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Cartucho Nellie
Campobello

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
e s s e n c e  o f  t h e
Mexican  Revolution
as  powerful ly  as
Cartucho  by  Nellie
Campobello.  Written
from  a  perspective
that  breaks  sharply
from  the  dominant
m a l e - a u t h o r e d

narratives of the era,
this short but potent
c o l l e c t i o n  o f
vignettes  offers  an
unflinching  portrait
of violence, survival,
and the long shadow
of  conflict  in
northern Mexico. For
decades,  Cartucho
Nellie  Campobello
was  a  hidden  gem,
overshadowed  by
the  great  novels  of
the  Revo lu t ion .
Today, it stands as a
crucial text, not only
for  its  literary  merit
but  for  the  unique
voice  it  brings  to  a
crucial  chapter  in
history.  This  article
explores the world of
Cartucho,  delving



into  its  author,  its
t h e m e s ,  i t s
structure,  and  its
l a s t i n g  l e g a c y ,
making the case for
w h y  t h i s  b o o k
remains  essential
reading  for  anyone
seeking  a  deeper
understanding of the
Revolution  and  the
power of eyewitness
t e s t i m o n y  i n
l iterature.

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  d a n c e r ,
c h o r e o g r a p h e r ,
writer, and historian.
Born María Francisca
Moya  Luna  in  the
northern  state  of
Ch ihuahua ,  she
adopted  the  name
Nellie  Campobello
later  in  l i fe .  Her
childhood was spent
i n  t h e  v e r y
landscapes  and
revolutionary  camps
that would form the
backdrop  o f  her
most  famous  work.
Unlike  many  urban
intellectuals  who
wrote  about  the
Revolution  from  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
t r o o p s ,  t h e
executions,  and  the
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daily life of a region
at war.

T h i s  d i r e c t
experience  is  the
beating heart of her
w r i t i n g .
C a m p o b e l l o ’ s
mother  was  a  key
figure  who  provided
shelter  and  support
to  revolut ionary
soldiers,  and  the
family  home  often
served  as  a  safe
h o u s e .  T h i s
proximity  to  the
e v e n t s  a n d  t h e
people—the villistas,
the  federales,  the
anonymous  women
and  children—gave
C a m p o b e l l o  a
perspective that was
both  intimate  and
profoundly  personal.
After the Revolution,
she moved to Mexico
C i ty ,  where  she
became a celebrated
figure in the world of
dance .  Ye t ,  she

never forgot the war-
torn landscape of her
youth.  In  1931,  she
published  Cartucho:
relatos  de  la  lucha
e n  e l  N o r t e  d e
México  (Cartucho:
Tales of the Struggle
in Northern Mexico),
a  book  that  would
cement her place as
one  o f  t he  mos t
important—and most
overlooked—writers
of  the  Revolution.
Later in her life, she
faced  a  tragic  fate,
disappearing  under
m y s t e r i o u s
circumstances in the
1 9 8 0 s ,  b u t  h e r
l i te rary  legacy ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y
Cartucho  Nellie
C a m p o b e l l o ,
continues to grow in
significance.

Understanding



Cartucho:
Structure,
Style, and

Content

A Series of
Snapshots, Not
a Novel

Cartucho  is  not  a
traditional  novel.  It
h a s  n o  s i n g l e
pro tagon is t ,  no
linear  plot,  and  no
c o n v e n t i o n a l
n a r r a t i v e  a r c .
I n s t e a d ,  i t  i s  a
collection  of  more
than  fifty  short
v i g n e t t e s  o r
"estampas" (prints or
snapshots), each one
a  b r ie f ,  i n tense
portrait of a person,
a place,  or  a  single
e v e n t  f r o m  t h e
R e v o l u t i o n  i n
northern  Mexico,
specifically  in  the

states  of  Chihuahua
and  Durango.  The
t i t l e  i t s e l f ,
"Car tucho,"  i s  a
Spanish  word  for
"cartridge"  or  a  roll
of  coins,  but  it  also
evokes the sound of
gunfire  and  the
explosive  nature  of
the  content.  Each
vignette  is  l ike  a
c a r t r i d g e — a
c o m p a c t ,
concentrated  burst
of  narrative  energy.

The simplicity of the
prose  is  deceptive.
Campobello writes in
a  c l ean ,  d i rec t ,
a lmost  chi ld l ike
voice.  There  are  no
g r a n d  l i t e r a r y
flourishes  or
complex  metaphors.
The  language  i s
stark,  brutal,  and
often beautiful in its
economy.  She  does
n o t  e x p l a i n  o r
analyze;  she  simply
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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
s k i r m i s h .  T h i s
technique  gives  the
b o o k  a n
overwhelming  sense
of  immediacy  and
authenticity.  The
reader  is  not  told
what  to  feel;  they
are simply placed in
front  of  the  scene
and left to witness.

The North as a
Central
Character

One  o f  the  most
important aspects of
Cartucho  Nellie
Campobello  is  its
geograph ic  and
cultural  specificity.
T h e  N o r t h  o f
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,  and  silence,
p u n c t u a t e d  b y
sudden violence. It is
a  r e g i o n  w h e r e
loyalty  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  r eg i ona l
i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e
Revolution  offers  a
p o w e r f u l
counterpo in t  to
narratives  centered
on Mexico City or the
central  highlands.
Campobello  shows
us  a  war  fought  on
different  terms,  with
its own rhythms and



i t s  o w n  c o d e  o f
honor.

Major Themes
in Cartucho

Violence and Its
Aftermath

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 fact of
life,  an  inescapable
part  of  the  dai ly
landscape  of  war.
M e n  a r e  s h o t ,
hanged,  or  stabbed.
Bodies  l ie  in  the
streets. The sound of
gunfire  is  as
c o m m o n  a s  t h e
wind. Yet,  the focus
i s  o f t e n  o n  t h e
aftermath,  not  the
act  i tsel f .  She  is
more  interested  in
the  s i lence  that

follows a battle,  the
look  on  a  woman’s
face as she identifies
her  son’s  body,  or
the  way  chi ldren
play  at  war  after
w i tness ing  rea l
b loodshed.  Th is
emphasis  on  the
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
Eyewitness
Testimony

The book is explicitly
framed as a work of
m e m o r y .  T h e
n a r r a t o r  i s  a n
unnamed  child  or
y o u n g  g i r l  w h o
remembers  these
events.  This  child’s
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p e r s p e c t i v e  i s
crucial. She does not
have  the  filter  of
adult  understanding
or political  ideology.
She  remembers
w h a t  s h e  s a w ,
without  judgment,
but  with  a  child’s
unflinching  honesty.
This  narrative  voice
makes  the  stories
f e e l  l i k e  d i r e c t
testimony, a form of
o r a l  h i s t o r y
committed to paper.
Campobello  is  not
writing history in the
traditional  sense;
she  is  creat ing  a
mosaic  of  memory,
piecing  together
fragments  of  her
own  past  and  the
collective past of her
region.  Cartucho
can  be  read  as  an
act  of  resistance
against forgetting, a
way to preserve the
s t o r i e s  o f  t h e
ordinary people—the

soldiers, the widows,
the  children—who
are often left out of
official accounts.

Women and
Children in War

One  o f  the  most
significant
contr ibut ions  of
Cartucho  Nellie
Campobello  to  the
l i terature  of  the
Mexican  Revolution
is  its  focus  on  the
roles of  women and
children.  Traditional
revolutionary  novels
often center on male
soldiers  and  their
e x p l o i t s .
Campobello,  writing
from a feminine and
juvenile  perspective,
gives  voice  to  the
w o m e n  w h o  r a n
homes,  hid  soldiers,
buried the dead, and
kept life going in the
face of tragedy. The
mothers  and  sisters



in  her vignettes are
not  passive  victims;
they  are  resilient,
resourceful ,  and
often  strong-willed.
T h e  c h i l d r e n ,
meanwh i l e ,  a re
witnesses to horrors
that no child should
s e e ,  a n d  t h e i r
innocent gaze makes
the  violence  even
more  piercing.

The Myth and
Reality of
Pancho Villa

Pancho  Villa  looms
large over the entire
book.  Campobello’s
f a m i l y  w a s
connected  to  the
Villista  movement,
and her portrayal of
t h e  g e n e r a l  i s
complex.  He  is  a
figure  of  immense
charisma and power,
a leader who inspires
fierce  loyalty.

However,  she  does
not  shy  away  from
t h e  b r u t a l i t y
associated  with  him
and his men. Villa is
presented as both a
hero  and a  killer,  a
man  of  the  people
a n d  a  r u t h l e s s
w a r l o r d .  T h i s
nuanced portrayal is
one  of  the  book’s
great  strengths.
C a m p o b e l l o
demystifies  Villa
without  diminishing
h is  importance ,
showing  him  as  a
human being shaped
by the violence of his
time.

Literary
Significance
and Legacy

A Precursor to
Modern
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Testimonial
Writing

When  it  was  first
published  in  1931,
Cartucho  did  not
r e c e i v e  t h e
widespread  acclaim
it  deserved.  It  was
perhaps  too  stark,
too  unconventional,
and too feminine for
t h e  l i t e r a r y
establishment of the
time.  It  was  often
c o m p a r e d
unfavorably  to  the
epic  novels  of  the
Revolution,  such  as
Mariano Azuela’s Los
d e  a b a j o  ( T h e
U n d e r d o g s ) .
However,  over  the
decades,  crit ical
op in ion  sh i f ted.
Scholars and readers
began  to  recognize
the  extraordinary
p o w e r  o f
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  p r e c u r s o r  t o
modern  testimonial
l i te rature  and  a
forerunner  of  works
that  prioritize  the
v o i c e s  o f  t h e
marginalized.  Its
influence  can  be
seen  in  later  Latin
American  writers
who use fragmented,
e y e w i t n e s s
narratives to explore
history and violence.

Rediscovery
and
Canonization

The  late  20th  and
early  21st  centuries
s a w  a  m a j o r
r e s u r g e n c e  o f
interest  in  Nell ie
Campobello.  A  new
g e n e r a t i o n  o f
feminist scholars and
l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s



championed  her
work, arguing for its
inc lus ion  in  the
canon  of  modern
Mexican  literature.
T rans l a t i ons  o f
Cartucho into English
and other languages
introduced  her  to  a
global  audience.
Readers  discovered
a  book  tha t  was
radically  different
from other works of
its  era—a book that
was more concerned
with the sensation of
memory  than  with
plot, more interested
in  the  texture  of
individual  lives  than
i n  s w e e p i n g
historical  narratives.
T h i s  C a r t u c h o
Nellie  Campobello
revival  has  firmly
established the book
as a masterpiece of
2 0 t h - c e n t u r y
Mexican literature. It
is  now  studied  in
universities  around

the  wor ld  and  i s
recognized as a key
t e x t  f o r
understanding  the
Mexican  Revolution
f r o m  a  n o n -
t r a d i t i o n a l
perspective.

Why Read
Cartucho
Today?

I n  a n  a g e  o f
information overload
and constant media,
there  is  something
deeply  compelling
about  the  quiet ,
s t a r k  p o w e r  o f
C a r t u c h o .  I t
demands  that  we
slow down,  that  we
pay attention to the
small  details,  and
that  we  l isten  to
voices that are often
silenced.  The  book
offers  no  easy
a n s w e r s  o r
comforting  moral
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lessons.  It  simply
presents the truth of
war as seen through
the eyes of  a child.
Reading  Cartucho
today  is  an  act  of
historical empathy, a
way to connect with
t h e  m i l l i o n s  o f
ordinary people who
lived through one of
the  most  turbulent
periods  in  Mexican
history.  It  is  also  a
lesson in  the power
of literary form—how
a  wr i ter  can  use
brevity,  simplicity,
and  structure  to
c r e a t e  a n
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
emotional impact.

A Deeper
Look at Key
Vignettes

To  fully  appreciate
t h e  a r t i s t r y  o f
Cartucho  Nellie

Campobello,  it  is
helpful  to  look  at  a
few  specific
examples  o f  her
v ignettes.  Many
critics  have  pointed
to  stories  like  "El
gallo" (The Rooster),
in  which  a  man’s
e x e c u t i o n  i s
juxtaposed  with  the
image  of  a  rooster
crowing,  creating  a
s t a r k  c o n t r a s t
between  l i fe  and
d e a t h .  A n o t h e r
notable  vignette  is
"Los  fusilados"  (The
Shot  Men),  which
describes the bodies
of  executed soldiers
l a i d  o u t  i n  t h e
morning  light,  their
faces  peaceful  in
death.  Campobello’s
ability to find beauty
i n  t h e  m o s t
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  them.
The  prose  remains
calm,  observational,
and  devastating.

Another  recurring
e l e m e n t  i n  t h e
v ignet tes  i s  the
figure of the mother.
Campobello’s  own
mother


