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FILM REVIEW

Cruces (Crosses) Directed by: Roberto
Duarte Released by: DER Documentary
Educational Resources, Spanish (with
English subtitles), 50 min., 2019

In Cruces (2019), Roberto Duarte offers a
visually intimate and politically resonant
portrait of life along the rail lines of
Mexico’s southern border. Set in Arriaga,
Chiapas — a key transit point for Central
American migrants riding “La Bestia”
northward — Duarte eschews sensationalist
narratives in favour of a deeply grounded
ethnographic approach. This film is less
about migration as a statistic or crisis and
more about the entangled lives of local
residents whose routines, relationships and
subjectivities have been shaped by the
presence of transient others.

The purpose of Cruces is not only to
document the space and its people but to
reveal the layered intersections — literal
and metaphorical — between the local and
the mobile, the visible and the erased. Its
strength lies in how it renders everyday
spaces  politically charged through
observational techniques that echo the
legacy of Jean Rouch and David
MacDougall. As MacDougall (1998)
argued, visual anthropology has the
potential to  produce a  “shared
anthropology”, and Duarte’s method
follows this invitation by embedding the
viewer in the social landscape without a
dominant voiceover or directive narration.

The visual style of Cruces reflects the
filmmaker’s patient attention to mundane
detail, long takes of passing trains, static
shots of waiting bodies, quiet interactions
between local vendors and transient

migrants.  The  camera, frequently
stationary, allows space to unfold at its own
rhythm, encouraging viewers to observe,
reflect, and feel the weight of time and
waiting. This aesthetic of stillness — of
“haptic visuality” as Laura Marks (2000)
might term it — creates a sense of proximity
to the subjects’ affective worlds.

What makes Cruces particularly
useful for urban studies scholars is its
engagement  with the peripheral
geographies of the urban. While Arriaga is
not an urban centre in a conventional sense,
the film situates it as a node in a
transnational network of movement and
exclusion. Urban scholars such as Simone
(2004) have called attention to how people
inhabit “interstitial spaces” — and Duarte’s
lens precisely captures such ephemeral and
transitional zones.

Moreover, the film foregrounds the
relationship between infrastructure and
marginality. The railway is not just a mode
of transit; it is a social agent that organizes
space, risk, and violence. For viewers
interested in how mobility, infrastructure,
and urban peripheries intersect, Cruces
offers rich material for analysis. The
symbolic weight of the “crosses”
marking deaths along the tracks — echoes
the silent violence embedded in the built
environment, reminding us of what remains
invisible in official accounts.

Though powerful, the  film
occasionally leaves viewers longing for
more dialogic engagement with its subjects.
Some voices emerge — most poignantly in
the form of local testimonies — but the
choice to minimize interviews can feel
limiting in understanding the full
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complexity of local perceptions. Yet
perhaps this silence is deliberate, a gesture
toward the unspeakable or untranslatable
aspects of witnessing.

In sum, Cruces is a thoughtful,
immersive, and  ethically  attuned
contribution to both visual anthropology
and urban studies. It will resonate with
scholars interested in migration, border
politics, and the spatialities of waiting. Its
observational style requires a patient viewer
but rewards that patience with rich, textured
insight into a world shaped by movement,
precarity, and encounter.
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