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1921 marked the premiere of one of silent film’s great successes, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. Directed by Rex Ingram, the film featured a young Rudolph Valentino in the role that made him a star. With Valentino as its protagonist, the moralizing antiwar film was the Hollywood adaptation of Spanish writer Vicente Blasco Ibáñez’s very successful novel of the same name. This film, in which Rudolph Valentino dances the tango for the entire world, consecrated not only Valentino’s movie star status, but also that of tango as an international phenomenon and Blasco Ibáñez as a successful writer. I want to review the history of this movie before and after its premiere, a history that touches on culture, the market, identity, and aesthetics in the early twentieth century in a transnational and transatlantic space. Its production brings many of the tensions of the era together in Los Angeles: the European war, the internationalization of intellectuals, the relationship between lettered culture and the market, the exoticization of identities, and the increasing globalization of aesthetic production. I am interested in examining a film whose plot begins with European immigrants in Argentina, continues with Argentinian immigrants in Europe, and was filmed and produced in Los Angeles, a place where these intersecting traditions could combine. All those traditions were altered by their new context: Los Angeles was the third part of the triangle in which Spain, Latin America, and United States crossed cultural paths.
The film closely follows the plot of The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, published in Spanish in 1916 in Paris. Blasco Ibáñez wrote the novel at the request of French president Raymond Poincaré (1913-1920). In the prologue to the 1923 edition of this story that was antiwar, pro-France, and full of Argentinians, Blasco Ibáñez recalled Poincaré’s request: “‘I want you to go to the front,’ he told me, ‘but not to write for the newspapers. There are many who can do that. Go as a novelist. Observe, and perhaps from your journey will come a book that can serve our cause.’” The writer went on: “I never worked in worse conditions. My hands and face were chapped from the cold; I wore the shoes and socks of the soldiers, to suffer less winter’s rigor.”[endnoteRef:1] He inserted the antiwar propaganda requested by the French president into a story set in the Argentinian countryside, and then into Europe, where the Argentinian characters travelled. Within a few years, a highly favorable reception in Europe and the United States had assured the novel’s success. Immediately translated into various languages, its consecration was complete with the success of the film version. The plot is convoluted and complex, as if it sought to include all of the era’s conflicts to make its propagandistic message explicit. It is the story of a family of ranchers in Argentina. The family founder, a Spanish immigrant, became rich from cattle and found European—French and German, to be precise—husbands for his two daughters. Of his grandchildren, Julio Desnoyers, the son of the Frenchman, is his favorite. When the grandfather dies, the families travel to Europe. In Paris, the “good-for-nothing” Julio squanders his fortune on parties and women, dedicating himself to the good life and tango dancing.[endnoteRef:2] [1:  Vicente Blasco Ibáñez, Los cuatro jinetes del Apocalipsis (Barcelona: Planeta, 1958), pp.  6-7.]  [2:  The film was criticized for requiring “a lot of text” to advance the action, a reflection of the novel’s numerous episodes and characters. ] 

The novel is, up to this point, typical of Blasco’s work in its combination of realism and costumbrismo. But when the war begins (as per Poincaré’s request), so do the moralism and the propaganda: nationalism permeates the militaristic atmosphere, although Julio, a foreigner and bon vivant, continues to woo women without engaging in the tragedy of his time. Then he has an affair with a married woman who loves him but leaves him to serve the troops as a nurse and follow her husband to the front. Distraught and out of place, Julio enlists in the French army (and thereby reconciles himself to his paternal heritage), fights for “French ideals,” and dies in defense of liberty. This melodrama contains all the necessary elements to attract a mass audience in 1916. Although it was not an immediate success in Europe, it was quickly translated into different languages, including the English-language edition that was decisive to its success. In the United States, it quickly became widely read; according to Publishers Weekly, it was the best-selling book of 1919 in the United States. This success came as a surprise. Blasco Ibáñez became a celebrity in the United States. He traveled across the country giving lectures, and received an honorary doctorate from the University of Washington. According to Ramiro Reig, he was eventually able to charge one thousand dollars per article, and even bought a Rolls Royce upon his return to Europe. That translation had an enormous impact on Blasco’s career, according to his biographer:
From July 1918, when it was first released, to the middle of the next year, sales continued to increase until they reached the incredible number of three hundred thousand copies. Blasco must have been the most surprised of all, as he had sold the rights to it for one thousand dollars instead of a percentage of sales, surely because he thought any percentage would have been less than what he charged. His editor generously sent him twenty thousand dollars in compensation, and, surprise of surprises, he also received an invitation to give a lecture tour in the United States. The novel’s success gave rise to Blascomania, one of those fads that Americans love so much. They sold neckties, handkerchiefs, and paperweights with images of The Four Horsemen, and countless readers were anxious to meet the author.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the original Spanish are the author’s own.] 

Blasco had always been interested in the market, seeking to maximize the benefits of his writing by capturing the interest of the new audience. He was one of the first modern authors in Spanish to write best-sellers for the mass audience.[endnoteRef:4] He managed his own interests and handled publication of his own projects. Modern and interested in mass culture and the market, Blasco Ibáñez found in the Hollywood studio system the perfect match. His desire to make money by appealing to international audiences was satisfied when he arrived in Los Angeles.  [4:  According to Reig, in 1914 Blasco had plans to edit a History of the European War. It would consist of one hundred and fifty to two hundred booklets, published weekly and sold for fifty cents, and each booklet would have thirty-two pages. With etchings in each one and a large central plate. The print run would be twenty thousand copies. . . . He presented a plan for the first booklets, beginning with the assassination in Sarajevo, but then went about adding anything and everything from the chain of events: the fronts, life in the rearguard, the ambulances, the nurses, the generals, the trenches, the suffocating gases, Big Bertha, the submarines, in sum, everything imaginable. A number of chapters of this project were completed. Ramiro Reig, Vicente Blasco Ibáñez. (Madrid: Espasa, 2002), p. 172.] 

The Spanish-speaking community in Los Angeles had a newspaper, El Heraldo de México, that covered Blasco’s visit. Because of the success of his novel, The Four Horsemen, Blasco Ibáñez toured the country, from the East coast to California during the early twenties. The local press reported about his arrival, his lectures, his opinions on the country and the local habits, and even his health. Blasco´s success was experienced with real pride in the Hispanic community but it turned into controversy when Blasco´s political opinions were perceived to be pro-American and, as we shall see below, anti-Mexican but, in general, the reception of his visit was very enthusiastic among popular audiences. His peers however were somewhat skeptical of his works’ literary value. All of his novels are focused on the plot—complicated intrigues, stereotypical characters, and local ambience—while the literary style aims to be understandable and lacks sophistication. 
However popular, the unexpected American success left Blasco in a weak position to negotiate with the publishing houses and studios: he had sold the rights of the translation of The Four Horsemen for US $1,000 and given up the rights. After the success, his editor offered him US $20,000 as a gift and then Blasco received an invitation to visit the country, to deliver lectures and write for a press chain. He learned very quickly how to take advantage of his ambiguous identity—as both a European and a Hispanic—and navigated the trans-Atlantic zone with expertise: he exploited his European authority to talk about the Hispanic world. 
Unlike his literary projects (he wrote, edited, and published his own works), the filming of the movie was more complex and involved many more people: “It began with a novel. Richard Rowland, the president of Metro, was following with fascination the mounting circulation figures for Vicente Blasco Ibáñez’s latest book, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. It was, in today’s language, a literary blockbuster.”[endnoteRef:5] The rest of the collaborators appeared over time, June Mathis wrote the screenplay and probably suggested Rex Ingram as director and Rudolph Valentino as the star. But Blasco Ibáñez did not play a role in the production. His expertise was in his capacity to administrate and manage his own image and his literary fame, so he left the complex process of the movie to the studio experts. [5:  Ruth Barton, Rex Ingram: Visionary Director of the Silent Screen (Kentucky: University of Kentucky Press, 2014), 72.] 

Filmed in Hollywood, Blasco’s story of already-complex transnational relationships took on new life. According to Ruth Barton, “Like Rex, [Mathis] was fascinated by the exotic qualities of ancient civilizations, although she took this further than he did, believing that she had once been an Egyptian and that Rex, along with her other new discovery, Rudolph Valentino, had in this previous life been her sons.”[endnoteRef:6] The truth of this anecdote is beside the point. The relevant fact is that the Hollywood studio had found exotic new characters and plot. This may have been so for its producers but it was not so much for a city with a growing Hispanic population. The film involved a challenge for the producers: how to represent urban, refined Hispanic characters and show them as both exotic and realistic in a film that would be widely seen both at home and abroad. [6:  Ibid, 75.] 

In the fiction, Europeans and Latin Americans belong to different social spheres. If Germans and Frenchmen play the dramatic roles as patriots and soldiers, the Argentinians show the exotic and happy-go-lucky face as dancers and “Latin” lovers. Valentino played a key role as the “exotic” character. Mathis and Ingram’s fascination with this exoticism extended to the representation of all things Argentinian and is reflected in the setting of one of the film’s central scenes, central not for its weight in the plot but rather for its impact on the audience: Valentino as Julio dancing the tango in a cabaret on the outskirts of Buenos Aires. This tango had arrived to Metro’s studios in Los Angeles via a long and circuitous route.
EXOTICIZING ARGENTINA AND MEXICO
Blasco Ibáñez traveled to Argentina in 1909 for a lecture tour. He was one of many “illustrious invitees” to arrive at the start of celebrations of the centennial of the revolution that led to the country’s independence. A theatre owner, Faustino Da Rosa, had taken to hiring European intellectuals to give small cultural tours in the theatres of Buenos Aires, where spectacles were growing to the beat of mass culture. Da Rosa had already brought Jean Jaurés, Clemenceau, Anatole France, and other personalities to the country.[endnoteRef:7] Blasco Ibáñez was treated like a celebrity, especially by Spanish immigrants. He extended his stay for nine months, giving lectures across the vast southern cone of South America that included Buenos Aires, the interior of Argentina, Paraguay, and Chile. These lectures were yet another way that Blasco increased his audience and his popularity. His friend Emilio Gascó Contell recalled this tour: [7:  According to Reig, Blasco Ibáñez had met Bartolomé Mitre (editor of La Nación, the Buenos Aires-based newspaper to which he already contributed) and the Director of the Banco Español del Río de la Plata [Spanish Bank of Río de la Plata], at the home of his Chilean lover Elena Ortúzar in Paris. Both men invited him to explore Argentina and give a lecture tour, and it was probably through them that he first made contact with Da Rosa.] 

It goes without saying that an oratory campaign of such magnitude, carried out under these circumstances, was completely devoid of preparation, and the improvisations were often the virgin product of imaginative eloquence. Whatever the subject, whether local or national, national or foreign, political or purely artistic, it became a passionate oration for those audiences. Blasco himself said to me many years later—and in doing so ingenuously confirmed the truth of old France’s cruel caricature—that upon arriving to whichever new city, he consulted newspapers or officials to find out the subject they wanted to hear him speak about. It was frequently an issue of local interest. And then a few simple technical readings, or a quick briefing, were enough for the speaker to talk that same night for an hour and a half . . .  without ever boring the audience.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  Emilio Gascó Contell, Genio y figura de Blasco Ibáñez: agitador, aventurero y novelista (Madrid: Afrodisio Aguado S.A. Editores y Libreros, 1957), p. 141] 

Improvisation about local subjects was the key to Blasco’s success.[endnoteRef:9] And the lectures were the perfect setting to win over an audience that would later buy both the newspapers that reprinted them and his books. Argentina was good for Blasco Ibáñez’s ego and his fortune; as a celebrity, he earned a lot of money there. Problems nonetheless arose. When his tour took him to the interior of the country, a group of investors approached him about buying and developing land for colonists from Valencia. He agreed and went into the business of colonization, an undertaking that put him in debt for years and generated accusations of corruption and fraud by Blasco and Argentinian civil servants who had offered to help him. Blasco described this episode in his life: “The dream of becoming a millionaire, although it was for no more than a season; the perspective of managing an army of workers, transforming the appearance of a corner of the world, and creating livable spaces in the desert, were visions that shone so brightly that I had to run the risks of such an enormous venture.”[endnoteRef:10] His imperial dreams faded: he lost the money he had invested (loaned to him by provincial banks) and went into debt. He had failed to understand the country’s changing economic situation and plan the investments necessary for the lands of arid Río Negro province to become profitable or for those of Corrientes to become thriving colonies. [9:  He gave his first lecture, in an Odeon Theatre overrun with spectators, on the subject of “America as Seen from Spain,” according to Reig. Later talks included “The Black Legend of Spain” and “The Great Figures of the Discovery.” He continued to the interior of the country, where he spoke about Balzac, Victor Hugo, and Zola. Upon his return to Buenos Aires, he discussed Cervantes, Lope de Vega, and the nineteenth-century novel, before wrapping up his tour with talks on Velázquez, Goya, and El Greco.]  [10:  Gascó Contell, Genio y figura de Blasco Ibáñez, p. 144.] 

	Before the defeated Blasco Ibáñez returned to Europe, he had time to write La Argentina y sus grandezas [Argentina and Its Greatness]. Seven hundred and sixty-eight pages long, the illustrated and luxuriously-printed book enthusiastically describes the country’s economic advantages.[endnoteRef:11] Another commissioned work, the book appears to complete his Argentinian cycle, where everything had ended in failure. Still, Argentina would return in the novel that the French president requested. There, Blasco Ibáñez condensed various stereotypes of Argentina: the ranchers who squandered their fortunes in Europe, the high-class young people on the loose in Paris where they dance the tango and seduce women, and the savagery of the countryside. Blasco turns these images into his European triumph. He wrote this commissioned novel for Poincaré but also for a European audience eager for exoticism, melodrama, and a story of love interrupted by war. The movie, in contrast, was made for an international audience and relied on other stereotypes.[endnoteRef:12] [11:  The book is both a primer on and propaganda about the country, with extensive descriptions of geography and possibilities for exploitation of natural resources. It contains numerous photographs of all kinds, including ones of Blasco himself posing with indigenous people and gauchos, with the air of a modern entrepreneur-colonizer.]  [12:  Like the novel, the film is strongly pro-French and anti-German. Its antiwar propaganda emphatically and obviously denigrates all things German (like Julio’s German uncle and his nationalist nephews, who are nothing if not caricatures). And at the film’s moralizing end, Julio sacrifices his life for France, his father’s country and “the country of liberty.” Barton, Rex Ingram, p. 79.] 

Within Metro Studios, producer Marcus Loew and others feared that the film would not go over well with certain sectors of the audience for reasons that included its tragic finale. They therefore filmed an alternate—happy—ending, and two versions of a number of scenes. According to Barton, this also meant that “different audiences across the globe saw quite different versions of the film.” The commercial interests triggered tremendous changes on the plot but they did not affect Blasco’s relationship with the studio. By 1921, audiences were already more relaxed, with the immediate postwar in the past, and they were able to enjoy watching the exotic characters become moral examples through melodrama.[endnoteRef:13] Rex Ingram was known for his obsessive staging of the past. On the film set, experts in French and German military history took care of the details of battle scenes, the staging of the war, and the behavior, uniforms, and weapons of the soldiers. He paid the same attention to the interiors that he reconstructed for sets.  [13:  The flip side to this success came in 1962, when a new—and very loose—version of Blasco’s novel was filmed. Set during the Second World War and starring Glenn Ford and Ingrid Thulin, it was a commercial and critical failure. Ingram’s film was made shortly after the war, when the audience could relate to the idea of sacrificing for liberty. In contrast, by 1962, in the middle of the Cold War, a seductive and politically ingenuous Julio Desnoyers no longer made any sense (a circumstance compounded by Glenn Ford’s failure to deliver in the role).] 

But how did he represent the most exotic setting of this film, Argentina?[endnoteRef:14] On Sunday, March 27, 1921, the New York Times ran a multi-page story about the movie. Its author noted that “Since the truth must be told, the first part of the performance, which begins in Argentina and brings the characters to France and to the verge of the war, is not very deeply interesting, in spite of the excellence of the acting and the amazing prodigality of the production.” After commenting on the high cost of the production, he concluded that, “In retrospect, far more than when the war was on, The Four Horsemen is Allied propaganda.” [endnoteRef:15] [14:  Cynthia Tompkins has noted that Hollywood studios made more than twenty films about Argentinian subjects in the 1920s, including: The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and Good Men and Bad (1923), Argentine Love and A Sainted Devil (1924), The Temptress (1926, starring Greta Garbo), and The Gaucho (1927). Santos Goñi, the cultural attaché of the Argentinian embassy in San Francisco, served as an advisor on Argentinian stereotypes. Cynthia Tompkins, “El último malón de Alcides Greca: Repetición y cine de atracciones,” Studies in Latin American Popular Culture 32 (2014).]  [15:  John Corbix, “An Epic of the Movies.” New York Times, March 27, 1921, p. 10.] 

As noted above, the most famous scene of this war movie is a dance scene, the one in which Valentino dances the tango. Why this emphasis on local color? Was it just a vehicle for Valentino to strut his stuff?[endnoteRef:16] The scene, which does not appear in the novel, is a very powerful moment in the film. The contrasts between urban and rural (the characters dressed as gauchos in a basement cabaret with high windows that show passersby strolling along a lit street outside) and between the sensuality of the dance and the masculine violence associated with tango and the lower classes, focus attention on this atmosphere of exoticism and savagery. The setting, the costumes, the conduct, all combine to create an artificial scene that captured the audience’s interest. Although composed in Hollywood, its reflection of mass culture’s “realism” made it the model of both the tango and the gaucho and created some of the most powerful Hispanic stereotypes.[endnoteRef:17] [16:  Recall that Valentino had never before had a starring role. This movie made him a star and consolidated his image as a Latin Lover.]  [17:  I use the term “realism” in the sense of Roland Barthes coined it for literary criticism, as the placing of details that create the “reality effect”. According to Bathes, some indicial objects widespread in the plot entail and create the reality effect in literature. Mass culture´s aesthetics took the profusion of those indicial objects (in the recreation of spaces, wardrobes and characters) to make up a lingua franca of representation and to make legible the local features to international audiences. It began with the circus and the theater and the films adopted it quickly. Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect,” in The Rustle of Language (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), translated by Richard Howard.] 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Blasco, who had already been paid, was unconcerned with these issues; he did not participate in adapting the novel for the screen. He had all but forgotten Argentina, turning to another zone in search of new stereotypes to exploit. During his stay in the United States, he travelled to Mexico to witness that country’s on-going revolution up close and contemplated writing a novel (with the utterly unoriginal title El Águila y la serpiente [The Eagle and the Serpent], it was never published). He was the guest of the revolutionary leader and Mexican President Venustiano Carranza. In a hazy episode that gave rise to many rumors, his expensive watch was stolen during his official dinner with the president, who happened to be destitute at the time. It was simply one more detail of a visit full of conflicts. A series of new revolutionary events compelled Blasco to return to the United States. In New York, he received yet another commission: an important publishing house hired Blasco to “explain” the Mexican Revolution, now that he had lived it firsthand. The resulting articles for the New York Times and the Chicago Tribune were widely read and reproduced all over the country. They were also read in Mexico, where they generated controversy. Mexican readers took offense to what they viewed as foreign meddling in domestic affairs and an attempt to validate American intervention on Mexican soil. There articles were also reprinted in two books: Artículos sobre México [Articles about Mexico], published in 1920 in Mexico, with a prologue by Enrique del Llano, and El militarismo mexicano [Mexican Militarism], also from 1920, published in Valencia by Blasco himself.[endnoteRef:18] In the prologue to Artículos sobre México, del Llano denounced Blasco and his contradictions, calling him a traitor for writing about Mexico for newspapers in the United States.[endnoteRef:19] In his self-defense, Blasco’s extensive prologue to El militarismo mexicano (dated Paris, 1920), explained that he reproduced the articles from the American newspapers in order to demonstrate that they merely described how the revolution devolved into militarism. Nonetheless, Blasco’s relationship with Mexico and its intellectuals never improved, and he never returned to the country. Blasco was paid for every word that he wrote about both Argentina and Mexico. When the war and the film industry opened the global scene to him, he was also paid for the right to generate images from his words. Hollywood was the epicenter of production of canonized images of Latin America for the United States and the world. He became a perfect mediator between Hispanic realities and its adaptations to American mass culture, a sort of translator of cultural and ideological discourses. [18:  Vicente Blasco Ibáñez, El militarismo mexicano (Valencia: Prometeo, 1920).]  [19:  Vicente Blasco Ibáñez, Artículos sobre México (México: Talleres linotipográficos de “El Hogar,” 1920. Prólogo de Enrique de Llano).] 

But the cultural means to produce identities was a two way street and Blasco was also influenced by his stay in California. Shortly after he returned to Europe, in 1923, he published a new novel in Valencia, Spain, La reina Calafia (translated as Queen Calafia in 1924).[endnoteRef:20] In yet another involved plot, this novel tells the story of a set of transatlantic characters. The main character is a California woman of Mexican descent who is involved in a romance with a young Spaniard, the son of her first love. Calafia is the nickname of Mrs. Douglas (née Concha Ceballos), a powerful and self-sufficient widow who represents the stereotype both of the Mexican heiress as well as the modern American woman. [endnoteRef:21] California and its past were incorporated as fictional material to introduce to European and Latin American audiences the comings and goings of the transnational experience. This time, the author has learned his lesson; in the copyright, we read that all the rights (reproduction, translation, and adaptation) belong to Vicente Blasco Ibáñez.  [20:  Vicente Blasco Ibáñez, La reina Calafia (Valencia: Prometeo, 1923).]  [21:  Blasco appeals to a prestigious literary precedent, Las sergas de Esplandián (The Labors of the Very Brave Knight Esplandian), by Garcia Rodríguez de Montalvo, a 1751 chivalry novel that tells the story of the conquest of California by the Spaniards.] 

The stereotypes that Blasco’s work engendered also had a double existence. Two decades after Blasco first great success in Hollywood, Mexicans took their revenge. In 1941, Cantinflas, the celebrated Mexican comic actor, starred in Ni sangre ni arena [Neither Blood nor Sand], a parody of the 1941 film based on Blasco’s novel Blood and Sand that starred Tyrone Power and Rita Hayworth. It was a tremendous success in Mexico, the rest of Latin America and in Hispanic areas of the States.
THE TANGO
Nevertheless, of all the stereotypes that Blasco’s work generated, none was more persistent than that of the exotic tango. While no film can be reduced to a single scene, there are scenes that define a film, and the one in which Valentino dances the tango in The Four Horsemen is one of these. Sources claim that Valentino explicitly requested a dance scene when he sought the part. “Valentino’s first success came in a small but widely noticed role in the hit Eyes of Youth, directed by Albert Parker and released in 1919. Hearing that Four Horsemen was being cast, he wondered if there might be a dancing part for him on the production.”[endnoteRef:22] Hindsight shows that he was wise to request the scene, which was celebrated worldwide and turned him into the quintessential Latin Lover. [22:  Barton, Rex Ingram, p. 76.] 

In Paris, beginning in 1913, the Argentinian tango became a “fever” that afflicted the city’s upper classes and bohemians. In Argentina, the tango had developed in the late nineteenth century, in the marginal neighborhoods of Buenos Aires. It had an ambiguous trajectory: although tango music and dancing were socially disparaged, wealthy young people snuck into brothels in the urban outskirts to learn the dance. According to some sources, these young people took the dance to Paris and other European cities, at the same time that the diffusion of transnational spectacles took tango musicians to Spain and France. What is certainly true is that the tango arrived by various routes to Europe, around the start of the twentieth century. And this music that had been prohibited in Argentina, this soundtrack of the lower classes, was quickly adopted by the upper classes in Europe. Rodríguez Larreta, consul of the Argentinian legation in Paris, called it a dance of brothels and prohibited it in the embassy. The unconfirmed but very effective rumor circulated around the same time that Pope Pio X had prohibited tango as a pornographic dance. On the other hand, Jean Richepin praised the tango in the speech he gave upon his election to the Academie Francaise; he and his wife even co-authored a drama in four acts called “El tango.” The tango was an unqualified success in Europe and also in the United States, where many dance instructors taught it. After this international boom, tango returned to Argentina as a more decent dance: having triumphed in the capitals of the modern world, tango could be danced in public in Buenos Aires.
Tango had always been an urban dance, one that was danced in the street. But the global consecration of tango cemented the stereotype of tango musicians and singers dressed like gauchos. In his memoirs, Francisco Canaro relates the story of his first trip to Paris in 1925 and the difficulty that his orchestra encountered when it sought to perform in public places:
Under a law that protected the “Musicians’ Union,” a part of the “Union of Combatants,” many of whom had been disfigured in the war, foreign orchestras could function only as an “orchestra of attraction,” with some special characteristic that referenced a specific novelty. And, given this dilemma, we consulted with Mr. Lombart as to how to comply with the governing provisions. It then occurred to us to dress the entire orchestra like gauchos, and include some recitations in our programs that would differentiate us from other orchestras; to this end I used fragments from “Martín Fierro” that I had memorized, and a providential coincidence reinforced these plans. It turned out that one of my violinists, Ferrazzano, had, without my knowledge, smuggled his girlfriend along with him, a girl named Asprela who sang tangos and other songs dressed as a gaucho and accompanied herself on her guitar.[endnoteRef:23] [23:  Francisco Canaro, Mis memorias. Mis bodas de oro con el tango (Buenos Aires: Corregidor, 1999), p. 98-99.] 

The consequences of the war meant that if tango was to survive, it had to “disguise itself” and follow the directives of the professional musicians’ union. Although the idea of dressing the musicians like gauchos was devised as a way for the spectacle to proceed, it quickly became common practice.  
According to Sergio Pujol and Giorgio Bertellini, Valentino had less success in Buenos Aires than in the rest of the world. His success was ambiguous because, on the one hand, Argentinians celebrated the international recognition of their popular dance but, on the other hand, the image of a dark-skinned Valentino as the stereotype of the country caused disappointment. During the first decades of the twentieth century, Buenos Aires, the immigrant city, was full of European immigrants, and most of them were Italians, poor peasants from the South, much like Valentino himself. Valentino became exotic for Americans as well as for Argentinians but his image has founded a stereotype for the international audiences.
Independent of Argentina, the tango became a consumer good for international elites. Indeed, the most emblematic photographs of the iconic tango singer, Carlos Gardel, also show him dressed as a gaucho. Gardel began his career in Hollywood by appearing in musical films made in Spanish that became wildly successful. He was preparing to transition to English-language films when he died in 1935.[endnoteRef:24] Tango by that point was already institutionalized, and it would continue to undergo further transformations and highlight the national character in the mixture of the gaucho with urban music. [24:  Gardel filmed a number of movies in the 1930s, almost all of them for Paramount Studios on Long Island. The only movie that he made in Hollywood was The Big Broadcast of 1936.] 

Although this “international” tango was criticized in Argentina, it was the tango that stuck. As such, the Valentino who danced in Ingram’s scene was a mixture of traditions: gaucho clothing but an urban sombrero; tango steps with new pirouettes; and an urban basement decorated in rural style. The effectiveness of the scene lies precisely in the mixture that it concocted. Ingram may have had Argentinian advisers and expert tango instructors, but Hollywood film has its own laws. The studio created the image of a Latin Lover and taught him to dance the transnational, global tango. Julio Desnoyers, the grandson of a Spaniard and son of a Frenchman, was himself the racialized combination of dark-skinned Hispanism in the body of a Southern Italian. Bertellini has analyzed the source of Valentino’s attraction in his different roles:
In the increasingly racialized industry of desire fostered by Hollywood, the lover Valentino could convey the sense of both an emotional and romantic connection with audiences while transmuting his Italianness into a universal (white) characteristic of humanity larger than the sum of the roles he played as an Arab sheik, a Spanish torero, and an Argentine tango pirate.[endnoteRef:25] [25:  Giorgio Bertellini, “The Atlantic Valentino. ‘The Inimitable Lover’ as Racialized and Gendered Italian,” in Loretta Baldassar and Donna R. Gabaccia, Inmimacy and Italian Migration. Gender and Domestic Lives in a Mobile World (New York: Fordham University Press, 2011), p. 48; Sergio Pujol, Valentino en Buenos Aires. Los años veinte y el espectáculo (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1994).
] 

That romantic connection gave rise to the representation of a traditional exoticism that erased its marks on Valentino’s seductive face. It continued to produce new Hispanic identities on the global scene that the film industry first projected in the early twentieth century. Los Angeles was the third part of a transnational triangle. We may hypothesize that Hispanic communities learned that identities are always a negotiation. They are not a negotiation between equals but one full of asymmetries and inequalities. Culture is a permanent transaction between multiple practices and politics of representation. The case of The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse shows how global practices need a set of confluences to be consecrated. That was the case of Los Angeles as it stood at the crossroads of divergent cultural traditions.
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