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VNTRODUCTION

CINEMA, MIGRATION

AND ARCHIVES*

JOSETXO CERDAN
MIGUEL FERNANDEZ LABAYEN

CINEMA AND MIGRATION

Throughout its history, cinema has been associa-
ted with migration. It was, after all, the first form
of audiovisual entertainment to transcend na-
tional boundaries and language barriers. In this
sense, filmmaking has always been an essentia-
lly mobile medium, in terms of both production
(from the first Lumiére camera operators to the
large number of immigrants who have worked in
Hollywood, for example) and consumption (with
huge communities of displaced people and exiles
being among the first regular film-goers around
the world, using the public event of a film scree-
ning as an opportunity to come together) (Allen,
Gomery, 1995). In general, however, apart from
a few studies of specific cases (e.g. the massive
emigration of German directors and cinematogra-
phers to Hollywood during the interwar period),
it would not be until the 1990s that film scholars
would begin focusing on phenomena of human
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mobility as a key to understanding the history of
cinema. Research in this area would be associated
specifically with multiculturalism and post-colo-
nialism, with particular importance given to stu-
dies focusing on exilic, diasporic and migrant ex-
periences (Shohat, Stam, 1994; Naficy, 1999, 2001).
It was no coincidence that these studies should
have begun to appear around the same time as
the rise to prominence of work by professional
filmmakers who established filmic discourses
related to their own experience (or that of their
families) as migrants to countries with consolida-
ted film industries, such as the United Kingdom,
France, Germany and the United States. Collec-
tively, these filmmakers have developed a set of
concepts that are essential for making sense of
the relationship between cinema and migration
in clearly political terms, both in relation to access
to representations of migrants and at the level of
the potential development of alternative modes
of production and distribution to the hegemonic
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model established by Hollywood and the big me-
dia corporations. At the same time, the emergen-
ce—also in the 1990s—of studies of appropriation
and found footage (Bonet, 1993; Russell, 1999) as
historiographic, creative, narrative ways of explo-
ring migration flows constituted another pivotal
point on which the shared knowledge of the pos-
sibilities for subversive readings of the archive
would turn.

THE INCLUSION OF PRODUCTIONS
MADE BY AND ABOUT MIGRANTS IN
TRADITIONAL FILM ARCHIVES IS FAR
FROM A STRAIGHTFORWARD OR
SIMPLE PROCESS

In this context, the inclusion of productions
made by and about migrants in traditional film
archives is far from a straightforward or simple
process. Established as national institutions, film
archives have been conceived with the objecti-
ve of constructing and preserving the unity of a
national narrative, a mission undermined by the
tensions caused by human mobility. It is therefore
clear that migration phenomena, involving both
emigrants and immigrants, tend to destabilise and
challenge the territorial logic on which the na-
tion-state is founded.

In our era, in view of the consequences of hu-
man displacements, the collection, preservation,
study and exhibition of these productions has ac-
quired the utmost importance. Both through his-
toriographic approaches focusing on the study of
“film exile networks” (Carter, 2021) and through
attention to contemporary migration movements,
the interaction of cinema, migration and archives
has been considered (albeit in less depth than mi-
ght be expected) from the transnational, cosmo-
politan, global and decolonial perspectives that
have dominated a whole sector of film studies for
the past few decades.’
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For our purposes here, the triangulation of ci-
nema, migration and archives has been approa-
ched through an exploration of the tensions
existing between the codifying mandate of the
archive and the volatility and dispersion resul-
ting from human and material mobility associa-
ted with migration. On the one hand, it has been
founded on a critical review of the role of national
archives, in a kind of reflexivity that sometimes
originates directly within the institution and aims
to identify the very basic essence of an archive
(cinematic, but also historical, artistic, literary, ad-
ministrative, etc.) and the principles of “archivabi-
lity” (Mbembe, 2002). From this perspective, the
archiveisinitself a “meta-intervention” (Appadu-
rai, 2003: 24), wherein the process of collection of
material it holds already forms part of (and is it-
self) a reflection on public activities and processes
of selection, cataloguing, preservation and cultu-
ral promotion. In consonance with the key issues
explored in archive studies since around the mid-
1990s (if we take works such as Derrida’s Archive
Fever [1995] as a benchmark), any academic, crea-
tive or institutional investigation of the archive
is based on considering or reconsidering the fo-
llowing questions: Who is archiving? What is be-
ing archived? What are the principles governing
the archiving of certain materials? For what and
for whom is it being archived? Who accesses the
archive and how do they use it? In these questions
it is easy to identify an opening for decolonial and
postcolonial reflections in which institutional cri-
ticism takes a dominant role, resulting in the acti-
vation of all kinds of archives, as will be discussed
below. For now, suffice it to say that in the case of
film archives there is a call to develop “a more di-
verse conception of ‘heritage” based on principles
“that transcend traditional conceptions revolving
around national cinema, auteurist approaches,
and film-as-art discourse” (Fossati, 2021: 130).

After all, migrant experiences themselves are
often unstable, and as Appadurai observes in a
text that we will return to below, “the diasporic
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story is always understood to be one of breaks
and gaps” (Appadurai, 2003: 21). With this in
mind, and in view of the nature of these migra-
tion experiences, it is hardly surprising that there
is no single archive capable of compiling and uni-
ting all migrant stories; instead, as the studies and
conversations included in this issue demonstrate,
the marks left by filmmakers and films (both pro-
fessional and amateur) dealing with migration are
scattered (often in incomplete form) in different
repositories, film libraries and other types of ar-
chives all over the world.

THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE

The concept of the migrant archive is therefore
used here as a way of approaching the vast range
of possibilities offered by the study of film footage
produced by displaced persons. For example, pre-
vious publications have analysed videos made by
undocumented African migrants on their way to
Europe (Ferndndez Labayen & Gutierrez, 2022), in
an effort to understand how many of these ran-
dom recordings, made under conditions of forced
(im)mobility and in situations of danger and un-
certainty, give rise to a (self-)archive of their own
wanderings, and, as suggested in the name of one
of the associations contributing to this issue, an
archive of migrant memories.

In short, as has been made clear in previous
publications that have used the term “migrant
archive” (Appadurai, 2003; Lazo, 2010), the inclu-
sion of migration experiences in discussions about
archives brings questions of identity and memory
into play; moreover, the migrant archive is “cha-
racterized by the presence of voice, agency and
debate, rather than of mere reading, reception
and interpellation” (Appadurai, 2003: 22).

This activation of the political dimension of
the archive (in terms of both the material archived
and the archiving processes) effectively expands
the parameters of film studies related to migrant
cinema, which thus not only facilitate analytical

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

readings of on-screen representations in diffe-
rent film texts, but also help us to understand fil-
ms made by migrants as “ways for the immigrants
to find a context for themselves” in which “film is
just one part in a cultural process of creating lo-
cality, a future context” (Andersson & Sundholm,
2019: 5, 14).

We therefore seek to position this issue of
LAtalante. Revista de estudios cinematograficos ri-
ght on the intersection where the analysis of and
engagement with migration phenomena connect
with film studies and archives. The articles con-
tained here offer a series of findings in film ar-
chive studies in recent years, either through the
activation of pre-existing archives, or through the
creation and consolidation of new digital archives
focusing on migration issues. These findings are
listed below, as a guide to this monographic issue
on cinema, archives and migration:

The archive should be understood as a
“point of origin” (Prelinger, 2010). In other
words, archives are not a destination that
marks a conclusive series of filmmaking
practices related to migration, but a depar-
ture point that invites debate and creation
in relation to questions of national me-
mory (or memories), heritage, a sense of
community and intersectional issues.

This notion of the archive as a starting
point is precisely what makes it possible
to stress the vital importance of “activa-
ting the archive” (Carter, 2022; Paalman,
Fossati & Masson, 2021). Specifically, the
importance of the archive lies not only in
its potential “heritage” value, but in how it
is used in order to express that potential
in different ways and with different me-
anings. One example of these activations
are of course the various films made with
archive footage, from both public and pri-
vate collections, which share stories and
meanings related to colonial processes, exi-
le or forced displacement (see the articles
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by Berzosa & Cerdan; Iscar, Sanchez and
Villanueva Baselga; and Fernandez Laba-
yven & Oroz in this issue). In this way, archi-
ves become cultural producers (Prelinger,
2010: 173) while also being open to other,
different types of intervention.?

This potential of archives is intrinsically
associated with what has been referred
to as their “aspirational” quality (Appadu-
rai, 2003; Anselmo, 2021), a notion that is
especially important in the case of records
on human mobility. Whether forced or
voluntary, human displacement is imbued
with an idea of the future, an aspirational
impulse towards betterment (professional,
social, emotional) that is palpable in all of
the traces and marks left behind by the
displaced person. Obviously, in the filmic
and cinematic forms in which this aspi-
ration is expressed, utopia coexists with
disappointment, frustration with wistful-
ness, the hope of reaching a new land with
the longing for friends left behind, even if
the memories are hazy and blended with
idealisation or invention (as made evident
in two articles included in this issue, one
authored by Castro de Paz and Héctor Paz
and the other by Beatriz Busto Miramon-
tes, dealing with filmed correspondence by
Galician emigrants).

This aspirational quality makes it possible
to posit ways in which archival practice
can ‘contribute to some form of ‘public’
or ‘common’ good” (Paalman, Masson &
Fossati, 2021: 5). While a perhaps excessi-
vely celebratory reading might lead us to
believe that films and archives about mi-
gration have the potential to act as media-
tors in the political sense of the term, ex-
posing and reconciling the interests of the
different parties to international conflicts
(Cerdan & Fernandez Labayen, 2015), the
use of archives in projects of reparation,
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self-representation and to raise awareness
of the imbalances caused by colonialism
form part of this impulse.

As noted above, the transience associated
with migration is reflected in the transna-
tional and global nature of migrant archi-
ves, which are fragmented and scattered
across a wide variety of repositories. This
poses numerous complications for stud-
ying what contributors to this issue have
described as “wandering archives” (Wood
& Garcia Lopez), “unruly objects” (Sund-
holm) or “artefacts on suspension” (Car-
ter & Kent), whose dispersed nature gives
rise to a number of historiographic and
methodological challenges. Researchers
thus need to work with methods of “mul-
tidirectional assemblage” (Carter & Kent,
in this issue), but also to forge partners-
hips and collaborations that can facilitate
an exchange of knowledge between the
different communities implicated by the
migrant archive (Prelinger, 2010; Paalman,
Massson & Fossati, 2021).

These five points sum up what we believe to
be some of the most interesting and meaningful
perspectives for conducting research on the con-
nections between cinema, migration and archi-
ves. They view the archive not merely as a site of
state power but as a space of opposition and cul-
tural appropriation (Burton, 2006; Stoler, 2009).
However, these calls to action should not be un-
derstood as naive interpretations resulting from
an ignorance of the politics involved in any act of
encoding and (re-)writing of these archives. On
the contrary, all of these positions are based on
an understanding of the archive as a “regulated,
connecting, and converging apparatus; a concep-
tual metaphor that reminds us that we are dealing
with social practices and material premises whe-
re subjects and objects meet and interact, tearing
against each other” (Sundholm, 2021: 93).
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NOTEBOOK

This monographic issue draws on our work on
the research project “‘Cinematic Cartographies
of Mobility in the Hispanic Atlantic”. For more
than four years, we have been working together
with colleagues at different universities in Europe
and the Americas on research into the ways that
migration processes have been inscribed in film,
both in economic terms (i.e., the displacement of
film industry professionals) and in aesthetic terms
(specifically, the ways that migration flows have
been represented and the stylistic choices made
by filmmakers in their on-screen depictions of
those flows). Although our geopolitical focus has
prioritised the Atlantic region, with special atten-
tion on the ways that Ibero-American filmmakers
have participated in making migration visible, the
context has necessarily been expanded to include
other dynamics of migrant waves that often cross
Ibero-American territories on their way to and
from other regions.

One aim of this issue is to open migrant archi-
ves up to all kinds of transnational connections,
critical historiographies and political practices that
reflect and act on processes of creation, consolida-
tion, preservation and dissemination of migration
cinema. In this sense, in keeping with Giovanna
Fossati & Annie van den Oever’s (2016) proposal
to understand the film archive as a “research lab’,
the different sections of this issue dedicated to the
“migrant archive” should be understood as diffe-
rent scientific and creative frameworks and expe-
riences that bring together the practices of acade-
mics, creators, archivists, cultural managers and
artists in the area of film heritage and migration.

Firstly, the Notebook section offers eight arti-
cles that address different phenomena and histo-
rical moments involving the intersection of cine-
ma, migration and archives. Thematically, these
eight studies explore the activation of amateur
film collections in different Spanish public film li-
braries through the production of documentaries
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such as Diarios del exilio [Exile Diaries] (Irene Gu-
tiérrez, 2019) and Memorias de Ultramar [Overseas
Memoirs] (Carmen Bellas & Alberto Berzosa, 2021)
in the article by Berzosa and Cerdan that opens
the section; “correspondence cinema” as a form
of filmmaking used to weave together memories
and communication between Galicians who emi-
grated overseas and those who stayed behind in
Galicia (in the articles by José Luis Castro de Paz
& Héctor Paz and by Beatriz Busto Miramonte);
the transnational archives of the anti-fascist fil-
mmaker Herbert Kline (Woods & Garcia Lépez);
the relationship between the (re)production of co-
lonial images and the colonialism of power and its
re-readings in contemporary documentary (Iscar,
Sanchez & Villanueva Baselga); the haphazard
wanderings that shaped the different versions of
the Finnish-Swedish-Turkish film Ulkomaalainen/
Utldnningen/Yabanci [Foreigner] by the Turkish
director Muammer Ozer, shot in 1981 between
Turkey, Finland and Sweden (Sundholm); the
“film-archive-in motion” of the Sudanese artist
Hussein Shariffe, whose work in exile is scattered
across archives in different countries in Africa,
the Americas and Europe (in the article by Carter
& Kent); and finally, an analysis of the use of fa-
mily, anthropological and public archives in three
recent Spanish documentaries: Africa 815 (Pilar
Monsell, 2014), De los nombres de las cabras [On the
Names of Goats] (Silvia Navarro, Miguel G. Mora-
les, 2019) and Anunciaron tormenta [A Storm Was
Coming] (Javier Ferndndez Vazquez, 2020) in the
article by Fernandez Labayen & Oroz.

As the outline above shows, the geographic
range and the variety of archives consulted offers
a sample of the methodological and material com-
plexities involved in studying migrant cinema.
Apart from the analysis of representation, the ar-
ticles featured in this issue explore and investiga-
te archival materials including but by no means
limited to those of Filmoteca Espanola, Filmoteca
Canaria, and Filmoteca Valenciana, private collec-
tions like those of Miguel Vives Munné, Antonio
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Portabella-Camps and Ana Maria Amparo Garcia
Véazquez, the archives of the NO-DO newsreels,
the archives at Centro Galego de Artes da Imaxe
(CGAI), the Spanish Refugee Relief Association
(SRRA) at Columbia University, the United Sta-
tes Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM), the
John Steinbeck Personal Papers at Stanford Uni-
versity, and the Swedish Film Institute, the archi-
ves of the Canarian anthropologist Diego Cuscoy,
and the personal collections of Hussein Shariffe.
This partial outline of sources consulted by the
different researchers who have contributed to
this issue also reflects the potential of scholarship
on the migrant archive to offer a better unders-
tanding of cinema as a social, cultural, aesthetic
and political phenomenon, as well as the different
stories told by the archival materials (and the pla-
ces that preserve them) (Sundholm, 2021). At the
same time, a more in-depth review of the research
processes undertaken by the contributors to this
Notebook would almost certainly give rise to a
productive debate about the methodologies and
the personal and professional relationships deve-
loped in this type of research on cinema, archives
and migration. In this respect, it is impossible to
ignore the richness and variety of techniques and
approaches used not only by academics but also
by filmmakers and archivists, documentalists and
cultural managers to obtain, preserve and exhibit
these archives on migration. Although this is not
the place to delve into the complexities of meta-
data, archival organisation, the idiomatic and lin-
guistic issues, the human and material resources
available to preserve these materials or other key
concerns of what could be described as a mate-
rial history of the archive, simply acknowledging
this heterogeneity is sufficient to underscore the
need to develop strategies for collaboration and to
broaden our vision of how to work with the mi-
grant archive.

In the interests of exploring the field to get a
sense of the specific nature of the methods and
processes for working with migrant archives,
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IN THE INTERESTS OF EXPLORING

THE FIELD TO GET A SENSE OF THE
SPECIFIC NATURE OF THE METHODS

AND PROCESSES FOR WORKING WITH
MIGRANT ARCHIVES, THE “DIALOGUE”
SECTION OFFERS A CONVERSATION WITH
THE PORTUGUESE FILMMAKER SUSANA
DE SOUSA DIAS

the “Dialogue” section offers a conversation with
the Portuguese filmmaker Susana de Sousa Dias.
With an acclaimed international filmography no-
table for works such as Natureza morta [Still Life]
(2005), 48 (2009) and Fordlandia Malaise (2019), de
Sousa Dias has attracted considerable interest in
her use and activation of archive materials such as
the photographic records of the Portuguese police
force and the colonial archives of the Cinemateca
Portuguesa film library. As Ivan Villarmea Alva-
rez and Nieves Limén Serrano indicate in their
interview with the filmmaker, de Sousa Dias reac-
tivates the archives she uses to allow the victims
of the Salazar regime to speak and to propose an
approach to the archive that includes the voices
of people who were recorded by the political au-
thorities for the purpose of stigmatising and con-
demning them. Through a detailed exploration of
her entire filmography, right up to her recent film
Journey to the Sun (Viagem ao Sol, 2021), Villarmea
and Limon offer a fascinating conversation on the
formal features of de Sousa Dias’s films, on the le-
vels of sound, image and editing, as well as her
work methods. Questions such as the use of zoom
to reframe the photographs filmed, the use of a
flicker effect in certain sequences, slowing down
and speeding up the shot and other framing and
editing strategies lead to some incipient reflec-
tions on ways of working with archives. At the
same time, the Portuguese documentary maker’s
observations about the nature and content of ar-
chives—including public and private, state and
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corporate, colonial and police collections—cons-
truct a clear vision of her epistemological and ar-
tistic interventions, which have consolidated her
reputation as one of the most consistent, rigorous
and committed filmmakers when it comes to ope-
ning archives up to contemporary meanings.

The issue closes with the “(Dis)Agreements”
section, coordinated by Miguel Fernandez Laba-
yen and Elena Oroz. The conversation brings toge-
ther members of four research projects (Archive/
Counter-Archive, Make Film History, Ithaca: In-
terconnecting Histories and Archives for Migrant
Agency and Reel Borders) and one association
(Archivio delle memorie migranti), all committed
to the preservation, creation and restoration of
mostly audiovisual archives associated with mi-
gration and subaltern communities made freely
available online. The dialogue with the directors
of these initiatives, based in Canada, the United
Kingdom, Italy and Belgium, explores technical
and ethical aspects, relations with their grassroots
communities, transfer activities and the difficul-
ties associated with preservation in the digital
environment of certain types of film that are in-
herently unstable. In general terms, these initiati-
ves are based on a critical approach to the archi-
ve, considering different ways to “bring archives
into communities and communities into archives”
(Prelinger, 2010: 172). In a context that in the last
twenty years has been marked by the growth and
expansion of (digital) collective and community
archives independent of government initiatives
(Appadurai, 2003; Schaefer, 2007), the projects
presented here constitute valuable examples of
the productive intersection between the broader
understandings of the use of film archives in re-
cent years, both in terms of exhibition and access,
and in terms of their inclusion as an audiovisual
heritage that transcends national boundaries and
the essential educational dimension of cinema of
mobility in the context of studies of media literacy
and film production training (Ferndndez Labayen,
Gutierrez & Moya Jorge, 2022; Ferndndez Laba-
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yen, Diaz, Duenas, Lomas, Moya Jorge & Gutie-
rrez, 2021).

Without doubt, as reflected in all of the arti-
cles featured in this issue of LAtalante. Revista de
estudios cinematogrdficos, the most interesting as-
pect of this new field of research lies in the pro-
gress made by researchers to connect and trans-
fer knowledge to the social sphere, along with
their traditional commitment to rigorous analysis
attentive to the histories of the medium and to
the recognition, evaluation and use of archives
with the institutions, agencies, individuals and
communities that preserve them and give them
meaning. Driven by the eminently social focus of
research on mobility, film scholars analysing ci-
nema and migration are now advocating a critical
intervention in the public space. This intervention
is and should be underpinned by the creation of a
“living archive” out of sounds and images of mobi-
lity (Grossman, O'Brien, 2007), while responding
to the need to compile, analyse and render visible
the migration practices mediated by cinema. It is
therefore our hope that the reflections, investi-
gations and opinions presented in this issue on
the dimensions of heritage, ethics, education and
politics in relation to archives, cinema and mi-
gration may be built on in future research both

THE MOST INTERESTING ASPECT OF THIS
NEW FIELD OF RESEARCH LIES IN THE
PROGRESS MADE BY RESEARCHERS TO
CONNECT AND TRANSFER KNOWLEDGE
TO THE SOCIAL SPHERE, ALONG WITH
THEIR TRADITIONAL COMMITMENT TO
RIGOROUS ANALYSIS ATTENTIVE TO

THE HISTORIES OF THE MEDIUM AND

TO THE RECOGNITION, EVALUATION
AND USE OF ARCHIVES WITH THE
INSTITUTIONS, AGENCIES, INDIVIDUALS
AND COMMUNITIES THAT PRESERVE THEM
AND GIVE THEM MEANING
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in and outside Spain. Clearly, the explorations of
archives on questions of migration and human
mobility will be a particularly rewarding topic for
a multitude of studies and interventions demons-
trating the contemporary importance of research
on the connection between film archives and the
past and present histories of displaced persons.

NOTES

*

This article is a product of the research project titled
‘Cartografias del cine de movilidad en el Atlantico
hispanico” [Cinematic Cartographies of Mobility in
the Hispanic Atlantic] (CSO2017-85290-P), financed
by the Ministry of Science and Innovation - State Re-
search Agency, and funds from the ERDF.

1 The historiographic analysis of filmmakers’ wande-
rings around the world has fortunately given rise to
some of the most productive contributions to Spa-
nish film studies in recent years. Key works in this
research have been the studies of archives related to
the migration of actresses and directors (Aguilar &
Cabrerizo, 2021; Fibla Gutiérrez, 2021; Parés, 2011).

2 Other examples include the various initiatives laun-

ched by Arsenal-Institut ftr Film und Videokunst in

Berlin on the “Living Archive” (discussed in the arti-

cle by Erica Carter and Laurence Kent in this issue,

and accessible at <https://www.arsenal-berlin.de/
archiv-distribution/archivprojekte/)> and by the Eye

Filmmuseum and the University of Amsterdam for

the conference “Activating the Archive: Audio-Visual

Collections and Civic Engagement, Political Dissent

and Societal Change”’, held in 2018. Projects like Ar-

chive/Counter-Archive and the association Archivio
delle memorie migranti, both of which are discussed
in the “(Dis)Agreements” section, also form part of

this turn towards the social activation of archives.
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CINE, MIGRACION Y ARCHIVOS

Abstract

This article considers the relationship between cinema, migration
and archives. Based on a historiographical approach, it explores the
ways that archives of very different types have become key spaces
for research and artistic creation related to human displacement and
the consequences of colonialism. In this way, the notion of archive
and its traditional relationship with the nation-state is challenged
and redefined through the blurring of national and regional boun-
daries by migration experiences. In line with recent approaches to
archival studies and migration studies, the article posits the idea of
the migrant archive as a way of examining and activating the so-
cial, political, and material issues underlying all archives, arguing for
the need to reconsider and question the relationship of the archive
with human mobility flows through research and film production,
and at the same time calling for public debate (in both academic and
cinematic circles) about the mechanisms of control, the rationales of
cultural heritage and the processes of past and present writing on

migration and its representation in archives.
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EXILES AND COLONISTS IN THE FIRST
PERSON: THE FAMILY ARCHIVE AND
ITS RECENT (RE)INTERPRETATIONS IN

SPAIN'

ALBERTO BERZOSA
JOSETXO CERDAN

Film archives are complex institutions, char-
acterised by the coexistence of many levels of
management, involving material that carries the
weight of history and territorial identities. Not-
withstanding the national or regional status of
most filmic artefacts, it is worth remembering
that filmmaking, at least in its early years, was
transnational by definition, and in most coun-
tries around the world the idea of a national or
regional cinema took decades to develop. This
adds a further complication to the multiple re-
sponsibilities associated with the transfer of this
cultural heritage, which ranges from the preser-
vation of the film footage that has survived the
passage of time to exhibition programming or the
increasingly prominent question of education.
For years, one of the biggest challenges faced by
film libraries has been the management of family
collections of films made in substandard formats
with amateur approaches. Such films are usually
limited to showing the lifestyles of private indi-
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viduals, their celebrations and domestic dynam-
ics, projecting an idealised image of the family.
But they may also document painful and contro-
versial episodes in a country’s history, such as ex-
ile or the colonial past of the 20™" century. In such
cases, the complexities associated with “cinema of
mobility”, which in a way make these films hard-
er to classify due to their constantly changing na-
ture, are added to difficulties in the location and
handling of these documents in political and ter-
ritorial terms. Film libraries have addressed these
issues by adopting various strategies. Recently,
for example, the Cinemateca Portuguesa film ar-
chive, which may be useful for comparison with
the Spanish case given the historical similarities
between Spain and Portugal over the past centu-
ry (a long, fascist-leaning dictatorship followed
in the mid-1970s by a process of transition—rev-
olutionary in Portugal’s case and reformist in
Spain’'s—that would mark each country’s polit-
ical evolution in the decades that followed), has
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promoted its colonial film collections through a
tribute to their curator, Joana Pimentel (Pimen-
tel, 2020). However, the focus of these collec-
tions is on the colonial question rather than on
their household origins, no doubt because of the
weight of the former in Portugal’s transition to
democracy in the 1970s. These collections thus
contain footage of diverse origins with images of
the Portuguese colonies. Another potential case
for comparison is the Archivo Memoria (Memory
Archive) at Mexico’s Cineteca Nacional, a project
launched in 2010 and still active today, involving
the indiscriminate collection of home movies by
the institution with the idea of

preserving images that shape our social memory
and raising awareness of its importance through
an extensive program of preservation and access.
Beyond “saving” these films, the purpose of the
project is to reimagine the archive as a place for
creation: to conceive of its activities as a means
of creating new understandings and new creative
projects through the reuse of these moving pic-
tures (Archivo Memoria, 2021).

In a country where the displacement of com-
munities continues to be an often painful reali-
ty, there can be no doubt as to the key role these
collections could play in terms of mobility. The
case of Spain’s film archive, Filmoteca Espafiola,
is also unique. In recent years, its curators have
been giving special attention to home movies as
a proactive approach to focusing on the question
of Spain’s film heritage. These domestic film col-
lections include footage related to exile, mainly
involving Spanish citizens who were forced to
flee the country after the Civil War (1936-1939),
but also related to the Spanish colonies, particu-
larly Spain’s possessions in Africa, which were
given up over the course of the 20" century. This
article explores how these collections have been
managed by Filmoteca Espanola in recent years,
from a perspective positioned at the intersection
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between the specificity of cinema of mobility and
the issues of the contemporary archive.

ON MOBILITY, FILM ARCHIVES AND
HOMELESS IMAGES

Nobody would deny that movement from one
place to another has been an unavoidable reality
of human history since the age of the first hunt-
ers and gatherers. And it is equally true that as
the centuries passed, mobility began to give way
to settlements, and that the modern State, with
increasingly firm borders and stricter controls on
movement, sounded the death knell for nomadic
culture. Yet paradoxically, the geopolitical con-
ditions created by imbalances between nations
at the same time have given rise to human dis-
placements that are increasingly being viewed in
negative terms. Nevertheless, ever since its birth
in the 19" century, the principle of mobility has
been an inherent part of cinema, as an heir to the
trajectories initiated by the magic lantern in the
16t century and developed by the railway in the
18t (Crary, 2008). Whether as spectacle or as sci-
entific apparatus, from the outset cinema seemed
to be designed to move from one place to another
and reveal this hybrid quality: to travel further, to
grow as an industry, and to help confirm and pro-
mote the advances of science in far-flung lands
(Elena, 1996). Certain specific episodes, such as
Aleksander Medvedkin’s cinetrain in the 1930s in
the Soviet Union, and more general trends, such
as the rise of international co-productions for the
purpose of expanding the film industry in Europe
in the late 1950s, have become particularly popu-
lar case studies in the scholarly literature on the
subject.

At the same time, as a result of the paradox
mentioned above, the history of cinema and mo-
bility is a history filled with complicating twists
and turns. Some have to do with negative views
of mobility, while others are related to the scale
of the medium itself. In the case of the former,
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it must not be overlooked that at the very heart
of displacement in cinema are reflections of the
negative interpretations that have emerged in
the context of modernity, related mainly to the
trauma inherent in processes such as colonial-
ism and exile. As for the latter, the scale of the
medium is reduced in the case of films made
outside the mainstream, in non-professional
formats such as 8mm, 92.5mm, Super-8, or even
16mm. In such films, the point of view is located
outside the context of the industry to take up a
position in the realm of family life and of ama-
teur filmmaking. These two considerations effec-
tively multiply the narratives, so that a univocal
history is augmented into a multitude of voices
telling different life stories, intersecting with the
complex plotlines woven by individual, family
and collective identities. And moreover, when
decades have passed, it is no longer the ones who
recorded the images who mediate the memory,
but the generations after them, rendering mat-
ters even more complex, as will be shown below.
In this context, the issue and the institution of
the archive becomes essential.

As we enter the third decade of the 21% cen-
tury, it is striking to note that despite the impor-
tance that contemporary society gives to moving
images, the film archive continues to be the most
undervalued—and therefore underused—of all
document repositories of the past century. But
this is not solely or even mainly a problem affect-
ing filmmakers or those engaged in film studies
in the broadest sense of the term. The problem is
worse among historians, anthropologists, sociolo-
gists, art historians and cultural scholars. Cinema,
mainly but not exclusively through its archives,
directly documents the historical events of the
past century: whether our perspective is top-
down or bottom-up, from the epicentre or from
what has been more or less agreed and accepted
as the margins. Cinema was there and today it is
the film archives that store and preserve all those
images (at least, those that have survived), wait-
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ing to be viewed, interpreted, and (re)defined. And
in the case of displacements, there is probably no
better repository for understanding the 20" cen-
tury with its many twists and turns and its many
points of view than the library of moving images,
especially when those images are the product of
family or even individual filmmaking rather than
the film industry.

As part of the so-called “heritage turn” that
has defined the activity of film libraries since the
late 1980s (Costa, 2004), collections of homemade
films in substandard formats have gradually ac-
quired a larger presence in archive collections,
being rightfully recognised as an essential part of
a national or regional audiovisual heritage. The
collection of this material, and particularly of
films produced in exile or in the colonies, poses
numerous challenges for film archivists. In par-
ticular, it raises a number of critical questions
that have been affecting the archives for at least
two decades: the legal complexity of managing
the rights to deposit the images, and the rights
to the images themselves entailed in the dissem-
ination of the footage; the challenge for restora-
tion teams dealing with films that arrive in the
archives in precarious condition; the delicate
guestion of how to reconcile this type of amateur,
intrahistorical filmmaking with the exhibition
policies of film libraries (given that they are films
that were made exclusively for private family
viewing); and the problems sometimes associated
with the historical episodes documented in the
images if they touch on unresolved questions of
national identity or issues that are in some way
taboo (Costa, 2004; Garcia-Casado, Alberich-Pas-
cual, 2014).

In the Spanish case, these challenges have
become especially thought-provoking in the con-
text of the initiatives proposed in recent years by
Filmoteca Espanola, implemented in collabora-
tion with any public film archives that have been
willing (and able) to take part with their home
movie collections. In conjunction with these initi-
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atives, some definitive policies have been adopted
to expand access to this material, to recover the
heritage it represents, to educate the public about
its social significance and to find ways of exhibit-
ing it. An example of these initiatives is the pro-
gram implemented from 2018 to 2021 to recover
episodes of Spanish history that still cause fric-
tion today, based on working with home movie
footage located in different public film archives,

THE HOME MOVIE FOOTAGE RECOVERED
AND PRESERVED IN FILM ARCHIVES IS
WORTHY OF STUDY BECAUSE IT REPRESENTS
A BOTTOM-UP VIEW LOCATED AT THE VERY
EYE OF THE HURRICANE OF HISTORY, BUT
WITHOUT A SPECIFIC HISTORICAL OBJECTIVE
BEYOND RECORDING IMPORTANT EPISODES
IN THE LIVES OF THOSE WHO FILMED THEM,

whatever institution they may belong to, under
the coordination of Filmoteca Espariola. This
program resulted in the production of a trilogy
of films. The first, Elena Oroz and Xosé Prieto
Souto’s Vestigios en Super-8 [Vestiges on Super-8]
(2018), was made on the occasion of the fortieth
anniversary of the enactment of the Spanish
Constitution that laid the foundations for the
country’s transition to democracy after the Fran-
co dictatorship, using amateur footage—in some
cases filmed with clearly militant objectives—that
documents the country’s political sea change
through the private lives of its people. The other
two films were Irene Gutiérrez’s Diarios del exilio
[Diaries of Exile] (2019) and Carmen Bellas and
Alberto Berzosa's Memorias de Ultramar [Over-
seas Memoirs] (2021). These last two films will be
discussed in detail below, as they consist precise-
ly of images of mobility, dealing with exile in the
first case and the colonies in the second. Howev-
er, before delving into Filmoteca Esparfiola’s poli-
cies for its home movie collections and examining
the cases of these two most recent productions,
some conceptual clarification about this type of
material is in order.

The home movie footage recovered and pre-
served in film archives is worthy of study because
it represents a bottom-up view located at the very
eye of the hurricane of history, but without a
specific historical objective beyond recording im-
portant episodes in the lives of those who filmed
them, their friends and loved ones, given that this
was the potential audience that these films were
intended for. Despite the generic classification
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THEIR FRIENDS AND LOVED ONES, GIVEN
THAT THIS WAS THE POTENTIAL AUDIENCE
THAT THESE FILMS WERE INTENDED FOR

of footage like this as a kind of grassroots cine-
ma, it is important to acknowledge that access
to filming and exhibition equipment took a long
time to be democratised, and that therefore this
bottom-up view has a clear class-based element.
Not everybody had the resources to buy the nec-
essary equipment (camera, projector, splicer, ace-
tone, etc.), or the material required to shoot the
footage (the film, which would also subsequent-
ly need to be processed in professional labs). Nor
did everyone have the leisure time necessary to
learn how to make films. Moreover, there is still
a need for detailed analysis of the strong gender
bias that characterises this type of filmmaking, as
reflected in a manual published in 1973, translat-
ed into Spanish in the early 1980s, which contains
statements like the following: “[e]quipped with a
camera, the student, the working youth, the ado-
lescent or the adult male—in short, anyone—will
enjoy pleasant surprises and great satisfaction if
they dedicate themselves to making 8mm films
[sic]” (Lafrance, 1980: 10).

There is a clear connection between footage
taken by people in exile and films made by colo-
nists. For different historical reasons, both have
been uprooted from a homeland or place of ref-
erence. It is important to bear in mind that both
types of images have an aesthetic similar to that
of other amateur films, based on similar princi-
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ples of non-professional production for a private
audience. However, although they share these
limitations on circulation and target audience
with other types of home-made productions, do-
mestic images of exile and of the colonies possess
a much more powerful quality in which uproot-
edness and deterritorialisation play an essential
role that needs to be taken into account, offering
a vision not only of a private, closed world but
also of the world outside it, a somewhat strange
and/or exotic environment, while the political
events and economic realities of each time and
place seep into that vision with an especially em-
phatic effect.

At the same time, the ontological differences
between images of exile and colonial images are
very clear: while the first depict individuals who
have been forced to flee their country for what-
ever reason, the second are the work of people
who form part of the imposed rule of a metropolis
over another territory. This is why exile images fit
well into the various conceptualisations of what
is known as “accented cinema” or “minor cine-
ma” (Andersson, Sundholm, 2019: 21-33) posited
by post-colonial theorists, while images filmed
by colonists, despite their many similarities with
exile images, usually fall outside these categories.
However, the focus of this study is on the idea of
the story of individuals in their private world,
over and above any institutional visions of the
social realities themselves. There is no doubt that
the two perspectives—institutional and private—
ultimately overlap and intertwine, and there may
even be a clear transfer of the institutional nar-
rative into the family narrative (which may be
more obvious in the case of colonial film collec-
tions), but it is precisely in the places where that
transfer fails that these films are of the greatest
interest. And those failures usually arise out of
the idea—and, especially, the feeling—of uproot-
edness. Beyond their similarities and differences,
it is evident that the images both of exiles and of
colonists are in a way symptomatic of the phe-

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022 25

nomenon of homelessness that philosophers as
diverse as Martin Heidegger and Gyorgy Lukacs
identified as one of the key characteristics of the
modern human, and therefore, of the cultural
products of modernity (Demos, 2013).

The logic and violence of the archive (Derrida,
1997), including the audiovisual archive, which
on the one hand can be traced back to the en-
cyclopaedia and the museum, and on the other
is marked by the neoliberal crisis afflicting the
contemporary public sphere (Garcia-Casado, Al-
berich-Pascual, 2014), may often prove inopera-
tive for the type of images described above. How-
ever, as noted at the beginning of this article, in
recent years film libraries have been on the hunt
for strategies and resources that can help them
take a bold and effective approach to the points
of friction that can arise in terms of preservation,
accessibility, transfer and memory in the efforts
to store, protect and catalogue images like these,
created in the context of homelessness. Filmoteca
Espafiola offers a good case study for this.

AMATEUR CINEMA IN FILMOTECA
ESPANOLA: THE COLLECTIONS

Major public archives like Filmoteca Espariola
operate in a context which, paradoxically, could
be described as disadvantageous for the devel-
opment of collections of films that fall outside
mainstream film industry production (what is
known as national cinema). Even in the context
of film industry production itself, the policies of
the major public archives are defined by a need
to limit the scope of action to canonical works of
national cinema, which they undoubtedly help
to construct with their policies of recovery, pres-
ervation and dissemination. Other productions,
including works of amateur cinema, have histor-
ically been largely ignored. Although, as noted
above, the heritage turn that began in the 1980s
brought more attention to collections outside the
canon of films produced for theatres, it is unde-



\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

niable that the major archives, including Filmo-
teca Espanola, have been slow in reacting to the
change. In fact, it is important to point out that
Filmoteca Espafiola has never initiated any spe-
cific campaigns like those of other public film li-
braries (such as the libraries of the Basque Coun-
try, Andalusia, Valencia and Extremadura, to
name four singular examples) to recover amateur
film footage that could chart an audiovisual map
of the territory. In Catalonia, on the other hand,
the development of such a map, both geographic
and political, has focused not so much on home
movies as on the important amateur film move-
ment that was particularly active in the region
from the 1920s to the 1950s.

With the above in mind, we seek here to estab-
lish a categorisation of the relationships between
home movies and amateur films according to a
different taxonomy from the one traditionally
adopted. A hundred years ago, in the second dec-
ade of the 20" century, the term “amateur film”
was coined (and associated to it the term “cineista’,
as adifference from that of cineasta/filmmaker) as
a form of filmmaking distinct from (and to some
extent opposite to) home moviemaking. While
the latter was limited to capturing happy private
family moments with the sole purpose of having
them documented for posterity and for viewing
in the same private context as their production,
amateur films were created with a clearly creative
intention, and although they might be produced
in the same private context, the aim was to create
works for public exhibition, if only among peers
at amateur film conventions and competitions. A
review of the records of these conventions gen-
erally reveals how amateur film was legitimised
in part by establishing a distinction (of superiori-
ty) from home movies, with aspirations that were
essentially creative (or, as was asserted in that
era, artistic). A similar distinction was established
from mainstream cinema (for theatres), although
it is clear that commmercial films, as well as exper-
imental (arthouse) films, reports and newsreels,
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also served asinspiration for these amateur cineis-
tas. However, over time, as substandard formats
became more widely popular (especially after the
appearance of Super-8 film in the mid-1960s),
amateur filmmakers (and their interactions) un-
derwent a process of progressive transformation.
The changing times in most Western societies,
with substandard film formats becoming accessi-
ble to classes and generations other than those
that had been using them until then, gave rise to
new habits and practices in filmmaking, and in
the contexts for exhibition and viewing. There
can be no doubt that in this era, recently baptised
“the long sixties” for the case of the United States
(Strain, 2017) and perhaps too easily extended
to the rest of the West, low-budget filmmaking
found new purposes which, while remaining am-
ateur, in many cases moved beyond the realm of
the family, and of course distanced itself from the
(bourgeois) artistic pretensions of amateur film as
it had been known up until then, in a quest for a
much more obvious dimension of social portrait.
Even when the objective was still to depict fam-
ily life, that depiction became much more con-
textualised in a broader social setting, as if the
boundaries of the domestic world had expanded.
While the accessibility of film formats to other
social classes led to this representation of social
change, or at least to hints at such an intention,
among younger practitioners of filmmaking us-
ing substandard formats the field also opened
up to collective, generational portraits that went
beyond the limits of the traditional (idealised)
family that had previously been the main focus
of these practices. These new collective visions
also entailed reflections of new spaces, as well as
a whole range of behaviours and a less inhibit-
ed attitude towards the camera. In Spain, a good
example of this phenomenon are the collections
of films made in the 1960s and especially in the
1970s by young people who used their cameras to
capture new social, sexual, political and collective
movements emerging at that time.
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MAPPING OUT THE LONG HISTORICAL
TRAJECTORY OF AMATEUR FILM DOWN
TO OUR OWNTIMES, IT WOULD SEEM
FITTING TO CLASSIFY HOME MOVIES AS
PART OF THAT TRAJECTORY, IRRESPECTIVE
OF THE FACT THAT FOR A NUMBER OF
DECADES (1920-1960) THE “AMATEUR FILM”
MOVEMENT EFFECTIVELY CONSTRUCTED
ITS LEGITIMACY IN OPPOSITION TO

SUCH FILMS

Any analysis of all these developments in
Western societies from the vantage point of
our times, when the vast majority of adults (and
many vet to reach adulthood) make daily use of
devices whose multiple functions include that of
a portable camera, compels us to reconsider cer-
tain perspectives that might have seemed useful a
few decades ago but that today, in most cases, are
merely nostalgic. Mapping out the long historical
trajectory of amateur film down to our own times,
it would seem fitting to classify home movies as
part of that trajectory, irrespective of the fact that
for a number of decades (1920-1960) the “amateur
film” movement effectively constructed its legiti-
macy in opposition to such films. Another consid-
eration of importance from a contemporary view-
point is whether it would be more appropriate to
characterise this type of film as domestic rather
than family-related, as the portrait of this domus
or domesticity pushes far beyond the boundaries
of the traditional, idealised nuclear family that
home movie collections depicted in a particu-
lar historical period. Having established these
necessary preliminary points related to how the
concept of amateur film is understood today, and
with the additional clarification that Filmoteca Es-
panola has never had a proactive policy towards
these types of films due to institutional factors
(notwithstanding the best efforts and intentions
of its staff), what follows is a brief description of
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collections of this kind.? At the time of writing,
Filmoteca Espariola has a total of 155 home movie
collections in its archives. It is important to clar-
ify that the size of each of these collections may
vary widely, from collections made up of a single
film reel to others with more than fifty containers
with multiple reels in each one.

Despite the limitations mentioned above, the
number of amateur film collections has grown
progressively since 1979, when the first two were
received: one in the form of a deposit and the oth-
er resulting from a purchase. The table below pre-
sents the evolution of the collection by decade:

1973- 15990 1991-2000 20601 - 200 1 2011-3031

Image |

A total of 62% of the collections are deposits
and therefore the property of third parties, while
only 38% have been acquired by the institution
in various ways (donation, purchase, bequest,
etc.). There is something inherent in the nature of
these images that makes the families or descend-
ants of the filmmakers reluctant to let them go, de-
spite their obvious inability to view them. This is
a common issue that affects many archives other
than Filmoteca Espafiola, and it also poses a prob-
lem related to the legal vacuum created when the
relatives who made the deposit pass on, or even
simply forget to update their contact details with
the institution when they move, which happens
with troublesome frequency.

Unfortunately, most amateur film footage ar-
chived at Filmoteca Espariola (a little more than
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60%) has not yet been adequately classified, stud-
ied and dated, a fact that gives a clear idea of the
work that still needs to be done with this material,
which in the best of cases has only been invento-
ried. However, by analysing the data on the film
format of each collection we can get an approx-
imate idea, albeit with a wide margin for error,
of the period when most of them may have been
made:

Image 2

While it is not possible to be certain, the ta-
ble above suggests that most of the amateur film
collections archived in Filmoteca Espafiola were
produced in the first half of the 20™" century. The
use of 35mm film for non-professional filmmak-
ing was accessible only to a select few until other
formats were developed. The 28mm format had a
brief moment of glory in the 1910s, while the use
of 9.5mm began in the early 1920s and declined
ten years later when 8mm film became popular, al-
though the two formats coexisted for several dec-
ades. Also widely used during this period was the
16mm format, which first appeared in the first half
of the 1920s. This suggests that only the collections
on 8mm and especially Super-8 (introduced in the
mid-1960s) would have been made in the second
half of the century. This clearly reflects a histor-
ical cycle whereby film collections are deposited
with the institution only after having been passed
onto the next generation after that of their crea-
tors. Nevertheless, it is troubling to note that the
apparent awareness of the heritage value of these
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collections among the wealthier classes (those who
engaged in amateur filmmaking in the first half of
the last century) did not spread equally to other
classes once filmmaking became more widespread
thanks to the more accessible formats. Needless to
say, the advent of home video recorders made this
problem alarmingly worse.

AMATEUR CINEMA IN FILMOTECA
ESPANOLA: ACCESS AND DISSEMINATION

Despite its policy to archive amateur films since
the late 1960s, Filmoteca Esparola has taken dec-
ades to draw attention to these collections and to
develop an active policy for making them accessi-
ble. It has only been in the last few years that the
film library has begun making more concerted
efforts to develop initiatives with amateur films
that would bring them off the shelves and onto
screens. Notable among the strategies for making
active use of the more interesting of these collec-
tionsisa program implemented from 2018 to 2021
to curate and produce films based on non-profes-
sional or amateur home movies. This initiative
involved the proposal of a collaboration between
two individuals from different professional fields
who did not usually work together in the inter-
ests of ensuring a balance between expertise in
filmmaking technique and the fundamentals of
academic research and analysis. These two people
would take on the task of exploring the archives
of Filmoteca Espanola, the network of public film
libraries, and other archives and collections (espe-
cially those of private collectors and families) in
an effort to locate home-made films dealing with
the topics of Spain’s transition to democracy, exile,
and the colonial gaze. The research and material
selection process triggered some vitally important
dynamics of heritage management: digitisation of
copies ensured less pressure on the original ma-
terial associated with its use and would facilitate
viewing and working with these images in the fu-
ture; contact with the repositories of the material
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chosen made it possible to collect information on
the content of the films in the context of specif-
ic research, inevitably increasing the amount of
contextual information on each film and fine-tun-
ing its classification; and finally, if the material
located was in the possession of private individ-
uals, this open process helped initiate conversa-
tions that could lead to archival deposits or acqui-
sitions, with the consequent enrichment of the
collections preserved and accessible to the public.
The ultimate objective of the research project pro-
posed by Filmoteca Espafiola was the production
of a new film based on the footage chosen. Once
complete, this new production would begin a new
stage of dissemination in non-commercial profes-
sional contexts, ranging from film festivals to aca-
demic conferences.

With this approach, Filmoteca Espanola ex-
plored the possibility of expanding the scope
of its heritage policies, especially in relation to
cross-sectoral cooperation and visibility. In its
nearly four years of activity, the program showed
good results in each of these areas. Cross-sectoral
cooperation was evident in the different depart-
ments of Filmoteca Espatiola involved (collection
management, digital lab, programming, commu-
nication and promotion) and the coordination
with other archives, as well as the participation
of sector professionals who generally collaborate
externally on the more technical aspects of film
production: editing, sound design, colour and
graphics. In terms of visibility, the three films
produced have been (and continue to be) exhib-
ited at festivals and cultural centres, screened at
the country’s various public film libraries, and
programmed as objects of discussion at seminars
and conferences, both in Spain and international-
ly.2 All of this has brought home movie footage to
screens that never would have been imagined by
those who made the original films, and has raised
awareness about the archive work of Filmoteca
Espaniola in places outside its usual dissemination
channels and venues.
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As mentioned above, of the three films result-
ing from the project, the last two constitute para-
digmatic cases of working with images of mobili-
ty: in the case of Diarios del exilio, for what it says
about Spanish exile through images filmed by Re-
publican politicians and other Spaniards sympa-
thetic to the Republican cause who were forced to
flee Spain to avoid persecution, hardship or even
execution after the victory of the Nationalist fac-
tion of the army led by Franco; and in Memorias
de ultramar, for its images documenting the col-
onies, filmed between 1940 and 1975, mostly by
Spaniards living in the last African territories
still under Spanish rule. In addition to the issues
discussed above, such as the common theme of
mobility and the very different historical factors
behind exile and colonialism, it is also important
to consider these films from the perspective of
historical memory and its imaginaries, as in the
Spanish context this question is key for making
sense of the different meanings of images of exile
and of the colonies.

On this last point, it is necessary to return to
the foundational moment of contemporary Spain:
the transition to democracy. By the 1970s, the
memory of exile had already become a highly top-
ical question, and in the midst of the process of
political change a number of innovative studies
emerged, such as the research directed by José
Luis Abellan (1976), published in several volumes
under the title El exilio espariol de 1939 [Spanish Ex-
ile of 1939]. The issue was even taken up in stud-
les on Spanish cinema, such as Roman Gubern’s
publication, also in 1976, titled EI cine espariol en
el exilio [Spanish Cinema in Exile]. In the political
sphere, exiles also played a very important role
in both practical and symbolic terms, and cer-
tain political and social movements of the period
cannot be explained without them. For example,
the President of the Catalan government, Josep
Tarradellas, and the Basque Lehendakari, Jesus M.
Leiazola, were both still in exile when they began
discussions in 1976 with the newly elected Span-
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IT IS NECESSARY TO RETURN TO

THE FOUNDATIONAL MOMENT OF
CONTEMPORARY SPAIN: THE TRANSITION
TO DEMOCRACY. BY THE 1970S, THE
MEMORY OF EXILE HAD ALREADY BECOME
A HIGHLY TOPICAL QUESTION

ish prime minister, Adolfo Suarez, about potential
changes to the country’s regional affairs. Another
example is the symbolic significance of the disso-
lution of the Spanish Republican government in
exile and its embassy in Mexico in 1977, an act
interpreted as a natural step towards the recon-
ciliation of the Spanish people that was necessary
to ensure the viability of Spain’s new democratic
project.* In this same sense, the return to Spain of
various prominent exiles (both Republicans and
others), such as Salvador de Madariaga, Dolores
Ibarruri, Rafael Alberti, Santiago Carrillo, Federi-
ca Montseny, Claudio Sanchez Albornoz, and Jo-
sep Tarradellas himself, was understood as a rep-
resentation of the rapprochement between the
two different Spains, culminating with the arrival
in the country of Pablo Picasso’'s Guernica in 1981,
the last exile, and another image of mobility.

On the other hand, Spain’s recent colonial past
did not receive the same level of political attention
during the transition. Morocco and Equatorial
Guinea had attained independence many years
earlier and did not feature in the imaginaries or
the political debates of the period. Conversely, the
question of Western Sahara was a current issue
at the time, appearing in the news, in the speech-
es and policies of the political parties, in the writ-
ings of critical cultural figures like Juan Goytisolo
(Martinez Rubio, 2016), and in the works of collec-
tives of visual artists linked to the radical left, such
as La Familia Lavapiés and El Cubri. Nevertheless,
the colonial question did not have the influence on
the direction of the transition to democracy that
exile did.> On the contrary, the legacy of the colo-
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nial relationship between Spain, Western Sahara,
and the nation’s other former African colonies has
not received attention in terms of historical mem-
ory until much more recently. To understand the
magnitude of this difference, we could take the
example of cinema and consider how many exiles
and how many people associated with Spain’s co-
lonial past in Africa took part in major documen-
taries on the transition, such as Informe general
[General Report] (Pere Portabella, 1976), La vieja
memoria [Old Memory] (Jaime Camino, 1978), Entre
la esperanza v el fraude [Between Hope and Fraud]
(Cooperativa de Cine Alternativo, 1979), Dolores
(José Luis Garcia Sanchez, Andrés Linares, 1981),
or Después de... [After...] (Cecilia & José Juan Bar-
tolomé, 1983). All these films feature the voices of
exiles, some who have returned to Spain and oth-
ers still living abroad, representing a milestone in
the political movement towards democracy, while
images of the colonies or testimonies related to the
colonial past are entirely absent. The memory of
colonial Africa would not begin to appear in cin-
ema until much later, although it did resonate ef-
fectively in one pioneering film in the final years
of the Franco dictatorship, El desastre de Annual
[The Disaster of Annual] (Ricardo Franco, 1976). It
would not be explored again until the release of
titles such as Cecilia Bartolomé’s Black Island (Le-
jos de Africa, 1996), and, after another long hia-
tus, Maria Ruido’s Africa 815 (Pilar Monsell, 2014)
and El ojo imperativo [The Imperative Eye] (2015),
both focusing on the case of Morocco, or projects
like Laura Casielles’ webdoc Provincia 53 (2020)
about Western Sahara, and Javier Fernandez's A
Storm Was Coming (Anunciaron tormenta, 2020)
about Equatorial Guinea. The films Diarios del ex-
ilio and Memorias de ultramar, both of which will
be discussed below, are intimately related to these
different sensibilities of memory, and both their
production processes and the narratives they in-
voke in the imaginaries of contemporary Spain tie
in with the different genealogies of films outlined
above.
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Diarios del exilio is a documentary directed by
the filmmaker and academic researcher Irene
Gutiérrez.® The film explores Republican exile
with the aim of offering a broad picture of the
issue, without adding specific data or informa-
tion on the particular circumstances of the exiles
featured or the places where the scenes occur.
This place called exile includes settings in Mexi-
co, Colombia, Venezuela, Cuba, the United States,
France, Italy, Austria, Switzerland, Norway, the
United Kingdom, the USSR, Romania, Hunga-
ry, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, North
Korea, and China. It is a setting in constant flux
where, in contrast to the usual approach to ex-
ile, the filmmaker offers us no oral testimonies
of those who left Spain during and after the Civil
War, but instead shows fragments of their every-
day lives, filmed by them or their family members
as amateur filmmakers in non-commercial for-
mats (2.5mm, Super-8 and 16mm film), all support-
ed by a soundtrack that is equally fragmentary, as
will be discussed below.

In the research process, the filmmaker con-
sulted archives in the network of Spanish public
film libraries” and the Cineteca Nacional in Mex-
ico, where she had access to various anonymous
collections identified solely by the subject of exile,
and others by individuals of political or cultur-
al significance, such as the Basque Lehendakari
José Antonio Aguirre, Catalan president Josep
Tarradellas i Joan, the graphic designer Avelli
Artis Gener, the teacher Alejandra Soler and her
translator husband Arnaldo Azzati, and the polit-
ical leader Dolores Ibarruri, commonly known in
Spain as La Pasionaria (“Passionflower”). Of all the
footage featured in the film, the images of La Pa-
sionaria are of the greatest significance for several
reasons. Apart from the charisma of the woman
herself and her historical importance as Secretary
General and President of the Spanish Communist
Party while in exile® her collection offers an open
window through which we glimpse international
icons of 20th-century political and cultural histo-
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ry, such as Fidel Castro and Joan Baez, and impor-
tant Spanish figures such as Santiago Carrillo and
Ignacio Gallego. What is interesting about these
individuals, however, is the fact that despite their
political importance they all appear in a non-his-
torical context, in ordinary situations far from the
media spotlight, relaxing, talking casually at a ta-
ble, taking a walk, sitting on a bench, riding a sled,
playing with a pebble or getting their feet wet on
the seashore with their trouser sleeves rolled up
above their ankles.

As home movies filmed in exile, Dolores Ibar-
ruri’s collection of images is similar to those of
other exiles, such as José Urraca Cristébal and
his family, who had similar historical and politi-
cal reasons for their mobility. On the other hand,
the symbolic and political significance of La Pa-
sionaria is different and evokes a romantic mysti-
cism associated with her that is not present when
others appear on the screen, such as Soler-Azzati
family, for example. Although she is not the only
one with this aura in Diarios del exilio, as the ap-
pearance of Catalan president Lluis Companys or
Lehendakari Aguirre produces similar effects, it is
a quality that characterises images of Ibarruri in
other films as well. A paradigmatic example of this
is La vieja memoria, a film including original foot-
age shot by Jaime Camino’s film crew at her house
in Moscow, which vests her with a humanity that
the other politicians featured do not seem to have.
And the same is true of Dolores, a film in which
the interest in offering a gentler depiction of the
character is more obvious. Fifty years later, Dia-
rios del exilio establishes a link to that film through
the evocation of memory and nostalgia around
the same figure, perhaps magnified here through
the use of family footage of the communist leader
and through the central role she occupies in the
film compared to the other people featured.

Beyond the images, the film evokes exile con-
stantly through the soundtrack, whereby newly
created elements, such as the music composed by
Cristébal Fernandez (who was also responsible for
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the sound design and editing), which propels the
narrative forward, are combined with archival
work that helps anchor what we see in its histor-
ical context. The reflections of the Republicans,
the evocation of the distance and bleakness of
the homeland, and the harsh conditions of exile
resonate in the fragments of the old Republican
standard “Himno de Riego”, the broadcasts of the
communist radio station Radio Pirenaica, various
declarations by Ibarruri addressed to emigrants, a
speech by the Socialist Party leader Indalecio Prie-
to, the reading of the manifestos in support of po-
litical refugees, and even messages in the Basque
language praising Basque culture.

Throughout the film, the personal and the
collective components of the exile experience are
interwoven into a single narrative. Elements fa-
miliar to exiles appear on screen in the form of
traditions, parties, food, family interactions and
leisure activities. However, the personal dimen-
sion of the narrative has more than a single face,
as it appears with numerous nuances, given that
La Pasionaria, Companys, Arnaldo Azzati, and
José Urraca Cristébal all have their own ways of
celebrating or relaxing. This imbalance operates
as a paradox, as it brings the collective memory
triggered in Diarios del exilio closer to traditional
narratives of history constructed on the basis of
the experiences (albeit personal ones) of public
figures with institutional status or significance,
while the logic of a bottom-up history is nuanced
throughout the film, despite relying on family col-
lections for its construction. The memory of exile
presented here is very close to the source of Span-
ish exiles’ political agency during the transition,
in which the major documentaries of the period
cited above also participated, turning an interest
in exile, sympathy for its victims and respect for
their memory into one of the generally accepted
pillars of our democracy.

For the next edition of the program to promote
Spain’s amateur film heritage, Filmoteca Espario-
la placed the focus on the colonial gaze, assign-
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ing the research task to the film director Carmen
Bellas and the art historian Alberto Berzosa. The
guiding principle connecting the collections fea-
tured in Memorias de ultramar is the fact they
were all filmed in African territories under Span-
ish control in different colonial contexts during
the 20" century. This included the Protectorate of
Morocco, which tied this country to Spain from
1912 to 1956, the city of Tangier, which was part
of the Protectorate from June 1940 to October
1945, Spanish Guinea, comprising several colonies
and islands in the Gulf of Guinea under Spanish
rule from 1778 to 1968, and the Spanish Sahara,
which was controlled by Spain from 1884 to 1975.
The object of analysis was thus made up of images
from a diverse range of geographical and cultural
settings, connected by virtue of their relationship
to a single metropolis. This was significant be-
cause, as in the case of exile, the aim was to offer
a general portrait of the colonial gaze rather than
to explore the specific conditions of each territo-
ry. Once again, it was an examination of a single
theme based on material that reflected different
individual histories.

But the material that gave shape to this film
is different from that of Diarios del exilio. The first
difference liesin the objective factors conditioning
the mobility of those who filmed the footage, most
of whom had left Spain for work reasons. Anoth-
er is the greater degree of homogeneity between
the collections in terms of the public prominence
of their protagonists. Most of the films were made
in family contexts by people who, although they
were of significance to the local community giv-
en that many were landowners, business leaders
and professionals with political profiles and insti-
tutional connections, never had the level of social
significance of the exiles featured in Diarios del ex-
ilio. Two possible exceptions to this could be found
in the collections of Armando Balboa and Nicolas
Muller. Balboa was a politician with the Nation-
al Liberation Movement of Equatorial Guinea
(MONALIGE), one of the parties that formed part
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THE IMAGES IN MEMORIAS DE ULTRAMAR
ARE TAKEN FROM TEN DIFFERENT
COLLECTIONS, SOME OF WHICH COME
FROM THE ARCHIVES OF THE NETWORK
OF PUBLIC FILM LIBRARIES,” BUT ALSO
FROM THE PRIVATE COLLECTIONS OF
FORMER COLONISTS AND THEIR HEIRS
WHO HAD THE ORIGINAL FILMS STASHED
AWAY IN CLOSETS AND DRAWERS.

of the newly independent country’s first govern-
ment in 1968, and he also ended up becoming a
victim of the repression of the dictator Francis-
co Macias just one year later. Muller was a pho-
tographer of Hungarian origin who shot several
home movies in Tangier and other Moroccan cit-
ies while on an extended stay in the territory in
the late 1940s. Neither of these two is highlighted
in the film for his importance as a public figure.
However, Balboa’s collection does have one dis-
tinctive feature, as the protagonists of the footage
are a mixed-race couple: the African Balboa and
his middle-class Catalan wife, along with their
children. Within the diegesis this collection repre-
sents a change in the direction of the gaze, as it is
not the gaze of a regular colonist but of an African
who was educated in the metropolis (in Barcelo-
na) and then returned to his homeland to lead a
new political movement, initially undercover and
subsequently in power.

The images in Memorias de ultramar are tak-
en from ten different collections, some of which
come from the archives of the network of pub-
lic film libraries,” but also from the private col-
lections of former colonists and their heirs who
had the original films stashed away in closets and
drawers. Some of these private collections, such
as those of Miguel Vives Munné, Antonio Port-
abella-Camps, and Ana Maria Amparo Garcia
Vazquez, ended up being donated to the Filmo-
teca Espanola archives. Access to these films and
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to other similar footage that was not ultimately
included in the work was made possible by the
process of reconstructing the networks of former
colonists and natives through blogs, Facebook
pages, institutions and cultural centres,'® as well
as the diaries of employees in official agencies and
researchers with experience working on Guinea,
Morocco, Tangier, or Western Sahara.

After locating, viewing and selecting the foot-
age, three main themes were identified for the
articulation of a story of life in the colonies: a
relationship with nature that oscillates between
fascination and the desire to dominate it; the
persistence of common traditions related to cel-
ebrations, cuisine and leisure activities; and the
emphasis on the identification of an “us” (white
European settlers of the upper or upper-middle
class) and a “them” (racialised native Africans of
the lower classes). The narrative objective of the
film was to offer a general picture of life in the
colonies, while also capturing the diverse nu-
ances of the different territories and individual
experiences. To do this, it was essential to un-
derscore certain recurring motifs based on these
main themes. Without historicising pretensions,
the narrative also aims to offer some idea of the
chronological evolution of the colonies, from the
first arrival of the Spaniards through to their final
departure. To this end, images of arrivals by sea
and air are shown in the first few minutes, while
the ending is organised around other aerial shots
of the Sahara Desert alluding to the abandonment
of the province in 1975.

The soundtrack also plays a key role in this
film, as it was decided to give uniformity to the
images with a sound design created by Juan Car-
los Blancas that functions as a kind of soundscape.
This strategy unifies the fragments, serving to un-
derscore recurring features that contribute to the
narrative flow. It also denaturalises the images
because they are not realistically related to what
we hear, which is also quite different from the
stereotypical sounds of exotic settings. Only one
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narration was included, taken from original re-
cordings with the footage provided by Ana Maria
Amparo Garcia Vazquez, as the way the speaker
presents the characters is also appropriate for sit-
uating the general action of the film.

Memorias de ultramar effectively brings to the
screen a reality that does not form part of the
mainstream collective imaginary of our country:
the reality of the Spanish colonies in Africa. Colo-
nial memory in Spain is much more closely asso-
ciated with the countries of Latin America, whose
processes of decolonisation and subsequent coop-
eration have a longer history and are more natu-
ralised. Moreover, Spain’s current relations with
Western Sahara, Equatorial Guinea Ecuatorial
and Morocco represent diplomatic challenges that
often threaten to descend into political conflicts
affecting Spain’s interests, particularly in terms
of fishing policy, migration, national security, po-
litical exile and energy dependence. The fact that
relations with these former colonies constitute
ongoing political issues today complicates the de-
velopment of a colonial memory in strictly his-
torical terms. Memorias de ultramar, along with
the other two recently produced films discussed
above, participates in a newly established pro-
cess to articulate a discourse of memory related
to Spain’s colonies in Africa, and it forms part of a
recent and more problematic genealogy as it pres-
ently lacks a general consensus to support it.

CONCLUSION

It can be considered a success of the so-called crit-
ical institutionalism today that the call made with
the heritage turn of the 1980s is being answered.
Beyond the change of focus, implementing cultur-
al and heritage policies of substance represents a
practical challenge that Filmoteca Esparnola has
been rising to now for decades. In the last five
years, these efforts have also centred on a type of
filmmaking that needs special attention in terms
of heritage, given its traditionally precarious na-
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ture in institutional terms: amateur film. In it-
self, this type of film is elusive and complicated to
manage due to questions related to people’s right
to privacy and to control over their own image
under Spanish law (Ley Orgdanica 1/1982, de 5 de
mayo) and even to the legal definition of the films
in these collections as “cinematic works” (Real De-
creto Legislativo 1/1996, de 12 de abril), a concept
more traditionally associated with the world of
copyright protection for commercial films. This
added complexity gives rise to certain problems
for the conception and development of ways of
facilitating access to such material and expanding
its audience. A further complication is the neglect
that films like these have suffered historically,
which far too often has exacerbated the deterio-
ration of the film reels due to the inadequate con-
ditions under which they have been stored.

In the specific case studied here, there is the
added variable of mobility in the origins of the
films, which complicates matters even further,
especially when that mobility is the product of
exile, as in the case of the Republicans after the
Civil War, or due to the colonial logic of Francoist
Spain in the period when the great empires of the
past (with European metropolises) had effectively
been reduced to a few dying embers.

With images filmed in the mid-20" century
from the perspective of the physical and emotion-
al fragility of homelessness, in private settings
with family and friends, the collections related to
exile and to the African colonies held in the am-
ateur film archives of Filmoteca Esparnola consti-
tute highly sensitive material. The recent efforts
made by the institution to explore this complex
heritage have had a number of positive conse-
quences both in terms of the preservation and ex-
pansion of the collections and in relation to access
and dissemination.

Of course, the work of public heritage insti-
tutions like Filmoteca Esparfiola is not immune to
the social and historical complexities and culture
wars that always come into play in such circum-
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stances. Added to the usual complications asso-
ciated with cultural and heritage management
is its relationship to complex realities of nation-
al identity that are still disputed today, such as
the memory of Republican Spain and the coun-
try’s recent colonial history. In this context, the
Filmoteca Espanola program launched in 2018 to
work with amateur films, reviewing Spain’s tran-
sition to democracy from a bottom-up perspective
through footage shot by ordinary people, posed
the challenge of working with images of mobili-
ty in the form of exile and colonialism. The work
undertaken in 2019 and 2020 facilitated the iden-
tification, classification, restoration and digitisa-
tion of film reels of very diverse origins, some of
which have since come to form part of the cata-
logue of films available to future researchers. At
the same time, it initiated creative processes that
gave rise to two new productions: Diarios del exilio
and Memorias de ultramar. Both films are inscribed
in specific traditions in the history of Spanish cin-
ema, albeit in unexpected ways, based on footage
that had not been taken with the idea of being
useful outside the households, political circles or
generations of those who filmed them. Moreover,
this amateur filmmaking is characterised by an-
other paradox that serves as a kind of moral to
the story: through their mobile, almost de-terri-
torialised nature and even through the nostalgia
elicited by their disconnection from their settings
(even when those settings may be fascinating
from a Eurocentric colonial perspective), these
films bring images into our present that offer new
angles on questions as theoretically static as the
essence and roots of Spanish identity. The ques-
tioning of these supposedly immutable principles
through the gaze of exiles and colonists can only
be understood from the perspective of a better
and broader understanding of the diverse range
of recent historical processes that continue to
have an impact on our present. &
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NOTES

1 This article has been written in the context of the

research projects “Fossil Aesthetics: A Political Ecol-
ogy of Art History, Visual Culture and the Cultural
Imaginaries of Modernity” (PIE ref. 202010E005), co-
ordinated by the Spanish National Research Council
(CSIC), and “Cartographies of Cinema of Mobility in
the Hispanic Atlantic” (CSO2017-85290-P), financed
by the Ministry of Science and Innovation - State Re-
search Agency, and the European Regional Develop-
ment Fund.

2 The figures shown in the table form part of the re-

search conducted at Filmoteca Esparnola’s Preser-
vation and Restoration Centre for the Film Library
Conference held in Pamplona on 22 and 23 Novem-
ber 2021 and were presented in a talk by Marian del
Egido and Josetxo Cerdan at that conference.

3  Venues where the films were screened include the

Beijing International Film Festival (China), the Cur-
tas Vila du Conde International Film Festival (Portu-
gal), the Rencontres Transfrontalieres des Associations
de la Mémoire historique, démocratique et antifasciste
(France), the Colloque Hispanistica XX: Empreintes
dailleurs (France), Centro Cultural Espariol in Buenos
Aires (Argentina), the Festival Etnovideografico Inter-
nacional del Museo de Castilla y Ledn (Spain), Cineteca
de Madrid (Spain), Casa Arabe (Madrid), and the Span-
ish film libraries in the regions of Galicia, Navarra,
Zaragoza, Castilla y Ledn, Valencia, and Andalusia.

4 Victoria Kent described the closure of the Republican

Embassy in these terms in a column for the Spanish
daily newspaper El Pais in 1977 (quoted in De Oliveira
Acosta & Ortin Ramon, 1996: 225).

5 However, Javier Tusell and Genoveva G. Queipo de

Llano (2003: 217-232) suggest that the issue of West-
ern Sahara did at least serve as a pretext for King Juan
Carlos I to begin exercising political autonomy and for
Francoist Spain’s last prime minister, Arias Navarro,
to hold onto leadership.
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6 Gutiérrez was supported in this research by Julian
Etienne, an academic and programmer in Mekxico,
although it was Gutiérrez who ultimately gave the
piece its final form.

7 The libraries in question were Filmoteca Esparola,
Filmoteca Andaluza, Filmoteca de Catalunya, La Fil-
moteca - Institut Valencia de Cultura, Euskadiko Fil-
mategia - Filmoteca Vasca, and Filmoteca de Canari-
as.

8 She was General Secretary of the party from 1942 to
1960, when Santiago Carrillo took over the leader-
ship, and from that time she held the title of president
until her death in 1989.

9 In this case, only from Filmoteca Espariola and La
Filmoteca - Institut Valencia de Cultura. It is impor-
tant to bear in mind that the project only really got
up and running at the end of 2019 and its progress
was severely affected by the lockdowns caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic. This affected the project partic-
ipants’ ability to consult the collections of different
film archives, as well as their mobility and the pace of
the work. The original plan was for the project to be
presented in October 2020, but in the end this took
place in March 2021.

10 Casa Africa, Centro Cultural de Espafia in Malabo,
Biblioteca Islamica del AECID, La Medina, Casa Arabe,
Instituto Cervantes (Headquarters), and its branches
in Tunisia and Tangier-Tetouan, Casa Sefarad-Israel,

and Hermandad de las Tropas Nomadas.
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EXILES AND COLONISTS IN THE FIRST PERSON:
THE FAMILY ARCHIVE AND ITS RECENT (RE)
WRITINGS IN SPAIN

EXILIADOS Y COLONOS EN PRIMERA PERSONA:
EL ARCHIVO FAMILIAR Y SUS (RE)ESCRITURAS
RECIENTES EN ESPANA

Abstract

Filmoteca Espariola has among its amateur film collections some
very special collections in terms of mobility: films shot during the
central decades of the 20" century in Republican exile and in the
African colonies. These are very particular cultural products with
a controversial historical character and complex conditions of
management, conservation and dissemination by the institution.
This article will first describe the particularities shared by both
types of mobility images and will trace the lines that distinguish
them. Then, the policies that have been carried out by Filmoteca
Espanola for their conservation and dissemination are analysed; for
this purpose, the research and curatorial programme implemented
between 2018 and 2021 to recover these parcels of history by
working with amateur images located in the archive’s collection will
be especially taken into account. Finally, we will analyse the two
pieces produced within the framework of this programme related to
exile and the colonies: Diarios del exilio (Irene Gutiérrez, 2029) and

Memorias de Ultramar (Carmen Bellas and Alberto Berzosa, 2020).
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Resumen

Filmoteca Espanola cuenta entre sus colecciones de cine aficionado
con unos fondos muy especiales en términos de movilidad: pelicu-
las filmadas durante las décadas centrales del siglo XX en el exilio
republicano y en las colonias africanas. Se trata de productos cul-
turales muy particulares con un caracter histérico polémico y unas
complejas condiciones de gestion, conservacion y difusiéon por parte
de la institucién. En este articulo, en primer lugar, se describen las
particularidades que comparten ambos tipos de imagenes de movili-
dad y se trazan las lineas que las distinguen. Después, se analizan las
politicas que se han llevado a cabo desde Filmoteca Espariola con vis-
tas a su conservacion y difusiéon, para lo cual se tendra especialmente
en cuenta el programa de investigacién y comisariado implementa-
do entre 2018 y 2021, con objeto de recuperar estas parcelas de la
historia a partir del trabajo con imagenes de aficionado encontradas
en los fondos de su archivo. Por ultimo, se analizan las dos piezas
producidas en el marco de este programa relacionadas con el exilio
v las colonias: Diarios del exilio (Irene Gutiérrez, 2029) y Memorias de
Ultramar (Carmen Bellas, Alberto Berzosa, 2020).
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RESTITUTION OF MEMORY:
IMAGES AND TRACES IN GALICIAN
CORRESPONDENCE FILMS$*

JOSE LUIS CASTRO DE PAZ
HECTOR PAZ OTERO

Bereft of memory, a person becomes the prisoner of an illu-
sory existence; falling out of time he is unable to seize his
own link with the outside world—in other words he is doo-
med to madness.

(TARKOVSKY, 1989: 57-58)

. INTRODUCTION: CORPUS,
METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES

Just when Odysseus and his crew were on the
point of reaching their homeland of Ithaca, a wild
storm blew their ship off course to an unknown
island. Odysseus sent some of his men to explore
the island and gather information about its in-
habitants. They thus came into contact with the
natives, who welcomed them warmly and of-
fered them a mysterious food: the sweet fruit of
the lotus plant. Upon eating the plant, the men
fell into a kind of lethargy that made them forget
everything: their companions, their family, and
their home. They thus lost their longing to return
to Ithaca. When they didn't come back to the ship,
Odysseus decided to go in search of them with the
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But the direct time-image always gives us access to that
Proustian dimension where people and things occupy a place
in time which is incommensurable with the one they have
in space.

(DELEUZE, 1986: 39)

rest of the crew, and on finding them he managed
to drag them back by force.

The peril that Odysseus must face here is the
danger of forgetting, interpreted in the epic poem
as synonymous with death. Mircea Eliade (1968:
121) argues that “insofar as it is ‘forgotten’ the
‘past’—historical or primordial—is homologized
with death.” The common colloquial expression
“keeping a memory alive” hovers in the connota-
tive margins of this interpretation, underlying hu-
manity’s ancestral determination to mitigate the
devastating effects of the passage of time: “Proust
also spoke of raising ‘a vast edifice of memories,
and that seems to me to be what cinema is called
to do” (Tarkovsky, 1989: 59). In relation to the on-
tology of the photographic image, André Bazin
argues that a portrait helps us to remember the

4|
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subject, and therefore rescues that subject from
a second, spiritual death: “To preserve, artificial-
ly, his bodily appearance is to snatch it from the
flow of time, to stow it away neatly, so to speak, in
the hold of life” (Bazin, 2004: 9). Of course, in the
context of this article’s object of study, i.e., films
made for the wistful gaze of the émigré, this kind
of “reincarnation” that Bazin describes should be
understood as more of a “re-presentation”’, an at-
tempt to bring a trace of the past into the present:
This production by automatic means has radically
affected our psychology of the image. The objective
nature of photography confers on it a quality of cred-
ibility absent from all other picture-making. In spite
of any objections our critical spirit may offer, we are
forced to accept as real the existence of the object re-
produced, actually re-presented, set before us, that is

to say, in time and space. (Bazin, 2004: 13-14)

In the title card that opens one of the films
analysed here, Nuestras fiestas de alla [Our Fes-
tivities Over There] (José Gil, 1928), written the
journalist and writer Jaime Sola,' the following
line appears under the heading “EVOCATION":
“There, where our memories remain forever, is a
lovely country called ‘Val Minor’ It lives in our
spirit and our eyes carry it before them. Its festiv-
ities are our festivities. It trembles with joy and
pain and we tremble like absent children” And
it continues with a phrase that encapsulates the
ultimate meaning of what is known as the corre-
spondence film: “To see it (Val Mifor) drawn to
us by the hand of art is to fly home to it.? It is not
merely to see the place but to be there. Sold’s text
is founded on the certainty that “the outward ap-
pearance is more than an accessory; it is a point
of access to the essence of things” (Esqueda Ve-
rano, 2019: 11). Like a Proustian madeleine, the
film image triggers the memory (located on the
temporal axis), which in turn triggers a longing
to return (spatial axis), thereby combining the
two dimensions of the nostalgia that the émigré
projects onto the images while viewing them. It
is not merely a question of not forgetting, but of
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ITIS NOT MERELY A QUESTION OF NOT
FORGETTING, BUT OF RELIVING AN
EXPERIENCE; REVIVING IT, LIVING IT AGAIN,
BEING THERE AGAIN, RETURNING HOME

reliving an experience; reviving it, living it again,
being there again, returning home.

For the purposes of delimiting the object of
study analysed in this article, we believe it fit-
ting to refer to Manuel Gonzdlez’s definition, and
particularly to his label “‘correspondence cinema’”,
which he attributes to the

relatively wide range of visual, documentary and
news footage related to migration processes [...]
Grouped under this title is all visual footage made
with an explicitly descriptive/denotative objective
and produced especially either to serve as propa-
ganda for the industrial-cultural territory of the
metropolis in overseas countries or to remember
the beloved people, customs and landscapes on ei-
ther side of the ocean. (Gonzalez, 2006: 5-6)°

Moreover, as is the case for written correspond-
ence, correspondence cinema is defined by a two-
way flow, which in general terms involves two
types of material: footage filmed in the homeland
(Galicia) at the request of emigrant communities
in Latin America so that different filmed scenes of
the land they left behind can be viewed in the host
country; and film footage taken to show people in
the country of origin the activities of the different
emigrant communities scattered throughout Latin
America.* In either case, the footage would “trav-
el in the holds of the same steamships that trans-
ported émigrés or returnees, so that they could
then be shown in the best film theatres in Buenos
Aires, Havana, Vigo or A Coruna” (Gonzalez, 2006:
5).> This brief study explores films made in Galicia
for viewing by Galicians living overseas, since the
objective here, as outlined above, is to analyse the
gaze that revels in a wound left by a time and place
left behind. This analysis must necessarily focus
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on traces—the most suitable term to refer to images
constructed as “paths once trod that will never be
walked again”—which are what films of this kind
largely consist of. The direct analysis of these trac-
es will facilitate the development of some “plausi-
ble conjectures” (Hernandez, 1995: 530).

Therefore, for the construction of these conjec-
tures, this study will offer a filmic, historical and
cultural analysis of three films shot in Galicia® for
viewing by expats in their host countries. These
films were made during the two biggest periods of
Galician migration to Latin America: the first in the
late 19th and early 20th century, and the second in
the context of the Franco dictatorship in the 1950s,
1960s and 1970s. Chronologically, the first of these
films is the aforementioned Nuestras fiestas de allq,
shot by José Gil” and released in 1928. Gil's film was
commissioned by the Union de Hijos de Morgadanes
[Children of Morgadans Association] based in Mon-
tevideo, Uruguay, and it documents festive, recre-
ational, religious, social and culinary events in the
Galician comarca (county) of Val Minor, as well as
the schools built with money donated by the Uru-
guayan expat association. The second film is Un viaje
por Galicia® [A Trip around Galicia] (1958), by Manuel
Aris,” made up of footage taken by the filmmaker
on three trips he made around the region between
1953 and 1958. Aris’'s camera revels in the beauty
of the Galician landscape, with one slight digression
into his family life, as will be discussed below. Fi-
nally, the third of the films included in this study is
Alma gallega [Galician Soul], filmed and written by
Amando Hermida Luaces™ in 1966. According to
its opening title card, this film was “shot in Galicia
to extol its beauty and its customs, its monuments,
and its industrial and commercial progress, with a
script by Amando H. (Hermida) Luaces”

Despite the time intervals between the films
and the extraordinary aesthetic evolution of glob-
al filmmaking over the long period they cover, the
obsession of an emotional filmmaker with record-
ing the landscape, the period and other elements,
along with the amateur nature of the filming,
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serves to explain the striking formal similarity
between them.

2. MODES OF REPRESENTATION: CAPTURE
OR BIOSCOPIC RECORDING

Xosé Nogueira argues that in terms of production
the first films made by Galician filmmakers in the
first third of the 20th century were located “at the
most basic level according to Janet Staiger’s cate-
gorisation: the ‘camera operator’ level” (Nogueira,
2004: 73),"* characterised by a unified personal
perspective whereby the cameraman was the one
responsible for choosing the topic and filming it
within the limits of his technical abilities. As noted
above, this resulted in films whose finished prod-
ucts are somewhat amateur. Based on this prem-
ise, and with the aim of establishing a much more
precise classification system for this type of film
(which will place us in a better position to clarify
the hypothetical subjectivities that might be ex-
perienced by the individual expat when viewing
them), this study draws on a recent monograph on
documentary authored by Santos Zuzunegui and
Imanol Zumalde, titled Ver para creer. Avatares
de la verdad cinematogrdfica.*? These two authors
borrow an expression from Jean-Marie Straub,
using the terms “capture” and “bioscopic record”
to refer to what is commonly known as a “docu-
ment”, i.e., “an audiovisual fragment on which a
series of sounds and images have been recorded”
(Zunzunegui & Zumalde, 2019: 169). Among the
wide range of bioscopic documents (or records),
the purest of all would be images taken by securi-
ty cameras. However, much closer to the films an-
alysed in this article is the work of the Lumieres’
camera operators, whose films are notable for
“their ‘indexical intention’, their referential power,
often quite deliberately reflected in the unusual
nature of the framing” (Zunzunegui & Zumalde,
2019: 171), and which steer clear of any interfer-
ence that might threaten the truth-effect inherent
in the indexical image. In this sense, to maintain
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its purity the ideal scopic document would only
allow a static shot—established according to strict-
ly functional criteria—with an invariable con-
tinuity, or at most broken only by a mechanical
disruption, such as the flickering images of secu-
rity cameras, for example. Of course, we must not
overlook the fact that in practice there are docu-
mentary films which,
even while committing some of the aforemen-
tioned transgressions (camera movements, chang-
es of point of view, editing, etc.), enable the spec-
tator to view (strictly speaking, they successfully
make the spectator believe that he or she is viewing)
a real event directly and without mediation, and
thus these external interferences do not under-
mine (on the contrary, in some cases they enhance)
the factual, probative and referential foundation
of the bioscopic document [...]. In short, we will as-
sign the problematic label of pure or raw bioscopic
document to that type of self-conscious text which,
while dispensing with the most popular resources
of cinematic language and conventional mecha-
nisms of filmic veracity, clearly stresses the indexi-
cal nature of its raw material in order to produce a
quintessential truth-effect in relation to a particular
event. (Zunzunegui & Zumalde, 2019: 181-182)
Many of the films made by the Lumiéeres’ cam-
era operators can be placed unproblematically in
this category, although as will be shown below,
not all of them fit into it quite so neatly.’®
Based on this framework, which (as the analy-
sis that follows will demonstrate) offers a flexible
structure in which to place the three documenta-
ries chosen for this study, we can begin to trace
the contours of the evocation filmed by José Gil
for his documentary Nuestras fiestas de alla.

3. FORMAL, HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL
ANALYSIS: EVOCATION TOWARDS
RESTITUTION

According to the Spanish language’s most au-
thoritative dictionary (Real Academia Esparola,
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2014), the word restituir has three definitions, of
which the second and third are of particular in-
terest for this study: “2. To reinstate something or
restore it to the state it had previously” and “3. Of
a person: To return to the place that one departed
from.** The combination of these two definitions
establishes the essential parameters of a memory:
“the state it had previously and the place that one
departed from’, i.e., recovering the past and re-
turning to the place left behind. These dictionary
definitions seem to suggest that the most effective
way of evoking a memory is through its restitu-
tion rather than its (re)construction.
Constructing a memory implies a process of
substitution, as it involves a new, clear, corpo-
real image intended to bury the image associat-
ed with the original memory stored in the spec-
tator's mind. They are essentially two images in
competition, one of them at a disadvantage, as the
constructed image possesses the vibrancy of the
present and of the visible stimulus that triggers it,
while the other—the original memory—struggles
to shake off the dust of time that shrouds it.* It
would thus seem that the key to evocation con-
sists in offering a restitutive image that can trig-
ger the subjectivity of the audience, to help them
rescue their own personal memory rather than
the memory imposed by a substitutive image. And
how is this process of restitution realised? José
Manuel Mourifio Lorenzo offers an analysis that
may help us form an approximate idea:
[I]f we examine the basic pattern that emerges from
the way it operates, the systematic repetition of the
substantial gesture represented by recording a re-
mote homeland inimages to of fer them to a community
in exile, we will obtain an ideal paradigm that could
reveal numerous connections. Let us briefly return
to the moment of filming and reconsider what the
camera is really framing in that instant. It is not
just a landscape that will be familiar to the expat’s
eyes. That image functions in practice as a “reactive
principle” for the memory, an index that stimulates
the memory of a past that is inevitably associated
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with that location. Thus, through this

submission en masse to the seduction

of these images based on their status

as evocative indices, the social event of

the exhibition of these films ultimate-

ly shaped the collective memory of the

group through the manifestation of and

confrontation with the evoked memory.

(Mourino Lorenzo, 2008: 2-3)

The “reactive principle’, activated to
help us remember, constitutes a con-
stant in the correspondence films an-
alysed here. In Nuestras fiestas de alld,
for example, it is expressed in the wide
shots that open each of the sequences,
which are effectively blocks of images
from the different villages recorded by José Gil's
camera [Figure 1]. Each block begins with an in-
troductory title that informs us of the village that
the expat will be able to “visit” next, along with
some explanatory details—for example: “Vincios.
There is the village wandered through in child-
hood days, strolled around on visits to the home-
land, remembered always”*—that constitute the
only connotative licence taken in an otherwise
monolithically denotative and referential con-
struction. Then the image appears: a wide shot in
which a long, shaky pan—the kind that completes
a 360° degree turn, or even begins panning back
in the opposite direction after completing the first
sweep around—explores a rural landscape from
an elevated position. In this way, the image lo-
cates the émigré-spectator in a recognisable place,
its presence prolonged on the screen to ensure
the effectiveness of the “reactive principle” and to
create an expectation. This is followed by shots of
a somewhat closer range than the opening shot,
where the villagers enter the scene to act out the
ritual or event (a procession, dance, picnic, etc.),
without losing the points of reference that help
identify the exact location where the event is tak-
ing place [Figure 2]. These points of reference, in
imitation of the tourist attractions filmed by the
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Figure I. Nuestras fiestas de alld (1928).

Lumieres’ camera operators, are generally mon-
uments—crosses, bell towers, theatres, facades of
churches, etc.—that ensure that viewers will be
able to identify a specific location. And finally, the
third element of the compositions created by José
Gil goes further into the desire to recognise, but
this time it is the desire to recognise people:

When it appeared on screen it was a touching

moment. As the camera made its first passes, the

audience members opened their eyes as wide as
possible so as not to miss a detail, and at the same
time they picked out some acquaintance or relative
among the characters of the film, as various view-
ers made occasional comments such as “hey, look
at so-and-so,” or “there’s the alder tree we used to
jump into the water from when we went swim-

ming.” (Gonzalez, 1996: 221)

The camera moves in closer to identify the
people taking part in the events, in group shots
or medium-long shots that allow the spectator to
scrutinise their faces. José Gil's compositional ap-
proach can thus be summed up as follows: a wide
shot of a landscape (reactive principle); a wide or
long establishing shot of places and people (search
for recognisable places); group shots and medi-
um-long shots of people (search for familiar indi-
viduals).
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The ritual nature of the religious ceremonies
and processions, along with the landscapes and
monuments, convey a temporal immutability that
lightens the sorrow of the émigré, who succumbs
to the illusion that everything is still the same in
their absence, that time has stopped, and that if
they ever save up enough money to be able to re-
turn home they will find their past exactly as they
left it:

The sense of arrested time in the landscapes seems

to be a necessary requirement to express the émi-

gré’s loss. The landscape belongs to a time an-
chored in memory and the images will come to life
once again in the emigrants’ return for as long as
they remain away from home. If their village and
its human landscape were to undergo changes, the
whole operation of the migration story, the whole
sacrifice, would have been in vain and their identi-

ty would be wounded. (Barreiro, 2018: 73)

It is important here to acknowledge certain
footage filmed in the context of the Noticiario Cin-
ematogrdfico Espariol (the Spanish newsreel ser-
vice of the period, popularly known as NO-DO),
especially its weekly magazine program Imadgenes
and the documentaries that would explore differ-
ent parts of Galicia to present its scenery and its
customs. This footage displays some similarities to
the correspondence films analysed here in terms
of their visual composition:

Figure 2. Nuestras fiestas de alld (1928).
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THESE POINTS OF REFERENCE,

IN IMITATION OF THE TOURIST
ATTRACTIONS FILMED BY THE LUMIERES’
CAMERA OPERATORS, ARE GENERALLY
MONUMENTS—CROSSES, BELL TOWERS,
THEATRES, FACADES OF CHURCHES,
ETC.—THAT ENSURE THAT VIEWERS
WILL BE ABLE TO IDENTIFY A SPECIFIC
LOCATION

The idyllic longing for a country that exists outside
time could not be separated from the desire to re-
discover and celebrate the beatific peace of its peo-
ple in its purest state (the countryside, the villag-
es), honouring their traditions, with their loaves of
bread under their arms, in the heat of the hearth,
dancing their traditional dances and immersed in
their most cherished and unchanging possession:
the Catholic religion. (Tranche & Sanchez-Biosca,

2006: 529)

In short, these are images that offer us a ster-
ile and atemporal topos: “The territory is turned
into an abstract space in which nothing chang-
es or can ever change, where there is no conflict
or scars or struggle” (Barreiro, 2018: 58).%8 It is a
faultless, carefree place, immune to the passage of
time, and therefore ideal for inciting longing.”

At the same time, to keep the image from in-
vading the subjectivity of the spectator and losing
its evocative power, it must adhere strictly to its
indexical purpose. This is where its bioscopic es-
sence comes into play, an essential element for re-
specting that “degree zero” (or close to zero) where
all traces of the narrative voice are rendered in-
visible. One of the parameters of the mise-en-
scenethat defines these documents, present in the
first scenes filmed by the Lumiére camera opera-
tors (and in correspondence cinema, partly thanks
to its obviously amateur nature), is its capacity to
generate unruly images, evident on a spatial level
in shots “that are constantly overrun and/or over-
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flowing with the people and objects that appear in
them, sometimes instantaneously and fleetingly”
(Zunzunegui & Zumalde, 2019: 185), and on a tem-
poral level in the absence of a beginning or ending
revealed in the shots when viewing them,?° allow-
ing chance to burst onto the scene and accentuate
the truth effect of everything being recorded. It is
precisely this element of chance that gives rise to
another outstanding feature of these films: the
gazes to camera, present in all of the titles studied
here, although it is in José Gil's documentary—ei-
ther because in his images human figures appear
in greater numbers and are generally closer to
the camera, or because at the time he was film-
ing (1928) film cameras were much more unusual
than they would be decades later—that we find
the most examples of this anti-transparent factor.
If these were fiction films we might describe them
in terms of what Noél Burch calls “forbidden gaz-
es” that disrupt the voyeurism inherent in all film
viewing and expose a “manipulative” presence;
however, in the case of documentaries, the effect
can actually contribute to the verisimilitude of
the shot, as the dissonance between these appeals
to the camera and all the profilmic elements that
make absolutely no acknowledgement of the pres-
ence of the camera allows us to evaluate the shots
“in terms of truth, as a sign, in short, that denotes
the spontaneous and unplanned (and therefore
authentic and real) nature of this behaviour, and
by extension of the possible world in which it oc-
curs” (Zunzunegui & Zumalde, 2019: 188). In other
words, if these gazes to camera were not present,
the final product may have raised suspicions of
artificiality, offering evidence of an order given
previously by the operator/filmmaker to the pas-
sers-by to pretend to ignore the existence of the
device. Thus, as noted above, all three films ana-
lysed here present a continuous succession of indi-
viduals who, after passing in front of the camera,
direct their gaze towards it, thereby establishing a
bond with the spectators in the expat community,
in addition to any connections that may already
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exist due to family or community ties. There are
some individuals who reinforce this link not only
by gazing to camera but also by waving their hats
in a very obvious greeting, while others react in
a way that is quite distinct but just as effective in
betraying the presence of the camera, concealing
their faces as they come into the frame. There
are even children and older individuals who step
into the foreground with their backs to the event
being filmed in the background to stare unabash-
edly straight at the camera operator while he is
filming [Figure 3]. In their analysis of the compo-
sition of some of the Lumiere scenes, Zunzunegui
and Zumalde point out that their verisimilitude is
reinforced by the gazes to camera “because they
alert the spectator to the fact that the cameraman
who is being looked at is on location and in plain
view” (Zunzunegui & Zumalde, 2019: 188), like a
special television news correspondent who offers
the spectator an introduction to the story in front
of an emblematic monument on the scene of the
events, in an effort to give the impression of an
eyewitness account.

Alma gallega (1966) gives the spectator a close-
up of Amando Hermida Luaces, the camera oper-
ator, director and producer of the film [Figure 4].
He is carrying a camera and tripod on his shoul-
der as he walks over the rough terrain of Mount

Figure 3. Nuestras fiestas de alld (1928).
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Santa Tegra, with the Mifo river flowing into the
Atlantic Ocean in view in the background, near
the seaside village of A Guarda. The filmmaker, in
his role as a character in the film, feigns fatigue
from his climb to the mountaintop, reflecting
the effort necessary to reach the perfect point to
capture the spectacle of the estuary. Despite the
aforementioned similarities to the other two films,
this film is distinguished by a modern self-reflex-
ive game that seems to defer the repetitious bio-
scopic records in the shots taken by José Gil and
Manuel Aris, reflected in part by the wide shots of
the Galician landscapes. Amando Hermida inter-
feres in his documentary much more extensively
by inserting brief, humorous sketches with very
simple storylines—an innocent flirtation between
a shepherd and a shepherdess after performing
a Galician folk song, a fisherman who falls off a
pier into the sea—and a voiceover that loads the
film with connotative commentary. Nevertheless,
as noted above, Alma gallega exhibits something
of an indexical approach when Hermida focus-
es his camera on landscapes and celebrations.
Here the amateur nature of the mise-en-scene
becomes clear, bringing these sequences closer to
the spatial and temporal instability of raw foot-
age, with rudimentary editing of a succession of
“tourist sights and folk scenes”: landscapes, monu-
ments, celebrations, cuisine, processions, sporting
events, workers in the fields and on the sea, urban
traffic, traditions, etc., all without any narrative,
as however much the voiceover may attempt to
give the jumble of images some coherent mean-
ing, it is left up to the spectator/expat to provide
them with a story (“that is the chapel where I got
married”; “there is where we used to play when
we were kids”; “I went to that procession every
year with my parents”; “my grandparents’ house
is near that vineyard”). Otherwise, we would be
viewing a substitutive image, rather than a res-
titutive image that effectively evokes a memo-
ry that can then be elaborated into a story. The
memory is not shown on the screen but is elicited
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Figure 4. Alma gallega (1966). Amado Hermida Luaces appears
on screen with his film camera

by it, and this is where the essential value of the
referential quality of the image and its objectivity,
as raw images—Ilike photo negatives—that need to
be developed, to which end the elicited memory is
the perfect darkroom.

However, there is one exception to the narra-
tivity and objectivity—beyond Amando Hermida’s
aforementioned sketches and some of the voiceo-
ver comments—that bursts wildly onto the scene
in Manuel Aris’s Un viaje por Galicia. This is when
the filmmaker arrives in his hometown, Poio, and
we hear his voiceover say: “The village where |
was born.” Then later, he points out “the thresh-
er on my farm at home,?* and finally, he declares:
“Allow me to introduce to you this lady working so
hard: it is my mother” [Figure 5]. This narrative is
personal—although, as will be explored below, not
untransferable—for the filmmaker; it is uniquely
his. There is no way for spectators to contribute
their own story here. However, this sequence
opens another option for the spectator to partic-
ipate: through projection and identification. The
voiceover narrative has taken the journey that
every émigré longs to take: first arriving in his
village, then at his house, and then finally at his
mother’s side. It is also worth remembering that
Aris’s film also offers images of the ship voyage
across the Atlantic on its way the Galician port. In
this way, the filmmaker depicts his return, satisfy-
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Figure 5. Un vigje por Galicia (1958). Manuel Aris’s mother

ing the spectator’s desire to return through Aris’s
first-person narrative. The spectator’s projection
will ultimately evolve into identification through
the figure of the mother.
This sequence features one of the decisive mo-
ments in the relationship between the audience
and Aris’s gaze. These family images assimilate the
Galician emigrant community with his own fam-
ily, and thus he shares the intimate space of his
childhood, giving his personal journey a collective
meaning; everything is still there, and the moth-
er was waiting for him. The licence taken by Aris
with these family scenes was criticised by Seoane,
who considered it to be interference inappropriate
to the conception of Galician cinema. Seoane may
well be right, but Aris was not trying to offer a re-
flection of reality; rather, he recognised the myth
that the emigrant community clung to. With the
gift of the sequence with his mother, he invoked
the mother of each spectator; she would become
everyone's “mother” on the joyful occasion of the
return to the mother and the motherland. (Barrei-
ro, 2018: 69)?
The mother is essentially the image of the
wait; a figure who, like Penelope, every expatriate
longs to see once more.

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

4. CONCLUSIONS

The extreme historical circumstances surrounding
Galician migration in the 20th century inadvert-
ently turned José Gil (and those who came after
him) into the precursor(s) to a trend of meaning-
ful, complex appropriation of found home movie
footage, with minimal manipulation, by docu-
mentary makers such as Péter Forgacs with his
praiseworthy Private Hungary series (1988-1997).
As we have sought to demonstrate in this article,
due to the almost complete absence of manipula-
tion of filmed images, emigration films possess an
intensely evocative power that facilitates the res-
titution rather than the substitution of memories.

However, in contrast to the dark and eerie
tone that home movie footage acquires with the
passage of time, in this case that tone is present
in the image from the moment it is filmed—or,
more precisely, from the moment it is engraved
in the eyes of its first expatriate spectators—due
to the enormous wound of a distance constituted
by time (and money), and finally, almost always,
death without ever returning home.

NOTES

This article is the result of research conducted in the

context of the research project titled “Cartografias del

cine de movilidad en el Atlantico hispdnico” [Cinematic

Cartographies of Mobility in the Hispanic Atlantic]

(CSO2017-85290-P), financed by the Ministry of Sci-

ence and Innovation - State Research Agency, and

with funds from the ERDF.

1 Jaime Sold was the founder and editor of the maga-
zine Vida gallega throughout the first period of its ex-
istence from 1909 to 1938. The publication featured
extensive graphic material by José Gil. The cover to
the first issue featured a painting by Castelao, an art-
ist and politician considered to be one of the fathers of
Galician nationalism.

2 The film, shot after the death of two of his daughters,

bears witness to an old, tired and aching gaze that still
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has faith in cinema as a powerful “machine of restitu-
tion”: “A person in a film (he wrote) never really dies”
(Castro de Paz, Folgar de la Calle & Nogueira Otero,
2010: 387).

Original Galician: “conxunto relativamente amplo de
materiais visuais, documentais e reportaxes, relaciona-
dos cos procesos migratorios [...] Agrupamos baixo esta
denominacion todos os materiais visuais realizados con
obxectivo explicitamente descritivo/denotativo e pro-
ducidos especialmente, ben para a propaganda do ter-
ritorio xeogrdfico industrial-cultural da metrépole nos
paises de ultramar, ou ben para a lembranza dos seres,
costumes e paisaxes queridos dunha e doutra banda do
mar.”

Notable among these is 50 aniversario del Centro Gale-
go de Buenos Aires [50th Anniversary of the Buenos
Aires Galician Centre] (1957), due to the presence
of Maria Casares, the daughter of Santiago Casares
Quiroga, who was Prime Minister of the Spanish Re-
public at the time of the military coup in 1936. The ac-
tress, who had trained in France, would draw on the
pain of exile to create some of her best performances
on stage and screen (cf. Castro de Paz, 2017: 107-122).
Original Galician: “viaxaban nas bodegas dos mesmos
barcos a vapor que transportaban emigrantes ou retor-
nados, para logo ser proxectadas nos mellores cinemato-
grafos de Bos Aires, La Habana, Vigo ou Coruria.

For a more detailed exploration not only of the corre-
spondence films produced for the Galician communi-
ty but also for the rest of Spain’s expatriate commu-
nities, see the study by Rubén Sanchez Dominguez
(2020: 79-121).

A prominent figure in early Galician cinema, José Gil
(born in the village of Rubids in the province of Pon-
tevedra in 1870) started off, like so many filmmaking
pioneers, in photography. In 1910, he bought a Gau-
mont film camera, which he used to record social and
cultural events in the city of Vigo. He was responsible
for the first fiction film ever made in Galicia, Miss Ledya
(1916). Together with Fausto Otero, he launched Galicia
Films, the region’s first film production company, with
the aim of making family films, industrial reports, and

of course, films for overseas emigrant communities.
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After several years of both personal and profession-
al difficulties, he established his last company, Galicia
Cinegrafica, where he would produce Nuestras fiestas
de alld and another important title in correspondence
cinema: Galicia y Buenos Aires (1931).

Not to be confused with the 1929 film of the same
name by Luis R. Alonso, which was commissioned by
the four Galician local councils for the Ibero-Ameri-
can Expo in Seville. Alonso’s film was an institutional
production that has nothing to do with correspond-
ence cinema.

Manuel Aris Torres (born in Poio, Pontevedra prov-
ince, in 1920) experienced the pain of emigration
first-hand when he sailed for Montevideo at the
age of nine. In 1951, he began working for the emi-
grant community in the Uruguayan capital, making
productions on 16mm film: Caminos de Espana en el
Uruguay [Spanish Roads in Uruguay] (1954-1957), to
which he would later add the films made during his
trips around the Iberian Peninsula: Por los caminos
de Esparia [Along Spanish Roads] (1959) and Tierra de
nuestros mayores [Land of Our Elders] (1960) complete
the trilogy that he began with Un viaje por Galicia.
Amado Hermida Luaces (born in Ribadavia, Ourense
province, in 1909) emigrated to Buenos Aires in 1929.
After buying a 16mm camera and founding his own
production studio (Hermifilms), he took advantage of
his travels to make three films: Galicia al dia [Galicia
Today] (1959), De Irun a Tuy [From Irun to Tui] (1958)
and the aforementioned Alma gallega.

Original Galician: “no nivel mdis elemental se atendemos
a clasificacion de Janet Steiger: o de ‘operador de camara’”
Although we recognise the value of the classifications
proposed by Bill Nichols, Zuzunegui and Zumalde's
work offers the opportunity to take a more nuanced
approach to the films analysed in this study.

In addition to bioscopic capture, the taxonomy of doc-
umentaries proposed by Zunzunegui and Zumalde
includes three other categories. The authors use the
term “‘common (sense) documentary” to refer to what
film historians classify as the documentary genre,
consisting of films that aim to give their sounds and

images a single, cohesive and ordered meaning. Per-
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haps the best example of this type of documentary is
the war propaganda film, created for a propagandistic
purpose that it makes no effort to conceal. The third
category, given the label “intervened or conceptual
document”, involves an intervention in the footage
that makes explicit the filmmakers intentions in the
selection of the profilimic material, mise-en-scéne,
lighting, etc. This is an intervention that does not aim
to erase the referential quality of the document, but
enhances it in a different way, giving rise to a meaning
that stems from the artist’s intention and not from the
bioscopic document. The fourth and final type of doc-
umentary, referred to as the “sublimated documenta-
ry”, aims to divert the substantive indexicality of the
bioscopic material in a new semantic direction.
Original Spanish: “2. Restablecer o poner algo en el es-
tado que antes tenia; 3. Dicho de una persona: Volver al
lugar de donde habia salido.” It is worth noting the con-
nection established between the latter definition and
the line that opens José Gil’s film Nuestras fiestas de
alld: “To see it drawn to us by the hand of art is to fly
home toit”

In his novel about Galician émigrés in London, Vir-
tudes (e misterios) [Virtues and Mysteries], which re-
cently won the Spanish National Literature Prize for
Narrative, the writer Xesus Fraga describes a curi-
ous dispute between two images: a photograph that
materialises the absence of the narrator’s grandfa-
ther, who emigrated to Venezuela, and his own face,
which, according to everyone in his family, bears an
extraordinary resemblance to the face of his forebear.
The comparison arises from the placement of a pass-
port-sized photo of his grandfather in the frame of a
mirror that the narrator often looks at his reflection
in: “At home, I would compare my resemblance to
the only photograph of my grandfather that I knew
of. Someone had stuck it in the bottom corner of the
frame of the mirror, in which I saw my reflection
twice: the image in the daguerreotype found a muf-
fled echo in a youthful face, frozen decades earlier”
[Original Galician: Na casa, eu confrontaba as simil-
itudes coa unica fotografia do avé que cofiecia. Alguén

a colocara na esquina inferior do marco dun espello, no
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que me reflectia por partida dobre: a imaxe que devolvia
0 azougue atopaba un eco amortecido nun rostro de xu-
ventude, conxelado décadas atras] (Fraga, 2020: 26).

It is significant that to highlight the importance of
place in the narrative of documentaries, Jaime Sold’s
text constructs sentences that give space the status of
the subject of the clause instead of a circumstantial
complement of place.

Original Galician: “O tempo detido nas paisaxes semella
una esixencia para a elaboracion da perda. A paisaxe ten
un tempo ancorado na memoria e as imaxes se animardn
de novo a volta terma do traballador emigrado mentres
segue fora da casa. Se se produciran cambios na sua al-
dea, na sua paisaxe antropoloxica, toda a operacion nar-
rativa migratoria, todo o sacrificio, resultard en balde e a
identidade ferida.”

Original Galician: “O territorio convértese nun espazo
abstracto, no que nada cambia nin pode cambiar; no que
non hai conflito nin cicatrices de loita.”

Both the visual and semantic dimensions of “postcard”
images in correspondence cinema are based on the
dominant Galician pictorial models of the 1940s. The
principles of the regionalist movement persisted af-
ter the end of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), with
a predominantly local, folkloric style promoted and
awarded in national fine arts exhibitions. This was
the case of prominent painters such as Fernando Al-
varez Sotomayor, Carlos Sobrino Buhigas, and Fran-
cisco Lloréns before the war; and Julia Minguilldn
and Julio Prieto Nespereira, as heirs to this aesthetic,
which was embraced after the conflict by the Franco
regime in its efforts to extol human nobility, whereby
Galicia, according to Carlos Lopez Bernardez, became
an “idealised, pure territory, an Arcadia crowned with
a halo of perfection (...) Galicia is a kind of refuge of
spirituality, a humble and simple land” [Original Gali-
cian: “territorio ideal e puro, unha Arcadia revestida
dunha aureola inmaculada (...) Galiza é unha especie de
refuxio de espiritualidade, unha terra humilde e sinxela”]
(Lopez, 2011: 29).

This premise requires a supporting argument, which
is provided in detail by Santos Zuzunegui and Imanol

Zumalde, who develop Henri Langlois’s theory on the
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absence of chance in the scenes shot by the Lumieres’
first camera operators. While the organising principle
explained by Langlois is certainly discernible in some
scenes, in many others chance is clearly the predomi-
nant factor.

21 Original Galician: “A malladora na eira da mifia casa.”

22 Original Galician: “Nesta secuencia sitia un dos mo-
mentos decisivos da relaciéon do publico coa sua mirada.
Con esas imaxes familiares asimila a comunidade gale-
ga emigrada a sua propia comunidade familiar, e con
ela comparte o espazo intimo da sua infancia ddndolle
un sentido colectivo d sua volta persoal: todo perman-
ece, a nai agardaba a chegada. Estas licencias familiares
de Aris foron criticadas por Seoane, que as considerou
coma interferencias inadecuadas na aprehension filmica
de Galiza. Pode que Seoane estivera no certo, pero Aris
non buscaba o reflexo do real, senén que termaba do mito
do que se dotara a comunidade emigrada. Co agasallo da
secuencia da nai, invocaba a nai de cadaquén, ela con-
vertérase na ‘mifia nai’ de todos, na fortuna de retornar a

matria e dnai”
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RESTITUTION OF MEMORY: IMAGES AND
TRACES IN GALICIAN CORRESPONDENCE
FILMS

RESTITUIR EL RECUERDO. IMAGENES
Y HUELLAS EN EL CINE GALLEGO DE
CORRESPONDENCIA

Abstract

The genre known as “correspondence cinema” is mainly determined
by the spectator/émigré’s gaze. Constructed with obvious expressive
and technical flaws that even approach the level of amateur cine-
ma, this type of film was nevertheless capable of almost immediately
triggering memories of a home and a time left behind. The restitu-
tion of a memory is made possible not only by the subjectivity of
the spectator, but also by the modus operandi of the filmmakers who
recorded this footage of local landscapes, faces, processions, rituals,
work in the fields, etc. Based on a classification of these documenta-
ries and an analysis of the mechanisms of their mise-en-scene, the
aim of this article is to explore the reasons behind the extraordinary
evocative power of the images filmed in Galicia, the homeland left

behind, for screening at emigrant centres in host countries.
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Emigration; Memory; Galicia; Latin America; Correspondence cine-

ma; Restitution; Nostalgia.
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Resumen

El conocido como «cine de correspondencia» viene determinado, so-
bre todo, por la mirada del espectador/emigrante. Construidos con
evidentes carencias plasticas y gramaticales, cercanas incluso al cine
amateur, este tipo de films, sin embargo, eran capaces de suscitar de
un modo casi inmediato el recuerdo del hogar y del tiempo perdido.
La capacidad para restituir un recuerdo no viene dada solo por la
subjetividad del espectador, sino también por el modus operandi de
los realizadores que registraban esas tomas compuestas por paisajes,
rostros, romerias, ritos, tareas del campo, procesiones, etc. A partir de
una catalogacion de dichos documentales y del andlisis de los meca-
nismos que conforman su puesta en escena, se pretende profundizar
en las razones del fuerte poder evocador de las imagenes filmadas en
Galicia, la tierra abandonada, para ser proyectadas en los centros de

emigrantes de ultramar.
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Emigracion; recuerdo; Galicia; América; cine de correspondencia;

restituir; nostalgia.
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(DE)POLITICISING EMIGRATION
AND THE EMIGRE’S RETURN IN THE
NO-DO FILM PRODUCTIONS*

BEATRIZ BUSTO MIRAMONTES

INTRODUCTION

In 1958, the Franco regime’s official film produc-
tion organisation, Noticiarios y Documentales
(“News and Documentaries”), commonly referred
to as NO-DO, released a colour documentary in
Spain directed by Alberto Carles Blat titled Aires
de mi tierra [Breezes of My Land]. In December
of the same year, a colour documentary by Ma-
nuel Aris Torres titled Un viaje por Galicia [A Trip
around Galicia] premiered at the Gran Mitre ci-
nema in Buenos Aires. While Aris’s film belongs
to the tradition of “correspondence cinema” (films
shot by émigrés while on a trip back home for the
purpose of exhibition to the diaspora community
abroad), Carles Blat’s NO-DO production presents
a fictional account of the return of an émigré to
Galicia, placing the image at the service of the po-
litical legitimisation of Francoist Spain.

At the time these films were made, the posi-
tion of Information and Tourism Minister was
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still held by Gabriel Arias-Salgado, a committed
Falangist, Catholic fundamentalist and the prin-
cipal architect of the strict censorship restric-
tions that existed in Spain until the enactment of
the Ley de Prensa (Press Act) in 1966 (promoted
by his successor, Manuel Fraga). It was not the
only important position that Arias-Salgado held,
as he had also been the chief ideologue for NO-
DO, and it was during his time as Vice-Secretary
of Popular Education that the organisation was
created “with the aim of maintaining a national
cinematic information service that could operate
on its own with suitable guidelines” (Tranche &
Sanchez-Biosca 2006: 13). While he was minister,
Spain’s economic development experienced an
extraordinary leap forward that would shore up
the political legitimacy of the Franco regime for
many vears (Pack, 2009: 147), in terms of both its
information and its tourism strategies. The politi-
cal and economic possibilities that tourism opened
up for the regime became more obvious with the
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increased number of foreign tourists each year,
but it also made it clear that the time had come
to modify the official discourses and narratives to
ensure future success.

The objective of this article is to offer a thick
description (Geertz, 2011) of the NO-DO documen-
tary in terms of how it served this purpose, using
Aris’s film contrastively (more than comparatively)
to analyse the political implications and narrative
purposes pursued by the representational devices
of the state machinery (Foucault, 1978) in fiction-
alising the return visit of an émigré to Galicia. This
analysis is based on the premise that Manuel Aris’s
Un viaje por Galicia—as correspondence cinema—is
enunciated from the perspective of an agent direct-
ly affected by migration, aware of and involved in
the socio-political, cultural and emotional factors
that condition the phenomenon, while Aires de mi
tierra, conversely, is a fictional construction by an
indirect agent that offers a trivialised, artificial, dis-
tortive, subaltern depiction of a manufactured em-
igration experience to serve commercial interests
and legitimise the Franco regime.

Both productions involve the use of elements
of identity and emotion, as both Aris’s film and
Carles Blat's documentary offer an idealised,
mythical, sweetly sentimental representation of a
Galiciafrozenintime (Miguélez-Carballeira, 2014),
characterised by a kind of Orientalising vision of
the region for which Busto Miramontes (2020,
2021) has coined the term Galaiquismo. However,
the hypothesis of this study is that Carles Blat's
film entailed a distortion of emigration: while
Aris’s film was shot, structured and enunciated by
a real émigré on short trips back to Galicia for the
screening to the Galician diaspora in order to al-
low them to experience “the return home through
the (magic) cinematic image” (Mourifio Lorenzo,
2008: 1), Aires de mi tierra, in contrast, sought to
offer an archetypical depiction of a saccharine
emigration experience that was neutralised and
depoliticised by the Franco regime’s machinery of
production and representation.
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BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK

Based on the accepted division of the Francoist
era into sub-eras, this study covers the National
Catholic period of isolation and subsequent in-
ternational reintegration (1945-1959) and the au-
thoritarian period of technocratic development
and economic expansion (1959-1969) (Moradiellos,
2003: 25-27). NO-DO had been created in 1942
as a service for the distribution of newsreels and
reports filmed in Spain and abroad, launched in
January 1943 with the clear intention to maintain
exclusive control over the production and repro-
duction of the information that reached the Spa-
nish public (Tranche & Sanchez-Biosca, 2006). The
projection of the NO-DO newsreels prior to the
screening of a feature film was compulsory in all
theatres in Spain and its colonies until 1976. This
turned the service into an apparatus of power, as
cinema of the State that bore witness to the ten-
sion between what could and could not change in
government operations.

Carmona Badia and Fernandez Gonzalez
(2005) and Rico Boquete (2005) consider the peri-
odisation established for Francoism in Spain to be
equally applicable to the Galician region. These
authors agree that the 1950s served as a period
of socioeconomic and political transition between
the brutal repression and poverty of the 1940s
and the developmentalism and tourism of the
1960s. However, in the case of Galicia, the lack
of prospects for economic development result-
ed in continued overseas emigration and a mass
exodus to Spain’s biggest cities (Carmona Badia &
Fernandez Gonzalez, 2005; Maiz, 1998; Rico Bo-
quete, 2005). There have been very few studies
analysing the Galicia-Spain relationship in the
Franco years from a decolonial perspective, the
critical epistemology adopted for this study. The
first scholar to characterise this relationship—
Xoan Gonzalez-Millan (2000)—identified the sub-
altern status of Galician culture in relation to the
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Spanish State as a central factor. Since then, it has
been explored by Miguélez-Carballeira (2014) in
her study of the mythical construction of Galician
sentimentalism, and by Busto Miramontes (2020,
2021), applied specifically to the analysis of cine-
matic representations of the Franco regime.

The films studied in this article were released
in geographical and political contexts that are dif-
ferent but related through emigration. Aires de
mi tierra was produced by NO-DO at a time when
Galicians were still emigrating in large numbers
to Latin America, while Spain was opening up dip-
lomatically and undergoing rapid transformations
that required the regime to change the obscuran-
tist, bucolic, backward and primitivist image of
Galicia that it had promoted to legitimise a violent
colonial policy that it had pursued with particular
fervour in relation to Galicia (Busto Miramontes,
2021; Miguélez-Carballeira, 2014). The colonial
policy and the individual as colonised subject was
to be maintained (Bhabha, 2013), but at the same
time it was important to depict some legitimising
modernity and a degree of openness that would
allow tourists to enjoy their own “colonial” experi-
ence. The bathing gowns on the beaches gradual-
ly gave way to bikinis, and the little seaside towns
essentialised in the 1950s as bastions of a mythi-
cal patriarchy in which the heroic man would set
out to the sea while the woman (femina patiens)
waited for him while sewing inside a dark, silent
Galician home (Jiménez-Esquinas, 2021: 155-188)
turned into the perfect destinations for water-ski-
ing. Highways began being built at a frenetic pace,
enabling Spaniards to criss-cross the country on
their holidays; airports were opened in Santiago
and Vigo, as well as hotels and paradors such as
the Baiona for beach tourists. The NO-DO films
began to replace their themes of morality, faith
and Christ the King with tourism, beaches, scen-
ery and seafood.

Un viaje por Galicia—a film recovered by the
CGAI'-was shot by Aris himself between 1953
and 1958 on the three trips he took to Galicia
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in those years. It is a 73-minute cinematic jour-
ney around the four provinces of the region.
The footage shows a series of “postcard images”
mostly along the AP-9 (a highway that has been
the source of controversy in Galicia for serving
only the most developed part of the region on
the western coast), where Aris filmed “different
monuments and locations in colour with a 16mm
camera. [...] The film remained in theatres for two
and a half months, and Galician emigrants made
the pilgrimage to the cinema to see their villages
on screen and confirm that their homeland was
still there, just as they remembered it” (Barreiro
Gonzalez, 2018a: 46).? The film has been analysed
in detail by various scholars, including the afore-
mentioned study by Barreiro Gonzalez, as well as
Manuel Gonzalez (1996), Mourifio Lorenzo (2008)
and Redondo Neira & Pérez Pereiro (2018), togeth-
er with other films related to this genre. The most
representative examples of such films would be:
Porririo v su distrito [O Porrifio and Vicinity] (Leén
Artola, 1925); the two films by José Gil, Nuestras fi-
estas de alla [Our Festivities Back There] (1928) and
Galicia y Buenos Aires [Galicia and Buenos Aires]
(1931); Un viaje por Galicia [A Trip through Galicia]
(Luis R. Alonso, 1929); Centro Orensano [Centre of
Orense] (Eligio Gonzalez, 1942), and Rutas de Lo-
banes y Romeria de la Madalena [Routes of Lobanes
and the Romeria Pilgrimage] (director unknown,
1956). All these productions, along with Aris’s 1958
film, form part of the most outstanding group of
films associated with the genre of “Galician cine-
matic correspondence” or “Cinematic Postcards of
Galician Emigration”, a category that essentially
involves “the production of a series of short films
over the course of the first half of the 20th cen-
tury in different parts of Galicia for the purpose
of exhibiting them to expatriates living overseas
who originally came from these places” (Mourino
Lorenzo, 2008: 1).

Carles Blat’s Aires de mi tierra was produced
on 35mm film by NO-DO (and therefore directly
by an apparatus of power) and released in Spain
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Figure I. Opening credits, Galicia y sus gentes (1951)

in 1958. The sound was recorded by Juan Justo
Ruiz, the voiceover was by Juan Martinez Na-
vas, post-production was handled by Daniel Qui-
terio Prieto Sierra and the music was by Antonio
Ramirez-Angel and José Pagan. It has a duration
of ten minutes and, like Aris’s film, it is essential-
ly a journey around Galicia, but in this case fea-
turing an actor playing the role of an émigré on a
short visit back home to Galicia with his wife. The
film takes us through only six locations (Aris visits
many more), which are also geotourism destina-
tions promoted by the Franco regime. All of them
are associated with the “AP-9 axis”; the provinces
Ourense and Lugo are left out. This film repre-
sented a clear change to the modes of representa-
tion that NO-DO had used until then to portray
Galicia, its culture and its people. The essentialist
image of Galician society as dim, backward, prim-
itive, bucolic but also cheerful, naive, hard-work-
ing, poetic, Christian and patriarchal was replaced
with a more attractive image that made this one
of the region’s first tourism films.

Until the mid-1960s, Galicia had always been
constructed on screen based on the repetition and
reinforcement of cultural, social, geographical,
linguistic and pseudo-psychological stereotypes.
NO-DO was a prominent architect of the colonial
gaze on Galicia, a gaze that bore no resemblance

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

whatsoever to the geographical, cultural or lin-
guistic reality of the region, as it was merely an
essentialist image of the “Other”, an exoticised
alterity (Said, 2013). This image is effectively en-
capsulated in a documentary titled Galicia y sus
gentes. Ayer y hoy de las tierras meigas [Galicia and
Its People: Yesterday and Today in the Witching
Lands] (Alberto Reig & Cristian Anwander, 1951),
dedicated “to those on the other side of the sea
who continue to dream of the homeland.” This
is one of the few brief explicit mentions of emi-
gration in a NO-DO production, as exile was not
acknowledged and emigration was more conspic-
uous for its absence than its presence (Tranche &
Sanchez-Biosca, 2009: 64).

Aris begins his journey at a crowded port in
Buenos Aires where countless anonymous emi-
grants bid farewell to the shipload of passengers
making the longed-for and oft-imagined return
home. The last shot in his documentary is of a sun-
set over the Atlantic, a memorable image of west
Galicia. Carles Blat begins his journey with the
image of a beach, an aeroplane window through
which we see Vigo and a small aircraft landing at
an aerodrome that might be the airport at Santiago
de Compostela (which was built by political prison-
ers and began operating in the 1950s) or Vigo. This
arrival is accompanied by a soundtrack that adds
some ethnic colour right from the beginning, with
a choir singing the first song in Marcial Valla-
dares’s Galician songbook Ayes de mi tierra (do Pico
Orjais & Rei Sanmartin, 2010), with the stanza: “[If
you loved me]/you would come search for me/like
water seeks the river/like the river seeks the sea.”
The film ends with the departure on a passenger
ship from the port of Vigo, while a foghorn blows
over the same tune, this time with the lines: “Little
breezes, breezy breezes/little breezes of my land/
little breezes, breezy breezes/little breezes, lift me
home”4 The film ends with an aturuxo, a plaintive
cry in the Galician folk tradition.

The two documentaries begin in ways that
are extraordinarily similar and yet markedly dif-

58



\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

ferent. From the matching first image of a my-
thologised, idealised and wistful Galicia, their
respective narratives diverge, one conforming to
emigration cinema and the other to a Francoist
model with a trivially touristic focus, neutralising
a social and political reality as significant as emi-
gration, the exodus that the Franco regime itself
had provoked (Foucault, 1978).

ANALYSIS

Neutralisation by touristification of the
political subject

In 1957, Carles Blat began making documentaries
in colour for NO-DO. From 1957 to 1959, he di-
rected nine ten-minute films that formed part of
a cohesive series of tourism promotion documen-
taries with clear formal parallels between them.
The titles are: La capra hispanica (1957), Alto Piri-
neo (1957), Vigias del mar (1958), Reportaje en Anso
(1958), El Turia (1958), Costa Blanca (1958), Aires de
mi tierra (1958), El poema de Cérdoba (1959), and De
Yuste a Guadalupe (Cuna de conquistadores) (1959).
All were co-produced by the Ministry of Informa-
tion and Tourism and presented potential tourist
routes, showing the spectator cultural features
objectified as consumer products.

The titles mentioned above all have a similar
formal structure. In addition to their duration
and the fact they are all in colour, they all travel
along tourist routes on which something is con-
sumed as a product. In La capra hispdnica (1957),
the consumer product is hunting; in Alto Pirineo
(1957) and Reportaje en Anso (1958), it is hiking and
mountaineering; in Costa Blanca (1958), it is sun,
sand and camping; in Turia (1958), it is oranges,
paella and Valencia’'s Falles festival; and in Aires
de mi tierra (1958), it is sentimentalism, folklore,
and Galician scenery. Secondly, the protagonists
of the journeys are couples or trios of actors tak-
ing the trip as tourists while the camera follows
them around on their thematic experience. This is
the standard in all of the films except Turia and EI
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THE FIRST-PERSON VOICE-OVER IN
CONSTITUTES AN ACT OF VIOLENCE
PERPETRATED BY POWER

poema de Cérdoba (which do not have actors) and
La capra hispdnica, where the norm of hegemonic
masculinity requires a large group of men to take
part in the hunting experience. Of the films that
do conform to this standard, Costa Blanca and Re-
portaje en Ansé feature two single women (if they
had been married, NO-DO would have present-
ed them on holiday with their husbands); Alto
Pirineo features a man, two women and a dog; De
Yuste a Guadalupe features a young man and two
female university students; and Aires de mi tierra
features a married couple (a Galician émigré and
his foreign wife). Moreover, all of these films (ex-
cept El poema de Cdrdoba) include a voice-over
narration in the first-person singular, serving as a
legitimising device for the story told in the docu-
mentary and the organisation responsible for the
discourse. The émigré in Aires de mi tierra is the
only character presented as a native of the place
depicted, playing the role of tour guide.
Considering NO-DO from a Foucauldian epis-
temological perspective, this study proposes to
analyse it as a machine of power whose violent
operation activates “effective instruments for the
accumulation of knowledge, techniques of reg-
istration and procedures for investigation” (Fou-
cault, 1978: 146) that confirm not only the rep-
resentation of the image but its very existence as
an apparatus of power. From this perspective, the
first-person voice-over in Aires de mi tierra con-
stitutes an appropriation of the Galician émigré,
an act of violence entailing the abduction of the
subaltern voice, its corporeal expression stolen, its
political experience neutralised, while the social
drama of the exodus is placed at the service of the
machinery of the Francoist State for the purpose
of tourism promotion. The film thus constructs a
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Figure 2. Women making lace, Galicia y sus gentes (1951)

depoliticised subject stripped of drama, of a past
and a present (the subject’s historical experience),
which is used not only to promote the region to
tourists but also to legitimise the Franco regime
as the architect of regional development. It con-
structs a tourist who legitimises developmental-
ism by means of the invented discourse of an émi-
gré on a visit to his homeland who then returns
to Latin America. The émigré and his social status
are touristified through the film, converting him
into a tourist in the same way that the women'’s
branch of the Francoist Falange, Seccién Femeni-
na, converted the woman sewing Galician lace
inside her house in Costa da Morte into a “house-
wife” (Jiménez-Esquinas, 2021: 156; Mies, 2014).

The violent act of constructing an invented
and depoliticised subjectivity is also perpetrat-
ed against the two single women who go hiking
in Reportaje en Anso and in the male domination
implicit in the vertical relationship established
between the man and the two women, subjecti-
fied as becarias (scholarship holders), in De Yuste
a Guadalupe. What makes Aires de mi tierra a per-
versely violent documentary is the fact that the
subject who is robbed of his voice is an émigré, a
subaltern. And it is the only film that uses a social
and political conflict as a cliché or folkloric arche-
type to promote tourism.
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By the eve of World War [, “a community of
150,000 Galicians were living in the Argentine cap-
ital. It is no exaggeration to say that this made Bue-
nos Aires the city with the largest Galician popula-
tion on the planet; far more than Vigo or A Coruna
in the same era” (Nurez Seixas, 2002: 42).°> Between
the 1940s and the 1960s—out of necessity or due to
‘acute suggestionitis”*—another 100,000 Galicians
emigrated to Argentina alone (Vazquez Gonzélez,
2011: 31-57). In this socioeconomic context, with
Galicia losing much of its working population to a
mass exodus, Carles Blat drew on the cliché of the
Galician émigré, transformed into a morrirfiento and
choromiqueiro (homesick and teary-eyed) subaltern
who returns home on a visit with his wife, present-
ed in the documentary as a consort who, holding
her husband’s hand, discovers the little homeland
that Galicia represented in relation to Spain, the na-
tion. The film is not just an expository documenta-
ry—which itself is authoritarian—as the production
constructs a depiction of Galicia that is impossible to
dispute, but it also produces a depoliticised subjec-
tivity based on the face of an actor, on the modern
American clothing he wears, and on his physicali-
ty. A fictitious subalternity is inscribed on his body:
the subjugated status of the émigré, who appears in
front of the camera without looking at it directly,
doing Galician things that no Galician ever does,
such as strolling around inside a factory in Vigo
(in a clear effort to legitimise the regime), speaking
to us in a voice-over that tells us that his body is
an émigré’s, that his feelings are an émigré’s, and
that his pain at not being able to return home is an
émigré’s. “My body was returned to me spread-ea-
gled, disjointed, redone, draped in mourning on this
white winter’s day” (Fanon, 1991: 80).

This depiction seems to raise the celebrated
question posed by Gayatri Spivak: “Can the sub-
altern speak?” Spivak points out that the assump-
tion that subalterns can speak for themselves it-
self constitutes an act of epistemic violence (for
which she blames Foucault and Deleuze). She ar-
gues that the conditions that would make it possi-

60



\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

ble for subalterns to speak for themselves simply
do not exist, for example, in a colonial system (Spi-
vak, 2009). The Galicians represented in the NO-
DO films are not given the opportunity to speak,
and moreover, the cinematic apparatus designed
to endorse the regime creates a tangible physical-
ity and an experience recognisable as a Galician’s
experience placed at the service of the political le-
gitimisation of the regime and turned into a folk-
loric cliché. While a bucolic muirieira arrangement
plays in the background, after we have heard the
choir sing the aforementioned song from Ayes de
mi tierra, the “émigré” speaks in first person:
As the years of absence grow, I feel ever more stron-
gly the desire to return to Spain and visit the little ho-
meland. A whole world lived in a dream of the past
reappears instantly. The impatient longing to show
my wife all those things pushed us at once out onto
the street, in search of... Who knows what! Any place!
It isthe cliché, the archetype, the anchoring of
a complex, political reality in a simple and mun-
dane context through the stereotype of the Gali-
cian émigré toprovide discursive support to a colo-
nial model in which even subjectivity is colonised,
because ultimately, as Bhabha, Fanon, Guha, Spi-
vak, Said and other decolonial theorists point out,
the colonised subject is also constructed—also, of
course, in the image of himself that is returned
to him—and the main discursive element of this
process is none other than the stereotype.
The stereotype is not a simplification because it is a
false representation of a given reality. It is a simpli-
fication because it is an arrested, fixated form of re-
presentation that, in denying the play of difference
(which the negation through the Other permits),
constitutes a problem for the representation of the
subject (Bhabha, 2004: 107).

Neutralisation by touristification of the
political territory

The subject is not the only one who suffers vio-
lence through neutralisation in the documentary,
as the land itself is subject to the same process.
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THE SUBJECT IS NOT THE ONLY ONE
WHO SUFFERS VIOLENCE THROUGH
NEUTRALISATION, AS THE LAND ITSELF IS
SUBJECT TO THE SAME PROCESS

Maria Solina Barreiro suggests at the begin-
ning of one article that “[t]he landscape emerges
when we distance ourselves from the farmland”
(Barreiro Gonzalez, 2018a: 43).” In that article and
others (2018b), she offers a detailed analysis of
Manuel Aris’'s Un viaje por Galicia and other co-
rrespondence documentaries, arguing that many
of these films conform to a narrative model that
transforms the land from territory into scenery.

In correspondence films, time and space seem
frozen in a mythical dimension that allowed the
émigré to confirm with relief that everything in
Galicia was just the same, awaiting his return.
From the perspective of symbolic anthropology,
the migration process could be characterised as
a rite of passage “betwixt and between” structu-
ral states: between “separation and aggregation”,
between the outbound journey and the return
(Turner, 1980: 103-123). The problem arises when
the migration process is extended beyond what li-
minality can bear, precisely because it is an inhe-
rently finite phase. For many émigrés, the liminal
phase became irrevocably structural because they
were unable to return, whether out of fear of be-
ing judged as failures, due to limited resources or
for other reasons (Nunez Seixas, 1998, 2002).

As pointed out in Barreiro Gonzalez's studies
and the work of Fernando Redondo and Mar-
ta Pérez (2018), Aris's documentary is a series of
postcard images of iconic locations, at least un-
til the moment when he breaks away from this
landscape narrative to express a dynamic affec-
tivity when he films his own house, his own mo-
ther, and his neighbours at work in the fields. In
the film’'s successive idealised postcard images,
time is presented as standing still and the land is
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stripped of any historical reading, any experience
of conflict, turning into scenery to look at rather
than a territory to live in. This recurring idea of
representing Galicia as an idyllic landscape fixed
in time, primitive, rural, natural, beautiful and
always essentialised, was present both in the NO-
DO films and in correspondence cinema, as well
as in contemporary productions. Advertisements
promoting Galicia to tourists today depict stereo-
typical, essentialist vestiges of the same unaltered
scenery, when “Galicia in fact has one of the most
intensely ‘humanised’ landscapes in Europe [...]; it
is only emigration that facilitated the misleading
idea of an ‘empty country’ that has had such a
profound impact on the tourists’ fantasy” (Mura-
do, 2013: 30).2

The region is presented as so fixed, mythical,
virgin, ancient and unchangeable in the NO-DO
films—and in correspondence cinema—that it may
seem that rather than cinematic images what we
are viewing is a series of still photographs or post-
card images. In NO-DO, this picture of Galicia
presented a pseudo-ethnographic allegory of the
noble savage who was ultimately civilised, Chris-
tianised, disciplined and saved by Franco’s Spain,
thereby justifying the colonial project. In emigra-
tion cinema, Galicia was displayed with the focus
on its unchanging natural beauty rather than its
dynamic history, helping to mitigate the frustra-
tion of a liminality turned into a structure. The
use of photographs frozen in time thus acquires
its full meaning.

Photographs may be more memorable than mo-

ving images, because they are a neat slice of time,

not a flow. Television is a stream of underselected
images, each of which cancels its predecessor. Each
still photograph is a privileged moment turned into

a slim object that one can keep and look at again

(Sontag, 2008: 17-18).

Correspondence cinema can be considered a
series of filmic photographs of Galicia in the sen-
se that time is trapped in each film shot. This is
why Manuel Aris and even the camera operators
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Figure 3. Viewing the scenery from Mount Santa Tegra

working for NO-DO use their equipment more
like photo cameras than movie cameras. Photo-
graphic time effectively slows down cinemato-
graphic time—the time that slips away before our
eyes—facilitating an emotional uplift on seeing a
place anchored in an eternal present that is wai-
ting for our return. But as a dynamic device, the
movie camera also helps construct the fantasy of
a transported present, a time right now over the-
re on the other side of the ocean: the motion of
the film image lends verisimilitude, as it films the
present even while freezing it in the static form
of a photograph, and it is this moving image that
enables the spectator to feel transported into an
imagined present.

The landscape in Aires de mi tierra is to a large
extent frozen, neutralised, depoliticised and femi-
nised. It is the same series of unaltered photogra-
phs that prioritise Galicia’s affected folkloric ima-
ge shown in Aris’s documentary, but in this case
framed for tourism. This narrative of a scenic Ga-

THE LANDSCAPE IN AIRES DE MI TIERRA
IS TO ALARGE EXTENT WAYS FROZEN,
NEUTRALISED, DEPOLITICISED AND
FEMINISED
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licia packaged for tourists is conveyed in the do-
cumentary using the archetype of the émigré as
a depoliticised subject, reinforcing the recurrent
cliché of a mournful, sentimental Galicia whose
émigrés are inevitably morrirfientos and choromi-
queiros (Miguélez-Carballeira, 2014). While he sits
on a rock atop Mount Santa Tegra to admire the
view, the émigré remarks: “We dedicated another
day to the scenery, to that wonderful scenery of
my land that is the envy of all and a torment in
our memories.” The views from Santa Tegra were
also used by Aris.

It is not the only place exploited in the docu-
mentary and that has continued to be exploited
in the years since. Every location (except one) is a
geotourism destination: Combarro, a small town
on the Pontevedra coast, used ad nauseum for tou-
rism promotion, has become an icon of the post-
card seaport, preserved like a theme park or sou-
venir of local folklore. Illa da Toxa (a Galician place
name always translated into Spanish in the NO-
DO films) serves to show off the hotel infrastruc-
ture to the luxury tourist, with high-end accom-
modations that most émigrés could never afford.
A Coruna is presented in the image for only a
moment to be depicted as an emigration port. The
only places shown in Santiago de Compostela are
the main square (Praza do Obradoiro), the Praza
das Praterias and the statue of the apostle on the
cathedral altarpiece, reminding us that in 1958
Spain was still in the final years of its Catholic na-
tionalist period. Santiago de Compostela appears
eternalised under an architectural cloak of plas-
terboard while the narrator declares: “Santiago!
What do the years of my absence mean to you...?”
in a rhetorical exercise suggesting that time has
stood still.

There is only one filmed location in Aires de mi
tierra that is not named even as scenery. It is the
bucolic fantasy setting where the couple sit down
for a picnic on a hilltop with views of the sea. Sud-
denly, a group of girls dressed in kitsch traditional
folk outfits appears unexpectedly (supposedly) on
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the hillside. The camera turns around to show us
a group of men (also dressed up) arriving on the
other side in an “improvised procession’, simula-
ting a chance encounter between two groups of
young people in a folkloric Galicia that has never
existed anywhere, leaving no doubt that this folk
group has been purposefully organized to perform
for NO-DO. The fact that this is the only stop on
the route whose specific location is not mentioned
serves the process of fantasy construction well.
An unnamed folkloric setting could be anywhere;
indeed, it could be every possible place in Galicia
where tourists could enjoy an ethnic thematic
experience (Comaroff & Comaroff, 2011). Moreo-
ver, these folkloric Galician men and women are
presented as characters in the same fantasy, dis-
possessed of their names and their everyday atti-
re and turned into abstract archetypes of an abe-
rrant dream. If their names and the location had
been revealed, the Galaiquista fantasy would have
collapsed under the weight of realism.

There is one location in the film that fulfils a
function other than tourism promotion: Vigo. The
city of Vigo is shown after the arrival on the sma-
1l aircraft, making it the first city to appear in the
story, and it serves not as a tourist attraction but as
a means of legitimising the Franco regime. In Vigo,
the émigré as tourist becomes an émigré as legiti-

Figure 4. The émigré and his wife arriving in Galicia
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miser of the regime. His travels around this city are
limited to a stroll around the port. There are also
shots of the fish market and inside factories and
shipyards that were probably filmed by NO-DO ca-
mera crews under different circumstances, as the
couple does not appear in the indoor scenes. The
narrator matter-of-factly details the advances and
developments in Vigo, depicting it as an example
of the economic boom of those years. The most
significant aspect of these shots is the disconnec-
tion between the strolling couple and the port filled
with workers going about their daily routines. The
distance and verticality of the physical and spatial
relationship established between the couple and
what is going on around them exposes the colonial
bias that informed the shot. Ultimately, what is re-
presented in the image is a relationship between
two observers and the many objects of their obser-
vation; two people symbolically above and every-
body else below; two people who are supposedly
émigrés, but whose physicality disavows that sta-
tus as what it really shows is a pair of bourgeois in-
vaders into a working class world, a work site and
a zone of conflict, to present it to the camera as a
mollified territory reduced to a Galician curiosity.

The stroll around Vigo is a paradigm of the
violence perpetrated against the subjectified in-
dividual as a colonised subject of the Francoist
hegemony, presented here as an expatriate on a
visit from overseas. Vigo, the only place we see
real people engaging in real everyday activities
rather than essentialist folklore, is a working class
city where the touristified émigré tries to convin-
ce us that Spain is finally developing and thri-
ving thanks to Franco, while ten minutes later he
boards a ship to return to Latin America.

CONCLUSIONS

This article has taken a critical anthropological
perspective on the NO-DO documentary Aires de
mi tierra, using a correspondence film as a contrast
frame to analyse the representation of emigration
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in cinema. The plotlines of both films are related
to Galician emigration to Latin America, but whi-
le one is enunciated by an agent directly affected
by the phenomenon, the other constructs a vio-
lent narrative characteristic of State cinema, with
an invented, depoliticised protagonist. Both fil-
ms offer mythologised journeys around a region
that has been turned into frozen scenery, which
in Aris’s film serves the socio-affective function
of depicting the imagined Galicia for an emigrant
audience, while Carles Blat’s film is propaganda
that places the theme of emigration at the service
of the State for two purposes: to legitimise the re-
gime and to promote tourism.

Thus, given that Manuel Aris’'s documentary
was informed by real emigration experiences that
included the subjective experience of the film-
maker himself, despite its poeticised mournful-
ness, it succeeds in moving the spectator, while
Carles Blat's merely distorts its subject. Un viaje
por Galicia is ultimately a series of Galaiquista cli-
chés, but they are all filmed, narrated and edited
by a subaltern in an effort to share his pain, his
longing and his feelings of distance with other
subalterns. Aires de mi tierra, on the other hand,
is a documentary produced by an institution of
power in a clear operation of verticality and he-
gemony to further the colonising mission: depo-
liticising the political subject, depoliticising the
historical territory, reducing the culture to folklo-
re and racialising the alterity of the Galician with
the sole objective of depicting a colonial territory
ripe for invasion by developmentalist tourism and
for legitimising the regime.

Of all the films made by Carles Blat in those
years, Aires de mi tierra is the only one that effec-
tively neutralises the political subject, turning an
émigré into a Galician archetype who returns to
his homeland as a tourist. It is also the only film
that makes deliberate use of the music of oral tra-
dition and poetic creation to reinforce the stereo-
type of subjugating sentimentality of Galicianness
in the context of emigration. The stanzas chosen
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to this end are not incidental, as they speak meta-
phorically of the emotions that besiege emigrants
separated from their homeland. The use of lines
such as “como a agua busca o rio/como o rio busca o
mar(e)” [“like water seeking the river/like the river
seeking the sea”] or “airifios da mifia terra/airifios
levaime a ela” [‘breezes of my land/breezes, life
me home’] are a form of cultural (and linguistic)
appropriation that sentimentalises and femini-
ses a folkloric version of Galicia essentialised as
fragile in opposition to a vigorous, masculinised
Spain, in a symbolically violent operation of pa-
triarchal-colonial condescension. In keeping with
all of the above, it is also the only film with a poe-
tic title, in contrast to the simple place-name titles
of the rest of his filmography.

Aires de mi tierra represents the violent colonial
appropriation of Galician emigration in Spanish ci-
nema. It reinforces folkloric stereotypes of Galicia,
creating a depoliticised subjectivity and depicting a
territory converted into scenery in which all social
conflict has been neutralised, with the sole purpose
of selling cultural and emotional features in a vio-
lent operation of touristification that continues to-
day, objectifying the drama and pain of absence. B

NOTES

This study forms part of the academic research con-

ducted by the Galabra-USC research group.

1 CentroGalego de Artes daImaxe, the Galician region’s
film archives.

2 Original Galician: “distintos monumentos e paraxes cun
aparello de 16 mm en cor. [...] O filme mantivose en cartel
dous meses e medio durante os que os galegos emigrados
peregrinaban ao cine para recoriecer as suas aldeas e
comprobar que ainda existia o seu Pais tal como o lem-
braban!

3 Original Galician: “[Si me tuveras carifio]/habiasme vir
buscar(e)/como a agua busca 6 rio/como o rio busca 6
mar(e)” The first line is cut short. The (e) is a paragoge.

4 Original Galician: “Airifios, aires aires/airinos da mina

terra/airinos, airinos, aires/airinos levaime a ela” The li-
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nes are from a poem by the 19"-century Galician poet
Rosalia de Castro. The English translation used here is
by Erin Moure, originally published in the collection
Galician Songs (Small Stations Press-Xunta de Galicia,
2003).

5 Original Galician: “en vésperas da I Guerra Mundial mo-
raba un continxente de 150.000 galegos na capital arxen-
tina. Iso convertia a Bos Aires, sen esaxeracion ningunha,
na urbe con maior numero de galaicos do planeta, moi por
riba de Vigo ou A Coruria pola mesma época.”

6 This refers to the effect of suggestion that spread
among younger Galician men when they met retur-
nees who had made their fortune in the New World
(Nunez Seixas, 1998).

7 Original Galician: “A paisaxe xorde cando nos distancia-
mos da terra de labor”

8 Original Galician: “Galicia ten, de feito, unha das paisaxes
madis intensamente “humanizadas” de Europal...] € s6 a emi-
gracion a que permitiu esa idea enganosa de “pais baleiro”
que tan fondamente ten calado na fantasia dos turistas’
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(DE)POLITICISING EMIGRATION AND THE
EMIGRE’S RETURN IN THE NO-DO FILM
PRODUCTIONS

Abstract

In 1958, the Franco regime’s official film production organization,
NO-DQO, released a documentary in colour directed by Alberto Carles
Blat, titled Aires de mi tierra. In December of the same year, a col-
our documentary by Manuel Aris Torres titled Un viaje por Galicia [A
Trip Around Galicia] premiered at the Gran Mitre cinema in Buenos
Aires. While Aris’s film belongs to the tradition of “‘correspondence
cinema” (films made by émigrés who returned home temporarily for
the purpose of exhibition to the diaspora community abroad), Carles
Blat's NO-DO production presents a fictional account of the return of
an émigré to Galicia, placing the image at the service of the political
legitimisation of Francoist Spain. This article offers an anthropologi-
cal analysis of these two documentaries, the way in which each one
cinematically represents Galician emigration and how NO-DO func-
tioned as an apparatus for the representation of alterity, making use
of a touristified, subaltern, colonial depiction of the emigre subject
and his homeland, thereby feeding the stereotype of a Galicia frozen

in time for the purposes of tourism development.
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LA (DES)POLITIZACION DE LA EMIGRACION Y
DE SU RETORNO EN EL CINE DE NO-DO

Resumen

En el ano 1958, el organismo cinematografico NO-DO, emitié un do-
cumental a color dirigido por Alberto Carles Blat titulado Aires de mi
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A WANDERING ARCHIVE:
HERBERT KLINE AND THE
TRANSNATIONAL ITINERARIES
OF ANTI-FASCIST FILMMAKING*

DAVID WOOD
SONIA GARCIA LOPEZ

Introduction

In 1952, the US filmmaker Herbert Kline direct-
ed the feature fiction film The Fighter, an adapta-
tion of Jack London’s short story “The Mexican”
(1911). The film tells the story of Felipe Rivera,
a revolutionary from the town of Patzcuaro in
the Mexican state of Michoacan who settles in
El Paso, Texas, in the hope of joining a group of
exiled Mexicans who are planning to overthrow
the dictatorial regime of President Porfirio Diaz
(American Film Institute, 2019b). As the narra-
tive unfolds, we discover that Felipe’'s town was
burned to the ground and his family, friends and
fiancée were tortured and killed by Diaz’s federal
troopers, as punishment for refusing to reveal the
whereabouts of a revolutionary guerrilla leader.
The Fighter could be considered an example of
Hollywood’s fondness for exoticising the Mex-
ican Revolution in the years immediately after
World War II; other examples of this tendency
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include The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (John
Huston, 1948) and Viva Zapata! (Elia Kazan, 1952),
films that tend to use the Mexican war as an epic
background largely emptied of its revolutionary
content.! However, a closer examination of The
Fighter reveals that the film could be character-
ised as a political and personal project in which
the character of Felipe serves as a kind of alter ego
of Kline himself. Like the Mexican revolutionary
in his film, Kline travelled back and forth between
the United States and Mexico in those years on a
quest for social justice while fleeing repression in
his native country—in Kline's case, that of McCa-
rthyism.

As will be shown in this article, Kline's fer-
vent anti-fascist convictions led him to produce
a heterogeneous body of work in a diverse range
of countries over the course of fifty years, nearly
always with his own resources. He made films in
Spain during the Civil War; in Czechoslovakia just
before the Sudeten Crisis; in Poland at the time of
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THE NOMADIC ROVING THAT
CHARACTERISED KLINE’S PROFESSIONAL
AND PERSONAL HISTORY (...) REQUIRES
A PARTICULAR APPROACH, EQUALLY
NOMADIC, TO THE RESEARCH AND

THE ANALYSIS OF ITS ARCHIVE,
COVERING A VAST DISTANCE NOT
ONLY GEOGRAPHICALLY BUT ALSO
CONCEPTUALLY IN RELATION TO
CERTAIN IDEAS ABOUT FILM AS AN
EPISTEMOLOGICAL OBJECT

the Nazi invasion; in Britain at the beginning of
World War II; in Mexico during the institution-
al consolidation of the Revolution; in Hollywood
in the 1940s; in Palestine on the eve of the foun-
dation of the State of Israel; and again in Mexico,
during the presidency of Luis Echeverria in the
1970s. At the same time, he moved between fic-
tion film, political documentary, docudrama and
art documentary. The Fighter—the first independ-
ent production by former Warner Bros. producer
Alex Gottlieb—was the last film Kline made as a
Hollywood director before his fall from grace in
the McCarthy era. When his turn came to testify
before the House Un-American Affairs Commit-
tee (HUAC) in the early 1950s, he refused to name
names or to abandon his anti-fascist convictions.
As a result, after The Fighter, more than twenty
years would pass before he was able to release his
next film in the United States, the documentary
Walls of Fire (1973), dedicated to “the three greats”
of Mexican muralism, David Alfaro Siqueiros,
José Clemente Orozco, and Diego Rivera.

Kline's constant roaming and his versatility as
a filmmaker led him to describe himself colloqui-
ally as a “film gypsy”? In the draft of his autobi-
ography (a kind of scrapbook that combines auto-
biographical writings with original manuscripts,
film projects, correspondence and press cuttings
compiled over the course of sixty years), Kline re-
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fers on several occasions to his nomadic nature—
his “film gypsy wanderings” (Kline, n. d.: 51)—as
an essential part of his filmmaking praxis. The
nomadic roving that characterised Kline's profes-
sional and personal history has made it difficult
for his films to find a place on mainstream or art
film circuits, as his work lacks the kind of stylistic
or geographic unity and continuity over time that
generally define the filmographies of the directors
who form part of the film canon. Moreover, this
object of study requires a particular approach,
equally nomadic, to the research and the analysis
of its archive, covering a vast distance not only
geographically but also conceptually in relation
to certain ideas about film as an epistemological
object.

In a sense, Kline's self-designation as a wan-
dering filmmaker seems to find an echo in the
concepts of “intercultural cinema” and “accented
cinema” coined by Laura Marks (2000) and Hamid
Naficy (2001), respectively, to describe films made
under conditions of exile, diaspora and migra-
tion. However, these analytical frameworks have
only a limited usefulness for examining the work
of Herbert Kline. Both Naficy and Marks ana-
lyse the work of filmmakers chiefly from “third
world” countries who have immigrated or been
forcibly displaced to “the cosmopolitan centres of
the North” and whose films therefore reflect the
(post-)colonial context of their production condi-
tions. Naficy also refers to filmmakers from the
“first world” who have travelled to countries in
the “Global South” for political and creative rea-
sons, such as Chris Marker and Joris Ivens. We
would argue that Kline's status as a “wandering
filmmaker” places him in an interstitial place be-
tween these two categories.

Kline's career bears certain resemblances to
the career of the Dutch filmmaker Joris Ivens, de-
scribed by Naficy as a “great wandering cineaste”
with an “accented” oeuvre who (like Kline) “trav-
elled nomadically from one troubled spot of the
world to another to document what he saw” (216).
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In contrast to many of the other filmmakers stud-
ied by Naficy, Ivens, like Kline, is not a filmmak-
er of the South who migrated to the North, but a
director from the North whose political and cre-
ative interests led him to travel to different coun-
tries of the South. Naficy describes Ivens—but
also Luis Bunuel—as a “peripatetic and nomadic
Western subject [.... who] had the freedom—de-
spite many obstacles—to roam the world, touch-
ing down here and there like the wind, and make
films.” This distinguishes him from those filmmak-
ers who travelled in the opposite direction from
the “third world” to the “first”: exiles or post-colo-
nial creators who have to deal with racism and a
feeling of “outsiderism”, who lack the freedom of
someone like Ivens because they are subject to a
“type of choiceless deterritorialization and reter-
ritorialization that breed pessimism and paranoia”
(219). It is undeniable that Kline had a privileged
position as a white male from the “Global North”
with connections in Hollywood and in the up-
per echelons of artistic and cultural worlds both
in the United States and internationally; and like
Ivens, and like photographers of the same era
such as Henri Cartier-Bresson or Robert Capa, his
wandering was driven by his artistic and ideolog-
ical interests. However, in Kline's case, it was ulti-
mately the political persecution he suffered in his
own country for standing by his convictions that
led him to spend much of his career working in
Mexico, a country that today is considered part of
the “Global South”?® Moreover, Kline's films differ
from the cases analysed by Marks and Naficy in
what is perhaps a deeper—and, we would argue,
hugely significant—sense. According to these two
authors, the production conditions that charac-
terise films of the diaspora, migration and exile
give rise to a degree of formal or stylistic exper-
imentation, resulting in films that in a way em-
body the violence and conflicts associated with
these types of experiences: a “haptic, or tactile,
visuality”, as Marks calls it (2000: 2), or a cinema
of “dislocation” that is “informed by the tensions
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and ambivalence of exilic liminality”, in Naficy’s
case (2001: 22, 275). However, when analysing
Kline's filmography as a whole what becomes ap-
parent is not a particular set of formal or stylistic
features, but the diverse range of techniques, gen-
res and styles used in his films. This suggests that
beyond certain recurrent tropes, there is no stylis-
tic signature in his work that ostensibly expresses
the experience of migration. We would argue that
this diverse range of techniques and styles is not
so very different from that of recognised auteurs
such as Ivens. Nevertheless, it may seem that the
uneven and discontinuous nature of Kline's work
would undermine any reading of his filmography
from the perspective of Naficy’s concept of “ac-
cented cinema”.

Although the categories of “accented cinema”
and “intercultural cinema” help us to conceive of
Herbert Kline's career in nomadic terms, the fea-
tures of his work that indicate the circumstances
of uncertainty, personal risk and political persecu-
tion under which he made his films are the very
same features that expose the gaps, inconsisten-
cies, discontinuities and disjunctions present in
his filmography. For this reason, despite the un-
deniable technical, aesthetic and narrative value
of many of the films that Kline made both within
and outside the commercial circuit, the aim of this
study is not to focus on these features in order to
vindicate him as a filmmaker or to integrate his
work into some kind of counter-canon. Instead,
the objective here is to tease out what the nomad-
ic condition of Kline, his films and his archives
can reveal about the value of film for articulating
a historical reflection on what it means to make
“useful cinema” This term, coined by Haidee Was-
son and Charles Acland (2011: 3) to refer to “films
and technologies that perform tasks and serve as
instruments in an ongoing struggle for aesthet-
ic, social and political capital,’* can help us locate
Kline’s creative process in a context marked by fi-
nancial uncertainty, war and political repression.
The analysis of his filmography in its entirety
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therefore does not constitute an attempt to iden-
tify certain stylistic features that would make it
possible to place his films homogeneously within
the parameters of an auteur style that could con-
tribute to his “‘canonisation”. On the contrary, the
objective is to expose the displacements, interrup-
tions, discontinuities and gaps that speak almost
as eloguently as the films themselves of the ex-
perience of filmmaking under the conditions de-
scribed above.

The first question that arises when embarking
onthe study of an inconsistent, discontinuous, and
geographically dispersed filmography like Her-
bert Kline's is where to find the films, and the doc-
uments related to their production, distribution
and audience reception; where to find the signs of
repression, the documentation on the unrealised
projects and the reasons why they never got off
the ground. The evidence suggests that most of
the films and materials that document the difficul-
ties he faced are not in film archives, and the few
that can be found there are merely isolated cases.
We have managed to locate prints of Kline's films
in the Filmoteca Espariola in Madrid, the Museum
of Modern Art MoMA) in New York, the Jeru-
salem Cinematheque, the Filmoteca UNAM (the
film library of the Universidad Nacional Auténo-
ma de México), and the Cinémathéque Francaise
in Paris. With the exception of the MoMA, none
of these archives hold more than four titles by the
filmmaker. On the other hand, documentation re-
lated to the films has been found in other archives
not specific to cinema, associated with solidarity
campaigns and humanitarian organisations, re-
search centres dedicated to collective memory, ar-
chives of political and activist organisations, gen-
eral archives and personal collections. In fact, it
could be argued that just as Kline described him-
self as a film gypsy, researching his films requires
the identification and reconstruction of a kind of
wandering archive, scattered across a wide range
of institutions around the world, each operating
with its own very different system and institu-
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tional agenda. This article constitutes an initial
attempt to map out this wandering archive, and to
establish certain parallels between it and Herbert
Kline's nomadic career.

A WANDERING ARCHIVE FOR A
WANDERING FILMMAKER

Herbert Kline's work as a filmmaker is marked
by gaps and silences that produce an inconsist-
ent—and at times incoherent—picture of his ca-
reer, rendering it difficult to periodise. However,
an examination of the archives that document
his praxis can fill those gaps with projects that
never came to be realised. Catherine Benamou
adopts the concept of the longue durée (long du-
ration), coined by Fernand Braudel, for the anal-
ysis of Orson Welles's unfinished film It's All True
(1941) (Benamou, 2007: 3). The classification of
unrealised projects like this one over an extended
time-frame represents an expansion of the “geo-
historical lens” to go beyond the more immediate
circumstances of a given project. This approach,
which makes it possible to document not just a
creative process but also the historical or cultur-
al processes that influence it, seems a particularly
useful way of assessing how roaming and repres-
sion gave shape to Kline's career. Obviously, Kline
cannot be described as an extremely personal
filmmaker like Orson Welles, an artist of the big
screen who fought against huge obstacles to con-
solidate his status as an auteur. However, it would
also be very reductive to label him a mere director
of commissioned films. We should not underesti-
mate hisimportance as a creator who played a key
role in the construction of films resulting from
partnerships and negotiations with a wide range
of agents and shaped by different cultural and po-
litical factors. Indeed, his unique career requires a
category of its own, specific to a wandering film-
maker who used cinema to forge a political vision
as ideologically consistent as it was stylistically
unpredictable.
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The considerations outlined above raise some
questions about the methodological implications
of this study. As noted above, to appreciate the
full complexity of the connections and tensions
between Kline's wanderings as a filmmaker and
the various social, political, and creative factors
associated with them, any analysis of his oeuvre
also needs to involve mapping out an equivalent
route for the research. Beyond contributing to
studies of this filmmaker in particular, this ex-
ploration offers an opportunity to reflect on how
film history is constructed and the role played
in that construction by archives and institutions
that store, preserve and ensure access to prints
of films and documents related to them. In other
words, the analysis of a filmmaker like Kline lends
itself particularly well to a complex, multifaceted
research method that rejects both the auteur logic
that places creative responsibility with the direc-
tor, screenwriter or leading actor while ignoring
the role that other factors play in the final form of
the film—an idea also present in Naficy’'s concept
of accented cinema—and the mythologising log-
ic of film history associated with cinephilia that
sometimes pervades film libraries and archives, as
reflected in the documentary Le fantéme d'Henrli
Langlois [The Ghost of Henri Langlois] (Jacques
Richard, 2004) and exposed in studies by Hagener
(2014: 299) and Frick (2011: 3-26). The tentative
category of Kline's wandering archive—drawing
on the concept of media archaeology as defined
by Thomas Elsaesser (2004: 103)—might consti-
tute a first step in this direction.

Based on these assumptions, we have estab-
lished three periods of different lengths that help
shed light on the relationship between the no-
madic nature of Kline's filmmaking praxis and his
political identity as an anti-fascist filmmaker. The
intention of this periodisation is not so much tore-
construct a linear progression with a teleological
orientation that could give Kline's filmography a
degree of stylistic or narrative homogeneity; rath-
er, these periods are intended to function as an-
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HIS UNIQUE CAREER REQUIRES A
CATEGORY OF ITS OWN, SPECIFICTO A
WANDERING FILMMAKER WHO USED
CINEMA TO FORGE A POLITICAL VISION AS
IDEOLOGICALLY CONSISTENT AS IT WAS
STYLISTICALLY UNPREDICTABLE.

alytical categories that provide a framework and
a common narrative for the displacements (both
physical and symbolic), divergences and disconti-
nuities that characterise the filmmaker’s career. It
isimportant to stress here that the objective is not
tominimise or obscure the disjointed, nomadic na-
ture of his praxis, but to inscribe it in the broader
context of anti-fascist internationalism and of the
vicissitudes faced by individuals who adopted this
type of political identity. The first period, which
covers Kline's production from 1937 to 1940, in-
cludes films he and those he worked with made
under the “Popular Front” banner in Europe; the
second period, covering the decade from 1941
through to 1952, is defined by the continuation of
his anti-fascist project after the end of the Popu-
lar Front era; and the third period, covering the
nearly three decades from 1953 to 1981, refers to
the years when Kline could not make a single film
because of his blacklisting in the McCarthy era, as
well as the years when he began directing again,
making his last three films.

THE CULTURAL FRONT YEARS (1937-1940)

In the 1930s, Herbert Kline forged his political
identity in the context of anti-fascism, and more
specifically as part of what came to be known as
the Cultural Front (Denning, 2011). Both anti-fas-
cism and the Cultural Front formed part of the
“Popular Front” initiative launched by the Third
Communist International (Comintern) at its Sev-
enth World Congress in 1935. At that time, the
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Comintern abandoned the “social fascism” theo-
ry—which identified social democratic parties as
enemies in the class struggle—and began promot-
ing alliances between social democratic and revo-
lutionary leftist parties with the aim of halting the
advance of Nazism and fascism around the world.
The Cultural Front was a way of giving a name
in the 1930s to the interrelationship between the
political and cultural dimensions of American
cultural industries and apparatuses, and to part-
nerships established by “artists and intellectuals
who turned the ‘cultural’ dimension into part of
the Popular Front” (Garcia Lépez, 2013: 51). From
1937 t0 1940, Kline made his first films in an inter-
national context fundamentally shaped by these
fronts that waged a war on fascism and Nazism.
All of these films were made in co-directing part-
nerships with a large group of filmmakers from
different countries who had joined the anti-fas-
cist movement.

Kline had begun his professional life in the
early 1930s as editor for the magazine Left Front
in Chicago, and subsequently moved to New York
to become the editor of New Theatre magazine,
which subsequently expanded its purview to in-
clude dance and cinema as well (Vallance, 1999),
changing its name to New Theatre and Film. At
the end of 1936, he left his well-paid position as
director of this magazine and used his own sav-
ings and donations from family and friends to
travel secretly to Spain to support the Republi-
can cause during the Spanish Civil War (Kline,
1937a). Shortly afterwards, he was commissioned
by the Medical Bureau to Aid Spanish Democracy
(MBASD) to direct his first documentary, Heart of
Spain (1937), in collaboration with the Hungarian
photographer Geza Karpathi (who would go on to
pursue an acting career in Hollywood as Charles
Korvin). The film was produced by Frontier Films,
an independent studio that Paul Strand, Leo
Hurwitz, and other filmmakers of the Cultural
Front worked for. The following year he contin-
ued his work for the MBASD and Frontier Films,
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this time co-directing Return to Life (1938) and its
French version, Victoire de la vie (1938), with Henri
Cartier-Bresson. In parallel with these films, Kline
and Cartier-Bresson also filmed a silent film that
was hugely popular at the time, With the Abraham
Lincoln Brigade in Spain (1938).

During those months, Kline met up again with
the woman who would become his life partner,
as well as the producer of his films during the
most crucial years of his career: Rose Harvan, an
American born in Czechoslovakia who had gone
to Spain to work as a nurse for the MBASD. A lit-
tle later, in the spring of 1938, after a contact of
Kline’s in Germany informed them that Czech-
oslovakia was to be Hitler's next stage of opera-
tions, Kline and Harvan moved there to contin-
ue their commitment to fighting fascism through
film, teaming up with Hans Burger and Alexan-
der Hackenschmied, who after emigrating to the
United States would change his name to Alexan-
der Hammid (Cook, Maloney, 1939). Together they
produced the documentary Crisis, which the crit-
ic for The New York Times, Frank S. Nugent, ac-
claimed as “one of the best political documentaries
of all time” (Nugent, 1939).

The anti-fascist principle that had under-
pinned the “Popular Front” doctrine was weak-
ened when Hitler and Stalin signed the Molo-
tov-Ribbentrop non-aggression pact in August
1939. Nevertheless, many of the intellectuals and
artists that belonged to the Cultural Front con-
tinued to call for the intervention of the US gov-
ernment in the fight against fascism, as they had
been doing up until then. That same year, Kline
developed an interest in Latin America and began
working intensely on a project related to the rise
of Nazism in the region that to a large extent an-
ticipated the proposition of cinematic pan-Amer-
icanism of the early 1940s. But the project stalled
or was set aside due to the more urgent matter
of the Nazi invasion of Poland and the outbreak
of World War II, as the team made up of Kline,
Harvan and Hackenschmied made Lights Out in
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Europe (1940), a documentary about the Nazi ad-
vance in Poland and the defence of Britain.

The films that Kline and those he worked with
made in Europe in the 1930s contributed to the
anti-fascist cause in several ways. Firstly, the films
made in Spain were exhibited on non-commer-
cial but strongly politicised circuits and helped to
raise funds for the purchase of ambulances and
medical equipment and to send volunteers who
had fought with the International Brigades in the
Lincoln Battalion back home. Secondly, the films
made in Czechoslovakia, Poland and Britain made
it onto the commercial film circuit, helping to raise
the public profile of the anti-fascist agenda. And
thirdly, all these films received an enthusiastic
response from critics, so that (to paraphrase Joris
Ivens) not only did they achieve “direct political
and ideological action [and] immediate substantial
action,” but also, through their aesthetic values,
they constituted “a historic act of testimony for
the future” (Segal, 1981: 5).

In any case, beyond his artistic concerns, Kline
always prioritised the objective that his films
should contribute to furthering a cause. For this
reason, archival research on his career necessar-
ily requires shifting the focus from film archives
(without ever ignoring them altogether) to other
types of collections—in this case, archives related
to solidarity campaigns and the history of political
and workers’ movements—where film is only of
partial or even marginal importance. For exam-
ple, many of the documents related to the produc-
tion of the films that Kline made in Spain for the
MBASD and for Friends of the Abraham Lincoln
Brigade (FALB) can be found in the archives of
the Spanish Refugee Relief Association (SRRA)
(Spanish Refugee Relief Association Records,
2021).°> This collection, which contains documen-
tation related to organisations that were active
during the Spanish Civil War, is held at Colum-
bia University’s Rare Book & Manuscript Library
and includes more than 340 boxes of documents
dated from 1935 to 1957 (Columbia University Li-
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brary, 2007). Most are administrative documents,
including official reports, correspondence, pam-
phlets, photographs and advertising material for
the SRRA, the MBASD and the North American
Committee to Aid Spanish Democracy (NACASD).

The creation of this archive was the result of
a donation from Herman Reissig, Executive Sec-
retary of the Spanish Relief Campaign (1942), and
from Veterans of the Abraham Lincoln Brigade
(VALB), shortly after the creation of the Abraham
Lincoln Brigade Archives (ALBA, 1979). Howev-
er, part of the ALBA collection was deposited in
Brandeis University, and since the year 2000 it
has been kept at New York University's Tami-
ment Library. Consequently, some of the docu-
ments related to the films Kline made in Spain,
but also in Czechoslovakia and Britain,® are also
held at this centre, which collects documentation
in all formats related to the history of labour, the
Left, political radicalism and social movements
in the United States, with a special emphasis on
communism, anarchism and socialism (New York
University Libraries, 2021a; 2021b).

Although both the SRRA and ALBA archives
have sections organised by proper names, the
documents related to film productions nearly
always extend beyond those assigned to their
creators, and in many cases they are scattered
across various files labelled with the titles of the
films in question or the solidarity campaigns that
sponsored them. However, although it would be
problematic to classify him as an auteur, Herbert
Kline's legacy has also been organised according
to a more strictly individual principle in the col-
lections at the United States Holocaust Memorial
Museum (USHMM) and at Syracuse University.
The first of these collections is of special interest
here, because the social and cultural mission of
the USHMM links it in a way to the SRRA and
ALBA archives. Moreover, in historical termes, it is
possible to identify a certain continuity between
the anti-fascist project shared by the SRRA and
ALBA collections and the condemnation of Na-
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zism that defines the philosophy of the USHMM.
It is no accident that this institution is presented
to the public as a “living memorial to the Holo-
caust that inspires citizens and leaders world-
wide to confront hatred, prevent genocide and
promote human dignity” (USHMM, 2021a). The
“Herbert Kline Papers” are held at the Jack, Jo-
seph and Morton Mandel Center for Advanced
Holocaust Studies. As a “generator of new knowl-
edge and understanding of the Holocaust” this
centre partners with associated institutions and
produces publications and programs to contribute
to the creation of a new generation of teachers,
authors and researchers with the aim of ensuring
the continued growth and vitality of Holocaust
studies (USHMM, 2021b). The Herbert Kline doc-
ument collection contains correspondence, doc-
uments and photographs related to Kline's films
that provide evidence of the conflicts related to
fascism and Nazism in Europe in the 1930s and
early 1940s, as well as documents related to the
production of The Forgotten Village, a film made by
Kline and his team in Mexico in 1941.

CONTINUITY OF THE ANTI-FASCIST
PROJECT (1941-1952)

In the 1940s, with Europe at war and subsequent-
ly with the anti-communist persecution in the
United States, Latin America became for Kline
a site of possibilities to continue the anti-fascist
project. After his first attempt in 1939 to make
a docudrama about the rise of Nazism in Latin
America, Kline declined the opportunity to keep
working in Hollywood for Warner (Kline, n. d.:
34) and teamed up again with Harvan and Hack-
enschmied to make The Forgotten Village, with a
screenplay written by John Steinbeck and music
composed by Hans Eisler. The film is a docudrama
set in rural Mexico that tells the story of the ef-
forts of a boy and a young teacher to convince a
village's indigenous inhabitants of the benefits of
modern medicine to combat colitis. It was the first
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production made by Kline in Mexico, a country
that years later he would recognise as his second
home (Kline, 1983).

In this film, Kline had to reconcile his an-
ti-fascist agenda with the modernising, develop-
mentalist ideology that Steinbeck brought to the
production (Pineda Franco, 2019; Geidel, 2019).
Pineda Franco suggests that while the film aims to
endorse the achievements of the outgoing radical
government of Mexican President Lazaro Carde-
nas (1934-1940) in heading off the proto-fascist
threat of presidential candidate Juan Andreu Al-
mazan, Steinbeck’s script was concerned “not so
much with a struggle against fascism [...] but with
one against the cultural habits of rural Mexico,
[... which] had to be sacrificed for a liberal, mod-
ern society to be born” (2019: 20). Even so, in his
own writings about the filming of The Forgotten
Village, Kline draws attention to the connections
between the Mexican project and his previous ex-
periences in Europe. In July 1940, while filming
the riots that broke out between the supporters
of Almazan and those of future president Manuel
Avila Camacho (footage that would not end up be-
ing included in the film), Kline expressed his de-
sire to frame the film in a contemporary context
marked by the urgency of the political moment:
“The scattered scenes of violence reminded us of
the dead and wounded we had known in Europe—
the Spaniards, the Czechs and the Poles who fell
before the fire of soldiers and ‘fifth columnists’ of
Hitler and Mussolini” (Kline, 1940). Locating the
film’s creative process (although perhaps not the
final product) in the broader time-frame of Kline's
career, The Forgotten Village could be described
as a link in a chain of international anti-fascist
filmmaking that would be reinforced in his sub-
sequent projects.

In the final years of World War Il and the ear-
ly post-war years, Kline moved back and forth
between Mexico and the United States to work
in the film industries of both countries without
ever fully integrating into either. After requesting
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leave from Metro Goldwyn Mayer, where he was
working in the early 1940s,” he made his second
Mexican feature fiction film, Cinco fueron escogi-
dos [Five Were Chosen] (1943), which, unlike The
Forgotten Village, was a product of the Mexican
film industry. Set in a Yugoslavian town invaded
by the Nazis, the film constituted an “update of the
French film Les otages” [The Hostages] (Raymond
Bernard, 1939) (Ramirez, 1992: 69) and at the time
it was considered the first anti-Nazi film made in
Mexico.? On this occasion, Kline teamed up again
with the Mexican filmmaker Agustin Delgado,
who had worked as a camera operator on The For-
gotten Village, and who served as co-director on
Cinco fueron escogidos, with Xavier Villaurrutia as
screenwriter. Subsequently, also in Mexico, Kline
shot an English version of the film, Five Were
Chosen (1944), with a script by Budd Schulberg
and with Rose Harvan playing one of the leading
roles. A year later, Kline and Delgado worked to-
gether on El mexicano [The Mexican] (1944), based
on an adaptation of the Jack London short story
of the same name, with a script written by Delga-
do himself together with the Mexican writer José
Revueltas. Although Kline ultimately abandoned
this production,’ he would use the same story for
the aforementioned film The Fighter, which he
would direct eight years later in the United States.
After these four years working in Mexico, Kline
would never work again for any of the major stu-
dios.'® The three films he made in those years—A
Boy, a Girl,and a Dog (1946), The Kid from Cleveland
(1949), and The Fighter—were all independent pro-
ductions, and in 1952 all doors in Hollywood were
closed to him by the forces of McCarthyism.

In most of these films, Kline's anti-fascist
commitment is expressed in the choice of an-
ti-Nazi subject matter (A Journey for Margaret,
Cinco fueron escogidos/Five Were Chosen) or their
resemblance to what had been the aesthetic of
the Cultural Front, either in terms of the social
themes (The Forgotten Village, The Kid from Cleve-
land) or the idea of resistance against oppression
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(The Fighter). In practically all of them there is an
emphasis on the importance of the collective and
of solidarity between different social groups. The
narrative motif of a character who refuses to be-
tray his comrades in the fight against the enemy
also sometimes appears, which could be interpret-
ed as an allegory for Kline's own situation at that
time in his career, marked as it was by political
persecution.

Separate mention is warranted for Beit Avi/
My Father’s House (1947), a fiction film with doc-
umentary elements about refugees from Nazi
extermination camps who arrive in British Man-
datory Palestine after World War II and before
the creation of the State of Israel. For this project,
Kline went to Palestine to direct what is consid-
ered to be one of the first films made in that coun-
try, commissioned by the Jewish National Fund
and produced by Kline together with the writer
Meyer Levin, who also wrote the screenplay. Al-
though Kline's work in Palestine was limited to
this one production, which was somewhat out of
keeping with his work in Mexico and Hollywood
in those years, it is nevertheless indicative of
Kline's habit of wandering in search of places and
themes related to Nazism and its consequences.™

During this period Kline produced most of
his films independently, seeking financial sup-
port through agreements with distributors such
as Mayer & Burstyn (which specialised in the dis-
tribution of neorealist films in the late 1940s) or
United Artists. As these films were not associat-
ed with the kind of solidarity campaigns that had
resulted in the production of Heart of Spain and
Return to Life, the material documenting this era
is dispersed across a multitude of archives and
collections including those mentioned above, as
well as others located in the United States, Mex-
ico and Israel. In this respect, the material from
this period that is perhaps easiest to locate is that
related to the films that Kline made in Hollywood
because, although many were independent films,
they were made in a context that, as Frick (2011)
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and Slide (1992) demonstrate, is characterised by a
highly developed archival capacity. For example,
material related to the production of Journey for
Margaret and The Kid from Cleveland (including
manuscripts, screenplays, photographs and pro-
duction documents) can be found in the Academy
Film Archive and the Margaret Herrick Library
of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts & Scienc-
es.” Of special interest for the analysis of The
Forgotten Village is the material preserved at the
CREFAL (Regional Cooperation Centre for Adult
Education in Latin America and the Caribbean) in
Mexico, which also holds the only print that we
have been able to find of the Spanish version of
The Forgotten Village (El pueblo olvidado, on 1é6mm).
Documentation was also found in the archives
of this institution containing information on the
inclusion of the documentary in educational pro-
grams aimed at indigenous communities in the
geopolitical context of the Cold War and the con-
solidation of Mexico as a key player in the new
world order (Geidel, 2019; Wood, 2020).

It is worth adding that Kline's recurring part-
nerships with prominent figures in the fields of
art and culture—coupled with the fact that he has
never been characterised as an auteur—means
that many of the documents related to the pro-
ductions mentioned above are preserved in the
archives of the people he worked with. For exam-
ple, the well-documented studies by Molly Gei-
del (2019) and Adela Pineda Franco (2019) on The
Forgotten Village® draw largely on the archives
of John Steinbeck, referring to sources such as
John Steinbeck Personal Papers in the Stanford
University Archives and Steinbeck’s documents
in Annie Laurie Williams' records at Columbia
University. Similarly, some of the documentation
related to Beit Avi was found in the Meyer Levin
collection in the Rare Books and Manuscripts Li-
brary at Boston University.**
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PERSEVERANCE (1953-1981)

On September 18, 1951, Herbert Kline was called
to testify before the HUAC. The Hearst News-
reel Collection at UCLA contains raw footage of
a newsreel with recordings of the hearing, whose
content description defines Kline as a “com-
mie who would not answer questions.” As noted
above, Kline's refusal to testify against his profes-
sional colleagues—Ilike so many other filmmakers
who were blacklisted during the McCarthy era—
marked the beginning of a long period of close to
twenty years when he could not work in Holly-
wood or get any of his film projects off the ground.
Nevertheless, this period is of special interest for
the purposes of this article, as it is precisely the
evidence of the projects that Kline conceived,
wrote and tried to make happen—but that never
saw the light of day—that truly reveals the extent
to which his commitment to radical democracy
kept him out of circulation during the dark days of
the communist witch hunts in the United States.
In the 1950s alone, he took numerous projects to
different stages of development (synopsis, treat-
ment or screenplay): The Yankee (1952), Sparks Fly
Upward (1953), adaptations of Jack London’s novel
Star Rover (1953) and Daniel Dafoe’s Moll Flanders
(1955) and a project about Barabbas titled The Thief
and the Cross (1959).°

In those years, Kline searched relentlessly for
partnerships and funding for his projects from
friends and new partners “who didn't mind [his]
leftist background” (Kline, n. d.: 2). In the early
1960s, he wrote the screenplay for a film about
Simén Bolivar that caught the interest of Hy
Martin, president of Universal Pictures on the
East Coast, who laid down the condition that the
leading role be played by a Hollywood star. An-
thony Quinn expressed interest in playing Bolivar
in response to a request from Kline, but the actor’s
exorbitant fee prevented an agreement from be-
ing reached and the project was shelved. A short
time later, Kline accepted a work offer from Bart
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Lytton, a screenwriter who had also fallen from
grace in the McCarthy era, but who, after making
a fortune in banking, opened the Lytton Center
of Visual Arts with the archive collection of
the Danish producer and director Mogens Skot-
Hansen. Since Lytton offered Kline and his family
financial support, his wife, the curator Josine Ian-
co-Starrels, ended up directing the centre, while
Kline supervised the permanent collection, ded-
icated to pre-cinema artefacts, and a wall instal-
lation on 20th-century film history (Kline, n. d.:
61; The Architectural Digest, 1963: 136-137). Kline
ultimately returned to Mexico, where he found
someone to support a new project, Walls of Fire,
marking his return to documentary direction af-
ter having been banned in Hollywood for twenty
years.

In Walls of Fire, Kline combined the experience
he had acquired in museum curation with his un-
shakeable commitment to fighting fascism. As a
result, this documentary paying tribute to Sique-
iros, Orozco, and Rivera showcases the potential
of public art to critique and transform society. For
the production of Walls of Fire, Kline had the sup-
port of Gertrud Ross Marks and Edmond Penney,
although by far the most important backing came
from the painter Siqueiros himself and his part-
ner Angélica Arenal. The documentary premiered
in 1971 in Mexico, and in 1973, after winning the
Golden Globe for Best Documentary, it was re-
leased in the United States, where it received an
Oscar nomination. Thanks to the film’'s success,
Kline obtained support from the French Minis-
try of Culture and the Cinématheque Francaise,
among many other institutions in the art world
in France and other European countries (Ameri-
can Film Institute, 2019a), for his next documen-
tary, titled The Challenge... A Tribute to Modern Art
(1975), which would also be nominated for an Os-
car in the Best Documentary category. With Or-
son Welles' narration enhancing the film'’s pres-
tige, The Challenge... explored key factors behind
the origins of modern art while also constituting a
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living archive of major figures such as Pablo Picas-
so, Alexander Calder, and Peggy Guggenheim. At
the same time, beyond its clear intention to make
art accessible to the general public, it is hard to
overlook the fact that many of the artists featured
in The Challenge... had identified as staunch an-
ti-fascists in the past. The concept of modern art
itself, historically associated with the avant-gar-
de, was dismissed by the Nazis as ‘degenerate
art”, as evidenced by an article included in Kline’s
scrapbook about the exhibition “Degenerate Art”:
The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany”,
organised by the Los Angeles County Museum of
Art (LACMA) in 1991 (Kline, n. d.: 23).

With his last documentary, titled Acting: Lee
Strasberg and the Actors Studio (1981), Herbert
Kline not only offered a portrait of the master-
mind behind “The Method” and the inspiration
for and director of one of the most influential act-
ing schools of the 20th century, but also sought
to recover the image of a friend and colleague
who, along with Harold Clurman, had promoted
the Theatre Group, which was associated with the
Cultural Front in the 1930s. Together with Clifford
Odets, Kline, Clurman and Strasberg had taken
part in one of the most memorable episodes in the
history of the American Cultural Front when in
December 1934 Odets sent his unpublished play
Waiting for Lefty to the magazine New Theatre
and Film, where Kline worked as editor for several
years. Thanks to the success the play enjoyed a
few months later, the magazine, which had begun
as a self-financed publication with a small reader-
ship and contributors who offered their work free
of charge, became recognised as one of the bench-
mark publications of the Cultural Front. Although
this story and others of that era were left out of
his last documentary (Kline, 1985: 8-10), it could
be argued that it was this legacy that inspired his
final film, just as it had inspired so many of his
other projects.

Thislong period of Kline's career is extensively
documented in the collection containing his most
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personal records, donated in 2009 by his daughter
Elissa Kline to Syracuse University (Special Col-
lections Research Center). Like other collections,
it contains material related to his anti-fascist
commitment in the 1930s and 1940s, but it also
includes family correspondence and notes for his
aforementioned autobiography, as well as scripts
and correspondence related to projects that never
made it to the screen during the period that Kline
was banned from working in Hollywood. Just as
documentation related to other projects that the
filmmaker worked on with prominent artistic and
cultural figures can be found in the archives of
those individuals, the Sala de Arte Publico Sique-
iros in Mexico City—which houses the Centro de
Documentacion e Investigacién Siqueiros—con-
tains numerous documents related to the produc-
tion of Walls of Fire, a film about which there are
practically no references in the other collections
mentioned above.® The document collection has
been especially useful for this research as it con-
tains an abundance of correspondence between
Kline, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Angélica Are-
nal (Siqueiros’s life partner and business manag-
er), as well as correspondence between the cou-
ple and the producers Gertrud Ross and Edmond
Penney. This correspondence is dated from 1967
to 1983, and thus covers the period of the film’s
production practically from its inception, as well
as the events following its release in Mexico (1971)
and the United States (1973). The document col-
lection in the Siqueiros Archive also contains the
screenplay to the film, an extensive press kit and
promotional material.’” Both the Kline collection
at Syracuse University and the Siqueiros Archive
also include references to the last two documen-
taries directed by Kline,”® although this is a part
of his filmography that will be explored in future
research.
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CONCLUSION

As this article has shown, exploring Herbert
Kline's career as a whole from the perspective
of his nomadic filmmaking praxis can shed some
light on a creative trajectory that at first glance
may seem inconsistent, heterogeneous and filled
with gaps and contradictions. Specifically, analys-
ing Kline's oeuvre with a longue durée approach
reveals a filmmaker on a quest for ways of carry-
ing out an anti-fascist cinematic project at differ-
ent historical moments and in a wide range of cul-
tural and political contexts. This approach makes
it possible to identify connections, for example,
between a series of political documentaries about
the Spanish Civil War, a docudrama promoting
the modernisation of healthcare in rural Mexico,
a Zionist drama made just prior to the foundation
of the State of Israel, a Hollywood baseball movie,
and a series of documentaries about modern art.
It has been argued here that what characteris-
es Kline's work is the absence of an authorial sig-
nature, as this absence constitutes a reflection of
the uncertainty, migration, and persecution that
conditioned his creative production. In light of the
above, it could even be argued that Kline was a
wanderer not only in geographical terms but also
in terms of style, as he conceived of filmmaking
from an instrumental or utilitarian perspective.
Although it is not absent per se, style in Kline's
films tends to be largely subordinate to the nature
and needs of the subject matter, the approaches
of the people he worked with, the financial pos-
sibilities, and the infrastructure of the production
environments in which he operated. Rather than
asserting a definitive creed in relation to the doc-
umentary or realism, Kline repeatedly plundered
generic codes and aesthetic paradigms to consoli-
date a social or political agenda that varied accord-
ing to the historical moment and the geographical
location without ever losing its anti-fascist dimen-
sion. Ultimately, the analysis of Kline’'s wandering
archive shows us that to uncover the grey areas of
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film history, we need to abandon the assumptions
on which that history is founded and explore its
inconsistencies, deviations, and dissonances. B

NOTES

*

This article is the result of the research project titled
‘Cartografias del cine de movilidad en el Atlantico
hispanico” [Cinematic Cartographies of Mobility in
the Hispanic Atlantic] (CSO2017-85290-P), financed
by the Ministry of Science and Innovation - State Re-
search Agency, and with funds from the ERDF.

1 For more on Hollywood’s approach to the Mexican
Revolution, see Miranda Lopez (2010).

2 We believe it important not to misconstrue Kline's
expression “film gypsy” in ethnic terms, as it should
be understood as an allusion to the nomadic condi-
tion that characterises Kline’s filmmaking practice,
a condition that has also historically been associated
with the Roma people. To avoid confusion or offence,
throughout the article we employ the alternative
term “wandering filmmaker”.

3 Revealing in this respect is a conversation between
Bertolt Brecht and Hans Eisler cited by Kenneth H.
Marcus, who reports that the German playwright
confided in Eisler that “in the film world the people I
know are [William] Dieterle, [Fritz] Lang, [Henry] Ko-
ster and [Herbert] Kline” Marcus draws attention to
the fact that all of these filmmakers were exiles like
Brecht, except for Kline (Marcus, 2015: 214). He also
notes that most of them ended up excluded from com-
mercial film circuits due to their leftist convictions.

4 Wasson and Acland refer mainly to films made in an
institutional context. However, as they specify in the
introduction to their book, the concept of useful cine-
ma is multi-dimensional and flexible enough to include
‘experimental films and a variety of didactic films that
are fictional as well as non-fictional, narrative as well
as non-narrative” (Wasson & Acland, 2011: 4),

5 Prints are preserved of Heart of Spain on 35mm film,

and of Return to Life on 16mm, in the MoMA and in

Filmoteca Espafiola. Tamiment Library & Wagner La-

bor Archives has a 16mm print of With the Abraham
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10

11

12

13

14

15

Lincoln Brigade in Spain (Tamiment Library & Wagner
Labor Archives, 2021).

The MoMA has restored prints of Crisis and Lights
Out in Europe in its archives. Both were included in
the “Documenti e documentari” section of the Il Cine-
ma Ritrovato festival, directed by Gian Luca Farinelli
(2019 and 2018, respectively).

The film he was directing for MGM was Journey for
Margaret (1942), a drama about an orphan girl in Lon-
don during the Blitz, which due to disagreements be-
tween Kline and the managers of the London Under-
ground ended up being completed by W. S. Van Dyke,
who was credited as its sole director.

Jueves de Excélsior (1942, 29 October). Lumiére dice...
Jueves de Excélsior, p. 38.

The press of the day described Kline as the person
responsible for the project, with Budd Schulberg as
screenwriter (Motion Picture Daily (1943, 9 July).
Kline is in Mexico for ‘The Mexican’. Motion Picture
Daily, p. 6.

He did work as a screenwriter for RKO on Youth Runs
Wild (Mark Robson, 1944), and for Universal Pictures
on Illegal Entry (Frederick De Cordova, 1949). The lat-
ter film, set in the United States and Mexico, tells the
story of a Polish refugee and Dachau survivor who
falls victim to a human trafficking gang.

Although the opening credits present it as a simple
“story of the people of Palestine, and not of its poli-
tics”, the film expresses clear sympathies with the Zi-
onist cause.

The University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) has
nitrate prints of these films on 16 and 35 mm, respec-
tively.

There are prints of The Forgotten Village in various in-
stitutions; for example, UCLA, the Stanford Theatre
Foundation, the MoMA and the Filmoteca UNAM all
have 35mm nitrate prints.

We would like to thank Mikael Levin for helping us
to track down these documents, as well as the print of
the film preserved in the Jerusalem Cinematheque.
The script for this project is preserved at the Universi-
ty of Delaware (“Herbert Kline collection related to the
film Barabbas: The Thief and the Cross”). We would like
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to thank Julia Dudley, a librarian at the University of
Syracuse, for bringing this collection to our attention.

16 We would like to thank Ménica Montes Flores, Direc-
tor of the Centro de Investigacién y Documentacién
Siqueiros, for providing access to the materials related
to the production of Walls of Fire in the Sala de Arte
Publico Siqueiros.

17 The Filmoteca UNAM has a 16mm print of this film.
We would like to thank Angel Martinez, head of cata-
loguing at the Filmoteca UNAM, for his help in locat-
ing this print.

18 UCLA has a 35mm print of The Challenge... A Tribute
to Modern Art (1975) and the Cinémathéque Francaise
holds a print of Acting: Lee Strasberg and the Actors
Studio (1981).
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A WANDERING ARCHIVE: HERBERT KLINE AND
THE TRANSNATIONAL ITINERARIES OF ANTI-
FASCIST FILMMAKING

UN ARCHIVO VAGABUNDO: HERBERT KLINE
Y LOS ITINERARIOS TRANSNACIONALES DEL
ANTIFASCISMO CINEMATOGRAFICO

Abstract

This article analyses the transnational and itinerant work of the US
anti-fascist filmmaker Herbert Kline, whose career spanned five de-
cades from the 1930s to the 1980s. Kline's urge to combat Nazism
and fascism and to promote radical democracy through film took him
to Europe, the US, Palestine and Latin America. Taking as our star-
ting-point the theories by Naficy and Marks on diasporic and exilic
cinemas, but avoiding an authorial approach, we take up Kline's own
self-definition as a film-gypsy to account for a highly heterogeneous
and discontinuous oeuvre that comprises finished and uncompleted
films as well as unmade film projects; and documentary, fiction and
dramatised documentary films. Furthermore, the article proposes
that the scholarly study of a filmmaker such as Kline calls for a mul-
tiple and complex research methodology in order to fully account for

what we call the filmmaker’s gypsy archive.

Key words

Herbert Kline; Cinema; Anti-fascism; Internationalism; Archive.

Authors

David Wood (Poole, 1976) has a PhD in Latin American Cultural
Studies from the University of London and works as a Full Resear-
cher at the Institute of Aesthetic Research, National Autonomous
University of Mexico. He specialises in Mexican and Latin American
film, with a particular interest in documentary experimental film,
and is currently completing a monograph on film archives and ar-
chive-films in Mexico. He is the author of El espectador pensante: el
cine de Jorge Sanjinés y el Grupo Ukamau (UNAM/La Carreta, 2017)
and co-editor of The Poetry-Film Nexus in Latin America: Exploring
Intermediality on Page and Screen (Legenda, 2022). Contact: dwood@

unam.mx

L’ATALANTE 28 july - december 2022 84

Resumen

Este articulo examina la itinerancia transnacional de Herbert Kline,
cineasta estadounidense antifascista cuya carrera se extiende des-
de la década de 1930 hasta mediados de 1980. A lo largo de cinco
décadas, Kline se desplazé por Europa, Estados Unidos, Palestina y
América Latina, siguiendo el impulso de combatir el nazismo vy el
fascismo y promover la democracia radical a través de su practica
cinematografica. Partiendo de las teorizaciones de Naficy y Marks
sobre el cine de la didspora y el exilio, pero eludiendo el enfoque au-
toral, tomamos la autodefinicién de Kline como cineasta vagabundo
para dar cuenta de una obra enormemente heterogénea y disconti-
nua que comprende documentales y ficciones, peliculas finalizadas
y otras incompletas, asi como proyectos que nunca se desarrollaron.
Por lo demas, el articulo propone que el estudio de un cineasta como
Kline requiere de una investigacién metodoldgica multiple y comple-
ja para poder dar cumplida cuenta de lo que denominamos el archivo

vagabundo del cineasta.
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COLONIALISM, EMIGRATION
AND THE IMPERMANENCE OF
IMAGES: A LATENT TRUTH

BELOW FOG LEVEL

RICARDO iSCAR
LYDIA SANCHEZ
SERGIO VILLANUEVA BASELGA

In analogue photography, an image is created when
photons of light strike the film, affecting the silver
halide crystals that cover it. The image is thus left
waiting to be developed, when it is transformed
into pure metallic silver. Until then, it is a latent
image. Any part of the image that is underexposed
is said to be below fog level, meaning that there is
no information there that can be revealed.

When we shoot a film, we record what we see,
but there is information added to the image that
travels with it, incognito, unbeknownst to us. Ar-
chive footage often has a life independent of its
author; it is like an orphan that nevertheless con-
tains an interpretable genetic and cultural code.
This is why films taken by Europeans in the colo-
nies in the 19" century revolt today against their
creators, revealing an image, latent for many
years, of exploitation of the Other, of supposed ra-
cial, cultural and religious superiority.

This article analyses the latent information in
colonial images and connects it with the theory of

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

the coloniality of power developed by the Peruvi-
an sociologist Anibal Quijano. Reinterpreted, these
images offer a snapshot of Eurocentrism. At the
same time, this study identifies a connection be-
tween colonialism and contemporary emigration
by analysing various examples of films that rein-
terpret colonial images or that use archive footage
to explore emigration and the mark that it leaves
on families. The films analysed include Moeder
Dao, de schildpadgelijkende (Vincent Monniken-
dam, 1995), Immagini dell Oriente: turismo da vanda-
li (Yervant Gianikian, Angela Ricci Lucchi, 2001),
African Mirror (Mischa Hedinger, 2019), Leur Al-
gérie (Lina Soualen, 2020), Radiograph of a Fami-
ly (Firouzeh Khosrovani, 2020) and We Were So
Beloved...(Manfred Kirchheimer, 1986). The article
concludes with a differentiation of the function of
archive footage as an illustration or evocation of
the past from its use as an archaeology or ontology
of the image, considering the deteriorating effect
that time has on film and its spectral nature.
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ARCHIVES AS A GENRE

Cinéma vérité is essentially a way of recording a
moment that is only really captured as a reflec-
tion, a shadow of what we were a second earlier.
The succession of images reproducing a presence
in the present still belongs to the past, even if it is
the contemporary past. In this sense, there is very
little difference between an image taken of you
today and an image of your grandparents taken
decades ago. Both essentially tell the same story
and will be ontologically the same in a few years,
even if we are better off ignoring the fact.

As Jaimie Baron suggests, any image will turn
into archive material eventually, unless it disap-
pears altogether before it gets the chance (2013:
21). With a bit of luck, many of our photographs,
films shot on Super 8, or digital videos will end up
in film libraries, forgotten in an attic somewhere,
or displayed anonymously at a flea market. They
will lie in wait for someone to discover them and
use them to tell a story quite different from the
original. Reading Hall (2001), images of the past
can serve to shed light on history and attempt to
reconstruct it, albeit always only ever in a partial
and biased way, invoking their status as evidence,
the certainty of existence asserted by every im-
age (notwithstanding their interpretation). But
they can also serve for reflecting on images them-
selves, on their referential value, on concepts like
time and space or the culture that created them.

Esfir Shub was a pioneer in the use of archive
footage for the purposes of historical reconstruc-
tion. Her 1927 film Padenie dinastii Romanovykh
(Fall of the Romanov Dynasty) exposed the dis-
tance between the rulers and the people in Tsarist
Russia, a gap that led to the Revolution of 1917. 1t is
worth highlighting that for Shub the footage she
was working with was relatively contemporary,
generally no more than 15 years old. Its value for
her was therefore essentially demonstrative.

The use of archive material to illustrate a
supposed historical truth has been a method
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adopted by countless filmmakers since Shub's
ground-breaking work. Most of us have grown
up watching films about World War II created
using old black-and-white footage with voiceover
narration. In such films, archive material adopted
its traditional role of evidence of something that
happened and support for a persuasive argument
related to a major historical event, although the
end result is still a mythologised history. Archives
are even used as proof of some aspect of the past
that is reproduced and self-justified in the present
(Hallam & Roberts, 2011).

But there are other possible readings. Images
do not always show what we think we see. Ac-
tions we film at one point in time, when they do
not originally form part of a closed narrative—and
sometimes even when they do—can reveal differ-
ent information that we were not aware of. Time
changes everything, including cultural codes and
the way we interpret images. What we think is
right in one era may cease to be so years later. The
revision of footage filmed by imperial authorities
in their colonies from 1895 up until those colonies
won their independence provides evidence of this.

IMAGES OF COLONIALISM

A few years before the Lumiére brothers invented
their cinematograph in 1895, the European pow-
ers met at the Berlin Conference to agree on the
terms of their effective occupation of the African
continent. Thus, after slavery had been abolished,
the exploitation of Africa’s native populations and
riches was legitimised. The Congo, as the person-
al property of King Leopold II of Belgium, was a
paradigmatic example. With the exception of Ab-
yssinia (Ethiopia) and Liberia, the entire African
continent was divided up between France, Britain,
Germany, Portugal, Spain and Belgium. This was
of course in addition to all the other possessions
of these and other empires across the globe, such
as the Dutch, the Ottoman, or the vast Russian
empire, in an imperial club that would be joined
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CINEMA VERITE IS ESSENTIALLY A WAY OF
RECORDING A MOMENT THAT IS ONLY
REALLY CAPTURED AS A REFLECTION, A
SHADOW OF WHAT WE WERE A SECOND
EARLIER. THE SUCCESSION OF IMAGES
REPRODUCING A PRESENCE IN THE
PRESENT STILL BELONGS TO THE PAST,
EVEN IF IT IS THE CONTEMPORARY PAST

at the end of the century by the United States
and Japan. The rise of empire at the end of the
19" century was due to the expansionist needs for
raw materials brought by the Industrial Revolu-
tion, and to the rise of nationalism.

Photography,' and later cinema, documented
the dominated countries extensively, for anthro-
pological, propagandistic or exoticising purposes.
As Santana Pérez (2011: 22) argues:

From the outset, the primordial conception of pho-

tography was not as a pastime or a form of artistic

expression; rather, its purpose was clearly to fulfil

a social, military and political function. It would

become an effective tool in the hands of European

and American colonialism and imperialism.

Keenly aware of the power of the camera as
a propaganda tool, government departments cre-
ated in the 1930s in Belgium, France and Britain
used film to produce colonial propaganda (such
as the Belgian Fonds Colonial de la Propagande
Economique et Social). In Spain, the country’s co-
lonial mission in Equatorial Guinea was promot-
ed in some of the NO-DO newsreels made by the
Franco regime. Odartey-Wellington mentions the
case of a production company named Hispania
VTR that wrote a letter in 1926 to the Spanish
governor of the island of Fernando Po “proposing
to film a documentary titled Cinematographic In-
formation on Fernando Po,” which would be “the
most beautiful propaganda that could ever be
made about our possessions in the Gulf of Guinea”
(2015: 62). But what story did these images really
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tell? In reality, it was a story of prejudice and cap-
italist exploitation, as Odartey-Wellington (2015:
61) explains:

Documentary film is constructed on asymmetrical
power and subjugation, sometimes concealed, en-
gendered by the marginalisation and exoticisation
of the foreign culture. The documentary and other
media for capturing images, such as photography,
are useful tools for imperialism.

This revision of the past ties in with the in-
fluential decolonising work of Frantz Fanon (1961)
and Albert Memmi (1957) and subsequent explo-
rations in post-colonial studies by Edward Said
(1978) and Walter Mignolo (1995), among others.
From this perspective, after the independence of
most colonies during the second half of the 20"
century, colonial history and the images that
served to justify it have been reinterpreted. Two
notable examples of this are Vincent Monniken-
dam’s Moeder Dao, de schildpadgelijkende (Mother
Dao, the Turtlelike) (1995), and the films of Ye-
rvant Gianikian and Angela Ricci Lucchi. Both of
these examples are discussed below.

Moeder Dao, de schildpadgelijkende uses archive
footage taken in the Dutch East Indies (now In-
donesia) between 1912 and 1933, filmed by Dutch
businessmen and settlers to document their way
of life and work in their factories. The main inten-
tion was to demonstrate the effectiveness of col-
onisation: how modern their factories were, how
well their employees worked, or how their reli-
gion had saved the native population. The settlers
had brought Western customs, music, transpor-
tation, education and healthcare. However, what
the images reveal sixty years later is the settlers’
ignorance of the culture, religion, and ancestral
customs of the Indonesians. We see businessmen
dressed in white and wearing the classic pith hel-
mets; priests trying to cross rivers that are strange
to them, falling in and finally being carried by lo-
cals; shivering children receiving baptism with
sombre expressions on their faces (whether for
the importance of the moment of official accept-
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Figure I. Still frame from Moeder Dao, de schildpadgelijkende

ance into the faith or out of pure terror we cannot
tell); priests trying to put together a Western mu-
sic band with a group of Indonesian youths; locals
on a production line working mechanically while
gazing fearfully at the camera. It is thus footage
that reveals a truth quite different from what was
originally intended.

Monnikendamm’s extraordinary film (figure
1), with its skilful use of sound and editing, is also
aproduct of its time. The director places the world
of Indonesia’s natives in opposition to the coloni-
al invasion using a legend that tells the mythical
origins of the world, while the soundtrack is of-
ten used as a counterpoint that supports the re-
interpretation of the images. For example, in one
sequence we see a priest instructing a group of
young people in the catechism while we hear Gre-
gorian chants, added by Monikendamm, mixed
with jungle sounds, thereby reinforcing the ab-
surd nature of the missionary project. As Santa-
na Pérez argues, missionaries used photography
“to bear witness to their Christian actions and to
the ‘great achievement’ of their evangelism of the
indigenous population. Photography had to praise
the greatness of Christ in these virgin lands and
the ‘valour’ and serenity of his instruments, the
missionaries” (2011: 23).
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At another moment in the film, a tracking
shot takes us down a long passage while we hear
a low noise typical of a horror scene. We are in-
side a hospital. The images that follow, to the
same sound, are difficult to look at: children and
babies covered in blisters and rashes, and people
with parts of their bodies eaten up by ulcers or
leprous sores. Despite the psychological impact of
the images, the horror of this scene facilitates a
different reading, not documented in the footage:
that colonisation exploited the indigenous people,
constituting a great evil that also brought disease
and death, but one of the few positives may have
been the work of doctors and nurses. The images
in Mother Dao, the Turtlelike leave no doubt as to
the effects of colonialism and demonstrate that
the past is always open to interpretation, as is the
film itself..

Archive images provide the raw material for
all the analytical and political work of Yervant Gi-
anikian and Angela Ricci Lucchi, who appropriate
found footage to give it new meanings. In Dal Polo
all Equatore (From the Pole to the Equator) (1986),
they work with the huge volume of footage taken
by the pioneering Italian filmmaker Luca Comerio
(1874-1940), who was appointed camera operator
to the king. Comerio filmed the arrival of Italian
forces in Libya in 1911 and safaris from the South
Pole up to Africa, only to spend his final years
forgotten and in penury. Seventy years later, Gi-
anikian and Lucchi re-filmed his still frames, acid
stains included, to tell a story very different from

THE SETTLERS HAD BROUGHT WESTERN
CUSTOMS, MUSIC, TRANSPORTATION,
EDUCATION AND HEALTHCARE.
HOWEVER, WHAT THE IMAGES REVEAL
SIXTY YEARS LATER IS THE SETTLERS’
IGNORANCE OF THE CULTURE, RELIGION
AND ANCESTRAL CUSTOMS OF THE
INDONESIANS
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the one imagined by Comerio: a critique of impe-
rialism and colonialism. This, along with critiques
of war and physical, social and political violence,
constitutes the core of their filmography.

At the beginning of another, later film, Im-
magini dell Oriente: turismo da vandali (Images of
the Orient: Vandal Tourism) (2001) an intertitle
with a quote by Giovanna Marini signals the di-
rection the film will take: “The white man pos-
sesses a quality that has led him down the road:
a lack of respect. The white man stops for noth-
ing” These lines, chanted by a single voice like
a prayer, is repeated over footage of rich maha-
rajahs on a boat, together with rich white men.
The images take us on a journey around India,
where the white men are welcomed and hon-
oured by the country’s powerful. We see parades,
marching elephants (figure 2), parties, white men
visiting cities and monuments, drinking tea and
being attended by servants; but we also see rag-
ged children staring at the camera and working
in the fields. The music and chanted lines serve to
punctuate images shown in slow motion, in dif-
ferent tones, reframed, or as negatives. All of this
has an alienating effect that serves to sharpen our
gaze, making us notice details, and reflect on our
own era rather than being transported to anoth-
er time. Instead of historical evidence of the past,
what this found footage offers is a new reading
that brings them into the present so that we can
see something of ourselves. Indeed, the tourism of
the elite shown in the images is close to our mass
tourism today, which treats the world as a specta-
cle rather than a place for human engagement. It
is a tourist trip to the former colonies whose other
side is the contemporary phenomenon of emigra-
tion to the former imperial metropolises.

Monnikendamm’s film and the work of Giani-
kian and Lucchi are both intimately related to de-
coloniality, a concept theorised most extensively
by Anibal Quijano, who argues that rather than
ending with the end of coloniality, colonialism
has continued thanks to economic imperialism
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Figure 2. Still frame from Immagini dell’Oriente:
turismo da vandali

and globalisation, and that it is intrinsically linked
to power. The theory of decoloniality offers a crit-
ical view of Eurocentrism and a conception of the
world based on the ideas of race and capitalism.
According to this idea, the countries that were
colonised, beginning with Latin America, need to
liberate themselves from the legacy of Eurocen-
tric power that still holds sway in their economies,
cultures and societies, starting with the notions of
race and the nation-state.
According to Quijano, in the conquest of the
Americas
the colonisers codified the phenotypical features of
the colonised in terms of colour and adopted this
as the emblematic characteristic of the category of
race. This codification was probably first establi-
shed in the British colonies of North America. Blac-
ks there were the most important exploited group,
as most of the economy relied on their labour; but
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they were also the most important colonised race,

as the indigenous peoples did not form part of that

colonial society. Consequently, the dominant peo-

ples called themselves ‘whites’ (2000: 246).

The work of Rene Gardi, which will be dis-
cussed below, exemplifies this prevailing Euro-
centric attitude.

DECOLONISING THE COLONISER’S GAZE

Gardi was a Swiss writer and filmmaker known
in the 1960s for his African travel books and films
like Mandara (1959) and Die letzte Karawane (The
Last Caravan) (1967). Sixty years later, another
Swiss filmmaker, Mischa Hedinger, made Afri-
can Mirror (2019), a film that revises footage shot
by Gardi in Cameroon in the 1940s and 1950s,
without altering it, but by interspersing it with
interviews that Gardi gave on Swiss television
and reflections written in his diaries. As the title
suggests, the association of all these elements and
the passage of time reveals that what these films
really reflect is a paternalist, colonial gaze. Gar-

Figure 3. René Gardi filming
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di idealised northern Cameroon and the region
of Mandara, while underestimating the capacity
of the Africans to adapt to change. His failure to
view the Africans as equals reflects the prejudices
described by Gutiérrez Rodriguez (2018:17):

Colonial difference is based on the idea that the co-

lonised population is fundamentally different and

inherently inferior to the colonisers. It conceives
of the Other as radically unassimilable, oscillating
between positions of strangeness and similarity.

Immigration policies reiterate this racialised objec-

tification reminiscent of colonial times.

In this way, images that years ago formed part
of a closed narrative now reveal the Eurocentric,
colonial mentality concealed below the fog level
of a supposedly well-intentioned anthropological
gaze. Gardi's footage (figure 3) is used in African
Mirror as a cumulation of evidence to construct
a subtle argument: ultimately, how we film and
how we look is always a reflection of our own pre-
conceptions. When we look at others, we see our
own self-portrait.

This idea of race, of an opposition between
“whites” and others, whether African, indigenous
or Asian, between rulers and ruled, is what Qui-
jano argues supported the construction of Europe
“as a new identity” and the expansion of European
colonialism around the world. The colonial project
required a system of production, exploitation and
product distribution articulated “around the cap-
ital-wage relationship [...] and the global market.
Included in this system were slavery, servitude,
small-scale commercial production, reciprocity
and wages [...]. In this way, a structure of produc-
tion relations was established that was new, origi-
nal and unique in world history: global capitalism”
(2000: 2).

Traditional colonialism ended when the col-
onies gained independence, but this did not end
their dependence on colonial power structures.
This is reflected in emigration and the attitude
towards it in the former colonising nations, as
the very idea of the nation-state, according to
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Figure 4. Aicha and Mabrouk in Leur Algerie

Quijano, was constructed based on criteria of
supposed homogeneity and identity. Thus, these
nations view emigration, coming mostly from the
former colonies, involving other races, as a source
of instability. Yet this immigration is partly the
result of colonialism and of the inequalities gen-
erated by this “colonial power matrix”, as will be
explored below.

FAMILY MEMORIES AND TRAUMAS OF
EMIGRATION

Emigration is conceived of as a dream, a promise,
and a need. Behind this conception lies the real-
ity of the journey and the difficulties associated
with the adaptation process. In the new country,
the old homeland becomes an idealised place to
which the emigrant hopes to return. However,
in most cases the return never happens or the
homeland fails to live up to the ideal because the
emigration experience has left an indelible mark.
This new reality of emigration and the difficulties
adapting inherent in the foreigner’'s experience
are evident in the two films analysed below. Both
use archives to look back on the past, but in very
different ways, in terms of both how they recon-
struct memory and the reasons for the failure to
adapt. The first deals with an Algerian family of
humble origins whose dream to return to their
homeland turns into a worn-out myth that ulti-
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mately fades away; the second deals with a well-
off Iranian family who, on returning to Iran, con-
front the opposite problem of adapting to their
homeland. Both films end in separation and it is
only the daughter or the granddaughter who is
able to exorcise the ghosts of the past, free of a
single national and cultural identity.

In Leur Algérie (2020), thedirector Lina Soualem
films her grandparents, Aicha and Mabrouk, a pair
of Algerian emigrants who have lived in France
for more than sixty years and are now separat-
ed (figure 4). With her camera in hand, Soualem
asks them about their past, how they met, their
wedding night, the reasons why they emigrated,
why they separated and why they have never
returned to Algeria. The granddaughter talks to
her grandparents and constructs their memories
by mixing the conversations with family archive
footage, some of which was taken by her father
years ago, or with excerpts from the documen-
tary La Guerre d’'Algérie (1972) by Yves Courriére
and Philippe Monier. She also uses numerous old
photographs and home movies, and films some of
the reactions (such as her grandmother’s nervous
laugh) triggered by watching the footage or by
her insistent questions. Her father, a theatre ac-
tor, helps her and thus becomes a third character.
He himself is afflicted by the dream of returning
to a mythologised Algeria, a dream he has never
realised. The reality was France and the silence of
emigration.

Soualem films her grandfather visiting the old
knife factory where he worked all his life, with a
nostalgic yearning for the past and, without re-
alising it, for one of the constants of the colonial
and post-colonial world: factories and manual la-
bour. It was a phenomenon that spread across Eu-
rope in the 20" century, as Encarnacién Gutiérrez
(2018: 17) points out:

Inthelate 1940s and throughout the 1950s, subjects

of the British colonies in the Caribbean and the In-

dian subcontinent came to the UK. These British
citizens were seen as outsiders in the nation and
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were constructed as immigrants. In France in the

1950s, a similar situation occurred when the citi-

zens of the French colonies in North Africa came
to Metropolitan France. The presence of these

(former) colonial subjects in the seat of the empire

challenged the public myth that the European na-

tion-states were isolated from the networks of co-
lonialism and imperialism.

This incongruence finds expression in these
old emigrants. The Algerian grandfather repre-
sents work in the Thiers factory and behind this
there is nothing but his silence. The grandmother
represents the home and dedication to the fam-
ily. We see her in the kitchen looking at archive
material or videos of weddings and family reun-
ions. These two dimensions, the workplace and
the home, form the binary of emigration, as the
sociologist Abdelmalek Sayad (2010: 165) argues:

There are two essential dimensions that structure
the whole condition of the worker’s existence: the
workplace and the home. All hislife, all of his great-
est claims involve these two dimensions. [...] This is
the specific nature of the immigrant worker, and
therein lies much of the history of immigration.

Soualem thus speaks to us of the impoverished
background of her grandparents and their ances-
tors in Algeria, while also illustrating the dispa-
rate nature of their personalities: the silent, curt
grandfather, and the lively, cheerful grandmoth-
er. Little by little she constructs a family portrait
while immersing us in the history of French col-
onisation, of the exploitation and repression of
the Algerian people and the emigration that kept
France's factories running. The archive images
serve to conjure up the past and as a catalyst, as
the director herself suggests with reference to the
footage from La Guerre d’Algérie (1972): “It was to
be able to talk about Algeria and the political con-
text with my grandparents and to position them
in history, particularly in relation to the Sétif mas-
sacre in 1945, because they were still in Algeria
and lived just 20 kilometres from there. Showing
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those images to my grandmother was a way of re-
activating her memory a little.”?

Leur Algerie contrasts the country left behind
with the country dreamed of, turning the dream
into mundane, prosaic reality, and what was real
in the past into a mythologised memory. The old
Algerian immigrants are the consequence of a
particular French policy. After colonisation and
emigration, the dream of returning home will
never be realised. We are also confronted with
the difficulty foreigners have adapting and as-
similating in a nation-state constructed according
to particular patterns of identity. As Abdelmalek
Sayad (2010: 168) suggests:

Immigration requires the existence of national bor-

ders and territories; it requires the existence of fo-

reigners. The figure of the foreigner itself compels
us to talk about the nation state.

Figure 5. The parents in Radiograph of a Family
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Sayad (2010: 168) also points out the absurdity
of the foreigner’s naturalisation process, which is
dependent on an arbitrary act:

At ten minutes to midnight, a person is Algerian;

at one minute after midnight—that is, when the

act appears in the Official Gazette—he is French. It
is an act of magic on which naturalisation is cons-
tructed.

This sleight of hand has practical consequenc-
es of extraordinary significance for the emigrant,
but it does not turn that emigrant into a different
person. It would not be until the third generation,
the director’s, that the two nationalities—Algeri-
an and French, as well as Palestinian—can coex-
ist without coming into conflict with each other.
Leur Algerie portrays the dissonances of the em-
igrant experience and the contradictions of the
receiving country. The two separate homes of the
filmmaker’s grandparents seem to symbolise the
difficulty of reconciling two territories, the prac-
tical reality of a life in France and the emotional
connection to Algeria, without really belonging
to one or the other. The act of emigration itself
caused a rift that is hard to heal. But returning is
not easy either, as will be discussed below.

Firouzeh Khosrovani takes us on a journey in
the opposite direction in her film Radiograph of a
Family (2020), in terms of both her way of using
archive footage and the subject of the film itself:
the effect that ideological differences have on a
family. The director tells the story of her parents
(figure5), how they met and got married (her moth-
er had her wedding in Tehran with only a photo-
graph of the groom, as he was studying medicine
in Switzerland at the time), the prosperous life in
Europe, the vacations in the snow, the parties, the
jazz, and the subsequent return to Iran and what
this meant for the family. She thus reconstructs a
part of the inner history of the Iranian diaspora
of the 1960s. It is also the story of two misfits: her
mother, faithful to very strict traditions, is unable
to accept Switzerland'’s secular society and liberal
values, while her father, accustomed to the Euro-
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pean lifestyle and culture, cannot integrate into
the fundamentalist society of the Ayatollahs after
his return to Iran. In this way, Khosrovani shows
us two polarised positions: a liberal man with a
love of art and a religious woman who follows the
path of the Islamic revolution and finds her desti-
ny there. Unlike the grandparents in Leur Algerie,
the parents in Radiograph of a Family stay togeth-
er in the same home in Tehran, yet at the same
time they are in reality irrevocably separated, be-
cause Khosrovani’s father is a stranger in his own
home; his emigration experience was a one-way
journey, as the country he returns to is not the
one he left.

It is important here to consider the historical
context: in the 1950s, Iran’s democratically elected
prime minister, Mohammed Mosaddegh, nation-
alised the oil industry. In response, the British and
American secret services orchestrated a coup in
1953 to depose Mosaddegh and replace him with
Shah Reza Pahlavi. This would be the first coup
d'état organised by the CIA in a foreign country,
an act of post-colonial domination in this case for
the benefit of the oil company BP (British Petrole-
um).® It was in those years that Khosrovani’s fa-
ther emigrated to Switzerland to study medicine,
specialising in radiology. In 1979, after her father
had returned to his family in Iran, the Shah'’s dic-
tatorial monarchy was overthrown by the peo-
ple’s revolution instigated by the Shiites, and the
Islamic Republic was established. In this revolu-
tionary context, the mother would find her life’s
purpose in religion.

To reconstruct the relationship between her
parents and to show the clash between two differ-
ent conceptions of the world, the filmmaker uses
the voices of an actress (for her mother) and an
actor (for her father) who read letters and perform
dialogues written by the director herself. These
scripts are combined with 140 family snapshots
and excerpts from home movies shot by friends
and family on Super 8 and 16mm film. But in addi-
tion to this footage, we see images of anonymous
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men and women, who under other circumstances
could have been her parents, taken from Iranian
and Swiss television broadcasts showing life in
the 1950s and 1960s. The archives thus become a
vehicle for imagining what their past could have
been, while suggesting other lives and other pos-
sible stories parallel to the lives of her parents. In
the same way, the hypothetical dialogues are re-
constructed to suggest a past known well to the
director, who personifies herself as a little girl
painting over the broken pictures of her family to
refashion their faces and figures, or hiding from
the explosions in the streets of Tehran during the
revolution. The archive material thus serves not
only for illustration but also for suggestion.

The memory recalled is simply a narration,
a construction made out of fragments of reality.
But the referential use of archives, rather than
inserting them for the purpose of illustration or
evidence, inspires trust. Behind the fictional ele-
ments, a genuine memory thus emerges, just as
the poetic form reveals the reality behind it. The
journey and the return both result in alienation,
as the mother cannot adapt to a new country and
culture because her firm connection to her own
country and culture prevents it, while the father,
whose return becomes a kind of internal exile, is
a stranger in his own land. Ideology is a difficult
barrier to cross, sometimes even harder than geo-
graphical distance.

ARCHIVES AS EVOCATION AND SURVIVAL

Throughout history, emigration, exile and dias-
pora have appeared as different sides of the same
phenomenon: people who are forced to leave their
family, their home and their country to begin a
new life. One of the most noteworthy examples of
this can be found in We Were So Beloved (1986) by
the American filmmaker Manfred Kirchheimer, a
film that offers one of the most accurate portraits
of the emigration of Jews from Nazi Germany.
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The film presents the Jewish community of
Washington Heights, a neighbourhood located in
Upper Manhattan. Curiously, the neighbourhood
owes its name to Fort Washington, built to hold
back the British troops during the American War
of Independence (1775-1783). From 1933, when
Hitler took power in Germany, a large number of
Jewish families, followed later by concentration
camp survivors, emigrated to this neighbourhood.
Fifty years later, Kirchheimer interviewed these
emigrants, talking to them with the intimacy of a
friend and neighbour. His father, who is featured
in the documentary, emigrated to the United States
in 1936, recognising the troubling signs for the fu-
ture in Saarbrucken, taking his family with him.

The director was just five years old when he
arrived in New York. His own history entitles him
to sit down with these witnesses and to use his
own reflections, spoken in a voiceover, to guide
the narration. The intimacy of the setting, as the
characters are interviewed in their homes, talking
in the kitchen or on the sofa, makes them seem
comfortable despite the tragedy they are describ-
ing. The oral narration, the force of the word to
bring the memory to life, in a manner similar
to the testimonies in Claude Lanzmann’'s Shoah
(1985), guides a narrative in which close-ups and
medium shots display their full force. However,

Figure 6. Still frame of happiness lost in We Were So Beloved
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unlike Lanzmann, who was radically opposed to
the inclusion of any archive footage as a tool for
reconstructing the past, Kirchheimer makes use
of archives to reconstruct part of the life of a com-
munity, to create the atmosphere, the spirit of an
era. The footage is not used for the purpose of il-
lustration, or to support a persuasive argument,
but simply for the purpose of evocation. The in-
tention is not to demonstrate but to imagine what
was and what could not be.

Testimonies and photographs (figure 6) piece
together the life of a perfectly integrated commu-
nity whose members refused to believe that they,
German Jews, could suffer the same fate as their
counterparts in Poland; that they were so German
that some of them would not have hesitated to en-
list in the Hitler Youth if they had been allowed,
as Max Frankel, the editor of the New York Times
and a friend of the director’s, openly admits.

Instead of illustrating an era, the archival ma-
terial evokes a loss. During shots of photographs
of different families in the 1930s, dressed in the
bourgeois style of the period, the director com-
ments in a voiceover: “Here, even those who were
orthodox could not easily be told apart from their
Christian compatriots. They dressed modishly,

UNCLAIMED IMAGES HAVE A HIGH
PROBABILITY OF BECOMING ARCHIVAL
MATERIAL, TESTIMONIES THAT WILL

BE REINTERPRETED IN SOME FAR-OFF
FUTURE, IF THEY MANAGE TO SURVIVE.
EVEN FOOTAGE THAT HAS BEEN FILMED
AS A LINK IN A NARRATIVE CHAIN MAY
SOME DAY BE USED IN ISOLATION, AS
EVIDENCE OR TO REVEAL CULTURAL
PATTERNS OR HIDDEN PREJUDICES. A
NEW GAZE MAY UNCOVER INFORMATION
THAT IS STILL LATENT, BELOW THE FOG
LEVEL OF THE IMAGE
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they did not know Yiddish, they were not ghet-
toized, and lived among their neighbours.” The di-
rector’'s own family could trace their history back
to the 17" century and the arrival of the Jews in
Germany 1,700 vyears earlier. In 1930, there were
half amillion Jewsin Germany. Little by little, they
were turned into another race, persecuted and
forced to flee. Not even the rabbis could believe
it, and they recommended against leaving Germa-
ny, as one interviewee recalls. The Jewish com-
munity was so integrated that despite the events
unfolding, some people still had friends there and
even understood certain attitudes. For example,
Melitta Hess says to her son, Walter Hess, after
telling him he should forgive the Nazis: “I don’t
know if I were out, maybe you would have gotten
a brown suit on, and maybe you would look pretty
good, to save your life’

Walter Hess himself acknowledges that what
he regrets most about Nazism was the fact that it
instilled a feeling of inferiority in him. In terms
of its consequences, Nazism was also a colonising
ideology in keeping with what Osterhammel and
Jansen call “the fulfilment of a universal mission,’
referring to the fact that after the 16" century
European expansion was presented “as a contri-
bution to a divine plan that had to be executed
among the heathen, as a secular mandate for co-
lonialism to ‘civilise’ the ‘barbarians’ or ‘savages,
as the ‘white man’s burden’, etc. The conviction
in European cultural superiority was always in-
voked as the rationale” (2019: 20).

But the film doesn’'t shy away from issues of
racism or classism within the Jewish community
itself, as German Jews distinguished themselves
from Polish Jews, whom they sometimes looked
down on. One witness responds to a question from
the director by remarking that American Jews
have no right to speak negatively about the ar-
rival of Hispanic immigrants to the United States,
as they themselves suffered the consequences of
racial stigmatisation. This raises the question of
whether such racism is specifically contextual or
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something more dangerous, more inherent in hu-
man nature.

More than a film about the atrocities of the
extermination camps, We Were So Beloved is a
portrait of a community of people who never
wanted to leave their homeland, who were not
in financial need, but who merely had a different
background. These were people who lost all their
belongings, their savings, and ultimately their
family members. They lost so much that most of
the photographs shown in the film are the few
that survived. In the final scene we see the direc-
tor together with a survivor, showing a picture of
her parents and her two sisters, who died in Ther-
esienstadt. They are shown happy and smiling in
the black and white image, blissfully unaware of
what was to come. We who look from the present
have the advantage of knowing their future. They
hadn’'t even been able to hold onto that photo-
graph. The daughter, the only survivor, received
it later from her aunt, after coming to America.
Archives acquire this quality not just of a trace, of
an evocation of a lost future, but of resistance, of
a fleeting moment of survival.

ALL FILM WILL BECOME ARCHIVAL

Figure 7. The couple from The Bells in Light is Calling
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What will be left of our films and photographs?
How will our history be read? Unclaimed imag-
es have a high probability of becoming archival
material, testimonies that will be reinterpreted
in some far-off future, if they manage to survive.
Even footage that has been filmed as a link in a
narrative chain may some day be used in isola-
tion, as evidence or to reveal cultural patterns or
hidden prejudices. A new gaze may uncover in-
formation that is still latent, below the fog level of
the image.

But material stored in film libraries or private
collections is also in a process of constant trans-
formation. Archival material can be used to ex-
plore its own essence: the constant deterioration
of the celluloid that reflects the impermanence of
all matter. The original purpose of the material is
secondary, whether it was fiction or documenta-
ry, or whether it was about travel, empires, or em-
igration. All these images were believed to hold
the moment, yet all of them will vanish, devoured
by time.

In his short film Light Is Calling (2004), Bill
Morrison makes use of excerpts from a silent film,
James Young's The Bells (1926), with old footage
on which much of the image has corroded. In
the frame-by-frame animation we can make out
a woman’s face and a young soldier (figure 7), a
carriage, a love story amid acid spots that move
in a manner similar to Stan Brakhage's dyed and
scratched images. The result is closer to abstract
expressionism than mainstream cinema. But
there is a narrative: not so much a love story as
a story about two people who once acted in a si-
lent film, who became fictional characters and
who have now become a painting, in pure form,
disappearing into nothingness, into spirits, into a
chemical reaction.

Itisin thistreatment of images of the past that
archives find their true essence, in the passage of
time acting on the material and transcending it.
The reality is this footage of moments of happi-
ness, of people who have doubted, worked, and
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loved, who we know have died and who have
therefore also suffered. The essence of the images
is in displaying the people themselves, their ex-
istence, fading and disappearance; their meaning
lies in the relationship with the person who looks
at them without being able to escape the specular
nature of the image, transcending it. The anec-
dote becomes the essence. Is in this sense where
de decolonial reflection made by Anibal Quijano
becomes relevant: when archive images trans-
form anecdotes into essences, they legitimize ho-
mogenization dynamics of colonial societies. As
Ann Laura Stoler (2010) affirms, when we treat
archives as processes and not as objects, we make
emege the logics that convert images of a time
into the essence and the normal and, thus, their
analysis unmasks how colonial dynamics forged.

Reality is not merely the historical fact, wheth-
er of colonialism or emigration, travellers or mere
weekend tourists. It is that same past contained in
the images, those faces that are no longer present
but that lived the series of events, just as we do
now. The essence of archives is also the aware-
ness that these people are now only imprints on
chemical or electronic material, a representation
in a state of transformation. A similar idea was
narrated by the writer Adolfo Bioy Casares in The
Invention of Morel (1940). In this novel, the imag-
es of a few long-dead tourists are reproduced on
an island using Morel’s machine. The machine re-
produces them as if they were real, although they
know that they can also die if the machine, blown
by the wind, should break down. All of this is ob-
served by the island’s sole inhabitant, who is in
love with one of the images. When he dies, he
in turn will become an image, together with the
woman he loves.

In the same way, old images have a kind
of mummified quality, as their corrosions and
scratches are like strips of linen cloth. They speak
to us from the afterlife, not only about what hap-
pened in the past, but also about what is happen-
ing now. It is happening to us at this very moment.
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Even while we are alive, we are disappearing.
That is the most dreadful fact of all. &

NOTES

1 Even the explorer John Hanning Speke took cameras
on his journey to find the source of the Nile, as did
Charles Livingstone, the brother of the famous ex-
plorer (Santana Pérez, 2011: 27).

2 Interview with Lina Soualem by Fabien Lemercier.
Lina Soualem. Réalisatrice de Leur Algérie. “Javais
besoin de briser ce silence” Visions du Reél 2020.
Cineuropa. 05/05/2020. https://cineuropa.org/fr/in-
terview/388163/

3 Taghi Amirani’s film Coup 53 (2019) documents the
intervention of MI6 and the CIA to overthrow Mosad-
degh and regain control of the oil industry for British
Petroleum, formerly the Anglo-Persian Oil Company.
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COLONIALISM, EMIGRATION AND THE
IMPERMANENCE OF IMAGES: A LATENT
TRUTH BELOW FOG LEVEL

IMPERMANENCIA DE LAS IMAGENES,
COLONIALISMO Y EMIGRACION. UNA VERDAD
LATENTE BAJO EL NIVEL DE VELO

Abstract

This article considers the latent information in colonial images and
connects it with the theory of the coloniality of power developed by
the Peruvian sociologist Anibal Quijano. Reinterpreted, these imag-
es offer a snapshot of Eurocentrism. At the same time, this study
identifies a connection between colonialism and contemporary emi-
gration by analysing various examples of films that reinterpret colo-
nial images or that use archive footage to explore emigration and the
mark that it leaves on families. The films analysed include Moeder
Dao, de schildpadgelijkende (Vincent Monnikendam, 1995), Immagini
dell'Oriente: turismo da vandali (Yervant Gianikian, Angela Ricci Luc-
chi, 2001), African Mirror (Mischa Hedinger, 2019), Leur Algérie (Lina
Soualen, 2020), Radiograph of a Family (Firouzeh Khosrovani, 2020)
and We Were So Beloved (Manfred Kirchheimer, 1986).
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Resumen

El presente articulo reflexiona sobre la informacién latente en las
imagenes coloniales y lo conecta con la teorfa de la colonialidad del
poder del socidlogo peruano Anibal Quijano. Estas imagenes, reinter-
pretadas, constituyen una radiografia del pensamiento eurocéntrico.
Asi mismo establece un nexo entre el colonialismo y la emigracion
contemporanea. Para ello se analizan diversos ejemplos filmicos de
reinterpretacién de las imagenes coloniales, asi como de la utiliza-
cion del material de archivo para reflexionar sobre la emigracién y
la huella que esta dejo en el nucleo familiar. Entre los films anali-
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ULKOMAALAINEN/UTLANNINGEN/
YABANCI (1979-1981-1983) - A MOST
TYPICAL MIGRANT ARCHIVAL

OBJECT*

JOHN SUNDHOLM

This essay is written in the spirit of the vast num-
ber of recent studies that have questioned and de-
constructed established notions and practices for
(film) archives, while also transforming that crit-
icism into practice by constructing counter-ar-
chives and mapping existing alternatives.! How-
ever, despite such important initiatives, which
have been significant for the studies of migrant
and transnational cinemas and have made it in-
creasingly difficult to reproduce a conventional
national—and often nationalistic—history, there
are still some key problems affecting the theory
and practice of alternative or diasporic archives.
Every archive, marginal or hegemonic, is not only
a place of power but also executes power, decides
what to exclude or include, not to mention the
fundamental question of what that constitutes
the archival object. While these are challenges
that affect every archive, I would argue that they
are particularly pertinent for independent, or mi-
nor, migrant cinemas.?
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[ will explore these questions by presenting the
case of the Finnish-Swedish-Turkish Ulkomaalain-
en/Utldnningen/Yabanci [Foreigner] (Muammer
Ozer, 1981). This film constitutes an unruly object
of cinema that has migrated in different ways,
together with its filmmaker, across national bor-
ders, languages and media formats until finally
being digitised in 2020 by the Swedish Film Insti-
tute into its Finnish version, Ulkomaalainen. The
one and only out of the four versions to receive
its premiere as a digital copy in the autumn of
2021 at the annual Restored Festival, organised
by Deutsche Kinemathek in Berlin.

The trajectories of the film since its first ver-
sion(s) as Utldnningen/Yabanci and its subsequent
appearance in prints, negatives, tapes and digi-
tal files, as well as its current digital form as Ul-
komaalainen, make the film a most typical object
of migrant cinema, not in the sense of “being typ-
ical of” but rather in the sense proposed by David
E. James in his now classic book The Most Typi-
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cal Avant-Garde: History and Geography of Minor
Cinemas in Los Angeles (2005). James' assertion
that minor cinema practices, “a rainbow coalition
of demotic cinemas: experimental, poetic, un-
derground, ethnic, amateur, counter, non-com-
mercial, working-class, critical, artists, orphan,
and so on” (2005: 13), constitute the most typical
avant-garde, is essentially a paraphrase of Vik-
tor Shklovsky’s suggestion that Tristram Shandy
is the most typical novel (Shklovsky 1991). This
should not be interpreted to mean that Sterne'’s
novel is typical in the sense of constituting an ar-
chetypal exponent of the genre (which it is not),
but that Tristram Shandy encompasses everything
that characterises the novel as a genre. James’
intention is thus to show that the heterogeneous
range of minor cinema practices in Los Angeles,
which operate outside Hollywood even though
they are not necessarily standing in opposition to
that commercial centre of film production, are in
fact the true avant-garde. Similarly, my aim here
is to show how Ulkomaalainen/Utldnningen/Ya-
banci—which reached its hitherto final archival
form in Finnish as Ulkomaalainen in 2020—ques-
tions the idea of what constitutes an archival ob-
ject and encompasses everything that character-
ises the history of the archiving and circulation
of an independently produced immigrant film, i.e.
the most typical migrant archival film object.

HISTORY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY

Independently produced films by migrant film-
makers—whether professional, semi-profession-
al or amateur—challenge most common-sense
practices when it comes to scholarly and archival
procedures. This is because such films have often
been produced under difficult conditions with
limited resources, a fact that needs to be consid-
ered when studying the work. They thus reflect
their conditions of production and are not a result
of a privileged free will to choose “a poor image”,
‘a raw look”, or alternative forms of distribution.
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Moreover, such films rarely have the opportunity
of being shown to the general public, or of catch-
ing the interest of gatekeepers such as film critics.
This in turn is because independently produced
films by migrants seldom achieve any kind of reg-
ular or established distribution. And the few that
do often play a minor role, as a marginal part of
a larger program or context. This also makes it
notoriously difficult to trace the history of their
circulation.

This invisibility of these filmic objects, due to
the conditions of production and distribution, is
reenforced by their multilingual character, mean-
ing that they have been filmed in a language oth-
er than the local hegemonic one(s). Thus, they
have been viewed as linguistically foreign and
‘othered”. This linguistic estrangement (which
is always the product of the current hegemony
of language use) is one of the main reasons why
national archives have traditionally shown little
interest in such films and have been reluctant to
give them the status of historical objects by in-
cluding them in their collections.

In addition to being as invisible as their crea-
tors, migratory filmic objects are also vulnerable
and unstable objects of study. This makes them
particularly challenging for film studies. Howev-
er, as Paolo Cherchi Usai has argued in The Death
of Cinema, the idea of the filmic object as “the
model image”’, a stable, pristine entity, is nothing
more than an ahistorical abstraction:

If all moving images could be experienced as a mo-

del image (that is, in their intended state, in an in-

tention visible in every part of them even before
their actual consumption), no such thing as film
history would be needed or possible (Cherci Usai

2001: 21).

Another implication of Usai's dictum, which
has been taken up most notably by the propo-
nents of so-called New Cinema History, is that we
should shift our focus from film as text and object
of interpretation to film as object(s) in circulation.?
This is particularly apt for migrant filmic objects
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as these have usually circulated as a single print,
constituting precarious objects that thereby em-
phasise the networks and social relations of which
the films become a part, and which are their vital
condition. Hence, it is a question not only of how
a film circulates and is being received, but also of
how the filmic object itself changes. The histori-
ography for these films is thus rather a historiog-
raphy of cultural and social relations, of uses and
practices, while the filmic object itself is often in
constant flux, always migrating. This poses some
crucial challenges for archival practices and calls
some fundamental procedures of archiving into
questions, as the film is a fugitive object that will
now be preserved and fixed as an original filmic
object in order to serve as an expression of his-
tory. The paradox is that this often goes against
what the history of the film and its various prints
and tapes actually constitute.

PRODUCTION

The history of production, re-production, distribu-
tion and circulation of Ulkomaalainen is convolut-
ed. It covers a lengthy period, involving different
geographies and heterogeneous material because
the film has appeared in different versions over
the years. The film was originally shot in Finland
and Turkey during the years 1973-1978.4
Ulkomaalainen is a semi-documentary film
that was edited and directed by Ozer, who also
plays the leading role. Most of the footage was
shot by Ozer and his childhood friend Kemal Ci-
nar; Ozer filmed most the documentary footage,
whereas Cinar was responsible for the fiction
scenes (in which Ozer is usually the protagonist).
Others who contributed to the camera work were
Muammer’s Finnish wife, Synnéve Ozer, (who
had no previous training in filmmaking), and
Oguz Makal (who would become one of the most
prominent scholars of film studies in Turkey). It
was Makal who shot the brief sequences in su-
per-8 showing a Turkish Labour Day demonstra-
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tion. In addition, there is a substantial amount
of found footage and other pre-existing visual
material. There is extensive material from an un-
known Turkish propaganda film, although Ozer
also uses images from Turkish newspapers and
magazines. Overall, this polyvocal, multi-materi-
al and semi-professional way of filmmaking re-
flects the conditions of production: Ulkomaalainen
was completely self-financed and therefore de-
pendent on a network of friends and the exten-
sive use of pre-existing material.

Ozer began working on his film while he was
a student at what at the time was Finland’s only
film school, the University of Art and Design in
Helsinki. He had ended up in Helsinki as a refu-
gee after taking the opportunity to escape when
he was temporarily released from prison awaiting
trial in Turkey. While imprisoned, he had been
tortured. Before leaving Turkey, he had made a
few shorts and commercials, and he would con-
tinue shooting short political documentaries ar-
riving in Finland. Compared to the rest of his fil-
mography at the time, Ulkomaalainen was by far
his most ambitious project. He would, however,
be unable to finish the film in Finland, and in
1978, after finishing film school, the Ozers decid-
ed to move to Sweden where there were better
opportunities for filmmaking. In addition to the
far superior material resources for filmmaking at
the Swedish Film Institute and the public televi-
sion broadcaster, Sweden had also established co-
ops and organisations like Filmcentrum and the
Stockholm Film Workshop (Filmverkstan), which
distributed or produced documentaries and short
films. Due to increasing immigration (in contrast
to Finland, which at the time was more a country
of emigration, predominantly to Sweden) there
was also a plethora of cultural organisations for
immigrants." Muammer Ozer’s first years in Swe-
den would turn out to be very productive, and
eventually he would manage to shoot several fea-
ture films in Turkey towards the late 1980s and
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AFTER ARRIVING IN SWEDEN, OZER CAME
INTO CONTACT WITH THE STOCKHOLM
WORKSHOP FILMVERKSTAN AND HE
STARTED IMMEDIATELY TO WORK ON
SHORT FILMS THAT DEPICTED THE
EXPERIENCE OF IMMIGRANTS IN SWEDEN

early 1990s that were Turkish-Swedish co-pro-
ductions.®

After arriving in Sweden, Ozer came into
contact with the Stockholm workshop Filmverk-
stan and he started immediately to work on short
films that depicted the experience of immigrants
in Sweden. He would also complete Ulkomaalain-
en in two versions, with different voice-overs,
one in Turkish and the other in Swedish, which
were produced without any aid from the film
workshop. The finished films were of substantial
length, 88 minutes, which is quite uncommon
for a documentary intended to be distributed on
16mm film.

The Swedish version has an interestingly
accented polyvocality due to that neither of the
three voice-overs speak standard Swedish. Muam-
mer’s wife, who belongs to the Swedish-speaking
minority in Finland, has a distinct accent, and the
other two voices, both male, are even more oth-
ered: Muammer hardly knew Swedish at the time
and speaks the language with great effort, while
the Ozers’ Finnish friend, Erkki Ryyninen, has a
noticeable Finnish accent.

The use of voice-over and the lack of any di-
alogue gives the film a clear documentary and
didactic character. However, the main storyline
is fictitious and the film moves freely between
fiction and documentary, containing both direct
documentary imagery and symbolic, subjectively
expressionist sequences. After a visionary pro-
logue in which we are shown a man who is go-
ing to hang himself on a bare tree in the midst
of a frozen waste, we are introduced to a young
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Turkish man who arrives in Helsinki looking for
work. His dream is to earn money and to become
wealthy and free. The narrative unfolds along the
two main strands of documentary and fiction. The
first uses a voice-over and images that recount the
immigrant’s efforts to find employment, obtaining
the necessary work and residence permits. The
subjective and expressionist imagery is accom-
panied by music or sound effects that represent
the migrant’s experience in the new country. The
feelings of alienation increase until the migrant
is reminded of the political situation at home in
Turkey. This shift of perspective takes place when
a childhood friend gets in touch, sending him
letters and packages with magazines and news-
papers about the ongoing political struggle back
home. His situation in Finland does not improve,
and finally, when he receives a telegram that in-
forms him of his friend’s death, he realises that
he also has to take up the political struggle in his
new country: not as an immigrant, but as a work-
er, and without being tempted by the promises of
consumer capitalism that will only result in the
reification of his life-world and his socio-emotion-
al condition.

CIRCULATION AND CULTURAL
REASSESSMENT

According to Muammer Ozer, the first two ver-
sions of Ulkomaalainen were shown at a few mi-
nor festivals in both Sweden and Turkey.” I have
not been able to find any documentation of these
except for one screening in Sweden during an ex-
tended program that ran for ten days in Decem-
ber 1979, titled Mdnniska pd vdg [Human on the
Move]. This program of films by and about immi-
grants was co-organised by the Immigrant’s Cul-
tural Association and the Swedish Red Cross at
the Swedish Film Institute. It is characteristic of
the Swedish context that the focus was exclusive-
ly on immigration, even though the 1979 version
of the film had overtly political content. The focus
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is on the political economics of migration and in
the Swedish version a female voice-over presents
a Marxist analysis of the dynamics of capitalism
and the exploitation of a cheap migrant workforce.
However, the film not only addresses the question
of migration and the circulation of cheap labour
from a Marxist political position, but also takes a
stand on the turbulent political situation in 1970s
Turkey. Ulkomaalainen also differs from the usual
migrant stories in the way it establishes its geo-
graphical counterpart, i.e. the immigrant’s place
of origin. Ozer does not depict a private home that
is left behind, and which he longs for nostalgical-
ly, but a political struggle that his protagonist has
abandoned. Some of the footage from Turkey is
very graphic, showing mutilated bodies, but Ozer
also gives space to two of the most legendary mil-
itant left-wing figures of the early 1970s, Mahir
Cayan and Deniz Gezmis, who were executed in
1972 by the military regime (Cayan and Ozer were
in fact imprisoned at the same military prison in
Turkey).? That it is this political emotional home-
land that the migrant hasleft behind is stressed by
the use in the film of the poetry of Nazim Hikmet
and the music of Ruhi Su, both celebrated radicals
who spent considerable time in prison due to their
political opinions and activities.

In terms of overall content, Ulkomaalainen is
thus not a very typical migrant film, as the re-
telling of the political situation in Turkey, the
lead-up to the coup in 1971 and its aftermath
take up a substantial part of the story. However,
thematically and stylistically in particular, it is a
representative exponent of independent, exile
and migrant filmmaking, with an aesthetic that
corresponds directly to Hamid Naficy’'s concept
of “accented cinema” (Naficy, 2001). The style of
the film is characterised by an aesthetic that re-
flects the existential conditions of its production.
It has an open structure, and is fragmented, auto-
biographical and multilingual, characteristics that
Naficy argues are a reflection of the migrant’s po-
sition and response to her/his diasporic and dis-
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placed situation. However, the entanglement of
the two different discourses of documentary and
fiction, in which the political didactic is particu-
larly strong, calls for another perspective on mi-
grant and exile cinema, an approach that is less
anchored in a textualist-aesthetic position. Here,
[ would like to draw attention to Zuzana M. Pick’s
work on the exile and migrant cinema of Chile of
the 1970s and 1980s, research that preceded Na-
ficy’s as it was published in the 1980s (Pick, 1987,
1989).7

One of the peculiarities of the Chilean cinema
of the 1970s and 1980s is that it was predominant-
ly made elsewhere. It was a cinema of migration
that has forced the National Cineteca in Chile to
collect films made by Chilean exiles during the
years of the Pinochet regime. Pick does not ap-
proach exile and migration cinema as necessarily
being embodied in, and expressed through, certain
stylistic or narrative formulas, but instead consid-
ers exile from a consistent perspective of culture
and production. Her point is that a filmmaker in
exile has “to reassess cultural practice”, which im-
plies that you not only have to change your lan-
guage and aesthetics but also have to undergo a
more fundamental process: to reassess not only
your methods and skills but also who and where
you are, and consequently to ponder how to ar-
ticulate and communicate that new experience
(a reassessment that does not necessarily lead to
accented filmmaking) (Pick, 1987: 54). Your situa-
tion is fundamentally new; existentially, materi-
ally and politically. Muammer Ozer has described
it as a new becoming, but as one in which you are
subordinated: when you are forced to learn a new
language as an adult, you are “like a child in a new
country” (Ozer, 2001: 8, my translation). Another
Turkish immigrant, the German-Turkish author
Emine Ozdamar has expressed it more poetically:
in the foreign language, she argues, “words do not
have a childhood” an idea that also stresses the
themes of loss and alienation (Ozdamar, 1998: 44,
my translation).
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An essential part of the reassessment of cul-
tural practice that is brought to the fore is the re-
negotiation of what we consider to constitute the
so-called subject-object divide that is so important
in filmmaking and cinematic aesthetics: the ques-
tion of what is outside or inside, objective or sub-
jective, imagined or real. Do we look at the screen
as a window out to a surrounding world? Do we
see a narrative ordering of the images or sequenc-
es, or rather a series of images that direct our gaze
back on ourselves? One of the striking character-
istics of Ulkomaalainen is the persistent blending
of documentary and fiction, of found footage and
staged scenes—thereby suggesting the constant
presence of a surrounding world with which we
have to renegotiate our relationship. And for the
migrant filmmaker this is not only a question of
aesthetics, but also of the actual filmic object that
is in circulation, because your lack of access to
the established channels of circulation also forces
you to reconsider where to show your films and
in which form and format. The reassessment that
Pick considers to be the main condition of exile
and migrant cinema is thus a practice in a very
direct and material sense, in addition to the aes-
thetical and stylistic features (defined by Naficy
as “accented”), which of course are also part of
your re-evaluation of your practice. The migrant
filmmaker must seize any opportunity to make a
film and get it distributed, to be prepared to revise
prints and copies in order to reach a bigger audi-
ence. As a migrant, no subject-object relationship
can be taken for granted and you will have to be
prepared always to renegotiate your relationship
to the surrounding society.

Thisis why Ozer cut the film by more than half
its original length in 1981 in order to increase the
opportunities for exhibition. The first version had
a Turkish voice-over that apparently also reached
minor festivals, although again documentation on
this is lacking. In 1983, an opportunity arose for
Ozer to have the film broadcast on Swedish tele-
vision as part of a program slot for Finnish immi-
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OZER CUT THE FILM BY MORE THAN HALF
ITS ORIGINAL LENGTH IN 1981 IN ORDER
TO INCREASE THE OPPORTUNITIES FOR
EXHIBITION

grants. The Finns were at the time Sweden'’s larg-
est immigrant group, providing the country with
a cheap labour force who took care of the same
tasks that the character played by Ozer does in
Ulkomaalainen. Another short, Jordmannen [The
Earthman] (Muammer Ozer, 1980), which also
depicts an immigrant story and which Ozer shot
and completed after his arrival in Sweden, had
already been broadcast on Swedish public televi-
sion in 1980, and would be shown again in 1984
in the Finnish programming time slots scheduled
for Saturday mornings. While Jordmannen was
subtitled (it has both dialogue and a voice-over),
Ulkomaalainen was provided with a Finnish voice-
over because it has no dialogue. It was broadcast
on Swedish television on the 26™ of November
1983, as a 37-minute short on a Saturday morn-
ing, as part of the 90-minute program titled Finska
program [Finnish programs], sandwiched in be-
tween a short documentary on boxing in Finland
and the weekly news in Finnish. It is the materi-
al for that print (sound and image negatives) that
has been deposited in the archive of the Swedish
Film Institute and that thus constitutes today’s ar-
chival object out of which the current digital copy
has been made. In other words, the preserved ma-
terial of the film consists of one picture negative
and two different soundtracks, one in Turkish
and another in Finnish. Although I have not been
able to track the history of the circulation of the
Turkish version, the Finnish one was made exclu-
sively for the broadcast in Sweden. There is thus
no short version of Ulkomaalainen with Swedish
voice-over and the film has subsequently been a
linguistically “foreign” object whenever shown in
Sweden.
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When Ulkomaalainen was cut down to its cur-
rent length—it could not really be described as a
re-edit as the shorter version has the same order
of the sequences—it not only achieved another
linguistic belonging but also created new possi-
bilities for circulation. Being shot on 16mm film
was always an advantage if the duration was not
more than 60 minutes because the print could
fit on one reel, making it possible to take full ad-
vantage of the mobile technology that the 16mm
projector still constituted in the 1980s. Ozer had
tried to expand the distribution opportunities
by having the film transferred on to a U-matic
tape, which was also taken for distribution by
the Swedish co-op, FilmCentrum. However, at the
time the possibilities offered by U-matic were ac-
tually more limited than those of 16mm film, as
it never enjoyed the same level of use by schools
and associations as the more affordable, porta-
ble 16mm projector. On the other hand, one of
the crucial consequences of the shorter version
of Ulkomaalainen was not only that it was better
suited to the widely used 16mm technology and
to television program duration policies, but also
that it consolidated immigration as the focus of
the film. This was because the new edit of the film
stressed its accented character (in Naficy's sense)
and it was more fragmented due to having been
shortened considerably. And because of the con-
ditions of distribution and circulation, the film
became better suited to migrant (or accented) cin-
ema, as it were.

ARCHIVAL AFTERLIFE

As independently produced immigrant films are
exceptional in terms of production, distribution
and actual circulation, they are also exception-
al as objects of study. The trajectory and history
of Ulkomaalainen/Utldnningen/Yabanci is a par-
adigmatic example of this. Established theories
of archival practice, such as Giovanna Fossati's
ground-breaking book From Grain to Pixel: The

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

Archival Life of Film in Transition (2009), reflect
the shortcomings of common archival practices.
However, the categorisations used in Fossati’s
book are nevertheless useful for exploring the
problematics of a migrant archival object such as
Ozer’s film.

Fossati distinguishes between four approach-
es to the archival life of film: “film as original’,
“film as art”, “film as dispositif” and “film as state
of the art” (Fossati, 2009: 117-131). Of these four
categories, the first three are of direct relevance
to a film like Ulkomaalainen. The “film as original”
approach can be considered the very foundation-
al idea of the archive. When you claim that there
is an original object you establish an artefact and
argue for its preservation. As Fossati argues, al-
though the idea of the original can certainly be
questioned and problematised, to claim originality
for an artefact is a necessary aim of archival prac-
tices (Fossati, 2009: 117-123). When working with
independently produced migrant cinemas, the act
of establishing the original is an ultimate archival
goal, as this is a way of acknowledging the film
and its filmmaker. However, as in the case with
Ulkomaalainen, the question of the original is not
really relevant when there are different originals,
with substantially different later versions that
could equally be claimed to be originals too. Nev-
ertheless, the “film as original” framework is such
a strong part of the institutional idea of cultural
heritage and of any national archive that it is dif-
ficult to ignore. It is a claim that will have to be
made for a film in order for it to be acknowledged.

For the “film as art” approach, Fossati identi-
fies two different meanings (Fossati, 2009: 123-
126). Archival faithfulness to film as medium, the
imperative that a film has to be archived in its
original format, or the approach that a film consti-
tutes a unique product of an auteur and therefore
has to be archived in a way that is true to the di-
rector’s original intentions. Because a film such as
Ulkomaalainen is a precarious object in migration,
it has been forced to appear in different forms
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WHEN WORKING WITH INDEPENDENTLY
PRODUCED MIGRANT CINEMAS, THE ACT
OF ESTABLISHING THE ORIGINAL IS AN
ULTIMATE ARCHIVAL GOAL, ASTHIS IS A
WAY OF ACKNOWLEDGING THE FILM AND
ITS FILMMAKER

and formats, which are all of equal importance
to the director or to those who were involved in
the making of the film. Thus, a common-sense
archival theory that presupposes a stable object
is not able to deal with such a volatile film as Ul-
komaalainen.

While both the “film as original” and “film as
art” frameworks are based on the idea that there
is a single artefact that is to be the object of pres-
ervation, of storage and confirmation, Fossati's
third category, “film as dispositif”, deals with exhi-
bition and programming (Fossati, 2009: 126-130).
Dispositif is the situation “where the film meets
its user”, which, according to Fossati, “allows for
a different way to look at films, namely, as dy-
namic objects where the material and conceptual
artifacts are bound together” (Fossati, 2009: 127).
“Film as dispositif” implies that every time a film is
being shown it acquires a new meaning, an idea
that highlights the challenge for any archival
practice when faced with an object such as Ul-
komaalainen. While Fossati tends to focus on the
idea of the same object being shown in different
venues and through different technologies and
media formats, it could well be argued that the
different formats of Ulkomaalainen constitute dif-
ferent dispositifs, different ways of mediating and
communicating a particular narrative for differ-
ent audiences and different language communi-
ties, in the forms of tape, print or digital file.

Of course, the three approaches, “film as orig-
inal”, “film as art” and “film as dispositif” overlap.
They also express three different ways of imple-
menting archival policies. “Film as original” is at
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the very core of an archive’s authority but the
question is how much it actually contributes to
our understanding of the meaning of a particu-
lar film, since a film should not be—and in fact is
not—bound to a particular object or print. What
Ulkomaalainen shows is that a single film always
gives rise to different films—in terms of reception,
different prints or tapes, and versions—and that
these form part of the history of that particular
film. As the German archivist Enno Patalas sug-
gested, all those poor 16mm prints of German
silent classics that had recorded music and were
screened at the wrong speed in the 1950s should
be archived because “these versions belong to the
history of these films as much as their supposed
‘original’ versions” (Patalas, 1998: 29). Patalas thus
concludes that “[eJach print is a kind of ‘original,
and each performance unique” (Patalas, 1998: 38).
This should not, however, be considered an ar-
gument in line with Borges’ well-known parable
about the making of a full-scale map, “On Exact-
itude in Science’, the scientific fantasy of being
able to map history in its totality. However, for
marginal or minor and independent migrant cin-
ema in particular, Patalas’ statement has a com-
pletely valid and direct meaning as both the prints
and actual screenings are fewer in number, being
a film culture that has a subordinate position, a
culture of exception and vulnerability in which
every occasion thus bears more significance. The
question is how all of this may be accounted for
in the archival afterlife of the current version of
Ulkomaalainen, the modified version of a previous
film that gives only one perspective on its history
as a film—and that reproduces that new history
when screened in its current digital format.

CONCLUSION: ARCHIVAL AFTERLIVES

Ulkomaalainen is a typical exile and migrant film,
and archival artefact, given its history as a cine-
matic object and its trajectory relative to questions
of film heritage and historical acknowledgement.
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The fact that it is a film that exists in several lan-
guages but that belongs nowhere makes it charac-
teristic of this type of film. Ulkomaalainen was not
finished until Ozer moved to Sweden and, as men-
tioned above, it was originally of a feature-film
length and had a voice-over in Swedish that re-
presented an accented polyvocality in its use of
voice-over. The lack of dialogue emphasises the
documentary and didactic aspirations of the film
but also stresses the displacement of the migrant
and allows the film to travel across cultures. It is
always easier to subtitle a film that only has voi-
ce-over, or a voice-over in another language could
even be created. When there is no dialogue, the
language is never embodied in the people on the
screen, and thus the film may migrate more easily.
Another peculiarity of Ulkomaalainen is that
the film has never actually been screened in the
country where most of it was made, and that in
Sweden the main context of exhibition has been
the Finnish immigrant community. In Turkey,
Yabanci has been screened at minor film festivals.
The film has therefore been largely misplaced and
has never existed in relation to its surrounding
society. In 2020, when the film was digitised by
the Swedish Film Institute and was taken up for
distribution by Filmform (Sweden’s archive for
artist’s film and video), it became acknowledged
as a part of the Swedish film heritage. The digital
format increases its accessibility but is only able
to offer one part of a quite complicated history of
migration that extends across countries and dif-
ferent conditions of production. Ulkomaalainen
thus raises interesting questions about archival
policies, film heritage, film history and the history
of circulation and distribution. These can never be
answered as such but would have to be addressed
through programming that raises the questions
in new ways, i.e. by showing different versions in
different contexts.
Ulkomaalainen/Utldnningen/Yabanci is a film
that has two primary production contexts: Fin-
land and Turkey. Yet although it tells a story about
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a Turkish migrant in Finland, the film only has a
proper public screening history in Sweden, where
it was broadcast on television in a context target-
ing another immigrant community. The film rais-
es questions not only about where it belongs, but
also about how we construct and reproduce a film
heritage, what we acknowledge as historical ob-
jects and communities within the framework of a
nation and a national archival apparatus such as
the Swedish Film Institute. As the Institute is the
most powerful organisation for film in Sweden, its
historical acknowledgement of Ulkomaalainen is
significant. This politics of recognition has begun
receiving governmental and institutional sup-
port in recent years, and this change in cultural
policy is partly responsible for the digitisation of
the film. With the aim of embracing diversity and
Sweden’s multicultural history, the Swedish Film
Institute has also begun to allocate resources for
making artefacts such as Ulkomaalainen accessible
and acknowledge it as part of Swedish film’s cul-
tural heritage. While digitising and archiving the
film is certainly a positive step, it is not enough
merely to establish Ulkomaalainen as a historical
object to which we now have access. For such a
typical migrant archival object, the different ver-
sions and forms should also be made available in
order for its complicated history to be displayed,
and its migratory and material history to be ac-
knowledged. Archiving and programming are
connected, and since a most typical migrant ob-
ject such as Ulkomaalainen is a fugitive object, this
connection should always be brought to light in
order to expose the convoluted trajectory of Ul-
komaalainen/Utldnningen/Yabanci. Its history and
programming should not be limited to one digital
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copy, but expanded to multiple prints and copies,
to archival afterlives. B

NOTES

This article is the result of the research project titled
‘Cartografias del cine de movilidad en el Atlantico
hispanico” [Cartographies of Cinema of Mobility in
the Hispanic Atlantic] (CSO2017-85290-P), financed
by the Ministry of Science and Innovation - State Re-
search Agency, and the European Research Develop-
ment Fund.

1 See for example Blouin and Rosenberg (2011) for a
comprehensive overview from the archivist’s point
of view. In her recent appeal for a global approach
to audiovisual heritage, Giovanna Fossati mentions a
number of alternative and diasporic archival projects
(Fossati 2021). Fossati's essay also contains a self-criti-
cism of her seminal work published in 2009.

2 See Andersson and Sundholm (2019), pp. 115-130 and
Sundholm (2021).

3 Two seminal anthologies on New Cinema History are
Maltby, Biltereyst and Meers (2011) and Biltereyst.,
Maltby and Meers (2019).

4 The film also includes a very short segment in Ger-
many, shot by Ozer, who resided in Munich for a whi-
le before returning to Turkey and being imprisoned.

5 See Andersson and Sundholm (2019) for different as-
sociations and organisations that became important
for immigrant filmmakers in Sweden.

6 En handfull paradis/Bir avuc cennet [A Handful of Pa-
radise] (1987); Kara Sevdali Bulut/Det férdlskade molnet
[The Cloud in Love] (1990); Hollywood-rymlingar/Ho-
llywood Kacaklari [Hollywood Fugitives] (1998).
Interview with Muammer Ozer, 15 October 2021.

8 1960s Turkey was characterised by an increasing

political radicalisation that led to violent clashes be-

tween left and right wing, and the emergence of mi-

litant extra-parliamentary groups. Mahir Cayan and

Deniz Gezmis were the leaders of two leftist factions,

the Turkish People’s Liberation Party/Front and the

Turkish People’s Liberation Army, which in 1970 be-

gan engaging in what has been described as urban

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

guerrilla warfare (Zircher 2004). The unrest led to a
military coup in March 1971 and the beginning of a
turbulent and violent decade that plunged the coun-
try into almost continuous civil war throughout the
1970s. In 1980, a new military coup took place.

For a discussion and critique of Naficy’s concept “accented

cinema’, see Andersson and Sundholm (2019).
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ULKOMAALAINEN/UTLANNINGEN/YABANCI
(1979-1981-1983) - A MOST TYPICAL MIGRANT
ARCHIVAL OBJECT

ULKOMAALAINEN/UTLANNINGEN/YABANCI
(1979-1981-1983) - UN OBJETO DE ARCHIVO
MIGRANTE EXTREMADAMENTE TiPICO

Abstract

This article explores the history and archival trajectory of the Fin-
nish-Swedish-Turkish film Ulkomaalainen/Utlédnningen/Yabanci [Fo-
reigner], made by the Turkish immigrant Muammer Ozer. By exa-
mining the connection between the history of its production and
of the distribution of its various versions, it is argued that this film
constitutes “a most typical migrant archival object’ This kind of film
is always a fugitive object, and thus both archiving and program-
ming has to consider its heterogeneous history as well as its multiple

forms and versions.

Key words
Muammer Ozer; Archive; Historiography; Programming; Migration.

Author

John Sundholm is professor in Cinema Studies at Stockholm Uni-
versity and has published widely on minor cinemas and memory
studies. His latest book is the co-authored The Cultural Practice of
Immigrant Filmmaking: Minor Immigrant Cinemas in Sweden 1950-1990
(2019). Sundholm also works as a programmer and since 2002 has
been the director of Scandinavia’'s only regular international experi-

mental film event, AVANT. Contact: John.sundholm@ims.su.se.

Article reference

Sundholm, J. (2022). Ulkomaalainen/Utldnningen/Yabanci (1979-1981-
1983) - a most typical migrant archival object. LAtalante. Revista de
estudios cinematogrdficos, 34, 103-114.

Resumen

El presente articulo explora la historia y la trayectoria archivistica
del filme finlandés-sueco-turco Ulkomaalainen/Utldnningen/Yabanci
[Extranjero], realizado por el inmigrante turco Muammer Ozer. Me-
diante un estudio de la conexién entre la historia de su produccién y
la de la distribucion de sus distintas versiones, se argumenta que la
pelicula constituye «un objeto de archivo migrante extremadamente
representativo». Esta clase de pelicula es siempre un objeto fugitivo,
y por ello tanto el archivo como la programacion debe tener en cuen-
ta la heterogeneidad de su historia asi como sus multiples formas y

versiones.

Palabras clave

Muammer Ozer; Archivo; Historiografia; Programacién; Migracién.

Autor

John Sundholm es profesor de Estudios Cinematograficos en la Uni-
versidad de Estocolmo y ha publicado numerosos ensayos y articulos
sobre cines minoritarios y estudios de la memoria. Su ultimo libro es
el estudio colaborativo The Cultural Practice of Immigrant Filmmaking:
Minor Immigrant Cinemas in Sweden 1950-1990 (2019). Sundholm tam-
bién trabaja como programador y, desde 2002, dirige el unico evento
regular de cine experimental internacional en Escandinavia, AVANT.

Contacto: John.sundholm@ims.su.se.

Referencia de este articulo
Sundholm, J. (2022). Ulkomaalainen/Utldnningen/Y abanci (1979-1981-
1983) - un objeto de archivo migrante extremadamente tipico. LAta-

lante. Revista de estudios cinematogrdaficos, 34, 103-114.

recibido/received: 22.12.2021 | aceptado/accepted: 11.03.2022

Edita / Published by
EL

CAMAROTE
DE PERE
JULES

Licencia / License

ISSN 1885-3730 (print) /2340-6992 (digital) DL V-5340-2003 WEB www.revistaatalante.com MAIL info@revistaatalante.com

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

14



\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

AN INFINITY OF TACTICS.
HUSSEIN SHARIFFE’S ARCHIVE

IN MOTION*

ERICA CARTER
LAURENCE KENT

In January 2014, the Khartoum-based indepen-
dent production house and film training centre,
the Sudan Film Factory (SFF), launched the first
edition of the Sudan Independent Film Festival
(SIFF), an international event now staged annually
in January in multiple venues across Khartoum.
Described on the SIFF website as a “gateway” for
new channels of exchange between Sudanese and
global film cultures, SIFF’s week-long programme
of screenings, discussion fora and networking
events is designed “to remind people that...Su-
dan... was once renowned in the field of cinema
and....still has its heart beating for this art” (Arab
Weekly, 2019). References in calls for participa-
tion to the “revolution that is our people” align
SIFF with the democratic movements that ousted
the Islamist autocrat Omar el-Bashir in 2019. But
they also reach back to cinematic histories em-
bodied in the film oeuvre that is the focus of this
article. The Festival begins annually on January
21st: the date of the passing of the late filmmaker,
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artist, poet, writer and public intellectual Hussein
Shariffe. Shariffe is “cherished” by the Sudan Film
Factory as a filmmaker whose “human and artis-
tic values” the organisation aims to uphold, but
whose memory it wishes to “transform” into an
annual “celebration for cinema” on multiple sites
across the Sudanese capital.

SIFF is not alone in paying such warm trib-
ute to Shariffe. In his lifetime (1934-2005), Hus-
sein Shariffe came to prominence as a contempo-
rary artist working in a cosmopolitan idiom that
blended western, North African and Arab visual
languages. A vocal advocate of anti-colonial and
democratic cultural resistance, Shariffe was also
a pioneer of Sudanese independent and experi-
mental film. His artistic career began at the Slade
School of Fine Art in London, where he studied
from 1957 to 1959. He staged his first solo show
already in 1957, in London’s Gallery One; after
graduation from the Slade, he returned to Khar-
toum, working as an artist, lecturer, critic and
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documentarist, before taking on a role as Head of
Cinema in Sudan’s Department of Culture.

In 1973, Shariffe returned to London to com-
plete the experimental film The Dislocation of Am-
ber (1975), alongside Tigers are Better Looking, an
adaptation from a short story by the white Creole
modernist writer Jean Rhys, and his graduation
film from the UK National Film School in 1979.!
Moving between London and Khartoum through
the 1980s, Shariffe eventually fled into exile fol-
lowing Sudan’s 1989 Islamist military coup. His
final home was Cairo, where he continued to
perfect an art practice that roamed across disci-
plinary boundaries between film, poetry, litera-
ture and painting, or indeed cooking and interior
decor, art forms that made his many temporary
homes “never empty of colour”: open destinations,
writes his daughter Eiman Hussein, for “every-
one, family and friends” (Hussein, 2020: 88).

Hussein Shariffe died in Egyptian exile in
2005. This article centres on attempts since that
date to retrieve, archive, and recirculate his ex-
tant film works. It presents a film artist whose
oeuvre is at once singular in its visual and aural
language, resonant of specifically Sudanese his-
tories of an exile and diaspora cinema of mobili-
ty, and productive of an archive practice whose
point of departure is the very transience of its
most cherished objects, including, or perhaps cen-
trally, as we hope to demonstrate, the several un-
finished films that made up a significant portion
of Hussein Shariffe’s film oeuvre. Between 1973
and 2005, Shariffe directed and/or (co-)produced
at least nine films: the documentaries The Throw-
ing of Fire (1973), The South-East Nuba (1982), Not
the Waters of the Moon (1985), and Diary in Ex-
ile (co-directed with Attiyvat al-Abnoudi, 1993).
Alongside the visionary Tigers are Better Looking
and The Dislocation of Amber, Shariffe was work-
ing when he died on a further experimental work,
Of Dust and Rubies: Letters from Abroad. A cine-
matic interpretation of nine poems of Sudanese
exile, Of Dust and Rubies would however remain
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unfinished, as would two documentary works-in-
progress: Alwathiq, a portrait of a 1980s Sudanese
Robin Hood-esque figure executed by crucifixion
during the period of Shari’a law under the mili-
tary dictator al-Nemeiri; and Dawood, a biograph-
ical portrait of the singer Abdel-Aziz Muhammad
Dawood (aka Abu Dawood).

Shariffe’s archive shares with that of film art-
ists from other minor (experimental, independent,
diasporic) cinemas the twin problems of material
degradation and spatial dispersal (Andersson and
Sundholm, 2019: 117-119). Archival locations for
several prints have yet to be confirmed at the time
of writing, as does their status as negatives, rever-
sal film, or impaired copies which, as Lars Gustaf
Andersson and John Sundholm have suggested,
confound “the ultimate archival goal...of origi-
nality and authenticity,” since in this as in other
archives of migration and exile, original prints
are unidentified or lost (Andersson and Sund-
holm, 2019: 118). Writing on immigrant cinema
archives, Andersson and Sundholm point to the
apparent “disorder” of migrant archives “where
very few objects are related to the canonical, na-
tional, auteur-oriented cinema practice” shaping
established archive collections (Andersson and
Sundholm, 2019: 123). The task facing researchers
is thus at once pragmatic—one of assembling and
rearranging artefacts disarranged by often trau-
matic histories of displacement or expulsion—and
conceptual, involving the identification of archi-
val logics that might accommodate the uneven
and dissimultaneous histories from which the ar-
chive has emerged.

That Shariffe’s films are as geographically scat-
tered as are Anderson and Sundholm’s immigrant
archival artefacts is certain. Similarly dispersed
are the photographs, scripts, published writings,
scrapbooks, festival programmes, correspondence
and other ephemera uncovered since 2005 in pri-
vate and institutional archives across Khartoum,
Cairo, London, Oxford, Los Angeles and Berlin.
These problems of dispersal and material decay
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situate the initiatives we detail below on the one
hand within the field of minor cinema archiving
as a practice of multidirectional assemblage. Like
Andersson, Sundholm and other scholars keen
to displace migrant cinemas from ‘de margin” to
‘de centre” in Isaac Julien and Kobena Mercer’s
famous phrase, our own work on Shariffe has be-
gun by collecting and rearranging in new config-
urations the films and other material and virtual
artefacts that constitute Shariffe’s filmic legacy
(Julien and Mercer, 1988: 2). There is an open-
source archive in the making as we write; it builds
on curatorial ventures to screen and discuss Sha-
riffe’s films in globally interconnected public fora,
lending them transnational visibility through mi-
ni-retrospectives, online as well as face-to-face
discussions, and two film essays exploring the
films’ potential for new future lives.

But the work we present below also differs
from migrant or diasporic film archiving in Euro-
pean or western milieux. In projects led by Euro-
pean cinema scholars, the effort is often to secure
an “archival life” for immigrant, experimental or
political cinemas that are conventionally ban-
ished to the periphery of national film history
and heritage. The specific call in respect of cin-
emas of migrant mobility is for a “redistribution
of space” in the archive that enables recognition
of migrant cultural production and immigrant
experience within local and national public and
film culture (Andersson and Sundholm, 2019:
129).2 This model of a displacement of historical
attention from periphery to national centre sits
uneasily, however, with archive work on coloni-
al cinemas whose constitutive condition is one of
extraterritoriality and precarious national cultur-
al sovereignty.® Sudanese cinema is just one ex-
ample of a film culture born in colonial territories
in the interstices between colonial, ethnographic,
military and amateur film; shaped later by an-
ti-colonial and decolonial filmmakers migrating
restlessly between postcolony and metropole;
and reconfigured repeatedly as the postcolony
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succumbs to the duress of neo-imperial geopol-
itics and anti-democratic forces closer to home.

In the case of Hussein Shariffe, we are con-
fronted, in sum, with archival objects born into
states of displacement, situated temporally in
polycentric and overlapping histories of transna-
tional mobility and fracture, and dispersed spa-
tially around Shariffe's various stations of migra-
tion, transnational travel, and exile. Artefacts in
this archive have no single or fixed point of ori-
gin, no settled destination, and as yet, no singular
framing aesthetic or institutional logic enabling
coherent strategies of preservation, archival doc-
umentation, and recirculation. In the rest of this
article, we present a series of curatorial and ar-
chival experiments through which the group of
archivists, curators, artists, family members and
film scholars to which we belong have in recent
years explored potential archival logics, strate-
gies and tactics for Shariffe’s film archive-in- mo-
tion. Our focus is on three case studies. An open-
ing discussion of a single archival artefact—Issue
1 of Shariffe’s mid-1960s cultural journal Twenty
One—examines the geopolitics of the exilic ar-
chive, highlighting the specific challenges for
archive practice of objects born into the political
turmoil of decolonisation and Cold War. Turn-
ing secondly to Shariffe’'s last, unfinished film, Of
Dust and Rubies, we recentre attention on ques-
tions of presentation and curatorship. Since 2018
a series of transnationally circulating workshops
and research projects has developed around Of
Dust and Rubies in collaborations between the Ar-
senal Institute for Film and Video Art, Berlin, and
multiple partners across Khartoum, Cairo and
London. Framed by the Arsenal’s conceptualis-
ation of “archive work as a contemporary artistic
and curatorial practice”, these efforts to generate
through performative curatorial practice a “living
archive” for Shariffe's oeuvre began with work-
shop presentations of this remarkable film to a
range of international publics (Schulte Strathaus,
2013).
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We discuss in this context the state of incom-
pletion in which Of Dust and Rubies remains sus-
pended, and analyse curatorial approaches that
unlock the potential of such unfinished works to
meet the constitutive instability of Shariffe's dis-
persed and exilic archive with similarly fluid po-
etic and mnemonic practices of remediation and
historical refiguring. A final section of the article
outlines our plans for an open-source, hybrid dig-
ital and analogue archive of Shariffe’s film oeuvre.
That archive remains under construction at the
time of writing—so this article itself, analogously
to Shariffe’s unfinished films, remains in a state
of incompletion, drawing what must be for now
only interim conclusions, but pointing forwards
in what we hope are constructive ways towards a
future of creative uncertainty for his film oeuvre,
with all the fears and hopes that such fragile fu-
turity holds. First, however, we move back in time
to investigate one small fragment from Shariffe’s
archive: a digital copy of a 1964 journal issue that
marks both a milestone in Shariffe's contributions
to Sudanese film culture, and a test case for ar-
chive practices adequate to the history of breaks,
mobilities and transitions from which his films
emerged.

AN ARCHIVAL OBJECT IN TRANSITION:
TWENTY ONE, ISSUE |, 1964

Amongst the documents scheduled for inclusion
in our open-source archive is the first issue of
what was to have been a weekly journal edited
by Shariffe, the English-language Twenty One. A
Magazine from Africa. The journal launch fell wi-
thin a period of intense artistic productivity for
Shariffe. Following his 1960 return to Khartoum,
Shariffe taught for four years at the College of
Fine and Applied Art. Here he joined other artists
including the friend and mentor who would later
recruit him as Head of Cinema in the Sudanese
Ministry of Culture and Information, Ibrahim
el-Salahi. Like Shariffe, El-Salahi was formed ar-
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Figure I. Source: Twenty One. A Magazine from Africa, I(1).
Hussein Shariffe Family Archive

tistically through earlier encounters with trans-
national modernism; he too had studied at the
Slade, but also contributed to the influential Mba-
ri Artists and Writers Club, an experimental arts
and drama workshop in postwar Ibadan, Nige-
ria, whose participants included writers Chinua
Achebe and Gérald-Félix Tchicaya, playwright
Wole Soyinka, and the club'’s expatriate founders,
the writer/editor and painter duo Ulli and Georgi-
na Beier (Hassan, 2012: 10).

El-Salahi was a key figure in the Khartoum
School, the loose association of modernist artists
who emerged in Sudan in the late 1950s, gener-
ating work that married western modes of ab-
straction and experiment with African art as well
as Arabic calligraphy and geometry, decoration
and ornament, and poetic or spiritual practice
(Hassan, 2012). As the art historian Salah Hassan
notes, the group’s ‘complex, multifaceted, fluid”
Sudanese modernism disrupted binary distinc-
tions between West and non-West through ar-
tistic languages that blended idioms from global
modernisms with art forms from the culturally
diverse populations of post-independence Sudan.
Although polarized “for political and ideological
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reasons” into northern “Arabic” and southern “Af-
rican” cultures, modern Sudan, observes Hassan,
boasts a national culture in which “almost every
major African ethnic or linguistic group is rep-
resented” (Hassan, 2012: 15). The political think-
er Ali Mazrui has described Sudan as a nation of
“multiple marginalities” (Mazrui, 1969): a country
traversed by multifarious divisions and intercon-
nections between Arab-Islamic and African cul-
tural worlds; perched historically on the geopo-
litical margins between competing empires; and
a nation searching still for an identity capable of
encompassing what the writer Jamal Mahjoub
terms Sudan’s “heritage of criss-crossing cultur-
al hybridity” and “manifold diversity” (Mahjoub,
2018: 118)*.

Though Shariffe resisted a positioning of his
own practice within defined movements or ten-
dencies, he certainly shared with the Khartoum
School a commitment to artistic modes that mil-
itated against the “dichotomous duality” of Suda-
nese national culture (Mazrui, 1969). Visiblein the
copies of Twenty One now available in Shariffe's
emerging archive is thus a striving towards multi-
plicitous expressive structures and idioms capable
of encompassing the pluricultural and complexly
geopolitically entangled realities of mid-1960s Su-
dan. Issuelof thejournal, for instance, isarranged
in a collage structure that intersperses what ap-
pear to be Shariffe’'s own highly abstract images of
political turmoil with unattributed architectural
illustrations and design motifs. The images serve
as visual commentary on written contributions
including Shariffe’s own opening editorial, com-
missioned articles on topics ranging from Suda-
nese poetry to contemporary politics, and articles
reprinted or extracted from global press organs
commenting on the prospects for “much hoped-
for unity” in a multi-ethnic and democratic Sudan
(Shariffe, 1965).

Shariffe himself aspires in his founding edito-
rial to a “new national consciousness” that might
meld together the country’s often antagonistic
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cultural strands. Under the heading, “A Begin-
ning”, Shariffe thus offers the journal as a “bridge
between Africa and the Arab World with both
whom (sic) we inescapably have so much in com-
mon” (Shariffe, 1965: 1). The publication of Twen-
ty One in English suggests that this goal is to be
served by a politics of address that connects a
multi-ethnic and pluricultural Sudanese art prac-
tice to global publics. But perhaps most striking
about the first issue are the marks it bears of a
political catastrophe that threatens such global
connectivity. Twenty One subsists today only in
fragmentary print and digital copies discovered
thus far in London and Khartoum. Though occa-
sionally cited in political and cultural histories of
1960s Sudan, the journal is uncatalogued in the
electronic indexes of the Global North. This frag-
ile archival imprint, but also the insistent focus in
the journal’s opening issue on contemporary pol-
itics—on the “problem of the South”, a “hole in the
national charter”, “elections and after"—reflect its
origins in the then still ongoing struggle against
militarization, Arabization and Islamicization pol-
icies of Sudan’s first post-independence period of
military rule (1958 to 1964). Four months prior to
the launch of Twenty One, in October 1964, Sudan
had seen a revolt against military rule beginning
with a civilian strike by university academics and
other professionals, carried forward by a political
coalition under the umbrella of the United Nation-
al Front, and culminating in a general strike, the
end of military government, and the resignation
as Head of State in November 1964 of the military
leader General Ibrahim Abbud (El-Affendi, 2012).

Twenty One emerges, then, out of the mael-
strom of intellectual and artistic dissidence that
triggered political revolution and, eventually,
completion of the long transition from Sudanese
independence in 1956, to civilian rule and succes-
sive elections in 1965 and 1966. The prominence
in Issue 1 of the US journalist and writer Melvin J.
Lasky accentuates the Cold War context framing
thisand other anticolonial struggles across the Af-
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Figure 2. Source: Twenty One. A Magazine from Africa, I(1).
Hussein Shariffe Family Archive

rican continent. A pre-eminent figure within the
US anti-Communist Left, Lasky was renowned
for his founding editorship of two significant Cold
War cultural journals, the German Der Monat
and the English-language Encounter. Lasky also
authored the (western, white, liberal centrist) “in-
tellectual’s guidebook” to anti-colonial struggle,
Africa for Beginners (1962). His anti-Communist
commitments in the African context are visible in
a lead article for Twenty One that proselytises for
a new Farbenlehre (Goethe’s philosophy of colour):
an aesthetic theory and practice that will heal
a world “hysterically blinded by whiteness and
blackness” while avoiding the ‘new fashioned
dictatorship of the Left” that Lasky sees emerging
under African socialist leaders including Nasser
and Nkrumah (Lasky, 1965: 4).

From its very first issue, Twenty One bears, in
sum, the intersecting traces of convulsive, or what
we have termed “catastrophic” geopolitical transi-
tions and revolutionary shifts. Catastrophe as it
is understood in classical dramaturgy or liberal
history implies an end of days, from the Greek ka-
tastrophe: an overturning, or precipitous end. In
1965 Sudan, it is however the second meaning the
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term acquires in mid-twentieth century mathe-
matics that seems more apposite: catastrophe as
a seismic fracture that transverses two-, three-
and four-dimensional phenomena, shattering
existing geometries, generating unforeseen bi-
furcations, interruptions, loops, and unstable out-
comes. Twenty One is bestrewn with the visible
debris of such processes of splintering, dislocation
and spatio-temporal refiguring. A graphic image
of popular uprising accompanies Shariffe's open-
ing editorial; later, an abstract portrait of Brutus
murdering Caesar evokes the intimate violence
infesting political orders in militarized states. No-
table throughout is the staccato style and incon-
clusive tone that situates Shariffe's writing within
unfinished histories: “Facts....The source of the
trouble is really....But this simply cannot be....the
damp corners of the cabinet must be sprayed with
political flit...The Prime Minister is so far only a
conciliatory force” (Shariffe, 1965: 2). Shariffe’s ed-
itorial ends meanwhile with a caveat shows his-
torical time itself eluding capture in this moment
of turmoil, such that, “Regretfully, and because of
circumstances not under our control, some of the
material in this issue may be slightly dated” (Sha-
riffe, 1965: 2).

We see in Twenty One, in sum, an artefact
from Sudan’s 1964 revolution that surfaces in
the archive as an object in spatio-temporal tran-
sition: one that points temporally back and forth
to lost pasts and hoped-for futures, and spatially,
through its layering of anti-colonial and Cold War
references, to both local and global sites of strug-
gle over viable Sudanese futures. The questions
raised for archive practice by an artefact borninto
this state of contingent volatility relate, moreover,
not just to what we are describing as Shariffe’s ar-
chive of catastrophe, but to other collections that
carry similarly the marks of political turbulence,
cultural contestation, territorial dislocation, and
of course lost utopias—for surely Twenty One em-
bodied a utopian gesture of affirmation, launched
as it was in a moment when “so much is at stake”
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and the “popular uprising of October” was “only a
beginning” (Shariffe, 1965: 1-2).

TRANSITION, COUNTERPOINT, DEIXIS

Some recent observations on film-archival prac-
tice by the distinguished scholar of film heritage
and digital film culture, Giovanna Fossati, highli-
ght the archival strategies that may be appropria-
te for artefacts located, like Twenty One, within
spatio-temporal constellations set in motion by
fractures in the historical continuum or a shifting
of the tectonic plates of local or national (here,
Sudanese), and global histories—in the case of
Twenty One, the story of a global Cold War and
its intersections with struggles for decolonisa-
tion, nation-building, and popular sovereignty.
Discussing in a different context the convolutions
of archive histories (her focus is on media his-
tory and the analogue-digital shift), Fossati sug-
gests of conceptions of “transition” in moments of
epochal rupture that they should be understood
not teleologically, as movements between settled
ontological states, but as conditions of “‘constant
in-betweenness”: so the transition from analogue
to digital media is marked for instance as much by
simultaneities, intersections and recursive loops,
as by differences or linear developments from “A”
(analogue) to “D” (digital).

Intriguingly, Fossati suggests further that
transition, understood now not as monodirec-
tional development, but as “back-and-forth” or
circulatory movements around fluid technolog-
ical, historical and spatial constellations, may be
an “inherent characteristic of film (archival) prac-
tice” (Fossati and van den Oever, 2020: 133). Fos-
sati continues:

“transition” is a spatial term (derived from Latin

transitio, “going across”), and therefore also con-

veys a sense of ‘back-and-forth” movement...It
is that continuous back-and-forth (or dialogue or
conflation) between past and present; obsolete and
new technologies; old and new practices; and theo-
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retical frameworks developed at different points

in time and in different contexts, that has been

so central to media research disciplines, including
those that focus on....archival objects and practices

(Fossati and van den Oever, 2020: 133)>

We followed Anderson and Sundholm earlier
in pointing to the need for revised archival log-
ics capable of framing archive practice in respect
of postcolonial, diasporic or exile cinemas-in-mo-
tion. Fossati’'s observations direct attention to-
wards just such a mobile logic of archival practice
and film-historical knowledge production. The
shift she proposes from temporal to spatial archi-
val epistemologies allows a conceptualisation of
archival objects—in our case, the films and other
media artefacts and ephemera that are the lega-
cy of Hussein Shariffe—as objects in transition,
located precariously within intersecting local,
national, regional and global circulatory flows,
and demanding an archival and curatorial prac-
tice that meets their immanent, now joyous, now
traumatic fluidity with similarly mutable tactics
of retrieval, restoration and recirculation in con-
temporary contexts.

In the case of the founding issue of Shariffe’s
Twenty One, such a practice would mean inves-
tigating the journal, not as the source for an au-
teurist history of Shariffe as a giant of postwar
Sudanese film history (though he was certainly
also this), but as an artefact that reveals the con-
stitutive instabilities of the multi-sited and tempo-
rally fragmented exilic and diasporic film practice
in which Shariffe was engaged. Art and archival
historians Liz Bruchet and Ming Tiampo point
the way methodologically for such a spatially and
temporally multiform investigation in their study
of what they term the ‘contrapuntal’ relations
shaping histories of student and alumni practice
at Shariffe’'s alma mater, the Slade (Bruchet and
Tiampo, 2021). Focussing on the period “between
imperialism and decolonization” (1945-1989), Bru-
chet and Tiampo trace the careers of numerous
students attracted to the Slade “from throughout
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the British Empire and around the world” by the
institution’s secular ethos and internationalist
artistic commitments. Their description of what
they term these students’ “‘contrapuntal” practice
derives from Edward Said’'s 1984 essay “Reflec-
tions on Exile”. Said borrows this musical term to
identify exile as a cultural condition involving on
the one hand a doubling or pluralising of percep-
tion, and on the other, expressive structures that
replicate musical counterpoint with what Bruchet
and Tiampo describe as “imitative fuguels].... a
reckoning with colonial pasts from which emerg-
es a new polyphony” (Said, 2000: 398; Bruchet and
Tiampo, 2021: 6).

Bruchet and Tiampo are keen to extend Said’s
notion of contrapuntalism, moving beyond exilic
art practice to encompass diasporic and migrant
experience amongst the numerous Slade students
and alumni who shuttled between stations of mi-
gration and remigration in the postwar period of
decolonisation and Cold War. This expansion of
Said’s insights to include multiple states of migra-
tory mobility seems pertinent to an artist transi-
tioning, as did Shariffe, from the voluntary global
journeys of his early career, to exile in Egypt af-
ter 1989. Shariffe features accordingly in Bruchet
and Tiampo's research as one of numerous Slade
alumni whose ‘contrapuntal” practice confound-
ed the centre-periphery structure of imperialist
cultural thinking by asserting—as for instance
in Shariffe’s early London exhibitions—"the pres-
ence of Empire in the metropolis”. Artistic produc-
tions born of circulatory journeys around routes
of postcolonial migration and remigration, exile
and diaspora constructed meanwhile precisely
that “transnational counterpoint” to Eurocentric
art practice to which Said’s term refers. Hence for
instance the play of alternating call and response
between local and global publics initiated in Sha-
riffe’s urgent call in Twenty One for a global and
multi-voiced artistic and intellectual response
to revolution in Sudan. Hence too his use of hy-
bridizing European-African aesthetic strategies
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including remediation (as in his translation in
Twenty One of a scene from Shakespeare’s Julius
Caesar into a stark visual commentary on Suda-
nese political violence); adaptation (viz. his later
reworking in Tigers are Better Looking of a Jean
Rhys story as a comment on London'’s black Af-
rican presence); or creolization, as, again, in Sha-
riffe’s Julius Caesar image, whose robotic human
figures recall the grotesque political caricatures
of European Dada or New Objectivity, while ges-
turing simultaneously, through the overlay in the
image of a delicate leaf motif, to arabesque design
elements from Hellenic, Islamic, and Mediterra-
nean Renaissance art®

Bruchet and Tiampo's repurposing of Said on
contrapuntalism allows, in sum, a metaphorical
understanding of Twenty One as a quasi-musical
constellation of notes, chords, voices and mel-
odies that calls out to and is answered by voices
from within the multiple modernisms shaping
postcolonial cultural futures. The journal stands
in this sense as the historical trace of a specifically
Sudanese contribution, led by Hussein Shariffe,
to global cultural dialogue in a moment of decol-
onisation and imperial decline. But Twenty One’s
archival significance is by no means exhausted by
its function as a referent or index for postcolonial
cultural histories. Such archival ephemera pos-
sess a double ontology: they carry the indexical
imprint of postcolonial histories, but they have at
the same time a mobile and relational quality as
signposts, or what we will term in our next sec-
tion deictic markers (pointers) towards related ob-
jects or figures within historical ensembles.

In linguistic theory, deixis has the pragmatic
(as opposed to semantic) function of establishing
the temporal and spatial location of the enunci-
ating subject. What the Danish linguist Otto Jes-
persen termed the deictic shifters establishing
the situational context of the enunciating subject
include pronouns (‘I “we”, “they”), verb tenses,
or adverbial phrases distinguishing “here” from

» o«

“there’, “now” from “then’, “once upon a time”
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from “in the future’, and so on. Such deictic mark-
ers are everywhere evident in the first issue of
Twenty One. Shariffe repeatedly invokes the “we”
of a Sudanese people in revolt, repudiating the
“they” who are the supporters or fellow travellers
of military junta, and inviting the implied “you”
of the readerly community to stand in solidarity
with artists and public intellectuals fighting for a
democratic Sudan. The journal reveals itself thus
as a historical object situated deictically within a
mobile constellation of relations with local and
transnational cultural actors.

Put differently: Twenty Oneis enmeshed with-
in, and also helps direct and shape precisely that
back-and-forth movement across sites, practices,
human actors and ontological states which is for
Fossati a founding condition of archival objects.
In our next section however, though we continue
the investigation of the archive’s deictic utteranc-
es that Twenty One prompts, we are concerned no
longer with a print document, but a film—Shar-
iffe’'s unfinished Of Dust and Rubies—and with
archival strategies to resituate this remarkable
work within the lived relations of contemporary
transnational film culture. Deixis will be under-
stood now as a strategy that moves beyond the
linguistic, encompassing both tactics within film
language—the use of scale (the move from close-
up to long shot), onscreen and offscreen looking
relations, performance (what Béla Balazs termed
the “mute pointing” of the actor’s body), or specta-
torial address—and the performative strategies of
archival screenings that resituate this neglected
film in new spatiotemporal constellations (Balazs,
2010b: 39; Verhoeff, 2012: 572). Our interest cen-
tres on Of Dust and Rubies’ capacity to gesture
beyond its own boundaries, resisting an indexi-
cal function as the finished trace or imprint of a
postcolonial presence, and pointing instead, again
like Fossati's artefacts in transition, backwards to
fractured pasts, laterally or transversally to con-
temporaneous events and actions, and forward to
still unfolding artistic and political futures.
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EXILE AND DIASPORA IN THE LIVING
ARCHIVE: OF DUST AND RUBIES. LETTERS
FROM ABROAD

Initiatives to reassemble, recontextualise and
re-present the cinematic archive of Hussein Sha-
riffe began already shortly after hisdeath in 2005.
Efforts centred on Shariffe's third unfinished film
project, the experimental Of Dust and Rubies. Le-
tters from Abroad. First conceived in 1998 as a
visual translation of selected poems of Sudanese
exile, the film also registers experiences from Sha-
riffe’s long sojourn in Egyptian exile from 1989
to 2005. Shariffe chose far-flung locations that
evoked for him the mountain, urban, desert, plain
and riverine environments of his Sudanese home.
Like the images of water and sand that also popu-
late Shariffe’s film, locations in Of Dust and Rubies
serve as metaphorical overlays for the homeland
from which he was dispossessed: Sudan is revisi-
ted in the streets of Cairo and Alexandria; the Red
Sea to Cairo’s east; the White Desert to the west;
then back towards the capital for explorations of
the ornamental gardens of al-Qanatir. Shot over a
five-year period between 2000 and 2005, the film
subsists today only as a collection of rushes: cine-
matic refigurings of rhythms, images and tropes
from poems by exiled compatriots including Ab-
del Rahim Abu Zikra (“Departure in the Night”),
Mahjoub Sharif (“The Traveller”), and Ali Adbel
Ghayoum (“Whirlpools of the 20"Century”), to
name but a handful.

An archival document from June 2005—a
funding proposal calling urgently for posthumous
post-production support—is a first milestone in
what was to become the long story of the film's
rescue from the oblivion of incompletion. Shar-
iffe had died earlier that year, but screening in-
vitations remained open following the film's ac-
ceptance for inclusion in festival programmes at
Venice, Locarno and Fribourg. Shariffe’s daugh-
ter Eiman Hussein worked swiftly with the Cai-
ro-based artist and curator Heba Farid to assemble
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a task force under the umbrella of the film's pro-
duction house, the Khartoum Sudanese Studies
Center. The aim was to complete and premiere Of
Dust and Rubies; stage an exhibition of Shariffe’s
paintings; and publish an accompanying volume.
Collaborators included three remaining members
of the Of Dust and Rubies’ directorial team: assis-
tant director, production designer, artist and for-
mer student of Shariffe Hassaan Ahmed Ali; the
photographer Claude Stemmelin; and the produc-
tion manager and former associate of Egyptian
director Yousef Chahine, Mohamed Eissa.

Extant elements of Of Dust and Rubies includ-
ed in 2005, according to Hussein and Farid’s pro-
posal, an estimated five hours of colour footage on
35mm and Betacam; stock images scheduled for
inclusion alongside photographs of paintings by
Shariffe; an original musical score; and a record-
ing of Hussein Shariffe reading the film’'s nine
poems, slated as one possible element in a sound
montage that would augment each sequence of Of
Dust and Rubies with music, song, chant and oral
narration (Hussein and Farid, 2005). Hussein and
Farid’s ambitious timetable foresaw completion of
a first edit by November 2005. Post-production,
together with a book and exhibition, were to be
finalized in time for a March 2006 premiere at the
Fribourg International Film Festival (FIFF).

In the event, though FIFF 2006 did stage a
brief homage to Shariffe, the tribute took place
without a screening of the then still unfinished Of
Dust and Rubies. It would indeed be fully twelve
years before the film would find a public platform
and a different life in workshops and screenings
led from 2018 to 2022 by the Arsenal Institute
for Film and Video Art, Berlin. By the end of the
2010s, the Arsenal was known for pioneering ex-
periments in what the institution itself dubs “ar-
chive work as a contemporary artistic and curato-
rial practice” (Schulte Strathaus, 2013). The term
signals the core features of the Arsenal’s response
to a situation at the turn of the millennium in
which it had few resources to ride the transition
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from analogue to digital film. The Arsenal had be-
gun life as a film club, later an independent art
cinema, and, from 1971, instigator and program-
mer of the Berlinale International Forum, later
also Forum Expanded. By the early 2010s, it had
amassed a unique collection of some 10,000 inter-
national independent, experimental and political
films. But the Arsenal had no archival mandate;
prints were often degraded after long years serv-
ing the institution’s principal mission of screen-
ing for public access; and funds were lacking for
preservation, restoration and recirculating in new
formats (Schulte Strathaus, 2013: 25).

Under the guidance of its co-director, the ar-
chivist and curator Stefanie Schulte Strathaus, the
Arsenal met this apparently calamitous conjunc-
tion of scarce resources and archival decay with
strategies for a radical reinvention of film archive
practice. Since 2011, the Arsenal has staged suc-
cessive large-scale projects for a living archive
that sets film history in motion through creative
collaborations with filmmakers, artists, perform-
ers, curators, activists, writers and scholars. Akin
to other living archives that “marry the archival
and the artistic” (Sabiescu, 2020: 63), the Arsenal’s
three signal projects to date—Living Archive, focus-
ing on the Arsenal’s own collection (2011-2013),
Visionary Archive, a “collaborative translocal ex-
periment” in African film history and practice
(2013-2015), and the multi-institutional, transna-
tional, interdisciplinary cultural heritage project
Archive aulSer sich (Archives beyond/beside them-
selves, 2017-2021)—conceive the archive not as a
site of storage that “arrests time, stops all motion’,
but a platform for collaborative creative practic-
es that mobilize archival objects to produce new
senses of a history on the move (Rgssaak, 2010:
12).

The Arsenal’s engagements with On Dust and
Rubies are exemplary both of this commitment
to living histories, and of the Arsenal archive’s
self-definition as a borderless space that reach-
es “beyond itself” (auBer sich) into transnational
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and global arenas. After an approach by Heba
Farid, the Arsenal began archive and curatorial
work on this and other Shariffe titles with a two-
day workshop followed by a public presentation
within the 2019 Berlinale Forum Expanded pro-
gramme. Participants were Eiman Hussein and
Stefanie Schulte Strathaus, alongside Talal Afif,
Director of the Sudan Film Factory, President of
the Sudan Independent Film Festival, and a long-
term associate of Hussein Shariffe (including as
an actor in Of Dust and Rubies); the Egyptian film-
maker Tamer el Said; and Haytham el-Wardany,
a writing and translator born in Cairo and living
in Berlin. The five watched the rushes together
and presented first thoughts in a public screening
and panel discussion on the film’'s lived pasts and
possible futures. The workshop later itself become
peripatetic, following Shariffe’'s own transnation-
al journeys in December 2020 with a mini-series
of online screenings and panels organized within
our own London-based research project, Circu-
lating Cinema. The Moving Image Archive as An-
glo-German Contact Zone. We detail in the final
section of this essay our further hopes to bring
the workshop to Khartoum, with preparatory
steps already accomplished, including a summer
2021 student research project at King's College
London, and an essay film presentation by stu-
dent researchers Deem bin Jumayd, Niya Namfua
and Mai Nguyen at the Arsenal’s September 2021
archive festival, Archival Assembly #1.

On its virtual and analogue journeys since
2005 around new global destinations—Khartoum,
Cairo, London, Berlin—the fragmentary constel-
lation that is Of Dust and Rubies has created its
own glistering dust trail of festival and events
programmes, project proposals, databases, corre-
spondence, photographs, new audio-visual doc-
uments including event recordings and a 2021
video essay. One such document returns us to
questions of trace and deixis: to the capacity of
Of Dust and Rubies, that is, to point, precisely in
its incompleteness, towards modalities of exilic

L’ATALANTE 28 july - december 2022 125

movement embodied in Shariffe’s transnationally
dispersed cinematic archive.

The media scholar Nanna Verhoeff suggests a
distinction in archival practice between the trace
as a (sometimes nostalgically invested) “sign of
pastness” and deixis as a function that “unhinges...
pastness as an absolute”, shifting attention to the
“situatedness of [the image’s] present’, and rein-
venting the “pastness the trace carries” as “a bond
with the present moment” (Verhoeff, 2012: 582).
Verhoeff joins Senta Siewert in identifying in
the performative practice of archival screening
the potential for a re-experiencing of pastness
as a “historical sensation” oriented to future time
(Verhoeff, 2012: 583; Siewert, 2020: 108). The two
scholarsare by no meansunusual in identifying in
film as a time-based medium a capacity to revive
dormant historical time through archive screen-
ing (Wood, 2010). Specifically pertinent to Of Dust
and Rubies is however Verhoeff's understanding
of live screening as a performance that moves
archive film from a status as historical trace, to a
state of temporal heterogeneity that binds pres-
ent to past through “deixis....a destination-index,
a trace towards the future” (Verhoeff, 2012: 583).

One film work generated since 2005 by the
Arsenal’'s Of Dust and Rubies project illustrates
well this capacity of archive screenings to unan-
chor and spatio-temporally reorient what Shar-
iffe himself dubbed the “unhoused...energies” of
his exilic film practice (Hussein and Farid, 2005:
5). The 2019 Berlinale panel on Shariffe’s unfin-
ished film was recorded on film, and the footage
edited into a quietly reflective film essay by Tam-
er el Said, Of Dust and Rubies: A Film on Suspension
(2020). The film intercuts presentations by panel
participants in the 2019 workshop with silent se-
quences replaying extracts chosen by each speak-
er from Shariffe’s original rushes. Each panelist
is prompted by the extracts to reflect on memo-
ries and meanings unleashed as Shariffe’s long
dormant footage comes finally to new life. For Ei-
man Hussein, shots of marching feet, an uniden-
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tified corpse, a skeleton in the sand recall an expe-
rience of exile that was endured personally by her
father, but that remains pervasive in other global
experiences of dislocation, exile, isolation and loss.
Haytham el Wardany finds in Shariffe’'s rushes by
contrast, not the gaze of an exile, but of an im-
migrant filmmaker writing “letters from abroad”
(the film’s subtitle). Of Dust and Rubies, observes
el Wardany, reconfigures not only Sudanese but
also Egyptian memories as it breaks free of Egyp-
tian cinema’s stock urban locations, ranging in-
stead across desert and mountain landscapes, and
prompting through its evocation of a Sudanese
experience dispersed across Egypt's own most re-
mote locations, what he terms in his contribution
to the Berlinale panel new forms of "solidarity
with other forms of life”.

For Stefanie Schulte Strathaus similarly, the
seascapes she selects for screening evoke trans-
national, indeed global meanderings. The sea as
a place of unruly movement is a regular trope
in Shariffe’s film. It appears at times in turbu-
lent close up, at times in long shot as the scene
of action for figures of myth and fantasy: sirens,
mermaids, mermen—queered, outlandish, oth-
er-worldly bodies that surge into the image fore-
ground, disrupting “systematically secured” iden-
tities, suggests Schulte Strathaus, and aligned in
that sense with Shariffe’s own resistance to the
nativist identity politics of authoritarian regimes.

Knowledge in Shariffe's film, Schulte Strathaus
concludes, derives as it has in ancient mytholo-
gies since the Odyssey “from the experience of
migration”. Yet as Talal Afifi reminds the Berlina-
le audience, there is also a counter-movement
in Shariffe’s film: not Ulysses’ circular journey,
nor indeed any narrative arc suggesting a single
return, but instead a scattering to dispersed ha-
vens within the mobile “counter-space” of a glob-
al Sudanese diaspora (Gilroy, 1995). Afifi’s evoca-
tive commentary on his re-encounter with Of
Dust and Rubies is worth reprising in some detail,
since it shows more precisely the pertinence of
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accounts of deixis in the archive for a film that
enfolds the viewer, during what Francesco Casetti
terms the “effectuated act” of its exhibition, in a
shared experience of both present transnational
mobilities, and diasporic pasts (Casetti, 1998: 44).
Casetti's seminal account of deixis in film draws
on the speech act theory of J.L.Austin to stress
the relational nature of film spectatorship (Austin,
1962). Filmic enunciation, Casetti observes, mobi-
lizes both the illocutionary and perlocutionary di-
mension of communication: the capacity of image
and sound to assert, commit, declare, warn, direct
attention (illocution), and through “perlocution’,
to effect change in the viewer through persua-
sion, inspiration, imagination, remembering and
so on (Casetti, 1998: 44).

Exactly this pattern of deictic call and re-
sponse is traced by Afifi in his description of his
own viewing process. Though he is the film's lead
actor, Afifi will wait almost two decades before
seeing Of Dust and Rubies for the first time in the
Arsenal’s viewing room. The shock is immedi-
ate: the film, he tells the Berlinale audience, was
“something [ knew very well, but I was seeing it
with my eyes for the very first time...myself, my
face and features from years ago, my body”. One
reel (perhaps but not certainly Shariffe’s first) be-
gins in medias res: feet running on sand, Afifi's face
in extreme close-up, two cuts that increase the
shot distance as he looks steadily to camera. The
look is ambivalent: it holds the viewer’s attention
first through the many inferences of immedia-
cy that are characteristic of direct address—the
suggestion of intimacy, honesty or authenticity,
agency, stillness (Brown 2012). Afifi’s look also has
decolonial significance, engaging the viewer as it
does, through looking back, in what Paula Amad
terms a “visual riposte” to an order of Eurocentric
and colonial vision that claims uninterrupted vo-
yeuristic access to views of subordinate African
bodies (Amad, 2013)".

As Afifi looks to camera, he issues however
not just a challenge, but also an invitation to fu-
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Figure 3. Talal Afifi. Source: Of Dust and Rubies. Letters from Abroad

ture audiences, effecting a melding of past and
present by engaging us as viewers, and Afifi him-
self in an unmediated encounter with the face of
his own lost past. Direct address is also not the
only source of a deixis that situates viewer and
viewed in Afifi's chosen extracts in an experience
of simultaneous historical time. A shot of Afifi
on horseback galloping across a desert landscape
reengages him in a visceral experience of the pace
and tempo of a young life in Cairo: a mix of “ad-
ventures, joys, sorrows,” and what he mischie-
vously dubs “mysterious socialist groups.” Further
facial close ups, meanwhile, are no mere mirrors
for self-identification, but perform instead for
Afifi a social function as an expressive ensemble
whose movements and rhythms articulate collec-
tively shared temporalities and “supra-individu-
al” affects (Kappelhoff, 2016: 5-7; Balazs, 2010b:
109). Close shots of his own face, Afifi comments,
“flooded me with memories, scenes and pictures”:
a mnemonic stream that becomes a torrent as lat-
er images of his own walking body, or of children
playing in Cairo streets and byways evoke for Afi-
fi a diaspora of “four million Sudanese” escaping
al Bashir’s Sudan, “scattered across the alleyways,
nights, days, furnished apartments, transport and

»

cafés...”.
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Watching Of Dust and Rubies
furnishes for Afifi, then, a mem-
ory of diaspora as a space of pos-
sibility: the location of an iden-
tity that is “humane’, he says,
because it is revealed in this
film through playful experiment
and tentative movement across
the imaginary landscape of a
pluricultural, multi-ethnic and
democratic Sudan. Afifi's obser-
vations recall the British Carib-
bean scholar Stuart Hall in their
recognition of diaspora as what
Hall engagingly calls a “Humpty
Dumpty phenomenon.” Humpty

Dumpty tells a story, Hall reminds his readers, of
a shattered body that “can never be put back to-
gether again” (Hall and Schwarz, 2017: 199). Such
irreversible shattering is the fate of diasporas; yet
for Hall, as for Afifi, this violent dissemination of
bodies and cultures constitutes the diasporic con-
dition also as a site of resistance: the source of a
challenge to the “deadly, pathological impulses”
fuelling autocratic fantasies of the “elimination of
difference”; an ‘emergent space of enquiry” that
sustains (and herein lies the affinity between di-
aspora and the formal operations of filmic deixis)
a “double consciousness” of “being both here and
there”; and the destination-image for a future
that embraces the “double inscriptions” of metro-
pole and colony, centre and periphery, national
and transnational belonging (Hall and Schwarz,
2017:140-143).).

UNFINISHED FILM, UNCERTAIN ARCHIVE

Hall reaches for a filmic analogy to describe what
he finally summarises as a mode of “diasporic
thought” whose “lifeblood” is montage (Hall and
Schwarz, 2017: 177). As an unfinished film, howe-
ver, Of Dust and Rubies suggests the rather diffe-
rent, and perhaps more uncertain understanding
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of film in its relation to diasporic thin-
king with which we now conclude.

Pivotal to the experience of watch-
ing unedited rushes is, contra Hall,
precisely the absence of purposive
montage. No sealed connections exist
between shots, sequences, times and
spaces, sound and image; the film has
no sequential logic; the silence that
fills the screen evokes the absent aural
presences of music, street noise, voices,
ocean waves, the rustling wind. Film-
maker Tamer El Said speaks in the 2019
Berlinale panel of the ethical questions
raised by exposure of a work in such
unfinished form. Is this, he asks, too
intimate a revelation of the filmmak-
er in his fragility and nakedness? Or
does the film’s unfinished state mirror
Shariffe’'s approach to film itself as a
medium in flux? Does it merely evoke
more keenly an approach to cinema as
what Eiman Hussein calls Shariffe’s
modernist “tapestry” of image, music,
painting, poetry, sound, movement,
noise? Does it highlight more sharply
his films” conditions of emergence in
states of displacement; does it make
manifest in generative ways the “infin-
ity of tactics” mobilized, suggests Shar-
iffe’s anthropologist friend and collab-
orator, Sondra Hale, by artists experimenting in
extraterritorial locations with new relationships
to a sense of home (Hale, 1996)?

These questions of the ethics, aesthetics and
historicity of the unfinished film as one amongst
many archival fragments from Shariffe’'s deterri-
torialised life are addressed in the two further in-
itiatives to which we now finally turn. In summer
2021, funding was granted by King's College Lon-
don for a student research project on Shariffe's
archive. Deem bin Jumayd, Niya Namfua and
Mai Nguyen were recruited to help assemble and
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Figures 4 and 5. Source: Towards a Cinema of the Incomplete: A Video Essay on Hussein
Shariffe's Of Dust and Rubies

archive the digital artefacts amassed during our
twelve months of previous research on Shariffe.
At what became, despite pandemic conditions, an
exhilarating live event, the Arsenal’'s September
2021 Archival assembly #1 in Berlin, bin Jumayd,
Namfua and Nguyen presented their collabora-
tive Towards a Cinema of the Incomplete: A Video
Essay on Hussein Shariffe’s Of Dust and Rubies.
The essay intercuts fragments from Of Dust
and Rubies with citations from the film's poem
cycle, other archive documents, and recorded
conversations amongst the project group. Its title
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gestures to reflections from the film scholar Janet
Harbord that are quoted in an opening montage.
In her book Ex-Centric Cinema, Harbord draws
on the philosophy of Giorgio Agamben to explore
films resonant of “[aJn unlived history, that is...
not confined to a parallel track or the discrete
margins of existence but operates forcefully in
giving contour to the life that is lived, to the cine-
ma that has come to be”. In Harbord’s account, the
‘cinema that we have” appears as a social machine
or dispositif framed by the container logic of nar-
rative or genre conventions, and by the industrial
strictures of copyright law, global production and
market norms (Harbord, 2016: 2). Those norma-
tive arrangements, suggests Harbord, banish to
the realm of the “ex-centric” films by amateur,
experimental and otherwise “unauthorized” prac-
titioners of the past. Of unfinished films, she sug-
gests that these are by contrast exemplary of an
unauthorized shadow that haunts the object we
call cinema, and whose fragmentary condition re-
veals an ontological feature that is in fact imma-
nent to the film medium. Harbord continues:

Cinema is composed of fragments not only in the

sense of its multiple sequences that are strung to-

gether, but also in its framing of an image cut from

a larger whole, and again in its positioning of the

camera which can never be a totalizing point of

view but only the multiplication of infinite points
of view on an event. That is, in every act of recor-
ding, cinema demonstrates the....impossibility of
documentation, revealing incompletion as its foun-

ding condition (Harbord, 2016: 47).

Framing Towards a Cinema of the Incomplete
with this citation from Harbord, Bin Jumayd,
Namfua and Nguyen explore in their essay the
quotation’s pertinence to archive work on Shar-
iffe’'s Of Dust and Rubies. The essay’s slow pace en-
ables close attention to what Harbord might term
Shariffe’s ‘unauthorized’ experimental aesthetic.
‘I see myself essentially as a painter,” wrote Shar-
iffe, “but I also come to life as a filmmaker” (Khalid,
2020). This intermedial commitment is visible
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Figure 5. Source: Of Dust and Rubies: Letters from Abroad

in painterly images of the sea that blur into ab-
stract patterns of reflections and hidden colours;
or camera tilts upward to a setting sun, vibrant
lens flares dancing on the image surface as Sha-
riffe searches for the perfect contingent effect
of light. While these passages reveal Of Dust and
Rubies as structured around the interlinked visual
logics of modernist collage and abstraction, and
arabesqgue mosaic, repetition, scrolling and inter-
secting line, the film's debt to lyric poetry is visible
in travelling shots and montage sequences whose
rhythms mimic the cadences of its poetic anteced-
ents. The “grassy meadow of pomegranates/With
ripe branches, moist, joyful” of poet Mohammed
el Mekki Ibrahim’s “My People” thus becomes in
Shariffe’s rendering a playful montage of fruit
trees whose “branches and leaves tremble in the
breeze and glitter when touched by the light”; the
“suns that have fallen” in Mohammed al Faitory’s
lament for a tyrannised people, “Sacred Dust”, as-
sumes visual form meanwhile as a “shivering sea’,
with circles of light “resembling quivering suns”
(Shariffe, n.d)®

Philosophically then, Shariffe’s film appears
in Towards a Cinema of the Incomplete as aligned
with the “aesthetic of open-endedness” that the
unfinished film embodies (Harbord, 2016: 25). The
questions posed in our project of the ethics and
politics of archive work with Of Dust and Rubies
are by contrast less satisfactorily addressed in
Harbord’s account. ‘Ex-centric’ cinema is for Har-



\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

bord an untimely phenomenon that, while it ex-
hibits a potential to grasp realisable futures, also
sustains in what she calls its “impotentiality’—its
refusal of absorption within the cinematic ma-
chine—a “resistance” to immediate imperatives “to
be productive, compliant and identifiable as sub-
jects within a system” (Harbord, 2016: 25).
Harbord's observations have clear purchase
for the minor forms that are the “underbelly” of
commercial cinema cultures in the Global North
(Harbord, 2016: 25). They have a more troubling
resonance in postcolonial or exile cinemas caught
in too many instances between contemporary
states of industrial fragmentation, economic pre-
carity and violent dispossession, and in the case
of historical film, decay, dispersal and loss. The
dialectic of absorption and expulsion that Har-
bord identifies in western cinema cultures shapes
differently independent cinemas of the South
that emerge from their inception—and this most
poignantly, in the context of this current article,
in contemporary Sudan— into contexts of infra-
structural fragility, artistic compromise, and po-
litical violence. Harbord's observations on the
archive, too, downplay the ambivalences of the
Foucauldian account on which she draws: so
there is little in her book on what Foucault terms
the archive’s heterotopic quality—the state of joy-
ful disorder in the archive that fosters unfore-
seen kinships amongst artefacts and bodies—and
arguably too much on the archive’s disciplinary
functions: its arrest of historical time, its spatial
closure as a “scrap heap” that suspends film in a
state of unbelonging and loss (Harbord, 2016: 25).
We hope to have shown by contrast in this
article the capacity of archive work to deploy ex-
actly that “infinity of tactics” which is for Sondra
Hale the hallmark of exilic practice amongst art-
ists “no longer bound by the “homeland”,...nour-
ished by the metaphor of return” and “freed up”
to engage, as does Shariffe in Of Dust and Rubies,
with the exilic hauntings, but also the cultur-
al possibilities of new locales (Hale, 1996: 2). We
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have presented a range of projects to repossess
and reanimate artefacts “‘on suspension” in Shar-
iffe’'s archive, restoring their quality as objects in
spatio-temporal transition that gesture (“deictical-
ly”, we have proposed) backwards to submerged
pasts, sideways to unorthodox elective affinities,
and forward to future pasts. Our work continues
from early 2022 with development work on a bi-
lingual Arabic-English AtoM (Access to Memory)
open-source archive combining artefacts from
our existing digital repository, Hussein Shariffe’s
family archive, and newly collected or donated
materials. Our plans for an analogue repository
allowing public access to Shariffe’'s physical ar-
chive for audiences, researchers and practition-
ers in the Northeast Africa region remain, like
Shariffe’s films, “on suspension”. In what remains
at the time of writing a moment of agonising po-
litical turbulence in Sudan, we glimpse both in
Shariffe’s films, and in the networks of solidarity
and friendship generated by work on his archive,
a resource nonetheless for the cultural futures to
which Shariffe was dedicated, and that endure in
his still emergent archive-in-motion. W

NOTES

With thanks for in-kind and financial support to
the Arsenal Institute for Film and Video Art, Ber-
lin; the Sudan Film Factory; the German Acade-
mic Exchange Service; Birkbeck Institute for the
Moving Image; the German Screen Studies Ne-
twork; Cinepoetics Center for Advanced Film Stu-
dies, Berlin; King's College London; Eiman Hussein
and the family and friends of Hussein Shariffe.
This article is the result of the research project titled
“Cartografias del cine de movilidad en el Atlantico
hispanico” [Cinematic Cartographies of Mobility in
the Hispanic Atlantic] (CSO2017-85290-P), financed
by the Ministry of Science and Innovation - State Re-
search Agency, and with funds from the ERDF.

1 Now the National Film and Television School, fo-

llowing renaming in 1982.
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2 See also, Dagmar Brunow on migrant archives and
women's archive (Brunow, 2017).

3 Cf. Ozgur Cicek on Kurdish cinema as that without
national territory (Cicek, 2016)

4 See also, (Woodward, 2003: 2-13); Mahmoud, 2018:
118).

5  Cf. Fossati, 2018

6 Cf. Brunow on remediation (Brunow, 2017)

7 Seealso, Fanon, 1994

8  Thank you to Mai Ngyuen for her “Of Dust and Ru-
bies, Shot List” (2021)
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AN INFINITY OF TACTICS.
HUSSEIN SHARIFFE’S ARCHIVE IN MOTION

Abstract

The filmmaker, artist and poet Hussein Shariffe died in Egyptian
exile in 2005. This article centres on attempts since that date to re-
trieve, archive, and recirculate his extant film works. It presents a
film artist whose oeuvre is at once singular in its visual and aural
language, resonant of specifically Sudanese histories of an exile and
diaspora cinema of mobility, and productive of an archive practice
whose point of departure is the very transience of its most cherished
objects. We discuss in this context the state of incompletion in which
many of his films remain suspended, and analyse curatorial approa-
ches that unlock the potential of such unfinished works to unlock
the unrealised potentials of Shariffe’s dispersed and exilic archive.
We further outline our plans for an open source archive of Shariffe’s
film oeuvre. That archive remains under construction at the time
of writing—so this article itself, analogously to Shariffe’'s unfinished
films, remains in a state of incompletion, drawing what must be for
now only interim conclusions, but pointing towards a future of crea-
tive uncertainty for his film oeuvre, with all the fears and hopes that

such fragile futurity holds.
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UNA INFINIDAD DE TACTICAS.
EL ARCHIVO EN MOVIMIENTO DE HUSSEIN
SHARIFFE

Resumen

El cineasta, artista y poeta Hussein Shariffe murié en el exilio en
Egipto en 2005. El presente articulo se centra en los intentos rea-
lizados desde entonces por reunir, archivar y volver a poner en cir-
culacion las obras cinematograficas que aun se conservan de él. Pre-
senta a un artista cinematografico cuya obra destaca por emplear un
lenguaje audiovisual particular, remitir a historias especificamente
sudanesas de un cine de movilidad del exilio y la didspora y generar
una practica de archivo cuyo punto de partida es la propia transi-
toriedad de sus objetos mas preciados. En ese contexto, repasamos
el estado inacabado en el que muchas de sus peliculas permanecen
suspendidas, y analizamos perspectivas curatoriales que dan rienda
suelta al potencial que esas obras inacabadas tienen para, a su vez,
dar rienda suelta a los potenciales del archivo disgregado de exilio
de Shariffe. Mds adelante resumimos nuestro plan de creacion de un
archivo abierto de la obra cinematografica de Shariffe. Durante la
redaccion de este articulo, el archivo sigue en construccion, de modo
que este mismo articulo, de forma analoga a las peliculas inacabadas
de Shariffe, permanece en estado inacabado, extrayendo lo que por
ahora deben ser tan solo conclusiones provisionales, pero apuntando
a un futuro de incertidumbre creativa para su obra cinematografica,

con todos los temores y esperanzas que alberga un futuro tan fragil.
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USES OF THE ARCHIVE IN SPANISH
POST-COLONIAL DOCUMENTARIES*

MIGUEL FERNANDEZ LABAYEN
ELENA OROZ

I. COLONIAL IMAGINARIES, ARCHIVES
AND POST-COLONIAL DOCUMENTARIES
IN SPAIN

Although Spanish colonialism continued right
up to the final third of the 20th century, Spain’s
memory of its colonial past is practically non-ex-
istent, particularly in relation to its last outposts
in Equatorial Guinea (until 1968) and North Afri-
ca (until 1975). In the specific case of cinema, the
volume and substance of cultural representations
of different colonial regions, historical periods
and political developments in metropolitan Spain
has been quite uneven. For example, North Africa
played a key role in the discourses that triggered
the regeneration of the raza espanola (the “Span-
ish race”) during the early 20th century, the Span-
ish Civil War, and the Franco dictatorship (Garcia
Carrion, 2016; Martin-Marquez, 2011), resulting
in a visual and cinematic culture that served as
a vehicle for nationalist discourses and racial and
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gender stereotypes more familiar to the public
than those related to Spanish Guinea (Ortega,
2001; Elena, 2010; Martin-Marquez, 2011).

In the contemporary post-colonial context, the
country’s colonial legacy in Africa has been ex-
plored in only a handful of recent Spanish films. It
is both significant and indicative that the ground-
breaking film Black Island (Lejos de Africa, Cecilia
Bartolomé, 1996) was considered a difficult work
to analyse, due not only to its complex produc-
tion and development process but to its status as a
kind of orphan piece, making it hard to place in a
tradition that it could “dialogue with, break away
from, challenge or resist” existing in a territory
“‘unconquered by both the popular imagination
and the more prominent academic and cultural
discourses” (Ortega, 2001: 87-88).

Two decades later, in a socio-political context
in which Spanish colonialism is still absent from
school curricula and only just beginning to creep
into public debates, there is an increasing number
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of audiovisual productions dealing with the colo-
nial legacy in Africa, although some of these take
positions aligned with neo-colonial perspectives
(Santamaria Colmenero, 2018). Series such as The
Time in Between (El tiempo entre costuras, Antena
3, 2013-2014) and films such as Palm Trees in the
Snow (Palmeras en la nieve, Fernando Gonzalez
Molina, 2015), adapted from the novels of the same
name by Maria Duenias and Luz Gabés, respective-
ly, and animated documentaries like One Day I Saw
10,000 Elephants (Un dia vi 10.000 elefantes, Alex
Guimera, Juan Pajares, 2015) constitute a selection
of stories that Sara Santamaria Colmenero argues
‘draw on narrative strategies used previously in
novels and films about the Spanish Civil War and
the Franco dictatorship, with the aim of restoring
the public memory of former colonists, justifying
their participation in the colonial system and as-
serting their historical legitimacy” (2018: 447).

In contrast with these offerings imbued with
nostalgia and exoticism, in the realm of non-fic-
tion we can find numerous productions that offer
a less favourable view of Spanish rule in Guinea,
Morocco and the Sahara. These include Memoria
Negra [Black Memory] (Xavier Montanya, 2006),
Western Sahara (Left Hand Rotation, 2013), El ojo
imperativo [The Imperative Eye] (Maria Ruido,
2015), The Impossible Cities (Las ciudades imposi-
bles, Chus Dominguez, 2018), Manolirio Nguema
(Antonio Grunfeld Rius, 2019), the webdoc Pro-
vincia 53 (Laura Casielles, 2020) and Memorias de
ultramar [Overseas Memories] (Carmen Bellas, Al-
berto Berzosa, 2021), although this is by no means
an exhaustive list. Others that could be added
include the exhibitions commissioned by Juan
Guardiola, such as Colonia apécrifa [Apocryphal
Colony] (2015) and Provincia 53. Arte, territorio y
descolonizacion del Sahara Occidental [Provnce 53:
Art, Territory and the Decolonisation of Western
Sahara] (2018), which featured contemporary ar-
tistic videos alongside propaganda films.

This boom, associated with the progressive re-
ception and acceptance of post-colonial criticism
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THE ARCHIVES, IN THE FORM OF MEMOIRS,
ARE PRESENTED AS A MEANS OF ALMOST
COMPLETELY TRANSPARENT ACCESS TO
THE PAST

in the arts, has only just begun to have an im-
pact on scholarly discussion of the contemporary
documentary in Spain (Martin-Marquez, 2011;
Cerdan & Ferndndez Labayen, 2013; Guardiola,
2017). These studies have focused on independ-
ent and/or artistic non-fiction and have helped
to anchor the theoretical discussion dealing with
these practices and to begin mapping recent doc-
umentary production that could be described as
post-colonial. Specifically, Guardiola (2017) anal-
yses a selection of works associated with video
art that focus on the Latin American context,
addressing issues of post-colonial historiography,
epistemology, subjectivity and geography.

The aim of this article is to contribute to this
field of study with the analysis of three recent
documentaries that focus on the asymmetries
arising from imperialist logic to examine person-
al, scientific and/or institutional colonial contexts
from a perspective close to post-colonial criticism
of the archive. The films analysed here are Africa
815 (Pilar Monsell, 2014), a family documentary
exploring Orientalist imaginaries associated with
Western Sahara; On the Names of the Goats (De
los nombres de las cabras, Silvia Navarro, Miguel
G. Morales, 2019), an essay film about the pro-
jections of the colonial imaginary on the Canary
Islands; and A Storm Was Coming (Anunciarion
tormenta, Javier Fernandez Vazquez, 2020), a
historiographical study of colonial domination
over the Bubi people in Equatorial Guinea.. These
films all belong to the aforementioned list of doc-
umentaries that tie in with post-colonial theory?!
and their distribution has occupied an interstitial
space between independent documentary circuits
and museums (Guardiola, 2017). This is certainly
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the case of Africa 815, which was subsequently
adapted for exhibition at the Virreina Centre de
la Imatge in Barcelona under the title Africa 815:
Paraiso perdido [Africa 815: Paradise Lost] (2017),
while On the Names of the Goats is a successor to a
video installation titled Torrente de piedra quemada
[Torrent of Burnt Stone] (2017), which also drew
on the film and audio archives of the Canarian
anthropologist Diego Cuscoy.

In theoretical terms, this study adopts the con-
cise definition of post-colonial cinema proposed
by Sandra Ponzanesi (2017), as a conceptual space
that opens up occluded frames and proposes an
engagement with the visual that is de-colonised,
becoming a mode of relational representation to
make room for what are often repressed, omitted
or unofficial histories, both of nations and of sub-
altern communities or groups. On the other hand,
the archive is conceptualised here in line with
contemporary approaches inspired by the “archi-
val turn” which understand colonial archives as
techno-social devices that at once produce and
exclude cultural facts and identities (Stoler, 2002,
2009). Based on the foundational work of Michel
Foucault (2002) and Jacques Derrida (1995), these
perspectives take the archive as a concept that not
only regulates historical discourses and establish-
es epistemic hierarchies, but also houses “records
of uncertainty” (Stoler, 2009) about their own sta-
tus. In short, these perspectives highlight the fact
that the colonial archive constitutes a conceptu-
ally privileged space for subversive readings that
can shed light on the gaps in history, give them
form, and offer possible opposing views (Burton,
2006; Stoler, 2002 and 2009; Amad, 2010).

With this conceptual framework, the analysis
offered here focuses on the creative uses of the ar-
chive that are visible in the films—their arrange-
ment and conversion into filmic material— and on
the representations of colonial otherness present
in the footage used, based on persistent colonial
tropes intended to naturalise racial, national and
gender differences (Shohat, 1991). These readings
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also facilitate the exploration of what Paula Amad
(2013) calls “the history of colonial structures
of seeing” as a way of understanding and ques-
tioning violent formulas of domination and their
visual expression in cinema and photography.

2. AFRICA 815: THE OTHER IN THE FAMILY
ARCHIVE

Pilar Monsell’s first feature film, Africa 815,
explores the life of her father, Manuel Monsell,
focusing on his homosexual relationships, chiefly
with Maghrebi men during his military service in
the Sahara in 1964. The director alternates inter-
views with her father at his seaside apartment in
Malaga with archive material consisting of Ma-
nuel’s memoirs, family albums, snapshots stored
in boxes and Super-8 films of his parent’s travels.
As the filmmaker herself describes it, the film
functions as “a genealogy of a family’s colonial
romanticism” (personal interview, 2 November
2021), taking an approach to her father’s past as a
formula for making sense of his decisions.

The film begins with a prologue showing
moving images of the sea, while Monsell tells his
daughter about a dream he had about the destruc-
tion of Barcelona, the city where she lives. This is
followed by some Super-8 footage of a seagull fly-
ing, of a young Manuel in a swimsuit on the beach
with one of his children in his arms, and of Ma-
nuel sleeping in his bed in Malaga. His memoirs
are then presented in a frontal view on screen
(Figure 1), as an elaborately bound book bearing
his name and the title of the text: My Memoirs.
Volume II, 1957-1976. La vie en rose. Next, we see
the director’s hands leafing through the book,
passing over the copyright registration certificate,
the table of contents, and a few other pages. This
image fades to black and we hear Monsell herself
reading in a voice-over: ‘I joined the army on the
5th of March 1964: the day of my liberation.” At
the end of this sentence, a photo of a 27-year-old
Manuel appears, marching as the first in a long
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Figure I. Visualisation of father’s memoirs in Africa 815

line of Spanish soldiers in the desert. The voice-
over continues to discuss Manuel's experience of
“liberation”: “My number was 815; my destination:
El Aaiun, Sahara. I was overjoyed because all my
wishes had come true: to go as far away as possi-
ble from Madrid and from home, to see the Afri-
can continent and make use of my medical degree
for the first time”

In these first minutes there is a careful inser-
tion and arrangement of personal archives and,
by extension, archives of the Monsell family. The
archives, in the form of memoirs, are present-
ed as a means of almost completely transparent
access to the past. It is a past that functions as a
continuous present for the audience, who gradu-
ally become aware of Manuel's other desires: to be
surrounded by attractive young men and be able
to engage in sexual relations with them. In this
return to a formative period and to his everyday
experiences in Africa, the film draws us into Mon-
sell's memories, which give meaning to his love
life, professional life, and of course, family life.
By playing this way with the written and visual
texts from Manuel's past and his statements in
the present, we come to see how he made use of
his professional authority (physician), his greater
life experience (27 years old when he arrived in
the Sahara, some six years older than most of his
companions) and his hegemonic racial and social
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position (white and wealthy, compared
to the lower-class Moroccan youths he
mixed with) to exploit this colonial desti-
nation for sexual purposes.
The function of the archive here
is that identified by Derrida (1995: 36):
“The archive is not, we repeat, a ques-
tion of the past. [...] It is a question of the
future, the question of the future itself,
the question of a response, of a promise
and of a responsibility for tomorrow.
It is with this objective that Monsell
wrote, recorded, bound and distributed
his various volumes of memoirs, in the
hope, as he states in the dedication in Volume 3,
that his three children would read them. This fu-
ture dimension of the archive is documented by
the director, who organises this legacy as a kind
of personal response to the family breakdown de-
scribed in her father’s diaries.

At the same time, through a meticulous se-
lection of materials, the film involves us in Ma-
nuel’s experiences, which function as surprising
revelations for the viewer, a series of sexual and
family histories that appeal for our response. The
intention of this appeal, operating through the di-
rector’s reading of excerpts from the memoirs, is
not so that we might pass judgement on his life,
but to position us as an audience sympathetic to a
man who on several occasions recognises his own
failure. This sensation is accentuated all the more
by the contrast between the wanderings and ex-
periences of the young Manuel, with an identity
in constant physical and emotional flux—in his
travels around Africa, but also when with his
wife—and the sedentary existence of Manuel to-
day, now old and practically immobile in his sea-
side home.

Unsurprisingly, previous studies of the film
have identified the formal and narrative strate-
gies developed by the filmmaker as key to the con-
struction of the tension between proximity and
distance for her father and the issues explored
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(Oroz, 2017; Thomas, 2020). The director oper-
ates as an intermediary for the spectator and as
a character, albeit a supporting one, in Manuel's
Orientalist queer story. As its synopsis suggests,
the film is constructed around Pilar’s encounter
with “the paradise lost to which he will attempt
to return” (Monsell, 2015). The colonial trope of
the paradise lost is reinforced by the air of reverie
that pervades the film, from the dreams of the old
Manuel that begin and end the film to the fanciful
nature of his life goals. Manuel'’s liberation in the
Sahara, where he gives free rein to his homosexu-
al passions, ties in with what José Esteban Muroz
(2009), in his reconsideration of post-Stonewall
queering processes since the late 1960s, would de-
scribe as a “utopian feeling” and “futurity” gener-
ated by queerness. It is tempting to read Manuel's
African period as a collective sexual explosion,
a kind of homoerotic celebration outside the pa-
triarchal heterosexuality of Francoism, although
culturally and socially tolerated within certain ex-
pressive limits (Martin-Marquez, 2011). However,
Manuel's subsequent cloistered life upends this
possibility and confines it to the space of individu-
al utopia, as a possible example of the breakdown
of the homosexual dream and of Spanish-African
coexistence in the body of the Spanish nation.

It is in these terms that Gustau Nerin (2017)
has criticised the film for naturalising the posi-
tion of “colonial and economic domination” of the
protagonist, a victim of the homophobic Spanish
establishment, while “rendering the submission
of the Saharans invisible” This reading questions
the film’s critical capacity as a post-colonial arte-
fact. In other words, in this story about the family
institution, it is important to evaluate the place
given to those other subjects: the friends and lov-
ers in whom the colonial tensions and dynamics
were perpetuated.

On the narrative level, as noted above, the
documentary plays with Manuel's transnational
odyssey, beginning in 1964 with his wild youth-
ful passions, continuing in the 1970s with the
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silent, distanced trips he made with his wife,
and culminating in the mutual exploitation and
disappointment with his Maghrebi lovers in the
1980s, as a prelude to his solitude and progres-
sive physical decline. In filmic terms, this trans-
national mobility is refilmed by Pilar Monsell by
capturing and reframing images of her father.
In these snapshots—showing Manuel posing and
smiling, confident, surrounded by colleagues, pa-
tients and friends—we find an extension of colo-
nial visual practices that place Moroccan boys in
a scene with camels, sand dunes and palm trees
serving as an exotic background (Figure 2). As
Sarah Thomas (2020) suggests in her analysis
of the film, the men accompanying Manuel look
at the camera in a way that seems to challenge
the spectator. This constitutes an echo of what
Paula Amad calls “visual riposte”, referring to the
visual response of the colonised bodies captured
by Monsell's cameras, embodying an “ethical in-
tent to return, or at least to interrogate, the gaze”
(2013: 52). The attention that the filmmaker gives
to these moments exposes the plurality of gazes,
ranging from Manuel's blissful happiness to the
less enthusiastic and more guarded expressions
of the young men who embrace him. This trian-
gulation of gazes—photographed subjects, camera
and spectators— gives rise to a unique process of
recognition that contains a high level of estrange-
ment literally generated by what Sara Ahmed
(2000) calls “the encounter with the stranger” (or
foreigner). These encounters, which as Ahmed
notes never occur on equal or harmonious termes,
unleash a series of tensions beginning with sex-
ual identity (Manuel's) and family identity (Pilar
and Manuel’s) and ending with the economic, ro-
mantic and racial conflicts arising from Manuel's
asymmetrical social and emotional relationships
with his Maghrebi lovers. It is in this sense that
the film functions as a post-colonial documentary
and invites us to reflect on how colonialism oper-
ates, its permeability and complexity when artic-
ulating any stable identity based on the colonial
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Figure 2. Asymmetries of the colonial gaze in Africa 815

project. As Ahmed suggests, “we need to ask how
contemporary modes of proximity reopen prior
histories of encounter” (2000: 13). In this sense,
the work on the family archive in Africa 815 facil-
itates a reassessment of the coding and construc-
tion of these boundaries between personal, fam-
ily and stranger that are founded on Orientalist
tropes of colonial otherness.

3. ON THE NAMES OF THE GOATS: MEDIA
ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE ENCOUNTER WITH
OTHERNESS

On the Names of the Goats is a documentary con-
structed exclusively on the basis of film footage,
photographs and audio recordings of wvarious
kinds, compiled over two years through a labori-
ous search for colonial images associated with the
Canary Islands in Spanish and international pri-
vate and public archives. While in the context of
colonial encounters Monsell explores visual tech-
nologies primarily in order to problematise subjec-
tivity from an intersectional perspective, Navarro
and Morales stress the role they play in the con-
struction of a “specular antagonism” (Amad, 2013:
50). The film juxtaposes audio and visual record-
ings without clearly identifying sources or dates,
offering a multi-layered story that somewhat
cryptically expresses a wide range of discourses
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on Canarian cultural identity—its consolidations
and resignifications—based on the prevailing co-
lonial logic in political and scientific discourse.

The unifying theme is the audio and visual re-
cordings taken by the archaeologist and anthro-
pologist Diego Cuscoy (1907-1987), whose studies
of the Canary Islands’ Indigenous Guanche peo-
ple and rural society had a huge impact on the
archipelago’s collective imaginary (Gil Hernan-
dez, 2021). As Silvia Navarro points out (personal
interview, 17 November 2021), Cuscoy’s research
was immersed in a complex discourse marked by
fantasies about the primitive Other. In his first au-
dio recording, he characterises himself as a kind
of adventurer-explorer, an image that inevitably
evokes the idea of the bearer of civilisation and
truth (Fanon, 1967: 188). While we see shots of his
team exploring caves, he tells us in a voice-over:

For me, archaeology has never been an end but
a means. What has concerned me is the human
experience of this man who preceded us. The
pre-Hispanic past of the Canary Islands seemed
enthralling to me [...]. It is about bringing two
worlds face to face: the world of the Conquistadors
and the world of the Aboriginals.

This disjunction between Indigenous and col-
oniser has already been hinted at in the opening
sequence, which suggests a continuum between
colonialism and Cuscoy’s scientific praxis, as he
describes his purpose as being to “demonstrate the
powerful force of the ways of life of the Guanches
and how they resisted the pressure of other ways
that were strange to them” (Gil Hernandez, 2021:
232). The film begins with a series of black-and-
white shots taken from the sea that highlight the
isolated nature of the island and its rugged terrain.
This is followed by titles from a news program al-
ternating with shots from a fiction film about the
conquest of the Americas. While the images evoke
the colonial trope of a terra incognita, the interti-
tles in English point out how the conquest of what
had once been virgin territory resulted in a radi-
cal transformation in the name of progress, where
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the ancient dwellings of the Guanches (the caves)
were replaced with architectural constructions.

Cuscoy’s interviews and his choice of inform-
ants—mostly goatherds, an occupation invariably
associated with the image of the Guanche—reflect
the exoticism that the anthropologist Fernando
Estévez Gonzalez (2011) suggests has character-
ised ethnographic approaches to the archipela-
go: “Since the Conquest, the numerous travellers
who have come to the islands, upon finding noth-
ing appealing in the ‘living’ and ‘real’ Canaries,
have quenched their thirst for the exotic with
the ‘dead’ and ‘imagined’ Aboriginals” (Estévez
Gonzalez, 2011: 151). Cuscoy’s audio recordings
convey some vagueness and inconsistency in the
contemporary goatherds’ responses to questions
about the diet, religious beliefs and funeral rites
of the Guanches. However, as the film suggests, it
is the very same data collection techniques—in-
terviews and visual documentation of customs,
sometimes performed specifically for the cam-
era’—that produce a kind of animation or updating
of the object/subject of study, so that the goat-
herds at once confirm and become a form of sur-
viving primitive otherness in the modern world.
[lustrative in this sense are the introductions/
classifications that Cuscoy offers of his interview-
ees, emphasising their physiognomy and charac-
ter, or their tools and larders located in caves. In
consonance with recent observations by Roberto
Gil Hernandez about the Guanche imaginary, the
film suggests that they do not exist but “persist in
the form of feelings that are transferred between
bodies and objects that still evoke their memory”
(2021: 223).

Similarly, the compiled and remixed visual
archives, which presumably cover a period from
1920 through to the 1970s, document goatherds
and peasants of both sexes carrying out their
everyday tasks, as well as objects that evoke the
memory of their ancestors, found in archaeolog-
ical excavations (ceramics, mummies and skulls)
and subsequently catalogued and exhibited. The
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phantasmal quality of these vestiges is under-
scored by the sporadic insertion of decaying film
footage (Figure 3) and an electronic soundtrack
that adds a sense of eeriness to the archival ma-
terial.

The archaeological imaginary is foregrounded
after another of Cuscoy’s monologues about the
impact that the arrival of Sabino Berthelot (1794-
1880) had on the ethnographic study of the Ca-
nary Islands, after the “discovery of Cro-Magnon
man in 1868 and the observation of the similari-
ty between Cro-Magnons and the Guanches”” In-
deed, as Estévez Gonzdlez (2011) points out, it was
thanksto hiswork that Canarian ethnography was
founded on raciology and the supposed advances
of craniometric techniques, thereby adopting the
teleological, racial and national principles of mo-
dernity. As an ironic comment, the film includes
an interview Cuscoy conducted with a goatherd
whom he asks to list the names they use to clas-
sify different types of goats (hence the film’s title),
a taxonomy that proves amusing for its precision
and length. Superimposed over the list is a series
of frontal shots of goatherds and banana pickers
captured by a voyeuristic camera, inviting us to
decode their physiognomy in an echo of a previ-
ous shot (Figure 4) accompanied by a voice-over of
an announcer in an old Spanish newsreel assert-
ing that “among these women [female workers] we
can see good examples of the primitive race.” This
sequence not only exemplifies how the visual rep-
resentation of racial and colonial Others was de-
fined by a logic drawn from zoology (Amad, 2013;
Burton & Mawami, 2020), but also (like Monsell's
film) offers a series of “visual responses” charac-
teristic of post-colonial intellectual and artistic ap-
proaches to such archives, concerned with identi-
fying moments when the subjects consciously and
defiantly return or rebuff the colonial gaze, which
have been interpreted as expressions of subaltern
scopic agency (Amad, 2013: 56).

As discussed above, this documentary pre-
sents the Guanches as a colonial trope based on



\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

Above. Figure 3. Phantasmal quality of Guanche remains in On
the Names of the Goats
Below. Figure 4. Racial taxonomies in On the Names of the Goats

the complex positioning of the archipelago in the
early period of Spanish/European colonialism in
the 15th century and its consolidation in the 19th
century thanks to anthropology. The final pillar
in this articulation of colonialism would be the
Franco dictatorship’s “Segunda Conquista de Ca-
narias”, a “second conqguest” based on increased
economic and political intervention by the Span-
ish State, cultural standardisation and a revival of
the pre-colonial past for the purposes of Spanish
ultranationalism (Gil Hernandez, 2021). The film
includes audio recordings of the dictatorship's
first propaganda material, which, founded on the
Falangist principle of a destiny united by a global
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mission, depicts a singular vision of the nation’s
past by positioning the archipelago as an inter-
section between the African continent and the
Americas on the basis of its crops:
Tomatoes and bananas, red and yellow, are the
Spanish flag on the islands. The Canarian tomato
brought by our Conquistadors from the Americas
[...]. Cochineal provided by our African empire.
Through this propaganda presented in its fi-
nal section, the film renders explicit the conno-
tations of gender typical of imperialist rhetoric
(Shohat, 1991), rife with metaphors such as the
fertility of the occupied land thanks to the heroic
and patriotic intervention of the Spanish, and of
course the spiritual mission of Spanish expansion-
ism based on repeated references to the Virgin of
Candelaria, embraced as a patron by the obscure,
polysemic primitive Guanches regardless of the
obvious contradictions with other deities. While
at the beginning of the film Cuscoy is introduced
emerging from a cave (presumably unveiling
the enigmas of the mysterious native), the final
shot shows him entering another grotto, hinting
at the uncertain and specular nature of his pro-
ject. At the same time, the filmmakers expose the
colonial archive—anchored here at the intersec-
tions between anthropology, popular culture and
nationalism—as a space that can be challenged
(Stoler, 2009), while also providing evidence, par-
aphrasing Ella Shohat (1991), of the implicitly ar-
chaeological function of visual technologies for
deciphering buried civilisations.

4. A STORM WAS COMING: BIAS OF THE
ARCHIVE AND ORAL COUNTER-MEMORY

Our final object of study is A Storm Was Coming, a
film that arose out of Javier Fernandez Vazquez's
interest in visual anthropology and historical
memory in Spain (Maldonado, 2020). The latter
is a topic he had explored previously in his films
as part of the Los Hijos collective, together with
Natalia Marin and Luis Lopez Carrasco, such as
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Figures 5 and 6. Estrangement effects of the archive in A Storm Was Coming

Los Materiales [The Materials] (2009), a reflexive
documentary that depicts the futile attempts of
filmmakers to collect definitive memories of the
Spanish Civil War (Cerdan, Ferndndez Labayen,
2017) and Enero, 2012 o la apoteosis de Isabel la
Catdlica [January 2012 or the Apotheosis of Isa-
bella the Catholic Queen] (2012), a film included
in Guardiola’s study mapping post-colonial cin-
ema in Spanish (Guardiola, 2017). The collective
would return to the theme of Spanish colonial-
ism in Arboles [Trees] (2013), which recounts
legends of resistance by the Bubi people, as well
as assimilation measures in the form of missions,
prisons, and the construction of cities.
Fernandez Vazquez's first feature film on his
own interrogates Spanish colonialism in Equato-
rial Guinea, a process involving a policy of segre-
gation that began in the second half of the 19th
century and came to an end upon independence
in 1968. The film focuses on a paradigmatic epi-
sode in Spain’s violent repression of the Bubi peo-
ple (Garcia Cantus, 2008; Siale Djangany, 2016)
on the island of Fernando Poo (now Bioko): the
capture and death, under suspicious circumstanc-
es, of King Esdasi Eweera (1899-1904) due to his
refusal to submit to Spanish authority. After an
introduction that describes the use of force by
Claretian missionaries in 1882—carried out by the
krumanes (African labourers in Spain’s service)—
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to get the Bubi to join the mission, we are shown a
series of photos from the General Archives of the
Administration, carefully composed to give par-
ticular emphasis to the symmetry of the space, its
labyrinthine nature and the vast quantity of doc-
uments it holds. A post-production effect has add-
ed sound to the image of a passageway (Figure 5),
giving the whole institution a spectral quality: the
archives as the structure of the modern-colonial
State. A slow fade-in from white reveals a dossi-
er titled “File 59, Detention and Death of Bokuto
Sas” containing the official documentation of the
case. This visual effect will be repeated every time
we are shown archive photographs of the scenes
of the case (Figure 6), such as the mission in Con-
cepcion or the hospital and dungeon at the port of
Malabo, which are gradually superimposed over
images of them today, hinting at the oblivion that
casts a shadow over this episode of history and,
by extension, over Spanish colonialism in general.

With these manipulations, as simple as they
are effective, the shots establish an approach to
historical documents in line with the aforemen-
tioned post-colonial perspective as described by
Stoler (2009), applied precisely to the bureaucratic
archives of the colonial State. As Stoler suggests,
any examination of the complex government
technologies inscribed in the archive requires a
consideration of the biased nature of the records,
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identifying the possibilities of enunciation, the
endorsement of certain narratives, the repetition
of testimonies along the chain of command and
the authorities that validate the production of the
archive itself (Stoler, 2009: 21). In short, as Fou-
cault (2002) would point out, it requires decoding
the system for what can be expressed.

Whenever the file is presented, its content
is recited word-for-word by different Spanish
actors, recorded in a studio on the director’s in-
structions. Each actor gives a voice to one of the
colonial authorities who prepared the reports: the
Civil Guard, the governor, the court official for the
Spanish Territories, and the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, in an effort to clarify the circumstances
of Eweera’s death and the presumable discon-
tent of the Bubi. These reports, as Siale Djangany
(2016: 181) argues, express a ‘Thetoric of dissimu-
lation and the lyricism of bad taste” exhibited by
the Spanish authorities on the island as a prereg-
uisite for their impunity. Fernadndez Vazquez has
suggested that these documents can be read as
“the script for the cover-up of a crime” (Maldona-
do, 2020). The film exposes the contradictions
between the testimonies, the invalidation of one
authority to the benefit of another, and the ab-
sence of key witnesses, such as the African corpo-
ral of the Civil Guard who arrested Eweera. What
Stoler calls the “hierarchy of credibility” (2009:
23) is constructed here on the basis of absences,
inconsistencies and misrepresentations aimed at
protecting the political and religious authorities,
concealing the violence and the selective, puni-
tive extermination of the Bubi.

Towards the end, a title informs us of a di-
rect consequence of this episode: the creation of
the Organic Statute of the Local Administration
(1904), establishing that “the natives may be re-
quired to work for the public administration’
This would be just one clause in a new law that
established the Patronato de Indigenas to manage
the workforce, placing the natives under the pro-
tection and guidance of the Claretian Missions
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(Garcia Cantus, 2008). While the prologue already
foreshadowed the prominent role played by the
Claretians in the assimilation of the Bubi (through
religious submission in order to integrate them
into the system of production), the inclusion of
an excerpt from the Hermic Films production Una
cruz en la selva [A Cross in the Jungle] (Manuel
Hernandez Sanjuan, 1946) reinforces this idea,
with the pompous voice-over describing the mis-
sionaries as “the vanguard of our spiritual empire
in the world”

In addition to examining the production of the
archives and their effects, A Storm Was Coming
contrasts the reading of the files against sequenc-
es that document the oral memory of the Bubi
people. The film includes the agreement reached
with two of the participants: the filmmaker can
record their voices, but not their images; instead,
he uses shots of the locations where the main
events took place. This collage of overlapping
memories—which at times, we can infer, are re-
called collectively—undermines the colonial nar-
rative. The recount is filled with details that call
into question the official version, underscoring
the punitive nature of the king's death and the
consequences of a repression whose violence in-
tensified in 1910 (Garcia Cantus, 2008): a policy of
silence and erasure. The absence of images of the
interviewees extends to a meticulous use of pho-
tographic archives characteristic of post-colonial
readings, which simultaneously affirm and deny
the colonial gaze for the contemporary audience.
In this way, the photographs documenting the
subjugation of the population are shown for only
a few frames before suddenly fading to black.
If, as Amad ultimately suggests (2013: 64), the
‘returned gaze” is the effect of certain modes of
seeing by a historically and/or racially distanced
spectator, the director undermines this mitigating
possibility that the archive could offer.

In short, while revealing how the Spanish co-
lonial State, which at the beginning of the 20th
century still had to be propped up, effectively in-
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formed personal memories, this film presents it-
self as an archive of alternative oral testimonies
that could serve to assert future collective narra-
tives. Indeed, Fernadndez has identified symbolic
reparation as an objective of his project (Maldona-
do, 2020), expressed in a final gesture of trans-
mission of a subaltern memory that has hitherto
been denied: the philologist Justo Bolekia, a par-
ticipant in the collective storytelling, together
with his daughter, both looking at the camera and
reading a poem written in Bubi that recounts an
alternative version of Eweera’s death.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Despite the geographical and historical diversity
of the Spanish imperialist narratives explored in
the films analysed here, all share a concern with
presenting colonial archives—private, scientific
or institutional—as complex technologies of pow-
er, subjugation and exclusion. These films reveal
the painful histories resulting from colonial mo-
dernity: the Orientalist imaginary as a persistent
feature of coloniality, the epistemic violence that
characterises traditional ethnography, and the
conquest and repression of local cultures.

As documentaries classified here as post-co-
lonial, their approach to the archive involves
the simultaneous consideration of documents as
sources and as objects, as “epistemological exper-
iments” that reveal and conceal illegitimate facts
and knowledge (Stoler, 2009: 87). In exploring this
duality, the films identify a series of traditional
colonial tropes—paradise lost, terra incognita, the
primitive savage—constructed on the basis of in-
tractable intersections between race, gender and
sexuality, and expose their visual sources by seek-
ing signs of resistance against the colonial gaze
that are not always possible. On the other hand,
all three films shed light on the elisions, misrep-
resentations and contradictions present in the
archives to show how official, national and per-
sonal histories are necessarily founded on these
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inconsistencies (Burton, 2006: 2) in their articula-
tion of a stable identity nevertheless based on un-
resolved conflicts. Rather than documenting the
past, these films stress how processes of knowl-
edge transfer mediated by the archive have both
personal and social echoes in the present.

These approaches to the archive—resulting
from research carried out over more than two
years—could also be thought of as “self-conscious
ethnographies” (Burton, 2006: 6) that inscribe
their encounter with the archive onto the filmic
text as an experience that is socio-political, but
also physical and emotional. All three films expose
the materiality of the documents and/or their lo-
cation as an inextricable feature of the history
that the archive may tell. At the same time, their
strategies of enunciation/conversion—specifically,
of written and/or oral records—hint at a position
that is a priori distanced yet open to complex emo-
tional inflections. While this is clear in Monsell’s
reading of her father’'s memoirs and in Cuscoy’s
own reflexive observations on his scientific prax-
is, it is also discernible in the disruptions intro-
duced by Fernandez in his orchestration of the
voices representing the colonial authorities.

The heterogeneity and reflexivity of these
films reverse the colonial imaginary’s occlusion
or its neo-colonial reactivation in Spain, partici-
pating in an expansion of the archive through a
post-colonial gaze—entailing the revelation of
sources that were hitherto practically unknown—
to trigger debates in the present about race, sex-
uality, national identity and political memory
whose roots can be traced back to violent colonial
encounters. i
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NOTES

*

This article is the result of the research project titled
‘Cartografias del cine de movilidad en el Atlantico
hispanico” [Cartographies of Cinema of Mobility in
the Hispanic Atlantic] (CSO2017-85290-P), financed
by the Ministry of Science and Innovation - State Re-
search Agency, and funds from the ERDF.

1 Inaddition, the three films are directed by filmmakers
of the same generation, all having been born in the
early years of the Spanish transition to democracy:
1978 (Morales), 1979 (Monsell), 1980 (Fernandez) and
1986 (Navarro). Their production processes therefore
share an interest in the construction of memory and
colonial history mentioned above.

2 This refers particularly to a recording taken by Cus-

coy of a woman in a patio making and painting an

earthenware jar for the camera, although the creation
process shown is not actually the traditional method

(personal interview with Silvia Navarro, 17 Novem-

ber 2021).

REFERENCES

Ahmed, S. (2000). Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in
Post-Colonidlity. London, New York: Routledge.

Amad, P. (2010). Counter-Archive: Film, the Everyday, and
Albert Khan's Archives de la Planéte. New York: Colum-
bia University Press.

Amad, P. (2013). Visual Riposte: Reconsidering the Return
of the Gaze as Postcolonial Theory’s Gift to Film Stud-
ies. Cinema Journal, 52(3), 25-48.

Burton, A. (2006). Archive Stories: Facts, Fictions, and the
Writing of History. Durham: Duke University Press.

Burton, A., Mawani, R. (eds.) (2020). Animalia: An Anti-Im-
perial Bestiary of Our Times. Durham, London: Duke
University Press.

Cerdan J., Ferndndez Labayen, M. (2013). De sastres y
modelos: Entre el postcolonialismo y la transnacion-
alidad en el documental experimental espafiol. Arte y
Politicas de Identidad, 8, 137-155.

Cerdan J., Fernandez Labayen, M. (2017). Memoria y fosas

comunes: estrategias politicas del documental inde-

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022 148

pendiente. LAtalante. Revista de estudios cinematografi-
cos, 23,187-198.

Derrida, J. (1995). Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression.
Chicago, London: University of Chicago Press.

Elena, A. (2010). La llamada de Africa. Estudios sobre el cine
colonial espariol. Barcelona: Bellaterra.

Estévez Gonzdlez, F. (2011). Guanches, magos, turistas e
inmigrantes: canarios en la jaula identitaria. Revista
Atlantida, 3, 145-172.

Fanon, F. (1967). Black Skin, White Masks. New York: Grove
Press.

Foucault, M. (2002[1977]). La arqueologia del saber. Buenos
Aires: Siglo XXI.

Garcia Carrién, M. (2016). Proyecciones imperiales: el es-
pacio colonial en la cinematografia espanola de las
primeras décadas del siglo XX. Storicamente, 12(6).
https://doi.org/10.12977 /stor622

Garcia Cantus, L. (2008). El comienzo de la masacre colo-
nial del pueblo bubi. La muerte del Botuko Sas, 1904.
In J. Marti Pérez & Y. Aixeld Cabré (eds.). Estudios af-
ricanos. Historia, oralidad, cultura (pp. 7-26). Barcelona:
Ceiba.

Gil Hernandez, R. (2021). La Segunda Congquista de Ca-
narias. Trabajo del duelo y fantasmas guanches en la
cultura material de la Espania franquista. Kamchatka.
Revista de andlisis cultural, 18, 221-246. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.7203/KAM.18.18209

Guardiola, J. (2017). Colonia América. Notas para un cine
postcolonial (en) espanol. Secuencias, 43-44, 155-175.
https://doi.org/10.15366/secuencias2016.43-44.009

Maldonado, S. (2020). Entrevista al director Javier
Ferndndez Vazquez. Pelicula «Anunciaron Tor-
menta». Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wDX7egEEfQQ

Martin-Marquez, S. (2011). Desorientaciones. El colonialis-
mo espariol en Africa y la ‘performance’ de la identidad.
Barcelona: Bellaterra.

Monsell, P. (2015). Africa 815. Pressbook. Retrieved from
https://africa815.wordpress.com/pressbook/

Munoz, J. E. (2009). Cruising Utopia: The Then and There
of Queer Futurity. New York: New York University
Press.


https://doi.org/10.15366/secuencias2016.43-44.009
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wDX7egEEfQQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wDX7egEEfQQ

\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

Nerin, G. (2017). «Africa 815»: la visié més rosa del colo-
nialisme espanyol. Retrieved from https://www.el-
nacional.cat/ca/cultura/africa-815-monsell-colonial-
isme_ 150837 102.html

Ortega, M. L. (2001). Memorias para un Africa olvidada, o
el discurso colonial imposible. In J. Cerdan & M. Diaz
(eds.). Cecilia Bartolomé. El encanto de la légica (pp. 81-
91). Barcelona: LAlternativa & Ocho y Medio.

Oroz, E. (2017). Lineas de fuga. Africa 815 de Pilar Mon-
sell. In Africa 815. Paraiso Perdido (pp. 3-12). Barcelo-
na: La Virreina. Centre de I'Imatge.

Ponzanesi, S. (2017). Postcolonial and Transnational Ap-
proaches to Film and Feminism. In E. A. Kaplan, P.
Petro, D. Jelaca, K. Hole (eds.) The Routledge Compan-
ion to Cinema and Gender (pp. 25-35). London, New
York: Routledge.

Santamaria Colmenero, S. (2018). Colonizar la memoria.
La ideologfa de la reconciliaciéon y el discurso neoco-
lonial sobre Guinea Ecuatorial. Journal of Spanish Cul-
tural Studies, 19(4), 445-463. https://doi.org/10.1080/1
4636204.2018.1524994

Siale Djangany, J. F. (2016). Esdasi Eweera: en el laberinto
del Estado dual. Endoxa, 37, 169-198.

Shohat, E. (1991). Imaging Terra Incognita: The Discipli-
nary Gaze of Empire. Public Culture, 3(2), 41 -70.

Stoler, A. L. (2002). Colonial Archives and the Art of Gov-
ernance. Archival Science, 2, 87-109.

Stoler, A. L. (2009). Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anx-
ieties and Colonial Common Sense. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Thomas, S. (2020). Queering the Paternal Archive: Pho-
tography, Hybridity and Embodiment in Pilar Mon-
sell's Africa 815. Hispanic Review, 88(3), 289-316.
https://doi.org/10.1353/hir.2020.0024

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022 149



\NOTEBOOK - THE MIGRANT ARCHIVE: STUDIES ON MIGRATION THROUGH FILM ARCHIVES

USES OF THE ARCHIVE IN SPANISH
POST-COLONIAL DOCUMENTARIES

USOS DEL ARCHIVO EN EL DOCUMENTAL
POSTCOLONIAL ESPANOL

Abstract

This article analyses a series of recent documentaries articulated
from archival material linked to Spanish colonial processes and im-
aginaries in the Sahara, Equatorial Guinea and the Canary Islands,
contributing to the limited debates on Spanish postcolonial docu-
mentary. Specifically, it focuses on Africa 815 (Pilar Monsell, 2014),
De los nombres de las cabras (Silvia Navarro Martin and Miguel G.
Morales, 2019) and Anunciaron tormenta (Javier Fernandez Vazquez,
2020). This research examines the creative approach to various ar-
chives and colonial tropes to address how these documentaries in-
terrogate history and the imperialist structures of vision and knowl-
edge. Within this history, these films take institutional and personal
documents as epistemological experiments (Stoler, 2009), in which
colonial power relations that produce facts, taxonomies and cultural
identities are inscribed.
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Political events of recent years have dragged Eu-
rope back into an age that we once believed we
had left completely behind us. The return of fas-
cism and the outbreak of war have totally trans-
formed life on a continent that had seemed to be
moving towards the peaceful coexistence of its
many different nations. War did not even seem
imaginable for most of the European population
when Russia invaded Ukraine in February 2022,
just as we were finishing this interview with Su-
sana de Sousa Dias. This Portuguese filmmaker
has dedicated much of her career to re-framing
images kept in military, corporate and police ar-
chives in order to recover the repressed memory
of an ominous past that unfortunately seems to
be attempting a comeback in the 21st century.
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De Sousa Dias’s filmmaking career has been
defined by a desire to explore the collective mem-
ory for the purpose of reconstructing moments
that could not be recorded, or worse still, that were
intentionally erased, teasing out of the historical
narrative a more honest interpretation of what
happened. The four films discussed in this con-
versation have sought to expose blind spots that
historians have overlooked or concealed about
the long period of the Salazar dictatorship? (in the
feature films Still Life [Natureza Morta, 2005], 48
[2009] and Obscure Light [Luz obscura, 2017]), or
about the Ford Motor Company’s project in the
Amazon rainforest in the mid-20th century (in
the featurette Fordldandia Malaise [2019]). In her
reviews of the discourses associated with these
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voices of power, de Sousa Dias signals the pres-
ence of silenced voices, suppressed images and
erased individuals that were always there, how-
ever much our idea of the past has been filtered
by the narrative of the victors.

Using her hands with an approach that is al-
most artisanal, Susana de Sousa Dias explores the
albums of mug shots of men and women who be-
came political prisoners under the Salazar dicta-
torship, the propaganda images of the Portuguese
colonial wars, and the archives of the Ford Mo-
tor Company to offer insightful counternarra-
tives that challenge our perception of the reality
constructed in the historical period in question.
In the process, this filmmaker not only comes
up with new creative strategies for representing
these suppressed voices and perspectives, but also
points to the epistemic injustice implicit in the fact
that these testimonies were never recorded be-
fore. In this way, her films achieve two objectives:
first, they confront the audience with evidence
that they have been subjected to a discourse of
the past that is quite unreal; and secondly, they
empower those individuals whose experiences
have been deemed, in the best of cases, to be of
secondary importance. The faces and the words
of these individuals are moved into the fore-
ground in all these films and sometimes even take
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up most of their content. Asthe filmmaker herself
explains in this conversation, the “right form” for
showing this material may be the result of editing
processes with spatial or temporal depth in order
to confront the audience with certain faces—the
faces of the repressed—for long stretches of time.
Her films thus posit an idea of cinema as action,
but also as an immersive experience.

This way of working is based on meticulous
archival research work that prioritises the pho-
tographic image as a medium of expression. Tak-
ing static images as a starting point, de Sousa Dias
carefully re-frames the depersonalised and crim-
inalised gazes of victims of police repression and
colonialism in order to give them back their hu-
manity. In this and other ways, her films expose
the naturalised oppression of certain narratives
that has gone on for decades, while also revealing
how subjectivity can be used to recover the mem-
ory of an entire country. In the midst of the re-
lease of Journey to the Sun (Viagem ao Sol, 2021)—a
new feature-length documentary co-directed
with Ansgar Schaefer—and in the middle of vari-
ous international trips, Susana de Sousa Dias took
time out over several weeks to talk to us about all
these gaps in history, and above all, about her per-
sonal way of filling them in. &
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Every archive functions as a tool for thinking,
classifying and organising (Garcia Ambrufieiras,
2014), but its discourse can be deconstructed and
challenged through subsequent appropriation
and reinterpretation. Where does your desire to
delve into archive images and re-contextualise
them come from?

My interest in archive images began when I
started doing research on Portuguese cinema of
the 1930s and 1940s, the years when the dictator-
ship was at the height of its power. I discovered
a number of productions I hadn't known about,
from propaganda films to simple newsreels. For
example, I was struck by the profound paternal-
istic racism of the films of the Missdo Cinegrdfica
as Colénias de Africa (Film Mission to the African
Colonies)® of the late 1930s, and the meetings be-
tween Portuguese and German youth, with Nazi
flags displayed. These images clearly exposed the
fascist roots of the regime, but also the construc-
tion of an imaginary whose repercussions contin-
ue to be felt today. But the real inspiration came
later, when I saw the albums of mugshots of po-
litical prisoners in the archives of the PIDE/DGS*
and the images in the army archives (CAVE).> In
that case it wasn't just surprise or curiosity but
shock, something I couldn't explain or verbalise.
I can say that I only began to fully comprehend
the reasons for my troubled reaction ten years
after first seeing those albums. And in the case
of the army archives, I realised how extraordi-
narily repressed the Portuguese Colonial War
was, not only in society—that was already clear
to me—but also, especially, within my own fami-
ly. It was a moment when everything was turned
upside down, as if time itself had come undone.
Those two moments were so disturbing that they
changed the direction of my work, and in a cer-
tain sense, my life as well.

Do you think your films make subversive use of

archives (especially the police archives) to con-
struct an alternative to official discourses?
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My films are always based on blind spots and gaps:
words that were never recorded or were cut short,
images that don't exist, history that was erased. ]
don't think it's subversive; archives, especially the
PIDE/DGS archives, are the ones that subvert the
realities they document.

And how do you manage to give cinematic form
to that desire?

['ve thought a lot about that question. In my films,
the cinematic form always arises as the result of
a problem. In the case of Still Life, it was the prob-
lem of wanting to use archive images to show the
other side of the dictatorship and having nothing
except images produced by the dictatorship itself.
So how can I show this other side? In the case of
48, the problem was the absence of images and
documents about the torture. The Italian histori-
an Enzo Traverso (2007) talks about “strong mem-
ories” which are supported by the official institu-
tions and the State, and which are more likely to
be historicised, as opposed to “weak memories’,
which are underground, forbidden, concealed.
My films operate in the territory of the latter. The
desire is not so much to subvert as to reveal some-
thing that was hidden, that people don't see or
don't talk about. Well, perhaps that is the subver-
sion, using the archive itself to do that, although
for me it was a natural decision, as at a certain
point I realised that the images reveal much more
than they seem to.

Your audiovisual approach to the archives seems
to have two main thematic lines: the images of
colonial and neo-colonial experiences (inStill Life
and Fordldndia Malaise) and images of the dicta-
torship'’s repression (in Still Life, 48 and Obscure
Light). What are the differences in your way of
working with photographic archives dealing
with different themes?

The differences aren’t necessarily in the themes
of the images, but in the film I'm making itself.
For me, it is very important to try to find its form,
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because the form forms the content. I have to
find what I call the “fair form”, which is different
from one film to the next. I always work with two
types of structure: the horizontal, which is vis-
ible to the public; and the vertical, the invisible,
which constitutes the real basis of the film. The
editing is extremely important in my work pro-
cess because it is the moment when the film is
really born. In Still Life, for example, I used mon-
tage within the shot, editing with visual and spa-
tial depth, which was necessary to get inside the
images, to see what there was inside them, to find
the signs of a reality that has been concealed. In
481 also used montage within the shot, only this
time with temporal depth: the shot, in this case
made by filming images of police files, was altered
through duration, taking on different meanings,
although visually it is always the same. Fordlan-
dia Malaise was a completely different process: I
didn't make use of slow motion to work on the
archive images, but just the opposite, because
I wasn't interested in getting inside them. The
way to problematise them involved precisely the
opposite process: acceleration. The first part of
the film, which is only made up of archive imag-
es, has hundreds of shots, many of just a single
frame. It is an interstitial editing: what is hidden
comes out in the spaces in between.

Beyond working with archive images, some of
your films also construct audio archives based on
testimonies like the ones we hear in 48 and Ford-
landia Malaise. What is the function of this type
of testimony for you?

Ultimately they function as counter-archives.
When we read the criminal proceedings that the
imprisonment of political prisoners were based
on, what we hear is the voice of the political po-
lice, even in the supposed transcriptions of these
prisoners’ statements. We know they were tor-
tured, but you can'’t find a single reference to this
fact, which is why it is so imperative to collect
these testimonies. As for Fordlandia Malaise, the
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film also explores a case of repression: there is
an official history of Henry Ford’s project in the
Amazon rainforest, and there doesn’t seem to be
any other. There is a lot of talk of Fordlandia as
Henry Ford’s utopian city or as a ghost town—it
even appears in several online rankings of the
ten spookiest abandoned cities. The truth is that
one designation is the corollary of the other: once
the utopian city project failed, it seems that noth-
ing more than a ghost town can exist there now.
That is the dominant episteme—the prevailing or-
thodoxy. The reality, however, is quite different.
The testimonies serve to contradict the official
narratives.

Do you think that the way you collect these testi-
monies can bring out lesser known aspects of his-
torical processes and events dominated by other
discourses and narratives?

Definitely. In a sense, it is a way of “brushing his-
tory against the grain” as Walter Benjamin put it,
finding the echoes of silenced voices.

Jacques Derrida (1997) compared archive images
to ghosts of a repressed past. What do you want
to show contemporary audiences through your
reinterpretation of archive footage of the Salazar
dictatorship and the Ford Motor Company?

Basically, the idea is to confront the audience
with what has been repressed. And to appeal to
them, trying to break down the idea of the pas-
sive spectator. In 1976—just two years after the
Carnation Revolution—the Portuguese philos-
opher Eduardo Lourenco wrote a text titled O
fascismo nunca existiu [“Fascism Never Existed”],
where he explained how quickly the word “fas-
cism” was erased from public discourse and mem-
ory, leading to the repression of the 48-year dic-
tatorship. When I made Still Life, which I finished
in 2005, the images I showed had rarely been
seen before; people rarely talked about the Co-
lonial War, and even less about the men—not at
all about the women—who were jailed as political
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prisoners. In 2007, however, images of the dicta-
tor came back into the public space and a televi-
sion contest acclaimed him as the greatest Por-
tuguese figure of all time.® Political prisoners, on
the other hand, were still absent from the public
space; they were still not recognised as historical
subjects. This situation has only begun to change
in the last few years, but we cannot forget that
since the end of the last century a process has
been under way to criminalise the revolutionary
and anti-fascist tradition. And quite apart from
this, there is clearly a problem today with the
transmission of memory. That is why my work
with these images exposes what isn't thought or
talked about. For me, it is very important to let
people see these images, not passively, as if we
were learning about the history of something
that happened in the past and is now over, but
actively, immersing spectators in an experience,
and at the same time making them think about
their own present. In 48, it was very important
to confront the audience with women and men
who are prisoners, instead of confronting them
with former prisoners, which is actually the
current status of the person speaking. By only
showing the photographs from the police file, I
force the audience—symbolically positioned in
the place of the incarcerator, which is an uncom-
fortable position—to be confronted with the gaz-
es of the prisoners directly, rather than the gazes
of ex-prisoners, which is the present condition of
those who speak (Figure 1). The images from the
Ford archives, on the other hand, refer to a past
that in reality is not yet over. They are images of
an official history that is still denying everything
outside itself. Basically, it always comes down to
the same questions: What history is this? Who
wrote it? Why is it continuing in our present and
influencing our future? How can we fight it? The
images are there to make us think.
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Figure . Photograph of the police file for Maria Anténia
Fiadeiro, reproduced in 48 (2009)

CONCEALED ARCHIVES AND EXPOSED
ARCHIVES

The digitalisation of images from the past and
their availability online has changed our rela-
tionship with archives, which have been trans-
formed from concealed archives into exposed
archives. This supposed accessibility, however,
contrasts with the tendency to find online only
what we already knew existed. What kind of ar-
tistic strategies do you think can help make the
exposed archive visible and give it new meaning
to keep it from becoming merely a new version
of the concealed archive?

There is a wide range of artistic strategies and
ultimately they depend on the artist. On the one
hand, it is no longer possible to work with archive
images without considering the visual world they
are embedded in, because today images also con-
stitute the raw material of the world; they con-
struct it; they act on it. On the other hand, one
of the problems with the exposed archive is the
idea that everything is visible and anything you
don't see doesn't exist. This problem seems to me
to be one of the most pressing issues. And also, as
you said, only looking for what you already know
exists, not because you want to, but because there
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is a whole system of algorithms that points you in
that direction. Basically, we need to find ways of
getting around that system and not falling for sim-
plifications. When 1 was making Fordlandia Ma-
laise, I was quite amazed by the images you could
find online, some reproduced by people who had
never been to the former company town and oth-
ers taken by people who had just passed through
it. The images are all similar—which is what usu-
ally happens with pictures taken by tourists—but
in this case not only are they showing a place;
they are confirming an idea, the idea that Ford-
landia is a ghost town. Yet if you go there, it is im-
possible not to realise that it is not a ghost town. It
is as if the imaginary had already been seized by
an external construction, which is dreadful.

During the creative process for your films, how
necessary is it for you to study photographs and
pictures?

It is absolutely essential: it is necessary to observe
an image for a long time in order to understand it
beyond the superficial informational level. Some-
times, it seeps into us; there are areas that start to
open up to the senses. But it is always necessary
to keep digging through its layers, because past
one layer you always discover another: inside an
image there are always others hiding and it takes
time to detect them. There are different ways of
looking: it can be active, more analytical observa-
tion, a viewing that allows the image to perme-
ate us, or just a quick sideways glance, a kind of
glimpse of something that is present and sudden-
ly lights up... In the case of the editing process,
sometimes what happens is that I'm not looking
directly at the image and I realise that there is a
tempo that isn’t right. When 1 was editing 48, 1
spent a lot of hours looking at the images, sensing
their duration in the tempo of the editing. I could
spend a whole day with a single image. But here as
well is another important factor: looking not just
with your eyes, but with your body as well. And I
think also with the hands, which is why I always
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edit my own films. [ may have occasional editor
assistants, but the film is created during the edit-
ing process, through a thought that is built using
the hands. And then there are also the gestures,
hands that don'’t just type but fluctuate, trying to
measure tempos, rhythms, and intensities. The
truth is that everything is connected to the tempo
and the duration. And to the creation of a space.
For yearsIused to edit in the dark. Still Life, 48 and
Obscure Light were all edited in the dark. The only
light T would see when I was editing came from
the images themselves. In fact, the darkness ex-
tends beyond the editing: at a certain point I start-
ed living in the editing room, keeping food there,
blankets, a place to lie down. Fordlandia Malaise,
on the other hand, was edited by daylight.

How do you get access to these archives? What
challenges—technical, related to footage content,
etc—have you faced in your work with this sen-
sitive material?

There are a lot of challenges, ranging from over-
coming the obstacles created by the archives
themselves, to trying to obtain the images with
the best quality possible, which sometimes is sim-
ply impossible, because they were digitalised at a
time when telecines clearly didn't meet today’s
requirements—but as they're already digitalised,
nobody is going to look for the originals—or be-
cause one part was digitalised and the part still on
film automatically becomes inaccessible. It's as if
it had ceased to exist, or worse still, as if it had
never existed. And the content of the footage is
also a very complex question: you need to think
about the reason why an image is being shown,
how it is going to interact with the other images,
what it is doing and how. For example, in Still Life,
[ showed images of the most vioclent part of the
Colonial War. ARTE [the co-producer] asked me
to take them out of the film and I refused. At that
time nobody talked about the Colonial War, so it
was essential to drag these images out from under
the carpet and bring them to the public.
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On several occasions you have stressed how im-
portant it is for you to organise and sequence the
photographic material you work with. What se-
lection criteria have you used to construct your
films?

[ always know the material I'm going to work with
very well; I always do some in-depth research be-
fore I start the process of constructing the film.
I spend a lot of time with the images, looking at
them, before selecting them for the editing stage.
During editing, I work out which ones are really
essential and I try to get the most out of them. In
this process, each image is always an active entity:
I never know beforehand what exactly its place
will be in the film as a whole. There are all kinds
of elements that I work on and discover simulta-
neously: image, sound, structure, etc.

How much material generally gets left out and
how much ends up in your films?

One of the things I've had to learn to do is to
mourn for unused material. Most of the images,
not to mention the testimonies, end up left out.
There were images I started editing Still Life with
that for me were absolutely essential to the film,
but that in the end I realised didn't fit. I was very
distressing. That’s why it is so important to have
time for the process, to recognise that the image
doesn'’t fit and to accept it. In 48 it was also very
hard. The testimony of each person appears just
once in the film, which is made up of cells, six-
teen of them, one per person, and we are only in
each cell once. This was one of the most problem-
atic aspects of the film, in fact: sometimes people
said some extremely significant things, but I could
only put in the beginning or the end. The choice
was radical: either I had to cut one thing or anoth-
er, or make a totally different film that would not
have been 48. That process was very hard for me,
despite the fact I believe—especially in this film—
that less is more. And in reality, for me, this was
the just way to make this film.
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THE MIGRATION OF IMAGES

Images spend decades in a process of migration
from archives to artistic works and from ana-
logue formats to digital formats. On that jour-
ney, your films offer the audience the chance to
view photographic material in a very particular
way. In fact, the tools of digital post-production
facilitate their manipulation, viewing and resig-
nification by allowing filmmakers to slow them
down and reframe them, combine them free-
ly, superimpose and juxtapose them, make mi-
cro-movements over each photograph, etc. Are
these effects related to aesthetic considerations
or to other factors?

I never put the aesthetic question in first place.
The aesthetic is something that emerges out of
the process. For example, when [ was making Still
Life, during the viewings in the archives, [ realised
that sometimes there were signs inside the shots
of the internal disintegration of the message that
the regime was trying to convey. To be able to view
these shots attentively [ had to slow down the film
in the editing room, moving forward, rewinding,
and pausing. The formal principles of the film—
re-framing, slowing down the speed and fading to
black—are linked to this process. In other words,
these principles, which could be understood as
merely aesthetic, in reality emerged out of a num-
ber of factors: the need to open these images up to
something more than their immediate meanings,
a questioning of the aesthetic and historical value
of the archive image, an ethical stance in relation
to the images, but also a particular conception of
image and of history that underpins my work.
The same was true of 48. The decision to show
only images from police files and not to include
the faces of the speakers today was not based on
aesthetics but on substance, with implications
of a political nature. In other words, apart from
wanting to confront the audience with the men
and women who had been political prisoners, as I
explained above, there was the issue of not want-
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ing to create a break in time that might have the
effect of hollowing out the words and images. If I
had shown the faces of the people today, the pho-
tograph would lose its power and become a mere
illustration of how that person looked when they
were young. And the testimonies would be imme-
diately consigned to the past. But the process here
is precisely the opposite: it is about understanding
how the past reaches into the present and how
it is interconnected with our own times. For me,
aesthetics cannot be dissociated from politics.

To what extent are the images transformed dur-
ing this process? Are they still the same images or
are they now different?

The images are the same, but they are viewed in
a different way. My films are not based on the dé-
tournement of the images, but on their renverse-
ment, on turning them around, putting them back-
to-front, changing a particular order in order to
discover something, switch it in the opposite direc-
tion. This operation, in contrast with détournement,
isn't intended to decontextualise the images and
produce new meanings beyond what they them-
selves contain, but to work on them within what
they already potentially contain, within their orig-
inal substance. This operation requires not only a
very attentive viewing but a very clear awareness
of the conditions for the production and develop-
ment of images, and of their historical context.

THE PHOTOGRAPH AS A DOCUMENT AND
A SYSTEM OF IDENTIFICATION

Historians like Hayden White (1988) describe
photography as a basic tool that allows us to tell,
represent and understand history. Do you feel
that with the archives you are creating a new
visual history of the places, events and people
portrayed in those same archives?

[ think that every filmmaker, every artist, is es-
sentially adding pieces that can contribute to a
new understanding of things, and in the specific
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case of working with archives, they contribute to
the development of a new visual history, or better
still, new visual histories. The question here is the
way cinematic tools are used. Jean-Luc Godard
talked about “the form that thinks” in opposition
to “the thought that forms” Hayden White calls
attention to the “content of the form’” meaning
the ideologies concealed in all varieties of nar-
rative forms, which is something that applies
both to historiography and historiophoty. When
the thought forms or when the narrative shapes
thinking, nothing new can come of it. The think-
ing form, on the other hand, is alive; instead of
a skeleton it has a nervous system in a constant
state of becoming. Artistic historiography—Ilet’s
give it that name for now—doesn’t pin things
down; it opens them up, and out of that opening
new understanding can emerge.

The use of photographs to identify all kinds of
prisoners is a common practice in the history
of this medium. There are even various “prison
photographers” who, without undermining the
uniformity of this type of image, manage to place
their own personal stamp on some of their por-
traits. Have you ever found any kind of authorial
stamp on the photographs in the police files you
have worked with? Have you ever identified any
of these photographers?

There are noticeable differences between photo-
graphs, which also have a lot to do with the era
when they were taken and the materials used—we
need to remember that it was a dictatorship that
lasted 48 years—but I never identified any specific
authorial stamps, because I never examined them
from that perspective. I've always asked about
the photographers, but I have never been able to
identify them.

What resources do you use to give a new mean-
ing to these portraits, i.e,, to recontextualise and
redefine the dehumanised images in the police
archives?
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Duration. And working with the coexistence of
heterogeneous timeframes. In the case of 48, it
was also essential to maintain the integrity of the
photograph, in the sense of not interrupting it,
cutting it, or juxtaposing it with other images of
a different kind. It is a montage within temporal
depth, as I explained before, where the way the
image and the sound are articulated is crucial. A
single image is transfigured through the duration.
Its status shifts, sometimes swinging between op-
posite poles. The same image can be established
both as an archive image and as a memory image;
asan objective image or a mental image; as a famil-
iar image or an image infused with strangeness.
Another crucial aspect is the gaze: who is looking
and who is being looked at. Sometimes, the audi-
ence observes the images through their own gaze;
on other occasions, they observe through the me-
diation of the words of the prisoners themselves,
when they refer directly to the photographs. Still
other times, I tried to turn the audience from the
observers into the observed. In any case, the con-
dition of the shot changes from a formal point
of view, acting on the spectator’s perception and
placing their neutrality in doubt. In reality, the
resources are quite simple: slow-motion, fades to
black, and the use of black screen. The fades to
black don't just make the image disappear: they
themselves act, eliciting post-images. In the same
way, the black screens are not inert, but quite
the opposite: they have space inside them, and
they also act; among other things, they erase the
boundary between the space of the film and the
space of the movie theatre and become a projec-
tion screen for the spectators’ imaginary.

Do you also work with private archives?

Yes, above all with personal collections, with im-
ages that form part of the family history of the
people I film; a family album with photos of people
living underground; family albums of Austrian
children; in short, images that I discover through
contact with people, so I get access to them nat-
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urally. Journey to the Sun, for example, is a film
made mainly with personal collections, although
it also uses footage from public archives. It isa film
that has a unique status in my filmography, as the
idea to make it wasn't mine; various hands were
involved in the work, including the editing, which
was completely new for me. It was a co-direction
with Ansgar Schaefer, who has been my produc-
er for a long time—as well as my husband—and
the one who came up with the idea. They are pho-
tographs and home movies from the 1940s and
1950s that raise different kinds of questions, as in
most cases they are images subject to the codes of
family representation of the era when they were
created: you need to know who held the camera
in the family context—usually the male figure—
and how each image can be mediated by that
gaze. However, instead of getting inside the imag-
es by zooming in, as [ did in Still Life, where the re-
framed image is enlarged, this time I tried to keep
the original size of the image, using small frames
to highlight certain details. One of the reasons for
doing this is related to the fact that the children
always appear on the fringes—of the images, of
history—and I wanted to make this explicit. An-
other important aspect of this process was to try
to tell the story through the gaze of the children
instead of through the gaze of an adult reflecting
on childhood experiences. There are moments in
the testimonies of childhood memories, when we
clearly hear the voice of those children talking
inside the adult. What have those children seen?
And what do the family images that feature them
conceal or reveal? The film was born out of this
articulation.

COLONIAL MIGRATIONS IN STILL LIFE

Still Life presents the Colonial War as the begin-
ning of the political death throes of the Salazar
dictatorship. The film, in this sense, seems to
have a forensic dimension, as if reviewing the
images made it possible to conduct an autopsy
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on the political regime that produced them. How
would you describe the selection process of the
specific images that were ultimately included in
this film?

It was an extremely long process. I looked at hun-
dreds of hours of archive footage and I ended up
selecting around twenty hours of images as the
basis for the editing stage. I then went onto the
first stage of organising these hours into prede-
termined sequences. It is important to under-
stand that the film was conceived of around the
notion of “exhibition”: exhibition as an action of
placing something in somebody’s view, as a way
of shedding light on an object, etc. This involved
conceiving of a spatialised structure, as if the au-
dience were in a space with several rooms, as the
sequences were thought of as rooms: the colonies
room, the church room, the freedom room, etc.
The intention here is not merely to exchange one
word (sequence) for another (room), but to adopt
a different conceptualisation with different impli-
cations; it is another way of thinking and doing.
And there was one very important aspect: at a
certain point, I realised that, say, around ten shots
weren't necessary to convey an idea, but that at
times only one of those shots was enough—pro-
vided that you got into it in depth, in a process
of montage within the shot. That is why the first
version of the film had around 45 minutes of ar-
chive images, while the final version, which is 72
minutes long and which I finished a year later,
has a little more than 12 minutes of archive imag-
es, apart from photographs. I thought a lot about
each image. It was a construction with minimal el-
ements, but they were worked on with precision.
[ looked for images that in many cases were ne-
glected, apparently irrelevant vestiges that were
not part of the grand history but that reveal a lot
about what time has repressed. Jacques Ranciere
(2013: 23), in his analysis of the opening scene to
The Last Bolshevik (Le tombeau d’Alexandre, Chris
Marker, 1993), explains that “history is that time
in which those who have no right to occupy the

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

same place can occupy the same image.” That is
one of the powerful aspects of the archive image:
the appearance, often in the background or on the
fringes, of the ones history forgot.

You have explained elsewhere (Armas 2012) that
the initial image of the little monkey moving to-
wards a human hand (Figure 2) establishes a con-
nection between your individual memory—of an
uncle in the army who returned from the war
with a similar monkey—and the collective mem-
ory—of many other people who interpreted that
image in a similar way. But to what extent can
that image (or any other image) be polysemous?
That is precisely the idea. Actually, the initial im-
age is not there because of that connection. People
often ask me to explain the meaning of that image
and I reply that it isn't my aim to reduce the im-
ages to a single meaning. Images are open to dif-
ferent readings, and that is one of the purposes
of the film. However, I usually explain my private
reason, which is as you say, the intersection of
my memory with the collective memory: a lot of
army men returned from the war with a monkey,
and those monkeys remained in the memory of a
lot of people. Well, today probably only the oldest
would remember, but at the time when I made the
film, that memory was still very widespread.

How many meanings can coexist in a single im-
age, in your opinion?

Many. It depends on the use you make of the imag-
es. We can make an image say everything and its
opposite, especially when we subsume it to a text
or a narrative. Chris Marker proves this very well
in the film Letter from Siberia (Lettre de Sibérie,
1958), in the sequence on Yakutsk. Then there
are editing processes that can subvert the orig-
inal meaning of an image, by association. These
were some of the difficulties I faced when I was
editing Still Life. I didn't want to use text because it
would always end up inducing one reading of the
images, and I also wasn't interested in subvert-
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Figure 2. Firstimage in Still Life (2005)

ing the image to the point that its interpretation
was extrinsic to its original content. This issue got
complicated as [ was working with propaganda
images, which were produced to convey a very
specific message. I have never treated images as
fixed points in the course of history: the reading
of an image depends on a lot of factors, such as
the historical moment when it is viewed and also
who is viewing it. Marcel LHerbier once said that
the camera “shows us what those who saw could
not see” Seeing an image at the time it was made
is completely different from seeing it fifty years
later: the meanings open up. Georges Didi-Huber-
man says that it isn't enough to find nouns or ad-
jectives in relation to images to say what they are;
you need to see what they do. I've never treated
images as lifeless things. I've always tried to see
them in their dimension as events.

Do you think it is possible to interpret the image
of the monkey as a reference to the colonial mi-
gration processes that lead people (and animals)
away from their homes?
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[ think the image is very powerful and
has many possible interpretations.

And even as an allegory of the min-
iaturising of the Portuguese and Af-
rican peoples under the Salazar dicta-
torship?

I never looked at it that way, but I ad-
mit that it is a reading that the image
could suggest.

One of the most intense moments in
Still Life is the way you zoom out on
photographs of different women ar-
rested by the PIDE, halfway through
the film (Figure 3).Is that another con-
nection between individual experi-
ence and collective experience?
Yes, it isn't isolated individuals being
imprisoned, but the whole of society
that is subjected to surveillance. Until that mo-
ment, I had only shown images from police files
sequentially, one after another. In fact, the film
begins with a series of juxtaposed images of po-
litical prisoners, looking at us: men and women
directly confronting the audience. For me, it was
very important to start the film with this confron-
tation to the viewer. At the moment when I zoom
out we no longer see individuals, as it is the whole
of society that is represented there.

Your reinterpretation of the Salazar dictator-
ship’s archives in Still Life and 48 gives a lot of at-
tention to looking at the camera, which becomes
an act of resistance against colonialism and re-
pression. What do you see in those gazes?

If we look at the images produced over the dec-
ades, many of which are propaganda, we can see
that there is a fictional dimension in them, in the
sense that the classical rules of fiction cinema—
for example, never look directly at the camera—
are observed in these documentary images. One
of the most significant cases for me was a scene
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showing Portuguese troops apparently fraternis-
ing with the residents of a village in Guinea-Bis-
sau that I found in the army archives. These im-
ages were on a reel of rushes, shots from different
sources all patched together, which weren't in-
cluded in the final cut of any film. The soldiers are
interacting with women who are lined up, their
bodies in predetermined positions, each one in
the required spot. Their looks, however, are aimed
straight at the camera; they are looking straight
at it flercely, confronting it. It is no accident that
these images were not included in any film: the
fierceness of their gaze undermines any physical
or cinematic device set up by the Portuguese. In
the gaze of the political prisoners, there is often
this confrontation as well, especially in the case
of people who belonged to political organisations,
such as the Portuguese Communist Party. The
bodies have to be in the required positions, but
nobody can control their outward expression.

Figure 3. Photographs of female political prisoners in
Still Life (2005)
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What type of emotions do you identify in those
gazes?

When [ opened the PIDE/DGS identification al-
bums for the first time, [ was extremely disturbed
by those faces and by the range of expressions
discernible in them. When people talk about fo-
rensic photography, they often refer to the way it
de-subjectivises people: depersonalised faces, cap-
tured by the police system or by the law enforce-
ment system that is the forensic photographic de-
vice. I thought a lot about this, but the thing is,
when you are dealing with the context of political
prisons, the situation changes: there is a moral
imperative, of struggle against an unfair system;
but there is also shock or even terror when you're
caught by this system without understanding
why. That is why these images are so powerful
and disturbing. And instead of the de-subjectiv-
ising effect, what happens is exactly the opposite:
the subjectivity is expressed very intensely.

How long could you spend slowing down and
re-framing the images containing these gazes un-
til you find the right rhythm and tone to identify
and highlight these emotions?

A long time. A long, long time, really. In fact, as
[ explained earlier, the first version of Still Life,
which was around an hour and a half long, in-
cluded around 45 minutes of archive footage. It
was over the course of the following months of
editing that I began to get inside those images, to
be with them without the time pressure. The film
was partly financed by ARTE France - La Lucarne,
a TV slot dedicated to art-house cinema, so they
gave me set deadlines. Fortunately, they agreed to
give me more time and I managed to get an extra
year on the deadline originally stipulated to finish
the film. At that time I was doing my master’s the-
sis and I received a grant from the Faculty of Fine
Arts [at the University of Lisbon], where I work as
a lecturer, which allowed me to work full-time on
research for two years, including the production
of the film. Actually, the same thing happened
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with 48, which was part of my doctoral thesis, but
in that case it was three years. During that time I
could concentrate fully on each film. The thing is
that the relationship with time not only changes
during the editing process, but time itself stretch-
esand draws out in every dimension of life. While
[ was editing 48, a strange and unexpected thing
started to happen to me, as despite being im-
mersed in editing the film, eating and sleeping
in the editing room, whenever I stopped to take
a break I would experience every minute of that
small interval very intensely. When [ would read,
for example, I practically lived every word, as if 1
were reading with my whole body. I started hav-
ing private time to read poetry. Time to walk. This
temporal dimension, which is basically internal, is
essential for working with images.

The images of political prisoners included in Still
Life exhibit considerable social diversity: Euro-
pean women, African men, children and adoles-
cents, etc. Was that diversity already present in
the organisation of the archives or was it high-
lighted by you afterwards, for the film?

A few of the identification albums are categorised,
albeit partially, but they are the exception: people
in uniform, African men, etc. There is the page |
filmed that groups women together, but most of
them are scattered throughout the archives. For
me it was very important to show this diversity
and highlight it in the film, because it was a re-
gime that affected all of society; anybody could
be arrested. However, the process to be able to
film these images was full of obstacles, beginning
with the refusal of the director [of the archives]
at the time to grant me authorisation to do it. This
person managed to hold up filming quite a lot in
2003, but she couldn’t stop it. Getting access to
photographs showing this social and generational
diversity was a Kafkaesque process, because the
archives required authorisations from every per-
son who appeared in the photographs, or if they
had passed away, [ had to submit authorisations
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from their heirs, death certificates... in short, it
was very complicated because they didn't even
let me touch the photographs to see the names
that were on the back. And in a dictatorship that
lasted 48 years with so many people arrested, you
can imagine how hard that made things. It would
have been easy, as in fact it was, to contact the
better-known political prisoners, but what about
the huge numbers of anonymous people? If you
submit to the restrictions of the archons, as Der-
rida rightly called them, history will always be
biased.

Archive images have a synchronous quality,
because they portray a here and now, but they
also allow a diachronic reading, as they can be
organised into series. Still Life, for example, has a
sequence that shows what remains (the dictator-
ship, the repression) through what changes (the
ageing of the prisoners and of the rulers of the
dictatorship). How did the idea of this editing ap-
proach occur to you?

The film is based on a particular conception of the
image and of history. At the time [ began working
on the project, Didi-Huberman's book Devant le
temps (2000) had just been published.” Then Lim-
age survivante (Didi-Huberman, 2002)% came out,
and there was also a new edition in French of the
writings of Aby Warburg, whowasn't talked about
much in those days. These two authors opened up
a way of thinking about the archive image and
the construction of history through moving imag-
es, which other authors would subsequently build
on. The question of the overdetermination of the
image, the concept of the symptom, the “extreme
formula’, “seeing or knowing”, which Didi-Huber-
man (1990) explains in Devant I'image’ (an image
presents us with a dilemma between seeing and
knowing, and ultimately either we know or we
see), were key elements for the conception of the
film. Walter Benjamin's notion of history against
the grain, the idea of the ragpicker of history who
goes around picking up mundane bits and pieces,
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and especially the notion that a fact of the past
is not an objective fact but a fact of memory, re-
quires us to think about history and its temporal
modes in a different way.

That is why the film has two basic principles:
not to make use of the oral or written word, and
not to be chronological. Actually, there is a mac-
ro-chronology, but the film works with anachro-
nism: every sequence has within it images filmed
indifferent eras, without any chronological organ-
isation, because history is not a simple continuous
process, or a form of knowledge that can be estab-
lished by means of a causal discourse. At the same
time, I didn't want to make the images subordinate
to a text that would influence how they should
be read. The film's logic is different. It wasn't im-
portant to explain the context of the Portuguese
dictatorship either. For me, it was more important
to draw on the features common to all dictator-
ships in order to reflect on this period and what
survives of it into our times. But of course, it was
important to provide anchor points, time markers:
Portugal’'s admission to NATO, the beginning of
the Colonial War, etc. The dictator is one of those
anchor points, perhaps the most direct marker,
because through him we perceive the passage of
time, as Salazar was in power for 42 years (Figure
4). And in relation to the political prisoners, there
was also another dimension that was very impor-
tant to me: it wasn't just about giving visibility to
the years that pass—which were many and show
that people were arrested several times, or that
they spent a long time in prison, in some cases
more than two decades—but also to give visibility
to the dictatorship’s efforts to destroy these peo-
ple, not only physically, but also mentally.

Many of the colonial images included in Still Life
are enigmatic for contemporary internation-
al audiences, such as the sequence where some
African women are carrying a European army
officer on their shoulders, or the sequence show-
ing Portuguese soldiers interacting with African
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children (Figure 5). Could you explain the context
of these images?

Both images are official propaganda. In the first
one, the officer is Colonel [Arnaldo] Schulz, Gov-
ernor of Portuguese Guinea [from 1965 to 1968].
This image appears in the film after the zoom out
over photographs of female prisoners and before
the scene of African women staring down the
camera that is filming them. The second image
was taken from one of the films about the psy-
chosocial actions of the army, which sought to
show the supposed support that the Portuguese
military received from the people of the former
colonies and their benevolent treatment of those
people. By eliminating the music and the narra-
tion from the film, which induce a very specific
reading of the images, and deconstructing the
shot showing the children, we see a different real-
ity emerge. These films were intended to convince
the Portuguese population that Portugal was a co-
hesive, multi-racial and multi-continental coun-
try, in line with the theories of Gilberto Freyre,
a Brazilian sociologist whose work would become
one of the main ideological pillars of the regime,
with consequences that endure to this day.*® His
concept of Lusotropicalism is still alive today and

Figure 4. Anténio de Oliveira Salazar in Still Life (2005)
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cause I thought a lot about what I could
do. Finally, I made the decision to incor-
porate that absence into the film, expos-
ing and problematising the limitations of
the archives and the fact that there are
images that are missing. When there are
no images, I'm not going to invent them;
instead, I'm going to make that absence
explicit, in this case in an extreme way,
through the insertion of a black screen.
As of that moment, I broke the system
of the film, and once it was broken it was
hard to go back: once the disruption was
created something new could emerge. The
next testimony was already edited differ-
ently and I decided that the blackness of
the film stock would be inscribed on the

Figure 5. Propaganda images during the Colonial War included in Still Life

(2005)

forms part of the imaginary of many Portuguese
men and women, including many born since the
country’s transition to democracy.

THE MISSING IMAGES

The presence of images of the Colonial War in
Still Life contrasts with the absence of images
from the colonial police archives in 48: in a film
about missing images (the images of the exact
moment of torture), that added absence (the lack
of images of African political prisoners) opens
an even bigger gap that you decide to make ex-
plicit in the film through the image of an almost
imperceptible nocturnal landscape. Years later,
Fordldandia Malaise is also in a way a film about
missing images. How do you deal with these ab-
sences?

It's always complicated. In 48 I dealt with them
with a lot of anguish, as it was a film based on the
articulation of police file photographs and testi-
monies by the people who appear in them. What
can you do when those images don't exist? The
solution certainly did not come immediately, be-
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black screen which in turn leads into the

blackness of a night. In the case of Still Life,

the idea was to show the other side of the
dictatorship, beyond what the images filmed at
the time revealed, using archive images only. I re-
alised right away that I didn't have all the images I
needed, but the key is never to give up. Fordlandia
Malaise was a different case, as it was a film made
under very specific conditions, created out of a
process that immediately integrated solutions to
those absences.

And how do you conceptualise those missing
images?

My films are founded on gaps, but problematising
them doesn't lie specifically in the absence; it lies
in the encounter with something that disputes
that absence. In other words, the premise is never
“sincethisdoesn’t exist, how am I going to show it?”
My process is precisely the opposite: my films are
born out of an encounter with something that can
reveal a blind sport, something that has no image.
In the case of 48, the original idea wasn't based
on the fact that there were no images of torture,
but the recognition that the images in the police
files revealed something that we didn't have an
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image for. Fordlandia Malaise, on the other hand, is
about blind spots in the history of Fordlandia, one
of which is the history prior to its foundation, for
which there are no words or images. The encoun-
ter, in this case, happens through the oral recrea-
tion of the myths by some of its inhabitants, to fill
an existential void resulting from the absence of
history, giving shape to a link that had been lost. It
is what potentially exists in a presence that could
be faint, that could be found where you look for it
least, in the humblest vestiges that the historical
constructions have left behind them.

To what extent is it possible to reconstruct these
kinds of records?

Although my films are born out of the percep-
tion that there is something that can reveal a
particular blind spot, the confrontation with the
absence is always present. The absence cannot be
reconstructed with words and images because it
can never cease to be an absence. This is perhaps
the paradox that lies at the heart of my films: by
looking for ways to fill a gap, [ am simultaneous-
ly making it explicit, exposing its relentless exist-
ence. So these records aren’t reconstructed, but
created, sometimes with imaginative leaps, like
the inhabitants of Fordlandia do.

NEO-COLONIAL MIGRATIONS IN
FORDLANDIA MALAISE

Fordlandia Malaise is the result of your partner-
ship with the French artistic collective Suspend-
ed Spaces. How did that partnership arise?

I met Francoise Parfait and Jacinto Lageira when
[ was in Paris doing my doctorate. It was through
them that I met other members of Suspended
Spaces and they got to know my work. A few years
later, in 2016, we decided to organise an interna-
tional conference in Lisbon based on the research
and artistic experiences of the collective. It was my
first partnership, and it resulted in a text published
in Suspended Spaces #4: a partilha dos esquecimen-
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tos (Dias, 2018: 153-159). In 2017, they invited me
to join the Fordlandia project, which was held in
2018, and I've been working with them since then.

Did you already know the story of Fordlandia
before receiving this invitation?

No, it was the first time I had heard about this for-
mer ‘company town”,

The Ford Archives are available online, on the
website of the Henry Ford Museum of American
Innovation, where—in February 2022—you can
access 184 photos related to the activity of the
Ford Motor Company in Brazil. When did you
begin to explore those archives?

[ started my research on Fordlandia and its histo-
ry before travelling to the Amazon. In addition to
consulting publications, I also looked through a lot
of images produced by the Ford Motor Company
that are scattered across its various websites. I be-
gan researching the archives themselves in more
depth only after returning from my trip, when I
had a clearer idea of what I was going to do.

How much does the Ford collection have of ex-
posed archive—being available online—and how
much does it have of concealed archive—given
the incomplete or skewed nature of its discourse,
and everything it doesn’t show about the history
of Fordlandia?

The big question here is really what is concealed.
The official archives we can access online, the
Henry Ford digital collection, is in keeping with
the idea disseminated by the more recent images,
which are available on myriad websites: the idea
that the story of Fordlandia is a story of an ideal
city imagined by Henry Ford. When I began re-
searching, I found much more information about
this project. One of the essential books I found
was Greg Grandin's Fordlandia: The Rise and Fall of
Henry Ford's Forgotten Jungle City (2009). My in-
itial idea was to focus on the issues of power and
on the inherent violence of the project and to take

168



\DIALOGUE - SUSANA DE SOUSA DIAS

some of the stories documented in Grandin’s book
as a starting point. As I continued my research,
however, I began to realise that this was not a
story of the past, because life in Fordlandia goes
on today. The only thing I didn't understand was
the relationship the people had with the project’s
ruins—at the time it seemed to me that it was in
ruins—and even their physical distance from the
ruins. It was only when I went there that I un-
derstood that this was also a story of the present
and that there was life after Henry Ford. And of
course, there was life before too. The Amazon,
contrary to the popular myth, was anything but
virgin territory. And this was the situation: there
are the images produced by the Ford Motor Com-
pany, films and photographs that in reality are
propaganda material, as is the short documenta-
ry film produced by Disney, The Amazon Awak-
ens (1944), which is available online; and there
are Ford’s buildings, powerful constructions that
iconically represent this world. But then there
is everything that has been concealed: the story
from the point of view of the local population,
both of immigrants to the region and of the Am-
erindians, the story of those who live there today;
in short, the story of those who, following Walter
Benjamin, can be described as “the vanquished”:
vanguished by the force of the epistemologies of
the North that obliterate everything that falls out-
side their system, and vanquished as well by the
political system of their own country. This ended
up being the focus of the film: the blind spots of a
history which, in accordance with the dominant
narrative, is focused entirely on Ford's project.

Structurally, Fordlandia Malaise appears to be
divided into three parts with different styles and
content that seem to reflect the times of the land-
scape: the past (in the opening sequence), the past
in the present (through the descriptive shots in
black and white) and the future of the present (in
the closing sequence, in colour). When did you
decide to establish this structure?
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That is a very interesting question because the
whole key to the film lies there. The truth is that
when I travelled to Fordlandia I didn't know I was
going to make a film. I went to see whatever I could
find and I began working with micro-situations.
As I began meeting people and talking to them,
and as [ was being confronted with the buildings,
the soundscapes of the place, which were incred-
ibly rich, I started working out what to film and
how to do it. The film bears the mark of this pro-
cess. At first, I thought of making a series of short
little video pieces, to be exhibited simultaneously.
Then something happened that came out of an in-
credible coincidence: on the day of my departure
to Portugal I met Vicente Franz Cecim, the writ-
er from the Amazon, and I read the first pages of
his book 0O: Desnutrir a pedra (2008) while I was
on the plane. And something clicked: that sudden
moment when the film appears in your mind, as
a whole; it takes off, comes into existence in its
own right without actually existing yet. The same
thing happened to me with Still Life: there was also
a click, and suddenly the film appeared before me.
After that it was very complicated to make. With
Fordlandia Malaise it was the same: the structure
came out of that, a sudden flash.

The opening sequence functions as a flashback
through the images from the Ford archives. Your
way of filming and editing these images uses a
different strategy from the one in your previ-
ous films: after working with slowing down and
re-framing the images of the dictatorship, now
you work with serialising, repeating and speed-
ing up the images, even with a flicker effect.
Why did you choose this new visual and discur-
sive strategy?

The structure initially had three parts: the first
was a visual history of Fordlandia told by the
Americans, through the images produced by the
Ford Motor Company; the second focused on the
tension between the strong memories, embedded
in the Fordist structures, and the weak memories,
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conveyed orally; and finally, the sequence in the
graveyard, of Benjaminian quality, as if the angel
of history had managed to stop the tempest that
drags it into the future and called for the van-
quished to rise up, bringing their voices into the
present, changing the course of history. Then, af-
ter production had started, a fourth, shorter part
was added.

When I was working on the editing process,
thinking about how I could create this visual his-
tory, I realised that the archive images constitut-
ed what people already knew about the North
American project, and that if I focused too much
on them, I would be perpetuating the dominant
narrative (Figure 6). Furthermore, it made no
sense to immerse myself in those images to show
what had been repressed. It made no sense to use
slow motion to create a counter-archive. I want-
ed to get out of those images quickly, not give the
audience too much time with them, so I decided
to speed them up instead of slowing them down,
using an interstitial montage, and through those
interstices, to reveal what was—and still is—latent
in them, because the problems aren't just in the
past; they are a reality that endures:
the women, obnubilated by the male
world; the power of nature, which is
not a mere resource as capitalism and
religion would have us believe; the
workers, etc. The aim was to use the
soundtrack and the images to create
a kind of revolution: of the people, of
nature, and of the images themselves.

The landscape of Fordlandia is an
open-air archive of its recent history,
through the marks and vestiges that
the Ford Motor Company has left on
the terrain: the destruction of the
jungle, the construction of buildings,
streets and highways, the parcelling of
the land, etc. Your way of filming this
landscape adopts a two-edged strate-
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gy that is descriptive—in the static shots and the
pans at ground level—and also performative—in
the aerial pans. How much is there of reaction
and how much of planning in this way of filming?
There was no planning, and in fact that was the
difficulty. How can you film something when you
don't know how it will be presented or where it is
going to be shown? Hence the importance of the
production process through micro-situations, as I
explained before. I'll give an example. [ knew that
[ wanted to deal with the power issues that the
Ford project raised. The water tower, a visual and
architectural symbol of that power, would there-
fore be a key structure that would be filmed in
any case. Then I asked myself, if I could only film a
small number of shots of Fordlandia and I had to
limit them to the water tower, how would I film it?
I knew that I wanted to see Fordlandia from the
perspective of the tower, or at least at that height:
that is the shot that signals the beginning of the
second part of the film and that maintains the in-
tegrity of a sequence shot that in this case is circu-
lar. But I also knew I would have to go beyond this
power symbolically, placing the camera above the

Figure 6. Ford Motor Company archive photograph included in Fordldndia
Malaise (2019)
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Figure 7. Final image in Fordlandia Malaise (2019)

level of the tower; basically, to go above the max-
imum height of Ford’s tallest construction. That
is the last shot in the film, when we finally leave
Ford’s history (Figure 7). The whole shooting pro-
cess was very physical, combining spontaneity
with rationality.

When and why did you decide to use a camera
drone?

When [ started preparing the trip and I thought
about the equipment I would take, I realised it was
important to get a sense of how the urban layout
had marked the land, to be able to see the scars
it had left. To do this, I would have to observe it
from above, taking advantage of the vertical per-
spective, so I decided to take a drone with me.
Later, at the site, [ became aware of a paradox: I
was filming a region that had suffered terrible vi-
olence with a machine of vision that isitself an in-
strument of power. This led me to try other ways
of handling the drone and to take advantage of

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

its versatility, trying to overcome the ideological
apparatus inherent in the instrument itself. This
aspect also involved the connection to the body,
and not just to the gaze. I didn't look through the
drone; I looked with the drone, trying to see what
it saw not through the screen but through its
physical relationship with the space. And always
accompanying it, insofar as was possible, keeping
myself in movement, sometimes bringing it very
close to my own body.

The disembodied voices of the inhabitants of
Fordlandia, meanwhile, fill the gaps in the Ford
Archives and create another discourse about the
local history. Who are these informants? Where
did you find them?

The first thing I did when I got to Fordlandia
was to try to get in contact with some of its in-
habitants, so I went straight to the church, which
is located on a promontory in the middle of the
region, because I was sure the local priest would
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know the community. He was the one who intro-
duced me to Fordlandia’s present, telling me its re-
cent history. I was especially interested in finding
older women, to get to know a point of view that
hasn't been given attention—this is a history told
by men—and, at the same time, to hear memories
that were closer to a bygone era. What happened
next was a succession of meetings where one per-
son led me to another. I spoke to Raimunda da
Silva, a woman of more than seventy who had
arrived in Fordlandia when she was just a little
girl, with her parents, who worked there—and
she herself ended up working in the rubber plan-
tation. I found the children by accident: they were
playing next to the basketball court and I started
talking to them. One very important person was
Maria do Carmo Barreto, a former teacher born
in Fordlandia who now looks after the graveyard.
[ talked to her again in 2019, on a second trip I
made to Fordlandia, and more recently in 2021.
This is a project I decided to take further due to
the complexity of the place, its inhabitants and its
history, and what it reveals to us about our world
today. Junior Brito, who composed and wrote the
music featured at the end of the movie, was one
of the key people for the film: I am still in contact
with him and I filmed him again in 2019 and 2021.
In the film, I decided only to use their voices and
not to turn these people into “characters” because
[ was interested in the collective dimension of his-
tory and the power of the spoken word. Right now
[ am editing the second part of what will become a
diptych, with Fordlandia Malaise as the first panel.
It is going to be called Fordlandia Panacea and it is
based on recent findings on site, placing the focus
on the big gap in the history of this former compa-
ny town: What was there before the Ford Motor
Company arrived?

And finally, why did you decide to end the film
in colour?

It was a spontaneous process. The film was con-
ceived of in three parts, as I explained before.
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While I was editing, I decided to put in the shot of
[saac, the dancing child: every time I started film-
ing him, he would start dancing, and he would
stop when he decided to; it didn’'t matter wheth-
er the camera was still ilming him, whether the
stage was still set for him (Figure 8). He had—and
has—the freedom to leave the scene when he
wants to; it is the freedom of the body, of a de-col-
onised time in opposition to the industrialised
time imposed by Ford. As you said, it is the future
of the present, within the potential life that Ford-
landia has today. B

NOTES

1 Thistext has been written as part of the research pro-
ject “Cartografias del Cine de Movilidad en el Atlanti-
co Hispanico” [Cinematic Cartographies of Mobility in
the Hispanic Atlantic] (CSO2017-85290-P), financed
by the Ministry of Science and Innovation-State Re-
search Agency, and funds from the ERDF.

2 The years of the Salazar dictatorship can actually be
broken down into various political stages: the Military
Dictatorship (1926-1928); the National Dictatorship
(1928-1933); and the Estado Novo (1933-1974). Taken
together, these stages comprise the longest lasting
authoritarian regime in Western Europe in the 20th
century. Anténio de Oliveira Salazar was prime min-
ister from 1932 to 1968, which is why his name is of-
ten used to identify the whole period.

3 La Missdo Cinegrdfica as Colénias de Africa was an in-
itiative of Portugal’s Ministry of the Colonies in 1938
to promote and unite the Portuguese empire through
the production of a series of films in territories under
colonial rule: Guinea, Sdo Tomé and Principe, Angola,
Cape Verde and Mozambique.

4 The Policia Internacional e de Defesa do Estado (PIDE)
was the political and investigative police force re-
sponsible for matters related to the foreign service,
borders and state security from 1945 to 1969. From
1969 until its dissolution in 1974, it was known as the
Direcdo-Geral de Seguranca (DGS).
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5 The Portuguese army’s film archives, the Centro de
Audiovisuais do Exército (CAVE), contains all the pho-
tographs and footage taken by the Seccdo Fotogrdfica
e Cinematogrdfica do Exército since its creation in 1917.

6 Susana de Sousa Dias is referring here to the program
Os Grandes Portugueses, broadcast on Radio Televisao
Portuguesa (RTP) from October 2006 to March 2007.

7  This text has not been published in English but does
have a Spanish translation: Didi-Huberman, G. (2012).
Ante el tiempo. Historia del arte y anacronismo de las im-
agenes. Buenos Aires: Adriana Hidalgo Editora.

8 English translation: Didi-Huberman, G. (2017). The
Surviving Image: Phantoms of Time and Time of Phan-
toms: Aby Warburg's History of Art. University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press.

9  English translation: Didi-Huberman, G. (2009). Con-
fronting Images: Questioning the Ends of a Certain His-
tory of Art. University Park: Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity Press.

10 Gilberto de Mello Freyre was a Brazilian sociologist,
anthropologist and writer. His best-known work is
Casa-Grande & Senzala (Freyre, 1933), a book that anal-
yses social, sexual and racial relations between Portu-
guese settlers and African slaves in Brazil and argues
for the virtues of miscegenation, developing the ideo-
logical construction referred to here by de Sousa Dias.

Figure 8. Isaac in Fordldndia Malaise (2019)
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introduction

MIGUEL FERNANDEZ LABAYEN
ELENA OROZ

This edition of (Dis)Agreements is the product of
our own experience with the conceptualisation,
organisation, and development of an online open
archive that compiles and shares a collection of
films, videos, and other documents related to mi-
gration and mobility across the Atlantic. In the
context of the research project Cinematic Car-
tographies of Mobility in the Hispanic Atlantic, we
have launched the Archive of Cinematic Mobility
(ACM)' with the aim of compiling a database of
feature films produced in Spain and Latin Amer-
ica (covering all countries in the region and all of
their different film histories) whose narratives
deal with or depict issues of human mobility, mi-
gration and displacement. In addition, the archive
includes amateur films and experimental videos
taken from some of the regional film archives in
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Spain (Filmoteca Vasca, Filmoteca de Andalucia
and CGAI-Centro Galego de Artes da Imaxe), and
also offers the results of the video workshops that
we conducted over the course of our four-year
project.

This is not the place for an in-depth explora-
tion of the technical, material, legal, theoretical,
and methodological discussions that influenced
the conceptualisation and creation of the ACM.
Suffice it to say that we faced the challenge posed
by what Michelle Caswell (2021: 15) has described
as the gap between the perspective of humanities
scholars on “the archive” and the complicated re-
alities of “actually existing archives” a material
reality closer to the everyday experiences of li-
brarians, archivists, and scholars specialising in
information studies. The focus of this section is
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therefore inspired by our own need to encourage
a conversation with and between colleagues all
over the world who have pursued or are current-
ly pursuing similar projects. Our admiration from
afar for the diverse range of collective practices
and efforts outlined in this section thus gave rise
to the dialogue presented here, which hopefully
will trigger further discussions about how and
why we, who for the most part are film and media
scholars, sought to develop audiovisual archives
dealing with migrant experiences. We were in-
trigued by the social and intellectual principles
underpinning each initiative and, at the same
time, we wondered how each one reconciled the
humanistic and material dimensions of the ar-
chive mentioned by Caswell.

In short, we have brought together researchers
to talk about the work being done in the following
initiatives: Archive/Counter-Archive: Activating
Moving Image Heritage? (2018-2024 SSHRC Part-
nership Grant), a Canadian research project in-
volving more than 17 community- and artist-run
organizations in Canada dedicated to compiling
diverse narratives of Indigenous, LGBTQ, immi-
grant and women’s histories; the Archivio delle
memorie migranti/Archive of migrant memories
(AMM).® an Italian association that collects, dis-
seminates and produces audiovisual material on
migration based on participatory methods; ITH-
ACA. Interconnecting Histories and Archives for
Migrant Agency,* a European research project
focusing on narratives of migration that aims to
produce a “Superarchive” containing experienc-
es on migration; the Make Film History® project,
a British initiative that fosters the creative reuse
of archival material; and finally, the Reel Borders®
project, a Belgian-based project funded by the EU
that looks at the ways cinema has imagined and
represented borders. This heterogeneous group of
research programs speaks in multiple ways about
the diverse interests, topics and strategies pur-
sued to analyse and audiovisually archive human
displacement.
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Drawing on contemporary discussions about
archives and vulnerable communities, questions
arose about who archives, what is being archived
and how the archive is being presented. In this
sense, issues of access and social justice cut across
all of the different initiatives and interventions
presented in this section. As Diana W. Anselmo
has pointed out in her introduction to a recent
publication on “Alternative Archives” archival
work benefits from “being expanded along the in-
tersectional lines of gender, race, class, ethnicity,
nationality, and sexuality” (2021: 163). All of these
issues have been considered and included in the
extraordinary work carried out by the research-
ers and the teams and projects they represent.
At the same time, as Anselmo also points out, the
need to reconsider the affective dimensions of
these archives and, in the long term, to present
these initiatives as collective works open to public
debate and new political perspectives on migra-
tion is what makes these projects important, not
only for current debates about the work of film
and media scholars but also as a way to bridge the
gap between the academic world and the world
we all live in.

In her recent call for “a global approach to
audiovisual heritage’, film curator and profes-
sor Giovanna Fossati proposes that we need to
‘rethink representation and inclusion of global
audiovisual heritage and re-balance access across
borders and economies” (2021: 128). Among her
recommendations for a change of mindset and
archival practices, Fossati mentions the need to
develop new methodologies of research, pres-
ervation, access, and exhibition, as well as the
promotion of “long-term knowledge exchange”
between archivists and researchers from the so-
called Global North and the Global South. Taking
up Fossati's recommendations, we offer this con-
versation between scholars and activists deeply
engaged in the study and presentation of docu-
ments and the archiving of film and video pro-
ductions that explore and result from human
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mobility. We accept responsibility for the limited
scope of the sample. Of course, to build on Fossa-
ti's inspiring work, further conversations and in-
tellectual, cultural and material interaction need
to be encouraged not only among the participants
in the exchange documented here, but with oth-
er academics and professionals from around the
globe.
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discussion

I. Could you briefly explain what your research projects are about and how it is structured?
Specifically, could you summarize your main goals and the reasons that led you to set it up?

Archive/Counter-Archive
Archive/Counter-Archive: Activating Canada’s
Audio-visual Heritage (A/CA) is a research-cre-
ation partnership involving over twenty-five
archival organisations and cultural repositories
for audiovisual (AV) and other media in Canada
along with four university partners: York (Lead),
Concordia, Queen’s, and Toronto Metropolitan
University. This project focuses on the challenges
and generative opportunities afforded by diverse
media archives belonging to Canada’s Indigenous
Peoples (First Nations, Métis, Inuit), Black com-
munities, People of Colour, women, LGBTQ2+ and
immigrant communities. Through artist residen-
cies, creative counter-archives, and innovative
new scholarship, we are calling attention to col-
lections that are most vulnerable to disappear-
ance and inaccessibility. Through our network,
we are dedicated to sharing resources and devel-
oping creative methodologies for understanding
what AV archives mean to a new generation of
researchers, scholars, artists, archivists, and ac-
tivists. Through experimentation and research,
we are committed to developing an archival ac-
tion plan for community based and artist-run col-
lections in Canada.

The project is structured through eight case
studies and supported by five working groups de-
voted to specific themes: Epistemology of the Ar-
chive; Education & Counter-Pedagogies; Technol-
ogy and Innovation; Cultural Policy, Intellectual
Property, and Rights Ecosystems; and Indigenous
Methodologies. It is funded through a CDN$2.5
million Partnership grant from the Social Scienc-
es and Humanities Research Council of Canada
(SSHRC). Now in its fourth vyear, the seven-year
project involves over fifty academic researchers
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across Canada, over seventy-five graduate stu-

dents and is in the process of constituting an in-

ternational advisory board.
Our project is oriented toward four concrete
goals:

Create practice-based knowledge: we are con-
ducting eight strategic case studies, each one
corresponding to specific AV collections, tied
to specific problems around preservation, and
driven by commmunity interests. Through col-
laborative research, Archive/Counter-Ar-
chive will establish best practices in terms
of creating culturally appropriate systems of
digital and analogue preservation, methodol-
ogies, and protocols.

Train and mentor: we are developing peda-
gogy, training, and mentoring tools shaped
by best practices in community contexts and
protocols of Indigenous methodologies. We
aim to train and mentor the next genera-
tion of curators, archivists, cultural activists,
scholars, digital humanists, and cultural poli-
cy and intellectual property (IP) specialists to
advance moving image heritage preservation,
accessibility, and presentation in Canada. This
training will attend to the complex ethical and
political issues of protocol, cultural property
issues, and intersectional claims on national
heritage.

Build a sustainable media-rich series of books
with Concordia University Press. These books
explore the new theoretical, methodological,
and political questions that arise from the
evolving nature of archives as keepers of mem-
ory and collective histories. Aiming to create
a dialogue among scholars, artists, archivists,
librarians, curators, and policy makers, this
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book series seeks to challenge the hegemony
of traditional archival institutions that have
historically neglected or marginalised wom-
en, Indigenous peoples, the LGBTQ2+ commu-
nities, communities of colour and immigrant
histories. We will produce two versions of
each publication where appropriate—one on-
line (containing additional, digital content)
and the other in print. Our research as well as
our case studies and final exhibitions will be
collected and documented in these books.
Foster an AV Archive Network in Canada: Ar-
chive/Counter-Archive is helping to create a
network of smaller archival organisations, re-
searchers and policymakers invested in identi-
fying and addressing the challenges and new
epistemologies that surround 21st century ar-
chives. In particular, we aim to determine the
special needs of AV preservation across differ-
ent community contexts. This will form the
basis for designing an action plan for Canada’s
community-based AV archives. It is important
to emphasize that the concept of the coun-
ter-archive is not set in opposition to major
institutional archives; in fact, archives at all
levels of funding and organization face obsta-
cles of mandate, resources, and training (albeit
at different scales). Rather, the counter-archi-
val impulse seeks to energise and activate the
potential of the archive and the multiple, inter-
sectional histories embedded in collections, and
to bring them into public view and discourse.

Archive of migrant memories

For the past fifteen years, the Archive of migrant
memories (Archivio delle memorie migranti, AMM)
has been working with transnational migrants by
supporting mixed groups of asylum seekers, volun-
teers, media operators, and researchers in a collab-
orative project aimed at collecting, preserving and
disseminating self-narrative stories and testimo-
nies of (and by) transnational migrants coming to
Italy. In recording these narratives, we have sought
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to stimulate public awareness of the migrant con-
dition in Italy, and to favour self-expressive forms
of migrant voices as necessary traces of their com-
ing and settling here in order to reconstruct their
own memory of their arrival and destiny. Based
on sociologist Abdelmalek Sayad’s intuition that
immigration and emigration are “two sides of the
same coin’, the research also tries to refashion the
public representation of transnational migratory
processes by looking at their “totality”, linking the
“here” and the “there” (the place the migrants left
and the place they have travelled to), which is all
the more relevant for foreign subjects roaming be-
tween former colonial empires and an uncertain
and still undefined postcolonial present. Connect-
ing the memory of Italy’s colonial past with the
memory of recent migrants from former Italian
colonies seemed to us an urgent task in order to re-
define Italy’s multicultural national memory.

Despite the obstacles posed by the rigidly bu-
reaucratic regulations for obtaining citizenship, the
increasing number of new citizens of foreign ori-
gin in Italy is enriching the debate over the nation’s
memory and its capacity for reappropriation or in-
clusion. Even if multicultural coexistence is official-
ly acknowledged as part of the globalised nation,
[talian society still appears to be suspicious of its
own hybrid memories and their implicit aspiration
to a different national sense of belonging that ques-
tions the exclusionary political-cultural establish-
ment and its foundations. From this point of view,
migrants today and always are frontier-makers,
creators not just of diaspora communities but also
of cultural mediation, catalysts for resident commu-
nities whose physical and symbolic boundaries are
constantly shifting and intersecting.

The associations’ main activities are:
Participatory video workshops with migrants,
with the aim of producing self-narratives;
Interviews and narrative circles for the crea-

tion of self-narratives;
School workshops about self-narratives and
anti-racism;
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Dissemination activities (screenings, public
events).

Throughout its history, AMM has been fund-
ed by:

- Private foundations interested in fostering mi-
grants’ participation and new, grassroots-based
and informed stories about migration in Italy/
Europe, especially through creative and partici-
patory methods (Lettera27; Open Societies; The
Waldensian Evangelical Church).

- National public funds (Ministry of Culture’s
MigrArti Project; Italian Agency for Develop-
ment Cooperation - AICS; Italian Office against
Racial Discrimination - UNAR) for specific
projects in cooperation with other organisa-
tions and institutions.

- Schools (from all over Italy) and cultural cen-
tres (Goethe Institut Rome, MAXXI Museum
Rome).

- The European Commission.

Our partners are mainly other associations
and NGOs, universities, cultural centres and in-
stitutional archives.

The research team is currently made up of
four people, supported by one expert in commu-
nication and two administrative/project manage-
ment team members.

Make Film History

As cultural heritage organisations digitise their
collections and increase public access, moving im-
age portals like the Irish Film Institute Player (IFI
Archive Player),” the Northern Ireland Screen’s
Digital Film Archive player (DFA)? the British
Film Institute (BFI) Player” and BBC iPlayer™ pro-
vide audiences with virtual screening rooms to
view their shared audiovisual history on demand.
But the creative reuse of moving image archive
material remains problematic, beset by questions
of copyright law, rights clearance and “fair deal-
ing” exceptions, and an audiovisual archives sec-
tor without a standardised framework to open up
access to this material for creative reuse by young
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filmmakers working in education and in the com-
munity. Young filmmakers cannot access this ma-
terial without significant funding from film funds
or broadcasters to pay commercial licensing fees.

The Make Film History project has addressed
this problem by developing a new, sustainable
model for the creative reuse of archive materi-
al for non-commercial use by young filmmakers,
supported by our project partners, the British Film
Institute, BBC Archive Editorial, the Irish Film In-
stitute and Northern Ireland Screen. Our partners
have contributed almost 300 films to the scheme
as well as staff time for research and digitisation of
assets, and operational and technical support.

The project asks: “How can we license moving
image archive material for creative reuse by young
filmmakers for education, training and communi-
ty use? How can the creative reuse of this materi-
al increase community engagement with hidden
cultural heritage and strengthen communities
through new work created by emerging filmmak-
ers reflecting on the past and developing talent
for the future?”

Funded by Britain's Arts and Humanities Re-
search Council (AHRC) and the Irish Research
Council, the project has created a new research
network around the creative reuse of archive
material by young filmmakers, developing new
partnerships between academic researchers and
a range of non-academic partners: audiovisual
archives and cultural heritage organisations who
preserve and license this material; schools and
training providers developing new talent in the
creative industries; and regional film festivals who
bring the local film community together. To date,
75 higher education institutions and eleven film
festivals and training organisations have signed up
to the scheme.

Ithaca

The H2020 ITHACA project (Interconnecting His-
tories and Archives for Migrant Agency) focuses
on migration narratives in the past and present,
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analysing them in a rigorous historical framework,
whilst adopting an interdisciplinary, comparative
and transnational approach. To this end, it involves
a consortium of eleven partners from countries
of origin, transit and destination of migrants in
Europe, Africa, the Middle East and Eurasia. The
project deepens the various forms of narratives on
and produced by migrants, considering them as
agents of social change, historically retracing caus-
es, transformations, and effects of migration nar-
ratives, and highlighting silenced voices.

At the heart of the project is the creation of a
digital platform collecting databases on past and
present migration narratives, and offering media
tools and applications to policymakers, practition-
ers, and migrants. ITHACA is also committed to
organising participatory, artistic and training
activities to foster the engagement of key stake-
holders, including scholars, archivists, muse-
um curators, practitioners, NGOs, returnees and
potential migrants. These actions aim to raise
awareness, inform the public debate, and dissem-
inate thoughtful recommendations for present
and future policies of relief, empowerment, inclu-
sion, and participation.

There are about 50 researchers involved in the
project: they are representatives of different dis-
ciplines, such as history, anthropology, sociology,
philosophy, linguistics, archival science and com-
munication. ITHACA has received funding from
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the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and
innovation programme (GA no. 101004539). We
are also establishing institutional partnerships,
especially with NGOs, national and internation-
al organisations, as well as museums and cultural
institutions (for instance, with the Museé Nation-
al de I'Histoire de I'lmmigration of Paris).

Reel Borders

The Reel Borders project studies the different
ways in which films imagine borders. How do
they contribute to, complicate or contest hegem-
onic understandings of borders? One of the driv-
ing motivations behind the project was that film
is often overlooked as a site of struggle for impor-
tant societal issues and that it seemed particularly
relevant to address this in relation to borders, as
they have an important symbolic dimension. The
different sub-studies in the project concentrate
on (a) border imaginaries in films, (b) cinema cul-
ture practices and (c) participatory film practices.
These sub-studies are articulated quite differently
in each of our border cases: Ireland and the UK;
Spain and Morocco; and Turkey and Syria. At the
moment, we are five researchers (but not all full-
time) and we received funding from the European
Research Council (Starting Grant). Our main part-
ners are academic institutions that host us during
fieldwork in the different border regions.
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2. What role does the audiovisual archive play in the project? How do you understand and
use the archive, both theoretically and practically? What kind of methodologies do you use?

Archive/Counter-Archive

The audiovisual archive is central to our project.
Our primary concern is with media art, documen-
tary, and independent film and video archives as
they exist in different communities and circum-
stances. We are concerned with intangible ar-
chives that exist within a range of situations: tra-
ditional memory institutions, artist-run centres,
communities, homes/private life. We are particu-
larly aware of the urgencies for preservation of
film, video, and community heritage in various
artist-run centres and media distribution organi-
sations, where undervalued media works and col-
lections by women, Indigenous, queer, and media
makers of colour are deteriorating and vulnerable
to continuing erosion. Under-funding and other
limitations on archival expertise and human re-
sources have restricted priority to these under-
studied and neglected materials.

Traditional archives have invariably been
shaped by ideological and political narratives
about a nation’s history, in Canada, as a white
European settler colony. But, as we argue, they
are also shaped by contestations, theorisations,
and practices of the archive that come from fem-
inist, queer, and Indigenous, Black, and People of
Colour (IBPOC) scholars, archivists, and activists,
who have provoked a reconsideration of the au-
thority given to the archive and of what the ar-
chive contains. This legacy of contestation helps
us consider the emergence of counter-archives,
which are often linked to community archives
that emerged from counterculture and social jus-
tice movements of the 1960s and 1970s.

The notion of the counter-archive puts the
emphasis on the political, resistant, and communi-
ty-based nature of minoritised communities’ en-
gagement with archival materials and protocols.
Counter-archives disrupt conventional narratives
and enrich our histories. They embody not only a
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theoretical approach to conceptualising archives
but also a focus on modes of practice—practices
that resist the universalising force of dominant
techniques of documentation and standardisa-
tion at work within most institutional archives,
libraries, and museums. Counter-archives seek
to challenge the hegemony of traditional archi-
val institutions that have historically neglected
or marginalised women, Indigenous peoples, LG-
BTQ2+ communities, communities of colour and
immigrant histories—and the audiovisual materi-
als produced by or documenting these communi-
ties.

Archive of migrant memories

The Archive of migrant memories was created
out of the necessity to collect, share and acknowl-
edge the everyday stories of people who, through
a combination of choice, determination, and ex-
ternal forces, decided to leave their country in
search of a new future, and eventually settled in
or transited through the Italian peninsula. The
Archive’s aim since the beginning has been to in-
vite researchers and migrants to produce partic-
ipatory oral, written and audiovisual narratives
so as to enable migrants to familiarise themselves
with collection, archiving and dissemination prac-
tices related to their own stories and testimonies.
This participatory process has brought Italians
and non-Italians together not just for academic
research but for a unique ethical and political pro-
ject that aspires to turn transnational migration
into a shared collective heritage.

The idea of compiling an archive of audio and
visual memories made by and for migrants came
out of the joint effort of a group of field researchers,
refugees and asylum seekers originally from the
Horn of Africa, together with schoolteachers and
cultural operators interested in making migrant
memory a valuable shared concern for all. Through
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the daily welcoming and care of immigrants at an
[talian school in Rome, and the decision to base
teaching methods and materials on the lived ex-
perience of transnational mobility, learning Italian
was conceived as a necessary survival measure for
migrants who wanted to honour the memory and
dignity of their migratory journey to Italy. Narrat-
ing their own story soon became a way of recov-
ering from the anguish of the journey, and of ex-
pressing their personal needs and desires.

Our previous educational experience comes
from a collaboration with Medici Contro la Tortu-
ra (Doctors Against Torture), who worked with
us on the first attempts at recording stories of
migrants and asylum seekers, including accounts
of traumas they suffered on their journeys or in
the country of origin, transit or destination. With
the active participation of migrants in the crea-
tion of listening groups as opposed to face-to-face
encounters, we gradually reconstructed their
life experiences (including traumatic ones) and
transformed them into materials for sympathetic
listening and self-reflection. Through a combina-
tion of public and private funds, and the input of
media experts who joined our volunteers and re-
searchers, we began organising events and exhi-
bitions and creating participatory video-testimo-
nies and documentaries.

We have explored the communicative and
community-building potential of the audiovisual
materials asa mediating tool in a multicultural and
multilingual context of learning and the exchange
of experiences. We have screened our audiovis-
ual works to small audiences, schools, community
centres and university groups, and we have made
them available to migrant communities and social
networks. In this way, the Archive has begun its
migration to public forums and media.

Make Film History

The project focus isthe creative reuse of the audio-
visual archive by young filmmakers in education.
Through the practice research of student projects,
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young filmmakers critically engage with film and
social history and create their own responses to
found fragments of audiovisual history.

Once licensed by an educational institution,
over two hundred films can be downloaded by tu-
tors for use in the classroom, on campus or online.
Students browse our website, choose an archive
film to respond to and request download access
to the film, integrating clips of up to two minutes
into their own documentaries.

Ithaca

The audiovisual and, more generally, digitised
documents have a crucial role in the project, es-
pecially in the construction of the ITHACA digital
platform. To better inform the present, what we
need is to create an adequate corpus of well-ar-
chived oral, written, and audiovisual sources, re-
cords, and archival collections to back in-depth
studies of internal and external historical mobil-
ity across Europe and in the Mediterranean area.
Many more attempts have to be made at archiv-
ing, digitising, cataloguing or preserving direct
migration sources in the European context at the
levels of government, NGOs, migrant communi-
ties and individual stakeholders.

One of the main aims is to save fragile and
endangered sources of the recent past or of the
present. At the same time, the response to this
task cannot be emotional or disorganised. The task
of meticulously compiling documents, ordering
them into coherent categories, establishing de-
tailed and well-structured archives, and develop-
ing exhaustive research aids is vitally important.

Beyond the urgent need to preserve the nar-
ratives of migrants and on migration, we want
to enhance them for the production of historical
knowledge as well as for more effective develop-
ment of policies to govern migration flows. The
basic idea is to build a digital archive that pre-
serves and analyses memories of migration, both
for scholars and for practitioners, policymakers
and migrants themselves.
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The idea is to allow the analysis of migration
narratives in an open perspective, in time, space
and their roots, to facilitate the identification of
recurring elements, diversities and ruptures that
will enable more effective research, reflection and
policy making.

Reel Borders

We have started building databases of border films
for each of the three cases, quickly realising that
this exercise also involved thinking about demar-
cations of national versus transnational cinema,
professional versus amateur cinema, documen-
tary versus fiction, etcetera. The question of the
archive comes in because it allows one to obtain a
more diverse view on films that are relevant to the
border imaginaries, beyond the traditional canon
and beyond the usual lists. In the case of Ireland
and Northern Ireland, for instance, we discovered
that there are a lot of relevant films that form part
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of amateur archives and we are now using this as
a starting point to question and complicate dichot-
omies of amateur and professional filmmaking in
border imaginaries.

For example, we are collecting in-depth inter-
views with the directors of the Irish Film Institute
(Kasandra O'Connell) and the Digital Film Archive
of Northern Ireland Screen (Francis Jones), as well
as with promoters of independent initiatives that
have been focused on collecting and archiving
amateur film and audiovisual footage of crucial
historical periods and places (such as the Prisons
Memory Archive and the Belfast Archive Pro-
ject’?). By putting in dialogue these institutional
and non-institutional archives, we analyse the dif-
ferent policies for acquiring, preserving, dissemi-
nating, and representing amateur films in both
Ireland and Northern Ireland, looking at the role
they play in building a notion of cinema memory
in post-conflict societies and young nations.
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3. What relationship does the archive have with the experiences of migrant people? What
kind of material do you have, and how do you work with it?

Archive/Counter-Archive

Our case study on the Winnipeg Film Group (WFG)
is a great example of how Archive/Counter-Ar-
chive's approach in terms of counter-archives
can both reveal the erasure of the contributions
made by minoritised communities and further
help create new materials. Founded in 1974, WFG
is central to any history of independent and ex-
perimental filmmaking in Canada. The A/CA case
study is extending the preservation efforts WFG
itself has undertaken in recent years, digging deep
into their archives to identify those films sidelined
and subordinated in conventional histories of the
organisation—in particular, films made by Indige-
nous people, the Black community, and people of
colour, many of whom arrived as migrants to Ca-
nada, whether directly or as second or third gene-
ration children of migrants. These works have the
capability of transforming our understanding of
the city, its cinema, and the cultures that conver-
ge here. In addition to identifying and preserving
these works, an artist-in-residence will work with
and in the WFG archive, having carte blanche to
both create and critique, to recognise the possibi-
lities that WFG opened up for independent film-
makers over the course of its history, but also to
acknowledge the exclusions and elisions that com-
plicate and compromise these achievements.

The WEFG artist-in-residence program builds
on other successful residency programs that A/
CA case studies have featured. Archive/Coun-
ter-Archive partnered up with Library and Ar-
chives Canada (LAC) to create two inaugural artist
residencies there. Jennifer Dysart (autumn 2019)
and Nadine Valcin (winter 2020) worked with
LAC's archivist Caroline Forcier-Holloway to ac-
tivate, remediate, and engage with AV collections
at LAC and to create artworks that imagine new
counter-archives. Dysart’s work examined vari-
ous films from the colonial era that often end up
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in archives without information about the Indig-
enous people and communities shown. Her goal
was to identify the families shown in the Keewa-
tin Missions film, housed at LAC, which shows
the Catholic archdiocese covering much of cen-
tral and northern Canada in the 1950s. Nadine
Valcin’s film, Origines, is a two-channel media
installation that uses footage from Claude Jutra’s
1963 film A Tout Prendre (Take it All) to explore
his then lover and film co-star Johanne Harrelle's
complicated quest for identity as a Black Franco-
phone woman in Canada.

Since we are located in Canada, it is imperative
for us to adopt an intersectional perspective that
takes into consideration the genocidal displace-
ment of Indigenous peoples through the settler-co-
lonial histories of English and French European
conquest. To be clear, Indigenous peoples are not
migrant communities—and yet the legacies of co-
lonialism have effectively positioned Indigenous
people as minoritised communities in Canada.
“From Birchbark Scrolls to Online Activism: Ar-
chives at Urban Shaman and Shoal Lake 40 First
Nation” explores the relationships between ar-
chives, art, and Indigenous First Nation Shoal Lake
40 in relation to the city of Winnipeg and Anishi-
naabe archival protocols. This case study activated
archives through praxis-based and relational In-
digenous methodologies that oriented AV material
through the land and its histories, expanding the
archive beyond traditional colonial forms of doc-
umentation. In July 2021, Urban Shaman hosted
Angelina McLeod's show Mide-wigwas: Transmedi-
ating, curated by Daina Warren and Jessica Jacob-
son-Konefall. This exhibition came out of McLeod’s
research at the City of Winnipeg archives and the
Glenbow Museum in Calgary. At the City archives,
she assessed over 1,000 photographic images for
the exhibition, considering Shoal Lake 40 First Na-
tion’s relationship to Winnipeg in the present and
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future. In early 2020, just before the pandemic,
McLeod visited the Redsky birchbark scrolls at the
Glenbow Museum, analysing the audio files creat-
ed by James Redsky, explaining the scrolls’ narra-
tives, meanings, and histories.

The Arnait Video Productions case study fo-
cuses on a collection of films and production ma-
terials created by Arnait (originally the Women'’s
Video Workshop of Igloolik) in Nunavut. A team
of A/CA researchers from Queen’'s University,
through their Vulnerable Media Lab, have been
collaborating closely with the Arnait video collec-
tive of Inuit women to remediate and digitise the
Arnait archive and keep it alive and well. The col-
lection encompasses thirty years of stories, inter-
views, production materials, and documentation.
We have been working to make the digitised films
and media content available to the collective and,
in consultation with Arnait members, to make
some content accessible to the general public.

A/CA is committed to further centring Indig-
enous methodologies and archival protocols. In
2021, we held a Summer Institute, led by Stacy
Allison-Cassin, focused on “The Practice of Indig-
enous Metadata and Knowledge Organization’
These discussions will be further developed dur-
ing the Indigenous Archives Gathering event set to
take place in October 2022, organised in collab-
oration with the ImagineNATIVE film and me-
dia festival, in Toronto. The Indigenous Archives
Gathering will bring together Indigenous artists,
film and media specialists, archivists, curators,
Knowledge Keepers, Elders, memory workers and
scholars from across Canada. Themes of traces
and care will be explored through three perspec-
tives: 1) access; 2) engagement; and 3) activation of
archives from different First Nations, Inuit, and
Métis communities from multiple regions. The
central focus of the Indigenous Archives Gathering
will be media art archives and related intangible
archives that exist within traditional memory in-
stitutions, artist-run centres, communities, and
homes/private life. The aim is to foster conversa-
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tions and allow participants to share knowledge
and identify needs, best practices, and experienc-
es about the current state of Indigenous media art
archives in Canada. The presentations and out-
comes of this gathering will be published as a part
of A/CA’s publication series.

Archive of migrant memories

In our project migrants are considered the main
actors of the narrative and of archiving practi-
ces. They are involved not only in the narrative
phase, but also in the dissemination of the sour-
ces they have produced or gathered. We have
texts, multimedia self-narratives, participatory
video products, academic writings concerning
our methodology and projects. We use them in
dissemination events such as school workshops,
public screenings, academic conferences and pu-
blic events. Sometimes we also use materials that
were produced and archived in the past in order
to produce new materials that acquire new mea-
nings in the present.

Make Film History

We have several films reflecting the migrant and
the refugee experience.®® These have prompted
very interesting responses from students, inclu-
ding The New Road (2020), a graduation film made
by Iranian refugee Sinai Noor in the M.A. film-
making course at Kingston School of Art. Here is
an excerpt from the film's IMDB synopsis: “The
film glimpses the life of an art student who fled to
the UK in 2018 and a Hungarian who fled to the
UK in the 1950s—both representing the common
refugee experience in modern times.”

Ithaca

Mainstream and scientific accounts of forced
migration and, in particular, irregular human
mobility toward Europe are often plagued with
over-simplistic, fragmented, and at times even
rhetorical representations of the relationships be-
tween migrants travelling across borders and the
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wide array of facilitators, passeurs, and/or smu-
gglers accompanying them along these routes.
According to most of the narratives disseminated
by the media, by policymakers but also by some
studies, migrants are depicted as irrational and
basically desperate and passive actors exploited
by hardened and unscrupulous criminals whose
profile is often overdetermined by the perspective
of criminal justice and border control measures.
Alternative narratives, however, especially those
collected from migrants themselves, point to the
intricate web of social and cultural processes, re-
lations and dynamics underlying border-crossing,
as also reflected in the complex array of relations-
hips that migrants and facilitators actually esta-
blish with each other. Hence, the ITHACA project
will identify similarities and/or discrepancies be-
tween these two different narrative fields, paying
specific attention to the need to incorporate mi-
grants’ perspectives and experiences into the pro-
duction of knowledge about the phenomenon.
The materials collected on the ITHACA digital
platform will be chosen from a wide range of ty-
pologies and chronologies: from the Middle Ages
to the present, and from historical documents,
mostly preserved in the archives, to interviews
and recordings made by migrants themselves.
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Reel Borders

In Ireland, we work mostly with amateur film
archives made in Ireland and Northern Ireland,
but also in England and North America as they
have been the main destinations of Irish mi-
grants since 1845 due to the Irish Potato Famine.
In the case of Morocco-Spain, we have video ar-
chives made by migrants from Guinea Conakry,
Céte d'Ivoire, and Cameroon who have crossed
the borders of Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, and Ceuta,
and film and video archives of independent film-
makers made on both sides of this border. What
unifies such a diverse sample of archives is their
capacity to reveal the common colonial past and
to understand the migrant archive as a site for ne-
gotiating the geopolitical locations of cinema be-
yond nation-states. For the archives coming from
the migrants who record their attempts at border
crossing, these archives mean a mobile practice of
both filmmaking and placemaking. In any case,
the archive might be seen as a transversal site of
memory that criss-crosses nations, periods, and
cultures and that therefore addresses a global his-
tory of mostly forced mobilities.
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4.In what ways does the project encourage engagement with hidden or lesser-known audio-
visual heritage and how does it expand the notion of cultural heritage? How do your archival
practices challenge official narratives about nationhood, history, and identity?

Archive/Counter-Archive

Our work with the Regent Park Film Festival
(RPFF) is a good example of the kinds of projects
we have been developing with diverse commu-
nities in Canada. RPFF is a community partner
and part of the research network of A/CA. It is
a non-profit cultural and educational media arts
organisation grounded in Canada’s largest and
oldest public housing neighbourhood, which
hosts Toronto's longest running (since 2003) free
community film festival. RPFF is a staple in the
community. In addition to an annual festival in
November, it offers year-round screenings, an an-
nual School Program, workshops, and community
events at no cost.

RPFF is dedicated to showcasing local and in-
ternational independent works relevant to people
from all walks of life. The key constituencies that
RPFF serves are IBPOC communities, people with
low incomes, people who live in public housing,
and Regent Park residents, many of whom were
part of different historical waves of immigration
to Canada, including contemporary migrants. The
films RPFF presents break stereotypes and show
that no one place or person has just one story. This
past November at their 19" Annual Film Festival,
RPFF featured a panel, “Disrupting the Archives,’
that showcased the works of A/CA’s two artistsin
residence at LAC. The panel featured the artists
along with the archivist at LAC who supported
them. RPFF also screened the media arts works
through their digital platform.

To commemorate its 20th anniversary in
2022, RPFF commissioned four local IBPOC art-
ists (prioritising gender diversity and those from
Regent Park or similar communities in Toronto) to
produce digital media arts works that engage with
the history of Regent Park. The basis for their ar-
tistic engagements will include visual source ma-
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terial such as archival footage of Regent Park (e.g.,
documentaries, news coverage, home videos from
residents), as well as narrative media forms set
in Regent Park (e.g., short and feature films, web
series episodes, music videos). The commissioned
projects will have opportunities to use film source
material and audiovisual archives as part of their
new artistic work. They will creatively respond to
any film source material (with permission) or tell
their own story that is rooted in the history of Re-
gent Park.

The project is titled “Regent Park Made Visi-
ble” because it showcases and artistically engag-
es with the history of a quickly changing com-
munity through visual responses. The title also
references RPFF’s last artistic commissioning
project, Home Made Visible (2018-19), where six
works were commissioned to engage with digit-
ised home movies of IBPOC Canadians and reflect
on the power of how archives shape our relation-
ship to the past and shared identities on colonised
land. The 80 preserved films are in a collection at
the Clara Thomas Archives at York University.

Archive of migrant memories

To build a migrants’ archive together with the
actors of migration has been for us not only an
educational choice but a sign of welcome to the
newcomers to our society: to empower their testi-
monies so that they can be spoken and heard, and
to ask our fellow citizens simply to listen and allow
them to express themselves and to be publicly re-
cognised. Our objective has been to keep records,
and leave public traces, of the transnational iden-
tity that has slowly but steadily been manifesting
itself in Italy in the recent past. It is for this reason
that the Archive has been for us a tool for chan-
ge and an instrument of “memory action’, a spa-
ce in which narrated and shared memories may
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become circular, reciprocal, narratable, and where
established dichotomies (citizen/migrant, lawful/
clandestine, us/them) are openly questioned.

Through the involvement of bigger institu-
tional archives—such asthe ICBSA (National Insti-
tute for Sound and Audiovisual Heritage) in Rome
(see below)—we also try to attract the interest of
institutional bodies and civic communities—espe-
cially those playing a key role in shaping public
memory—in the minority but no less substantial
stories of our contemporary condition. The aim is
to hold central institutions more accountable for
decentralising, denationalising, and decolonising
the public sphere in order to make it more inclu-
sive and aware of the memory gaps between com-
munities.

Make Film History

By working with our project partners, we make
films about hidden or lesser-known audiovisual
heritage accessible to young filmmakers in educa-
tion, not just for viewing but for inclusion in their
films. We work with the curation teams of our
project partners to make the selection of films as
diverse and inclusive as possible and are respon-
sive to requests from students and staff at parti-
cipating institutions. We are about to add another
80 films from BBC Archive on the themes of the
environment, diversity, and mental health and
neurodiversity.

The project has created a new research net-
work around the creative reuse of archive materi-
al by young filmmakers, developing new partner-
ships between academic researchers and a range
of non-academic partners, audiovisual archives
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and cultural heritage organisations that preserve
and license this material, schools and training
providers developing new talent in the creative
industries, and regional film festivals that bring
the local film community together.

Ithaca

To dismantle the current public debate, often
based on rhetoric and prejudices, the ITHACA
project intends to investigate the narratives on
migrations and migrants produced by different
actors (policymakers, media, humanitarian wor-
kers, public authorities).

The identification, description and access to
archives, both international and institutional, are
crucial in this sense. But also extremely important
is the exploitation of sources associated with the
present, such as audiovisual platforms or social
media. If we want to understand migration as a
long-term phenomenon, we need to compare tra-
ditional historical sources with those testimonies
that are used today to transmit and define the ex-
perience of and about migration.

Reel Borders

By working with participatory filmmaking we
hope to expand the scope of stories and voices
when it comes to border areas. This will com-
plement and complicate more institutional nar-
ratives about the border. At the same time, we
want to use the project to explore how film can
be a way to develop future imaginaries, thus also
complementing the heavy focus that (institution-
al) archives usually put on historical memory and
national identity.
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5. How do you approach mediation and the transfer of knowledge to society at large? What
are the main outreach initiatives designed for social engagement? How do you work with the

archive in educational and artistic contexts?

Archive/Counter-Archive

A/CA fundamentally aims not only to preserve
and activate existing archives, but also to think
about the future of AV archives. In that context,
we are training the next generation of archivists
through internships at our partner institutions
and developing guidelines and best practices for
the preservation of counter-archival materials.
Similarly, we are currently writing a report that
will analyse current federal and provincial/te-
rritorial policies and funding programs for com-
munity-driven archives that include audiovisual
archives in Canada. This report will lead to policy
recommendations that will help support the evol-
ving media archive ecosystem.

Furthermore, we are digitising and historicis-
ing various films and videos that are currently de-
teriorating—in effect helping these works to find
a new life and to be shown to new audiences. Sev-
eral of the films we helped preserve are now back
in circulation and can be shown to new audienc-
es, be it in classrooms or in theatres. Several of our
researchers are creating various pedagogical and
educational guides (led by Chloé Brushwood-Rose
in the Faculty of Education, York University) that
will enable these films to be used in classes of any
topic and level, in both secondary and postsec-
ondary settings.

Archive of migrant memories

In the past ten years the following outreach ac-
tivities for wider social and cultural engagement
have been pursued:

The DiMMi Project

DIMMI (Diari Multimediali Migranti/Multime-
dia Diaries by Migrants) is an Italian storytelling
contest aimed at collecting and giving publicity to
stories by people from foreign countries who live
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or have lived in Italy or in the Republic of San Ma-
rino. The contest has a dual objective: soliciting,
collecting and preserving migrant self-narrati-
ves, and contrasting anti-migration stereotypes
through multimedia representations of personal
experience.

Originally supported by the Region of Tusca-
ny in 2014 with the aim of raising citizens’ aware-
ness and promoting their social involvement, in
2018 it became a national project financed by the
[talian Agency for Cooperation and Development
for issues such as peace, memory and intercul-
tural dialogue. The DIMMI project has resulted
today in the creation of a growing collection of
migrants’ diaries housed in the Archivio Diaris-
tico Nazionale (National Diary Archive) at Pieve
Santo Stefano, where each year a DIMMI Prize is
awarded.

AMM has participated in the DiMMi project
from the start, cooperating in the collection of tes-
timonies and life stories and sharing its own ex-
perience of collecting, producing and preserving
audio and video self-narratives.

The Mutti Prize

Cultural policies encouraging film production
(along the lines of the Arts Council in the UK) and
direct investments by television channels (such as
Channel 4, Arte and ZDF) are rare in Italy, and
with few exceptions there is virtually no support
for cinema from the global South. The Mutti Pri-
ze for foreign and Italian filmmakers of migrant
origin was created in 2008 by Officina Cinema
Sud-Est in collaboration with the Bologna Cinete-
ca with the dual aim of promoting new forms of
self-representation through films and documen-
taries and of stimulating the development of more
inclusive cultural policies.
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The prize is awarded to foreign and Italian au-
thors from Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe, the Bal-
kans, the Middle East, Central and South America
who have lived in Italy for at least twelve months.
The prize is the only Italian venture of this kind
for migrant and/or foreign filmmakers resident in
Italy, created to support art and inclusion in the
field of cinema. The prize helps to select a film
project presented by a migrant or foreign director
who receives 18,000 euros to support film pro-
duction.

For foreign filmmakers or Italian filmmakers
of migrant origin living in Italy it is almost impos-
sible to find funding for their work.

AMM was invited to join the Mutti prize in
2012 after one of its migrant directors, Dagmawi
Yimer from Ethiopia, won the prize that year.

The FRMM-Migrant Memories Network Collection
The Migrant Memories Network Collection
(FRMM) hosted at the ICBSA (National Institu-
te for Sound and Audiovisual Heritage) in Rome
contains audiovisual material on transnational
memory and mobility in Italy. The collection origi-
nated with an agreement signed in 2012 between
the Archive of migrant memories, Circolo Gianni
Bosio, the University of Naples “LOrientale” and
the Central Institute for Sound and Audiovisual
Heritage. In 2021, the agreement was renegotia-
ted between AMM, Circolo Gianni Bosio, the Glo-
bal Humanities degree program at the University
of Rome La Sapienza, the National Diary Archive
of Pieve S. Stefano (DiMMi project) and the Cen-
tral Institute for Sound and Audiovisual Heritage.
The main objective of the FRMM is the preser-
vation of the audio and visual heritage produced
by intercultural and transnational projects in a
network of different individuals involved in re-
cording social and cultural interactions currently
taking place in Italy. The collection focuses specifi-
cally on the preservation of audio and video docu-
ments created by people with different historical,
cultural, social, and linguistic migration experi-
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ences, which are constantly growing in number
in the country. The collection comprises memoirs,
narratives, music, writing, sound and video testi-
monies—produced by foreign communities in Ita-
ly and by individual migrants, refugees, and asy-
lum seekers—with the aim of making them part
of the national heritage accessible to the public
once they are included in the national archiving
network of the National Institute and its preser-
vation and evaluation system.

ITHACA H2020 project

More recently, AMM has received a grant from
the EU’s Horizon2020 programme, in the context
of the ITHACA project Interconnecting Histories
and Archives for Migrant Agency: Entangled Narra-
tives Across Europe and the Mediterranean Region
(g.a. 101004539). In this project, AMM is in char-
ge of coordinating research activities concerning
present migration narratives, with partners in
France, Jordan, Italy, Morocco, the Netherlands,
and Tunisia; itisalso carrying out specific research
on current migration with migrants in Italy and
Tunisia. AMM focuses its research on self-narra-
tives and participatory methods. The research is
based on a series of narrative circles—group wor-
kshops involving five to eight people each—with
people from Afghanistan, Sub-Saharan Africa
and North Africa. These narrative circles aim to
foster collective exchanges of life stories between
migrants and Italians involved as researchers,
practitioners, and activists. Particular attention is
paid to the participants’ reflections on the mea-
ning, significance, and effects of self-narratives in
their experiences.

At School with the Other

Drawing on our experience in 2013 of producing
an educational toolkit based on one of our films
(Va' Pensiero. Itinerant stories, Dagmawi Yimer,
2013), AMM has devoted part of its activities to
disseminating migrants’ self-representation in
schools, through self-narrative laboratories ai-
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ming at reproducing the same participatory pro-
cess adopted with migrants in the classroom. The
core idea behind AMM'’s workshop is that expe-
riencing self-narratives, and the complex relatio-
nal dynamics they entail, increases one’s ability to
listen carefully to other voices.

Make Film History

Since our launch symposium in September 2020,
we have run a series of events that have taken
three forms: industry panels and workshops, ex-
ploring the key themes and research questions of
the network; creative workshops and virtual film
camps where young filmmakers can engage with
archive material on short film projects, mentored
by professional filmmakers, and regional archives
and training organisations can pilot creative reu-
se in a festival setting; and follow-on events whe-
re some of the work produced through the project
has been screened for the local community.

Some of the films produced have been show-
cased at film festivals in Cork, Rathmullan, Glas-
gow, Leeds and London. As part of last year’s BFI
Future Film Festival, 605 people attended an on-
line workshop led by Turner Prize-winning artist
and filmmaker Jeremy Deller, which demonstrat-
ed the value of the Make Film History collec-
tion and led to new institutions signing up to the
scheme. We held another sold-out workshop yes-
terday with filmmaker Charlie Shackleton at this
year’s edition of the festival.

Ithaca

The development of a digital platform will highli-
ght the importance of network analysis in histo-
rical appraisal, allowing new levels of complexity
and reaching a wider public. This last point un-
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derscores the historian’s importance as mediator,
a particular element that has emerged recently
with the development and spread of so-called di-
gital public history. Within ITHACA, social scien-
ce researchers, archivists, curators, humanitarian
workers, migrant and refugee associations and
digital developers collaborate together. Crucially,
this interdisciplinary approach will be associated
with a solid and rigorous documentation search.

Another fundamental initiative planned in
the ITHACA project is the so-called Policy Coun-
cil System: the project results will be verified each
year with actors outside the academic commu-
nity, in particular policymakers, practitioners,
migrants, and experts on migratory phenomena
from civil society. This will allow academic re-
search to interact more effectively with society
and help to translate research results into policy
briefs and recommendations, i.e., operational pro-
posals to inform the migration policies of govern-
ments and practitioners.

Reel Borders

Since we are still in the early stages of the project
we are not able to give a lot of details on this yet.
However, in one sub-study of the project partici-
patory processes are central and the aim is to co-
llaborate with people living in border areas, with
community organisations and local filmmakers.
Our objective is to develop outreach initiatives
that emerge from these participatory processes.
We will make short films together with partici-
pants about their border experiences and we plan
to develop ways to make these films visible to a
wider audience as part of film festivals or an (onli-
ne) exhibition. In this way, we can hopefully brid-
ge the scientific, artistic and educational domains.
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6. At this point, could you summarize some of the main findings of the project?

Archive/Counter-Archive

Here, we focus on how the partnership network
has yielded results at this halfway point to de-
monstrate the critical importance of cross-po-
llination across archival, artistic, and academic
communities. Partner organisations have been
crucial to the work happening on the project and
are embedded at all levels in the structure of our
case studies and working groups, training oppor-
tunities, and knowledge mobilisation. Collabora-
tion is imperative to the project. Embedding part-
ner organisation involvement in all aspects of the
project has helped to bridge conversations and
shared concerns for the future of AV preservation
and archiving across the sectors engaged.

Partner organisations of different sizes have
different needs. The challenge has been how to
balance and respond to their needs. For example,
due to COVID-19, ArQuives (Canadian Lesbian
and Gay Archives) has needed another space for
their MITACS postdoctoral researcher to carry
out archival work while following safety proto-
cols. We connected ArQuives to another archi-
val space at the Sexuality Representation Centre
at the University of Toronto (overseen by Patrick
Kielty) so that research could continue safely this
year.

Training and mentorship are cornerstones of
A/CA.Oneof our research findingsis that training
must be designed to attend to the complex ethical
and political issues of protocol, cultural property
issues, and intersectional claims tied to notions of
national heritage. Despite COVID-19, our trainees
have been provided with training in Indigenous
protocols, metadata creation and knowledge ar-
chitectures through annual workshops. Via the
Vulnerable Media Lab at Queen’s, students are
being trained in the latest best practices for AV
digitisation, archival digital asset workflow, and
long-term storage. Our academic partner, the
Film and Photography Preservation and Collec-
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tions Management program at Toronto Metropol-
itan University, has organised annual media rich
internships at memory institutions and archives
across Ontario and Quebec. Whether at a small
artist-run centre or at LAC, these placements
have given students hands-on training in manag-
ing AV assets, including the management of their
records and metadata. Our Summer Institute, “Lo-
cating Media Archives’, in spring 2021 provided
37 students from across Canada with training in
Indigenous preservation protocols, and the ethics
surrounding AIDS activist archives and vulnera-
ble media. In total, 20 academic courses have been
developed alongside 12 seminars, workshops, and
master classes.

One of our most significant research findings
has come from our Indigenous case studies to help
us understand the complex protocols of Indig-
enous archives. The Indigenous Methodologies
Working Group identified a need to gather Indig-
enous artists, academics, archivists, curators, El-
ders, and community members to build on the A/
CA network and research mandate, to delve deep-
er into the state of Indigenous archives. This in-
cludes a focus on ancestral knowledge, storytell-
ing and memory keeping, as well as strategies of
archival preservation and activation within com-
munity or memory institutions—embodied and/
or intangible. A successful grant was co-written
by the team to support the aforementioned Indig-
enous Archives Gathering in 2022.

Archive of migrant memories

Over the years, we have come to the conclusion
that besides basic aspects of life such as income,
housing and documentation, one of the basic
needs of migrants is a context of mutual intercul-
tural understanding. Our participatory activities
clearly show that the quality of narration, the
kind of details migrants are willing to share about
their live experience, and the possibility of expos-
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ing unexpected and non-conventional viewpoints
on migration in the public sphere strongly depend
on a careful arrangement of an inclusive listening
context.

Make Film History

We are currently writing a Creative Reuse Guide,
which will summarise the main findings of the re-
search network phase of the project. The project
won the 2021 Excellence in Unlocking the Val-
ue and Potential of Archives Award from FIAT/
IFTA, the world’s leading professional association
for those engaged in the preservation and ex-
ploitation of broadcast archives.

Ithaca

The project has been running for a year and
in 2022 it will begin on-field activities and discus-
sions with stakeholders and policymakers. What
has already emerged in the first year of work,
unfortunately hampered by the pandemic situa-
tion, is the importance of thinking from a multi-
disciplinary perspective. The ICT design of the
digital platform, which is now at an early stage,
has succeeded in bringing together scholars from
different disciplines: their research perspectives
will come together in a unified architecture and
will therefore dialogue with each other. The out-
comes of this challenge are what we will measure
and reflect on over the next three years of the
project.
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Reel Borders

We are just at the start of a long data collection
period, so it isunfortunately too soon to talk about
definite findings. However, having concentrated
mainly on the Irish and Northern Irish border so
far, we have managed to find some promising pa-
ths for our research.

The border between Ireland and Northern
Ireland, where we have started our research, is a
unique space for the experience of film. Despite its
troubled history marked by the tug of war between
Ireland and the UK, religious sectarianism and the
violence associated with paramilitary groups, the
porosity of the border and its underlying social re-
lations have consolidated local cultures related to
film. Many associations promote film festivals, film
screenings and many other activities in these bor-
der towns, allowing many people to travel across
the border to attend these events.

On the other hand, we have realised that the
lack of a sustained local film industry in Ireland
until the 1970s contrasts with the fruitful work
of Irish amateur filmmakers, who were producing
snapshots of the most relevant events of the begin-
ning of the 20 century in pre- and post-partition
Ireland. These amateur collections today consti-
tute a social and historical heritage to understand
the local film culture in Ireland, which diverges
from the visions of some foreign companies, like
British Pathé or Topical Budget, who were fram-
ing (and visually promoting) a divided Ireland even
before the partition. In this sense, the research by
scholar Ciara Chambers is seminal.
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7. What will happen to the archive once the project is finished?

Archive/Counter-Archive

The fate of the films, video, and other documenta-
tion preserved and activated by A/CA—including
the project’s own records—remains an open and
active question for the project leadership team.
Although the digitised films are preserved in per-
petuity at the Centre for Advanced Computing at
Queen’s University, they are not publicly accessi-
ble. The oft-ignored vulnerability of born-digital
collections is a concern for A/CA and the reason
that it abandoned its initial plans for a digital on-
line portal, as its main planned research dissemi-
nation outlet was unstable given the changing
nature of digital portals and platforms. The rapid
obsolescence of digital platforms (e.g., websites,
CD-ROMs) has led A/CA to move to a media rich
book series that has media elements that will be
planned for longevity.

Each case study is dealing with questions of
how to archive its collections and how to find local
and specific solutions to the problem of preserva-
tion. Most of the major independent film and vid-
eo distributors in Canada - CFMDC, Vtape, VIVO,
WEFG, GIV - are members of A/CA, and each have
become “accidental archives”: over time, the media
works that they distribute have often become the
sole copy, raising complex legal, ethical, and re-
source questions. These organisations have been
wrestling with these issues for some time, and we
hope that the knowledge-sharing and training fa-
cilitated by A/CA, including a report on copyright
and IP by the Cultural Policy, Intellectual Proper-
ty, and Ecology Working Group, will have positive
long-term effects for the sector.

The vulnerability of AV media and its docu-
mentation is a dilemma for the entire independ-
ent AV sector in Canada, where state funding
supporting artists and researchers has rarely
considered questions of archiving. The Canada
Council for the Arts supports the production and
dissemination of art works, but not their preser-
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vation, which is deemed others’ responsibility. Yet
archives in Canada, from the national through
provincial, regional, and municipal levels, are
severely under-resourced. Community archives
are particularly vulnerable, partly because most
archivists are trained in paper-based archival
methods, which often render AV materials out-
liers in collections. Moreover, the resources re-
quired for proper archiving of film, video, and
digital media—specific to each format and physi-
cal material—is beyond the capacity of most small
archives. A basic goal of A/CA is to bring people
from across the archival sector (from LAC to local
archives) with the film and media arts commu-
nity (from TIFF to artist-run centres), together
with academic faculty and students, in order to
share expertise, resources, and experiences. The
sustainability of this knowledge network will be
monitored over time. We are hoping that the A/
CA project will not simply end but continue as
a network managed by the Independent Media
Arts Alliance (IMAA) or one of the other partners
on the project.

Archive of migrant memories

As a small association we have established robust
relationships with other institutions in order to
guarantee the preservation of our archive in the
long term. Both the FRMM-migrant memories
Network Collection at the ICBSA in Rome and the
Ithaca superarchive meet this goal.

Make Film History

Our research network funding finishes in March
2022 but the project will continue and the licen-
sing agreements for the archive material do not
expire until 2030, sustaining the life of the project.

Ithaca

The archive is designed to survive and continue
to grow. The consortium has already foreseen
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that the ITHACA digital platform will continue to
live and grow: at the end of the project, the project
coordination will keep the platform running and
a special tool (MigrApp) will allow anyone who
logs on to record and deposit their narrative of/
about a migration. The idea is to create an open
project and, above all, a prototype: it is an expe-
riment at the service of the scientific community
and society, which we expect will be expanded in
the future and shared with other similar projects
thanks to the principle of interoperability of data
that inspires us.

Reel Borders

In a way, our project is making its own archive
with the films created in the workshops, which
re-make and give new meaning to the archives

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

of others. In this sense, we can talk about the
migratory nature of the archives enabled by the
hyper-mediatisation of images in today’s digital
landscape—which means that we can contribute
to creating a site for new generations to renego-
tiate previous discourses of (symbolic, territori-
al) borders by taking advantage of the polysemic
value of the archives for the imagination of new
futures.

We also hope to have screenings of these
films at the end of the project and to circulate
them in other border communities. This is still
an idea that we have to work on, but our aim is
to plan film exhibitions (with the consent for the
screening of these films by each author) and to
create an archive of new voices and perspectives
on borders. B
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| conclusion

MIGUEL FERNANDEZ LABAYEN
ELENA OROZ

In the preceding pages, we have orchestrated a
meeting of scholars to share theoretical, ethical
and material concerns and their manifestation
in research experiences with moving images on
migratory phenomena. Our main objective has
been to create a space for international academic
exchange, an enriching experience that genera-
lly takes place at conferences, but that has been
drastically reduced in recent years due to the res-
trictions imposed due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Considering the effect that this situation may
have had on these projects, in terms of impact and
dissemination of research outputs, our purpose
has been to shed light on recent projects where
archival research and creation are central and an
awareness of the openness of archival production
and access is always kept alive. Although most
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of the projects presented here tend to be centred
around a national framework due to the nature
of the sources of funding that support them, their
attention to migration and their investment in
local contexts have transnational repercussions.
As noted in the introduction to (Dis)Agreements,
in line with Giovanna Fossati’'s observations on
global archival practices (2021), we believe that
scholars and professionals involved in archival
practices need to pursue inclusive collaboration
when developing new epistemological and tech-
nological approaches to digitisation and the acti-
vities related to the different collections in order
to correct numerous asymmetries. These inclu-
sive collaborations call for interaction not only
between the Global North and the Global South,
as Fossati proposes, but also between institutional

201



\(DIS)AGREEMENTS

and non-institutional archives, as can be inferred
from the projects described here. As noted throu-
ghout the dialogue, unofficial archives like these
become counter-archives, not necessarily in the
sense of being anti-official archives, but rather in
their comprehensive effort to cover a wide ran-
ge of highly vulnerable film and media materials
and practices that have traditionally been exclu-
ded/occluded from institutional archiving proces-
ses and official historical records and narratives.
Among other interests, these initiatives show a
particular concern with documentary, indepen-
dent and amateur films and videos, productions
by Indigenous collectives—particularly present
in Canada, with Winnipeg Film Group or Arnait
Video Productions—or videos created by migrants
arriving in Italy, on which the Archive of migrant
memories is based.

Our experience with the Archive of Cinematic
Mobility has raised many of the questions posed
to our colleagues here, particularly those related
to the return of these materials to the communi-
ties concerned and the social knowledge transfer
to society at large. It is revealing that these ex-
periences—despite their geographical, economic,
institutional and developmental differences—
constitute a clear example of how film studies on
human mobility and cinema—which include mi-
gration processes, exiles and refugees—advocate
for direct critical intervention in the public space.
Under these terms, research is not only about
searching, retrieving, cataloguing these materi-
als and sometimes making them available online,
but also about reciprocity and dialogue between
academics, archivists, artists, students, activists
and grassroots communities. Specifically, we can
identify a clear commitment to participatory dy-
namics that often include the use by young people
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of film materials that are unknown or inaccessible
to them outside the collaborative contexts these
projects have built.

At the same time, a crucial aspect that con-
cerns both the migrant archive and these projects
is the preservation of materials and their open
access through digitisation and online dissem-
ination. Initiatives such as Making Film History
are only possible thanks to a strong institutional
commitment and previous efforts by film librar-
ies. However, legal issues establish limitations on
the duration and geographical scope of the pro-
ject. The vulnerability and complexity of digital
collections therefore seem to require a constant
dialogue between different archives, film libraries
and researchers for their long-term preservation.

Finally, the emphasis on the role of academ-
ic institutions as mediators or facilitators raises
important ethical and political questions—and,
in the case of minority communities, access,
protocols, and archival management have been
the subject of significant debate (see O'Neal,
2015). As the Archive of migrant memories ex-
plicitly points out, these projects also question
institutions in the sense that an inclusive pub-
lic sphere (sensitive to the differences between
vulnerable communities) can only be articulated
“through the decentralization, denationalization
and decolonization of archives,” in the words of
Gianluca Gatta and Sandro Triulzi. As has been
discussed in these (Dis)Agreements, the migrant
archive not only reveals different colonial lega-
cies whose histories connect with current migra-
tory phenomena, but also allows the construction
of a pluralist national and cinematic memory. In
conclusion, migrant archives constitute a space
for negotiating geopolitical locations of cinema
beyond nation-states.ll
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ARCHIVES-IN-THE-MAKING, VULNERABLE
COMMUNITIES AND MIGRATION: OUTREACH
AND INNOVATIVE SCHOLARSHIP IN
AUDIOVISUAL-BASED RESEARCH PROJECTS
AND ASSOCIATIONS

Abstract

The (Dis)Agreements section brings together four research
projects and an association engaged in the preservation, cre-
ation and restoration of archives, especially audiovisual ar-
chives, connected with migratory phenomena and subaltern
communities. The dialogue with the researchers of these ini-
tiatives—based in Canada, Italy, the UK and Belgium—covers
the origins of these projects and explores their goals, their
theoretical and ethical positions, their relations with grass-
roots communities, their outreach activities and the diffi-
culties associated with preserving the materials included in
their archives in the digital era. In general, these projects
take a critical approach to traditional archives, functioning as
counter-archives whereby the institutions operate more as
facilitators than as repositories or proprietary organisations.
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ARCHIVOS EN CONSTRUCCION, COMUNIDADES
VULNERABLES Y MIGRACION: TRANSFERENCIA
E INVESTIGACION INNOVADORAEN
PROYECTOS Y ASOCIACIONES AUDIOVISUALES

Resumen

La seccién (Des)encuentros retine cuatro proyectos de investi-
gacién y una asociacién comprometidos con la preservacion,
generacion y remediacién de archivos, fundamentalmente au-
diovisuales, vinculados a fendmenos migratorios y comunidades
subalternas. Este didlogo mantenido con los/as investigadores/as
de iniciativas transnacionales afincadas en Italia, Canadd, Reino
Unido y Bélgica recorre los origenes de estos proyectos y explora
sus objetivos, aspectos tedricos y éticos, las relaciones con comu-
nidades de base, las actividades de transferencia y las dificulta-
des de preservacién de unos materiales, per se precarios, en el
entorno digital. En lineas generales, estas propuestas parten de
una aproximacion critica al archivo, configurandose como con-
tra-archivos en los que las instituciones operan como entidades
facilitadoras, antes que como depositarias y propietarias.
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TYPOLOGICAL VARIANTS OF THE
SPANISH AUDIOVISUAL ESSAY*

NORBERTO MINGUEZ ARRANZ
ALBERTO FERNANDEZ HOYA

. INTRODUCTION

Over the last two decades, the number of audio-
visual creations being made outside the tradi-
tional production system has increased expo-
nentially. A significant proportion of these films
can be placed in the category of the contempo-
rary audiovisual essay, defined either as a “cul-
mination of the documentary film” (Weinrichter,
2007: 23), with an especially clear tendency to-
wards authorial subjectivity since the final years
of the last century, or as a genre of its own, albeit
still maintaining obvious points of contact with
the documentary genre and with more exper-
imental and even avant-garde cinema (Catala,
2005).

This is a type of creation with a prominent
hybrid component (Garcia Martinez, 2006) that
is difficult to pin down in a specific genre (Catala,
2014b). While in strictly quantitative terms these
films still make up only a small minority of global
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production, they exhibit an extraordinary capaci-
ty to reflect on complex realities and to transform
discourses. They thus constitute an important
phenomenon in contemporary filmmaking that
undeniably places them in a “innovative and in-
fluential position” (Minguez & Manzano-Espino-
sa, 2020: 24).

The increased presence of the essay film has
been closely linked to the widespread adoption
of new technologies that have made production
processes simpler and more economical, while
also giving filmmakers greater freedom and inde-
pendence:

In the filmmaking world, essay-thinking acquires

unexpected qualities whose existence would not

even be suspected in other realms where an essay-
istic approach might be taken. This is due to two

factors that are absent from other essay forms: im-

ages and technology (Catala, 2019: 51).

Cinema is thus fertile terrain for the creative
exploration of the essay as a unique initiative
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for reflection on a given reality: a technological
development that draws equally on the discur-
sive potential of audiovisual language, its versa-
tility and its heterogeneous, hybrid nature. This
combination of elements is ideal for the creation
of works made with an extraordinary freedom
of thought, in which “the film essayist reflects
through images that are rhetorically articulated
by the technological possibilities” (Catala, 2014a:
40).

As noted above, the asystematic nature of
the audiovisual essay makes it hard to establish
clearly delimited generic boundaries. However, it
is possible to identify a number of recurring fea-
tures, some of which were already present in the
literary essay, for which a specific nomenclature
has developed over the course of the form'’s his-
torical evolution.

There is a general consensus that Michel de
Montaigne’s famous Essais (1580) constitute the
birth of the modern essay and the origin of the
name that would come to be used for this lit-
erary practice. However, essay writing can be
traced back much further than the 16th century,
to prominent precursors such as Plato, described
by Luckdcs as the first and “greatest essayist who
ever lived or wrote” (Luckacs, 2010: 29), as well as
figures like Plutarch and Seneca (Torné, 2016: 10).

It is possible to chart an evolution of essay
writing, with its various branches and reconstruc-
tions constituting a long trajectory of explorations
and creative transformations (Gémez Martinez,
1981; Aullén de Haro, 1992; Cruz, 2021). Tracing
these precedents to the modern essay can help us
to identify a set of features that “restrict the use
of the term” (Arredondo, 1988: 168-169) while still
offering a degree of conceptual flexibility. These
features are:

— acommunicative, reflexive, or didactic pur-

pose;

— a subjective position of the author in rela-

tion to the text and to its readers;
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— awide range of subject matter, covering all
kinds of issues and with the possibility of
mixing different topics;

— prose of a literary style with no predeter-
mined structure, admitting exposition and
logical argument, along with digressions,
in a concise text that is not intended to be
exhaustive.

Many of these features have been integrat-
ed fully into the contemporary audiovisual es-
say, such as the strongly subjective presence of
the authorial voice, the use of a fragmentary
approach and an open-ended quality: “it is rad-
ical in its ‘non-radicalism’ in the refusal to re-
duce everything to a principle, in the emphasis
of the partial over the whole, in its fragmentary
nature” (Adorno, 1962: 19). These aspects do not
undermine its extraordinary potential for re-
flection, in a genuine quest for knowledge that
takes directions distinct from those of science,
while also avoiding the kind of aesthetic, social
or political approach that bears qualities of a
manifesto.

The essay film, which would become one of
the “indispensable discoveries of modern cinema”
(Monterrubio, 2018: 54), has departed conceptu-
ally from its literary equivalent, diversifying and
exploring new territories that also push the pos-
sibilities of filmic discourse beyond conventional
practice, widening the boundaries of the form
with the aid of the heterogeneous potential that
characterises it, to vest the reception of its mes-
sage with a greater polysemic weight.

THE ESSAY FILM HAS DEPARTED
CONCEPTUALLY FROMITS LITERARY
EQUIVALENT, DIVERSIFYING AND
EXPLORING NEW TERRITORIES THAT
ALSO PUSH THE POSSIBILITIES OF FILMIC
DISCOURSE BEYOND CONVENTIONAL
PRACTICE
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In line with this multiplicity of signifiers and
openness to different meanings, the audiovisual
essay also draws on another element that is cen-
tral to its construction and development: the edit-
ing, which, for many authors, is where “the film is
really born” (Peydro, 2019: 224).

There are a number of valuable studies deal-
ing with the essay film, although not necessarily
from an essayistic perspective or with the aim of
establishing a taxonomy. One of the most influ-
ential scholars in the field of documentary anal-
ysis and theory is Bill Nichols (1997, 2001), who
has developed a classification of different modes
of documentary (poetic, expository, participatory,
observational, reflexive and performative). Some
of Nichols' categories could be applied to the essay
film, although the fact that the essay itself is not
included as a category constitutes a considerable
limitation.

The relationship between subjectivity and
the essay film is explored in depth by Laura Ras-
caroli (2009), in this case based on a conceptual
framework that is clearly essayistic. Although
her objective is not really to establish a taxonomy
or offer an exhaustive definition, she does hint
at a few categories that are useful for this study,
such as the filmed diary; others that she proposes
have been dismissed either because they are ex-
tremely rare (such as the notebook), or because
they have been subsumed in another category in
our taxonomy.

In his research on the essay film, Timothy Cor-
rigan (2011) identifies various essayistic modes
(the portrait, the travel essay, the diary, the edi-
torial essay and the refractive essay), offering a
detailed definition and a brief history of the gen-
re. Although creating a complete taxonomy is not
his basic objective either, his work constitutes a
valuable contribution that has also been extreme-
ly useful for the structural approach described in
this article, which aims to present a more exhaus-
tive and wide-reaching study in an effort to cover
all possible variants without spending too much
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time on the analysis of specific titles, in the inter-
ests of offering the most comprehensive overview
possible.

Of all these important contributions to this
field of study, we have found the approach taken
by Isleny Cruz (2019) to be the closest to our own.
Cruz identifies various modes of essayistic enun-
ciation: the creation documentary, appropriation
and editing, the essay-video, canonical essayism,
the self-referential film, the letter-video and the
testimonial record. We adopt several of the cat-
egories proposed by Cruz and add a few that she
does not consider, such as the mockumentary, the
socio-political essay, and the historical-memorial
essay.

2. SYSTEMATISING THE ASYSTEMATIC

The basic objective of this study is to establish an
overarching typology for Spanish essay films with
the scope to categorise the widest range of vari-
ants possible and also to contribute to an under-
standing of films of this kind made beyond Spain’s
borders.

This research draws on the results of a pro-
ject in collaboration with the Cervantes Institute
(“Variaciones ensayisticas en el audiovisual espanol
contempordneo”) that involves several lines of
research, including the design of a catalogue of
two hundred films produced in Spain that con-
stitute a representative sample of the formal and
thematic diversity of the audiovisual essay. This
catalogue can currently be consulted at the CVC
(Centro Virtual Cervantes) section of the Insti-
tute’s website.!

We acknowledge the contradiction inherent
in the idea of systematising the asystematic, as
the aim is to understand the variants of the audio-
visual essay, while recognising that this typology
cannot be equated with a traditional classification
of film genres, which often involves thematic cat-
egorisations that are not possible in the case of
the essay due to its non-topical nature. Moreover,
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precisely because these films tend towards the
asystematic, typologies of the audiovisual essay
are never fixed or immobile spaces, but instead
should be understood as categories that are de-
termined based on the predominance of certain
features that may coexist with others that are less
pronounced.

A representative sample has been established
for this study through the application of various
selection criteria. The first of these was a qualita-
tive consideration related to the presence in the
films of certain features that define the audiovis-
ual essay. The reference framework was based
on the defining features outlined by Minguez &
Manzano-Espinosa (2020) as well as the relation-
ship between the range of features identified and
the necessary diversity of the sample. A second
criterion was time-related: the sample is essen-
tially contemporary, as 77.5% of the films selected
were made since the year 2000. A few produc-
tions made earlier that were considered signifi-
cant have also been included, as these enrich the
sample without undermining its contemporary
nature. A third selection criterion involved the
expressive aspects of the films, ensuring that the
formal diversity of the audiovisual essay was ef-
fectively represented.

Taking into account the complex, hybrid na-
ture of the audiovisual essay, we have structured

Image |
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TAKING INTO ACCOUNT THE COMPLEX,
HYBRID NATURE OF THE AUDIOVISUAL
ESSAY, WE HAVE STRUCTURED OUR
TAXONOMY AROUND THREE KEY
ELEMENTS THAT ARE ALWAYS PRESENT
IN THE ESSAYISTIC MODE, BUT THAT MAY
VARY IN PREVALENCE. THESE THREE KEY
ELEMENTS ARE: SUBJECT, LANGUAGE,
AND REFERENT

our taxonomy around three key elements that
are always present in the essayistic mode, but
that may vary in prevalence. These three key
elements are: subject, language, and referent
(Image 1). In the essayistic mode, there is always
a subject who uses language to express an idea
about an object (the referent). Essayists calibrate
the tools at their disposal, giving precedence or
greater visibility to one of these three elements,
and the audiovisual essay taxonomy described
below is based on these calibrations. The prece-
dence or greater visibility given to one element
does not imply the absence of the others. While
the categories proposed here are intended to be
useful for the purposes of classification, it is im-
portant to recognise that an essay can simulta-
neously exhibit features belonging to different
categories, although one usually predominates
over the others. We would therefore argue that
this study makes two original and significant
contributions: a) it provides a taxonomy of audio-
visual essay variants (although individual audio-
visual essays are not analysed here, the research
is the result of such analysis, and thus for each
film identified a brief explanation is given of why
it belongs to the category indicated); and b) it ap-
plies a conceptual framework that is specifically
essayistic (rather than using documentary theo-
ry) with the aim of incorporating enough catego-
ries to reflect the diversity that characterises the
audiovisual essay.
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3. APROPOSED TAXONOMY

Based on the analysis of the films that comprise
the sample, the variants described below have
been established.

The diary

One of the most radical forms of essayistic sub-
jectivity is that where the protagonist expresses
his or her own experience as a subject directly
in the first person. An example of this variant
can be found in Mapa [Map] (Elias Ledén Siminia-
ni, 2012), a diary film in which the director em-
barks on a journey to find himself (Image 2). He
talks about big issues such as love, death and the
uncertainties of life, but from a domestic pers-
pective. This humble tone and the expression of
emotions that are highly personal and vet at the
same time universal elicit a powerful empathy for
the narrator-protagonist. The film is constructed
with a hybrid blend of objectivity and subjectivi-
ty, documentary and fiction. It combines an auto-
biographical narrative with a reflexive dimension
expressed in the different lines of thought deve-
loped in the film. Siminiani thinks in images and
words, and often the ideas are contained precisely
in the form, i.e,, in the way that texts, words and
images interact.

Image 2
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The filmmaker offers us a map of his own
identity by turning his life into filmic material.
Like any map, the film makes use of codes, which
in this case become a new language of their own,
a kind of creative idiolect that breaks certain con-
ventions and connects easily with the imaginary
and the emotional education of a generation.
Mapa manages to articulate not only the route
but also the architecture of a journey that is at
once geographical and emotional.

Guest (José Luis Guerin, 2011), subtitled Diario
de registros [Logbook], could also be placed in this
category. It is also a travelogue, although in this
case the “I” is not focalised so much on the direc-
tor as on an observer whose subjectivity is ex-
pressed in the particular nature of a gaze. What
is observed is as important as the construction
(and sometimes even the deconstruction) of the
gaze itself, which watches and listens in public
spaces, but sometimes slips into the private, inti-
mate space of the characters as well. It is a gaze
that observes unexpected encounters, while at
the same time achieving an extraordinary bal-
ance between a strong aesthetic sense that takes
meticulous care with images and fragmentary
footage sketching an open portrait whose com-
position must ultimately be articulated by the
spectator. Although the film's testimonial com-
ponent may sometimes give it the appearance

of a news report, its approach to peo-
ple and situations bears a humanistic
sensibility that is far from common in
journalistic work.

The filmed letter

While written correspondence has a
long tradition as a medium of commu-
nication and as a literary genre, its limi-
ted presence in film is compensated for
by some very special expressive possi-
bilities. In contrast with the monologic
quality of the diary, the filmed letter
creates a dialogic space in which the
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‘" addresses and responds to a “you”. These two
unobtrusive figures share a space and time that
are always deferred, based on the construction
and deconstruction of absence, distance and in-
timacy. This site of communication has the qua-
lity of a threshold between the dialogic exchan-
ge with the other and the self-sufficient solitude
that characterises writing (Violi, 1987: 87). It is in
effect an intimate space, conducive to reflection,
understanding and feeling. This unique space has
two addressees: one is the interlocutor, the “you”
who exchanges a discursive position with the “I”;
and the other is the audience, who undoubtedly
determine the communicative device of the fil-
med letter. This category has a communal dimen-
sion due to the necessary shared authorship, but
it also has a programmatic quality based on the
expectation of a reply, of a discursive continuity.
This is a feature that makes the filmed letter so-
mething risky, fragile and always tentative, and
therefore very much in keeping with the essayis-
tic spirit.

An interesting example of this mode is the cor-
respondence between José Luis Guerin and Jonas
Mekas.? This filmed correspondence reveals two
different sensibilities: the spontaneity of Mekas,
who leans towards improvisation, and the greater
concern with composition of Guerin, who seeks a
more deliberately planned mise-en-scéne. Despite
the duplicity of voices and gazes, these filmed let-
ters constitute a return to cinema’s roots, to craft-
manship: in both cases it is filmmaking with hu-
mility, without any intention to preach and with
profound respect for the randomness of life. Like
Kiarostami and Erice in their film series Corre-
spondences (2005-2007), these directors share
a creative ethic that implies a kind of resistance
against the constraints of industry production,
and this enables them to turn their gaze towards
little everyday things for long enough to allow
the spectator this same contemplative experience
(Minguez, 2019: 171).
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The testimonial essay

In this category, the essayist’'s voice gives
way to a third person’s. The perspective is still
subjective, but the discourse is not journalistic,
as it continues to be dominated by primordially
essayistic features, such as the asystematic, the
avant-garde and the dialogic. An example of this
type of film is Yo me lo creo [I Believe It] (Terror-
ismo de autor, 2016), a long sequence shot inter-
rupted by three fiction film scenes. The shot is a
close-up of Antonio Ruiz (Image 3), who looks di-
rectly at the camera and speaks without moving
his lips. Spectators are exposed to a listening ex-
ercise with no possibility of escape, testing their
resistance. Ruiz speaks in the first person about
his pain in a face-to-face encounter that forces
us to listen and to look into the eyes of someone
talking about things that are far from pleasant.

Image 3
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Through this confrontation, the discourse delves
into issues such as the economic crisis, the cracks
in democracy, exploitation, and injustice. The
mise-en-scene and the formal choices result in
a powerful social and political positioning that
gives rise to an insightful discourse and an intel-
lectual and emotional bluntness that cannot help
but affect the spectator.

For A Squirrel Improvises (Improvisaciones de
una ardilla, 2017), Virginia Garcia del Pino chose
the testimony of philosopher Josep Maria Es-
quirol to reflect on contemporary politics and the
role that the media play in them. The form cho-
sen is very simple: over silent footage previously
recorded and edited by the director, the philoso-
pher improvises a series of reflections. Sometimes
the reflection deals with the content of the im-
ages, while at other moments it departs from the
visuals to explore more far-reaching ideas. The
rupture results from the contrast between the
calm, thought-provoking speech and the scenes
showing us the machinations of politics. Behind
the scenes at a rally, journalists waiting outside
parliament, and a sea of microphones and cam-
eras recording a politician’s declarations prompt
a reflection on the degeneration of information
production, the tyranny of the news update and
the more theatrical aspects of politics. However,
the final decision on the meaning of it all is in the
hands of the spectator, who is offered a calm and
attentive gaze.

The found footage film

Two modes that inevitably adopt an essayistic
approach are the found footage film (archival film,
appropriation) and the mockumentary. Both cases
involve a process of resignification entailing a re-
flection on the value and use of images, and often
also on the meaning of what is depicted and the
way that meaning is constructed. A paradigmatic
example of the archival film is Canciones para des-
pués de una guerra [Songs for after a War] (Basi-
lio Martin Patino, 1971), a film constructed using
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material from various sources (archive footage,
fiction films, press cuttings, photographs, posters,
advertising), patched together over a soundtrack
of popular songs from the 1940s. It is a complex
text in which the music interacts with the images
to trigger the spectator’'s emotions and memory
by placing the focus on the everyday life and so-
ciety of Spain in the years after the Civil War. The
film offers us a collage, an open, emotional text
that allows the spectator considerable freedom for
reflection. Patino refuses to articulate a seamless
discourse about the past and this requires a dialo-
gue that places demands on the spectator.

Maria Cafas experiments by mixing docu-
mentary and fiction, film and television, and old
footage with more recent images. She appropri-
ates this material and makes it her own, as her
gaze is not distant or condescending but fused
with the warmth within these images which,
to use Didi-Huberman’s expression (2012), are
images that burn in contact with reality. Holy
Thriller (Maria Canas, 2011) is a short piece that is
representative of the type of work that this film-
maker does and that illustrates perfectly how the
ideas an essay conveys can be contained in the
form, in the way the images have been cut and
assembled with other images and other sounds.
Although some authors identify the reflexive
capacity of the audiovisual essay with its verbal
component, this piece demonstrates that it is pos-
sible to generate ideas through a montage made
up only of images and music. Holy Thriller (Im-

TWO MODES THAT INEVITABLY ADOPT

AN ESSAYISTIC APPROACH ARE THE
FOUND FOOTAGE FILM (ARCHIVAL

FILM, APPROPRIATION) AND THE
MOCKUMENTARY. BOTH CASES INVOLVE A
PROCESS OF RESIGNIFICATION ENTAILING
A REFLECTION ON THE VALUE AND USE
OF IMAGES
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Image 4

age 4) reflects on the potential of contemporary
culture to integrate the sacred and the profane,
the local and the global, but also on a certain
melodramatic tendency underpinning different
spheres of Spanish culture. Following Josep M.
Catala (2009), this piece could be described as
an essay on the emotions, on their construction
using images, on the possibility of reconfiguring
them, on the relationships between private and
public imaginaries, and on the intimate history
that serves as a background for and an alterna-
tive to a supposedly fixed and absolute official
history.

The mockumentary

Every mockumentary is an essay because it either
contains or incites a reflection. To illustrate this
category, we cite two mockumentaries that reflect
on memory, the image and the writing of history:
El grito del sur. Casas Viejas® [The Cry of the South:
Old Houses] (Basilio Martin Patino, 1995) and The
Mist in the Palm Trees (La niebla en las palmeras,
Carlos Molinero & Lola Salvador, 2006). Althou-
gh both films adopt a documentary rhetoric, they
ultimately transgress the genre system because
their intention is not so much to represent reality
as to establish a critical argument that can impart
knowledge.
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El grito del sur. Casas Viejas uses the rhetoric of
historical documentaries that combine archival
footage, witness statements and expert analysis.
The difference here lies in the fact that although
it is based on a real event, the director combines
true and false statements and documents. The film
bears all the hallmarks of documentary authen-
ticity that would be expected of a non-fiction film,
but it plays with the spectator by offering hints
that its authenticity could be questioned; in other
words, it mimics the tools and rhetoric of histor-
ical discourse while at the same time discrediting
such discourse and undermining its institutional
credibility.

The Mist in the Palm Trees revolves around
the (fictitious) figure of Santiago Bergson and
the events that marked his life, some of which
are historical. The spectator never knows where
Bergson is speaking to us from, but his discourse
is dominated by an autobiographical tone. The
footage used is diverse in nature (fiction, archive
footage, scientific and artistic images, home mov-
ies, etc.) and the film engages in a massive opera-
tion of decontextualisation, i.e., a process of re-in-
scribing signifiers that exert a kind of emotional
and intellectual violence amid images that burst
with energy. This manipulation strips the images
of their supposed objectivity and subjects them to
a critical exercise that questions science as a dis-
course of authority and its capacity to solve cer-
tain social problems, thereby undermining our
boundless confidence in the power of scientific
reason and technology. The editing in The Mist in
the Palm Trees forces us to ask a lot of questions,
adding to our work as spectators and creating a
text characterised by its lack of certainty and its
incoherence, which thus contravenes the stand-
ards of traditional historical and scientific dis-
course.

The poetic essay

Poeticity is a qualitative element observable in
very specific practices of the literary essay. Howe-
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Image 5

ver, its possibilities expand in the audiovisual
essay, where the multiplicity of codes and the
editing facilitate a certain degree of lyricism as
a complementary feature of various categories.
Calles vy suerios [Streets and Dreams] (Eduardo Me-
néndez Madina, 1998) offers an example where
the poetic dimension becomes decisive at certain
moments in the film.

The Silence before Bach (El silencio antes de
Bach, Portabella, 2007) proposes an intense dia-
logue between music and film through the figure
of a cultural icon, a celebrated German composer
who transcends boundaries. The film's expres-
siveness lies in the exploration of filmic possi-
bilities while seeking to construct meaningfully
independent sequences and evading the linear
narrative tradition inherited from literature.

Another film of the poetic essay variant, Los
mundos sutiles [The Subtle Worlds] (Eduardo
Chapero-Jackson, 2013), is constructed around
Antonio Machado's poetry collection Campos de
Castilla, released on the centenary of its publica-
tion (Image 5). Taking the work of this renowned
Sevillian poet as its main point of reference in it-
self suggests a discourse with a markedly poetic
theme and form, a directorial intention that is
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hinted at by the title of the work itself and that
continues with the subsequent proposition of a
whole poetic architecture.

Through the use of a first-person voice-over
directing the argument, and drawing on support
from music and images, Odio los paraguas [I Hate
Umbrellas] (Adridn Perea, 2017) is a metaphorical
work that focalises the disappointment and dis-
illusion of romantic relationships on a supposed
animosity towards umbrellas, objects intended to
offer shelter, but which ultimately prove unrelia-
ble and wear out.

The experimental essay

José Val del Omar, whose creations in the 1930s
have earned him recognition as the precursor to
Spanish experimental cinema, and the late Javier
Aguirre, whose filmmaking career stretched over
five decades, constitute two major figures whose
work could be included in this category.

If the essay film is an exploration of the lim-
itations and possibilities offered by audiovisual
language, this quest for expression pushes even
further when there is a clear commitment to
experimentation. Examples of this are creations
such as Travelling (Luis Rivera, 1972), or the ani-
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Image 6

mated films of Rafael Balerdi (Homenaje a Tarzan,
1969) and José Antonio Sistiaga (Ere erera baleibu
[zik subua aruaren, 1968-1970), who, inspired by
the creative work of Canadian animator Norman
McLaren, painted their images directly onto the
celluloid. Numerous films of this category have
been produced in recent years, such as Evacuacion
[Evacuation] (Colectivo Los Hijos, 2011), Dress Re-
hearsal for Utopia (Ensayo final para utopia, An-
drés Duque, 2012), and The Fifth Gospel of Kaspar
Hauser (O quinto evanxeo de Gaspar Hauser, Al-
berto Gracia, 2013).

Pal Altoviti ‘07 (Samuel Alarcon, Barbara Fluxa,
2007) is a film that invites each spectator to par-
ticipate in the ultimate construction of its mean-
ing. The abstract setting with no specific space or
time, established by an opening shot that is finally
revealed to be underwater and an unsettling use
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of sound, offers an imagining of the site of Italy’s
Palazzo Altoviti consumed by the waters of the
Tiber.

In Walsed (Alberte Pagan, 2014) the Galician
filmmaker proposes a deconstruction of the ex-
perimental classic Vision Fantastique (Eugéne De-
slaw, 1957) reducing its sixty minutes of footage
to just over three, using both its images and its
soundtrack. In addition, Pagan reverses the imag-
es and compresses the sound onto two channels,
one of which is also reversed.

The socio-political essay

Mercado de futuros [Futures Market] (Mercedes
Alvarez, 2011) is a film that deals with crisis, un-
derstood asthe deterioration of a situation but also
as a radical transformation of the world (Image 6).
The film observes events and different locations
of the city of Barcelona: a real estate showroom, a
conference on management, a trading office, the
remains of an apartment that is being cleared out,
an old man tending a garden beside the train trac-
ks, young people practising parkour.

Mercado de futurosis a contemplative film that
gives spectators room to observe and freedom to
reflect on what they see. It confronts us with fa-
miliar problems and situations, but the pace and
organisation of the images allows us to glimpse
what the media do not usually show and to con-
sider it from a reflexive perspective. On occasions
words guide the reflection and at other moments
we bear witness to speeches or conversations
captured on the spur of the moment that inter-
act meaningfully with what the images show us.
The film is posited as a quest, a confrontation with
reality along a path whose direction will only be
discovered at the end of the journey. The appar-
ently unconnected events and locations are con-
figured for the spectator as questions that do not
necessarily allow for a definitive answer, but in-
stead offer lines of thought about a society that
seems to be focused more on the future than on
the present.
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Image 7

Las variaciones Guernica [Guernica Variations]
(Guillermo G. Peydro, 2012) is an essay based on
the painting Picasso was commissioned by Spain’s
republican government to paint for the Spanish
pavilion at the 1937 Paris International Exposi-
tion. The film juxtaposes sections of Guernica with
images of visitors to the museum who come to
see the painting (Image 7), and with archive foot-
age and audio mostly taken from different news
programs. In one way or another, all the images
and audio recordings selected allude to different
forms of violence perpetrated by the authorities
on the civilian population: from demonstrations
repressed by the police in Santiago de Chile, Bar-
celona, and Cairo, to threatening images or dec-
larations of dictators such as Bashar-al-Assad or
Gaddafi, as well as a conversation between mem-
bers of a US military helicopter crew while they
fire on civilians and reporters in Iraq. The reflec-
tion is articulated by reorganising and juxtapos-
ing images that allow spectators to reconsider
their perspective, giving new meaning to famil-
lar signifiers. The first operation involves rescu-
ing Picasso’s painting from its current status as a
commodity for tourist consumption. Juxtaposing
the painting with contemporary images effec-
tively restores the painting’s original meaning as
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a protest against the cruelty
and brutality perpetrated by
Franco's forces on the civil-
ian population. This interac-
tion gives the contemporary
images and audio, extracted
from the flow of daily news
and placed in contact with one
another, a meaning that res-
cues them from the banality of
that flow so that we can see in
them a destructive logic that
triggers our conscience. This
essay sketches out an aesthet-
ic and political position while
at the same time creating a
dialogic space that enables the spectator to think
freely based on the material offered.

The historical-memorial essay

As essays often do, Guillermo G. Peydrd's La ciu-
dad del trabajo [City of Work] (2015) draws on a
pre-existing object, in this case a work of architec-
ture (Image 8), to offer a reflection on history and
memory. This is not a traditional historical docu-
mentary but an essay that reflects on a historical
reality by positioning itself around it. The starting
point is the Universidad Laboral de Gijon, a buil-
ding whose construction began in 1946 and took
ten years. The film shows its evolution, its spaces
and activities, interspersing the soundtrack with
the filmmaker’s reflections, dialogues from fiction
films and audio from an old newsreel from the
period. The Universidad Laboral, originally in-
tended to be an orphanage for the children of mi-
ners, ended up becoming an architectural project
of colossal dimensions, in keeping with a regime
that needed to form new Spaniards. The interac-
tion between fragments of fiction and non-fiction
offers reflections on different aspects of the Fran-
co dictatorship: Catholic indoctrination, the digni-
ty of work, education as a means of social control,
an inflated nationalism that exalted the grandeur
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of Spain over the foreign. The film conveys its
ideas through its editing of images and dialogues,
creating a broad interpretative space for specta-
tors to develop their own reflections.

Another example of this category, albeit one
that features a higher degree of subjectivity and
poetic weight, is The Sky Turns (El cielo gira,
Mercedes Alvarez, 2004). The filmmaker goes
back to her hometown and observes the gap be-
tween two eras, one that is vanishing but still
shows signs of life, and the other in the process
of establishing itself. This exploration, which

Image 9
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takes on the tone of an intimate diary, is based on
a contemplative gaze with a reflection organised
around two timeframes: the first, the time of the
village and its inhabitants (the seasons, everyday
activities, memories); and the second, the histori-
cal time that emerges from the landscape around
the village on every turn (dinosaur fossils, a dol-
men, Roman ruins, an Arabic tower). These time-
frames are superimposed on each other and come
into contact, because the town'’s inhabitants coex-
ist naturally with the traces of other civilisations,
understanding themselves as part of a civilisation
that is disappearing (Image 9). Slow-paced and
largely unscripted, the film exudes an attitude of
respectful waiting for things to happen, a tran-
quil gaze that is able to find beauty and poetry in
the people and landscapes it depicts, resulting in
an encounter between subjectivity and a world
whose temporal limits stretch beyond memory
(Minguez, 2012: 69).

The art essay

The opening titles to The Imaginary Garden (Le
jardin imaginaire, Guillermo G. Peydro, 2012) ex-
pressly identify it as an essay film and a film about
art. It begins with an epistolary prelude whose
tone and flavour recall the French master of the
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film essay, Chris Marker. This introduction speaks
to us from a sculpture garden created by Maximo
Rojo in a town in the Spanish province of Gua-
dalajara (Image 10), a collection of sculptures that
constitute outsider art, unconstrained by institu-
tionalised culture or by the market. This example
of art brut is only the beginning of a journey that
will lead us through Paris in search of traces of the
essay and encounters with different artists and
creative spaces. On this journey, the film reflects
on itself and affirms its proximity to poetry and
music, revealing itself to be an intellectual and
emotional lesson that requires a gaze of its own.
Another example of this type of is Train of
Shadows (Tren de sombras, José Luis Guerin, 1997),
another film with a profound self-awareness, al-
though its capacity for self-reflection is oriented
towards the metacinematic. The film constructs a
very clear enunciation that reflects more with im-
ages than with words, demanding an active spec-
tator who needs to understand different codes
and intertextual references. This dialogic quality
offers a reflection on time, on how the image at-
tempts to capture it, and a certain awareness of
cinema as a language on the verge of extinction.
This twilight tone recalls the inevitably fleeting
nature of human existence. Train of Shadows

Image 10
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moves freely between fiction and non-fiction; it is
a fictional tale disguised as a documentary. This
transfiguration and the film's experimental com-
ponent provide the ideal circumstances for the
reflection it proposes.

4. THE AUDIOVISUAL ESSAY AS AN
OPEN SPACE

The development of this taxonomy entails a di-
fficulty that is inherent in the multifarious and
complex nature of the audiovisual essay, with
creations that exhibit a number of hybrid qualities
that could place them on the boundaries of seve-
ral categories. As possible lines of future research,
new genres arising from current digital practices
could be considered, such as the interactive mul-
timedia documentary (Gifreu-Castells, 2011), with
its different formats and platforms, as well as the
possibility of transmedia narratives in the context
of non-fiction (Gifreu-Castells, 2016).

The audiovisual essay connects with other
cultural movements associated with new technol-
ogies and new developments in self-expression.
This form stands in opposition not so much to the
scientific method as to the structures of scholar-
ship with other interests and concerns not strictly
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related to the needs of knowledge. The essay does
not impose predetermined scientific frameworks
on reality; instead, it accepts reality in all its com-
plexity even if that means being unable to fully
understand or encompass it. It could be argued
that the essay film is objective insofar as it unhes-
itatingly recognises its own subjectivity.

As noted above, the audiovisual essay cannot
be conceived of as a set of discrete compartments,
as the categories are fluid spaces that can combine
features and tendencies to varying degrees. Varia-
ciones Guernica is a political essay, but it is based on
a work of art and at the same time is an archival
film that uses editing to resignify the images and
enable us to see them from a different perspec-
tive, while The Sky Turns is a historical-memorial
essay which at the same time has an essentially
poetic expression. Similarly, Train of Shadows has
been categorised here as an art essay, but it is also
a mockumentary and is sometimes labelled as ex-
perimental. Placing a film in one specific category
therefore requires the identification of its predom-
inant feature. The typology proposed here is not
intended to set fixed boundaries, but to establish a
map of formal and thematic aspects within which
essay films may move with considerable freedom.
It is a cartography of connected and sometimes
overlapping territories that operates around three
key elements: subject, language, and referent.

The dominance of the subject opens up a range
of possibilities depending on whether it is defined
by an “I” (diary, autobiography, self-portrait, trav-
elogue), an ‘I"/"you” that gives rise to a dialogic
pattern between two subjects (filmed letter), or the
third-person perspective that characterises the tes-
timonial essay. In the second case, it is the language
that takes on greater importance, which may be
based on reflection through exploration or inno-
vation (experimental), or through a resignification
(found footage film, mockumentary) or a quest for
an expression that prioritises the aesthetic (poetic
essay). In the third case, the subject and language
do not disappear but are more subtly present be-
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cause the reflection foregrounds the referent,
giving rise to a wide range of themes that can be
summed up in terms of three recurring possibili-
ties: the socio-political essay, the historical-memo-
rial essay, and the art essay. In short, it is our be-
lief that a considerable number of films normally
labelled as documentaries would benefit from a
more productive and rigorous analysis if they were
interpreted in light of the taxonomy outlined here,
as it may provide a better understanding of the
complex nature of these works and the relation-
ship they establish with the spectator. B

NOTES

This article forms part of the research project titled

El ensayo en el audiovisual espanol contempordneo [The

Essay in Contemporary Spanish Audiovisual Produc-

tion] (Ref. CSO2015-66749-P), financed by the Spanish

Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness.

1 The catalogue can be found at: https://cvc.cervantes.
es/artes/cine/ensayo/catalogo.htm

2 The correspondence established between José Luis
Guerin and Jonas Mekas was an initiative commissio-
ned in 2011 by Jordi Balld for the Centre de Cultura
Contemporania de Barcelona in the context of an ex-
hibition titled Todas las cartas. Correspondencias filmi-
cas [All the Letters: Film Correspondence]. The corres-
pondence between Guerin and Mekas covers a period
of seventeen months with a total of nine letters.

3 This film was written and directed by Basilio Martin

Patino for Canal Sur Televisién in 1995 and formed

part of Andalucia: Un siglo de fascinacion [Andalusia: A

Century of Fascination], a seven-episode series on the

identity, history and myths of the Andalusian region.
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VISUAL AND METAFICTIONAL
STRATEGIES FOR THE RECLAMATION
OF ALEGACY IN CANDYMAN

(NIA DACOSTA, 2021)

ALEJANDRO LOPEZ LIZANA

. INTRODUCTION: “BELIEVE IN ME”

Throughout the film, the monstrous villain in
Candyman (Bernard Rose, 1992) displays a relent-
less obsession with maintaining a place in the co-
llective memory. His preferred victims are those
who speak his name five times in front of a mirror,
an act that itself implies the sceptical disbelief of
the speaker: Candyman kills those who don't take
him seriously, and in so doing, he feeds his own
legend. This is why he feels compelled to interve-
ne when Helen Lyle, a PhD student researching
urban legends, discovers a criminal gang exploi-
ting the evil spirit's reputation. With an earthly
culprit to blame for the murders in Chicago’s Ca-
brini-Green housing project, Candyman runs the
risk of losing the faith of his believers; to prevent
this, he must spill more innocent blood so that his
legend might live on.

Meanwhile, Helen's encounter with the su-
pernatural plunges her into an existential crisis
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that grows worse when she is wrongfully charged
for the murder of her friend Bernadette, and fina-
lly pushes her over the edge when she discovers
her striking physical resemblance to Candyman’s
former lover. The monster, determined to work a
miracle that will assure his immortality, seduces
Helen into joining him. Although she ultimate-
ly betrays him to save the infant Anthony from
the fire that almost consumes all three of them,
Candyman keeps his promise. After her death, a
mural of Helen is painted on a city wall in Cabri-
ni-Green, and her addition to the Candyman le-
gend is rendered complete when, embracing her
new spectral nature, she murders her husband in
revenge for his cheating on her with a student.
The spiritual transcendence that Candyman
promises Helen is not limited to her transforma-
tion into a ghost but also involves her integration
into a story that is worthy of being remembered
and (rejtold (Wyrick, 1998: 101). And indeed, this
quest for immortality is consummated as well on
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a metacinematic level, as the huge success of the
first film ensured that Candyman’s legacy would
carry on thanks to the all-too-predictable produc-
tion of sequels. The most recent addition to the
franchise—Candyman (Nia DaCosta, 2021)—explo-
res this idea of a legacy once again: at the climax
to the film, when Anthony bids his girlfriend goo-
dbye after being assimilated into the spectre, all
that he asks of her is for her to tell everyone about
what happened so that his story is never forgo-
tten. In this way, the never-ending repetition of
icons that characterises the horror film genre
allows Nia DaCosta and Jordan Peele to play a me-
tafictional game that combines Helen/Anthony's
determination to get to the bottom of the Cand-
yman legend, Candyman'’s own need to be talked
about, and the relationship between the creators
of the sequel, their product and the original film
on which it is based. Anthony’s resurrection of
Candyman (who had been dormant for years)
thus effectively alludes to the revival of the saga
itself by means of its 2021 instalment. This revival
should be understood not merely in commercial
terms but also on a thematic level. Challenging
the notion that the tiresome production of sequels
and remakes was one of the symptoms (or causes)
of the crisis that afflicted the horror genre in the
2000s (Hantke, 2010), Candyman’s status as a se-
quel actually enriches the film as it expands the
idea of legacy inherent in its predecessor.

At this point, it is worth considering the the-
matic continuity between the two films. Mikel Ko-
ven (1999: 158) cites Danielson (1979) and Wood
(1979) to argue that the evolution of horror as a
genre and of monster-victim dynamics in particu-
lar reflect the tensions of contemporary society.!
Along the same lines, Kndppler suggests that the
production of a remake reveals either the conti-
nued relevance of the themes explored in the ori-
ginal film or the need to update them in accordan-
ce with the current cultural climate (2017: 10).2 In
this sense, a comparison of two different films in
a franchise can reveal how the themes they deal
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with have evolved over time (2017: 12). In the spe-
cific case of the 2021 Candyman instalment, Fal-
vey, Hickinbottom and Wroot (2020: 5) identify
its screenwriter, Jordan Peele, as a leading expo-
nent of “revisionist horror”, a contemporary mo-
vement characterised by the use of “the genre’s
dark thematic currency as a means of scrutinising
prevailing social anxieties.” It could therefore be
expected that his adaptation of Candyman would
be written with the aim of revising the issues of
race raised in the original film.

In view of the considerations outlined above,
this article explores the context in which the 2021
sequel to Candyman revises the 1992 film that ins-
pired it, and how the ideas of legacy and memory,
which are key to the plotlines of both films, are
reflected in the design of the saga and in its poten-
tial political reading.

2. EXAMINING THE PAST

Before the release of Candyman in 1992, the Afri-
can American community had no horror icon that
could be compared to the likes of Freddy Krueger,
Michael Myers, or other slasher stars. In 2012,
Virginia Madsen, who portrayed Helen Lyle in the
film, suggested that Candyman was created with
the idea of being “an African American Dracula”
(Caprilozzi, 2012). Twenty years earlier, however,
Madsen had feared that audiences would reject
the idea of a Black killer and had even remarked:
‘T don’t think Spike Lee will like this film” (Lovell:
1992).

In fact, Clive Barker’s short story “The For-
bidden”, on which the film was based, makes no
reference to Candyman’s race. As Madsen points
out, Bernard Rose thus knew that the film would
become a talking point when he chose Tony Todd
to play the title role and decided to change the se-
tting from Liverpool to Chicago (Caprilozzi, 2012).
Nevertheless, his idea was not welcomed by all
critics. While acknowledging that the film at-
tempts to offer a well-intentioned social critique,
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Judith Halberstam argues that ultimately the ho-
rror “[...] stabilizes in the ghastly body of the black
man whose monstrosity turns upon his desire for
the white woman and his murderous intentions
towards black women” (Halberstam, 1995: 5).3
Itisworth noting that Jordan Peele, screenwri-
ter and producer of the 2021 sequel, has justified
his reclamation of the franchise by asserting the
importance that the original film had for his ge-
neration (Collis, 2020). Moreover, for the film's
co-writer and director, Nia DaCosta, it was cru-
cially important that this time the story should be
articulated through a “black lens” (Travis, 2020).
This decision may be interpreted in two ways: on
the one hand, the role of primary audience is as-
signed to black spectators, whose existence is not
usually taken into account in this type of film (So-
bande, 2019: 239) and for whom the real horror
often involves seeing themselves reduced to “ab-
ject figments of white imagination” (Wester, 2012:
25); and on the other, the 2021 Candyman drops
the character of Helen to focus instead on Brian-
na and (especially) Anthony, whose experience is
the film’s main focus. In giving the lead role to a
middle-class white woman, the 1992 Candyman
was accused of perpetuating the cliché of the whi-
te saviour (Briefel & Ngai, 1996: 79), and even of
undermining the appropriation of the privilege of
scaring and being scared, which for the first time
in the history of the genre was held by the Black
community (Briefel & Ngai, 1996: 85, 90). But in
contrast to the first Candyman, Anthony is not a
mere reflection of blackness understood as a re-
presentation of monstrous otherness,* but a fee-
ling individual®> who is undergoing a gradual pro-
cess of physical and psychological deterioration.
As will be discussed further below, there
are undeniable parallels between Anthony and
Helen. First of all, both are outsiders in Cabri-
ni-Green who decide to investigate the Candy-
man legend for selfish reasons. Driven by their
(possibly prophetic) desire for recognition, these
investigators immerse themselves in the testi-
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monies of locals and experts to reconstruct a le-
gend that they have unwittingly been a part of
all along: Helen as a reincarnation of Daniel Ro-
bitaille’s former lover, and Anthony as the miracle
baby of the first instalment, destined to revive the
belief in Candyman among the residents of Cabri-
ni-Green, who had sworn never to summon him
again after the events of 1992. The main differen-
ce between the two is that while Helen maintains
her individuality when she is turned into a spec-
tre, Anthony merges with Candyman after he is
gunned down by the police. DaCosta and Peele
introduce the idea here that Candyman was ne-
ver really just one man; instead, he is a kind of
hive, made up of hundreds of victims representing
all the pain and the injustices suffered by African
Americans (Langston League, 2021: 43). By being
turned into a symbol of intergenerational trauma,
the idea that Candyman punishes those who do
not believe in him takes on an element of social
struggle. Accordingly, DaCosta’s inversion of the
hegemonic vision of monstrosity with the charac-
ter of Anthony can be extrapolated to his victims.
While in the original film Candyman murders
an innocent Black woman, in the sequel he only
attacks white people who exhibit some form of
deplorable, racist behaviour (the bullying by the
girls in the school bathroom, the tyrannical atti-
tude of the gallery owner, the lofty disdain of the
art critic, or the brutality of the police). This dis-
tinction addresses another common concern of
African American artists: the popular depiction of
violence and oppression of Blacks against Blacks
(Wester, 2012: 254).

Moreover, the representation of the mons-
ter as a collective connects with the titling of the
2021 film simply as Candyman, without a num-
ber or subtitle to identify its position in the saga
(a common practice for remakes but unusual for
a direct sequel). Just as the spectre is revealed to
be an amalgam of different faces and stories, the
matching title suggests that the continuity in rela-
tion to the 1992 film is not linear but a case of con-
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Image [. Troy tells the story of Helen. © 2020 Universal Pictures and MGM Pictures

vergence around the same mythology. The way
the 2021 version is placed in the franchise also
contributes to this effect: by taking only the ori-
ginal Bernard Rose film as its point of reference,
ignoring both Candyman: Farewell to the Flesh (Bill
Condon, 1995) and Candyman 3: Day of the Dead
(Turi Meyer, 1999),% the saga as a whole is effec-
tively turned into a collection of testimonies that
do not always agree with one another. In this way,
the coexistence of different versions of the story
is a reflection of the way its protagonists recons-
truct the legend based on mutually contradictory
sources.

Helen's absence in the 2021 Candyman is also
used as a way of exploring this question. At the
beginning of the film, Brianna's brother tells the
couple a version of the Helen Lyle legend that
is very different from the one we know: after a
series of murders, she tried to burn a baby alive,

THE MATCHING TITLE SUGGESTS THAT
THE CONTINUITY BETWEEN THE TWO
FILMS IS NOT LINEAR BUT A CASE OF
CONVERGENCE AROUND THE SAME
MYTHOLOGY
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but she threw herself into the flames when the lo-
cals of Cabrini-Green managed to subdue her and
seize the baby from her. Just as striking as this
apocryphal version of the events is the way that
DaCosta depicts them, as the story is represented
with a shadow puppet play that interrupts the
scene at Anthony and Brianna's apartment. The-
se puppets are used repeatedly throughout the
film as a substitute for the traditional flashback or
direct narration by one of the characters. Notably,
one of the initial sequences also uses them to fo-
reshadow Candyman’s appearance, although on
this occasion it is revealed that it is a child playing
with them. Beyond their potential for creating
tension, the tone of fable or children’s game rein-
forces the sense that the story being told is not
reliable. Finally, in relation to one of the questions
discussed above, the use of shadow puppets also
completely eliminates the need to depict explicit
violence against Black victims.

In contrast, in the opening scenes to the 1992
film, Candyman’s voiceover is followed by a clo-
se-up of Helen at her university, interviewing a
student whose story about the spectre is presen-
ted in the form of a flashback. Later, at the dinner
where Professor Purcell explains the death of Da-
niel Robitaille in detail, there is no visual support
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to the story; instead, the camera focuses entirely
on the professor’s speech. These two strategies are
combined in the 2021 Candyman when Anthony
meets Billy Burke, the Cabrini-Green resident
who is the first to tell him about Candyman. It is
noteworthy that the only cases where the film
makes use of flashbacks are the moments when
Billy talks about his experiences as a witness; all
the other stories, including the moment when
Anthony discovers that he was the baby in He-
len’s story, are presented using shadow puppets.
As a direct testimony, the veracity of Billy’s flash-
back is beyond doubt, and his status as an expert
is confirmed when we see him reading a novel by
Clive Barker (the extracinematic source of original
Candyman story). In an ironic twist, however, the
child we see playing with the puppets at the be-
ginning of the film turns out to be Billy himself as
a small child, as he has been plotting Candyman’s
return for years and has been manipulating An-
thony to achieve it. In this way, the contrast be-
tween the realism of the flashback and the play-
ful folktale quality of the shadow puppet theatre
serves as a strategy that plays with the spectator’s
expectations. While the exploration of the space
between legend and reality was already central to

Image 2. Billy with the Clive Barker book. © 2020 Universal Pictures and MGM

Pictures
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the first Candyman (Wyrick, 1998: 89-91), DaCos-
ta and Peele take this question further by making
use of a false dichotomy between apparently con-
tradictory narrative devices that end up sharing
authorship.

3. PARALLELS AND MIRROR VISIONS

Asnoted above, some critics have pointed out that
the killer-victim dynamic between Candyman
and Helen served to perpetuate traditional gender
and racial binaries. More recently, however, Lucy
Fife Donaldson has suggested that the connection
between the two characters is portrayed using
complex strategies of representation that depict
them more as doubles than as binary opposites
(Donaldson, 2011). Although these two different
propositions need not be mutually exclusive, the
replacement of Helen with Anthony in the 2021
sequel not only avoids the problem that afflicted
its predecessor but actually leverages this image
of the double to emphasise the relationship be-
tween the two films.

First of all, contrary to the norm for “final
girls” in slasher films (Clover, 1992), Candyman
never tries to kill Helen or Anthony, but instead
engages in an emotional destabilising
strategy that foreshadows a special
destiny for both characters. In his
analysis of the scene where Cand-
yman appears to Helen for the first
time, Donaldson (2011) notes that the
disruptive nature of the encounter
is structured around Helen's visual
experience: the shot of her face, in a
trance-like state, is interrupted by the
image of the monster and by fleeting
cuts to the graffiti of Cabrini-Green,
revealing both the neighbourhood’s
growing malaise and the supernatu-
ral quality of the phenomenon. An-
thony, meanwhile, is rendered cata-
tonic by his successive encounters
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with Candyman, although the definitive
trigger is the conversation with his mo-
ther when she confesses the truth about
his origins. Like Helen's scene in the ori-
ginal film, a long shot of Anthony’s faceis
interrupted to show both the source of his
grief (his own mother while she tells him
the story) and a series of unreal images
(various cuts to the shadow puppets). The
similarities in visual composition serve a
dual narrative purpose, as in addition to
accentuating Helen's and Anthony's sta-
tus as victims, they occur just when An-
ne-Marie recalls the moment that Helen

Image 3. Anthony experiences anillusion in the mirror. © 2020 Universal

saved Anthony’s life.

Secondly, part of Candyman'’s destabi-
lising strategy consists in making Helen/Anthony
look guilty for crimes they have not committed.
For Ian Conrich (2015: 112), this exchange of guilt
is one of the defining features of the post-slasher.”
Due to the fact that a supernatural entity cannot
be charged with murder, Helen is pursued and
arrested for Candyman’s crimes. This obvious-
ly drains her psychologically, however much
she may declare herself incapable of committing
such heinous acts. The sequel adapts this premi-
se to its purpose of social commentary, with the
police gunning Anthony down without evidence
and even coercing Brianna to testify against him.
However, although it is true that neither of the
two characters have actually killed anyone, both
films play with the idea of guilt at a structural
level: Helen, through the position of superiority
she assumes when she arrives in Cabrini-Green,
sacrifices herself in a kind of atonement for the
white liberal hegemony that keeps the neighbour-
hood in its deprived state (Briefel & Ngai, 1996: 79,
88), while in 2019, Anthony cannot deny that he
is one of the artists and intellectuals responsible
for the neighbourhood'’s gentrification.

At this point, the parallels and connections
between the saga’s three main characters are
made explicit in the sequel in scenes such as the
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elevator scene or the art critic’'s visit, when An-
thony sees Candyman’s reflection instead of his
own, foreshadowing their inevitable union. This
of course involves one of the most predominant
visual elements in the film: the mirror. In practical
terms, it is a frequently used object in horror films
due to its potential to surprise and subvert expec-
tations. For example, Clive Privler's murder takes
place in an art gallery filled with looking glasses
that reveal Candyman’s reflection while the in-
visible spectre exacts his revenge. On the other
hand, in the scene where Anthony summons the
spectre, the mirror is shrouded in shadow: the ca-
mera focuses on Anthony and Brianna, and the
spectator’s inability to see what the characters
see reduces the tension of the moment. The mi-
rror’s ability to attract and redirect the gaze gives
it the quality of a door into the supernatural, and
consequently, a space of confrontation, but also

THE MIRROR’S ABILITY TO ATTRACT
AND REDIRECT THE GAZE GIVESIT
THE QUALITY OF ADOOR INTO THE
SUPERNATURAL
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of introspection. The ritual requires the summo-
ner to keep his gaze fixed on his reflection while
he speaks Candyman’s name five times:® in other
words, the summoner must be able to endure his
or her own gaze. Generally, Candyman’s victims
are able to perform the ritual without remorse be-
cause they don't believe in its consequences—or,
by extension, in Candyman. The only exception
is Brianna: fully aware of the monster’s existence,
she uses the invocation to punish the police offi-
cers who killed Anthony, which is why she her-
self is not targeted in the massacre. In return, the
ritual requires her to actively seek out and con-
front her own gaze, in an external expression of
her battle with her own conscience.

In relation to the introspective potential of
the mirror, one innovation of the 2021 film over
its predecessor is the idea that the mirror’s re-
flection can serve to change the perspective of
the observer. This is at least the purpose behind
Anthony’s installation for the art gallery: based
on the Candyman legend, his idea is to install an
ordinary mirror which, when opened, reveals
a small, ominously lit room filled with paintings
portraying the suffering of the Black community.
The invitation to the game is in turn an invitation
to reflect, to confront reality, but Anthony plans
it at a point when he does not yet believe in the
supernatural. Later, after Clive and his girlfriend
have been murdered in the gallery, Brianna cat-
ches Anthony in a trance in front of the bathroom
mirror: this is the point when he begins to submit
to Candyman’s hypnotic powers, symbolising a
change to the meaning of the mirror for him.

Another interesting aspect of Anthony's ins-
tallation is its outward resemblance to Helen's
mirror. In the original film, when Helen removes
the medicine cabinet from the bathroom wall,
she finds a hole connecting her apartment to the
one next door. She thus discovers that her apart-
ment was built according to the same plans as the
apartment blocks in the nearby Cabrini-Green
neighbourhood, which in turn provides a rational
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explanation for the deaths attributed to Candy-
man, given that anyone could get into one apart-
ment from another through the mirror. Both this
theory and Anthony’s installation constitute a
vain attempt to domesticate the supernatural
quality of the spectre based on the premise that
it is possible to uncover the truth just as easily as
it is for both characters to reveal a hidden room.
Once again, the 2021 Candyman becomes a reflec-
tion of its 1992 counterpart, with the exception
that in the new film the game of mirrors opera-
tes on two levels: Anthony is connected to Helen
and Helen is connected to Candyman through a
place of residence whose architectural similarities
to the Cabrini-Green apartments are obscured by
the dramatic socioeconomic differences between
the two neighbourhoods (Briefel & Ngai, 1996: 81).

The importance of urban space in both films
is obvious right from their opening sequences.
In the 1992 Candyman, an aerial shot follows
cars driving down one of the many freeways
that criss-cross the city. After this opening shot,
the Philip Glass music gives way to the sound of
Candyman’s voice, speaking to the spectator whi-
le a huge swarm of bees rises up and engulfs the
city skyscrapers. Then, finally, Helen appears. As
Abbot points out, while the monster’s monologue
is typical of the slasher, the shot of the Chicago
cityscape establishes an urban setting that is hi-
ghly unusual for the genre, which until then was
more commonly set in rural or residential areas
than in the heart of a big city (Abbot, 2015: 69-
71). The 2021 Candyman opens with a quote from
the original film: immediately after the flashback
presenting the story of Billy and Sherman Fields,
the camera similarly moves through the streets of
Chicago, but this time with a POV from the ground
looking up. Instead of Candyman and his swarm
of bees, the sequence culminates with a rotating
shot that finally focuses on Brianna's brother and
his partner, who are on their way to the dinner
where Troy will tell them the story of Helen Lyle.
In this way, the sequel is presented as a reflection
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of the original, from which it has inherited the
notion that the hero and the villain of the story
are connected through the urban landscape (Ab-
bot, 2015: 70).

The editing thus foreshadows are key moment
in the storyline of both films. The failed Cabri-
ni-Green housing project constitutes a conven-
tion of the slasher film that Carol Clover refers to
as “the terrible place’, an apparently safe setting
that ultimately proves fatal for the protagonists
(Clover, 1992: 30-31). Far from being a faithful,
realistic representation of Cabrini-Green, the ci-
nematic version of this residential area depicts a
maze of passages and tunnels reminiscent of the
Gothic tradition (Abbot, 2015: 76), dispossessed of
its inhabitants in order to convey the illusion of a
remote, forgotten wasteland (Briefel y Ngai, 1996:
82). The terrible place evokes a “‘concentration of
memories” that blurs the divide between the real
and the imaginary (Abbot, 2015: 70).

4. ART AND MEMORY

A perfect example of how the cinematic version
of Cabrini-Green is depicted as an epistemological
labyrinth is the slogan “Sweets for the sweet” that

appears in graffiti scrawled on the walls around
the neighbourhood. On the one hand, the phrase
alludes both to Candyman and to the local drug
trade, encouraging a twofold reading of the ur-
ban setting on mythical and historical levels; and
on the other, the atmosphere of decline turns a
real-life setting into the perfect location for the
slasher film's “terrible place” (Abbot, 2015: 75).
Moreover, for Wyrick, graffiti is a symbol of the
repossession of the city by its marginalised inha-
bitants” and reminds us that Helen's attempts to
appropriate this space by imposing meaning on it
culminate with her being possessed by the graffiti
that immortalises her after her sacrifice (Wyrick,
1998: 93). In this sense, the burst of mental images
of this graffiti used by Candyman to destabilise
Helen symbolises the effective demolition of her
preconceived ideas about Cabrini-Green. Prior to
this point, in fact, the method Helen applies to her
research in the neighbourhood reveals a treat-
ment of space as a mere source of data to support
her theories; as Donaldson (2011) points out, the
camera position and the editing are focused on
Helen's gaze rather than on the details of the loca-
tion, and the researcher’s over-confident attitude
suggests that she would rather ignore reality (in-

Image 4. Anthony taking pictures of the walls of Cabrini-Green. © 2020 Universal Pictures and MGM Pictures
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cluding the potential danger she faces) if it means
she can extract more information.

It is worth noting that in Clive Barker’s origi-
nal short story, Helen is not doing her thesis on
urban legends but studying graffiti in Liverpool.
This transition from image to word as an object
of study is reversed in the 2021 film through An-
thony, an artist who is desperate to shake himself
out of a creative slump. Although both characters
arrive in Cabrini-Green with the same equipment
to document their findings (a photo camera and
a recorder or a notebook), the importance that
these objects have for each of them is inverted:
it is no accident that the first thing we see after
Anthony’s encounter with Billy is the protagonist
painting in his studio, while Helen spends her
time transcribing notes for her thesis. This fores-
hadows a shift towards the visual that is expres-
sed in various ways. For example, as noted above,
shadow puppet sequences are inserted into the
sequel to support the narration; conversely, the
scene in the original film where Helen interviews
the student places obvious emphasis on the ora-
lity of the act, with the camera focusing on the
tape recorder and on Helen's attentive expres-
sion. Moreover, as Koven suggests, the flashback
that presents the story could be interpreted as a
mirror universe within the diegesis, with Helen
listening to her student’s story in the same way
she would watch a movie (Koven, 1999: 161). For
Bernard Rose, Koven argues, cinema is “a medium
of narration [...] linked to traditional oral storyte-
lling” (Koven, 1999: 161), but DaCosta’s conception
seems to be quite the opposite; thus, the reflection
of this “story within a story” is located precisely
in the “work of art within art” that Anthony pre-
sents at his exhibition.

Of course, Anthony’s profession represents
another connection to Candyman through Daniel
Robitaille, the monster’s alter ego in the original
film. Robitaille, an acclaimed artist of his day des-
pite being the son of a freed slave, was lynched
by a mob for having a sexual relationship with
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a white woman. As part of his punishment, his
assailants cut off his hand and replaced it with
a hook, an act that Wyrick interprets as a kind
of castration that prevents him from being able
to express himself artistically and dooms him to
repeat the violence he has suffered, perpetrating
it on others (Wyrick, 1998: 110). In the original
Candyman, whose plot revolves around the rela-
tionship between Candyman and Helen, the hook
could be understood in the context of the slas-
her’s fondness for sharp weapons, which result
in a more intimate death (Clover, 1992: 32). In the
sequel, however, Robitaille’s story becomes just
one more among thousands of unjust deaths that
must be remembered, which is in turn what inspi-
res Anthony to begin painting the faces of dozens
of unknown people as Candyman’s influence over
him grows stronger.

In a way, the transition from one film to the
other could be summed up in the shift from the “be
my victim” appeal that the monster directs speci-
fically at Helen to the “say my name” tagline fea-
tured in the marketing campaign for the sequel:
the invitation to perform the ritual that summons
Candyman is maintained, but it is stripped of its
intimate nature and acquires a tone of reclama-
tion through the connection of the name to the
memory of the victims who now form part of the
spectre. When Anthony joins the hive and is no
longer able to compensate for Robitaille’s artistic
castration, the monster confers upon Brianna the
task of keeping his legend alive. As a gallery direc-
tor, she is called upon not only to tell others about

THE TRANSITION FROM ONE FILM TO

THE OTHER COULD BE SUMMED UP IN
THE SHIFT FROM THE APPEAL “BE MY
VICTIM” THAT THE MONSTER DIRECTS
SPECIFICALLY AT HELEN TO THE TAGLINE
“SAY MY NAME” FEATURED IN THE
MARKETING CAMPAIGN FOR THE SEQUEL.
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Images 5 and 6. Lighting in the art gallery and police car scenes. © 2020 Universal Pictures and MGM Pictures

what happened, but to show Anthony’s work to
the world. While Wyrick (1998: 104) argues that
what motivates the original Candyman is a “re-
tributive cyclicality” that lacks a revolutionary
purpose, Peele and DaCosta’s reinterpretation
maintain the character’s thirst for vengeance but
channel it through art towards an enduring call
for social change.

Once again, this idea points towards a meta-
cinematic reading of Candyman. While a connec-
tion has been suggested between the legend of
the monster and the films themselves, the quality
of reclamation in the spectre’s final appearance
in the sequel is consistent with DaCosta aim in
updating the saga. This time, however, the film-
maker plays with reality and fiction in a way that
depends decisively on the visual by exploiting the
assumptions of the slasher genre. In the story,
Anthony uses violent images, dark colours and
all kinds of expressive excesses to ensure that his
paintings affect the viewer, but his work is dismis-
sed by the art critic who finds the message to be
too obvious and unoriginal. Although her attitu-
de changes when Clive's death gives Anthony’s
work some media coverage,’© it is already too
late: she is also murdered by Candyman, and the
crime marks a turning point for Anthony, who-
se portraits become increasingly horrific as the
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spectre’s influence over him grows stronger. This
conclusion suggests that the visual excesses that
typify the slasher (Abbot, 2015: 68) offer an ideal
way of grabbing society’s attention: the originali-
ty demanded by the art critic is thus dismissed in
view of the urgent nature of the message that the
art is seeking to convey. Along the same lines, the
process of destabilisation that Anthony suffers
as Candyman draws closer to him is much more
physical than Helen's, with several scenes reve-
lling in the progressive decay of his skin and his
flesh.

Furthermore, the original Candyman made
use of camera and sound effects to create sensory
illusions that highlight the monster’'s dreamlike
quality and mark a break from ordinary daily
experience (Abbot, 2015: 73). The sequel, on the
other hand, adopts a naturalist aesthetic that an-
chorsthe eventsin the real world, in keeping with
the approach of the neoslasher (Adams, 2015: 96),
while maintaining its predecessor’s strategy of
destabilising the realistic setting. The mechanism
used to achieve this, however, is different from the
device used in the first film, as it more often invol-
ves playing with the lighting (as in the elevator
scene) and with the palette of colours. Specifically,
the killing of Clive and his girlfriend exploits the
location of the art gallery to tinge the atmosphe-
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re in blue and red hues, a chromatic choice that
links the scene to the film’'s denouement (with the
police car sirens lighting up the dark streets of Ca-
brini-Green). Once again, DaCosta establishes a
connection between artistic expression and social
injustice that reveals the ethical intent of her film.

5. CONCLUSIONS

According to Briefel & Ngai (1996: 90), the horror
genre is an inadequate vehicle for addressing the
issues that Candyman (1992) attempts to explore,
because “social reality murders myth.” Neverthe-
less, Nia DaCosta and Jordan Peele use a strate-
gy involving the appropriation of the Candyman
legend in order to examine the intergenerational
trauma of the African American community. The
result is an ambitious effort in which the concept
of legacy inherent in the character, its visual ico-
nography, the sequel’s relationship to the rest of
the saga, and the slasher genre all converge in a
reclamation of the revolutionary and healing po-
tential of art both inside and outside the diegesis.
Although DaCosta is not the first filmmaker to
explore issues of racism through horror (Pisters,
2020: 158-68), her contribution confirms Lee-
der’s hypothesis that the conservative climate fo-
llowing the election of Donald Trump as president
may have favoured the development of the genre
(2018: 87).1 On the other hand, the cyclical nature
of horror cinema and the constant return of its
monsters (Wyrick, 1998: 113) serves as a remin-
der that the injustice embodied in Candyman has
by no means disappeared. With historical prece-
dents as recent as Michael Brown (2014), Tamir
Rice (2014), Walter Scott (2015), and George Floyd
(2020), the scene where the police murder An-
thony in the denouement to the new Candyman
represents an explicit condemnation of ongoing
institutional racism in the United States, where
the monster’s obsession with having us speak his
name is reshaped as a call to remember the vic-
tims.
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NOTES

1 Similarly, Douglas Kellner suggests that Hollywood

horror films after the 1960s have often offered sym-
bolic representations of “both universal fears and the
deepest anxieties and hostilities of contemporary U.S.
society” (Kellner, 1996: 271).

2 On the other hand, as Adams points out, the aesthe-

tics of the horror genre tend to reflect both the trends
of the genre itself and the other media consumed by
its target audience (Adams, 2015: 93). This means that
DaCosta’s Candyman, as a product of its time, cannot
be considered in isolation from the latest trends in ho-
rror and slasher films; in fact, DaCosta’s film displays
the “obsession with assaulting the body in protracted
and inventive ways” (in Anthony’s gradual process of
physical decay, but also in the complexity of Candy-
man’s murders) and the distrust in human nature ci-
ted by Conrich as defining features of the genre since
the September 11 attacks (Conrich, 2010: 3-4).

3 Cfr. Briefel & Ngai (1996: 85, 90) and Kydd (1995: 63).

4 For further exploration of this idea, see Sobande
(2019: 240). The conception of horror as a normality
threatened by the monstrous can be traced back to
Wood (1979).

5 Sobande (2019: 242) offered the same analysis of the
protagonist in Peele’s directorial debut, Get Out (2017).

6 There is a case similar to the title of the 2021 Candy-
man in Halloween (David Gordon Green, 2018), which
also has the same title as the original instalment of
its franchise (John Carpenter, 1978) and serves as a
direct continuation that ignores all the other sequels.
However, while there were already two films titled
Halloween 2 (the 1981 film directed by Rick Rosenthal,
and the sequel to Rob Zombie's 2007 remake, released
in 2009), the first Candyman sequel was actually only
known as Candyman 2 in Spain, as in the rest of the
world its original title was Candyman: Farewell to the
Flesh (Bill Condon, 1995) (and, therefore, numbering
the film would not have caused confusion).

7  For Conrich, the “post-slasher” represented a period
of transition in the development of the genre, from

the end of the era of the classical slasher up until the
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mid-1990s. However, there is no scholarly consensus
as to the dates and names of the different periods, as
other labels, such as neoslasher, are often used to re-
fer to Scream (Wes Craven, 1997). Sotiris Petridis pro-
poses a different classification, including Candyman
in the classical period (1974-1993) and its original se-
quels in what he refers to as the “self-referential era”
(1994-2000), and concluding his chronology with the
neoslasher era, from 2001 to 2013 (Petridis, 2019: 1-3).

8 A variation on the ritual can be found in urban le-
gends such as the Bloody Mary legend, which almost
certainly served as inspiration for Candyman (Koven,
1999: 159-160).

9  The official study guide for Candyman links graffiti to
the collective memory, but also to its use in the golden
age of hip-hop as a way of claiming territory (Langs-
ton League, 2021: 35).

10 This attitude exposes the thin line between the cele-
bration of African American art and its exploitation,
as well as the tendency to promote African American
art based on trauma for commercial ends (Langston
League, 2021: 34).

11 In fact, Leeder identifies Peele precisely as the first
and most important exponent of this trend. Similarly,
Sobande (2019: 239) has also analysed Get Out in the

context of Trump’s electoral victory.
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VISUAL AND METAFICTIONAL STRATEGIES
FOR THE RECLAMATION OF ALEGACY IN
CANDYMAN (NIA DACOSTA, 2021)

ESTRATEGIAS VISUALES Y METAFICCIONALES
PARA LA REIVINDICACION DEL LEGADO EN
CANDYMAN (NIA DACOSTA, 2021)

Abstract

In 1992, Candyman (Bernard Rose) made history by featuring the first
African American villain in a big slasher production. Nearly thirty
years later, Jordan Peele and Nia DaCosta have brought back the ki-
ller with the hook to explore the current state of the fight against ra-
cism in the United States. This article explores the ways in which the
new Candyman (Nia DaCosta, 2021) leverages its status as a sequel
to examine the notions of legacy and memory inherent both in the
Candyman legend and in the reclamation of the stories of victims
of racist violence. It is argued that the film uses its place in the saga,
the conventions of the slasher genre, and the visual mythology ori-
ginally established by Rose to create an intricate metafictional game
exploring the problems of confronting a traumatic past. Central to
this discussion is the motif of the mirror, whose importance to the
story is related to the numerous narrative and visual parallels be-
tween the two films, and to the call made to the audience to reflect on

an uncomfortable reality that is given an enduring form through art.
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Resumen

En 1992, Candyman, el dominio de la mente (Candyman, Bernard Rose)
hizo historia al presentar por primera vez a un antagonista afroame-
ricano en un slasher producido por un gran estudio. Casi treinta afios
después, Jordan Peele y Nia DaCosta han recuperado al asesino del
gancho con el fin de abordar el estado actual de la lucha contra el ra-
cismo en Estados Unidos. El presente articulo investiga como la nueva
Candyman (Nia DaCosta, 2021) aprovecha su condicién de secuela para
profundizar en las nociones de legado y memoria que son inherentes
tanto a la leyenda del monstruo titular como a la reivindicacién de las
victimas de violencia racista. Se argumentara que la pelicula se sirve de
su adscripcion a la saga, de las convenciones del slasher y de la mitologia
visual establecida por Rose para crear un intrincado juego metaficcional
que aborda la problematica de afrontar un pasado traumatico. Central a
esta discusion es el motivo del espejo, cuya importancia para la diégesis
se relaciona con los numerosos paralelismos narrativos y visuales entre
ambas peliculas y con el llamamiento a que el espectador se enfrente a

una realidad incomoda de mirar pero que perdura gracias al arte.

Palabras clave
Candyman; leyenda; memoria; legado; secuela; slasher; terror; meta-

ficcion.

Autor

Alejandro Lépez Lizana (Madrid, 1990) es doctor en Estudios Litera-
rios por la Universidad Complutense de Madrid y ejerce como Profe-
sor Ayudante Doctor en la Universidad de Granada. Entre sus lineas
de investigacién se encuentran los estudios de literatura comparada
y de intermedialidad, lo que le ha llevado a acercarse progresiva-
mente al analisis filmico. Es autor de diversos articulos sobre cine de
terror y adaptaciones cinematograficas publicados en revistas cienti-

ficas. Contacto: Alejandro.llizana@gmail.com.

Referencia de este articulo

Lépez Lizana, A. (2022). Estrategias visuales y metaficcionales para la
reivindicacion del legado en Candyman (Nia DaCosta, 2021). LAtalan-
te. Revista de estudios cinematogrdficos, 34, 227-240.

recibido/received: 30.10.2021 | aceptado/accepted: 25.03.2022

Edita / Published by
EL

CAMAROTE
DE PERE
JULES

Licencia / License

ISSN 1885-3730 (print) /2340-6992 (digital) DL V-5340-2003 WEB www.revistaatalante.com MAIL info@revistaatalante.com

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

240



\VANISHING POINTS

THE ISOLATED STILL FRAME AS
SUBLIMINAL AGENT: ANALYSIS
AND CATEGORISATION

JAVIER SANZ-AZNAR
JUAN JOSE CABALLERO-MOLINA

0. INTRODUCTION

There are various ways that a film spectator can
be influenced without being aware of it. In all ca-
ses, the spectator processes certain stimuli at the
neural level, but those stimuli do not reach the
threshold of the supraliminal (conscious) level,
as they are stored entirely on the subliminal (un-
conscious) level.

The move from subliminal to supraliminal is
determined by neural correlates of conscious-
ness (NCC), which constitute the smallest neural
processes that need to occur for a stimulus to be
consciously perceived (Crick & Koch, 1990). It is
believed that after an initial low-level processing
of stimuli, the brain decides not to complete cer-
tain processes, and thus the stimuli that triggered
those processes do not reach the conscious level.
Far from constituting a limitation, this is a pre-
ventive mechanism that vests the human cogni-
tive system with a protection from the threat of
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hypersensitivity and even perceptual saturation
(Wang et al., 2019).

Among the possible options to design sublimi-
nal stimuli in the cinematographic environment
(Garcia Matilla, 1990:; Molina, 2012, 2013), such as
masked fades (Sanz-Aznar y Caballero-Molina,
2021) applied in Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960)
or in The Exorcist (William Friedkin, 1975), one of
the possible options for designing subliminal sti-
muli that has attracted the most attention is the
technique of embedding a single still frame'in a
place where it doesn’t belong, so that although it
goes unnoticed, it can condition the subsequent
perception of the film by spectators, who are ne-
ver made aware of the manipulation that they
have been subjected to.

The effectiveness of this technigue should be
assessed with caution. The fact that the sublimi-
nal stimulus is so fleeting and is immediately fo-
llowed by a series of supraliminal stimuli has led
many theorists to conclude that the potential for
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manipulation offered by such stimuli is quite limi-
ted (Broyles, 2006). Nevertheless, that such stimu-
li have the potential to affect spectators is beyond
scientific dispute, as it is agreed that they initia-
te low-level neural processes that can influence
the processing of subsequent stimuli (Pan et al.,
2017). However, it should be noted that there are
no scientific publications on quantitative experi-
ments that prove the effectiveness of subliminal
stimulation within the cinematographic medium.

The operation of these subliminal stimuli,
which constitutes the object of this study, depends
on the fact that before the series of neural pro-
cesses necessary for conscious perception (NCC)
can occur, the visual input is replaced by another
input that inhibits those neural processes becau-
se the cognitive system is required to initiate the
processes associated with the new stimulus. This
prevents the spectator from becoming aware of
any stimuli displayed for an insufficient amount
of time. Yet although they are not consciously
perceived, these subliminal still frames trigger
neural processes that influence the development
of subsequent neural processes (Berkovitch & De-
haene, 2019). Various experiments have demons-
trated that by inhibiting neural processes before
the NCC are completed, subliminal stimuli effec-
tively alter the processing of subsequent stimuli
(Liu et al., 2020; Berkovitch & Dehaene, 2019).

In short, the impact of the subliminal still fra-
me on the spectator does not consist of the com-
municative transmission of a message, but of an
attack on the spectator’s cognitive system. How
this happens and the different manifestations of
this phenomenon is the object of this study.

. THE ISOLATED STILL FRAME AS
SUBLIMINAL STIMULUS

In an experiment on subliminal stimuli containing
information of importance for the completion of
a task without reaching the conscious level due
to the lack of time they appear on screen, partici-
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pants were asked to count red stars appearing on a
black screen (Liu et al., 2020). The level of difficulty
of the test varied, as anything between 5 and 19
stars could appear over a span of 1200 milliseconds
(ms). During this time, the study subjects might or
might not be exposed to subliminal audiovisual or
exclusively auditory stimuli. The auditory stimuli
consisted of a voice beneath the threshold of hea-
ring stating the number of stars that appeared on
the screen, while for the audiovisual stimuli the
appearance of the number of stars shown on the
screen was added for 5 ms. The results of the expe-
riment demonstrated that when participants had
to say how many stars had appeared on the screen,
the perceptual error in the task was slightly lower
when they had received the subliminal stimuli,
thus confirming the effectiveness of such stimuli
on the perception of supraliminal stimuli.

The aggressive film editing technique invol-
ving the compression of the viewing time affor-
ded to the spectator so that a visual stimulus will
fall into the subliminal range requires an unders-
tanding of the concepts of objective threshold and
subjective threshold (Cheesman & Merikle, 1984).
These two concepts refer to the amount of time
necessary to trigger the neural processes without
reaching the conscious level. The objective thres-
hold must be exceeded in order to initiate low-le-
vel cognitive processes without activating the
processes that would make the subject conscious
of the triggering event. Below this objective thres-
hold, the stimulus does not affect the individual in
any way. Meanwhile, the subjective threshold is
the level at which the processes required for the
NCC occur, at which point the stimulus enters the
subject’s consciousness. This means that in or-
der for an event to be unconsciously perceived, it
must fall somewhere between the objective thres-
hold and the subjective threshold. Consequently,
the term “subliminal” can be attributed to any
image that the perceiver is unable to report after
it has been displayed for a span of time that is too
short for conscious perception but long enough to
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A CINEMATIC SUBLIMINAL STIMULUS
CAN BE IDENTIFIED AS ONE FRAME, AS
IT IS ONLY WITH A SINGLE FRAME THAT
THE OBJECTIVE THRESHOLD COULD BE
EXCEEDED WITHOUT ALSO EXCEEDING
THE SUBJECTIVE THRESHOLD

trigger low-level neural processes that could in-
fluence subsequent stimuli.

The subjective threshold is estimated to be
between 30ms and 50ms slower than the objec-
tive threshold (Cheesman & Merikle, 1984), and
any stimulus is assumed to exceed the subjective
threshold if it falls within the range from 32ms to
80ms (Armstrong & Dienes, 2013). Based on these
reference figures, the objective threshold can be
difficult to gauge; however, bearing in mind that
at a standard playback speed of 24fps a frame is
visible for 41.67ms, from a neuroscientific pers-
pective a cinematic subliminal stimulus can be
identified as one frame, as it is only with a single
frame that the objective threshold could be excee-
ded without also exceeding the subjective thres-
hold.

2. EVOCATIONS OF THE SUBLIMINAL
STILL FRAME

The subliminal image withdrawn from the spec-
tator before reaching the subjective threshold
lasts long enough to trigger what is known as the
innate alarm system. This is a defence mecha-
nism that facilitates the processing of stimuli as
quickly and effectively as possible, with the ob-
jective of speeding up reaction times to cognitive
inputs, while also enhancing response effective-
ness. This neural process has been demonstra-
ted to be much faster and more effective than
other neural mechanisms associated with cons-
ciousness (Terpou et al., 2019). When people are
exposed to an image for less than 16.7 ms, they
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are given a sufficient time margin to trigger the
same neural mechanisms that react to a potential
threat without actually becoming conscious of
the fact (Williams et al., 2006; Liddell et al., 2005).

The activation of the innate alarm system also
triggers the autonomic nervous system (ANS), as-
sociated with the fight-or-flight response. This in
turn sets off the emotional evaluation processes
that operate in the state of cognitive alert to a po-
tential threat. From this moment, the attention
is aroused, the focus of interest is narrowed, and
the subject is immersed in a higher state of recep-
tiveness. Thus, according to some studies (Liu et
al., 2020), these subliminal audiovisual impulses
have the generic capacity to enhance an indivi-
dual’s cognitive attention to the stimuli that fo-
llow them.

The masked priming paradigm involves the
presentation of a subliminal stimulus, referred to
as a prime, followed by another, known as a mask,
which is normally supraliminal. The intention
of the mask is to inhibit the neural processes by
means of a new stimulus, ensuring that the prime
stimulus does not reach the conscious level (Van
den Bussche, Van den Noortgate, & Reynvoet,
2009). Finally, the image that is the focus of the
required task is displayed. This image is known as
the target, as it is the stimulus that serves to mea-
sure the effect of the prime.

In the context of a study based on textual
stimuli (Berkovitch & Dehaene, 2019), an expe-
riment was conducted involving the successive
presentation of an initial mask for 100 ms, the pri-
me input for 33 ms, a subsequent mask with a du-
ration of 100 ms, and then finally the target. After
viewing this series of visual stimuli, the partici-
pant was required to answer a question about the
grammatical category of the target. Variations on
this pattern were also conducted, displaying the
series of stimuli with or without the subsequent
mask. The question about the unmasked target
was answered 10 ms more quickly than the one
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about the masked target, thereby confirming that
the mask slowed down response time.

As part of the same research project, as many
as four other experiments were conducted, with
variations related to the consistency or inconsis-
tency between the prime and the target, the su-
bliminal or supraliminal nature of the masks, and
adjustments to the time interval between the pri-
me and the target, known as stimulus-onset-asy-
nchrony (SOA).

Based on this series of experiments, it was
found that a prime stimulus belonging to a parti-
cular grammatical category could speed up proces-
sing of a target belonging to the same grammati-
cal category, facilitating faster responses. Another
significant finding was that the characteristics of
the subliminal stimulus generate expectations
about the subsequent stimuli. This effect is more
intense if the mask is consciously perceived, and
slightly less so if the mask is subliminal.

From these experiments it was concluded that
subliminal prime stimuli induce a syntactic con-
text that influences the processing of subsequent
stimuli perceived consciously as targets. This is
what is defined as syntactic priming. Various stu-
dies confirm the unconscious search for seman-
tic and syntactic consistency in the series of vi-
sual images (Cohn & Kutas, 2017; Vodrahalli et al.,
2018), opening up the possibility of verifying whe-
ther the same search for contextual consistency
can also be extrapolated to subliminal images. For
this reason, when trying to categorise different
types of subliminal still frames, it is important to
distinguish those that maintain consistency with
the shot they accompany from those that disrupt
that consistency (such as the insertion of a black-
and-white frame in a colour series).

One last aspect that subliminal images can
influence relates to their emotional valence. In
a study where faces wearing expressions con-
sistent with states of happiness or sadness were
shown at intervals of 14ms, 40ms, or 80ms, an
EEG identified the presence of the component of

L’ATALANTE 34 july - december 2022

the event-related potential (ERP) associated with
the perception of faces, known as the N170, re-
gardless of whether the input had been sublimi-
nal or supraliminal (Lai et al., 2020). Moreover, in
the same study, it was found that N170 latency
was longer for the 14ms inputs than it was for
those of longer durations. These findings suggest
that the N170 may be the epiphenomenon of an
unconscious face perception prior to the infor-
mation processed reaching the supraliminal level.
This study confirms that the detection of external
facial information is the result of an immediate
and precise neural process, even when it does not
occur consciously.

It is also worth noting that according to the
same study, happy faces showed a bigger neural
response when they were detected consciously,
while sad faces did so when they were not detec-
ted consciously. In other words, not only did the
results trigger neural processes related to face
perception before this information was conscious,
but also these processes can be differentiated ba-
sed on the emotional valence reflected in the face
displayed as a stimulus.

In short, it can be concluded that the human
brain appears to be disposed to distinguish be-
tween different emotional valences of facial ex-
pressions without even any need for the subject
to be conscious of having perceived them.

3. CINEMATOGRAPHIC MANIFESTATIONS
OF THE SUBLIMINAL: DEFINITION AND
CATEGORISATION OF THE FLEETING FRAME

Still frames associated with the subliminal level
have always been categorised in a narrow or ho-
mogeneous way, but in fact, it is important to note
that substantial differences can—and should—be
identified in different subliminal frames, through
the delineation of clear categories based on their
appearance, content, behaviour, or purpose.
Despite the fact that to date there is no empi-
rical evidence of its potential impact on the cine-
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matographic environment, these isolated images,
discursively out of place, are vested with the legiti-
macy conferred on them by the narrative and the
dramatic universe to which they belong. In other
words, these images are never arbitrary, random,
or gratuitous, but designed to have a specific im-
pact on the spectator, with a meticulously assig-
ned function in the context of a particular scene
or dramatic action. In short, these images fulfil a
pre-established function. And although they are
never supposed to advance the story since they
are never even perceived on a conscious level, they
are certainly intended to influence the spectator.

In order to distinguish between different
types of subliminal still frames, certain variables
need to be identified, such as whether the frame
is semantically and/or syntactically connected to
the frames that follow it, what kind of graphic or
compositional gualities it possesses (from figura-
tive or geometric forms to shapeless images), or
whether it reinforces its own presence as a mo-
nochrome break in the regular, fluid continuum
of the discursive chain through the use of white,
black or any other colour that disrupts the order-
ly flow of frames. Beyond these aspects, another
question to consider, as noted above, is whether
the frame introduces an emotional valence by in-
serting a face that might affect the perception of
the subsequent supraliminal images. Only after
considering the variables described above will we
be able to determine the cognitive effectiveness
of this device, and to formulate useful parameters
for its design, function, and location.

It is patently clear that there are different ca-
tegories of subliminal frames, beginning with a
type that really should be excluded from the list
because it exceeds the time limit discussed abo-
ve of a single still frame (despite the fact that the
vast majority of specialised studies continue to re-
fer to subliminal stimuli composed of two or more
frames). Such images constitute a category that
should properly be labelled “false subliminal ima-
ges” to highlight the inappropriate nature of their
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institutionalised use as an example of something
which, in reality, they are not.

While discrediting the inclusion of images
made up of more than one frame in the sublimi-
nal category, it is worth reflecting for a moment
on whether the single-frame subliminal image
can be classified as a shot. To this end, it is ne-
cessary first to trace the appearance and gradual
institutionalisation of the term “shot” itself, to
when, in the 1910s? (Altman, 1996), the lexicon
associated with the new art of cinema began be-
ing standardised on both sides of the Atlantic. As
Emmanuel Siety points out, the French term plan
(shot) was initially used to designate “Each of the
flat surfaces perpendicular to the direction of the
gaze representing degrees of depth” (Siety, 2001:
55). Over time, it ceased to be used to refer to an
entire scene, but instead came to mean the series
of different shots that comprised it. It was then
that the unity of the scene was broken down in
an evident desire to draw the spectator’s gaze into
the dramatic development through a more inti-
mate and dynamic point of view. Epstein (1988)
would define it as anatomical decades before it
would come to be recognised and characterised
by McLuhan (1996), and immediately thereafter
by others like Bonitzer (1995), as an inherent fea-
ture of hot media.

This is what constitutes the small visual trau-
ma caused by the change of shot, according to Ja-
cques Aumont (2000). This sensory reaction is at
once enhanced and reduced or concealed by the
insertion of an isolated frame, lacking time and
space and stripped of point of view. It is neither
the product nor the return of a gaze; its purpose
is to subvert, in more than one sense, the unity
of the scene. It should therefore not be confu-

IT IS PATENTLY CLEAR THAT THERE ARE
DIFFERENT CATEGORIES OF SUBLIMINAL
FRAMES
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THE FLEETING FRAME IS OF COURSE
INSERTED BETWEEN TWO CUTS, AND
ESTABLISHES A TENSION BETWEEN THEM,
PLAYING WITH OUR SENSES AND OUR
COGNITIVE SYSTEM; BUT ITISNOT A
SHOT NORISIT INTENDED TO BE ONE,
BECAUSE NEITHER ITS FUNCTION NOR ITS
BEHAVIOUR CORRESPOND TO WHAT WE
EXPECT FROM THAT DISCURSIVE UNIT

sed with a shot, despite the fact that it may te-
chnically meet the rudimentary, tautological and
inadequate definition of the concept offered in
Aesthetics of Film, as “any piece of film that runs
uninterrupted between two shot changes” (Au-
mont et al., 1985: 41).

The fleeting frame is of course inserted be-
tween two cuts, and establishes a tension between
them, playing with our senses and our cognitive
system; but it is not a shot nor is it intended to
be one, because neither its function nor its be-
haviour correspond to what we expect from that
discursive unit. With this in mind, the more pre-
cise classification of “fleeting or invasive frame”
will be used here to describe the manifestation of
what this study identifies as the presence of the
subliminal image in film.

4. USES OF THE SUBLIMINAL STILL FRAME
IN CINEMA

Alfred Hitchcock makes use of one of these floa-
ting frames in the conclusion to Spellbound (1945),

when Dr. Murchison (Leo G. Carroll) ultimately
shoots himself in a POV shot underscored by the
dramatic added effect of a red still frame covered
almost completely by an explosive cloud* when
the character fires the gun into his own face/into
the camera. The disruptive embedding of this fra-
me has the effect of emphasising a highly unusual
(especially for classical Hollywood’s strict produc-
tion code) and defiant act of suicide experienced
by the spectator in the first person. The projectile
fired at the spectator is sensory and cognitive in
nature. The case described here can be analysed
in figure 1.

By deconstructing the action described above
into frames, we can identify one of the frames ac-
ting unexpectedly as a transition into the still fra-
me where the image of the explosion appears fully
formed. The subliminal stimulus is thus foresha-
dowed, i.e, it is not inserted abruptly. This raises
the question of whether this example conforms to
the principle outlined above, that in order to be
deemed subliminal the stimulus must be contai-
ned in a single frame. In other words, although in
this case the stimulus is shown clearly in a single
frame, it is in a sense already anticipated in the
frame that precedes it.

An interesting aspect of this frame is the sud-
den and violent intrusion of bright red in a black-
and-white film. On the cognitive level, informa-
tion on movement and position is processed in the
parietal cortex much more quickly than informa-
tion on colour and shape, which are processed in
the temporal lobe (Milner & Goodale, 2006). This
gives the spectator the perceptual sensation that
the red tinge of the explosion actually invades the

Figure . Fragment from the end of the film Spellbound where the embedded subliminal still frame is located. Note: The time

code is in Hour:Minute:Second:Frame format
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Figure 2. Fragment from the film Se7en where the subliminal still frame showing a close-up of Tracy’s face is inserted. Note: The

time code is in Hour:Minute:Second:Frame format

subsequent frames as well, despite the fact that
the colour is no longer present.

Among contemporary filmmakers, David Fin-
cher is without doubt one of the most decisive and
emphatic in the use of this device referred to here
as the fleeting frame, earning himself the title of a
true master of the subliminal (Marimon, 2015). In
the final sequence to Se7en (David Fincher, 1995),
set in the middle of a vast oilfield where the ma-
cabre series of murders orchestrated by John Doe
(Kevin Spacey) will come to an end at the very
moment that the detective, David Mills (Brad Pitt),
discovers that his wife, Tracy (Gwyneth Paltrow),
has been brutally murdered by the ruthless psy-
cho-killer. When Mills suddenly receives a dis-
turbing package containing (as he alone confirms)
his wife’s head, he points his gun at the killer and
prepares to fire. In the moment immediately prior
to the gunshot, Fincher inserts a fully subliminal
image, contained on a single frame, in the form of
a photograph of the protagonist’s wife, as shown
in figure 2.

The severed head is thus perversely evoked
without having to be gruesomely displayed. Its
presence is limited to an insinuation through the
effective combination of an off-camera reference
and a subliminal image. The head shot acts as a
kind of flash intended to convey the shock expe-
rienced by the character on the screen, engaging
us in the traumatic mechanism that immerses us
in Mills’ homicidal rage. Its fleeting appearance ex-
pands, infects, and shapes the dramatic action that
follows, directing it towards its anticipated conclu-
sion. The shock provoked by this fleeting frame,
embedded so aggressively in the discursive chain,
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spreads and numbs the effect of what happens
next. The act and even the sound of the gunfire
are unnecessary once this powerful, subliminal
perceptual-cognitive trigger has been pulled.

In other words, this image acts as an engine or
driver for the action, effectively precipitating the
gunshot. But beyond its enigmatically disruptive
presence, the image is underpinned by its maca-
bre justification, consisting of using a hypothe-
tical mental flash to show something which, in
the compositional strategy that precedes it, is an
obvious POV shot that has been withheld from
view.

At the same time, in the midst of this shift
from the external to the internal, from the per-
ceptual to the psychological, there is clearly an
inversion process at work, which translates the
living image of a lifeless severed head into the
close-up of a face infused with life and joy, whi-
le at the same time isolated, frozen, suspended in
a completely static format (as both a photograph
and a still frame). The intrusive image serves as
a palliative, a parody of the trauma that displaces
that which must not be seen, to make it even more
devastating. And this makes it a craftily designed
detonator of the trauma. The image is affirmed in
its effective absence, triggering the psychological
process of rumination.”

Two examples of the recurrent use of a subli-
minal still frame throughout a film can be found
in Sunshine (Boyle, 2007) and Cloverfield (Reeves,
2008). In the first film, this strategy can be found
in a scene where the space travellers board an
abandoned ship. While they do so, the torches they
carry cast shafts of light into space, dazzling the
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THE SHOCK PROVOKED BY THIS FLEETING
FRAME, EMBEDDED SO AGGRESSIVELY IN
THE DISCURSIVE CHAIN, SPREADS AND
NUMBS THE EFFECT OF WHAT HAPPENS
NEXT. THE ACT AND EVEN THE SOUND
OF THE GUNFIRE ARE UNNECESSARY
ONCE THIS POWERFUL, SUBLIMINAL
PERCEPTUAL-COGNITIVE TRIGGER HAS
BEEN PULLED

spectator for a few moments when those shafts
are aimed directly at the camera. It is in these flas-
hes of light that Danny Boyle embeds fleeting fra-
mes showing the faces of each of the missing crew
members, thereby eliciting a sensation of their
phantasmagorical presence (figure 3).

As a culmination to this discursive strategy
based on the use of fleeting frames, Boyle conclu-
des with a rapid-fire series of seven still frames,
each one showing a close-up (all from an over-
head view) of the euphoric face of a missing crew
member, resulting in cognitive saturation. On a
technical level, over the course of this sequence a

total of nine different still frames are used, three
of which are shown a second time at the end of
the sequence. The scene therefore contains a total
of 12 subliminal stimuli.

Once again, as noted above in the case of
Se7en, the allusion to the dead is not through ima-
ges that convey a negative emotional valence but
through subliminal still frames with an emotional
connotation that is completely antithetical to the
context of the story. The images chosen are both
happy and frozen, creating an absent presence
that recalls what is no longer and never will be,
as if a chilling spectral presence were filling the
spaces of the empty ship.

The case of Cloverfield is more striking for its
eccentric nature, as the frames inserted here are
the product of appropriation. All these frames
come from iconic works of classical horror or fan-
tasy like King Kong (Merian C. Cooper & Ernest B.
Schoedsack, 1933), The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms
(Eugene Lourié, 1953), and Them! (Gordon Dou-
glas, 1954), as shown in figure 4.

In this case, a conceptual dialogue is establi-
shed between these early black-and-white films,
contained in the subliminal still frames, and con-

Figure 3. Subliminal still frames shown during the ship-boarding scene in the film Sunshine. Note: The time code is in Hour:Minu-

te:Second:Frame format
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Figure 4. Fragments from the film Cloverfield containing subliminal still frames. Note: The time code is in Hour:Minute:Second:-

Frame format

temporary cinema based on the new film, who-
se creators, despite having access to the full ar-
senal of technological resources available to the
film industry today, have made a specific decision
to place the monster outside the focus of atten-
tion as the action unfolds, never becoming fully
visible and never confronting the protagonists
face-to-face (except on one occasion more than
half-way through the film and another near the
end). The monster is portrayed throughout the
film through the devastation it causes, but also,
in a more playful and mischievous way, through
a number of isolated still frames that furtively
orchestrate this peculiar tribute. In this way, the
monster gives up its place to a fleeting anthology
of monstrosity on the subliminal level, unders-
tood as something sensed rather than perceived.

This technique effectively positions Clover-
field in the monster movie tradition established
by Roger Corman and subsequently built on by
Jaws, whose editor, Verna Fields, took a particu-
larly modest approach, managing the presence of
the monster with the utmost caution. Here, the
central focus is shifted from the monster towards
certain characters who are fighting tirelessly to
survive. By giving up its explicit presence in this
way, the monster seems to guarantee the sugges-
tion of its omnipresence.
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On the formal level, in order to make the te-
rror more convincing, Cloverfield relies on the co-
ver of darkness, while following in the tradition
of the “found footage” subgenre with the simula-
tion of an—improbable—discovery of video recor-
dings taken by the very characters involved in
the events on their mobile phones.

The way the subliminal stimuli are presented
in Cloverfield closely resembles the aforemen-
tioned experiments testing the masked priming
paradigm, displaying the stimulus that is to be
concealed as a prime, and accompanying it with
masks that ensure it is kept below the subjective
threshold. In this sense, the approach adopted in
Cloverfield is extremely precise and effective in
keeping the stimuli concealed from the spectator’s
consciousness.

5. CONCLUSIONS

As this study has clearly shown, an isolated sti-
mulus like that of the fleeting frame can give us
access to a hypothetical or potential image. That
image, stripped of materiality and connections,
benefits from total virtuality, distinguishing it
from other images in terms of its appearance, be-
haviour, and function; because of its dissociated
position, free of any diegetic or narrative purpose,
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THE FUNCTION OF THE SUBLIMINAL STILL
FRAME LIES IN ITS COGNITIVE IMPACT ON
THE PERCEPTION OF THE SUBSEQUENT
SHOTS, GIVING RISE TO WHAT HAS BEEN
IDENTIFIED HERE AS A FLEETING OR
INVASIVE FRAME. THIS SUBLIMINAL STILL
FRAME CAN AFFECT THE SPECTATOR

IN VARIOUS WAYS DEPENDING ON ITS
FORMAL STRUCTURE AND CONTENT, BUT
ONE EFFECT THAT EVERY SUBLIMINAL
STILL FRAME HAS ON SPECTATORS IS TO
INCREASE THE ATTENTION GIVEN TO THE
SUBSEQUENT STIMULI

it is able to extend or project itself onto supralimi-
nal images, infecting them.

This image must remain on the screen for a
sufficient amount of time, at least long enough
to permit a perception that exceeds the objective
threshold, at which point various neural proces-
ses begin to be triggered. However, it should not
reach the subjective threshold, as otherwise it
would enter the spectator’s consciousness. Based
on the academic literature in the fields of neuros-
cience and experimental psychology, transferred
to cinematography this time interval would be
equivalent to a single still frame.

From this we may conclude that this isolated sti-
mulus cannot properly be described as a shot, since
it does not have the time span that would qualify
it as such, and it does not offer any kind of point
of view associated with the narrative or dramatic
development of the film. The function of the subli-
minal still frame lies in its cognitive impact on the
perception of the subsequent shots, giving rise to
what has been identified here as a fleeting or inva-
sive frame. This subliminal still frame can affect the
spectator in various ways depending on its formal
structure and content, but one effect that every su-
bliminal still frame has on spectators is to increase
the attention given to the subsequent stimuli.
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Given how a subliminal still frame affects the
spectator in accordance with its characteristics,
various elements have been identified here for the
development of a preliminary taxonomy of subli-
minal still frames. In this respect, substantial di-
fferences can be identified in terms of the fleeting
frame’s relationship with subsequent stimuli and
the way it is made to influence them. For example,
it is important to discern whether the subliminal
still frame establishes a relationship of semantic
or syntactic consistency with the shots that follow
it, given that this determines the effect on the ex-
pectations that the frame may elicit. Another rele-
vant consideration is the graphic nature of the still
frame, which may range from a figurative image
(either related or unrelated to the story) to a mo-
nochrome frame or a real or abstract visual motif.

Finally, this study has found that there are su-
bliminal still frames which, beyond their potential
cognitive impact, also aim to alter the emotional
valence associated with the stimuli that follow
them. This type of subliminal still frame is based
on the use of faces with a specific emotional char-
ge, which, as discussed above, can trigger a per-
verse mechanism of emotional inversion.

In this way, through an analysis of the specta-
tor’s cognitive system, it has been possible to esta-
blish some ontological principles applicable to the
subliminal still frame, determining the cinemato-
graphic threshold that separates an unconscious
reaction from a response belonging to the terri-
tory of the supraliminal. At the same time, this
study has described elements that could facilita-
te the categorisation of the different possibilities
offered by the subliminal still frame. H

NOTES

1 Orthogonal processes involve processing the same
event via separate neural pathways, generating in-
dependent processing chains between them, while
a collinear process involves a continuous processing

chain.
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2 Roger Crittenden (1991), a specialist in the field of edi-
ting, dates its first appearance at around 1910.

3 My translation: “chacune des surfaces planes perpen-
diculaires a la direction du regard représentant les
profondeurs’”.

4 Hitchcock, along with a few other major filmmakers
like Akira Kurosawa, introduced this technique of in-
serting flashes, usually produced using monochrome
still frames.

5 Rumination is a symptom of post-traumatic stress di-
sorder, involving a repeating intrusive thought rela-
ted to the event that triggered the disorder (Conway
et al., 2000).
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THE ISOLATED FRAME AS SUBLIMINAL FACTOR:
ANALYSIS AND CATEGORIZATION

EL FOTOGRAMA AISLADO COMO AGENTE
SUBLIMINAL: ANALISIS Y CATEGORIZACION

Abstract

Among the possible subliminal stimuli that a film may contain, the
focus of this study is on those that are viewed for such a short time
that they do not enter the spectator’s conscious mind. This occurs
when the viewing time of the stimulus does not exceed the subjecti-
ve threshold but is still long enough to have an impact on the specta-
tor, triggering certain neural processes that influence the reception
of subsequent supraliminal stimuli. The on-screen duration of this
stimulus must necessarily be limited to a single still frame, as the
subjective threshold will be exceeded if there is more than one. For
this reason, it is not possible to speak of a “subliminal shot,” but only
of a “subliminal frame.” This fleeting frame has no influence on the
narrative of the film, as it does not have any time span, nor is it capa-
ble of influencing the narrative or dramatic development of the film;
however, based on the cognitive and emotional impact it can have on
the images that follow them, subliminal frames can be distinguished
and categorised according to their nature and characteristics, with a
view to determining their cognitive effects, and formulating useful

parameters for their design, function, and location.
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Resumen

Dentro de los posibles estimulos subliminales que puede contener
un film, el que nos ocupa es aquel que por permanecer poco tiempo
a la vista del espectador no llega a ingresar en su consciencia. Esta
situacién se genera cuando el estimulo no consigue superar el umbral
subjetivo, sin que la falta de tiempo de lectura deje de comportar el
condicionamiento del espectador, al desencadenarse determinados
procesos neuronales que inciden sobre aquellos otros supraliminales
sucesivos. La duracion cinematografica de este estimulo no puede sino
establecerse en un unico fotograma, al resultar cognitivamente supe-
rado el umbral subjetivo si aparece mas de uno. Por esta razon, no se
puede hablar propiamente de plano subliminal, sino de fotograma su-
bliminal. Este fotograma fugitivo no conoce influencia en lo referente
alanarrativa del film, ya que no contiene dimensién temporal alguna,
ni es capaz de incidir en la evolucién narrativa o dramatica; pero, dada
su capacidad de impacto cognitivo y emocional sobre las imagenes su-
cesivas, nos permite diferenciar y taxonomizar la concrecién de su
manifestacion en funcién de su naturaleza y caracteristicas, con el
objeto de establecer su efectividad cognitiva y parametrizar la mejor

manera de formular su disefio, funcionalidad y ubicacion.
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