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Fernando Gémez Luna (b. Cérdoba, 1981) is one
of the most promising young artists on the An-
dalusian art scene today. Although his work as a
filmmaker is the main reason for this interview, it
is important to note that his creative output has
not been limited exclusively to audiovisual pro-
ductions. In addition to participating in the pro-
duction and direction of numerous feature films,
over the course of his career his personal interests
have led him to explore other forms of artistic ex-
pression, such as poetry. This has allowed him
to engage in a complex process of experimenta-
tion that has resulted in works such as Mi rostro
es de brea, mi alma es viscosa [My Face is Made of
Tar, My Soul Is Viscous], a fascinating videopoem
whose extraordinary aesthetic qualities earned it
the prize in the local category at the 1st Cosmo-
poética International Videopoetry Competition in
Cdrdoba in 2010. Moreover, his striking artistic
sensibility has led him to combine his career as a
creator with the development and coordination
of cultural projects such as Suroscopia (2011-2018)
and UCOpoética (2012-2018).
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While taking into account his long career as an
artist and cultural manager, this interview is con-
cerned with the interest aroused by his latest work
asa filmmaker, Elrastro firme [The Firm Trail] (2022).
In this film, which can be described as what is popu-
larly known as an agrarian documentary, Fernando
Goémez Luna tells a story with a clear message ai-
med at highlighting the value of the flora and fauna
of the Andalusian countryside. The film’'s homodie-
getic narrator recounts the tale of the Marquis of
Altarriva’s obsessive interest in an Iberian lynx that
has been given the name of Larus. In this way, the
empirical reality of the documentary footage mer-
ges with a different reality that is completely fictio-
nalized. Making use of various aesthetic and formal
strategies, the director presents the spectator with
his view of the dire conditions of Andalusia’s rural
environment resulting from the overexploitation of
its farmland, among many other issues.

Given the scholarly interest that the depiction
of the rural world has stirred up in recent years,
Elrastro firme stands as a particularly relevant film
of recent times as it effectively connects with the
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tradition of the agrarian documentary, which is an
extensively developed genre in Spain. It is worth
noting that the intertextual references to the fil-
mography of the Marquis of Villa-Alcazar in part
of the film attest to this fact, as does the aesthetic
relationship that some of its images maintain spe-
cifically with his documentary Esparia se prepara
[Spain Gets Ready] (1949). However, by shifting
back and forth between reality and fiction, Fernan-
do Gomez Luna’s film constitutes a substantial de-
parture from the usually propagandistic and even
indoctrinating nature of the de Villa-Alcazar docu-
mentaries promoted by the Franco regime. There-
fore, although it never loses the pedagogical com-
ponent also present in much of the documentary
production of the Marquis, El rastro firme offers us
an open window which, by using formal and dis-

Figure |. Fernando Gémez Luna, filmmaker of El rastro
firme (2022)

cursive mechanisms typical of fiction, invites us to
reflect on the problems resulting from the latifun-
dia in Andalusia. In the following interview, inten-
ded as a starting point for an exploration of his fil-
mography, we attempt to unpack the narrative and
formal procedures used by Fernando Gémez Luna
in this agrarian documentary that makes the motif
of the Iberian lynx its true protagonist. B

NOTES

This interview was conducted in the context of the
Agrarian Documentaries and Nationalities: A Compara-
tive Study of the Productions of the Ministries of Agri-
culture of Spain, France and Italy (1930-1970) research
project, supported by the Ministry of Science and In-
novation (Reference PID2019-105462GB-100).

Figure 2. The use of drawings as a formal aesthetic strategy in
the documentary

Figure 3. The archive as a means of research on the lynx
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We would like to begin by discussing some as-
pects of your academic training and career. We
know that in addition to having studied audio-
visual communication, you hold a master’s de-
gree in creative documentary filmmaking from
Pompeu Fabra University in Barcelona, and that
since you completed your studies, you have par-
ticipated in numerous projects that have usually
been based on the use of documentary footage.
However, we wondered what led you to make a
film like El rastro firme. Had you been interested
in the rural environment before embarking on
the production of this documentary?

[ have never really had a specific interest in this
subject, but the context I live in is markedly rural.
When you live in a place, you try to get to know it
better. The province of Cdrdoba, and the autono-
mous community of Andalusia, is a place whose
economy and society depend hugely on agricultu-
re and livestock breeding. My interest in making
this film was to try to understand the phenome-
non of latifundismo in Andalusia and its impact on
the landscape. I have always been aware of lati-
fundia, as my grandmother had a small field near
La Carlota. When I used to go there with my fami-
ly, I would look at the mounds and the wide-open
spaces of those fields. From the car, driving along
the Cuesta del Espino, I would imagine myself
walking across those places.

As you yourself indicate, one of the main objec-
tives of this documentary is to portray the pro-
blem of latifundismo in Andalusia, but from a
different perspective, without turning it into a
story of the peasant struggle. With this in mind,
what were your motivations for making this film
about the rural world?

When I started working on the project, I was cu-
rious about some questions related to Andalusian
identity, based on an interest in how Andalusia di-
fferentiates itself from the rest of Spain. However,
once [ got working and researching, this changed,
asit wasnolonger a question of being attracted to
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Andalusia as a political concept, but of getting to
know the region better from a geographical point
of view, based on the relationship I have had with
the landscape since I was a child. When I started
studying the phenomenon of latifundismo, I saw
that there were conflicting positions on the sub-
ject. In the geography I sensed a more objective
way forward that was also consistent with my
way of understanding life. Latifundismo is an is-
sue that has been resolved politically in a way
that is not very satisfactory for the defence of
workers’ rights, but I think it is a very complex is-
sue and one that not even the political left, which
has been in government in Andalusia for forty
years, has been able to tackle. I could identify my
perspective in the books by the geographer An-
tonio Lopez Ontiveros on the colonisation of the
land, or in his monumental Geografia de Andalucia
(1998). Lépez Ontiveros had a conservationist vi-
sion that was not linked to the traditional advoca-
cy for the rural world.

We would also like to explore how this supposed
neutrality of the discourse fits in with the tale of
the Marquis, which is told by a peasant woman.
We find a certain contradiction there because we
see a discourse that seeks to lay blame for what
is happening in rural Andalusia, but it is formu-
lated from a particular point of view, i.e, the lan-
downer’s. Thus, on the one hand, there is one part
that is more tied to reality, while on the other is
the fictional part of the story. In other words, the-
re is a proposition of objectivity, but there is also
criticism.

The criticism is there because of the conservatio-
nist discourse, which is the political stance of the
film. In his quest to return to the origins, the Mar-
quis goes against his own interests and those of his
class. He blames his own people for the excessive
presence of olive trees. It is a fact that the entire
Andalusian countryside is plagued by olive trees,
which are destroying the region’s biodiversity and
influencing existing crops that used to enrich the
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landscape. This also affects animal species that
inhabit this region. This is the political discourse
of the film. [ understand that there is a contradic-
tion in this, although perhaps it is a consequence
of how I feel about it, as I tend to associate politics
with matters related to political parties or trade
unions, and because I didn't approach this project
with an activist intention in the traditional sense
of rural workers’ protest. The idea has more to do
with showing the different uses that can be made
of the countryside.

We would like to emphasise this precise detail of
the narrative voice used in the film, as it belongs
to a peasant woman, and so she is the one who
presents the story to the spectator, making her
an indisputable protagonist. Does the fact that
the story is told by a peasant woman influen-
ce the construction and perception of the film?
Why did you make this choice? What could she
contribute?

From the beginning I had the idea that the film
would be told by a storyteller, because she was a
metaphor for the land, for Andalusia. We didn't
want to give her the quality of a storyteller; ins-
tead, we wanted to integrate her into the story as
a character who has lived what she is telling. As
another layer of the landscape. The estate whe-
re the story is set is dominated by men. A female
presence creates a contrast that fits in with the
singular nature of the story of the Marquis him-
self, whose existence is a contradiction in terms of
the functioning of aristocratic houses, which seek
to preserve what they hold. What this man propo-
ses, however, is the suicide of his human lineage,
which is replaced by the lineage of the lynx. In
the context of this singularity, as I have pointed
out, the presence of a female narrator heightened
the sensation of witnessing a different narrative
about the countryside.

On this point, although you point out that you
were always seeking to avoid the typical story
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of the peasant struggle, several moments in
the documentary bring to light the historical
problem of the Andalusian latifundium and
the overexploitation of the land. Among many
others, there is one particularly striking shot
that serves as a visual metaphor, showing olives
falling into the back of a lorry while we hear
the sound a slot machine. Do you think it would
have been necessary to focus more on this type
of issue and to disassociate yourself from the
mythical story you present through the figure
of the lynx?

[ don't think that taking a view based on a dicho-
tomy of good guys and bad guys would have ser-
ved the creative purpose of the film. My approach
to this rural reality is similar to a geographer’s.
Geography takes confirmed facts into account.
This does not conflict with the fact that as a film-
maker I avoid filming with preconceived ideas or
with the aim of validating a particular ideology.
Indeed, the shot of the olives has an ironic touch
because of the use of music composed by Juan
Lopez Lopez. No one can deny that the Andalu-
sian countryside is becoming a reticulated lands-
cape of olive groves, in the interests of maximum
economic profitability. The film sets up the extrac-
tive and the eulogistic relationships with nature
in opposition to one another. It is conservationist
with regard to the landscape, as there is a tenden-
cy to return to the origin of everything, to purity,
to the fable. The mythical story is the consequen-
ce in my imagination of any knowledge I have
been able to acquire by studying and relating to
that environment.

We would also like to delve into the mythical
vein of your film. In Spanish cinema, thanks to
directors such as Victor Erice, we have examples
that show a marked interest in the construction
of metaphor, in symbolism and even in the act of
narrating, i.e., in the existence of an awareness of
the narration itself. Is this true of you, and do you
think your film is connected to this vein?
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Ever since I was a child, [ have had an interest
in fantasy and fable. And, at the same time, I
think of cinema as a means of exploring reality.
With varying degrees of success, El rastro firme
brings these two elements together. I like to feel
that what I'm watching may refer to something
else, that what I'm looking at contains meanings
that go beyond the literal. This is the basis of the
mythical vein because when I decided to cons-
truct a fable to tell the story of a rural estate today,
I researched the mythical dimension of the lynx.
To do this, I drew on Caballero Bonald’s vision of
the lynx, not so much in his novel Agata ojo de
gato (1974) as in a poem titled Tétem, in which he
describes the magical qualities of the lynx. One of
these is the ability to travel in time, hence the in-
clusion of this idea.

Continuing with the mythical vein of the film,
embodied in the figure of the lynx, why did you
choose time travel, when you could have explo-
red other aspects in all the literature and sym-
bolism constructed around this emblematic spe-
cies? Do you think it is a way of expressing the
changes that have been taking place to the cli-
mate and the landscape for several decades now?
The lynx’s time travelling and its return to the
origins is the way of finding the pure state of the
Cotomonte before humans changed the landsca-
pe. I think the film speaks of these changes in its
own way. On another level, time travel is what
allows us to learn, through the Marquis of Alta-
rriva’s writing, about the events that took place in
the Guadalquivir Valley, and therefore in Andalu-
sia. In the process of creating the story, after my
numerous visits to the estate, I learned that pre-
historic caves have been found there, as well as
coins from Roman times (the Via Augusta passed
through there) and the ruins of Kant-Hisn Cast-
le, which appear on several occasions in the film.
Knowing the space, knowing about the presence
of the lynx in the place and studying its symbo-
lism, helped me to construct a fable of genealogy

L'ATALANTE 38 july - december 2024

where time is diluted through the many holes
that populate the area, be they caves, bunkers,
burrows or water channels.

We see that the film includes the song Espana
se prepara by the composer Jests Garcia Leoz,
taken from the documentary of the same name
by the Marquis of Villa-Alcazar (1949). To what
extent do you think that his agrarian documen-
taries informed the whole creative process of EI
rastro firme?

There is a clear identification with the Marquis of
Villa-Alcazar. He made films, while in the case of
the Marquis in the film they are photographs, but
the reference is obvious. The dance of the trac-
tors and the song used comes from the Marquis
of Villa-Alcazar’s film Espana se prepara (1949). In
fact, some sequences of the documentary, when
the trees are uprooted, or the images of the trac-
tors themselves, evoke his films. The Marquis of
Villa-Alcdzar’s filmography was important be-
cause it allowed me to get to know an aristocrat
and agricultural engineer’s way of looking at the
countryside. He is someone who represents the
human profile of a latifundium manager. The tes-
timony he left in his films on agricultural work
was very valuable and certainly original, and it
inspired me to record what happened on the es-
tate. The inclusion of Jesus Garcia Leoz’s song is
therefore a small tribute to his work.

On the other hand, regarding the creative pro-
cess of the film, we would like to know whether
you had planned to film a particular species of
flora or fauna, one that had special relevance or
that you wanted to pay more attention to, when
you decided to make this film.

[ started filming in the summer of 2016 and fini-
shed in May 2019. When I decided to make the
film, I didn't begin with a clear intention to film
olive trees or the wildlife. I had a permit to work
on that estate. The people in charge of it allowed
me access, and from there I began a process of ge-
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tting to know the estate. The process consisted of
immersing myself in the space little by little, and
getting to know the crops that were there, among
other things. In fact, the apricot trees that are
uprooted at the end of the film were in all their
splendour in 2016, and in August 2017 they deci-
ded to remove them to plant olive trees. In a way,
[ allowed myself to be carried away by what was
happening as I worked to construct the fictional
plot of the film.

We can see a lot of images of the estate in the
film, of the different crops and of the fauna there,
but we believe that there must have been many
more that could not be included due to the limi-
tations of the filming or the story. In this regard,
what was the editing process like?

[ started editing with a co-editor. She edited some
sequences, and I edited others. Later, I worked
with another editor from the production company
who worked with me in the final stage of the film.
It was a laborious process because there was a lot
of footage that was left out. When I shot them and
saw them in the editing room, there were a lot of
shots that seemed to be essential, but in the edi-
ting, it doesn't always fit what you would like it to.
The narrative of the film has its demands, and you
have to make compromises.

Figure 4. Inclusion of native fauna
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Turning now to other aesthetic questions, throu-
ghout the documentary, there is a notable inte-
rest in prioritising a time-image, i.e., in thickening
the story through the use of formal mechanisms
such as static shots (many of which are full shots)
so that life—in this case rural life—can unfold in
front of the camera and reveal a truth, in one
way or another. Moreover, this is clearly associa-
ted with tedium, since the pace of the film slows
down. What were you aiming to achieve with
this? To recreate the cadence of rural life throu-
gh the slowness of the passage of time?

The pacing of the film is subject to the spaces; it
has a spatial logic. That is why I have pointed out
that the approach is geographical. It is obvious
that in the rural world time is less regulated than
it is in the urban world, and this perhaps explains
the slowness conveyed by the film, which requi-
res unhurried viewing, surrendering to the poetic
expression of each shot. The time of the film is the
time of Aion, not of Chronos.

As you say, in this unhurried viewing, we are
struck by the technical quality of the shots of the
animals. How were they made? Were they all shot
for the film or were some of them recycled shots?
The close-up shots of the fauna were taken by Da-
niel, who plays the role of the Marquis. Daniel is
a bichero, a person who goes to the countryside to
take shots of wild animals. He provided me with
footage of animals in that region and we selected
the most interesting. I also accompanied him, and
we spent many hours waiting, even in the early
hours of the morning, in keeping with the time
when the animals usually come out. On the other
hand, the black-and-white images are from came-
ra traps in the region and were provided to us by
the Lynx Recovery Plan.

Another point of interest, in our opinion, is the
sound. In the film, almost everything is ambient
sound, except for the scene where we hear the
song taken from Espana se prepara. However,
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we find the incorporation of electronic music in
some scenes particularly interesting.

[ am not meticulous when it comes to deciding on
music or how to use it. If you know how to integra-
te it well, I think you can get good results. Except
for Espana se prepara, which is more extradiege-
tic, I think the electronic music is well integrated.
It gives you something that physical instruments
don’t, and these could make the music clash with
what you're seeing. Juan—whose artistic and mu-
sical career I'm familiar with—came with metothe
filming of some sequences, and as we had discus-
sed that he was going to do the post-production
sound, I proposed that he compose something.
He sent me some cuts, I made some changes, like
drawing out the melody more, and we worked on
that material and composed the soundtrack. One
of the aspects of the film [ am most satisfied with
is how the soundtrack came out.

In relation to the previous question, we read in
an interview with the sound editor Juan Lépez
Lépez, who commented on the use of this music:
“It works as an allegory of the relentless and in-
evitable passing of time, moving between nostal-
gia and optimism. A soundtrack to stop being a
slave to time.” But to what extent do you think it
is possible to speak of optimism with the ending
offered?

The optimism 1is that life goes on and nature
will continue, with or without us. Like when at
the end of the film the lynxes appear above the
bunker. The cycle of the year shows us that things
are born, grow, die... and are born again. This is
how nature works and therein lies its mystery.

Leaving aside the creative issues of the film now
and focusing on the logistics, from the point
of view of financing and subsidies, how does a
first-time director get going? Do they have any
kind of support?

[ applied three times for grants offered by the An-
dalusian regional government. In the first two,
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due to my inexperience, I made some adminis-
trative errors. The third year I got the grant, but
claiming the expenses is complicated. You make
an investment before the call for applications, but
you can only claim expenses you incurred imme-
diately before the determination, so that money
is not recovered. It is a bureaucratic process that
can force you to redo the budget several times to
meet the administration’s requirements. The bu-
dget I presented to the Andalusian government
was much lower than what the film actually cost.
Asthe grant was given in 2019, I could only claim
expenses from that year until 2022. And work
on the film, as happens with this kind of project,
started much earlier, in 2016. Apart from that, I
haven't had any other sponsors; everything has
been financed with my own funds and the grant
from the Andalusian government.

Regarding distribution, when the documentary
is released on the circuits where it is going to be
screened, do you recover any costs?

It always depends on the festival. Of the festi-
vals we've been at, only one has paid us for the
screening rights. You could say that I've done
everything out of love for art, and I understand
that few people can afford to make a living from
filmmaking. The interesting thing is to be able to
create. Afterwards, if some kind of compensation
comes your way, that’s great.

Figure 5. Social realism in the documentary
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Figure 6. Conversations between livestock breeders in the documentary

Making films is a truly complex task in Spain, but
making a documentary with such a markedly
rural thematic focus is even more so. Could you
explain what the process was to obtain funding?
Do you think that the boom in rural cinema in
the last two years, with such outstanding exam-
ples as Alcarras, As Bestas and Libertad, has hel-
ped producers take a greater interest in these
projects? Do you think that these themes about
the situation in rural areas in Spain help viewers
empathize with a situation which, although it
may seem far away, really has devastating con-
sequences in their daily lives?

The film was self-produced—with the support of
Omen Cinema—and the financing came from my
personal savings and a small grant of just over
3,000 euros that I obtained from the Andalusian
government. My impression is that anyone star-
ting out will find it difficult to get funding. In An-
dalusia, moreover, the system of grants for film
production is not as developed as in other auto-
nomous communities such as Galicia or Catalonia.
My presence in this context is very recent, with
two self-produced films, the first one co-directed
with the Galician filmmaker César Souto. Fortu-
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nately, both had premieres at festivals (Interregno
at the Jihlava Festival and El rastro firme at the
Alcances Festival). I don't know if producers tend
to be more interested in these projects. If it is pro-
fitable for them, they certainly would.

The documentary shows a rural estate that
only a few decades ago enjoyed an age of splen-
dour based on a variety of crops (cereals, tubers,
fruit trees, etc.) and livestock of all kinds, as well
as hunting and the exploitation of a quarry. To-
day, its survival is dependent on a mechanised
production model that is gradually dispensing
with manual labour. Elrastro firme contains foota-
ge that conveys the sensation of bearing witness
toa world in decline. I'm thinking of shots like the
high-speed train running down a track that cros-
ses the estate, sequences like the harvesting of
maize, the repairing of the roofs of the old houses
where the workers live, the uprooting of the apri-
cot trees, the burning of the remains of the olive
trees... I haven't sought to raise awareness about
current issues. What seems clear is that changes
are occurring on the planet and that requires us
to get involved because we need to leave behind
something valuable for the next generations.
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Your film seems to effectively reconnect with
that old dream of social realism that Spanish ci-
nema has been aspiring to for a long time. It is
also a realism that can be appreciated in the ca-
mera itself, which privileges the selection of ma-
terial shots that reveals the farmland through its
textures. Do you think that your film opens up
a new space for conceiving of the rural world?
Do you feel that you have managed to expose a
reality that does not usually have a place in the
commercial circuits of our country?

My intention was to get away from the typical
vision of the land problem in Andalusia. To exp-
lain this issue from a different place—in this case,
the controversial latifundium. The idea was to tell
the story of an aristocrat and reveal to the viewer
a new way of looking at and understanding the
Andalusian countryside with the mythical tale as
a guide. This can prompt us to ask ourselves whe-
ther what we take for granted actually contains
another meaning.

With respect to the rural reality and its expo-
sure on commercial circuits, in a way, I think so. I
have the satisfaction of having been able to make
the film I wanted, with the limitations of my ex-
perience and my budget, on a subject that [ have
studied.

Considering the enormous commercial success
that rural cinema has been having in recent
years, what do you think the future holds for
agrarian documentaries in Spain?

There is a growing interest in returning to the
rural environment in my generation and in later
generations. The idea of returning to our origins
and resetting is part of the spirit of the times. It
is an idea that has been reinforced since the CO-
VID-19 pandemic. This represents an interesting
foundation for a greater interest in creating wor-
ks that address this theme.

To conclude, do you plan to continue exploring
this aspect of the rural world?

Just now, [ have made what seems to be a short
film in Cabra (a municipality in Cérdoba provin-
ce), but focusing more on the urban than the ru-
ral world. In addition, I am working on another
feature film project that does have a link with the
rural world, which is set in a place affected by
mining. W

Figure 7. Importance of the landscape as a protagonist in the documentary
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Abstract

The Spanish agrarian documentary, represented by directors as im-
portant as José Neches or the Marquis of Villa Alcazar, far from be-
ing exhausted, is a way of creation for directors today. This is the case
of the documentary El rastro firme (Fernando Gémez Luna, 2022) in
which the aesthetic-narrative approaches of the agrarian documen-
tary tradition are brought into play, although at the same time they
are updated through the introduction of greater social realism or the
path of myth, so present in Erice’s filmography. Thus, through the
interview with the director, the aim is to address the way the film
is made, along with the approach to the context of production and

post-production of it.
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Resumen

El documental agrario espanol, representado por directores de la ta-
lla de José Neches o el Marqués de Villa-Alcazar, lejos de agotarse,
supone una via de creacion para los directores en la actualidad. Es el
caso del documental El rastro firme (Fernando Gémez Luna, 2022) en
el que se ponen en juego los planteamientos estético-narrativos de
la tradicién documentalista agraria, aunque a su vez se actualizan
mediante la introduccion de un mayor realismo social o de la via del
mito tan presente en la filmografia ericiana. Asi, mediante la entre-
vista al director, se pretende abordar la forma de hacer la pelicula,
junto con el acercamiento al contexto de produccion y posproduccion

de esta.

Palabras clave
Realismo social; documental agrario; Elrastro firme; Fernando Gémez

Luna; cine espanol.
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