British culture in Porfirian Mexico:
the clown Ricardo Bell
and the Circo Orrin
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British actors had a lasting socioeconomic
impact on Mexico throughout the period of the
Porfiriato (1876–1911). Understanding this
influence demands a interdisciplinary sensibility
that moves towards what Robert D. Aguirre
calls ‘an expanded account of British informal
imperialism in Mexico and Central America,
one focused not merely on trade and politics but
on the transatlantic networks of culture that
accompanied and enabled them.’ This article
focuses on two examples of British cultural
influence in Porfirian Mexico: the practice of the
British clown Ricardo Bell, and the Circo Orrin,
a circus established by three Anglo-American
brothers- It is suggested that, by importing
British cultural forms, Bell and the Orrins
also implanted British cultural norms in the
heart of Mexican society, thereby contributing
to the broader transformation that was the
overarching goal of the Porfirian project .

Figure 1. Unknown author – Ricardo Bell (c.1900). Private collection
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José Carlos Mariátegui – ‘Esquema de
una explicación de Chaplin’ (1928).1
[‘The laughter and the gestures
of the clown are an essential, a
classical note in British life; a wheel
and a movement of the magnificent
machine of the Empire… The British
clown does not constitute a type so
much as an institution, as respectable
as the House of Lords. The clown’s art
signifies the domestication of the wild,
nomadic buffoonery of the bohemian,
in line with the taste and needs of a
refined capitalist society.’ ‘Outline of

British actors did indeed have a lasting
socioeconomic impact on Mexico
over the period. However, the subject
is somewhat under-studied within
British
historiography,
typically
being subsumed into the broader
Latin American context, or eclipsed
by the more economically significant
relationships
with
Brazil
and
Argentina. Furthermore, traditional
concepts of ‘cultural imperialism’ or
‘informal empire’ – in the narrowly
economic sense in which the latter
was initially applied to Latin America

an explanation of Chaplin’.]

Lorenzo Meyer has characterised
the Porfiriato – the dictatorship of
José De La Cruz Porfirio Díaz (1876–
1911) – as ‘a golden age in Anglo-

1 First published in Variedades, Lima, October 1928; in Jose Carlos Mariategui, Colección Obras de Jose Carlos
Mariategui (Lima: Biblioteca Amauta, 1950), p.60. Author’s translation, as are all that follow.
2 Lorenzo Meyer, Su Majestad Británica contra la Revolución Mexicana, 1900-1950: El Fin de un Imperio Informal
(Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1991), p.57. Note that Mexican Spanish often uses ‘inglés’ in place of
‘británico’.
3 See, for example, Jonathan C. Brown, ‘Foreign and Native-Born Workers in Porfirian Mexico’, The American Historical Review (Jun. 1993) Vol. 98, No. 3, 786-818.
4 ‘Rethinking British Informal Empire in Latin America (Especially Argentina)’, p.41, in Mathew Brown
(ed.), Informal Empire in Latin America: Culture, Commerce and Capital, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), pp.23-48.
5 South American Journal, XXIII (Aug. 14, 1884), p.13; quoted in Alfred P. Tischendorf, ‘The Anglo-Mexican
Claims Commission, 1884-1895’, The Hispanic American Historical Review (Nov. 1957), Vol. 37, No. 4 (Nov.,
1957), 471-479, p.479.
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by H.S. Ferns6 – can fail to capture the
subtleties of the relationship between
the two countries. Limited formal
government involvement in Mexico
partly accounts for this. Despite the
best efforts of Porfirio Díaz,7 British
influence was mostly exercised at
one remove, through independent
actors or companies, making it harder
to discern an overarching narrative.
Understanding this influence therefore
demands an interdisciplinary sensibility
that
moves
between
economic,
diplomatic, social and cultural history,
and towards what Robert D. Aguirre
– in his Informal Empire: Mexico and
Central America in Victorian Culture
(2005) – calls ‘an expanded account of
British informal imperialism in Mexico
and Central America, one focused not
merely on trade and politics but on the
transatlantic networks of culture that
accompanied and enabled them.’8 On a

British cultural influence in Porfirian
Mexico: the practice of the British
clown Ricardo Bell, and the Circo Orrin,
a circus established by three AngloAmerican brothers, of which Bell was
the star performer. The impact of these
two institutions will be approached
through two emblematic artefacts,
namely a publicity photograph of Bell
in his full regalia around the turn
of the century, and the motto that
adorned the façade of the Circo Orrin,
built in 1891. It will be suggested that,
by importing British cultural forms,
Bell and the Orrins also implanted
British cultural norms in the heart of
Mexican society, thereby contributing
to the broader transformation that
was the overarching goal of the
Porfirian project, as well as facilitating
British commercial involvement in the
country.

similar note, Louise Guenther observes
that the debate around informal empire
in Latin America benefits from ‘the
recognition that historical questions
of commercial and military might are
already closely related to those of the
cultural turn’.9
This article focuses on two examples of

The Clown Ricardo Bell
Asked by an American diplomat why
he would not allow the Mexican people
to participate in democratic elections,
Porfirio Díaz answered: because they
would vote for Ricardo Bell.10 This
revealing anecdote gives a sense of the

6 ‘Britain’s Informal Empire in Argentina, 1806-1914’, Past & Present No. 4 (Nov., 1953), pp. 60-75. For a
sketch of how the notion subsequently evolved, see Rory Miller, ‘Informal empire in Latin America’, in R.
Louis (ed.), The Oxford History of the British Empire, Vol. V: Historiography (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2001). Brown (ed.), Informal Empire in Latin America constitutes a relatively recent landmark in the field, many
of the contributions to which expand the term far beyond a purely economic focus.
7 See Meyer, Su Majestad Británica, p.63ff: ‘El proyecto porfirista de valerse de Europa para neutralizar a Estados Unidos se topó con una actitud bastante cauta de la Foreign Office…’
8 Informal Empire: Mexico and Central America in Victorian Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2005), p. xxix.
9 ‘The Artful Seductions of Informal Empire’, p.228, in Brown (ed.), Informal Empire in Latin America, pp. 208228.
10 Widely retold in this form, this is in fact a somewhat compressed version of the actual exchange, which is
detailed in Julio Revolledo’s canonical El Siglo de oro del Circo en México, (Mexico City: Colección Javier Sáinz
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Mexican relations’.2 Aiming for fasttrack industrialisation, Porfirio Díaz
actively courted large-scale British
investment,3 while for their part the
British saw the autocrat as ‘the sole
means of disciplining the feckless
Indians and mongrel mestizos of
Mexico’, in Alan Knight’s provocative
but
no
doubt
representative
4
formulation. Thus the South American
Journal proclaimed in 1884 that ‘the
gates of Mexico will be opened wide
to the influx of British enterprise and
capital, which have done so much
for the progress and development of
other Spanish-American states’,5 and

‘La risa y el gesto del clown son
una nota esencial, clásica, de la vida
británica; una rueda y un movimiento
de la magnífica máquina del Imperio
[…] El clown no constituye un tipo,
sino más bien una institución, tan
respetable como la Cámara de los
Lores. El arte del clown significa el
domesticamiento de la bufonería
salvaje y nómade del bohemio, según
el gusto y las necesidades de una
refinada sociedad capitalista.’
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Richard Bell was born in Deptford,

In 1906, Edward Orrin closed the

Historians have largely concurred
with this evaluation: Luis Reyes de la
Maza, for instance, ranks Bell among
the five most important figures in the
history of the Mexican stage.12 Bell’s

Moreno, 2010), p.226.
11 In E. K. Mapes, ‘Manuel Gutiérrez Nájera: Obras inéditas recogidas de periódicos de México’, Revista Hispánica Moderna, año 5, no. 2 (Apr. 1939), pp. 139-146, p.142.
12 Luis Reyes de la Maza, Circo, maroma y teatro (1810-1910), (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de
México, Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, 1985), p.364.
13 For a concise and largely accurate biographical sketch of Bell, which is also revealing of his lasting legacy,
see L.F. Bustamente’s ‘Ricardo Bell: El Clown Dandy’, Magazine de Policia, Vol. 11, No. 535 (1949). Revolledo’s
El Siglo de oro contains a more extensive account, drawing on Bell, a biography by Bell’s daughter, Sylvia Bell
de Aguilar (Mexico City: private printing, 1984).
14 On this, see Eduardo Patino Diaz’s documentary Ricardo Bell: El poeta de la risa (TV UNAM, 2008), available
on YouTube.
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of Regency England’s most famous
performers.
Grimaldi
essentially
divorced the figure of ‘Clown’ from
its continental antecedents, giving
rise to a uniquely national cultural
phenomenon, ‘the clown’.16 It was
Grimaldi who pioneered the garish
costume overloaded with tassels and
ruffs, and the whiteface make-up with
thick red lips, which are among several
elements that Bell incorporated into his
own persona more or less unaltered,
as this photograph depicts. In England
in the same period, Harry Payne, his
generation’s most renowned clown,
was likewise building on Grimaldi’s
legacy.

circus in order to concentrate on his
other business concerns, and Bell
decided to open his own. Porfirio Díaz
duly gave him some land in the centre
of the city to establish the Gran Circo
Bell, the main attraction of which
was a troupe comprising himself and
his thirteen children. It was not a
success, however, largely due to Bell’s
failings as a businessman,15 although
mounting levels of hostility towards
foreigners may have played a part. In
any case, he fled Mexico in 1911 after
the outbreak of the Revolution, and
shortly afterwards died in New York
at the age of 53, having heard that
his Mexico City mansion had been
sacked by insurgents, and his circus’s
train carriages commandeered for
transporting troops.

While Bell’s persona would have been
familiar in England, in Mexico it was
impactfully novel, and spawned a
generation of clowns who based their
act on Bell’s. Indicative of the extent of
Bell’s influence in Mexico is a woodcut
by José Guadalupe Posada, depicting the
archetypal ‘Clown Mexicano’ (fig.2).
Although it does not name Bell, this
illustration is a clear evocation of him
or his followers: the quiff, the ruff, the
make-up, the conical hat, the baggy
trousers and the brightly-coloured
patches are among the signature
elements of Bell’s stage persona,
derived in turn from Grimaldi’s.
Even the stance is reminiscent of
contemporary images of Bell. It is also
telling that the word ‘clown’ is used,

Bell’s practice and influence
Figure one shows a promotional
postcard depicting Bell in one of his
many costumes, most of which were
fabricated by his wife.
It is important to note that Bell’s
costume embodies a specifically
British tradition. Just as the modern
phenomenon of the circus was pioneered
by Londoner Philip Astley in the
second half of the eighteenth century,
what would today be considered the
typical figure of the clown was an
innovation of Joseph Grimaldi, one

15 Juan Felipe Leal & Eduardo Barraza, Anales del Cine en México, 1895-1911, vol.3. 1900: El circo y el cinematógrafo (Mexico City: Juan Pablos/Voyeur, 2009), p.166.
16 For a recent, comprehensive summary of Grimaldi’s innovation and influence, see Andrew McConnell
Stott, ‘Clowns on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown: Dickens, Coulrophobia, and the Memoirs of Joseph
Grimaldi’, pp.7-9, Journal for Early Modern Cultural Studies, Vol. 12, No. 4 (Fall 2012), pp.3-25.
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success gained him access to the
Mexican elite. He was a Mason and a
member of the Jockey Club de México,
the organisation which brought
together the most influential figures
in Porfirian Mexico. He was also a
hunting partner of the President
himself – not, it should be noted, in
his professional capacity, but as the
sober, elegant Victorian gentleman
he was when not on the stage.

London, in 1858, into a family of
circus artistes (his father was a wellknown producer of pantomimes at the
Crystal Palace).13 He gave his debut
performance at the age of three and
first came to Mexico at eleven, when
he arrived with his family to join the
Circo Chiarini; recently established by
an Italian empresario, this was the first
circus in the European style in Mexico.
Bell definitively settled in the country
some years later and joined the Circo
Orrin, of which he quickly became the
star. The Orrin brothers, its founders,
had been born in Britain and raised in
New York, before coming to Mexico to
join the Circo Chiarini themselves. In
1881 they set up on their own, initially
as a peripatetic troupe, before building
their own permanent establishment
in Mexico City in 1891, although they
continued touring the Republic on an
annual basis. Over the course of the
Porfiriato, the circus became the most
important form of mass entertainment
in Mexico,14 and the Circo Orrin was at
the forefront of this development: by
all accounts, it was the most popular
circus in the country at the time, and
Bell the most beloved entertainer.

vast popularity that Bell enjoyed, and
of the esteem in which he was held. As
we will see, Bell’s stage persona was
a definitively British invention, but
his humour was carefully tailored to
Mexican tastes – so much so, indeed,
that he came to seem a fundamentally
Mexican performer, such that none
other than Manuel Gutiérrez Nájera
could call him ‘nuestro gran artista,
nuestro gran satírico, nuestro gran
poeta cómico’ [‘Our great actor, our
great satirist, our great comic poet’].11

Turning briefly to Bell’s performance
style, according to the leading
historian of the Mexican circus, in
the 1880s Bell became ‘the standard
for a new, educated clown’.18 With his
family-friendly capers and invariably
clean jokes, Bell represented a
wholesome, cosmopolitan alternative
to the raucous Mexican street theatre,
as embodied in the ‘carpas’ (tent
theatres that moved around workingclass neighbourhoods) and ‘jacalones’
(shacks that provided short comedies
at affordable prices). This form of
theatre embodied a rural culture of
innuendo and subversion, one which
preserved mestizo and even Indigenous
elements.19
As Peter Stallybrass and Allon White
Figure 2. Jose Guadalupe Posada - ‘El Clown Mexicano: Cuaderno No. 6’ (ca. 1880–
1910), The Metropolitan Museum of Art Collection

17 Can Bell’s practice as a clown be thought of as a somehow integral and unitary artefact? Simon J. Evnine’s
Making Objects and Events: A Hylomorphic Theory of Artifacts, Actions, and Organisms (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2016) is interesting in this regard. Evnine outlines how certain actions could be considered to constitute an artefact, giving the examples, among many others, of a circus performer’s act (p.236), the telling of a
joke (p.240), and singing and dancing (p.250).
18 Revolledo, El Siglo De Oro, p.145.
19 Paul Alonso resumes how the carpas combined ‘the medieval Spanish and Aztec traditions of the public
theatre’, creating ‘a space for social criticism and dissident humor’; Alonso also notes that the carpas are the
root of a Mexican tradition of subversive clowns, among them Cantinflas, Roberto Gómez Bolaños’ El Chavo del Ocho, and Victor Trujillo’s Brozo, although these characters also bear characteristics that are clearly
derived from the tradition inaugurated by Bell. See Alonso, ‘Brozo’s El Mañanero: Televisa’s Grotesque Clown
as Transgressive Journalism in Mexico’, in his Satiric TV in the Americas: Critical Metatainment as Negotiated
Dissent (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), pp. 76-96.
20 The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (New York, Cornell University Press, 1986), p.172.
21 Ibid., p.178.
22 Ibid., p.177.
23 For a good overview of the historiography of the Porfirian industrialisation drive, see Aurora Gómez Galvarriato Freer, ‘Industrialización, empresas y trabajadores industriales, del porfiriato a la Revolución: la nueva historiografía’, Historia Mexicana, Jan. - Mar., 2003, Vol. 52, No. 3, Ruggiero Romano, in Memoriam (Fermo
1923-París 2001) (Jan. - Mar. 2003), pp. 773-804.
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argue,
late-nineteenth-century
Europe saw a ‘middle-class rejection
of the indigenous carnival tradition’.20
The bourgeoisie ‘disowned’21 the
carnivalesque, with its bawdy, anarchic
overtones and rural roots, and in this
it was ‘one of many casualties in the
movement towards an urban, industrial
society’.22 In Mexico, Porfirio Díaz was
aiming to effect just such a movement,
and his embracing of Bell can be read
as an aspect of this broader project.23
Moreover, a central goal of the dictator
was to implant European values in
Mexican society, a project into which
Bell also fit. In this regard, we might
return to the observation of the great
Peruvian
philosopher
Mariátegui,
excerpted at the start of this article.
Writing some years after Bell’s heyday,
his text nonetheless gives a sense of
how the British clown was perceived
in Latin America as integrally linked
to British imperialism – a cog in ‘the
magnificent machinery of the Empire’
– as well as embodying core British

rather than the Spanish ‘payaso’. This
macaronic title is suggestive of how Bell
himself adapted an English tradition
to a Mexican sensibility, giving rise to
a truly transcultural artefact.17
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in Mexican society, we need to consider
him not solely in terms of economic and
political conditions, but also of more
diffuse cultural factors.
El Circo Orrin
We have seen that, in the case of Bell,
the ideological ramifications of the
championing of British culture by the
Mexican establishment are somewhat
abstract. For a more concrete
and explicit application of British
socioeconomic ideals, we will turn to
the circus where Bell performed for
much of his career.

Here, then, we have an example of
British cultural influence on Mexican
society that resists elucidation in terms
of traditional concepts of ‘cultural
imperialism’, which typically presume
a) previous military occupation, and
b) deliberate agency on the part of the
metropolitan authorities.24 Likewise,

A tourist brochure published in 1898
by the Mexican National Railroad
Company (at the time an American
enterprise) characterises the Circo
Orrin in this way: ‘Circus and highclass vaudeville. Only American place
of amusement in Mexico.’25 As well

traditional
notions
of
‘informal
empire’ cannot entirely capture the
situation. Did Bell think of himself as a
sort of secret agent on behalf of British
imperialism? Was his ultimate goal to
pave the way for an influx of British
capital? Or was he simply an emigrant
artist who settled in a place where he
could be successful – and enjoy a style
of life he could not have accessed at
home – and hence only inadvertently
a vector of British values? In short, in
order to conceptualise Bell’s position

as American culture, the circus was a
showcase of European talent, variously
featuring French singers, Viennese
dancers, and Italian and Spanish
actors.26 The Orrin brothers themselves
were pillars of Anglo-American and
upper-class society, organising charity
dinners and fundraising functions
that were attended by the political
elite and sometimes by Díaz himself.27

Alongside this, Edward Orrin was a
well-established entrepreneur – the
Directorio General de la Ciudad de Mexico,
1893-1894 notes that he owned three
separate addresses dedicated to various
business ventures, while, according
to the Daily Anglo American,28 he was
co-owner of a dairy farm outside the
city.29

we could also consider it in light
of Aguirre’s observation regarding
visual depictions of Mexico, that ‘the
enfolding of Mexico into European
conventions of landscape aesthetics
suggested its availability for control
and exploitation from afar.’32 In short,
the theatre building was a flagship of
European architectural principles.

The permanent seat of the Circo Orrin
was built in 1891, further distinguishing
it from its ‘nomadic’, autochthonous
alternatives. Designed by a French
architect named Del Pierra, the Teatro
Circo Orrin was a strikingly modern
building, constructed primarily of
steel and glass at a time when adobe
and tezontle – a volcanic stone – were
the predominant building materials
in the region. The main theatre was
complemented by smoking rooms,
bars, a bakery and a candy shop.30 In

Labor omnia vincit
As a way to think about how the Orrin
brothers’ circus dovetailed with the
broader Porfirian project, we could
home in on the motto which adorned
the façade of their establishment:
Labor omnia vincit.
Meaning ‘Work conquers all’, this
phrase from Virgil’s Georgics has a
long history. It was recycled in various
different colonial contexts, no doubt
partly because ‘vincit’ is a particularly
loaded verb in such settings. In the case
of Mexico, in 1588 King Phillip II of
Spain made it the motto of the city of
Zacatecas, one of the most important
mining regions in the New Spain (the
Spanish having laboured to conquer,

the space in front of the complex there
was a ‘jardín inglés’, a small square
landscaped in a manner evocative of
the principles of the English garden
as it was characterised at the time,
and clearly intended to serve as a
microcosm of order and elegance;31

in the Daily Anglo American newspaper; see, e.g., ‘The Amusement Princes of Mexico’, unsigned editorial
from the edition of October 14, 1891 (Vol. II, No. 172), p.4. To take a representative example of Edward Orrin’s
philanthropy, he was one of the four biggest contributors to the Sociedad Filantrópica Mexicana, according to
its monthly publication, El Bien Social, April 1, 1896 (Año VII, No. 24), p.3.
28 Quoted in Juan Felipe Leal & Eduardo Barraza - Anales del Cine en México, 1895-1911, vol.11. 1905: La primera sala permanente de cine en la Ciudad de México (Mexico City: Juan Pablos/Voyeur, 2017), p.124.

24 See Jeffrey Herlihy-Mera, After American Studies: Rethinking the Legacies of Transnational Exceptionalism
(London: Routledge, 2018), p. 24.

29 ‘A Pleasant Outing’, unsigned editorial from the edition of October 19, 1891 (Vol. II, No. 176), p.2; see also
‘Fragments’, May 10, 1891, p.2 (Vol.II, no.38).

25 Mexican National Railroad Company (Ferrocarriles Nacionales de México), Tropical Tours to Toltec Towns in
Mexico (New York: Rogers & Smith Company, 1898), p.63.

30 See Ivan San Martín & Roberta Vassallo, ‘El acrobático renacer del Nuevo Circo Teatro Renacimiento’, Bitacora Arquitectura, no. 20 (2010), pp.18-23.

26 See, for example, ‘Orrin’s Circus-Theatre’, unsigned review in the Daily Anglo American, January 12, 1892
(Vol. III, No. 11), p.2.

31 See, for example, Mark Laird’s engaging The Flowering of the Landscape Garden: English Pleasure Grounds,
1720-1800 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999).

27 Numerous references underlining the Orrin brothers’ prominence in Mexican high society are to be found

32 Informal Empire, p.60.
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values: for Mariátegui, the clown is
as emblematic an institution as the
House of Lords. Meanwhile, the British
clown’s ‘domestication of the wild,
nomadic buffoonery of the bohemian’
anticipates the argument of Stallybrass
and White, and corresponds to Bell’s
role in Mexico. If Bell was patronised
by Porfirio Díaz, it was because the
dictator saw in him an opportunity
to integrate ‘refined capitalist’ values
into Mexican society via a relatively
innocuous means.

As these examples of its use suggest, this
potent phrase folded together a range
of different associations, among them
imperial domination, the formation of
a workforce out of colonised peoples,
and the valorisation of the Protestant
work ethic. Thus, while it might
strike one as a somewhat incongruous
motto for a place of leisure, the choice
of this phrase makes explicit the
broader ideological dimension of the
Circo Orrin’s place in society. Porfirio
Díaz welcomed British and American
companies and investors with open
arms. As Bell was performing in the
Circo Orrin, such companies were
operating in virtually every aspect of
the country’s economic and industrial
life, from mining and railways to real
estate and commerce; their owners
‘desired to stabilize the work force,
train permanent workers, extend their
hours and days of work, and increase
productivity. Therefore, they had to
separate the worker from his village
and land […] and transform him

In early-modern Europe, the phrase
was also ‘a verbal fixture in the educated
humanist imagination’, particularly
in relation to pedagogy.34 It is in this
sense that we often find it applied in
the context of British colonialism. Early
examples include its use as the motto
of the College of Engineering, Guindy,
in Chennai, India, which was initially
founded by the East India Company in
1794 as the ‘Revenue Survey School’;35
and of St. Jago High School in Jamaica,
established in 1774. It is also the motto
of Cheltenham College, the first of
the Victorian public schools, founded
in 1841. Subsequently, the phrase

Porfirian rule, a tendency which was
facilitated by the railway network that
British and American engineers were
busily installing at this time: all roads
lead to la Roma.

into an industrial worker dependent
entirely on wages.’36 This desire
corresponds closely to the Porfirian
elite’s overarching goal of capitalist
transformation, and both ends are
well served by the philosophy of ‘Labor
omnia vincit’ becoming ingrained in
the minds of the workers.

As much as gunboats and investment
bankers, then, the Circo Orrin
underwrote informal imperialism,
implanting cultural values which
could be leveraged on a political or
economic level. In Alan Knight’s
summation, ‘The British presence in
Latin America […] involved ideological
and cultural proselytization [and] the
dissemination […] of British attitudes,
ideas, and cultural practices.’39 To

As it happens, their theatre was not the
last intervention that the Orrin brothers
made in the built landscape of Mexico
City. Edward Walter Orrin was a prime
mover behind the construction of ‘la
colonia Roma’, a neighbourhood to the
west of the colonial-era city, principally
comprising grand mansions and
pseudo-Parisian boulevards.37 Now,

return to Mariátegui, we would
certainly be justified in seeing the work
of both the Orrin brothers and Ricardo
Bell as ‘una rueda y un movimiento de
la magnífica máquina del Imperio’.

‘colonia’ is simply the administrative
term used to denote ‘neighbourhood’
in Mexico, while ‘Roma’ is a reference
to the name of the hamlet around
which the new development was built,
namely ‘la Romita’. Nevertheless, it
would be disingenuous to think that its
builders were oblivious to the imperial
resonances of this designation. Further
to this, all of the streets bear the
names of different cities and regions
of Mexico.38 It is possible to read this
naming device as a spatial articulation
of the centralising tendency of
36 Brown, ‘Foreign and Native-Born Workers’, p.798.

33 ‘Hacendados, trabajadores y sacerdote frente a la casa principal. Se trata de la Fiesta Religiosa de la Hacienda Sacapuc que perteneció al Dr. Alonso Patrón Espadas entre los años 1885-1925’, Fototeca Pedro Guerra,
Universidad Autónoma de Yucatán. See Gilbert M. Joseph, Rediscovering the Past at Mexico’s Periphery: Essays on
the History of Modern Yucatán, (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2003); this photograph is reproduced
on p.77.

37 Edgar Tavares López’ Colonia Roma (Mexico City: Clío, 1998) remains the best study of the history of la
Roma. On Orrin’s involvement in its building, see Ch.1.

34 Andrew Wallace, ‘Virgilian Georgic and Renaissance Pedagogy’, (PhD thesis, University of Toronto, 2003),
p.16.

38 It is often said that, every time the Orrins’ troupe returned from a tour, a newly-built street was named
after the place they had visited. However, Tavares López pointedly refrains from repeating this claim, and
the present author has yet to find confirmation for it in a primary text. Tavares López cites Salvador Novo’s
affirmation that the street names in la Roma are the product of ‘una tardía ola de compensador nacionalismo
geográfico’ [‘an overdue wave of compensatory geographical nationalism’]. In Tavares López, Colonia Roma,
p.31.

35 Matthew H. Edney, Mapping an Empire: The Geographical Construction of British India, 1765-1843 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1997), p.172ff.

39 Alan Knight, ‘Britain and Latin America’, p.125, in Andrew Porter (ed.), The Oxford History of the British Empire: Volume III: The Nineteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp.122-144.
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came to be associated with labour
movements in the US, including the
seminal American Federation of Labor,
established in 1886 – only a few years
before the construction of the Circo
Orrin.

it was now the conquered who had
to labour). That the phrase remained
associated with the exploitation of
Indigenous labour is suggested by
a photograph in the Fototeca Pedro
Guerra of the Universidad Autónoma
de Yucatán. Taken some time between
1885 and 1925, it depicts the façade of
the principal building of the Sacapuc
‘hacienda’ (plantation) in the Yucatán,
with our phrase prominently inscribed
on it. In the photograph, the hacienda’s
workforce is arrayed for a religious
procession, the majority of them likely
to be either Mayan or forcibly displaced
Yaqui people from the Sonora region.33

