised to be a good godmother 
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and invited the family to visit her in her newly purchased Coyoacan home, before being 

whisked away from a mobbing crowd.  

Although the baptism occurred well before Maria Candelaria premiered in 

theaters, the film already had a material presence in the city. A contest sponsored by the 

production company Filmes Mundiales offered the chance for drivers of hired cars to win 

a cash prize if they placed a colored promotional sticker featuring Dolores’s iconic face 

on the back windows of their cars.250 Newspaper ads that ran throughout January 1944 

promised greatness in the winning combination of the “best actress of national cinema” 

and the “most beautiful Mexican countryside.” In addition to emphasizing the 

unparalleled beauty of the film’s lead,251 these promotions—some of which appeared as 

columns in El Universal—promised “shot after shot” of Mexico’s Venice.252 Between 

Dolores del Rio’s epic beauty and the beloved waterscapes of Xochimilco, Filmes 

Mundiales banked on being able to entice viewers to come see the film.  

Although it was initially met with criticism and mixed interest, Maria Candelaria 

would soon secure its place as a treasured addition to the Mexican imaginary.253 After 

being lost for decades, a negative was discovered in the U.S. in the 1990s. In its 

rediscovery it was billed as a mythical film and was celebrated accordingly with a hero’s 

return.254 A survey conducted around that same time found that 47 percent of respondents 

                                                                                                                                            
another instance of the media casting Indigenous	peoples as being backwards and out of touch even though 
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cited María Candelaria as being one of the three most important national films ever 

produced.255 The film’s remarkable success can be accounted for by a unique 

combination of personalities, plot points, and appeals to Mexican sensibilities.  

The film’s director Emilio “El Indio” Fernandez can be credited with the film’s 

success as well. A chastened Carrancista who had been exiled to the U.S., Fernandez 

acted in Hollywood for years before returning to Mexico, where he eventually achieved 

virtual cinematic sainthood. The son of a Mexican father and Kikapu mother, his heritage 

earned him the nickname “El Indio,” but in keeping with the spirit of Indigenismo he 

demonstrated more familiarity and fascination with the Aztec vogue than with his own 

Native heritage.256  

At the time of the film’s production and release, Fernández and del Rio were 

engaged in a tumultuous romance that was widely reported in the press. Even María 

Candelaria itself was a product of their romance. The script was reportedly written by 

Fernández specifically for the star, and delivered on napkins laid dramatically at her feet 

saying, “Here’s your saint’s day present, a film story. Let’s see if you like it, it is your 

next film and it’s called Xochimilco.257 It’s yours, it’s your property. If someone wants to 

buy it they have to buy it from you.”258  

Fernández’s conservative, nationalist paradigm was clearly on display in María 

Candelaria. The plot intertwines romantic portrayals of pure beauty, race, and landscape. 

The film’s lead character, María Candelaria, is ostracized by the other chinamperos for 
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the sins of her prostitute mother (a “mujer de la calle”), but her ethereal beauty draws the 

attention of an artist who repeatedly asks permission to paint her. María is so pure and 

modest that she declines until she is desperate for his help and has no other choice. After 

completing the painting of her face, he asks her to disrobe, at which point she flees from 

his studio at the suggestion of such moral disgrace. The painting is finished with the body 

of another model who does pose in the nude and whose body is appended to María 

Candelaria’s face in the finished painting. When María’s nemesis sees the painting, she 

assumes María has posed in the nude and alerts the community to the immoral behavior 

of one of their own. A moral panic ensues, ending in María Candelaria’s life being taken 

by her own community. The fact that the perceived shedding of her traje triggers the 

film’s climactic sequence indicates the extent to which such stylized clothing was thought 

to be entwined with Indigenous female identity.  

As in Xochimilcan tourism promotions, Indigenous female beauty, and purity take 

center stage. Even the film’s opening shots establish regimes of viewing and evaluating 

Indigenous beauty. The first scene opens to the sound of melancholy flute music and a 

series of shots of stone statuary, one fading into the next. The poorly rendered stonework 

is clearly intended to reference Aztec relics, but has the clumsily chiseled quality of 

cheap tourist knock-offs. The fourth relic is a stone mask, with narrow, feminine features 

and a headdress bearing the geometric patterning associated with Aztec design. The shot 

of the mask fades slowly into a beautiful young woman’s face so that the two shots are 

momentarily superimposed and aligned in such a way that the woman appears to be 

wearing the stone crown affixed to the mask. The shot then brings the woman’s face into 

clear focus: the light accentuates her high cheekbones and full lips and a wall of windows 
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provides a backdrop against which her thick black braids of hair are silhouetted. Her gaze 

is strong and she is as still as the stone statuary of the preceding shots. In case the 

meaning of this sequential juxtaposition was lost on viewers, the next shot drives the 

point home. The still shot of the woman’s face fades into a shot of the young woman 

posed adjacent to the mask. After holding the frame for a moment, the camera pulls back 

to reveal that the woman is posing for a portrait, a painter committing her image to 

canvas while a crowd of men and women in suits look on.   

This series of shots establishes a regime of looking that lays the foundation for the 

remainder of the film and is pivotal to the story’s narrative progression. The audience 

serves as the primary viewer, but the artist’s gaze, and the viewing of his work, is also 

paramount to the scene’s development. The message here is clear: much as Eisenstein did 

a decade before in the opening shots of Que Viva México, Fernandez draws a visual link 

between Mexico’s Aztec predecessors and the Indigenous present, anchoring the film in 

romantic nostalgia for that glorious past and positioning women as the bearers of that 

heritage.  

As the scene unfolds, it reveals a reflective approach, with characters looking 

back on the story’s primary action. The painter discusses a scandal over a beautiful 

Indian woman of “pure race,” whose beauty was that of the “ancient princesses” who 

subjugated the conquistadores. This reference to La Malinche, the Aztec woman who 

served as a consort to Cortes. Malinche has a mixed reputation in Mexico, she is the 

beloved, but damned mother of Mestizos. The painter’s allusion to Malinche foreshadows 

the film’s central tensions, which exist between the polarities of virtue and impurity.  It is 
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also a subtle reference to race and racial progression, reminding the audience that 

Indigenous women were flawed, but worthy progenitors of the modern Mestizo.  

In keeping with the cine folclórico genre, an actor who more closely resembled 

Malinche’s mixed race offspring embodied pinnacle of Indigenous beauty. The message 

was clear: Indigenous beauty was good, but Mestiza beauty was even better. This racial 

fantasy did not promise just any Mestiza beauty. At the time, del Rio was described as 

being one of the most beautiful women in the nation. Painting her a few years prior to the 

film’s production, Diego Rivera had declared her “the most exquisitely beautiful Mexican 

woman imaginable…the ideal Indian or Mestiza beauty.”259 Indeed, much of the film’s 

action pivots around del Rio’s idealized beauty, with countless close-ups drawing the 

viewer’s eye to her iconic face. While del Rio’s beauty was an artifact in and of itself, it 

is presented within other regimes of spectacle and gaze, as in the opening sequence, that 

center a kind of folk beauty that advances an idealized melding of traditional Indigenous 

with modern Mestiza. Ultimately, María Candelaria advances the idea that Mestiza 

beauties like del Rio were the ideal outcome of the Mestizaje project. Despite this 

promotion of racial mixing, the on-screen fantasy was “purified” through emphasis on 

beauty and virtue.  

Del Rio’s participation in the Xochimilco baptism underscored an element of the 

film that fortified the star’s virtue and undoubtedly contributed to its success: in both plot 

and shot construction, the film overtly appealed to the Catholic sensibilities that the 

majority of the nation embraced. A number of scenes reinvent the holy family as two 

humble Indians caring for their baby pig as though it were their own child. When that 

piglet is killed by the evil hacendado, María weeps over its limp frame, a visual reference 
                                                

259. Hall, 264. 



 

 

159 

to Michelangelo’s pieta. Later, when a cruel twist of fate interrupts their wedding, she 

threatens to renounce her faith. In a dramatic encounter with the priest and a series of cuts 

to and close-ups of a statue of the Virgin, she tearfully finds that faith again. As in this 

close brush with blasphemy, María’s virtue is repeatedly confirmed through the specter 

of sin. Although she is persecuted by her community because of the immoral acts of her 

mother and ultimately killed because of her own alleged immoral act, the audience knows 

her to be pure of heart. As film historian Joanne Hershfield has argued, the most 

successful Mexican films at that time envisioned women on either end of the virgin-

prostitute spectrum;260 the brilliance of María Candelaria is that the main character exists 

within the tension between these extremes.  

Beauty and virtue lie at the heart of this film, but place is more than simply mise-

en-scene. Xochimilco itself plays a major supporting role, underscored by the fact that 

the film was originally titled “Xochimilco” and that this remained a subtitle in the 

finished production. Throughout the film, extreme high and low angle shots work to 

alternately elevate and subjugate the lead actors, but also to allow for a closer framing of 

their faces by sky, land, and water. In one dramatic scene, María clutches at the ground 

and swears she will never leave the rich earth of Xochimilco. “This is our land,” she 

insists. “Look how dark and how smooth.”  At various points, del Rio and co-star Pedro 

Armendariz are placed in direct relationship with their environment, water framing and 

reflecting off their faces, their bodies artfully dwarfed by the landscape in Gabriel 

Figueroa’s distinctive cinematography.  
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Water also plays a particularly important role, literally and figuratively framing 

the film from the outset. The opening credits scroll over a track shot of the water.  

Director of photography Gabriel Figueroa was adroit in his ability to capture the light 

reflecting off the water in order to illuminate the faces of the actors with an ethereal aura. 

The primary scene establishing María and her beau’s romance takes place on the water. A 

full moon hangs over an isolated lagoon with a chorus of frogs and symphonic flute 

music supplying the score. The scene opens with a long distance establishing shot of 

María and Lorenzo Rafael traversing the lake, while mountains, clouds, and tall spires of 

trees fill the frame behind them, the image redoubled in the glassy water they traverse. 

The camera follows the canoe as Lorenzo steers and María reclines at the front in a bed 

of flowers, her hand languidly running through the water, reminiscent of Frida’s pose in 

her 1938 portrait. Twenty-three cuts back and forth between Maria and Lorenzo ensue, 

with the framing emphasizing the background as much as the faces of the actors 

themselves. In one point-of-view shot, the camera follows María’s gaze up at the passing 

sky and trees, a construction that would have allowed audience members to imagine that 

they themselves were reclined on the boat, taking in the paradise around them. The final 

sequence of the film returns María’s impeccable face to juxtaposition with the waters of 

the canal, only this time her lifeless body rests upon a bed of flowers in a canoe gliding 

over glassy water. These scenes give a materiality to the waters of Xochimilco and 

recognize its centrality to the identity of the region.  

Another critical scene gives voice to some of the modernist anxieties surrounding 

early 1940s life in Xochimilco. María, having contracted malaria, is in a feverish dream 

state and starts fearfully describing the hallucinations she is having, all of which center 
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around loss of the traditional Xochimilcan land, water, and lifeways: “Oh god! Why! 

Why is there no water? The canals have been drained and all the animals in the pueblo 

are dying! The chinampas are burning!” Presenting this environmental scenario as a 

nightmare highlights the moral panic that existed at the threat of actual environmental 

degradation, the encroachment of modern, urban life, and the very real awareness that 

Xochimilco was indeed undergoing change of that sort. 

With Xochimilco cast as the idealized tierra indigena, those who inhabit it are 

reduced to anti-modern stewards of an ancient landscape. The film’s script, annotated by 

Fernandez himself, shows directorial intention in this portrayal. Fernandez includes stage 

directions indicating that the actors playing Indians—stars and extras alike—mirror 

movements and behaviors of the natural world. Early in the script he indicates that del 

Rio’s embodiment of María Candelaria should be “languid like the stems of the flowers 

that she lives among.”261 His stage directions instruct “animalistic behaviors” as the stars 

evade threats posed by their community members, from city folk, and from the auspices 

of modernity. Later, when the painter approaches María and Lorenzo for the first time in 

a crowded market, stage directions instructed them to flee from the market “like 

animals.” 262 While the ideals of racial progression and religious purity might have been 

at play, they were performed by racist ideologies that equated Indigenous peoples with 

animals and the earth. In doing so, the film reinforced ideas that Indigenous peoples were 

not capable of self-governance.  

Other scenes reinforce this backwards, animalistic behavior through both content 

and shot construction. A series of long shots during the Blessing of the Animals sequence 
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contains a montage of Indigenous Xochimilcans carrying turkeys, chickens, and ducks on 

their heads, dragging pigs and dogs and other livestock through the crowded gates of the 

church grounds. The establishing shot in the sequence--a slow tilt crane shot--displays 

Xochimilcans from above and behind so that they appear to be one and the same as the 

animals that accompany them. This establishing sequence is far more than just B-roll. It 

fully immerses the viewer in quaint, rural life and constructs life in Xochimilco as being 

unsophisticated and untouched by modernity.  

A scene in the script that would have shown the lead characters in direct contact 

with modernity was either never filmed, or deleted during the editing process. The scene 

portrays María and Lorenzo at a fair, just before their wedding. They eat cotton candy, 

ride on a ferris wheel, and pose for a portrait “with their butts comically elevated” in an 

airplane painted with the slogan, “The Spirit of San Luis Potosi.”263 These scenes 

evidence the fact that the film was originally written to take place in the 1940s, not on the 

eve of the Revolution as the audience is led to believe from the outset of the film. The 

scenes were likely cut when Fernandez made the decision to set the film at an earlier date 

rather than the contemporary moment. Even so, their deletion echoes Revolutionary 

discourse that imagined Indians as being “traditional” relics of the rural past, incapable of 

engaging with modern things like ferris wheels and whimsical portraits.   

The film’s reflection of Revolutionary ideals doesn’t necessarily prove 

intentionality. However other factors indicate that Fernández aligned closely enough with 

state interests to produce an essentially propagandistic film that buttressed tourism 

messaging, natural resource management, and the Mestizaje movement. Fernandez’s own 
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nationalist fervor and his association with the cultural elite of the time attest to these 

possibilities. Furthermore, Fernandez’s allegiance to state interests is even more visible in 

the film’s underlying public health message. A conservative nationalist, Fernandez 

enthusiastically adopted the Revolutionary paradigm at once celebrating and integrating 

Indigenous peoples.264 As a filmmaker, he saw it as his duty to “Mexicanize the 

Mexicans”265 and so it was not surprising that his filmography engaged heavily in the 

nationalist identity discourse. As with other Revolutionary identity projects, Fernandez 

saw women as the “alma del pueblo”266 and felt they had an appealing virtue and 

vulnerability in them.267 

Allegiance to state interests plays out in more subtle ways too. The climactic 

drama is catalyzed by Maria’s lack of access to modern medicine (quinine) and what is 

portrayed as a foolish reliance on “folk” medicine through engagement with a huesera. 

Indigenous medicine is shown to be antiquated, while modern medicine has miraculous 

healing qualities. The audience is clearly guided to believe in the merits of western 

medicine and the shortcomings of the “backwards” ways of Indigenous healers. This hint 

that Fernández was aligned with and invested in government interests lends even greater 

weight to the film’s racial and commercial agendas. More than just a whimsical piece of 

popular culture, María Candelaria reflected the logic and reach of revolutionary identity 

and governance. In doing so, it reinforced ideas that Xochimilco was a bastion of 

Indigenous beauty, pure land and waters, and traditional lifeways.  
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Proponents of tourism and preservation in Xochimilco seized upon the film’s 

cultural capitol, even going so far as to adopt some of the romantic tropes employed in 

María Candelaria for their own purposes. A March 1944 newspaper article imagined a 

magical Xochimilco, seemingly drawn directly from the reels of María Candelaria: 

“Living there is an Indigenous race as picturesque and as complex as the passages in 

which they move. Their physical features, dark like the shadows of the chinampas, reflect 

the discreet happiness of their cleanest springs.”268 This cloying depiction of Xochimilco 

emphasizes the “clean, crystalline” water in its canals, the clear air, the sensation of 

“impeccable purity,” the fertile land, and the “silent drops of tropical poetry,” and the 

place’s “miraculous, magical power…like a dream of fantastic voyages through the Aztec 

world.” The article is heavily illustrated; one photo in particular reiterates the normalcy 

of foreign travel to Xochimilco: a sophisticated American couple perches on the front 

edge of a trajinera boat. The man wears a business suit and fedora, with a cigarette 

casually hanging from his lips. The woman wears stylish heels and leans over the bow of 

the trajinera to accept a small bouquet of flowers from an Indigenous woman kneeling 

before her in a smaller canoe. This romantic depiction, perhaps emboldened by the 

success of María Candelaria, reflected and reinforced contemporary discourses about 

Xochimilco. It also illustrates the extent to which touristic consumption of the region’s 

supposed riches had been normalized by 1944.   

As testament to the success of Xochimilco’s enduring reputation, the Flor más 

Bella del Ejido pageant was relocated from Santa Anita’s desiccated canals to the verdant 
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banks of Xochimilco in 1955.269 With a crowd of 10,000 in attendance at the first 

Xochimilco celebration, Evangelina Romero of the Tlahuac delegation was crowned 

queen of the ejido.270 Photos from the festival show Romero posing with a rebozo full of 

palm fronds and flowers tied to her back, echoing a memorable market scene from María 

Candelaria. Santa Anita, the original host to this pre-Hispanic festival, had been 

urbanized and lost its “authentic” Indigenous appeal over the course of the Revolution. 

Xochimilco, on the other hand, had been consciously shaped as the site of this history.  

By the mid-1940s, Xochimilco’s reputation as a destination for pristine 

waterscapes and Indigenous authenticity was as secure as it had been during the 

Porfiriato, and was further bolstered by layers of Revolutionary zeal and commercialism.  

As Mexico City heaved its way through Revolutionary modernization reforms and urban 

expansion, Xochimilco served as a counterweight to the waves of moral panic that 

accompanied that growth. This southern enclave served an essential role as a source of 

potable water, but it was also reimagined as a lieu de memoire, a living monument—

equal parts authentic and invented—of pre-Hispanic glory. Despite the fact that it was 

undergoing major changes, Revolutionary identity discourse sold it as “primitive and 

quite untouched by civilization.”271 Paradoxically, modernization was required to enjoy 

the offerings of this memento: the Xochimilco that came of age in the Revolutionary era 

was necessarily mediated through film, photography, transportation, and urban 

development. But that, too, came with a new set of tensions and competing interests.  

India bonita imagery allowed proponents of tourism and the city’s cultural elite 

to, quite literally, put a pretty face on tensions that emerged from modern enjoyment of 
                                                

269. “10,000 personas en al fiesta de Xochimilco,” El Universal, April 1, 1955. 
 

271. Frances Toor, “Frances Toor’s Motorist Guide to Mexico,” (Mexico City), 1938, 132. 



 

 

166 

this “pristine” enclave. The Xochimilcan indias bonitas at once symbolized purity, 

modernization, and “old Mexico” through mutually reinforcing discourses: Linking water 

to Indigenous women and the pre-Hispanic era made a vital natural resource appear to be 

more natural and pure, while also helping to brand a unique and inviting tourist 

destination. The virtuous and demure india bonita figure was positioned as a cure-all to a 

competing set of interests in Xochimilco. This icon of Mestizaje was used to at once 

entice tourists and demonstrate idealized racial futures that excluded the complexities of 

actual Indigenous inhabitance. Through her, an emblem of the past became a roadmap for 

the future. 

But these representations came at a cost to the place and people they symbolized. 

Images of Europeanized indias bonitas as situated in pristine Xochimilco with 

impeccable Indigenous traje, masked the reality that Indigenous women were laborers 

negotiating a new set of social and environmental scenarios that had been introduced by 

urbanization and Revolution. Further, binding indigeneity to a specific place had the 

adverse consequence of disavowing the possibility of Indigenous existence outside of that 

space.272 Indigenous women who didn’t conform to the place-based india bonita ideal 

were subject to accusations of inauthenticity. As seen in the Flor más Bella del Ejido 

pageant, establishing the india bonita type as an ethnic ideal was a thinly veiled project of 

erasure that limited the parameters of “legitimate” indigeneity to a specific place-gender-

material culture formula.   

Beneath the crystalline surface of this romantic reimagining, Indigenous 

Xochimilcans also faced the double bind of coping with environmental degradation and 
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repeated attempts to show that they weren’t capable of being stewards of their own 

homeland. This rhetorical fettering of Indigenous self-governance was visible everywhere 

from official complaints that locals were destroying the treasured land to María 

Candelaria’s themes of Indigenous incompetence through their failure to engage with 

modernity. It was part of broader efforts to disempower Indigenous peoples in order to 

more completely assimilate them into the Revolutionary nation and to disavow any future 

claims to autonomy they might make.273   

Despite these assimilative efforts, citizen participation in the form of letter 

writing, petitions, and involvement in tourism and movie-making demonstrates 

multifaceted Indigenous engagement in this neo-colonial project. Embracing this 

discourse reinforced ideas that Indigenous peoples were “of the past,” but doing so was a 

viable strategy for survival. Just as 20th century Chinese Americans in the urban U.S. 

self-exoticized by inventing China Towns, so too did Xochimilcans choose to adopt a 

romanticized identity that those in power became invested in preserving. After all, 

“images that conformed to dominant society's expectations were images that sold."274 

However, as the documentary film evidence revealed, Indigenous Xochimilcans didn’t 

always have to play to the india bonita ideology in order to gain a foothold in the 

emerging tourist economy. Instead, their refusal to do so can be read as an act of 

resistance to imposed ideologies. The Revolution fundamentally changed Xochimilco, 

but its inhabitants were strategic and skilled in their opposition to and embrace of those 

changes.  
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Conclusion: Multicultural Conundrums: Legacies of Mestizaje and Indigenismo  

“Only Indians live in the campo. No Mestizos, only Indians.” Or so a well-

educated Chilanga described her country’s racial geographies to a group of visiting 

scholars from the U.S. and Canada. The exchange took place in 2007 at the Universidad 

de las Americas in Cholula, Puebla where scholars from across North America had 

gathered for a women’s studies summer institute. It was one of many conversations that 

took place during the seminar in which the Mexican students, positioned as experts, 

educated the other conference participants on the facts of their nation, as they understood 

them. While they contributed many invaluable insights, this particular statement reflected 

a set of widely held misconceptions about the geographical and cultural fixedness of 

indigeneity.  

Although this woman likely did not intend to be racist, her reductive statement 

perpetuated a line of racist thinking that can be traced back to previous erax. Indeed, 

contemporary Indigenous people are often portrayed as impoverished campesinos. Many 

Indigenous communities do occupy rural spaces, but if individuals move to a city and 

stop wearing traje, that doesn’t make them any less Indian. Similarly, urbanites who 

move to the countryside do not automatically become Indians by their physical 

relocation. Even so, Revolutionary identity campaigns that linked ideas of the campo and 

specific cultural signifiers to Indigenous identity continue to shape understandings of 

what Indigenous peoples look like and where they belong.  
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The encounter at the women’s seminar echoed Revolutionary attempts to 

construct boundaries around Indigenous and Mestizo identities. Early on, these efforts 

engaged race science as seen in Manuel Gamio’s attempt to prove that the India Bonita 

was of pura raza, but later assessments of authenticity focused almost entirely on visible 

signifiers. Beauty and authenticity framed the discourses and images that synthesized a 

narrow set of signifiers. In the public sphere, indigeneity and Mestizaje came to be 

defined by culture, gender, and geographical circumstances, rather than biology. This 

project reclassified a large percentage of the population as Mestizo, while fewer and 

fewer met the criteria associated with authentic indigeneity. As a result, the desired 

national progression from Indigenous to Mestizo was, discursively at least, forced into 

effect.  

Certain cultural markers continue to delineate the boundaries, porous as they may 

be, between Indigenous identity and Mestizaje. Revolutionary ideals that bound 

Indigenous ethnicity to gender and the campo became deeply lodged in the national 

imaginary so that traces remain evident today. Just as the ghetto stigmatizes black bodies 

in the U.S.,275 so too are Indigenous peoples in Mexico thought to carry the campo on 

their persons. This equation explains the widespread attitude reflected in the Chilanga’s 

commentary: Indigenous peoples are thought to be inherently tied to the countryside, so 

that even when they leave they are still thought to be “of the campo.” This thinking 

reifies a social construction of Indigenous people that binds them to specific material and 

geographical circumstances, with little room for self-determination.  
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This campo ideology represents one lingering echo of the gendered and racialized 

identity projects that took shape during the era of Revolutionary Reconstruction and that 

still resonate in the cultural imaginary. The variables have changed but the formulas for 

understanding ethnic difference are still at play. India bonita imagery no longer bears the 

same significance in the hierarchy of national symbolism; instead the icon has been 

reduced to submissive telenovela roles and cartoonish symbols of pastoral days gone by. 

Even so, the pageants and mass media that the Revolutionary cultural elite employed in 

shaping that nationalist icon laid the foundation for a contemporary logic that continues 

to order understandings of the ethnic landscape. 

Over time, the Revolutionary identity projects that conflated race with culture 

came to undergird a multiculturalist logic that confuses the celebration of culture with 

racial harmony. A series of constitutional reforms introduced beginning in 1992 formally 

institutionalized this multiculturalist discourse. For the first time, Mexico was identified 

as having a “pluricultural composition with an Indigenous base.” Indians pueblos are now 

officially defined as having “preserved their social institutions, economies, cultures, and 

politics, or part of them” as well as by ethnolinguistic criteria and physical settlements.276 

While the reforms to the Second Amendment grant the right to self-determination and 

various other guarantees, there are no provisions for enforcing these rights. Furthermore, 

the official assignation of indigeneity as a cultural and material reality rather than an 

ethnic identity continues to narrow official and popular understandings of what it means 

to be Indigenous.  
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On the surface, this multiculturalist approach to rights and recognition looks like 

progress. In reality, it is part of a hypocritical ethos that lauds cultural difference while at 

the same time doing little to challenge the deeply ingrained structural racism that 

disadvantages many of the groups that contribute to the celebrated cultural diversity.  

The repercussions of racism have been exacerbated in recent decades by a number of 

economic and social forces. The North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) of 

1994, for example, ushered in market-driven neoliberal reforms that have restructured 

local economies in order to better support the free flow of capital and have made it more 

difficult for people at the bottom of the social ladder to make a living. Changes like this 

have placed an especially heavy burden on Indigenous peoples and other groups that have 

been historically marginalized.  

Examining episodes of how this logic has unfolded demonstrates the perseverance 

of Revolutionary identity projects and the adaptation of those ideologies to the current 

neoliberal order. 

Cuetzalan, Puebla 

Traveling to Cuetzalan del Progresso in the highlands of the Sierra Norte de 

Puebla can feel like stepping out of time. Cobblestone streets chiseled into the steep 

mountainside wind their way between whitewashed walls and are often cloaked in heavy 

fog. Each Sunday a sprawling market takes over the Zocalo and spills into the 

surrounding neighborhoods. Nahua and Totonaco people in white traje fill the streets in 

hopes of selling a rebozo or handmade jewelry to tourists. Promotional ads, posters, and 

videos promise an authentic and mystical encounter with “real Indians.” Several times a 
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day, dancers gather in the central plaza to scale a 30-meter pole and recreate the danza 

del voladores for an audience of tourists.  

For decades, those invested in the local tourism economy have consciously 

cultivated a regional identity designed to cater to a class of tourists looking for authentic 

cultural experiences. In 2002, the Secretary of Tourism deemed the town an official 

Pueblo Mágico, a designation that recognizes the region’s valued heritage and natural 

beauty. Drawing on World Bank protocols, the Secretary of Tourism (SECTUR) founded 

the Pueblos Mágicos program in 2001 to promote tourism and development in the 

nation’s interior while preserving sites of national importance. More than a hundred 

locales that represent the “symbolism, legends, history…the otherworldly magic” of the 

nation have been deemed Pueblos Mágicos.”277  

Locals proudly embrace the Pueblo Mágico designation and see it as an 

opportunity to draw tourists from across the nation and beyond. While Cuetzalan has a 

majority Indigenous population, local business owners—the majority of whom are 

Mestizo278--go to great lengths to render indigeneity a consumable entity. Cultural 

tourism is not entirely new to Cuetzalan. In1963, Mestizo municipal president Agustín 

Marquéz inaugurated the Feria del Huipil, a hybrid pageant incorporating condensed 

versions of several Nahua songs and dances. The timing coincided with the opening of a 

new freeway network that made travel to the pueblo easier, and Marquez hoped it would 

become one of the most important Indigenous festivals in Mexico.279 Since then, the 
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festival has been combined with the Feria del Café and each year crowns a Reina del 

Huipil, a young woman who speaks Nahua and wears the traditional dress of the 

region.280 As in previous eras, reinvented festivals and pageants in Cuetzalan present a 

relatively uncomplicated opportunity for non-Indians to feel like they have had an 

authentic Indigenous experience.  

Cultural tourism also presents opportunities for Indigenous peoples. Cuetzalan is 

home to a Nahua women’s cooperative—called Maseualsiumej Mosenyolchicauanij—

that constitutes one of the most striking examples of Indigenous engagement in the tourist 

market. The cooperative’s main enterprise is operating the Hotel Taselotzin, an eco-hotel 

situated on the outskirts of the small pueblo. In addition to lodging, the women sell 

traditional Nahua healing ceremonies and massages, comida típica, as well as textiles, 

soaps, and tinctures produced by the cooperative. This “hotel with an Indigenous heart” 

strategically markets itself to tourists with a specific goal in mind. With profits from the 

hotel, the cooperative spearheads local efforts to combat domestic violence in the region 

by providing education and shelter for victims. The women of the Maseualsiumej 

Mosenyolchicauanij cooperative have found ways to benefit from tourism, but as in 

Xochimilco, this engagement requires a certain level of self-commodification.281  For the 

members of the cooperative, this means commercializing and selling certain aspects of 

their culture and religion. Even so, the women are proud of the work they do and the 
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benefit it has for their community. In this instance of cultural tourism, the benefits 

outweigh the costs, but that is not to say the work doesn’t come with its own challenges.   

The women of the cooperative openly discuss the difficulties they face selling 

textiles in a market flooded with cheap knockoffs and the difficulty of carrying out their 

social mission with limited funds. Signs of economic struggle are visible across the 

region, from old women begging on the streets to the crowds of boys that mob tourists in 

hopes they need a guide to one of many surrounding natural attractions. Meanwhile, the 

town’s tourism director, Mary Carmen Trujillo, denies the existence of poverty in her 

community. When asked about the paradox of a tourism industry built upon selling 

Indigenous imagery that allowed only modest income for the local Nahua population, 

Trujillo countered that the Indigenous locals were, in fact, rich in culture:  

“Poverty doesn’t exist in Cuetzalan. People confuse Indigenous dress and lack of 
shoes as signs of poverty, but really these people aren’t poor. They have so much 
cultural wealth--their traditions, language, dress--and people don’t see that. They 
just assume they’re poor. The earth is so rich here that people drop a seed in the 
ground and it grows without any effort or work. They are blessed with the 
richness of the earth and their culture.”282  
 

As further evidence of Indigenous riches, Trujillo pointed out that the traditional 

traje of the region cost around $3,000 pesos. This, in her mind, proved that poverty in 

Cuetzalan was a myth. Trujillo’s conviction that cultural riches could be equated to 

material wealth capable of sustaining Cuetzalan’s Indigenous peoples underscores the 

danger in conflating multiculturalism with racial equity.  

Nearly a decade after the battles of the Revolution, an ethos that emerged from 

that era is still evident in Trujillo’s misconceptions, as well as in broader social norms. In 

contemporary society, the blurred boundary between race and culture permits racism and 
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multiculturalism to exist contemporaneously. Public celebrations, cultural tourism, folk 

art, and popular media feature a thriving patrimonial romanticism with Indigenous 

culture. But through an embrace of multiculturalism, everyday racism is normalized.”283 

Just as cine folclórico distracted viewers from underlying racial messaging, so too does 

the spectacle of multiculturalism mask widespread racism. Structural racism remains 

pervasive, so that the majority of Indigenous peoples continue to live in poverty, without 

access to services and basic human needs like clean drinking water and adequate 

nutrition. Although Nahua women in Cuetzalan are working to make change, they are 

operating within a system fundamentally stacked against them.  

Mexico, D.F.  

In the center of Mexico City’s crowded Zócalo, bare-chested men in loincloths 

and women wearing halter-tops and long, side-slit skirts are adorned with conch shell 

anklets and feather headdresses. These conchero dancers keep rhythm to an undulating 

drumbeat while goblets brimming with burning copal fill the air with musty smoke. 

Tourists and hippies gather to watch as ghosts of the Aztec past are danced into being in 

the midst of the heaving crowds. The space where this sensorial evocation of 

Tenochtitlan takes places is flanked by stone remnants of the Templo Mayor, once the 

heart of Aztec religious life.  

The Museo Nacional, too, reifies Aztec pre-Hispanic cultures through 

prominently featured stone monoliths. Contemporary Indigenous peoples, are represented 

in the museum, but they are put into neat pockets of rural folklore in a series of life-sized 
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dioramas. Outside the museum voladores perform their dizzying aerial dance for 

onlookers. Special exhibitions like the 2008 “Isis and the Feathered Serpent,” which 

paired Mexican and Egyptian antiquities, work to place the pre-Hispanic past alongside 

the great ancient civilizations of the world. Mestizo and European history remain absent 

from the national narrative on view at the National Museum—only Indigenous history 

and culture merits the anthropological gaze. 

Aztec symbolism remains the core of the foundational narratives of the nation. 

Other performances of indigeneity, considered charming assets, receive encouragement 

so long as they remain limited to desirable range of activities and spaces. Throughout the 

city, curated displays of Indigenous performance are widely celebrated. The Indigenous 

realities that stray from Aztec spectacle or innocuous cultural displays are less welcome. 

In the center of the city, Indigenous vendors and beggars on the streets are regarded with 

disdainful pity or restrained anger. Those who dare to transgress the established 

boundaries are hastily—and sometimes violently--reminded of this fact: when they enter 

posh sidewalk cafes to sell candy or trinkets; or when they linger too long begging for 

money on sidewalks; or protesters who infiltrate the city, occupy the Zócalo, or commit 

acts of civil disobedience like shutting off water to the city. When Indigenous campesinos 

crowd the Zócalo demanding rights, they are often met with a disproportionately large 

military presence. In the opinion of many officials, Indigenous peoples, viewed as 

precious objects of national pride, are better seen than heard.  

Despite the fact that Indigenous peoples are defined as inherently of the campo, 

they are locked into a seemingly endless struggle for basic land and water rights that 

would make life in the campo tenable. At times, that struggle transgresses the borders of 
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the capitol. When the Zapatistas took over the Zócalo on March 11, 2001, they were 

welcomed by tens of thousands of supporters but scarcely acknowledged by the 

government and by network television.284 President Vicente Fox paid little heed to the 

throngs gathered outside the National Palace. Aside from a few helicopters, no real 

military appeared, but neither did the televised news media. A reporter writing for El 

Universal noted this as a “guilty silence.” He sympathized with the Zapatista movement 

but infused his coverage with the racialized constructs that link Indigenous peoples to the 

campo, applying terms like “harvest” and “plant” to the world of ideas. Even the title, “A 

Plaza the Color of the Earth” likened the protestors to the Earth. The Zapatistas, too, 

centered bounty and harvest in the march by carrying flowers with them in their final 

march from Xochimilco into the city center. This undoubtedly represented the 

prominence of the Earth in their own worldview, and it also played to the expectations of 

sympathizers invested in the idea that Indigenous peoples were stewards of the earth.  

Another act of protest in 2006 highlighted the adverse impacts of Mexico City’s 

water use on Indigenous peoples in outlying regions. Water remains a scarce resource but 

the depth of tensions and challenges it presents are seemingly endless. The Cutzamala 

reservoir system is the largest single source of the city’s drinking water. The region is 

home to the Mazahua Indians who have seen their land and water usurped by the city’s 

unquenchable thirst. The Mazahua claim that while they have ample water in their 

backyard, they only have direct access to it about once a week and that their territorial 

homeland is now scarred by intersecting barbed wire barriers and military boundaries.285 
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On December 11, 2006, a group of women—members of the Mazahua Women’s Army 

in Defense of Water—shut off six of the main valves of the Los Berros water processing 

plant,286 suspending water service to approximately six million Mexico City residents.287 

Dressed in their brightly colored traje, and armed with tools and wooden rifles, the 

women’s statement was as symbolic as it was strategic.  

These Indigenous acts of resistance in Mexico City highlight the persistence of 

struggles, but also the continued disenfranchisement of Indigenous peoples even though 

their cultures are celebrated. Although motivated by real needs, the protests should not be 

read as some real progress toward autonomy and rights. Instead, they are tolerated within 

the grander scheme of the neoliberal order. Multicultural reforms—such as those made to 

the constitution beginning in 1992--project the illusion of inclusivity. "Proponents of 

neoliberal governance reshape the terrain of political struggle to their advantage, not by 

denying Indigenous rights, but by the selective recognition of them."288 Despite the series 

of constitutional reforms that formally recognized the right of the Indigenous pueblos, 

there are no laws in place to enforce these ideals. This is carefully crafted evasion of 

gubernatorial responsibility is neoliberalism at work.289  

*** 

Revolutionary programs that sought to erase, integrate, and disempower 

Indigenous populations have changed dramatically, but they still function to bolster state 
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interests. While Indigenous women now share the symbolic center of this identity 

discourse with their male counterparts, they continue to bear the brunt of the 

government’s failure to serve adequately all its citizens. As Subcomandante Esther said 

during that 2001 Zapatista takeover of the Zócalo, women suffer exploitation three times: 

“for being women, for being Indigenous, and for being poor.290 Nevertheless, the women 

of the Maseualsiumej Mosenyolchicauanij cooperative and the Mazahua Women’s Army 

in Defense of Water represent Indigenous women’s continued ability to engage 

strategically with the expectations of the dominant society in an effort to meet their own 

needs.  

In the 1920s and 1930s, the Revolutionary identity campaigns bolstered national 

unity. Today, the same logic is employed to reinforce contemporary interests by 

packaging Indigenous culture as a tourist commodity, and through select celebrations and 

concessions to Indigenous peoples. The language that linked Indigenous identity to a set 

of social and cultural signifiers during the era of Revolutionary Reconstruction has now 

been codified in the Constitution, but multiculturalist inclusion has not changed the 

practices that deny self-determination and human rights to its Indigenous peoples. Like 

Mestizaje and Indigenismo before it, the multiculturalist rhetoric of today praises select 

aspects of Indigenous identity and shifts the focus away from structural racism through 

the specter of inclusion. Ultimately, Mexico has not solved its so-called “Indian 

Problem,” but it seems to keep finding new ways to evade it.  
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