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G
astón García Cantú was born in the
city of Puebla, November 3, 1917.
After studying law, he began to

teach at the old State College High School.
His participation in the defense of the Dean’s
House, one of this colonial city’s most em -
blematic buildings, forced him to leave his

native state.1 He decided to go to Mexico
City, where he began working as a journal-
ist as co-editor of the cultural supplement
México en la cultura (Mexico in Culture),
then headed up by journalist and researcher
Fernando Benítez, who revolutionized the
concept of cultural supplements.

From 1961 to 1966, García Cantú worked
for different government institutions, such
as the National Indigenist Institute and the
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Ministry of Public Works in the areas of in -
formation and publications. In 1966, he was
invited to the UNAM by Rector Javier Barros
Sierra to take over the General Office of
Cultural Dissemination. Among his initia-
tives, we should remember the creation of
the magazines Punto de Partida (Starting
Point), which writer Margo Glantz enthusi-
astically coordinated, and Controversia (Con   -
troversy), in which a group of young academ -
ics concerned with different political issues
participated. We should also remember that
he broadened out the literary project Voz
Viva (Live Voices) to Voz Viva de Amé r ica La -
tina (Live Voices from Latin America).2

A fundamental achievement of his ad -
ministration was the professionalization of
the UNAM Philharmonic Orchestra under the
batons of Eduardo Mata and Armando Zayas,
who opened up spaces like the School of
Philosophy and Letters Justo Sierra Audi to -
rium, among others, making the greatest
music of all time available to the university
community.

Those of us who were studying in the
UNAM at that time remember that the cam -
pus had the same lay-out its originators had
given it in 1954. The Cultural Dissemi nation
Offices occupied the tenth floor of the Rec -
tor’s Tower and other cultural spaces like
University Radio, for example, were near the
schools. This immediacy, this contact be -
tween the research and dissemination insti-
tutions must surely have increased the spir-
it of belonging to the university itself; and
Gastón García Cantú, with an unprecedent-
ed spirit of openness, facilitated practically
unrestricted access to these cultural spaces
not only to the university community, but to
the populace in general. 

During the heated months of the 1968
student movement, García Cantú headed up
the UNAM Information Office, which he led
with intense vision and commitment to the
university. This office put out communi qués
about the development of what was then a

movement of practically unsuspected re per -
cussions. Those months, those tense and
intense days and hours are preserved in some
of the pages written by our academics, by our
university poets like Rubén Bonifaz Nuño,
and in a Voz Viva recording of Rec tor Barros
Sierra’s words at the end of the first demon-
stration (taped by researcher Raúl Hellmer
Pinkham with the tape recorder he was never
without).

In those unforgettable, unrepeatable mo -
ments emerged a fundamental work for un -
derstanding Rector Barros Sierra’s behavior
and García Can tú’s thinking: 1968: Conver -
saciones con Gastón García Cantú (1968:
Con versations with Gastón García Cantú),
a long dialogue that has been reprinted sev eral
times. In one paragraph, the book reads,
“The conflict begun in August 1968...was
the attempt at freedom given the conscious -
ness of tyranny,” a reflection of these intel-
lectuals’ position vis-à-vis the causes of the
student movement, a true watershed in
the history of social movements.3

That attempt at freedom was something
that concerned García Cantú. A brief look
at some of the titles of his works shows that
in El pensamiento de la reacción mexicana. His -
 toria documental (1810-1962) (The Thinking
of Mexican Reactionaries. Documentary His -
 tory [1810-1962]), in Las invasiones norte -
ame ricanas en Mé xico (U.S. Invasions of Mex -
ico), and even in Los intelectuales y el poder
(Intellectuals and Power), he reflects about
the moments in which the country, its insti-
tutions and the legal order have been threat -
ened, assaulted, by clashing ideological
tendencies, by radical groups or by foreign

His unprecedented spirit 
of openness facilitated practically 

unrestricted access to the cultural spaces
of the University City.
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powers. Thus, with a masterful power of
summary, he writes in the prologue to the
first work:

In 154 years, we Mexicans fought 11 years

for our independence from Spain; 35 years to

establish Republican institutions; [we expe-

rienced] sieges from Europe; the separation

of the vast territory of Texas; a war of con-

quest, the result of which was that they seized

more than half our territory; three years of ci v -

il war to impose respect for the liberal Con -

s ti tu tion; four years of French in tervention;

two dictatorships for 34 years (almost three

years in San ta Anna’s two terms and 31 years

under Por firio Díaz); and more than 100

armed invasions, raids and attacks by the

United States.4

Another facet of this high-level intellec-
tual endeavor was teaching, which occupied
García Cantú from 1972 to 1976 in the In -
ternational Relations Center and the Po -
litical Studies Center of what is now the
UNAM School of Political and Social Sciences.

By invitation of then-Minister of Public
Education Porfirio Muñoz Ledo, he be came
the director of the National Institute of An -
thro po logy and History between 1976 and
1982. Under his direction, the excavation
and conservation of the Central Temple in
downtown Mexico City was completed, as
well as the establishment of the boundaries
of the city’s Historic Center and intense
work to recover hundreds of archaeological
sites in the Gulf of Mexico.

Once he left the chancy world of the
public administration, García Cantú went

back to work that was more gratifying aca -
demically and intellectually. For more than
ten years he produced a Saturday radio pro-
gram at the Mexican Radio Institute station.
He was also a distinguished con tributor to
the Excélsior daily newspaper and went every
week to his hometown, Puebla, to give se -
ries of lectures to students.

He died in Mexico City last April 3 be -
fore he could see the finished version of his
book Temas mexicanos (Mexican Themes),
published by the Vicente Lombardo Tole -
da no Center for Philo so phical, Political and
Social Studies, a work which came out post -
hu mously.

Consistent with his political thinking
and as a return to his roots, he donated his
splendid library to his alma mater, the Auto -
nomous Uni ver sity of Puebla.

An intellectual of many talents, histo rian,
uni versity professor and official by choice
and journalist by decision, Gastón García
Can tú leaves a legacy that deserves to be re -
membered.

NOTES

1 The building was so named because it had previously
belonged to a dean of the Puebla cathedral. When a
proposal was made to demolish it to make way for a
movie theater that is now next door, a battle ensued
over this cultural patrimony. Only part of the house
was salvaged. In 1953, murals that had been hidden
for several years were discovered and their historic
value made public; this was the weightiest argument to
prevent the building’s total demolition. [Editor’s Note.]

2 These projects brought together some of the most
important representatives of Latin American litera-
ture to tape readings of their own work, recordings
produced by the UNAM. [Editor’s Note.]

3 Javier Barros Sierra, 1968: Conversaciones con Gas tón
García Cantú (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1972), p. 11.

4 Gastón García Cantú, El pensamiento de la reacción
mexicana. Historia documental (1810-1962) (Mexico
City: Empresas Editoriales, S.A., 1965), p. 7.

A brief look at the titles 
of some of García Cantú’s books 
shows that freedom was one of 

his main concerns.


