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CARTUCHO NELLIE
CAMPOBELLO: A
NEW LENS ON THE
MEXICAN
REVOLUTION

In  the  vast  landscape
of  Mexican  literature,
f e w  w o r k s  h a v e
managed  to  capture
the  raw,  unfiltered
essence of the Mexican
R e v o l u t i o n  a s
p o w e r f u l l y  a s
Cartucho  by  Nellie
Campobello.  Written
from a perspective that
breaks  sharply  from
the  dominant  male-
authored narratives  of
the era, this short but
potent  collection  of

vignettes  offers  an
unflinching  portrait  of
violence,  survival,  and
the  long  shadow  of
conflict  in  northern
Mexico.  For  decades,
Cartucho  Nel l ie
Campobello  was  a
h i d d e n  g e m ,
overshadowed  by  the
great  novels  of  the
Revolution.  Today,  it
stands  as  a  crucial
text,  not  only  for  its
literary  merit  but  for
the  unique  voice  it
br ings  to  a  crucial
chapter in history. This
article  explores  the
world  of  Cartucho ,
delving into its author,
i t s  t h e m e s ,  i t s
s t ructure ,  and  i ts
lasting legacy,  making
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the  case  for  why  this
book remains essential
reading  for  anyone
seek ing  a  deeper
understanding  of  the
Revolution  and  the
power  of  eyewitness
testimony in literature.

WHO WAS NELLIE
CAMPOBELLO? THE
LIFE BEHIND THE
VIGNETTES

T o  u n d e r s t a n d
Cartucho,  one  must
first  understand  its
a u t h o r .  N e l l i e
C a m p o b e l l o
(1900–1986)  was  a
multifaceted  figure:  a
dancer, choreographer,
writer,  and  historian.
Born  María  Francisca
M o y a  L u n a  i n  t h e
nor thern  s ta te  o f
C h i h u a h u a ,  s h e
adopted  the  name
Nellie Campobello later
in  life.  Her  childhood
was spent in the very
l a n d s c a p e s  a n d
revolutionary  camps

that  would  form  the
backdrop  of  her  most
famous  work.  Unlike
m a n y  u r b a n
intellectuals who wrote
about  the  Revolution
f r o m  a  d i s t a n c e ,
C a m p o b e l l o
e x p e r i e n c e d  i t
firsthand.  She  was  a
child  during  the  most
violent  years  of  the
conflict,  witnessing  the
movements  of  troops,
the executions, and the
daily life of a region at
war.
This  direct  experience
is the beating heart of
h e r  w r i t i n g .
Campobello’s  mother
was  a  key  figure  who
provided  shelter  and
s u p p o r t  t o
revolutionary  soldiers,
and  the  family  home
often served as a safe
house.  This  proximity
to the events and the
people—the  villistas,
the  federales,  the
anonymous  women
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and  children—gave
C a m p o b e l l o  a
perspective  that  was
both  int imate  and
profoundly  personal.
After  the  Revolution,
she  moved  to  Mexico
C i t y ,  w h e r e  s h e
became  a  celebrated
figure  in  the  world  of
dance.  Yet,  she never
forgot  the  war-torn
landscape of her youth.
In 1931, she published
Cartucho: relatos de la
lucha  en  el  Norte  de
México  (Cartucho:
Tales of the Struggle in
Northern  Mexico),  a
b o o k  t h a t  w o u l d
cement  her  place  as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important—and  most
overlooked—writers  of
the Revolution. Later in
her  life,  she  faced  a
t r a g i c  f a t e ,
disappearing  under
m y s t e r i o u s
circumstances  in  the
1980s, but her literary
legacy,  particularly

Cartucho  Nel l ie
C a m p o b e l l o ,
continues  to  grow  in
significance.

UNDERSTANDING
CARTUCHO:
STRUCTURE,
STYLE, AND
CONTENT

A Series
of
Snapshot
s, Not a
Novel
Cartucho  i s  not  a
traditional novel. It has
no  single  protagonist,
no linear plot,  and no
conventional  narrative
arc.  Instead,  it  is  a
collection of more than
fifty  short  vignettes  or
"estampas"  (prints  or
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snapshots), each one a
brief,  intense  portrait
of a person, a place, or
a single event from the
Revolution in  northern
Mexico,  specifically  in
t h e  s t a t e s  o f
C h i h u a h u a  a n d
Durango.  The  t i t le
itself,  "Cartucho,"  is  a
S p a n i s h  w o r d  f o r
"cartridge" or a roll of
co i n s ,  bu t  i t  a l so
evokes  the  sound  of
gunfire  and  the
explosive nature of the
content. Each vignette
is  like  a  cartridge—a
compact, concentrated
burst  of  narrat ive
energy.
The  simplicity  of  the
prose  is  deceptive.
Campobello writes in a
clean,  direct,  almost
childlike  voice.  There
are  no  grand  literary
flourishes  or  complex
m e t a p h o r s .  T h e
language  is  stark,
b ru ta l ,  and  o f ten
b e a u t i f u l  i n  i t s

economy. She does not
explain or analyze; she
simply  presents.  A
vignette  might  be  no
more than a paragraph
describing a man's last
moments,  a  mother's
grief,  or  the  strange
quiet after a skirmish.
This  technique  gives
t h e  b o o k  a n
overwhelming sense of
i m m e d i a c y  a n d
authent ic i ty .  The
reader is not told what
to feel; they are simply
placed in  front  of  the
s c e n e  a n d  l e f t  t o
witness.

The North
as a
Central
Character
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important  aspects  of
Cartucho  Nel l ie
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Campobello  is  i ts
g e o g r a p h i c  a n d
cultural  specificity.  The
North  of  Mexico—with
its  vast  deserts,  its
rugged  mountains,  its
towns and ranches—is
not just the setting; it
is  a  central  character.
Campobello’s  North  is
a  place  of  sun,  dust,
a n d  s i l e n c e ,
punctuated by sudden
violence. It is a region
where  loyal ty  to  a
leader like Pancho Villa
was  fierce,  and  where
betrayal  could  mean
death. The book vividly
portrays  the  norteño
character: stoic, proud,
and  fatalistic.  This
focus  on  the  regional
i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e
Revolution  offers  a
powerful  counterpoint
to  narratives  centered
on Mexico City  or  the
central  highlands.
Campobello shows us a
war fought on different
terms,  with  its  own

rhythms  and  its  own
code of honor.

MAJOR THEMES IN
CARTUCHO

Violence
and Its
Aftermat
h
V i o l e n c e  i s  t h e
dominant theme of the
book,  but  it  is  never
gratuitous. Campobello
presents violence as a
f a c t  o f  l i f e ,  a n
inescapable part of the
daily landscape of war.
Men are shot, hanged,
or  stabbed.  Bodies  lie
in  the  streets.  The
sound  of  gunfire  is  as
common as  the  wind.
Yet, the focus is often
on  the  aftermath,  not
the  act  itself.  She  is
more interested in the
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silence  that  follows  a
battle,  the  look  on  a
woman’s  face  as  she
identifies  her  son’s
b o d y ,  o r  t h e  w a y
children  play  at  war
after  witnessing  real
b l o o d s h e d .  T h i s
e m p h a s i s  o n  t h e
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
psychological  toll  of
v i o l e n c e  g i v e s
Cartucho  its  lasting
power. It is not a book
that glorifies war; it is a
book  that  records  its
terrible cost.

Memory
and
Eyewitne
ss
Testimon

y
The  book  is  explicitly
framed  as  a  work  of
memory.  The  narrator
is an unnamed child or
y o u n g  g i r l  w h o
remembers  these
events.  This  child’s
perspective  is  crucial.
She does not have the
filter  of  adult
unders tand ing  or
political  ideology.  She
remembers  what  she
saw, without judgment,
but  w i th  a  ch i ld ’ s
unflinching  honesty.
This  narrative  voice
makes the stories feel
like direct testimony, a
form  of  oral  history
committed  to  paper.
Campobel lo  is  not
writing  history  in  the
traditional  sense;  she
is creating a mosaic of
m e m o r y ,  p i e c i n g
together  fragments  of
her own past  and the
collective  past  of  her
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region.  Cartucho  can
be  read  as  an  act  of
resistance  against
forgetting,  a  way  to
preserve the stories of
t h e  o r d i n a r y
people—the  soldiers,
t h e  w i d o w s ,  t h e
chi ldren—who  are
often left  out of  official
accounts.

Women
and
Children
in War
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
significant
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f
Cartucho  Nel l ie
Campobello  to  the
l i t e r a t u r e  o f  t h e
Mexican  Revolution  is
its focus on the roles of
women  and  children.
T r a d i t i o n a l
revolutionary  novels

often  center  on  male
sold iers  and  thei r
exploits.  Campobello,
writing from a feminine
a n d  j u v e n i l e
perspective,  gives
voice  to  the  women
who  ran  homes,  hid
soldiers,  buried  the
dead,  and  kept  l i fe
going  in  the  face  of
tragedy.  The  mothers
and  s i s ters  in  her
v ignet tes  a re  not
passive  victims;  they
a r e  r e s i l i e n t ,
resourceful,  and  often
strong-wil led.  The
children,  meanwhile,
a r e  w i t n e s s e s  t o
horrors  that  no  child
should  see,  and  their
innocent  gaze  makes
the violence even more
piercing.

The Myth
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and
Reality of
Pancho

Villa
Pancho  Vil la  looms
large  over  the  entire
book.  Campobello’s
family  was  connected
t o  t h e  V i l l i s t a
movement,  and  her
p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e
general is complex. He
is  a  figure  of  immense
charisma and power, a
leader  who  inspires
fierce loyalty. However,
she does not shy away
from  the  brutal i ty
associated  with  him
and  his  men.  Villa  is
presented  as  both  a
hero  and  a  kil ler,  a
man of the people and
a ruthless warlord. This
nuanced  portrayal  is
one of the book’s great

strengths.  Campobello
demystifies  Villa
without diminishing his
importance,  showing
him as a human being
shaped by the violence
of his time.

LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE AND
LEGACY

A
Precursor
to
Modern
Testimoni
al Writing
When  it  was  first
published  in  1931,
C a r t u c h o  d i d  n o t
receive the widespread
acclaim it deserved. It
was perhaps too stark,
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too  unconventional,
and  too  feminine  for
t h e  l i t e r a r y
establishment  of  the
t ime.  I t  was  o f ten
compared  unfavorably
to  the  epic  novels  of
the Revolution, such as
Mariano  Azuela’s  Los
d e  a b a j o  ( T h e
Underdogs).  However,
over  the  decades,
critical opinion shifted.
Scholars  and  readers
began to recognize the
extraordinary power of
C a m p o b e l l o ’ s
minimalist  style  and
h e r  u n i q u e
perspective.  Today,
Cartucho is seen as a
precursor  to  modern
testimonial  literature
and  a  forerunner  of
works  that  prioritize
t h e  v o i c e s  o f  t h e
marg ina l i zed .  I t s
influence  can  be  seen
in later Latin American
w r i t e r s  w h o  u s e
f r a g m e n t e d ,
eyewitness  narratives

to explore history and
violence.

Rediscov
ery and
Canonizat
ion
The late 20th and early
21st  centuries  saw  a
major  resurgence  of
in te res t  i n  Ne l l i e
Campobello.  A  new
generation  of  feminist
scholars  and  literary
critics championed her
work,  arguing  for  its
inclusion in the canon
of  modern  Mexican
literature.  Translations
o f  C a r t u c h o  i n t o
Engl ish  and  other
languages  introduced
h e r  t o  a  g l o b a l
audience.  Readers
discovered a book that
was  radically  different
from other works of its
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era—a  book  that  was
more  concerned  with
t h e  s e n s a t i o n  o f
memory than with plot,
more interested in the
texture  of  individual
lives than in sweeping
historical  narratives.
This  Cartucho  Nellie
Campobello  revival
has  firmly  established
t h e  b o o k  a s  a
masterpiece  of  20th-
c e n t u r y  M e x i c a n
literature.  It  is  now
studied  in  universities
around the world and is
recognized  as  a  key
text  for  understanding
the Mexican Revolution
from  a  non-traditional
perspective.

Why
Read
Cartucho

Today?
I n  a n  a g e  o f
information  overload
and  constant  media,
there  is  something
deeply  compell ing
about  the  quiet,  stark
power  of  Cartucho.  It
demands that we slow
down,  that  we  pay
attention  to  the  small
details,  and  that  we
listen to voices that are
often  silenced.  The
book  offers  no  easy
answers  or  comforting
moral lessons. It simply
presents  the  truth  of
war  as  seen  through
the  eyes  of  a  child.
Reading  Cartucho
today  i s  an  ac t  o f
historical  empathy,  a
way  to  connect  with
the millions of ordinary
peop le  who  l i ved
through  one  of  the
most turbulent periods
in Mexican history. It is
also  a  lesson  in  the
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power  o f  l i t e ra ry
form—how a writer can
use brevity,  simplicity,
and structure to create
an  un fo rge t tab le
emotional  impact.

A DEEPER LOOK AT
KEY VIGNETTES

To fully appreciate the
artistry  of  Cartucho
Nellie Campobello, it
is helpful  to look at a
few  specific  examples
of her vignettes. Many
critics have pointed to
stories  like  "El  gallo"
(The Rooster), in which
a  man’s  execution  is
juxtaposed  with  the
image  of  a  rooster
crowing,  creating  a
stark contrast between
life and death. Another
notable vignette is "Los

fusilados"  (The  Shot
Men),  which  describes
the bodies of executed
soldiers laid out in the
morning  light,  their
faces  peace fu l  i n
death.  Campobello’s
ability to find beauty in
the  most  horrifying
scenes  is  one  of  her
hallmarks.  She  does
not  flinch  from  the
details—the blood, the
flies,  the  open
wounds—but  she  also
does not sensationalize
t h e m .  T h e  p r o s e
r e m a i n s  c a l m ,
observational,  and
devastating.
Another  recurr ing
e l e m e n t  i n  t h e
vignettes  is  the  figure
o f  t h e  m o t h e r .
Campobel lo’s  own
mother


