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THE INVISIBLESIGHT

SALVADOR CARRASCD
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into the tangle that it is today. And as with those stagnant myths that we are
meant to accept without thinking, the official history of the Conquest was
not meant to be questioned because of the embarrassing things that it might
say about the situation of Mexican Indians today. The truth is: The Con-
quest is not over. And it’s not perfectly clear who is doing the conquering.

The story of The Other Conguest follows the attempts of a Franciscan
priest, Friar Diego of La Corufia, to convert a young Aztec scribe to Chris-
tianity in the aftermath of the Spanish Congquest. Topiltzin, the fictitious
son of Emperor Moctezuma, survived the 1520 massacre at the Great Tem-
ple only to find his people dead, their culture shattered.

The opening scene, in which Topiltzin crawls out from under a corpse
to find his own mother brutally murdered by the Spanish, sets the tone for
the whole film; for as a result of the Conquest, the surviving Aztecs found
themselves in a state of cultural orphanage, having lost their families,
homes, language, temples, and gods—a situation that hasn’t chanced much
in the intervening five centuries.

When Topiltzin is captured, he is brought by Friar Diego to face the
Congqueror of Mexico, Hernando Cortés. There he discovers that his sister,
Tecuichpo (the historical Doiia Isabel), has become Cortés’s mistress and
interpreter. At her insistence, the Conqueror spares Topiltzin’s life and
orders Tecuichpo to help Friar Diego convert him to Spanish Christian
ways—but only after being punished for his crimes. He is renamed Tomds
and then placed before a life-sized statue of the Virgin, where he is brutally
whipped and the soles of his feet burned with a torch. His brother attempts
to rescue him, only to be beheaded by a soldier. When the ordeal is over,
Topiltzin is kept under house arrest at the Franciscan Monastery of Our
Lady of Light to undergo the battle for his soul.

There, subjected to an escalating series of catastrophes and tortures—
physical, mental, and spiritual —Topiltzin experiences hell on earth, as he
fights to retain his own identity and religion against the onslaughts of Chris-
tian mythology, which is doubly confusing because of its similarity to his
native Aztec beliefs. Both religions are given to phantasmagoric represen-
fations, which gradually blend in his mind to form one distorted —a new,
other— reality. Topiltzin’s war cry becomes: “You can conquer my body, but
My spirit . . . never!”[As his mind descends into hallucination, the Christ-
1an and Aztec images merge until the Virgin Mary and Tonantzin, the
Aztec Mother Goddess, become indistinguishable.

Fearing for his sanity, Friar Diego locks him in his cell, but Topiltzin
Manages to escape on a personal crusade to con uet Her in whose name
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It doesn’t take much knowledge of Mexican or Latin American history
to see the obvious parallels between Topiltzin’s story and the contemporary
plight of Indians. And that may be the main reason why three different
administrations of the Mexican Institute of Cinema (IMCIN E) refused to
finance or support The Other Conquest, despite the
films about the fall of the Aztec empire,

Then as now, our main intention w
heightening interest in a topic so vast

multiplicity of voices, stories, and points of view. I simply wanted people to
talk about the Conquest. Historically, Mexico has always been a land of
repressed voices. Now, between the Zapatistas and the Popocatepet] vol-
cano, it seems that Mexico can’t wait to erupt. It is fitting that in one of his
press releases, Subcommander Marco

s wrote: “We are worried, as is every-
one, about Popocatepet] and the anxious sky hovering above so many
people....”

appalling shortage of

as to make a modest contribution by
that it deserves to be treated with a

As is often the case in Mexico, we micht never know the real reasons for
the official opposition to our film. Throughout the seven years it took to
make The Other Conquest, we heard a litany of excuses: that the subject
matter was “too delicate” (precisely the reason to make it); that people just
wanted to be entertained and did not want to confront those issues (as if a
film needed to be thoughtless to be entertaining); that they should not help
to finance a director who had studied film at NYU rather than in Mexico
(despite the fact that I was born and raised in Mexico, and that the subject
of the movie could not be more Mexican); that a film with an Indian pro-
tagonist, partly spoken in Nahuatl, and with such “artistic pretenses” wasn't
commercial, and therefore nobody (and they meant nobody) would bether
to see it.
When The Other Congquest was released in April 1999 by
Century Fox, it broke box-office records in Mexico, consolidating itself as
the number one movie, even against big Hollywood productions such as

Mel Gibson’s Payback. TOPILTZIN BEATS MEL, read a newspaper headline
after opening weekend,

Twentieth

Though many Mexican industry people have chosen to ignore it, the

t remains that The Other Congquest has opened the doors for the stream
~0f acclaimed Mexican films that has foll

Matthias Ehrenberg, the producer of the highly successful comedy Sexo,

pudor y ldgrimas, who has repeatedly voiced this opinion.

fac

owed. A noteworthy exception is

The point here

is not to blow my own horn, but rather to highlight that,
by having flocked

to theaters and video stores despite every institutional
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ople have expressed precisely what the

igabili Whether
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that the head of the IMCINE cou ink of 10 8 1 e of cartl

draining experience. Peop
the official Mexican entry

“They won't vote for themselves.” This

i f culture. ' . ol
tlor\lh?l?tnoTzz Other Conquest was selected for the American Film Inst
e

' i icked

International Film Festival in Los Angeles, our friend Neil Cg:zzd i

on the fact that it was the first Spanish-language film evere e
:%I competition. That led to a cover story in the Calendar sec
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Los Angeles Times. When we arrived at the Chinese Theater in Hollywood
for the screening, there was a huge line. [ thought it was for the new Star
Wars installment, but the people were there, in fact, to sce Topiltzin’s story.
It was a diverse crowd, both Latino and non-Latino, wealthy and workin
class, young and old. A group of youngsters had even come from San Diego
wearing the official uniform of the Mexican soccer team, Ambassador Jests
Reyes Heroles had flown in from Washington, DC. Mexican pop stars were
there, limos and all, expecting to see God-knows-what kind of film.

The second screening at AFI was just as packed, even though it took
place on 2 Monday at 4:30 p.mM. Hundreds of people had to be turned away,
and they comp]ain’ed bitterly that they had a right to see w Mex-
ican Consul José Angel Pescador later told us that he had received many

similar calls at the Consulate in subsequent weeks. Witnessing that, I knew
that the film was no longer mine. It had a life of its own.

THE OFFICIAL PREMIERE in Mexico on April 1, 1999 was attended by
Mexico’s President, Emesto Zedillo, along with the Ministers of Culture
and Education, among others, and the General Director of IMCINE. By
a fateful coincidence, it took placelon the eve of the National Indigenous
Referendum| When Topiltzin’s feet were burned by the Spaniards, the pres-
ident sank down in his seat, while the First Lady let out an involuntary
shriek of horror. When the film was over, Zedillo shook my hand and said
“Congratulations. Very powerful. I'm glad I saw it; it gives one a lot to think
about.” He started to walk away, then turned and added: “Did Gonzalez
Torres really let you do all this?”

A Jesuitand Dean of the Ibero-American Universily in Mexico, Enrique
Gonzdlez Torres was one of our main co-producers. He once received
death threats for being “the man behind Marcos.” It wasn’t a matter of his
letting me do those things: Gonzalez Torres’s faith in the movie was and still
is a great source of inspiration for me. He was absolutely respectful of the
content of the film, and the reason that he supported us (through a non-
profit organization called FAPRODE) was, int his own words, because “this
film sends out a clear message about the Indians’ humanity and their often
neglected role in the history and constitution of modern Mexico.”

Twentieth Century Fox pmico, one
of Mexico City's main arteries, where an average of 650,000 people would
see it every day. The key art was the face of Topiltzin in profile, bathed in
2 ray of light—based on a striking photograph taken by my wife, Andrea.
One day I drove the most commercial and densely populated stretch of the
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Periférico, about 20 miles long. Among the hundreds of billboards, there
were only two indigenous faces: one was Topiltzin; the other one appeared
in an ad from the National Crime Prevention Organization, warning
women not to go out alone at night because they could be raped (presum-
ably by Topiltzin’s evil twin).

Guadalupe Loaeza published a wonderful essay about The Other Con-

quest in the Revista Cultural El Angel in April 1999. She wrote, “Doesn’t
the type of Mexican that we use in our ad campaigns about crime look just
like Topiltzin? Why do we have to show these dark-skinned Mexicans as it
they were violent, the violators, the perpetual aggressors? Why the hell are
we still 5o racist, so much like the Spaniards wiio came to conguer us 50
many years ago?”

That emblematic image of Topiltzin has played a crucial role in the life
of the film. We were consciouslyErying to create an icon, a powerful sym-
bol, so that when people mentioned the title of the film, something tangi-
ble would come to mind}On how many other occasions have indigenous
people seen themselves represented with afpositive connotation/—as Top-
ilizin was—on a movie poster, a billboard, in bus shelters, on flyers, and
even on placemats at the popular VIPS restaurants? For Indians who are all
but invisible in Mexico, it was a real breakthrough. And for all who tried
to make The Other Conguest just as invisible, it was an infuriating defeat.

ONE DAY, DAMIAN (Topiltzin) and I arrived for a television interview at
Televisa, which held a virtual monopoly on entertainment in Mexico at the
time. Without so much as glancing at Damin, the guard at the entrance
told me, “You can go in, but your chauffeur has to wait for you outside.”
When 1 explained that I was actually accompanyin him, that he was the
star of the movie The Other Conquest, the guard chuckled as if I'd told a
joke. Then he must have seen something in my eyes that suggested that I
wasn't joking. He let us in.ﬁhe surreal part of that exchange was that the
guard was an Indian, too. He could have been Damidn’s brother.

[ was ashamed that Damidn had to endure such humiliation to promote
our movie. As we walked down the corridor toward our interview, he said,
“Don’t worry, there’s hardly a day that doesn’t happen to me. I'm immune
now.” To become immune or to become Marcos, that is the question fac-
ing Mexicans now more than ever. o

When we finally arrived on the set, the girl who was going to interview
us asked me if the star was delayed. “No,” I said, pointing at the allegedly
invisible man standing next to me. t]”_his is Damiéﬁ
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“ Cl)f ]_::;):r;i, ;he, said, ob'viousléz flustered. “I'm so scatty sometimes. . . ”

\,NhiCh r , ouhre a rqc:st.' We're all racists. We just don’t know it.
o P.] l(?ves that in Mexico, n?t even showing an Indian’s face 40 feet
o millions of people, or playing in 100 movie theaters, or being one

of the top video rentals at B
. ockbuster, or appear; iqui
media . . . can make him any less invisible. R

THE i
b ?HT;E;I:‘ CONQEES; opened in|75 theaters in Los Angeles|in April
. y ways, Los Angeles is the city where th
” : ere the whole world has col-
‘; Otralc(li “s;f)dan LtA relf]:as]; Is extremely challenging and indicative of a film’s
ide potential. Despite all the resistanc
to theatrical distribution, the e
, the results exceeded eve T ]
fim ekl b | ryone’s expectations. The
¢ top foreign-language film in th i
million, even though i 0 in ooy ame o T ortesing 31
. , gh it was playing in only one city. |
in Latino as in non-Latino areas, i LT
I as, in commercial as in art-h
Damidn and I went to th i
e Laemmle’s Theater in Sant i
: : a Monica to ga
E}ez;ﬂi s ;eatctlons We were used to seeing people come out of the tl‘nge:tii
it of a trance. But nothing had i
: prepared us for a man in hi '
who, emerging from the show, i oo i the
, spotted Damidn. He i
oo g e - He seemed frozen in the
- People had to walk around him. Leanin i
'allf Damidn for about a minute and then be S
hen he embraced Damian and burst out crying like a baby. Sobbing, the

man thanked him for telling hi
g his story, because this was the storv of hi
.p‘]e: too. He was Jewish. Moments like that justify everything =R

gan trembling uncontrollably,

IN
Danl\]/lfxu;i THE star of the film was the film itself. In the US the star was
an. That speaks volumes about our cultural differences. At festivals in

th i
e US, people approached Damidn to get his autograph, to touch him or

;:nhvai:e\zlt]-ll'lirlr]llrt];. T?]ey war‘lted to have their picture taken with him. They
b o co c;ges, mtmfiuced -him to the gay scene, offered to buy
D omea(,iasked him to !oin parades. He was mobbed at the
e S); eI};ara eon Broadway in downtown Los Angeles. Those sorts

o u.nmistakably American to a Mexican,
e .s;ien'e in The Other Conguest in which Topiltzin has a con-
n with his older brother, Alanpoyatzin, who is trying to convince

him to give in ]

to the Spaniards and ith hi

. ' go to work with him at th i
market. The dialog is in Nahuat] with subtities. e ybrd

1
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' till
BROTHER: “I want you to join us. Tell them you've changed. You can s
be with our gods secretly.”
TopiLTzIN: “So this is what you've come fo
BROTHER: “We must adapt to survive.
TopiLTzin: “1 don't adapt. [ know who 1 am!

17 Go back to them!”

L h

While audiences in the US usually applaud at that p(?mt in t::'?lm;dt :

nly place I saw it happen in Mexico was at a screeming in Milpa Alta,
o

t audi-
where there are still over a million people who speak Nahuatl./That audi

e also laughed with great pride whenever the Indians deliberately mis-
enc e

i i f getting
translated what the Spaniards said/Language is a powerful w:y ohen o
back at the enemy, as many sefioras in Mexico have experienced w
ac ,
i i huatl. -
ds talk back to them in Na 3 |
ma;ns eneral people in Mexico, while respectful of Damidn, trea;ed h:‘ ;

f i
with tie same formality with which they'd approach an ﬁztsc ::;i f(:; -
museurn! It’s all about context: In a glass case you may el’ ea Cio;s d
court my daughter, and you're a dead man. Serve me and I'm gra

i i ' behind bars.
. raise your voice and I'll putyou : 3 "
yOL;’\fter ex)[/)eriencing so much visibility and notoriety, Dsmlal:‘ \;?stexp;c/h .
ico, i i i es.
i ino iob in Mexico, if not in the United Sta \
land a substantial acting jo . > Whet
tI:Je ot instead was a casting call for a Televisa soap opfra. H}:e \:fta? dismis
bef(g)re even having a chance to read because he was toods 0 ;me .
Damian’s acting professor at the UNAM, Hécr;o[r) Me'n’ otz}i,lt et
irectors, had warned Darman
ic0’s most revered theater directors, _ 3
I' Lcﬁ:;rt thin. and dark” (chaparro, flaco y moreno) to make it as an a]r.;tozidn,t
hse’d b’etter ’quit while he could] Thank the Virgin of Gualdallup;:.1 e ind
: : : ]
listen to him. The talented actors who played Indian roles in our lt }1]11 o
all eventually complain that, nine out of ten times, the parts.mte)sf =
offered were those of maids, wetbacks, pimps, drug dealers, prosti . : a, tf,n o
embers. or Indian “props” —as in The Mask of Zom.)—to provnl ot
here Nc;t that there’s anything intrinsically wrong with these ro esl%those
zs the;( are with negative connotations), but it gets. t.o be bfntl}sltfat:;lg ;J v
i that in film and television, both 1n :
are the only choices. It seems - o b e
ico) turies of oppression lingers on.
co) the dark cloud of five cen : o
mf:li the solution is so much to fulfill ethnic quotas, but to create
i ing roles for minorities. - ).
mt?’resgggn asked how I went about the research to write the screen};:l:ic};1 %
m . - e
The Other Conquest. . . . 1read alot, and I grew up in Mexnco. Tal'(z ct“e-d21ss
f a longtime family friend, Laura. She is an insanely jealous mi
Y »
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woman with a masters degree in psychology, of all things. When her hus-
band began to receive anonymous love letters, Laura spent her day sitting
on a stool, half-hidden behind a kitchen curtain, waiting for the culprit to
show herself. Her husband, Victor, thought the whole thing was amusing,
even flattering. He had a clear conscience. But Laura, nevertheless, worked
herself up to the verge of a full-blown depression. Then the truth came out:

The letters were from the maid at the house across the street. Like all maids

in Mexico, she was Indian. When Laura found out, the whole thing

became a big joke. In fact, Laura loved to tell the story at parties: “Can you

imagine that poor little Indian (esa pobre indita), as if Victor would ever go
for that?” For all practical purposes, her rival wasn’t a woman, perhaps not
even a human being, and was therefore no threat.

If you think that unusual, consider the case of a four-year-old boy who,
playing a war game with his older brother and a friend, had the housemaid
kneel at his feet, sentenced her to death, and proceeded to execute her with
a .22 caliber rifle. The bullet entered her cheekbone and lodsed in her
braip, killing her instantly. She_was the enemy. She was also 12 and an
Indian (“Playing at War Three Little Boys Execute a Servant,” Excélsior;
December 18, 1951). The boy, Carlos Salinas, went en to become Presi-
dent of Mexico. Needless to say, the whole incident was swept under the
rug, as if a stray dog had been accidentally run over by a car. The story had
no effect whatsoever on his political career. The boy’s mother declared it
was the maid'’s fault, though she conceded that “she was a very hard worker
and very clean.’LAnd we ask what the fuss is all about in Chiapas.|. ..

When the Spaniards arrived in Mexico in the first half of the sixteenth
century, several of their apologists (particularly Juan Ginés de Sepuilveda
supplied them with the proper excuses for taking the land away from the
Indians and for treating them in ways that ought to defy our imagination.
In his tremendously popular Democrates I (Concerning the Just Cause of
the War Against the Indians), Ginés wrote that in accordance with Aris-
totelian principles, {‘Indians are inferior to the Spaniards just as children are
to adults, women to men, and, indeed, one might even say, as apes are fo

men.} If The Other Congquest, the Zapatistas, and being Mexican are about
anything at all, it is about that very issue.

THERE 15 NO doubt that artistic works such as The Other Conquest touch a
Profound nerve; and for that reason, many more should be made. A movie
creates a self-contained world that can bring complex situations to life in a
Very accessible way; more so than the hollow retelling of them that we get
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as part of the official discourse. Movies—and the self-contained realities they
create—imprint themselves indelibly on_the mind. And it'’s not even
necessary to understand all the nuances. We are captivated by unforgettable
moments —images and events that won't ever leave us. People sit in the dark
and pay unconditional attention for two hours. You can’t skim a movie. You
have to watch every frame. Not only are people immersed in that world, but
they do so collectively, creating a new intimacy, a new community of shar-
ing and belonging—in effect, a new culture unique to that film.

1deally, every filmmaker should feel a tremendous sense of moral respon-
sibility before, during, and after undertaking an effort to, in effect, play God
and create a new world.

Instead, time and time again, Indians are portrayed as bloodthirsty bar-
barians, which helps explain why a high-school student once told me that
what shocked her most about The Other Conquest was to realize that the
Aztecs did not live in caves. Sometimes the well-intended attempts to depict
them as pure, flawless, mystical creatures does them an even greater dis-
service, showing them as noble but passive savages, devoid of any signs of
cultural resistance, unquestioningly accepting whatever is imposed on

them by their oppressors.
The Mission, for instance, has many virtues but regrettably falls into that

trap. Its colonialist viewpoint is so completely assimilated in its makers’
minds that the words the Indians speak in the film are not even given sub-
titles, presumably because what they have to say could not be of interest.

In The Other Conquest we tried to portray more complex characters,
ones who werejtaking an active role in shaping their own destiny within the
context of their indigenous culturé! The characters in the film show us that,
even under the worst circumstances, people will struggle to achieve their

own conquests.
So what is the other conquest? In one sense, it is the conquest carried out

by the indigenous people, who appropriated European relizious forms and
made them their own. Catholicism in Mexico today bears little resem-
blance to that brought over by the Spaniards in 1519. In that sense, the
sAztecs (unlike, for example, the Plains Indians, who along with their cul-
o
A ture were wiped out) were as much Conquerors as the Spanish. That
(reverse conquest is embodied in Topiltzin's melding of the Aztec Mother
Goddess with the Catholic Virgin Mary and in his Christlike self-sacrifice,
which makes him transcend his enemies and become a symbolic figure.
Topiltzin is by no means a flawless hero. In fact, like many rebels, he
findslit easier to sacrifice himself to an abstraction (the redemption of his
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When Portuguese novelist and Nobel Prize winner ;
José Saramago visited Chiapas, Mexico, to meet Subcomandante Marcos, h.e
wrote: “The issue that is being fought out in the mountains of Chiapas extends .
beyond the frontiers of Mexico. It touches the hearts of all those who have not
abandoned their simple demand for equal justice for all.”

E The Zapatista Reader is a journey through an insurgent and magical world of
E culture and politics, where celebrants and critics debate what Carlos Fuentes
E has described as the world’s first ‘post-communist rebellion.’ It documents the
E electrifying effect the movement has had on leading figures and activists in the
i intellectual, political, and literary worlds, especially the remarkable synergy
' between leading writers, novelists, and journalists and Subcomandante
Marcos, the enigmatic, Pipe-smoking and balaclavered leader of the Zapatista
Army of National Liberation, who seems like a character out of a “magical real-
ism” novel. For Tom Hayden, Marcos “is a living rejection of the maxim that
revolutionaries become conservative through aging itself. He becomes a symbol

of resistance beyond youth. He is an armed Jack Kerouac, still on the road.”
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The American Future; and The Lost Gospel of the Earth.
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