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Bodies, Cities, Cinema: Pedro Infante’s Death as Political Spectacle

In 1992 the Museo del Palacio de Bellas Artes offered Mexico City museum-goers an
exhibit on city lifeand popular culture in the twentieth century. It included thousands of artifacts
of al kinds, but the crowds who made the show a surprise hit mostly came to see asingle
photograph: a snapshot of the singer and movie star Pedro Infante taking a shower. More
charming than scandal ous — soapsuds partially covered the great national hero — the photograph
nonetheless created a sensation.!  From the minute the museum opened every day until instant it
closed, large groups of solemn museum-goers gathered before it, either keeping silent or
conversing in respectful whispers, before politely giving way to the next group. And so it went
for entire run of the exhibit. Thirty-five years after his death, Pedro Infante’s body still mattered.

Pedro Infante’s Invisible Body

Pedro Infante sang on the radio, made records, acted in dozens of movies, grew famous,
behaved scandaloudly and got his name in the papers, piloted airplanes and rode motorcycles,
made and spent quite alot of money for the time, and died young, in aplane crash, in 1957. At
the time he was a controversial figure, notorious for alegal tangle with hisfirst wife and, more
generally, asawomanizer. Infante was among the two or three most important male movie stars
of the day, but hardly anyone would have predicted the lasting importance of hisfigure. Inthe
days and decades following his sudden, shocking death, his reputation changed. Infante ceased to
be amore or less charming rascal for whom few respectable persons would express admiration in
public, and became a kind of secular saint. Along with the masked wrestler EI Santo, Pedro

Thanks to Juan Rodriguez and Barb Liggett for research assistance and to the Office of the Dean
of Allegheny College for funding this research. Thanks, too, for advice from Julio Contreras
Utrera, Gustavo Garcia, Joanne Hershfield, Glen Kuecker, John Lears, Blanca de Lizaur, David
Lorey, Verenice Naranjo, Jeff Pilcher, and Eric Zolov, to al of whom the author is very grateful.
A revised and expanded version of this paper will appear in aforthcoming collection (Gil Joseph,
Anne Rubenstein, and Eric Zolov, eds., Fragments of a Golden Age: Mexican Cultural Politics
after 1940); therefore, please do not quote, cite or distribute this version without explicit written
permission from the author.




Infante is now perhaps the most important male figure in the iconography of Mexican commercial
culture, portraying moral and physical perfection as well as deep national pride> He personifies
several masculine ideals at once: the charro (cowboy) who is also a modern urban man, the macho
with atender heart, the working stiff and the rich guy too. But in all of his guises, Infante
represents aliving vision of what it might mean to be Mexican.

In the summer of 1998, every Mexican to whom | mentioned the topic | was researching -
- dozens of people -- responded with the same line: “Oh? The death of Pedro Infante? Is he
realy dead?’ Thisjoke, or half-joke, reflected a rumor that has achieved the status of myth.
Some people probably do believe that Infante lives on, but everyone believes that somebody
believesit. In the 1970s the popular story ran that El Santo was Pedro Infante (which helped to
explain why the heroic wrestler never took off his silver mask).> Thus Infante liveson in
Mexicans imaginations.

Whether or not his fans truly are convinced that Infante is still aive, they do participate in
maintaining a sort of posthumous existence for him. Fansvisit Infante's grave and home town
(sometimes dressed in approximations of his outfits from one or another of his movie roles), buy
video copies of his movies or watch them re-run on television, purchase new CDs of his old
records, read books and watch documentaries about their hero, and listen to his songs on the
radio. A few people have convinced themselves that they are Infante’ s mother, or one of his
wives, or his child, or the idol himself; more make their livings as Infante imitators.

Thetale of Infante's life after death can be explained, at least in part, by the fact that his
corpse was not displayed at his wake, since the accident that killed him had mangled his remains
too badly: the invisibility of Infante’s body allowed people to argue that he was not actually
present at his funeral, that the whole sad series of events was instead an elaborate conspiracy.

The manner of his death, including the violent public reaction to it, helped to create the figure that
Infante became only after the accident that claimed hislife. And a careful examination of the
events around Infante’ s death and buria can reveal much, not only about the star’ s placein
Mexican culture, but also about the intersections of class and gender in Mexico City at the time
— and today.

Funerd/Riot

On April 14, 1957, Infante was co-piloting aflight from Mérida, Y ucatan — where he
had been vacationing at a house he owned near there — to Mexico City, where some urgent legal
business awaited him. The four-engine plane (which belonged to a company Infante partially
owned) fell from the sky shortly after takeoff, killing all its passengers. Within an hour, Infante's
fans were crowding the streets near the accident site; by the next day, greater numbers had
camped outside his house in Mérida and the city morgue; meanwhile in Mexico City thousands of
people were flocking to his house, his mother’s house, and his first wife's house, while across the
country mourners gathered at movie theaters.

The next day a still larger group accompanied his body from the Merida morgue to the
airport, while somewhere between fifty and a hundred thousand people met the plane carrying his
remains at the Mexico City airport when it arrived, just before noon. Newspapers described these
mourners, as they characterized all the crowds which gathered this week, as belonging to “the
proletarian class,” including “children of various ages, peddlers, workers, peasants.”* [photo one]
The police had to force their way through this mob to clear a path for the coffin to be carried from



a plane to the waiting hearse by
frequently using their night-sticks. They did not strike only at particular persons. At
times, they swung wildly, hitting whoever they could. Thusit was that women and
children whose only crime was anxiety to attend the funeral of a much-loved actor, wound
up driven to their knees on the pavement among screams of pain.’

And the hearse could barely move through the crowd. (One of the injuries reported in this day’s
events was caused by this car actually running over one onlooker). [photo two] Outside the
airport, the streets too were clogged with mourning fans. That afternoon and throughout the
night, perhaps fifty thousand people filed by his closed casket while even more tried and failed to
get in to the theater where Infante lay. Some members of the crowd waited for more than twenty-
four hours. They prayed, sang, wept, bought and sold snacks and souvenirs, suffered afew cases
of sunstroke and -- ominoudly -- resisted police attempts to create an orderly line.

The next morning, the day of Infante’ s funeral, thousands more were still waiting to pay
their last respects to the fallen idol when the hearse arrived to bear his casket to the cemetery.
Again, they tried to impede its arrival and departure, and again the police intervened violently.
The multitude lining the route between the theater and the cemetery made the occasion “seem like
afair,” and photos of the day show people hanging out of windows, standing on parked cars and
sitting in trees; but as Infante’ s body passed by, “an impressive silence fell.”®  Most of the
hearse' s roughly 12-kilometer trip south-west from the theater passed peacefully.

Members of the crowd knew where to go to bid Infante farewell for several reasons. They
could assume that his coffin would follow the route taken, three years earlier, by the cortege of
Infante’ s friend and rival, singer/actor Jorge Negrete. In any case there was only one logical route
southward from the theater where Infante had lain, which belonged to the actors' union ANDA,
to ANDA'’s specia section of Mexico City’ s finest cemetery. (Asit happened, Infante was to be
buried near but not in the ANDA plot of the Panteon Jardin. But it seems unlikely that many
people were aware of this on the morning of his funeral; the newspapers did not report this fact
until the next day.) Some people who tried to attend the funeral probably lived at some distance
or were new to the city, and therefore would not have had access to all this information. But they
could learn by radio where to go, how to get there, and when to be there: at |east one station, the
extremely popular XEQ, broadcast non-stop coverage of the events following Infante’ s death
from the moment news of his plane crash reached them until the evening following his funeral,
reporting that included detailed information on the sites where his coffin could be glimpsed. All
over the city, in stores, restaurants, bars, and the courtyards of apartment buildings, people kept
their radios playing to follow these events and join in the collective sorrow and excitement.’

The cortege was bearing Infante’ s body to the Pantedn Jardin, where he would be buried
in the center of the relatively new cemetery, just downhill from Blanca Estela Pavon, the actress
who had co-starred in his biggest hit Nosotros |os Pobres and its sequel Ustedes |os Ricos.
(Pavén, as al the papers remarked in their reporting on Infante’s demise, may or may not have
been Infante’ s lover; by morbid coincidence she also had perished in aplane crash.) The
cemetery, built in the late Porfirian era, suited the needs of Mexico City’ s dignitaries and wealthy
elite. Designed for the public ceremonials of that era, its wide central boulevard led straight up a
long hill from the grand, pillared fake-Greek entrance, while smaller paths branching off into
neatly arrayed rows of impressive tombs. But it was not nearly large enough to accommodate the
huge numbers of mourners who had begun gathering there hours before Infante’ s casket was due




to arrive. They clung to fences, trampled shrubbery, climbed trees and even perched on
tombstones to find space for themselves. In the end, at least 150,000 people attempted to witness
the burial in the cemetery, in addition to the people who had attended Infante’ s body from the
airport to the wake, visited his body at the ANDA theater, and lined the route between the theater
and the graveyard.

The police tried to keep a small space open for the official mourning party. These
mourners included mariachi bands with whom Infante had sung, representatives of the motorcycle
police with whom Infante had associated himself, various members of the Mexican film industry,
some of whom had been Infante’ s close friends, others his long-term colleagues, and still others
who barely knew him but needed the publicity. And, of course, hisfamily al came: Infante’s
mother, all hisliving siblings, their various spouses and children, and some of Infante’ s young
children. Infante’slegal spouse, Maria Luisa Leon de Infante, attended, but so did the woman
whose marriage to Infante had only just been annulled by the Supreme Court as bigamous, Irma
Dorantes. Infante’s oldest living brother, Angel, carefully kept the two women on opposite sides
of the grave.

The crowd knew all about the legal quarrel between Infante’ s wives, and they had chosen
sides. Lessthan aweek earlier, the popular tabloid La Prensa’ s coverage of the bigamy tria had
danted heavily toward Maria Luisa Ledn, with headlines shouting “Pedro Will Go to Jail” and
“Pedro’ s Wife [meaning Maria Luisa] Willing to Forgive’8; so this newspaper displayed particular
disgust in reporting that the crowd at the funeral had clearly indicated their preference for Irma
Dorantes. It gave an entire article over to the first wife' s treatment by the funeral-goers,
describing how

various women, above al those from humble backgrounds, besieged [Maria Luisa Leon]

... asthey considered her *a usurper, and responsible for Pedro’s problems.” As she walked
into the cemetery, Maria Luisa Leon heard epithets that were lacerating and cruel. Many
women shouted “hypocrite” at her. Others, more daringly, called her “ shameless.”®

When President Ruiz Cortines sent a note of condolence on Infante’ s death, he sent it to neither
Irma Dorantes nor Maria LuisaLedn, but to Infante’s brother Angel; this, too, indicates the
strength of public sentiment about Infante' s two wives, its volatility, and its politicized nature.™
In response to the police shoving members of the crowd away from Infante's grave and
the official members of the mourning party, a melee broke out while the service was still in
progress. As a mariachi group continued playing and singing an Infante hit, the police began
clubbing funeral-goers and shouting -- and the funeral-goers hit back. Soon enough, much of the
crowd was fighting the police or each other. “Thousands of women, children, adults and old
people tirelesdy battled,” according to newspaper accounts, while more attempted to flee and hurt
each other in their panic.™* Theriot injured at least 140 people — some newspapers put the
number as high as 210 injured funeral-goers — and caused seven people to be hurt serioudy
enough to require hospitalization. (Most, though, were treated at the scene by the Red Cross
medics whom the Mayor of Mexico City had requested to attend the funeral; these medics also
attended to numerous peopl e suffering from sunstroke and a number of young starlets who staged
publicity-catching hysterical fits.) The worst injuries were caused by police night-sticks, but at
least one policeman also suffered a beating “at the hands of the multitude.”*? The police arrested
twenty-one people, accusing them of “delinquency” but aso claiming that they were pick-pockets



and thieves® Other would-be funeral-goers were “trampled” and “pushed into open graves’ by
the police, or by people running away from the police.** The cemetery itself was badly damaged,
as angry members of the crowd toppled gravestones and destroyed statuary while others knocked
down fences and trampled gardensin their flight. Most newspapers referred to these events as a
riot; one called it a“battle.” ™

Mexican elites expressed horror at these events. Perhaps expecting trouble, President
Ruiz Cortines and his family, and other high-ranking government officials, had stayed away from
the funeral, while ensuring an ample police presence. Afterwards, Salvador Novo (a poet,
playwright, and director whose weekly magazine column “Cartas a un amigo” gave voice to
Mexico City’s high society in this era) sourly punned “for almost a week, as you will have
noticed, we al behaved like complete infants.”** Novo usually marked the deaths of notables with
long, emotional reminiscences in his column, so this comment — his only word on the death of
Mexico's biggest star — was all the more remarkable.  Similarly, Tiempo magazine, the Spanish-
language edition of the conservative US weekly Time, scolded

at the moment that the coffin was lowered from the airplane ... there began a
demonstration of grief in which fervor, hysteria and mass emotion mixed to offer a
spectacle that, if it was enormous in its magnitude, was not at al edifying in itsresults... ...
As the remains were being moved to the Pantedn Jardin, there began fainting fits,
inexplicably violent behavior and the excesses of the crowd, which was stirred up by
collective hysteria. 1t was truly lamentable that an open display of grief ... should
degenerate into riot and disorder.*’

Four years later, when a fan magazine published an article on the anniversary of Infante’ s death, it
made special note of the chaotic violence that marked his funera and of the socia status of those
taking part in it: “The death of Pedro Infante moved al classes of society. But it was, especialy,
the masses who wept for him.” 8

Meanwhile, other people expressed rage and grief in more isolated ways. They wrote
dozens of memorial songs and poems, for example. Some song lyrics bordered on hagiography,
like one that emphasized Infante’ s Christ-like “vocation as a carpenter” and promised him that
“heaven iswaiting for you.”** Many memoria ballads described Infante as the ideal Mexican,
like the one that praised his *“noble Mexican heart,” while afew glorified Infante’ s status as a
national representative to the world, underlining his “international fame”® Fans carried his picture
around with them, put it in their family photo albums, or tacked it up on their walls® And in the
most extreme reactions, in the week that followed Infante’ s death at least two suicide notes
claimed that the victims could not live without their idol.

Why did Infante’s fans mourn him with such violence? To understand these strange, sad
events requires a context: we have to understand what made Infante so important to those who
mourned him, and who they believed Infante to be.

Pedro Infante’' s Real and Imaginary Life

Pedro Infante’sfans knew hislife story as well as they knew the biographies of the saints,
or of their neighbors. The story that fans knew may or may not have been entirely true — like
fans everywhere, they probably did not always distinguish between the person himself, the



publicity about the person, and the dramatic roles he played as a singer and actor — but that need
not concern us here. Informed by gossip columns, biographical photo-novels, scandal sheets,
movie magazines and rumor as well as by Infante’s movies and songs, audiences developed their
own ideas about Infante's life and character. These beliefs, in turn, made them into fans and
motivated their intense emotions at his death.?

Pedro Infante was born to alarge, poor, loving family in asmall town in Sinaloain 1917,
and began working as a carpenter at an early age. At the same time he was studying with his
father, amusician; he took ajob as a drummer with alocal dance orchestrain 1932, at age fifteen.
By 1937 he had migrated, like so many young people of the time, to Mexico City. He left aone-
year-old daughter behind in Sinoloa. (By the time he died, he was supporting fourteen sons and
daughters, children of four women; at least another three women would claim that their children
were Infante' sin the aftermath of hisdeath.) In the city, Infante met and married hisfirst wife,
Maria Luisa Ledn, who — depending on which version of the story fans decided to believe —
either encouraged Infante to look for more lucrative work as a musician or shrewishly insisted on
it. In either case, soon enough Infante joined a multitude of singers working in the booming
radio business, with its insatiable demand for new voices. The most popular station in Mexico
City, XEW, offered him a contract, beginning an association with the singer that culminated in
their broadcast of his funeral, which earned extraordinarily high ratings.

The 200-kilowatt station -- the most powerful in the Western Hemisphere when it began
transmitting in 1930 — reached well beyond the capital’ s boundaries; listenerstuned in al over
the country and as far away as Havana. XEW belonged to the U.S.-based RCA network but
carried very little network programming, partly because the technology of simultaneous
transmission was nhot yet reliable enough to make network-wide broadcasting cheap or easy, but
also because the Mexican government had promulgated laws between 1932-36 that traded fifty-
year concessions of the broadcast spectrum for a requirement that at least a quarter of all radio
programing consist of “typically Mexican” songs. (At the same time the government also was
promoting national — if not nationalist — content in film and periodicals with price supports
and controls on foreign media, anong other measures.) XEW’s owner Emilio Azcéarraga
Vidaurreta made a virtue of necessity: by tirelessly advertising the station’s mexicanidad, he
helped to call his audience into being. As new singers became XEW regulars, they developed
personas that fit within arelatively narrow range of possible “Mexican” roles: the urban bum, the
fallen woman, the cheery rustic, and so forth. Pedro Infante quickly adopted the image of the
charro, the heroic cowboy of the north, and specialized in canciones rancheras, the melodramatic
ballads that fit the charro role.®

Ranchera songs can be understood as a socially conservative rebuke — both in their
musical form and their lyrical content — to the more directly sexua boleros that were just as
popular at the time. Boleros, most of al those by Agustin Lara, recorded the melodramas of
urban life and modernity rather than those of the countryside and the mythic past. To
oversmplify, the world of the bolero was the world of the city at night, populated by prostitutes,
blind musicians, thieves and murderers; boleros spoke of ruined lives. Ranchera music, while
frequently sad, was set in the warmth, sunlight and comfort of northern Mexico in some
impossibly prosperous past; it spoke of ruined loves — with the implication that al parties would
live to love another day — when it spoke of ruin at all.

Infante’ s audience certainly understood the political differences among song genres,
because both the government and commercia culture had made a series of gestures to underline




those difference. In 1936 the Secretary of Public Education in the relatively radical administration
of Lazaro Cardenas administration made a conciliatory gesture to the right (after along series of
violent conflicts over the content of public education) by banning Lara s songs from being
performed in Mexican schools. Ten years later, radio station XEX — struggling to define itself
in amarket dominated by the Azcarraga family’s network — hit on the notion of advertising itself
as the clean alternative to racy popular music, an ideathat soon did make the station a huge
success. XEX distributed a list of songs, soon reprinted throughout the country, which it called
“obscene’ and vowed never to broadcast. Prominent among the blacklisted tunes were some of
Agustin Lara’'s most popular compositions; none of Infante's hits appeared on thislist.

Y et Infante did not make inoffensive or apolitical music. His biggest hits were love songs,
but they were not often addressed to an individual woman. Frequently, they praised the land
instead, or the nation, or aregion of the nation. Sometimes they asserted the singer’s manly
mexicanidad by denigrating -- in ajocular fashion -- aformer love. The songs he recorded in the
five years before his death (not al of them rancheras, but al sharing the spirit and tone of the
ranchera genre) often took a defiant, even boastful stance. In 1956 Infante's hit “Morir Sofiando”
proclaimed that “it’s better to die while dreaming than to live in redity.”* A year later another
hit, “LaVerdolaga,” let Infante make much of his reputation as a Don Juan:

| gave them love and money

and then when it was least expected
they got meinto trouble

that’swhy | live free

without trusting in women ...

Don’'t make commitments

in matters of the heart.?

In 1953 another hit love song, “Ni por favor!” allowed Infante to sound both heartbroken and
proud at the same time:

If you don’t love me, so what,

Of love | will not die

One suffers when one loves

But one learns to forget, too ...

If you think that because of my tender feelings
| will have to come plead with you

My love, you've made a mistake

This | will not do, not even if you say please.®

Many of these songs were fast-paced and cheery in their sound, making a witty contrast with their
sometimes glum or bitter lyrics. Others — including some whose words were gentle and loving,
like “Te quiero asi” — sounded slow and sad. But all used Infante’s untrained but pure tenor to
great effect.?” Hisinstantly recognizable voice made it sound as though he were singing from the
heart, whether he was mourning the passing of a happier past, praising a new love, or declaring
that his mother, his nation or his northern region was the true object of all his affections.

In 1940 Infante entered the movies with a bit part for which another actor dubbed the



words. Using the film-business connections he had made through his work as a nightclub singer
to help get himself better roles, and taking speech classes to modulate his strong northern accent,
he quickly became a leading man. By 1943 he was a star, with a recording contract, weekly
appearances on XEW, and a series of hit movies. Many of these movies extended his charro
persona: he made comedies like Dicen que soy mujeriego (1948), Los Tres Garcia and its sequel
Vueven los Garcia (both 1946), and Cuidado con & amor (1954) but also melodramatic cowboy
romances like Los gavilanes (1954). In them he sang the same, or similar, songs as radio
listeners could hear him perform; he wore the same huge spangled sombrero, gunbelt, and tight,
embroidered suit that he sported on his record covers and publicity photos; but the films put this
static figure into action. They shifted the focus of audience attention from the elaboration of the
myth of the rural past to the behavior (and thus the character) of the individual charro.

In his charro film roles Infante exuded authority through displays of physical ability: not
only his strength and grace but also histalent as a singer and musician proved his masculinity.
Scenes which displayed him asirresistibly attractive to women — but not entirely conscious of his
own power over them — underlined both his manly appearance and his good character. The
conflicts which shaped these films' plots pitted loyalty to kin or (less frequently) male friends
against romance, but as they were comedies the screen-writers aways found some way to end the
story with Infante’ s relationships to friends, lovers, and above al to family still intact, or
strengthened: through virtue and effort, the hero protected all who depended on him.”2 So
Infante' s public persona came to include such traits as “his generosity without limits, [and] his
enormous kindliness,” as a photonovel written immediately after his death put it.?®  In the eyes of
his audience, both before and after his death, Infante’ s appeal lay in the excellence, but aso the
ordinariness, of his character: the loyal son, the good father, the trustworthy friend, the devout
Catholic. To beacharro, as Infante portrayed the role, was to be a Mexican that every Mexican
could dream of being.*

Fans required and received constant reassurance that success had not changed Infante's
humble, honest, hard-working, and loyal nature. So the press reported that as soon as he could
afford to, Infante moved his mother and some of his ten brothers and sistersinto alarge new
house in Mexico City. Meanwhile the star built a huge new house for himself, but this well-
publicized building included a gym and a carpentry workshop. Infante’'s daily exercise
underscored his manliness and the difficulty of hisjob asamovie star. Movie magazines
published a seemingly infinite number of publicity stills showing Infante lifting weightsin his gym,
while almost every movie he made after 1950 included at Ieast one scene in which Infante
displayed his unclothed torso, making visible the results of so much effort.® [photo nine]

Fans were even more attached to the idea that |nfante continued to practice carpentry, his
first trade, as thisindicated his humility and connection to his past. Thus a biographica photo-
novel imagined that after death Infante would most want to be in his carpentry shop; every
installment of the narrative was bracketed with scenes showing the star making toys for children
at hisworkbench in heaven.® And it isnot at all accidental that in three of his most popular
movies — Nosotros |os pobres (1947) and its sequels Ustedes los ricos (1948), and Pepe € Toro
(1952) — Infante played a carpenter. I1n these melodramas, Infante moved from playing arural
to an urban figure, while still representing the height of masculine perfection in appearance,
behavior, and character.®

In many of the last films he made, Infante played a character in the midst of thisrural-
urban transition — often one who was caught up in class mobility aswell — but he played this




role for laughs. Movies like Escuela de vagabundos (1954), Escuelade musica (1955), El
Innocente (1955), and Escuela de rateros (1956) were comedies of mistaken identity or double
identity. In El Inocente, Infante played a poor but honest singing automobile mechanic forced to
act like awealthy playboy in order to win the heart of the rich girl who married him by mistake.

In Escuela de vagabundos, Infante played a successful rura songwriter who takes on the role of a
butler to arich urban family in order to win the heart of the spoiled daughter of the house. In
Escuela de musica, Infante played a humble but upwardly mobile urban businessman who can only
express himself through song when he gets drunk enough to be possessed by the spirit of his
irascible rural grandmother; this confusion of identities extends to a pretended engagement with a
woman he does not like in order to provoke the jealousy of the woman he loves. And in Escuela
de rateros, as areviewer put it, “Pedro has two very different roles, the one is an unscrupulous
type full of offensive vanity, and the other is a poor baker who, due to his surprising resemblance
to the first, gets caught up in a horrible crime.”*

As Gustavo Garcia has written, scripts like these — aong with the titles of other Infante
movies like El mil amores (“the thousand loves,” 1954) and Cuidado con &l amor (“be careful
with love,” 1954) -- seemed to make an ironic commentary on Infante’ s public image, particularly
his long-standing legal first marriage to the “wrong” woman, MariaLuisaLeon.*®  But the
multiplicity of Infante’s public persona had other meanings too.* Carlos Monsivéis has identified
this ability to slide among cinematic archetypes — to knit them together into a single image of
idealized Mexican manhood — as the source of Infante’s power over the audience:

these multiple crossings ... from the rural to the urban, from the machismo of the caudillo
to amachismo able to cry, from the arrogant generosity of the social bandit to the
sympathy of the humble carpenter ... [demonstrate that] for the Mexican audience this
actor-singer has been a bridge of understanding between the old and the new: his
biography istheidea of the collective.®

Indeed, his audience seemed willing to forgive him amost anything. The charro role located the
possibility of goodnessin an imaginary rura past; so, as Infante took on film roles set in citiesin
the present day, as his wealth grew increasing visible, and as he took up activities— especially
motorcycle riding and piloting small planes— that symbolized arisky modernity, he was also
putting his public persona at risk. But hisroles as a barrio carpenter and as a motorcycle-riding
traffic cop (in the hit comedy A Todo Maguina), like the songs he song boasting of his romantic
exploits, only increased his popularity.

Infante' s public persona aso did between male archetypes. sometimes he seemed the
devoted son and father, the happy stay-at-home husband, but sometimes he appeared as arake,
drinking with his male friends and flirting — at least — with women to whom he was not married.
He did marry twice and had well-known liaisons with at least three other women. He did thisin
an erawhen formal divorce was both a contentious political issue (its legalization had been one of
the chief complaints of the Catholic church against the revolutionary state from the 1920s through
the 1950s) and exceedingly rare. Indeed, three days before his death the Supreme Court had
ruled that Infante never had gotten alegal divorce from hisfirst wife, so that his subsequent
marriages were annulled. Headlines declaring the star a bigamist had made the front pages all
over the country.

This marked the apparent end of a highly public legal battle among the star and his wives




that began four years earlier, when Maria Luisa Ledn opened her lawsuit. This had made
Infante’ s womanizing public: gossip columns and cartoons referred to it constantly, men joked
about it, and for a period before his death respectable women avoided mentioning any admiration
they had for Infante.®® Fan magazines even made oblique references to the rumor that the
daughter Maria Luisa and Pedro had adopted was actually his child by another woman.*
Apparently, all this had little or no effect on the sales of his records, nor did it make his movies
less popular.

Newspaper coverage of the events surrounding Infante’ s death carefully described the
appearance and behavior of Maria Luisa Ledn de Infante, his first wife, and Irma Dorantes, his
partner in his suddenly annulled marriage of the time. Newspapers hinted at the authenticity of
Dorantes grief and the tragedy of her plight. They reported that the young woman would be
forced to work as an actress in order to support Pedro’s baby daughter, while aso noting
approvingly that she had repeatedly exclaimed that Infante’ s death was “all my fault!” because
Infante perished during a flight back to Mexico City, atrip intended to persuade Dorante to stay
with him despite the sudden delegitimization of their marriage by the Supreme Court. At the
same time the papers made Leon’ s sorrow seem phony with constant references to her failed
singing career and dramatic appearances at the public gatherings occasioned by Infante’ s death.
Thus the papers shifted the blame for the failure of Infante’s first marriage and the subsequent
legal tangle to hisfirst wife, giving fans a means to forgive Infante even this. And the day before
the funeral, the archbishop of Mexico City felt it necessary to issue a statement to the press
reassuring parishioners that Infante may not have died in a state of mortal sin even though he did
not receive last rites due to the nature of his accident: “Merely an instant of repentance, and the
infinite goodness of God, would suffice for the pardon of sins.”*

The constant emphasis after his death on the virtue of Infante’s nature, despite al evidence
to the contrary, is even more surprising considering the place of cinemain public life. Movie-
going was arelatively new form of behavior, and a highly contested one, though it was extremely
popular.** Mexicans in the 1950s had not completely settled on proper movie-house etiquette:
one fan magazine reported on a 1956 controversy over whether or not to applaud, for example.*
At the same time, the division of the cinema audience aong class lines had long since been
accepted. Different seats within the movie houses cost different amounts, creating a spacia gulf
between poorer and richer viewers to match the economic gap between them. And the movie
houses themselves each developed a kind of class identity, marked by location but also by the
range of ticket prices, how recently the films shown at each theater had opened, and other factors.
Salvador Novo even commented that he could tell who went to which Mexico City movie theater
by the kinds of food sold outside each one, from chicharrones to the cuisine of Oaxaca and “a
menudo worthy of a sonnet.”*

But the pleasures of movie-going could also be dangerous. Not only did many actors
seem to be sinners, but movies themselves could threaten the soul and movie theaters were,
famousdly, sites of transgressive behavior. The Catholic church regarded cinema with such
suspicion that it distributed leaflets at Sunday mass which contained ratings of every movie
showing in the diocese, sorted by the type and degree of sin visible in each picture. (This
publication, Apreciaciones, often placed Pedro Infante’'s movies into such categories as “Reserved
for those with well-developed moral standards’ or even “absolutely unadvisable for all” because
of their “lack of respect for women, asis seen in movies from other countries’ or their “scenes of
drunkenness ... [and] of vengence, acts of cruelty, seductions, and approval of dueling.”*) Some



parishes organized boycotts of movie theaters that persistently offered “immora” films, and at
least one town — Coyoacan, in the 1940s — set up an alternative neighborhood cinemato show
“clean” pictures.

At secular cinemas, film sometimes seemed to be the last thing on anyone' smind. Movie
houses were designed as architectural tributes to the ideas of modernity and the exotic. More
prosaicaly, they were one of the rare locations in urban Mexico where young couples could find
some privacy. In hisrecent memoir of the 1940sin Mexico City, journalist Manuel Magaria
Contreras described this as a polite, decorous form of socializing:

How many of us who now have grey hair had the opportunity to enjoy movies of good
quality with our girlfriends, in an atmosphere of good taste? Of course, the spectators ...
attended in our Sunday best, which in those days meant a suit and hat as well as an
overcoat and perhaps gloves, and for the ladies a well-cut dress, gloves, hat and fur
stole.*®

But many city-dwellers did not treat movie-going as a way to be see and be seen by their peers,
choosing instead to treat the cinemas as though couples could be alone together in them. (As
humorist Abel Quezada put it in 1953, “you can learn alot about love at the movies, aslong as
you don’'t watch the screen.”#’) Oscar Lewis quotes one of the "Sanchez" boys describing a date:
"I took her to the movies where we could kiss and embrace.” And that was not al that went on at
the movies, according to Lewis. When alocal gang, "the terror of the neighborhood,” visited the
local cinema, "they sat up on the balcony and smoked marijuana ... and if the movie were a daring
one, you could hear them saying dirty things."* Moreover, over the decades movie theaters had
housed union meetings and political rallies, and had been the sites of parties, riots, demonstrations
and al kinds of disturbances.”

Mexicans came to associate movie-going, and thus the movies themselves, with sinful or
dangerous (but modern) behavior; they may aso have seen a connection between going to movies
— aforeign art-form, and of course most movies available to Mexicans in 1957 were foreign too
— and opposition to the government in its more nationalist or puritanical phases.® All of these
associations had to be considered, and rgjected, in order for fans to see Pedro Infante asthe
perfect Mexican man.

The images and stories that Infante’ s life and art had produced hung in the air over the riot
that marked hisfuneral. They gave meaning to his posthumous career, in which his movies seem
to repeat constantly on television throughout the Spanish-speaking world and his records still play
on radios and jukeboxes — a career that began immediately after his death with memoria
newsreels and photonovels and continues into the present with the headline-producing
announcement of Infante’s primary director Ismael Rodriguez’ s plan to make a new movie
memoriaizing the fallenidol.>* Infante also had — so to speak — an imaginary career in
transnational culture industries after his death. The stories went that he had been on the verge of
signing contracts with Hollywood studios, of starring in plays with Broadway actresses, of cutting
records in France or Germany. Thiswas supposed to heighten the pathos of his loss. he had been
on the verge of international stardom, he might have represented Mexico to the world.

Indeed, one way to understand the intensity of public response to Infante’ s death would be
to describe it as areaction to the sudden collapse of the Mexican film industry, which had been a
source of nationa pride up through the middle of the 1950s. Another singing cowboy star, Jorge



Negrete, had died — at a similarly young age — afew years earlier. Infante had become at that
point, not only the most important male movie star of the day, but the pillar on which the entire
national entertainment industry rested. Fan magazines reported breathlessly on the progress of
each new recording project, movie-making venture, or concert tour. Every week — in afew
cases, every day — they detailed the sales of his records, of the sheet music for the songs he
popularized, and of the tickets for his movies at home and abroad. Infante’s success was the
whole industry’ s success, and the industry’ s success was a point of Mexican honor. With Infante's
death, the possibility of a Mexican cinemathat could be at once nationalist, popular, competitive
with Hollywood and European products, and esthetically satisfying seemed to have reached an
sudden, horrible end.

All of this suggests the context in which the riot at Infante’ s funeral might be understood,
but none of it provides an explanation. | am going to suggest three angles from which this event
might make more sense: gender anxieties, atension between the discourses of modernity and
tradition, and working-class fury. All of these emotional modes, | will argue, were specific to
Mexico City and its geography; and al of them belonged to an overarching contest over the
meaning of nation and citizenship in the post-Revolutionary era.

Deadly Modernity, the Moving City, and Machismo’s Double

The violence that marked public response to Pedro Infante’ s death grew from frustration:
this riot was political speech in a situation where such speech was not otherwise possible. These
events could be read, specifically, as an intervention in a national debate over citizenship and
nation, a longstanding argument which took place in several modes. In one mode, the debate
used words, metaphors and ideas related to change (especially technological development) and
stability. In another, the debate used words, metaphors and ideas related to class identity and
daily life, especially in Mexico City. And in athird mode, this debate was couched as a series of
arguments over gender roles. In this section, | will suggest the ways in which we can read
Infante' s funeral and the events surrounding it as intelligible speech in all of these three modes.

The difficult categories of “tradition” and “modernity” provided one language in which
Infante’ s fans seemed to speak. Infante’'s movie career drew a kind of arc between the two sets of
ideas. It began with him playing a character from an imagined past, an invented tradition of the
rural north, but it ended in a series of comic and equivocal depictions of modern city life>? He
associated himself specifically with the machinery of modernity though his well-publicized interest
in motorcycles and airplanes. Hislast movies celebrated the possibilities of technological
progress. Inthem, Infante played roles such as an automobile mechanic, a chauffeur and, twice, a
motorcycle cop. In hislast movies, viewers saw Infante singing into a telephone, kissing agirl in
an airport, driving a tow-truck, piloting a speedboat, and peddling bread from a bicycle.

But Infante' s late movies — and even more, the tension between his “modern” movies and
the invented-tradition genres of the songs he continued recording up until his death — recognized
that few in his audience experienced technologica change and modernity as an uncomplicated
source of pleasure. The comedy in these films frequently relied on the untrustworthy nature of
modern machinery: messages get garbled, buses break down, cars run out of gas. Even when
machines worked, they could cause trouble: in Escuela de Rateros a clever thief uses a
phonograph to aid his getaway from ajewelry store heist. Moreover, Infante frequently played a




humble working man whose modern profession brought him into association with wealthy people,
so the ultimate source of humor was not machinery but the class relations around machinery. And
inhis“red” life, Infante both had as much wealth as any member of Mexico’'s dlite, and spent it
very publically on more modern machinery, from motorcycles and airplanes to kitchen gadgets.

In this context, Infante’ s dipping among roles — within his movies, between his movies,
and between his movies and his “real” public life— helped reassure his audience about the
possibilities of their own lives. Like most of them, he had left behind arura life which looked
happier and happier in retrospect. Like most of them, he had enthusiastically adapted the styles
and practices of urban, mechanized “modernity.” Like the nation itself, he was inventing a past
and afuture as he went along. His films both celebrated the possibilities of these collective acts of
invention and, however mildly, criticized their shortcomings. His artistic work seenin
conjunction with his public persona did more: it suggested that Mexicans would not have to chose
between being rural and urban, traditional and modern. They could be both at once.

Infante’ s death foreclosed that possibility by leaving Infante’ s imagined body trapped
forever in the modern. It was an airplane — his own airplane — that killed him, and on aflight
from adistant, small, quiet provincial town to the booming capital city. It was another airplane
that brought his body back, and from the moment he returned to the city Infante’s body was
accompanied by an honor guard of motorcycle policemen who claimed him as one of their own.
Most of the sitesin which Infante’ s fans mourned him implicated technological modernity in their
idol’ s disappearance: the site of the plane crash, airports in Merida and Mexico City, movie
theaters, and the streets of the cities themselves. The minute-to-minute coverage of the whole
sequence of events by radio, the flickering light of flashbulbs on the scene, and the obtrusive
presence of newsreel cameramen all combined to call attention to mass media technologies in the
midst of the mourning crowd. From there, it was alogica step to blame those responsible for
modernity for the loss of the idol himself: thus, the crowd turned on the police, who were the
nearest representatives of the state, in place of turning on the state itself. It was Mexico's
"revolutionary” government, after al, which had most loudly and insistently demanded credit for
the modernization of Mexico. Thus, asin other moments of national disaster, it would also have
to take its share of the blame.

Urban space and social class provide the second mode of argument over citizenship and
nation which emerges into view with theriot at Infante’s funeral. If the federal government of
Mexico had done much, beginning with the Cardenista nationalization of the petroleum industry,
to associate itself with modern technology, it also had begun more recently to assert itself asthe
ultimate authority in urban matters, particularly in Mexico City. In the 1950s, urban space began
along process of reorganization, with wealthy and powerful people migrating away from the
centers of Mexican cities as poor migrants from the countryside crammed into them.>® The state
took severa steps to supervise, control, and identify itself with this change; these steps included
making huge physical changes in the cities themselves to support the reorganization processes,
and making smaller gestures at ameliorating the worst effects of this process on the citizens | eft
behind in the center of the cities.

President Adolfo Ruiz Cortines made a point of inviting citizens to address their
complaints to him personally, and from 1952 onward a surprisingly large number of hopeful or
desperate city-dwellers took him up on it. From the very neighborhood through which Infante’s
funeral procession had passed, one man wrote to the president complaining of a gang of thieves
whom they suspected were “sons of policemen.”>* Other youth in a nearby neighborhood were,



as another letter-writer told the president, making it impossible for “people to livein peace ... as
they have formed more or less organized groups which create a scandal ...[by] breaking windows
and deliberately bothering us with their crude jokes and lack of respect.”* Frequently,
complaints about city life focused on conditions related to the crowding and anonymity of central
Mexico City, where “decent families” might find themselves living uncomfortably close to “houses
of assignation,” overhearing “ petty quarrels of the fallen women ... gunshots, foul language” and
worse.*®

Complaints about vice, crime, and corruption frequently shaded over into complaints
against mass media or popular culture. Brothels often called themselves dance-halls, and some
commercial institutions confused the matter even further by combining the two functions: thus,
many people wanted dance halls, along with “cabarets, beer halls, etc.” shut down because they
were “centers of vice.”*” But recorded music by itself could seem “infernal”, astwo Veracruz
women told the President. They wrote that it was

worse than intolerable that ... without the slightest scruple, without the least concern for
any invalid, for any of those unfortunate families who happen to live close to a bar or pool
hall, nor even for the exhausted working man who leaves his heavy labor wanting only to
get some sleep to regain his strength to return eight hours later to his job, those JUKE
BOXES, RECORD PLAYERS, AND RADIOS... play a TOP VOLUME all night.*®

In other words, citizens might complain about Mexico's cities because of two spacial
juxtapositions in them: first, the overlap of moral categories (home/whorehouse, or
policeman/thief), and second, the overlap of sonic categories (music/noise, decent talk/foul
language, or uproar/peace).

The Mexican state rarely acted to address citizen’s complaints directly.® Instead — and
above all in Mexico City — it acted on policies designed to separate those spacial juxtapositions.
In choosing where to dig sewers and place electric lines, which streets to pave, whereto build
new government office buildings, how to site new avenues and highways, and especialy where to
construct the huge, modern, new campus of the National Autonomous University, the government
supported and encouraged an enormous change in the organization of the capital city. Mexico
City’s commercial and artistic hub moved rapidly southward, aided by all the new infrastructure
the government provided, and leaving the center of the city to a combination of historical
monuments and poor people’s housing.®® The government left the central barrios to molder,
neglected, while it rapidly met the needs of the richer and better-connected citizens who had set
themselves up just to the south.”*  And those left behind understood this process well, as
newspapers and magazines depicted the elite’ s daring adaptations of the antique structures of
Coyoacan and the sleek modernity of the new colony called Navarte.

Pedro Infante’ s life and death both rang with uncomfortable echoes of the spacial
transformation of Mexico City. Asastruggling young singer, Infante had come from the
countryside to the very center of Mexico City. When he could afford to, he brought his mother
and other relativesto live in anew house Navarte, installing his first wife nearby. Eventualy he
moved even further south, to the very outskirts of the city. All these moves were, of course, well
documented in the papers. Furthermore -- as everyone knew -- the movie studios where he
worked were also well to the south of the city center. But Infante kept returning to central
Mexico City, and again, this was well understood by hislocal fans. Not only were his movies



showing there ailmost constantly, but also he performed live in theaters there, cut hisrecordsin
studios there, and broadcast his radio shows from there. The center of the city remained his
workplace and so long asit did, Infante’ s fans could feel as though he still belonged to them.

When Infante died, his body came into the center from the east, where the airport was.
And this was where most of his fansfirst found him in order to bid farewell. They took him from
there — relatively peacefully — into the central location of the ANDA theater. But all too soon,
the motorcycle police arrived to take his body away from the crowd again. And when they did,
they took it due south, for avery long trip along arelatively new and very prosperous
thoroughfare, through some of Mexico’'s newer and richer sections, up to the cemetery. Thus,
Infante’ s poor and working-class fans must have felt hisloss as a double blow. Not only was
Infante being removed from their midst forever, but also he was being taken by the state along the
same route that the prosperous had aready fled, leaving Infante' s audience behind, while Infante
entered an area which they knew would never welcome then. Surely their objections to this
gpacia arrangement can be heard in the riot that ensued.

Gender isthe last of the three languages in which | have suggested reading this event.
There are two reasons why attention to gender categories help us hear what the rioters were
saying. First — and relatively straightforwardly — Infante' s life and death both entangled
themselves with contemporary debates over proper feminine behavior: he seemed to have the
power to make women behave badly. Second, Infante’s life suggested a new, syncretic style of
Mexican manliness which the manner of his death seemed to contradict. Both of these factors,
but especially the second, fueled the anger behind this riot and helped to explicate its meaning.

The reports of Infante’s funeral all imply, or explicitly state, that the mgjority of thosein
attendance (and thus, presumably, the majority of the rioters) were women, though photos revedl
that, in fact, the majority of people attending the public events related to Infante’ s demise were
male. So why did reporters seem to see the women in attendance more clearly than they could
see the men? Perhaps because women in public at al — let alone women in crowds in the middle
of the city, raising their voices and even fighting — were far more upsetting a sight than men were
when they did the same things. Perhaps, though, women seemed more likely to be there, and that
was why those witnessing the events believed they saw them.

Women were supposed to be Infante’s primary audience. Most of his songs were
addressed to a group of admiring male friends (represented by the mariachi band backing him up
on the record, or sometimes by a set of crooning male character actorsin his movies singing
scenes) but hisimage, especially the photos and movie scenes that showed him shirtless, was
supposed to be designed for female viewers. Furthermore, Infante rarely appeared in public —
either as“himself” or in his movies — without a female partner of some kind. If not with one of
hiswives or his mother, his fans saw him in conjunction with stars like Sylvia Pina or Maria Felix.
In an effort to improve his public image as the bigamy scandal began in 1953, Infante also made a
point of his Catholicism. But rather than having himself pictured with a cross or kneeling in
prayer, Infante portrayed himself as a devotee of the Virgin of Guadalupe. This enabled him to
appear at once as a good Catholic, a Mexican nationalist, and a respecter of all womanhood.

While his mother and the Virgin appear in fan magazine stories and song lyrics as good
women, every other woman with whom Infante associated himself fit, sooner or later, into some
pattern of stereotypically bad behavior: overly sexual, or domineering and shrewish, or faithless.
But they fit these stereotypes in a very particular way, one that belonged more to the realm of
bolero than ranchera songs. The women in Infante' s story, as the public understood it, were like



characters from a melodrama; they behaved badly because they had no choice. Likethe
essentially good women of the bolero lyrics, driven to prostitution from desperation, these women
— both the real people as the public saw them, and the fictional charactersin Infante’s songs and
films — were driven into unwomanly actions by their love for Infante. (The epitome of this was,
of course, the long-drawn-out fight over who could claim the legal status of being Infante’ s wife.)
No wonder that the women who did appear at Infante’s funeral might have been expected to act
in unusual, frightening, or immoral ways, or that those who did riot at Infante’s funeral would be
portrayed as women.

In death and life, Infante' s figure disturbed settled ideas about femininity. But even more
urgently, Infante helped shape and reshape the meaning of masculinity in this era. The single word
most frequently attached to Infante, both before and after his death, was “macho.” This most
gendered of al terms described him pejoratively before his death and became, almost instantly, an
affectionate characterization once he was gone. Machismo is adifficult word and a hotly debated
subject. But we could begin with an insightful observation made by Manuel Ferndndez Perera:
macho behavior, which he writesis best exemplified by the charro cantantes like Infante, is “pure
theater,” arecently invented social fiction, a “twentieth century myth.”®>  Similarly,
anthropologist Matthew Gutmann found recently that members of Mexico City’s elite ascribe the
characteristics of machismo to men of the working class, and vice versa: the word always
describes somebody else.®

“Macho,” in Gutmann’s formulation, does not paint an altogether flattering portrait of the
other. A macho is brave to the point of being foolhardy and commanding to the point of being
violent; his uncontrolled (perhaps uncontrollable) appetites for women, acohol, action and
emotion can cause terrible harm to the people around him. Perhaps the ultimate macho — at least
in myth — was the revolutionary Pancho Villa, and as Ilene O’ Malley has pointed out, we can see
the political uses of the macho stereotype in Villa s official rehabilitation during the 1950s, as the
state appropriated his memory for its own purposes by shifting from describing him as acrimina
to describing him as areal man and true patriot.** The valorization of the macho — perhaps
even the construction of this stereotype — dates from this post-Revolutionary period rather than
the mythol ogized past from which this imaginary man was supposed to spring.

Interestingly, Mexican politicians of the 1940-1960 period were not eager, generally
speaking, to see themselves described as macho men. Rather, they projected an image of cam
self-control, as president Adolfo Ruiz Cortines did. Former president Manuel Avila Camacho
makes an even better example of this counter-macho identity. His persona— the self-contained,
somewhat prudish family man, the good Catholic, the compromiser — deliberately made a sharp
contrast with that of his pistol-waving brother, the General, with his exotic mistresses, horses,
many out-of-wedlock offspring, powerful physique, and well-known ill fortune in his political
career.®® Power lay in rejecting the macho stereotype and instead deploying a counter-image, the
equally stereotypical post-Revolutionary patriarch, the technocrat, the bureaucrat, the modern
man. Thisiteration of the virtuous Mexican man is self-controlled while the macho isimpulsive,
he is orderly while the macho is unruly; heis celibate or monogamous while the macho has many
women (though perhaps only one true love); he is sober while the macho is drunk, and modest
where the macho is boastful. The anti-macho is also a mature man: he must rely on — and
display — a certain authority which would sit oddly on the shoulders of ateenager. And this
authority is both the essence and the political function of the stereotype.

Thisimagery, in turn, supported two related, central political aims of Avila Camacho’s




1940-1946 presidency. He hoped to convince Mexicans that the Revolution was over (even in the
relatively peaceful form it took in the Cardenas years); and he had to show that his government
was the legitimate heir to the Revolution. Thus the figure of the charismatic General could be
deployed to remind the citizenry that such macho revolutionaries can aso be unpredictable,
violent, and dangerous. an admirable man, perhaps, but one best left dightly to the side of
contemporary politics. The President’s socia and political conservatism, by contrast, looked
modern (and safe). Yet the familial relationship and political partnership between the two men
also reminded Mexicans of the connection between the two styles of politician, suggesting that
this form of the post-Revolutionary did draw from a Revolutionary heritage. The macho, in other
words, is aways receding into the past. Almost by definition he is afigment of a historicizing
imagination. The counter-macho, conversaly, livesin the future — perhaps a Revolutionary
future of perfect justice, perhaps a modernized future of technological progress and material
abundance.*® So, as Infante added the trappings of a technological modernity to his persona—
the motorcycles, the airplanes, even his famous, immense fortune — he aso opened up the
definition of machismo.

Here Monsivais remark about the importance of Pedro Infante as a bridging figure takes
on adeeper meaning. Infante, in his public persona and his film roles, enacted both the macho
and the counter-macho. He was both the womanizer and the devoted husband, both the self-
contained businessman and the tearful drunk. Similarly, Infante’s figure synthesized sets of
opposed terms from the other two languages deployed in the debate over power and nation in
Mexico. He was at once a hardworking northerner and an elite Mexico City dweller, the
enthusiastic participant in modern technology and the old-fashioned cowboy. Up until his death,
Infante was both a powerful and contradictory force in ordinary Mexican's imaginations because
he suggested that the differences — the languages — that defined what it was to be Mexican (and
thus, in the post-Revolutionary world, to have political power) could be transcended. His death
ended that possibility, as it ended so many others.

Thus it was not only Infante's sudden, shocking death, but the manner of it — so soon
after hislegal defeat by the government in the matter of his divorce, far outside the capital city,
and through the means of that most modern of all machines, the airplane — that created the
despair and the rage which fueled the riot of April 17, 1957. Through these events, Infante had
been removed from the future and from power, and placed in the same honored, heroic, and
impotent past as Avila Camacho’s brother, or as Pancho Villa. Infante’ s death closed off the
possibility that “modernity” (the oldest of Mexican political goals) and “tradition” (a post-
Revolutionary construction) could be bridged in away that made sense to hisfans. It condemned
them to remain in the decaying center of the cities while the elite margins thrived. It forced them
to pick between opposing gender definitions, rather than pick and chose among them. The fans
violently objected. In doing so, they told the police — and by extension the state and the
entertainment industry which supported it — that they were growing tired of a national narrative
inwhich they did not yet have a speaking part.
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