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Once Upon Time in the Southwest:

Castration Anxiety and Robert Rodriguez’s El Mariachi and Desperado

las pistolas y las dagas

son juquetes para mi.

From the ballad of Joaquín Murieta
Freud, Secondary Revision, and Bricolage 

The low budget film El Mariachi and the Columbia film Desperado, both directed by  San Antonio, Texas native Robert Rodriguez, are not likely to attract the American public’s attention as films about postmodern America.  One is invariably shelved in the foreign film section of the local video store, and the other is usually billed as an explosive action film with Antonio Banderas and Salma Hayek and left at that.  But these two films can tell us a great deal about postmodern America.  In the same way that such films as Touch of Evil and The Wild Bunch are about America, the pair El Mariachi-Desperado speaks of postmodern América.  As The Wild Bunch depicts an American nation through a west by southwest vector expanding on railroad and A Touch of Evil expresses racial anxieties in the United States, so a similar display of Anglo America’s unconscious is staged in the re-vision of El Mariachi into its doppelgänger, Desperado.  As a remake of El Mariachi, Desperado stages a castration anxiety residing in the American political unconscious.  How Rodriguez accomplishes this staging is a matter of la pensée sauvage.  True to the dictum Levi-Strauss enunciated in his anthropological work by the same name, Rodriguez put something of himself into his two films. In this case, bricoleur director Robert Rodriguez literally puts something of himself into his work. 
  El Mariachi displays the castration anxiety with dream sequences, especially in one sequence where the young film maker’s head makes a cameo appearance.  The director’s commentary to the DVD packaging of both films makes it clear that the appearance of the unconscious in El Mariachi was foremost a question of economy.  Shot in slow motion, the dream sequences of El Mariachi not just used less film but also thickened and intensified the plot.  Desperado does not represent the unconscious as directly but with a more expansive budget at his disposal, Rodriguez is at once more subtle and more openly parodic of America’s castration anxiety.  In his revision of El Mariachi into its doppelgänger Desperado, Rodriguez distributes the contents of the unconscious in the former throughout the main story line of the latter.  To do so, he employs over the top action and presents a mild parody of the conventions of the American Western genre.  Rodriguez parodies the solitary hero of the American Western genre as he pays tribute to the spaghetti Westerns of Sergio Leone and the high action style of Hong Kong director John Woo.  Together, the prototype and its remake make for a discourse (movie-going experience?) that is spliced in more senses than one.  In the final installment to El Mariachi and Desperado, Once Upon a Time in Mexico I shall argue as a postcript that Rodriguez generalizes the castration anxiety onto a global stage. 

Rodriguez’ process of remaking the one film into the other, under new conditions of production, can be understood through the workings of what Freud called secondary revision in The Interpretation of Dreams (1900).  Like condensation and displacement, secondary revision also distorts the meaning of dreams, though Freud ascribes the distortion to a source different from that of the primary mechanisms of the dream-work, condensation and displacement.  These two aspects of the dream-work occupy a privileged place in Freud’s account of the construction of the dream because they make their contribution to the construction of dreams from the dream-thoughts, those nebulous phenomena residing closest to the unknown origin of a dream, its navel, as he called it.  Secondary revision too contributes to the formation of dreams—to all their rebus and picture puzzle properties—but its contribution come from material closer to the world of things and the senses rather than from the nuclear unconscious.  The contrast Freud wishes to establish here is that one between the dream thoughts as products of primal scene memories and secondary revision as the product of day-dreams, fantasies, and day’s residues.  Thus what the secondary revision says to the dreamer, “This is only a dream” (1965, 526), is already a formation gathered from unconscious fantasies, day dreams, wish-fulfillments generated from each individual subject’s Perception-Consciousness system through his or her daily tangle with the reality principle.  Freud puts this aspect of the dream in some perspective when he says: “Here we have a genuine piece of criticism of the dream such as might be made in waking life” (526).  The secondary revision, in other words, appears to speak in the dream from some space external to the dream, adopting an external point of view on the dream even as it is part of it, yielding a dream within a dream.  Because of this adopted external point of view, Freud will go on to say that dreams heavily laden with secondary revision “… are dreams which might be said to have been already interpreted once, before being submitted to waking interpretation” (1965, 528).  Indeed, one might even say that secondary revision has interpreted the dream not just once but twice, once when these day-dreams or fantasies are under the grip of the perception-consciousness system, and again when they find themselves “…within the nexus of the dream-thoughts” (1965, 529).  In this topography, condensation and displacement share space with secondary revision, despite Freud’s inclination now and again to exclude the latter from the dream work on the basis of the suspect unity it brought to the construction of dreams.  Secondary revision, Freud asserts, endows the dream with a cohesion and coherence unknown to either displacement or condensation, these two processes of dream construction being closest to the navel of the dream, or its unknown origins.

Despite his ambivalence toward secondary revision, in The Interpretation of Dreams Freud clears a space for the work of secondary revision in a dream’s construction.  Even though secondary revision does not draw its material from childhood fantasies of a primal scene as do condensation and displacement, he is willing to acknowledge that its materials come from something similar—day dreams or waking fantasies.  Concerning this type of material in the dream-work, Freud states:

Like dreams, they are wish-fulfilments; like dreams, they are based to a great extent on impressions of infantile experiences; like dreams, they benefit by a certain degree of relaxation of censorship.  If we examine their structure, we shall perceive the way in which the wishful purpose that is at work in their production has mixed-up the material of which they are built, has re-arranged it and has formed it into a new whole.  They stand in much the same relation to the childhood memories from which they are derived as do some of the Baroque palaces of Rome to the ancient ruins whose pavement and columns have provided the material for the more recent structures. (1965, 530)  

As Freud’s architectural figure implies, the mix of styles that connect Baroque and Classical architectures turns their differences into an identity at the construction site, without annulling either style.  Night and day dreams share a similar relation of identity and difference because a wishful purpose runs through them both.  In effect, Freud’s analogy houses a compromise between primary and secondary processes.
    Nevertheless, secondary revision will still play second fiddle, if I can put it this way, not only to condensation and displacement, but also to the factor having to do with the means and considerations of representation, which dispenses with all sorts of grammatical relations in favor of imagery. “In any case, however, of the four conditions for the formation of dreams, the one we have come to know last is the one whose demands appear to have the least cogent influence on dreams” (1965, 537).  In effect, Freud ousts secondary revision from the master’s house for the suspect unity it brought into the dream’s construction.   But I think that it is just this ambivalent status that Freud held towards secondary revision—the division of labor in the construction of dreams—that is so relevant to the study of culture.  Herein we may detect the association Jacques Lacan made to the möbius strip in order to represent the mental topography stretching from the unconscious to the conscious life of human subjects.
  With respect to the day and night dreams, these distinct phenomena would be more like a single surface, constructed from the same indestructible psychical materials, the navel of the dream standing in for the very essence of our lack-in-being.

The identity of the dream’s navel with the human subject’s lack in being is of course ironic, on the assumption that two lacks don’t make a presence.  Deconstruction has taught us to be wary of binary thinking and to track the effects of the erasure mark in any genre of discourse.  The opposition of primary to secondary process gets a violent twist in the möbius by putting them on the same surface, as does the opposition between presence and absence.  The surface where both of these oppositions neutralize is a zone Jacques Derrida has called différance.  In that zone, presence and absence are in a state of neutralization, which is to say, neither is particularly more or less needed for the definition of their relation to each other.  And the same holds for the distinction between primary and secondary processes.   Writing under erasure is the phrase Derrida uses to describe these breakdowns in the power of language to satisfy what is a metaphysical demand, that conceptual and empirical definitions be (kept) neat and clean.  Where no syntax is adequate to the demand for a linear exposition of the relationship between presence and absence without running into a neutralization called différance, where the most convenient way to discuss the distinction between the primary and the secondary is in terms of topology, as Lacan re-visions Freud, the semiological distinction between signified and signifier and its correlate truth and falsity are not likely to fare much better either.  Derrida schematizes this problematic historical moment in Western metaphysics as it relates to the study of culture through the oeuvre of Claude Lévi-Strauss(Structure 1972, 247-65).  Derrida accords an exemplary status to the anthropological work of Lévi-Strauss because of the way he deals with the problems of writing anthropology in a historical epoch inhabited by cultural relativism and linguistic self-reflexivity, metaphysical conditions or symptoms exacerbated by the force and movement of free-play.  Because Levi-Strauss (mis)recognized that his oeuvre on the origin of myth came under the scope of free-play, he turned to the concept and practice of bricolage, a situation that, as Derrida describes, made him “…faithful to this double intention: to preserve as an instrument that whose truth-value he criticizes” (1972, 255).  Under the scope and sign of bricolage writing anthropology is first foremost a matter of economy and strategy rather than a systematic, exhaustive, and hence truth-theoretic account of other people’s cultures, their myths or rituals, or even (especially?) of the nature-culture split, which Derrida, with some humor, claims is congenital to the Western humanities (255-7).  Bricolage thus provides a more ‘appropriate’ theoretical matrix for carrying on the work of anthropology and the Western humanities in general.  Bricolage works with the available means of production, makes do with what is at hand, and perhaps, in the best cases, does not busy itself with transcendental truth-values:

The bricoleur, says Lévi-Strauss, is someone who uses ‘the means at hand,’ that is the instruments he finds at his disposition around him, those which are already there, which had not been especially conceived with an eye to the operation for which they are to be used and to which one tries by trial and error to adapt them, not hesitating to change them whenever it appears necessary, or to try several of them at once, even if their form and origin are heterogeneous—and so forth (Derrida Structure 1972, 255).

In this context, therefore, it is necessary to forego scientific or philosophical discourse, to renounce the epistemé which absolutely requires, which is the absolute requirement that we go back to the source, to the center, to the founding basis, to the principle, and so on (Structure 257).

Of course, the terminus ad quem of Derrida’s critique of Levi-Strauss’s anthropological texts is that the anthropologist remained blind to the implication his double intention brought to the field of anthropology and the Western humanities.  Lévi-Strauss still saw the human cultures he studied through an ethics of nostalgia symptomatic of Western ethnocentrism.  Whether Lévi-Strauss could have avoided this ethnocentrism is in a sense difficult to ‘predict’.  Derrida’s essay is framed in terms of this difficulty.  In the first place, “…the ethnologist accepts into his discourse the premises of ethnocentrism at the very moment he is employed in denouncing them” (252).  In the second or last place, coming to grips with the logic of bricolage leaves one with very little choice.  One can continue to rue the loss of a center, origin, or epistemic security, the effects of the logic of bricolage, or one can enter responsibly into the game of interpretation.  Either way a danger attends us since upon one path one may ignore the best insights Western metaphysics has brought to light, the necessity for a continual self-critique on the part of the subject; and striking upon the other path one cannot know a priori what that responsibility means or entails.  This difficult is not unlike the one Marx encountered when trying to explicate value, use-value, and exchange value not as a priori concepts but as the unfolding of history. 
   This difficult knot in history of Western metaphysics is not one that can be handled as a binary choice, as Derrida concludes in his deconstruction of Lévi-Strauss and the Western humanities.  To return to Freud’s architectural figure, in it one can see a species of writing under erasure or the logic of bricolage at work insofar as through it he performs a double intention.  Primary and secondary mental processes, night and day dreams remain in a relationship of identity and difference.  As I want to maintain, the same kind of dynamic attended Rodriguez’s re-visions of El Mariachi to produce Desperado.

Robert Rodriguez and Bricolage
In response to an interviewer’s question about the creative process he brought to the production of Desperado, Robert Rodriguez displays a keen awareness of the role the unconscious plays in the creative process, albeit without the technical language of psychoanalysis.  Describing his scene of writing, Rodriguez responds:.  

I tried to write very quickly.  Because, one, I’m not a writer, not a very good writer—so I thought if I was to get it done, I’d have to get it done in one spurt, when you are very involved and very embedded in the picture and not break away from it too much.  Because I find that if you take too many breaks you end up never getting back in any kind of groove.  And I would just sit in a room and just bang it out all night and all day until my brain was fried.  You stop thinking after a while and then your creativity takes over…it’s almost subliminal or something.  It’s very strange.  The creative process is difficult to explain.  It’s just something that you just do without any real instruction or schooling.  It’s something that’s more instinctual,  It’s just fun to close your eyes, write it, and when you open your eyes you have something done on your desk a couple of weeks later.  So it’s a very involved process. You have to become almost obsessed in order to get it done (Rodriguez Sony Interview 1995, 2).

If there are hints of automatic writing in this description, the language of libido is also hard to miss as it searches for facilitations, avenues of escape until it finds a way to lean up against the instincts as a creative drive.  This description of his scene of writing has clear links to American ideology of optimism and hard work, especially when it is seen in tandem with other interviews floating on the internet.  One website, a God Among Directors, opens with a quote from Rodriguez: “Good luck with any dreams or ideas that you want to follow” (Rodriguez 1999,1).  In the Total Film Magazine interview posted on this website, Rodriguez responds to the question of what to do with a script once it is finished:

Assume you’ve finished your script and it’s good.  Shoot it on video first.  Get a camera, get your actors and instead of spending forever rehearsing, just go ahead and shoot it: each scene, one take, like a rough rehearsal…You’re gonna make mistakes so make them cheaply.  And when you’ve shot the film on video, show it around; don’t worry about shooting a ‘proper’ print.  That’s the problem with film schools: they’re not up with the times.  If I’d gone to film (school) I would have never known something like El Mariachi was possible.  In fact, I would have laughed at the idea and said it was impossible.  Don’t be told something is impossible.  There’s always a way. (Rodriguez 28 May 1999, 3)

This piece of advice expresses, it seems in every detail, the logic of bricolage, not only because it deals with the philosophical notion of ‘the proper’ in order to dispense with it, but also for the manner it which it performs that dispensation.  The impossible is a predicate that film schools are likely to put in front of your dreams, Rodriguez assesses, and he seems to count himself lucky that he didn’t go to film school.  As Freud came to assess every ‘no’ in the talking cure to be a ‘yes,’ so we might wonder if a similar dynamic is not at work in Rodriguez’s view of film school.  If so, Rodriguez’s sage advice is thrown into a conundrum, since, if nothing is impossible, then the impossible as a predicate he attaches to film schools is more imagined than real.  There is more than a little anxiety at work here, but Rodriguez’s current success in Hollywood demonstrates that he is learning to harness it in the service of his creative drives.

Robert Rodriguez shot the prototype for Desperado, El Mariachi, on about five thousand feet of film.  The Columbia logo that now opens for both films cost more than El Mariachi, quips Rodriguez in his director’s commentary to the DVD production.  The prototype is famous for its budget.  Rodriguez worked with a budget of seven thousand dollars to create what one critic called a movie miracle.  He and fellow cohort Peter Markquardt, who plays the part of Moco, the Anglo crime lord, sold their blood for science and together collected seven thousand dollars for their budget.  After Columbia bought the rights for El Mariachi, Rodriguez was given a seven million dollar budget and told to produce a film that looked like it was shot on thirty million.  El Mariachi was originally destined for the Spanish home video market, and the movie takes place all in Spanish.  Even Moco speaks perfect Spanish, if a little too measured.  Desperado was to compete with the summer action films of 1995 in an English market.  The language shift which El Mariachi undergoes underscores the economic advantage of the English language, the source of its prestige in economic power.  Spanish can tell the story but so can English and America fosters a monolingual English market.  Even contemporary French film making practices seem to be yielding to the monolingual English market. 

For Rodriguez, making Desperado on a seven million dollar budget helps him bring out more acutely the humorous character of the story line in El Mariachi. Indeed, this strain of humor not only characterizes both films but it is also the means through which the unconscious speaks.  In his commentary to the DVD movie, Rodriguez rues the fact that Sundance audiences did not get the humor and took the El Mariachi more seriously than it was meant to be.  The idea of a guy carrying a guitar case full of arms is supposed to be funny.  In El Mariachi, Azul carries a guitar case full of guns and knives.  When he walks into Moco’s bar, he orders a beer and the bartender starts to pull him a draft, but Azul quickly interjects, “En botella, güey.”—roughly, “in a bottle, dumbass.”  Azul’s preference is not unlike James Bond’s preference for martinis shaken not stirred.  But he’s there for business and he transacts it quickly, killing everyone except the bartender.  He walks out only to return shortly to drink the beer and pay for it.  In Desperado, Rodriguez reduplicates this scene, which is to say the audience gets to see two entrances and hence two over the top shoot-‘em ups—as if to insure that this element of humor in the core plot not escape the notice of his new American audience.  The bigger budget worked, though not in every respect.  Anthony Lane, who reviewed Desperado for The New Yorker, still didn’t get it, identifying both films with each almost point by point: “Desperado is, in essence, the same as El Mariachi, only louder” ( 11 September 1995, 94).  Nevertheless, it is interesting that Lane does present evidence that even if he didn’t get the humor of the action, other viewers on that day did: “When I saw the movie, people were drinking this stuff in as if it were something fresh and addictive in motion” (95).  Lane goes on to compare Desperado to  Sam Peckinpah’s Ride the High Country only to conclude that, “Desperado longs to feed off Peckinpah, but his memory shames it; he makes it look, well, desperate” (95).  The comparison is well-motivated insofar as both films represent the Western genre but more is also needed.  That is, presumably Lane would not shy away from reading the subtext of Peckinpah’s great film and yet this is what he chooses to do with Desperado.  For instance, Lane bemoans the fact that Rodriguez does not change the mise-en-scène in the remaking of El Mariachi  into Desperado.  He also faults the remake for its climax and inciting moment.  In the climax scene, the little boy, a figure for future mariachis, is shot.  For the inciting moment in the plot, Rodriguez opens Desperado with Steve Buscemi preparing the way for the new mariachi, Antonio Banderas, with an irony that parodies the selfsame processes of story telling and the construction of myth.  With respect to both observations, Lane sees only surface text:  “…the small boy who befriends the Mariachi really doesn’t deserve to be shot down in the street; and then there’s Steve Buscemi.  He has the straightforward task of playing a character called Buscemi” (Lane’s emphasis, 95).  These features of the plot invoke a subtext that has everything to do with the logic of bricolage.  As Rodriguez relates in the DVD director’s commentary, the mythic strokes with which Buscemi prepares the way of the new mariachi also evoke the mythic perceptions viewers had of El Mariachi--the awe and wonder over the conditions under which the film was made.  These conditions, of course, have principally to do with the low budget, but also include specific strategies Rodriguez adopted along the way in order to use film in the most productive way and enhance the prototype’s textuality.  As a product of Rodriguez’s pensée sauvage,  his mariachi, both old and new, is all at once a composite figure.  At the Cannes film festival, Antonio Banderas points to this aspect of the character:  “This is my first action movie.  It was a very interesting challenge for me.  I get to use a lot of body language—we tried to make him a little more than the average hero, a little bit bullfighter, a little dancer, some samurai” (Salem 25 August 1995, D1).  The cultural hybridity being brought to the screen evokes a new action hero and more but Lane does not see any occasion for reading a subtext into Desperado.  Thus, it is all the more interesting that Lane reads no subtext to the action hero since most of his kind words for the movie are reserved for Antonio: “The only thing that restores any calm to the proceeding is the presence of Banderas” (11 September 1995, 95).   

Since the violence Rodriguez brings to the screen is meant to be read more with humor in mind than realism, the departure from realism goes hand in hand with Rodriguez’s stylization of El Mariachi/Desperado in terms of influences that extend from John Woo to Sergio Leone.  These influences signal a division at the very heart of Rodriguez’s creative process.  Rodriguez does not want his audience to read El Mariachi, especially, in overly allegorical terms, but he does want us to laugh at his mariachi/desperado.  This ambivalence is my motivation for reading El Mariachi and Desperado in terms of a castration anxiety that belongs first to the young director and that I want to extend by implication to the American nation.  In the DVD director’s commentary, Rodriguez downplays or tries to forestall readings of El Mariachi that are overly allegorical.  He warns against reading too much into the turtle that crosses the path of el mariachi on his way into town.  The turtle just happened to appear on the day of filming.  As the mariachi walks along the highway, he times his steps so they coincide with the turtle’s arrival to the edge of the road.  The same goes for the coconut water stand that also makes its way into the movie.  In effect, Rodriguez does not help his wish to forestall such readings in his audience when he discusses the way props like a turtle on the middle of a desert highway became part of the movie.  The haphazard ways through which certain props get into the movie, or the decision to cut away frequently, or to shoot with a wide angle lens to avoid having to focus each sequence of frames—such strategies as Rodriguez discusses them in his DVD commentary refer to the work of the unconscious as an economy of representation indebted to absence, minimalism, and a low budget.  As the effects of the logic of bricolage, these strategies are more likely to support allegorical readings than not.  In a review for The New York Times, Janet Maslin comes close to naming the ambivalence Rodriguez holds toward the interpretation of El Mariachi and by implication its doppelgänger: “…Desperado wavers uneasily between myth making and parody…Desperado feels as much like a remake as a sequel, with similar elements holding it together (25 August 1995, C6).  Maslin is right to assert that both El Mariachi and Desperado are made from the same kind of material, which means that both films waver between myth and parody.  I would go one step further and say that the films parody the myth of the American Western and that the parody relates the subtext of castration anxiety in America.  

As a subtext, castration anxiety can be read in El Mariachi and Desperado through the revisions of the plot Rodriguez makes.  In El Mariachi, Rodriguez makes ample use of the unconscious in order to compress as much plot as possible into his film with the least amount of film.  A set of dream sequences function as anticipatory traces of the transformation the mariachi will undergo when he becomes a killer.  Rodriguez wants his audience to read these scenes as premonitions, thus inscribing in the unconscious a prophetic function.  However, the unconscious is incapable of telling the future.  Instead, we may read the prophetic function as delays to the scenes in which Rodriguez stages a castration anxiety that is not only his own as a young director proving himself to the Columbia executives but also stretches into America’s political unconscious.  But while Rodriguez develops a sense of humor about it, America appears reluctant to laugh.  In the dream sequences, twice el mariachi sees a disembodied head, twice he goes through a free standing door, twice he wakes up on a dusty street in the middle of the red light district to a white-hot sun.  A little boy appears bouncing a ball, which, when he rolls it towards the waking mariachi, transforms into a head.  In fact, it is the head of the director Robert Rodriguez, making a cameo, as he jokes in his commentary.  Rather than being premonitory, the dreams express a castration anxiety that by prior symbolic rights/rites belongs not only to Rodriguez but to American culture and politics as well.  On the one hand, Rodriguez has to prove himself to the power cartel of Columbia executives.  In fact, he is sure he can keep working in Hollywood if he gets Desperado right and it can bring in the right kind of money.  The head scene takes on the historical features of the subject who wants to make movies and represent illusion as reality, and vice versa.  This is a nail that Maslin hits squarely on the head when she says: “Progress can be a wonderful thing.  But it has its price, as Mr. Rodriguez knew when he acknowledged worries about being accused of sophomore slump in Rebel Without a Crew, his book-length account of being catapulted from no-budget film making into the film-festival fast lane” (25 August 1995, C6).   

Of course, beyond the contract with the studio, Rodriguez still just wants to tell a basic story and make a movie, like any other director.  This is why, on the other hand, to read a politically symbolic subtext into El Mariachi and Desperado, in effect, to see them as more than just action movies, it makes sense to take account of how through secondary revision the dream sequences of the one become the ideological plot of its other.  While filming the dream sequences for El Mariachi, Rodriguez recounts that the free-standing door made its way into the movie when he and Carlos Gallardo, el mariachi, are driving by it and on the spot decide to use it as a prop.  Similarly, the little boy appearing in these episodes makes it into the movie because he hangs around looking into the camera and drinks Rodriguez’ Gatorade.  For Desperado, in the equivalent role, the figure of the little boy is a much more calculated role.  The little boy not only stands for the desire to maintain cultural tradition in postmodern Mexican America, he also forms an Oedipal triangle with the new mariachi and Carolina, who will become an accomplice to the  mariachi, a killer like him.  Of course, the new mariachi, as mariachi, is under erasure in the sense that his chord hand has been shot through, thanks to the violent ending in El Mariachi, which gets a reprise in the opening of Desperado.  Herein, the two films are different from each other since the identity of the mariachi is no longer that of a musician but of a killer.  But a similar anxiety persists, which begins to be dramatized from the first time the new mariachi without a name meets the small boy that Anthony Lane thought did not deserve to get shot (11 September 1995, 95).  In this first encounter, the loss of the mariachi is painfully dramatized, if not mournfully.  His castrated hand cannot take the shape of even a simple chord, but he manages to give the boy his first lesson with the promise of others to come and the exhortation to practice.  The little boy expresses no doubt whatsoever that he will be a much better mariachi than his father who now only watches television.  Rodriguez uses these two characters to express a desire for cultural continuity, even if mainstream America doesn’t particularly care for it.  The difference in the treatment the figure of the little boy receives is thus highly significant for secondary revision.  In El Mariachi the dream sequences encode the figure of the little boy as a turn to the available means of production, a function of bricolage.  Rodriguez’s knack for using film as economically as possible deploys the logic of bricolage, as he compresses the plot with the dream sequences thus allowing for the most story with the least amount of film.  As he states in the director’s DVD commentary, the camera he used for filming was faulty, displaying only 350 feet of film when there were actually 400 feet.  The remaining 50 feet, which he calls phantom film, he used to film the dream sequences as part of an effort to use film as economically as possible.  Not only were the dream sequences filmed out of order, they were compiled haphazardly, and as he claims in the director’s DVD commentary, almost in a subconscious manner, though following Freud’s first topography of the mind, the pre-conscious would be a better term for this process.
 

In Desperado, the little boy who will grow up to be the next mariachi appears throughout the film, the figure giving the travails of el mariachi a purpose, a destiny, and to the plot a cohesion and coherence characteristic of the effects secondary revision has on a dream’s construction. It is in these acts of secondary revision that Rodriguez begins his parody of the American western hero.  The revision of the mariachi into a desperado is neither James Fenimore Cooper’s Natty Bumpo nor Owen Wister’s Virginian.  As John G. Cawelti argues, the one introduces into the Western American landscape a dialectic of nature and civilization, which is a symptom of the young nation’s expansionist designs (1976, 192-259).  And the other, Owen Wister’s Virginian, builds on that with a dialectic of East versus West.  In this dialectic, the hero comes to embody the manners and grace of Eastern culture at the same time that he is equipped to handle the wild West.  The mariachi-desperado resembles these quintessential American heroes in that he does embrace the necessity of violence when it crosses his path.  Where he differs from both, and in this Rodriguez’s parody of the Western genre is evident, is in the way he does not, like Cooper’s Leatherstocking opt for the solitary life, or like Wister’s Virginian, embrace a wallflower for a love interest.  The vector from East to West shifts from South to North in Rodriguez’s political parody.  To be sure, the vector from North to South is in place in the traditional American just for those occasions when a hero or a zero needs to escape to Mexico.  Rodriguez’s shift in the vector’s speed and direction gives fresh meaning to that phrase about heading for the border since the target of the parody is America’s castration anxiety.

Through a brilliant display of high action pyrotechnics, Desperado moves toward this  depiction of castration anxiety.  The dream sequences in El Mariachi, are thematically redistributed throughout Desperado while the high action tells its audience that this is only a movie and to sit back and enjoy it.  Rodriguez retains a mythical hero, true to the conventions of the Western genre, but the parody also tries to let the audience know not to take the action too seriously and read the plot, subtext and all, with some humor.  In the director’s commentary, Rodriguez without hesitation admits that guns are phallic toys, and he tries to get this humor across in both versions of his film.  Why America does not see Rodriguez’ humor in El Mariachi and why Desperado tends to be read as just another action movie with no subtext is part of the pathogenic nucleus that Anglo America shares with Mexican America, which also fetishizes white skin.
  I read Rodriguez’ experience with the production of these twin films as a symptom, a metonym, of America’s political desire to relegate to historical oblivion a Mexican contribution to the cultural life, Grundlage and Überbau, of the United States.
  Although America is more open than ever before to its multicultural past, this confrontation with reality has not been easy, giving rise to a history of struggle for representation on the part of a class of Americans variously called Mexicans, Mexican-Americans, Hispanics, Chicanos/Chicanas.  This class of American citizens and residents has always been Other to the nation we variously call the United States of America, or just the United States, or just America when we forget the rest of the Americas.  I am not implying that refusal to read a subtext in these two film is monolithic but there is a will to reduction, to see them as action films that simply take place in Mexico and nothing more, and in the worst case, as something less.  In an unabashed display of linguistic prejudice, Mark Steyn, writing for The Spectator, is vitriolic about the production value of El Mariachi/Desperado:

The plot and place are familiar from a zillion other films, not least El Mariachi, but Steve Martin’s Dead Men Don’t Wear Plaid skewers the genre in one deft exchange: a sleazebag in the bar sidles up to Martin and says, “Hey, meester, I geeve you five thousand dollars to leave theese steenking town”; and Martin replies, “Sorry.  To leave stinking towns, I charge ten thousand dollars and a smack on the lips from Carmen Miranda.  Here, we’re in a steenking town south of the border, into whose steenking bar wanders a pony-tailed stranger in a dark suit.  The bar falls silent, save for the jingling of Banderas’ spurs. “Choo keel drogg dillers,” gasps the girl.  Before he got into keeling drogg dillers, he made music on his geetar.  “Bott they keel thee woman I love,” he explains, and, in so doing, taught him an important lesson: “Ees easier to destroy than to create.” Ees also easier to be knowingly postmodern than to create.  This movie hasn’t a single genuine human impulse in it (10 February 1996, 42).  

As the review progresses, Steyn turns very bleak about the possibilities of postmodern aesthetics and sinks into a nostalgia for post World War II Cold War films and stars.  

But even critics who are more balanced about the high action in the two films are reluctant to take it out of its setting.  Reviewing Desperado for the Village Voice, Amy Taubin, praises the film for its style but cannot bring herself to read a subtext into the film, even as she recognizes the film’s parodic value:  “Desperado is also an editing tour de force, a marvel of comic timing, a festival of sight gags.  When it comes to hyperbolic, parodic violence, Rodriguez has absorbed the lessons of Sergio Leone and John Woo.  But Desperado is completely lacking in the allegorical underpinning that make Leone’s spaghetti westerns and Woo’s The Killer so absorbing”(29 August 1995, 56).  In his review, Roger Ebert was exuberant about the action and humor in El Mariachi, its evocation of “…pulp novels, old TV Westerns, and Victorian melodrama” (12 March 1993, 1).  The same materials in Desperado, however, disappoint him:  “Desperado takes place in the same small Mexican town as El Mariachi and loosely continues the same story … Rodriguez has a lively color sense, a good feel for composition and a willingness to put the camera anywhere it can possibly go … Now if he can harness that technical facility to a screenplay that’s more story than setup, he might really have something” (25 August 1995, 1).   On the psychoanalytic field I am treading, to read these twin films on the grounds of their mise-en-scène alone, disregarding a subtext is like saying that Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, or Picnic at Hanging Rock are movies about the Australian landscape. 

Rodriguez wants to make or produce an action film that parodies the Western genre  and he begins to do this with the traces he retains of the politics and history that tie Mexicans and Americans together.  In the first place, he has to find creative ways of steering Columbia executives away from casting a blonde in the female lead instead of Mexican actress Salma Hayek and in the title character, casting an Anglo rock guitarist instead of the original mariachi.  This is a great accomplishment on the part of Rodriguez because he gets to make his next movie on seven million. The first sign that Rodriguez will parody the Western comes when Buscemi comes into the Tarasco Bar and announces the coming of the desperado-mariachi, as played by Banderas, calling him, “The biggest Mexican he ever saw.” Strong stress on Mexican.  This act of story telling, through humor, would reclaim ‘Mexican’ from the lowly status to which Anglo America relegates it.  From the standpoint of sociolinguistics, this usage of the word ‘Mexican’ in the story Buscemi is telling about the coming of the mariachi puts a new light on the emotive value of the noun.  Rodriguez does not after all direct Buscemi to say that the desperado coming down the road is the biggest Hispanic he ever saw.  Rodriguez’s turn to this word, its mere enunciation, can be read with an archeology of language in mind and thus with respect to a history that goes straight into America’s pathogenic nucleus of racism.  While America has always had a guilty conscience over its history of Black slavery, less of one over its history of Indian removal, it has never repealed the ideology of Manifest Destiny, even though all of these are intricately tied together.
  John C. Calhoun, in his January 4th 1848 address to Congress, delivered in the shadow of the U.S.-Mexican War and at a time when Mexico is most vulnerable to the loss of all its lands, objects to Mexico’s complete annexation on the basis of a certain racial fear.  The presence of a mixed race in the United States, argues Calhoun, will ultimately undermine its political institutions: 

We have never dreamt of incorporating into our Union any but the Caucasian race—the free white race.  To incorporate Mexico, would be the very first instance of the kind of incorporating an Indian race; for more than half of the Mexicans are Indians, and the other is composed chiefly of mixed tribes.  I protest against such a Union as that! …Are we to associate with ourselves as equals, companions, and fellow citizens the Indians and mixed race of Mexico?  I should consider such a 

thing as fatal to our institutions (Anti-Imperialist 1984, 16-7).   

Through his fear of a mixed race that would topple white institutions, Calhoun expresses the sense in which Mexican America, in the broadest sense of this term, has been and continues to be Other to the United States.
  The United States was in a bind inasmuch as it wanted as much land as it could get but did not want the inhabitants that occupied it.  This attitude of alterity persists to the day in the United States albeit in different discursive terms, as when American capital finds itself in the curiously contradictory position of needing the labor but not wanting the laborer.  Presidents George W. Bush and Vicente Fox have recently worked together to acknowledge the contribution of a Mexican labor pool to the American economy.
  In this vein, it is interesting that the production of Desperado was in fact made a metaphor for NAFTA, to which Rodriguez responded with sharp and canny wit.  Jason Cohen, writing for Texas Monthly, put it this way:  

Because of the success of El Mariachi, a horde of international journalists visited the set, but the production also attracted its share of attention in Mexico.  One Mexican talk show even suggested that the collaborative Texas-Mexico effort make the film something of a metaphor for NAFTA.  Rodriguez countered that the metaphor applies to the film’s greedy, wasted, drug-controlled town—the post-NAFTA world, in some respects, Acuña’s busy streets and tourist-luring cantinas made for an apt stand in: “This is Acuña: Everything is For Sale,” read a sign in one downtown establishment (August 1995, 28).

Desperado evokes the U.S.-Mexico border as a zone of unequal free trade upon the desperado’s first entrance into Ciudad Acuña.  Rodriguez puts the camera low, practically at ground level, as the mariachi without a name crosses a busy street in front of a horse-drawn carriage and a ten-wheeler diesel.  The camera placement is reminiscent of Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane when he orders the floor boards of the set torn up so he could place the camera at ground level, making the elder Kane look like a Titan.  But the mariachi looks small, almost as if to connote the way free trade creates unequal effects at America’s southern border.  Hopefully the efforts begun by Bush and Fox to bring economic balance to sister cities like Ciudad Acuña and Del Rio, Tijuana and San Diego, et al, won’t be forgotten in the wake of September 11th.  As the United States seeks to build a world coalition against terrorism, it is bound to benefit from having neighbors with strong economies at both its northern and southern borders.     

I am not equating the taboo with the origin of racism.  As Freud contended, “Taboo prohibitions have no grounds and are of unknown origin” (Totem 1950,18), a point commensurable with the navel of the dream.  I draw the analogy because Calhoun’s political argument evokes the language of libido, in much the same way as Freud describes neurosis: 

In the form which it assumes, taboo very closely resembles the neurotic’s fear of touching, his ‘touching phobia’.  Now, in the case of the neurosis the prohibition invariably relates to a touching of a sexual kind, and psycho-analysis has shown that it is in general true that the instinctual forces that are diverted and displaced in neuroses have a sexual origin. (Totem 1950, 73)   

If we hear the hint of a taboo in Calhoun’s discourse, what Orson Welles might have called a touch of evil, it speaks out of an ambivalence or nuclear complex Freud correlated with obsessional neurosis. The recent events of American history indeed show that American institutions can be toppled.  

Rodriguez plays yet again in the terrain of libido with the ending of Desperado.  The Western hero traditionally rides out of town alone.  Witness Shane and Pale Rider as just two examples.  After saving the community, the hero’s job is to go and suffer somewhere else, redeem other spaces.  Desperado ends with Salma Hayek and Antonio Banderas, with the guitar case full of arms and weapons, driving off in their monster truck.  This move seems permanent and promises to replenish the pool of potential mariachis.  With this ending, Rodriguez is certainly not endorsing a lone individualist hero but a picture of heterosexual love.  Desperado’s heterosexual optimism toys with the myth of the lone hero, even to the point of being over-determined.  The box-office success of Spy Kids makes this abundantly clear.  El niño, the next mariachi, also promises to be better than his father.  Because the ending in Desperado displaces the traditional paradigm, the story is also about America’s own castration anxiety: the sense that the United States is being overrun by Latinos as well as the sense that it needs an English Only movement.  The traditional Western hero has no choice but to sleep alone out in the desert with his horse close by.  No chance for reproduction there. Again, following the parody model, we should laugh at this.  The sense of loss over the phallus in the United States, for instance, has been duly noted by the sociolinguist Joshua A Fishman.  Talking about the English Only movement in the United States, Fishman pinpoints what he takes to be the essence of the problem, a case of “wounded amour propre”(1992, 167).  Fishman goes on to document the fact that simply put, no single ethnic group fails to learn English.  Rodriguez certainly had no problem filming in English, since not only can it tell the story the same as Spanish, it is also the phallus, the language of economics and science, the language of prestige and power.  From a sociolinguistic standpoint, it is interesting that virtually no critic of Rodriguez’s twin films ever mentions the language shift the films underwent.  A movement such as English Only touches on America’s pathogenic nucleus and a film like Desperado registers the discharge of a symptom from it because it too needs to deal with the economic advantage of the English language.  Rodriguez plays with these American insecurities, guns and knives being for him like phallic toys, which he acknowledges with great humor and irony in the DVD director’s commentary.  Even in the high action we can see the parody.  At Rodriguez’s staging of the traditional showdown, one of the mariachis who ‘plays’ with the desperado, carries a guitar case full of rockets, one of which, at its firing, goes straight up because he takes a bullet that propels him backwards, and, coming straight back down, the rocket does him in.  

Secondary Revision and the Inessential

The original problem of Rodriguez’s mariachi is a case of mistaken identity.  While the bad guys think he’s the one carrying  a guitar full of guns and knives, the mariachi has only a guitar in his case.  The case of mistaken identity helps Azul at one point to escape death, though in the end he does get a bullet instead of his cut of the money, presumably from some big score on a drug run.  In Desperado, Rodriguez inverts the theme through his secondary revisions.  Instead of mistaken identity we have the theme of cultural identity in continuity, portrayed by the figure of the small boy who wants to grow up to be a mariachi.  Drug trafficking too is made a big part of Desperado’s secondary revision.  Viewers of the two movies should not forget however that the business of drugs is a conventional theme in both Mexican and American cinema.
  The current so-called war on drugs is a handy commonplace topic that can easily serve most any plot structure.  Behind the business of drugs is a de-formation of the mariachi’s original goal, to play guitar and sing like his antepasados, ancestors who were balladeers in their own times.  In Desperado, the themes of drugs and mistaken identity unite to add conflict to the plot when, having Bucho in his weapon’s sight, the mariachi refuses the hit.  It turns out that Bucho and the mariachi without a name are brothers and the stage is set for final confrontation between family members.  This final narrative suspense in Desperado mirrors the scene in El Mariachi where Moco shoots the mariachi’s chord hand.  Indeed, because Rodriguez splices El Mariachi and Desperado together with this scene, an uncanny effect follows, what makes it difficult to classify the latter as either a remake of or a sequel to the former.  Perhaps Rodriguez had something with the theme of mistaken identity.  The dream sequences especially may be read as attempts on the part of the nameless mariachi to recognize himself.  These attempts speak to the ‘ability’ of the subject of the unconscious always already to misrecognize itself.  

The revision the theme undergoes in Desperado allows the figure of the little boy to stand in for the desire for cultural continuity and identity.  This is a major revision of the theme of identity as categorial rather than categorical.  As the motives of secondary revision are activated, identity as a relation of one category to another category or to many other categories for that matter is neatly made into a suspect unity, and perhaps it is this that satisfies the censor that allows it to get through. As Freud explains, the phrase reminding the dreamer that it is only a dream, “… appears in the dream, when the censorship, which is never quite asleep, feels that it has been taken unawares by a dream which has already been allowed through” (Interpretation 1965, 527). Competing views of identity break through the censor, rendering it difficult to count the prototype as the latent content for its dopplegänger. Could it be then that the relationship between El Mariachi and Desperado accords more with the dynamics Freud associates with screen memories?  Screen memories, as Freud maintains, involve a replacement “… where the essential elements of an experience are represented in memory by the inessential elements of the same experience”(Collected Papers 1953, 52). For Freud, the replacement of the essential with the inessential involves the compromise struck by two opposing forces in the unconscious.  Where one force wants to depict an important memory, another finds this desire objectionable.  This is a tempting view of the two films because it projects Desperado as a kind of screen memory of El Mariachi. 

What the screen memory model brings into the picture is the need for a compromise to be struck between the competing views of identity projected by Rodriguez’s two movies.  Whatever compromise can be struck will be all the more compelling in the light of what Rodriguez says about the influence of Hong King action movie master John Woo:

When I saw my first John Woo movie, I thought, ‘Hey, I want to be Chinese.’  Not that they’re any different from me, it’s just the way he portrayed the heroism on screen.  They could have been green for all anyone cared.  And that’s what I want.  I want people who watch this movie to go, ‘Hey, I want to be Latino’ (qtd. in Salem 25 August 1995, D1).

We can only speculate as to what specific aspects in the portrayal of heroism awakened in Rodriguez the keen insight that identity is nothing essential, never a simple matter of either having or not having a certain ethnic trait.  But something in the hero’s portrayal provokes that ironic insight.  On screen, the hero can be Chinese or anything else, it doesn’t matter to Rodriguez.  The empty pronominal reference neutralizes any and all specificity attaching to ethnic identity. And yet it is just those ethnic features that provoke the neutralization through and in their stylization.  This situation of keeping at play precisely what is neutralized is typical of the situation of writing under erasure and is completely consonant with the logic of bricolage. The view of identity Rodriguez here expresses meshes well with the mechanisms that trigger a screen memory, provoking it through Nachträglichkeit.  This phenomenon and concept in the architecture of Freudian psychoanalysis is at once a referral to an earlier event in memory and a deferral inasmuch as the evoked memory represents an opportunity to react to the contents of the event being remembered.  As evoked memory, the event in question makes its way into the unfolding ‘now’ of the subject as a real effect, that is, as something that has undergone repression and now finds expression in the subject’s mind and body.
  Key to the phenomenon and concept of Nachträglichkeit is the sense of the real that is brought into the present for the subject.  I think that it is just this sense of the real that makes it difficult to distinguish the essential from the inessential in the content of the evoked memory and in the context of the evoking event of memory.  This difficulty is rigorously parallel to that one attending the primary-secondary distinction.  With respect to Rodriguez’s two films we have already seen that the inversion of the theme of identity makes it difficult to say which theme is the effect of a primary process and which added as secondary revision. In the screen memory model, the referral and deferral represent a repetition that reworks the thing remembered for its own current purposes and without the facility to know whether it is working with any sort of original material vouchsafed in and by the act of remembering.  This implies that in life as in the movies there is nothing inessential.  In sum, the problem is with the (idea of the) original and from all appearances this problem seems to occupy Rodriguez’s artistic unconscious, both on and off the screen. 

What compromise is left to be struck between identity as a category mistake and identity as categorical?  The contiguity of the two themes in El Mariachi and Desperado implies that we should at the very least substitute anew the two themes.  This operation of displacement would disallow any easy embrace of ethnic and cultural identity but also any easy dismissal of them.  Hopefully, Rodriguez’s twin films made a viewer or two want to be Latino or Latina!   Even the way the theme of drugs and drugs trafficking over-determines the plot in Desperado through secondary revision can lead us to ask certain precise questions about the censor.  Why do some things get through and not others?  What are the conditions for selection and combination?  What is the nature of the resistance? Hollywood is capable after all of producing movies that critique the administrative policies of the United States and Mexico when it comes to the issue of drugs.  The recent release of Traffic is a sign of both the generosity and subtlety of the censor.  At least Traffic makes the point that the issue of illegal drugs, their consumption and sale, needs to be tackled not by way of propaganda but by policies that address the issue in terms of the infrastructural impact the business of drugs has on local neighborhoods in both the United States and Mexico.  The fact that the average drug vendor looks to a three hundred percent markup would be among the infrastructural pressure points that need to be addressed.  Economic policies that address these issues concretely rather than with the rhetorics of fear and complaints concerning legal and illegal immigration into the United States are sorely needed in a time when Americans need their neighbors more than ever.

Side by side, these two films also yield a condensation of the themes of identity as mistaken and identity as immediate cultural presence.  Rodriguez does and does not care who or what fills the hero, so long as there is a hero and he gets to bring his cinematic fantasy to life on the screen.   While a few exceptions may exist, the Hollywood Western genre has not always been kind to Mexican-descended actors. On a general cultural level, both El Mariachi and Desperado depart from that tendency.  In Rodriguez’ cinematic universe, it would appear that everyone is a greaser, Anglo and Mexican alike, and this is funny, as the stereotypes are toyed with.   This strategy of making everyone equal is dictated by the economics of low-budget film-making as well as other general economic considerations even when you have a budget in the millions.  When you don’t have money to pay your actors you have to try to get the best performance out of them anyway.  When you do have money, you must rent them per diem at a flat rate for time of the contract, anywhere from two to seven days on the average in the making of Desperado.  When you want to work in Hollywood forever, you have to stay hungry and always deal creatively with the problems that come up during filming, so counsels Rodriguez in his director’s commentary.  It appears Rodriguez follows his own advice – he is the director producers all over Hollywood turn to when they want more movie for their buck, a point Cohen underscores in his Texas Monthly review of Desperado (August 1995, 29). Rodriguez is right to try to keep his hero away from mythological interpretations but he doesn’t help his case with his fine-tuned uses of bricolage, for example his method of using cut aways to save film and avoid synchronization problems.  Because he has keen ability to make anything and everything handy for the making of his film, Rodriguez has a fine working knowledge of the logic of bricolage, making him well-tuned to both his reality and pleasure principles in all aspects of production.  The condensation of themes is an index of Rodriguez’s desire to make movies.  There is nothing mythical about El Mariachi and Desperado, except the mode of production.    

It is possible I’m sure to over read El Mariachi and Desperado.  In this age of Empire however, this curious excess is likely to matter very little, measured against the death or disappearance of the author (Hardt and Negri 2000).  The performative contradiction declaring the author’s death or disappearance at the scene of writing or editing is no doubt at the root of this excess.  Language has a right to kill authors, but the performative contradiction has a right to bring them back!  If Desperado is a metaphor for NAFTA, what does Rodriguez’s revision of the American Western stand for?  On the premise that nothing is inessential, the revision is a reminder of the power that popular culture has to resist a civil society’s dominant political ideology.  Right now, at the border cities of El Paso, Texas and Ciudad, Juárez, Chihuahua, the lives of young Mexican women who come from rural Mexican towns to work in the city’s maquiladoras in order to support their families are at high risk.  At the last report, eight young women were found buried no more than 300 yards from the offices of the Association of Maquiladoras.  Between 1993 and 1999, fifty-seven bodies were uncovered in the same El Paso-Juárez area:  “Women’s groups have insisted that the number of women who disappeared had risen to more than 200, and they accused police of failing to investigate.  More than a dozen Juárez women disappeared this year alone, they say,” reports Julie Watson of the Associated Press (9 November 2001, B8).  In this light, Rodriguez’s optimistic ending means nothing at all to these disappeared women and very little to those at risk now of disappearing.  As such, Desperado would merely open a gap of representation between the reality of the disappeared women and the optimism portrayed on screen.  This gap cannot even begin closing until the labor pool NAFTA relies upon can attain better working conditions, negotiate salaries commensurate with the market, and feel safe in their commute to and from work.  At present, Rodriguez’s minor masterpiece and its doppelgänger are at least reminders from the realm of popular culture that not all disappearances are equal.

Postscript:  Once Upon a Time in Mexico, Global Republicanism, and the Real

The interview with Robert Rodriguez that comes with the DVD release of Once Upon a Time in Mexico underscores why El Mariachi, Desperado, and now, Once Upon a Time in Mexico are not action movies pure and simple.  In that interview Rodriguez credits Quentin Tarantino for emphasizing to him that the first two flicks call out for a complement in much the same way as Sergio Leone’s trilogy—A Fistful of Dollars, For a Few Dollars More, and The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly—form a narrative cycle of mythic proportions.  On that score, El Mariachi parallels A Fistful of Dollars, Desperado For A Few Dollars More, and Once Upon a Time in Mexico The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly.  Thus, the counterpart of the man with no name is the lone mariachi of mistaken identity. As the one makes a partnership with the bartender, so does the other, and from that partnership each emerges as Manco, the one lacking.  When each reappears, the one in For a Few Dollars More and the other in Desperado, each displays his lack by wearing a brace on his castrated hand.  Such castration anxiety persists as a plot parallel in both Once Upon a Time in Mexico and The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly.  The ending of The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly certainly encodes a power relation that says only one can exercise the phallus in the master’s house—especially if one reads Leone’s masterpiece as an allegory of Italian nationalist politics expressing the tensions between the industrial north and the agrarian south.  If Levi-Strauss is right to say that “Myth is the part of language where the formula traduttore, tradittore reaches its lowest truth value” (“Myth” 103), then Rodriguez’s repetition of the mythemes of the Western myth are significant not for what is conserved of the myth, since there is very little to betray in the repetition, but for what the repetition of the myth makes possible.  As Levi-Strauss argues, it is politics that today substitute for myth and this function is no doubt due myth’s dual nature, at once timeless and timely, historical and ahistorical, a part of langue and parole and yet distinct from both of these linguistic orders.  Levi-Strauss points to the French Revolution as a prime example of how mythic time makes everything appear possible in mundane linear time (“Myth” 103).  In a conception of postmodernity that encapsulates it as an age of political deficit, Once Upon a Time in Mexico is at once a sure sign that Rodriguez is getting his cut of the Hollywood gold, but it is also a reminder of Antonio Gramsci’s insistence in the power of popular culture to critique a civil society’s machinations to impose its hegemony.  No longer the rebel independent outside of Hollywood’s culture machine, Robert Rodriguez nonetheless seems bent on using the culture machine to hold out the possibility for a critical postmodernity.    

In a sweeping move of analytical reason, the critical and cultural theorists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri assemble the history that has elevated the United States to an imperial position in world politics today.  The United States, they argue, practices a mode of political sovereignty vis-à-vis the United Nations that is largely new.  In the form of the United Nations, the nations of the world ‘elect’ the United States to act as the executive nation over a global Empire whose antecedent would be the Roman Republic and Empire.  In Hardt and Negri’s assemblage, Empire represents in theory and practice a kind of global republicanism, a repetition of the republicanism the American nation innovates at its birthing through Revolution and the codification of the Constitution.  Inasmuch as the collapse of the former Soviet Union leaves the United States as the sole superpower after the end of the Cold War, free-market ideology and American liberal democracy now reign supreme as the processes of globalization homogenize the world under this new mode of political sovereignty called Empire.  More than ever, it looks like democratic government and free market ideological practices are being collapsed into an identity, as if there were no longer any need to differentiate between the two.  From all appearances, it is this global republicanism that Once Upon a Time in Mexico is registering in its post 9-11 plot structure.  

Rodriguez makes a showcase of castration anxiety in Once Upon a Time in Mexico through the sheer amount of disfigurement that takes place.  Geographical disfigurement transforms Mexico into a state of the global republic, with San Miguel de Allende as its capital. The ambiguity of the word ‘presidente’ also correlates with this geographical disfigurement, since unlike its English counterpart, ‘presidente’ refers to the chief of state whether at the national, state, or municipal levels of Mexican government.  Keeping with the logic of myth, the ambiguity of the word ‘presidente’ can also encompass a figure of state above the national level.  “Myth,” as Levi-Strauss maintains, “is a language, functioning on an especially high level where meaning succeeds practically at ‘taking off’ from the linguistic ground on which it keeps on rolling” (104).  The high level of functioning that the language of myth makes available implies that Mexico is the mise-en-scène upon which the mariachi and his new cohorts, Lorenzo and Fideo (read mexican pasta), fight the fight for a supranational global democracy against military dictatorship and capitalist sovereignty, the rule of the market in postmodernity.  Rodriguez’s geographical disfigurements keep closely to Hardt and Negri’s exposition of capitalist sovereignty as a force that gives rise to a new world a configuration: “Through the decentralization of production and the consolidation of the world market, the international divisions and flows of labor and capital have fractured and multiplied so that it is no longer possible to demarcate large geographical zones as center and periphery, North and South” (Empire 335).  Capitalist sovereignty means that as national boundaries decay so does the political sovereignty that individual nations have over those boundaries and the citizens living between those borderlines.  Rodriguez uses the drug trade as a mytheme for the ascendancy of capitalist sovereignty over the political sovereignty of nations.  The redeployment of the commonplace of the drug trade displays a potency not found in Desperado since in Once Upon a Time in Mexico he adds a touch of the real. 

Rodriguez lifts the story of Amado Carrillo Fuentes from the pages of recent history to put a gruesome face on the plot in Once Upon a Time in Mexico. Amado Carrillo Fuentes, drug lord of the Juárez cartel known to both his friends and foes as the Lord of the Skies, dies on an operation table in a Mexico City hospital in 1997 from heart failure after eight hours of plastic surgery and liposuction.  Rodriguez reproduces the same gruesome scene that Martha Brant describes writing for Newsweek: “his face was beyond recognition.  The tip of the nose looked like it had been snipped off.  The eyelids were purple with bruises and scarred by surgical incisions.  The chin had been reshaped with a surgical implant, sliced opened during an autopsy and hastily stitched back together with thick white thread” (July 21, 1997).  Rodriguez exploits all the details surrounding Carrillo’s life and death, all the way from his name, to his fame among Mexican folk in Sinaloa as a Robin Hood, to the possibility that he faked his death, to the structure and function of the organization he built.  Like the rumors surrounding Carrillo’s death,  Rodriguez’s Barillo fakes his death on an operation table.  Like Carrillo’s organization, Barillo too takes on the role of Robin Hood, buying homes and giving them to the poor, building a church, distributing food.  And like Carrillo, Barillo builds an organization of international scope powerful enough to challenge the ability of Mexico and the United States to patrol their mutual border. 

Writing for Texas Monthly, Robert Draper chronicles Carrillo’s rise to power in a way that seems a carbon copy of Hardt and Negri’s description of capitalist sovereignty.  For instance, their claim that capital erodes national boundaries applies as much to the operation of multinationals as to the drug cartels:  “The establishment of a global society of control that smooths over the striae of national boundaries goes hand in hand with the realization of the world market and the real subsumption of global society under capital” (332).  Draper reports with great detail the ingenuity and effectiveness of Carrillo’s organization at breaking down any and all boundaries between the sovereign nations of Mexico and the United States put up to stop the flow of drugs, the shipments from Colombia arriving into Mexico by land, sea, and air. (Dec 95).  Carrillo’s smooth running of his organization transported the shipment across the border through the Juárez-El Paso corridor with an efficiency that made him dear to the Colombian cartel:  “His value to the Colombians meant that the Lord of the Skies enjoyed sweetheart deals.  Frequently they would pay him 50 percent in cash and 50 percent in product—a huge boost in profit because Carrillo’s people could cut the pure cocaine and, in doing so, double or triple the dividend” (Texas Monthly).  This kind of cash nexus has had a tremendous impact on the border cities of Juárez and El Paso.  Journalists in Juárez refuse to report on the drug trade for fear of their lives, a clear case of the the power of the drug lord to control the minds and bodies of the citizens, who as Draper puts it, “are under no illusion as to who runs their plaza” (8).  El Paso, reports Draper, “enjoys a monthly cash surplus from $50 million to $70 million—meaning that upwards of half a billion dollars annually circulates through El Paso without actually being generated by its economy” (8).  The effects of the drug trade on a local zone such as the Juárez-El Paso corridor index the means with which Empire administers those local spaces for the optimal flow of capital and control of labor power.  Imperial administration, argue Hardt and Negri, is not a centralized activity or agency that one can point to in the form of a bureaucracy or bureacracies which find legitimacy in the nation-state.  That is, imperial administration over the flow of capital or the control of labor does not depend on the unity of a nation-state or the transcendence of its sovereign head, whether freely elected or not.  Rather, imperial adminsitration thrives on concrete differences in local spaces and aims to control both by conceiving each situation as a specific dynamic problem of control.  Thus, insuring that the El Paso-Juárez corridor remains profitable is a matter of controlling the twin cities’ governments by indirect means.  These means show their effects, for instance, when El Paso city officials credit the surplus cash to tourism, or a vibrant real estate market, or an increase in car sales or liquor sales.  On the Juárez side, the means of control have more visible effects since it is bullets that do the controlling as bodies keep turning up dead.  What is clear is that binational cooperation between the various law enforcement agencies is not enough to mitigate the rule the drug trade operationalizes. 

All of these empirical details concerning the drug trade turn up in Once Upon a Time in Mexico, though not exactly in the service of realism.  Instead, these empirical details serve to stage castration anxiety in the global republic.  I think it is safe to say that in Rodriguez’s tale of global democracy no one escapes castration.  The good, the bad, and the ugly in every permutation of the plotline comes away with the mark of Oedipus.  Even though in Rodriguez’s version of the Western myth, the Mexican is good and the American is ugly, the reversal has little effect on the truth value of the myth.  CIA agent Sands makes no bones about being a world cop and he thus represents a kind of executive function in the global republic.  In the architecture of the global republic that Hardt and Negri construct, the United States plays the role of world cop and the kind of political sovereignty it exercises is kin to the kind of power Sands arrogates for himself as he walks his beat.  His job, he tells the mariachi after he brings him out of retirement is to maintain the balance of power. That is, the balance Sands seeks in the postmodern global republic is one where the United States can exercise its Imperial sovereignty unimpeded, even if it has to rig the game.  Sands has no qualms with the ideological practice of rigging the game, as audiences can see in the bullfight scene where he orders Cucúy, the devil, to send an electrical shock to the matador at the moment the bull rushes.  Sands wins his bets and with this dirty money he can pay for the dirty deeds he needs done in order to insure the balance of power in the postmodern global republic.  Sands wields his executive power, however, not simply to support mixed government but to insure the easy flow of capital—into his pockets.  Having been in cahoots with Mexican federal agent Ajedrez, Sands already represents a corruption of the executive function.  Their collaboration indicates that she too represents a corruption of the global republic’s executive function.  Add to this that she is Barillo’s daughter and this spells twice the corruption, once in her relation to a corrupt executive and again in her relation to corrupt capital.  In the theory of mixed government from which Hardt and Negri extract the constitution of the postmodern global republic, the various branches of government check and balance each other, as each represents a sector of the civil society; “to monarchy belong the union and force, to aristocracy the land and the army, and to the bourgeoisie the city and money” (315).  However, in the global republic the various branches of government no longer operate as pure functions but as hybridities.  This accounts for Sands’ role as a hybrid of executive, capital, and democracy, since he manipulates all three.  Sands specializes in revolution, which he likens to a giant enema, since as he says, “sometimes a revolution is what is needed to clean up the system.”  Throughout, using cell phones to keep everyone in network, Sands is quite adept at manipulating everyone else by making each one of them confront a real trauma.  He manipulates the mariachi to take up the cause of democracy by reminding him that General Márquez killed Carolina and their daughter.  He goads retired FBI agent Jorge Ramirez to go after Barillo by reminding him of the torture his partner underwent at the hands of Barillo’s surgeon and the fact that he could not save him.  And when Cucúy hesitates at his orders, Sands asks him whether he is a Mexican  or a Mexican’t. It is not an overstatement to say that Johnny Depp as Sands steals the show.  Sands does not foresee that Ajedrez will betray him nor even that she is Barillo’s daughter. When he thus undergoes disfigurement in the classical Oedipal sense at the hands of Barillo’s surgeon for having seen what he shouldn’t have—that Barillo is still hanging around—he steps out into the mayhem of the revolution he has helped along.  It is thus fitting that he attends the classical showdown as a blind gunfighter.  The staging of the gunfight also circles back to Rodriguez and a confrontation with his own real in the Lacanian sense.

The Lacanian real as that which resists symbolization can be read in Rodriguez’s Once Upon a Time in Mexico in the vision of democracy he puts forth.  Plotlines converge in the moment of revolution as FBI agent Ramirez confronts Barillo and he and the mariachi kill take him down; the mariachi kills General Márquez foiling the coup d’etat; Sands survives the showdown against Left Nut and his partner, as well as against Ajedrez.  As the dust settles, it is Sands, Ramirez, the mariachi, Lorenzo and Fideo, and el presidente who are left standing.  But it’s how they are left standing that connotes the real in Rodriguez’s film.  Sands looks more exhausted as if from a soccer match rather than from the bullet he takes in the showdown and the drill to his eyes, and despite his lack of eyes he still catches the cell phone Ramirez tosses him.  Lorenzo and Fideo walk in opposite directions with every pocket stuffed with money.  A limosine, with Italian flags, comes by to pick up el presidente who is wearing the mariachi’s coat and Rodriguez’s characteristic head bandana.  And the mariachi himself walks towards the camera wearing el presidente’s coat and presidential sash, which he kisses reverently. Wearing each other’s coats, el mariachi and el presidente are intersubstitutable.  Sands and Ramirez form a model of ironic interagency cooperation.  Lorenzo can stop prostituting himself for a while and Fideo has plenty of money to keep in drink for a long time.  The symbolic resolution to all the plotlines recalls Louis Althusser’s account of ideology.  “What is represented in ideology is,” he maintains, “not the system of the real relations which govern the existence of individuals, but the imaginary relation of those individuals to the real relations in which they live” (296).  The ideology driving the symbolic resolution here represents a function of the imaginary.  Rodriguez rescues the executive function of global republican government, i.e. gives us a typical Hollywood happy ending.  This ending is a constrastive mytheme to the ending of The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly in which Leone leaves the audience with no ambiguity about the rule of capital and technology.  Tuco stands precariously on a cemetery cross, his neck in a noose, while Blondie shoots at the rope from quite a distance.  The audience knows that Tuco the ugly mexican is il brutto, and indeed the ending is brutal.  Rodriguez’s optimistic ending represses the brutality of capital.  The desire to work in Hollywood blinds him to the possibility of betraying the myth of American optimism and even the Western myth.  While it isn’t possible to conflate the Lacanian real with the Althusserian formulation of ideology, I do want to proceed on the hypothesis that both of these systematic senses have the signifier of history at their intersection.  What Rodriguez’s desire as a filmmaker cannot treat directly is the history of Mexico and the United States.  This history remains unsymbolizabe as a real ideological effect of interpellation.  Rodriguez’s myth of democracy on the global stage can only repeat the commonplaces sanctioned by the ideological state apparatus.  America needs to imagine the history of Mexico and the United States as if it were a matter of liberal republican democracy moving into virgin spaces and of course Hollywood has long been willing to supply that demand.  Hence, Rodriguez can only deposit the traces of this history but never really capitalize on it for the purpose of transforming the Western myth, in a sense, for the purpose of betraying it.  This is a difficult tangle for him since too much real history can have real effects on the size of profit margins and hence on his career.  John Lee Hancock’s The Alamo not so grand showing at the box office attests to the fact that America wants heroes not history for their entertainment.

Nevetheless, I want to maintain that the value of the postmodern work of art is not in mimesis but in dissemination.  The work of art should disseminate the subject of ideology, facilitating the play of signs into every realm of culture.  At the height of the revolution in Once Upon a Time in Mexico, for instance, a character Rodriguez names pistolera cries into the camera, Cabrones, viva Mexico y la democracia!  This figure alludes to all the soldaderas of the Mexican revolution who fought against the tyranny and corruption of the Porfiriato.  Further dissemination also brings into view the pre-1848 history contesting the official history of the ideological state apparatus in the United States that says American democracy is exceptional.  This supplementary history contests Frederick Jackson Turner’s thesis that the United States frontier created a unique American character.  Before the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, representative government already had a history in Mexico’s Far North. Historian David J. Weber juxtaposes these histories of American and Mexican experiments with democracy to construct an argument that complicates Turner’s thesis: “…it seems clear that the overall tendency in the Mexican era was to bring the Mexican frontier closer to the American frontier, not only physically, but also in the sense that northern Mexico’s political institutions were becoming more representative, its economic structure more capitalistic, its settlers more independent from the Church and military” (282).  If these two nations represent mirrors to each other, Rodriguez’s optimistic ending is perhaps a reflection of that history.  But it is a glaring reflection to the extent that the optimism is blind to the imperialism of the American nation as well as to the mockery that Mexico’s Institutional Revolutionary Party has made of representative democracy.  I also read much of the humor in Once Upon A Time in Mexico under the light thrown by dissemination.  Barillo’s piano lesson is a case in point.  It is well-known to sociolinguists and educators that speakers of Spanish tend to practice liaison between word-final segments, either consonant or vowel, with word-initial vowels, yielding the stigmatized Spanish accent in English.  When Barillo asks the piano teacher what it takes to play the piano with feeling, the teacher responds by saying:  “If the soul is pure, the music will be pure.  And if the soul is not pure?” asks Barillo. “Then one has to practice como la chingada/like a mother-fucker” responds the teacher in vernacular Mexican Spanish.  This much displeases Barillo, who orders Billy Chambers to “get this condescendin+gas out of here.”  When we consider that Sands considers himself a specialist in enema-revolutions, and that he has to do an anal probe on Belini to get the information he needs out of him, afterwards saying, “you’re about a quart low,” we can be sure that, following the relation of jokes to the unconscious, the scatalogical humor is a displacement of something real.         
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� Claude Levi-Strauss’ discusses  the logic of bricolage in The Savage Mind (1962) in this way: “..in our own time the ‘bricoleur’ is still someone who works with his hands and uses devious means compared to those of the craftsman.  The characteristic feature of mythical thought is that it expresses itself by means of a heterogeneous repertoire which, even if extensive, is nevertheless limited.  It has to use this repertoire, however, whatever the task in hand because it has nothing else at its disposal.  Mythical thought is therefore a kind of intellectual ‘bricolage’—which explains the relation between the two” (16-17).  The making of both movies demonstrates Rodriguez’ talent for enhancing his story with the available odds and ends that appeared along the way.  Levi-Strauss goes one to say that in the completion of a task the bricoleur “… always puts something of himself into it” (21).  It seems that on this criterion alone, Rodriguez indeed showed himself to be a bricoleur par excellence.  See Derrida’s influential essay “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences” in The Structuralist Controversy (1970) for a full discussion of the ramifications of the logic of bricolage for the philosophy of language, literary and cultural studies, and other domains of inquiry where the social act of writing is a necessary instrument.    


� J. Laplanche and J.-B. Pontallis, entry on primary and secondary processes.  As primary process is kin to the pleasure principle and the nuclear unconscious, so secondary process is kin to the reality principle and secondary revision. 


� See Elisabeth Roudinesco for a historical exposition. The turn from saying to showing. 


� See David Harvey, The Limits of Capital. 


�  The Interpretation of Dreams pp. 571-611.


� See Martha Menchaca (2001) for an extended treatment of the caste systems based on skin color forming Latino/a and Mexican cultures. 


� See Manuel G. Gonzalez (1999) for a history of Mexican contributions to the American economy 


� The Anti-Imperialist Reader


� I refer here to Americo Paredes use of the term Greater Mexico.  


� See Francisco L. Rivera-Batiz (2000).  Who provides an empirical study of the contribution of illegal immigrants to California’s economic base.  The study iluminates what I am saying about the shift in discursive mode in the attitutde of alterity, from desiring the land but not its inhabitants to needing the labor but not desiring the laborer’s presence.  


� See Charles Ramirez-Berg (date)


� I rely on Laplanche and Pontalis for a working definition of deferred action or nachträglichkeit.  Derrida’s (1978 “Freud and the Scene of Writing,” seems to have become the locus classicus for an exegesis and deconstruction of Nachträglichkeit in Freud.  Rainer Nägele (1987) is also especially useful, as he gives a correlation of this concept-phenomenon with Lacan’s three order of experience, the real, the imaginary, the symbolic.  With respect to a deferred action, it seems as if some memory-event in the present activates a past memory-event but in no linear way: the revived past is brought into the present on the basis of the subject’s sense of the real where it has an impact in the unfolding symbolic order via the mediation of the subject’s imaginary relation to itself.  This process can only be held to be linear if it is willfully interpreted as a form of determinism.  Rodriguez’s two films make enigmatic the model of the line in its everydayness just because it is easy to call the doppelgänger as much a remake as a sequel.  Certainly the critics’ language encodes this ambiguity.  


� For an exposition of how Lacan situates the work of the real in his return to Freud, I rely on Bruce Fink (1995, 2004).
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