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Abstract

A volcano grew out of a cornfield in Michoacán, Mexico in 1943, completely
transforming the landscape and local people’s lives. Immediately following the news of this new
volcano named Parícutin, observers flocked to the area. Within the first two years of activity, the
volcano grew to about 1,400 feet, covered two villages with lava, and blanketed three villages
with ash. The volcano gained attention because of its sudden appearance and mild eruptions that
observers could closely watch, making it the first volcano in modern times that scientists could
study from its birth. Different groups including locals, scientists, artists, journalists, and tourists,
had distinct interactions with the volcano that reflect a profound national cultural examination.
This study focuses on how visitors and locals interpreted and experienced the volcano. Recorded
in written and visual documents, these various perceptions turned Parícutin into a symbol of
national identity, or mexicanidad. The inhabitants of the area, who were mainly of Purépecha
descent, rationalized it as a punishment for sinful behavior. Meanwhile, the national government
exploited it as a scientific phenomenon and an opportunity to insert their idea of mexicanidad
into the socially isolated Purépecha highlands. In their accounts of Parícutin, outsiders gave
voice to popular ideas about the volcano, but silenced the role of villagers outside of the initial
eruption and evacuation stories. Visual sources including photographs and artwork reveal a more
comprehensive history of the volcano, one that incorporates people excluded from the written
record. This research not only contributes to the scholarship on Mexican national identity, but it
also acts as a microhistory for how a community reacts to changes in landscape. In a world with
increasing environmental uncertainty, that is most harmful for marginalized communities, this
work looks at how culture influences reactions to natural disasters and vice-versa.

9

Introduction
Volcano as Nation

Dionisio Pulido, a rural farmer in Michoacán Mexico, witnessed something extraordinary
as he worked in his corn field on February 20, 1943. Smoke and sandy debris suddenly began to
pour from a small hole in the ground. At first, he thought it could be smoke from a small fire, but
his instinct and closer examination revealed something inexplicable, something he had never
seen before. Earthquakes had shaken his little village of Parícutin for a few weeks now, but that
was common for this area since it was located on the west side of the volcanic strip that runs
east-west across central Mexico (see Map 1). Earth tremors, or seismic activity, commonly
occurred in the area. Celedonio Gutiérrez, a man living in the neighboring village and county
seat San Juan Parangaricutiro (San Juan), also felt the daily earthquakes as early as February 5
and wrote down notes about them.1 Fifteen days later, the earth trembled around Pulido and he
momentarily stood paralyzed with fright in his field as he pondered the phenomenon and what to
do. Later, stories circulated that as Pulido’s farmhand plowed across a small crack in the earth’s
surface the plow caught in a crevice in the field, opening it up. Three villagers, who later claimed
to have witnessed the event, saw the hole in the ground expand from a fissure that emitted smoke
after the plough passed over it.2 The exact sequence of events in the initial eruption may be lost
in personal memories and folklore, but it was certain that Pulido recognized an extraordinary and
menacing situation, so he ran to the municipality and alerted people in San Juan. Villagers, who
could see smoke rising in the distance, looked to the local priest for his advice on what to do. No

1

William F Foshag and Jenaro González Reyna, “Birth and Development of Parícutin Volcano, Mexico,” USGS
Numbered Series, Bulletin (Washington D.C.: U.S. Geological Survey, 1956), 373.
2
Foshag and González Reyna, 373–83.
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one guessed that a volcanic cone would dominate the region within a few days and alter the
landscape forever.
The volcano, later named Parícutin after Pulido’s village by Mexico City scientist Dr.
Ezequiel Ordóñez, remained active for almost a decade, until 1952, although no one knew what
its lifespan would be.3 Over the following weeks and months, Parícutin steadily grew into a cone
shape by piling up everything that it spat out around the central vent. This characteristic names
this type of volcano a cinder cone. Typically, cinder cones appeared as small, parasitic craters on
the sides of larger, active volcanoes but Parícutin astounded the world by appearing in a
seemingly dormant area of Mexico. In other words, no one anticipated the appearance of a
volcano at this time or place. Parícutin grew to its full height, about 1,400 feet within the first
two years and then continued to erupt rebuilding what eroded away with wind and rain. A
smaller cone emerged after about nine months of activity. Accordingly, scientists named the new
cone Zapicho, which means “young child” in Purépecha, and referred to it as Parícutin’s baby.
As such, Parícutin became the first volcano in modern history that emerged out of nowhere, had
a baby, and grew in size.
The ashfall and lava flows severely impacted five of the surrounding villages. Within two
years of the first eruption, the villages of Parícutin and San Juan vanished. People evacuated with
assistance from the national government before the lava consumed their homes. A half-buried
church in San Juan, which is all that remains of a once-lively village, still stands as a testament to
the strength and reach of Parícutin. Despite the destruction caused by the volcano to the Meseta

3

Scholars have spelled Parícutin in three ways: Parícutin, Paricutin, and Paricutín and others have misspelled it in
various ways including Paracutin. I use the first spelling which is recognized by the Mexican Institute of Geology as
correct; all other spellings are only used to maintain the spelling of the initial author. See: Universidad Nacional
Autónoma de México, ed. El Paricutin: Estado De Michoacan. Estudios Vulcanológicos. (Mexico City: Imprenta
Universitaria, 1945).
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Purépecha, the local people accepted the volcano as theirs and reacted based on their Catholic
beliefs. Mexicans called the area the Meseta Purépecha because it was populated by people of
Purépecha descent, an ethnic group native to the lakes and highlands of Michoacán (see Map 2).
Many of the residents spoke Spanish and Purépecha, and they considered themselves mestizos
although some residents only spoke their native language.4 Catholicism permeated the highlands
and believers interpreted the volcano as a warning for irreverence and unfaithfulness. As such,
they intended to endure their punishment.
Immediately after news of a new volcano spread, scientists, artists, tourists, and
journalists traveled to the highlands. The most well-known geologists and engineers from
Mexico and the U.S. studied Parícutin. Famous artists such as Diego Rivera and Dr. Atl took the
exceptional opportunity to see an active volcano up-close. On a daily basis, thousands of tourists
flocked to the highlands and some, like President Harry S. Truman, looked into the crater during
an airplane tour. Most people recorded their experience at Parícutin with a photograph or written
account. The renowned writer, José Revueltas, published powerful but grim stories about the
destruction to the area. Everyone observed the natural phenomena and interpreted the volcano
based on their own culture and beliefs. Scientists saw it as a natural specimen to be examined
and excitedly seized the opportunity to be among the first to study a volcano from its initiation
using new technology. Artists saw unparalleled beauty and power and used Parícutin for
inspiration while journalists and tourists marveled at the wonderous spectacle snapping pictures
to bring back home. These groups perceived the volcano with their own worldviews and
assumptions about the Mexican landscape. As such, different ideas about Parícutin circulated
around Mexico and even across the globe. One thing was certain: Parícutin was the first volcano

4

Mary Lee Nolan, “Impact of Parícutin on Five Communities,” in Volcanic Activity and Human Ecology (Academic
Press, Inc, 1979), 297.
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that individuals could watch and record closely from its birth to its death.5 How locals and
outsiders perceived the volcano as vengeance, science, art, and spectacle and gave it meaning as
a symbol of national identity provides the narrative that follows.

Historical Context
Parícutin emerged thirty-three years after the start of the Mexican Revolution, still an
opportune moment to become part of the conversation about national identity. The Revolution
that began in 1910 permeated the entire nation as Mexicans fought for a new social order. The
most violent part of the conflict ended in 1921 after The Sonora Triangle seized power and
Alvaro Obregón took office, but the fight for a unified Mexico that included all of its people
continued. The revolutionary governments took the reins in re-shaping a nation by removing
foreign influences, commissioning nationalistic art, and making policies more inclusive of
indigenous and mestizo people. In an effort to stimulate nationalism, for example, the presidency
broadcast La Hora Nacional, an hour-long program started in the late 1930’s that continues
today. The radio show provided a platform for the administration to transmit national messages,
music, and promotions to the entire nation.6 The administration hoped to instill certain ideals into
the public in order to create a productive and modern nation that could be competitive on a world
stage. During the 1940s and 1950s, the Revolutionary party, that emerged from the
institutionalization of the Revolution ideals, closely controlled mass media in order to direct their

5

Scientists used the word “birth” to describe how Parícutin emerged out of relatively flat ground. Foshag and
González Reyna, “Birth and Development of Parícutin Volcano, Mexico”; Jenaro González Reyna and William F
Foshag, “The Birth of Parícutin,” Smithsonian Institution Annual Report (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian
Institution, 1946); Ezequiel Ordóñez, “Birth of a New Volcano, in Michoacán, Mexico,” Mining and Metallurgy 24
(July 1943): 314–15; Frederick H. Pough, “The Birth of a Volcano,” I.C.I. Magazine, 1952.
6
Michael Nelson Miller, Red, White, and Green: The Maturing of Mexicanidad, 1940-1946 (El Paso: Texas
Western Press, 1998), 65–85.
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citizens.7 Yet, despite strong top-down identity construction, Parícutin reveals how locals and
outsiders influenced the spread of ideas during this period.
Two groups that contested and shaped national identity formation were the church and
indigenous communities. They contributed to emerging ideas about what Mexico would become
after the Revolution. The Catholic church, which was at odds with Mexican leaders since the
liberal period in the mid nineteenth century, fought to make itself relevant after the Revolution.
The Cristero Wars that originated in Michoacán in the 1920s exemplified how the church
maintained a strong following of people willing to fight for religion and religious authority.
Catholicism still played a significant role in the communities of the Meseta Purépecha where the
volcano emerged and influenced their daily lives. Catholicism permeated much of the nation, but
indigenous communities throughout Mexico also had distinct local customs that they struggled to
maintain. There were many different cultural groups throughout Mexico that maintained some
degree of cultural preservation, despite the revolutionary party’s best efforts to promote
mestizaje and acculturation. As such, indigenous communities contested the top-down discourse
of national identity if not by directly participating in it, but by existing within the nation.
Understanding political goals helps explain how the government responded to the natural
disaster that disrupted the entire Meseta Purépecha. When Parícutin erupted in February 1943,
Manuel Avila Camacho was in the third year of his six-year term as president. Avila Camacho
followed the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas, a liberal revolutionary from the state of Michoacán.
Some scholars mark the conclusion of the Cárdenas administration as the end of the Revolution
because Avila Camacho had different priorities while in office. Both presidents belonged to the
same political party, but Avila Camacho’s objectives differed from Cárdenas’ socially driven

7

Anne Rubenstein, “Mass Media and Popular Culture in the Postrevolutionary Era,” in The Oxford History of
Mexico, ed. Michael C. Meyer and William H. Beezley (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).
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goals since he represented more conservative policies. Cárdenas had focused on providing rural
assistance to small farmers by distributing land and creating the Banco Ejidal de Crédito, a bank
to disperse credit for equipment to farmers with less resources. In contrast, the following
administrations of Avila Camacho and Miguel Alemán Valdés promoted industrialization and
urban development. U.S. influence during and after World War II encouraged Mexico to move
towards capital intensive and specialized production in agriculture and industry. The federal
government put increased emphasis on industrialization and shifted focus away from the
countryside to urban areas.8 These administrations believed that they needed to develop
manufacturing and large-scale farming to contend with other world powers. This determination
not only to create a modern nation, but also to display it as a global nation, shaped the
government’s response to Parícutin.
When Parícutin emerged in 1943, Mexico was in the middle of rapid economic, political,
and social changes. Having begun during the Porfiriato and the Revolution, this growth was
shaped by Mexico’s desire to embrace their indigenous roots while also pursuing an agenda of
modernization. As other historians have pointed out, these two motivations were often at odds
since their definition of progress was inherently unaccommodating of traditional ways of life that
preserved indigenous cultures.9 Scholars in the 1920s such as José Vasconcelos, who served as
minister of education in the 1920s, and Manuel Gamio, a Mexican archaeologist and
anthropologist, exemplified the complexity of ideas surrounding how to use indigenous

8

Stephen R. Niblo, Mexico in the 1940s: Modernity, Politics, and Corruption (Wilimington: Scholarly Resources,
1999), 139.
9
Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo, Mexico at the World’s Fairs: Crafting a Modern Nation (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1996), 9.
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communities to foster nationalism.10 As such, national identity formation was fraught with
contradictions and clashing voices.
As a political instrument, Parícutin gave the government an international stage to
showcase their landscape as well as provide relocation assistance to the formerly isolated group
of indigenous people in the Meseta Purépecha. Journalists reported on the government’s
response to the natural disaster to show how relocating two seemingly primitive indigenous
villages would bring them into modern society. While outsiders enjoyed witnessing the
indigenous culture and viewed their lifestyle as antiquated and exotic, the government thought to
create productive citizens of them by bringing them closer to urban centers and getting them to
participate in national life. The integration of these formerly isolated communities that
previously had no paved roads, running water, or telephones into the regional economy not only
made outsiders view them as part of a shared identity but also intended to make them feel
included in the national project.11 The revolutionary movement broadened how citizens defined
what it meant to be Mexican by emphasizing inclusivity of indigenous populations and
promotion of racial mixing or mestizaje to create a unified, stronger race.12 Parícutin provided
the opportune moment for those in the Meseta Purépecha to socially, culturally, and
economically integrate or be incorporated into the nation.13

10

Alan Knight, “History, Heritage, and Revolution: Mexico, c .1910– c .1940,” Past & Present 226 (2015): 299–
325.
11
Anne Doremus, “Indigenism, Mestizaje, and National Identity in Mexico during the 1940s and the 1950s,”
Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos 17, no. 2 (2001): 375–76.
12
Doremus, 376; José Vasconcelos, The Cosmic Race: A Bilingual Edition, trans. Didier Tisdel Jaén, Race in the
Americas (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997).
13
That the locals had a choice to be integrated is questionable, but in her work, Mary Lee Nolan argues that these
communities would have seen more interaction with the region and would have been subject to the government’s
modernizing policies in the coming years with or without the volcano. Mary Lee Nolan, “The Towns of the
Volcano: A Study of the Human Consequences of the Eruption of Parícutin Volcano” (Dissertation, Texas A&M
University, 1972).
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The government took advantage of the narrative of natural disaster to show their
leadership. Since Parícutin was an unforeseeable event, and even seen as God’s will to some,
Avila Camacho’s government used it to demonstrate their generosity. Natural disasters have
often been used to disguise social injustice and to reframe discussions of natural events by
making nature the common enemy.14 In the case of Parícutin, the government gladly accepted the
narrative of the volcano as the cause of problems in the villages of the Meseta Purépecha and
used it as an excuse to impose their ideas of modernization during relocation. This allowed the
government to focus on their assistance rather than on why these communities had escaped
earlier nationalizing efforts. The legacy of Parícutin deviates from many other natural disasters’
legacies because, while Mexicans willingly placed blame on the volcano for destruction, they did
not establish Parícutin as something negative. On the contrary, the majority of outsiders saw it as
positive in that it brought something exceptional to Mexico.

National Identity
In recognition of the deep-rooted connection between seismic activity and humans, the
ancient people of Mexico have been deemed the “sons of the shaking earth.”15 The eruption of
Parícutin served as a reminder of the importance of volcanoes in Mexican culture and provided a
lens through which to examine the long-established relationship between people and volcanoes.
Volcanoes dot the Northern and Southern landscapes of Mexico although the major transatlantic
volcanic belt, which cuts across the middle of the country has more volcanic activity than the rest
of the country (see Map 1). While volcanoes are more active in the central valley, near Mexico

14

Theodore Steinberg, Acts of God: The Unnatural History of Natural Disaster in America (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2000).
15
Eric R. Wolf, Sons of the Shaking Earth (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959).
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City, they have been part of the visual culture of what is now Mexico since humans inhabited the
area. Strong cultural associations with the central valley, including those related to volcanoes,
permeate the peripheries of the country so that Mexicans consider volcanoes a defining part of
their nation. In reference to mountains of the central valley, art historian Margarita de Orellana
articulated the association between landscape and human: “their unmistakable silhouettes are
inwardly reflected in the body and soul of Mexicans.”16 The physical presence of the imposing
volcanoes demand attention from people living in the region, and stories about them extend
across the country.
The two prominent stratovolcanoes that tower over the central valley to the southeast, el
Popocatepetl (Popo) and la Iztaccíhuatl (Izta), caught the imagination of people living there even
before Europeans arrived. The mountains’ impressive presence over the valley necessitated
explanation, and an enduring Aztec legend has given Popo and Itza a place within the culture.
Retold and reproduced in many forms, the myth is well known throughout the country and
recounted the story of an Aztec warrior, Popocatepetl, and a beautiful princess, Iztaccíhuatl. One
tale similar to the fable of Romeo and Juliet said Iztaccíhuatl committed suicide instead of
getting married to some other man, and Popocatepetl, too late to save his beloved, carried her to
the top of the mountains to rest eternally.17 When viewed from the west or east, the form of the
peaks show the woman’s profile – fitting the name of the snowcapped mountain, which in
Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, means “white woman.” The heart-broken warrior,
Popocatepetl, knelt down next to Izta and occasionally, the story goes, erupts in anger. In

16

Margarita de Orellana, “Painting with Lava,” trans. Richard Moszka, Artes de México, Special Issue: Los dos
volcanes. Popocatépetl e Iztaccíhuatl, 73 (2005): 66.
17
Many versions of this legend exist, one example of the story in images is by Saturino Herrán, Legend of the
Volcanoes, 1910, oil on canvas, 40 x 159 in. (Pinacoteca del Ateneo Fuente, Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila,
Saltillo). In James Oles, Art and Architecture in Mexico, World of Art (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2013).
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Nahuatl, Popocatepetl means “smoking mountain” which refers to the active character of the
volcano. This legend relates volcanoes to passion, tragedy, and anger – common themes
associated with volcanic eruptions, and it exemplifies the relationship between landscape and
nationality in Mexico. Children learn early on that mountains are part of what make their country
unique, even if they do not live by one. In the 1920’s, in the early revolutionary era of defining
national identity, teachers instructed their students to include symbols that represented Mexico in
their drawings, one of those being Popocatepetl.18 Because of the connection between volcanoes
and culture in Mexico, Parícutin’s emergence gained special attention and a place in the
discourse on national identity.
The discourse on national identity in the twentieth century as a result of the Revolution
led to a proliferation of literature on what it meant to be Mexican. Mexicanidad, refers to how
Mexicans understand themselves and relate to one another. Commentators and scholars have
used mexicanidad as a synonym for national identity and to describe the period when the
government and citizens explored a more inclusive definition of national identity.19 Resulting
from the Revolution, the government consciously aimed to give all the nation’s peoples a sense
of unity and belonging, even those of indigenous descent who had previously been disregarded.
Mexico had always struggled with unifying the entire nation and getting citizens outside of the
major cities to feel like they were a part of the nation. Similar to Benedict Anderson’s imagined
communities, mexicanidad assumes a connection that ties people together even when they have
not met. While imagined communities provides a foundation for discussing national identity and
defining it through shared language and print media, the case of Mexico often did not fit the

18

Elena Jackson Albarran, Seen and Heard in Mexico: Children and Revolutionary Cultural Nationalism (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2015).
19
Mary K. Vaughan and Stephen E. Lewis, eds., The Eagle and the Virgin: Nation and Cultural Revolution in
Mexico, 1920-1940 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006); Miller, Red, White, and Green.

19

rules.20 In the case of the spread of information about Parícutin, the circulation of written word
through published articles in Spanish and mailed postcards helped disseminate the news about
the new volcano. Nevertheless, the development of a shared national identity went beyond the
written word because artwork, films, photographs, and stories also circulated information about
the volcano. They spread experiences and defined common expressions of the volcano that
created unity. High illiteracy rates in the countryside meant that few people read newspapers
making visual and audio expressions essential factors for discussing mexicanidad during the
middle of the twentieth century.21 Scholars have also shown how imagery, music, and cuisine
have united Mexicans, pointing to the importance of all types of media in national identity.22
Visitors to the volcano embedded Parícutin in written, spoken, illustrated, photographed, and
filmed expressions that defined national identity.
The story of Parícutin allows for an exploration of how different groups of people molded
the significance of a natural phenomenon and, in turn, mexicanidad. Their mix of interpretations
exemplify how ideas that shaped national identity were disputed by multiple parties. Parícutin
reflects some of the major trends regarding national identity formation that historians have noted
during this period. For example, the government’s desire to showcase the nation as a modern
place with indigenous heritage. Some scholars have argued that the revolutionary government
shaped national identity in a top-down manner.23 Without close investigation, Parícutin appears

20

Nicola Miller, “The Historiography of Nationalism and National Identity in Latin America,” Nations and
Nationalism 12, no. 2 (2006): 203.
21
Rubenstein, “Mass Media and Popular Culture in the Postrevolutionary Era,” 598.
22
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to support this thesis since the government repurposed it to exemplify the nation’s modernity and
indigenous cultural heritage. Additionally, the government used the volcano to show that they
conducted modern scientific research, applied effective emergency relief, and possessed a
specimen only visible in the Mexican highlands. Yet, the story of Parícutin was more complex
because, while one narrative of Parícutin served a purpose for the government, other narratives
that gained meaning through multiple individuals (locals, outsiders who visited the volcano, and
consumers of material related to the volcano), developed and shaped Parícutin’s legacy.
Historians of Mexico have understood how groups from different social classes
negotiated national identity. A volume edited by Gilbert Joseph, Anne Rubenstien, and Eric
Zolov highlighted several “popular idols and icons” that brought Mexico together and, more
importantly, argued how their meaning “was shaped, resisted, and ultimately negotiated by a
multitude of actors, and interests.”24 Similarly to Parícutin, Mexicans at this time assigned
meaning to other objects that became expressions of national identity. Murals by Diego Rivera,
David Alfaro Siqueiros, and José Clemente Orozco stand out as the most obvious examples, but
things expressive of national identity extend to individuals, celebrations, music, and even
fictional characters. For example, movie stars, like María Félix or Cantinflas, who became well
known during this golden era of Mexican Cinema, represented modern identities.25 Stories,
artwork, photography, and film, often with government approval, displayed the volcano to
people across the nation, but multiple visitors to the volcano assisted in producing this media.
Many of these expressions, like Parícutin, could be molded to fit with the government’s ideal for
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national symbols, but these expressions exemplify how different outsiders and locals negotiated
meaning rather than the government imposing it. How people understood the volcano depended
on their background and experience observing it. The locals, who interacted with and guided the
producers of these materials, influenced perceptions of the volcano. Additionally, although the
government controlled what ideas were disseminated, the audience interpreted what they saw
and heard about the volcano for themselves. More importantly, ideas from multiple individuals,
including the locals at Parícutin, were embedded in and could not be separated by the
government from the shared perspectives of the volcano. Therefore, multiple actors, from
government officials to artists to campesinos from the Mesta Purépecha forged the story of
Parícutin and made it a lasting symbol of national identity.
The premise of this study holds that the natural environment relates deeply to national
identity, a premise often undervalued or taken for granted for Mexico. Scholars have expanded
the examination of mexicanidad by analyzing different popular symbols. They use objects like
the body of the last Aztec emperor or events like Independence celebrations to demonstrate how
citizens molded identity through their ideas and beliefs.26 A cultural object has become a
valuable source to demonstrate meaning making in regard to national identity. Environmental
historian, Jared Farmer, analyzed how local people in the U.S. added significance to a mountain
that became an important landmark for certain Western communities.27 Although, aside from
many analyses of Popo and Itza by historians of Mexico, scholars have yet to focus on one
landscape feature as an object reflective of mexicanidad. Parícutin is an especially significant
example of national identity because it gained meaning as it grew, and it left a permanent
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physical mark on the landscape. The story of Parícutin exemplifies reciprocity between
landscape and culture – both imperative considerations in examining national identity.
Recently, historians of Mexico have begun to put more emphasis on the role of landscape
in nation building in an effort to recognize the way that the twentieth century government
incorporated the natural world into their revolutionary goals.28 Historian John Mraz focused on
photographs including landscapes, but paid minimal attention to the role of physical features as
objects for national identity themselves.29 In his book about the connection between landscapes
and collective memory, historian Simon Schama eloquently reminds us, “National identity…
would lose much of its ferocious enchantment without the mystique of a particular landscape
tradition: its topography mapped, elaborated, and enriched as homeland.”30 Raymond Craib
skillfully established how the Porfirian government used mapping to create a sense of nation as
well as to maintain control of its territory. In this example, local communities negotiated
meaning with government officials who came in to redefine territory and name features on the
landscape. 31 The government could not avoid the cultural meaning and community memory
embedded in nature and landscape.32 Parícutin, like these efforts at mapping the nation’s
landscape, demonstrated how local knowledge was tied to the land and influenced outsiders’
perspectives, although the local community’s role has been stifled by the way in which the
sources were produced and stored.33
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In Mexico, the physical presence and cultural traditions of volcanoes already embedded
in the national identity meant that the appearance of a new one drew attention and almost
automatic endorsement as representative of the nation as a whole. Of course, visitors from
outside of Mexico may not have identified with volcanoes in the same way and saw Parícutin
from a different perspective. Collective memory, which is closely tied to national identity
formation, is often solidified by governments or the elites in monuments and statues.34 The
exceptional case of Parícutin was that it grew into a monument without any political or partisan
influence. Parícutin was a natural phenomenon that the state could not control. Indeed, it
emerged in a relatively isolated location, previously ignored by the federal government. Of
course, the Avila Camacho government could control their response and drive the narrative to
some extent, but the mass of observers, including locals, also contributed their perceptions. Just
like everyday objects hold meaning that can be analyzed to understand Mexico, Parícutin
acquired meaning throughout its life to become a notable site in Mexico, but unlike all other
objects and features on the landscape it emerged without any cultural or political affiliations.
One of the remarkable legacies of Parícutin was that many outsiders, including Mexicans
from outside the affected area, categorized it as something exciting rather than catastrophic. A
New York Times article titled, “Fiery Paricutin: View of Volcano is a Thrilling Climax of Scenic
Trip from Mexico City” encapsulated how most visitors saw the phenomenon.35 On the contrary,
most countries dealing with natural events see them negatively but use the aftermath to rebuild
and unite the nation. Historians have established how the aftermath of earthquakes, for example,
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often lead to political restructuring.36 Historian, Gregory Clancey discussed nationality and
identity construction in terms of knowledge production and the built environment in the wake of
a large earthquake in Japan.37 But studies on natural disasters often focus on the catastrophic
aspect of the event or the emergency response as the means for national unity rather than the
object of disaster itself. Parícutin provides a new opportunity for analysis in relationship to
nationality because it formed into a monument. Unlike an earthquake or storm that is ephemeral,
volcanoes are permanent features on the landscape. The initial destructive abilities and early
government assistance were certainly part of the Parícutin story, but its story deviates from many
other narratives of natural disasters because the negative aspects of the volcano were
overwhelmingly ignored. The eruption of Parícutin led to the relocation of five villages, yet
outside observers did not document and disseminate the story of relocation in as much detail as
other aspects of the story. Years after the volcano went silent, cultural geographer, Mary Lee
Nolan, wrote the most extensive study to date on the effects of the volcano on the five
surrounding communities.38 While Parícutin erupted, observers commented on the ash, lava, and
the volcano itself, not on the impact of these things on human life. The term natural disaster or,
catastrofe natural in Spanish, was and is rarely used to describe Parícutin. Of course, reports and
narratives used strong adjectives, often with negative associations, to describe Parícutin, but this
induced intrigue rather than concern in the reader. These narratives ensured what story would be
preserved. Photographs, artwork, and film were another driving factor in making the volcano
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became an object of admiration because they displayed Parícutin’s activity and rarely focused on
the effects to the local villages.

Written and Visual Sources
Humanist scholars of Parícutin have noticed the diminished presence of locals in
documents about Parícutin and work against these omissions to tell an inclusive story. Historian
Rosa Plá accurately noted how the villagers disappeared from the narrative after the eruption and
reappear for the evacuation of the villages. Plá’s book on Parícutin aimed to write the history of
the villagers back into the narrative.39 This proved difficult due to the lack of sources on locals
except for the collaborative U.S. Geological Survey report by U.S.-based scientist William
Foshag and Mexico-based scientist Jenaro González Reyna published in 1956.40 The report
included detailed accounts by the local people describing the initial events and was reprinted in
sections in a geology textbook dedicated entirely to Parícutin.41 Since Plá did not have ample
sources to help bring the locals back into the story, she interviewed several of the remaining
living townspeople in 1980. This was around the same time that several other researchers
interested in revealing the human side of the unique story conducted interviews.
Mary Lee Nolan, whose work Plá consulted, conducted her interviews with townspeople
in 1971 for her dissertation project on the human consequences of the volcano. Simultaneously,
her husband, Sidney D. Nolan, also interviewed locals about their psychological responses to the
volcano, but never published them. Mary Lee Nolan’s research on the human narrative addressed
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the time before and after the volcano erupted, making it the most comprehensive anthropological
study of Parícutin and people in the five surrounding villages. Her thorough analysis of the five
communities affected by Parícutin showed how the volcano led to changes in the community, not
because of the eruption itself but because of the consequences from it, such as tourism and then
relocation. She also argued that the reactions to a natural disaster among community members
led to change and caused differences within the community to emerge.42 While conducting her
research, Dr. Nolan met Celedonio Gutiérrez and assisted him in publishing his account of the
volcano, the most valuable document by a local about Parícutin. A student of Spanish translated
the book into English and Dr. Nolan wrote an introduction, epilogue, and notes. Gutiérrez’s book
describes his experiences at the volcano but underemphasizes the important work he did for the
scientists, underscoring his humility. Additionally, the Parish Priest of San Juan Nuevo
interviewed at least thirty people for his report of the eruption published in 1988. He does not
specify when he spoke with residents of San Juan Nuevo, but it was during the mid 1980s. In his
publication, he placed images of them alongside a transcription of their memories of the volcano
as told to him. He included the same account from Dionisio Pulido that Foshag and González
originally published.43 The small volume was published in Michoacán and has not been widely
circulated. A few copies can be found for sale when you visit the now extinct volcano and ruins
of the San Juan church.
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The most recent publication about the locals’ experiences of the volcano included several
new accounts and contextualized the stories with information about the two towns, San Juan and
Parícutin. Published in Spanish by a cultural group in Michoacán, the book served the purpose of
preserving community memory about the volcano, culture, and society. The editors of the
volume conducted over fifty interviews with former residents of the five affected towns in the
Meseta Purépecha and transcribed them word for word. Although recorded more than 60 years
after the development of Parícutin, this valuable resource sheds light onto the reactions and
memories of the local people.
The most important sources that distinguish this study, are the vast array of visual
documentation of Parícutin. Photographs, film, and illustrations not only demonstrated what
observers focused on, but they also recorded the unwritten history of the volcano. These sources
have helped to determine the influence that the residents of the Meseta Purépecha had on
visitors. Many of the outsiders who shared their experiences at Parícutin excluded the role of and
the impact on the local population and, after the first three days of activity, they rarely showed
up in written documents as sources for information. Yet, photographs and film confirmed their
presence, verifying that locals
continued to shape the outsiders’
point of view. Scientists, tourists,
and journalists who visited the area
relied on the resident guides and
their mules or horses to tour the
area. An image from Life, for
example, presented guides leading

Figure 1. Guides lead tourists across a ride within viewing distance
of the volcano.
Unknown Photographer. “Mexico’s Pet Volcano.” Life Magazine,
March 17, 1952, 59.
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tourists on their horses to the observation area. Local labor was essential to the scientific work
conducted around Parícutin. Additionally, as lava and ash covered the landscape, space where
outsiders observed the volcano shrank, and guides were needed to lead visitors to the best
observation areas. As such, locals influenced outsiders’ reports of their experiences at Parícutin,
even if the residents are not credited in the sources. The visual record supplements the written
record by showing the critical role of the guides through communication between them and
outsiders. Although written records from the residents are not as abundant as those from visiting
scientists, artists, and journalists, it is clear from the visual record that locals exchanged
information with and influenced how outsiders saw the volcano.
Visual sources including published photographs, archived slides and photographs, handdrawn illustrations, and recorded film contribute valuable information for a more comprehensive
story of Parícutin that includes most people present at the volcano. Scientific film and
photographs that were preserved and organized prove especially illuminating because of
accessibility for this study. For example, in addition to countless shots of eruptions and lava
flows, the filmographer often panned the landscape. These shots repeatedly revealed a group of
locals, sometimes including women and children, watching the scientists work. Photographs
show numerous instances of locals participating in field work. Archives tended to contain more
images displaying the range of people present at the volcano, yet some published photographs
showed the locals alongside tourists. Illustrated images inform the viewer about artists’
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perspectives of the volcano and
even recreated moments that
were not recorded at the time.
For example, an artist illustrated
the symbolic event when San
Juan residents placed crosses at
the edge of the lava flow in an
effort to stop it from reaching
the town.
Figure 2. Artist Carl Pappe drew this picture of an event that happened
for a fictionalized book about Parícutin.
Bernice I. Goodspeed and Carl Pappe, Paricutín (Mexico: American
Book & Print. Co, 1945), 60.

Parícutin is an example of how
different groups, including those

usually not given credit for their contributions, like indigenous groups, exchanged information
and gave meaning to create a cultural symbol.

Organization of Chapters
The Meseta Purépecha residents’ complex relationship with the volcano, since they saw it
as something that they should endure but it also prevented them from living off the land, is the
focus of Chapter One. It focuses on the locals’ relationship to and experiences with the volcano,
and how they interpreted it as a punishment from God for years of misbehavior. Visual sources
and local accounts reveal their experience and interpretations of the volcano. The villager’s
experiences show that in contrast to 1940s perceptions of the indigenous countryside as a
stagnant place, the people residing in the Meseta Purépecha adapted to living under the volcano
just as their interpretations of it adjusted over time based on their experiences and knowledge.
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Through relocation of Parícutin and San Juan villages, the government seized the opportunity to
create new and modern villages in an effort to bring these indigenous highland communities into
the modern world. The villagers influenced scientists’, journalists’, and tourists’ experiences and
imbued outsider’s visual and written documentation with their perspectives through knowledge
of the best spots to view the volcano or a tale of how the volcano emerged. The following
chapters discuss local interactions with outsiders with additional detail.
Chapter two centers on the relationships between scientists and the local people and
examines the contributions of local knowledge. Details about the locals’ perceptions of the
volcano buried within the writings and publications of the scientists show how locals contributed
to the scientific studies. In general, field scientists often depended on local knowledge or labor,
and frequently from people of indigenous descent, so the relationships at Parícutin were not out
of the ordinary.44 Many of the local observers at Parícutin had indigenous heritage and learned
through their experience of living on and working the landscape. Therefore, local knowledge
refers to those people who lived in close vicinity to Parícutin, may have been of indigenous
descent, and worked for the scientists studying Parícutin. Mexican and U.S. scientists studied
Parícutin with the help of residents, who provided manual labor and assistance monitoring the
volcano during the nine years that it was active. Modern technology such as a helicopter
provided a new way of studying an active volcano and Parícutin’s minor explosions give the
perfect opportunity to try it out. Photographic technology also helped scientists record
information and deliver useful details about their time in the volcano’s vicinity. Advances in
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volcanology emerged from this first opportunity to study the birth of a new volcano in modern
time and local highlanders were crucial contributors to this research.
The third and fourth chapters link Parícutin to mexicanidad during the mid-twentieth
century by examining the artist’s work and tourists’ material. Because volcanoes are significant
features on the Mexican landscape and part of national heritage, the story of Parícutin helped
shape the concept of modern Mexican identity. The third chapter analyzes how artists depicted
the volcano and placed it within the national narrative of identity. The particular nature of
Parícutin brought the region onto the world stage and into the national spotlight, which
constitutes the focus of the fourth chapter. Tourists from the U.S. perpetuated ideas about the
spectacle in the Mexican highlands through photographs, travel narratives, and correspondence.
This brought additional attention to the formerly isolated area in the midst of World War II.
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Map 1. This map shows major volcanic zones in Mexico. The grey area that runs across the country is the
Transatlantic Volcanic Belt. Parícutin is located on the western side of the belt.
From: José Luis Macías, “Geology and Eruptive History of Some Active Volcanoes of México,” in Special
Paper 422: Geology of México: Celebrating the Centenary of the Geological Society of México, vol. 422
(Geological Society of America, 2007), 186.
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Map 2. This area shows the Meseta Purépecha and the five towns most affected by the volcano in the circle of
heavy ashfall. Also note that the new village of San Juan is mapped near Uruapan. Caltzonzin is located on the
East side of Uruapan, just out of the maps range.
From: Mary Lee Nolan, “The Towns of the Volcano: A Study of the Human Consequences of the Eruption of
Parícutin Volcano” (Dissertation, Texas A&M University, 1972), 5.
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Chapter One
Volcano as Vengeance

Murder and a plague of locusts warned locals of impending doom several years before
Parícutin first emerged in Dionisio Pulido’s cornfield on February 20, 1943. Residents of San
Juan Parangaricutiro (San Juan) later pointed to these as reasons why God sent a volcano.
Rumors of drunkenness and dishonor haunted Parícutin village, and surrounding towns identified
them for this sort of sinful behavior.1 When the volcano appeared, residents of the highlands,
especially those living closest to the spewing volcano in Parícutin village, fled their homes in
fright. After a few days, the initial panic died down and the refugees returned to their homes.
Volcanic ash penetrated every aspect of their lives, but they became accustomed to and made the
best of living near a roaring volcano. They lost their fear of the volcano and began to see it as a
punishment they must endure.
Hardship characterized life under the volcano, and lava eventually forced San Juan and
Parícutin villages to evacuate. The small community of Parícutin, with around seven hundred
inhabitants, evacuated only four months after the volcano emerged. San Juan, a larger town and
the county seat of the highland municipality, held out for over a year. The other harshly affected
highland villages, Angahuan, Zirosto, and Zacán, suffered from an immense amount of ashfall
that forced many residents to relocate as well. In the first few months, these five villages, and
even the urban center thirteen miles from the crater Uruapan, suffered from the dense ashfall,
acrid smells, and ground movements caused by the volcano. Permanent damage to areas with
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heavy ashfall and lava flows, like in San Juan and Parícutin, made evacuating whole
communities necessary.
Connections to and reliance upon to their natural environment helped the locals endure
the volcano, but when the volcano altered their land and took away their livelihoods, they had to
move. Inhabitants of the highlands resisted resettlement for as long as possible because they had
an attachment to their lands and did not want to move from their homes. They used local
resources to build their houses, and they relied upon the land to provide sustenance. Fruit trees
and field crops allowed these villagers healthy lives without their needing to look for many
resources out of the highlands. Their connection to the nearby resources made it difficult for
them to leave.
Religion and devotion to the local Christ figure, the Señor de los Milagros, made leaving
their church difficult but faith also helped locals make the transition and process the trauma of
leaving their homelands behind. Inhabitants of the Meseta Purépecha believed the scientific
rationale behind the volcano provided by researchers, but long-held beliefs about sin and
debauchery linked to Parícutin village made them associate the volcano with punishment from
God. Although their reaction to and interpretation of the volcano changed over time and among
individuals, the locals first saw the volcano as a punishment sent from God because of a land
dispute, drunkenness, and even murder. Solidarity among the villages after the initial eruption
did not prevent them from placing the blame on Parícutin village because it had a bad reputation
among the highland communities. Some residents even argued that God wanted to remove
Parícutin village from earth because all of the surrounding villages, even after they relocated,
maintained their names except for Parícutin. As the final punishment for years of sinful activity
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and ignoring the warnings from God, the volcano erased the small village of Parícutin from the
map and took its name.
The development of social anthropology during the twentieth century that resulted in
various studies of the Purépecha, gave useful insight into the lives of rural and mostly indigenous
communities in Michoacán. Pioneered by Franz Boas, an archaeologist from Columbia
University, and propelled by collaborative international research initiatives, anthropological
studies of communities in Mexico increased during the first half of the twentieth century.2 Both
from the U.S. and Mexico, most of these scholars were committed to researching the lives of
indigenous groups in order to address Mexico’s “indigenous problem.” The Program of
Anthropological Investigations Among the Tarascans was a collaborative project to study
indigenous groups in Michoacán to be able to address their issues of housing, welfare, and
agriculture.3 While scholarship showed the cultural merits of these communities, it established
their ways of life as a drag on the national welfare.4 Ralph Beals, who conducted field work
between 1940-1941, George Foster, who conducted field work between 1944-1946, and Pedro
Carrasco Pizana, who conducted field work in 1945, contributed greatly to this research.5 Each
of their studies focused on a village or area that was similar in many ways to the five villages of
the highlands that the volcano severely affected. Beals, who completed his field work before the
volcano emerged, hardly noted San Juan or Parícutin villages. In fact, Beals only mentioned
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Parícutin a few times in passing references, indicating how unremarkable the village was to
anthropologists. Yet, as a small highland village, Parícutin had its own unique history and culture
– one that was hard to recreate without written documentation. Scholars wrote more about San
Juan, the larger village, but it did not draw the exclusive attention of anthropologists until after
the volcano appeared.
Despite the anthropologists roaming around Purépecha communities in the 1940s, the
history of Parícutin volcano revealed the lack of preservation of local accounts about the village
and its inhabitants. Visiting scientists, journalists, and tourists recorded some information
through interviews with the locals, especially regarding the first few days of activity since they
were the only witnesses.6 Outside of learning the details from the first few days, visitors to the
volcano did not care to record knowledge, and only a few publications ever put the locals’ words
into print.7 Celedonio Gutiérrez, a man from San Juan who worked for the U.S. based scientists
for the nine years Parícutin erupted, was the only local to record in writing his account of the
volcano. The majority of residents of the Meseta Purépecha could not read or write, and oral
histories typically preserved local history. Many years after Parícutin went silent, scholars
documented memories and accounts of the volcano from those who lived through it.8 A cultural
geographer, Mary Lee Nolan, was the first to complete an in-depth study of the five villages
closest to the volcano. Her research focused on the implications of relocation, but it also
provided essential descriptions of the towns before and after the volcano.9 A compilation of
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interviews with villagers from the surrounding area, published in 2017, preserved some of the
last living memories of people who lived through the volcano. More than anything, these
accounts helped recreate details specific to the villages that we never before preserved in
writing.10
Yet, the history of the volcano in local’s voices has been largely neglected, even though
their perspective was embedded in many of the written and visual documents. Notwithstanding
the disregard for recording the locals’ experience while the volcano was active, the people living
under the volcano interacted with many of the outsiders who came to visit, and an exchange of
ideas occurred. Images, film, and news reports inadvertently preserved some of the local’s
experiences. Taken together, these visual and written records revealed how the villagers faced
the volcano as well as how outsiders felt about the highland communities. They convey the story
of how locals lived off the land, experienced several warning signs, and survived through the
birth of a volcano practically in their back yard. The volcano triggered fear, acceptance, and
finally sorrow when the locals had to relocate.
Just like the volcano, the Meseta Purépecha emerged out of nowhere to appear on the
global radar as a destination, one that the Mexican government could exploit to reflect their
modern nation. The volcano gave the Avila Camacho administration a spectacle to showcase that
was only available in the Mexican highlands. The villages gave the government the opportunity
to provide contemporary services to these villages in order to show Mexico as a modern nation.
The government gave priority to emerging ideas about modernity over indigenous traditions
when enacting a resettlement plan. Although new ideas of mexicanidad idealized the indigenous
culture, a self-contained Indian village in the highlands was not the government’s idea of a
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productive community that contributed to the nation. And so, giving villagers little say in the
process, they selected available land near urban centers that did not honor the highlanders’ way
of life. The transition out of the highlands, away from what the villagers knew, and into a more
urban setting, made relocation challenging.

The Villages
Conical shaped hills that were extinct cinder cones covered in vegetation dotted the
Meseta Purépecha and blended into the wooded highlands. The mountainous terrain limited large
open areas, but fruit trees, maguey, and small crops of corn and wheat grew well on this rain fed
terrain. The village of Parícutin, situated among pine trees and tucked further into the hills than
San Juan, had a modest population of 733 residents in 1943.11 Without paved roads, electricity,
and running water the villagers had few modern luxuries. There was no need to maintain the
roads since residents traveled with burros and horses.12 Installed just a few years before 1943, the
closest telephone was located in San Juan, the slightly bigger village of around two thousand
residents.13 Most of the highland residents spoke their native tongue, Purépecha, but some also
knew Spanish.14 There was no need to leave Parícutin village, except to buy a few necessities in
the bigger markets of San Juan or Uruapan, because inhabitants grew their own food. These
communities remained culturally isolated because they lived off the land and had no reason to
leave the Meseta Purépecha. Men worked the fields while women tended to tasks at home,
including maintaining the fruit trees. They grew pears, cherries, apples, and quinces. Other
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villagers from around the area prized the fruit from Parícutin.15 They purchased fruit or
exchanged for it, either by traveling to Parícutin village or during the market in San Juan when
the women came together to buy and sell goods. The tasty black pears drew special attention
when they were in season in September and even today, individuals familiar with them
remember the “puréphecha pears” that are no longer grown.16
The unpaved roads and mountainous terrain made the area isolated from outside
communications, preserving indigenous language and traditions in Parícutin village longer than
in Uruapan or the lake region where the former Purépecha capitals were located on Lake
Pátzcuaro. Out of the five villages nearest the eruption, Parícutin and Angahuan maintained
traditional indigenous ways of life more than the other villages. San Juan had an indigenous
population as well, but the population split into Spanish speaking mestizos and Purépecha
speakers.17 The mestizos, like Celedonio Gutiérrez and Felipe Cuara, the municipal president,
typically held positions of power within the community and spoke Spanish. Parícutin’s mostly
indigenous population could explain, in part, why San Juan held distain for them. The division
between groups of people, usually categorized as mestizo and indigenous, was typically
determined by language: Purépecha speakers and Spanish speakers. No records indicated that
these divisions were actually based on heritage, meaning that a person of pure Purépecha descent
could be categorized as a mestizo just because they spoke Spanish and their position in society.18
The natural landscape and local resources shaped lifestyles and even homes in the Meseta
Purépecha. Villagers lived on small plots of land in town called solares. Typically surrounded by
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a fence, each plot had a small garden to provide food for the family, fruit trees for their
consumption and for market, and makeshift stables or structures for their animals. Most families
had at least two small wooden structures on their property, called trojes.
They used one or two of their trojes for
agricultural storage. For example, they
filled the lofted ceiling with stored
food and seeds for subsequent
harvests. The area below the loft
served as additional storage or a sitting
room and area to keep clothing. They
Figure 3. This image of Angahuan in 1947 displayed a typical
street of a highland village with various types of buildings. The
structure on the righthand side almost out of frame showed the
typical troje construction with horizontal planks. Each building
has tejamanil roofing.
Ray Everett Wilcox, 1947. USGS Library Photo Collection,
WRE 77 ct.

used the other troje as the kitchen. The
women spent much of their time
preparing food in the kitchen, like

grinding corn for tortillas, since they made all their food by hand. The kitchen also functioned as
a space to sleep, and the family pulled up mats to sleep next to the fire at night.19 Almost
everything in the solar came from local resources.
In addition to utilizing the natural landscape to build their homes, they used specific
carpentry and construction techniques. The stone for the fences and the wood for the trojes came
from the nearby land. Local skilled carpenters split trees into long and thick planks to make the
sides of the trojes that they carefully assembled, much like a log cabin, using notches instead of
nails. They also obtained the shingles, call tejamanil, from the communal forests. The carpenter
split straight-grained logs into thin wedges to make a solid roof. Some, typically wealthier,
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families had adobe and stone houses made out of rocks from the area. In Parícutin and
Angahuan, most families had wooden structures, but masonry was more common for public
buildings and even for homes in San Juan. Many of the stones used for fences and houses in the
highlands were volcanic rock from old cinder cones.20 In any case, every part of the house, apart
from the metal nails used on the roof and the metal hinges used for the door, originated from
within walking distance of where they built. Due to the well-designed construction of a wooden
troje, it could be disassembled and reassembled in another location. Villagers needed to do this
on occasion and carefully labeled each piece before deconstruction so that the troje would fit
perfectly back together in its new location. Once the volcano displaced these communities, they
were able to take their houses with them, but they had to adapt to different resources in their new
land.
Residents of the Meseta Purépecha not only found their construction material locally, but
they also relied on natural resources for everyday activities and sustenance. Farmers had
individual plots outside of the village center where there they grew corn, beans, and wheat.
Parícutin villagers also had land to graze sheep and cows whose wool and milk could then be
sold.21 Residents of the highlands used forested areas communally. Typically, they paid a small
fee to a local committee in charge of taxes to grant them permission to use the forest.22 They
extracted lumber and sap from the forests. Since the pre-colonial period, the Purépecha had used
trees for fuel, construction material for houses and canoes, and medicine.23 Collecting resin from
trees for turpentine and tar occupied many villagers during the dry seasons when they could not
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farm. Men took the collected resin to San Juan to process into turpentine and tar.24 Some of the
villagers earned extra money by making shingles from the abundant pine and fir trees.25 They
may have sold and traded their shingles throughout western Mexico, but many focused on local
markets and individual buyers. Throughout the year, resources from their surrounding
environment sustained the highland communities. Nevertheless, villagers purchased items that
they could not make or grow themselves. Most villages, even the small community of Parícutin,
had access to a local grocer.26 Sometimes mule drivers came through selling or trading for goods,
like soap and sugar.27 For the most part, however, villagers relied upon what they could attain
from the land.
The Sunday market in San Juan exemplified connections within the communities of the
Meseta Purépecha and how they did not have strong economic ties to nearby urban centers. The
market provided a space where people from the surrounding communities came together to sell
their goods without needing to travel to bigger cities, like nearby Uruapan, or the state’s capital,
Morelia. The women of Parícutin brought seasonal fruit from their trees.28 They also sold
tamales and aguamiel, a drink made from their agave plants. Women from Zacán brought woven
baskets and women from Angahuan brought carved wooden goods to sell at the market. Other
villages like Corupo and Charapan also participated.29 This market brought residents of the
Meseta Purépecha together, despite conflicts over land or prejudices about being mestizo or
indigenous. They were mostly self-sufficient and their lack of participation in the wider economy
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contributed to their cultural isolation and kept them on the fringes of national identity and not
active participants within it.
Religion and worship also brought villages together because many residents from the
surrounding area attended church in San Juan on Sundays. The church in Parícutin was small and
had no priest, but San Juan had a beautiful church with a bell tower and full-time priest. It also
housed a famous Christ figure, the Señor de los Milagros, the Christ of Miracles. The Christ
figure was from the sixteenth century and was venerated because of stories about how he became
known for spreading happiness at a celebration when the wine ran out or for feeding 5,000
men.30 Devout worshipers from all over Michoacán and some from outside the state visited the
famous chapel and the Señor de los Milagros during the annual September 14 celebration. A
particularly large crowd from the surrounding communities made pilgrimages to honor the
figure, ask it for a miracle, or thank it for answering their prayers.
Religion held an important place in the locals’ lives. They often had an altar in their troje
and a wooden cross near their house. Villagers typically placed a small cross, less than a foot tall,
on the roof of their house to protect it from bad weather and the devil. In Parícutin village,
residents used larger crosses that were over three feet tall and placed them next to the house
instead of on the roof.31 Despite having larger crosses, Parícutin village still had a reputation for
sinful and even anticlerical behavior. Still, religion guided them through daily life as well as
uncommon events, like the eruption of a volcano.

Warning Signs
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An ongoing conflict over boundaries between San Juan and Parícutin originating from the
early eighteenth century plagued the relationship of the highland villages. These tensions often
boiled over and created other problems between the neighboring communities, but they pointed
to the importance of land borders.32 Land disputes emerged as a prominent theme in an extensive
ethnographic literature on the Purépecha, including in the work by the prominent anthropologist
Pedro Carrasco Pizana.33 Enduring conflict between the village of Parícutin and San Juan caused
accusations of sinful acts from murder to drunkenness and resulted in other highland
communities viewing Parícutin negatively. After the volcano emerged, villagers readily came up
with a rationale and warning signs of the volcano. Anti-Catholic sentiments, land disputes,
murder, religious festivities, and a plague of locusts stood out as the most prominent omens.
Land regulations instituted after the Revolution spurred on religious motivated rebellions
and pitted the highland communities against one another due to clashing views. In the 1920s,
Catholicism became a combative topic in Michoacán and Mexico as a whole. In response to the
revolutionary leader’s anticlericalism, the Cristero Wars, originating in Michoacán, fought
against secularization. Only partially successful in this rebellion, the leaders of the movement
created political parties to gain rural support and continue their fight. The Unión Nacional
Sinarquista recruited people in San Juan the same year it was created in 1937.34 Many
agraristas, people who claimed individual land after the Revolution and supported the new
government and not the Church, resided in Parícutin. The Church argued that these people sinned
and perpetuated ill will towards them. In contrast to the agraristas, the sinarquistas in San Juan
supported the Church but disapproved of the government because they had not benefited from
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the Revolutionary land laws.35 This political divergence between the villages was just one facet
of enduring disagreements.
Land disputes within the highland communities could become contentious and even
deadly and the enduring conflict between Parícutin and San Juan villages caused tension and
accusations of sinful acts from murder to moving boundary markers. Former Parícutin villagers
even remembered how their neighbors from San Juan mistreated them and that there was general
animosity between the two villages, although they peacefully attended markets and church
together.36 The final contentious act in the land dispute seemed to be that someone moved a cross
on a hill. The exact details of why the cross was placed on the hill in the first place explain the
severity of the dispute. Most versions of the cross story described a celebratory mass held by
priests on a hill between the two villages. Even other surrounding villagers attended the
celebration. 37 Celedonio Gutiérrez corroborated this in his detailed narrative and explained that
in February 1941 (two years before the volcano), the priests held a religious ceremony up on a
hill attended by thousands of people from around the area. After which, they erected a cross to
remember the celebration.38 Another version, described the dedication of the cross as a memorial
after the death of Nicolás Toral, a man from the village of Parícutin, who died in an altercation
with San Juan residents. In this version, Priests held a somber gathering to encourage peace
among the communities and erected a cross with a silver plaque.39 The subsequent disappearance
of the cross followed in all versions of the story and most attributed it to some villagers from
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Parícutin since they believed the cross marked a boundary and was another instance of San Juan
imposing on their land. The sacrilegious act of destroying the cross was unforgiveable in the eyes
of the pious and served as another reason for the animosity residents of San Juan directed at
Parícutin.40
These opinions about the village of Parícutin later shaped the narrative of the volcano
because some saw the volcano as divine punishment for past wrongdoing. This story, even the
most benign version that excluded murder, exemplified how land disputes transformed into
moral battles. Parícutin’s history of anti-Catholic politics contributed to their lack of credibility
when it came to religion. Ideas about land ownership shaped Meseta Purépecha society and some
villagers used religion to justify moral superiority and confirm right and wrong. After the
volcano emerged, San Juan residents pointed to the sinful actions as warning signs and
explanations for why the volcano destroyed Parícutin village first. Yet, as some later admitted,
San Juan was at fault as well.
Not to be overlooked in the discussion of why the volcano emerged, was an internal issue
within San Juan related to religious festivities. Some villagers grew tired of taking on the burden
of the annual celebrations, including the Christ figure festivals.41 Others believed that a few
individuals in San Juan generated too much profit from the fiesta of the Lord of Miracles since it
brought in so many pilgrims.42 These underlying issues were not specific events that people
pointed to as omens of the volcano to come. Yet, after the fact, villagers with guilty conscious
looked for any sinful or bad behavior on which to blame the volcano.
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A plague of locusts in February 1942 served as another warning sign leading up to the
volcano. Of course, this was only determined after the volcano emerged. Whether they saw it as
an omen of something bad yet to come at the time or not was debatable but, they did believe God
sent it as punishment for sinful behavior. The plague that affected San Juan, Zacán, Parícutin,
Zirosto, and Angahuan, indicated God’s displeasure about events happening in the area. The
bugs feasted on the pine trees and crops growing in the region. The insects were so thick that the
poison the government sent to eradicate them only hurt the cattle. The villagers then tried to burn
them with gasoline, but the bugs, weighing down the branches of trees and covering the ground,
could not be purged. The version Gutiérrez remembered was that the villagers in San Juan
realized that the only thing that could help to get rid of them was a cacophonous celebration.
Thus, San Juan held a party with music, fireworks, and loud music which scared away the
insects. 43 In other versions that locals recalled about the plague, they did not detail the amount of
destruction that Gutiérrez did or they remembered burying the insects instead of a party, but they
agreed that in hindsight, it served as the final warning to the people in the surrounding area to be
good citizens of God.44

Appearance and Fear
In the weeks leading up to the emergence of the volcano, the Meseta Purépecha residents
lived as usual. The families with farmland busied themselves preparing their fields for corn
planting that would begin in March.45 Cattle grazed in the open fields nearby and did not seem to
mind the rumbling beneath their hooves. Indeed, earthquakes were no reason for great alarm
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because they were common for the area. The ground had shaken for several weeks before
February 20, 1943 but the people went about harvesting lumber, preparing to extract resign, and
working their fields. The earthquakes were so persistent that they made the national news. The
major newspaper, El Universal, printed a telegram from the Municipal President of San Juan,
Felipe Cuara, reporting unceasing earthquakes in the first weeks of February alongside a report
from Uruapan that asserted a similar description of persistent tremors over the past two days.46
They acknowledge growing concern over frequency even though the earthquakes were weak.
According to a scientific report, one of the Mexico City newspapers printed that Sr.
Cuara expected a volcano to emerge at any time from all the seismic activity.47 Several people,
like Josefa Murillo from San Juan, remembered that a geologist had told the villagers that a
volcano would emerge.48 These memories reflected the desire that people had after the volcano
emerged to have foreseen it. Outside of these memories recorded around 40 years after the
volcano emerged and a vague reference to a newspaper article, the documents showed that the
volcano surprised everyone. Geologists would have stationed someone in the area had they
actually believed that a volcano was going to appear. It is more likely that scientists suspected
frequent earthquakes but did not have the resources to station someone in the vast area and for an
undetermined amount of time to monitor the seismic activity. As such, the Meseta Purépecha
residents continued on with daily rituals with no interruption from outsiders or suspicion that
their lives would be enigmatically altered.
For about 15 days in early February, earthquakes grew more and more frequent shaking
the villages of San Juan and Parícutin. They were powerful enough to damage homes and even
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the church in San Juan. Celedonio Gutiérrez recalled that one of the earthquakes cracked the
foundations of some of the churches in the region.49 A children’s story told the tale of how these
earthquakes knocked off one of the San Juan church’s towers. The account of the tower crashing
down into the main square as a result of a powerful tremor was a fitting metaphor for God
warning the people of sinful behavior before sending the actual volcano, but the tale of the tower
was merely legend because the second tower on the San Juan church was never completed.50
Earthquakes shook the highland communities enough to cause damage to structures. No one
recorded the exact damage to the church in San Juan, but the priest removed the Christ figure
from its place in the chapel and put it in the plaza where it would be safe if the church
collapsed.51 Additionally, people remembered sleeping outside in the cold in fear that their
houses might fall on them during the earthquakes at night.52
Despite the mounting number of tremors, the people continued working since there was
no time to rest before planting began. On February 20, 1943, some of the villagers counted as
many as three hundred earthquakes.53 Despite the tremors, Dionisio Pulido headed to his field
with his oxen to till the land while his wife and son took the sheep to pasture just like any other
day.54 There were many variations of the events that happened in the afternoon of February 20,
1943. Sr. Pulido, who was one of four confirmed witnesses of the event, told varying versions of
the story to anyone who would listen.55 His account was printed in several scientific reports,
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often accompanied by short statements from his wife, Paula Pulido (also identified as Paula
Galván) and Aurora Cuara, a resident of San Juan. Since he was one of the first to see it and
share the story, Pulido’s account became the official record of events. Sra. Pulido did not have
the chance to meet actively with people and share her version of events like her husband did
because she kept busy tending to her son and the housework. Pulido noted the presence of his
wife and farmhand, yet their accounts have been overlooked by many.
The farmhand, Demetrio Toral, who, in some versions, dug up the volcano with his plow
was reportedly a deaf mute and that explained why no one recorded his version of the story.
Scientists, William Foshag and Jenaro González sought out Paula Pulido to get her account and it
lined up perfectly with Pulido’s but gave fewer details. Even at the age of 95, Sra. Pulido
repeated her story for the Priest Mendoza Valentín with striking similarity to the one she told
geologists in the days after it happened.56 Foshag and González also recorded Aurora Cuara’s
account and included a map she sketched of the scene as she saw it.57 These two accounts by
local women were rare in the records and were the only ones by women that were translated and
published in English. Local women were also notably absent from the visual record. In contrast,
many photographs endured of Pulido taken by scientists and journalists at the time of eruption.
Clearly, Pulido made a point to be seen and heard but also, women were muted and seen as
unimportant.
In the first days after Parícutin emerged, the three eyewitness accounts and several other
observations by locals saw the newly formed volcano controlled the narrative of how the volcano
emerged. Highly regarded scientists, including Ezequiel Ordóñez, interviewed locals and these
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accounts became the dominant narrative of what happened in the first hours.58 It is no question
that the scientists’ interest in the villagers’ accounts lent credibility to these stories of the first
days. Around 3 in the afternoon, Pulido noticed smoke emitting from his field. Sra. and Sr.
Pulido had heard strange subterranean noises all during the morning and early afternoon. They
were different than anything they had heard before, and Sr. Pulido recalled looking around to try
and figure out where the sound came from. Sra. Cuara recalled that as Pulido’s farmhand plowed
across a small crack in the earth, the plow caught in the crevice and opened it up.59 Other
accounts described how Pulido noticed air coming out of the earth and placed his hat upon the
area only to have it shoot up from the pressure of the air.60 The exact sequence of events cannot
be known but it was clear that Pulido observed a spot in his land where smoke and vapor came
out. Sra. Pulido lost contact with her husband when the ground began to emit smoke appearing as
if it was on fire. She took her young son and they fled the scene together to wait at home for her
husband.61 At this point, Sr. Pulido realized that this was an extraordinary situation, so he ran
back to his village to alert the people and then to San Juan to see the municipal president, Don
Felipe Cuara. By the time Sr. Pulido reported the strange occurrence to him, Sr. Cuara had
already heard reports of smoke coming from Pulido’s field and had sent people to investigate.62
As soon as the smoke and ash became visible in the sky above Sr. Pulido’s field, people
in San Juan gathered in the main square. They wanted to know what was happening and where it
was coming from. That afternoon, the townspeople watched as the white smoke turned gray and
those who went to investigate saw the ground begin to grow upwards as the material that
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emerged from the depths of the earth piled up. Scientists later speculated that the volcano was
clearing a pathway in the vent to make way for the molten rock. Curious about the spectacle, a
group of locals assembled in the late afternoon and gained permission from the Sr. Cuara to
examine the mysterious smoke up close. After a blessing from Priest Caballero, a group of men
including Luis Ortíz Solorio, Jesús Anguiano, Jesús Martínez, and a handful of other villagers
went to see the volcano. They rode their horses and followed the rising smoke until they got to
Pulido’s land. The deafening sound of smoke, ash, and rocks pouring out of the hole was
accompanied by an acrid smell and constant ground tremors, which they later described to
scientists who came to study the volcano, like Ezequiel Ordóñez and William Foshag. Resident,
Luiz Ortíz Solorio described the scene around 6pm, about two hours after Pulido alerted San
Juan. He recalled, “the earth had opened… and small stones, like incandescent marbles and
oranges were being cast out from a vent that continued growing bigger.”63 Anguiano recovered
several pieces of volcanic rock that he brought back to town where the priest examined them.
The initial diagnosis of the smoke emitting from the earth came from the priest. Consulting his
books and comparing the signs with Vesuvius, Father Caballero suggested that the fissure
emitting material was a volcano.64 Their reliance upon clergy to help understand this
phenomenon indicated their faith. Father Caballero may have been the most educated man in
town and that the villagers went to him for help with interpreting natural phenomena shows their
confidence in religion to help during a time of great need.
During the initial surprise and excitement about the volcano, the residents of Parícutin
panicked and many fled, either on foot or on their mules. The volcano slowly grew taller,
reaching about two hundred feet high on February 23. Although the earthquakes and eruptive
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noises had lessened, activity clearly persisted and lava advanced at a rate of about 20 to 40 feet
an hour.65 Gutiérrez described the alarming sight and as the land rumbled and they “began to see
red tongues of fire that rose to some 800 meters and others even higher that burst out into a rain
like the gold of fireworks.”66 This frightened those who lived close to the new monster and chaos
ensued, and many decided to leave town as quickly as possible. One former resident of Paricutín
recalled how an elderly neighbor reassured her family that it was just a volcano and there was
nothing to worry about. Her family remained in the village as people around them evacuated in
anguish.67 It was likely that some of the elderly residents of the highlands had heard about
similar volcanic eruptions.68 Villagers from Parícutin gathered in San Juan, unsure of where to
go. Sr. Cuara contacted Uruapan to send trucks to help people evacuate. Impatient to leave, many
set out on foot with their animals before any assistance arrived.69 In fact, in the chaos of that first
evening, no one remembered getting outside help only that Sr. Cuara had made a call to
Uruapan.
Some villagers from San Juan also briefly evacuated immediately after the eruption, but
they followed the Señor de los Milagros. Father Javier Hernández, the priest from Charapan,
took the Christ figure to a nearby town, Corupo on Sunday.70 There was no evidence to confirm
why he moved the Señor de los Milagros, but since the people were worried that the church
would tumble on top of it, it was undoubtedly for protection. Father Ezequiel Montaño
remembered that most of the villagers followed the figure in a sad pilgrimage. One resident of
San Juan, Paula Aguilar, recalled that the procession did not enter any houses because the Señor
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de los Milagros was too sad.71 After holding mass in Corupo on Sunday, the day after they left,
they brought the Christ figure back to the San Juan chapel, signifying to residents that it was safe
to return to their homes in San Juan and Parícutin. By this point, villagers recognized that the
eruption was not going to stop in a few days, and they could not avoid it by temporarily leaving.
Their houses still stood and, they had little other choice than to return.
The initial events of the volcano illustrated how the villagers looked to the religious
leaders for guidance. A resident of Parícutin who had not evacuated in the initial scramble,
Concepción Dondiego recounted the feelings of sorrow that filled the town when the Christ
figure was not there after the eruption. She described the tangible change to a joyful mood when
they brought it back to its rightful place in San Juan.72 The townspeople had run to the church for
guidance after seeing the phenomenon for themselves. The priest used the opportunity to educate
and reprimand his flock, telling them that God sent the volcano to punish the villagers of
Parícutin for their sinful actions and for not heeding his previous warnings. The people of San
Juan believed this and blamed the village of Parícutin for what would become their misfortune as
well. Religion strongly guided the locals throughout the eruption period.

Losing Fear
Now that the initial surprise had subsided, residents of the highlands had begun to settle
into life under the volcano. Some remained in their villages until they were forced to evacuate
from Parícutin in June 1943 and San Juan in May 1944. While there, they interacted with the
outsiders that came and shaped their views of the volcano, mostly by guiding them to the best
viewing spots. The influx of scientists and journalists after the third day of eruption indicated to
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the locals that the volcano held national significance. Upon their arrival, these outsiders began to
make their own observations and the local’s interactions with the volcano faded from the
documentary record. They took several statements about what happened in the first hours and
days, but after that scientists studied the volcano and used their own accounts in their
publications. Yet, locals did not vanish from the area after the eruption and this became evident
in the visual record of Parícutin. For example, a scientific video captured a group of children
watching the scientists work in the field.73 Outsiders did not record, in much detail, the extent to
which the locals assisted them and shaped their vision of the volcano. The villagers, nevertheless
remained in the area and struggled against the change in environment that Parícutin brought.
The constant dust and ash from the volcano engaged all the senses and made it difficult
for anyone to live in the area. The gray environment living beneath the volcano was the most
obvious visual change. The ash quickly coated surfaces, leaving dust that wilted trees and
blocked plants from receiving sunlight. Photographs showed trees “bent double to form arches of
ash” that Foshag and González described but the sounds of “breaking trees and
branches…resembling gunfire” were not preserved.74 The sounds of the volcano constantly
reminded villagers of the situation they were living in. The ash outside piled up, making
everything gritty to the touch. Houses provided some protection, but the small ash particles
snuck in and even contaminated covered food and water.75 One visitor described that the ash
tasted like vinegar.76 Liquids had a gritty texture unless they were bottled. 77 Nothing stopped the
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smells that could, at times, sweep over the village depending on the wind’s direction. Some
visitors described the choking smell of chlorine gas.78 These conditions near the volcano were
not supportive to life.
Although humans survived the volcano, plans and animals experienced harsher fates
under Parícutin. The animals that consumed the dust-covered plants sickened and some died.
Villagers from Parícutin who had made their livelihood from selling fruit despaired at their
damaged fruit trees. Maguey plants and any crops left in the ground hung limp from the weight
of the sand and lack of sunlight. Most plants eventually died from the ashfall if they were not
covered by lava first.79 The ashfall also contaminated the tree resin that seeped from the pines,
eliminating the collection of resin as a source of income.80 Additionally, wild animals fled the
area but domesticated animals had to stay and suffered. Cattle either died from eating foliage
covered in dust or starved to death from a lack of eatable food. It also got into the respiratory
tracks and eyes of humans, although no one reported deadly health effects directly related to the
volcano.81
Without outside assistance, the highland communities would not have been able to
survive in the affected areas as long as they did. As one newspaper article pointed out, the people
living in the area needed government assistance during this “national catastrophe” or else they
would lose everything and become destitute.82 Their resources for subsistence and goods for
market had been destroyed. Within several weeks of the first eruptions, the regional government
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stepped in to help provide the affected communities with healthcare. Twice a week, the Center
for Hygiene in Uruapan sent a doctor to see patients affected by the volcano and to help
prescribe preventative measures.83 Besides covering the nose and mouth with a fine cloth, the
locals could not do much to avoid inhaling the fine volcanic particles. In May 1943, the Red
Cross set up a station in San Juan.84 These efforts provided temporary assistance to an affliction
with no relief.
Over the next few months, ash piled up on the villages and lava flows snuck closer to
Parícutin and San Juan villages but the conditions under the volcano became another part of
daily life and residents learned to live with them. They needed to sweep the ash off of their
rooftops almost on a daily basis. Some feared that if it accumulated, it would cause the roof to
collapse.85 A photo of the church in Parícutin taken April 18, 1943 showed heaps of ash piled up
around it.
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Figure 4. Taken in 1943 this postcard image shows the Church in Parícutin village under a thick layer of ash.
E. Ruesga. Smithsonian Institute Archives. William F. Foshag Papers circa 1935-1949. RU 7281, Box 9, Folder
14, Ruega Postcards 11.

The little roof over the church bells standing in front of the church still held up but the church
roof had caved in from earthquakes making the church unusable. The trees still had leaves and
the ash had not completely buried the stone fence around the church. The children standing
around the volcano indicated that people still lived in the area. The bleak existence in Parícutin
village continued until they evacuated a few months later. Some days were better than others,
depending on the volcano’s activity and the direction of the breeze. Windy conditions blew up
the fallen ash and residents used lamps during the day. The ashfall even affected Uruapan and
automobile drivers used their headlights during the day when the ash blew so much that it
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became dark.86 Yet, those who stayed to contend with the volcano grew to accept it. Many
recalled the volcano fondly and described it as beautiful.87 Residents wanted a way out, but they
did not want to leave their homes and land.
As the people began to recognize that the volcano was not going to quiet, they looked for
alternatives and realized that the only solution to stay safe and have a livelihood was to leave.
Those who had connections in Uruapan, Morelia, or other villages, moved. Others, who had
probably been debating immigration anyway, took the volcano as a chance to go work in the
United States. The Bracero Program offered opportunities for Mexican workers to fill the
employment gap in U.S caused by World War II. In fact, many villagers ended up taking part in
this program.88 Although there were some economic opportunities for people who stayed in
Parícutin, San Juan, and Angahuan, many residents who had relations elsewhere left the Meseta
Purépecha. Most residents from the indigenous population in the highlands did not have the
resources to leave their homes and stayed until the evacuation team forced them to leave.
Mestizos from San Juan generally had a way out, either with family who could take them in or
they borrowed money to move on their own.89 This created a divide between the people who
stayed and those who left. In San Juan, the villagers who stayed deemed those who left unfaithful
traitors and reasoned that they left because they did not believe the Señor de los Milagros would
save them.
The new volcano disrupted the old economic opportunities, but new ones emerged with
it. People who remained in the village had to adapt the lifestyles that they were used to and
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instead of farming and working the land, they guided tourists, fixed roads, or worked for
scientists. The volcano caused torrential rainfalls that could not be absorbed into the earth
because of the heavy ash cover. These circumstances led to flash floods that washed out the
roads and kept workers busy repairing them so that outsiders could access the area. A dozen or
so people can be seen working against the running water, moving logs and pushing an
automobile in video footage by U.S. scientist, Carl Fries Jr.90 Initially, cars could drive within
about one kilometer of the volcano, but ash and lava covered the area so much that it became
impossible to drive. Already by April 29, 1943, ash coated the highway making it impossible to
pass. Journalist, Manuel Aguirre wrote about a trip to Parícutin where they could not drive close
to the volcano like people had in the
first two months. Comical cartoon
illustrations of a car bounding
normally down a rural road, followed
by an automobile and person buried
shoulder deep in ash accompanied
Aguirre’s article.91
The story and drawings poked fun at
tourists who traveled to the Meseta
Purépecha thinking it would be a
normal vacation and then discovered
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the hardships of living under a volcano. Indeed, many outsiders did not come prepared for an
active volcano.
Conditions at the volcano bothered visitors but locals began to see them as routine and
tried their best to live normally under the volcano. Many of the visitors to Parícutin commented
on the heavy and hot ash fall. A tourist, Francisco Guasso Milanes discussed his unpleasant
experience at the volcano in an April 1943 article in Excelsior, noting that the thick ash
“blinded” visitors, making the pilgrimage to Parícutin difficult. He pitied those living with the
volcano and admitted that inhaling ash must incubate diseases within those who breath it daily.92
Descriptive articles such as this one showed the difficulty the local residents endured, especially
during the first few months when Parícutin was extremely active. Other than Gutiérrez’s
descriptions of the consequences of the output from the volcano, few testimonies from local
people discussed these hardships. This was not because they found it pleasant, but because it
became something they learned to deal with on a daily basis. They came to see subterranean
rumblings and constant ashfall as a normal part of life. Brushing ash off the roof of their house
and sweeping it away from in front of the doors became part of their daily existence and was for
this reason, not worthy of comment. The Mexican artist who spent time around the volcano, Dr.
Atl, recalled an interaction with a woman whose house had burned down. He remembered that
she calmly plucked her last chicken while telling him to stay for dinner.93 The villagers adapted
to the unpredictable circumstances of life next to the volcano and proved their resilience. Staying
in their homes mattered most to them.
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The locals in San Juan and Angahuan benefitted from incoming tourism because
transportation routes brought the people through these villages.94 Those that owned horses and
mules put them to work taking tourists to outlooks to watch the volcano. Others put up stands
and sold refreshments or rocks from the crater. Gutiérrez recounted how kids collected the white
and yellow lava rocks that came out of the volcano to sell for extra money.95 In the first few
months, tourists came in droves to see the volcano and put hundreds of horses to work carrying
them to the best viewpoints.96 They established little camps where structures sheltered tourists as
they watched the volcanic activity. Locals, like Aurora Cuara from San Juan, put up stands
selling warm drinks and food next to the observation huts where tourists huddled through the
night watching the eruptions. Crescencio Hernández, in his testimony, recalled selling
refreshments near the volcano, and then bringing people to see it up close.97 In 1952, Adán Pérez
Peña calculated that about 100,000 tourists went to visit the volcano each year.98 Most, if not all
tourists, either hired horses from the locals or went with a local tour guide to get the best views
of the volcano.
After Parícutin village evacuated, the people of San Juan worked hard to make their
situation under the volcano functional because they initially believed that they would not have to
abandon their village. The installation of a small museum in 1944 added to the draw of tourists
and signified that even the scientists did not think the lava would reach San Juan.99 While
installing a new seismograph machine in San Juan in early 1944, the scientists from Mexico also
decided to create a small museum for the tourists and run by the locals. The museum and seismic
94

Plá, Los Días Del Volcán Paricutín, 54.
Gutiérrez, A Narrative of Human Response to Natural Disaster, 29.
96
“Parangaricutiro Pasa Por Grave Situacion.”
97
Mendoza Valentin, Yo Vi Nacer Un Volcan: Historia, Restigos, Recuerdos, 88.
98
Flores to Osborn, May 26, 1952.
99
Teodoro Flores to Manuel Sandoval Vallarta, February 26, 1944, 271, Exp 5010, Archivo Histórico de la UNAM,
Instituto de Geografía, Mexico City, Mexico.
95

64

station were installed in the San Juan Church where locals were hired to build furniture for the
museum and to operate the gallery.100 They told the remaining villagers that it would attract
tourists and be another way to earn revenue. Despite protection from the Señor de los Milagros
and the initial scientific assertions that the volcano would not reach San Juan, lava moved over
the town. But first, Parícutin covered the village for which it was named.

Loss of Home
In June 1943 the communities surrounding the volcano came back into national focus
because the lava flow threatened to cover Parícutin village. It was nearly four months after the
volcano appeared when scientists urged the village to completely evacuate.101 For months, the
federal and state governments had been deliberating about where to move the affected residents.
The Federal Department of Health and Assistance purchased a former hacienda and land from an
adjacent ejido, located about 3 miles away from Uruapan, to house the entire village of Parícutin
evacuees. The new settlement had space for solares and crops plus communal pastures and
forests.102 Although saddened at the idea of leaving their homes, residents of Parícutin were
eager to get out from under the constant barrage of ash and sand. Residents had time to gather
their valuables, but the imminent threat of the lava flow motivated the government to send
military vehicles to help with the evacuation. Villagers disassembled their houses and loaded
them along with their belongings in wooden carts pulled by mules. They transitioned to their new
town, at first living in makeshift structures while they reassemble their old homes on the new
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plots of land assigned to them.103 Once in the new settlement, Caltzontzin, the army helped these
residents reassemble their houses and situate themselves in their new home.104 A photographic
postcard showed Dionisio Pulido with his wife and son walking down the new road in
Caltzonzin.

Figure 6. The Pulido family walking down the street in their new village, shortly after the move to Caltzonzin.
Photographer unknown. 1943. USGS Library Field Records Collection. Ray Everette Wilcox 1939-1987, Box 3,
Folder 26, Postcards.

People around them worked diligently moving earth, planting trees, and roofing trojes.
Structures in the background stood in a line and a perfectly straight row of seedling trees
displayed how the village was laid out on a grid. Pulido’s son smiled, his wife looked modestly
downwards, and Pulido looked confidently into the camera. As a postcard available to tourists,
the dissemination of this photo intended to exhibit the new and improved village. The workers
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showed industriousness and the streets and houses displayed organization. The image conveyed a
happy and prosperous little village and did not hint at any of the trauma related to loss and
relocation.
While many felt eager to get away from the volcano, some resisted moving. Elderly
residents who had spent their entire lives in the highlands had an especially hard time with
transitioning. A newspaper reported six older men who refused to move and fled to the
mountains to avoid being evacuated.105 Gutiérrez recounted the story of an old man who stopped
by Gutiérrez’s house in San Juan on the way to the new settlement. The man wept, telling
Gutiérrez that he did not want to abandon the only place he knew. On top of that, the elderly man
refused to ride in the army trucks because they were unfamiliar to him and he had never seen
such automobiles. The army troops made the man get into the truck and took him away from his
homeland.106 The village represented this man’s and many other’s identity. Stories about elderly
people reluctant to move or outright refusing to leave stood out among the evacuation of the
villages surrounding Parícutin. They had grown attached to the landscape throughout years of
living in the same place and resisted the inevitable changes that would come with uprooting an
entire town. They simply did not want to leave a place that was part of their identity.
Additionally, they had to leave behind their ancestors, buried in the cemetery, to be covered by a
mountain of lava. The villagers spent almost their entire lives in the Meseta Purépecha, possibly
moving to a nearby village due to marriage or a family arrangement. Some had visited Uruapan
or Patzcuaro on business, but the villagers typically stayed in the highlands all of their lives and
had everything they needed in that space. To make a change in scenery, elevation, and
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community was daunting, especially for those elderly people who had planned on living and
dying in the same village.
The new settlement changed their way of life and left many former Parícutin villagers
with culture shock. Outside assistance, intending to help the affected communities often
contributed to their anxiety about change. In the first two years, donations from relief
organizations to buy “construction materials, agricultural implements, clothing, medicine, food,
and livestock” helped the villagers avoid starvation as they grew accustomed to their new
lives.107 They were “given lands in ejido, new houses that they did not like, and new shoes that
most were not accustomed to wearing.”108 While the government claimed a victory in providing
emergency assistance, they failed to address the things that these people most valued. The new
land was open and flat, much different from their forested highland home. The railroad tracks to
Uruapan ran alongside the new settlement and the loud noises startled residents unaccustomed to
unnatural sounds. The government intended for the resettlement to bring a relatively
disconnected community into what they considered the modern world, but they made too many
changes that disregarded the people’s cultural norms.109 Thus, the resettlement of Parícutin
village did not go as smoothly as planned.
Once the lava completely covered Parícutin village and the residents knew that it was
permanent, no hope lingered to return to their former land. Although the first lava flows headed
directly for Parícutin village, it did not completely cover the area until November 1944. Other
highland communities were given the option to move to the new settlement to avoid the volcano,
but residents of Angahuan, Zirosto, and Zacán were never forced to evacuate because lava never
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threatened their villages. Parícutin village’s early demise seemed to confirm many people’s
suspicions about who God sent the volcano sent to punish. Even newspapers picked up on this
narrative perpetuated by people from San Juan. Before the lava reached any of the towns, one
article described how the volcano punished Parícutin village more than any of the others.110 Due
to close proximity to the volcano villagers endured more ashfall and lava and were the first to
experiment with complete relocation, which ended up better than San Juan’s piecemeal
relocation misfortune. Parícutin village suffered a harsh fate due to the volcano and San Juan
would soon follow a similar path.
Over the next several months, ash continued to pummel the highland communities,
making life under the volcano difficult. Residents in San Juan did not want to leave their homes
and drew out the evacuation process in the hopes that they would not have to relocate. Neighbors
from surrounding villages came to visit San Juan to invite them to move to their communities.
Locals from Cherán, Paracho, Aranza, Nurío, Chilchota, Pantamban, Nahuatzen, Sevina,
Quinseo, Pichátaro, Tingambato, and San Angel Zurumuapio pitied their neighbors suffering
under the volcano and cried with them as they extended invitations to take in new residents.111
While thankful for these offers, the people from San Juan who gathered to discuss moving could
not come to any agreement. They did not want to consider permanent relocation, and they feared
splitting the community into different villages. The biggest concern was for abandoning their
beautiful church. As in Parícutin, most of their individual houses were constructed of wood that
could be disassembled and reassembled in a new location, but their church could not be
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moved.112 Their connection to the land was strong, but their attachment to the church resisted the
hardships of the volcano and prolonged their evacuation process.
In the first months of eruption, devotion to the Señor de los Milagros allowed many
residents of San Juan to have faith that the town would not be destroyed because of the
protection it provided them. Locals also believed the scientists, who did not think San Juan
would have to relocate because it was not in the paths of the lava flows. From the beginning of
the volcanic eruption, the people of San Juan looked to the Señor de los Milagros and the clergy
to guide them. Amid the difficult life cause by the volcano, they celebrated the Christ figure’s
sacred day, on September 14, 1943. Typically, pilgrims came from around the region, but this
year in particular drew an enormous number of devotees. Celedonio Gutiérrez described how
people cried and mourned at this celebration thinking about separating the Christ figure from the
church.113 Many knew that this could be the last celebration in the village, although residents of
San Juan still tried to deny it.
On the other hand, local authorities in collaboration with the federal and state
governments had been thinking about a place to resettle San Juan since they searched for the new
settlement of Caltzonzin. Father Don Javiar García helped find available land for them to
relocate to near a little village of Ario de Rosales where there was some open land for irrigated
farmland.114 The government made this land, called Miguel Silva, available to residents
beginning in October, 1943. Around a thousand people from San Juan and Zirosto moved to the
former hacienda with help from government trucks.115 The devoted residents of San Juan who
stayed behind considered those who moved to Miguel Silva, like the others who had left, as
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having abandoned the Señor de Los Milagros. The settlers faced their own issues in the new
community. A lack of land suitable for cultivation led to disputes between the nearby ranchers
and among the people in Miguel Silva. Eventually, the majority of newcomers left because
nothing attached them to the settlement with no land to support the population.116
In October 1943, a smaller, parasitic cone next to the main cone emerged. Scientists used
a word in Purépecha to name this so-called baby volcano, Zapicho, meaning young child.
Zapicho’s lava flow headed directly for San Juan. Yet, the lava appeared to have stopped moving
towards San Juan in 1944 so when Ordóñez discovered that lava was still flowing beneath the
hardened tubes of older lava and warned the villagers to get ready, they were caught slightly off
guard.117 When the lava flows started threatening San Juan, the Priest assisted in persuading the
people to move. The debate in San Juan continued for five months and in March 1944, they
agreed that they would evacuate if the lava reached the town cemetery.118 Located on the
southeastern side of the town, the cemetery was the first part the lava would, and eventually did,
reach. Ordóñez alerted them mid-April and by the beginning of May, the lava had reached the
town cemetery and slowly crept over the headstones. As the lava gradually advanced, the
villagers knelt in front of it weeping and praying for mercy. They placed a wall of crosses in
front of the lava flow to stop it from going further, but their hymns, prayers, and sacrifices did
not stop the slow, but steady advance.119
On May 8, 1944 the Bishop of Zamora and Father Luís Gómez held the last masses in the
San Juan church. Their messages were clear, despite protestations from the congregation before
them: it was the will of God that the villagers evacuate. Father Gómez reminded them the value
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of lives over material possessions because he knew their reluctance to leave their church.120 The
following day, the Bishop removed the Señor de los Milagros and began the journey to bring it
to its new home where San Juan would relocate. Devotees tried to stop the figure’s passage, but
once it got to the neighboring village Angahuan, a large procession accompanied it. The mass of
people was so large, Gutiérrez recalled, that it was impossible to move. The only way to get
through the mass of people, was by doing a little jig, a dancing motion.121 Local community
memory recalled how the Christ figure did not want to leave San Juan and the only way to
remove it was with a little dance. This coincided with earlier traditions of dancing for the figure
and now, when devotees enter the new church in San Juan Nuevo, they come in dancing.
Lava crept over San Juan village over the next weeks and months. The rock wall crawled
slowly south to north over the town as people scrambled to evacuate. A photograph from July 19,
1944 displayed a half-disassembled house standing amid scattered wooden planks from
other structures. Three men stood in
front of the standing house and the
lava wall towered over them, at least
twice their height. Yet, the slowmoving lava gave them time to
extract what they needed from their
houses. By the end of August 1944,
the flow covered the entire village.
Miraculously, it left the church’s

Figure 7. Ezequiel Ordóñez snapped this photo on July 19, 1944
before lava consumed this structure. The men standing beside the
lava indicated how slowly it moved, giving residents time to
evacuate.
Acervo Historico del Instituto de Geologia, Ezequiel Ordóñez
Albúm “Paricutin”, page 79.

altar and bell tower intact. The sides, built from the same strong masonry fell beneath the might
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of the lava, yet the front and back of the church survived. This miracle, allowed the faithful to
continue holding mass, and once a year on Good Friday, the priest gave mass surrounded by
lava, from the altar of the nearly buried church.122 It marked the spot where San Juan once stood,
or as Celedonio Gutierrez put it, it stood as the village’s grave marker.123
Throughout the first year and two months of eruptions, villagers looked to the Christ
figure for guidance. The villagers’ strong devotion also meant that they listened to their religious
leaders who insisted they follow God’s instruction to evacuate. Finally, when the priests
removed the figure, the villagers took it as a good sign that the it had such a big reception along
the way to its new home, despite the initial reluctance to leave. That the San Juan church towers
and altar remained standing after lava engulfed the village in lava, confirmed their faith.
Alternatively, nothing marked the former Parícutin village because their sinfulness, according to
some, caused this punishment in the first place.

Conclusions
Local knowledge about the volcano formed the eruption narrative of the first few days
after which the stories of the people in the five surrounding villages were muted. Based on
written records from outsiders about visiting the volcano along with photographs and film,
locals’ experiences become clearer. They initially reacted to the volcano with fear but quickly
adapted to life under the volcano, proving their resilience. Relocation proved to be a bigger
obstacle since President Manuel Avila Camacho’s administration took the volcano as an
opportunity to bring these communities into what they believed was a modern Mexico. They
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relocated the communities without consideration for the people’s traditional needs and, instead,
situated them near an urban center with access to resources that they did not have before.
Community associations and religion in the Meseta Purépecha helped the locals interpret
the newly formed volcano. In the minds of many, misbehavior in Parícutin village caused the
vengeance of God to rain down upon the Meseta Purépecha and this was solidified in the fact
that it was the first village covered in lava. Their unsuccessful resettlement as a unified
community and the loss of their village’s name proved to be the final punishment against them.
Despite the hardships caused by the volcano, residents of the highlands did not blame the
volcano for their misfortunes. To them, it was a product of something bigger that they tried to
explain based on religion. Science could explain how the volcano functioned but the question of
why it appeared had a spiritual answer.
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Chapter Two
Volcano as Science
Two days after the volcano emerged in Dionisio Pulido’s field, Mexico City scientists
with modern instruments began arriving by automobile in San Juan and immediately started
collecting data. News of a volcano being born spread across the continent and soon U.S.
scientists from the Smithsonian and the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) rushed to the remote
Mesta Purépecha. Active volcanoes were what geologists lived for, and now, on a daily basis,
Parícutin let them see into the earth’s core through lava and explosions. Thus began the first
scientific studies in the modern era of a volcano from its birth. Scientists with modern
technology and a willing local work force conducted unprecedented research while they looked
for patterns that could explain what happened below the earth’s surface to predict lava flows and
eruptive activity. They found ways to collaborate across disciplinary and geographical borders to
advance several fields of science.
Mexican institutions seized this opportunity to demonstrate that their scientists were
capable of conducting modern research through technical studies of the volcano. The Instituto de
Geología (Instituto), the geology department at Mexico’s most prestigious university, the
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), took advantage of this chance to run tests
and produce reports to which institutions across the globe later requested access. The Federal
government dedicated resources to the Instituto and supported them publicly.1 Excelsior, a
popular newspaper, boasted of the national specialists being drawn to the new volcano and
emphasized that Mexico would be able to offer a complete analysis to the entire world.2
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President Manuel Avila Camacho’s administration wanted to show the world Mexico’s one of a
kind landscape and showcase the modern studies of it. Researchers cooperated in this endeavor
since they saw Parícutin as a fascinating spectacle for themselves and their families.
Studies of Parícutin emerged during the first year of the volcano’s life, but collaboration
between scientists was essential to continue longer term efforts to examine the phenomena of a
growing volcano. Uncertainty about the duration of volcanic activity made researchers from
Mexico and the U.S. recognize that they needed to better organize their resources after the first
year. No one knew when the volcano would stop erupting so they needed to take advantage of
the time they had. Early predictions about the volcano’s life were that it could stop erupting at
any time.3 Plus, wartime commitments meant that manpower and funding for research were in
short supply. To combat this and to prove that they had the resources to orchestrate modern
science at the volcano, Mexican institutions welcomed foreign scientists who would help
advance studies of Parícutin and contribute to cooperative efforts.
Many scientists relied on locals to help conduct field work, keep records of the volcanic
activity when they were away, and manage the field stations. In the first days of the eruption,
before any trained scientists arrived to the scene, locals witnessed and later recounted their
observations of the volcano to the researchers recording Parícutin’s activity. Scientists valued
observations because they helped determine the sequence of events. Celedonio Gutiérrez, a
resident of San Juan, stood out among locals assisting the researchers because of his keen
observational skills, plus he was literate and could write them down. Over the next nine years
that Parícutin erupted, he became a trusted observer spending most of his days with the volcano.
Since Gutiérrez constantly monitored the volcano while other scientists came and went, he
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generated an enormous about of knowledge that gave him some influence with the scientists. In
addition to Gutiérrez, other residents from the area helped with the field work and the manual
labor required to maintain the scientific facilities. All the while, they contributed their local
knowledge of the area.
While the locals played an integral part in the study of the volcano, publications did not
acknowledge the extent of their assistance. Many field hands hired from the surrounding towns
did not get their names in print, although some scientists added a footnote of acknowledgment.
This was not unique to the case of Parícutin as field scientists often omitted their local
participatory sources. The archival record was almost as sparse in terms of recognizing the
names of people who assisted the scientists. Due to the hierarchical nature of the production of
knowledge in the field, it is not surprising that most scientists left out the names of their local
informants.4 Researchers valued scientific training and so they did not value local contributions
in the same way as scientists’ contributions since locals possessed experiential knowledge not
based on formal training. Some field notes listed the real names of assistants while others simply
stated, “Tarascan helper,” referring to what they called Purépecha assistants.5
Photographs taken in the field sometimes showed men at work or posing. Accompanying
captions might note “man for size” to show the relative size of a lava flow or rock. Ray E.
Wilcox, a USGS scientists, included several references to “man for size” in his color slides that
he used for presentations, two of which showed the local field hand, Jesus Saldaña, from various
angles posing with lava rocks.6 When the identities of the people in photographs or field notes
4
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could be determined, they revealed instances when scientists worked with locals. Even when the
identity could not be found, they still demonstrated cooperative efforts in the field and indicated
the scientists’ priorities of what to document.
The conditions in which scientists investigated and their relationships with each other and
locals offer significant context about scientific reporting on the volcano. Their living and
working arrangements illustrated the connections, both with other scientists and with local
people, that individuals made while in the Parícutin area. The Meseta Purépecha’s road system
meant that all the scientists passed through Uruapan and San Juan before heading into the field,
ensuring contact with locals. From the beginning, study of Parícutin required local assistance,
pooling resources, and sharing information. Many of the geologists who arrived first were
already known in their fields and had probably crossed paths before. About sixteen months after
Parícutin emerged, the scientists from the two countries formed a formal partnership. They all
shared an interest in the volcano, but since their specific areas of research differed, collaboration
allowed for an organized and comprehensive approach. The “International Committee for the
Study of Parícutin Volcano” helped strengthen relationships of those working at and on the
volcano.7 Parícutin and the villages around the volcano became sites for international exchange
of knowledge.

First Scientific Studies
Dr. Ezequiel Ordóñez and his team arrived in San Juan on February 22, 1943, only two
days after the eruption began. The first night they could not see the volcano but heard the
thunderous explosions through the stormy night. They woke up to a camp covered in ash and the
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awesome sight of the volcano.8 During the first days after the initial eruption in late February
1943, Ordóñez benefitted from villagers’ familiarity with the landscape and they learned from
his scientific knowledge. Geology is an observational science and Ordóñez, having the most
experience surveying volcanoes in Mexico, held substantial authority as the expert among the
international and national scientists. His standing was clear to the locals as well. By saying no
immediate danger threatened them and encouraging them to stay in their communities, Ordóñez
assuaged the villager’s initial fears.9 Many locals had fled following the Señor de los Milagros
out of town and others wondered if they needed to leave permanently. Ordóñez’s influence as a
scientist and his experience with the Michoacán terrain confirmed the priests’ assertion that the
fissure in the ground was a volcano and assured the villagers of San Juan that they would be safe,
despite the thick ashes that blanketed the surrounding area within the first week. Parícutin
emitted a large quantity of ash during its first few weeks as the eruption built up the cone around
the vent. Ordóñez estimated that the volcano reached about 60 meters (about 200 feet) tall by
February 25, only five days after it began erupting.10
Known as the father of Mexican Geology, Ordóñez held many honors and positions
throughout his long career. In 1943, Ordóñez principally worked as the representative geologist
for the Comisión Impulsora y Coordinadora de la Investigación Científica de México (CICIC),
the government agency for scientific advancement. He had a long history of working for them
which began as a landscape artist for their surveys.11 His ability to sketch realistic geologic
features came in use at Parícutin as well. Ordóñez was also a founding member of the respected
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university, Colegio Nacional, a trusted advisor to many oil companies, and the leading expert on
Mexican volcanoes.12 He maintained close ties to the Instituto throughout his career, and
received generous funding from them for work at Parícutin. Although he passed away in 1950,
before it stopped erupting, Parícutin captivated his attention for the last years of his life and
made up his final publications. From the appearance Parícutin, Ordóñez became the unofficial
director of research activity and controlled the site because he was in charge of the Instituto’s
observation station and the local labor. Due to the amount of time he spent in the area both
before and during it was active, he was the authority on Parícutin.
Ordóñez’s experience with the Michoacán volcanoes began in 1906 when he led an
expedition to the volcano Jorullo during an international geology conference in Mexico.13
Researchers sometimes referred to Parícutin and Jorullo as siblings because of the similarities in
their formation and proximity to one another. Jorullo had erupted for eleven years from 1759 to
1774 and appeared in a similar way as Parícutin. Parícutin grew to about the same height and
appeared about fifty miles (80 km) Northeast of Jorullo.14 Both are classified as a cinder cone
volcano or a scoria cone, meaning they are characterized by their shape, which built up from the
material emitted from the main vent. They differ from the stratovolcanoes in the mountains of
the Central Mexican Valley, like Popocatepetl (Popo) because cinder cones only erupt for a short
period of time before going extinct and are typically not the result of converging plates on a fault
line. Of course, scientists in 1943 knew some of the physical differences between volcanos like
Popo and Jorullo, but they did not know enough about how volcanoes formed to elaborate on the
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differences taking place below the earth’s surface – tectonic plate theory had not been fully
elucidated yet.15 Studies of Parícutin helped them develop theories to understand the earth’s
surface and volcanic activity.
Upon arriving to the volcano for the first time Ordóñez, set up camp, familiarized himself
with the area around the volcano, and gathered data. When he first arrived, Ordóñez neared 75
years of age and used a cane and his assistant, Abram, to get around the volcano. Abram
appeared in a few photographs alongside Ordóñez beginning in 1944 but otherwise his presence
and his full name eluded the documents. Ordóñez sometimes even needed a steady hand or a
push up the hills.16 In the first weeks of Parícutin’s activity, he monitored the initial lava flow
that started a day before his arrival.17 The volcano grew taller each day and Ordóñez noticed a
pattern of activity, where the volcano erupted loudly from about midnight to noon and then
quieted.18 From his camp, Ordóñez achieved a wonderful vantage point to observe the volcano at
all hours. Just north of the volcano, “about one kilometer from the center of the eruption,” the
geologist stationed his tent next to a sturdy old tree.19 He stayed in this tent for a few weeks until
the lava crept too close. Cars could still access the area and he used one to stay well supplied at
his camp. Nevertheless, the tent would not have provided substantial long-term refuge from the
volcano’s emissions, smells, and sounds and, after awhile, Ordóñez required a more permanent
structure.
In April 1943, with funds from the Instituto, locals constructed a cabin situated at the top
of an old cinder cone, over a kilometer from the volcano. The modest but well-built Caseta de
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Observaciones del Volcan served as Ordóñez’s new living quarters after he abandoned his tent in
March 1943. A photograph showed a group of men including Abram and the Municipal
Presdient, Felipe Cuara, standing in front of the small structure.
The other two men may have been locals who helped
build the cabin. Removeable windows on the front
allowed Ordóñez to observe the volcano from the
shelter of the house or cover them to shield himself
and his work from the environment outside. The
house, nearly three times as long as wide and shabby
by today’s standards, was only one version of
structures that Ordóñez used. It lasted six months
until it needed to be deconstructed and rebuilt in

Figure 8. A group of men at the Instituto’s first
observation station on April 23, 1943.
Municipal president Felipe Cuara stands in
the center. The other men are unidentified in
the album. Abram stands closest to the house.
Acervo Historico del Instituto de Geologia
(AHIG), Ezequiel Ordóñez Albúm
“Paricutin”, page 12 verso.

another location further away from the volcano.

Local Assistance and Knowledge
Visiting scientists saw the importance of compiling the villager’s initial accounts of the
volcano since the locals had been the only ones to see the first days of activity. Having seen the
earth open up and begin emitting gases and material, the locals held valuable information about
how the volcano formed that would fill in the first few days before any researchers arrived. The
initial scramble to collect information just after the volcano emerged reflected the scientists’
excitement and disorganized methodology in the begining. They diligently recorded the names of
the people from whom they obtained information but omitted additional details about when and
where they recorded these details. Most geologists credited Ordóñez with gathering the initial
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information on the volcano, and he claimed that interviewing the people who saw the volcano
emerge as his first order of business upon arriving at the volcano.20 He recorded a meeting with
Felipe Cuara, municipal president, and Dionisio Pulido on February 23, but Ordóñez did not
provide any reference to when or how he collected information from any other locals who
witnessed the volcano emerge. Dionisio Pulido’s explanation was similar in Ordóñez’s and
William Foshag and Jenaro González’s publications.21 This would indicate that they used the
same account or both parties spoke to Pulido within a narrow timeframe since oral histories
tended to change with each telling.22 Foshag and González published translations in English from
Spanish of several eruption stories by the locals, but they also failed to cite when and who
recorded the accounts or any details about how and where they took them. A statement that they
spoke with the Pulido Family and Aurora Cuara suggested that they conducted the interviews
themselves although they gave no date or details about the interview process.23 Foshag and
González included the same accounts in their two co-authored articles, published about 10 years
apart.24 They also provided a translated version of the municipal record, considered “the official
history,” which resulted from a meeting of municipal council members the day after the volcano
emerged.25 Countless sources on Parícutin have reproduced and summarized the initial
interpretations by: Dionisio Pulido, Paula Pulido, Dolores Pulido, Aurora Cuara, Luis Ortíz
Solorio, Juan Anguiano Espinosa, and Jesús Martínez. Even a publication from 1988 used these
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accounts, almost word for word from the Foshag and González report, without crediting any
source besides the interviewee and the book editor.26 While the details about the interviews are
unknown, these accounts constituted the official story of the first hours of the volcano and
continued to be perpetuated. This first instance of information gathering about the volcano
showed disconnect among researchers. More importantly, it demonstrated communication
between locals and scientists from the start and how scientists valued local observations,
especially when these were the only observations available.
In addition to asking for
information on the eruption, the
scientists solicited help from the locals
for transportation and field work. Early
expense reports revealed that visiting
scientists paid 3 pesos for locals to
guide them to the volcano on
horseback. A field hand to carry
Figure 9. Kenneth Segerstrom sent an album of photos to
Ezequiel Ordóñez alongside his report on Erosion Studies at
Parícutin. Although this photograph was not published in the
USGS version, Segerstrom thanked all of the men pictured in
the image. His album identifies the four local assistants among
the USGS scientists: “from right to left are Jesús Saldaña,
Kenneth Segerstrom, Ray Wilcox, Celedonio Gutiérrez, Ariel
Hernándex, and Antonio Saldaña.
AHIG, Box 218, 1946, “Photographs Illustrating Erosion of
the Ash in the Vicinity of Paricutin Volcano, State of
Michoacan Mexico,” page 62.
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equipment cost another 2 or 3 pesos.27
This manual labor made access to the
volcano much easier because the
arduous trekking across or avoiding
lava and through ash would have been
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difficult without help to transport equipment. While the volcano and its activity were new to the
locals, they knew the landscape and from what vantage points to best view aspects of the crater.
Additional work came available for locals between January 12 and February 9, 1944 when the
Instituto employed local people to build structures, cut wood, carry material, paint, and sweep off
the sand.28 The job of clearing sand kept them busy when Parícutin emitted endless ash.
Otherwise, highland residents worked clearing the road through the mountains to facilitate access
to Parícutin from Uruapan.29
Locals set up tourist observation shelters and concession stands at the best view points,
some stationed next to the Instituto’s Observation hut.30 This put the locals and scientists in close
proximity to one another even when they worked separately. Informal conversation and
knowledge sharing inevitably took place but often went unrecorded. Ordóñez recounted that on
the night of March 18, 1943, particularly violent eruptive activity began, and the locals deserted
their concession stands to rush to Ordóñez’s cabin for explanation. The tourists fled the area in
fear at the first sign of the powerful explosions, taking their horses and guides with them. In his
book, Ordóñez admitted that the activity frightened him, but he hid any concern since the locals
eagerly looked to him as the consolatory voice. He reassured them that everything would be
alright. Beneath the ashfall and volley of lava bombs, the locals spent the eventful night
watching the volcano next to Ordóñez. The morning brought tranquility and after 6am, everyone
finally returned to their beds for some rest.31 The people who lived and worked around Parícutin
trusted Ordóñez. Their religious rationalization for the eruption did not preclude Ordóñez’s
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scientific rationale. The exchange of knowledge went both ways. Locals contributed information
about changes to the landscape and weather that they noticed, because they did not have prior or
experiential knowledge of the volcano. In this way, Ordóñez satisfied their curiosities about the
volcano by explaining scientific aspects of it to them and, in turn, he learned his away around the
area with the help of locals.
Locals earned money by working on the observation stations. Scientists typically hired
manual workers when they traveled for field work. When they arrived in the first week of the
eruption, the scientists needed structures for lodging and work. Payment records indicated the
Instituto hired local laborers to clear an area and construct a small structure on Cerro Canicjuata
beginning March 6 for Ordóñez’s cabin.32 In March, 1943, the Instituto paid five residents 2.5
pesos, or about 30 U.S. cents, a day for nine days, to help build a shelter.33 Some of the workers
carried lumber or cleared the area while others, with carpentry experience, built the structure.
Local vendors sourced the material for the observatory from the nearby forests including the
shingles, a specialty of the area.34 Flores, the director of the Instituto, put Ordóñez in charge of
the cabin while he resided at the volcano. For 75 pesos, or $9 USD a month, the Insituto paid the
San Juan municipal president, Felipe Cuara to help watch over it when Ordóñez was away.35
Locals also constructed a handful of other structures for groups of scientists coming from other
institutions during the first few months. The harsh conditions consisting of daily rainstorms and
constant ashfall meant that the Instituto also employed people for upkeep of their facilities
including paying someone to clear the ash and sand off the buildings. Throughout the years, as
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the lava flow crept up the sides of the old cinder cones where the facilities stood, they had to be
dismantled and rebuilt in other locations.36 Labor contracted by the scientists helped the local
economy, especially during the first couple of years before resettlement and when volcanic
activity made traditional means of livelihood nearly impossible.
Exchanges with the locals led scientists to Celedonio Gutiérrez, who became their most
trusted local assistant. Although intrigued by the emergence of a volcano, Gutiérrez was not
interested in the scientific aspects of Parícutin when it first emerged, but his curiosity grew when
he saw the opportunity to make a living working for the scientists. The president of the San Juan
Municipio, Felipe Cuara, appointed Gutiérrez to “receive and assist” the incoming scientists in
the first weeks of eruption, presumably because of his status in the village and literacy.37
Gutiérrez’s detailed and well written journal of initial experiences with the volcano contributed
to the official story of its emergence.38 He had not witnessed the actual birth, like Dionisio and
Paula Pulido, but had been only a few kilometers away in his hometown, San Juan, when the
smoke from the volcano began to rise up over the distant fields.39 Upon reading his account of
the first days of eruption, the scientists became aware of Gutiérrez’s keen observational and
writing skills. They recruited him to assist with field work and to take notes. The documents do
not reveal who first enlisted his help, but he became the consistent observer of Parícutin over its
nine-year life. Gutiérrez’s familiarity with the volcano was invaluable to scientific studies and
made him one of the experts on Parícutin.
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Over his nine year tenure as local observer, Gutiérrez developed long term relationships
with many of the scientists. Letters between scientists demonstrated mutual respect and rapport
between scientists and Gutiérrez. U.S. scientists often closed a letter from the Parícutin field
station with a quick note that Gutiérrez sent his regards.40 The return letters frequently included a
response to Gutiérrez. Any scientists who traveled to Parícutin would have met Gutiérrez.
Having worked together since Parícutin’s development, William Foshag and Gutiérrez formed a
long-lasting friendship. Their letters almost always asked about the other’s family and included
personal updates on the major events like sickness or new jobs in their lives.41
Gutiérrez connected with the scientists on a personal level and he even remained in
contact with some after the volcano stopped erupting and he no longer worked for them. Jenaro
Gozález helped Gutiérrez get a job after the volcano went quiet.42 Before the volcano died,
Foshag and Gutiérrez discussed the possibility of publishing a book of the latter’s experiences at
the volcano, the culture and traditions in San Juan, and his life growing up in the Meseta
Purépecha. Foshag, who outlined the chapters and guided Gutiérrez, reminded him adamantly
that the book needed to be in Gutiérrez’s voice because, as Foshag explained, it would bring out
the spirit of Mexico and make the story of interest to a wide audience.43 Work on the book went
past the years of the volcano’s activity but it never ended up published in the form Foshag had
imagined due to his early death. Foshag advocated for Gutiérrez until the end and committed to
helping Gutiérrez share his exclusive experience. In 1972, with the help of geographer Mary Lee
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Nolan and translator Carlos Monsanto, Gutiérrez published an English version of his story.44 It
focused on the events leading up to and during Parícutin’s eruption.

Group Scientific Travel
Near the end of March 1943, Ordóñez left the volcano and went back to Mexico City to
collect a group of international researchers. Scientists including Don White, from the U.S.
Geological Survey, and William Foshag, from the U.S. National Museum, met Ordóñez in
Mexico City. Since January 1942, White had studied mineral deposits at various mining sites
across Mexico.45 William Foshag worked on mineral studies at his post in Mexico.46 Helen “Jo”
White and Merle Foshag joined their husbands on their long-term appointments in Mexico.
When the opportunity presented itself, these women did not miss the chance to see the volcano in
its initial stages and joined the group guided by Ordóñez. Afterwards, these two couples traveled
back to Parícutin several times in the first few years due to their relative proximity.47
With the addition of Ordóñez’s son and daughter-in-law, George and Lee Ordóñez, the
group traveled to Michoacán and on March 25, 1943, got their first glimpse of the volcanic
smoke rising in the distance.48 A photograph in his album Parícutin, preserved at the UNAM’S
Museum of Geology, showed Ordóñez on March 25 at his first living quarters. He sat in a camp
chair with his family around him, according to the typed caption. Of the three women, one was
presumably was his wife and another his daughter in law. Abram sat in Ordóñez’s shadow and a
standing figure whose face was obscured by darkness, was presumably his son, George. Like
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many families of scientists
who traveled to Parícutin,
Ordóñez’s did not want to
miss out on the exciting
opportunity to see a volcano
in action. Also a geologist,
George would have been
Figure 10. Ordóñez and his family sit around his canvas tent facing the
volcano on March 25, 1943.
AHIG, Ezequiel Ordóñez Albúm “Paricutin”, page 8 verso.

interested in observing the
geologic aspects of Parícutin.

Don White kept notes on his experiences and thought they could see some excess dust
and smoke in the air as they drove out of Mexico City.49 A light amount of volcanic emissions
reached Mexico City, carried by the wind, but it would have been hard to distinguish in the air.
About four kilometers from the cone, from the highway into San Juan, they spotted smoke that
certainly emitted from the volcano: white clouds rising up over the trees. As they neared the
volcano, the ash grew too thick to drive closer. Although they heard the volcano in the distance
and felt subtle movements in the earth, they did not see the cone from where they set up camp.50
White did not specify in his notes where they slept, but their first night could have been spent in
tents on the outskirts of San Juan.
March 26 dawned with more ash fall than the previous day. White recalled eating
breakfast that felt “gritty with ash.” Afterwards, their party trundled through the grey atmosphere
following Ordóñez. The ash filled air made it hard to see their surroundings and they hiked
without being able to take in much scenery until Ordóñez told them they had arrived. Hardly
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visible at first, they noticed a mound of lava about 50 feet in front of them. The wall of solid,
black lava, akin to a wall of rock, towered about 30 feet above them, White estimated. White,
like other visitors, noticed the hard coat or crusted outside that covered a more viscous interior.51
Pieces of lava broke off momentarily revealing a dark red interior as the slow-moving flow
behind the mound pushed it forward. Film footage from Tad Nichols of a similar lava front
showed the movement in a sequence of night shots.52 The close-ups revealed pieces of lava rock
that broke off the front to expose a bright interior, red at the cooler edges and yellow in the
center. The smaller rocks and sand sized lava fell quickly filling any vacancy in areas below,
similar to a small landslide, but the larger chunks of gooey molten lava moved slowly. Various
angles and extreme close ups demonstrated that Nichols did not worry about getting too close to
the lava front to film those shots. Although hot, observers could approach the lava front safely
because it moved at such a slow rate. Mesmerized by the sight, the Ordóñez party stopped to eat
lunch as the ash fall cleared revealing a close-up of the new volcano. As the sky darkened, they
became even more captivated by the spectacle of the red-hot lava rocks being thrown from the
cone. The party spent the night watching the glowing volcanic activity. They woke up covered in
about 3 inches of ash and hiked back to their camp only able to see a few feet ahead of them due
to the renewed ashfall.53
Groups coordinated expeditions to Parícutin, like the first trip in March 1943 with the
Fosahgs, Whites, and Ordóñez’s, though a network of experienced scientists and helpful locals.
Scientists organized transportation and benefitted from people with prior experience or
knowledge of the area, like Ordóñez. His familiarity with the landscape and with organizing
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scientific study at Parícutin helped researchers from the U.S. and Mexico travel to and conduct
studies at the new volcano. Additionally, scientists counted on accommodations at the shared
observation stations. Contacts who knew the local network of people shared with their collegues
which responsible local informants could lead other visitors to advantageous sites and help them
with research. Scientists from different institutions also relied upon some of the same locals to
keep notes after they left. For example, Luis Aguilar, a resident from the area, worked for the
scientists and helped record valuable information in the first months. Don White’s records from
1944 noted that Aguilar reported a change in lava appearance, indicating that White contracted
him to record information over the years during his very first visit in March 1943.54

The Museum
Several locals, including Gutiérrez and Aguilar constantly monitored the volcano while
scientists from Mexico City and the U.S. came and went throughout the years of activity. They
reported to several scientists and served as a consistent variable in scientific studies. They
obtained a comprehensive view of the volcano since they remained observing the volcano as
scientists traveled back and forth. Frequent dealings between the scientists and a few of the local
people developed into something more than a formal work relationship. Often, as in the case
with Gutiérrez, they came to know each other’s families and to care about their health and
wellbeing. Within the first year of work at the volcano, scientists felt invested in the community
of San Juan because that was where they were based before the volcano uprooted the village. In
March 1944, the scientists from the Instituto sent school books for the children in 1st through 4th
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grade.55 Additionally, they looked out for ways to improve tourism and to contribute to the local
economy.
For the dual purposes of adding a tourist attraction and augmenting scientific studies,
scientists installed a seismograph and museum in San Juan beginning in February 1944.
Specialists from the UNAM determined that San Juan would be the best place to install a
seismographic station because of its accessibility. Although the lava inched towards San Juan
and Parícutin village had already been covered by lava, scientists did not initially see any threat
to San Juan.56 Paired with the observatory area, a museum that displayed samples from the
volcano and explanations of Parícutin could serve as a tourist attraction. In a letter to Manuel
Sandoval Vallarta, the head of the UNAM’s department of Investigaciones Cientificas, Teodoro
Flores provided details about the new seismic station that they installed in the San Juan church.
The Volcanology Museum, as Flores called it, would be useful for sharing technical information
about the volcano with tourists. There were to be different parts of the museum, one dedicated to
the volcano and another displaying typical local products.57 The newspaper, El Universal,
published a short story about the opening of the station with a statement from the Universidad
Nacional de México saying that they spared no expense to study the volcano.58 The UNAM and
the country took pride in their dedication to science, especially when it would also appear to
benefit the local population.
The station offered another opportunity for the local people to earn money from tourism.
Flores maintained that it provided a source of income since the locals could make items available
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for sale, most likely local crafts or colorful volcanic rock.59 Ezequiel Montaño, the San Juan
priest, managed the preparations for the museum while scientists from the institute were away.
Using local labor, Montaño ensured that the building was painted appropriately and according to
Flores’ instructions. With money from the Instituto, the locals helped put the seismic station
together and maintained it with daily upkeep. Work at the museum and seismic station were
short-lived since San Juan began to evacuate in early May 1944. For three months Andrés Toral
worked at the seismic station, but he only received one paycheck. About a year afterwards he
wrote to Flores requesting the entire salary that the Institute had promised him.60 Not intending
to withhold money owed to Toral, the new director of the Instituto, Manuel Santillán, forwarded
him the money for his work counting the entire month of May, even though the town evacuated
completely by mid-month.61 Locals were readily available to work at the seismic station due to
the lull in the traditional local economy. This made it practical for the Institute to employ locals,
but these scientists also had a deeper interest in helping the local community, as demonstrated by
their generosity of donating books and issuing over- payment. Additionally, although none of the
correspondence directly stated it, there may have been a component of pity, since scientists who
worked closely with the locals perceived the hardship caused by the volcano.
The Emergency Assembly in San Juan held on March 1, 1944 determined that the town
of San Juan would evacuate since the lava resumed its trajectory towards the town center. A
month and a half later Ordóñez, the scientist who locals confidently looked to, admitted that San
Juan would get buried and he warned the village that lava soon would reach them.62 This also
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meant that scientific studies would be disrupted and the seismic station would need to be
relocated. The Instituto had special display cases made for the museum but no record said
whether they were ever installed or if the museum ever opened to the public before the town
evacuated.63 After collecting a few months of data, scientists moved the equipment to a secure
location before lava destroyed that portion of the church but the Instituto never rebuilt the
museum.64 In the short run, the seismograph station and museum benefited the town, but the
volcano had different plans for San Juan.

The Joint Committee to Study Parícutin
As studies of the volcano progressed after the first few months of activity, scientists from
Mexico and the U.S. agreed to formalize collaborative work. Informal sharing of resources and
research between the scientists already occurred on site but an official cooperative project would
give Mexican and U.S. researchers legitimate ways to collaborate and a name under which to
request joint funding. At the June 1944 American Geophysical Union (AGU) Annual Meeting
several scientists in the Section of Volcanology discussed creating a committee for the study of
Parícutin. This had evidently been in the works since before the meeting because by July 1944,
about sixteen months after Parícutin emerged, official collaboration began with the goal to make
resources go further and to not repeat studies unless necessary. The newly elected president of
the AGU Volcanology section, Richard E. Fuller, headed the new U.S. committee formed under
the Division of Geology and Geography of the National Research Council. Before the new
committee could be approved, they ensured cooperation with the Comisión Impulsora y
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Coordinadora de la Investigación Científica (CICIC). Simultaneously, Ordóñez, the chief
geologist for the CICIC, formed the equivalent Mexican committee.65 Together, their objectives,
printed in the journal Science, were to “encourage and facilitate studies in various scientific
fields…to avoid useless repetition and especially to save from neglect important aspect which
depend on the collection of accurate data before activity subsides and the record of eruption is
obscured by time.”66
The U.S. Committee for the Study of the Parícutin Volcano and El Comite Mexicano
para el Estudio del Volcan de Parícutin immediately began several projects. Kenneth
Segerstrom, a topographer for the USGS, took charge of one of the first undertakings: to create a
topographic map of the region. Mapping was important to measure changes to the landscape.
Howell Williams, a Professor of Geology at the University of California, spent eight months
surveying the area and creating a geologic map. The result revealed a reconnaissance “of an area
of about 600 square miles around the new volcano” showing the geologic context for Parícutin
and the numerous cinder cones in the area.67 The Committee also allowed the U.S. Coast and
Geodetic Survey to begin a collaborative survey of magnetic and seismological observations.68
This study used the magnetic stations put in place by Ralph Bodle during the initial 1943 study
of magnetism at Parícutin, in which the findings encouraged a resurvey.69 In addition to these
specific projects, the committees supported daily observations and field work to monitor the
volcano on a continuous basis.
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Due to “wartime demands,” and the inability to station any scientist there indefinitely, the
committees to employed Celedonio Gutiérrez to take daily observations. He sent monthly reports
to Ordóñez at the CICIC, Foshag at the U.S. National Museum, and Carl Fries Jr. at the USGS,
for all of whom he had already been working.70 The committees supported Gutiérrez’s work, but
lamented not being able to appoint a “permanent trained scientific observer” from the start.71
Those feelings quickly ebbed, and Gutiérrez became an invaluable member of the international
scientific team. Only having three years of primary school, Gutiérrez proved a quick study in
western science. Scientists recognized this and, in a letter to a colleague, Foshag wrote that
reports published in the journal Eos were mostly Gutiérrez’s work.72 Nevertheless, inexpensive
local labor facilitated collaboration between U.S. and Mexican scientists.
The collaborative efforts resulted in various publications in journals such as Eos, Science,
the Geological Society of America Bulletin, and the USGS Bulletin. Emanuel Zies published his
study on temperatures of the Aguan flow in the April 1946 edition of Eos.73 He concluded that
the lava flowed at about twelve hundred degrees centigrade, or about two thousand degrees
Fahrenheit. Zies not only discussed the results of his research but also chronicled the type of
collaboration common in the field at Parícutin. He acknowledged Jenaro González and Gutiérrez
for helping carry the expensive equipment to the field sites and Foshag and Williams for taking
lava temperatures at various sites. The team looked for hornitos, or spatter cones, where molten
lava bubbled up to the cooler surface of the flow. This gave them a point of access to liquid lava.
The field team experienced exposure to extreme heat because they needed to get close to take
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measurements. Foshag, accustomed to the intense temperatures, probed the hot hornitos while
Zies read the measurement to Williams, who recorded them. They secured their instruments to a
long wooden pole so that they could stand back and wait for a maximum temperature.
Meanwhile, they all kept watch for unexpected changes in the lava flow or explosions from the
cone that might put them in danger. Other challenges arose, such as being able to get close
enough due to the insecure footing near the lava. The process took a team effort and, in his
publication, Zies acknowledged his help from Gutiérrez and trained scientists.74 Zies did not
mention any other field hands that may have assisted in this study.
In addition to geology, those studying the earth’s magnetism, botany, and other earth
sciences proposed projects and traveled to Michoacán to complete possibly ground-breaking
research. William H. Burt from the University of Michigan studied mammalian ecology from the
Instituto’s casita. Burt determined that ash had abrasive effects on animals, for example it rubbed
down the tail feathers of woodpeckers and the teeth of opossums and bats.75 Willis A. Eggler,
also from the University of Michigan, published his research on plant ecology in the vicinity of
Parícutin.76 He received an outside grant from the American Philosophical Society and he, like
most studying the area, cooperated with the committee to use their resources in the field.77
Partnership among private institutes, academic institutions, and governmental agencies was
essential to comprehensive fieldwork at Parícutin.
Fundamental to initiating important studies at Parícutin was Dr. Louis C. Graton from
Harvard University who organized an aerial exploration of Parícutin. With the cooperation of the
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Mexican Army, U.S. Airforce, and the inventor of helicopters himself, Igor Sikorsky, they
conducted the first exploration of Parícutin, or any volcano, by helicopter. The expedition took
considerable effort to put together since it required permission from the U.S. and Mexican
governments, not to mention the team of local workers. Tad Nichols, hired to shoot movies,
recalled that the whole thing ran about three weeks later than planned because of complications
with the U.S. Embassy and the Mexican Air Force. Finally, by the end of June 1945, the new
technology to study the volcano, the helicopter, arrived at their base at Lower Casita near the
almost buried former village of San Juan. A U.S. Air Force airplane flew the helicopter to
Guadalajara where crew members then assembled it and flew it to the base camp.78 Locals
Aurora Cuara, her husband, and Gutiérrez helped coordinate meals and brought things in from
Uruapan to add to the army issued rations. Cuara made most of the meals for the group using the
army rations while adding her own flare based on her traditional cuisine.79 Additionally, to fly
the helicopter, they had to bring enough barrels of gas from Guadalajara since no sources were
available nearby.80 Locals helped by transporting everything that they needed to the base camp
and ensuring things ran smoothly behind the scenes.
The Air Force First Motion Picture Unit later turned film footage from Tad Nichols and
George Bertram, a U.S. Army photographer, into a short informational film on the two-week
expedition of the volcano.81 The film used the exceptional views that Nichols recorded during
helicopter flights to explain the excursion and a brief history of the volcano.82 Besides an
acknowledgement of the cook, who was credited as being one of the first five people to see the
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volcano, no women appeared in the Air Force movie.83 Alternatively, outtakes from Tad
Nichols’ reels showed women present during the expedition. He also confirmed in his journal
that his wife, Mary Jane, was at the expedition for a few days. Air Force Captain and helicopter
consultant, George Colchagoff also brought his wife. Just like other scientific expeditions to
Parícutin, wives went along with their husbands although they stayed out of most of the written
and visual documentary records. A female journalist, Christina Buechner, reported on the
expedition and her experience riding in the helicopter. Despite the turbulent flight, she felt safe
in the hands of the qualified pilot, Flight Officer Roy Beer.84 The high altitude of the Meseta
Purépecha along with blowing ash and smoke from the volcano made for a challenging flight but
it provided excellent views of the lava flow and allowed for quick travel across harsh terrain.
Since the technology was new and there could be doubt about safety, the film assured viewers
that Beer was the most experienced helicopter pilot in the U.S.
The helicopter made about sixty flights in two weeks, taking many people, mostly male
scientists, to see the aerial views of the volcano. Graton, who helped organize the expedition,
took one of the first rides to view the volcano from the air. Ordóñez was also among the first
individuals to get the aerial view. He reportedly told Buechener that it “was one of the greatest
experiences of [his] life” and that he had “never really s[een] the volcano until [he] saw it from
this slowly moving aircraft.”85 Gutiérrez was one of the few locals who had the opportunity to
ride in the helicopter. Gutiérrez had minimal experience riding in a car, so an airborne
“eggbeater,” as some people called it, was truly a new experience for him. In an interview in
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1980, he recalled being honored but scared before ascending.86 A still image showed him sitting
in the cockpit looking tense but excited next to Roy Beer who prepared for flight.87 Once lifted
into the air, Gutiérrez remembered no longer feeling frightened but overwhelmed by a sense awe
of the lava flows.88
Aerial views of Parícutin from a plane had proceeded the helicopter flights, but they did
not let the observers get as close to the crater or hover over the lava flows. Parker Trask reported
a flight over the volcano early in Parícutin’s activity, becoming the first scientist to do so on June
19, 1943. On March 4, 1944, Merle and William Foshag, David Larrabee, and Tad Nichols flew
over the volcano. Howell Williams and Jenaro González flew over on November 28, 1944. Their
notes do not disclose the same detail yielded from the helicopter flights because they had to go
much higher and faster. The helicopter demonstrated another advantage when they used it to land
in isolated lava fields that they could not access readily by foot. Film revealed how the helicopter
only needed a small area to land and take off. Buechner noted how this permitted immediate
study of changes in the volcano or lava flows that would have taken hours to reach on foot
otherwise.89 Moving pictures shot from the helicopter showed the lava flow consuming the
landscape, and shots taken above the crater captured the ejecta shooting skyward, building a
tower of gray ash. The helicopter took the camera close enough to record the rogue fragments of
lava bombs being projected out of the crater.
Scientists circulated aerial still pictures and motion pictures from these helicopter flights
back at their home institutions and across the world. During the first ever conference held on the
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topic of Parícutin in March 1943, Ramiro Robles Ramos used movies, images, and maps to
augment his discourse. A report in the newspaper, Novedades, stated that spectators filled the
Sociedad Mexicana de Geografía y Estadística’s lecture hall.90 For the second talk in the series
on Parícutin, Teodoro Flores used film footage from the Sociedad Cooperative Cinematográfica
“Anáhua.” He presented the film and explained the geologic activity to a full house giving
details about the eruptions and lava flows.91 Foshag shared Parícutin footage during a lecture at
the Geological Institute of Tokyo University.92 Jenaro González and Fred Pough presented a film
at an international geology conference in London in 1948.93 Photos and film made presentations
exciting and entertaining, but they also documented valuable information about the volcano. As
such, Foshag put effort into preserving a series of 151 photographs at the National Archives in
Washington, D.C. He sent three sets of the photographs showing “all important phases of
volcanic activity and significant features of the first two and half years” to the National Archives,
GSA, and to González at the Instituto Nacional Para la Investigación de Recursos Minerales.94
Photographs also allowed scientists to highlight certain aspects of the volcano that images
captured and to share this additional information with an audience not present at the volcano.95
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Foshag even received requests from European countries for information and photographs of the
Mexican volcano.96
The scientists studying Parícutin and those who became familiar with its characteristics,
braved close distances to the lava flow with the knowledge that it did not move quickly. The heat
emitting from the active flows represented the main obstacle. In Ray Wilcox’s image of the San
Juan Lava Flow taken in 1947,
the two people standing in the
mid-ground in front of the lava
showed the relative height of the
flow. In the picture, the piles of
rocks and finer sand looked
stagnant and movement was not
obvious to an untrained eye. The
Figure 11. This photo taken on September 13, 1947 shows “two
geologists for scale” next to the San Juan lava flow.
Ray Everett Wilcox, 1947. USGS Library Photo Collection, WRE 98 ct.

two unidentified people stood
close to the edge unconcerned

about the movement of the flow, one peering over his shoulder towards the camera and the other
looking at the lava.97 Film footage from Tad Nichols gave an even better example of how close
people were willing to get to the hot, but slow-moving lava. With a clump of red hot rocks
burning in the background, a man walked up to a rock recently fallen from the front. He tapped it
with a wooden stick to bring it further from where the rock fell and got on his knees to get close
enough to light a cigarette. As he stood up taking a puff of his lit cigarette, the background lit up
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when the tree being consumed by the lava conspicuously caught on fire.98 The film cut away
quickly, but clearly the burning behind him did not worry the smoking individual. The lava did
not pose any immediate threat to humans as it slowly consumed the Mesaeta Purépecha.

The Unrecorded Voices of Field Work
Women often accompanied their husbands on field trips to Parícutin, but their role
frequently went unrecognized. While absent from the field notes and publications, women
appeared in some journal entries, photographs, and film. The lack of documentation on the
wives’ work made it difficult to trace their contributions, but one archivist at the Smithsonian
used photographs to track Mrs. Foshag’s participation in her husband’s work to beginning
around 1926.99 Similarly, photographs and film helped determine women’s involvement at the
volcano. Mrs. Foshag and Mrs. White, who traveled with their husbands around Mexico, most
likely assisted in the recording and organizing of information and specimens.100 Trained as an
artist, Mrs. Foshag also sketched and painted landscapes of their expeditions. Film footage from
1945 showed her sketching the volcano from a distance. She sat smiling and facing the volcano
with her husband and son behind her chatting.101 At this moment in the film, Mrs. Foshag looked
content to be at the volcano, but it was difficult to determine the attitudes of these women
without personal records. In some instances, women’s husbands revealed their wives’ feelings
about Parícutin. For example, Mr. Foshag wrote to Jenaro González in 1955 that Mrs. Foshag
missed Mexico and longed to return to paint the panoramas.102
98

Nichols, Paricutín Volcano Reels 2-4, 4:15-4:23.
“The Mysterious Mrs. Mineral,” National Museum of Natural History Unearthed, accessed October 10, 2018,
http://nmnh.typepad.com/100years/2010/08/the-mysterious-mrs-mineral.html.
100
Muffler, “A Biographical Memoir: Donald E. White 1914-2002.”
101
Carl Jr. Fries, U.S.G.S. Open-File Report 93-197-B, 1945, 2:05.
102
William F. Foshag to Jenaro González, February 7, 1955, William F. Foshag Papers, 1923-1965 and undated,
7281, Box 2, Folder 30, Smithsonian Institution.
99

104

The excitement of living next to a volcano could have hardly been dull, but it would have
been an adjustment for all members of the family. The combination of being in a new place, plus
earth tremors and ash due to the active volcano must have shocked some long-term visitors. An
account from Mary Marks Wilcox, who resided near the volcano with her husband Ray Wilcox
in 1946, gave the perspective of a wife who adapted quickly to life at the volcano. The Wilcox
family moved to Mexico when their son, Peter, was only two and a half years old. Living in the
observatory only three miles from the volcano, she remembered her stay in Mexico fondly,
despite the adverse environment and rustic living conditions. Mrs. Wilcox recalled her first day
at the volcano when her husband left her with their young son to survey the volcano. She did not
speak Spanish at the time and remembered the loud volcanic noises and shaking earth that made
her insecure, “I wasn’t sure what was going to happen.”103 She described the whole experience
as being similar to camping since they had no running water or electricity. She made meals
without refrigeration to store meat, and they had to boil all their water. Their teeth even
temporarily turned a blackish color from the drinking water at the field station that contained a
harmless chemical-dye from the ash. No medical care was available to them at the field station,
so when Mrs. Wilcox had their second child Anne, she stayed in Mexico City for a few months
before moving to Uruapan. Mr. Wilcox stayed in the field during the week and returned to their
home in Uruapan on weekends.104 Their familial arrangement and the details about the wife and
children of a Parícutin scientist provided insight into the social order at the volcano, which rarely
emerged from the archival record.
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Similar to how sources lacked details about the wives and families of the scientists,
published documents minimally reflected the assistance that local people provided and their
contributions to research. Journal articles and field notes also neglected more indirect forms of
the locals’ assistance that contributed to their success in the field. Although some reports, like
Erling Dorf’s Observations on the Preservation of Plants in the Parícutin Area, thanked the
locals for their assistance, many of the jobs that locals were hired to do that made field work
possible were never mentioned.105 Daily chores like sweeping out or repairing the living quarters
and preparing food kept field work moving efficiently. The female cook, Aurora Cuara, whom
the Air Force First Motion Picture Unit film briefly mentioned, disappeared from the story
outside of visual sources and one article about the helicopter expedition.106 Yet, having a hot
meal at the observation station prepared and ready for the scientists when they came back from
the field ensured a more productive visit.
Despite the lack of documentation, it was
probable that most of the larger scale
expeditions hired a local cook, most
likely their trusted local contact, Cuara.
Additionally, routine maintenance on the
casitas by Gutiérrez and other locals kept
the buildings in decent condition for the
visiting scholars. Fries reported to Foshag
in 1949 that Gutiérrez and Jesús Saldaña
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Figure 12. The description with this slide in the archive does
not identify either of the men. Jesús Saldaña is on the left
and Celedonio Gutiérrez on the right re-building the Upper
Casita on June 21 1947.
Ray Everett Wilcox, 1947. USGS Library Photo Collection,
WRE 77 ct.
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had been busy painting and rechinking the Lower Casita.107 Local laborers completed mundane
work that made trips to the volcano efficient and comfortable for visiting scholars. Yet this effort
went unrecorded and hardly ever received recognition for the contribution to scientific studies.
Although some locals hired to record scientific information received limited credit for
their part, scientists required that they document data to fit western science standards. Scientists
insisted on specific terminology and even provided templates for locals. These guides, with
instructions on how and when to take certain readings or measurements, helped those unfamiliar
with the scientific methods. This left no space for them to include their personal observations
based on their knowledge of the area. For example, the locals could have described changes or
similarities that they noticed from before and after the volcano appeared – details that the
scientists, who had never visited this area before, would not have been privy to. Systematic
formatting of information also muted any personal experience or voice from the documentation.
For example, Gutiérrez co-authored several Eos reports about volcanic activity, but his
observation style was indistinguishable from that in reports published by other scientists. The
committee designed these reports to deliver a set of information based on what they deemed
important, such as the height of the peak and barometric pressures. Anything that did not fit
within the definition of modern western science would not be published. While scientists valued
the practical contributions of local knowledge and experience in their field work, for example of
what routes to take or how to read the weather, they did not systematically record it.

Observation Stations Under the Volcano
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Throughout the nine years of volcanic activity the Committee and its associates built
several observation stations which provided a place for study, meals, and lodging. In early 1945,
Graton chose a location just north of the then buried village of San Juan with access to the
highway. The Geological Society of America (GSA) built a structure and then, in an oral
agreement with Ordóñez, donated the building to the CICIC who would be responsible for
leasing the land from the owners.108 A sign attached to the outside of the building confirmed
ownership, but many visiting scientists readily used the Lower Casita. Foshag even allowed his
friends, who traveled to the area, to stay at the cabin and get a special tour from Gutiérrez.
Scientists who stayed in the Lower Casita enjoyed some comforts and recalled pleasant stays in
the well-kept cabin. They kept a garbage pit behind the station that attracted what little wildlife
remained, as William Burt noted in his work on vertebrates affected by the volcano. He reported
evidence of a coyote in the area, who must have been attracted to the garbage pit for a source of
food.109 In addition to garbage disposal, other conveniences of the well-planned cabin made it
sustainable for long term stays. A system of wooden gutters allowed for the collection of rain
water supplying the cabin with a steady quantity of water. After letting the ash that had mixed
with the rain settle to the bottom, it was boiled and used for cooking and drinking.110 During the
period between May 4 and September 8, 1946, Kenneth Segerstrom and Gutiérrez recalled the
constant ash fall at the Lower Casita, making the collected rain water thick with ash.111 Fred
Bullard recalled the “disagreeable taste” that made it “unsatisfactory for some
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types of cooking” and even harder to drink.112 For the most part, the Lower Casita convened the
most scientists and provided them a secure base camp.

Figure 13. A group of men enjoying a meal at Upper Casita prepared by Aurora Cuara, in the back right taken in
July 1945 by Tad Nichols.
Printed in James F. Luhr and Tom Simkin, eds., Parícutin: The Volcano Born in a Mexican Cornfield (Phoenix:
Geoscience Press, 1993), 229.

Another shared cabin and rendezvous point, the Upper Casita, looked upon Parícutin
from a much closer angle. Much smaller and harder to access on Cerro de Jaratiro, the Upper
Casita provided a refuge about one kilometer away from the cone where geologists went for “an
occasional overnight vigil” of activity.113 Locals had set up the first tourist observation huts and
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concession stands on this same hill because of the spectacular views.114 The cabin Ordóñez
occupied in the first months observing the volcanic activity had also been built and rebuilt on this
hill, higher up each time as the lava flows continued to accumulate.115 A lava flow in late 1946
forced the relocation of the multiple structures of the Upper Casita to higher ground, which were
combined into one cabin.116 An undated photograph by Tad Nichols showed a mixture of
scientists from different institutions dining in cramped quarters at the Upper Casita. Most likely
taken during the 1945 helicopter expedition, the photograph included scientists from U.S.
intuitions, a U.S. army Photographer and a local woman identified as “Abrora.”117 With a hearty
meal prepared by the misidentified Aurora Cuara, who worked as the cook, everyone looked
cheerily towards the camera, some mid-bite. This rare image of a scene within the Upper Casita
captured the nature of the intimate meals had at the field station.
Efforts to keep the Upper Casita accessible and out of the lava’s reach kept the local
laborers busy. The constantly expanding lava flows made former trails impassable and almost
completely covered the Upper Casita by March 1947. Trails to reach the station needed to be
remade and rerouted several times over the years due to lava flows.118 In November 1947 local
helpers rebuilt the trail to the Upper Casita as well as a new trail over lava to a seldom used
structure on the West side of the cone, Southwest Casita.119 By this time the Upper Casita
perched on the last spot on the hill not covered with lava. Fries and Gutiérrez described the
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Upper Casita peeking out of the lava flow at the end of December 1949.120 By 1950 people could
no longer access the station and the lava had risen around it making it impossible to observe the
volcano from inside the building.
The scientists not only used the Casitas for lodging and sharing meals, but also as places
for recording data from a consistent location. Barometric pressures could be collected at an
hourly basis at the Lower Casita.121 Temperatures from the Upper and Lower Casitas were
aggregated into monthly maximums and minimums along with humidity and wind direction.122
Rain and ashfall were also measured at the Lower Casita and the station on Cerro de Equijuata,
located about 3km north of the volcano.123 These different observation stations and trails were
important for gathering information for the myriad studies conducted at the volcano, and ensured
the international ecological exchange of information.
The tight quarters at the observation stations made it possible for researchers to meet each
other and interact. Even if they stayed in Uruapan, as some did, most researchers crossed paths in
the vicinity of the volcano.124 As the ashfall and lava flows limited the trails and access to
viewpoints, the visitors took the same routes, often guided by local people. As such, the
scientists across disciplines studying Parícutin came to know each other if they were not already
acquainted from previous research. A biologist from the University of Minnesota, Donald
Lawrence recalled bumping into Foshag along one of the ridge trails. Foshag gave Lawrence and
his party some information about the volcano and where to hike. He also generously offered
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them a place to stay in the Upper Casita.125 In general, scientists working at Parícutin cooperated
and worked out how they could benefit each other and share resources. Of course, when it came
to publishing data, they were less willing to share when they wanted credit for a specific study.

Conclusions
Parícutin offered a unique opportunity for scientists to study a volcano from its birth to
the last eruption. While the locals provided the necessary labor force to put the studies into
action, modern technology aided the scientists in several ways. Multiple modes of transportation
to access the remote Purépecha highlands allowed more people to visit the area quickly. The
volcano emerged in an important historical moment since people had access to new technologies
such as fast transportation and photography that permitted visitors to record and disseminate the
story.126 The train from Mexico City delivered tourists to Uruapan in about 15 hours for about $3
USD.127 Scientists generally used cars to access to the remote Purépecha highlands and drove on
the rutted dirt roads to the Lower Casita. Planes and helicopters gave the scientists a new
perspective on the volcano as they could study it from above. Modern geological tools helped the
scientists gather and analyze information. Only recently invented in 1932, the seismograph
installed in San Juan helped monitor ground movement and track the correlation between seismic
and volcanic activity. Scientists used photography and motion pictures to record and share their
work on the volcano across the globe.
The joint Committees formed in 1944 not only brought together two nations for the
collaborative study of Parícutin, but they also brought together many researchers from various
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institutions across the U.S. and Mexico. The members of the Committee and scholars who
received funds, brought their own personal connections and institutional resources to the Meseta
Purépecha. Scientists shared observational structures, collaborated on the museum in San Juan,
and shared notes. It was truly a site of international effort and exchange that extended beyond the
life of the volcano. For example, the 1956 international geology conference held in Mexico City
provided the option of several excursions to see the new, but now dormant Parícutin. Researchers
from the U.S. continued to use data and to make comparisons with Parícutin in research on
cinder cones.128
Yet, the scientific data on Parícutin left out an important element of the story. Minor
footnotes in journal articles, hastily recorded names in field notes and journal entries, and rare
photographs and film show a more comprehensive picture of how scholars conducted their
research and who it involved. Supportive spouses willing to adapt to a new lifestyle under the
volcano allowed male scientists flexibility to have their families near during extended studies of
Parícutin. Local assistance, from guides to cooks to handymen, ensured that expeditions operated
smoothly. Indeed, one local in particular contributed enormously to the scientific study of the
volcano. Celedonio Gutiérrez conducted valuable work, and, over the years, the scientists trained
him how to observe and take notes that fit into the scope of western science. As such, and
through strong personal relationships with several scientists, Gutiérrez was the only one whose
name appeared frequently in the scientific record of Parícutin.
Overall, the development of Parícutin excited Mexico and the world. Journalists and
politicians alike learned from the scientists that this was a unique event, something that had
never been studied before. Newspapers repeatedly featured the expert advice of Ordóñez or other
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specialists like Teodoro Flores. They touted the arrival of prominent researchers from the U.S. to
advertise that this remote area of Michoacán attracted international interest. Newspapers and the
national government also took pride in the volcano as a unique opportunity that would bring
scientific distinction to Mexico. Similar volcanoes were present throughout Michoacán and so
these studies would give them new insight into the Mexican landscape. Even though the
transnational collaborations that took place at the volcano were not uncommon, the work at
Paricutin laid the foundation for ongoing scientific cooperation. With international attention
drawn to the remote Purépecha highlands in Western Mexico, the government used the
opportunity to show the world that they were a modern nation, with resources and scientists to
study the phenomena.
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Chapter Three
Volcano as Art

Volcanoes have held an important place in Mexican art, especially the two large
stratovolcanoes that tower over the Central Valley of Mexico, Popocatepetl (Popo) and
Iztaccíhuatl (Izta). Artists have admired their natural beauty and used them to signify location,
long before Mexico became an independent nation. Traveling artists of the nineteenth century
depicted volcanoes as beautiful and daunting but conquerable. They showed unique features on
the landscape in the Americas and paid close attention to the geology or botany. Alexander Von
Humboldt, a German scientist who traveled in the Americas from 1779 to 1804, exemplified this
trend and had a unique approach that combined text with images to explain scientific concepts of
the natural world. José María Velasco, now considered the best Mexican landscape painter of his
time, focused on the Central Valley and made Popo and Izta iconic features of the national
landscape. Twentieth century artists, namely Gerardo Murillo, better known as Dr. Atl,
perpetuated some of the nineteenth century painting traditions with repeated motifs, such as
placing Popo and Izta in the background of a landscape to orient the viewer. Around the same
time, photography emerged as an artistic form that valued landscapes. These visual artists also
established new ways of depicting volcanoes that captured more than just the natural world.
They seized and exhibited the cultural identity of a nation in still imagery. Tracing the long
tradition of volcanoes in Mexican art shows how artists of the Parícutin volcano in the state of
Michoacán worked within an established visual language of volcanoes but also added to it by
creating new concepts that contributed to mexicanidad.
Popo and Itza are natural landmarks that have historically stood for mexicanidad, the
birth of Parícutin added another volcano to the list of distinctive physical features that visually
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represent Mexico. Although much smaller in size (Parícutin was about 1,400 feet and Popo
stands over 17,000 feet tall), Parícutin, when it emerged from a cornfield in 1943, caught the
attention of visual artists who used photographs and paintings to capture the essence of the new
volcano. Artists incorporated Parícutin into the tradition of volcanoes in art, which made it a
recognizable symbol for all of Mexico. While Parícutin served as an artistic model it also
connected the rural and rather isolated area to the rest of Mexico through a visual narrative of
identity. Artists formed their ideas about the volcano as a unique spectacle into artwork and
disseminated them widely in exhibitions and sales to tourists. Before of the proliferation of home
televisions, newspaper photographs and postcards spread the image of the volcano so that even
those who did not travel to see Parícutin in person could imagine the sight. As such, artists,
inspired by the volcano, brought the Meseta Purépecha into the national art consciousness and
put it on an international stage.
Artists worked within the premise that Parícutin symbolized unique Mexico and hoped to
capture the essence of mexicanidad through images of the volcano. No one contributed to this
more than the famous muralist Dr. Atl, who spent most of 1943 examining the new volcano and
later published a compilation of his artistic and scientific explorations of Parícutin. Other
painters and photographers flocked to the new volcano for inspiration and profit, but none
engaged with the volcano as thoroughly as Dr. Atl. He drew upon and added to the visual
language of volcanoes that previous artists had established. As such, attention from the outside
world brought the new and relatively small volcano of Parícutin into conversation with the other
volcanoes of Mexico which already occupied a place in visual culture. One outcome of the
volcanic eruption was that it created an upsurge in regional histories and artistic renderings of the
area. The volcano made the Meseta Purépecha less isolated and, with the help of artists’ works,
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“the devastation became poetry.”1 While this assertion might exaggerate the result of the
volcano, it pointed to an important contribution and to how the Meseta Purépecha became part of
national identity.

Nineteenth Century, Volcanoes as Art in Mexico
Mountains and volcanos captured the attention of traveling artists in the nineteenth
century who celebrated the diverse landscape. Europeans traveled to the Americas in search of
new understandings of nature through science as well as a quest for the picturesque that would
appeal to the European taste for the exotic.2 As a category of landscapes, picturesque highlighted
the beauty of pristine and tranquil nature while showing scenery that assured humans’ power
over it.3 Alexander Von Humboldt, the German scientist sponsored by the Spanish government
who traveled throughout Latin American from 1799 to 1804, recorded data on the natural
environment. After his journey, he spent years compiling the information into publications like
his well-known A Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain. In many of his volumes and
most notably a book titled Views of the Cordilleras and Monuments of the Indigenous Peoples of
the Americas he included images of volcanoes. In Views, originally published in 1813, Humboldt
included details from his September 1803 visit to el Jorullo, Parícutin’s older sibling.4 Located
just 50 miles southwest of where Parícutin would emerge, El Jorullo appeared in 1759 and
erupted for 11 years. Although the volcano was extinct by the time Humboldt scaled the ashy
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slopes, Humboldt felt warmth from enduring high subsurface temperatures and saw smoke rising
from some of the old hornitos, small spatter cones.5 The information that Humboldt recorded,
nearly 150 years before Parícutin, helped researchers compare el Jorullo with its younger
sibling.6 His drawings of how the volcano functioned also conveyed important information. One
plate included in Views showed el Jorullo smoking slightly in the background with a field of
hornitos before it.
Scientists found similar hornitos around
Parícutin as a result of gas build-up on the
surface of lava flows.7 The focus of the image
is the foreground cut-away of the earth to
show how the volcano emerged from “the
subterranean fire” under the earth’s surface.8
Figure 14. Alexander Von Humboldt, Jorullo Volcano.
N.d. Plate XLIII in Humboldt, Alexander von, Vera M.
Kutzinski, Ottmar Ette, Alexander von Humboldt, J.
Ryan Poynter, Giorleny D. Altamirano Rayo, and
Tobias Kraft. Views of the Cordilleras and Monuments
of the Indigenous Peoples of the Americas: A Critical
Edition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013.

In his publication on the Americas, Humboldt
included visual representations of the places
he studied, establishing a place for pictorial
landscapes in scientific studies. He tried to

clarify how things in the natural world worked together, to give a full picture of an environment.
Similar to his illustrations, his narrative explained the connectivity and symbiotic relationships in
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nature that interested him so much. His goal was to pique the curiosity of other artists and
scholars in order to motivate them to travel to and investigate the Americas.9
Even after Mexican independence in 1821, travelers inspired by Humboldt endeavored to
capture the unique landscape that defined the Americas. In a rush to accrue information during
the nineteenth century, European traveling artists came to the Americas to contribute to the
studies of the unknown land and people. In addition to recording images of the people, flora, and
fauna, they depicted Mexico’s geography and showed how volcanoes held significance because
of how they cut across the landscape and caused an impact in nearby regions.10 While traveling
in Mexico from 1831-1833, German artist, Johann Moritz Rugendas sought remote and wild
landscapes.11 In western Mexico, he painted The Colima Volcano. As an academic painter who
paid careful attention to geomorphology and vegetation, Rugendas thoughtfully depicted the lava
rocks at the summit. The perspective looks down at Colima, where smoke creeps up the insides
of the crater and several human figures walk in and around the crater. They challenged the warm,
smoking giant by entering a hazardous area. Potential risk and uncertainty about their safety
defined this type of landscape as sublime, that depicts nature as all powerful, yet the danger is
thrillingly beautiful.12 In the distance, almost disguised by the sky, another taller snow-capped
peak looms over Colima and the people inside of it. While the peak in the background appears
benign, Colima looks menacing and has no snow due to its subsurface warmth near the crater.
Still, at over 12,000 feet above sea level, the conditions at the summit must have been cold and
windy. The gases that emitted from the volcano probably encouraged Rugendas to make a sketch
9
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quickly that he could later turn into the final piece. The rough conditions and difficult heights
made volcanoes desirable models for artists who looked to show unique remote areas of the
Americas that would be used to illustrate scientific publications. Volcanoes and vast mountain
ranges allowed artists to depict something exciting and dangerous but also beautiful and
impressive.13

Figure 15. Johann Moritz Rugendas, The Colima Volcano, 1834, oil on canvas, 67x48cm
Banco Nacional de México, Mexico City.

Around the same time as Rugendas, the traveling English painter, Daniel Thomas
Egerton, traversed difficult terrain to capture what Europe saw as untamed Mexican landscapes.
He displayed the harsh conditions on a volcanic summit in Gust of Wind at the Summit of
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Iztaccihuatl. The mountain fills almost the entire canvas with only some blue sky at the top. The
bird’s eye view looks down upon several people with long hiking sticks below the summit in the
distance. A black bird soars above the climbers on the right side of the painting to show that they
had higher to go and that there is more nature to conquer. The hikers are not threatened by a
volcanic explosion but by the wind and lack of oxygen at almost 17,000 feet up on the mountain.
The artist too, had suffered these extreme conditions. Paintings like these contributed to the role
of mountains and volcanoes in Latin American art and reinforced their significance in the
Mexican landscape. Volcano artworks also allowed artists to display the nineteenth century
curiosity about them and the individual’s desire to conqueror nature, a theme that recurred in
images of Parícutin. Traveling and domestic artists in Mexico focused on monumental mountains
that conveyed
the sublime,
ensuring that the
world associated
volcanoes with
Latin American
landscapes.
For
centuries, artists
had used
features on the
Mexican
Figure 16. Daniel Thomas Egerton, Gust of Wind at the Summit of Iztaccihuatl, no date,
oil on canvas on masonite, 41x35cm., Banco Nacional de México, Mexico City.

landscape to

121

distinguish place, first as part of Spain’s colony and then as an independent nation. José María
Velasco, who studied with an Italian teacher, Eugenio Landesio, painted many landscapes
depicting volcanoes in the nineteenth century. His European academic style renderings of the
Valley of Mexico often included Popo and Izta in the distant background. They stood out against
the landscape, geographically oriented the work of art, and were easily distinguishable since one
has a pointed peak and the other several jagged peaks. Velasco often placed them on the horizon
so that they geographically situated a painting in the Central Valley. Compared to the saturation
of colors in the fore and midgrounds, the volcanoes almost blended into the sky in The Valley of
Mexico, 1899 (oil on canvas, 15.2 x 23 cm) or The Valley of Mexico from the Heights of
Tacubaya, 1894 (oil on canvas, 47 x 62.3 cm).14 Snowcapped white peaks against the blue, red,
or yellow tones of the sky made them discernable. Many of Velasco’s well-known paintings
featured the Central Valley of Mexico, but he also painted other areas, including the Pico de
Orizaba volcano, also known as El Citalaltépetl, located in Veracruz. For Velasco and his
audience, the mountains in the background of vast landscapes indicated the unique topography
that defined Mexico. As such, Velasco established a clear language of volcanoes in Mexican art,
that subsequent artists both conformed to and transformed.

Twentieth Century, Volcanoes as Art in Mexico
Mexico’s exceptional geography continued to inspire artists and artwork in the twentieth
century. At the same time, photography edged into the art world as a new medium for
landscapes. Industrialization and development of the national economy and its infrastructure
during the Porfiriato (1876-1910), and the subsequent Revolution (beginning in 1910) influenced
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trends in the visual arts. Artists displayed scenes of railroads or buildings that showed modern
Mexico. Mexican art had developed in the nineteenth century largely from European influences
but at the turn of the twentieth century, artists wanted to define a new style of painting that was
expressly Mexican. Comparable to eighteenth century casta paintings, photographers did this in
portraiture that became examples of “Mexican types.” Both styles aimed to point out people’s
particular features and lifestyles in Mexico to differentiate them from Europeans. Painters hoped
to do distinguish place and geography not only through the content or image, but also form and
style. Muralists painted political histories on the walls of public buildings and photographers
went into rural areas to bring back to urban centers images that they considered part of the
culture. Both painters and photographers searched for the bounds of national identity.

Painting in the Twentieth Century and Parícutin Painters
During the Porfiriato, artists continued to include volcanoes in their repertoire of subjects.
The most visible example is the Tiffany curtain located in the Bellas Artes Palace in Mexico
City. Designed for the 1910 centennial celebration in Mexico City, it was a recognizable
testament of what was valued about the Mexican landscape. Journalists and guidebook authors
often credit Dr. Alt for designing the Tiffany curtain. He may have inspired the project as the
foremost painter of mountainous landscapes at the time the Bellas Artes was being built.
Nevertheless, Italian architect, Adamo Boari, and Hungarian sculptor, Géza Maróti, designed the
curtain.15 Composed with more than 2500 square feet of fire-resistant glass mosaic, the curtains
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at the theater show Popo and Izta among a cloudless sky – an iconic view of the two mountains.
The architect of the building chose this scene because it showed one of the grandest national
panoramas and captured the idea of Mexico in one image.16
Revolutionary sentiment after 1910 permeated art and influenced artistic styles in the
early twentieth century well before Parícutin emerged. These motivations were best expressed in
the muralist movement that arose from this search for a Mexican art form that began in the early
twentieth century and led to the creation of historical and political frescos. A wide audience
could access and view murals, while canvas paintings displayed in galleries and museums were
limited to mostly the upper class. As such, artists believed that, through murals, they complied
with revolutionary goals by democratizing art and making it available to everyone. Diego Rivera,
the renowned muralist, included a cone-shaped volcano in his mural at the National Palace in
downtown Mexico City that he completed in 1935. The entire mural spans three walls and
illustrates social change throughout Mexican history.17 It includes prominent individuals and
symbols, from the conquistador Hernán Cortés to the revolutionary Emilio Zapata. An icon of
nationalism that also appears on the Mexican flag is at the center of the mural: a golden eagle
standing on a nopal cactus with a serpent in its mouth.18 In the section showing pre-Columbian
Mexico, The Legend of Quetzalcóatl (1929-1935), a volcano erupts a god-like figure amid
tongues of flames. The feathered serpent that emerges from the cone clarifies the relationship of
volcanoes to the Aztecs and asserts the relevance of volcanoes in modern culture because of the
connection to a foundational culture. Rivera’s and other painters’ murals tended to focus on
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human subjects, but mountains and volcanoes continued to appear in paintings. These features on
the landscape were cemented in the artistic imaginary as part of the cultural heritage and
everyday scenery.
Not surprisingly, when Paricutin emerged in 1943 artists flocked to see the volcano and
to capture its beauty and power for themselves. Since it was the first volcano that people
witnessed being born in modern times, it embodied something unique, which was exactly what
painters were trying to express in their work. Two types of work related to Parícutin
materialized: images that focused on the eruption and images that focused on the human impact.
Diego Rivera captured both the eruption and the human impact in his drawings of Parícutin. By
1943 Rivera had contributed greatly to the discussion of national identity in the Revolutionary
era and he brought his sensibilities of the rural population to his paintings of Parícutin. In his
murals, he captured a multicultural society with a pre-Columbian history and expressed his
perception of mexicandad. Among his works on
Parícutin were simple line drawings that showed
the human side of the eruption. One titled
“Paisaje devastado I” showed sets of barefoot
prints in the ground among scattered debris, like
a pot and wooden planks. This simple image
conveyed the sense of a rushed escape because

Figure 17. Diego Rivera, Pais devastado I, 1943, ink
on paper.

of the abandoned material and of poverty due to
the barefoot prints. The locals had warning and time to prepare for their relocation so Rivera
exaggerated the idea that they had to flee from their homes. He intended to convey hardship,
which no doubt occurred, but not in this way. On the other hand, Rivera painted two watercolors
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that show the ferocity of the volcano. Painted in 1943, “Tres ramas” (watercolor on paper)
showed the volcano as dark and menacing. The figure of Parícutin did not appear in “Tres
ramas” but, instead, dark gray branches twisted and turned in front of a hill of ash or lava.
Similar looking trees sat in the distance in front of the volcano in violent eruption in “Volcan en
erupción” (watercolor on paper, 1943).19 These naked, gnarly, and lifeless tress appeared in
many photographs and paintings of Parícutin to refer to the presence of death. Even though
Parícutin killed no humans, death and destruction were ever present themes in artists’ minds
because they saw the devastation the volcano caused. These paintings never received the
recognition that his murals have, but the fact that Rivera painted Parícutin in the prime of his
career indicated the importance of the volcano.
In addition to Rivera, Alfredo Zalce was one of the few others who focused on humans
and the volcano. A muralist who worked alongside other well-known artists, like Pablo
O’Higgins, Zalce dedicated his talents to teaching art. As a native to Michoacán, Zalce had a
special connection to the community and in 1948 he established an art school in Uruapan and
later one in Morelia.20 In his oil painting, El Paricutín, he captured the invasion of outsiders,
including tourists and artists. In a grey landscape painting that crawled with people, all with their
backs turned on Parícutin, Zalce criticized where visitors focused their attention. The figures on
the right side represented the locals hurrying away from the volcano, shown erupting a thick
column of red matter straight into the sky that turned

19

“Paricutín : Diego Rivera y el nacimiento de un volcán” (Govierno del Estado de Guanajuato, Instituto Estatal de
la Cultura, 2015), https://issuu.com/guanajuatensesporelmundo/docs/paricutin_diego_rivera/2.
20
Ades, Art in Latin America, 359.

126

into dark grey and black
smoke. Some with their
hands in prayer, draped in
cloth, on their knees, or
standing, the people on
the right made their way
out of the picture away
from the horrific
Figure 18. Alfredo Zalce, El Paricutín, 1949, oil on canvas, 70 x103.5cm. La
Colección Houston, Mexico.

exploding volcano. A
person in slacks, jacket,

and hat photographs a gaunt figure painted to mimic the skeleton of the tree upon which he sat.
The tourists came to gawk at the volcano, feel pity for the locals, and decry Indian
backwardness. To the left of this scene sits Dr. Atl with his iconic white beard, his small and
bony body dwarfed by his easel. He sits unnoticed and focuses on his work while to the left of
him two other artists show their paintings to light skinned and blond tourists. With his
unmistakable stature, Diego Rivera dwarfs fellow artist Raúl Anguiano as they pose with
canvases showing an erupting volcano. This whole group seemed to be more concerned with the
art than the violent volcano behind them. This represents the commodification of the locals’
misfortune that Zalce noticed at the volcano.
The grey tones and dark sky indicate a more ominous conclusion of a metaphorical
darkness falling over the Meseta Purepecha. The piece captures the ambiance at Parícutin as
Zalce saw it: a destructive volcano that changed the landscape, turned everything grey, and killed
anything that stayed in the surrounding area, like the tree and gaunt figure. By painting the
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people with their backs to the volcano Zalce made a significant statement, that the volcano was
no longer the main attraction. Tourists, in his estimation, came for the experience, or the prestige,
of being able to say they saw the volcano, but they only wanted to take away a photo or painting
of the devastation as a souvenir.
Zalce clearly saw Parícutin in relationship to humans and he acknowledged their presence
around it, unlike most artists who did not include people in their renderings of the volcano. His
paintings showed dismal scenes in reference to the experience of the locals. In another, from
1949, he presented the volcano as the focal point. Paricutín (oil on canvas 21.26 by 31.18
inches) shows the volcano centered on the canvas, looming dark grey over a craggy lava field.
Bright red-orange lava streak down the left side of the cone and red-hot gas that turns grey and
then black float out of the crater. Set between other cinder cones that were covered grey from
Parícutin’s ashes, the volcano and landscape look solemn. Dead tree trunks stuck out on the left
side and in the foreground where the lava has not covered the earth. The motif of death is once
again present. Locals wearing wide brimmed hats and dressed in white with serapes over their
shoulders wait for the next group of tourists to file out of the parked blue car. This painting
critiqued the local-tourist relationship less than El Paricutín but again presented the
commodification of the volcano as a clear theme.
Zalce contributed an inclusive and realistic artistic approach to Parícutin because he did
not focus solely on the volcano itself, but rather on the circumstances it created for the local
people. He demonstrated his attentiveness to the local people in a mural in the new town of
Caltzontzin. In 1950, Zalce along with artists Ignacio Aguirre and Pablo O’Higgins, created a
mural on the side of the primary school that stretched about 10 feet by 13 feet (3 x 4 meters)
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across a wall.21 Zalce not only included locals in the visuals he produced but he also included
them in the viewing process by painting a mural for the people of former San Juan to have at
their school. As such, he was the only one truly to comply with the goal of democratizing art
related to Parícutin.
Most other artists who painted Parícutin ignored all things human. A few of them
included the half-buried church, but it suggested the reach of the volcano rather than the human
effect of the disaster. Rufino Tamayo, a Zapotec Indian from Oaxaca, made a name for himself
as a painter, lithographer, and sculptor among other forms of art.22 In 1947 he painted a dramatic
version of the volcano erupting, titled “Paisaje del Paricutín” (oil on canvas 76.2 x 101.5 cm).
Placed against a dark background, he used warm colors to make the lava stand out and look
menacing. His palate of colors connected him to his indigenous roots and embedded his style in
national culture.23 His attention to the volcano exemplified the variety of artists drawn to it, as
well as how they paid attention to the volcano even four years after it emerged. It was not just a
trend that lasted a year, but a feature on the landscape that persisted in artists’ imaginations. Even
after it stopped erupting, exhibits in Mexico City displayed artwork of the fascinating volcano.
For example, an exhibit of Leo Matiz’s photography at the Antiguo Colegio San Ildefonso and
the inclusion of Dr. Atl’s paintings of Parícutin in an exhibit on Mexican Scenes of Identity at
the Museo de Arte Moderno in 2017 demonstrate the continuity of interest in the volcano.24 It
had become a well-established part of national art.
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The explosive new volcano also attracted a foreign female artist who concentrated on the
eruptive qualities. Florence Arquin worked for the Art Institute of Chicago developing a
photographic curriculum about Latin America.25 Also a budding painter, she received
recognition for a painting of Parícutin, more recognition, in fact, than most female artists who
illustrated the new volcano. She painted Parícutin from memory after her visit to witness and
photograph the famed newborn.26 A print of Arquin’s gouache painting appeared in a small
section on Parícutin in the December, 1943 issue of DYN, an avant-garde art magazine
distributed across several countries. It included two reactionary pieces by the Austrian publisher
and artist Wolfgang Paalen who lived in exile in Mexico during World War II. He proposed a
mythological hypothesis about Parícutin, recounted details about the intense eruption, and
presented various indigenous representations of volcanoes side by side. The section on Parícutin
included two works by female artists. The black and white print of Arquin’s gouache painting
conveyes proficiency with the cone’s crater centered and with textured ejecta that portrays
violent activity. The landscape below the cone, darker and softer than the eruption, shows
smaller hills around Parícutin. A photograph of Parícutin in eruption taken by Paalen’s friend,
Jacqueline Johnson, accompanied Arquin’s painting. The photo captures the conical form of the
volcano with smoke rising into the sky and the editor juxtaposed it with an image of a pyramid at
Teotihuacan to show the similarity in shape. The following page contained Florence Arquin’s
print and, in a clear comparison, the opposite page showed representations of volcanoes from
different Mesoamerican codices to show the historical appreciation and indigenous culture of
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volcanoes.27 This piece asserted
Parícutin’s place in relationship
to other volcanoes in Mexico
and the role of volcanoes in
Mexican culture. The
comparisons with preColumbian images and figures
emphasized that, although
Parícutin appeared in the
Modern era, it belonged to an
ancient belief system that valued
volcanoes. The article displayed
how the shape and explosive
qualities of volcanoes,
represented by a column of
smoke rising from a crater,

Figure 19. Florence Arquin, Paricutin, 1943, gouache. From Paalen,
Wolfgang. “Birth of Fire, a Mythological Hypothesis Suggested by the
Appearance of a New Volcano.” DYN, December 1943.

characterized these cultural symbols.
While many artists omitted the human aspect and adhered to the theme of the volcano as
a terrifying force on the landscape, some showed a more benign feature. Raúl Anguiano, an artist
in the second generation of revolutionary Mexican painters, recorded his impressions of
Parícutin in its first year of activity. A collection of Anguiano’s sketches showed the path he
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took around the volcano.28 The footsteps leading from the volcano in his oil painting on canvas
titled, “El Volcan”, represents his own trek around Parícutin and Zapicho, the small cone that
appeared briefly beside the main cone.

Figure 20. Raúl Anguiano, El Volcan, 1943, oil on canvas, 65.4 x 85.4 cm, Thomas Gilcrease Institute of
American History and Art, Tulsa.

Anguiano centered the volcano behind a wall of brown lava on the left and scattered dead trees
on an incline on the right. Although the dead trees bring to mind death and the destructive
abilities of the volcano, the bright blue sky and downward tilt of the foreground assure the
viewer of no immediate danger. Additionally, Anguiano did not exaggerate the small amount of
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lava coming from the two craters on a calm day, as is embellished in many other illustrations of
the eruption. The black column of smoke that rises from Parícutin’s crater dusts ash down the
side indicating that activity had not ceased. The surrounding landscape looks motionless and
preserved by the layers of ash. With the calm blue sky dotted by clouds and the long distance
between the viewer and the volcano, Anguiano presented the eruption like a show that could be
safely observed. His presentation of a docile volcano might have stemmed from the idea that
Parícutin was female. Scientists described how Parícutin had a child after nine months and others
labeled Parícutin as Colima volcano’s wife. This characterization explains the braided smoke
coming out of the vent that represent the female volcano’s hair. Having spent time walking
around and getting to know the volcano, unlike many other artists, Anguiano learned the nature
of his subject Parícutin and felt no need to exaggerate its beauty or power.
Of course, no painter committed as much time and thought to Parícutin as Dr. Atl.
Several days after word spread across Mexico that a volcano emerged in Michoacán, the wellknown muralist disappeared from his home in Mexico City. Friends and family worried about
the elderly artist because he was 68 years old and not in the greatest health. They later found him
at the skirt of the baby volcano.29 This could not have been surprising since Dr. Atl had an
obsession with volcanoes that increased after his time in Europe studying Vesuvius, Etna, and
Stromboli alongside prominent scientists between 1911 and 1914.30 In addition to his curiosity
about the science of volcanos, Dr. Atl loved to hike and paint them.31 Among his many literary
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and political musings, Dr. Atl published a book, Las Sinfonias del Popocatepetl, in 1921.32 This
work contained poetry about the smoking giant and revealed his fascination with volcanoes.
These experiences led Dr. Atl to consider himself an expert on volcanoes, and his scientific
explanations in his publications backed up this assertion.
By the time Paríctuin materialized, Dr. Atl already had devoted an extensive career to
painting Mexican scenes. He gained recognition for his landscapes of the two mountains Popo
and Izta.33 By painting the most notable land features, Atl visualized culture. The introduction to
the 2005 edition of Artes de México about Izta and Popo stated that it would be impossible to
examine art of the two mountains without bringing up Dr. Atl.34 His work both reflected the
importance of them and defined their place in culture. He made them a part of mexicanidad. He
inserted Parícutin into his narrative of volcanoes as essential elements of the national landscape.
Some of Dr. Atl’s best paintings came from his time studying Parícutin, and in 1950, he
published a book that covered the first eight years of volcanic activity, Como Nace y Crece Un
Volcan: El Parícutin. To give a comprehensive study of the
volcano, Dr. Atl combined prints of his artwork, sketches of
scientific details, and photographs taken by others in addition to his
narrative. In the preface, called the “Preliminary Clarifications,”
Dr. Atl stated that the book provided his experiences and
conclusions about the volcano and should be considered an

Figure 21. Dr. Atl’s book.

“illustrated journal” of Parícutin.35 The daily descriptions of the volcano mainly detailed the
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activity: whether the ashfall, lava flows, and eruptions increased, decreased or stayed the same.
He often mentioned how the wonderful sight of the volcano awed him, and when activity
increased, he might remark on his emotions. In addition to the things he saw, like flashing arcs
across the crater, and felt, like small earthquakes, he documented smells. For example,
throughout his time observing the volcano he noted the “smell of ozone” in reference to the burnt
sulfuric smell of the eruption.36 Bringing in the sense of smell along with the visual demonstrated
how Dr. Atl wanted to immerse the viewer in
the place and convey more than a visual
representation of scenery by communicating
senses and feelings provoked by natural
ambiance. His goal was to provide an
aesthetic and scientific view of the volcano in
order to convey its real meaning. In doing so,
he placed Parícutin in the national art
repertoire and designated the formerly
isolated area as an important part of the
nation.
The basic conditions that he lived in
and the amount of time he spent at Parícutin
indicated Dr. Atl’s dedication. Dr. Atl moved
Figure 22. Navarro, Dr. Atl, August 23, 1943, Postcard.
From: LakePatzcuaro.org. “Postcards of Paricutin
Volcano.” Accessed March 21, 2019.
http://www.lakepatzcuaro.org/PostCard6.html.
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to the Jarátiro ridge about .6 miles from the
volcano’s base into a wooden shack
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constructed with the help of Celedonio Gutiérrez, a local resident.37 Dr. Atl spent most of 1943
observing the volcano and went back several times between 1945 and 1950 to continue
documenting it. A photograph shows him with his easel and paints, situated on a hill covered in a
dusting of ash that overlooked the volcano. This vertical image situates Dr. Atl under the volcano
and as a feature integrated into the landscape. He stands among the ash and dead trees with the
smoke billowing over him, but he focuses on his painting rather than on any risks of his
situation. By day, Dr. Atl would find interesting angles of the volcano to observe, chronicle, and
paint. His level of commitment showed in how he braved unpleasant and sometimes dangerous
circumstances. For example, in late September 1943, he had set up camp with a canvas tent
closer to the volcano. On September 25, he recalled hot lava rocks bombarding his camp and a
lava flow that ran so close it stunned him, and he became paralyzed watching the stream of hot
lava. Despite the suffocating smell and intense heat, his curiosity pushed him to examine the lava
up close. Dr. Atl ended up running away from his camp once the falling lava bombs ignited the
dead trees he used as a refuge. He managed to salvage his notes and a bottle of whisky that, he
noted, first livened him up and then helped him sleep after the exciting events of the evening.38
He reveled in these experiences because they gave him private knowledge of the volcano that he
turned into art.
Dr. Atl generally omitted the human impact of the volcano on the local communities in
his images, preferring to focus on the eruptive qualities; nevertheless, in his narrative and in
photographs, he included the human side and the locals’ reactions. In one instance, he recalled an
interaction with a woman in the village of Parícutin whose house had burned down. She calmly
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plucked her last chicken while telling him to stay for dinner.39 This story, and his interactions
with the locals in general, showed that the volcano did not frighten them and that they saw the
volcano as something exciting, not devastating. This did not preclude Dr. Atl from painting the
volcano as a powerful force of nature. Dark saturated colors characterize most of Dr. Atl’s
canvases of Parícutin. One of his largest canvases of Parícutin, “Aspecto nocturo del
PARÍCUTIN” shows the volcano in
violent eruption and was also
printed in his book.40 Yellow, red,
and orange tones of lava emit
from the center of the crater while
dark grey smoke rise above. Lava
arches above the crater and smoke
hangs over the lava and ash
encrusted earth below the cone.
Dead trees spot the fore- and
middle-ground reminding the
observer of death and destruction.
Typical of Dr. Atl’s images of
Parícutin, he situates the viewer

Figure 23. Plate “A” from Dr. Atl’s book.
Dr. Atl. “Aspecto nocturo del PARÍCUTIN,” 1943, oil on canvas with
Atl Colors, 1.75 X 1.75 meters, 1943. From Atl. Como Nace y Crece
Un Volcán, El Parícutin. México: Editorial Stylo, 1950.

far from the eruption. The downward slope in the foreground, similar but more dramatic than in
Anguiano’s painting, suggests space between the volcano and viewer. This created a sense of
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safety, and indicates that the volcano is powerful but not threatening to humans. The serene
starry night that hids behind the lava, ash, and smoke hints at prior peace and signifies that the
volcano was at one time quiet and might quiet again.
In many of his images, Dr. Atl revealed the nature of Parícutin by allowing a clear sky to
peek out behind the eruption. This indicated that the eruptions were minor and that Parícutin
belonged to a larger landscape that was not entirely engulfed by the destructive forces of the
volcano. In his canvas painting “Volcán en la noche estrellada”

Dr. Atl employed a

curvilinear aspect where the horizon followed the earth’s curve.41 The perspective looks down
upon the volcano, centered and erupting
a plume of black smoke above flames of
lava. The view is from such a height that
the earth’s curve makes it seem like the
flames of the volcano jut out into the
heavens. Although the eruption is
menacing with red and black tones,
twinkling stars speckle the blue and
purple night sky. This serene
background emphasized Dr. Atl’s
confidence that Parícutin was powerful
but it did not pose a threat.
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Dr. Atl might have omitted humans from his paintings because of his belief that Parícutin
was not dangerous. More likely, it was because Dr. Atl concerned himself with scientific
understandings of the volcano, rather than the effects on the local populations. Of 188 images in
the book, only thirteen showed human figures and Dr. Atl only identified one person, Dionisio
Pulido, the first man to see the volcano.42 Some of his captions for the images with people noted
their curiosity about the volcano and showed the backs of people considering the situation.43 Dr.
Atl did not deny that the volcano had a profound effect on the local residents, but he aimed to
capture the scientific and artistic angles of Parícutin that, he believed, excluded humans. His
paintings of Parícutin became recognizable images of the storied volcano that grew out of a
cornfield in Michoacán. In 1971, the Mexican government used his painting “Erupción de
Paricutín” on a postage stamp as part of a series of stamps
commemorating the Art and Science of Mexico. It appeared
alongside other stamps that represent Mexico’s visual
heritage: a colored image of the Códice Dresden representing
the Mayan culture; a self-portrait of José Maria Velasco; and
a mural by José Clemente Orozco.44 This exemplified the
importance of Dr. Atl’s work and confirmed that his
Figure 25. The government
commemorated Dr. Alt’s painting of
Parícutin in a stamp.
Dr. Atl. “Aspecto nocturo del
PARÍCUTIN,” 1971, Postage Stamp.
Photo by Claire Perrott.
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Photography in the Twentieth Century and Parícutin Photographers
As the Mexican art scene evolved, the use of photography for both documentation and
artistic purposes proliferated. Both foreign and domestic photographers had long been attracted
to Mexico scenes and peoples and, since the mid nineteenth century, had taken photographs of
what they considered exotica to display to the rest of the world.45 Widespread distribution of
photos began in the early twentieth century with the development of photojournalism and
postcards.46 Photographers worked for periodicals that used images to record themes about
politics, modernity, and underdevelopment. Mexican and foreign photographers captured images
for postcards of what were considered typical and authentic indigenous people. This established
“Mexican types” that shaped national identity because they were used as representatives of what
people in the nation looked like.47 Certain natural features, like Parícutin, expanded the genera of
“Mexican types” to landscape. Additionally, photographers looked to monuments, buildings,
and bridges to express a modern nation.48 Postcards focused on people and the built environment
which circulated ideas of tradition and progress in Mexico. Thus, during the Porfiriato,
photographers established a practice of representing modernity that intended to show an
emerging contemporary nation, a trend that continued well into the twentieth century.
The Revolution that began in 1910 gave photographers new subjects to use and gave the
public images to rally around during and after this turbulent time in their history. Photography
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made perceptions of the revolutionary struggle a conversation between people in power and the
masses rather than a top down construction of national identity.49 In effect, even though
photographers were generally upper-class males, the wide dissemination of photographs across
classes gave viewers the power to interpret and give meaning to the images they saw. The same
happened with Parícutin: upper-class males took the most widely circulated photos, but viewers
of all classes and genders contributed their own meanings. Beyond images of the revolutionary
efforts during the early twentieth century, photographers, similar to revolutionary muralists,
explored how to document an emerging Mexico as they saw it in revolutionary terms. This meant
that they expanded their focus and were inclusive of all cultures in a less critical way than before.
Instead of exoticizing the indigenous, they praised them for their rich culture. They used scenes
of indigenous communities and landscapes of well-known areas of Mexico to express what they
believed was the essence of identity. Revolutionary photographers mirrored politics and
embraced diversity and appreciation for Indians who formerly had been seen as backwards or as
delaying the country’s progress. Of course, this sentiment did not pervade the entire art scene,
and it did not preclude both foreign and national appetites for images of the exotic Indian. Many
of the photographs of Parícutin that included people showed indigenous lifestyles as pitiful and
deprived due to a lack of resources. Although it brought recognition to this formerly forgotten
area, this perspective still reflected the outsider and patronizing male gaze.
Early twentieth century photography was limited to men with the resources to purchase
photographic equipment and the know-how to use it, but by the 1940s photography was a
common way of communicating information and art. Early twentieth century equipment became
more affordable, as did the technology to print multiple copies of an image from a negative. Yet,
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while women certainly took photos, their work was not as well circulated as that of their male
counterparts who remained the prominent photojournalists and artists. By the mid twentieth
century, illustrated magazines had become prevalent in both the U.S. and Mexico, providing a
new outlet for professional photographers. Although typically deemed journalistic rather than
artistic, the photographs used in magazines demonstrated proficiency in framing landscapes. U.S.
magazines like Life and National Geographic and Mexican-based Hoy and Mañana gave
photographers another place to share their photographs with a wide audience.50
By the time Parícutin emerged in 1943, an easy to use camera was a common household
item for upper class Mexicans and U.S. tourists. Cameras were not common among the
overwhelmingly lower class and indigenous population of the Meseta Purépecha, but one young
man from San Juan possessed a camera and film. The Eastman Kodak company sold a portable
and easy to use camera called the “brownie” as early as 1900, which could have been the camera
the young man used.51 These cameras were marketed to upper middle class Mexicans during the
Porfirato to take family portraits and capture life’s fleeting moments.52 The young man from San
Juan took the first photos of Parícutin at about 5pm on February 20, only shortly after the smoke
began to rise. In their important report on Parícutin, Foshag and González published two of the
young man’s images securing their value in the scientific record. In the pictures, smoke billows
up behind a forest of trees just hours after the volcano started to erupt; no cone is yet visible.53
Apart from these two, other photographs taken by locals before the scientists arrived have not
been preserved or never existed. This is unsurprising since most households in that area likely
50
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did not own a camera. As soon as the outsiders started pouring into the Meseta Purépecha,
photographs of Parícutin proliferated. From the scientists, who used a still camera as an essential
field instrument, to the tourists and journalists who documented the spectacle they witnessed,
people captured Parícutin from every which way. As such, the photographs overwhelmingly
preserved an outsider’s view of the volcano and the surrounding area.
Upon appearing, Parícutin attracted photographers looking for both picturesque landscape
and rural underdevelopment. Arno Brehme, the son of a famous photographer of Mexico
originally from Germany, Hugo Brehme, visited Parícutin several times throughout 1943 and
1944.54 Having grown up in the darkroom at the Brehme studio, Arno emulated his father’s
photographic style.55 Brehme, like many other artists, saw the artistic opportunities of the new
volcano and traveled to and photographed Parícutin. Photos with the Brehme name appeared in
Time, Life, and Travel magazines and have been reproduced in countless documents on Parícutin,
sometimes without credit to the photographer.56 Brehme tended to frame Parícutin similarly to
how painters did, with the cone as the center focal point. He made the unusual choice of placing
humans in his images, but often with their backs to the camera and often in traditional clothing of
the Meseta Purépecha. By doing this, he recorded both the local character as well as the scale of
the astounding volcano. For example, a photo taken in January 1944 shows the volcano peeking
out behind a tall lava flow.
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Figure 26. Arno Brehme, Untitled, January 1944, photograph. From William F.
Foshag Papers, 1923-1965 and undated, 7281, Box 8, Folder 8, Smithsonian
Institution.

In the middle ground, a person in white pants, multicolored serape, and straw hat faces the
erupting volcano. Similar to the photos of people that Dr. Atl included in his book, the forward
motion of the figure toward the volcano indicates their fearless curiosity about it. It conveys the
message that the volcano did not scare the locals. A similar figure appeared in many of Brehme’s
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photos of Parícutin, typically facing the volcano. The faceless person signified the anonymity of
the locals – they were present but unnamed.
Brehme likely took most of his photos when the sun was not high and ash in the air
diffused the light, giving the photographs a soft appearance. Except for the sharp edges of the
lava flow sticking out beneath the ash, everything has soft edges due to the thick layer of ash and
the debris in the air creating a filter diffusion effect. Even Parícutin looks rounded from the low
angle of the shot and the smoothing effect. This image embodies a pastoral beauty in landscape,
an idea that many Brehme photographs conveyed. Other photos of his showed the rural built
environment enmeshed in the world of the volcano. One photo, taken in March 1944 from San
Juan shows a man, again in white pants, a patterned serape, and straw hat, walking between
modest buildings towards the volcano in the distance. The man carries a hatchet on his shoulder
and his stride indicates that he was probably off to work somewhere, although in reality, Brehme
staged this photo. The buildings on either side of the man exhibit the typical architecture of the
highlands called trojes: wooden structures made out of large cut logs and roofs made out of
wood slates. Many footprints cover the layer of ash on the well-traveled street. In this image,
Brehme gave the viewer an inside look into life under the volcano, as he saw it: productive and
relatively unchanged by the volcano. This aligned with the government’s view of a stagnant
countryside resistant to modernization.
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Figure 27. Arno Brehme, Untitled, March 1944, photograph. From William F. Foshag Papers, 1923-1965 and
undated, 7281, Box 8, Folder 8, Smithsonian Institution.
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Although he photographed other buildings buried under ash and showed the structural
damage from the volcano, his images offered placid scenes in moments of stability. Soft edges
with high contrast presented a calm and non-urgent feeling about the volcano. Similar to other
artists, Brehme did not see the danger of Parícutin, only the beauty in natural phenomenon.
Brehme took it a step further by inserting humans into his version of Parícutin, while mainting
that it was a comfortable and non-threatening atmosphere. This type of pastoral landscape
emphasized human’s domination over nature. Just like his father Hugo Brehme who was well
known for his photographic contribution to “lo mexicano: the essence of Mexico,” Arno defined
mexicanidad though his images of Parícutin.57
In addition to Brehme, other well-known Mexican photographers like Felipe Teixidor,
Rafael Garcia, Augustín Casasola, and the Mayo Brothers contributed to bringing Parícutin into
conversation in national culture. As important photographers of the revolution and the twentieth
century, they constructed Mexican identity by capturing and disseminating what they saw as
representative scenes of the nation. Parícutin appeared throughout these and other photographers’
archives, but it was not always they who took the photographs. Just as Hugo Brehme stamped
Arno Brehme’s photographs with the Brehme name and address, other photo companies hired
additional photographers to take pictures but claimed them for their business. As such, the
original photographer credit was not always preserved with the photograph.58 What is certain
was that the circulated photos of Parícutin made the story and silhouette of the volcano wellknown. While the majority of the photographs displayed the volcano in eruption, several showed
people during the evacuation. These images reinforced the idea that the locals were helpless
under the activity of the volcano and that they needed assistance to find a better situation in
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which to live. While displaying the exotic, the photos also told the story of how these hapless
indigenous people would be brought into the progressive and modern Mexico.
The new volcano drew the attention of photographers from other Latin American
countries. Leo Matiz, a photographer from Colombia known for his portraits of influential
Mexicans, captured Parícutin in its infancy in 1943. Matiz used shadows to emphasize physical
facial features in his close-up portraits as he aimed to capture Latin American archetypes with
his camera.59 A series of photographs presented in an exhibition of Matiz’s work at the Antiguo
Colegio de San Ildefonso in 2017, showed the volcano in eruption.60

Figure 28. Photo of how Matiz’s photographs were exhibited.
Leo Matiz, Nacimiento del volcán I-VII, 1943, gelatin silver. Taken by Claire Perrott, 2017, San Ildefonso,
CDMX 2017.

Each of the eight black and white night shots printed on gelatin silver were labeled “Nacimiento
del volcán Parícutin” and numbered one through eight. Matiz framed each photograph the same,
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with a dead tree bisecting the image in the lower left side and through the middle but the size of
the eruption in the background made each photo different. The shape of the tree in front of the
eruption and the cone are only visible because of the light coming from the volcano. Each print
shows a slightly different shape and luminescence of the explosion. The saturated black and
bright white highlight the dramatic eruption. This series was exhibited alongside his portraits of
famous people from the era as if to indicate that Parícutin was a personage comparable to film
stars or famous artists. Similar to his portraits of people, Matiz captured profound images of the
volcano’s profile that evoked curiosity suggestive of a Mexican archetype. Just like famous
people of Mexico, Parícutin had a recognizable profile.
Several females breached the male-dominated artist scene to share their photographs and
paintings of the volcano. Evelyn Hofer, a U.S. photographer captured an image of Parícutin at
night that lit up the silhouette of a tree, similar to Matiz’s nighttime series. She was able to share
her photo with a wide audience since it was printed in the New York Times and, for a much
narrower audience, on the cover of a Denver Equipment Company newsletter.61 U.S.
photographer and journalist Mary St. Albans contributed photographs of the volcano. Although
not widely reproduced, Atl published several of her photographs in his book and declared that St.
Albans took some of the best photographs of the volcano.62 One of these images showed a
dramatic profile shot of Dionisio Pulido, the man in whose field the volcano emerged.
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Figure 29. Double portrait of a somber Dionisio Pulido and a smoking Parícutin.
Mary St. Albans. Untitled, From, Atl. Como Nace y Crece Un Volcán, El Parícutin. México: Editorial Stylo,
1950.

St. Albans framed Pulido from the waist up staring blankly beyond the right frame of the photo.
In the background, dead trees stick out and Parícutin towers over Pulido in an eruption of dark
smoke. Tightly wrapped in a thick serape, Pulido looks exhausted. The parallel between his
gaunt face and the dead trees behind him creates a double portrait of the man and volcano. In just
one image, St. Albans portrayed the reality that this small, seemingly mild volcano forever
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altered the lives of the locals. While not the first to portray Pulido as pitiful—José Revueltas
famously lamented Pulido’s loss of farmland for a useless volcano—St. Alban’s image expressed
the complexity of the man and the village’s situation.63 Her attention to detail stood out in her
other photographs as did her nuanced take on how the volcano affected humans.
Traveling U.S. artist and scholar Florence Arquin contributed to the shared imagery of
Parícutin. She added several color photographs taken on her trip to Parícutin to the Kodachrome
Library of the Society of Visual Education, for which she worked building curriculum.64Arquin
stood out as one of the few female artists who had the opportunity to share her Parícutin artwork,
which, ironically, was not preserved with the papers in her archive at the Smithsonian.
Undoubtedly other female artists photographed the volcano, but they never achieved the
recognition that male artists of Parícutin received. This reflected the reality that female artists
faced in the mid twentieth century: the lack of opportunities and recognition in a discipline
dominated by men and thus a diminished historical presence. Upper class men from outside the
Meseta Purépecha took and shared their photographs across the world. Some carefully disguised
their display of the humble conditions of the locals as hopeful improvements for progress. Most
focused solely on Parícutin’s eruption and environmental devastation. The unique beauty of the
landscape intrigued the viewer and made the cinder cone a famous symbol of national identity.

Timeless Parícutin
One of the well-known muralists of the revolutionary period painted “Recuerdos del
Paricutin” while in jail in 1960. Politically and artistically active his entire life, David Alfaro
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Siqueiros was known for his socialist tendencies as well as his mural art.65 His painting of
Parícutin differs from most, possibly because of the altered political context in which he painted,
as he was in prison for political reasons, but likely because of the historical distance he had from
the initial eruption that allowed him to compare it to another major event in the first half of the
twentieth century. His color palette for this canvas is mostly warm but with a dark blue
background. Red and yellow lava project from the crater and consume the landscape. A white
church, not true to the real San Juan church’s architecture but mirroring the shape of the volcano,
pokes out of the lake of lava that stretches across the visible landscape. Immobile amid the surge
of lava, the church is dark inside like an empty shell and reflects what Siqueiros thought about
religion and the role of the church in Mexico. Power seems to come from the surrounding
landscape and
surges up the
volcano into a
forceful explosion,
a clear metaphor
for the Revolution
from the bottom
up. The eruption at
the top of the
crater, to the right
of center, reflects
on the two small

65
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peaks in the background that indicated the spread of socialism to other areas. This painting
contrasts other artistic renditions of Parícutin because it suggests that the volcano was dangerous
and even volatile. Siqueiros chose to exaggerate the peril of this well-known symbol of national
identity to reflect on the Revolution. The red-hot lava around the church showed that the lava
flowed quickly and consumed everything around it, leaving nothing untouched. Given Siqueiros’
incarceration, this also may have been symbolic of the current political party’s control of the
nation, but it also harkened back to the social revolution. In either regard, the painting displays
the attraction that drew so many artists to observe and capture in person, which cemented it in
national iconography.
To this day, Parícutin remains an important site of national and international art. Artists
from the U.S. have used Parícutin for inspiration and as a site to express their work. For
example, the British artist Peter Hutchinson exploited the volcano to conduct artistic experiments
in the 1970s.66 Attention to Parícutin as an artistic model has never ceased since it first erupted.
An annual art festival that began in 2006 displayed artistic creations about, in, and around, the
volcano. Called the Festival de Arte de la Tierra Volcán Parícutin, this event brings together
local, national, and international artists.67 Past and current incorporations of Parícutin into the
national and international art scene exemplify the continued importance of the now dormant
volcano.

Conclusions
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Since large mountains shaped the Mexican landscape, artists from the nineteenth century
onward have used these features to signify place. As such, volcanoes became a symbol of
Mexico in general and any Mexican could identify the silhouettes of Popo and Itza.68 After the
Revolution of 1910, while artists were in the process of redefining the national cultural identity,
volcanoes continued to attract their attention. When Parícutin emerged in 1943, it drew painters
and photographers onto its ashy setting. As the only volcano in recent history to appear out of
nowhere and grow in front of people’s eyes, the new volcano gave artists something unique to
express through images. It not only fit within the Mexican trope about volcanoes as impressive
statements on the landscape, but it also added a new dimension because this phenomenon was
only known to Mexico. This combination made Parícutin the perfect subject for artists searching
for mexicanidad.
The appearance of Parícutin also gave artists the opportunity to paint and photograph a
remote area of Mexico. Artists reflected revolutionary ideas of identity by capturing the
disenfranchised and formerly forgotten parts of the country to bring them into the conversation
for an inclusive definition of mexicanidad. Tourists and outsiders in general had ignored the
remote area of the Michoacán highlands before Parícutin emerged since it did not offer anything
of interest to them. Once born, the volcano provided a reason for artists to engage with the
Meseta Purépecha. Parícutin connected the area to the rest of Mexico by increasing the number
of physical visitors. Additionally, artists allowed a wide audience to travel visually to the remote
highlands through their work. As such, people who never traveled there recognized the conical
volcano.
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These artists contributed to the varied set of ideas about Paricutin that outsiders projected
to the world. Artists looked at the positive side of the volcano: at the thrilling eruptions and
growth. They captured the beauty of the landscape and elided the side effects that the volcano
had on the local populations, since displacement did not fit into their idea of mexicanidad.
Instead, they showed a rare natural event. Like most visitors, they concerned themselves with the
volcano rather than its effects on the human population. Because few circulated images of the
volcano included or even alluded to the local populations, the landscape images cemented the
importance of the volcano as an entity or artistic subject in Mexico’s art history, rather than as a
natural disaster that affected people. So, just like Itza and Popo, the negotiated character and
physical shape of the volcano became iconic.
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Chapter Four
Volcano as Spectacle

Many tourists who witnessed Parícutin marveled at the display of earth’s natural fury.
Only visible in the Michoacán highlands, the volcano symbolized Mexico’s incomparable
landscape and environment to visitors. As such, travelers perpetuated stories and images of the
new volcano that placed it within the country’s popular culture and contributed to the formation
of national identity. The state and federal governments encouraged tourism to the volcano by
funding supportive projects. By promoting travel to the Michoacán highlands during the 1940s
and 1950s, the federal government furthered its goal to exhibit Mexico as an exceptional and
modern nation with an enduring indigenous heritage. Outsiders who wrote about their
experiences at Parícutin focused on the spectacle rather than the local or national context of the
volcano. They saw it as a show and not as a catastrophe since, in their opinions, the local
populations could relocate so that no one would be harmed. Travel narratives contributed to how
tourists experienced and interpreted the volcano: two topics featured considerations of the local
populations and discussions of the impressive volcano itself. Often, and especially after the first
few months, visitors only noted superficial details about the locals. These themes showed how
outsiders enjoyed observing lifestyles different from their own and escaping the apprehension
caused by World War II.
Published travel narratives, popular magazine articles, and widely circulated photographs
showed how tourists contributed to the formation of national identity by helping to popularize
Parícutin. These sources circulated in Mexico and the U.S. and placed Parícutin within the
nation’s cultural imagery. Illustrated magazines from Europe, such as The Illustrated London
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News, also published photographs and stories about the new volcano.1 Tourists shared details
from their trips to Parícutin in printed travel narratives that made it possible to understand what it
was like to visit the volcano while it was active between 1943 and 1952. Most travel writers
focused on the awesome sight of the volcano described as “the greatest show on earth.”2 U.S.
publications promoted Parícutin by printing accounts from experienced tourists and remarkable
photographs from professional photographers in travel, literary, and popular magazines. Stories
about notable figures, such as the President of the United States’ who saw the volcano,
demonstrated how Mexico showed it off to special visitors. Guidebooks and magazines provided
information for U.S. and Mexican visitors and guides on how to get to this secluded area. Stories
in Life and Reader’s Digest, among others, offered tantalizing details about seeing an active
volcano up close. While aimed to inform rather than to persuade people to travel like magazine
articles, newsreels released in the U.S. showed audiences the phenomenon that had appeared in
Mexico. Local and company publications, like Monsanto Magazine, also picked up stories about
Parícutin.3 Less widely distributed, these periodicals related personal experiences from
individuals linked to their association whom readers might recognize. Parícutin even earned a
place in several travel narratives published as monographs. A few travelers became inspired to
share the story with a younger audience and authored children’s books. All of these accounts
conveyed different experiences that foreign travelers had at Parícutin while depicting it as a great
spectacle.
In contrast to other documentary genera about Parícutin (scientific, artistic, journalistic),
women wrote many more accounts about their travel experiences. Female sightseers produced a
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written and photographic record that contributed to understanding tourist attitudes and
experiences of the volcano. They authored more published records about sightseeing than the
male-dominated fields that studied Parícutin. Demonstrating the accessibility and security of
Mexico, some women travel writers even explored unaccompanied or with only female friends.
Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, women initiated solo travel throughout Latin America
and had written about their journeys.4 The 1952 Toor’s Guidebook included a section specifically
addressed to women, that advised them that it was safe to travel alone in Mexico but to take
precautions since expectations of women in Latin America could be different than in the U.S.5
Where otherwise muted or omitted from the documents, women’s perspectives made up many of
the tourist accounts about Parícutin, adding to the story of the new volcano and its role in
Mexican culture. These stories lent another viewpoint, designated Parícutin an extraordinary
place, and reaffirmed volcanoes in Mexican national identity.
Tourist accounts reflected and added to the popularity of the volcano and brought this
formerly secluded area into the tourist circuit. The development of the local tourist industry
meant that hundreds of people could travel to see the new volcano on a daily basis. A researcher
for the Instituto de Geología, Adán Pérez Peña, estimated that around 100,000 people visited the
volcano each year between 1943 and 1951.6 The flood of scientists, government officials, artists,
journalists, and sightseers who came into the Meseta Purépecha put the area on the map as a
significant destination. The dissemination of photographs and film helped spread stories about
what they considered a miraculous volcano near a sleepy Indian village. Accessibility allowed

4

Carl Thompson, Travel Writing (New York: Routledge, 2011), 3; Jennifer Hayward, “Latin America,” in The
Routledge Companion to Travel Writing, ed. Carl Thompson, 2016, 414–15.
5
Frances Toor, New Guide to Mexico (New York: Crown Publishers, Inc., 1952), 21.
6
Teodoro Flores to Paul F. Osborn, May 26, 1952, 91, Exp 1059, Fols 3-5, Archivo Histórico de la UNAM,
Instituto de Geografía, Mexico City, Mexico.

158

tourists to make the day trip to see the eruption that consistently provided a nightly show for the
first two years. Parícutin erupted the most during its first year and afterwards it still offered a
reliable show. Sightseers contributed to mexicanidad by placing Parícutin, but not the locals,
within the national cultural imagery. Travelers gave it a role in popular perceptions of volcanoes
in national culture that had formerly been limited to larger volcanoes in the Central Valley.
Sources written by travelers contributed a different narrative than the news reports on Parícutin,
one that emphasized the volcano as a unique spectacle and trivialized the local villages.

Development of Tourism
The new volcano quickly became a tourist attraction due to publicity and its relative
accessibility. Sightseers made the rough trip on unkempt dirt roads to the Meseta Purépecha in
Western Mexico within the first days of Parícutin’s eruption, and soon the area teemed with
outsiders. From the late 1920s and before Parícutin, the government began to focus on promoting
tourism through the development of roads and advertising.7 By marketing it as a safe and nearby
destination, the government encouraged U.S. tourists to enjoy the volcano as one of the variety
of attractions that Mexico had to offer. A 1943 article in American Motorist persuaded people to
travel to the volcano "since Mexico is the one foreign county where Americans may now travel,
in time of war, this new, fiery volcano offers an added incentive to plan now for a trip across the
border where the winter climate is ideal, and life goes on unhurried by world conflict."8 The
U.S.’s neighbor not only presented many activities, from folk art to fascinating museums to
ancient ruins, but it was also more accessible since World War II had made tourism to European
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countries difficult. The volume of leisure travel to Americans’ favorite destinations of France,
Italy, and England returned to pre-war numbers only in the late 1940s and early 1950s with the
help of the Marshall Plan that promoted consumer diplomacy.9 Francis Toor’s New Guide to
Mexico (1944) described the rich culture easily accessible to U.S. tourists.10 While cities such as
the capital provided modern amenities, the trip to Parícutin exposed travelers to the realities of
the countryside.
Mexico had the conveniences and comforts of a modern nation, exhibits of its history,
and accessibility for travelers from the U.S. It presented itself as a modern nation with ancient
heritage that allowed tourists to “visit pyramids during the day” and “drink martinis at night.”11
Brochures and travel books recommended day trips from Mexico City to historical sights and
swanky nightspots. By 1946, travel guides reflected the improvement in nightlife in Mexico City
that appealed to those who wanted an experience similar to European travel. The expedition to
Parícutin involved all of the aspects that Mexico sought to exhibit: indigenous culture,
modernity, and uniqueness, but it flipped the schedule since tourists would see the volcano by
night.
Tourism helped Mexico put its modern qualities on display while it also endorsed preColumbian culture. The emblematic image of the india bonita on posters, travel brochures, and
magazines instilled a sense of hospitality and welcome.12 This imagery acknowledged Mexico’s
indigenous population and connected it to the nation’s unique cultural heritage. Another travel
poster promoting Mexico displayed a fiery Parícutin. It showed the volcano centered with the
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word “Mexico” at the top implying in
one word that Mexico offered
exceptional experiences. A guidebook
for Morelia, Patzcuaro, and Uruapan in
1943 and 1944 with this image on the
front cover ensured a nightly show and
explosions every twenty seconds.13
Years later, the Department of Tourism
published the advertisement in the
1950s when the volcano was already
well known and did not need much
explanation. This poster was an
example of how Parícutin became a
part of the cultural imagery and

Figure 31. Poster of Parícutin from the Department of Tourism

expressed the nation’s uniqueness.
Transportation methods in the 1940s made travel to Parícutin possible, although not
altogether comfortable. By car or bus, visitors took a paved road from Mexico City to Morelia or
Uruapan. A train from Mexico City also took passengers directly to Uruapan, although the tracks
wound around the mountains and the ride took several more hours than by automobile. First class
and second-class buses ran from Mexico City to Morelia. One tourist in 1944 recalled that people
from the region who traveled with their animals for market usually filled the seats and aisles of
the second-class buses. The first-class buses only sold tickets for the number of seats they had, so

13

“Morelia, Patzcuaro, Uruapan Guidebook,” n.d., Russ Todd Collection, Box 7, File 24., West Texas Collection,
Angelo State University, San Angelo, TX.

161

that passengers rode more comfortably.14 Tourists who came from Morelia had the options to
take a private car, the train, or a second class bus to get to Uruapan.15 This variety of options at
different prices and comfort levels made it relatively easy to get close to the volcano.
Most tourists began their exploration into the Meseta Purépecha from Uruapan, the
closest urban area to the volcano. Locals advised visitors to leave their personal cars in Uruapan
and take a hotel bus or hire a taxi since the road was bad and ash could harm automobile motors.
Not everyone followed this advice, but it discouraged inexperienced drivers from trying to
navigate the rutted roads. In the first weeks after the eruption, sightseers drove directly to
Parícutin village, but the initial intense ashfall made the roads hard to traverse. Ashfall made the
unpaved road between Uruapan and San Juan worse and it often needed to be shoveled to allow
traffic to get through. When dry, the gritty dust got into the motor and caused breakdowns and,
when wet, the muddy ash stuck to wheels and windshields. Breakdowns were inevitable. Flash
floods rutted or washed out parts of the road near the volcano. One tourist described how it took
her five and half hours to drive thirty miles on a dusty road where mud caked on the wheels.16
Typically, the trip to Parícutin via automobile could be made from Uruapan in about three hours,
Toor’s Guide informed, and visitors should plan to see the volcano in the daylight and at night.17
In good conditions, travelers could reach the rendezvous point in San Juan in just over an hour.18
An article in American Motorist that appeared in November 1943 described the “hazardous trip”
that all these people took to see the “flaming miracle.”19 Pauline Fadiman described in the
Atlantic Monthly how the bus ride out to San Juan jostled and jerked the passengers around.
14
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Fadiman remembered that the hotel-contracted driver went about 8 miles an hour across the
uneven road to San Juan and she, along with most of the other tourists, felt carsick.20 Motion
sickness and gray dust on their clothes and skin was a small price to pay to see the active volcano
up close.
Tourists noticed a change in landscape as they went higher in elevation and advanced
towards the volcano. They went from seeing lush pine forests to inhospitable gray countryside. A
photograph in Life showed what outsiders may have seen as they neared the volcano.
Dead trees with no foliage stuck out of the
dark gray blanket of ash that covered the
ground as a person walked toward the
camera and shielded their face with a large
hat from the dust that blew across the
landscape. Some travelers remembered
stopping along the way to San Juan and
seeing dead birds in the desolate woodlands
surrounding the area.21 One tourist recalled
Figure 32. Photograph published in Life showing a
tourist walking in the ashy conditions at the volcano.
Photographer unknown. “Volcano Paricutin Is Sample of
Earth’s Interior Hell.” Life Magazine, April 17, 1944, 92.

a dead blue bird in what she termed “the
forest of death.” The guide had pulled over
so they could see the damage from the ash

that weighed down the tall pine branches like “black snow.”22 Drastic evidence on the land of the
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volcano alerted sightseers to the volcano’s capacity for destruction even before it came into
sight.
Before San Juan relocated in May 1944, visitors stepped out of their taxi or bus into a
village blanketed in ash. Fresh air did not always greet them, and generally a light rain fell in the
afternoon when tourists began to arrive. Seeing the conditions of the village, some commented
that it was like they took a step back in time, while others thought of it as a different world
completely. After the residents relocated and lava covered the village, drivers brought sightseers
as close as possible to the old San Juan where locals waited with horses. After renting a horse for
the equivalent of $2.30 U.S. dollars, a local led them to the observation area.23 Most of the
guides were young boys who led the tourists on horseback across the hills covered in ash to the
observation area where more locals operated concession stands. A light mist or a heavy rain
could accompany tourists on their horse ride to the best viewpoint, and they hurried to get under
one of the several structures with a roof and one side open to the volcano. These huts provided a
semblance of shelter while the visitors watched the show. A photograph from Life magazine
showed a large group of tourists perched on benches watching the volcano under a porous roof.
Taken during daylight with no rainfall, the photo captured a pleasant viewing experience at
Parícutin. Most women had scarves wrapped around their heads as a guard against the ash. Held
up by roughly cut logs, the structure they sat under had holes in the wood shingled roof. They
gazed ahead, completely absorbed in the volcano and did not notice the camera or a wandering
dog.
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Figure 33. One of the few photographs showing tourists viewing the volcano from the observation deck.
Unknown Photographer. “Mexico’s Pet Volcano.” Life Magazine, March 17, 1952, 60.

The Colombian photographer, Leo Matiz, captured another scene of the night
observations of Parícutin. His photo, simply titled “Volcán paricutín” features a small dog
sniffing a plate on the ground. Three figures in wide brimmed hats stand in the middle ground,
two with their backs to the camera and one stepping towards the center of the photograph. In the
background, barely noticeable, the volcano flares up, directly above a cigarette in one of the
men’s hands.
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Artificial light illuminates the immediate
surroundings in the fore and middle grounds
but the intense black of the night sky make
the mild eruption stand out. The soft glow of
the ejecta highlights the slight tilt of the
opening at the top of the cone. An
improvised bench made from a log placed
on top of several large rocks divided the dog
from the observers. The empty plate and jug
signaled that these observers recently
finished a meal. Two people wear patterned
serapes and the frame cropped out another

Figure 34. Leo Matiz’s photo of people watching the
volcano at night.
“Volcán paricutín” 1943. Fundación Leo Matiz. “Leo
Matiz Catálogo Fotográfico 2015-2016,” November
2015, 40.

on the right side, indicating a cool night.
These could be tourists in borrowed protective gear. Although framed to center the volcano, the
image described the realities of volcano watching: the natural spectacle of the volcano did not
preclude the sightseers from feeling hungry or cold. The volcano could not disrupt these human
needs, nor the dog from satisfying his hunger by licking up the crumbs.
Those who recorded their experiences in published travel accounts remembered the
occasion fondly even when rain, ash, and cold made conditions harsh. Travel books
recommended warm clothes and the local guides often kept either wool, straw, or rubber ponchos
to keep their customers warm and dry. Toor’s Guide also recommended warm clothing and
something to protect the face from the dust.24 Hotels rented overalls and jeans to the unequipped,
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such as women who did not pack slacks.25 Several magazine articles highlighted this service in
photographs. The photo in Life, captioned “…this Iowa woman rented blue jeans for four pesos
(46¢),” showed a women mid-swing while she mounted a small horse.

Figure 35. A woman mounted a horse with the help of local guides after renting blue jeans for her trip to
Parícutin.
Photographer unknown. “Mexico’s Pet Volcano.” Life Magazine, March 17, 1952, 60.
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The article explained that prices added up throughout the trip to
Parícutin, but the volcano rewarded visitors with its display.
Another photo in a different article showed a local tour guide who
proudly showed off a pair of denim overalls to the camera. Thick
clothing provided some protection from the elements, although
travelers reported that ash penetrated their clothes and stuck in
their hair for weeks afterward.
Visitors spent anywhere from a few minutes to hours at the
observation area. The photograph published in Life showed the
tourist observation hut with benches for visitors to sit and watch.
Enraptured by the volcano, the tourists did not seem to mind the

Figure 36. Man displaying the
overalls tourists could rent.
Photographer Unknown.
Moreno, Jean. “So You’re
Going to the Volcano,” n.d.
William F. Foshag Papers,
1923-1965 and undated, 7281,
Box 13, Folder 29.
Smithsonian Institution.

gaping holes in the roof that sheltered them. Hotel staff prepared
sack dinners for travelers to carry along and eat during their long excursions to the volcano.26
Locals set up concession stands to sell refreshments, but most tourists recalled consuming their
packed dinners or did not discuss what they ate. One visitor recalled the booths where locals sold
fruit, water, hotdogs, and tamales to tourists.27 During heavy ashfall, eating would have been
unenjoyable near the volcano because food became gritty. Yet, the cold and rainy trip persuaded
some visitors to buy warm coffee and tortillas from Aurora Cuara, a local woman who assisted
the scientists, at her stand by the observation area.28 Tourists walked around, took photographs,
and some dared to get close enough to the volcano to be in danger of the falling debris. Night
was the most popular viewing time because the bright hot lava and ejecta stood out against the
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darkness. Many sightseers gazed transfixed at the spectacle and, losing their sense of time,
watched the volcano erupt for hours.
Falling ash, subsurface rumblings, and sulfuric smells made the experience immersive
and unique: many visitors had never gotten close to an active volcano. Indeed, to approach an
active crater anywhere else in the world, one had to scale a tall mountain – but an eruption would
drive them to a safer viewing distance. Parícutin had relatively small eruptions that threw ejecta,
ranging from the size of a golf ball to a small car, only a few hundred meters away. Many of the
heavier, larger lava bombs did not have enough force behind them and so they fell back onto the
cone itself.29 The eruptions were also consistent in the first two years, so visitors knew they
would get a show. Additionally, the lava flows interested people since they could watch the
slow-flowing lava from a few yards away. At night, glowing lava flows stood out for an
enhanced view of the hot lava. To see active lava flows up close, sightseers could have traveled
to Hawaii, but they would miss the eruption since Hawaiian volcanos did not explode in an
eruption like a cinder cone. Between the crater’s reliable activity and spectacular close-up
viewing opportunities, Parícutin offered tourists the best chance to see a live volcano.

Photos, Films, and Magazines
Photographs and moving pictures helped to disseminate stories about Parícutin that the
public eagerly consumed to delight in the exotic, or foreign, culture and forget wartime woes.
Ralph E. Gray, a U.S. citizen who lived in Mexico City, rushed to see Parícutin in the first days
of eruption and captured it on color film as early as February 28, 1943. This rare footage helped
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scientists understand the first stages of the volcano. In his field notes, William Foshag described
the appearance of the volcano only eight days after it emerged, based on Gray’s footage.30 At this
early stage, it emitted smaller, stacked “cauliflower” clouds of smoke. One of Gray’s
photographs, published in American Motorist, showed the clouds that appeared only at this
phase. The volcano was so small in the beginning that most of the ejecta landed outside of the
cinder cone and contributed to its steady growth. Gray returned to Parícutin in March, 1943 and
several other times throughout the first four years to film its progress and different types of
activity. His finished film, that has been preserved by the Field Museum of Natural History in
Chicago, did not include an audio track, but he recalled the loud rumbling sounds of the volcano
in the American Motorist article about him. He also described how he held the camera focus on
lava to capture it crumble or ooze away to reveal a molten red interior that glowed on the color
film.31 These close ups that required skill and patience might be what won him an Amateur
Cinema League award for his 1943 film on Parícutin.32 Screenings in Mexico City and across the
U.S. exhibited Gray’s unique shots of the active volcano.33 The fascinating motion picture may
have tempted attendees at the various movie clubs to go see the volcano in person. Movie Makers
magazine encouraged other amateur filmmakers to make their own recordings of Parícutin since
its eruptive phase might be short lived.34
Other screenings of audiovisual materials informed the U.S. public of the new volcano in
Mexico. Through two newsreels released in 1943 and 1944, many moviegoers in the U.S. saw
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the story about the volcano that erupted in Mexico.35 In a production of no more than ten
minutes, moviegoers watched the newsreels before the feature presentation at a theater. Towards
the end of the newsreel full of war stories, the account about a destructive volcano in Mexico
gave viewers something to take their minds off of world conflict. These stories of Parícutin
showed it as a strange natural disaster that disrupted the lives of the locals. The newsreel
presented grim images, narration, and music that conveyed a dramatic tone intended to thrill
movie-goers. The Office of War Information, the department through which the U.S. government
controlled broadcasts and movies during the War, produced and distributed these newsreels
alongside war stories. Generally, they intended to show Mexico as a good and supportive
neighbor. They did this by making Mexico seem intriguing and exotic because of the differences
between the two nations.
The filmmakers and government officers intended for the newsreels to show an incredible
spectacle while insinuating how much better off those in the U.S. were by comparison. It also
may have sparked an interest in travel to the volcano. Only a month after Parícutin emerged, in
March 1943, United News released the first story about Parícutin. 36 It showed the cone in a stage
of rapid growth and extreme activity, only three days after it began to erupt. They released their
second newsreel sometime after June, 1944.37 The news story began with a title card, “New
Volcano Erupts in Mexico,” centered across the screen with stars that lined the top and bottom of
the screen, typical of United News titles. For viewers who saw the first story about Parícutin’s
emergence from a field, this story served as a follow-up, but it included enough context so that
35
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even those who had not seen the first news story could understand. The music that played with
the title card let the viewers know that the mood changed from a triumphant war story to gloomy.
The sequence began with an establishing shot of the volcano and an army truck that drove left
off the screen. One of the men in the truck, possibly a member of the Mexican army who worked
with the rescue effort, waved his hat at the camera in greeting. This clip indicated to the viewer
that auxiliary support was present in the area. The next several shots showed the volcanic activity
while the narrator described the “millions of tons of white-hot lava” that poured out of the crater.
To orient the viewer, the following clip, a picture of a map of Mexico and an arrow that indicated
the volcano’s location in Mexico, showed the relative proximity to the nation’s capital. The news
story then shifted to the five displaced communities by showing a group of women sitting on the
ground with children. Subsequent shots presented wreckage in the village of San Juan: a street
lined by decrepit buildings with debris that covered everything and people who moved around
hurriedly in the process of evacuation. The last sequence of shots revealed the destruction
referred to earlier in the film’s spoken narrative. The cameramen got extremely close and filmed
the moving lava and falling structures. Sinister music added to the drama and then the deep voice
of the narrator reported, “earthshaking explosions, higher and higher waves of melted stone and
destruction everywhere.” Fit for the end of a horror movie since the viewer had just seen
something troubling, the news story closed on an image of the volcano that spit out grey smoke
and debris in the distance and a triumphant but still ominous soundtrack. The stimulating mood
of the newsreel not only informed the viewer of what happened in Mexico, but it also prompted
curiosity. Intentionally dramatic, the pictures and narration gave viewers something to think
about rather than the war.
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Images of Parícutin also circulated through postcards that allowed visitors to share
pictures of the spectacle and retain a memento of the volcano for their personal collection.
Beginning around the turn of the twentieth century, tourists used postcards to boast about their
travels. The photographic medium that travelers could send via the postal service symbolized
modernity and a commodification of exotic places.38 Window displays of the active volcano
enticed tourists and Mexico City residents to plan their trips to the new volcano. Catharine
Oglesby, a U.S. tourist who wrote about her experience in Travel magazine, recalled seeing
photos of Parícutin on display at Cooks Travel Agency in Mexico City. Before she traveled there
with her daughter in March 1943, Oglesby purchased some postcards from Sanborn’s café, an
upscale department store.39 The first postcards that Oglesby might have seen showed Parícutin in
its nascent stage, when it sent up a thin column of smoke from a small cinder cone that towered
over trees thick with foliage. One postcard showed a group of five men in the foreground with
Parícutin centered in the background and only distinguishable by the smoke column rising above
it. The caption stated that this was the second day of Parícutin’s eruption.
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Figure 37. Men viewing volcano.
Unknown Photographer. 1943, Postcard. From:
LakePatzcuaro.org. “Postcards of Paricutin
Volcano.” Accessed March 21, 2019.
http://www.lakepatzcuaro.org/PostCard6.html

Figure 38. Men viewing volcano from a different angle.
Unknown Photographer. 1943, Postcard.
Ray Everett Wilcox Papers, NO-8567, Box 3, Folder 26,
Postcards. U.S. Geological Survey Denver Library,
Department of the Interior.

The men, possibly journalists or scientists due to their urban clothing, faced the volcano but
looked back at the photographer. A second version of the postcard showed the figures gazing
across the neatly plowed fields towards the volcano. In both images, the men appeared to be at
about the same height as the baby volcano while the camera looked down on them, as if to show
the volcano’s minimal influence. Their casual appearance with hands in their pockets signified
interest in but not apprehension about the volcano. Tourists could identify with the people in the
image showing how close they could safely get to the active volcano. Following a man versus
nature motif, the postcard implied that, at its birth, Parícutin’s small stature did not threaten
anyone.
Most of the other available postcards displayed images of the eruption or the destruction
caused by it. One postcard of the volcano in its early stages centered the cone and its vapors that
rose from the crater and flanks.
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Figure 39. Parícutin erupting with smoke drifting off lava flows and out of hornitos.
Navarro, Postcard. William F. Foshag Papers, 1923-1965 and undated, 7281, Box 9, Folder 7.

The dark column that climbed up out of the frame of the postcard looked dense and unwieldy. A
series of photographs by “Navarro,” an unknown photographer who captured many images of
Parícutin, followed this same theme in which the volcano, framed in the center or center-left near
the bottom, radiated a towering dark column of ash.40 Navarro’s photographs of Parícutin
erupting violently in the background of a shot of a village also appeared on postcards. Most of
these showed houses or the church in San Juan. In one, for example, the volcano immediately
drew the viewer’s attention but the church that filled the frame to the left and the large house in
the midground enclosed the eruption. Hardly noticeable were the human figures at the base of the
church, cloaked and dwarfed by the tall building.
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This postcard indicated what
outsiders focused on: eruption,
spirituality, and destruction.
Like the minimized the figures
in the postcard, tourists
generally disregarded the
volcano’s effects on humans.
They were tired of seeing
devastation from the war, but
the lava and ash gave them
something different, or exotic,
to consider. Some of the
photographs left out the
surrounding landscape and
focused solely on the eruption.
A night shot by Navarro showed
the display of lights that
Figure 40. Featuring the church and the volcano, this postcard shows
two of the main attractions in San Juan.
Navarro, Postcard. From: LakePatzcuaro.org. “Postcards of Paricutin
Volcano.” Accessed March 21, 2019.
http://www.lakepatzcuaro.org/PostCard6.html

Parícutin put on in the dark.
Light from the crater
illuminated the perfectly conical

shape and lava rocks streaked down the sides of the volcano. The postcards revealed the volcano
as a show that brought destruction to a quiet Indian village. The mighty volcano contrasted the
humble little village by showing an unstoppable force of nature.
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Image 41. Eruption of Parícutin at night showing off the bright ejecta.
Navarro, Postcard. William F. Foshag Papers, 1923-1965 and undated, 7281, Box 9, Folder 7.

Apart from newsreels and postcards, popular magazines published news about the
volcano. One such story featured U.S. President Harry S. Truman’s trip to Mexico that included
a plane ride over active Parícutin. It symbolized neighborliness and goodwill because he was the
first U.S. President to go on a diplomatic visit to Mexico. Between March 3 and 5, 1947, he met
with officials and discussed aftosa, or the outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease that ravaged
Mexican cattle; the El Chamisal dispute about land along the Rio Grande channel that had
become contentious when the river changed course; and Mexican President Miguel Aleman’s
plan for irrigation and industrialization in Mexico.41 But his visit was not all business. Truman
won over the hearts of Mexicans when he placed a wreath at the foot of the monument to the
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Niños Héroes at Chapultepec Castle. This memorial commemorated the lives of six cadets who
plunged to their death from the castle’s window rather than surrender to U.S. troops in 1847
during the US-Mexican War. Some took Truman’s gesture as an apology that wiped away one
hundred years of bitterness.42 In an effort to show progress since those bitter years, the Mexican
government planned tourist events to give Truman a taste of modern Mexico. During the threeday visit Truman’s hosts took him around Mexico City, to the grand pyramids at Teotíhuacan,
and on an airplane to see the active volcano. These three excursions displayed Mexico’s cultural
heritage, modernity, and spectacles for the U.S. President, the qualities that Mexico wanted to
exhibit. The fine cafes and shops presented the luxurious urban side of the city, while the
pyramids revealed pride in ancient cultural heritage. Parícutin embodied national uniqueness and
provided a spectacle that was not replicated anywhere else in the world. A political cartoon
showed Truman and Aleman shaking hands, with their hats in their hands and smiles on their
faces that showed contented agreement. Truman leaned down from an airplane that flew over
Parícutin and Teotihuacan and Aleman looked up to Truman.43 Time magazine declared
Truman’s visit to Mexico a success.44 The trip not only improved diplomacy, but it also served to
advertise Mexico to the U.S. as a safe and entertaining place for tourists.

Considerations for the Local Population
Tourists photographed and commented on the destruction to man-made structures, but
they often omitted details about local people in their published travel accounts. Generally, these
pieces began with how the volcano emerged, followed with how to get there, and finally
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described the spectacular display that the volcano provided. Photographs that circulated as
postcards or in publications showed incredible shots of eruptions and ash-covered Indian
villages. Narratives and captions that accompanied images noted how ash and lava destroyed
forests and villages. Rarely did they comment on the locals—and almost never on individuals—
apart from local guides or Dionisio Pulido’s role in discovering the initial eruption since he was
the man in whose field the volcano emerged. Pulido became an intriguing character whom travel
writers aggrandized for being the only man to witness a volcano emerge. Those who commented
on the villages and locals often remarked about the sad state of things, expressed pity about the
living conditions, and wondered about why the Indians would stay in such squalid conditions.
The option to move out of the volcanic zone seemed viable to outsiders, and they attributed
locals’ resoluteness to Indian backwardness. Betty Ross, an English writer for the Mexican
magazine Excelsior, went as far as describing how Parícutin was a good omen that would
eventually bring mineral wealth to the area. In her two-part story that she narrated as a
conversation with Parícutin, Ross reminded her readers about the bigger forces at work and that
everything results from God’s careful planning.45 Tourists more often focused on the volcano’s
performance and disregarded the locals for what they deemed the more exciting aspects of the
trip into the Purépecha highlands.
Marie Hammontree, a young college student from Butler University in Indiana, had the
typical awe-inspiring experience at Parícutin and wrote about her observations in her school
magazine, paying uncommon attention to the residents. Like other tourists, she planned to leave
Uruapan in the evening to see the volcano in the daylight and dark, but rain the first afternoon
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forced her party to postpone their trip until the next day. She recalled seeing people who slept on
the sidewalks of Uruapan on that rainy night in anticipation of selling their goods at the market
the following morning.46 Poverty and lack of resources stood out to her throughout the entire
trip. At three in the afternoon the next day, Hammontree and her travel companions took a car
through the ash-covered landscape to what was formerly the village of San Juan and the closest
point to the volcano. Here she saw the remains of the village that seemed to her to be detached
from civilization. The locals hovered around makeshift huts where they ate and waited for
incoming tourists. Hammontree described how, upon hiring a donkey to carry her to the volcano,
“one also acquired a small Mexican boy” who, bare-footed, guided the animal across the lava
and ash to the observation area.47 She was unable to converse with the boy since they did not
have a language in common. To protect them from the rain, the guides produced serapes for the
riders that Hammontree described as “an oblong piece of heavy, coarse material, semi-rain
resistant, with a hole in the middle, leaving the wearer’s head to brave the elements as best it
could.”48 Heavy rain and lightning slowed them down, but the donkey that Hammontree rode
hurried ahead of the group while she “h[ung] on for dear life.”49 The donkey rushed for no
reason, though, because the rain obstructed the view. At least the roof of the shelter, roughly
constructed with wooden shingles, provided some relief from the elements as she waited for the
clouds to clear. The locals stationed there stoked a fire that helped the newly arrived tourists get
warm and dry. The long wait for the fog to lift paid off. Around ten at night, Hammontree
recalled her first view of the awesome spectacle: “No man-made fireworks exhibition, however
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beautiful, could equal the wonder of this one which nature puts on nightly in the Mexican
heavens.”50 The experience left her with a sense of awe at the earth’s power.
Like other tourists who noted the human setting around the volcano, Hammontree
wondered why they remained living near the volcano in squalid conditions. To her, it seemed
that the people were stuck in the past because of their resistance to relocation. She conveyed
sympathy in her comments about people she observed who slept in the rain and walked outside
without shoes. Her narrative reflected widely-held beliefs that Mexicans, especially people in
rural areas, were detached from modern realities.51 Other tourists saw the locals’ reaction to a
natural disaster and, due to these circumstances, conveyed a sense of understanding. Marjorie
Phillips also commented on the situation when her party arrived in San Juan. She recalled
warming herself by a bonfire and remembered feeling “as though we had stepped back centuries
in time – our world, modern civilization had vanished.”52 This colonialist nostalgia became part
of the allure of traveling to the Meseta Purépecha: the experience took tourists out of their
accustomed time and place. It inserted them into something unknown, or exotic, that they could
not experience elsewhere.
Within about a year of Parícutin’s birth, Wallace Stegner, the popular novelist from the
U.S., visited the volcano. He wrote a short story about it and painted a drab picture of the
situation. His main character, an unnamed man from the U.S., disliked the volcano and compared
the conditions to the war overseas. As he looked around the desolate and ash-covered village, the
American, as Stegner called him, noticed a sad-eyed Indian girl with an infant sibling strapped to
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her back. He also noticed three wood cutters who carried loads of lumber on their backs across
the gray landscape. One whistled contentedly as he walked, which the American protagonist
found strange since he believed they should have felt sad carrying such heavy literal and
figurative burdens.53 Stegner’s story captured the locals’ capitulation to their fate and their
resigned cheerfulness. The volcanic conditions irritated the American character, and he failed to
grasp why the locals stuck around to live under the volcano. Similarly, most American tourists to
Parícutin who saw suffering did not understand why the locals chose to stay. Many outsiders
may not have comprehended the limited options available to those left in the town. While
Stenger’s character did not understand the situation, the short story itself acknowledged the
locals’ resiliency under difficult conditions, and outsiders’ uninformed judgments.
More often, tourists excluded the local people from their narratives altogether. It was as if
they traveled through a space unoccupied by people. Apart from the mention of tour guides and
Pulido’s field, the reader would have assumed that the volcano emerged in uninhabited land.
This revealed more about travelers’ perceptions of the locals than colonialist remarks because it
removed them from the story as if they did not matter. Some visitors published photos of ash
covered buildings or commented on the amount of ashfall weighing down the village. Mary Jane
and Tad Nichols, travel photographers and journalists from Arizona, wrote an article about their
trip to the volcano.54 They included eight black and white photographs: three that showed
buildings in ruins, two that showed lava flows, two that showed the eruption, and one that
showed people. Parícutin erupted in the background in the three that displayed buildings
destroyed by ash and lava. This clarified that the destruction came from a unique natural
phenomenon rather than any human conflict. Gathered into a semi-circle facing away from the
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volcano, the people, in the one photo with humans, gazed at each other and the volcano. Seated
in front of a craggy lava flow, they wore ponchos and wide-brimmed hats. They could have been
locals or tourists clad in gear ready to make the trip to the observation area. The Nichols
speculated about what it must have been like for the “primitive people” in the area of a similar
cinder cone in Northern Arizona during its eruption in the eleventh century, but they barely
mentioned the people who lived in the Meseta Purépecha. Like most tourists, the Nichols
concentrated on the volcano rather than human activity in their article. Minimal reference to the
human effects and photos of unidentified people was as far as their curiosity took them; they did
not reveal anything more about the residents of the villages they crossed through. Travelers
universally thought the volcano was the most significant part of the story.
Stories about travel to the Meseta Purépecha and newspaper articles about the tourist
experience typically began with the volcano’s origin story and Dionisio Pulido’s role. They
depicted Pulido as “a simple Indian farmer” who might be the only person on earth to have
witnessed the birth of a volcano.55 As such, he became the celebrity of Parícutin—the character
that everyone heard about and wanted to meet. Sightseers never mention seeing or talking to
Paula Pulido, Dionisio’s wife, who also witnessed the birth of the volcano. This could be because
Paula Pulido spoke only Purépecha and could not communicate with the outsiders in Spanish, or
because she was never physically present for visitors since the Purépecha community protected
their women by confining them to the household.56 Catharine Oglesby, a tourist from the U.S.
who wrote about her experience in Travel magazine, delighted in learning that Pulido was among
the locals on the day she and her daughter visited the volcano, as if a superstar might rent them
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horses.57 Travelers mentioned Pulido by name more often than any other local. Their fascination
with him extended to the imagery of Parícutin. Several postcards pictured him by himself or with
his family. One headshot of Pulido showed him from the chest up with a blurred background. He
squinted past the camera, ignoring the
photographer like he was thinking about
what to do next. Typical of Parícutin
Village, he wore white clothing. His
ruffled hair suggested that he just removed
his wide brimmed hat, also characteristic
for a farmer of the area. Brow furrowed
and tired looking, this portrait of Pulido
revealed the truth behind the fantastic
origin story. The caption of the postcard
stated “Dionisio Pulido Owner of
“Paricutin” / Insured Owner” ironically
Figure 42. Portrait of Dionisio Pulido.
Unknown Photographer. Postcard. William F. Foshag
Papers, 1923-1965 and undated, 7281, Box 11, Folder 7,
Page 2.

because the emergence of the volcano
took away his fertile farmland. The fame

of being the first man to witness the birth of a volcano did not feed his family like his crops had.
Although only a few travelers discussed the locals’ living situation, the volcano’s origin
story and the mythical elements surrounding Parícutin captivated tourists. Different versions of
Dionisio Pulido’s experience, as passed along by various tourist guides and shared in
publications, revealed interest in an Indian’s reaction to a volcano that emerged from nowhere.
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The origin story provided entertainment about the small, furious, but approachable volcano
because it did not result in a deathly catastrophe. Reiterating what they were told by locals or
guides at the volcano, tourists reported numerous stories of the volcano’s birth and Pulido’s
reaction to it. One of the stories told by official tour guides hired out of Uruapan or Mexico City
conveyed how Pulido thought the devil tried to get out from underground. An accredited tour
guide told this story to a group in 1947 based on the information he had studied in Mexican
guidebooks and pamphlets from the Asosación Mexicana de Turismo.58 One tourist narrative
mentioned that they heard two versions of the story while at the volcano: one where the volcano
emerged from Pulido’s plow, and the other where it emerged under Pulido while he slept since
his field was so warm that he spent the night there.59 No matter the version, the story resulted in
a volcano’s surprise emergence from a field and an ignorant response to it. Statis Coleman, a
music teacher from the U.S. whose visit to see the volcano prompted her to publish a book about
volcanoes, believed that Pulido had felt the warm earth and seen wisps of smoke issue from his
property several days before the volcano actually emerged.60 Catharine Oglesby related a similar
story to Coleman in her article in Travel, where Pulido noticed something was wrong several
days before the main event. In her version, he went to the local priest who did not believe him
and thought he was drunk. A few days later Pulido returned and convinced the Padre he was
serious. They went to his land and the Padre made Pulido kneel down to pray.61 While these
events were plausible and even amusing to visitors who gladly reinforced the impression of a
humble and rural Mexico, they were not accurate. In acknowledgement of the unreliable
information, Robert Semple, a tourist from the U.S. who wrote about his experience in Monsanto
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Magazine, stated that at his time of travel tourists heard two versions of the origin story. Overall,
the origin of the volcano gratified visitors since it did not include loss of life. They imagined a
poor, surprised farmer who witnessed the earth’s opening. Most travel narratives focused on
these amusing aspects and Parícutin’s power to devastate as a spectacle rather than a disaster that
affected the locals’ lives because that was the narrative tourists and readers wanted to hear.
Ownership of the volcano also generated curiosity among the tourists. The anecdote that
Dionisio Pulido put up a “for sale by owner” sign circulated among tourists, although reliable
sources disproved the accuracy of this story.62 Tourists enjoyed the idea that someone could be
the owner of a volcano, and they even discussed how someone could buy a volcano. Some travel
writers reported that the kooky Mexican artist, Dr. Atl, bought the land while others insisted that
yankee relatives of industrialist John D. Rockefeller had purchased it.63 Time magazine even
reported that Robert Ripley, the well-off U.S. entrepreneur who started Ripley’s Believe it or Not,
tried to purchase the volcano.64 The prominent political writer, José Revueltas proclaimed Pulido
to be the sad owner of a volcano since it was not a fruitful enterprise as no one charged
admission. Upper class outsiders saw the potential to commodify the volcano; to turn it into the
sort of extravaganza that Ripley might run. National government officials also saw this
opportunity, but they prioritized accessibility over profitability. The government even shut down
the makeshift tolls that locals had set up along nearby highways to make a few pesos from the
influx in traffic.65 If the government were to keep their promise of relocating the affected
communities, they needed to ensure hardship rather than prosperity from the volcano so that the
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locals pursued income elsewhere. Revueltas weighed in on the benefits of owning a volcano in a
three-part essay published in El Popular that was reproduced in several places including a book
about Parícutin. In the essay, Revueltas wrote: “Dionisio Pulido, the only person in the world
who can brag about owning a volcano, does not own anything.”66 In this catchy opening line,
Revueltas identified the irony of Pulido’s volcano. The volcano destroyed livelihoods and,
despite short-lived income from tourism, prosperity could not return to the region within the next
few generations.
Attention to the man who witnessed the birth of a volcano extended to literature, and
Pulido also appeared in several U.S. children’s books about the sudden birth of a volcano in the
faraway land of Mexico. The books, written in English and published in the U.S. while the
volcano was still active, placed a young Indian at the center of the story and described how
Uncle Dionsio’s cornfield turned into a volcano. Both Volcano by Tom Galt and Juan of
Parícutin by Marion Isabell Whitney based their narratives on the real events but added
embellishments to entertain a young audience.67 Galt’s account described the suspense as
villagers in Parícutin waited to see if the lava would cover their homes. The story concluded with
their being better off after the government moved them to a new town, adhering to the outsider
narrative of the rural indigenous needing improvement. Both books described destruction from
the volcano that disrupted the characters’ way of life, but eventually, as the story unfolded, the
characters found beauty in the volcano. Whitney stated that her motivation to write the story
came after she saw Parícutin in person. She named the book after her young tour guide since the
66

José Revueltas, “Un Sudario Negro Sobre El Paisaje,” El Popular, April 9, 1943, L03032, (Paricutin) Erupciones
Volcanicas, L7.04.02, Biblioteca Miguel Lerdo de Tejada; Also: José Revueltas, Visión del Paricutín (y otras
crónicas y reseñas), ed. Andrea Revueltas and Philippe Cheron (México, D.F.: Ediciones Era, 1986); José
Revueltas, “Un sudario negro sobre el paisaje,” in A ustedes les consta: antología de la crónica en México, ed.
Carlos Monsiváis (México, D.F.: Ediciones Era, 2006), 317–31.
67
Thomas Franklin Galt and Ralph Ray, Volcano (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1946); Marion Isabelle Whitney,
Juan of Parícutin (Austin: Steck Company, 1953).

187

volcano was both a bittersweet attraction and disaster that stuck with her long after her visit. In
the preface to the book, she recalled how her guide “would not let [her] forget the human side.”68
Both authors depicted locals as simple Indians disconnected from modernity, but their
consideration for the residents endeavored to bring attention to the hardships and rapid changes
that the locals lived through. Galt and Whitney accomplished this with stories that entertained a
young audience.

Discussions of the Volcano
Parícutin offered tourists a unique adventure, and during World War II, it provided a
relief from war news. Travel narratives elaborated on the volcano’s astounding display of lights
in the Meseta Purépecha that appealed to outsiders’ desire to consume the exotic or observe
lifestyles different than their own.69 Visitors not only felt the power of the volcano firsthand, but
they also conquered it. Photographing the eruptions, scaling the cone, getting close to the lava
flows, or sleeping near the volcano fulfilled visitors’ desires to prevail over nature. To convey
their experience and to persuade readers to see the volcano for themselves, writers focused on its
uniqueness and discussed its spectacular features.
Persuaded by alluring photos and stories published in Mexico City papers, Dr. Eugenio
Toussaint Aragón, a medical doctor and travel enthusiast, traveled with a friend to see the
volcano for themselves in April, 1943. Not knowing what they were getting into, the two doctors
drove to Uruapan and expected to be able to make it all the way to the volcano. After talking to
some people about their plan, they decided to take a bus because their car would not do well on
the unpaved and ash-covered roads. The rough ride in the back of an open truck left them
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covered in dust by the time they arrived at the volcano. They declared the spectacle that stood
before them well worth the less than luxurious journey. Toussaint Aragón recalled in his travel
narrative, published in 1977, that they spent the entire night enjoying the show at the observation
area. The spectacular red cracks in the lava front and luminescent material being thrown up and
falling back onto the cone, sometimes rolling down the side in a streak of red, struck Toussaint
Aragón as more impressive than Vesuvius, which he witnessed years later. Parícutin, he wrote,
filled the senses because spectators not only saw constant eruptions but also felt and heard the
rumble of the volcano.70
The experience of seeing an active volcano up close turned out to be much more than
most people had hoped for because it provoked all of the senses. When the wind blew the right
way, the volcanic fumes wafted over tourists. The ground trembled. Ash penetrated clothes and
got into hair, eyes, noses, and mouths. Visitors commented on the strange noises that sounded
like waves on the shore or timpani drums.71 James Green, a writer for National Geographic,
quoted a friend who described the sounds as being like the “voice of the surf in a terrible storm,
the roll of thunder, and the roar of cannon rolled into one.”72 Once in a while, the tremors from
the volcano spooked tourists, and they turned back even before reaching the observation point.73
The sensory experience overwhelmed one young woman who became hysterical after she
watched the eruption for a few minutes.74 Many stared transfixed, consumed by the experience,
as time passed without their realizing it.
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Travelers such as Lois Mattox Miller, a writer from the U.S., published thrilling stories
about the miracle baby volcano in popular magazines. 75 In three short pages illustrated with an
erupting volcano, she described the birth and the deleterious effects on the surrounding area.
Hyperbole grabbed readers’ attention and guaranteed a desire to go see half-buried town and a
violent, yet approachable, volcano. Her article also appeared at about the same time, translated
into Spanish, in the popular Mexican magazine, Novedades, and later in the Mexican Reader’s
Digest.76 In dramatic language she claimed a “sure death to everything that could not get out of
its path” but then described the droves of government officials, scientists, reporters, and at least
500 sightseers a day who were going. She declared: “Paracutin [sic] Volcano is now officially a
tourist zone” and proceeded to explain the best methods for traveling there.77 By describing the
spectacle and how to get there, Mattox Miller clearly intended to persuade people to see the
volcano for themselves.
The anticipation of seeing something unique was what attracted tourists like Neill James,
a travel writer from the U.S. She chronicled her unusual experiences at volcanoes and travels
through Mexico in 1943 in her gripping narrative, Dust on my Heart, published in 1946. As part
of her Petticoat Vagabond series about adventures across the world, this book related her
journeys that most tourists did not get to take. One such opportunity gave her the chance to hike
up Popocatepetl, a volcano and the second tallest mountain in Mexico, and into the smoking
crater with the local Explorers Club.78 Hiking up nearly eighteen thousand feet, exposing herself
to the elements, including sulfuric fumes, and sleeping in the crater proved her tough demeanor
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and distinguished her from other female travelers. The challenging feat played into the man
versus nature trope and demonstrated her desire to dominate one of the tallest mountains in
Mexico. Her perseverance after a near-fatal accident while she descended Popocatepetl showed
her resilience and passion for volcanoes. James claimed to hold the “grim record” of one
thousand feet for the longest fall down the mountain without dying.79 Despite a dislocated
shoulder, broken collarbone, fractured leg, and a gash on her forehead that required twenty six
stitches from her tumble down Popocatepetl, she yearned to go to Parícutin. The magnitude
seven earthquake that accompanied the birth of Parícutin on February 20, 1943 woke her with a
start in her Mexico City hospital room. James described the earthquake as “the birth pangs of the
baby volcano,” but scientists did not associate the two since they found the epicenter far from
Parícutin.80 The new volcano soon headlined news outlets and tourists invaded the area. Like
James, they worried that Parícutin would stop erupting before they had a chance to see it. Much
too soon after she recovered from injuries from one volcano, James, walking with a cane, set out
to see another.
James’ trip started out like most: she arrived at Uruapan with her travel companions and
friends from the U.S., Rose Linder, Mary Charles Cole, and Cecile Blagger sometime in late
May or early June 1943.81 They spent one night in Uruapan and the following morning at the
Tzaráracua waterfalls. Located about six miles from Uruapan, the falls were another major
tourist attraction in the area.82 James and her party headed to the volcano in the early afternoon to
be able to see the spectacle in daylight before they enjoyed the night show. They packed food

79

James, 230.
James, 248.
81
Figaro, “Destrucción Total En La Zona Del Volcán Parícutin,” El Universal, June 7, 1943, L03032, (Paricutin)
Erupciones Volcanicas, L7.04.02, Biblioteca Miguel Lerdo de Tejada.
82
James, Dust on My Heart, 253.
80

191

and warm clothes and a driver took them to San Juan. James recalled the blanketed landscape
and falling ash that turned into a dangerous “black mud.” It congealed on the car’s windshield so
that the “chauffeur had to halt the car every few minutes, get out in the rain, and scrape it off.”83
Once in San Juan, they rented horses at the gathering area in front of the church and rode to the
observation huts. Daylight permitted them to snap pictures and James delighted in being able to
also take photos after dark “by the light of the volcano.”84
As the cold night settled in with increasing ashfall, tourists headed back to San Juan.
Blagger went back to sleep in the warm car while the three remaining friends huddled under one
of the observation huts. James described the structure that had a “split-pine-shingled roof …
supported by an ironwood beam placed atop small tree trunks in upright positions.”85 Located
within a mile of the volcano, the heavy ashfall proved to be too much for the structure that night.
It collapsed on the women, and a large beam fell across James and fractured her pelvis in three
places.86 The rescue mission was not swift since only one elderly local man hastened to dig them
out from under the pile of ash and wood. Getting back to San Juan caused them just as much
trouble until a Mexican journalist and two researchers from the U.S. happened upon them. Their
friend Blagger returned and helped the men rig up a stretcher to carry James, who was the most
severely injured of the three. “Four stout Indians,” as James recalled, carried her back to San Juan
and a considerate local woman offered James lodging in her home if James could not make it to
Uruapan. She felt most thankful for the San Juan store owner who gave her brandy before the
rough ride back to Uruapan.87 The heavy ashfall that had begun the previous night not only
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hindered the driver’s sight on the road back, but also stopped the car’s engine a total of twelve
times.88 As such, the driver did not want to make the trip to Mexico City and James had to wait
until the following morning for a different chauffeur to take her to a hospital where she slowly
recuperated, again, from a volcano injury.
The accident went underreported except for the journalist, Figaro, identified by only one
name, who helped the women at the scene. Figaro wrote a series of articles in the Mexico City
based newspaper El Universal where he described dire conditions in the area around the volcano
and declared the tourism period over. The heavy ashfall destroyed most of the buildings in the
area and, by way of example of the danger, he related the story of the roof that fell in on a group
of North American tourists.89 The trauma of seeing one of the few injuries at Parícutin marked
Figaro’s writing. He encouraged people not to travel there, while most other writers promoted
visits and stressed easy and safe accessibility. People in the area perpetuated the story of a roof
falling in on a woman. Donald Lawrence, who visited the volcano about six months later, heard a
version that the roof collapsed and broke a woman’s ribs. James may have agreed with
Lawrence’s assessment that it was an “unromantic way to get injured at a volcano” but given the
whole context, he may have declared it bizarre.90 James recalled her strange encounters with
Mexican volcanos with irony, declaring: “I fell upon Popo; Paracutín [sic] fell upon me!”91 The
accident caused the municipal president, Felipe Cuara, to demand the tourist camp be relocated
closer to San Juan.92 There would be less ash fall and he could monitor the structures.
Throughout the nine years of Parícutin’s activity, walking paths and observation areas moved to
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accommodate the volcano’s development. Thereafter, no accidents occurred—or none that
anyone recorded.
James’ story did not deter other daring individuals and mountaineers. A report in El
Universal stated that the adventure travel company based in Mexico City, Club Excursionista
“Everest” would travel to Parícutin on August 20, 1943.93 No one reported any attempt to reach
the summit of the small volcano until the activity decreased, but hikes around the area provided
enough excitement. Lighting a cigarette on a hot rock at the edge of the lava flow amused the
tourist willing to get near enough.94 A group of teenagers with the Parrot Club de Mexico scaled
the crater in May, 1944.95 These young men tested their mountaineering skills on the sandy
slopes of Parícutin. Reaching a mere 1,391 feet at its tallest point, Parícutin was not a major feat
to ascend in regard to the elevation gain but climbers sank into the ash covered sides making
mobility challenging. The most dangerous aspect was the flying lava bombs it spit out, but
people dodged them if they got too close. Falling debris made it difficult for individuals to climb
the cone’s flanks. Arnaldo Pfeiffer, an experienced alpinist from Morelia, and Mexican Army
Sargent José Rosales reached Parícutin’s summit first on November 3, 1943. Pfeiffer reported
that steam that came out of the vents inside the crater made it impossible to see into and made
the top muddy. He also saw an area covered with “orange, yellow, and white salts” as a result of
the chemical emissions.96 A few weeks later guides mistakenly celebrated Walton Wickett, a
traveler from the U.S. who published his story in the Sierra Club Bulletin, as the first person to
summit Parícutin. From the observation area, people watched him climb up the cone on
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December 5, 1943, and greeted him like a conqueror when he returned. Wickett wrote about his
experience, unaware that the honor did not belong to him but to Pfeiffer and Rosales just over a
month earlier. He felt accomplished and described it as “feeling like lord and ruler of all the lies
below.”97 To Wickett, and to others who tested Parícutin’s limits, their conquest of the volcano
symbolized man’s triumph over the earth.
Stories about the young volcano’s birth spread across the U.S. and captivated a war
weary audience interested in vacation. Donald Lawrence, a botanist from the University of
Minnesota, read about the phenomenon and wanted to see it while he did his service at the
Ellington Airfield in Texas. Lawrence and his wife, Elizabeth Gay, did not realize how quick and
easy it would be to travel down to Mexico from Texas in 1943. After they found out that it would
take them less than a day to get to the volcano, they planned a ten-day trip to Mexico, with two
full days at the volcano. W.D. Oliver, a fellow instructor at the Airforce Preflight School,
accompanied them on the adventure.98 Lawrence published his experience first in the Geological
Society of the Oregon Country News Letter, where he was a member, and then an updated
version with photographs in the mountaineering magazine, Mazama.99
After they flew into Mexico City, on December 5, the Lawrences and Oliver took the
train to Uruapan. Their first-class tickets on two trains covering over 320 miles, Lawrence wrote,
cost about one cent per mile. Not impressed by the crowded trains, he recalled the wonderful
array of food presented by people at each stop and he explained how, “there is no need for dining
car service because at each stop Indians bring to the windows fruit candies, hot tortillas, bowls of
baked meats, and jugs of pulque, the national drink.”100 Following a night in Uruapan, they
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boarded a bus for San Juan. Not knowing what the conditions would be like for their two days at
the volcano, they traveled prepared with blankets and food. Lawrence fondly remembered how
the second-class bus kept stopping to let the motor cool, but they benefitted because it gave them
a chance to take pictures along the way. As they neared the smoking volcano that hid behind the
trees and hills, they watched as the ash layer grew thicker upon the ground and surrounding
vegetation. The bus arrived in San Juan around
noon, and the party strolled around town
looking at the heaps of ash. One photo showed a
street blanketed in ash with defined tire ruts
down the street, like one might find in snow or
dried mud. The volcano erupted a column of
dark clouds in the background, and a woman
walked down the middle of the street with her
gaze ahead and not towards the volcano. Her
long skirt suggested that she might have been a
local and her apparent indifference to the
outburst happening in front of her hinted that
she was accustomed to the sight.101 The volcano

Figure 43. A woman walks down the ash covered
street in a highland village.
Donald Lawrence, December 6, 1943. Lawrence,
Donald B. “Parícutin: The World’s Newest
Mountain.” Mazama, 1944, 21.

astounded visitors, which is why Lawrence
focused his writing and photography on the volcano rather than discussing the woman in the
photo or any other locals. Out of the thirty photographs published with his article, only one
contained a human subject.
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As the Lawrence party walked around, they came across Dr. Foshag, a scientist for the
National Museum at the Smithsonian Institute, who offered them information and lodging in the
scientists’ observation cabin since he was on his way back to Mexico City. In addition to giving
them tips about where to hike around the volcano, Foshag also “instructed an Indian woman to
cook for [them] and an Indian boy to bring [them] a jug of water.” The rest of the day they hiked
around the volcano and scoped out a good place to watch the volcano at night. Some of the
photographs in Lawrence’s published article showed the variety of sights the party took in, per
Foshag’s instructions. The night view attracted most visitors because the bright red lava stood
out in the darkness, but during this period, the small crater, Zapicho, “had stolen the show.”102
The Lawrences and Oliver observed the display for several hours before they retired to the cabin
where they curled up on the floor under their wool blankets. The direct view of the volcano from
the window made the uncomfortable accommodations priceless. A photograph taken from in
front of the observation cabin captured the scene of the main cone and Zapicho in eruption. The
tourists’ shelter appeared in the middle ground, several hundred feet from the scientist’s
observation cabin. At this distance, the trees still had some foliage and were not completely
weighed down from the ash. Debris billowed out of the two cones and the material from Zapicho
appeared much darker. The vulnerable act of sleeping near the active volcano indicated how the
Lawrence party did not fear the volcano. Instead, they crawled over its cone and got near its lava
flows, proving their dominance over it.

102

Lawrence, 27.

197

Figure 44. The Lawrence Party’s view of Parícutin and Zapicho (on the left) from their cabin.
Donald Lawrence, Dec. 6, 1943. Lawrence, Donald B. “Parícutin: The World’s Newest Mountain.” Mazama,
1944, 22.

The following day the group explored around the volcano, taking some of Dr. Foshag’s
advice of where to go and how to get there. Emboldened by the fact that two men had ascended
the cone several days before, Lawrence climbed within 100 feet of the top of the main crater. He
took a photo at an upward tilt that showed a close-up of the ashy side of the volcano and what it
looked like below the massive cloud of ejecta.103 The angle of this image exposed how the
photographer framed his shot up the side of the volcano, as if to esteem its greatness. At the same
time, it indicated how close Lawrence got to the active crater, proving how weak Parícutin’s
eruptions could be sometimes. The ash cloud billowed above the photographer and Lawrence
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reported feeling tremors as he rested on the side of the cone. Soon after, Parícutin erupted,
entering one of its typical periods of activity that took place about every half an hour, Lawrence
explained.104 Before he reached the summit, he skidded down the cone to avoid any falling
debris. He picked up a hot lava bomb to bring as a souvenir and it burned a hole through the
handkerchief he used to carry it. As they walked around the perimeter of the lava flow, they
marveled at how it had consumed the forest. They smelled the resin boiling as the lava slowly
crept over the base of a pine tree. After the tree fell sideways in a cloud of dusty ash, they
watched the lava slowly cover it. During the day, the red hot parts of the lava flow were harder to
see and the party did not get within ten feet of it due to the extreme heat.105 Later that day, they
left satisfied that they had seen the best possible angles of the volcano from the ground.
Lawrence had gathered photographs and information on the vegetation and volcano without
much attention to the surrounding human populations.
An early visitor to Parícutin noticed the rampant commodification of the volcano. An
exiled Eastern European writer who lived in Mexico during the first years of the eruption and
always on the lookout for stimulating topics, Egon Erwin Kisch traveled to see the new volcano
only two weeks after it emerged. In his book, originally published in German and translated into
Spanish, he dedicated a chapter to contemplations about the nascent volcano. In one section he
personified it and pondered how it must have felt after it left the earth’s underground womb only
to be poked and prodded by scientists who, “look[ed] at its tongue, check[ed] its breathing,
t[ook] its pulse, t[ook] its temperature.”106 Journalists also overran it to share sounds,
photographs, and stories of the monster. Kisch described how “they h[ung] a microphone in front
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of its noses and t[old] it to roar, cough, and thunder before it so that radio listeners within two
continents c[ould] hear it.”107 By personifying it, Kisch empathized more with the volcano than
the people who lived under it. Kisch saw the irony that Pulido, the local on whose parcel the
volcano emerged, could no longer benefit from his land while outsiders took samples,
measurements, and data. The land that used to provided subsistence for Pulido and his family
now delivered information for outsiders.

Conclusions
Travel writers helped bring attention to the new volcano in the secluded Meseta
Purépecha by focusing on the spectacle of Parícutin. They wanted to tell their audience about the
unique natural wonder in the highlands just west of Mexico City. The reward of seeing a volcano
in action close up made the accessible but rugged trek to get there worth it. Parícutin captured the
imagination of many sightseers, to the extent that they often diminished the roles of local people.
Most travel writers and journalists revealed pity rather than understanding for the people from
the area, if they discussed the locals at all. Buried in descriptions of the spectacle and the
exciting life of a volcano lay the unpleasant reality of people who lived under the volcano. Most
tourists interpreted the locals’ actions or inaction as Indian backwardness or the foolishness of a
primitive people. Not many outsiders understood that those who stayed in the Meseta Purépecha
did not have anywhere else acceptable to go. Locals made the most of an unpleasant situation,
some because they thought it was their punishment and others because they had no other option.
By concentrating the stories and photographs of the volcano, tourists helped bring the
Meseta Purépecha into national consciousness. It fit into Mexico’s ambition of modernizing the
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countryside while also showing off exceptional aspects of the country. Suggested by sightseers’
documentation, the area seemed absent of a community worth much discussion. The fact that the
name “Parícutin” referred solely to the volcano a year after its birth and not to the long-standing
village represented the erasure of the people. The volcano took the village’s name and pointed to
what outsiders prioritized.108 Parícutin volcano became the focal point, while the villagers were
all but forgotten. This focus served the national agenda of presenting a modern nation with
indigenous heritage, a concept that attracted U.S. tourists during the war.
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Conclusions
Volcano as Natural Disaster

Parícutin attracted people from across the world and from various backgrounds. Reports,
film, photographs, artwork, and stories transmitted impressions of Parícutin across the U.S. and
Mexico. Scientists extensively studied the new volcano alongside other observers who marveled
at its nightly shows of exploding lava. The volcano exemplified the conversation of national
meaning making because of how individuals with distinct backgrounds interpreted it differently.
This drastic change to the landscape of the Meseta Purépecha meant an opportunity for the
government to fix, in their opinion, a rural community that did not contribute to the nation. Many
residents from the area interpreted Parícutin as a warning sign or a message from God that they
were not living according to God’s word and needed to make improvements. Scientists and
journalists, from the U.S. and Mexico, saw the volcano as a specimen to be studied and reported
on; a once in a lifetime opportunity to see something unique. Tourists accepted this interpretation
and flocked to see the amazing spectacle that also gave them the opportunity to ogle at an
indigenous culture of Mexico. All of these people witnessed the same volcano, but their
backgrounds resulted in different interpretations, nonetheless their proximity at the volcano
permitted them to exchange knowledge.
Newspaper articles reflected how the volcano took on different meanings throughout its
life. In the first few days, the newspapers reported chaos and questioned whether the volcano
was really a volcano. Shortly after observers realized that it was not as dangerous as they had
initially thought and the volcano became a source for spectacle and science. Tourists traveled to
the area to see the lava spewing out, which was especially beautiful at night. Scientists formed
commissions to study the volcano and the geology of the region. The Mexican government was
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proud to have such an interesting phenomenon appear within its borders and took special care to
fund scientists studying the volcano. After the initial hype of the volcano as a spectacle died
down, the newspapers remembered the villages affected by the ash fall and lava flows. Parícutin
village was the first to be evacuated completely, and scientists did not think the lava would reach
any other populated areas. They were reminded of the uncontrollable nature of the earth when
lava pushed up against the larger community of San Juan. When San Juan needed to evacuate the
press took up the narrative of the volcano as destructive once again and called the people of
Mexico to action to help their fellow citizens in a time of need. After San Juan evacuated in May
1944 and the volcano ended its first period of major activity, the press also slowed down
reporting on the two-year-old volcano. Over the next seven years Parícutin made the national
news much less often. One story highlighted when the U.S. President Truman took a trip to see
the area and flew over the volcano in a plane. Parícutin stopped erupting in 1952 but the ground
still smoked for years after. Parícutin’s death, which was significant for the scientists studying it,
was much quieter than its birth and did not draw news headlines.
This microhistory can be used to understand how locals and outsiders dealt with an
extraordinary event. The area surrounding the volcano, inhabited by people of Purépecha
descent, soon turned into a space for international exchange of ideas with the influx of visitors
curious about the new volcano. As so often happens in the wake of a natural disaster, the loudest
voices take over leaving others unheard. Also, as so often happens, the most vulnerable
populations get heaviest hit. The history of Parícutin revealed how it is important to examine
multiple human-environment relationships and their connections to culture. Understanding how
people relate to their natural surroundings has particular significance in a world with a changing
and unpredictable climate. Unexpected climatic events such as earthquakes, hurricanes, or
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tsunamis have permanently altered the social fabric of communities throughout the world. It is
necessary, then, to address different perspectives and pay attention to the culture and customs of
the local communities most affected by the disaster to prevent further marginalization.
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