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Modern Warfare Meets “Mexico’s Evil Tradition”: 
Death, Memory, and Media during the Mexican Revolution 
 
 

Everard Meade 
 
 
 
 
 
The Mexican Revolution (1910-20) produced modern, industrialized death for the first time in 
the history of the Americas and previewed the coming World War.  Hundreds if not thousands of 
executions took place during the Revolution, and all of the major revolutionary factions executed 
perceived traitors and prisoners of war.  Despite the massive subjective experience with death, 
historians of Mexico have largely avoided treating the Revolution as war, or dealing with the 
collective experience of violence. This paper examines what the collective memory of executions 
can teach us about the subjective experience of violence during the Revolution, and how, through 
their patterned form and mass-mediation, executions became the pre-eminent symbol of 
Revolutionary Mexico at home and abroad.  The paper argues that images of executions became 
a black legend of Revolutionary Mexico that masked the jarring experience of economic 
modernization and social dislocation at the heart of the Mexican Revolution and the modern 
mass death it produced.  This mythology sustained both a popular cult of the dead that 
questioned and undermined the ideological pretensions of post-Revolutionary political leaders, 
but also, paradoxically, helped to sustain essentialist tropes of Mexican backwardness and 
violence. 
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The century of health, hygiene and contraceptives, miracle drugs and synthetic 
foods, is also the century of the concentration camp and the police state, 
Hiroshima and the murder story.  Nobody thinks about death, about his own 
death…because nobody lives a personal life.  Collective slaughter is the fruit of a 
collectivized way of life. 
 
…our relations with death are intimate – more intimate perhaps than those of any 
other people – but empty of meaning and devoid of erotic emotion.  Death in 
Mexico is sterile, not fecund like that of the Aztecs and the Christians. 
– Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude, 1949. 1 

 
The Mexican Revolution (1910-20) produced modern, industrialized death for the first 

time in the history of the Americas and previewed the coming World War.  Aerial bombardment, 
the machine gun, long-range artillery, and trench warfare made killing efficient and anonymous.  
Massive armies traveled by rail.  Factories churned out hundreds of thousands of identical 
munitions, uniforms, and other supplies.  Fat-cat financiers speculated on one faction or another 
from thousands of miles away.  Revolutionary chiefs printed their own money, posed for the 
cameras, and fed propaganda to the international press.  Epic violence and economic disruption 
claimed a million lives, and created a mass exodus of refugees.2  Thousands of executions took 
place during the Revolution.  All of the various factions executed perceived traitors and prisoners 
of war, and the execution of rebels, bandits, and political dissidents continued through the first 
decade of reconstruction.3  The civilian populace participated in the carnage at all levels: they 
witnessed killing firsthand, and narrowly escaped its fury; they heard about it from friends and 
family, and lost others to its whim; they sung its sad or satirical refrains in countless corridos, 
and suffered its consequences long afterwards.  Meanwhile, shutters clicked, telegraphs ticked, 
and images of violence in Mexico appeared in newspapers, magazines, and other media across 
the globe.       

Representations of the Revolutionary experience during and afterwards elevated an 
intimacy with death to the status of “national totem,” a primordial symbol of collective identity 
defying the ephemera of politics and ideology.4  Executions provided some of the choicest raw 

������������������������������������������������������
1 Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude, trans. Lysander Kemp (New York: Grove Press, 1985), 57-9. 
2 Estimates of the death toll range from 550,00 to over 2.1 million, and emigration from 200,000 to 700,000.  The 
most recent demographic analysis by Robert McCaa suggests 1.5 million war-related deaths (including those from 
epidemic disease and other non-combat fatalities) and 350,000 refugees.  See “Missing Millions: The Demographic 
Costs of the Mexican Revolution,” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos, Vol. 19, No.2 (July 2003), 367-400. 
3 While there is no precise count of Revolutionary executions, the historiography of the Revolution confirms a 
general estimate that is orders of magnitude larger than the number of executions carried out by any of the 
belligerents in World War I and implicates all of the various revolutionary factions and their enemies in the 
wholesale execution of “deserters,” “traitors,” “rebels,” common criminals,  political enemies, and prisoners of war.  
See: Gerard Christopher Oram, Military Executions during World War I (London: Palgrave/MacMillan, 2003); 
Friedrich Katz, The Life and Times of Pancho Villa, (Stanford: Stanford University Press), 220-21, 339;  Alan 
Knight, The Mexican Revolution: Vol. 2 Counterrevolution and Reconstruction (Lincoln: The University of 
Nebraska Press, 1986), 40-41;  Jorge Vera Estañol, Historia de la Revolución Mexicana (México: Editorial Porrúa, 
1967), 393-96; and John Womack, Zapata and the Mexican Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1969), 101. 
4 Claudio Lomnitz, Death and the Idea of Mexico (Brooklyn: Zone Books, 2005), 21. Lomnitz cites art critic Luis 
Cardoza y Aragón on defining death as “Mexico’s national totem.”  Probing intellectuals including Diego Rivera, 
Juan Rulfo, José Revueltas, Octavio Paz, and many others, Lomnitz documents the popular death fetish as both an 
observed reality and a primordializing theory of Mexican history cemented in the aftermath of the Revolution, but 
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material for the canonization of Revolutionary death, their ritual quality and spectacle organic 
ingredients of a totemic national identity.  Nellie Campobello’s Cartucho (1931) tells the history 
of the Revolution as a history of death, a series of epitaphs and eulogies, twenty-one of them 
under the heading “the executed.” 5  In “el ahoracdo” [the hanged], she weaves rites of execution 
into the social fabric of Revolutionary society: 

The man whose hand was sticking out the train window— [a hand] 
bruised and with nails so black it looked strangled—was talking so fervently that 
the macuchi cigarette behind his ear kept moving and looked like it would fall to 
the floor. I was hoping to see it fall. “Machines, land, plows, nothing but 
machinery and more machinery!” he said with his arms open, his ideas swaying 
with the movement of the coach. “The Government doesn’t understand. It doesn’t 
see.” No one answered him. When the water vendor came by, everyone asked for 
a bottle. They offered him one. “No, I never drink water. My whole life, coffee, 
only coffee. Water tastes bad to me,” he said, clearing his throat. “When we get to 
Camargo, I’ll have my coffee.”  

He spoke in ten different tones of voice, always asking some phantom for 
the same thing: machinery.   

In Santa Rosalia de Camargo, watermelon, everyone was eating 
watermelon.  My freckled nose was buried in a slice Mama gave me when, 
suddenly, I saw a bunch of men on horseback next to a telegraph post, trying to 
throw a rope over it.  When they succeeded, they handed the end to one man, who 
jammed his spurs into his horse. The horse leaped into motion.  On the other end 
was the man they were hanging. The one on horseback stopped at a certain 
distance, when the rope was taut, and looked toward the post as if trying to read 
an advertisement from far away. Then he moved back little by little until the 
hanged man was at the right height. The others cut the rope, and they all rode off, 
carrying along a cloud of dust in their horses’ hooves. Mama said nothing, but she 
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with origins dating back to the sixteenth century, and the experience of mass death during the Conquest (ibid., 21-
57, 383-411).  
5 Nellie Campobello, Cartucho and My Mother’s Hands, trans. Meyer and Matthews (Austin: The University of 
Texas Press, 1988).  The second (1940) and third (1960) editions of the text include twenty-eight stories in the 
section “the executed.” Campobello was a writer, dancer, and choreographer, born in Durango in 1900.  Her father, 
Jesús Felipe Moya, was a Villista general and Maderista, killed in the battle of Ojinaga in 1914.  She spent the 
remainder of the Revolution with her mother, Rafaela Luna, and her new stepfather, Boston Doctor Stephen 
Campbell, from whom she took her name, in the city of Hidalgo del Parral, Chihuahua, which was occupied by 
different armed factions nearly a dozen times during the Revolution.  While she is perhaps best known for founding 
the National School of Dance (1932), the Folkloric Ballet of Mexico (1937), and the Mexico City Ballet (1943), her 
non-fiction novel Cartucho: relatos de la lucha en el norte de México (1931), was the only female version of the 
Revolutionary novel and memoir of its era, and the only avowedly anti-Carrancista novel to gain a national audience 
for more than a generation. The form of the novel, snapshots of death taken from personal recollections and folk 
remembrances gathered during extensive interviews, captures the iconic quality of Revolutionary executions and the 
ways in which violent death and its memorialization permeated everyday life in Revolutionary Mexico.  While the 
details are somewhat murky, she began writing the novel in Cuba, at the urging of Langston Hughes and Federico 
García Lorca, and it was first published in Veracruz, during the radical governorship of Adalberto Tejeda.  For a 
brief biography, see Norma Klahn, “Campobello, Nellie,” Encyclopedia of Mexico. History, Politics, Culture, ed. 
Michael Werner (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers), 186.  For a more in-depth treatment of Campobello as a 
woman, a writer, and an image-maker, see Clara Guadalupe García, Nellie. el caso Campobello (México: Cal y 
Arena, 2000).  For an analysis of images of violence in Cartucho, see: Blanca Rodríguez, Nellie Campobello: eros y 
violencia (México: UNAM, 1998). 
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stopped eating the watermelon. The seat opposite us was vacant. The man who 
dangled his hand out the window was hanging in front of the train, not ten meters 
from where we were. The macuchi cigarette had fallen from his ear, and the 
hanged man looked as though he was searching for it with his tongue. Slowly the 
train pulled out of the station, leaving behind, swinging from a post, the man who 
drank coffee all his life.6 

The hanging of “the man who drank coffee all his life” violates the ordinary pleasures of eating a 
piece of watermelon or smoking a rustic cigarette in Campobello’s recounting of Revolutionary 
violence in northern Mexico.  His head bobbing with, “machines, land, and plows,” an 
archetypal revolutionary speaks “in ten tones of voice,” trying, perhaps, to hit the note that will 
conjure the “phantom” authority capable of realizing his modernist reverie.  Instead, authority 
materializes in an ill-defined “bunch of men” and “machinery” in a horse-drawn killing.  As the 
train chugs away, a man who couldn’t make the government “see” is left behind in the 
Revolutionary rapture, his broken body a marker of its primitive apparatus.   

As Campobello suggests, ritualized violence and the execution of prisoners permeated 
everyday life during the Mexican Revolution.  A familiarity with death and the rites of killing 
unarmed captives seared an indelible scar on the survivors.  Even though it is derived from her 
own experiences as a child witness in Chihuahua, Campobello’s account represents a particular 
generation of post-Revolutionary narrative more than it does the ordinary encounter with violent 
death or executions.  Urban intellectuals who had witnessed the largely rural Revolution 
firsthand, the chroniclers of the 1920s and 1930s emphasized its violent, grotesque, and fatalistic 
aspects, some to reach a mass audience, others to discount the political capacity of the masses it 
mobilized, and still others, including Campobello, to reclaim discredited social movements and 
regional experiences as part of an authentic Revolutionary myth.7  The precise relationship 
between a narrative like Campobello’s and the everyday experience with Revolutionary 
executions is thus fluid and difficult to discern.  Time, social distance, and mythos undercut the 
degree of eyewitness authority that she brings to the material, even accounting for her unique 
regional and gendered perspective, or the artistic license she takes.   

The record of nineteenth-century civil wars and rebellions in Mexico is replete with 
hanged rebels, military and civilian leaders hauled before the firing squad as bandits or traitors, 
local notables killed during the sacking of villages, and mutilated corpses left as grim reminders 
of the cost of entering enemy territory.   And yet, the scale of Revolutionary violence was 
unprecedented, and executions penetrated everyday political life like never before.  Moreover, 
Revolutionary executions were reproduced and mass-mediated in a larger field of images of 
modern war at the moment of its explosive birth.  The ways in which they were remembered and 
mass-mediated, and their dissonance with images of modern warfare, in particular, transformed 
executions into an implacable symbol of Revolutionary Mexico, sustaining a popular narrative 

������������������������������������������������������
6 Campobello, Cartucho and My Mother’s Hands, 36. (Bracketed additions are my own). 
7 In his examination of classic accounts of the Villista Revolution, Max Parra attributes an “urban liberal bias” 
which discounted the political capacity of the masses to the period of the Calles presidency (1924-28) and Mariano 
Azuela’s Los de Abajo and Martín Luis Guzmán’s El Águila y la serpiente; regionalist “market-oriented 
sensationalism” to the period of the Maximato (1928-34) and Rafael Muñoz’s ¡Vámonos con Pancho Villa!; and a 
populist attempt “to incorporate Villa into the official memory of the nation” to the Cárdenas era (1934-1940), and 
Guzmán’s Memorias de Pancho Villa.  Cartucho fits somewhere between these latter two modes, sharing the 
graphic violence and regionalism of Muñoz with the effort to reclaim Villismo as part of an authentic Revolutionary 
myth.  Max Parra, Writing Pancho Villa’s Revolution: Rebels in the Literary Imagination of Mexico (Austin: The 
University of Texas Press, 2005), 4-9.  
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that regardless of the regime in power, the firing squad would be the ultimate mediator in 
Mexican society, as it always had been.   

While the common experience of executions at various degrees of separation undeniably 
affected the memory of the Revolution at a very human level, it would be incredibly difficult to 
measure this subjective experience in any kind of aggregate form.  Furthermore, following 
sociologist Jeffrey Olick, there would seem to be an “ontological hiatus…between aggregate 
patterns of psychological orientations” – what Olick calls “collected memory,” and “the 
symbolic structuring of political discourse” in “explicitly commemorative activities” – what he 
calls “collective memory.” 8  Redeeming the collective memory of the Revolution, or at least the 
attempt to give meaning to the victims and the causes for which they died, would play a central 
role in legitimating the post-Revolutionary state, providing martyrs for a revived nationalist 
pantheon, demons and scapegoats for pre-Revolutionary decadence, and a secular narrative of 
sacrifice to justify the enormous suffering wrought by a decade of civil war.9  The semiotic 
magnetism of executions – the way in which they became symbolic loci for the everyday 
savagery and essential Mexicanness of Revolutionary violence, rather than its epic, modern, or 
even tragic qualities – proved a powerful stumbling block in this redemptive process.   

Because of their routinization, the intentional malice and perversity with which they were 
often carried out, and the horrific symbols which they were designed to create, executions would 
loom large in the collective memory of the Revolution, perhaps more so than battlefield deaths. 
They would become icons in the “symbolic structuring of political discourse” which were 
increasingly independent of substantive individual perceptions of the actual killings they 
represented.  Because they were filmed, photographed, and mass-mediated, Revolutionary 
executions became a central axis in the propaganda wars between rival factions and the broader 
epistemology of Revolutionary justice.  Because all of the major factions carried out executions 
with and without legal pretense, Revolutionary executions burdened the exercise of any kind of 
legal authority over life and death with mnemonically-enhanced images of the perpetration of 
lethal violence against defenseless individuals.10  Because similar kinds of executions continued 

������������������������������������������������������
8 “Collective Memory: The Two Cultures,” Sociological Theory, Vol. 17, No. 3 (Nov. 1999), 333-248.  Olick 
reinforces this definition of collective memory with two key premises: 1) that “political language, symbolism, and 
claim-making” can be “constitutive of interests and identities”; and 2) that symbols often have a considerable degree 
of “independence from the substantive perception of individuals” (ibid.) Unlike other cultural theorists, however, 
Olick is neither at war with nor divorced from physical and cognitive studies of memory, which almost universally 
privilege the individual and use the ability to recall as the dependent variable.  As Wulf Kansteiner explains, 
separating these two kinds of memory helps to define each on its own terms – which means, roughly, following the 
cognitive scientists in defining how individuals remember and the cultural theorists in defining symbolic interaction 
– and to clarify the places in which the two overlap, like the “social nature of individual remembering and 
forgetting,” and the failure of many “potential memories” to join the ranks of a given collective memory. “Finding 
Meaning in Memory: A Methodological Critique of Collective Memory Studies,” History and Theory, Vol. 41, No. 
2 (May, 2002), 186-93.  
9 Claudio Lomnitz explains the use of martyrdom, messianism, and other idioms of sacrifice by secular leaders in 
Mexico to achieve legitimacy when claims of ideological consistency and/or genuine national sovereignty were 
untenable. “Passion and Banality in Mexican History: The Presidential Persona,” Deep Mexico, Silent Mexico. An 
Anthropology of Nationalism (Minneapolis: The University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 89-109.  Lyman Johnson has 
recently coordinated the first systematic attempt to explore the memorialization, manipulation, and contestation of 
the death and dead bodies of national heroes in modern Latin America, which includes in-depth treatments of 
Hidalgo, Morelos, Iturbide, Zapata, Obregón, and Cuauhtémoc. Death, Dismemberment, and Memory. Body Politics 
in Latin America (Chapel Hill: Diálogos/The University of North Carolina Press, 2004).   
10 By “mnemonically-enhanced,” following Olick, I mean preserved and propagated in pictures, films, prints, news 
stories, etc., that served as cues for historical recollection after the fact, what might be called memory “prosthetics,” 
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long after the military victory of the nominal “Revolutionary” regime, images of Revolutionary 
executions undermined its triumphal chronology and called into question other pretenses to the 
creation of a “new order.”  Because they were performed on an international stage, reproducing 
stock and trade tropes of Revolutionary Mexico in foreign and domestic media, images of 
Revolutionary executions developed a distinctly national texture, suggesting ‘a Mexican way of 
doing things’ that was as cruel and arbitrary as the hanging of Campobello’s coffee drinker.   

It was here, in the resonance of symbols, that the inescapable, but elusive subjective 
experience with violence on a massive scale likely exercised its agency.  As post-Revolutionary 
state-builders attempted to claim and standardize images of violence, they surely created cues for 
subjective memories of real violence, memories cobbled together through mental states and 
social perspectives beyond the purview of the regime.11 More important, state builders 
perpetuated practices that renewed the cache of particular types of violent images – like the 
execution of rebels, bandits, and political dissidents – without successfully subordinating them to 
a coherent and penetrating ideological project, and thus they likely sustained myriad subjective 
narratives that ran counter to their own purposes.  This specific process of creating a collected 
memory of Revolutionary executions – some composite of how ordinary people remembered 
executions, or how they shaped their interpretation of subsequent events –  is largely lost from 
the historical record.  Any attempt to recreate a collected memory of executions, or of 
revolutionary violence more broadly, would require a massive revision of existing sources and a 
healthy dose of speculation.  There are, however, the pictures.   
 
Industrialized and Intimate Images of Revolutionary Death 

The image of revolutionaries hung by the side of the road after being shot in the Spring of 
1911 was semiotically magnified – from image to picture to symbol – first by the fact that it was 
photographed, and second by the fact that the practice was repeated in scores of other instances 
throughout the Revolution by all of the major factions, and much later massified, when 
government troops hung rebels from telegraph poles alongside miles of railroad tracks during La 
Cristiada (1926-29).12  Much the same could be said of the anonymous rebel hung from a tree by 

���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
and symbolic loci for affective responses to invocations of the violence of the Mexican Revolution, on all sides.  
Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins, “Social Memory Studies: From ‘Collective Memory’ to the Historical 
Sociology of Mnemonic Practices,” Annual Review of Sociology 24 (1998), 105-40.  See also Alison Landsberg, 
Prosthetic Memory: The Transformation of American Remembrance in the Age of Mass Culture (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2004); and Celia Lury, Prosthetic Culture: Photography, Memory and Identity (London: 
Routledge Press, 1998).   
11 Olick points to three discoveries in the physiology and cognition of memories that suggest important avenues for 
cultural research and collaborative work: 1) the ability to remember is highly cue and state dependent; 2) memories 
are physiologically cobbled together (rather than recalled or reproduced) and this process depends upon contexts that 
are constantly in flux; and 3) social variables (such as class and race) often determine the terms through which 
individuals remember different details of particular events.   
12 Casasola, Anales gráficos, 192. The rebel cabecilla Patricio Quirino, for example, was similarly strung up by 
Federal forces and photographed (after being shot) in Durango in September of 1913, as were government peace 
negotiators at the hands of Zaptista forces that July. Casasola, Anales gráficos, 290, 297.  By “images,” I refer to a 
wider imaginary landscape than that of a particular “picture,” set of pictures, or conscious textual representation.  
Following Tom Mitchell, I interpret a “picture” to be conceptually subordinate to an “image,” the difference 
between the two akin to that between “a constructed concrete object or ensemble (frame, support, materials, 
pigments, facture) and the virtual phenomenal appearance that it provides for a beholder; the difference between a 
deliberate act of representation (‘to picture or depict’) and a less voluntary, perhaps even passive or automatic act (to 
image or imagine); the difference between a specific kind of visual representation (the “pictorial” image) and the 
whole realm of iconicity (verbal, acoustic, mental images). W.J.T. Mitchell, Picture Theory. Essays on Verbal and 
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the side of the road in Zacatecas in October of 1913, his head cocked heavily to the side and the 
white cotton pants that marked him as a particular kind of rural rebel pulled down around his 
ankles, or the captured Federals lined up and shot in front of a photographer by Villista forces in 
1914.13  The body of a Constitutionalist General, lying next to the wall where he was shot, with a 
sign painted above it reading “cadaver of José Pérez Castro,” was recapitulated by dozens of 
similar pictures of famous/infamous military leaders on tables or in caskets with painted signs 
identifying them for the camera.14  This repetition helped to define an aesthetic form, which, 
(under the influence of a collected memory of mass death, no doubt), took on the limited range 
of meanings and devotional context defining a symbol.15 

 

 
Picture 1 – “Revolucionarios después de haber sido fusilados fueron colgados conforme a la Ley 
de Suspensión de Garantías” (c.1911), Anales gráficos, 192. 
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Visual Representation (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 4.  See Mitchell, Iconology: Image and 
Text (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1988).  Given Mitchell’s definition of an image and my own 
invocation of mnemonic devices and collective memory, I am explaining how an image, experienced and 
remembered by those who witnessed the execution or the body left behind or learned of it through informal, 
asymmetrical media (i.e. rumor, gossip, storytelling), was mnemonically-enhanced and endowed with greater 
aesthetic uniformity when it was turned into a picture by a photographer, and thus rendered a potential artifact of 
collective identity when that picture was mediated.  The repetition of the form of the execution in other cases, 
especially when photographed, or turned into pictures, and thus endowed with a common artificial uniformity, 
rendered diverse subjective images of execution into a symbol, a sign that signified a limited range of meanings and 
generated a limited range of affective responses.   
13 Casasola, Anales gráficos, 300. Katz includes before and after shots of a Villista firing squad executing federal 
prisoners.  (The pictures are undated but they emerge in a recounting of the battles of 1914).  See Friedrich Katz, 
The Life and Times of PanchoVilla (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998), 483 (hereafter cited as Pancho 
Villa). The rebel cabecilla Anastasio Pérez was shot and hung in a similar pose in Michoacán at virtually the same 
time. Casasola, Anales gráficos, 300 
14 Casasola, Anales gráficos, 356.  For a series of similar photographs from different periods of the Revolution, See 
Casasola, Anales gráficos, 192, 233, 303. 
15 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 39-41. 
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Picture 4 – “El Cabecilla Patricio Quirino es fusilado y colgado en Durango” (1913), Anales 
gráficos, Anales gráficos, 297. 
 
 

Picture 2 – “Rebelde ahorcado en 
camino a Zacatecas” (1913), Anales 
gráficos, 300. 

Picture 3  – “El cabecilla Anastasio 
Pérez, fusilado y colgado en 
Michoacán” (1913), Anales gráficos, 
300. 
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Picture 5 – “Uno de los comisionados de paz del gobierno es colgado” (1913), Anales gráficos, 
292. 
 
 

 
 
Picture 6 – “Católicos ahorcados al sur de Jalisco” (c. 1927), Anales gráficos, 401. 
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Picture 7 – “El 
cabecilla José 
Maciel fusilado en 
el estado de 
Durango.”(c.1912) 
(left) 
 
Picture 8 – “El 
jefe rebelde 
Timoteo Casillas 
fusilado en 
Irapuato, 
Guanajuato” 
(1912), Anales 
gráficos, 233. 
�
�
�
Picture 9 – 
“Cadáver del 
general José Pérez 
Castro, después de 
haber sido fusilado 
en León, 
Guanajuato” 
(1914), Anales 
gráficos, 357. 
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
Picture 10 – “El 
general Cándido 
Navarro, fusilado 
por los federales 
en Abasolo, 
Guanajuato” 
(1913), Anales 
gráficos, 303. 



InterCulture  5.2 (June 2008)  
�

Meade, “Modern Warfare…”               
�

129 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Picture 11 – “General Magdaleno Cedillo, derrotado, aprehendido y fusilado cerca de Ciudad 
del Maíz, San Luis Potosí” (1917), Anales gráficos, 438. 

 
As scholars of folklore have demonstrated with respect to the corrido, and particularly 

the corridos of the Mexican Revolution, synergy between a repetitive or “patterned” form and a 
patterned content at once makes a narrative easier to remember/reproduce (and thus to become a 
folk artifact), and simplifies its message to prioritize collective identity over narrative 
individuality.16  The artist best known for printing broadsheets of corrido lyrics and 
accompanying pictures, including many corridos recounting the sagas of men condemned to 
death, the prolific printmaker, José Guadalupe Posada, is a prime example.  Posada reproduced 
the generic or “patterned” quality of Revolutionary executions emphasized by photographs in 
striking fashion.17  In his treatments of pre-Revolutionary executions, like that of Jesús Bruno 

������������������������������������������������������
16 See John H. McDowell, “The Mexican Corrido: Formula and Theme in a Ballad Tradition,” The Journal of 
American Folklore, Vol. 85, No. 337 (July-September, 1972), 205-220.  Américo Paredes and Ricard Bauman eds., 
Folklore and Culture on the Texas-Mexican Border. (Austin: CMAS/University of Texas Press, 1993). The form 
and content of corridos “prioritized collective identity” by emphasizing simplified, generic stories recognizable to a 
particular group audience. 
17 Posada (1852-1913) printed broadsheets of popular Mexican corridos on a variety of plain and colored papers that 
were sold and distributed throughout Mexico.  Many of his broadsheets of executions (as well as crimes, fires, and 
other tragedies) included corridos recounting the sagas of the condemned in text accompanying the pictures.  For 
example, one of his 1895 pictures of jewel thief and murderer Jesús Bruno Martínez includes the corrido “Los 
lamentos de Bruno Martínez”; “ El fusilamiento de Bruno Apresa,” also known as “El fusilamiento del Capitán 
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Martínez, Capitán Clodomiro Cota, El Tigre de Santa Julia, or Capitán Calapiz [a.k.a. Calapsis 
or Bruno Apresa], in which the condemned are named, and other devices – such as thought 
bubbles, ‘before’ or character study pictures, the presence of family members, and even facial 
expressions – convey the individuality of each execution and suggest a contingent narrative of 
how they ended up before a firing squad (or at least that one exists).18  Posada’s treatments of 
Revolutionary executions, by contrast, identify the condemned almost exclusively by type rather 
than by name, and contain many fewer markers of individuality, and many more signs of group 
identity.  “El ahorcado—Revolucionario ahorcado por los hacendados” [The hanged—
Revolutionary hanged by the hacendados] depicts a barefoot man in the telltale cotton outfit of a 
rural peon hanging from a telegraph pole.  A rope wound around his torso under his arms holds 
his limp and presumably bullet-riddled body just above the ground. His head is doubled over to 
one side and his mouth agape in an expression equal parts the torture of dying and the tranquility 
of death.19  Like Nellie Campobello’s piece by the same title, El ahorcado retells the moral of 
countless Revolutionary corridos: death waits for all revolutionaries, valiant or cowardly, wise or 
foolhardy, lucky or cursed; she is the omniscient agent, they are her subjects, and she usually 
knocks sooner rather than later.20  The fact that Posada (or at least some of his publishers) titled 
���������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
Calapiz/Calapsis,” accompanied a corrido by the same title;  and “Cuatro Zapatistas fusilados,” was originally 
created to fill the cover sheet for a corrido, some time between 1910 and 1912.  See Roberto Berdecio and Stanley 
Applebaum eds., Posada’s Popular Mexican Prints. 273 Prints by José Guadalupe Posada (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1972).  Similarly, “Los siete fusilados del estado de Toluca” from 1902 doubled as a pictorial 
representation of a group execution, and an illustration to accompany a corrido recounting the affair. See Print 999-
019-0089, available in the electronic library of the University of New Mexico, 
http://elibrary.unm.edu/posada/subject_search/corridos/thumb.html . On the form of the printed corrido and the 
recounting of crimes and tragedies as “examples” or moral tales, pioneered by Posada and his publisher Antonio 
Vanegas Arroyo, see Fernando Gamboa ed., Posada: Printmaker to the Mexican People (Chicago: Art Institute of 
Chicago, 1944), 17.  
18 Berdecio and Applebaum, Posada’s Popular Mexican Prints, 53-62.  See Chapter 1 above for details on the four 
cases. 
19 Ibid., 83.  In a similar manner, “El corrido de los cuatro zapatistas fusilados” and “El fusilamiento de dos 
maderistas,” present the execution of particular national types–organically aged Zapatista/campesino men with 
elongated mustaches wearing white cotton outfits, huaraches, and oversized sombreros, with their heads bowed and 
accepting expressions creasing their faces, in the first case; and young, urbane, middle-class rebels in trousers and 
blouses with passion, indignation, and horror in their gazes. Neither includes the names of the condemned, not any 
indication of why they were condemned except that they were revolutionaries (ibid., 63, 66). (The latter print is 
identified in: Gamboa ed., print #66).  See Pictures 12-14. 
20 For an example of one of Posada’s execution broadsheets, in addition to those already cited, See “El fusilamiento 
de Dionisio Silverio, en Metepec, el día 8 de septiembre 1903.” Print # 999-019-0039, available in the electronic 
library of the University of New Mexico: http://elibrary.unm.edu/posada/fg0031-40/full09.html.  As for the moral of 
revolutionary corridos with respect to death, in addition to the corridos noted above which take the execution of a 
particular criminal or revolutionary (or group thereof) as a central storyline, many, if not most, other popular 
corridos of the Revolution involve the tragic death and/or execution of revolutionaries, their supporters.  “Carabina 
30-30,” for example, ends “Levante ya un paredón/ con del pueblo pobres gentes,/ pa' fusilar a los ratas/ y a toditos 
su parientes.” [Raise up a wall, with the poor people of the pueblo/ to shoot the rats [criminals] / and all of their 
relatives].  Even in the more playful and innocuous Revolutionary favorites, like La adelita, La valentina, and La 
cucaracha, the threat of death on the battlefield, or at the hands of enemy captors is a central conceit, as is the 
protagonist’s lack of fear of death.  Almost all of the corridos named after particular revolutionaries (or their 
enemies) end with or relate the execution and/or assassination of their namesakes. “El corrido de Benjamín 
Argumedo,” “ El corrido de Lucio Vázquez,” and “El corrido de Agustín Jaimes” all follow this pattern. The first one 
recounts the application of la ley fuga, as do many of the corridos dedicated to more famous revolutionaries (and 
earlier bandits) who were executed or assassinated, including Francisco Madero, Francisco Murguía, Emiliano 
Zapata, Pancho Villa, Felipe Ángeles, Heraclio Bernal, Macario Romero, Pascual Orozco, and others.  “Siete 
caminos de sangre, corrido de Gabriel Leyva,” reproduces a rich version of the trope in its telling of the application 
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other copies of the same print “El Revolucionario,” similar to Casasola’s “revolucionario 
ahorcado,” “ revolucionarios muertos,” etc, affirms the typological bent of pictures of 
Revolutionary executions (photographic or otherwise).  As Diego Rivera explains, Posada’s 
triumph over the “plastic order,” the “infra-reality” defined by the exaggerated form of his 
graphic lines, invested them with an archetypal, yet “fantastic” quality that located his work 
firmly in a popular aesthetic tradition.21  Posada, moreover, continued to print corrido lyrics with 
the pictures of executions he composed during the Revolution; their protagonists simply changed 
from noteworthy criminals, bandits, and rebels to various Revolutionary types.  Coupled with 
this continuity in the presentation of textual versions of folk metaphors, the veneration of 
Revolutionary types in pictures of executions underscored their patterned quality, and thus 
reinforced symbolic structures which denied individual agency and primordialized collective 
identity.      
    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture 12 – “El ahorcado” (a.k.a. “El revolucionario,” or “El campesino ahorcado / por los 
hacendados”), by José Guadalupe Posada. 
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of La ley fuga to the revolutionary from Sinaloa.  With blood flowing from the land in “seven paths” (a play on the 
name of the town where Leyva was killed and the seven deadly sins) and death on the hero’s heels in the form of 
treacherous rurales, the ballad reminds the audience “¡Todos iban a lo mismo, /como Judas a la entrega! / iban 
negando la vida/ a quien vida les diera.” [They all share the same fate / like Judas at Judgement! They go about 
taking life / from he who gives it to them.]  Full text in: DHBRM, Sinaloa, 382-84. 
21 Diego Rivera wrote in a 1930 article produced by Mexican Folkways: “Porque Posada fue un clásico, no le 
subyugó nunca la realidad fotográfica, la infra-realidad, siempre supo expresar como valores plásticos la calidad y 
cantidad de las cosas dentro de la superealidad del orden plástico.”  As quoted in Luis Cardoza y Aragón,  José 
Guadalupe Posada (México: UNAM, 1963), 10. 
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Picture 13 – “Corrido de los cuatro zapatistas fusilados,” by José Guadalupe Posada. 
 

 

 
Picture 14 – “Dos maderistas fusilados,” by José Guadalupe Posada. 
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By focusing on the immediate product of executions – the corpse – or perhaps providing 
some sort of a before-during-and-after series, pictures conveyed an artificial uniformity (or at 
least parity) in the executions they represented.  In many pictures, especially viewed out of the 
context of (or at least separate from the text of) the broadsheets, newspapers, and magazines in 
which they were published, it would have been difficult to determine the partisan affiliations of 
the executed and/or their executioners, much less to extrapolate an individuated, or historically-
contingent narrative of how and why they died.  Like corridos, in both form and content, pictures 
told a simplified, patterned story, full of recognizable cultural tropes – the social bandit executed 
by uniformed authorities, the rebel peon captured and shot or hung by the roadside, the officer 
lined up against a wall to face a firing squad, the scion of the gente decente of an occupied town 
killed and tied to a tree or post by rural rebels. The ending was almost always the same–a date 
with la novia fiel.22 

The aesthetic parity of executions was further heightened by their dissonance with 
prevailing images of industrialized war and death.  Images of Revolutionary executions 
communicated the intimate, primordial violence of the old regime and the national death fetish, 
not the imposition of sweeping, top-down, ideologically-driven reforms by a modern state 
defining a true terror.23  Despite its reliance on generic types, the trope of the Revolutionary 

������������������������������������������������������
22 Almost always.  After months of deteriorating relations, on June 3, 1912, Villa announced that his troops would 
withdraw from Huerta’s command, and Huerta responded by declaring Villa insubordinate, accusing him of 
rebellion, and ordering his execution.  Finding neither evidence of a rebellion nor resistance from Villa,  Colonel 
Guillermo Rubio Navarrete did not carry out the execution and wired Mexico City for instructions.  Huerta ordered 
the execution again, and Rubio Navarrete intervened at the last minute to spare Villa from the firing squad. Villa 
was sent Mexico City, tried and imprisoned.  Katz. Pancho Villa, 165.  Photographers captured Villa pleading with 
the officer in charge of the firing squad, just before Rubio Navarrete arrived. Casasola, Anales gráficos, 238.  La 
novia fiel [the faithful fiancée] is one of a series of names for death included in Lope Blanch’s exhaustive 
compilation of Mexican vocabulary relative to death, as cited by Claudio Lomnitz.  Lomnitz extracts and translates 
just the names for death herself from Blanch’s 2,500 death-related terms, of which he finds more than sixty, 
including: “la parca, la calavera, la pelona, la pelona catrina, la calva, la canica, la cabezona, la copetona, la 
dientuda, la sonrisas, la sin dientes, la mocha, la dama de /a guadaña, la huesos, doña osamenta, la flaca, la 
descarnada, la tilica, la pachona, la araña pachona, la tembeleque, la patas de catre, la patas de alambre, la 
grulla, la Maria Guadaña, la segadora, la igualadora, la despenadora, la liberadora, la pepenadora, la afanadora, 
la enlutada, la dama del velo, la pálida, la blanca, la polveada, la llorona, la chingada, la chifosca, la chicharra, la 
chicharrona, la tiznada, la tostada, la trompada, la jodida, la jijurnia, la tía Quiteria, la madre Matiana, la 
patrona, la tolinga, la bien amada, la novia fiel, la güera, la impía, la apestosa, la amada inmóvil, la petateada, and 
la mera hora, among others. Such a remarkable idiomatic elaboration is undoubtedly an aspect of a complex of 
practices that together comprise the social organization of sickness, agony, death, burial, and commemoration of the 
dead, as well as the explanation, moralizing evaluation and prevention of particular deaths and of death in general.  
In addition to this, the death vocabulary that Lope Blanch compiled is also used to figure and frame other aspects of 
life from the mold of the culture of death.  So, to give one example, one term for death is la hora (time, or the hour) 
or la mera hora (the very hour, the time of all times).  In Mexican Spanish la hora de la hora (the hour of the hour) 
is used not only to refer to the time of death, but also, figuratively, for any decisive moment or, more generally, as 
the hour of truth. Similarly, the use of kinship terms to refer to death with some familiarity (e.g., la madre Matiana, 
la tía Quiteria, la novia fiel) implicitly sets up parallels between marriage and death (la novia fiel), between death 
and truth (death is the faithful bride), nurturing and killing (la madre Matiana—the mother that kills), and between 
giving and taking (la tía Quiteria—the aunt that takes).”  Lomnitz, Death and the Idea of  Mexico, 26.. Lomnitz, 
Death and the Idea of  Mexico, 26.   Criminal lawyer and scholar Guillermo Colín Sánchez captures many of the 
same terms or variations thereof in his dictionary of criminal slang. Guillermo Colín Sánchez, Así se habla la 
delincuencia y otros más (México: Porrúa, 1997). 
23 In The Politics of Violence. Revolution in the Modern World (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1968), political 
scientists Carl Leiden and Karl Schmidt made one of the earliest attempt to address the Mexican “terror” in an 
expressly comparative context, using data from the Mexican, Turkish, Egyptian, and Cuban revolutions.  Alan 
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execution communicated an intimacy, or “a narrative about something shared…communicated 
with the sparest of signs and gestures,” absent in other images of war and death during the 
Mexican Revolution.24  Lomnitz explains the “object-lesson” of the corpse left behind by a 
hanging, and the presence of “some sort of judgment, and perhaps a moment to pray, even a final 
wish,” that accompanied the firing squad.25  Agustín Casasola captures the human space created 
by this temporal opening in his photograph of Lieutenant Felipe Acevedo embracing his co-
conspirator, Corporal José Aguilar, in front of the wall of the Sharp Shooting School before both 
of them were shot on December 1, 1915 for failing to prevent the escape of Leopoldo Cardona, 
the currency counterfeiter.26  A follow-up photograph shows four of the men executed in the 
Cardona affair, their faces obscured by the smoke and concussion of the rifles, such that they 
cannot be individuated, nor can their execution be easily distinguished from many similar 
executions photographed by the Casasola syndicate.27  Even such gun-smoke pictures, however, 
stand in stark contrast to photographs of dead revolutionaries lined up for the camera in myriad 
situations during the armed phase of the Revolution:  in the streets of Zacatecas in the summer of 
1913; in a muddy plaza in Ario de Rosales, Michoacán, in March of 1914, their sombrero-
wearing compañeros holding up a fallen standard reading “El pueblo es el soberano” [The 
People are the sovereign] between two horses; strewn about the streets of Torreón after the epic 
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Knight makes explicit reference to the partisan purge initiated by the Constitutionalists after they took control over 
most of the country in 1915 as a “terror” in the sense of the French or Russian revolutions. Knight argues that “the 
initial purges of 1914 were not isolated, impulsive acts, committed in the flush of victory: they were the start of a 
consistent, calculating policy, which aimed at the political elimination not only of ex-Porfirista and ex-Huertistas, 
but also ex-Villistas, ex-Zapatistas, and ex-Conventionists, and which became one of the hallmarks of 
Carrancismo.” The Mexican Revolution, Volume 2. Counterrevolution and Reconstruction (Lincoln: The University 
of Nebraska, 1986), 442-48.   Citing efforts by regional revolutionary chiefs Gabriel Gavira (San Luis and Durango) 
and Salvador Alvarado (Yucatán), in particular, Knight argues that this terror was rooted in an ideological 
commitment to “social redemption” and “purification,” but one, like the French and Russian terrors, which 
developed a logic of its own, “raising morale” and “revolutionary unity” by creating a “ ‘negative integrating 
symbol’ ” – the “ ‘Reaction’ ” – that “smacked of a mild Stalinism…in which the informer flourished” (ibid.).  See 
also Knight, “Revisionism and Revolution: Mexico Compared to England and France,” Past and Present, No. 134. 
(Feb. 1992), 159-199.  Claudio Lomnitz explains this Revolutionary terror in a more Mexican historical context.  He 
defines a terror as “a phase in the revolutionary process wherein a triumphant revolutionary faction, that conceives 
of itself as a vanguard, uses its newfound control over the state to revolutionize society.  ‘The terror’ is, very 
specifically, the use of the state as an instrument of revolution against a backward society.”  Death and the Idea of 
Mexico, 394-5.  Lomnitz suggests “if Mexico’s nineteenth-century revolutions did not have their terror, it was not 
for a lack of ideologies, but for a lack of a modern state with which to carry out these ambitious reforms” (ibid.). In 
a sense, Lomnitz generally reinforces historian Arno Mayer’s definition of the “top-down terror” as “a principle, 
system, and instrument of government designed to punish, avenge, and educate as part of a quest to re-establish a 
single political and legal sovereignty.”  The Furies. Violence and Terror in the French and Russian Revolutions 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 96-98.  
24 Literary critic Lauren Berlant defines intimacy as an aspiration linking ideals of public and private space, 
subjective and objective interests: “To intimate is to communicate with the sparest of signs and gestures, and at its 
root intimacy has the quality of eloquence and brevity. But intimacy also involves a narrative about something 
shared, a story about oneself and others that will turn out in a particular way.  Usually, this story is set within zones 
of familiarity and comfort: friendship, the couple, and the family form, animated by expressive and emancipating 
kinds of love.  Yet the inwardness of the intimate is met by a corresponding publicness.  People consent to trust their 
desire for ‘a life’ to institutions of intimacy; and it is hoped that the relations formed within those frames will turn 
out beautifully, lasting over the long duration, perhaps across generations.”  Lauren Berlant, “Intimacy: A Special 
Issue,” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 24, No. 2 (Winter 1998), 281. 
25 Lomnitz, Death and the Idea of Mexico, 385. 
26 Archivo Casasola, No. 63674.  Reproduced in Hamill ed., 66.  See Picture 15. 
27 Archivo Casasola, No. 69107.  Reproduced in Hamill ed., 67. Casasola, Anales gráficos, 415. See Pictures 16-18. 
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battle that May; under the gaze of patriots in the Port of Veracruz after the American invasion 
that July; in Tacámbaro, Michoacán, later that summer in the woven baskets in which they would 
be buried; Villistas riddled with bullets and littered about the road outside of Hermosillo, Sonora, 
in November of 1916, and then, in a follow-up shot, heaped in a mule-drawn wagon to be carried 
off to a mass grave.28  The naming of the dead in pictures of executions, even if only by 
Revolutionary type, invested many of them with a persona that pictures of mass death did not 
convey.29  The presupposition of individualized judgment and reflection, even if perfunctory 
and/or summary, or at absolute minimum, the intentionality of execution–unlike the machine gun 
or the artillery shell, the firing squad or the hangman intended to kill a particular individual or a 
limited group and witnessed their own lethal agency at close range–this participatory space gave 
images of Revolutionary executions an intimacy, or something, as Berlant defines the term, 
which communicated a shared, “private” experience, but one which also told a public “story 
about oneself and others that would turn out in a particular way”–in this case public authorities 
intentionally killing a particular private individual–manifestly absent in other images of 
Revolutionary death.30    
 

������������������������������������������������������
28 Casasola, Anales gráficos,  296, 320, 332, 339, 357, 500.  See Pictures 19-24. 
29 Lomnitz underscores the politics of naming the dead in Mexican history in a post-colonial, weak-state context: 
“Mexico’s colonial and dependent heritage has made it difficult to draw a sharp line between the nation and its 
enemies, between inside and outside, between the dead who must be named and honored and those who are to 
remain uncounted and anonymous, in unmarked graves. Death and the Idea of Mexico, 20.  Patrick Timmons makes 
a similar point in his analysis of El libro rojo (1870) (discussed in Ch. 1), where he reveals how its Liberal authors 
Manuel Payno and Vicente Riva Palacio helped to create a Liberal teleology by naming the dead and only included 
those executed after Mexican Independence, whereas many of the deaths included for the earlier period involved 
natural disaster, plagues, and mass atrocities with anonymous victims.  Patrick Timmons, The Politics of Punishment 
and War: Law’s Violence during the Mexican Reform, c. 1840-1870. (PhD Thesis: The University of Texas-Austin, 
2004), 261-62.  
30 Berlant, 281. See n. 28. 

Picture 15 – “Lt. Felipe 
Acevedo says his last good-bye 
to his comrade-in-arms, 
Corporal José Aguilar, before 
both of them were executed on 
December 1, 1915, for having 
permitted the escape of a 
famous paper money 
counterfeiter named Leopoldo 
Cardona.” Hamill, Mexico, The 
Revolution and Beyond, 66. 
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Picture 16  – Awaiting 
the firing squad, (1915), 
Anales gráficos, 415. 
�

Picture 17  – Awaiting 
the firing squad, (1915), 
Anales gráficos, 415. 
�
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Picture 19 – “Después de haber intentado sublevarse un grupo de rebeldes a las órdenes de 
Timoteo Cassillas fueron combatidos y muertos” (1912), Anales gráficos, 233. 
 

 
Picture 20 – “En Balbuena fueron incinerados los muertos durante la Decena Trágica” (1913), 
Anales gráficos, 262. 
 

 
Picture 21 – “Revolucionarios muertos en los combates de Ario Rosales, Michoacán, donde se 
les recogió su bandera” (1914), Anales gráficos, 320. 
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Against the backdrop of mass death, technological advancement and heroic agency, the 
intimate, simplified and repeated image of executions, especially as remembered and mediated 
by photographs, gave them the quality of a ritual, particularly an everyday ritual or mythology.  
At the most basic level, Geertz explains rituals as “symbolic models” that translate “physical 
sensations into sentiments and attitudes” that through “continual re-enactment, tend to produce in 
their participants…a certain sort of devotional mood.”31 As “symbolic models,” rituals rely 
heavily upon sacrilized images to aesthetically define a “devotional context,” reaffirming their 
participants’ ties to the devotional community.32  Finding ‘symbolic models’ embedded in 
quotidian contexts and objects such as the wrestling match, wine drinking, and the striptease, 
Roland Barthes proposes ‘mythology’ as a model for symbolic interaction or, ‘everyday’ ritual.  
For Barthes, the chief attribute of a mythology is its “intelligibility,” that is, its communication of 
and conformity to a specific cultural logic “rounded like Nature.” Mythologies make sense to 
and confer meaning upon a particular cultural audience because they iconoclize and act out its 
dominant tropes in transparent and predictable performances. The effect is hyper-real: the 
isolation of particular cultural metaphors makes them intelligible in the mythological 
performance, reaffirming the validity of the metaphors and the moral oppositions behind them. 
Mythologies thus unite a cultural community around the perceived reality (or, universality) of its 
particular beliefs.33  And, the white noise of modern society creates both the need and the 
baseline against which to “isolate particular cultural metaphors”; its anomie and unpredictability 
validate the communion and predictability of a mythology.34 

By 1917, images of executions constituted a mythology of Revolutionary Mexico.  They 
had contributed to a kind of ‘black legend’, reducing the Revolution to a collective, ritualized 
bloodletting, a reversion to an essential Mexicanness that denied ideology and diachronicity as 
alien impositions.  A generation later, Octavio Paz reproduced this black legend when he 
described the Revolution as “a fiesta,” an archetypally Mexican celebration of and embrace with 
death.35  Like the black legend of the Conquest, the black legend of Revolutionary executions 
������������������������������������������������������
31 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 39-41. 
32 Durkheims’s concept of “collective effervescence” explains the affirmation of communal ties in ritual forums. See 
Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. Fields (New York: The Free Press, (1912)1995), 
xli-xlii, 218-20, 385-87. 
33 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Lavers (New York: Hill and Wang, 1997), 15-26. 
34 In addition to French thinkers from Barthes to Derrida, anthropologists who have mixed the methodology of 
ethnography with that of literary criticism in their examination of everyday life in modern societies have repeatedly 
shown the importance of atomized and dissociative social relationships to the maintenance of the symbolic order of 
intimate community identities within modern societies of all different sorts. See Sherry Ortner, New Jersey 
Dreaming: Capital, Culture, and the Class of ’58 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003).  See also Arjun 
Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986).  
35 In The Labyrinth of Solitude, Paz writes: “The Revolution was a sudden immersion of Mexico in her own being, 
from which she brought back up, almost blindly, the essentials of a new kind of state.  In addition, it was a return to 
the past, a reuniting of the ties broken by the Reform and the Diaz dictatorship, a search for our own selves, and a 
return to the maternal womb.  Therefore, it was also a fiesta: ‘the fiesta of the bullets,’ to use the phrase by Martín 
Luis Guzmán.  Like our popular fiestas, the revolution was an excess, and a squandering, a going to extremes, an 
explosion of joy and hopelessness, a shout of orphanhood and jubilation, of suicide and life, all of them mingled 
together.  Our revolution is the other face of Mexico, ignored by the Reform and humbled by the dictatorship.  It is 
not the face of courtesy, of dissimulation, of form imposed by means of lies and mutilations; it is the brutal, 
resplendent face of death and fiestas, of gossip and gunfire, of celebration and love (which is rape and pistol shots).  
The revolution has hardly any ideas.  It is an explosion of reality: a return and a communion, an upsetting of old 
institutions, a releasing of many ferocious, tender and noble feelings that have been hidden by our fear of being.  
And with whom does Mexico commune in this bloody fiesta?  With herself, with her own being.  Mexico dares to 
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had homegrown origins, but was exaggerated and trafficked in foreign renditions.  Foreign 
essentialism (which presumed the impenetrability of Mexicans’ embrace with death) only 
confirmed the imperviousness of the mythology of Revolutionary executions, creating a cultural 
redoubt during an intense global moment, or a kind of self-exoticism or auto-orientalism.36  
Mediated through photographs, montages, news stories, memoirs, corridos, and other media, 
with a limited set of signs and common sacrilized images–the bandit facing the firing squad, the 
rebel peon hanged by the roadside, the defeated officer against the wall, the catrín or jefe político 
tied to post, the dead military chief on a table, the foreign mercenary digging his own grave, 
etc.–images of executions were eminently “intelligible.” They “communicated and conformed to 
a specific cultural logic”–death visits all Revolutionaries, levels all ideologies, caps all 
pretensions, and, above all, Mexicans are not afraid of her.  And they made sense to and 
conferred meaning on a particular cultural audience because they acted out its dominant tropes in 
transparent and predictable performances–few doubted the outcome of a firing squad or hanging.   
And, like most mythologies, it held more than a grain of truth. 
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exist, to be.  The revolutionary explosion is a prodigious fiesta in which the Mexican, drunk with his own self, is 
aware at last, in a mortal embrace, of his fellow Mexican” (148-49).  
36 For a good theoretical entree into the politics of criticizing foreign orientalism, and yet accepting its central 
philosophical premises and frames of reference, see Abdelwahab El-Affendi,  “Studying My Movement: Social 
Science without Cynicism,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 23, No. 1. (Feb. 1991),  83-94.  For 
an empirical case probing this dynamic in Mexico (without using the term “orientalism”), See Mauricio Tenorio 
Trillo, “Stereophonic Scientific Modernisms: Social Science between Mexico and the United States, 1880s-1930s,” 
The Journal of American History, Vol. 86, No. 3, The Nation and Beyond: Transnational Perspectives on United 
States History: A Special Issue. (Dec. 1999),  1156-1187. 

Picture 25 – “Trincheras de los constitucionalistas en el sitio de El Ébano” 
(1915), Anales gráficos, 406. 
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Picture 26 – “Otro invento del ejército: 
periscopio en el rifle.” (1916), Anales 
gráficos, 428. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture 27 – “El coronel Alberto 
Salinas Carranza director de fabriles 
construyó un tanque provisto de 
cañones” (1916), Anales gráficos, 428.  
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Picture 32 – “General Álvaro 
Obregón frente al avión 
‘Sonora’” (1914), Anales 
gráficos, 335 

Picture 30 – “Clases de Ginecología y 
Operación a los alumnos de la Escuela 
Médico Militar” (1916), Anales gráficos, 
430. 
 

Picture 31 – “Clases de 
Ginecología y Operación a los 
alumnos de la Escuela Médico 
Militar” (1916), Anales 
gráficos, 430. 
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Picture 33  – “El Capitán 
Gustavo Salinas fue el primer 
aviador en el mundo de arrojar 
bombas sobre el cañonero 
‘Guerrero’” (1914), Anales 
gráficos, 335. 
 

Picture 34 – “Aviones del ejército constitucionalista en Tampico” (1915), 
Anales gráficos, 406. 
�

Picture 35 – “Los talleres de la 
Escuela de Aviación fueron 
instalados en las antiguas 
caballerizas de la Escuela de 
Toro de San Lázaro” (1915), 
Anales gráficos, 414. 
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Picture 36 – “Los talleres de la Escuela de Aviación fueron instalados en las antiguas 
caballerizas de la Escuela de Toro de San Lázaro” (1915), Anales gráficos, 414. 
�

Picture 37 – “Grupo de pilotos aviadores fundadores de la Escuela Militar de 
Aviación, en la que se pueden ver: Carlos y Justo Santana, Guillermo Ponce de León, 
José Rivera, Fernando Proal, Amado Paniagua, Salvador Anaya, Felipe Carranza y 
Miguel Jacintes” (1915), Anales gráficos, 414. 
�

Picture 38 – “Colonel Alberto 
Salinas Carranza, director de la 
Escuela Militar de Aviación” 
(1915), Anales gráficos, 414. 
�
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Agustín Víctor Casasola and Revolutionary Photography    

Ever since cameras were invented in 1839, photography has kept  
company with death. 
– Susan Sontag37 

The history of Revolutionary photography, or at least the biography of its most important 
organizer, Agustín Víctor Casasola, suggests how executions became a mythology of 
Revolutionary Mexico, by providing a media story, or showing how their patterned form and 
content reached national and international audiences.  His career as a photographer, moreover, 
underscores the dialogical dissonance between the production of images of executions and 
images of modern warfare and death. 

Agustín Víctor Casasola was born in 1874, trained as a typesetter and, following the path 
of many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century journalists, moved from setting type to writing 
stories.38  According to his son Gustavo, Agustín Casasola wrote articles for El Globo, El 
Universal and El Tiempo in the 1890s.  He began to take photographs around the turn of the 
century—his first known negative is dated 1902.  By 1905, he and his brother Miguel both 
worked as full-time photographers for the daily El Imparcial under Rafael Reyes Spíndola.  As 
Sergio Arroyo and Rosa Casanova explore, with the encouragement and patronage of prominent 
científicos, including Treasury Secretary José Yves Limantour, El Imparcial  realized “the 
increasing value now assigned to the image and gradually conceded  more space to 
photographs.”39  The writing of the paper, moreover, emphasized the capturing of “fresh” news, 
like the photographer captures an image, or, in the words of Reyes Spíndola, like “a hunter” who 
tracks down news “while the event is still throbbing.”  As García and Solís explain, rather than 
the “style of a maestro,” El Imparcial demanded reporters with “good feet and a keen, observant 
eye.” 40  In a more normative register, the paper’s emphasis on immediacy was part of a larger 
positivist impulse that presented a naturalist form in contrast to the romanticism of its liberal 
predecessors, and their view of the press as an “arma de lucha”  in factional struggles.41 In 
contrast to the “art” photographers who became famous in 1920s Mexico – Edward Weston, 
Tina Modotti, Manuel Álvarez Bravo, and Graciela Iturbide – Hamill emphasizes, “Agustín 
Víctor Casasola was always a journalist first, and then a photographer.”42  As a journalist, he 
sealed his reputation with a famous scoop, and in so doing revealed the importance of executions 
to Revolutionary photography (and vice versa).   

At dawn on September 10, 1907, Agustín Casasola clambered onto a makeshift platform 
connected to a utility pole in order to photograph the execution of Guatemalan assassins 
Florencio Morales and Bernardo Mora, who had stabbed to death the former President of 
Guatemala, General Manuel Lisandro Barillas, in 1907.43  The firing squad assembled behind the 
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37 Susan Sontag, On Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003), 24. 
38 Benjamin Franklin’s headstone reads “printer,” after all. 
39 Sergio Raúl Arroyo and Rosa Casanova, “The Casasolas: An Everyday Epic,” in Mexico, the Revolution and 
Beyond. Photographs by Agustín Víctor Casasola, ed. Pete Hamill (New York: Aperture/CONACULTA, 2003), 
204.  See also Antonio Saborit, El mundo ilustrado de Rafael Reyes Spíndola (México: Centro de Estudios de 
Historia de México, 2003). 
40 As quoted in: García and Solís Hernández, 23.   
41 Clara Guadalupe García, El imparcial: primer periódico moderno de México (México: Centro de Estudios 
Históricos del Porfiriato, 2003), 19-22, 30, 39. 
42 Hamill, “The Casasola Archive,” in Mexico, the Revolution and Beyond, 16.  
43 Barrillas was a wealthy coffee planter and political Liberal from the highland community of San Marcos who 
headed the Partido Democrático, which defeated conservative president Vicente Cerna and brought Liberal General 
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walls of the Cárcel de Belén and reporters were prohibited from witnessing the execution.  His 
photographs of the execution blanketed the front page of El Imparcial  the following day 
(without a credit line), eventually earning Casasola a journalism prize.44  The photographs 
marked an important sea change in graphic journalism.  Posada produced a pictorial broadside of 
the execution, with a textual recounting of the last day of the condemned for mass distribution, 
much has he had done with the verdict in their trial that April and in numerous other death 
sentences and executions.45  The presence of the photographs in 1907 rendered printmakers 
obsolete, at least as journalists. While Posada had established a peerless reputation as an artist 
that shielded him from obsolescence, but other illustrators lost their livelihoods.46  As Lomnitz 
reflects, photography created a new traffic in “proof of death.”47  And the scope of this traffic 
was vast.  El Imparcial printed and sold thousands of extra copies of the execution special, 
nearly doubling its circulation.48  Whether the consuming public actually preferred photographs 
or not, El Imparcial’s circulation of more than 100,000 copies by the turn of the century dwarfed 
all competitors and promoted the photographic form.49  

Following his own association with the científicos and the general pattern in early 
photojournalism and the earlier pattern of printmakers like Posada, Casasola split his time 
covering staged civic ceremonies involving the comings and goings of powerful men (including 
many of the displays of modern military technology discussed above), and the unfolding of 
disasters, scandals, crimes, and other dramatic events, including executions.  In 1911, just after 
Agustín covered the departure of Porfirio Díaz, with the number of photographers of Mexico 
expanding and the Madero Revolution exploding, the interim government of Francisco León de 
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Justo Rufino Barrios to power in 1871.  Reyes Morales and Mora were sentenced to death for the assassination on 
June 6, 1907.  They were executed by firing squad on September 9, 1907.  Los Angeles Times, 7 June 1891, 30 
September 1891, 27 February 1892,  12 July 1895, 26 September 1897, 10 February 1898, 31 August 1898, and 8 
April 1907.  New York Times, 8 April 1907.  See Greg Grandin, The Blood of Guatemala. A History of Race and 
Nation. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000), 110, 113, and 134. 
44 Arroyo and Casanova, 205.  Clara Guadalupe García does not credit Casasola with the photograph, claiming that 
his pictures didn’t start to run in El Imparcial until 1911.  She does not, however, dispute the importance of the 
execution for the paper or for photography more broadly. 
45 Electronic reproductions of Posada’s broadsheets relating the trial and execution of Florencio Morales and 
Bernardo Mora (and several other executions) are available through the Posada Collection of the University of New 
Mexico Library: http://elibrary.unm.edu/posada/  See “El Fusilamiento de Florencio Morales y Bernardo Mora, 
1907.” [Print 999-019-0040];  and “Florencio Reyes Morales y Bernardo Mora sentenciados en el primer Salón de 
Jurados del Palacio Penal, el seis de Junio de 1907, á sufrir la pena de muerte por el asesinato del General Manuel 
Lisandro Barillas, Ex-Presidente de Guatemala, 1907.” [Print 999-019-0036].  (The same as the unidentified firing 
squad in Berdecio and Applebaum, Posada’s Popular Mexican Prints, plate 116; and in José Guadalupe Posada, 
Diego Rivera, Frances Toor, Pablo O'Higgins, and Blas Vanegas Arroyo, Monografía: las obras de José Guadalupe 
Posada, grabador mexicano (México: Mexican Folkways, 1930), 16-17.   
46 As quoted in Cardoza y Aragón, José Guadalupe Posada, 10.  At the level of form, Hiriart shows how the 
emergence of photography, while it might have displaced printmaking as a professional journalistic or 
propagandistic undertaking in the immediate term, over the long term, it fortified Posada’s pictures (and the popular 
tradition into which they fit) as a primordial expression of collective identity and one which resisted official 
modernization projects.  See Hugo Hiriart, El universo de Posada. Estética de la obsolescencia. (México: 
Cultura/SEP, Martín Casillas Editores, 1982).     
47 Discussing the routine followed by General Pablo González in preserving the body of Emiliano Zapata after his 
assassination and photographing it, Claudio Lomnitz argues: “Better to preserve the body for certain public 
identification, than to defile it to horrify the immediate group of spectators.  Proof of death was now mass 
mediated.”  Death and the Idea of Mexico, 385. 
48 García, 134, 174. 
49 García and Solís Hernández, 22. 



InterCulture  5.2 (June 2008)  
�

Meade, “Modern Warfare…”               
�

146 

la Barra announced that it would discontinue subsidies to the national press.  At the same time, 
as Arroyo and Casanova reveal, Casasola shrewdly negotiated a new relationship between 
photography and power in Mexico.  Casasola founded the Mexican Association of Press 
Photographers in 1911 and was elected the first president of its board of directors.  In this 
capacity, he visited provisional President León de la Barra who allowed him to take close-up 
shots.50  The interim government was short-lived, the precedent of presidents meeting with 
photographers persisted.  That December, the association held its only exhibition. As he had 
done with the air show, Revolutionary President Francisco Madero attended the photography 
event, and, of course, posed for a series of photographs.51   

In August of 1912, Zapatista forces captured and killed several prominent photographers, 
including Casasola’s cousin Ignacio Herrerías.  Shortly thereafter the Casasola brothers and 
cousin Gonzalo Herrerías opened La Agencia de Información Gráfica, a clearinghouse for 
photographs of Revolutionary Mexico sold to the domestic and international press.  Pete Hamill 
explains the agency as creating an innovative, modern image-making machine, as well as 
“problems for future historians of Mexico.”52   In the first systematic catalogue of the Casasola 
Archives, Ignacio Gutiérrez Ruvalcaba discovered that the 483,993 collected negatives came 
from at least 483 separate photographers, and that Agustín Casasola had erased the credits from 
thousands of negatives (most of which appear to have been his brother’s work) and substituted 
his own. 53  Hamill reflects, “it’s not clear if this was some obscure, inexplicable case of sibling 
rivalry, or a vain need by Agustín to hog all the credit.” But, he argues, “the explanation could be 
much simpler: Agustín saw early on that his agency was emerging into a kind of collective 
record of the immense changes underway in Mexico during his own lifetime.”  “It was 
impossible for a single photographer to cover the vast panorama of often violent change,” he 
adds, sympathetically, “but there was a great need to centralize the work.”54  Regardless of his 
ethics, Casasola compiled a national photographic archive of the Revolution, a collection broad 
enough to permit general conclusions about Revolutionary photography, and one which includes 
photographs of hundreds of executions.55  While Agustín stayed at El Imparcial  until 1912, and 
when it closed in 1914, acquired or saved the photo archive, his brother Miguel (a.k.a. 
“Miquis”), whom many regarded as the superior photographer went to fight with Álvaro 
Obregón in Sonora. He didn’t exactly abandon his camera, but rather took lots of photos for 
Obregón.  When Gonzalo Herrerías left the agency a year after its founding to be the editor of 
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50 Aroyo and Casanova, 205-6.  For more on the relationship between photography and the construction of political 
power in Revolutionary Mexico, see Sampaio Barbosa and Rolim Capelato, n 6. 
51 Aroyo and Casanova, 206. 
52 Hamill, “the Casasola Archive,”16-17. 
53 Ibid.  Further research needs to be done to count the number of executions photographed by the Casasola 
syndicate, and to probe how representative their selection is of the overall volume of executions in Revolutionary 
Mexico.  See also Ignacio Gutiérrez Ruvalcaba, “A Fresh Look at the Casasola Archive,” History of Photography. 
Vol. 20, no. 3, Autumn 1996, 191-95; and La memoria agraria  mexicana en imagines. Cuatro ensayos, (México: 
Secretaría de la Reforma Agraria/CIESAS/Registro Agrario Nacional/CONACYT, 2002). 
54 Hamill, “The Casasola Archive,” 16. 
55 The Mexican government purchased the collection in 1976 from the Casasola family in order to prevent its 
rumored sale to U.S. investors. This was a testament to the importance of the Casasola archive—in particular its 
pictures of the Mexican Revolution—to the construction of an official nationalist history. Moved to the San 
Francisco convent in Pachuca, Hidalgo, the collection became the centerpiece of the Fototeca Nacional of the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH).  While the photographs demonstrate unquestionable artistic 
and historical merit, the 1976 purchase and surrounding pronouncements fit into a pattern of government patronage 
of images of collective suffering in the period, most easily revealed in the national cinema cultivated under president 
Luis Echeverría and his brother Rodolfo (a.k.a. the filmmaker Roberto de Landa).  
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Excélsior, Agustín recruited a number of photographers and most of his immediate family to 
sustain it.  In 1916, Rafael Alducín, managing editor of Excélsior and Revista de revistas, gave 
him the contract to cover the Constitutional Congress at Querétaro.  In 1920, Casasola signed a 
contract with the Ministerio Público [Justice Department] of the Federal District to photograph 
prisoners at the Cárcel de Belén and the National Penitentiary, and jurados populares [jury 
trials], a contract which the agency renewed in various forms through 1960.56   

Agustín Casasola and his associates thus became to the postrevolutionary government (at 
least in Mexico City) what he was beginning to become to the Porfirians – an official chronicler. 
But he created just as many pictures that reinforced popular mythologies of primordial chaos and 
death as he did staged pictures of public relations events that reinforced the modern image of the 
post-Revolutionary state.  His career suggests that the development of a national press in Mexico 
coincided with a transformation of journalism to a medium of images (particularly of crime and 
violence), and of politics to a struggle over mass-mediated imagery.  Despite state patronage, 
images of Revolutionary executions became an artifice of collective memory, an image language 
that confirmed collective identity, while challenging the official modernizing ideology of 
successive post-Revolutionary governments.   
 
Mexico’s Evil Tradition 

During his trial for treason and insubordination in November of 1919, Felipe Ángeles, 
perhaps the best known Mexican military officer in the world at the time and one of the only true 
intellectuals produced by the Mexican Revolution, explained how revolutionary executions and 
the mistreatment of prisoners of war had tarnished the national image abroad: 

…there were about sixty defenders and they behaved heroically; they were 
holed up in a  house putting up a great resistance.  Earlier, Villa had told 
me that afterwards he would shoot all of the prisoners.  I didn’t dissuade 
him of this idea and when during the battle at Moctezuma, those sixty men 
who were in the house, which was full of straw, resisted with great success 
until a grenade ignited the straw and sent them out of the house half 
asphyxiated by the smoke; upon leaving, they killed one; the others were 
taken prisoner and they wanted to kill them, but I was able to save some of 
them.  I recall now that one time, during a meeting, I was in the home of a 
friend of mine named Hudson Maxim, and an illustrious North American 
thinker, a genius of an inventor, the brother of Maxim, the one who 
invented the machine gun,  said to me:  ‘You Mexicans are accustomed to 
killing prisoners,’ and I never so flushed as when I had to admit to him, 
‘yes, sir.’  For this, I have always tried to dissuade Villa from those 
actions; he told me that cutting off ears excited the people and didn’t bring 
any [negative] results; he said that all of the Villista prisoners that the 
government captures are killed, and that he, as a reprisal, does the same 
with those of the government; I responded: ‘Reprisals are not justified 
when they involve savage acts.’  Then, he promised not to kill them, but, 
however, he erred in his words, and as I said before, he killed some of 
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56 Hamill, “The Casasola Archive,” 19.  
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them; my humanitarian labor failed in part, and that gave me great 
disillusionment.57 

Ángeles spoke to the national honor.  He “had never felt so flushed” as when he had to agree 
with a prominent North American’s observation that Mexicans “were accustomed to killing 
prisoners.”  The fact that he admitted this badge of shame in front of the inventor of the machine 
gun only emphasized his point.  The machine gun had mercilessly cut down tens of thousands 
during individual battles over the past four years in Europe – it was that Mexicans killed 
defenseless prisoners of war, subjecting poor, unlucky, everyday soldiers, their own countrymen, 
whom they had already captured, to often perverse and sadistic deaths.  Ángeles underscored the 
dissonance between modern, industrialized death and primordial, intimate Mexican death, 
sustaining the black legend of revolutionary executions.   

Ángeles himself faced the firing squad at dawn on November 26, 1919.  The New York 
Times placed the Ángeles execution in the context of a long history of revolutionary martyrdom 
in Mexico: 

Like Felipe Ángeles, most Mexican revolutionary leaders and patriots 
have known how to die before a firing squad and to say their farewell to life with 
greatness of soul.  If the courage of the race were judged by the behavior of such 
men, as their careers were closing in ignominy, the place sordid, the light of day 
just breaking, the executioners the scum of an army not held in high esteem for 
bravery, the Mexicans would stand comparison with nations that have been 
glorious in martyrdom as in the shock of battle. 

Of course, the truth is that Mexicans as a people are not deficient in 
courage.  What people is?  The most wretched peon may display soldierly 
qualities.  Trained in the use of arms and brought under discipline, he would be 
formidable in the field.  He has fortitude as well as the common quality of 
courage; furthermore, when he has Indian blood—few Mexicans can boast the 
pure Spanish strain—he is impregnably stoical.  So, while ungenerous critics 
sneer at his valor in war, he stands up before a firing squad with an impressive 
face.  A chill morning, a drizzle that makes the burro hang his head, the presence 
of the waiting vulture, seem to have no effect upon the ragged peon doomed to 
die.  If the inarticulate peon can have a heart for such a fate, it is not astonishing 
that the leader of the revolution, in whom the patriotism blazes up at the end, 
makes a noble departure.58 
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57 Jesús Vargas Valdés ed., Felipe Ángeles: “El legado de un patriota”: textos del juicio y ejecución de un idealista 
revolucionario (Chihuahua: Secretaría de Educación y Cultura, Gobierno del Estado de Chihuahua, 2003), 136.  
Hudson Maxim was an inventor a munitions expert from Maine who invented the first smokeless gun powder in the 
Unite States in 1890, and numerous other variants of gunpowder for torpedoes and artillery shells (e.g. “Maximite”) 
that played a decisive role in WW I.  He worked for his brother Hiram (probably the brother mentioned by Ángeles), 
who operated a munitions factory in New Jersey, which was purchased by DuPont in 1897.   During the war, Maxim 
served as chairman of the committee on ordnance and explosives of the naval consulting board and donated several 
of his inventions to the government.  See "Maxim, Hudson" Encyclopædia Britannica  from Encyclopædia 
Britannica Online. http://search.eb.com/eb/article?tocId=9051541.  The Maxim brothers penned several interesting 
reflections on the development of modern weaponry and its relationship with U.S. foreign and military policy. See 
Husdon Maxim, Dynamite Stories and Some Interesting Facts about Explosives (New York: Hearst's International 
Library Co., 1916); Leading Opinions both for and against National Defense (New York: Hearst's International 
Library Co., 1916); and Hiram Maxim, My Life by Hiram Maxim (London: Methuen & Co., ltd., 1915). 
58 New York Times, 30 November 1919. 
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The familiarity of the scene, the ominous exoticism of the tone, and the predictable tragedy 
rehearsed a hauntingly enduring trope.  The century between the final moments of Padre Hidalgo 
and General Ángeles in Chihuahua added poetic gel to the national epic recounted in the New 
York Times.  The context was surely different.  “The frontier” had become “the border,” a 
policed line in the sand between nations, races, states, religions, and ideologies, where a vast 
wilderness once lay.  But the border meant integration as much a segregation; it was the nexus of 
an increasingly interdependent regional economy, a socio-political escape valve for 
revolutionaries, migrants, and refugees on both sides, and a cultural filter, a living symbol of the 
skyscraper aspirations of modernity and the vast human costs of rapid modernization, at the root 
of the Mexican Revolution. The execution of Felipe Ángeles, who reflected so earnestly 
Mexicans’ ambivalent relationship to modernity and to the United States, was the ultimate irony, 
marking the power of the mythology of executions to undermine historical and ideological 
specificity.  

The following May, the architect behind his trial and execution, President and former 
First Chief of the Revolution, Venustiano Carranza, was assassinated by members of his own 
faction.  The press, foreign and domestic, hastily added a new chapter to the old refrain of the 
martyred Mexican revolutionary, betrayed by his self-serving confidants.  The large U.S. dailies 
dripped a particularly timeless and ironic lament.  The New York Times couldn’t resist reporting 
that Carranza’s was the sixty-second government in Mexico since 1821.59  The paper added that 
Carranza had “joined the long line of Latin American dictators who have ended their storied 
careers in flight and death.”   “Whether he fell fighting or a victim of the celebrated ‘ley fuga’, 
which made dead men of Madero and Suarez, or actually was murdered in a coup d’etat, is 
obscured in such fragmentary information as has come out of the tropical fastness of 
Tlaxcaltenango, where he died…”  While the “full story” would take a while to come out, “in 
any event it adds one more drop to the river of blood which has flowed over Mexico since 
Porfirio Díaz signed his resignation.”60  In an article the following day, titled, “Mexico’s Evil 
Tradition,” the paper called Carranza’s death “the latest entry in a long and bloody history.” 
“From the earliest days of Mexican independence the tradition of violence has been 
established…this has been the evil and ingrained rule.”61   

Whether they captured ordinary prisoners of war or storied military men, wretched peons 
or revolutionary presidents, mass-mediated images of executions sustained a black legend of 
Revolutionary Mexico that obliterated any sense of social progress and obfuscated the jarring 
process of modernization at the root of the Mexican Revolution and the modern mass death it 
produced.  And while its grip on the Revolution slipped over time, this black legend, this story of 
political struggle as collective bloodletting, died hard.  Whether in the service of a popular 
culture that celebrates an ironic, jocular embrace with death as a way of ridiculing the 
pretensions of the powerful in a highly unequal society, or in New York Times articles that 
attempt to write contemporary criminal violence into a national pathology, “Mexico’s evil 
tradition” lives on. 
______________________________________________________________________________  
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60 Ibid. 
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