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Underneath the Mask


History is inescapable. The players might change and the pieces can vary, but in the end the game is the same. Though it is so hammered into the public consciousness that history repeats itself, one finds that that same public falls into the same trends, the same mob mentalities. Any outside observer would be surprised at how cyclical ones activity can be. However, it seems that this behaviour is most pronounced when dealing with colonialism, especially after it is gone. If only some sort of medium, other than books or plays (in which the public is not necessarily very fond), existed to convey this theme of history repeating itself, of cycles within cycles. This medium is film. Unfortunately, it is abundantly clear that the task of translating the oppression of a culture into a film quickly alienates many audience members, no matter how good the film. It is a talented director that can create spirited film that is both emotionally captivating and mentally stimulating. This director is Martin Campbell. The film is The Mask of Zorro. No, one cannot say that it is purely intellectual; one could even argue it was not intellectual at all, but this misconception only reinforces the subtlety of that thrust. After all, it doesn’t take much to pierce the skin with a sword. Underneath the flashy antics and uninspired, boringly archetypal plot, one finds a fierce and fiery attack at those that presume to colonize. Set during decolonization of Mexico by Spain, The Mask of Zorro, while being intensely approachable to any audience, manages to sneak in, underneath the silly façade, a passionate commentary on the power of history, the inevitability of the defeat of an oppressor, and the indomitable will of an oppressed people.


Without question, it is the repetition of history that this film centers around, and the inescapable strength of that past. Though Spain is finally pushed out of Mexico by General Santa Anna in the beginning of the film, Rafael Montero, the only Spanish ruler we see and the clear 
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representative of Spanish will, returns only twenty years later to continue to subvert and deceive the Mexican people. Even so, during the twenty years before Montero returns, the dons, a corrupt and bourgeoisie upper-class group of officials, have been using Mexico for their own profit and dirty deeds. To the Mexican people, the oppression has never stopped. Their only hopes lie in their own folk-hero, Zorro, who is depicted as instrumental in driving out Montero and so the Spanish colonizers. However, in punishment for these deeds, Rafael finds Diego de la Vega, the alter-ego of Zorro, mistakenly kills de la Vega’s wife Esperanza who had spurned Rafael for Diego, steals their child, and razes their estate to the ground. This child, Elena, accompanying her supposed father Montero back to Spain, finds herself entranced with the people and disagreeing with her own father’s policies. Even when the new Zorro, de la Vega’s protégé Alejandro, begins to harass her father once again, Elena finds herself siding with the masked crusader. Clearly, Elena finds her true history impossible to resist, even when she does not know it herself. Furthermore, the final scene in the movie, with Elena and Alejandro married, mirrors almost exactly the scene in which Diego returns home to Esperanza. Such clear repetitions, even down to the exact same shots, are clear representations of history’s own cyclical nature. Even the antagonists do not find themselves able to escape their pasts. It is during the rising action of the film, when the schemes of Montero and the training of Alejandro are coming to a head, that the most poignant representation of this is found. As Zorro is breaking into Montero’s estate, announcing himself with a blazing Z on the countryside, Montero and his military confidante, Captain Love, meet in his office to discuss Zorro. In Rafael’s study, the following dialogue occurs:
Captain Love: After all, it’s only one man…

Rafael Montero: It’s not just one man damnit! It’s Zorro.

This quick, almost insignificant dialogue, takes place with the two characters in the office as, framed in the background, a portrait of Esperanza, the unrequited love of Montero and the wife to the previous Zorro, watches on. Just as the infamous Zorro storms Montero’s household, Rafael can do nothing but remember his own violent intrusion into Diego’s hacienda. It is here 
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that the idea of an inescapable history is most strongly enforced. However, the relationships between characters are not the only thing that represents the repetition of history.

Tradition also plays a major role in the film. The passing on of Zorro’s techniques, from one generation to the next, with full knowledge of the history and techniques, is a wheel that spins on and on. The axle is greased with new blood and new faces, but in the end Zorro remains the same. Even Zorro’s horse, Tornado, a black Andalusian, who is presumably lost in the blaze of de la Vega’s house, is replaced with another black Andalusian that Alejandro decides to name Tornado as well. From the hidden training grounds of Zorro, ringed with concentric circles that are to train one’s focus, to the finding, taming, and bonding of Tornado, it is clear that this film is also speaking about the importance of history and tradition. Even Alejandro’s motivation to become Zorro stems from the injustices he has received in the past; his smoldering hunger for revenge against Captain Love, who killed his both his brother and his best friend. Diego de la Vega also finds the allure of revenge irresistible, abandoning the far more important plan of saving the oppressed Mexican workers in the mine for the chance at regaining his daughter Elena and killing Montero. Twenty years has not blunted his hate, and once again it is clear that history rules over both the characters and the plot of The Mask of Zorro.

On the one hand, Campbell seems to be telling his audience that oppression will never end, that it is an endless ouroboros of pain and suffering. On the other hand, the director gives that same audience hope, in illustrating the indomitable will of an oppressed people. One could argue that that is completely inaccurate, that the Mexicans in the film seem to be bumbling idiots, simple peasants, or over-worked slaves. One could argue that it is Zorro who drives out the Spanish, and one man is hardly a nation or a patriotic determination. One could only argue this if one incredibly important thing is overlooked: Zorro is not just one man. He is, above all things, an instrument of the people. Yes, he is a hero. Yes, his skills are unmatched. And yes, underneath that mask he is a single person. But Zorro does not seek fame, does not seek recognition. In fact, the very fact that the man wears a mask goes against any want of public accolades. Even more striking is that the man underneath the mask is ever-changing, ever-molding. What matters is not the man, but the mask, and the mask is simply a projection of the fierce, indomitable will of the Mexican people. His stealthy activities, his patient rebellion, both 
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are representations of the subtlety a people must have to withstand colonialism like a wave crashing against a shore. Even his skill with a blade is not found in brute strength, in attacking prowess, but rather in subtlety and ingenuity. In this way, the film is saying this is what an oppressed people can be. That though one may believe a people to be downtrodden and depressed, with no will to fight left in them, it is simply another tactic in a patient and stealthy inner subversion. With these circumstances, defeat is inevitable.

Yes, more than anything else in this film, Martin Campbell stresses the inevitability of defeat. Even more striking is not that the film not only depicts the inevitable Mexican victory, but also the inevitable Spanish defeat. They seem to go hand in hand, but the distinction is of prime importance. It is one thing to say that an oppressed people, armed with numbers and unending passion, will always one day win out against corrupt oppressors. It is quite another to say that the oppressors themselves have built a house of cards, to come tumbling down with a well-placed blow. In fact, it seems as though the master’s tools have been made to break down the master’s own house. In every fight scene, in every conflict between Mexican (Zorro) and Spanish (Rafael and his forces), Mexico defeats Spain through Spain’s own incompetence. Be it the gullibility of the guards, or the ignorance of the army, Zorro defeats his enemies using their own force against them. It almost feels like Rafael has built a house he is destined to lose in, as Zorro utilizes furniture, scenery, and decoration put there by his own enemy to defeat them.  Tripping over their own feet, stumbling into simple traps, Montero’s standing forces are an absolute joke as well, creating their own doom with what feels like little encouragement from Zorro. 

It would seem to another observer that it is not that Spain is incompetent, but simply that the warriors drafted from Mexico are failures. That it is not so much that the Spanish have always been led to their demise, but that it is Mexico who has produced such foolish soldiers. In the end, perhaps it is simply saying that soldiers who are forced to fight, as they no doubt are, do not make for good opponents. This ignores, however, the climactic final scene between Diego de la Vega and Rafael Montero. It cannot be said that Rafael is unskilled, as he proves his own worth during the attack on de la Vega’s household. This conflict takes place at Rafael’s mines, where he has been secretly digging gold on property not his own, to buy a country from that very 
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owner. Using slaves, children, and any who have fallen out of favour with Montero, he seeks to trick Mexico to the very end. In this mine of his own making, Rafael finds his doom. A dramatic fight scene takes place, moving from area to area and traversing whole parts of the mine. In the end, de la Vega grievously injured and Rafael about to make the final blow, de la Vega notices a rope attached to a cart filled with gold, to be carefully moved down a ramp to a steep drop, where the gold is being assembled. With a quick strike, de la Vega severs the rope holding the cart, the rope whips around Montero’s ankle, and drags him, screaming, to his inevitable death. Of course, this is an excellent example of the master’s tools to break down the master’s house; de la Vega utilizes an environment made by Rafael himself to kill the man. It is more powerful, however, in the method of death. There were countless ways such a death could have played out - impalement on a rusty stake, a quick drop off the mountain, a heavy weight falling on Montero. However, the director chooses to kill Montero with a slow, inevitable drag off the side of a cliff. It is as if Campbell is saying that the removal of the colonizing power is inescapable, that they will be dragged, kicking and screaming, to their unavoidable ‘downfall’


A good film sends a message. A great film can send that message without sacrificing the enthusiasm of the audience, and The Mask of Zorro is that film. Though many may find a simple mental respite in this dazzling and explosive tale of hero vs. state, if one takes the time, they may also find a powerfully simple yet incredibly effective blow to colonialism. With the skill of any pretentious and pompous ‘artistic’ film, The Mask of Zorro deals with the cyclical nature of history, the unconquerable strength of even the most oppressed people, and the undeniable and inescapable destruction of a colonial power. It is an optimistic and satirical thrust, not only to Spain, but to any colonizer that seeks to subjugate a culture.  It is a widespread, popular film that manages to not only refrain from immediately alienating an audience, but to also entertain, entrance, tell a story an audience can easily connect to, but also to provide a stunning commentary on oppressive colonial rule. With a flourish, Campbell presents an excellent film that is neither stuffy nor silly. Few directors can do such a thing. It is easy to write a story that sends a message, any old message. It is quite another thing to do it well. It is a testament to the fire and will of any oppressed people. Indeed, the helplessness and apparent complete oppression of any culture, is really nothing at all: it is merely a mask of sorrow. 

