UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS

This is a repository copy of Melodrama at the margins: Poverty, politics and profits in
‘Golden Age’ Venezuelan cinema.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/111218/

Version: Accepted Version

Article:
Jarman, R (2017) Melodrama at the margins: Poverty, politics and profits in ‘Golden Age’
Venezuelan cinema. Modern Language Review, 112 (3). pp. 645-665. ISSN 0026-7937

https://doi.org/10.5699/modelangrevi.112.3.0645

© 2017, Modern Humanities Research Association. This is an author produced version of
a paper published in Modern Language Review. Uploaded in accordance with the
publisher's self-archiving policy.

Reuse

Items deposited in White Rose Research Online are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved unless
indicated otherwise. They may be downloaded and/or printed for private study, or other acts as permitted by
national copyright laws. The publisher or other rights holders may allow further reproduction and re-use of
the full text version. This is indicated by the licence information on the White Rose Research Online record
for the item.

Takedown
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request.

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/



mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Abstract

Tracing thetGolden Age’ collaborations between Mexican, Argentine and Venezuelan film
studios, this article analysea Balandra Isabel lleg6 esta tarde (Carlos Hugo Christensen, 1949)
and Cain adolescente (Roman Chalbaud, 1&5®je fruits of early efforto establish a film
industryin Caracas. Bookending the 1948-1958 military dictatorship, each film mediates local
anxieties surroundingrbanization within the framework ofmelodrama that was predominaint
1940s Latin Americaginema. Focusing on thélm’s distinct mediations of intersections between
race, class and gender, | argue tleaBalandra Isabel and Cain adolescente negotiate thefrise

the popular accordin the conflicting ideologies that shaped their producdtovienezuela



Melodrama at the Margins:
Poverty, Politics and Profitsin ‘Golden Age

Venezuelan Cinema

In recent years, scholars of Latin American cinema have revisited-ttadled‘Golden Age’ of
melodrama, usetb denote the boom of cinematic production between the 1930s aras&0s,
previously underestimated site of transnational contact among filmmakers, actors and consumers.
Against understandings Golden Age productionass ‘imitative of Hollywood, unrealistic,

alienating and sentimentgimadein isolation fromanemerging global filmic industry, more recent
research has suggested the internatioollaborations that took place during the Golden Age
between studiog Mexico, theUS and,to a lesser extent, Argentina, laid the ground for future
cross-border alliances that would bridge the Rio Grande and draw mass audiences from across the
region? This, in turn, contributedo a complex and dynamic cinematic movement, notwithstanding
chargesf simplistic plot lines and moralistic judgements, that signalled the emergence of mass-
produced cultur@n the context of modernisation. Although highly valuahlevaluating the

origins of a multinational industry driveay effortsto universalise cinematic production and
maximiseits appeal among a growing body of spectators, this focus unintentionally obscures some
of the post-War collaborative work undertakerareas lacking structural and financial support for
local filmmakers, where ambitious interregional productions were not always mdulated

Hollywood studios.

One such locatiois Venezuela, wheran the 1940s and 50s, aspiring entrepreneurs and

! Ana Maria Lopez;“Tears andDesire”: Women and Melodramia the“Old” MexicanCinema’ in Mediating Two
Worlds: Cinematic Encountens the Americas, ey JohnKing (London: BFI Publications, 1993), pp. 148,
(p.148).

2 See, for example, Dolores Tiernéfgmilio Fernandez 'in Hollywood": Mexico's postwar Inter-Americanmiagla
perla/The Pearl' (1946) and 'The Fugitid®48)’, Studiesn Hispanic Cinemas, 7 (2018}-100; Seth Fein,
‘Transnationalization and cultural collaboration: Mexican Film propaganda during Word W,astudiesn Latin
American Popular Culturd,7 (1998),105-28; and Jorge Finkielman, The Film IndusinyArgentina:An lllustrated
Cultural History (Jefferson, North Carolina and London: McFarl2004).



artists looked beyond national frontiers, tmt.os Angeles buto Buenos Aires and Mexico D
attemptdo nurture home-grown melodramas that would compete with the major Golden Age
productionghat had proved highly popular among expanding caraquefio audieAtése time,
however, the Venezuelan film industry received a limited amount of state investmentjrunlike
Mexico, where the governments of Manuel Avila Camacho and Miguel éi&faldés saw film
asaninstrument of constructing hegemony during the rapid modernization of the pea$antty
Argentina, where the Peron governmeninmitted to supporting the expansion of all domestic
industrialproduction’,® and thus channeled funding into the cinematic enterprises of local
commercial studiodn 1938, the Eleazer Lopez Contreras military government dissolved the short-
lived Laboratorio Cinematografico Nacional, one of two state-funded studios mdniiped
Ministry of Public Services, which was repladadthe privately run Estudios Avila under the
ownership of literary heavyweight Rémulo Galle§dhis marked the beginning of a boom and
bust cycle that, approximately once every five years, saw the studits agdipment pass from
hand to hand, while, equally, state power passed from régimégimen’ In the absence of a
grounded traditiom Venezuelan flmmaking or, indeed, a stable government that might support
suchaninitiative, those who wante® uncover the rewards of thgold rush’ of 1950s melodrama
turned towards the opportunities proffef®dthe prospect of transnatior@d-productions.

Although this placed restrictions on the possibilities available to Venezuelan filmmakers that have

s During the first halbf the 1930s, silent Hollywood productions accounted for s@tfeof all screeningin
Venezuelan cinemas. With the introductmfrsound, however, ticket sales were domindtgMexican and Argentine
productions. Films from Hollywood took over thex office againin the 1960s, after the popularity Golden Age
cinema waned with the introductiorf television. See Alfredo RofféPoliticas y espectaculo cinematogréfeco
Venezuela’ in Panorama histérico del cie@ Venezuela, 1896-1993, duly Rodolfo Izaguirre, Francisco Rodriguez,
and Ambretta Marrosu (Caracas: Fundacién Cinemateca Nacional, 19945-68.2

4 Geoffrey Kantaris:The Cinematic Laboof Affect: Urbanity and Sentimental EducationEl Bruto and Ensayde

un crimen in A Companionto Luis Bufiuel, edby Rob Stone and Julidn Daniel Gutiérrez-Albilla (Malden, MA: John
Wiley & Sons, 2013), pp.3023 (p.304).

5 Jorge Schnitman, Film IndustrigsLatin America: Dependency and Development (New Jersey: Ablex, 1988), p

6 The Laboratorio Cinematogréfico Nacional was foundet®27in the last decadef the Juan Vicente Gomez
dictatorship. Althouglit mainly produced news bulletins and advertiseménigas also commissioned create short
documentaries about the emerging industifebe moment, including Lactuario Maracay and Ganaderia industrial,
bothof which belongedo Gomez and his brothers. See José Miguel Adndizaguirreetal (eds),'Bajo el signodel
Estado’, Panorama historico del cies Venezuela 1896-1993, p.182.

7 After the deattof Juan Vicente Gomen 1935, the country saw two perioad military governance, a brief spaié
democracy, three golpee estado andn 1958, a transitioto theso-called ‘Fourth Republic’.



been lamentely film historians for causing stagnationindustrial developmenitt, also produced
a cinematic movement that was self-consciously interregional from the monitsinoéption®

In orderto map out these early interactions between Mexican, Argentine and Venezuelan
studios, this article analysea Balandra Isabel lleg6 esta tarde (Carlos Hugo Christensen, 1949),
commissionedby Bolivar Films under the direction of prolific Argentine Christensen, and Cain
adolescente (Roméan Chalbaud, 1959), the first feature-lengthyi®halbaudVenezuela’s
foremost auteur who has been lauded for his lifelong commitrosotial justic€. | beginby
tracing the interregional elements that informed the respective production process of both films,
before discussing the wayswhich eachtakes a different approathits subject matter and target
audience, shoring up the notion that family melodramia e words of Thomas Elsaesser,
particular, historically and socially conditioned mode of experieHda the style of cine de
arrabal, bothLa Balandra Isabel and Cain adolescente take the urban shantgsivess
protagonistat atime when Caracas, like many other major citrethe region, had growo
accommodate groups of different classes, races, sexualities, religions, and political persuasions

spatially compact communitiés Such rapid changés the demography and topography of the

8 Some historianef Venezuelan cinema claim that the national film industry did not &xikt until1975,the year
when President Carlos Andrés Pérez, elegteithe cresbf anoil boom, passed a serieklaws that committetb
protecting national cinematic production. John King writBstween 1975and 1980, the state financed twenty-nine
feature films, beginning withalbaud’s Sagrado y obscenti.was also stipulated, during this period, that exhibitors
should shovat least twelve Venezuelan films a year. For once, exhibitors ndigitleéncouragement whenwas
found that these films created their opublic’ (John King, Magical Reels: A Histoof Cinemain Latin America
(London: Verso2000[1990]), p.219).

% The authoref Roman Chalbaudtommissioneddy the state-run Cinemateca Nacional, celebthtébaud’s work for
foregrounding issues including poverty, crime, corruption,equdoitation, particularlasthese are feltthe urban
margins. The retrospective begins watianalysisof his first film, Cain adolescente, that portrays the baini@sstate
of historic suspension, awaiting salvation from a messianic figueeitis implied, materialises half a century laber
the guiseof Hugo Chavez:Muestra ala propia gente del barrio: sus esperanzas, delusiones, iras, frustraciones,
traiciones, sus desedsvolver a creeenalgo o alguien que les saque del estado del infognebqueviven’ (Irida
Garciade Molero and Aminor Méndez, Roméan Chalbaud, Cuadernos Cineastasolanas (Caracas: Fundacion
Cinemateca Nacional, 2006), p.17).

10 Thomas Elsaessefales of Sound and Fury: Observatioos the FamilyMelodrama’ in Homels Where the Heart
Is: Studiesn Melodramaandthe Woman'’s Film, ed.by Christine Gledhill (London: BFI Publications, 198@h. 43-69
(p.49, emphasim original).

11 Urban historian Arturo Almandoz attributes this procagfasrbanizatiorto the developmerdf Venezuela’s oil
industryin the first halfof the twentieth century, transforming Caracas ant@dministrative centre for foreign firms
while raising capital that the state invesiedirban regenerationLos importantes cambios experimentagos la
economia venezolana, como resultddda actividad petrolera, jugaram papel decisiv@n este procesde
urbanizacion]...] El aumento sustancidklos ingresos fiscales aceleré las posibilidades del Estado venezolano para
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country caused conflict between antagonistic social groups that, significantly, found exgression
Golden Age cinemasdemonstratedt a continental levdby Carlos Monsivais and Jesus Martin-
Barbero'? Drawing on their work, | argue thba Balandra Isabel displayesh ambivalent

approach towards the shantytowns, thus failgrofit fromanimportant new group of cinema-
goers, and simultaneously recoiled from the multiple challenges pmeedemonic power
structuresy the poorer sectors of the urban population. A decade later, Cain adolescente drew on
the visual tropes and cinematic techniques characteristic of a socially conscious cinema from
Mexico and Italyin anattemptto nuance visions of the barrios that would engage with the rise of
the urban pooasan historical protagonist during the twilight yearfsthe Pérez Jiménez
dictatorshipt® NotwithstandingChalbaud’s sympathy with the plights of the impoverished, this
attemptis limited by anunderlying anti-urban sentiment that informs fite’s narrative

developmentasthe director curbs the political potential of the sluasa collectie.

desempenfiaun papel relevantenel procesale desarrollmacional’ (Arturo AlmandozLa ciudadenel imaginario
venezolanode 1936 a los pequefios seres (Caracas: Fundacidtagautiura Urbana, 2004), pp.106-7).

12|n theirre-evaluationsf melodrama from th&940sand 50s, Carlos Monsivais and Jests Martin-Barbero have
identified a sebf conflicting interests that often informed the plots and aesth#tiGelden Age productions. Broadly,
these correspono different strandef discourse that mightte conceptualize@spopular, nationalist, and commercial
agendasit workin local and international contexts. See Carlos Monsi¥isisxican Cinema©Of Myths and
Demythifications’ in King (ed), Mediating Two Worlds: Cinematic Encountirshe Americas, pp.1386 and Jesus
Martin-BarberoDe los medios a las mediaciones: comunicacion, cultura y hegemonia (Barcefthropos, 2010), |
(1987).

BFora historyof the developmertf the barriosasa political identity, see George CiccarieMeher’s We Created
Chévez: APeople’s Historyof the Venezuelan Revolution (Durham: Duke University Press, 28&8prdingto
Ciccariello-Maher, the mechanisrmkthe petro-state that, historically, privileged business interests, monopolized
formal politics, and excluded the urban masses from integration onetired sectors, meant that the andwetass
conflictin Caracas lay nah broad-based unionist organization bugeographically rooted collectivess the
majority of these groups worked the informal industry, they hawb accesgo trade unions and were largely
marginalizedoy formal politics.As such they turnetb community activism and congealedlocal grassroots
movements periphersd the administrative centief Caracasln this sense, Ciccariello-Maher writéslass demands
have been subsumédterritorial, neighbourhood demands that manifest, above all, polifi¢pIB27, emphasis
original), with the barrios functioningstheir barracks.



La Balandra Isabel llego esta tarde (1949)

Bolivar Films was foundenh 1942by entrepreneur and journalist, Luis Guillermo Villegas Blanco,
incorporating the spaces and equipment of Estudios Avila that had declared bankruptcy after the
making of Juan dia calle (Romulo Gallegos, 1941). Villegas had spent the previous three years
researching th&Golden Agé market, making tripgo Mexico and Argentinan a bidto garner

financial support for the development of a parallel industi@aracas? Betweerits establishment
andits closure just over a decade later, the studio made nine feature fillmgfaiign directors,
alongside a number of news reels and advertisements spohgahedL6pez Contreras

government?® Of theseLa Balandra Isabekas the most costly production, and was basedon
eponymous short story writtdry Venezuelan folk writer Guillermo Menes€sSetin Muchinga, a
poor port district on the outskirts of Caracas, the film featured a cast of stock fmgtekshe tale

of star-crossed lovers, Segundo Mendosa and Esperanza. Segundo, a sea-boundisalesman,
tempted away from his wife Isaldgy prostitute Esperanza, a tropical femme fatale who perfasms

a cabaretera. Fearful that Seguiglsoonto return homeo Isabel on the island of Margarita,
knownas‘La perla delCaribe’, Esperanza calls on the servioéshe Afro-Cuban brujo Bocto

cast a spell that will ensnare her lover. The ploy fails, however: pershatéslyoung and

principled son, who actssfirst mate and moral compass, Segundo eventually abandons the barrio

for the more temperate shores of Margarita.

14 Oscar Lucien:La balandra Isabel lleg6 estarde’ in South American Cinema: A Critical Filmography 1915-1994,
ed.by Timothy Barnard and Peter Rist (London: Routledge, 201(1996), pp.307-9 (p.307)

15 Ambretta Marrosu claims that teeaudio’s initial venturesin advertising and publicity later facilitated the
productionof their feauture-length films that followed a universal madehass productiortlLa franca apertura

del campo publicitario, que justificaba las inversiomesfraestructura técnica y prometia crecientes ganancias
agradables a las producidas por los encargos propagandisticos gub&alesneredinaconfianza que

reforzabda ideade buscarun cinede acuerdaal modelo universal, entendiengor tal, mas que uno u otro

esquemale forma o género cinematografida,modalidad organizativa méparente” (Ambretta Marrosu,
’Periodizacion paranahistoria del cine venezolano (una hipétgsésuario Ininco, 1 (1988),-5!5 (pp35-6)).

16 Guillermo Menesed,a balandra‘“Isabel” lleg6 esta tarde (Caracas: Editorial Elite, 1938).



Emulating thestar system’!’ that had sustained commercial cinedma940s Mexico, Bolivar
Films set outo capitalise on the talent and charisma ofriagiesin show businesd.a Balandra
featured Mexicans Arturo de Cérdova and Virginia Luga8egundo and Esperanza respectively:
Cordova’s delayed arrivain Caracas made headlinesEl Nacional,Venezuela’s most important
daily newspapet® while the specialist magazihdi Film published a series of exclusive photo
shoots with the celebriti¢d . The production also brought together a hostaficas’ cultural elites,
including the poet, Alquiles Nazoa, who adapted Meridgs&sto screen, and anthropologist-cum-
choreographer and set designer Juan Liséatimys injectinglocal color andthemes’?! into the
universal formula of melodrama. Journalists applauded the award of Best International
Photographeto Spanish-born José Maria Beltran Ausgjp€annesn 1950, and the fact thaa
Balandra shippetb twenty-eight countries including Russia, the United States, France, Mexico,
Czechoslovakia, Argentina, and Cua.

Alongside the widespread distribution campaign, one of the more rerfeankatiketing
strategies was the commission of a large-scale replica of the Balandra that cruised ondhe back
pick-up truck around the middle-class neighbourhood of AltafdiBeyondits artistic credentials,
the film was celebrated fats potentialto capture the profits necessaoyestablishan
‘autochthonousVenezuelan cinemé: was publicise@s ‘La pelicula que consagra‘Bolivar

Films” como una de las productoras mas famosasnttgica’2* and‘La pelicula que sin duda

17 carl Mora, Mexican Cinema: Reflectioota Society (Berkley, Los Angeles, London: UniversifyCalifornia Press,
1989)ll (1986), p.75.

18 < Arturo de Cordova llegé cometraso’, El Nacional, Caracad,7 October 1949, p.1.

19 <primeros flashsde“La Balandralsabel”: el director y sus estrellanel puerto!”’, Mi Film, Caracas]2 January
1950,p.13; Rodolfo Wellish;Croénica del estrenale “La Balandralsabel””, Mi Film, Caracas?9 June 1950, p.9.

20 Rodolfo Izaguirre;Del infortunio recurrental acto promisor: 1940958’ in Izaguirreetal (eds), Panorama
historico del cineenVenezuela, 1896-1993, pp.1B (p.125).

21 visela Alvaray,Melodrama and the Emergenad VenezuelarCinema’ in Latin American Melodrama: Pathos,
PassiorandEntertainment’, ed.by Darlene Sadlier (lllinois: Universitgf lllinois Press, 2009), pp.380 (p.38).

22 <Venezuela enel festival cinematograficde Cannes cofiLa Balandralsabel”’, El Nacional, Caracad,2 April 1951,
p.1; ‘Cine venezolano’, El Nacional, Caracag0 April 1951, p.8.

23 Maria Gabriela Colmenaresndustria e imitacion: los géneros cinematografientos largometrajede Bolivar
Films’, Archivosdela filmoteca,31 (1999), 12235 (p.122).

24 < a Balandra Isabel lleg6 estarde’, El Nacional, Caracag3 June 1950, p.8.



afianzala gran industria cinematografieam Venezuela’ .2

Yet while the hype surroundints release played ot a succesat the box officejt was not
sufficientto fulfil Villegas’ promise of establishing a production line capable of rivalling
Venezuela’s neighboursAs profits fromLa Balandra Isabel failetb keep the enterprise afloat,
Bolivar Films went into administration, later ceditggequipmento Roman Chalbaud for the
making of Cain adolescent&ccordingto Venezuelan film historian Maria Gabriela Colmenares,
animportant factor that contributed towards the collapse of Bolivar Filmstsvialure to engage
with the multifaceted belief systems that found credence among migrdahésbarriosin her
reading ofLa Balandra Isabel, she centres this critiqué®demonisation of Bocu and his
‘outmoded’ practices of sorcery, althougiswe will see, this might be extendéalapply more
broadlyto its unforgiving portrayal of the urban poan their different guise&’

Colmenares’ explanation for the demise of Bolivar Films chimes Wiidnsivais’ claim that
the success of 1940s Mexican melodrama hingats@attraction for a diverse set of consumers
who frequented the cines de baraifthe social clubs of the town or thiéstrict’.?” In Caracas, the
‘cines debarrio’ were mostly built the 1940sn los desarrollos populares mas densos,
respondiendal crecimiento de [laiudad]’, replacing churches and community cenagbe urban
margins2® With their use of Biblical tropes, predictable storylines amdinary characterss
messianic figures, the melodramas that were screened there replaced conventional ¢atechism

providing instruction for popular spectators on howavigate modernity, incorporating uneven

25| a Balandra Isabel lleg6 estarde’, El Nacional, Caracag,7 June 1950, p.9

26 For Colmenares, this simplistic approach towards race and poglidggon limited the success La Balandra Isabel
with the viewing publidn Venezuelan cinemas. She writ&3ste tratamiento, a tono cael género melodramético,
niegala formaenquela sociedad Ya cultura venezolanas asumen las creencias religiosas popularsshque
difundido ampliamentesnun radio que abarca cdaitotalidad del espectro social, sin engaconflicto con los
preceptos cristianaminantes’ (Colmenares;Industria e imitacion: los géneros cinematografieoks largometrajes
deBolivarFilms’, pp.133-4).

27 Monsivais claims that the most successful films allowed vietuersnderstand the changes that affected them; the
destructioror abandonmernf agricultural life, the declinef customs once considered eternal, [and] the oppressions
that [came] with indstrialisation” (Monsivais,"Mexican Cinema:Of Myths andDemythifications’, pp.142-3.

28 Nicolas Sidorkovs, Los cinee Caracagnel tiempodelos cines (Caracas: Armitano Editores, 1994), p.151.



socio-economic fluxes and hybrid cultural references into a pedagogical filmic exginise.
doing, argues Martin-Barbero, they creataaa imagen unificada de popular, primera figura de
la masa®® that projected the urban paasa socio-cultural protagonist, not only on-screen but also
among the spectatorship.

In La Balandra, thiSimagen unificada’ does not extend between character and audience, but,
rather casts the disenfranchisesh specudr source of entertainment that would appealiewers
from Caracas’ upmarket neighbhourhoods. spite ofVillegas’ effortsto establish a filmic tradition
that would meet viewetglemandsn Caracas, Bolivar Films overlooked #iey’s low-income
inhabitantsasa crucial demographic. Although the international circulatiobadBalandra Isabel
was wide-reachingyillegas’ domestic distribution strategy was limitedexclusive theatreis
prosperous aread the Venezuelan capit¥i The publicity drive that led uj the premierat
grand cinemas suasthe Bayaca and the Ludo marketed urban poverty for the viewing pleasure of
the wealthy, promising unfettered accesmarginal areas beyond the everyday horizons of
metropolitan citizens. The following an advertisement taken from the daily newspakger,
Nacional, that equates poverty with passion and erotimde enjoyed from the comfort of
downtown cinemas, branded hasa potential threat while also being haldh safe distance:

iUNA GRANDIOSA PELICULADE PASIONES VIOLENTASDONDE TRIUNFA EL AMOR

DEL HOGAR...! “MUCHINGA” un barrio llenade misterio, vicio, tragedia, dolor y hechizo cges

levanta mas arriba delar... ESEESMUCHINGA...! “LA BALANDRA ISABEL” va cargada con

el Fdklore de nuestras regiones costeffmftrepidez de sus marinoda/cancion sensual de

esperanza...!®?

This discursive construct of Muchingasynonymous with sexuality, depravity and lasciviousness
recalls the rhetoric of the advertisements‘$tumming parties’ in Victorian London, where the

wealthy were offered sightseeing toofghe labyrinthine streets of the East End working-class

29 Monsivais, Mexican Cinema:Of Myths and Demythificatins’, p.143.

30 Martin-BarberoPe los medios a las mediaciones: comunicacion, cultura y hegemor#if (priyphasig; original).
31 For comprehensive studiesthe architectural and historical featuégCaracas’ early cinemas, see Guillermo
Barrios, Inventario del olvidda sala del cine {a transformacion metropolitarde Caracas (Caracas: Fundacion
Cinemateca Nacional992)and Sidorkovs, Los cineke Caraca®nel tiempodelos cines.

32 1 a Balandra Isabel lleg6 estade’, El Nacional, Caracag5 June 1950, p.9.



sectors. Here, the putative promiscuity that took pédtlee urban peripheries was branded
selling-point for thrill-seeking visitor@t once exposetb the spectacle of salaciousness and &ept
arm’s length from thereal’ moral dangers poséxy impoverishment? Similarly, La Balandra
offeredits spectators a whistle-stop tour of the port-side barrio, made ‘Ugjafejuelas torturosas,
escaleras lobregas, casuchos de cuartos increibles, huedldosrra’3* that gave wayo ‘casas
vergonzantes queeagazapan por callejuelaa monticulos que miraal mar y de los cuales brotan
gritos y coplas que sincronizan darincesante protesta de un oleaje que jamasidece’.3®
Differentiating Muchinga from the built-up areas of the city, the advertisement campalign for
Balandra summoned povergan enchantmen&narousal anén affliction based on a binary of
familiarity and otherness. Instead of approaching the issue of urban poverty with the sensitivity that
would mediate such differencégillegas’ publicity commodified the barriae pique the interests
of select spectators, assumedeanhomogeneous groud economically privileged White male
subjects.

This ‘othering’ approach that informed the promotionLafBalandra Isabeh textual form
extenddo its dualistic vision of the stock figures who inhabit Muchingg.starring archetypes
including the self-made businessman, the Black occultist and the fallen womananift@sthetic
mode thats highly stylized but devoid of self-reflectioba Balandra Isabel obscures the complex
nature of the identity constructs that underpinned characterizat®olden Age cinema. For Homi
Bhabha, the stereotype‘phobia and fetishthat‘[gives] accesto an“identity” whichis

predicatecasmuch on mastery and pleasasat is on anxiety and defence, fibtis a form of

33 “The slums apparently strongly provoked the dirty fantasfdsondon's bourgeoisiés ‘belief” in moral standards
notwithstanding. From the middle-class pahtiiew, poverty and slums have stood not only for miseny disease,
but also for eroticism, licentiousness and sexual savagery. Littleanahen, that the slumisy the eyeof London's
society, which was shapdy rigid moral expectations and inflexible social rules, were aebeth gloomy threat and
erotic curiosity: slums were placemoral decay and places$ libidinal liberty’ (Malte Steinbrik,“We did theSlum!”
- Urban Poverty Tourisrim HistoricalPerspective’, Tourism Geographies4 (2012), 21234 (p.222)).

34 <La Balandra Isabel llego estarde’, El Nacional, Caraca25b June 1950, p.9.

35 ‘Cinevenezolano’, El Nacional, Caracag1 December 1950, p.10. Luis CaropreBsace’s descriptionof

Muchinga also places emphasisthe moral and physical darknesfshe place:Esta barriada hoy desparecida estuvo
enclavadanlos cerrosieLa Guaira,de este sumidero humarfoallejuelas torturosas y escalon&sbregos” como
también ranchos infectos plagadizsrameras deseosds entregarle las faciles caricias a todos los marineros que
llegabanal puerto’ (Luis Caropresso Ponce, Breve historia del cine nacional 1989{Caracas: Consejo Nacioual

la Cultura,1993)p.26).
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multiple and contradictory beliefs its recognition of difference and disavowalitf*® In his
elaboration of this theory, Bhabha draws on the Freudian notion of sexual repression, atzording
which the ego cloaks primal, pre-social fantasies with a tight-woven fabric of disguises and
allusions. This disavowail) turn,canbe interpretedby the process ofdecoding that reveals
repressed desires and points towanmisinknowri or ‘unknowable’ atthe threshold of
understanding: for Freud, this waisincestuous regime of desire; for Bhabihayas racial

difference within a structure of postcolonial relatidhk La Balandra Isabel, the stereotypes are
not filmed or scriptedo allow for such decoding, but instead are symbols that reflect and deflect
cultural differences that obscures the structural causes of unequal social relations.

In particular, the films female characters are fetishisedmbody misgivings towards
increasing numbersf ranchos thain Caracas of 1950, amountexsome 19,000, prompted
largelyby thenation’s insertion into a global order of post-War capitalism vaithincreasing
exploitation of thecountry’s vast oil reserve® Writing on the use of archetypal female figuires
Mexican melodrama, Joanne Hershfield states‘thaitnan,asanalready existing sign of
ambiguityin Mexican culture [..] servedasa ready-made symbol of the instabilitfysocial and
sexual relations®® in many films, nostalgia for a receding rural sphere became synonymous with
bucolic maternity, while anxieties towards modernisation were exprasseelfigure of the city-
savvy devoradora.

La Balandra Isabel replicated this custbyncasting Isabedsthe embodiment of a pre-
industrial nationalism while Esperanza allegorisedcthés margins and their inhabitardsboth a
threat and a temptation. Precisely because Isabel embodies the virtues of the gjdoat wif-

screen presengs restrictedo two brief and subdued appearances that parentiSzgsedo’s

36 Homi Bhabha, The Locatioof Culture (London; New York: Routledg2004)Il (1994) p.104.

37 The main premisef this idea was first presentedFreuds Interpreting DreamsFreud writes:to “interpret” a
dreamis to indicateits “meaning”, substituting foiit something that forms a lirk the chairof our mental actions, a
link possessinghe same importana@sanyother’ (Sigmund Freud, Interpreting Dreams, trdnsJ. Underwood,
(London: Penguin Modern Classics, 2006),1899), p.110.

38 Federico Villanueva BrandtApuntes paraunahistoriadela urbanizacidrdela ciudad’ in Caracasmemorias para
el futuro, edby Giuseppe Imbesi (Rome: Cuadernos IILA, 1995), ppl63p.64).

39 Joanne Hershfield, Mexican Cinema/Mexican Woman, 1940-1950 (Arizbneersity of Arizona Press, 1996), p.3.
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extra-marital maritime adventures. Although gh@e)presentedsanidealised maternal archetype,
her figure dresseith dowdy clothings of little interestto the camera. Esperanza, meanwhde,
playedby ‘la tropicamangana Virginia Luque, gasuna Viviane Romance del M@aribe’,** her
plunging neckline the focal point of tk&wer’s scopic pleasurén Meneses’ narrative, shés
punished for her attemptis use sexuality and witchcrdti transcend her marginal position,
ultimately obstructed from the socio-economic mobility sotoyhiural migrantsin Christensen’s
work, shes both condemned and exploitagone of thefilm’s main attractionsasher characteis
madeto fulfill conflictive commercial and ideological purposéfsLa Balandra Isabel restored
reproductive poweto the conservative values represeriigdsabel,it also capitalised on
Esperanzasanobject of desire that would increase ticket sales while remaining unaccessible
site of procreation: like the archetypal prostitutéterature, shés denied the possibility of
children. And yet this dualistic function resulted unconvind¢mgnurbanite Caracas audience that
was less receptive than the popular sedtmvards offerings of moral instruction.

The film takes a simildy contradictory approado the figure of Bocu, the #o-Cuban
brujo, whois paidby Esperanz#o cast a love spell on Mendosa. Despite Bolivar Klemphasis
on the inter-American collaborations that werénform new Venezuelan cinema, Basu
eroticised and demonised much like Esperanza. Desdripede reviewens ‘una etapya
superadan nuestros pueblod! alludingto his ethnicity and his religious practices, BagU
portrayed throughout the filmsa sourcef unthinking primitiveness and malevolence.
Disparaging references are maddis Cuban origin that are revealing of deep-seated racial
prejudices ascribei the stereotype: his thieving, untrustworthy and mercenary, willitgy

summon santeria forcasorderto make a living*? His on-screen appearansalways

40<Cine venezolano’, El Nacional, Caracad4 July 1950,n/p.

41 < a Balandra Isabel lleg6 esta tatdel Nacional, Caracag,7 June 1950, p.9.

42 use santeria heesa broad ternmo mean religious credence and popular practices inherited from African sulture
influencedby indigenous rites and Catholic belief structuds Gustavo Martin points ou Venezuela these include
candomblé, Aafiguismo, voodoo, yoruba, the @ularia Lionza and other belief systems from the coastal rejion
Barlavento. See Gustavo MartfiMagia, religion, poder: los cult@groamericanos’, Nueva Socieda®?2 (1986),157-

70.
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accompanietby the ominous beat of beachside tambores, while the camera lingers on his naked
torso and the lighting highlights the contours of his muscular figure. Like Esperanzas Btsal
ejected from the narrativat the end of the film, his ramshackle homméurntto the ground, and
all his possessions with it.

The production oLa Balandra coincided with the arrival of large numbers of Afro-
Caribbean migrant& Venezuela who sought work the burgeoning oil fieldsh domestic
services, andssmalltime merchantst the urban outskirts Regardlessf popular myths
surrounding racial harmong Venezuela, deemed a society that had achieved the perfecbblend
‘café conleche’ amongits mixed-heritage communities, migrant workers from the Antilles were
often the subject of racist xenophobia. Politicians and intellectuals promotettdtptdicies of
miscegenatiomo ‘whiten’ the population, responding wider concerns surrounding the
incorporation of a foreign-born labour force into the national econtiBy. endorsingSegundo’s
decisionto abandon Muchinga and retumhis family home on Margarita, the film bufferad
intellectual movement that advocated a retreaigricultural production. This, argued renowned
intellectual Arturo Uslar Pietri, would provide more sustainable returns than the state's shortsighted
investmenin the foreign-dominated oil sector that credtath Venezueldingida’ and‘[una]

poblacionartificial’ that betrayed th&rue’ nature of Venezuelasa pastoral natio® Implicitly,

43 Fora socio-anthropological histooythe developmertf the Venezuelan oil fields, see Miguel Tinker Salas, The
Enduring Legacy: Oil, CulturgndSocietyin Venezuela (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2009).

4 1n Venezuela, this wasnidea first introducedh the 1930sby intellectuals including Arturo Uslar Pietri, who$837
article, ‘Venezuela necesita inmigraai¢ argued for the economic and cultural benefits of attracting Eutopea
immigrantsto the country while condemning the arrivdiBlack oilfield workers from the Antilles. Originally
publishedasanop-edin El Universal (Caracas), JuR8, 1937, Venezuela necesitanmigracion’ was later republished
in Boletindela Cadmarade Comerciode Caracas andsa political pamphlet. Winthrop Wright notes th&to begin
with, [Uslar Pietri] did not think that Venezuelans had the capszityalize the economic potentiafl their country
becaus®f the indolennaure of their mixed raceHe singled out blacke particularasa negative element and wrote
that“the black, for his part, does not constitute a beneficial gfatiterace.” [...] He believed thato become a modern
state,“it is necessarjo inject a formidable quantityf new blood into the country, with which a new cona#fife,
with anaggressive economic mentality, will begin the transformaifayur ruinous economic and sociafucture™’
(Winthrop Wright, Café con leche: Race, ClasslNational Imagen Venezuela, (Austin: Universityf Texas Press,
1990), p.102). Such policies were later adoffigthe Pérez Jiménez regime that develogretbpendoor immigration
policy which actively welcomed European migratatsounteract migration from less desirable regions. &ndibsé
Ramirez RodrigueZ|.a inmigraciénenla administraciérde Pérez Jiménez (195®58)’, Heuristica, 3 (201094
101.

11 a serienf newspaper articles, Uslar Pietri critiqued ¢tme’s promotionof Venezuelan modernity that fostered
‘artificial’ urban culturen placeof ‘organic’ rural traditions. The most famoo§these wasSembrarel petrdeo’, an
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this national ideal presupposadimagined community that was White and propertied, promoting
an agenda that was both anti-urban and anti-popular. Offshoring the happy ending far away from
the urban peripherieka Balandra Isabel coincided wittietri’s vision of a retroactive rural future

while appropriating the citgsa site of entertainment and arousal.

Cain adolescente (1959)

If, atthe endbf the 1940s, Villegas possessed the influence and economic resources that could be
channeled into his ambitions of createnginternational studian CaracasChalbaud’s situation, a
decade later, was somewhat more precarious957, he began filming Cain adolescente with his
company, Allegro Films, after having worked for Bolivar Films alongside Mexican director Victor
Urruchta.Using the studio facilities that had once belonggedillegas, Chalbaud depended on a
voluntary crew and paid for publicity on a shoestring budget, supplemented layde$ypersonal
savings® Despite these differences, however, the thematic concerns exiplhe&alandra

Isabel and Cain adolesente afijrst glance, remarkably similar, while their plots play tut
seemingly parallel conclusions. $gthe beginning of the decade, Cain narrates the aafival

Juana and her son Juan from an unnamed rural vitetpe outskirts of Caracas, and follows their
difficulties in adaptingo their new surroundings. Juan takesanunsalaried apprenticeship with

his cousin Matias, and begins a tumultuous relationship with his pregagintfriend Carmen.

Juana, meanwhile, becomes romantically entangled with self-made businessman Antonio Salinas,
thoughis also seducelly Encarnacionan Afro-Venezuelan witch doctor who i, part,

responsible for her nervous breakdown. For most of the characters, tigeditrmately drivenby
heartbreak: Juan loses his job, Encarnaquutin prison, and Juaria killed alongside Ma#tsin

a stampede that) Easter Week of 1952, killed almost fifty membefshe Santa Teresa clotr

economic manifesto thadvocated the channellingf oil funds into the development and expansibmdustrial
agriculturein placeof urban regeneration. See Arturo Uslar Pi@#,una a otra Venezuela (Caracas: Ediciones Mesa
Redonda, 1950), p.38; p.44.

46 Alvaro Naranjo, Roman Chalbaudn cinede autor (Caracas: Fundacion Cinemateca NacidS&4)pp.4349.
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congregationAs the credits roll, only Salinas remains unscathed, retuinitige final scenéo
offer Juan some parting words of wisdom.

Filming for Cain begann June 3rd, 1957, lasting some 59 days between set and location, and
yet the production process took over eighteen mdnthsalise dugo a number of external factors.
The film was produced during the last throes of a decade-long military dictatorship that was led,
its latter yearsby General Marcos Pérez Jiménez. Like other statesmen of the region, Pérez
Jiménez pursued the economic strategies sdtyoRktul Prebisch that promoted increaises
domestic investment and public spendingtimulate national developmetitFrom 1952, the
president poured millions of dollars into projects designedodernise the cityscape, including the
mass construction of Courbousian high-rises desiggednowned architect Carlél
Villanueva?® This went handa-hand with theéPlan Extraordinario de Despeje de los Cetros,
which set outo bulldoze the shantytowns that teetered precariously along river banks, beneath
viaducts and on hillside€.While the state prescribed infrastructural treatment for the social
symptoms of disenfranchisemeittalso used grand architectural visiasa®vershadow the root

causes of deeply ingrained economic inequaltfiés the President statewl a speecho inaugurate

47Accordingto historian Fernando CoronilMany countries acceptd@CLA’s evaluatiorof Latin America’s basic
structural problems unequal termsf trade, domestic unemployment, and external dependesiceé endorseits
conceptiorof “inner-directedgrowth” asa wayof countering them. ECLA assigned a central tolthe stateasthe
agent responsible for planning and promoting the developohémtegrated and relatively independent econorofes
Latin American nations. Accordirtg ECLA, by promoting the growtlof domestic industry and agriculture through
import substitution, the state would simulaswell the formatiorof the modern social classes associated with
modernity— the bourgeoisie and the wage-earning workilags’ (Fernando Coronil, The Magical State: Nature,
Money, and Modernitin Venezuela (Chicago; London: UniversifyChicago Press, 1997) p.174).

481n 1955alone, Pérez Jiménez inauguratddsuperbloques’ and17 ‘bloques’, with two thousand, one hundred and
five hundred apartments respectively. Interestingly, not all residéttie ranchos agree¢d move from their homesn
the outskirts into the urban centre peacefufiya speech made during ttiemanadela Patria’, Pérez Jiménez claimed
‘El aflo pasado, valiéndode cuantos medios estuvierors@aalcance, tratarode convencer a los habitantéslos
ranchosenlos cerros para qu® ocuparan los superbloques. Afortunadamente, nos alienta segtial propagandao
caléenla concienciade ese sector del pueblo venezolano, puekasinederelieve del hechde queenla actualidad
sea superiola demandale habitacionesl crecido nimerdle las queseestan construyendo pastisfacerla’ (Marcos
Pérez Jiménez, Cinco discursos del general Marcos Pérez Jimé@saemelela Republica, pronunciados durante
el afio1955y obras realizadgsor el gobiernoen 1955 (Caracas: Imprenta Nacional, 1955) pp.105-106).

49 Almandoz,La ciudadenel imaginario venezolano, p.122.

50 |n aninterview following the collapsef the his regime, Pérez Jiménez justifed his palicyulldozing the barrios
in the following terms:Nos surgié como necesidad primé&ale extirparel rancho porquel ranchoesfocodeuna
seriedevicios. De los ranchos salen clientes para las carceles, para los prostibulBsratchoesunalacra’ (Oscar
Tenreiro,‘Conversacion conel general (R) Marcos Pérez Jiménezsuresidencigen Madrid, el dia 5de febrerode
1995°, Cuidad, (Caracas: Direccid@le Gestion Urbana, 1995)), pp.23-24).
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the project,para llegar ala estabilidad institucional y politicsmenester que haya las obras
materialeen quesetraduzcan los principios g doctrina de una nacién organizada, y que
aprendamos a conservar y a defender, junto con los princifaatgtrina,la obra tangiblenque
ellosseconcretan’.®! In this sense, the lower classes were figuratively inserted into this stistals
of modern-day living, with less thought givemsocial integratiomn terms of schooling, healthcare,
and employment?

Because Cain adolescente subverted the official image of Venezuela making a smooth
transitionto modernity,it was not well receivelly the perezjimenista authorities. Towards the end
of the regime, just after filming had finished, Chalbaud was arrbgtdte National Security
Agency. During his detention, state officials also attemptedd failed- to seize thdilm reel that
had been hiddely Villegasin the National Television Centr€halbaud’s former workplace?

This meant that Cain adolescente did not premier until 1959, after the joint civilian-military coup
against Pérez Jiménez and the nation was transititmihgso-called puntofijista period of two-

party politics®* While the production of Cain adolescente was, for all purposes, completed before
the transitiorto democracyits release coincided with a surge of positive sentiment towards the
popular sectors among the business elites and the anti-perezjimenistas. Althotejhof Pérez
Jiménez took place because there was general oppdsitioe regimé writes historian Fernando

Coronil,

51 pgrez Jiménez, Cinco discursos del general Marcos Pérez Jimésaiemelela Republica, pronunciados
duranteel afio 1955 y obras realizadpsr el gobiernoen 1955, p.24.

52 “While the democratic regime had soughtplift the peopldy encouraging yet directing their political
participation’, writes Coronilof the Trieno period priaio the military regime;the dictatorship attemptet shape them
by restricting their activity and modifying their physieakironment’ in Coronil, The Magical State, p.172.

53 ‘Hemos podido verenestos dias los primeros diez roltiesla copia del trabajo déiCain Adolescente”; los mismos
rollos que con tanttcarifio” buscaba hacdosafios la Seguridadacional’, began one reviewf the filmin Caracas
daily El Nacional (Antonio PasqualiCain adolescente’, EI Nacional, Caracas,May 1959,C, p.2). Venezuelan film
historian Luis Caropresso Ponce writes thiatpelicula]sesalvé milagrosamente, debido a glieresidentale

Bolivar Films, Luis Guillermo Villegas Blanco, cambi6 sus envase®tros que tenian, otros membretes y los agentes
no pudieronlocalizarla’ (Caropresso Ponce, Breve historia del cine nacional 1909-(9288)).

54 The coup against Pérez Jiménez took pat23 Januaryl 958,when the military leader was deposed from office
and escapetb the Dominican Republic, hostég his ally General Domingo Truijillo, before movitmMiami and then
Madrid. In 1968, Pérez Jiménez was sentertoddur years, one month ard® days’ imprisonment for delitos
comunes contrka cosa publicala libertadde las personada fe publica y los Podereésacionales’, though was released
onthe accountf the fact thahe had already served this time when hel€Caracas (José Catala and Oswald Barreto,
Las méscaras del dictador Pérez Jiménez (Caracas, Ediciones Car@ddypp.7).
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it was quickly interpretetb be a direct consequencEmassive popular resistaneasif the

overthrow were not a military coup but the collective triumph of a united peopleosbapn

unison against a tyrant.[]. The united collectivity, the people, was depicistiaving reemergeds

the active subject of the natienhistory, acting with a single wiib free itself from oppression.
As such, critics aligned Cain with new beginnings for national creativity, the trartsition
democracy, and renegotiations of a national identity, while celebrating the popular content of the
film asbeing‘deraigambre muy nuestra® This, in turn, spokeo broader sentiments of a renewed
sense of national unigsthe ‘differences among social groups.] were subsumdideologically
within a common identity’ based largely on a shared oppositthe perennially unpopular
dictator, while perhaps accounting for later understandings of Chadisdéloelcountry’s national
auteur, celebrated incessaritjleft-leaning circles since the risé chavismo®

This shiftin Venezuelan politics permitted Chalbaodarget lower-class audiences with the
first screening®f Cain adolescente, while profiting from a natiome¢valuation of the political
value of the popular sectors. Correspondingly, the film was shottye Metropolitane- ‘el cine
mas lujoso de todos los tiempd's- though also screened more widilythe ‘cines de barrio
housedn ramshackle buildings and urban wastelandbe far-flung neighbourhoods on ttiey’s
outskirts®® The unusual decision for Catimpremierdn Caracas’ lower-income districts suggests
that Chalbaud sought, or was coerbgaircumstanceto engage with a different set of spectators
to Villegas. Thisjn turn,is played ouin thefilm’s depiction of working-class characters with

recoursdo stylistic techniques that represetiaa bidto destabilise dominant socio-cultural

55 Coronil, The Magical State, pp.2R2-

56 Alvarez Marcano:“En torno a“Cain adolescente” El Nacional, Caracag9 August1959,p.22.

57 Coronil, The Magical State, p.212.

58 Many publications that celebrate the life and wafRoman Chalbaud, particularly thoskthe past ten years,
evaluate his output strictly within the confingfsnational cinema, withat necessarily recognizing his collaborations
with, and inspiration from, international filmmakers (e.g. Gadeiolero and Méndez, Roman Chalbaud; Irida Garcia
de Molero, Semioticasle cine: el cine venezolande Roman Chalbaud (Maracaibo: Univerisdad de Zulia, 2007);
Alvaro Naranjo, Roman Chalbaudn cinede autor)

59 Sidorkovs, Los cinede Caracagnel tiempodelos cines, p.260.

60 Writing in a Mexican context, Carlos Monsivéais and Carlos Bonfil describe loaheis throughout920-60 as‘el
ejede‘la identidad debarrio’, inasmuchasthey brought together the communésthe social rolef the Church was
declining(Carlos Monsivais and Carlos Bonfil, Através del espejaine mexicano gupublico (Mexico D.F.:
EdicionesEl Milagro, 1994)p.60).
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constructs of the barrios, suakthedirector’s use of cinematic self-reflexivity its negotiation of
stereotypeso be exploredn greater detain the paragraphs that folloBy framing the subaltern
classesshoth the spectacle and the spectators with the use of filmic metalanguage, Chalbaud paid
homageo Luis Bufiuel’s injection of surrealist tropes into his interpretations of Mexican
melodrama commissioned the 19408! The useof documentary inserts, reportage photography,
and a cyclical temporal framewoirk Cain adolescente gestuteshe stylistics of neorealisin an
effort to reveal the norms structuring reality from the perspective of a sympathetic but dispassionate
observer, while drawing attentido the commaodification of poverty that often made money for
commercial studio In this sense, Chalbaud went beyond the pogiontract international
filmmakers a decade earlier that was spearhelagi#®illegas. Instead, he assumed a transnational
artistic perspective towards urban disenfranchisementdttatively prefigured some of the
stylistic strategies and political purposes of the socially cons¢ithis] Cinema’.®®

In Cain adolescente, then, the filmic mediation of the barrios demonstrates awareness of the
changing attitudes towards increasingly important urban collectivaswell asthinking critically
about the socio-political role of 1950s cinema. Ostensibly, Chalbaud instrumentalises stereotypes
similarto those ofLa Balandra Isabel, but he also employs cinematic strategies that deconstruct

class-inflected archetyp#&s comment on the relationship between performance and spectatorship.

61 \While many critics have dismiss&diiuel’s early commercial melodramasatrtistically vapid productionis
comparison with somef his more experimental productions, Geoffrey Kantaris elucidatesahsin which these
subverted somef the more rigid normef Golden Age cinema. See Kan&gfil'he Cinematic Laboof Affect:
Urbanity and Sentimental EducatiomEl Bruto and Ensaydeun crimeni.

62 Millicent Marcus’ comprehensive definitioof neorealism highlights the movemex# first and foremost a moral
statemenf...] whose purpose wds promote a true objectivity - one that would force viewerabandon the
limitationsof a strictly personal perspective aodcembrace the realityf the “others,” bethey personsr things, with
all the ethical responsibility that such a vistitails’ (Millicent Marcus, Italian Filmn the Lightof Neorealism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), p.23).

63 Chalbaud cites both Luis Bufiuel and Roberto Rosatimifluences, among othersCuandoyo estaba chiquito
pensaba quel cine era paraapardela realidad;enla década del cincuenta, tei@@afios cuando fui a ver Roma,
ciudad abiertale Roberto Rossellintnel cine Continental; ese filme y Los olvidaddsBufiuelme cambiarorel
sentido del cinene ensefiaron quel cineno sélo servia para escapila realidad, sino también pagafrentarla’. See
interview with Lavinia Gonzalez (25th October, 20%Bjtp://www.lasverdadesdemiguel.net/edici#bB-roman-
chalbaud-cineasta-quiero-otro-como-chavez/> [accessed August RO&8glition, Alvaray quotes Chalbairdan
interview: “At thattime... | felt overwhelmedy the naturalisnof Mexican cinema a cinema clost the feuilleton,
to dialogue ando simplistic situations that were, nonetheless, a reflectidhe Latinospirit™” (‘Apuntes deun
cineasta’, El Nacional, Caracad,2 Decembefl979(p.4), citedin Alvaray, ‘Melodrama and the Emergenc#
VenezuelarCinema’, p.45).
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For example, the middle-aged character of Juana nominally blurs the boundaries eifveEen
pastoral maternity anélsperanza’s urban promiscuity when she undergoes a sexual awakening
following her arrivalin Caracas. Encouragég her‘comadré Petra, who finds her counterpart
La Balandra Isab& ‘loca’ Maria, Juana visits the theme p&atloney Islandto explore the
possibilities of erotic desire made accessible through light entertainment.dtinigt, the
bustling fairgroundf carousels and spinning toissvisually charged with libidinal energy; on
stage, a curvaceous womiara tight-buttoned suit delivers a seductive performance of the
Venezuelan merengu&l portefd’. The chorus delivers instructiotssanimaginary partner
unfamiliar with embracive dancingAsi nome gusta (corazon)/ Mueua cintura (como es)o te
me atravieses (con los pies)/ Que estas poniend@abezon)’) thus offering what Geoffrey
Kantaris has termet sentimental educatiofft Deep-focusIsots of the performance are spliced
with close-ups o&nenthralled Juana, who gazes back and forth between the merengue singer and a
handsome strangéar the audience, later revealedbe wellto-do businessman Salinass the
performer gyrates alorie ‘un “coito unipersonal;®® Juana and Antonio embrace the beginnings of
their brief butll -fated flirtation.By interacting with the performer and mimicking her movements,
Juanaasspectators taught the art of seduction, thus transcending the constraints that might contain
her within the domestic spheasa homely maternal figur.

Yet what seemt be a moment of sexual empowerment that reflects on the political role of
cinematic mechanisms also marks the beginafiigana’s long and painful downward spiral.

Juanés budding relationship with Antonis cut short with his impromptu departure from the city;

64 Kantaris, The Cinematic Laboof Affect: Urbanity and Sentimental EducationEl Bruto and Ensaydeun

crimert, p.302. Kantaris drawsn Monsivais’ argument that onef the rolesof Golden Age melodrama, especially that
createdn state-run studios, was offer guidance and provide instruction socially appropriate behavioasconcepts
of sexuality nominally became more ogariLatin America:‘En el universo del melodrama, las estrellas del
Firmamento Filmico impulsabamnlos hombregl frenesi imaginativo gnlas mujeres loproyectosde libertad
condicionada. Erotismo y modelos del comportamiento, sexaigulum’ (Monsivais and Bonfil, Através del espejo,
p.196).

%5 Monsivais and Bonfil, Através del espejo, p.191.

% |n an Argentine context, Laura Podalsky notes thafreer sexual mores contested Catholic traditiprjew sexual
attitudes and practices represented another trend that sigaatpeningof desire that fosteregbnsumerism’ (Laura
Podalsky, Specular City: Transforming Culture, ConsumginSpace in Buenos Aire$9551973 (Philadelphia:
Temple University Pres2004)p.69). The relationship here between the propagaficertain sexualities popular
culture and sexual practices among audiences and consarmenseivedassymbiotic.
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soon afterwards, she meets Encarnacion when he visits her makeshitbloumreeher illness.
Though never revealdd the cameraye learn that her right hand swollen and disfigured,
perhaps representing what Sladajek understandasa signifier of lack;a kind of transcendental
stain, irreducible and irreplacealifeits very contingent singularity’’ The woundcanbe reachsa
mark of modernity that bears the symbolism of a vaginal opening: Juana casts Juan forth into the
city, in her words;para quesehaga hombre Simultaneously, the mark gestures towamnals
underlying sense of foreboding surrounding sexual liberation that recalls some of the coricerns
Balandra Isabel llego esta tarde Juana pursues a relationship with Encarnacion, a man of colour
whois wanted for murder, shie brandished like the Biblical Cain of tifiém’s title with a sign of
difference and disobediené®As the film progresses, the wouisdassociated with a serie$
images that reveal misgivings about the historical impacts of modernising processes, including a
shrill-sounding dysfunctional alarm clock that souadterruptionto the slow-paced campesino
temporality, and a slab of meat that foreshadbwsa’s death and accompanies her objectification.
In anexplicit gesture towards Los olvidados (L8igiuel, 1950), Chalbaud makes use of filmic
metonymyto destabilise fixed hierarchies of meaninggummoning a generalised anxiety towards
the changes wrougbty modernizatiort?

A similar approaclis affordedto Chalbauds representation of afro-Venezuelan culture that

both upholds and undermines the simplistic racial stereotypes that mask intricate social stsictures

67 SlavojZizek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the ShaaéWialectical Materialism (London: Verso, 2012), p.500.

681 a it of jealousy, Cain, soaf Adam, murders his brother; for this crineis cast into exile, his forehead branded,
beforehe proceedso found Enoch, the first Biblical city. Referencing the stiorits title, Cain foreshadows the
narrative trajectory that sees Juan and Juana cast from partadise into a hellish modernity; viewers familiar with
the Old Testament woulde well placedio comprehend the implicatiomd the story. For political theorist Hannah
Arendt, the fable binds together the phenonafrarigin and rupturgo suggest that the concegftthe polis dependsn
fratricide and state-sanctioned illegality. She writ€ain slew Abel, and Romulus slew Remus; violence was the
beginning, andy the same tokemo beginning coulde made without using violence, withouiblating” (Hannah
Arendt,On Revolution (London: Penguin Books990) XVII (1963), p.20.

%9 For example, the butcher scene recalls the nightmare seqfdroeolvidados, which sees Marta, a ghastly/ghostly
mother figure, present handfud§raw, bloody fleshio her son, Pedro, the child protagonist. For Jean Franco, the scene
is symbolicof the female figur@san object of desire and the threaf castration:Buiiuel reproduces here the
patriarchal representatiai Woman, buf...] this representatiois not shown onlyn its idealized aspect, for the
alignmentof Woman with nature also means that she must represent deatlel Bfiérsno explicit criticism but rather
takesto the limit the consequenaé patriarchal gendetifferences’ (Jean Franco, Plotting Women: Gended
Representatiom Mexico (London: Verso, 1989), p.158).
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we have seem La Balandra. Summondd cure Juana disfigured hand, Encarnacién performs a
lengthy santda ritual thatis framedin such a waysto emphasise the epidermal contrast between
Juanés symbolic wholesomeness and Encarn@@dnalignant objectives. The ceremasy

elaborateto the sound of beating drums, Encarnacion dresses the wound and casts out the devil,
while close-up shots focus on Juabandaged hand that covers Encarngsifipsashe speaks

the words of the enchantment. Here, Encarnacion momentarily becomes a metonyrsfainthe

atthe threshold of understanding, recalling BhabHtaeorisation of the scopic power dynamics that
arise from the conflict ofpleasure/unpleasure, mastery/defence, knowledge/disavowal,
absence/presence’.’® This dichotomy comet® mindin a later misensanethat depicts the
doomedcouple’s first intimate encounter, incorporating concealment and blindrsgsseminal
component that Stephen Hart identified.os olvidados? At first Juana resists Encarnacié

advances, before eventuallyand indulgently- relinquishingto his embrace and) preparation for

their encounter, hangs up a sheet that obscures the bedroom from the audience. From behind the
screen, Encarnaaids silhouettas illuminatedby a single light bullasJuana tells himme gustatu

color,” and pleads with hirto leave the light onn a move that mimics the technical process of
cinematic projection, Encarnacién defies her wishes and extinguishes the spectacle that fetishises
his appearance. This statement invites contemplation of thezamemplicityin the propagation

of racist constructs, pointing towardble objective signification of the social network which
entrapped the characters and strictly determined their range of physical and emotional’mobility

identifiedin 1950s melodramiy film theorist David RodowicK?

0 BhabhaOn the Locatiorof Culture, p.107.

"1 OnBuiiuel’s treatmenbf the subaltern Hart write§The extensive motibf concealment alertssto the fact that this
film does not offer untrammelled acceésghe Mexican criminal mind; the consciousnegthe subaltern igswe shall
see,‘ever fully recoverable’ for it is ‘effaced evenasit is disclosed’ (Stephen Hart,Buiiuel’s Box of Subaltern Tricks:
Techniquen Los olvidadosin Luis Bufiuel: New Readings, daly Peter William Evens and Isabel Santaolalla
(London: BFI and Routledge, 2004), pp.B%{pp.72-3).He goes on:[Los olvidados] draws attentida the waysn
which, asviewersof films or asspectatorsf the social fabricywe sometimes cannot see wiat are/were looking at.
Los olvidados hintatthe idea thatve are often blindo whatwe do not wantto see (for example, the physically
deformed, the mentally deformed, #wbaltern’ (p.75).

2 David Rodowick, Madness, Authority and Ideology: The Domestic Melodraofathe 1950s’ in Gledhill (ed), Home
Is Where the Heart Is: StudiesMelodrama and th&oman’s Film, pp.260-80 (p.274).
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Such sequences are not merely a comment on theaeasistticsof cinematic discourse,
but also imply that the increasing mobility of afro-Venezuelan communities posegbortant
threatto the economic hegemomy the White-majority middle classes. Significantly,
Encarnaci@’s ‘black magic¢ is portrayed not jusasa set of religious beliefs and rituals enacted
within the realm of the personal, but moreoasa business that allows him to profit from his
witchcraft. Encarnacion charges twenty bolivares for his treatment of J@asabstantial sum that
covers‘casiel pagodeun mes del ranchipor a months rentin the barrios - suggestive of
convergences between safaguractices, political performance and economic transactioss
study of the Maria Lionza cult on the coast of Venezuela, anthropologist Michael Taussig notes the
waysin which religious rituals, like the capitalist economy and the performance of state power,
profit from ‘the metamorphosis of the object or service exchangledt value liesn
transformation (emphasisn original).”® Cashingn on his Afro-Venezuelan heritage, Encarnacion
transforms spectacle into liquid capital with a high degfdmisiness acumen, while also securing
aninfluential rolein the barrio community. For his White-skinned counterpart, Salinas, this
entrepreneurial drivis anattribute that earns him good financial grounding, allowingtieim
survive the waves of violence and persecution that accompany the gifd@dhacas. For
Encarnacion, meanwhile, this ambititmnscale the precarious structure of social mobidity
punished with demonisation and a prison sentence.

An apprehension towards the increasing visibility of the urban margins extethésfinal
scenes of Cain adolescente that retaithe beginning of the narrative. During the opening credits
of the film, we learnt about theo-called‘Tragedia de Santa Teresahen,we are toldby anextra-

diegetic narrator:el miércoles santo de 19%hla Basilica de Santa TeresaCaracas, una voz

73<A crucial featureof this theatreof spirit-possessiois that the circulatiof spiritsof the dead through live human
bodiesis a movement paralléd the circulatiorof the ghostly magiof the Nation-State through tffeody” of the
society’ (Michael Taussig, The Magif the State, (New York; London: Routledge, 1997), p.1i80addition, Taussig
draws attentiono the alchemistic references that charactevizaex’s discussiorof capital and circulation. Famousig,
Capital, Karl Marx talkeaf capitalin chimerical terms, arguing that the accumulatésurplus profits seemed bea
magical processf conjuring money from nothing (Karl Marx, Capital: CritigofeP olitical Economy, 3 vols, tranky
Ben Fowkes (London; New York: Penguin Classics, 1990), XI4§)8
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grit6 fuego. Fue una falsa alarnzn el panico perecieron 42 personas. Dos de los persal®jes
este drama murieron ese didEstranged from her son, Juana seeks repentance for her relationship
with Encarnacion anig accompaniethy Matiasto the Easter servicds Juana and Matias enter
the church arnir-arm, the camera cuts abrupttythe scenef their funeral. Here, Juas pictured
flankedby their two coffins, whilejn the background, a domesticated Carmmesiemure black
clothing sees attentivetp the mourners. Read symbolically, the finfinal sceneat the site of the
stampede might serte critique thestate’s developmentalist policies theaused overpopulatioat
the urban margins; indeed, such was the conclusion of one journal$tNacional who compared
the crowds unthinking responst® that ofanaudienceat the theatre, seducédthis instancéy the
spectaclef overcrowding’®

Cain adolescente, likea Balandra Isabel, then, rids fictional world ofits troublesome
characters. Chalbauld kills off Juana and Matias, imprisons Encarnacién, and transforms Carmen
into Juans domesticated wife whose bastard child will now hafatheer.In the final sequence,
Juanis approacheadt his mother’s gravesiddy a smartly dressed Salinas, who advisestbileave
Caracas and retuto his rural village. Echoing Uslar Piétriadvocation of a regressioma
pastoral nation, Salinas inadvertently promotes the expulsion of the popular classes &ioyisthe
margins. Beyond the specificities of a Venezuelan nostalgia for pastoralism, the arbitrary resolution
of Cain adolescente underlines the formal difficulties fdmeithe maker®f melodramao

reconcile conservative nationalist values with the liberalism of cinematic conventions. tdnable

"4 The causef the ‘Tragedia de Santaleresa’ remains unclear. The newly inaugurated Pérez Jiménez regimedlai
that thatit was linkedto the ‘Bogotazo’ riots that had taken place four years earlier, thougHittiedevidence for the

case. State-aligned dailp Esfera ran the headlin&errorismo internacional provocta tragedia del templde Santa
Teresa’ (La Esfera, Caracag2 April 1952), while a headline from a special editafrEl Nacional rarfimputa aun

acto criminalel origen dekatastrofe’, El Nacional, Caracad2 April 1952, p.24. Thiss referencedn passingn the

film, when oneof Matias’ friendsis saidto have links with onef the ‘terrorist group’ from Colombia.

5 ‘Quien advierta con serenidad coemel teatrola gente aplaude y rie y a veces llora para después preguntaequé fu
lo que dijoel actor olo que recitda dama joven, podra darse cuedéda fuerza yla profundidad del elemento
contagiosalela emocion como fendmendolento’. J. F. Reyes GatenaNueva Tragedi®Nacional’, El Nacional,
Caracas12 April 1952,p.4.
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synthesise the demanadfiglobalised mass audiences and nationalist belief structures, such films
were characterisdaly crisesin their narrative trajectory, and would often eénih madnesg®

By disavowing the rising socio-economic significance of commuratidge urban
peripheriesla Balandra Isabel glossed over the social antagonisms that stsapexdiuction,
confining misfortune and hysteria the hermetic realm of Muchingesa fleeting site of instant
gratification. Cain adolescente, meanwhile, integrated a more complex storyline with reflexive
cinematic techniquas anattemptto deconstruct dominant depictions of the barrios yet,
ultimately, was not abl® address the anxieties surrounding urbanisation witiideast partially
marginalisingts target audience of lower-class consumers. These differenapproach arep an
extent, reflective of the respective politics of BaliFilms and Roméan Chalbaud, the latter later
becoming one o¥enezuela’s most successful filmmakeféindicative, perhaps, of the fortuitous
timing of the releasef Cain adolescente with the 1958 transitmodemocracy, o€halbaud’s
appreciation of the barri@ashometo large numbers of cinema-goers, this film marked the
tentative beginningsef a commercial film industrin Caracas that looked beyond national borders

for financial support and inspiration.

®na Hollywood context, Rodowick notes thdtis contradiction was structurally reprodudadhe inabilityof the
melodramatic texto evolveaseither a fully affirmativeor fully subversive forrh(Rodowick,‘Madness, Authority and
Ideology: The Domestic Melodranad the 1950s’, p.278).

T With a totalof twenty-one films currentlyo his name, Chalbaud has also sedumparalleled financial backing
from the Bolivarian governmernit.is no secret that Chalbaud and his cinema have enjoyed specialtfmorfnom the
Venezuelan state, and thethad a particularly friendly relationship with Hugo Chavez. Chavez atteardextlusive
premierof Chalbaud’s historical dramakl Caracazo (2005), and later praised the &isfuna delas grandes peliculas
dela historia del cinerenezolano’ (Alessandra Perdomo Velasqu&2residente ChavezEl Caracaz@syaunadelas
grandes peliculas venezolahé9th NovembeR005)<http://www.aporrea.org/actualidad/n69319.Html> [accessed
June 2016]). Thougth did little to boost paltry ticket sale§havez’s endorsementdf the film spokeo state
preoccupation with the funding and managifidilm production, particularlyaskEl caracazo was distributdyy state
organ CONAC (Consejo Naciondé Cultura) and had received a record-breaking US$1.5 million frem
government. For Alvaray, the film forms pafta wider trendn state-funded cinema and academia that revisits history
from a chavista perspective. Thisg,turn, correspond® ‘a new wayof looking at history— a novel culture that
intensely relates the pasftthe natiorto the present anib a preordained futurein the contemporary political
environmenin Venezuela’ (Alvaray, ‘Claiming the Past: Venezuelan Historical Films and Public #eljtCultural
Dynamics,25 (2013) 291306 (p.294)).
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