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COLUMBUS & COMPANY: 
T H E CONQUEST OF T H E AMERICAS ACCORDING 

TO T H E MOVIES 

Andrds Undrt 

I listorical Films and Reality 
H i s t o r i c a l f i lms ref lect t h e m e n t a l i t y o f a c e r t a in n a t i o n and society , s h o w i n g specific 
att i tudes t o w a r d s t h e h i s t o r i c a l even t dep i c t ed i n t h e m o v i e . S i m i l a r t o the case o f 
c o n v e n t i o n a l h i s t o r i c a l sources i t is essent ia l f o r t h e researcher (and also f o r t h e 
v iewer) t o be able t o a p p r o a c h the m a t e r i a l w i t h appropr i a t e c r i t i c i s m a n d t o decide 
w h e t h e r the g i v e n a u d i o v i s u a l d o c u m e n t h o l d s any h i s t o r i c a l va lue . H o w e v e r , filmic 
stories c a n n o t be t rea ted as t r u e r e f l e c t ions o f t h e p e r i o d a n d t h e events r ep re sen ted 
i n these f i lms are m e r e sub jec t ive i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f h i s t o r i c a l facts. S o m e h i s t o r i c a l 
f i lms exaggerate t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f ce r t a in detai ls o r f igures , o t h e r s t rea t rea l events 
quite freely , w h i l e a coup l e o f f i l m m a k e r s s i m p l y fa l s i fy facts. 

A c c o r d i n g t o t h e F r e n c h film h i s t o r i a n M a r c F e r r o , i t is i m p o s s i b l e t o " w r i t e " h i s 
t o r y genu ine l y w i t h f i l m s . T h e f i l m m a k e r , e v e n i f he aspires t o be au then t i c , is f o r c e d 
t o r e i n t e r p r e t t h e ex i s t i ng a n d cod i f i ed v i s i o n s o f t h e h i s to r i an s , b u t he a lso adds h i s 
pe r sona l p o i n t o f v i e w t o i t . N e v e r t h e l e s s , th i s does n o t m e a n t h a t f i lms c a n n o t he lp 
us i n m a p p i n g t h e past , says F e r r o (162—163). T h e pe r sona l i t y , t h e p o l i t i c a l v i e w s , t h e 
k n o w l e d g e , a n d the i m p l i c i t o r exp l i c i t i n t e n t i o n s o f the f i l m m a k e r , as w e l l as t h e so
cial a n d po l i t i c a l c i rcumstances o f a g i v e n f i l m , a l l h ave d i rec t i n f l u e n c e o v e r t h e r e 
p r e sen t a t i on . T h e d i r e c to r sor t s o u t , emphas i ses , and conceals s o m e f r agment s o f h i s 
t o r y ; t h e r e f o r e , i t is ind i spensab le t o eva luate any film and t o n o t accept u n c o n d i t i o n 
ally w h a t w e see o n t h e screen. ( I t is a qu i t e c o m p l e x q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r r ep re sen t a t ions 
o f h i s t o r y s h o u l d appear t o be t rue . ) P i e r r e S o r l i n says t h a t t h e screen does n o t s h o w 
us t h e w a y t h e w o r l d is , b u t i t displays w h a t peop le t h i n k o f t h e w o r l d i n a ce r t a in age 
(33). T h i s s t a t emen t is a l so r e l evan t t o t r a d i t i o n a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y because h i s t o r i c a l 
f i lms usua l l y ref lect t h e p e r i o d w h e n t h e film was s h o t a n d n o t t h e o n e t h a t i t r e 
presents . A f i l m usua l l y expla ins t h e p r e v a i l i n g a t t i tude(s ) t o w a r d s t h e n a t i o n a l o r 
f o r e i g n h i s t o r y o f a society , and i t a lso s h o w s us w h a t t h e c r ew t h o u g h t t o be i m 
p o r t a n t t o s h o w o r i m p o r t a n t t o disclose o r m o d i f y , t each ing v i ewe r s i n t e r e s t i n g 
p o i n t s a b o u t t h e p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e past a n d t h a t o f t h e present . 

T h e conques t o f t h e A m e r i c a s is o n e o f t h o s e h i s t o r i c a l events a b o u t w h i c h severa l 
coun t r i e s have c ra f t ed t h e i r o w n i m p r e s s i o n , j u d g e m e n t and approach , i n accordance 
w i t h t h e na t ion ' s r o l e i n the n e w c o n t i n e n t d u r i n g a n d a f te r the a r r i v a l o f C h r i s t o p h e r 
C o l u m b u s . T h e l i t e r a r y a n d filmic r ep re sen t a t ions o f t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t figures a n d 
events ind ica te t h e p r o d u c e r n a t i on ' s and t h e time per iod ' s genera l a t t i t ude t o w a r d s 
the t o p i c . 
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International Representations of Christopher Columbus 
T h e m o s t f a m o u s exp lo r e r o f the A m e r i c a s , also t h e o f f i c i a l d i s covere r o f the New-
W o r l d ( se t t ing aside the p r e v i o u s a r r i v a l o f t h e V i k i n g s a n d o t h e r peop les ) , C h r i s t o 
p h e r C o l u m b u s has been t h e l ead ing o r s u p p o r t i n g character o f a great n u m b e r o f 
films s h o t is v a r i o u s coun t r i e s . B e i n g t h e f i r s t and t h e m o s t n o t a b l e d i scovere r i n the 
N e w W o r l d , h is popular i ty- has n o t been o v e r s h a d o w e d b y o t h e r conqu i s t ador s , al
t h o u g h his pe r sona l i t y , b ehav io r , and ac t ions r e m a i n c o n t r o v e r s i a l . D e p e n d i n g o n the 
c o u n t r y tha t p r o d u c e d the film, C o l u m b u s was dep ic ted as an excep t iona l h e r o w h o 
carr ied o u t s o m e t h i n g e x t r a o r d i n a r y , an everyday sa i lor , w h o s i m p l y l o s t h is w a y and 
d i scovered t h e n e w c o n t i n e n t by m i s t a k e , o r a b l o o d t h i r s t y , merc i less E u r o p e a n , w h o 
f o u n d pleasure i n sub juga t ing a n d s l aughte r ing masses o f i n n o c e n t i nd i genous peoples 
i n t h e n e w w o r l d . A m o n g these d i f f e r e n t approaches , f i l m m a k e r s usua l l y m a k e use o f 
t h e h e r o i c t r e a t m e n t o f t h e f a m o u s and i n f a m o u s G e n o v e s e seaman. T h e posit ive, at
titude has i ts o w n scales: f o r examp le , the Span i sh n a t i o n regarded C o l u m b u s as one 
o f i t s o w n (despite h i m be ing I t a l i a n by b i r t h ) , and so he was r e c k o n e d t o be t h e u l t i 
m a t e Span i sh n a t i o n a l h e r o i n the p e r i o d o f t h e n a t i o n a l i s t d i c t a to r sh ip o f Franc i sco 
F r a n c o . 

T h e earl iest m o t i o n p i c t u r e a b o u t t h i s key figure was t h e f i r s t s h o r t f i l m o f the 
F r e n c h d i r e c to r V i n c e n t L o r a n t - H e i l b r o n n , Christopher Columbus (Christophe Colomb), 
s h o t i n his h o m e c o u n t r y i n 1904 . T e n years later , a n o t h e r F r e n c h p r o d u c t i o n were 
screened, th i s t i m e i n c o - p r o d u c t i o n w i t h Spa in : G e r a r d Bourgeo i s ' s The Ufe of Chris
topher Columbus (Ta vie de Christophe Colomb, 1917) . B o t h f i l m s t o l d t h e s to r y o f the 
I t a l i a n nav i g a to r f o l l o w i n g t h e w e l l - k n o w n b iograph ie s t h a t h a d been w r i t t e n o n h i m 
c o n c e r n i n g his c h i l d h o o d , t h e p r epa r a t i ons f o r t h e voyage , the first e n c o u n t e r w i t h 
the i n d i g e n o u s peoples , a n d I i i s l i f e a n d dea th af ter t h e d i scovery . T h e qua l i t y o f B o u r 
geois's f i l m bears c o m p a r i s o n w i t h the qua l i t y o f t h e s i l ent m o v i e s o f t h e 1910s ( w i t h 
t h e t w o p r o d u c i n g coun t r i e s be ing able t o p r o v i d e necessary f inanc i a l s u p p o r t ) . A n 
o t h e r i n t e r e s t i n g ear ly e x amp l e is t h e G e r m a n Christopher Columbus (Christoph Columbus, 
1922 ) , d i rec ted by t h e H u n g a r i a n Márton Gara s , a f i l m t h a t i gnore s t h e h i s t o r i c a l facts 
a n d treats events w i t h r e m a r k a b l e f r e e d o m (Páván 44 , España 190) a n d a n in te res t ing 
fact he re is t h a t i n t h e cast a n d the c r e w o f th i s film w e can find severa l H u n g a r i a n 
ac tors . I n t h e s i l en t era t h e U n i t e d States a lso m a d e t w o f i l m s a b o u t th is seaman, 
C o l i n Campbe l l ' s The Coming of Columbus (1912) and E d w i n L . H o l l y w o o d ' s Christopher 
Columbus ( 1923) . I n t h e l a t t e r m o t i o n p i c t u r e , w h i c h was c o m m i s s i o n e d by Y a l e U n i 
v e r s i t y as pa r t o f t h e Chronicles of America series and was adapted f r o m the b o o k w r i t 
t e n b y I r v i n g B e r d i n e R i c h m a n , apar t f r o m o t h e r c o n t e m p o r a r y adapta t ions , the 
ear l ier d i scoverers ( the V i k i n g s and As i an s ) are also a c k n o w l e d g e d ( M u n d e n 140) . 

M e x i c o ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e d i scovery m o v i e s s ta r ted w i t h t h e f i l m e n t i t l e d Christo
pher Columbus, a lso k n o w n as The Greatness of America (Cristóbal Colón / Ta grandeva de 
América, 1943 ) , d i r ec ted byjosé Díaz M o r a l e s . T h e f i l m ' s a p p r o a c h t o C o l u m b u s con
f o r m s t o t h e a t t i t ude o f t h e ear l ier s i l ent v e r s i ons b o t h i n f o r m a n d c o n t e n t t h o u g h 
D i a z M o r a l e s ' p i c t u r e lacks so l i d h i s t o r i c a l f o u n d a t i o n . I n th i s film, t h e explorer 's 
exp l i c i t p u r p o s e is t o d i scover a n e w w o r l d . T h i s is t h e s u p r e m e goa l o f h i s heroic 
m i s s i o n , b u t i t is w e l l - k n o w n t h a t C o l u m b u s first h a d n o idea o f h a v i n g d iscovered 
a n e w c o n t i n e n t . I n th i s m o v i e , t h e m e m b e r s o f t h e C o u n c i l o f Sa lamanca l augh at the 



f H E C O N Q U E S T O F T H E A M E R I C A S A C C O R D I N G T O T H E M O V I E S 115 

pro tagon i s t w h e n he argues t h a t t h e E a r t h is r o u n d , b u t i n rea l i t y t h i s c o u n c i l h a d n o 
p r o b l e m w i t h the spher i c i t y o f the E a r t h , a l t h o u g h they h a d ser ious d o u b t s a b o u t the 
re l iabi l i ty o f C o l u m b u s ' s geograph ica l t heo r i e s . B o t h M e x i c a n a n d f o r e i g n cr i t ics dis
agreed o n the e v a l u a t i o n o f th i s e x p l o r e r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n i n th i s film: w h i l e t h e Span i sh 
critics, u n d e r t h e i n f l u e n c e o f t h e F r a n c o r eg ime , saw i t as p a r t o f t h e " B l a c k L e g e n d " 
( embody ing the c o l l e c t i o n o f nega t ive s tereotypes a b o u t t h e Span i sh n a t i o n as ru th le s s 
co lon ize r ) , i n M e x i c o t h e film was p r o m o t e d as a ce l eb r a t i on o f the H i s p a n i c her i tage 
(España 190) . 

O n e o f t h e m o s t i n t e r e s t i n g b u t also po l i t i c a l l y c o m m i t t e d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h e 
discover) ' o f A m e r i c a was made i n t h e d i c t a to r i a l Spa in . I n G e n e r a l F r a n c i s c o F r anco ' s 
coun t r y , films a n d film p o l i c y h a d a cruc ia l r o l e a n d m o v i e s a b o u t t h e na t ion ' s past 
and presen t w e r e r e q u i r e d t o ad jus t t o the regime's i deo log i ca l g u i d i n g pr inc ip l e s 
(Lénárt 2015 ) . M o r e o v e r , C h r i s t o p h e r C o l u m b u s h a d a n a d d i t i o n a l i m p o r t a n c e f o r the 
Spanish Caudillo: i n 1948 F r a n c o c o n f e r r e d h i m s e l f t h e title o f " A d m i r a l o f Cas t i l l e " 
i n the f r i a rv o f L a Rábida (Pa los de la F r o n t e r a , A n d a l u s i a ) , w h e r e C o l u m b u s had 
spent t w o years b e f o r e M s voyage . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e B r i t i s h h i s t o r i a n P a u l P r e s t o n , 
w i t h th i s act F r a n c o assigned h i m s e l f t h e title o f t h e C o l u m b u s o f t h e 2 0 t h c e n t u r y 
(152). A t the e n d o f t h e 1940s , t h e I n s t i t u t e o f H i s p a n i c C u l t u r e c o m m i s s i o n e d th e 
p r o d u c t i o n o f rea l " n a t i o n a l " m o v i e s i n o r d e r t o acqua int t h e pub l i c w i t h t h e g l o r i o u s 
m o m e n t s o f the Span i sh h i s t o r y . I n 1 9 5 1 , t h e regime's f a v o r i t e filmmaker, Juan de 
Orduña, had the pr iv i l ege t o d i rec t o n e o f t h e m o s t s y m b o l i c p ropaganda m o v i e s o f 
the d i c t a to r sh ip , The Dawn of America (Alba de America), w h i c h presents the l i f e o f C o 
l u m b u s f r o m his sec lus ion i n t h e a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d A n d a l u s i a n m o n a s t e r y t o his ar
r iva l i n t h e N e w W o r l d . T h i s film was a response t o t h e B r i t i s h Christopher Columbus 
( D a v i d M a c D o n a l d , 1949) , i n w h i c h C o l u m b u s appears n o t as a h e r o , b u t as a m o r e 
comp lex character w h o lacks se l f -conf idence . A c c o r d i n g t o Orduña, the B r i t i s h f i l m 
h u m i l i a t e d the Span i sh n a t i o n a n d past w i t h v a r i o u s c o n t r o v e r s i a l e l ements a n d scenes 
( for example , t h e C a t h o l i c m o n a r c h s appear as r i d i cu lous figures, C o l u m b u s slaps 
K i n g Fe rd inand ' s face, Q u e e n Isabel la is m a d e t o l o o k d o w n o n he r peop le , etc.) . T h e 
Spanish g o v e r n m e n t shared th i s o p i n i o n , and , as a resu l t , A d m i r a l L u i s C a r r e r o 
B l anco , w h o was F r anco ' s c o n f i d a n t , t o o k t h e lead and asked th e I n s t i t u t e o f H i s p a n i c 
Cu l t u r e t o f i n d the adequate sc r ip t t o s t r a i gh t en t h e d i spu te ( accord ing t o r u m o r s , 
Car re ro B l a n c o h i m s e l f p e n n e d the screenplay) (Cas t ro , 296 ) . T h e r e su l t was an i d e o 
logical ly perfect , b u t a t r u l y b o r i n g and a n excessively s e n t i m e n t a l film. 

A c c o r d i n g t o The Dawn of America's Q u e e n Isabel la , t h e d i scovery o f A m e r i c a was 
enabled b y the p a t r i o t i c ac t iv i t y o f t h e supe r i o r H i s p a n i c race, w h i c h spread c iv i l i za 
t i o n t o a n o t h e r c o n t i n e n t , w i t h rhe C a t h o l i c r e l i g i on and the Span i sh language as d i e 
t w o basic b o n d s t h a t t i e t oge the r Spa in a n d the n e w c o n t i n e n t , so A m e r i c a is seen as 
the e x t e n s i o n o f t h e H i s p a n i c c i v i l i z a t i o n and t h e n o t i o n o f Hispanidad (a k i n d o f 
metaphys ica l exposu re o f t h e H i s p a n i c consc iousness , t oge the r w i t h i t s cu l t u r a l , t r a d i 
t i ona l , h i s t o r i c a n d l ingu i s t i c layers) . C o l u m b u s , despite b e i n g I t a l i a n , becomes i n t h i s 
film in t eg r a l pa r t o f t h e Span i sh n a t i o n and Span i sh e m p i r e : he even c la ims t h a t h i s 
n e w h o m e is Cast i le . H e also declares tha t , a f ter the R e c o n q u e s t o f Spa in f r o m th e 
M o o r s has c o m e t o an e n d i n 1492 ( i n o n e scene e v e n C o l u m b u s h i m s e l f takes p a r t 
i n the r econques t o f G r a n a d a , w h i c h is an i m p e r t i n e n t f a l s i f i c a t ion o f t r u e , d o c u -
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m e n r e d h i s t o r i c a l facts) , Spa in has b e c o m e u n i t e d again, b u t t h e c iv i l i zed w o r l d still 
needs sp i r i t u a l r e i n f o r c e m e n t . T h i s m o v i e i m p l i e s t h a t G o d chose Cast i le t o accom
p l i s h the m i s s i o n o f e s t abksh ing con tac t w i t h t h i s u n k n o w n pa r t o f t h e E a r t h and 
C o l u m b u s was des ignated i n th is process as an i m p o r t a n t i n t e r m e d i a r y . T h e r e f o r e , i n 
t h e m o v i e , e xp lo r e r s w e r e n o t a t t rac ted by t h e treasures o f the N e w W o r l d , they just 
w a n t e d t o spread C h r i s t i a n i t y and t h e i r c i v i l i z a t i o n by p r o t e c t i n g t h e i n n o c e n t souls 
o f t h e i n d i g e n o u s peoples . 

G u i d e d b y d i v i n e p r o v i d e n c e , C o l u m b u s ar r ives i n A m e r i c a , and th e f i l m con
cludes at th i s m o m e n t m a k i n g n o m e n t i o n o f t h e a f t e rwards nega t ive consequences 
( f o r e x amp l e t h e dep reda t ions a n d massacres c o m m i t t e d by t h e E u r o p e a n s ) . T h e 
w h o l e f i l m is t hus t h e u l t i m a t e m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f t h e reg ime 's " i m p e r i a l w i l l , " o f the 
Span i sh n a t i o n a l C a t h o l i c i s m and Cas t i l i an t r a d i t i o n s . I n th i s c o n t e x t , C h r i s t o p h e r C o 
l u m b u s becomes t h e messenger a n d the r epre sen ta t i ve o f these ideals. T h i s f i l m re
ce ived u n c o n d i t i o n a l f inanc i a l s u p p o r t f r o m t h e F r a n c o r eg ime , b u t t h e v i ewer s got 
t i r e d o f t h e h i s t o r i c a l f i l m s w i t h o v e r t p r o p a g a n d i s t ^ messages, a n d The Dawn of Amer
ica fa i led t o l i v e u p i ts b o x - o f f i c e expec ta t ions . 

B e f o r e t h e 1990s, C o l u m b u s was p re sen t i n v a r i o u s films as a secondary character 
o f m i n o r i m p o r t a n c e . I n t h e a n t i - N a z i p ropaganda Are We Civilised? ( E d w i n Careve, 
1934 ) , a n o v e r t aud iov i sua l a t tack against E u r o p e a n t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m s a n d d i c t a to r sh ip - , 
h e appears i n a tableau a m o n g v a r i o u s he roes f r o m th e h i s t o r y o f m a n k i n d , w h i l e i n 
t h e m u s i c a l Where Do We Go from Here? ( G r e g o r y R a t o f f , 1945 , w i t h lyr ics w r i t t e n by 
I r a G e r s h w i n ) , a genie tr ies t o send the m a i n character i n t o t h e S econd W o r l d W a r , 
b u t by m i s t a k e he re locates h i m t o o t h e r h i s t o r i c a l pe r iods ( l ike t h e f lagship o f C o l u m 
bus , w h e r e t h e characters p e r f o r m a spectacular l n i n i - o p e r a ) . 

T h e 5 0 0 t h ann ive r sa ry o f t h e d i s cove ry o f A m e r i c a i n 1992 gave a b o o s t t o the 
f i l m o g r a p h y o f t h e C o l u m b u s - t h e m e d p r o d u c t i o n s . T h e B r i t i s h Cany on ... comedy 
series, qu i t e p o p u l a r especial ly i n E u r o p e a n c o u n t r i e s , p r o d u c e d i ts last fea ture film 
u n d e r t h e t ide Cany on Columbus d i rec ted by G e r a l d T h o m a s . Cr i t i c s and v i ewe r s insist 
t h a t th i s is t h e w o r s t ep i sode o f t h e f ranch ise ; s o m e e v e n say t h a t i t is o n e o f the 
w o r s t B r i t i s h m o v i e s ever made . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e a u t h o r o f t h e series' gu idebook : 
"Columbus, at best , is a w e a k pas t iche o f t h e la ter f i l m s . A t w o r s t , i t is a h o r r i b l y du l l 
a n d u n f u n n y m e s s " ( C a m p b e l l 136—137). F r o m t h e same year , a special m e n t i o n is 
due f o r t h e 26 episodes Japanese- I ta l i an a n i m e The Man Was from Spain ( F u m i o K u -
r o k a w a ) a n d t h e G e r m a n a n i m a t i o n The Magic Voyage ( M i c h a e l S c h o e m a n n ) . 

A d d i t i o n a l l y , i n the e m b l e m a t i c year o f 1992 , t w o m o t i o n p i c tu res w e r e also made 
a b o u t C o l u m b u s t h a t are qu i t e w e l l - k n o w n a l l o v e r t h e w o r l d . J o h n G l e n ' s Christopher 
Columbus: The Discovery a n d R i d l e y Scott ' s 1492: Conquest of Paradise are b o t h c o n t r o v e r 
sial m o v i e s (especial ly t h e first o n e ) , b u t t o d a y t h e y are genera l l y regarded as t h e o f f : 
c ia l C o l u m b u s t r i bu t e s . T h e y c o n t e n d e d w i t h each o t h e r t o capt ivate t h e audience, b u t 
n e i t h e r o f t h e m became a b o x - o f f i c e h i t . T h e weakes t e l e m e n t o f b o t h films was the 
p r o t a g o n i s t : i n o n e o f t h e m , t h e I t a l i a n C h r i s t o p h e r C o l u m b u s , i n sendee o f t h e Span
i s h m o n a r c h s , was p layed u n c o n v i n c i n g l y b y t h e G r e e k - F r e n c h ac tor Georges C o r -
raface; i n t h e o t h e r film, he was e m b o d i e d b y t h e F r e n c h G e r a r d D e p a r d i e u ( i ron ica l l y 
also a R u s s i a n c i t i z en since 2 0 1 3 ) , w h o spoke E n g l i s h w i t h a t e r r i b l e accent. F u r t h e r 
m o r e , t h e g loba l l y w i d e audience was v i s ib l e less i n t e r e s t ed i n these f i l m i c adventures 
t h a n o t h e r films tha t came o u t t h a t year. 
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Christopher Columbus: The Discovery, based o n a screenplay c o - w r i t t e n by M a r i o P u z o 
au thor o f The Godfather), fa i l ed especial ly due t o i t s mi scas t ing . T h i s f i l m i c p ro j e c t was 

f i r s t o f f e r e d t o R i d l e y Sco t t , b u t he t u r n e d i t d o w n i n o r d e r t o take o n th e o t h e r C o -
lumbus m o v i e ( M a t h e w s 1992 ) . I n case o f t h e s u p p o r t i n g ro les , th i s film was even 
m o r e d isas trous t h a n Scott ' s m o v i e . K i n g F e r d i n a n d was p layed by T o m Sel leck, i n 
a w a r tha t c o n v i n c e d n o o n e t h a t he c o u l d ru l e a k i n g d o m . N o t su rpr i s ing l y a n d as a 
consequence, he w o n t h e G o l d e n Ra spbe r r y A w a r d as W o r s t S u p p o r t i n g A c t o r o f t h e 
Year i n 1993 , w h i l e t h e film rece ived a l toge the r six n o m i n a t i o n s f o r ' w o r s t ' categories 
(Razzie A w a r d s h o m e p a g e 1992) . M a r l o n B r a n d o , p l a y ing t h e r o l e o f t h e i n q u i s i t o r 
Tomás de T o r q u e m a d a , also de l i ve red o n e o f t h e w o r s t p e r f o r m a n c e s o f his career. 
Glen ' s C o l u m b u s lacks deep cha r ac t e r i z a t i on despi te t h e fact t h a t he seems t o be a 
real adven tu re r , a k i n d o f I n d i a n a Jones o f t h e p e r i o d , w h o seeks n e w chal lenges. A s 
a consequence o f t h e film's f inanc i a l d i sas t rous o u t c o m e , t h e p roduce r s I l y a and 
A l exande r S a l k i n d e v e n g o t i n t o a legal su i t against each o t h e r f o r t h e breach o f 
contract , f r a u d a n d r acke tee r ing ( B r e n n a n 1993 ) , a n d t h e i r career as p roduce r s sank 
i n o b l i v i o n a l o n g w i t h t h e i r film, w h i l e t h e fate o f Christopher Columbus: The Discovery 
was t o p r o v o k e o n e o f t h e m o s t f a m o u s scandals a n d fa i lu res o f H o l l y w o o d i n t h e 
1990s. 

W i t h 1492: Conquest of Paradise, t h e d i r e c t o r R i d l e y S c o t t and th e w r i t e r R o s a l y n e 
B o s c h w a n t e d t o p o r t r a y C o l u m b u s i n a w a y t h a t d i d n o t p r e v i o u s l y m e e t any p r e 
concept ions . S c o t t c l a imed tha t " [h ]e was a v i s i o n a r y and he was ce r t a in l y a m a n w i t h 
a conscience. B u t m o s t o f a l l , he was a m a n o f his t i m e s , a n d t h e times w e r e d i f 
f e ren t" , w h i l e B o s c h added: " F o r a l o n g time the r e was t h e cliché o f the h e r o [...] a n d 
n o w I ' m afra id t h e r e is t h e cliché o f genoc ide . T h e t r u t h is i n be tween . H e w a s n o t 
Cor te s , he was an exp lo re r . H e i m p o s e d h i s v i e w once he g o t he re , b u t t o b l a m e h i m 
fo r t h e massacres t h a t f o l l o w e d is l i ke b l a m i n g C h r i s t f o r the I n q u i s i t i o n " ( i n M a t h e w s 
1992) . I n fact, Scott ' s C o l u m b u s d o u b t e d w h e t h e r t h e i nd i g enous peop l e w i l l b ene f i t 
f r o m the a r r i v a l o f t h e E u r o p e a n c i v i l i z a t i o n ; a n d w h i l e i t is unden i ab l e t h a t b o t h t h e 
p h o t o g r a p h y a n d the m u s i c ( c o m p o s e d b y Vange l i s ) o f t h e f i l m are f l a t t e r ing , i t is a lso 
clear t h a t t h e creators sacrif iced t h e a u t h e n t i c i t y i n exchange f o r m e r e g r and io s i t y a n d 
sensa t iona l i sm. 

S o m e T V p r o d u c t i o n s have l i k ew i s e p u t C o l u m b u s i n t o a cen t r a l r o l e . T h e s e w e r e 
the B B C ' s The Man with the Cloak Full of Holes ( W . P . L i p s c o m b , 1946) and Bye Bye 
Columbus (Peter Ba rnes , 1991 ) , t h e W e s t G e r m a n Christopher Columbus or The Discovery 
of the Americas [Christoph Kolumbus oder Die Entedeckung Amerikas, H e l m u t Káutner, 
1969) a longs ide t w o F r e n c h p r o d u c t i o n s u n d e r t h e same title, Christoher Columbus 
{Christophe Colomb, P i e r r e Cavassi las, 1975 a n d J e an -Pau l Carrére, 1976) . M o r e o v e r , i t 
is w o r t h m e n t i o n i n g t w o t e l e v i s i o n min i - s e r i e s t h a t focused the i r s to r y l i n e o n th i s 
cent ra l character t h a t ga ined p o p u l a r i t y i n s o m e parts o f t h e w o r l d . S o m e h i s to r i an s 
say t h a t t h e Span i sh - I t a l i an Christopher Columbus {Cristóbal Colón, V i t t o r i o C o t t a f a v i , 
1967) is t h e best b iog raph i ca l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e exp lo r e r ( P a y a n 46 ) , w h i l e t h e 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l reproduction Christopher Columbus ( A l b e r t o La t tuada , 1985) was regarded 
as t h e m o s t p o p u l a r series a m o n g the audience, u n d o u b t e d l y due t o i ts o u t s t a n d i n g 
cast ( G a b r i e l B y r n e , M a x V o n S y d o w , O l i v e r Reed , E l i W a l l a c h , Faye D u n a w a y ) , 
despite i ts h i s to r i c a l inaccuracies a n d i ts m e d i o c r e mise-en-scene. 
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Other Aspects and Figures of the Conquest 
T h e discover} ' ' and t he conques t o f A m e r i c a d i d n o t e n d w i t h C o l u m b u s ; man 1 , ' other 
adven tu r e r s a n d conqu i s t ador s m a d e the i r o w n c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o i n t r o d u c e E u r o p e a n 
c i v i l i z a t i o n i n t o t h e A m e r i c a n c o n t i n e n t , a l t h o u g h t h e i r i n t e r v e n t i o n o f t e n had un 
pleasant o r e v e n tragic consequences . 

Su rp r i s ing l y , t h e conques t o f t h e N e w W o r l d t h a t coinc ides w i t h t h e b i r t h o f the 
A m e r i c a n m y t h d id n o t i n sp i r e a great n u m b e r o f films i n t h e U n i t e d States. Some 
film h i s t o r i a n s exp l a in th i s as the r e su l t o f H o l l y w o o d ' s m o r a l a n d c o m m e r c i a l cen
so r sh ip , a ccord ing t o w h i c h the i r m o v i e s h a d t o s h o w respect f o r a l l re l ig ions and 
c o u n t r i e s . B y dea l ing w i t h t h e t o p i c o f t h e d i scover ies , d i r ec to r s h a d t o t o u c h u p o n 
s o m e e l emen t s o f t h e B l a c k L e g e n d , and th i s t h r e a t ened the we l l - e s t ab l i shed m o r a l 
p o l i c y (España 203 ) . N e v e r t h e l e s s , s o m e f i lms clear ly d e m o n s t r a t e d t h a t t h e encount
er b e t w e e n E u r o p e a n s a n d the i nd i g enous peoples m i g h t e n d i n a tragic o u t c o m e . 

F o r e x amp l e , The Roja/ Hunt of the Sun ( I r v i n g L e r n e r , 1969) , based o n Peter 
Schaffer ' s thea t r e play, narra tes t h e tragic consequences o f t h e c o n q u i s t a d o r Francisco 
P i z a r r o ' s a r r i v a l i n t h e I n c a Atahua lpa ' s e m p i r e . O n e o f t h e f i lm ' s o f f i c i a l m o v i e 
pos te r s te l ls us qu i t e a l o t a b o u t t h e n a t u r e o f t h e conques t w i t h t h e f o l l o w i n g lines: 
" T h e B i r t h o f a H e r o . T h e D e a t h o f an E m p i r e . T h e A d v e n t u r e o f a L i f e t i m e . I n 
v a d i n g t h e K i n g d o m o f G o l d w i t h j u s t 167 m e n , P i z a r r o c o n q u e r e d an e m p i r e o f 12 
m i l l i o n Incas — a n d changed the course o f h i s t o r y . " A l t h o u g h th e f i l m resembles a 
thea t r i c a l p r o d u c t i o n m o r e t h a n a h i s t o r i c a l m o v i e ( C h r i s t o p h e r P l u m m e r ' s p e r f o r m 
ance as A t a h u a l p a especial ly lacks a u t h e n t i c i t y o n t h e b i g screen) , i t o f f e r s an overv i ew 
o n H o l l y w o o d ' s a t t i t ude t o w a r d s t h e a r r i v a l o f t h e c i v i l i z a t i o n i n t h e l a n d o f the 
( seeming ly barbar ic ) N a t i v e s . T h i s c lash o f cu l tures is t h e m a i n t o p i c o f Cec i l B . D e 
M i l l e ' s s i l en t film, The Woman God Forgot ( 1917 ) , a l t h o u g h i n a n abso lu te l y roman t i c 
w a y : i n th i s fiction film, t h e A z t e c k i n g M o c t e z u m a ' s daughter fal ls i n l o v e w i t h one 
o f t h e Span i sh soldiers w h o serves i n Hernán Cortés' a r m y , and , as a r e su l t she helps 
c o n q u e r o r s i nvade and occupy h e r people 's e m p i r e . M o r e i m p o r t a n t a n d o f better 
qua l i t y is H e n r y K i n g ' s Captain from Castile ( 1947 ) . I n th i s f i l m , a Span i sh adventurer 
(p layed b y T y r o n e P o w e r ) j o i n s t h e M e x i c a n e x p e d i t i o n l ed by Hernán Cortés, where 
h e becomes pa r t o f i n t r i gue s , schemes , a n d l o v e af fa i rs . T h i s f i l m is a rea l except ion 
t o t h e r u l e o f m o r a l censor sh ip : i t n o t o n l y describes t h e h o r r o r s o f t h e Span i sh I n 
q u i s i t i o n a n d the b l i n d re l i g ious f ana t i c i sm o f C h r i s t i a n i t y , b u t a lso gives us a negative 
d e p i c t i o n o f Cortés, w h o is l ed b y h is t h i r s t f o r g o l d a n d b l o o d . A l t h o u g h th e film 
does n o t i n c l u d e t h e m o s t v i o l e n t par ts o f S a m u e l Shel labarger 's b o o k , i t s t i l l shows 
a l e s s - than -pos i t i ve p o r t r a i t o f t h e ' c i v i l i z ed ' E u r o p e a n s , so it 's n o t a surpr i se t h a t this 
f i l m was b a n n e d i n Span i sh c inemas (Payan 52 ) . N e v e r t h e l e s s , d i r e c to r H e n r y K i n g 
gave the i m p r e s s i o n t h a t Chr i s t i an i t y 1 c o u l d be eva lua ted i n a d o u b l e m a n n e r , depend
i n g o n w h e t h e r t h e phys i ca l e x e r t i o n o f C h r i s t i a n pr inc ip l e s appeared u n d e r E u r o p e a n 
( tha t is , c iv i l i zed) c i rcumstances , o r b y m e r e l y i m p o s i n g o f o t h e r c i v i l i z a t i on ' s rules o n 
the 'barbar ic ' A m e r i c a . A n A z t e c e v e n declares i n t h e film: " M a y b e y o u r G o d and 
m i n e are t h e same." A c c o r d i n g t o f i l m h i s t o r i a n Ra f a e l de España, "Captainfrom Castile 
is a clear d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f t h e ideo log i ca l c o n f u s i o n o f H o l l y w o o d i n case o f H i s 
pan ic A m e r i c a n top ics , a n d he lps t o u n d e r s t a n d w h y t h e y have t rea ted t h e p e r i o d o f 
t h e conques t i n a qu i t e sporad ic m a n n e r " (205) . 
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O n e o f the m o s t character i s t ic f igures o f t h e N e w G e r m a n C i n e m a , W e r n e r H e r -
z 0 g , has an i n d i v i d u a l w a y o f l o o k i n g at d i e t o p i c t h a t ensures t h a t h is f i l m s s h o u l d 
occupy a special place a m o n g v i s i o n a r y p r o d u c t i o n s . A s such , Aguirre, the Wrath of God 
•^Agidrre, derZorn Gottes, 1972) can be regarded as o n e o f h i s m o s t e m b l e m a t i c films, 
according t o t h e s to r y , af ter h a v i n g defeated t h e Incas , o n e o f t h e conqu i s t ado r s o f 
p iza r ro . L o p e de A g u i r r e leads a g r o u p o f so ld iers t h r o u g h t h e A m a z o n i a n jung l e i n 
search o f E l D o r a d o , t h e m y t h i c a l c i ty o f g o l d . T h e g ro te sque a t m o s p h e r e o f m a d 
ness, a l i ena t ion , re l i g ious f ana t i c i sm , h u m a n f r a i l t y , a n d m o r a l decay is c o m b i n e d w i t h 
true aesthetic va lue , p r e s e n t i n g a da rk b u t a lso su r r ea l v i s i o n o f t h e per iod ' s S o u t h 
Amer i ca and the r o l e o f the conqu i s t ado r s . T h e s t o r y is l oose l y based o n t h e d ia ry o f 
Gaspar de Carva j a l , a Span i sh D o m i n i c a n m i s s i o n a r y , b u t H e r z o g ' s film is a p e r s o n a l 
arid imag ina t i v e v i e w t h a t c rea t ive ly c o m b i n e s rea l i ty w i t h fiction. I t usua l l y does n o t 
show any respect f o r t h e h i s t o r i c a l facts. K l a u s K i n k i ' s p e r f o r m a n c e i n t h e title r o l e 
is shock ing and a s ton i sh ing ; t h e actor 's unpred i c t ab l e pe r sona l i t y a n d erra t ic b e h a v i o r 
f o r m a u n i q u e s y m b i o s i s w i t h t h e s u f f o c a t i n g a t m o s p h e r e , th i s s h o w i n g an a l m o s t 
genuine pa r a l l e l i sm w i t h t h e rea l Agu i r r e ' s l i f e (Wa l l e r 5 5 - 5 9 ) . L o p e D e A g u i r r e and 
the search f o r t h e c i t y o f g o l d happens t o be t h e cen t r a l t o p i c o f Ca r lo s Sauras's El 
Dorado (1988) as w e l l , w h i c h i n t h e 1980s , h e l d t h e r e c o r d o f b e i n g t h e m o s t expens ive 
Spanish f i l m . T h e legendary Span i sh d i r e c to r m a d e use o f v a r i o u s n o v e l s , h i s t o r i c a l 
accounts, and c o n t e m p o r a r y chron ic l e s i n o r d e r t o recreate an au then t i c s to ry . Saura's 
Agu i r r e is a se l f i sh and c rue l fighter m o t i v a t e d o n l y by h i s desire f o r ga in . T h e film 
also depicts t h e merc i less Span i sh conqu i s t ado r s t r a m p l i n g o n each o t h e r as c i r c u m 
stances r equ i r e i t . I n t h e 1940s a n d 1950s , t h e F r a n c o i s t reg ime 's in te l l ec tua l s yea rned 
t o ove r - r epre sen t t h e g l o r i o u s m i s s i o n o f t h e H i s p a n i c race. A s a c o n t e m p o r a r y film 
j o u r n a l stated: " [ T ] h e epic D i s c o v e r y , t h e C o n q u e s t , the presence o f Spa in o n th e c o n 
t inent , are unden i ab l e sources f o r t h e Span i sh m o v i e s . B u t o f al l these aspects, t h e 
m o r e i m p o r t a n t va lue is the c r e a t i o n o f t h e m i x e d b l o o d , t h e c r e a t i o n o f a n e w race, 
the o r i g i n o f t h e A m e r i c a n m a n , s o n o f a n I n d i a n w o m a n and a Span i sh m a n [ . . . ] " 
(Serrano de O s m a 10—11). B u t t h e a u t h o r i t i e s w e r e aware o f h o w d i f f i c u l t i t was t o 
rebu i ld t h e c o m m o n past w i t h o u t p r o v o k i n g an imos i t i e s i n t h e r e l evan t coun t r i e s 
(España 196) . 

T h e L a t i n - A m e r i c a n c o n t r i b u t i o n t o th i s t o p i c t ended t o concen t r a t e o n th e a r r i v a l 
o f the E u r o p e a n s i n cer ta in reg ions o f L a t i n A m e r i c a b y e m p h a s i z i n g t h e i r d i r ec t and 
immed i a t e in f luence . T h e A r g e n t i n e Villa Rica del Espíritu Santo, a lso k n o w n as The 
Caravel of the Illusion {Villa Rica del Espíritu Santo / Ea carabela de la ilusión, B e n i t o P e r o j o , 
1945) s h o w s the f i r s t steps o f t h e co lon i z e r s a n d a Span i sh w o m a n , w h o struggle t o 
establ ish a n e w h o m e i n A m e r i c a , w h i l e The Araucaniad (Ea araucana, J u l i o C o l l , 1971 ) , 
i n sp i r ed b y A l o n s o de Erc i l l a ' s f a m o u s epic p o e m a b o u t t h e conques t o f C h i l e , nar 
rates t h e e n c o u n t e r o f t h e M a p u c h e - A r a u c a n i a n I n d i a n s w i t h t h e ru th le s s conqu i s t a 
dor , P e d r o de V a l d i v i a . T h e M e x i c a n The Other Conquest (Ea otra conquista, Sa lvador 
Carrasco, 1998) depicts , t h r o u g h the c o n f l i c t o f a Span i sh f r i a r and th e i l l e g i t ima t e s o n 
o f M o c t e z u m a , t h e ways i n w h i c h t h e A z t e c peop le su f f e red t h e so-cal led t h e ' o t h e r 
conquest ' , w h i c h was a sp i r i t u a l o n e , s h o w i n g t h e i m p o s i t i o n o f the n e w c u l t u r e a n d 
r e l i g ion o n the t r a d i t i o n s o f t h e N a t i v e s . I n t h e film, s o m e A z t e c s u r v i v o r s seek t o o p -



pose t h e E u r o p e a n s ' o v e r w h e l m i n g t akeove r , b u t i t is clear t h a t t h e i r desperate resist
ance w i l l be b r u t a l l y suppressed. 

Bes ides C o l u m b u s , also o t h e r no t ab l e Span i sh exp lo r e r s deserved representa t ion 
i n m o t i o n p i c tu res . A l v a r N u n e z Cabeza de V a c a , w h o was t h e cen t r a l f igure o f Ca
bera de Vaca (Nicolás Echevarría, 1991) , f o r examp l e , was o n e o f t h e f e w su rv i vo r s o f 
t h e Narváez e x p e d i t i o n (a tragic j o u r n e y o f e x p l o r a t i o n i n F l o r i d a i n 1527) . H e go t i n 
t o u c h w i t h t h e N a t i v e A m e r i c a n s , b e f r i e n d e d t h e m , a d o p t e d s o m e o f t h e i r t r ad i t ions , 
a n d la ter e m b a r k e d o n a n e w m i s s i o n , th i s time t o w a r d s t h e i n n e r r eg ions o f M e x i c o . 
V a s c o Núñez de B a l b o a , t h e f i r s t E u r o p e a n w h o s e e x p e d i t i o n reached the Pacific 
O c e a n t h r o u g h t he I s t h m u s o f P a n a m a , appeared i n t h e Span i sh The Conquistadors of 
the Pacific (Los conquistadores del Pacífico, José María E l o r r i e t a , 1963 ) . A l t h o u g h th i s film 
was s h o t d u r i n g t h e F r a n c o i s t d i c t a t o r s h i p , i n t h e 1960s Span i sh m o v i e s w e r e re l ieved 
o f t h e f o r m e r , severe ideo log i ca l b u r d e n due t o a less r i g o r o u s film po l i cy ; the re fore , 
E l o r r i e t a ' s f i l m c o u l d concen t r a t e o n Núñez de Ba lboa ' s adven tu re s . 

A s a c lo s ing i t e m , I w o u l d l i k e t o shed s o m e l i g h t o n m a k e a S p a n i s h f i l m f r o m 
2 0 1 0 , Even the Rain (También la lluvia, d i r ec ted b y Icíar B o l l a i n ) , w h i c h bu i lds a real 
v i s u a l br idge b e t w e e n the past and t h e present . I t is a film w i t h i n a film, focus ing o n 
a g r o u p o f f i l m m a k e r s w h o adapt a s t o r y a b o u t C h r i s t o p h e r C o l u m b u s i n B o l i v i a . T h e 
s h o o t i n g o f t h e film takes place d u r i n g t h e C o c h a b a m b a p ro t e s t s o f 2 0 0 0 (also called 
as t h e W a t e r W a r i n B o l i v i a ) lead against t h e p r i v a t i z a t i o n o f a l o c a l w a t e r supp ly c o m 
pany , w h i c h affects t h e film crew's w e l l - p l a n n e d schedule a n d the e m p l o y m e n t o f the 
loca l actors a n d extras . I t becomes clear t h a t t h e s i t u a t i o n o f N a t i v e A m e r i c a n s is n o t 
v e r y d i f f e r e n t t o d a y since o t h e r b u t qu i t e s im i l a r forces d e t e r m i n e t h e i r fate : p r ev i 
ous l y t h e w h i t e c o n q u e r o r s t h r e a t ened t h e i r f u t u r e ; nowaday s i n t e r n a t i o n a l co rpora 
tions w a n t t o depr ive t h e m o f t h e i r w a t e r supply . T h e f i l m m a k e r s ' s t o r y a b o u t C o 
l u m b u s gains he re v a r i o u s levels o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; t h e i r a p p r o a c h t o t h e conquest 
finds d iverse m e t a p h o r s i n t h e c i rcumstances o f t h e s h o o t i n g o f t h e film, even by 
d r a w i n g a para l l e l b e t w e e n the consequences o f t h e a r r i v a l o f t h e c o n q u e r o r s (slavery 
a n d c o l o n i z a t i o n ) a n d t h e present ' s n e o l i b e r a l e c o n o m i c po l i cy . B o l l a i n ' s f i l m is n o t 
t h e o n l y o n e t h a t t r ies t o es tab l i sh l i n k s b e t w e e n the p e r i o d o f t h e conques t a n d pre
sent ( and e v e n t h e f u t u r e ) s i t ua t ions o f t u r m o i l : o n e o f t h e s to ry l ine s o f D a r r e n A r o -
no f sky ' s The Fountain (2006) relates a c o n q u i s t a d o r o f t h e M a y a n e m p i r e t o quest ions 
o f m o r t a l i t y , e t e rn i t y a n d r e b i r t h . F u r t h e r m o r e , t h e c o l o n i a l p e r i o d , f r o m t h e A m e r 
i c an N o r t h t o t h e C e n t e r a n d S o u t h o f A m e r i c a , t h e s tor ies o f adven tu r e r s , co lon ize r s , 
p i rates a n d mi s s iona r i e s , k e y figures l i k e J o h n S m i t h , P o c a h o n t a s o r Bartolomé de las 
Casas, have o f f e r e d m o r e poss ib i l i t i e s f o r m o v i e adapta t ions . B u t that ' s a n o t h e r sto
r y — b o t h i n w r i t t e n a n d f i l m e d f o r m . 
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