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VNTRODUCTION

A RADICAL INTIMATE REALISM:
AN OTHER NEW SPANISH CINEMA

MADE BY WOMEN*

SHAILA GARCIA CATALAN
AARON RODRIGUEZ SERRANO
MARTA MARTIN NUNEZ

I. REWRITING HERSELF AS SOMEBODY ELSE

Let’s begin with what the gaze cuts out. A short-
haired woman in pyjama pants and a grey sweat-
er lights a cigarette under the shelter of a tree in
the garden that almost seems to be embracing her.
We cannot see her face, as it is hidden behind the
branches (Image 1), so we watch her crossed arms
and listen to her rapid breathing: with each drag
of the cigarette she is trying to quell her anxiety.
From outside the frame, a man calls her: “Maria!”
She waves away the smoke, puts out the cigarette
on the ground, and hurriedly obeys the call, leav-
ing the frame. Over the now empty—or emptied—
scene, the film title appears. First we see “MARIA”
all in upper case, recalling other films with wom-
en’s names as titles, such as Laura (Otto Preminger,
1944), Gilda (Charles Vidor, 1946), Tristana (Luis
Butiuel, 1970), or Veronica (Paco Plaza, 2017). But
it is quickly punctuated with a subtitle, in lower
case between parentheses: “(y los demds)” [‘and
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everybody else’]. MARIA (y los demds), written in
serif typeface, rather like the measured, centred
titles typed on the cover page of a script (Images
2 and 3).

Maria (Barbara Lennie) is framed in a medi-
um-long shot from what seems to be a fixed posi-
tion, but in fact betrays a pulse: looking upon Ma-
ria’s body is a gaze hidden behind the camera that
also quivers. The camera is there, like those leaves
that flutter naturally, and it covertly allows us to
enter the film, with this plain and solitary Maria,
to whom the enunciation is anchored through
a point of view that will remain unchanged
throughout the film. This is decisive for the pro-
cess of identification. With Maria, we will expe-
rience the encounters with everybody else, those
with whom she never connects, because every-
one seems to be moving on. Since her mother’s
death more than twenty years ago, Maria has al-
ways tried to take care of everybody else, but her
father no longer seems to need her because he is
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teddy bear and fantasises about presenting it in
public (Images 4 and 5):

Maria: Well, that’s a good question... The thing is,

I... I never really wanted to write about my family.

It was like... I don’'t know, something natural that I

imagine has to do with my way of writing or how

I understand the creative process, that ultimately

has to do with something (laughs nervously) kind

of cathartic, that ultimately you need to write and
that... what? No, no, no, the novel isn't autobiogra-
phical. There are things that are, you know? That
are about me or my family, my surroundings, my
friends, a heap of things that you pick up and that
turn into something else that isn't just your life.

Ultimately, the protagonist isn't me... it's a... err...

Well, I don't know, ultimately, writing helps you to

overcome, to..., to..., err, to overcome, er, er, to try...

(her voice falters. Cries).

This monologue could be taken as paradig-
matic of a certain trend in contemporary Spanish
cinema—mostly in films made by women—that
has been labelled autofiction. These are films in

Images 4 and 5. Sitting down before what she has written in
Maria (y los demds)

Images [-3. Smoking under the father’s arms in Maria (y los
demis) (Nely Reguera, 2016)

going to marry his nurse. Her brother is about to
become a father, and her other brother is going to
move out and reopen the family restaurant. Maria
also never expected her friend to get pregnant, or
that the man who plays the guitar for her would
not want to introduce her to his daughters. Nor
did she ever imagine that she would be selling
books yet still unable to finish writing her own.
Indeed, the film could be understood as an accom-
paniment to Maria through her writing process.
When she has finally finished the novel and still
does not dare to give it to others to read, in one
sadly poignant scene, she sits down in front of a

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022 8
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which lived experience, memories and free in-
vention are combined in the writing process.
While some viewers, critics and scholars have
branded such films as narcissistic, hastily and
narrow-mindedly dismissing them as films that
veer towards autobiography or narratives of the
self, Maria's speech is clumsy and faltering yet el-
oquent: she never wanted to write about herself
and her family, but she ended up doing just that
purely out of a simple need to write, to turn her
pain into something else. Writing enables Maria,
whose care for others is her weakness, to rewrite
herself as somebody else and discover that looking
after everyone else was perhaps simply a front or
a mask to keep herself from writing. Something in
her servile attitude towards others extinguished
her desire. But when nobody seems to need her
care anymore, she is faced with the hardest step
of her life: to rewrite herself as somebody else. In
fact, the character uses a pen name, Maria Funes,
which is probably a tribute by the director, Nely
Reguera, to fellow director and scriptwriter Belén
Funes, who worked on the screenplay to Maria (y
los demds). When it is positioned as art, cinema fa-
cilitates a process of estrangement, an operation
of distancing—Ilike those final tracking shots pull-
ing away from the actors in Life in Shadows (Vida
en sombras, Llorenc Llobet Gracia, 1949) and in
Pain and Glory (Dolor y gloria, Pedro Almodovar,
2018)—that makes it possible to construct a dis-
tance from the trauma or from some element of
mystery, resistance or repetition. As we have ob-
served elsewhere, “the filmmaker can only direct
her scene on the condition that, thanks to the art,
she can get out of it” (Garcia-Catalan & Rodriguez
Serrano, 2021: 12).

Herein lies our first assertion: the new gen-
eration of emerging female directors in Spanish
cinema should not be reduced simplistically to
narcissists who only talk about themselves. These
women understand filmmaking as a means of ad-
dressing what cannot be said and even of talking
about the malaise of a generation, because what
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cannot be understood in the body, the marks left
by the past or the dread of a future that one has
mapped out for oneself, may not be expressible in
words, but sometimes it may be possible to show
it in some veiled way. With this in mind, we con-
sider it essential to approach these films with at-
tention to the details of the writing, the subtleties
of the screenplay, and especially the filmic forms
related to the body that invite interpretation.
However, film analysis is a poetic exercise—strip-
ping down the processes of language is intrinsic
to any poetic exercise—that is not considered
very fashionable.

2. COMING BACK TO LIFE

For some time now, it might have seemed that
film studies—especially when they take a semiotic,
psychoanalytic or post-structuralist approach—
are not valued very highly in academic circles,
in terms of funding from R&D&I projects and the
number of articles published in high-impact jour-
nals. Although they still account for a significant
percentage of studies published in the so-called
“social sciences” (Rodriguez Serrano, Palao Erran-
do & Marzal Felici, 2019), many of our colleagues
have accepted the epitaph that Bordwell (1995)
and other scholars—in fields such as neo-forma-
lism, analytic philosophy and neuroscience'—
have boasted of writing for our disciplines.
However, it is advisable to be cautious about
things that are presumed dead, especially those
that have supposedly been exorcised in a perform-
ative way—i.e,, by denying them a voice, scientif-
ic validity, or academic status. There is of course
nothing more suspicious than the apparent de-
bunking of a non-knowledge:
It is in fact a matter of a performative that seeks to
reassure, but first of all to reassure itself by assu-
ring itself, for nothing is less certain, that what one
would like to see dead is indeed dead [...]. What is
going on here is a way of not wanting to know what
everyone alive knows without learning and without
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knowing, namely, that the dead can often be more

powerful than the living. (Derrida, 1994: 48)

Indeed, dead non-knowledges have a bad hab-
it of coming back to life, returning in the most
unexpected ways: sometimes as a malaise, some-
times as an unfathomable event, or a creak, slip,
or screech in the mechanisms of meaning. A sur-
plus. The denial of a voice for post-structuralist
disciplines while, on the other side of the walls
of academia, questions about sexuality, identities
and the uses of the body become ever more press-
ing is certainly another of the inevitable contra-
dictions arising from our society’s hierarchy of
knowledge. That Bordwell and his disciples (Bor-
dwell & Carroll, 1996) should deny the validity of
-isms (post-structuralism, feminism, Indigenism)
precisely before the film industry as a whole be-
gins to openly question its own defects, abuses,
and injustices, or to posit the need to redirect the
focus of audiovisual production is not merely yet
another symptom of a regrettable myopia, but
also further evidence of the obvious disconnect
between the interests of the academic world and
the upheavals of that inscrutable, throbbing phe-
nomenon known as reality.

Because redlity, or more precisely, the moment
in which these words are written (December
2021), points in a very different direction from the
placid, aseptic comfort of film forms, mind-numb-
ing security of quantitative data, and the sacro-
sanct status of science. Indeed, in the last two
years our bodies have become veritable fields of
desire (in a Deleuzian sense) (Meloni, 2021b), open
questions that have yet to find their cinematic ex-
pression or that are finding it in strange, complex
and exciting ways, in films as apparently diverse
as Titane (Julia Ducournau, 2021), Zeros and Ones
(Abel Ferrara, 2021), Mighty Flash (Destello bravio,
Ainhoa Rodriguez, 2021), and Piggy (Cerdita, Car-
lota Martinez Pereda, 2022).

This lengthy introduction may be deemed to
serve as a disclaimer: in what follows, we can-
not offer a settled historiography of our object
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of study—the rise of a new generation of female
directors in contemporary Spanish cinema—be-
cause we are compelled to view it from inside the
lightning flash, the instant, the specific moment
in which we can glimpse a kind of cinematic ava-
lanche that presents us with problems, hopes and
challenges, as it does for so many female creators
and spectators.

3. HISTORIOGRAPHY IMPOSSIBLE

In the now canonical introduction to Historia Ge-
neral del Cine written some years ago by Santos
Zunzuneguiand Jenaro Talens (Various Authors,
1998), these two scholars established a kind of
baseline, a humble and coherent approach that
invited us to abandon projects conceiving of his-
toriography as a totalising discipline and allow
in multidisciplinary influences, alterities and
confusions. In keeping with this perspective, we
must not succumb to the temptation of offering
a hasty account of what we have tentatively la-
belled the Other New Spanish Women'’s Cinema,
or ONSWC (the rationale for this choice will be
discussed below). Without doubt, as the litera-
ture in this field demonstrates (Nufiez Domin-
guez, Silva Ortega & Vera Balanza, 2012), there
are obviously a number of precursors—Josefina
Molina, Cecilia Bartolomé, Pilar Miro, to name a
few—and apparently foundational events, such
as the release of Three Days with the Family (Tres
dies amb la familia, Mar Coll, 2009), although it
had been preceded by significant works like the
short documentary Mi hermana y yo [My Sister
and I] (Virginia Garcia del Pino, 2008) and a no-
table list of experimental shorts and installations
by Maria Cafias (Alvarez, 2015), to offer just two
examples.

At the same time, history has also given us
warning signs. There was already a generation of
female directors in the 1990s, many of whom are
barely remembered today, who only managed to
make as many as two or three feature films. As

10
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long ago as 1997, for example, Carlos F. Heredero
was celebrating the existence of

28 female directors, who in fact had directed a total

of 25 début films, as five of them co-directed a sin-

gle feature film and only one of those five went on
to direct her first solo feature film. Some of them
have also now won themselves a place of their own

in the industry (Heredero, 1997: 10-11).

Many of the 28 names mentioned by Herede-
ro have now been erased not just from popular
memory but also, more seriously, from the specif-
ic historiography of the field. Once again, at the
beginning of the 21% century there seemed to be
a new wave of films directed by Spanish women.
However, this would end up being dismissed as a
“false boom” (Zurian, 2017). As time passed, most
of these directors shifted into the more profitable
field of television and/or only managed to make
one feature film. To recover all those names, we
need to turn to the valuable research of scholars
like Zurian (2015 and 2017) and Maria Castejéon
Leorza (2015), or the work of Azucena Merino
(1999), which, among many other contributions,
drew attention to the work of auteurs like Marta
Balletbo-Coll, Ménica Laguna and Mireia Ros, in
addition to demonstrating an unusual interest in
and empathy for female Latin American directors,
a group that has tended to be altogether forgotten,
apart from a handful of studies (Guillot, 2020).

The (improbable) historiographic account of
this movement might also make reference to
training institutions, competitions, associations
and collectives, critical publications, workshops,
festivals, etc. These occurred simultaneously all
over Spain, at times with exasperating sluggish-
ness, at times dismissed as a mere fad, at times pi-
geon-holed in a label (“women’s cinema”) that did
not always conceal a pejorative tone, and at times
with overwhelming force. But they occurred.
Taking up Walter Benjamin's metaphor, the fire
could be glimpsed.

When we prepared the call for papers for this
issue, our initial point of reference was the well-
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known list published by Caimdn Cuadernos de Cine
in 2013, which suggested the rise of a heteroge-
neous and promising ‘Other New Spanish Cin-
ema”. The various directors identified included
barely ten women. Similarly, in one of the most
acclaimed and invaluable critical anthologies of
Spanish cinema, Antologia critica del cine espanol
1906-1995 (Pérez Perucha, 1997), a mere five wom-
en were identified as historically significant (Mar-
garita Aleixandre, Isabel Coixet, Ana Mariscal, Pi-
lar Miro6 and Rosario Pi). Since then, thanks to the
extensive, painstaking, slow and rigorous work
referred to above, the panorama has been chang-
ing. In 2010, when Mar Coll won the Goya Award
for Best New Director with Three Days with the
Family, the award was presented to her by four
female directors: Iciar Bollain, Patricia Ferreira,
Gracia Querejeta and Chus Gutiérrez. This choice
of presenters seemed to be the Spanish film acade-
my'’s way of recognising a female filmmaking tra-
dition in the year after the Hollywood academy
awarded its first Best Director’s Oscar to a wom-
an, Kathryn Bigelow, for The Hurt Locker (2008),
even if the recognition in Spain went only as far
as the “best new director” category. It would not
be until almost a decade later, in 2018, that both
Goya Awards for directing would be taken home
by women, when Best Director went to Isabel
Coixet for The Bookshop (2018) and Best New Di-
rector to Carla Simén for Summer 1993 (Estiu 1993,
2018). Without detracting from the recognition of
these two directors, Carla Simoén'’s closing remark
in her acceptance speech (“more women making
movies, please”) highlights the possibility that the
academies may also have been rushing to make
amends, given that this was also the year of the
rise of the #MeToo movement, following the alle-
gations of sexual assault that ended the career of
Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein in Octo-
ber 2017.

The global figures, however, are far from en-
couraging. A recent study by Raul Cornejo (2021)—
in his brilliant book Las cortinas son invencibles:
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Cine espariol desde las trincheras (2010-2020)—in-
cluded a sample of around 30 titles either direct-
ed or co-directed by women out of the more than
100 films analysed. According to the 2020 report
from CIMA (Spain’s Association of Women Film-
makers and Audiovisual Media) prepared by Sara
Cuenca, the proportion of women working on the
creation of fiction feature films in Spain is around
the 33% mark. Only 19% of directors are women,
a percentage that has not changed significantly in
five years. On the other hand, the areas with the
largest proportion of women are costume design
(88%), make-up and hairstyling (75%), production
management (59%, compared to 40% in 2019) and
artistic direction (55%). Moreover, the cost of films
directed by women has been estimated to be 51%
lower than films directed by men. If we break
films down by type, we find that there are more
titles directed by women among film categories
that have lower average costs: 19% of fiction films
are directed by women, compared to 29% of docu-
mentaries. Overall, the report concludes that “the
average growth in the proportion of women in
the sector is slow but steady, estimated at around
5% per year” Cuenca, 2020: 42). Although quanti-
tative analysis always needs to be put in perspec-
tive to avoid confusing the parts with the whole,
there is clearly a severe gender gap that points to
the need to question workflows in the industry.

4. WHAT WE MEAN BY OTHER NEW
SPANISH WOMEN’S CINEMA

Of course, the analysis of this movement should
not be limited to the strictly quantitative varia-
bles of the question. On the contrary, its emer-
gence can only be understood in the context of a
series of little political, economic and sociological
upheavals that have led to a reassessment of the
themes and forms of Spanish cinema in the first
decades of the 21t century. What is of interest to
us here is what is being written in ONSWC, in
relation to voice, to uniquely cinematic processes

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022

of signification. These processes have often been
relegated to a merely incidental question even by
those authors who have sought to tackle the is-
sues of “women’s cinema” (Aguilar Carrasco, 2017:
21), inevitably sliding into essentialist manifesta-
tions in the process. However, before turning to
this question associated with the writing styles of
women, it is worth considering some strictly con-
textual issues.

The panorama of the film industry in 2021 is
of course the product of a combination of appar-
ently disparate factors that are not always easy
to connect. These include the economic collapse
following the Lehman Brothers bankruptcy in
September 2008 (Marzal-Felici & Soler-Campillo,
2018), the #MeToo movement, the rise of stream-
ing platforms, the widespread questioning of the
mechanisms of cultural creation (Zafra, 2017),
the establishment of new cinephile communities
since the September 11 attacks (Rosenbaum, 2010)
and, of course, cinema’s fall from the top of the
list of the most widely consumed cultural prod-
ucts of our time. This last point, as described in
Vicente Monroy'’s happily polemical book Contra
la cinefilia: historia de un romance exagerado (Mon-
roy, 2020), is of special interest here, given how
little it has been explored.

In the final section of his book, Monroy points
matter-of-factly and convincingly to the displace-
ment of cinema as the preferred cultural product
of the masses. Eclipsed by video games and tele-
vision series, cinema has suddenly been reformu-
lated, transformed, and turned into a peripheral
product that needs to face up to its own marginal
status. Rather than the panic that this fact might
arouse in the mind of any apparently film-loving
reader (empty theatres, budget cuts to the ump-
teenth instalment of the latest epic saga or super-
hero series), what it should inspire is pure celebra-
tion: if cinema is becoming a reasonably marginal
art form, it is obviously because it has reached its
historical moment for embracing marginal voices,
i.e., voices not usually heard—and it goes without
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saying that the female voice is the most usual of
voices not usually heard.

By embracing alterity, cinema gains a strange
kind of freedom, a sort of sinister, unruly nature
that is happily Other. This is something that was
already occurring in the traditional dialectic be-
tween male and female in other perpetually sus-
pect cultural fields, such as literature (Molines
Galarza, 2021) and philosophy (Meloni, 2021a).
To put it more clearly, ONSWC did not arise as a
traditional cinematic—or even cinephilic—product.
Marginal spaces, limited budgets, minimal distri-
bution, and modest but fascinated audiences have
served as the topsoil out of which the corpus stud-
ied here would have to grow and bloom. It is hard-
ly surprising, for example, that many of the films
analysed here are the first, or at most the second
or third works of their directors. This is due not
just to the youth of the creators concerned, but
also, and especially, to the severe constraints asso-
ciated with the marginal nature of many of their
projects.

And vet, it is on this same discursive line
that our first conundrum arises. The estranged,
Other-nature of these film projects have little
or nothing to do with the kind of experimental
works—often lumped together under the “un-
derground” heading (Mendik & Jay Schneider,
2002)—that were apparently demanded by the
high-brow codes of reception. They are in no
way related, at least in their formal essence,
to the seminal works of Maya Deren or Laura
Mulvey. On the contrary, what is extraordinary
about many ONSWC films is precisely their ca-
pacity to draw on the most intimate elements—a
recollection, memory, childhood—to emotion-
ally engage spectators. Their commitment to
what can be described as a radical intimate real-
ism falls somewhere between confession, diary,
riddle, childhood song, caresses, bites and howls.
All this is brought together in an extraordinary
formal cacophony that always returns to some-
thing of what was repressed in modernist cin-
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ema (Font, 2002), in an open dialogue with the
mechanisms of gender and genre.

It is true that autobiography—or, as it has all
too often been labelled, autofiction—is a key ele-
ment in many of these first films, although this is
never to the exclusion of aspects inherited from
genres such as experimental film, fantasy, melo-
drama, or comedy. To offer just a few examples,
Arima (Jaione Camborda, 2019) is presented as a
rural ghost story straddling the borders between
folk horror, Gothic nightmare and children’s fairy-
tale. Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017) is
at once a social drama about immigration, an un-
hinged take on grief and, ultimately, a horrific cin-
ematic game of global biopolitics. In a completely
different register, the fantasy film Paradise Hills
(Alice Waddington, 2019) plunges us into a futur-
istic dystopia about a group of girls locked up in a
colourful reformatory, while the previously men-
tioned Mighty Flash offers a documentary-style
portrait beneath a sky with two moons (Images 6
and 7). In the comedy genre, Neus Ballus explores
the weaknesses and vulnerabilities of masculinity
by following around three plumbers who portray
themselves in The Odd-Job Men (Sis dies corrents,
2021).

Meanwhile, the field of documentary film
steers between the most intimate of portraits, the
question of roots and our connection to the land,
and a concern with social issues in an era that

BY EMBRACING ALTERITY, CINEMA GAINS
A STRANGE KIND OF FREEDOM, A SORT
OF SINISTER, UNRULY NATURE THAT IS
HAPPILY OTHER. THIS IS SOMETHING
THAT WAS ALREADY OCCURRING IN THE
TRADITIONAL DIALECTIC BETWEEN MALE
AND FEMALE IN OTHER PERPETUALLY
SUSPECT CULTURAL FIELDS, SUCH AS
LITERATURE AND PHILOSOPHY
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Images 6 and 7. Two moons shine at night in Mighty Flash (Destello bravio, Ainhoa Rodriguez, 202I)

has been especially tumultuous for Spanish so-
ciety. While Mercedes Alvarez introduced these
three dimensions in The Sky Turns (El cielo gira,
2004), and again with Mercado de futuros [Fu-
tures Market] (2011), giving a voice to the village
of Aldealsenior in the first and offering a devastat-
ing portrait of the dialectic between speculative
discourses and the plight of the underprivileged
in the second, the new generation of female film-
makers have continued to explore them. For ex-
ample, in The Silence that Remains (El silencio que
queda, 2019), the first documentary by the artist
Amparo Garrido, the filmmaker draws on a per-
sonal experience to tell the story of a blind per-
son’s relationship with birds, depicting her own
relationship with animals in the process. Dream-
ing and grieving over the landscape are present
in Maddi Barber’s gaze in Above 592 Metres (592
metroz goiti, 2018) and Urpean Lurra (2019), while
a profound connection with rural traditions is ev-
ident in Elena Lopez Riera’s Los que desean [Those
Who Desire] (2018), and Diana Toucedo explores
the magic and mystery of a village near Lugo in
Thirty Souls (Trinta Lumes, 2017). The subjective
gaze, privileging the diary form, based on found
material, is constructed in discourses of the un-
speakable, about suicide in films like Ainhoa: yo no
soy esa [Ainhoa: That’s Not Me] (Carolina Astudil-
lo,? 2018), or desire in My Mexican Bretzel (Nuria
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Giménez, 2020). On the other hand, films like EI
gran vuelo [The Great Flight] (2015), also by Caroli-
na Astudillo, seek to recover forgotten stories—in
this case, the disappearance of Clara Pueyo Jornet
in the early years of the Franco regime—in an ef-
fort to construct an Other memory, a non-hegem-
onic memory.

Herein lies the conundrum: a certain type of
film—one that doesn't earn much at the box of-
fice—is suddenly pushed into a marginal position,
and in response, the work of a new generation of
female filmmakers takes a turn towards the most
intimate, the realest, even though each new film
explores new territories, avenues and nuances.
What is referred to here as the Other New Span-
ish Women's Cinema has fortunately become
simply an Other New Cinema—but one made by
women who exhibit a degree of collective con-
sciousness (Image 8).

5. NOT ONLY, NOT ENTIRELY, GENDER

It is worth making a few final clarifications. Our
vindication of cinema made by women is based on
a need to hear these filmmakers in all their he-
terogeneity, their otherness, never as a category
or flawed label. We argue that cinema made by
women is neither essentially feminine—because
there is no ontology of the feminine—nor direct-
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Image 8. Despite differences, the Other New Cinema made by women is characterised by a degree of collective consciousness:
Les amigues de ’Agata [Agata’s Friends] ( (Marta Verheyen, Laia Alabart, Alba Cros, Laura Rius Aran, 2015)

ly or necessarily feminist. Women and sexual di-
fference emerge as an enigma to be interpreted
in the singular rather than to be understood as a
predefined assertion. Probably nobody puts it be-
tter than the pioneer filmmaker Josefina Molina:
‘As people, and not as women, we dedicate our-
selves to the audiovisual; we are filmmakers and
therefore we have in our hands an essential tool
for disseminating our ideas and changing all tho-
se clichés about women who work in cinema: for
example, the worn-out notion of sensitivity” (Zu-
ridan, 2015: 13-14). Along these lines, we argue that
ONSWC also understands cinema as a device for
ideas and an artistic device that works on the sub-
conscious, testing out a certain kind of writing of
an intimacy presented as obstinate and strange.
It also troubles us, as male and female re-
searchers, that when we analyse or critique a film
made by women we are invariably asked (in fact,
reviewers for academic journals require it) to in-
clude a reading from a gender studies perspective
and a consideration of how the female protagonist
has been represented in the text. And yet, surpris-
ingly, we are never asked to include (and we are
even sometimes penalised if we do) an analysis of
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the enunciation of the voice that articulates the
discourse, who is compromised in her own act of
speaking. We believe it important to give some
attention to this question, if only in an effort to
broaden the discussion.

Of course, it is clear that cultural studies—and
specifically the concept of gender—introduced
many of the questions we want to ask here, al-
though it would not cover them all completely.
In this respect, the concept of the gaze developed
by authors such as Laura Mulvey, for example,
has been crucial. Noting that in contemporary
feminist theory the psychoanalytical concepts
“sexual difference’ “desire” and “lack” are being
replaced with sociological concepts such as “gen-
der”, “ethnicity”, and “class’, as well as the socio-
logical constructions “man = masculine = active
/ woman = feminine = passive”’, Eva Parrondo
Coppel and Tecla Gonzéalez-Hortigliela recon-
sidered the iconic status of Laura Mulvey's 1975
essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Film” con-
sidered the cornerstone of film studies based on
psychoanalysis and feminism. The two authors
find that Mulvey’s essay proposes a position that
is not necessarily feminist-psychoanalytical, but
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sociological, in which feminism is assumed with
acritical fascination:

Although feminist film theory was initially establi-

shed with the aim of “inventing strategies of social

transformation”, it has been reduced to a discourse
that condemns the male perspective on us (woman
= object, woman = spectacle, woman = mother, etc.)
while reproducing the idea that somewhere out
there is another omnipotent male who inevitably
oppresses us (with his gaze, with his language),
thereby reinforcing the naturalisation of undesira-
ble media equations such as woman = archetypal
victim of our culture (Parrondo Coppel & Gonza-

lez-Hortiglela, 2016: 20).

This trend in certain feminist discourses also
poses many other challenges and risks for our ap-
proach to this cinema made by women. The first
is the risk of getting bogged down in the identifi-
cation of women as victims, which may promote
discourses informed by a whistleblowing ethic
that precludes any possibility of discussing re-
sponsibility or analysing violence as a subjective
problem inherent in anybody capable of speech,
rather than something exclusive to heterosexu-
al males. Because violence, like madness, is not
something limited to a single group. It cannot be
alien to us because it speaks to—and even inhab-
its—our most radical subjectivity. The risk of rele-
gating women to the place of victims can also lead
to discourses of hostility, if not outright hatred,
towards the masculine. Promising Young Woman
(Emerald Fennell, 2020), winner of last year’s Os-
car for Best Screenplay, is an example of a certain
kind of feminist film that denounces misogynist
violence while assuming that all men are violent
(except the father). This is a point worthy of at-
tention.

We believe, however that it could be much
more interesting to encourage a conversation be-
tween the sexes, whatever gender they may iden-
tify with. It is therefore essential to consider the
ambivalences of desire, violence, and the malaise
of each individual’'s modes of pleasure. Failing to
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address these questions could have devastating
consequences, and, by extension, could also have
some inadvertent effects: we should not lose sight
of the fact that many discourses established by
men from that questionable and now widely car-
icatured position of “women’s ally” end up being
no more than a kind of acritical acceptance of the
role of executioner, of an innate guilt, essential to
their masculinity, without in any way facilitating
the stated objective of listening to and conversing
with women.

Another of the dangers to consider is already
well known in the field of film studies: prior-
itising content over form. As noted above, most
approaches to research from a cultural studies
perspective focus on content, demanding the rep-
resentation of women based on a theory of the
gaze, but in this process, they overlook the study
of the filmic forms that are in fact responsible for
constructing that content. Anyone who has taken
the slightest interest in film historiography will
know that even the clearest and most transpar-
ent enunciative position does not view cinema as
a reflection of reality. Indeed, sometimes even the
films that get closest to a naked gaze on the real
require the most crafting and complex decisions
in the creation process. This is why the documen-
tary form cannot be explained without the imag-
ination, or the truth without the device. Anoth-
er hazard associated with analysing the content
and intentions of male or female filmmakers is
the danger of equating the subject of the enun-
ciation with the subject of the statement, draw-
ing equivalences between the subject in the act of
speaking and what the subject says, pinning down
the meaning and shutting out the subconscious.
To do so would be to ignore the fact, postulated
in Lacanian psychoanalysis, that there is always
a distance between what we mean and what we
say, and between what we say and what others
understand. We always say more than what we
say, we confess more than we can or say less than
we know. This is even more pronounced in the
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case of cinematic writing, where, however autho-
rial the voice may be, a film is the result of a po-
lyphony of voices that emerge from a collective
creative process.

Moreover, it is through such filmic forms—the
duration of a shot, the pulse of the camera, the
composition or choice of a particular perspective
that conceals a face—that the subject of the inter-
pretation is also presented. It is therefore crucial
to bear in mind that the spectator-subject does
not decipher the intentions of the enunciation—or
is not limited to this—as the film text touches the
spectator’s body, resounding in it and demanding
its unconscious knowledge. The spectator actual-
ises and gives meaning to what the film conveys.
Just as the woman should not be victimised, the
spectator should not be relegated to a passive po-
sition, as spectators are also responsible for what
they conjure with their gaze. With this in mind,
José Antonio Palao suggests:

It is undeniable that there is an element of mode-

lling (of ideological reproduction) in this audiovi-

sual design. However, the critical tradition has gi-
ven it so much importance that I feel compelled to
play devil's advocate. I believe that what we look at
is more important than what we see; what we have
learned is more important than what we have
been taught, and by destroying (or deconstructing,
or analysing, or denouncing) the visible as Laura

Mulvey once proposed, attacking what has been

shown, we do not always hit upon what has been

shown or deny its libidinal investment in what we

have looked at (Palao, 2003: 70).

The salvational and living quality of art lies
precisely in the fact that it speaks to the specta-
tor’'s individuality, transcending the creator’s in-
tentions. However, Eva Parrondo Coppel & Tecla
Gonzdlez-Hortigtiela (2016: 62) point out a fun-
damental political problem: “Is it possible to stop
feminist filmmakers from focusing, like Mulvey,
on men’s fantasies about women’, from repro-
ducing in their discourses the mythical-masculine
perspective of ‘the woman’ and turn instead to-
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MOREOVER, IT IS THROUGH SUCH
FILMIC FORMS—THE DURATION OF A
SHOT, THE PULSE OF THE CAMERA,

THE COMPOSITION OR CHOICE OF

A PARTICULAR PERSPECTIVE THAT
CONCEALS A FACE—-THAT THE SUBJECT
OF THE INTERPRETATION IS ALSO
PRESENTED

wards their own fantasies and ‘the elaboration of
desire’ that inhabits them as women?” And they
also suggest that “the debate should not revolve
around identity; it should revolve around desire,
given that it is desire, because it breaks with his-
torical determinations and questions the success-
ful consolidation of social identities, that always
represents ‘a problem’ for and in patriarchal cul-
ture” (Parrondo Coppel & Gonzdlez-Hortiglela,
2016: 68). This is because desire is precisely the
non-normative, the uncivilised. However, the he-
gemonic tone of our era demands self-knowledge,
self-affirmation, the urgent need to affirm a sex-
ual identity and even agency or empowerment.
All these things have become imperatives found-
ed on the notion of an excessively stable identity,
that self that underpins the postulates of prag-
matism, functionalism, the cognitive-behavioural
paradigm, self-help and leadership, these last two
being fields that feminist literature is becoming
increasingly tied up with, as Maria Medina-Vi-
cent (2021) warns. Yet the self knows nothing of
the subject of desire, which is the split subject, the
unconscious subject. Moreover, self-affirmation is
an act that is as painful as it is impossible, as the
ultimate signifier that would assert our identity
and grant us a certain sense of existence is always
missing.

Authors such as Katherine Angel (2021), ac-
knowledging the Foucauldian tradition, are al-
ready pointing out the tyranny of self-knowledge
as an imperative or positive expression—loud,
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Images 9 and 10. Ana by Day (Ana de dia, Andrea Jaurrieta, 2018) or liberation from the self in a shot/reverse shot.

clear and confident—of female desires, as these do
not tend to be transparent; on the contrary, they
are elusive, as psychoanalysis has also demon-
strated. Angel calls for the discourse of desire to
incorporate the notion of vulnerability, not just of
women, but of men, deconstructing the suppos-
edly powerful male gaze. Why can the male gaze
not be vulnerable?
[TThe idea that men are not vulnerable in sex is ab-
surd. They can be easily wounded, physically and
psychologically. Their desire and pleasure are ei-
ther terribly visible, or visibly absent. They have
very clear measures by which they can be seen
to fail: erection and ejaculation. And like everyo-

ne else, they have hopes, wishes, fears, fantasies,
shames—all of which risk humiliation. To be a man
is to be tremendously exposed. I don't say this to
mock or humiliate men; on the contrary, I say it to
welcome them to vulnerability. (Angel, 2021: 107)
With the above in mind, our hypothesis is that
what underpins this Other New Spanish Wom-
en’'s Cinema is not identity—losing your identity
ultimately proves to be a fantastical liberation in
Ana by Day (Andrea Jaurrieta, 2018) (Images 9
and 10), for example—but the strangeness of de-
sire. In many films of this movement, identities
are blown apart, while symbolic positions are
mobilised. This is where the experience of soli-

Images Il and 12. Connections between classes in Libertad (Clara Roquet, 2021) and generation gaps in Three Days with the Family

(Tres dias con la familia, Mar Coll, 2009)
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tude appears, together with an intense anxiety
that claims responsibility for a desire, in a subjec-
tive process that nobody else can accompany you
through—not even your friends (Image 11), as im-
portant as they are in many of these films.

There are also generation gaps and rifts with
parents—exemplified in the composition of the
scene of a conversation between mother and
daughter on the swing in Three Days with the
Family (Image 12) or the street festival march in
The Innocence (La innocencia, Lucia Alemany,
2019). Leaving the home is liberating, but it di-
vides—Journey to a Mother’s Room (Viaje al cuar-
to de una madre, Celia Rico, 2018)—and when you
return, you may even be ashamed of your roots—
Girlfriends (Chavalas, Carol Rodriguez, 2021)—or
feel like a total stranger—Facing the Wind (Con el
viento, Meritxell Colell, 2018). In any case, we find

Images 13 and [4. Jadlia ist (Elena Martin, 2017), or how to develop an archi-

tecture for people who live alone
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ourselves compromised by those family mem-
bers who are ageing, or even forgetting—Libertad
(Clara Roquet, 2021)—and perhaps taking respon-
sibility for those bodies and performing an act of
memory is needed to be able to face the future.

Travelling abroad seems to allow us to un-
tangle the family ties, but just when we think
we are following our desire we find that we are
writing a kind of repetition. In Julia ist (Elena
Martin, 2017), when the protagonist, who is on
an Erasmus scholarship in Berlin, is told by other
students in her architecture program that she is
incapable of creating flexible structures and that
she only thinks about families in her designs, her
bewilderment speaks volumes (Images 13 and 14).
Perhaps a certain constant in all these films is the
desire to flee that fails to mitigate the feeling of
alienation experienced by the subject faced with
her radical intimacy. It is a similar desire
to flee written in Antoine Doinel’'s run
at the end of The 400 Blows (Les quatre
cents coups, Francois Truffaut, 1959) (Im-
ages 15-17), which continues being writ-
ten at the end of Ojos negros [Dark Eyes]
(Marta Lallana, Ivet Castelo, Ivan Alarcén,
Sandra Garcia, 2019), despite the fact that
the town where the latter film is set is not
by the sea (Images 18-20)

Arnau Vilard, who has dedicated an
article to some of these films (specifical-
ly concerned with what he refers to as
the Nova Escola de Barcelona, or New
Barcelona School), suggests that the “fe-
male directors clearly understand that
point of view is not just a question of the
relationship between the camera and
the character, but of understanding the
film as a space for exploring their char-
acter’s psychology. In this sense, the film
is viewed as a journey that begins with
the actor’'s body and ends by offering a
way out which, in most cases, takes the
form of tears” (Vilaro, 2021: 109). Others
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Images 15-20. The desire to flee: encounters with anxiety. End of The 400 Blows (Les quatre cents coups, Francois Truffaut, 1959)
and Ojos negros [Dark Eyes] (Marta Lallana, Ivet Castelo, Ivan Alarcén, Sandra Garcia, 2019).

end with the moving articulation of a voice, as in
Schoolgirls (Las ninas, Pilar Palomero, 2020), or
with a lighter body, with another step. In Maria
(v los demas), after the poignant monologue with
the teddy bear in the reverse shot, Maria falls
asleep—another victory for the subconscious—
on the day that her father is getting married.
When she wakes up with a start, she heads off
to the wedding. But first, she leaves her first nov-
el with the publisher. The final run has all the
liveliness of those leaping strides in Frances Ha
(Noah Baumbach, 2012) (Image 21); Maria is now
awake (Image 22) and knows that she cannot
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keep standing around smoking in the shade of
her father’s tree (Image 1).

In view of the above, it is clear that this Oth-
er New Spanish Cinema made by women is not
generally aligned with that style of contempo-
rary feminist fiction that insists on calling things
by their name—as suggested, conversely, in se-
ries like Fleabag (Phoebe Waller-Bridge, 2016) or
Perfect Life (Vida perfecta, Leticia Dolera, 2019-).
Instead, they point to what cannot be easily ex-
pressed in a word, because it is unspeakable or
because it is one’s own direct private experience.
As Arnau Vilaro (2021: 111) suggests, “the gesture,
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Images 2| and 22. Sometimes, the narrative trajectory leads to a change of pace: Frances Ha (Noah Baumbach, 2012) and Maria (y

los demds) (Nely Reguera, 2016)

the gaze, silence and listening are tools that these
characters use to posit a relationship with the
world and to deal with loss or separation, subjects
that all these filmmakers explore” And in all of
these journeys, opaqueness is a central focus. In
agreement with Arnau Vilaré, we take note and
celebrate the fact that opaqueness is the calling
card of desire. B

NOTES

This study has been conducted as part of the research

project: Emerging Female Voices in 21st Century Spanish

Cinema: Writings of Intimacy [VOZ-ES-FEMME] (Code

UJI-A2021-12), under the direction of Dr. Shaila Gar-

cia Catalan, funded by Universitat Jaume I for the pe-

riod 2022-2024.

1 On this point, it is worth mentioning two positions
that are complementary rather than contradictory:
the best practice in relations between the sciences and
film studies proposed by Roberto Amaba (2019), and
the brutal but highly lucid criticism of neuroscience
applied to textual analysis put forward by Catala Do-
meénech (2017: 25).

2 Carolina Astudillo is a Chilean filmmaker who works

between her native country and Barcelona, which is

why we have included her among this generation of

Spanish filmmakers.
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VNTRODUCTION

A RADICAL INTIMATE REALISM:
AN OTHER NEW SPANISH CINEMA
MADE BY WOMEN

DE UN RADICAL REALISMO INTIMO:
UN OTRO NUEVO CINE ESPANOL
FIRMADO POR MUJERES

Abstract

This article reflects on the rise of a new generation of female directors
in contemporary Spanish cinema, in which we can glimpse a kind of
cinematic avalanche that presents us with problems, hopes and chal-
lenges, as it does for so many female creators and spectators. What
we refer to here as the Other New Spanish Women’s Cinema has fortu-
nately become simply an Other New Cinema, but one made by women
who exhibit a degree of collective consciousness. Our vindication of
cinema made by women is based on a need to hear these filmmak-
ers in all their heterogeneity, their otherness, never as a category or
flawed label. We argue that cinema made by women is neither essen-
tially feminine—because there is no ontology of the feminine—nor
directly or necessarily feminist. Along these lines, we argue that ON-
SWC also understands cinema as a device for ideas and an artistic
device that works on the subconscious, testing out a certain kind of
writing of an intimacy presented as obstinate and strange. We con-
sider it essential to approach these films with attention to the details
of the writing, the subtleties of the screenplay, and especially the

filmic forms related to the body that invite interpretation.
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Female director; Other New Spanish Cinema; Film analysis; Writing;

Voice.
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Resumen

El articulo reflexiona sobre el auge de nuevas directoras en el cine
espanol contemporaneo en el que intuimos que se produce un co-
rrimiento de tierras cinematografico y que, como a tantas creadoras
y espectadoras, nos problematiza, nos ilusiona y nos confronta. Eso
que aqui llamamos el Otro Nuevo Cine Esparniol Femenino deviene,
afortunadamente, un Otro Nuevo Cine a secas, firmado, eso si, por
mujeres entre las que se traza cierta consciencia de colectivo. Nues-
tra reivindicacion del cine firmado por mujeres parte de la necesidad
de escucharlas en su heterogeneidad, en su otredad, nunca como una
categoria o etiqueta fallida. Defendemos que el cine firmado por mu-
jeres no es un cine esencialmente femenino —porque no hay una on-
tologia de lo femenino—, ni directa u obligatoriamente feminista. En
esta direccion, consideramos que el ONCEF también entiende el cine
como dispositivo de pensamiento y como dispositivo artistico que
trabaja con el inconsciente, ensayando cierta escritura de esa inti-
midad que se presenta tozuda y extrana. Consideramos fundamental
una aproximacion a estas peliculas desde los detalles de la escritura,
las sutilezas de guion y, muy especialmente, desde las formas filmicas

que tocan el cuerpo invitando a la interpretacion.
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FILMIC VOICES IN PILAR PALOMERO’S
SCHOOLGIRLS: BEHIND THE SCENES
OF THE GENERATION OF 1992

PIETSIE FEENSTRA

This issue of LAtalante explores how a new gen-
eration of Spanish female filmmakers have con-
structed a voice in film in the 21% century. Pilar
Palomero’s first feature film, Schoolgirls (Las nifas,
2020) offers a good example of how to create a
voice for a generation of girls who came of age in
the 1990s. The film won four Goya Awards (Best
Film, Best New Director, Best Original Screenplay,
and Best Cinematography), and was nominated
for five others, including Best Original Song.! The
studio Inicia Films depicts the story of Schoolgirls
as a journey: “Celia, an 11-year-old girl, is studying
at a school run by nuns in Zaragoza and lives with
her mother. Brisa, a new student who recently ar-
rived from Barcelona, propels her into a new stage
of her life: adolescence. On this journey, in the
Spain of the 1992 Olympics, Celia discovers that
life is made up of a lot of truths, and a number of
lies” The film offers a young person'’s perspective
on the transition from childhood to adolescence,
representing it as a journey of discovery. The stag-
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ing of the voice is highly significant right from the
beginning of the film, as the director effectively
creates a voice for Celia’s generation. So how does
Palomero create a gaze on silence while telling
the story of what happens behind the scenes at a
school in 19927

CONSTRUCTING A VOICE THROUGH FILM

Cinema can create original voices through its way
of combining them with the image. In the 1980s,
in his book The Voice in Cinema, Michel Chion ex-
plained that analysing the voice was a new and
important question, stressing that this does not
mean studying the words spoken, but exploring
how the presence of the voice is filmed in rela-
tion to the story told in the filmic image. Chion
notes that in the 1970s, feminist publishers were
the first to produce women’s stories on audiobook
cassettes, resulting in the first archives of the
voice of women's oral history (Chion, 1982: 13). It
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is important to recognise that the voice can some-
times offer more freedom than writing: the voice
is personal, because of its timbre, and it is often
easier to speak than to write. Chion also mentions
the work of Marguerite Duras as a creator who
has marked literature and film through her way
of imposing her voice in her work from an artistic
point of view (Chion, 1982:14). In a subsequent es-
say titled “Les nouveaux masques de la voix” (1998),
Chion points out that the way of filming the voice
has evolved since he published his book. Once, it
was essential to combine a natural voice with a
face, but in the 1980s and 1990s filmmakers began
creating new filmic forms, as the realistic image
could be adapted with national or regional ac-
cents or intonations.?

The 1990s also saw an increased presence of
female filmmakers in Spanish cinema. Voice is a
key element of their work, as suggested in the title
of the collection I co-edited with Esther Gimeno
Ugalde and Kathrin Sartingen, titled Directoras
de cine en Espana y América Latina: nuevas voces
y miradas [Female Film Directors in Spain and
Latin America: New Voices and Gazes] (2014).°
The collection includes several articles that make
reference to the innovative use of the voice by
these filmmakers, such as Take My Eyes (Te doy
mis ojos, Iciar Bollain, 2003) or The Secret Life of
Words (Isabel Coixet, 2005), and is informed by
two trends that particularly struck our attention:
the directors studied film the voice explicitly, cre-
ating new filmic forms; and those who explore
social realities, historical memory or other con-
temporary political issues give special attention to
the voice. The work of female directors has creat-
ed new voices, new presences, as explored in my
chapter, titled “;Cémo leer los nuevos enfoques
sobre mujeres directoras? Archivar, visibilizar,
escenificar” [How to Read New Approaches to Fe-
male Directors: Archiving, Visibilising, Staging]
(Feenstra, 2014). In the chapter I propose three
terms to describe the research on the work of fe-
male directors in film history: “archiving” “giving
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visibility” and “staging”. Archiving is a term used
by the researcher Esther Gimeno Ugalde, who has
constructed an important archive with her chap-
ter titled “Presencias (in)visibles: directoras en el cine
espariol y latinoamericano” [(In)visible Presences:
Female Directors in Spanish and Latin American
Cinema] (2014), bringing together important in-
formation on the presence of female filmmakers
from the birth of cinema right up to 2012.4 The
term staging proposed in this article refers to a
way of giving a presence to the work of women
directors, or how they can create points of view in
their films through the staging of the voice within
certain locations.”

Schoolgirls offers a good example of establish-
ing a new point of view through the construction
of the voice. Pilar Palomero’s film proposes a stag-
ing of memory in 2020, giving visibility to the
voice of a new generation.® The director sets her
story in Zaragoza in 1992, the year that Spain was
chosen as the European Capital of Culture and the
Olympic Games were held in Barcelona, as well as
being the year of the Seville Expo and the opening
of Museo Reina Sofia.” 1992 was also an important
year for the European Community, as it marked
the opening of borders resulting from the Schen-
gen Agreement, signed in 1985 and confirmed by
the 1992 Maastricht Treaty establishing the Euro-
pean Union. Spain had become an EC member in
1986 and the Socialist government (1982-1996), led
by Felipe Gonzéalez, was preparing for European
integration. The organisation of such important
events in Seville and Barcelona, two cities steeped
in legend, drew a lot of attention from other Eu-
ropean nations and served as an appealing way
to showcase Spanish culture. This is the cultural
context that frames this story about a group of
girls at a school in Zaragoza.

1992: NARRATIVES OF MEMORY

In contrast with the film’s original Spanish title,
Las ninas [The Girls], the English title, Schoolgirls,
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refers explicitly to the place of transmission of
education to a generation. The girls share this
experience, which could be described as a “col-
lective” memory. It was the French philosopher
Maurice Halbwachs who defined collective mem-
ory as the lived experience of a group over a par-
ticular period of time. Halbwachs defined various
social frameworks for the transmission of col-
lective memory: the family, religion, and school
(Halbwachs, 1925; 1950). These frameworks are
reflected in Pilar Palomero’s film, but the charac-
ters also react against these institutions. Cinema
offers the possibility of questioning the transmis-
sion of a collective memory, a concept that itself
is worth questioning.

The theorists Jan and Aleida Assmann pro-
pose other definitions for the transmission of
memory, while recognising the importance of
Halbwachs's concept of frameworks. These schol-
ars suggest a redefinition of the conception of col-
lective memory that makes a distinction between
‘cultural memory” and “‘communicative memory”
(Assmann, 2008). Cultural memory is institution-
alised memory, while communicative memory is
individual, personal memory passed on from one
generation to the next. Cinema can transmit this
type of memory through an oral history. New
generations can offer their own visions of histo-
ry, and cinema constitutes an ideal art form for
the construction of these new voices. Aleida As-
smann suggests that each new generation can
offer its version of history, which she defines as
“social memory”, and that this version is normally
consolidated after a period of around thirty years.
After this period, a new generation emerges and
takes over the public responsibility for memory
construction. The new generation will create its
own vision of history, which is essential for re-
vitalising cultural creativity (Assmann, 2010).
Schoolgirls presents the transmission of a narra-
tive of memory about 1992 in 2021: nearly thirty
years later.
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TITLE SEQUENCE

It is important to analyse the mise-en-scéne in or-
der to understand how new voices are constructed
in cinema. Two scenes in Schoolgirls stand out from
the outset: the title sequence and the mise-en-
scene of a rehearsal for a show. The title sequence
shows a choir rehearsing. The first voice we hear
is that of the nun who is conducting the choir, and
the first images shown are close-ups of some of the
choirgirls. The nun is telling them to mouth the
words but not sing: they must express themselves
by pretending to sing, but without projecting their
voices. The girls imitate the gestures, moving their
mouths without making any sound. The shots cut
quickly from one close-up to another, while we
hear the nun forbidding certain girls from singing
aloud. In this group is Celia, the protagonist. She
must show her face and mouth the words of the
song, but her voice must not be heard. The shot im-
mediately before the credits is a group shot of the
girls, who breathe in before we cut suddenly to a
black screen with the title of the film (Figure 1).

Figure I. The girls breathe before we cut to the main title shot
in the prologue to Schoolgirls (Pilar Palomero, 2020)

29



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

Breathing is very important for the voice, as
David Le Breton observes: “If we lose our breath,
we lose the ability to speak. The voice is the prod-
uct of exhaling and not of inhaling”® (Le Breton,
2011: 13). According to Le Breton, we have no
voice when we breathe in. The film opens with
this act, showing the orchestration of a silence
for certain girls who are told not to sing aloud; an
act that I define as a performative act. From a lin-
guistic perspective, performativity refers to John
Austin’s famous speech act theory (1962), which
subsequently inspired John Searle to develop cer-
tain key ideas in his book Speech Acts, published
in 1969. Austin developed a theory on how words
can be used to perform certain social rites, the
best-known examples being marriage and bap-
tism. In reality, this operation occurs through the
utterance of a speech, where the words also con-
tain a legal or other type of value. Speech acts can
also evoke silences or recover a voice. The film be-
gins significantly with this performative act of the
silence of a group of girls.

And the film ends with the girls performing
in front of an audience. Celia is in the choir and
she will recover her voice. She looks to either side,
and slowly begins to sing aloud: we can hear her.
Once again, the close-up is highly significant, be-
cause we see other girls in their white shirtsin the
background, but rendered anonymous, as their
faces are not visible. The shot of Celia shows that
she is part of the group: singing in a choir is a col-
lective act, and Celia is presented at the end of the
film as supported by the other girls. The presence
of the group is very important for singing, as Da-
vid Le Breton explains, because singing is a collec-
tive act that creates an echo, offering support for
the individual to continue on her path in life (Le
Breton, 2011: 197; Leiris, 1992: 106). Le Breton also
discusses the importance of the voice in religious
discourse referring to the creation of the world
(Le Breton, 2011: 23). The voice has the power to
vest a thing, an event, or an attitude with a pres-
ence. We are in a school full of young people, and
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they have voices. Celia will create her voice; she
has expressed her point of view on her family life
and she will sing the song with her own voice.

Nominated for a Goya Award, the song “Lunas
de papel” (“Paper Moons”) is very important to the
story. As its Zaragozan composer, Carlos Naya,
explains (Aragén Cultura, 2021), the universe of
the song represents a particular context:

Well, “Lunas de papel” is a song that appears
at a moment in the film with a lot of emotional
weight. I don't want to give the story away, but I
can say that the song is sung at a moment when
the character of Celia, who is performed brilliant-
ly by Andrea Fandos, comes to the end of the
film's emotional journey. We knew that it was
an important moment and we wanted to create
a musical context that would somehow accom-
pany this complex inner world of the character.
The intention was to evoke the emotional depth
of the character of Celia through the simplicity of
a school choir song. I think the hardest part was
working out how to reflect so much with so few
musical elements.

The song has no explicitly religious meaning,
despite being performed by a choir in a Catholic
school, as the composer explains. It is interesting
to note his description of the instructions given
directly by Pilar Palomero about the universe of
the song:

Afterwards we got together in my studio and
Pilar explained to me what she didn't want the
song to be. She told me she didn't want a “naive’
Sunday school song. She said that although the
context is a choir in a school run by nuns, she
didn't want the song to have religious connota-
tions. It also couldn'’t suggest any kind of spiritual-
ity outside the Christian context. In the scene we
were going to see a piano and a choir of around
twenty girls. These were the elements [ was given
to write the song (Aragéon Cultura, 2021).

The atmosphere the song creates is highly sig-
nificant, but so is the title, as it alludes to the film
Paper Moon (Peter Bogdanovich, 1973), also adapt-
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ed into a television series with the same name
(ABC, 1974-1975). In the series, Jodie Foster plays
a rebellious young girl who travels around with
a Bible-selling con man, and who makes sure she
gets her part of the earnings (or sometimes sabo-
tages his deals in highly original ways). The song’s
title thus hints at the strength of the girls in the
film, their rebellion against their religious envi-
ronment, proposing new reinterpretations.

FILMIC PROLOGUES

the church, and Zaragoza or the wider communi-
ty. These are sites of everyday life that suggest a
realist reading of this fictional universe. Perform-
ing the show at the end, with Celia’s voice, is a tri-
umph. Her voice represents the breaking of the
silence surrounding her family’'s taboo topic: the
fact that she never knew her father and that her
mother is unmarried. She is thus able to create
her own original voice.

A VOICE FOR HER MOTHER

Beginning a film with this title sequence is highly
significant: it serves as a kind of “filmic prologue”
(Tylski, 2008: 43-44) that makes an important
contribution to the tone of the narrative.” I define
this type of sequence as a snapshot of a moment
for the way it begins to tell the story (Feenstra,
2021 and introduces the film's central theme.
Orchestrating the silence of certain girls’ voices is
the central theme throughout the film, which be-
gins and ends with the choir. The title sequence is
thus directly related to the end of the film.

A second narrative effect of this opening is re-
lated to the way it establishes Schoolgirls as a story
about what happens “backstage”. The film con-
cludes with the public performance of the show
being rehearsed at the beginning. The whole sto-
ry explores life in the hallways of a school, in the
homes, or in the encounters between the girls as
a journey of discovery that reveals new truths
about the protagonist’s family. This is the world
behind the scenes. Looking back in film histo-
ry, the original conception of the musical in the
1930s was the creation of a spectacle (Altman,
1987).% In his study of the American film musical,
Rick Altman explains that the backstage was per-
ceived as referring to the real world. Being able
to successfully perform the show is an important
narrative element, like a triumph after overcom-
ing the obstacles that life poses. In Schoolgirls, the
behind-the-scenes world is very important: the
school is always present, as are the family homes,
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Celia’s gaze and the way her face is filmed are
reminiscent of other films in the history of Span-
ish cinema. Numerous critics have compared her
to Ana Torrent in The Spirit of the Beehive (El es-
piritu de la colmena, Victor Erice, 1973) because
her gaze recalls Torrent’s quiet observation of the
world through awestruck eyes. Moreover, Celia’s
relationship with her mother could be compared
to the mother-daughter relationship in another
film starring Torrent, Cria cuervos (Carlos Saura,
1975). This film includes a scene where Ana (Tor-
rent), in a complex arrangement of voices and
faces, as will be discussed below, talks about the
fate of her mother (Geraldine Chaplin) while she
is looking around the basement for the poison she
used to try to kill different characters. The diege-
sis suggests that we are hearing Ana’s voice in
the future, although the voice actually belongs to
Geraldine Chaplin. The mother is thus made pres-
ent with her body and voice, as if she were Ana
twenty years later, in 1995 (Figure 2). By project-
ing herself into the future, with this interchange
of voice and body, she is able to express her moth-
er’s desires in 1975. Ana explains that her mother
had abandoned her career as a pianist in order to
devote her life to her daughters. Cria cuervos de-
picts a mother who suffers and dies. Ana speaks
for her mother, and also represents her body, giv-
ing her desires a voice and hoping for a different
future.
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Figure 2. In Cria cuervos (Carlos Saura, 1976), a tracking shot
traces a continuous line between Ana the child and Ana the
adult. In the latter, the voice and face of the mother (Gerarldi-
ne Chaplin) are used to allow the daughter to speak from the
future, so that she can express her mother’s silenced desires
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A mother’s silenceis also a key theme in School-
girls. Various scenes reveal that Celia’'s mother is
not accepted by her family because she had a child
out of wedlock. The other girls also treat Celia as
if she were an orphan, with no family, fatherless.
Celia tries to work out who her father isand wants
to know where he lives. This is why she will create
a voice for her mother, to be able to pass on the
memory of her father. It is worth taking a theoret-
ical approach to analyse exactly how this memory
is passed on. Returning to Halbwachs's conceptu-
alisation of the transmission of collective memory,
the family, school and religion are all crucial: at
school, the nun dictates the rules for sex and mar-
riage and the girls write them down in their note-
books. When Celia goes to confession, she asks the
priest why people say it is a sin for an unmarried
woman to have children. The religious institutions
communicate the institutionalised norm, but so-
cial repression takes place in other contexts, such
as the family or in party games. Since Brisa comes
from Barcelona and her parents had her out of
wedlock, the other girls treat both Celia and Brisa
as orphans. The girls get together to play a game
of imagined realities called “Never have I ever..,
which leads them to make serious statements
about what they would never want. Overstepping
the bounds of politeness also seems to form part of
the game. Games like this have some challenging
rules that make Celia especially uncomfortable, as
she has a lot of questions about her father, ques-
tions that her mother never answers because she
doesn't like to discuss the subject. Celia tries to cre-
ate a voice for this taboo topic, for what people are
whispering in the hallways, in children’s games,
and also for what is left unsaid. Her mother tells
her that her father died of a heart attack before
she was born and that he was an orphan, making
it impossible to contact his family. They also have
no contact with her mother’s family because her
relations with them are strained. For Celia, it will
be extremely difficult to find any evidence of her
father’s existence.
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POLYPHONY OF FACES

Filming silence is important to tell this story, as
is made abundantly clear in the faces, including
Celia’s. In frontal close-ups of her face, her ex-
pression becomes a portrait of her soul. Jacques
Aumont begins his book Du visage au cinéma
with a prologue in which he raises the question
of whether the soul has a face: the mystics, he
explains, claim that it does, and they describe it
as the “inner man” who lives on after death (Au-
mont, 1998: 14). Aumont thus introduces his foun-
dational book with questions about the soul, the
emotions and ways of filming the face, the seat of
the gaze (1998: 18).

The face, the gaze, the eyes, the voice: the
expression renders visible a series of emotions.
When Celia is looking, we watch her, but she also
looks at her mother, who we see from behind.
This focus on the face plays an important role in
giving a voice to her mother. Aumont describes
the photogeneity of children in terms of the face
(1998: 93), which is evident in the way Celia is
filmed. Two dark eyes, long hair... an 11-year-old
girl approaching puberty, but still a child. There
are contradictions, questions, unsolved myster-
les: her gaze bears witness to the many emotions
she is experiencing (Figure 3). As the theorist Bela
Baladsz describes it in his foundational text on the
spirit of cinema (Aumont, 1998: 86), the close-up
can be interpreted as a polyphony. Celia’s rela-
tionship with her mother exhibits this polyphony
of a “social silence” between the two characters.

JOURNEYS OF DISCOVERY BEHIND
THE SCENES

From the perspective of 2020, Schoolgirls takes
us behind the scenes of Spain’s showcase year
of 1992. In a religious school preparing girls for a
very specific kind of future, the topic of sexuality
is addressed by nuns who dictate rules on the im-
portance of marriage that the girls are required
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Figure 3. Celia’s gaze bears witness to contradictions, silences
and desires

to copy. Although many scenes are set in Celia’s
home, the school, or the church, there are a few
scenes involving travelling that draw out differ-
ent truths revealing other realities. The scene at
the bus stop (Figure 4), for example, depicts the
generation gap. Modern buildings loom in the
background, while the girls giggle over an erotic
article in a teen magazine. When Mother Consue-
lo arrives, the girls hide the magazine. They greet
her politely. Silence. The nun looks disapprovingly
at a poster on the bus shelter containing a famous
AIDS awareness campaign that is still well-re-
membered in Spain today: “Pdnselo, Pontelo.” “She
was looking more at the poster than at us,’ says
one of the girls.

The first time Celia rides on a motorbike with
a boy she is seen by Mother Consuelo, who scolds
her: it is a sin to go out at night with a boy on a
motorcycle. Because her mother had been very
young and unmarried when she had her, there
is a danger that Celia may choose to explore new
horizons and discover different kinds of lives. Her
mother, who is incapable of talking to her, is very
worried but furious as she waits for her at home
while vacuuming the floor: she doesn't want her
daughter to be an outcast like she was for having
a child without a husband and at such a young
age. The noise of the vacuum cleaner is the sound
of her own impotent rage.
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Figure 4. “She was looking more at the poster than at us,” says one of the girls

In another sequence involving travelling,
when Celia and her mother are on their way to
school, her mother tries to talk to her, but their
conversation stalls. Inside the car, filmed from be-
hind, mother and daughter are physically close
and yet very far apart. Celia insists that she wants
to go out to the country with her mother to see
their family. At first her mother refuses, but the
next day she comes to pick her up early in the
morning and takes her in the car. Rugged land-
scapes loom in the distance on their journey un-
til they reach a deserted town, where her moth-
er introduces her to her family for the first time.
On the way home, we see a wide shot of a distant
horizon over an empty landscape (Figure 5). Celia
is with her mother in the car, in a shot depicting
the solitude and vast distance between their lives
and the town where her family lives, although
the image of the horizon could also suggest hope,
openness, and new beginnings (Flécheux, 2014:
20-21).*2 1t is a sublime long shot of a remote hori-
zon that also represents the distance between her
mother and their family.

ZARAGOZA: REBEL SONGS FOR REBEL
VOICES

Behind the scenes we discover other voices too.
Although official institutions communicate some
repressive rules, there are rebel voices that ex-
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press very different messages of freedom. Some
of the songs featured in the film allude to this
freedom, with the use of rock music to create a
particular atmosphere. How should these voices,
these songs, be read?

A song can sometimes represent an important
moment in the narrative, like the song “Lunas
de papel”, which bookends the story like a “crys-
tal-song”, as this concept is defined by the British
scholar Phil Powrie (2016: 67-77), as a song that
connects important moments in the story, linking
past, present and future. Powrie draws on Gilles
Deleuze’s theory of the “crystal-image’, an image
that represents several timeframes simultaneous-
ly. In this sense, we can see how the end of the

Figura 5. Filming the horizon in Schoolgirls: solitude, distance
and openness
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Figure 6. Music in Cria cuervos and in Schoolgirls.

film alludes to different points in time: Celia has
recovered the voice she needs to speak about her
past, and at the same time to project into the fu-
ture. The act of singing the song is a performative
act involving past, present and future. The song
has this dialectical value between multiple mo-
ments of Celia’s life and creates a resonance with
the past in places where she could not express
herself freely, such as school. Singing the song
is an example of communicative memory, lived
memory, defined by Assmann (2008) as a reaction
against institutionalised memories. Music in films
makes it possible to tell this story of a memory: a
communicative, lived memory.”®

However, there are other songs that reveal
other issues. The allusion to Cria cuervos, for ex-
ample, serves as a kind of resonance with the
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past of Spanish film history. In Saura’s film, the
song “;Por qué te vas?” (“Why Are You Leaving?”)
is heard in closed spaces, inside the house; only
at the end of the film do we hear the song out-
side the house (Feenstra, 2018: 328). Similarly, we
see Celia inside her home listening to her tapes
(Figure 6), in what represents a moment of refuge
with the music she has discovered thanks to her
friend Brisa, who recorded some mixtapes for her.

Celia sings along to the tune, just as Ana has
her song in Cria cuervos. The allusion to Saura’s
film is dialectical: Ana refers to the future, and the
film ends with the song “;Por qué te vas?” while
Ana and her sisters walk to school through the
streets of Madrid (Figure 7).

In Schoolgirls, we return to the 1990s with Ce-
lia, who takes us behind the scenes at a school.
Celia is reminiscent of Ana, but she is living on
the cusp of adolescence with rock music and
new experiences that take her outside her home.

Figure 7. The song “;Por qué te vas?” plays at the end of Cria
cuervos
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There are several important artists featured on
the soundtrack. A famous song from 1993 by the
Spanish Gothic rock band Ninos del Brasil seems
like a slogan for the lives of these young girls:
“Lunes, no, martes no, viernes, si...” (‘“Monday, no,
Tuesday, no, Friday, yes..”). The girls don't want
to go to school; they want to have fun, go to par-
ties, smoke cigarettes, discover new experiences,
and dance gleefully to songs like this. In the disco
they dance to Patti Smith and Bruce Springsteen’s
“Because the Night”, “Héroe de leyenda” (“Hero of
Legend”) by the Spanish band Héroes del Silencio
(1978) and “Sed de venganza” (“Thirst for Venge-
ance”) by Ninos del Brasil (1991). After showing
Celia recover her voice by singing “Lunas de papel”,
the film ends with Manolo Kabezabolo's “El aborto
de Gallina”, a rebel song, over the final credits. The
credits at the end of the film also include all the
lyrics and groups featured on the soundtrack.

The film thus depicts a journey of discovery
through songs, locations and new horizons. Celia
hasrecovered her voice (Figure 8) as she sings “Lu-
nas de papel’, a “crystal-song” about several differ-
ent stages of her life, interweaving past, present
and future. She has heard her echo song inside the
closed spaces she wants to free herself from, and
she has danced and sung songs by Zaragozan rock
groups and songs in English from the 1970s, while
making journeys of discovery on a motorcycle, in
the discotheque, and with her friends.

CONCLUSION: NARRATIVES OF MEMORY,
BREAKING THE SILENCE

This issue of LAtalante explores the construction
of female voices in the 21% century, and Schoolgirls
offers a narrative of memory that places the focus
on the lives of girls: singing, making noise, break-
ing the rules out of curiosity, etc. These girls get to-
gether and sing, drink alcohol, express themselves
freely, put on lipstick and smoke cigarettes, get
dressed up before going out together: all activities
typical of adolescence. The choice to set the story
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Figure 8. Celia recovers her voice. Singing “Lunas de papel” at
the end of Schoolgirls

in 1992 is revealing. The mise-en-scéne uncovers
a behind-the-scenes story when we see a choir of
girls and a nun gesticulating at a rehearsal for a
show. As Rick Altman suggests in his discussion of
show musicals and musical comedy in the 1930s,
the audience feels involved, as if they were ob-
serving a possible reality in these backstage spaces
(Altman, 1987: 207-208). As viewers, we have also
discovered the mother’s silence and her daugh-
ter’s desire to understand the taboo subject.
Although he formulated it in the 1930s and
1940s, Maurice Halbwachs's theory on the trans-
mission of cultural memory is still relevant today,
as Jan and Aleida Assmann have shown. The in-
stitutions of society—religion, school, and the fam-
ily—are the frames of reference for the transmis-
sion of collective memory, but cinema can create
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other voices, other narratives of memory. Pilar
Palomero'’s film about 1992 reveals the contrasts
between the weight of tradition and the showcas-
ing of the major events of the modern world, con-
trasts that are still present today. The filmmaker
delves inside the institutions of religious education
and families that uphold these traditional norm:s.
Celia gives a voice to a new generation. Palomero
has directed a moving film about attitudes, con-
victions, repressive games, girls’ faces and a voice
for its protagonist. Cinema can create this voice,
which I define here as a filmic voice, to break the
silence for this generation, by capturing its “pho-
togenic” faces (Aumont, 1998: 94), while creating a
direct resonance with Spanish film history. B

NOTES

1 The five 2021 Goya nominations that Schoolgirls did
not win were: Best Original Song, Best Editing, Best
Supporting Actress, Best Art Direction, and Best Cos-
tume Design.

2 In this essay, which was published in English in 1998
as a preface to the translation of The Voice of Cine-
ma, Chion discusses reactions to his book, originally
published in the 1980s, and points to the new filmic
forms being created and how the interaction between
the character’s body and voice has changed since his
book was first published.

3 This book was the result of a conference organised in
Germany in 2011 about the work of female Spanish
and Latin American filmmakers. The theme of the fe-
male voice has also been explored in the Spanish con-
text: in 2018, Filmoteca de Gerona organised a con-
ference about the representation of women in silent
film, and in 2019, Maria Luisa Ortega and Minerva
Campus organised a conference with the title Modos
de hacer. Directoras de America Latina [*"Ways of Doing:
Female Directors of Latin America).

4 Esther Gimeno Ugalde’s chapter also offers a general
bibliography on this research topic. This archive helps
give visibility to the work of female directors in Spain

and Latin America.
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5 In my chapter, I propose the term “staging” as an im-
portant act. I draw on Homi Bhabha's theory of the
“third space” or “interstice” (Bhabha, 1994: 2) as new
sites in the filmic space where female directors reveal
new voices. Bhabha cites concepts such as Bahktin's
“polyphony” and “dialogism” to discuss the interaction
with culture that embraces new identities: for female
filmmakers polyphony is also evident in the integra-
tion of new voices into filmic storytelling (Bhabha,
1994: 44).

6 Achildren’schoirisalsodepictedin a French contextin

the film The Chorus (Les choristes, Christophe Barrati-
er, 2004). This film tells a story set in 1948 in a school
as a kind of “behind-the-scenes” look at French histo-
ry. The film was a box office hit in France.
7 This museum exhibits Picasso’s 1937 painting Guer-
nica, which was brought to Spain in 1981 and kept at
the Prado’s Cason del Buen Retiro before being moved
to Museo Reina Sofia in 1992.

8 In the original: “En perdant sa respiration, l'individu
perd sa parole. La voix se donne sur l'expiration et non
sur I'inspiration.”

9 In his book, Tylski offers an overview of the use of
credits, proposing terms such as preface, prelude and
opening to explain how credits function in a film.

10 In my chapter “La foto-memoria de los titulos de crédi-
to en la obra de Carlos Saura: El séptimo dia (2003), un
ejemplo paradigmatico”, 1 offer an analysis of the title
sequence as a snapshot of an important moment both
in film history and in Spanish history. It is like a snap-
shot of a moment, a “memory-photo”. In Schoolgirls, the
staging of an orchestrated silence at the beginning of
the film constitutes an important focus for the story.

11 Rick Altman defines three categories of film musical:
the fairy tale musical, the show musical, and the
folk musical. These three categories establish certain
characteristics to facilitate the analysis of the story.

12 Céline Flécheux suggests that the horizon can depict
openness but also the limitation of our gaze in a spe-
cific and symbolic way.

13 Citing Jan Assmann’s definition, communicative mem-
ory can create reactions against institutionalised

memories.
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FILMIC VOICES IN PILAR PALOMERO’S
SCHOOLGIRLS: BEHIND THE SCENES OF
THE GENERATION OF 1992

VOCES FILMICAS DE LAS NINAS DE PILAR
PALOMERO: LAS BAMBALINAS DE LA
GENERACION DE 1992

Abstract

Pilar Palomero’s first feature film, Schoolgirls (Las nifas, 2020), offers
a good example of how to create a voice for a generation of girls who
came of age in the 1990s. The film offers a young person’s perspective
on the transition from childhood to adolescence, representing it as a
journey of discovery. This article explores the staging of the voice,
which is highly significant right from the beginning of the film, and
the way that the director effectively creates a voice for Celia’s gene-
ration. So how does Palomero create a gaze on silence while telling

the story of what happens behind the scenes at a school in 1992?
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Resumen
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voz para la generacion de la protagonista. ;Como se crea una mirada
sobre el silencio narrando lo que sucede entre las bambalinas de un

colegio en 1992?.
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THE FAILURE OF THE ROMANTIC
EXPERIENCE IN DISTANCES

TECLA GONZALEZ HORTIGUELA
MANUEL CANGA SOSA

INTRODUCTION

Distances (Les distancies, Elena Trapé, 2018) is a
drama that invites us to share the experience of
a romantic disappointment, a breakdown fore-
shadowed from the very beginning of the film
that will also affect the friendships of its young
protagonists, whose conflicts worsen as the story
unfolds, betraying the frailty of the ties that once
bound them. The title of the film refers to both the
geographical distance that separates the protago-
nists (from Barcelona to Berlin) and the emotional
distances that become apparent within the group,
ultimately fracturing the relationships between
its members.!

The film begins with a prologue in which Oliv-
ia (Alexandra Jiménez), Eloi (Bruno Sevilla), Guille
(Isak Ferriz) and his girlfriend Anna (Maria Rib-
era) arrive in Berlin at the home of Alex Comas
(Miki Esparbé). This is followed by three segments
introduced by intertitles signalling each of the
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three days on which the story takes place: “Fri-
day”, showing the first night the friends spend to-
gether and Comas’s departure; “Saturday”’, when
Olivia waits at home for Comas to return while
Eloi, Guille, and Anna spend the day wandering
the streets of Berlin; and “Sunday”, when Comas
returns to the now empty house and listens to the
messages left on his voicemail service.

The trip to Berlin is of decisive importance for
the film's protagonists: they have travelled north,
but they are lacking direction, disoriented, with-
out a compass. None of their expectations are met,
and as their fantasies unravel, they must confront
the pain of loneliness, an incurable solitude that
reflects the basic condition of existence. Trapé’s
film depicts a “series of disappointments, of truths
that are successively negated” (Miller, 2002: 181),
of masks that are stripped off one after another
to reveal the harshest side of reality. Berlin is the
perfect backdrop for the drama, as it is depicted as
a strange, cold and hostile place apparently undis-
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posed to satisfy desire. In fact, there is not a single
love scene in the whole film, either between Ol-
ivia and Comas, or between Anna and her boy-
friend, Guille, who had embarked on the adven-
ture with the intention of asking his girlfriend to
marry him. The fantasy of this trip to Germany,
which meant something different to each char-
acter, seems to come to an end as quickly as the
weekend on which the story takes place, reveal-
ing that the relationships between the characters
are paper thin and that they are deeply unhappy
in their lives.

SCRIPT AND STORY

Distances bears some striking similarities in terms
of form and content with Elena Trapé’s first film,
Blog (2010). A direct line can be traced between the
two films, running from the exaltation of friend-
ship associated with adolescence to the deteriora-
tion of relationships with the entry into adult life,
as found in other recent films directed by women,
such as Coward Love (Los amores cobardes, Car-
men Blanco, 2017), A Thief’s Daughter (La hija de
un ladrén, Belén Funes, 2019), and Schoolgirls (Las
ninas, Pilar Palomero, 2020).

In formal terms, all these films stand out in
particular for their slow-paced editing and the use
of a handheld camera, a composition that conveys
an impression of spontaneity and low-contrast
lighting designed to reinforce the sense of realism,
together with the sound, although on closer anal-
ysis a meticulous compositional organisation and
internal editing betray their apparent naturalism.
In Distances, the aim for verisimilitude, which re-
flects its adherence to the classical mode of rep-
resentation (Burch, 1987),%> takes on the appear-
ance of a realism reminiscent of Italian post-war
filmmakers (Rosellini, De Sica, Zamponi, Germi,
Lattuada, Bolognini, Olmi, etc.), filtered through
the influence of the early work of Lars Von Trier,
with bleak, drab settings that serve to explore the
harsher side of life.
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In terms of content, the films named above are
notable for the dramatic tone of their stories, the
presence of female protagonists, and their inter-
est in highlighting the bleaker aspects of day-to-
day existence: disillusionment with society, rela-
tionship breakdowns, communication problems
and feelings of failure, along with the absence of
consistent parental figures, broken families and
the exploitation of loneliness. It could be argued
that these films portray the effects of a society
subjected to a de-constructive process that con-
trasts with the tone of classical Hollywood films
starring assertive leading women like Barbara
Stanwyck, Katherine Hepburn, Bette Davis, Mau-
reen O'Hara, Joan Crawford, or Lana Turner.®

Elena Trapé’s script progresses chronological-
ly in accordance with the well-known three-act
structure of set-up, confrontation, and resolution.
In temporal terms it thus conforms to a traditional
narrative model, ordered according to a conven-
tional pattern, beginning on Friday and ending
on Sunday. The narrative time advances quickly,
although some scenes are drawn out to create an
effect of anxiety or unease, implicitly evoking the
films of Antonioni, who, although aesthetically
very different from Trapé, was also interested in
exploring impossible loves, emptiness, silence, and

THE FILMS NAMED ABOVE ARE
NOTABLE FOR THE DRAMATIC TONE

OF THEIR STORIES, THE PRESENCE OF
FEMALE PROTAGONISTS, AND THEIR
INTEREST IN HIGHLIGHTING THE
BLEAKER ASPECTS OF DAY-TO-DAY
EXISTENCE: DISILLUSIONMENT WITH
SOCIETY, RELATIONSHIP BREAKDOWNS,
COMMUNICATION PROBLEMS AND
FEELINGS OF FAILURE, ALONG WITH THE
ABSENCE OF CONSISTENT PARENTAL
FIGURES, BROKEN FAMILIES AND THE
EXPLOITATION OF LONELINESS
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alienation in a world that is falling apart. The mo-
tif of the note that Olivia finds in Comas’s house,
containing the message of a promise, evokes the
letter that Lidia (Jeanne Moreau) reads aloud in
the final sequence of The Night (La Notte, 1961),
sealing the conclusion to a story that exposes the
shallowness of its male protagonist.

The action in Distances develops in the usual
settings of everyday life: stations, buses, streets,
bars, and a messy house that conveys no sense of
homely warmth, as it is nothing more than a stop,
a dark and lonely hovel. The dim lighting used
throughout the film contributes purposefully to
underscore this feeling of sadness and disillusion-
ment that slowly reveals an atmosphere seem-
ingly conceived to defuse desire. The director
has chosen to forgo the sensuality of stimulating
colours, minimising the expressive potential of
an image that is not designed to satisfy the gaze.
Indeed, although the film has been shot in colour
it is dominated by gloomy settings, with dull grey
tones with no brightness or intensity to under-
score the emotional tone of the drama.

This article proposes a psychoanalytic read-
ing* with the objective of interrogating the feel-
ing—in the sense of that which is felt—of the
aesthetic experience offered by the film text.
The praxis of psychoanalysis, as a method of film
analysis, involves an interpretation of the text
based on detailed description (Freud, 1987d: 1883;
Lacan, 2014: 265) and the ex-
amination of the relationships
between its different elements.

What is important for this type
of analysis is not the content of
the different parts that make up
the text, but—as Lacan suggests
in relation to Hamlet—the “com-
parison” the “correlation” of the
different parts of the “structure
viewed as an articulated whole”
(Lacan, 2014: 268). It thus in-
volves reviewing the whole text,

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022

decipheringit, trying to approach the conflicts and
fantasies coming from the “other scene” (Barthes,
1990: 350; Freud, 1987a: 377; 1987c: 2173), which
are written and configured in the text’s signifying
material, and which revolve around what Freud
called a “pathogenic core” (1987a: 158) and Lacan
referred to as “the real”: that kind of “bud around
which thought weaves stories” (2006: 121).

THE ARRIVAL

The film begins with a shot of Olivia dragging
her suitcase along with difficulty, a suitcase with
which she literally “can’t go on,” while she asks
the question: “Is this the stop? No?” The first line
spoken in the film proves to be revealing, as it is a
question alluding to the goal of a journey that the
characters are already taking. The words are com-
bined with her movements to signify a journey
that acquires the symbolic value of travel and of
a possible transformation: it is about not missing
the bus, not missing the meaning of the journey
or the moment of surprise.

When she boards the bus, Anna asks the driv-
er to wait until everybody gets there, because
they are travelling with a “pregnant woman” (Fig-
ure 1). Clearly, Olivia must have a good reason for
leaving the father, Gari, in Barcelona, and taking
a plane to Berlin when she is seven months preg-
nant: she wants to see Comas, the great love of her

Figure I. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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Figure 2. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

youth, and the man she still loves. While on the
bus, the characters discover that their old friend,
Alex Comas, is featured on a poster that seems to
be everywhere on the streets of Berlin. They all
laugh, and when they get off the bus, they take
a group selfie with the poster in the background.
Now they are all together: together and happy
(Figure 2).

The poster shows Comas beside the advertis-
ing slogan “My future is secure” (“Meine Zukunft
ist sicher!”) while he runs smiling towards that
supposedly assured future. This is the one im-
age we are given of Comas from the beginning of
the film up until the character himself appears:
an image directly associated with an advertising
model, emblematic of the imaginary object of de-
sire in the capitalist world. However, when Comas
finally does appear, we discover a sad, defeated,
depressed character, nothing like the happy figure
in the advertisement (Figure 3). The disorder in
his house, with clothing strewn across the floor,
unwashed dishes, the cardboard box, etc., reflect
the disorder within.

The reunion of the group begins to falter from
the moment that Comas comes into the picture, as
this character is shown at all times to be reserved,
and clearly displeased with the unexpected visit of
his old friends (Figure 4). Shortly after they enter
his home, Comas asks them how long they plan to
stay, making his desire to see them disappear all
too obvious. And later, when they tell him excit-
edly that their present for him is not the birthday
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card they have just given him but their presence,
Comas replies, half joking and half serious: “Can I
return it?”

Comas’s mysterious attitude towards his
friends, an attitude that seems to hide a secret that
will never be revealed (although a few clues invite
us to speculate about his aloof manner, his silence
and opaqueness), raises a question that could be
placed in parallel with the unsettling attitude of
Olivia, who has embarked on an outrageous jour-
ney, given the advanced state of her pregnancy
(as various characters point out), with obvious
dramatic implications.

THE BREAKDOWN

From the beginning of the segment titled “Friday”,
Olivia goes to great lengths to try to sleep with
Comas, because, as she puts it, she prefers “a hard
mattress”. The hard mattress could be viewed as a
metonymic reference to another type of hardness,
given the context of the remark and her explicit ex-
pression of her desire to share the bed. While not

Figures 3 and 4. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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daring to tell her no, Comas nevertheless appears
aloof, and makes no effort to conceal his alarm at
Olivia's pregnant belly (in fact, Olivia herself “‘can
hardly believe” her own pregnant condition).

Olivia’'s boldness—the trip was her idea, as she
dragged the others to Berlin to celebrate her for-
mer lover’s birthday and share his bed with him—
is placed in direct relation to both her “madness”
and a questioning of the role and place of the fa-
ther (Figure 5).

Comas: Hey, Olivia... this whole thing... Whose idea

was it?

Olivia: What do you think?

Comas: I think you're mad. That's what I think. I can’t

understand why Gari let you come.

Olivia: Well, because Gari doesn't have to give me per-

mission for anything.

What can bring the father—who is not nec-
essarily the sperm carrier—onto the scene, what
can enable him to act as the father, is the mother’s
desire for him. Thus, as much as Comas may try
to accord a place to Gari, Olivia rejects his efforts
(“Gari doesn't have to give me permission for any-
thing”), as it is not the biological father of her un-
born child that she desires, but Comas. In other
words, it is not the real father she wants, but the
imaginary father she has placed at the centre of
her fantasy, and whose real presence, incidental-
ly, leaves much to be desired.

Olivia: I really wanted to see you.

After casting Gari aside, Olivia makes Comas
a demand for love that reverberates on the bed

Figures 5 and 6. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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where the two of them are sitting. He looks at her
with a serious expression, and at that moment Eloi
passes by the bedroom door and burps loudly (Fig-
ure 6). The first—and last—time Olivia and Comas
are alone together, which looked like turning into
a romantic encounter, now falls apart at once and
Comas takes advantage of the moment to escape
from the room, and shortly thereafter, from the
house as well. It is no accident that Trapé chose
the sound of a burp, a scatological sound, to mark
distances and undermine the romantic moment.
Indeed, as will be explored below, disgust will play
a decisive role in several dialogues, while oral ac-
tivity will feature in certain implied actions—impli-
cating both Eloi and Comas—that will underscore
the association of the mouth and the tongue with
sexual pleasure.

The scene ends with Olivia alone, hugging Co-
mas’s pillow and smelling it, while imagining that
she is hugging and smelling Comas himself (Figure
7). Smells—synaesthesia—mark distances of mean-
ing and position in the context of the sequence.

Olivia’s desire as a woman, as depicted in this
scene, is the trigger for the drama. The story plac-
es very particular emphasis on the distance be-
tween the woman and the mother, between Olivia
as a woman (characterised by her desire, by what
she lacks) and Olivia as a mother (defined by what
she has),> while at the same time underscoring
the dual absence of the man and the father, as Co-
mas, the desired man, does not desire Olivia, or
if he does, he cannot be at her side, or maintain
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his presence as either a man or
a father.

The dialectic between hav-
ing and not having, which is
reflected and refracted in the
dialectic between desire and
power, also comes into play in
the conversation between the
friends on the first and last
night they spend together. The
events that unfold on the Fri-
day night effectively group the
characters according to two
different logics. In one group are Olivia and
Guille, in a clearly dominant position: both are
supposedly strong, both are arrogant, both brag
about their (always phallic) achievements, both
have success, work, money, etc., and both raise
their voice to shout down their opponents. In the
other group are Comas, the mystery man who
promptly disappears without saying a word, Eloi,
the young man with a childlike quality referred
to by Olivia as “the apple of her eye,” and Anna,
Guille's girlfriend, who effectively represents the
so-called weaker sex because—like Eloi—she is
economically dependent, a “kept” woman (Figure
8). The traditional dialectic between the inde-
pendent woman and the “kept woman” will lead
to a confrontation between Olivia and Guille,
which will mark the beginning of the end.

Figures 8 and 9. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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Figure 7. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

Olivia: You're talking as if you like the fact that Anna

is a kept woman. [...] Anyway, and I'm sorry to say

this, Guille, but your attitude gives me the impression
that you're a typical clueless person.

Guille: Okay, Olivia, tell me something. Do you have

any idea how frustrating it is for her not to be able to

findwork [...]?

Olivia: I'mtelling you, you know, because I at least live

in the real world.

Olivia’'s arrogance, her feigned self-sufficien-
cy, the idea that she lives “in the real world"—trig-
gering aversion in both Anna and Comas, who are
unable even to look at her (Figure 9)—reaches its
climax when she announces that she is pregnant
(Figure 10) (Figure 11).

Olivia: I'm seven months’ pregnant.

Guille: You are not even slightly coherent.
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Figures 10 and Il. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

Olivia: [...] Say it, I dare you. Say it. Say it. That no-
body forced me to get pregnant. Oh! You disgust me,
kid! You really disgust me.

Guille: You really disgust me too!

This is not the first time that Olivia uses her
pregnancy to overpower the others, exploiting,
as Eloi puts it, the “pregnant belly pretext” as if it
were a right she can exercise over them. The story
here mobilises one of the central themes of femi-
nism in the 1970s and 1980s, related to the “appro-
priation” by women of “their own bodies” and of
“the possibility of having or not having children
in a non-authoritarian way” (Brousse, 2020: 39).
However, this is not a key theme of feminism to-
day. In the new millennium, the feminist strug-
gle no longer revolves around women'’s bodies, or
the control of fertility and reproduction; instead,
the focus is on the fight against the so-called male
domination that points towards a “total separation
of men and women” (Brousse, 2020: 40) and ul-
timately affects the very possibility of sexuality
itself, as Milner (2020) suggests. This context may
explain the reference the characters make in the
dialogue to the “disgust” they feel, a disgust that
will ultimately distance them permanently, and
that resonates with disturbing force in the power
struggle between the sexes that has increasingly
come to characterise our society.

After this first night on “Friday”, following the
clash between Olivia and Guille, the fragile bonds
holding the group together will be broken. Indeed,
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they will never be together as a group again. One
after another they leave and split apart. A chasm
also begins to open up between men and women.
While Olivia and Anna remain in the house, each
alone in her own space, the three men head for
the bar, where they are also alone and isolated.
Comas goes outside for a smoke, and then simply
disappears without a trace. He is erased, leaving
the scene, fleeing from the social connection and
exiting the stage. But what is he running away
from? (Figure 12)

TWO WOMEN AND ONE DRESS

After a lingering shot of Comas anxiously fleeing
the scene, we cut directly to the third segment of
the film, “Saturday”, which begins with an image
of Olivia waking up alone in his room. She looks

Figure 12. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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at the other side of the bed and caresses the sheet
and the pillow (Figure 13).

Comas's departure resonates in this empty
space on the bed. For Olivia, the empty space is
an enigma related to the desire of the man she
loves: why is he not at home? What does he want?
She will respond to this mystery by constructing
a fantasy. The daydream that invades this scene,
triggered by Eloi’s remark that "he left with some
chick,” is contained in the text message Oliv-
ia sends to Comas: “Leave the Viking girl you've
been fucking and come home” (Figure 14). In other
words, leave the Other Woman and come home
to me, because [ am your woman.

In light of Comas’s mysterious absence, Olivia
decides to stay in the house, while Guille, Anna,
and Eloi head out onto the streets of Berlin to do
some sightseeing. From this moment on, through-
out the “Saturday” segment, we will be watch-
ing what is happening in and outside the house
through parallel editing. Olivia’s position is asso-
ciated with the home and with waiting, as she be-

Figures 13, 14, I5 and 16. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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gins making a birthday cake for Comas while she
anxiously awaits his return. However, it won't be
Comas who comes through the door, but Marion,
his former partner (Figure 15) (Figure 16). Mari-
on’s presence may already have been hinted at in
the film, not just at the beginning with the mov-
ing box and Comas'’s despondent mood, but also
in Olivia's fantasy of the “Viking girl” that she
identifies from the outset as the Other Woman, a
younger, more beautiful, and, of course, thinner
woman who has become the object of Comas’s
desire.

The two women begin bustling around the
kitchen in synch with one another, thereby out-
lining the imaginary mirrored meaning of a rela-
tionship that transcends the level of their move-
ments through space: the two women are allies
(as both are affected by Comas’s departure) and
rivals. Thus, both deploy their weapons as they
try to take control of the kitchen space, in a con-
quest operation that will quickly be redirected
to the territory of the bedroom: Who has more

48



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

Figures |7 and 18. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

experience in Comas’s bed, and more specifically,
with the hardness of the mattress? (Figure 17)

Marion: The bed is comfortable. The mattress is hard.

I'm Marion, by the way.

Olivia: Olivia.

Having introduced themselves, the women
begin exploring, each observing the drama of the
other, until at one point Olivia asks whether Co-
mas has ever talked about them (or more specifi-
cally, about her), to which Marion replies that she
thought they “weren't so close” (Figure 18).

Marion: He's mentioned his university friends, but I

thought you weren't so close anymore.

Olivia: No, no, no, no, no, no.

What becomes clear in this duel between the
two women, which takes place exactly at the
film'’s half-way point, is that if there is anything
that characterises Olivia, it is her reluctance
to know—or her desire not to know—anything
about Comas. She thus refuses to accept that they

Figure 19. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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are no longer “so close” (“‘May Berlin and Barce-
lona never be far apart” she writes in Comas's
birthday card), that they are no longer twenty
years old, that the days when they used to listen
to the 90s indie band Los Fresones Rebeldes and
make typically youthful promises (‘Olivia and Co-
mas promise that if they're still single at 35 they
will give each other another chance”) are long
gone. But if there is anything that she really de-
sires not to know, it is that if Comas isn't there, it
isn't because something has happened to him, or
because he doesn't want to see Marion, but be-
cause he wants to get away from her, to keep his
distance.

Marion, who has a clearer understanding of
her situation—she knows that she doesn’'t want
“to be with someone who doesn’t know what to do
with hislife"—and isn't intimidated by her compet-
itor’s attacks, upsets Olivia’s fragile stability when
she tells her—rubbing salt into the wound—that
she is sure that as soon as Olivia leaves, Comas
‘will turn up” (Figure 19). The mise-en-scéne un-
derscores an opposition between presences and
absences expressed through the on-camera/
off-camera relationship, which will affect the de-
velopment of the resolution: to be there or not to
be there, to stay or to go.

Olivia reacts desperately and once again refusing

to accept the truth, she constructs a brilliant fan-

tasy, telling Marion between sobs that her “baby” is

Comas’s (Figure 20) (Figure 21).
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Figures 20 and 2I. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

Olivia: No, no, no! Wait! Hey! You see... It's Alex’s. The
baby, I mean. It happened when he was in Barcelona
in August.

Marion: That’s not true!

This is in fact a fantasy implicit from the be-
ginning of the film, which is finally expressed in
this sequence; the fantasy that compelled her to
embark on this long journey. It is a fantasy that
can be summed up as follows: from Olivia’s point
of view, the baby she is expecting is the only thing
that could make her worthy of being desired by
Comas, something other than herself, the ob-
ject—the living thing—that she can offer him. She
has not been so bold as to embark on a long trip
out of the simple desire to see him and celebrate
his birthday, despite being pregnant; she has em-
barked on the journey precisely because she is
pregnant. The desire expressed in her fantasy at-
tempts to solve the mystery of Comas’s desire, and

Figures 22 and 23. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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that solution is the baby she is expecting. For the
very real foetus in her womb Olivia invents an
imaginary father, modelled on the man she loved
years ago, in a time that no longer exists. This is
in fact the very essence of fantasy, which uses “an
occasion in the present to construct, on the pat-
tern of the past, a picture of the future” (Freud,
1987b: 720; 1987¢: 1345).

Importantly, moreover, this response is cou-
pled with the demand for a commitment that
would complete her fantasy, but that will end
up being fuel for fire: a real fire that destroys the
written word, due to the absence of a flame of de-
sire (Figures 22 and 23).

In the fantasy scenario represented by Ol-
ivia, in the imagined sexual encounter between
Comas and her in Barcelona, constructed for
and aimed at Marion, there is of course some-
thing more: the hope of vanquishing the Other

50



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

Figures 24, 25, 26 and 27. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

Woman, the Viking girl, by snatching away the
man they both desire and turning him into an
unsuspecting father. The fantasy thus conceals
the horror of the void of the father, the denial
of the father, simultaneously producing what it
attempts to hide.

Olivia, who appeared to be so self-assured, who
made a show of “living in the real world” loses the
plot, and even loses her mind, as once Marion has
left the scene, she goes directly to the moving box,
takes out a dress and puts it on (Figure 24).

The combination of the previous scene with
the decisive moment in this scene results in the
typical female fantasy of being the Other Wom-
an, in this case Marion, in the sexual encounter
with Alex Comas in Barcelona. It is thus a dual
displacement as a means of regulating desire. Of
course, Olivia will never be Marion and will nev-
er have Alex Comas’s child. The desire therefore
remains unguenched.

The scene that reveals Olivia's desire to be the
Other Woman reaches its climax when she tries
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to take the dress off but cannot (Figure 25). This
seems to underscore the point that it is as ridicu-
lous to think that she could fit into the dress of the
Other Woman as it is to make a birthday cake for
someone with no desire to eat it (Figure 26). The
cake also reveals the motherly side of the woman
that Olivia represents: feeding her children and
her husband,® even though love, of course, cannot
be bought with food. We might also expect that
Olivia will end up eating the whole birthday cake
by herself. What could be sadder and more dis-
appointing than sitting alone eating the cake you
made for your beloved? More than the cake, she
will have to swallow her own dissatisfaction.

In the end, Olivia’s journey will take an unex-
pected turn, as after leaving the house and burn-
ing the promise of love she had made with Comas
all those years ago, she cuts Marion’s dress up with
a pair of scissors (Figure 27), an act that involves
dis-covering her swollen belly, and thus perhaps fi-
nally “believing” in her own pregnancy, marking a
change or point of no return in her journey.
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SEXUAL PRETENSIONS

While Olivia is wrangling with the phan-
tasmatic idea of the Other Woman—an
idea at the very heart of her sexual fanta-
sy—we are also taken out to the streets of
Berlin, where Eloi, Guille, and Anna reveal
a similar focus on the sexual, in this case
by bringing into play the prevalence of the
phallus as a metaphorical signifier: first,
with the tiny banana wielded by a laugh-
ing Anna (Figure 28); then, with the frank-
furter that Eloi and Anna want to eat to
“play the tourist a bit”; and finally, with an
app—Tinder—that positions the problem of
the phallus as its central focus.
Guille, jealous of the mutual under-
standing between Anna and Eloi (the weak
ones, the kept partners), brings up the sub-
ject of Tinder to poke fun at his friend, sug-
gesting that it is an app for “desperate” peo-
ple, for people who aren’t normal, who “are
a bit oversexed or have a little one.” Eloi tries
to defend himself by saying that he hasn't
slept with anyone since he broke up with
his girlfriend, a revelation that Guille then
seizes on to attack him and question his
manhood, stating bluntly that he doesn't
know how to make love’ (Figure 29).
Guille: Man, it would do you good to get some
practice in, because if you'd had a few good
shags with Marta maybe she wouldn't have left you.
Failure on the sexual level clearly occupies a
prominent place in the story. And its importance
increasingly revolves around the phallocentric
dialectic of having or not having. Eloi is a have-
not: he has no house, no girlfriend, and no sex.
He is a symbol of precarity. In contrast, Guille
considers himself a “normal person” because he,
in keeping with social expectations, does have
things: a house, a girlfriend, and sex. But at this
very moment the situation takes an unexpected
turn when Guille, who makes a show of the fact
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Figures 28, 29 and 30. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

that he knows how to fuck, that he “knows how to
have a good shag”, shifts from having (a girlfriend
and sex) to not having (Figure 30).

The trio breaks up. Guille and Anna walk on
without a word and, as we will later learn, Guille
asks Anna to marry him (in an omitted scene) de-
spite the fact that it is clear that they no longer love
each other: “Youdon't love me anymore, he admits,
‘and I don't love you either” As is made clear in the
confrontation between Olivia and Guille in the last
scene of the “Saturday” segment (which replays the
confrontation they had on “Friday” night), Olivia’s
decision to drag her friends to Germany (like a pack
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Figures 3| and 32. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

of “lap dogs”) to win back Comas is no less outra-
geous than Guille’s use of this “trip with friends” to
propose to a woman he no longer loves (Figure 31).

Olivia: What have you come for, Guille? To ask your

girlfriend to marry you. For that you could have

worked out your own plan instead of using a trip with
friends.

Guille: Come on, Oli [...]. Each of us has come here for

our own reasons, haven't we? You've spent the whole

day shut up in here, making a fucking cake!

It would thus seem that both Olivia and Guille
are trying to use their supposed friends as shields
to protect themselves from the danger of the in-
evitably hazardous encounter with the other sex,
revealing that behind their facades of strength
and self-assurance, both are in reality cowardly
and afraid. They have been unable to deal with
the circumstances, to confront reality without
using their friends as a crutch, or to take respon-
sibility for their own desire. They have not had
the courage to face matters of love on their own,

Figures 33 and 34. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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and so they have used a group of friends that is
falling apart to cushion their encounter with fail-
ure—because under such circumstances failure is
of course inevitable.

While it becomes obvious that both Guille's
and Olivia’'s plans have failed, Eloi, who has ended
up alone, happens to catch sight of Comas com-
ing out a door, and he trails him like a bloodhound
through the streets of Berlin until Comas enters
the Kino Babylon, a famous independent film the-
atre located in Kreuzberg (Figure 32).

The name of the cinema might allude to the
myth of the Tower of Babylon, in which God, to
punish the arrogance of humankind, decides to
split them up by making them speak different lan-
guages. The same confusion that lies at the heart
of this myth not only hovers over Guille and Anna
at this point in the film, but also informs the scene
of the face-to-face encounter between Comas and
Eloi at the underground, after Comas leaves the
cinema (Figures 33 and 34).

53



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

A secretive Comas, the one who fled the scene—
and who appears here beside his own image in
the advertising poster plastered all over the city—
gives Eloi an embarrassed glance. Nothing more.
Not even a word. Then, he simply disappears, and
nothing more is heard from him until the final
segment of the film, titled “Sunday”, when he re-
turns to his empty home and listens to the seven
messages left on his mobile phone: the voices of a
machine that he doesn’t want to talk to.

In response to Comas'’s radical silence and rad-
ical absence, Eloi, like Qlivia, will construct a fan-
tasy which, again like Olivia, will end up making
him look ridiculous and placing him in a situation
of confinement: while Olivia was trapped in Mari-
on's dress, Eloi is detained at a police station.

Figures 35, 36 and 37. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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Olivia: Don't you know how ridiculous I feel sitting
right now in your kitchen, wondering where you are
and who the fuck you are?

The question that Olivia asks herself at this
point in the film about Comas’s identity (“who the
fuck you are”) (Figure 35) will be answered by Eloi,
with the graffiti he scrawls on nine of the ubiqui-
tous advertising posters: a penis pointing at Co-
mas’s mouth, and the words “Ich bin ein Schwan-
zlutscher” (‘I am a cocksucker”) along with his
phone number inside a comic strip-style speech
balloon (Figure 36).

The image seems to suggest that Comas’s mys-
terious disappearance is not due merely to his de-
sire to escape his former university friends, but
also to the fact that he may be earning a living
by providing indecent services, like a kind of mid-
night cowboy, perhaps in an effort to hide a pro-
fessional failure that even his move to Germany
has not been able to free him from.® This point
is important, because Comas'’s status as a “cock-
sucker” was already established early in the film,
when Guille takes out his phone to show Comas
an image very similar to the one drawn by Eloi,
and tells him “it’s already been done” (Figure 37).
Statement is confused with enunciation to high-
light the ambiguity of a sentence that could refer
equally to graffiti or to fellatio:

Guille: Look, tomorrow we can take another photo,

but under this poster.

Comas: It's come out really nice.

Guille: No, no, no; it’s already been done.

Comas: Well, in a way it's really flattering, you know?

Coming from an expert in cocks, I mean.

As is made clear in this scene, the three men,
Guille, Comas, and Eloi, all participate in different
ways in the fantasy of being a cocksucker: Comas,
when looking at the picture on Guille’s phone,
tells him it’s “flattering” coming from an “expert in
cocks” What makes Guille an “expert” is the fact
that he slept with “a chick” who in fact turned out
to be “a guy who was totally hot” And then, after
making it clear that the guy he slept with wasnot a
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“transsexual woman” (or at least, “not yet”),
Guille then tells Eloi: “And don't you laugh
so much; it's been so long since you've had
sex with anyone that you'd love to get it on
with her,” to which Eloi replies, laughing:
“Bloody hell! You're right!” (Figure 38)

For Eloi, Comas’s entry into the Kino
Babylon could thus be understood as con-
firming a dark secret that they already
suspected—a secret hinted at from the be-
ginning of the film with the image of the
famous kiss between Erich Honecker and
Leonid Brezhnev (Figure 39)—and that cannot be
spoken of in the underground or anywhere else.

Eloi's act of wvandalism, both infantile and
moralising, not only betrays a repressed truth, but
also suggests an unmasking of Comas to public-
ly humiliate him, to turn him not into an object
of desire but into an object of disdain, although
this act appears to have no effect, except perhaps
on Olivia, who when she sees the poster remarks
simply that it is a “joke” (Figure 40).

The vandalised poster of Comas is thus pre-
sented as a kind of still frame, a static image that
displays and reproduces the crux of the problem
afflicting the men in the film. The image expos-
es the ridiculous nature of the phallus, which is
revealed in classical comedy as a secret signifier
of desire (Lacan, 2014: 332; 1999: 270; 1992: 373),
marking a contrast with the smiling image of the
ad, which is repeated like a hollow refrain in con-
ventional advertising campaigns. What is at stake

Figures 39 and 40. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)
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Figure 38. Distances (Elena Trapé, 2018)

is the very presence of the phallus, a misplaced
phallus which, because of its misplacement, can-
not be enjoyed by Olivia, despite the fact she had
it within her reach.

In essence, what the character of Comas does
is open up a void, a hole in the very heart of the
story, which each character will try to fill with his
or her own fantasy: Eloi and Guille by triggering
a homosexual fantasy that links Comas’s absence
to his status as a male prostitute, a cocksucker; and
Olivia by creating a fantasy around the love trian-
gle that she has constructed, whereby Comas’s ab-
sence is due to the presence of the Other Woman.

Whatever its cause may be, the void opened
up by Comas operates as a revolving platform
that will trigger different imaginary productions
related to what could be described as the so-called
pleasure of the Other, a pleasure placed outside the
frame, about which nothing can be known, which
serves only to underscore the yawning chasm
that separates the film's characters.
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CONCLUSIONS

NOTES

The analysis presented in this article has confir-
med that the text of Distances speaks for itself, and
that simply deciphering its content can uncover
unexpected elements, the mechanisms of a desi-
re that is constantly seeking expression through
omissions, verbal displacements, juxtapositions of
shots, or the movements of its characters through
the space. It has also helped to shed light on the
intimate relationship between the narrative de-
velopment of the story and the dimensions of a
series of unconscious fantasies that are triggered
over the course of the film, ultimately unravelling
in the final moments, like the advertising slogan
that tried to convince us of the existence of an as-
sured future, free of anxiety and uncertainty. No-
thing could be further from that illusion than the
reality the film offers us: a reality where nothing
goes as expected and everything ends up falling
apart.

A future study might explore the factors that
lead certain filmmakers to devote so much energy
to representing situations of failure and power-
lessness, building on the sense of malaise that has
marked a decisive proportion of contemporary
art, rejecting even the possibility of establishing
loving relationships with others. Indeed, Trapé's
film seems to be conceived for the purpose of
opening an immense chasm, an insurmountable
distance between men and women, where each
individual ends up speaking their own language,
highlighting the “fragmentation of social ties”
that has come to characterise so-called capitalist
discourse (Soler, 2007: 136), rendering it impos-
sible to maintain strong relationships of friend-
ship and love. In short, this is a film that exposes
both the breakdown of the symbolic order evoked
throughout the story—reflected most powerfully
in the collapse of the father role—and the deterio-
ration of romance and of the experience of sex in
general.
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1 A song by the 80s band Décima Victima titled “Detrds

de la mirada” [‘Behind the Gaze’] (Grabaciones Acci-
dentales, 1982) offers a perfect summary of the kinds
of situations that arise between former friends as re-
presented in this film: “Once as naive as their friends-
hip, time has turned them into enemies. / Words are
hard when they see each other again, lying, preten-
ding not to understand. / In the same goal a single
interest, claws prepared like fangs. / They look for
weakness in the other, stalking, pretending not to un-

derstand’”

2 To demonstrate its adherence to the formal (if not

symbolic) structure of the classical narrative model,
Trapé’s film could be compared to Week-end (Godard,
1967), which also takes place on a weekend but dis-
plays the full repertoire of the aesthetics of decons-
truction, with spatio-temporal distortions, direct
appeals to the spectator, breaking of the fourth wall,
exposure of the device, etc. Godard’s film is complete-
ly unrelated to the film of the same name directed by
Pedro Lazaga three years earlier, also titled Weekend
(Fin de semana, 1964).

3 Numerous examples of such films could be cited, from

Stage Door (Gregory La Cava, 1937) to Love Has Many
Faces (Alexander Singer, 1965), and including Lady
Scarface (Frank Woodruff, 1941), Now, Voyager (Ir-
ving Rapper, 1942), and Mildred Pierce (Michael Curtiz,
1945).

4 Within the field of film theory, authors such as Metz

(2001, 2002), Burch (1987) and Aumont (1992), as well
as Gonzalez Requena (1996, 2006) and Martin Arias
(1997) in Spain,, have treated psychoanalytic theory
as the “Via Regia”, as Freud would say, for exploring
the emotional experience triggered by a film. Althou-
gh he would criticise some of the approaches taken in
different studies, warning that they are open to “se-
rious objections”, Rudolf Arnheim acknowledged as
early as 1952 that “the only specific theory of artistic
motivation presented with consistency and vigor is
the psychoanalytic one” (1966: 21).
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5 On the divergence between the mother and the wo-
man, Soler notes: “Both certainly refer to phallic lack,
but in different ways. Her being as mother resolves
this lack by having, in the form of the child, a substi-
tute for the phallic object that is missing in her. [...] [H]
owever, the mother’s being as woman is not entirely
resolved in this substitute for having the phallus. Pre-
cisely inasmuch as her desire diverges toward man, it
is rather to being or receiving the phallus that a wo-
man aspires: to being it, by the love that phallicizes
her; to receiving it, by means of the organ from which
she gets off. The price of both aspirations is that of not
having the phallus. Feminine poverty indeed!” (2006:
128).

6 In relation to Olivia’s motherly attitude, it is worth
noting that the film ends with a message from Co-
mas’s mother, praising Olivia for going to visit him for
his birthday.

7 The trouble arises, as Lacan would suggest, when the
“pegs” don't fit into the “holes” (1995: 166).

8 The fact that he has to resort to these kinds of ser-
vices in the heart of Germany, Europe’s economic
powerhouse, like a failed immigrant, is open to other
interpretations of a more political and economic natu-

re: the idea of moving to Germany to suck it dry.
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THE FAILURE OF THE ROMANTIC EXPERIENCE
IN DISTANCES

EL FRACASO DE LA EXPERIENCIA AMOROSA
EN LAS DISTANCIAS

Abstract

This article presents a textual analysis of the film Distances (Les dis-
tancies, Elena Trapé 2018), a dramatic story that revolves around
lack and loss, the passage of time, false hopes, and everything that
breaks the human heart, dividing it and tearing it apart. Trapé’s film
brings together a group of old university friends in Berlin to depict
both the fragmentation of the social ties that once bound them and
the failure of the romantic experience, a failure that may serve as ev-
idence of the deterioration of the “matters of love” that characterises

the contemporary era.
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A DESCENT INTO THE ATAVISTIC
FEMININE: THE DANCES IN

FACING THE WIND

JOSEP LAMBIES BARJAU

LOST SYMBOLS

In his essay Note sul gesto, Giorgio Agamben de-
scribes cinema as a place where “a society that has
lost its gestures tries at once to reclaim what it has
lost and to record its loss” (Agamben, 2000: 52).
This idea is an underlying theme of the film Fac-
ing the Wind (Con el viento, Meritxell Colell, 2018),
a family drama set in the vestiges of a world on
the verge of extinction. Colell’s film tells the sto-
ry of Ménica (played by Ménica Garcia), a dancer
who, after having lived for many years in Bue-
nos Aires, returns to Spain upon the death of her
father. When she arrives at her childhood home,
a rustic, run-down farmhouse in the Castilian
countryside, she is reunited with her mother
(Concha Canal), her sister (Ana Fernandez), and
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her niece (Elena Martin). From the vegetable gar-
den to the barn, from the farming tools to the fire
stoves of a primitive kitchen, the movements of
the four characters awaken the dormant memory
of multiple generations of women who lived on
that same land.

In recent years, Spain has seen a proliferation
of diverse discourses that all reflect an interest
in restoring a connection with the country’s ru-
ral spaces, in repopulating the empty or deserted
land with ancient whispers, or at least in being
there to document their disappearance. These dis-
courses have provided a forum for the first voices
of a specifically rural feminism, articulated in the
works of various women creators in different ar-
tistic fields. Many of them share a common objec-
tive: to reclaim the gestures of the rural woman,
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the woman of the countryside, and to identify in
those gestures the signs of a silent, atavistic inti-
macy, even when in most cases those signs only
amount to an iconography of the absent form. A
good example of this can be found in the book
Land of Women by the Cordoban writer and field
veterinarian Maria Sanchez, in a passage where
the author looks at her hands and recognises her
female ancestors in them, a long line of nameless
women:

[ too form part of that lineage of women of the land,

their hands overflowing with corn to feed their

chickens, their hands in the hands of those who
trapped hares, who know about lime and the plac-
es where the poachers hide, who rise up, despite it
all, like the knees of all women, covered in dirt and

pebbles from endless olive picking (Sanchez, 2019:

109).

The poetics of gesture suggested in Land of
Women involves an effort to gaze on the empty
spaces and to seek in them the mirror in which
the spectres of the past are reflected. Facing the
Wind has a very similar premise. The character
of Monica represents a generation which, as Ag-
amben argues, must reconnect with what is no
longer there, with something that has vanished,
through a reactivation of the space that its disap-
pearance has left behind. This idea is ties in with
the notion of anachronism as Georges Didi-Hu-
berman explains it in many of his writings, as a
“phantasmal reappearance” and as “what survives
of an anthropological dynamic and sedimentation
that have become partial, virtual, because they
have been largely destroyed by time” (Didi-Hu-
berman, 2018: 36). In Facing the Wind, Meritxell
Colell tries to find a way of expressing the anach-
ronistic, i.e., a language that can integrate the past
into the present, even when that past has been
almost entirely erased. The character of Mdnica
finds that language in dance.

In a more recent text, Agamben describes ges-
tures as suspended movements, acts emancipated
from any purpose (2018). Dance is in many ways a
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MANY OF THESE WORKS SHARE A
COMMON OBJECTIVE: TO RECLAIM THE
GESTURES OF THE RURAL WOMAN, AND
TO IDENTIFY IN THOSE GESTURES THE
SIGNS OF A SILENT, ATAVISTIC INTIMACY

stylisation of these movements. According to Ag-
amben, dance could be understood as the essence
of the gesture taken to its ultimate abstraction.
The structure of Facing the Wind is framed by two
dance scenes at the beginning and the end of the
film. In the opening scene, Ménica is dancing in
a rehearsal room. Her body, moving in and out
of a beam of white light, appears to be coming to
life, unfolding its limbs. In the final scene, Mdnica
dancesinthelight of a blazing dawn sun, on a Cas-
tilian hillside battered by a high wind that hollows
out the landscape as if to make room there for the
voices of the dead. As will be explored below, this
final dance is an attempt to embrace absence, to
enter the void and perhaps also to reclaim all the
lost gestures it holds. The scene conveys the idea
of a historical transmission that is necessarily re-
sidual, incomplete, in a way that is reminiscent of
the legend recounted by Godard in a voice-over at
the beginning of Oh, Woe Is Me (Hélas pour moi,
Jean-Luc Godard, 1993):
When my great-grandfather had a difficult task
to do, he would go to a place in the forest, light a
fire and lose himself in silent prayer. And his task
would be done. When my grandfather had to face
the same task, he would go the same place and say:
“We don't know how to light the fire anymore,
but we still know the prayer” And his task would
be done. Later, my father also went to the forest
and said: “We don't know how to light the fire an-
ymore, nor do we know the mystery of the prayer,
but we do know the exact place in the forest where
it would occur. That should be enough.” And it was
enough. But when I had to face the same task, I
stayed at home and said: “We don't know how to
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light the fire anymore. We don't know the prayers
anymore. We don't even know where the place in
the forest is. But we still know how to tell the story”
And what are we left with when we can't
even tell the story? That is when dance comes
into play. Various authors have seen in dance the
ideal means of evoking a kind of hazy image of the
past in the present. “In our ignorance of the art
of dance, we imagine its birth,” suggests Jean-Luc
Nancy (2005: 138) in an essay which, incidentally,
compares the body’s awakening in dance with the
expansive development of the foetus as it creates
itself inside the uterus. In this article, I propose to
analyse the dances in Facing the Wind as cinematic
forms of memory, no longer able to imitate those
lost atavistic gestures, but still capable of establi-
shing a dialogue with them. My objective is to con-
sider the strategies used in Meritxell Colell’s film
to construct a visual representation of memory, an
approach that could potentially be associated with
other contemporary Spanish films exploring rural
themes, most of which have been directed by wo-
men, in a tradition that began with films like The
Sky Turns (El cielo gira, Mercedes Alvarez, 2004).

CHOREOGRAPHING GESTURES

What does dance represent for the memory of
a community? The field of anthropology has ex-
plored this question. In 1974, as part of the Chore-
ometrics Project, the ethnologist and musicologist
Alan Lomax made a documentary titled Dance
and Human History: Movement Style and Culture
#1 (Alan Lomax & Forrestine Paulay, 1974), which
identifies a series of geometic patterns in popu-
lar dances in different regions around the world,
and then relates these movements to the main
activities performed in each region. Lomax con-
cludes that all folk dancing is associated with the
gestures that each society has developed through
the use of its axes, hoes or pitchforks, its crafting
implements, its fishing and hunting tools; these
gestures are therefore anchored in the very roots
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of each society’s economy. Lomax points out, for
example, that the curving motion of the Arag-
onese jota dance is the same movement made
with the sickle to reap the wheat harvest. Even
with the evolution and modernisation of each so-
ciety gradually consigning these archaic gestures
to oblivion, we can still find vestiges of them in
traditional dances (Lomax, 2005).

Choreographing gestures means inscribing
them in time, an idea that informs the work of
the art historian Aby Warburg, who established
the nameless science that only after his death
was baptised by Erwin Panofsky with the name
“iconology”. Warburg's project culminated in the
monumental construction of the nearly 80 panels
that comprise the Mnemosyne Atlas, which might
well be described as an interminable choreogra-
phy of gestures. This is particularly evident in one
of the most famous and widely studied panels,
panel number 46, the Nymph. At the very bottom
of the panel is a photograph of a Tuscan peasant
woman taken by Warburg with his own camera
during a visit to the village of Settignano. In the
photograph, the woman appears to be in a hurry,
her body leaning forward as if rushing past the
camera and out of the frame. In this pose, War-
burg identified a gesture found repeatedly in art
history since ancient times. It is the gesture of the
dancing nymph, which combines different female
figures depicted in motion, swift-footed, on the
run. The speed of her steps is apparent in details
like her draping clothes, her flowing hair, and feet
that barely touch the ground.

In an article published some years ago now,
Ivan Pintor argues that Warburg's work, and es-
pecially the Atlas, offers an ideal methodological

CHOREOGRAPHING GESTURES MEANS
INSCRIBING THEM IN TIME, AN IDEA
THAT INFORMS THE WORK OF THE ART
HISTORIAN ABY WARBURG

6l



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

framework for studying the gesture in contem-
porary cinema (Pintor, 2012). This framework is
informed by a phantasmal vocabulary filled with
dynamic concepts, of which one of the most im-
portant is the concept of afterlife (Nachleben), re-
ferring to the collection of timeless energies that
have returned again and again over the course
of history. As Agamben suggests, in the Atlas,
“images of the past that have lost their mean-
ing live on as nightmares or spectres” (2010: 53).
Warburg himself refers to the Atlas in his notes
as a ghost story for adults. The figure of the
nymph appearing on panel 46 perfectly reflects
this idea of afterlife. In his book The Surviving
Image, Didi-Huberman describes the nymph as
“a kind of transversal, mythical personification,’
an “impersonal heroine” who “combines a con-
siderable number of incarnations of possible
characters” (2018: 231). In this way, Warburg is
able to transform the peasant woman of Settig-
nano's everyday gestures into a phantasmagori-
cal movement.

Like Warburg's nymph, the dances in Fac-
ing the Wind resurrect the symbols of an ancient
world buried in the dust of ages. The whole film
constitutes an exploration of vestiges and ruins.
There are two sequences, each one showing two
women—the first, a mother (Ferndndez) and a
daughter (Martin); the second, a grandmother
(Canal) and her granddaughter (Martin)—clean-
ing out a hayloft filled with long-forgotten fami-
ly heirlooms. Among these are a pair of clogs for
walking in the mud, a machine for making chori-
zo sausage and a set of manufactured wooden
parts of some kind of toy. All these obsolete ob-
jects retain the silenced voices of tradition, the
mnemonic footprint of working the land, of the
way of life of the people who came before them.
“Things come to an end, and we all come to an
end, remarks the old woman resignedly. Beneath
the straw, the hayloft preserves the fossilised
memory of the dead. When the loft is emptied,
the dead are stripped of their objects of worship,
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their hierophanies. Now not only have they dis-
appeared, but their relics are gone as well.

Agamben suggests that this loss of gestures
described in his Note sul gesto began occurring
discreetly in 19th-century bourgeois societies;
since then, the process has accelerated in mod-
ern societies with the culmination of the rural
exodus. The hayloft in Facing the Wind is the
tiny theatre in which this desertion is depicted.
Once dismantled, it becomes what Walter Ben-
jamin identified as a “place of facts” (2003: 58), a
crime scene, a space where the human element
has been completely removed. All that remains
of it are the signs of absence and the ghosts that
challenge us through the abstraction of empti-
ness. This is why it is so significant that it is with-
in the crumbling walls of the hayloft that Monica
should take the first steps of the dance that ends
the film, a dance that seems to be inspired by the
experience of that emptiness. When the family
has sold the house and disposed of their mem-
ories, it is the fleeting nature of the dance that
offers the possibility of a reconciliation with the
gestures that have been lost.

In his observations about the sanctification
of the home in traditional societies, Mircea Elia-
de suggests that “the experience of sacred space
makes possible the ‘founding of the world” (Elia-
de, 1959: 63). The final sequence of Facing the Wind
suggests the idea of a reencounter with the world
asit wasin the beginning. Thus, during the dance,
Monica comes out of the hayloft and embraces the
freedom of the outdoors, where the mountains
gleam red in the dawn sun and the wind blows
with a deafening silence. The dance dishevels her
hair and gives her the appearance of a quivering
figure, vibrant and ethereal (Figure 1). The whole
scene thus takes on a mythical dimension, where
myth is defined as a narrative that attempts to
explain something of our prehistory, before writ-
ing, before all records, where the first memory of
humankind lies dormant (Benjamin, 1969). More-
over, Modnica, like the peasant woman of Settigna-
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Figure |. Ménica dancing at the end of Facing the Wind, with
the rugged landscape in the background and the reddening
dawn sky above. Facing the Wind (Meritxell Colell, 2018)
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no transformed into a nymph, has the appearance
of a mythical heroine. Her body is a channel for
dialogue with the lost gesture, invoking, absorb-
ing and even encapsulating it, while balancing on
the slipstream of time.

As this final dance reveals, Facing the Wind is
from beginning to end a film about learning ges-
tures. In this learning process, the point of view
of the film’s protagonist is important: the prodigal
daughter, the stranger who returns one night to
her hometown, crossing back over the threshold
of her family home after so many years. From
that moment, the film begins composing a frieze
of ritual gestures that form the very founda-
tions of tradition. From the barely moving lips of
women reciting the Lord’s Prayer around a table
covered with an oilcloth, to the arms of the bell
ringer pulling at the bell rope; from the hands
like roots planting onions in the furrows of the
vegetable garden, to the youthful hands sanding
down the bars of a bicycle. All these moments
weave together a web of buried meanings, inter-
nal dialectics and lines of kinship that keep ex-
panding until they find their form of survival in
the final dance. Throughout the learning process,
the spectator is drawn into a subtle universe of
gestures that does not belong to Euclidian space
or causal time, a universe that has developed
rhythms of its own.

THE ELOQUENCE OF HANDS

Between the first and last dance in Facing the Wind
there is a series of internal echoes, rhymes and
counterpoints. The film begins with a bright light
that floods the whole screen. This is followed by
the sound of factory machinery. The screen goes
dark, and then suddenly two amorphous flashing
lights appear, which after a few seconds trans-
form into the parts of a swiftly dancing body. All
at once the body stops, and we see two feet, bare-
ly moving, their shape carved out by the shaft of
white light. Then the body resumes its movement,
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and once again it is unrecognisable. After a mo-
ment, it comes to another halt. The image takes
shape to reveal a sinewy back, leaning forwards,
carved out by the shadows of muscles and verte-
brae. The body starts moving once more and then
stops again. In the darkness of the shot we see
a detail of two trembling hands, their fingertips
reaching into the light (Figure 2). Thus ends the
first dance. This image of hands, infused with all
kinds of meanings, has a corresponding image in
the last shot of the final dance: the camera moves
up from Monica’'s face to her hands, which are
raised as if trying to comb the air. Then there is a
cut to black and the film ends.

How can an image be charged with time? Ag-
amben asks this question in his essay “Nymphs”,
in relation to a visit to the exhibition titled Pas-
sions by the video artist Bill Viola. In Viola's work,
human figures are shown in slow motion; bodies
surrender to the trance of what Agamben de-
scribes as a “moving pause’, a moment of delay
when “all images virtually anticipate their future
development and any of them recalls the gestures
that preceded it” (Agamben, 2010: 11). Drawing
on Agamben'’s ideas, the two shots of hands that
bookend Facing the Wind could be understood
as two images that find their moving pause and
become charged with time and memory. If there
is any part of the human body that is especially
inclined to engage with memory, it is surely the
hand. This is how Henri Focillon explains it in his
book In Praise of Hands, when he writes: “In the
active life of the hand, it can tense and harden as
well as mould itself around an object. All this work
leaves marks on a palm in which we can read, if
not the linear symbols of past and present, at least
its trace and, like the memories of a life elsewhere
faded away, maybe even its distant legacy” (Focil-
lon, 2018: 55).

The close-ups of hands suggest that the dances
in Facing the Wind have an archaeological mean-
ing; they are, as noted above, fleeting visions of
atavistic memory that find a place in the filmic
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Figure 2. Ménica’s body first appears in a shaft of white light in the opening sequence. Facing the Wind (Meritxell Colell, 2018)

space. Very close to this idea are some of the no-
tions developed by Didi-Huberman in Le Danseur
des Solitudes, a short book dedicated to Israel Gal-
van's revitalisation of the jondo variety of flamen-
co. Before each performance, Galvan performs a
flexibility exercise that Didi-Huberman describes
as a caress of the ground, a haptic manoeuvre
whereby the performer activates a representa-
tion of absence and brings it onto the tablao. In
this way, after this exercise Galvan leaves the
stage and “dances with his solitude, as if for him
that solitude were a partner, that is, a complex
solitude filled with images, dreams, ghosts and
memory” (Didi-Huberman, 2008: 19). Didi-Huber-
man explains that in his dances Galvan generally
positions himself on the edge of darkness, on the
boundary of the spotlight, using his movements to
construct the shape of a void that cannot be filled,
as if, in the caress of the ground, in the primordial
contact with the earth, the performer were align-
ing himself with the dead.
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Often, the iconography of hands is associated
with an expression of time. In the hands of Au-
guste Rodin’'s The Cathedral, drawn together in a
spiral movement, and its reinterpretation in M.
C. Escher’s famous hands drawing one anoth-
er, there is an idea of eternal return and circular
time. These two works help explain the interac-
tion between the shots of hands at the end of the
two dances in Facing the Wind. They are hands
that seem interconnected in the film, as if one
image were answering the other, or better still, as
if both were part of a single question that finds
its answer outside the film, in the endlessness of
the pink clouds or of the blackness of the final cut
(Figure 3). In the first dance, the fingers point for-
ward, as if probing the shadows. In the second,
the fingers point upward, towards the open sky at
dawn. Of course, this correlation lends itself to all
kinds of interpretations, but what I am interested
in highlighting here is that the two static positions
of the hands are actually two stages of an invisible
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movement, brief albeit delayed; a movement
during which the film'’s story takes place.

Between the first and last dances, a few
other detail shots of hands appear over the
course of the film, to the point of becoming
a recurring visual motif. According to Mer-
itxell Colell, in the preparatory exercises that
she did with Modnica Garcia to develop her
character, the first thing they worked on was
how her hands needed to interact with the
environment. Evidence of this can be found
in the fact that, apart from their significance
in the dances, her hands play a decisive role
in at least four other moments in the film.
The first is in the scene of the verbena cel-
ebration, which begins with a sequence of
shots of hands lighting sparklers and waving
them in the silence of the night; then, the
camera finds the hands of four women who
are holding a paper lantern representing the
soul of a dead man, and they accompany it
carefully until it blows up and flies away, its
light disappearing into the blackness of the
night. The second is the series of images of
hands planting onions in the garden. The third is
the moment when Moénica raises her arm to touch
the snowflakes swirling around her like wisps
of light. And the fourth is when Modnica’s hands
search through the dust of the hayloft to feel the
texture of a wooden beam (Figure 4).

These four moments of the film make up a har-
monious series rife with meaning. The representa-
tion of the four primordial elements are recognis-
able here: the fire of the sparklers, the earth of the
vegetable garden, the water of the snow, and the
dust-filled air of the hayloft, combined to invoke a
distant memory reaching back to the dawn of time.
The contact with the elements imposes a time on
the characters that is regulated not by the clock
but by the cycles of nature, the transformation
of the landscape through the seasons, the calen-
dar of the harvest, and also the inexorable nature
of death; it is a time observed by some of Colell’s
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Figure 3. Ménica’s hands at the end of each dance create a dialogue that
runs through the whole film. Facing the Wind (Meritxell Colell, 2018)

biggest influences, perhaps the most obvious of
which can be found in the gestures of the actors
and actresses in Rossellini’s films. In visual term:s,
Mbonica’s last dance is prefigured in the ending to
Stromboli (Terra di Dio, Roberto Rossellini, 1950),
in Ingrid Bergman's ascent to the smoking volca-
no, her face turned toward the stars, in a manner
similar to Nazario Gerardi's characteristic gesture
in The Flowers of St. Francis (Francesco, giullare di
Dio, Roberto Rossellini, 1950), when he covers his
face with his hands and turns his eyes to the sky.
Facing the Wind represents a desire to return
to the primitivism of the rugged landscape, and at
the same time a recognition that this return can-
not happen without invoking cinema’s capacity to
recover lost gestures and ancestral emotions. The
choreography of time traced by the hands is com-
plemented by the expressions on the women'’s
faces. They are faces that say little or nothing, as
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Figure 4. Hands are associated with the elements to invoke a distant, primeval memory. Facing the Wind (Meritxell Colell, 2018)

the dialogues are nearly always spoken off-cam-
era. They are faces that move in the ambiguity of
silence, that exchange puzzled gazes or turn to
the horizon and cry primal tears. What is it that
looks at us in the faces we see? And whatever it is,
where does it look at us from? These are the two
questions that Didi-Huberman asks at the begin-
ning of What We See Looks Back at Us (1997: 13-18),
a book based on the idea that concealed behind
every face is the emptiness of the gaze of a dead
person. At the same time, in Facing the Wind, the
female face is a mirror filled with the ghosts of a
lineage, with the memory of the faceless women
who slept in those same bedrooms, who lit the fire
in the same kitchen and who knelt to gather the
harvest in the same field.

PHYSIOGNOMIC PRIMITIVISM
AND INTIMACY

Outside Spain, various European films of recent
years have invented strategies to repopulate the
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deserted landscapes with the faces of those who
inhabit them or who did so in some bygone era.
Films like Faces Places (Visages, villages, Agneés
Varda, 2017) from France and Happy as Lazzaro
(Lazzaro felice, Alice Rohrwacher, 2018) from Ita-
ly, both directed by women, draw on the intimacy
of the human face to tell a story about those for-
gotten in the rural exodus. In Faces Places, we see
it in the huge portraits used that the photographer
JR plasters on town walls, building facades and
other surfaces; giant faces, as rough as tree bark,
rising like spectres over the fields. In the anach-
ronistic farming community in Happy as Lazzaro,
we are struck by the luminous face of the young
peasant who appears among the leaves of a tobac-
co plantation, like a saint awaiting the blessing of
eternal life. Facing the Wind could be described as
the Spanish contribution to this trend. These are
three films very different in technique and form,
but similar in sensibility, in their way of asking
how to represent the survivors of a world that no
longer exists.
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Figure 5. The faces of mother and daughter draw together as
Colell’s film belongs to the category of phys- the card game progresses and an intimacy develops. Facing

iognomic studies. The camera scours the topog- the Wind (Meritxell Colell, 2018)
raphy of naked faces, the darkness of their lines
and wrinkles, the weight of their eyelids and the
tremor of their sighs. In each of these details, the
aim is to find an emotional revelation in its pure
state. Hence the importance of the physiognomy,
an ambivalent term that refers both to the prim-
itivism of the cinematic form and to a cultural,
non-verbal primitivism associated with the emo-
tions. In an article published in 1924, at the height
of the silent film era, the filmmaker and theorist
Béla Baldzs argued that “expressive movements
are the origin of speech” and that “the language
of gestures is the true mother tongue of mankind”
(Balazs, 2010: 20). Keeping the sense of these
words alive, in many of the scenes in Facing the
Wind great care is taken not to film the face of the
character speaking, but only of the person listen-
ing, who responds to the external stimuli with the
eyes and hands. An emblematic example of this is
a scene with a static shot showing Ménica crying
wordlessly in the foreground, staring into space,
while Elena Martin's character speaks to her from
the blurred background of the frame.

However, it would be misleading to suggest
that the compositions in Facing the Wind all con-
form to a single pattern. The challenge for the
camera is that throughout the film it must rein-
vent its presence over and over in relation to the
bodies, gestures and faces. Thus, in the discussion
between the two sisters in the shed, the camera
shifts swiftly along a horizontal axis between one
character and the other, in time with the rapid
fire of their rebukes. When the daughter washes
her mother’s hair, on the other hand, the camera
seeks out the two heads in a curved, enveloping
movement that resembles an embrace. The cam-
era’s treatment of the faces is especially eloquent
in one moment that could be described as the very
heart of the film. Mother and daughter are play-
ing a game of cards after dinner, at one corner of
the kitchen table. The camera swings between the

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022 68



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

two characters and slowly hovers around the two
faces, which move closer and closer together (Fig-
ure 5). The shot closes in slowly, as if the camera
were breaking into the intimacy of their private
den. Within the frame, a mutual understanding
develops between the two characters, as if play-
ing the game, exchanging the cards, constituted a
meeting point between two generations, connect-
ing two different eras.

There are various elements that mark the
importance of this scene. The kitchen, a ritual
space of caring, offers an opportunity to repair
the bonds that were broken, while the attitude
adopted by the two women suggests a familiari-
ty regained. On one side, the daughter hesitates,
makes a mistake, forgetting the rules of the game.
On the other, the mother instructs her, guides her,
corrects her plays. The mother is signified in her
reactions, marked by a wry familiarity, while her
eyes shine with a childlike tenderness. The most
revealing elements are the facial expressions, the
intensity of the gazes, and the shifting move-
ments of the four hands that hold the cards. A
communicative context is created between them
that is also choreographic, raising the possibility
of re-establishing a connection that was cut off
years before. The cards serve as a metaphor for
this connection, linking it to tradition, to ancestral
knowledge and folk wisdom. The cards are like
ancient proverbs, like that oral literature whose
authorship belongs to the voices of the people,
living and dead, who have preserved their mem-
ory over the course of time. The card game is the
bridge to a lost past, or at least to the empty plain
where that past once existed.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO A RURAL FILM GENRE

In 1990, in the final chapter to The Woman at the
Keyhole, Judith Mayne concluded that “contempo-
rary feminism has been obsessed with the exca-
vation of a space, an area, somehow prior to and
therefore potentially resistant to the realm of the
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patriarchal symbolic” (Mayne, 1990: 202). More
than thirty years have passed since Mayne wrote
those words, yet the archaeology of landscapes
continues to constitute the keynote of a particular
kind of films made by women which, in the Span-
ish context, converges with a rural film genre.
It is a trend that was first consolidated with The
Sky Turns, the 2004 documentary that follows
Mercedes Alvarez’s return to the village of her
ancestors, a place with only fourteen inhabitants
lost on the mists of the Castilian high plains. This
personal journey introduces a film that digs into
the past and exhumes the dead buried beneath
the landscape. It speaks to us of the ghosts who
light up the windows of an abandoned mansion
and of the bones of the peasants crowded into a
weed-infested cemetery; it is a descent in time
that takes us all the way back to the fossils of the
dinosaur graves of a paleontological excavation.

The obsession with a prior world described
by Judith Mayne is articulated in The Sky Turns
around the signs of what has vanished. The film
begins with a painting hanging in the studio of the
painter Pello Azketa, showing two children look-
ing along a lakeshore for something that has been
swallowed up by the water or that is perhaps about
toriseuptothe surface. Azketa's painting connects
with other images from recent Spanish films, such
as the beginning of Fire Will Come (O que arde, Ol-
iver Laxe, 2019), where a camera moves mysteri-
ously along the ground, showing the trunks of a
forest of eucalyptus trees that seems to be disap-
pearing into the night as a bulldozer cuts a fire-
break through the woods. What do the films The
Sky Turns and Fire Will Come, made fifteen years
apart, have in common? Among other things, both
are the products of a similar impulse of two film-
makers who decided to go and film the villages
where their grandparents had lived, in one case in
the Castilian province of Soria and in the other in
the Galician region of Los Ancares. Both films are
set in a deserted space with a family history that is
brought back to life on the screen.
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The theme of the return to the place of one’s
origins heralds a trend that has characterised sev-
eral Spanish films of the past few years. Most of
these films have been directed by women, and
most are notable for their visions of the rural
feminine, which could be described as shaped by
the characteristics of each region. In some cases,
this return gives rise to fantastical encounters, as
in Thirty Souls (Trinta lumes, 2018), where Diana
Toucedo takes usinto the lower woodlands of Gali-
cia, filled with ferns and moss, invoking myths of
the feminine associated with nature, such as the
enchanted moura. In other cases, a more realist
approach is taken, such as in the domestic po-
trait of the seamstress played by Lola Duefias in
Journey to a Mother’s Room (Viaje al cuarto de una
madre, 2018), the first work by Sevillian filmmak-
er Celia Rico Clavellino, shot in her hometown of
Constantina. “It is no mere coincidence that the
protagonist is a dressmaker like my mother. For
me there will always be a relationship between
motherhood and sewing, which is something I see
as a task of dressing and protecting absent bodies,’
explains Rico Clavellino in an interview with the
newspaper El Cultural (Sardd, 2018). In this con-
text, she takes a delicate approach to capture the
everyday movements of her protagonist, associat-
ed with the act of sewing, but also with motherly
care; gestures, in short, that are infused with the
tradition of multiple generations of women who
have passed the baton from one to the next in the
heart of the family home.

All of these ideas resonate in Facing the Wind, a
film that follows this same trend, taking a position
at an intermediate point between the evocation
of ancient myths in Thirty Souls and the domes-
ticity of Journey to a Mother’s Room. Like Alvarez,
Toucedo, Rico Clavellino and Laxe, Meritxell Colell
returns to the land of her ancestors, to a house that
is filled with autobiographical echoes, thanks to the
cinema. There she finds a formula in dance that en-
ables her to descend into that excavated space de-
scribed by Mayne, a world prior to the patriarchal
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symbolic: a realm of the feminine atavistic. Facing
the Wind meets all the criteria of Didi-Huberman'’s
concept of anachronism, locating the past in the
present in order to enter the orbit of certain femi-
nist discourses. It is, after all, a film without men, in
which four women in a family must learn how to
relate to one another again; to find, in the memory
of a space and the caress of the earth, the tools they
need to strengthen their bonds. B
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A DESCENT INTO THE ATAVISTIC FEMININE:
THE DANCES IN FACING THE WIND

UN DESCENSO A LO ATAVICO FEMENINO:
LAS DANZAS DE CON EL VIENTO

Abstract

In the context of the discourse related to the Empty Spain, there
is a clear trend in the so-called New Spanish Cinema of exploring
the idea of a return to the deserted rural landscape, to repopulate it
through images and, in this way, resurrect an ancestral memory that
has all but disappeared. It seems more than a mere coincidence that
since the release of Mercedes Alvarez’s The Sky Turns (El cielo gira,
2004), this movement has been led mainly by female filmmakers. In
the early 1990s, Judith Mayne argued that contemporary feminism
had become obsessed with the idea of excavating a space to uncover
a world that existed prior to the realm of the patriarchal symbolic.
This article is articulated around the analysis of a recent film, Me-
ritxell Colell’s Facing the Wind (2018), which, through the director’s
way of filming gestures, and specifically, dances, is able to evoke an

atavistic time of the rural feminine.
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“REMAIN CALM AND ELEGANT":
DARK GAMES, VULNERABILITY, AND
THE FEMALE BODY AS APLAYTHING
IN MOST BEAUTIFUL ISLAND

BEATRIZ PEREZ ZAPATA
VICTOR NAVARRO REMESAL

“WE ALL WISH YOU GOOD LUCK”:
INTRODUCTION

Two girls, Luciana and Olga, will alternate. The
guests have already made their bets. Two rounds,
one for each girl. Two minutes each round. Ladies,
what will be fun and different for us tonight is that
while one of you is in the coffin, the other will be
standing by, also sharing the risk. The guests and
[ already agreed earlier that the spider on the girl
in the coffin must maintain skin contact for the
full round. If it wanders off the skin it will be the
second girl’s task to be brave enough to guide it
back with the help of a stick. But your presence
might affect the spider’s reactions. You must work
well together. We all wish you good luck. At least
some of us do. Walk to the coffin and remove your
clothes. Remain calm and elegant as you lay inside
face down. Our guests are here to look at you.
Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017) nar-
rates the story of Luciana, an illegal immigrant
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from Spain, and a small group of other illegal fe-
male immigrants in New York. The film portrays
their struggle as undocumented women, their ac-
ceptance of menial jobs and ultimately of a well-
paid and more dangerous job: accepting to work
at a mysterious party, they become the objects of
a dark game and put their lives at risk. Some of
these women accept the offer aware of the poten-
tial consequences, others (like Luciana) are tricked
by Olga, one of the immigrants and Luciana’s only
friend, with the promise of a generous wage for
an easy and innocent job. At the party, located
in a hidden basement of an industrial area, these
women are numbered and guests place bets on
them. It is only with Luciana’s and Olga’s turn to
go into the game room that the game is revealed:
they are placed naked in open glass coffins where
they must keep skin contact for two full minutes
with two venomous spiders. The hostess, Vanessa,
does not specify what would happen should they
lose, but the outcomes are limited: perform as ex-
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pected and get paid, break under the pressure and
possibly be replaced (as happens to Olga), or die (as
happens to Alina, who goes into the game room
before Luciana and Olga).

This article analyses how Most Beautiful Island
uses the conventions of horror films, and in par-
ticular of “death games” and dark play fictions, to
expose the vulnerability of these migrant wom-
en, their (in)visibility, and how easily disposable
they are. For this purpose, the article will draw
from theories of vulnerability, seeing and looking,
and play theory, in particular the tropes of “the
most dangerous game’, a type of narrative that
plays with the polysemy of the word “game”, as
an activity related to fun and as wild animals to
be hunted, to present a scenario where powerful
people prey on others for sport and fun. Through
these theoretical frameworks and detailed filmic
analysis, this article argues that Most Beautiful Is-
land is filled with nuances and ambiguities in the
implication of some of these women in the game
and their sense of agency, and thus plays with
the aesthetics and narratives of denunciation and
enunciation: it shows how contemporary societies
use and abuse illegal immigrants, the paradoxes
of the latter’s invisibility and hypervisibility, and
the ways in which these women may take action
within their limited chances. For this purpose,
this article starts with the exploration of vulnera-
bility and exposure of illegal immigrants in a cos-
mopolitan setting, to then move on to the study
of the power dynamics in the acts of looking and
playing, and lastly study the theoretical aspects of
dark play and their discourses in the film.

“SOMETIMES | THINK 1 COULD END

UP HOMELESS ON THE STREET”:
VULNERABILITY AND PRECARITY IN THE
BIG APPLE

The opening sequence of Most Beautiful Island fol-
lows seven women, the last of whom is Luciana,
its protagonist. Some of these women will appear
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Failed cosmopolitan dreams.
Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017)

at the party, others will not. Asensio explains that
she shot this scene at the end, as “an introduction
to the city and these invisible women” (Zorril-
la, 2018). Indeed, these women appear in transit
alongside other inhabitants of New York, but the
diegetic sound of the daily rhythms and voices
of the city merges with a non-diegetic disturbing
noise: these women are drowned by the multitude
and anonymity that the city provides. Yet, the film
provides an uncanny visibilisation: the close-ups
are almost invasive and seem to replicate a moni-
toring process, thus unveiling how these subjects
are simultaneously invisibilised and subjected to
persecution.

The film does not explicitly comment on ille-
gal migration and it does not include immigrants
from Central and South America. Similarly, it
does not inform viewers of the reasons why these
women are staying illegally in the US, except for
brief excerpts of Luciana’s and Olga’s stories. Luci-
ana has run away from her traumatic memories:
a phone call with her mother back in Spain im-
plies the accidental death of Luciana’s daughter
and she belatedly displays symptoms of trauma
such as nightmares, shortness of breath, and pan-
ic attacks. Unable to cope with such loss, Luciana
stays away. Olga came from Russia to fulfil her
aspirations of a modelling career. Stranded with-
out families and connections, these women form
a strange transnational community that deals
with loss, both in terms of Luciana’s grief for her
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Invasive gaze and power. Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017)

daughter and of the overall tragic displacement
that their migratory status implies. The latter is
recurrently portrayed in transnational cinema
(Ezra and Rowden, 2006: 7), alongside other key
aspects of cosmopolitan cinema, namely questions
of dignity and displacement (Rovisco, 2012: 154).
Most Beautiful Island plays with cosmopolitan
aspirations but does not focus on the journey or
backstory of the characters, which is common in
stories of migrancy and refuge and instead ad-
dresses survival through dark play and constructs
a narrative around chance that is opposed to the
nefarious discourse of endless opportunities and
building one’s own luck in New York. At one point
in the film, Luciana claims to be, in fact, “tired of
the possibilities” and her precariousness. It is then
that Olga offers Luciana to cover for her working
at a party, for which she will be paid $2,000—al-
though as we soon discover this is a ruse to force
women to play in the game at the party, with Olga
most likely earning more for her role as supplier.
Luciana and Olga, alongside the other women
that knowingly or unknowingly accept to work at
the party, are depicted as subjects with nothing to
lose: they accept the risk of losing their lives in or-
der to survive within the circuits of precarity and
invisibility and make themselves easily disposable
and untraceable. The film directly deals then with
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vulnerability, precarity, and grievabili-
ty as theorised by Butler (2004, 2009):
these women, these others, are not ac-
knowledged by the society they inhabit
and it does not matter whether they
live or die. The film's denunciatory
discourse on illegal migration is thus
constructed around precariousness
and how “one’s life is always in some
sense in the hands of the other” (Butler,
2009:14), and discloses it in a rather lit-
eral form by depicting how privileged
subjects play with destitute others and
how precarity becomes a spectacle, an
entertainment of the rich. Therefore,
the following sections study how the film plays
with looking, being looked at and recognition, and
with dark games, laying bare the reification and
dehumanisation of immigrants.

“OUR GUESTS ARE HERE TO LOOK AT
YOU”: THE POWER TO LOOK AND DENIED
RECOGNITION

Asensio statesthat her authorial intention in Most
Beautiful Island was to widen the way people look
at—and think about—migration in the US (Zorrilla,
2018) to move beyond systemic and stereotyped
assumptions. She acknowledges the shared dislo-
cation and isolation of immigrants, who she sees
as lacking familial and cultural referents to nav-
igate a hostile environment (Zorrilla, 2018), and
through specific genre conventions and poignant
use of framing, close-ups, and extreme close-ups,
the film (re)directs the gaze inside and outside the
screen.

The beginning of the film shows unfocused,
almost indistinguishable body parts to then re-
veal, in different levels of proximity, seven wom-
en who seem to be monitored. The first half of
the film then focuses on Luciana and Olga, who
at this time maintain conversations in close up,
with a hand-held camera and eyeline matching

75



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

THE GAME ROOM IN MOST BEAUTIFUL
ISLAND IS A SPACE FOR TORTURE. CAN
TORTURE AND GAMES COEXIST?

that parallel their attempt and sometimes resist-
ance at revealing their stories and vulnerabilities.
This use of camera work and emphasis on look-
ing and being looked at is emphasised once at the
party, where the women are placed in fixed spots
in a semicircle. At first, these women do not seem
to meet each other’s gaze, which could be inter-
preted as the mutual recognition of being in a vul-
nerable situation. In addition, the other women
cannot stand Luciana’s inquisitive gaze and dis-
course, which heightens an increasing anxiety
about being looked at.

When the guests arrive, the look turns vo-
yeuristic. Men and women move into the room
where they are asked to choose and bet on the
women and their survival or demise. The film
places these women as objects to be looked at and
played with, who must remain silent and thus
are not able to enunciate their selves. They must
follow a dress code and maintain a normative ap-
pearance, turning themselves “into an object of
vision: a sight”, as Berger (1972: 47) would put it.
Looking is an act of intimacy, meeting,
and power, and Asensio coveys this by
showing how privileged subjects play
with the wvulnerability and precari-
ousness of others and bring to the fore
questions of morality.

The moral implications of looking
have been explored in fiction films like
Tesis (Alejandro Amendbar, 1996) or
Funny Games (Michael Haneke, 1997)
and in documentaries like the duology
The Act of Killing (Joshua Oppenheim-
er, 2012) / The Look of Silence (Joshua
Oppenheimer, 2014). Discussing his
own remake of Funny Games, director
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Michael Haneke argued: “A film can do nothing,
but in the best case it can provoke so that some
viewer makes his own thoughts about his own
part in this international game of consuming vio-
lence, because it’s a big business” (Ebiri, 2019). But
is consuming violence (particularly in fiction) the
same as producing violence? Francois Truffaut fa-
mously argued that “violence is very ambiguous
in movies” and that “[e]very film about war ends
up being pro-war” (Siskel, 1973). Yet, portrayal is
not approval. Enunciation and focalisation strate-
gies are key to the act of watching a film, as well as
the abstract delineation of an intended audience
and the framing of genre.

The genre conventions of horror and thrillers,
which Most Beautiful Island builds on, demand that
the protagonists are put through an ordeal before
fighting back. The trope of the “final girl” is a hero-
ine and a responding aggressor (Staiger, 2015: 225)
that finally defeats evil. But slashers also usually
end with a rebuke of closure, which Staiger sees
as an interplay between masochism and sadism:
‘It may be a mise-en-scéne of desire, but it also
must be defended against. [...] Closure provides
sadistic gratification, but it also implies aggres-
sion and the end of the pleasures of masochism”
(Staiger, 2015: 225-226). Asensio’s film keeps us
close to Luciana and make us feel her pain, caused

Women as playthings? Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017)
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by the weight of the sight of the powerful that see
her as a plaything, which contrasts with how she
has been virtually invisible to everyone in the city
before arriving at the party.

Most Beautiful Island portrays women as play-
things and, therefore, draws attention to the cor-
relation of toys and acts of looking. Meredith Bak
(2020) studies the uses of optical toys in the 18th
and 19th centuries and how these were used to
train the sight in relation to a developing “right to
look” heavily based on class and race dynamics.
Asensio’s film illustrates how those economically
and socially in power buy their “right to look” at
unprivileged subjects. The ideologies of capitalism
are inevitably tied to colonialism and migration
and with today’s large scale displacements, West-
ern discourses train the sight to look at migrant
others as subjects of pity, abuse, and hate within
the schizophrenic narratives of “hospitality and
hostility” (Behdad, 2016: 294).

One of the most uncomfortable scenes in the
film occurs when the guests at the party assess
the women: first, because the camera is situated
behind Luciana thus showing the consuming, in-
vasive gaze of the guests and Luciana’s inability to
sustain their look; second, because neither specta-
tors nor some of the women know what is about
to happen; lastly, because this moment connects
through sound to the introductory scene of the
film in which the women are being monitored, as
well as with a previous scene in which Luciana is
having a bath and she lifts some duct tape on the
wall and an intrusion of cockroaches comes out
into the water—the vermin alluding to a common
trope used to describe immigrants (Anderson,
2017). This scene merges together those indica-
tors in the film that signal the dehumanisation,
animalisation, and objectification of immigrants.

Moreover, the gaze of the guests, as contextu-
alised in the game at the party and in opposition
to the women looking away, confirm that looking
always has an undercurrent of power, as Cous-
ins observes when discussing the 19th century
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human zoos, where “the unequal power rela-
tionship between looker and looked at was most
obvious” and “questions of the right, privilege, ad-
vantage or misconduct of searching have been in
play” thus “highlighting the relationship between
looking and advantage” (Cousins, 2017: 465). Most
Beautiful Island establishes a simile between the
female immigrants at the party and that of the
human zoo: the women have been gathered in a
place from which they cannot escape if they do
not go through with the games privileged people
play and where “the looker ha[s] the right to look
[and] the lookee ha[s] no right to deny the look”
(Cousins, 2017: 473). Centuries after the creation
of human zoos, contemporary discourses replay
the colonisation and containment of the bodies of
those considered as others.

THIS DARK PLAY IS NOT CRUEL BECAUSE
IT DECEIVES, BUT BECAUSE IT DEMANDS
VICTIMS. THE WOMEN’S CONTRIBUTION
IS THEIR SUFFERING. THE FILM
CONFRONTS US WITH A MANIFESTATION
OF THE IMPULSE FOR THE CRUELTY

OF THOSE WITH POWER THROUGH A
SPECIFIC DARK GAME

The lookers at the party remain voyeurs that
draw pleasure from the bodies and the suffering
of the female immigrants. The morality of looking
in Most Beautiful Island arises from the failed acts
of witnessing. Witnessing conveys responsibility
(Felman, 1992: 3) but the extent of our responsi-
bility towards others is difficult to delineate (But-
ler, 2009: 35) and, for Margalit, moral witnesses
should “be at personal risk” and share the suffer-
ing they witness (Margalit, 2004: 150). Asensio’s
film may not put us at such a risk but it draws the
viewers' attention to how little we see or know
of the lives of illegal immigrants and the darkest
undercurrents of power that play with those who
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are practically invisible and easily disposable.
These subjects may be seen, but not recognised, to
use Butler’'s arguments on vulnerability and pre-
carity and how “certain lives are perceived as lives
while others, though apparently living, fail to as-
sume perceptual form as such” (2009: 24). The
women in the film are denied recognition and are
only perceived by those looking at them as objects
to be played with. The following section explores
how Most Beautiful Island further constructs this
criticism through dark play and games and how
play may offer some potential for resistance.

“REMAIN CALM AND ELEGANT”: DARK
PLAY AND TORTURE

In Most Beautiful Island, we see vulnerable wom-
en being put through torture and the enablers of
that torture enjoying it as a game. To unpack the
implications of that scenario, we must look pre-
cisely at its structure as a game. First of all, we
must keep in mind that Most Beautiful Island pre-
sents us with a “fictional game”, that is, a game not
meant to be played but to be put within the story
to stoke conflict. Stefano Gualeni defines fiction-
al games as “playful activities and ludic artefacts
that were conceptualised to be part of fictional
worlds”. These games “were created as part of fic-
tional worlds and that are not possible—or at least
were not originally possible—to play in the actu-
al world” (Gualeni, 2021: 188). Quidditch in Har-
ry Potter, Holochess in Star Wars, or the game in
Quintet (Robert Altman, 1979) are examples of this.
Fictional games do not require a complete ruleset
but need to be clear and interesting enough to
structure a story that presents conflict and hard
choices. In this, they are akin to philosophical
thought experiments. At the same time, they are
still portrayed as games, and as such, they have to
fit within the nature of play and games. We might
not want to play them, but we need to understand
how they work to invest in the drama they artic-
ulate. Analysing them requires, then, a combina-
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tion of methodologies from both film studies and
play and game studies, as well as the philosophy
of play.

Bernard Suits, perhaps the first philosopher
to tackle the issue, described the act of playing
a game as “the voluntary attempt to overcome
unnecessary obstacles” (Suits, 1978: 10), which
he called the “lusory attitude” If we are forced to
play then play is not play anymore, games are not
games anymore. Sicart describes play as a wider
phenomenon, “a mode of being human” (Sicart,
2014:1). Bateman (2011) also links games and play
with mental modes and writes about imaginary
games. Following this, we can see games and play
as ways of reframing and reimagining our modes
of thinking, of isolating and reinterpreting our
predicaments. In Most Beautiful Island, Luciana
goes to the party and is forced to play while oth-
ers return voluntarily, but they do so out of des-
peration and knowing that their lives might be at
stake. They are socially and economically forced
to take part in the game, which would stop it from
being a game and make it be its opposite, work.

The traditional conceptualisations of play
leave out forms of the phenomenon like gambling,
which has consequences outside of itself, and
‘dark play”, which can be played against one or
more players’ will. The bets placed on the women
in Most Beautiful Island can be read through this
idea of dark play, intimately connected to ques-
tions of power. Aaron Trammell affirms that “play
itself is a power relationship” and “games are not
always safe and consensual” (Tramell, 2020: n.p.),
which is an important nuance that is often left out
of game and play studies, perhaps to set play and
games apart from more dangerous practices such
as gambling. Trammell remarks how “Huizinga [a
founding reference in the study of games] neglects
gambling in the entirety of Homo Ludens because
of its associations with the amoral connotations
that were associated with the activity at the time”
and “how Caillois [another key author in the field]
uses the term ‘corruption’ to discuss forms of play
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Luciana tortured by nightmares and Luciana tortured as object and plaything. Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017)

that he finds troubling or unpalatable” (Tramell,
2020: n.p.). Most Beautiful Island outlines these
darker aspects of play by establishing narratively
and aesthetically clear power relations and por-
traying the game in the film as undoubtedly trou-
bling and indeed corrupted.

Most Beautiful Island is part of the long tra-
dition of dark play in cinema. Dark play is a
common narrative device in films based around
games and play activities, chiefly because it adds
stakes to the story. If games can be abandoned at
any moment there is no conflict. Fictional games
such as Jumaniji, Zathura, or the VHS game in Be-
yond the Gates (Jackson Stewart, 2016) force their
players to keep on playing. Other movies present
a more extreme strategy with the trope of “death
games”, where participants are forced to play to
save their own lives. These gladiatorial imaginary
games were popularized by Battle Royale (Kinji
Fukasaku, 2000) and are at the centre of The Hun-
ger Games saga (The Hunger Games [Gary Ross,
2012], The Hunger Games: Catching Fire [Francis
Lawrence, 2013], The Hunger Games: Mockingjay,
Part 1 [Francis Lawrence, 2014], and The Hun-
ger Games: Mockingjay, Part 2 [Francis Lawrence,
2015)), Gamer (Mark Neveldine and Brian Taylor,
2009), Gantz (Shinsuke Sato, 2010), or Guns Akim-
bo (Jason Howden, 2019), to name a few. Howev-
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er, they date back to the early 20th century: the
aforementioned “The Most Dangerous Game”, a
short story published by Richard Connell in 1924,
deals with an aristocrat hunting humans for
sport. It has been adapted more or less flexibly nu-
merous times, from The Most Dangerous Game (Ir-
ving Pichel and Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1932) to The
Running Man (Paul Michael Glaser, 1987). Lastly,
a more direct approach to dark play and torture
is pictured in movies where characters are kid-
napped and made to play macabre games for the
pleasure of others who might or might not have
a stake, financial or otherwise, in their result. It
is the case of Funny Games, the game-prisons of
Saw (James Wan, 2004), or Escape Room (Adam
Robitel, 2019).

If, as Shamir (2016) defends, cinema can do phi-
losophy not by illustrating philosophical thought
but by manifesting philosophical problems as ex-
periences, we can argue that dark play fictions are
comparable to lived experiences of abstract thought
experiments. In this way, fictional games are a
perfect vehicle to explore dark play in and beyond
its structures. First, dark play requires an imbal-
ance in communication and information. Lin-
deroth and Mortensen summarize the discussion
of dark play through Richard Schechner’s theo-
ries about performance studies, for whom dark
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play is “a concept for situations in which not all
players are aware of the fact they are taking part
in an activity that for others is playful—in other
words, actions and utterances are not literal or
true” (Linderoth and Mortensen, 2015: 108). These
authors continue to discuss Schechner alongside
“Bateson’s (1972) concept of metacommunicative
cues [...] to understand something is play” to end
with Schechner’s definition of dark play as “the
subversion of these meta-cues that tell us actions
and utterances are supposed to be understood as
playful” (Linderoth and Mortensen, 2015: 108).
Dark play is, thus, “a form of deception closely re-
lated to what Sutton-Smith labelled as “cruel play”
(Sutton-Smith, 1997: 108). Until Luciana enters
the game room, she is kept in the dark, and even
then the rules are explained to the gamblers, and
not for her sake.

The game room in Most Beautiful Island is a
space for torture. Can torture and games coexist?
Vertigo and suffering are constitutive elements
of play (Mortensen and Navarro-Remesal, 2018),
and dark variants of play should not be exclud-
ed for the sake of defending our object. Trammell
goes even further and adds that “even in the most
innocent and pleasurable acts of play, we subtly
discipline those around us to engage in unspoken
rules” (2020). In fact, Trammell argues that “tor-
ture is play, and it reveals a good deal about how
play works to subjugate and discipline people”
(Tramell, 2020: n.p.). To illustrate his argument,
he focuses on BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and

THE WHOLE DISCOURSE OF THE MOVIE
HINGES ON THIS AMBIGUOUS ACT OF
BRAVERY: BY TOYING WITH THE RULES
AND “GAMING THE GAME”, LUCIANA
BECOMES MORE THAN A PLAYTHING. SHE
IS STILL A FORCED PLAYER AND A VICTIM
OF TORTURE, BUT NOW SHE IS ALSO AN
ACTIVE AGENT
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People of Colour) experiences and torture-based
games such as Hide the Switch and criticizes the
focus on voluntariness as a “White European tra-
dition”. Trammell thus claims that “by defining
play only through its pleasurable connotations,
the term holds an epistemic bias towards people
with access to the conditions of leisure. Indeed,
torture helps to paint a more complete picture
where the most heinous potentials of play are
addressed alongside the most pleasant, yet in
so doing the trauma of slavery is remembered”.
Therefore, Trammell concludes, it is necessary to
analyse “the more insidious ways that play func-
tions as a tool of subjugation”. This subjugation is
visible in the fictional game of Most Beautiful Is-
land: the women being used might not be granted
recognition and be used as objects, but their suf-
fering is key to the gamblers’ enjoyment. There
would be no game without their subjugation.
Torture and discipline are potential parts of
play, but thinking of them as constitutive ele-
ments of it shifts the analysis from potential to
ontology. Play and games should not be seen as
a single phenomenon or object, but a set of in-
terconnected phenomena, activities, and con-
ceptual objects. Mary Midgley argues against
Wittgenstein's use of “family resemblance” to
tie all games together: “to form a family is quite a
different thing from having a family resemblance.
[..] A family is a functional group with a con-
centric structure, a centre, and well understood
rules governing the claims of outlying member”
(Midgley, 1974: 232). For Midgley, there’s an “un-
derlying unity” in games linked to motivations:
“Until we understand the reasons for playing, I
do not think we understand the bindingness of
the rules” (Midgley, 1974: 236). Understanding
play and games is a matter of understanding the
needs at play. Bateman follows from Midgley:
‘It is because games meet human needs [...] that
we can identify what constitutes a game. Those
needs that a game meets are precisely what is in-
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volved in understanding what the concept ‘game’
must mean” (2011: 19).

If wetakethisback to Trammell's arguments, it
follows that play, or at least dark play, aims to ful-
fil a human impulse for cruelty. Trammell writes
that “[pllay reduces humans to objects because
play is violent” (2020). We do not need to fully
agree with his premises to see the latent darkness
at the heart of play and its potential for trans-
gressive experiences and aesthetics (Mortensen
and Jorgensen, 2020). Not that these power plays
have been completely ignored historically: even
before Schechner, Sutton-Smith, and Goffman
(1974), who wrote about “fabrications”, or activi-
ties where not all participants are aware of what
is going on, Plutarch referenced in his Moralia
(100 AD) an aphorism of philosopher Bion of Bo-
rysthenes: “Though boys throw stones at frogs in
sport, the frogs do not die in sport but in earnest”
(Plutarch, 1898). Play can and does turn people into
objects, into playthings. The fact that the women
in Most Beautiful Island must remain naked and
still emphasizes their social transformation into
playthings, more specifically of their bodies. The
film presents the female body as a plaything for
the rich and powerful. It is not as much about de-
ceiving participants, as in traditional definitions
of dark play. Some forms of dark play, as the one
imagined in this film, do not even consider partic-
ipants to be agents. This dark play is not cruel be-
cause it deceives, but because it demands victims.
The women'’s contribution is their suffering. The
film confronts us with a manifestation of the im-
pulse for the cruelty of those with power through
a specific dark game.

“THE GUESTS HAVE ALREADY MADE THEIR
BETS”: GAMBLING ON VULNERABLE LIVES

Like many dark fictional games, Most Beautiful
Island presents spectators betting on the result of
the game. A conceptual separation has been tradi-
tionally established between games and gambling,
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perhaps to protect games from questionable social
phenomena. In his “game diagram”, Juul (2003)
proposes an inner circle of “games”, an outer circle
of “borderline cases” and an outside part of both
circles of “not games”. It is in the second one where
we can find “skill-based gambling”, “chance-based
gambling” and “games of pure chance” We argue
that the distinctions are not as clear-cut as they
are normally presented to be. The study of games,
as the study of any complex object or field, has de-
manded conceptual clarity, sometimes sacrificing
the ambiguity and nuances that a philosophical
analysis always reveals. Moreover, the distinction
is also problematic from a legal point of view, as
the debates on the regulation of in-game loot box-
es have shown. Derevensky and Griffiths (2019:
634) argue that there “has been concern that the
structural boundaries between gaming and gam-
bling have in some cases become blurred’, citing
lottery products, social casino games, loot boxes,
and esports are examples of convergence. They
compare gaming and gambling like this:

The terms “gambling” and “gaming” are frequently

used synonymously—particularly by those work-

ing in the gambling industry—. Gambling involves
wagering money or something of value on an
event with an uncertain outcome. Gambling typi-
cally comprises three elements: consideration (an
amount of money or something of financial value
wagered), risk (in the form of chance events), and

a prize (typically money but may simply be some-

thing of financial value). [...] In the context of gam-

bling games, agon [competition] and alea [chance]
are crucial in that they offer a combination of skill,

chance, and luck (Derevensky and Griffiths, 2019:

633).

The game played in Most Beautiful Island in-
volves consideration and prizes, therefore it is
gambling, but who exactly isin control and what is
the risk exactly? This is not a game of pure chance,
since the women in the coffin need to perform a
task—in this case, to remain motionless, to not do
anything—. Vanessa seems to frame the game as a
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struggle with fate: “we make our own luck”. Con-
trolling one’s panic and flight mechanisms may be
the main skill at play. This is a dark and extreme
variant of sports betting, where gamblers predict
the results of a game and wager money on them.
Following this scenario, the girls would be per-
formers. Even more, paid performers. Gamblers
are betting on their outcomes and could be argued
to have a base on which to place their bets (i. e.,
the girl’s perceived emotional state). However, the
actions of the spider remain outside of the con-
trol of both the gamblers and the girls, and even
the type of spider is kept a secret until the girls’
purses are open. It is a game of great uncertainty
and great risk, and thus of great spectator vertigo.
As the gamemaster tells her audience, “our lives
hang by a delicate thread and sometimes we can
pull on that thread. It is so exciting, isn't it?”

The women are being forced to play by their
captors, with whom they established an agree-
ment based on incomplete information and thus,
deception, but we can consider them players of a
dark game nonetheless. We have a gamemaster,
a set of gamblers that are at the same time verti-
go-seeking spectators, and a perverse version of
players. The girls do not meet the basic require-
ment of voluntariness, but would the activity’s
consideration as a game be any different if they
did? And what, then, of the repeaters and the
enablers, as Olga? Given that they are paid for
their performance, and that at least Luciana bad-
ly needs the money, there is a clear reflection on
class and financial power in this game. As in oth-
er variants of The Most Dangerous Game, those in
control of society play with the dispossessed as
their own toys. What those in power play for the
thrills is risky labour for the poor.

Up to this point, the film lays bare the com-
plexities and nuances of play and games in situ-
ations of extreme inequality, which are further
muddled by Luciana’s performance in the game
room. After she survives her round and sees Olga
struggling in hers, Luciana steps in and takes Ol-
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ga’'s spider in her hand, keeping skin contact. The
whole discourse of the movie hinges on this am-
biguous act of bravery: by toying with the rules
and “gaming the game”, Luciana becomes more
than a plaything. She is still a forced player and
a victim of torture, but now she is also an active
agent. She goes beyond what the rules demand
of her and wins the game. Does she do it to re-
bel against the game organisers and gamblers?
Does she do it out of compassion for Olga? Is she
motivated by money? The movie remains am-
biguous, but the result is clear: the gamemaster
announces that they have found a replacement
for Olga and gives Luciana her contact. The fi-
nal scene is also ambiguous, but it shows Luciana
perhaps enjoying her first moment of control in
the whole movie: she orders ice cream from an
ice cream cart and eats it slowly, to walk off mo-
ments later into the city, with a sign in the frame
showing an apple that reads “Big Big Dreams”.
New York has strangely become a land of dark
and cruel possibilities.

“IT IS SO EXCITING, ISN'T IT?”:
CONCLUSION

Our mediatic and mediated world continuously
brings to the fore images of precarity and migran-
cy, often to a point of exhaustion that leaves no
room for reflection. Films such as Most Beautiful
Island, in its carefully crafted use of dark play and
conventions of masochistic horror and its met-
aphoric readings of the use and abuse of others,
may prompt a more complex consideration of the
frightful situations that illegal migrants face. Plac-
ing us as uncomfortable spectators, Asensio’s film
does not make us complicit but rather compels us
to evaluate the lack of recognition of otherness
within the tortuous circuits of precarity and invis-
ibility. As spectators, we watch the whole process
that brings Luciana to the game room in excruci-
ating detail, almost in real time. Our knowledge is
limited to what she knows since hers is the only
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point of view available to us. During the game,
the gamblers/spectators remain mysterious and
out of our reach, nameless faces enjoying the
women'’s suffering. But it could be argued that we
are as invested in the outcome as much, or even
more. Thus, the film’'s centrality on the interrelat-
edness of dark games and looking highlights how,
in Cousins’ words, “[t]he response to the power of
looking should not be to reject it. The alternative
to rejection is evaluation” (Cousins, 2017: 393).

Evaluating looking, then, may help us explore
questions of privilege, power, and morality. The
film denounces unequal relationships of power
in contemporary times and the fictional game al-
lows for the inquiry into the possibilities for ac-
tion and enunciation, with Luciana turning her-
self from object into subject. Luciana’s behaviour
in the game room, her implication and defiance
in her act of survival and ambiguous solidarity
with Olga, makes her an active subject that seems
ready to accept the fiendish rules that would allow
her to continue to take her chances and exhaust
the limited possibilities of a truncated American
dream. As is the case with slashers, Most Beautiful
Island lacks clear closure: Luciana does not destroy
the system that operates the game room, but wins
power within it, enough to keep on surviving. As
‘cinematic philosophy” (Shamir, 2016), Most Beau-
tiful Island makes us experience inequality, pow-
erlessness, subjugation, and appropriation of the
game rules. The script, camerawork, and editing
of Most Beautiful Island makes strong use of fo-
calisation to make us feel the power of look while
keeping us close to those with no right to exert
it. Its fictional dark game is not only an abstract
commentary on the way the rich and powerful
play with vulnerable lives, but also an exercise
of cinematic philosophy on being put through a
cruel and disorienting transformation into a play-
thing that fights back for the control of their very
existence.

Asensio, as a Spanish creator operating in the
US, exhibits the potential of a transnational cine-
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ma of the immigrant that tackles the difficulties
of female subjectivity and illegal migrants in dan-
gerous cosmopolitan settings. It makes us watch
the ordeal of its protagonist to invite us to reflect
on the right of these subjects to look and to be
seen. The owners of the world might look at their
pain in sport, but we experience their suffering in
earnest. B
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“REMAIN CALM AND ELEGANT”: DARK GAMES,
VULNERABILITY, AND THE FEMALE BODY AS A
PLAYTHING IN MOST BEAUTIFUL ISLAND

Abstract

Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017) portrays the struggle of Luci-
ana, a Spanish illegal immigrant in New York. The film centres on Lu-
ciana’s acceptance of a suspicious yet well-paid job working at a party
in place of her friend Olga, another illegal immigrant. At the party, she
will become the object of bets and the plaything of a dark game. This
article explores how Most Beautiful Island, a film made by a Spanish
filmmaker in the US, uses narrative and aesthetic devices and discours-
es to explain the migratory experience of a particular group of women
whose lives end up rather literally in the hands of the powerful. For
this purpose, the article first studies vulnerability and precarity and the
power of looking and the failures of witnessing, to then examine the
discourses and conventions of dark play, particularly in fictional dark
games in film, and how the film lays bare the torture and sadism of
power relations. Thus, the aim is to lay bare the strategies of denunci-
ation, enunciation, and resistance that Most Beautiful Island constructs

around the invisibility and powerlessness of precarious subjects.
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«PERMANECED TRANQUILAS Y ELEGANTES»:
JUEGOS OSCUROS, VULNERABILIDAD Y EL
CUERPO FEMENINO COMO OBJETO DE JUEGO
EN MOST BEAUTIFUL ISLAND

Resumen

Most Beautiful Island (Ana Asensio, 2017) muestra las dificultades a
las que se enfrenta Luciana, un inmigrante ilegal de origen espariol
en Nueva York. La pelicula se centra en céomo Luciana acepta una
oferta de un trabajo bien pagado, aunque un tanto sospechoso, para
una fiesta sustituyendo a su amiga Olga, otra inmigrante ilegal. En
dicha fiesta, Luciana se convertira en el objeto de apuestas y en el
juguete de un juego oscuro. Este articulo explora como Most Beautiful
Island, el filme de una directora espanola residente en Estados Uni-
dos, utiliza recursos y discursos narrativos y estéticos para explicar la
experiencia migratoria de un grupo especifico de mujeres cuyas vidas
acaban estando, de manera casi literal, en las manos de personas con
poder. Para ello, este articulo estudia primero los conceptos de vul-
nerabilidad y precariedad, el poder de la mirada y como ser testigos
de ciertos actos resulta insuficiente para continuar con el andlisis de
los discursos y convenciones de el juego oscuro, en especial los juegos
oscuros ficcionales en el cine, y cémo la pelicula hace evidentes la
tortura y el sadismo implicitos en las relaciones de poder. As{ pues,
el propodsito es demostrar las estrategias de denuncia, enunciacion y
resistencia que Most Beautiful Island construye en torno a la invisibi-

lidad e indefensién de aquellos sujetos precarios.
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DISCOURSE AND STYLE:
ICIAR BOLLAIN’S GAZE IN

EVEN THE RAIN

ERNESTO TABORDA-HERNANDEZ
FRANCISCO JAVIER MIRANDA GARCIA

INTRODUCTION

Images of the street, in an arid and barren place,
a man looks with interest out a car window at a
long line of Indigenous people. As he gets out of
the car, he tries to make out the end of the line,
but he cannot see it. A lot of applicants have come
in response to the casting call. The crowd of peo-
ple is huge. Costa approaches Sebastian, the man
who just arrived in the car, and tells him off for
making it an open casting call with no audition
limit. So begins Even the Rain (También la lluvia,
2010), Iciar Bollain’s fifth film and the first with
male protagonists. Her ten feature films to date
have one thing in common: regardless of the gen-
der of the main characters, they all deal with pro-
blems of inequality and social injustice.

Her second film begins in a similar way, with
a desolate road in the middle of a desert, where
someone watches from a car, only this time it is at
a group of women of different ages and nationa-
lities, most of them Latin American, who are wal-
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king towards a village deep in Spain’s rural heart-
land, with the aim of meeting single men. Flowers
from Another World (Flores de otro mundo, 1999)
tells a story already told many times before, about
immigration in rural Spain and the complicated
nature of relationships, with the distinction that
on this occasion the director does it with her own
gaze, which is fresh, powerful, even-handed, and
complex, breaking with the stereotypes of fema-
le characters and the role they have traditionally
been given in Spanish films. The story is told from
the point of view of the four female protagonists:
a Dominican, a Cuban and a Spaniard who are
looking for a partner in a village in rural Spain,
and the mother of one of the men in the village,
who is wary of the mestizo Dominican, fearing
that she will take advantage of her son.

In the film Hello, Are You Alone? (;Hola, estas
sola?, 1995), Bollain tells the story of two young
women looking for their place in the world. The
female protagonists of this film are independent:
they are not the girlfriends, lovers or friends of
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male protagonists; in other words, they carry
their own dramatic weight. Asthe director remar-
ks, the story revolves around the desires, frustra-
tions, sorrows and camaraderie of these women:
To my surprise and joy, because I wasn't looking for
it, the adventures of Trini and Nina were praised
by women scholars who study the image of women
in film, or better still, of the voice of women in film.
I had made a “women’s” film (Bollain, 2003a: 84).
This gaze, which she began to develop in her
first two films, was consolidated in Take My Eyes
(Te doy mis ojos, 2003), where violence perpetra-
ted by men in couples is portrayed in a straight
and open way, without laying blame, but showing
the victims and their points of view and trying to
humanise the circumstances. As a result of this
perspective, the night of 31 January 2004 was a
milestone in the history of Spanish cinema, as for
the first time a film made by a woman swept the
Goya Awards, winning Best Director, Best Film
and Best Original Screenplay. The film won a to-
tal of seven awards out of nine nominations. Bo-
llain’s innovative approach to filmmaking earned
her these awards over other directors of the sta-
ture of Cesc Gay and Isabel Coixet, who were in
running with the acclaimed films In the City (En la
ciudad, 2003) and My Life Without Me (Mi vida sin
mi, 2003), respectively. It is worth noting that two
years later, Coixet had the privilege of winning the
same trio of awards as Iciar with her film The Se-
cret Life of Words (La vida secreta de las palabras,
2005). This recognition clearly reflected a highly
original and unquestionably positive approach
that is still evident in Spanish filmmaking today.
Bollain’s filmography eludes the emblematic
labels that have become so necessary but are often
unfair. She herself has pointed out that nobody
describes directors with reference to their gender,
social status, religious affiliation, sexual preferen-
ce or personality, so why label her films and those
made by other women directors as “women’s cine-
ma “? In filmmaking, a director’s particular gaze is
reflected in the fact that they are people and ar-
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tists who have things to say about their point of
view, their perspective, their idea of the world and
of life, and that is what distinguishes their work. It
is not women'’s cinema, or female cinema; it is ne-
cessary, unique cinema, which is just as important
(or even more important these days), because itisa
gaze that we have regrettably forgotten.

The director herself offers a reflection that
underscores this idea:

It is the need to speak, in front, behind, above and

below, to speak with our voice, not only about wo-

men, but about men, about children, about his-
tory, about the present and about the future. To
speak with our voice, whatever it may be, because
otherwise we are not there. To speak with humour,
with drama, with irony, with rage, but to speak, to
be there, to be, because a film’s story, plot or action
is not determined without female characters as it
so often was before: it is the story of societies, it is
our story that must be told with every voice possi-

ble (Bollain, 2003a: 86).

Diaz suggests that the term “women’s cinema”
has a pejorative connotation, as it means diffe-
rentiating between films made by men and films
made by women and discriminating against the
work of the latter (Diaz, 2016: 4). She concludes,
quoting Castejon (2010), that “men’s cinema” has
never existed, and therefore the differentiation is
unnecessary and erroneous.

Even the Rain explores the conflict represen-
ted by the European invasion of the Americas,
reflected in a contemporary dispute over water
and a public battle to prevent the privatisation of
the utility, expressed through the structural devi-
ce of a film within a film (metacinema). The film
tells the story of a film crew made up of Spaniards
and Latin Americans who arrive in Bolivia in the
year 2000 to shoot a film about Columbus and the
Spanish colonisation of the Americas. In that year,
Bolivia was facing a severe economic crisis that
led the government to attempt to privatise the
country’s water supply. The intense public out-
cry against this measure brought the country to
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a standstill and the government imposed martial
law to prevent further unrest. In Even the Rain,
the film crew suffers the consequences of this si-
tuation, because Daniel (the Indigenous actor cast
in the lead role in the film within the film) and
the extras are all involved in a conflict that holds
up production and ultimately forces the crew to
leave. The purpose of this article is to analyse
Iciar Bollain's discourse in order to identify how
her gaze and her style are expressed in this film,
which is a rarity in her filmography because it
is her first picture with male rather than fema-
le protagonists. The article also explores whether
this distinction has a significant impact on her au-
teurial discourse and her filmmaking style.

A FOCUSED GAZE

The references in Iciar Bollain’s films are very
clear, beginning with the influence of Ken Loach
and the social realist filmmaking cultivated by
both the British director and Bollain’s screenwri-
ter husband, Paul Laverty, who has contributed as
a writer on around ten of Loach’s films and four
of his wife's. It is the brand of realism as a move-
ment for which Sanchez Noriega coined the term
“‘realism of authenticity” (Sdnchez Noriega, 2021:
154), focusing on how people operate, how they
think and feel, with the virtue of tackling very
different stories in terms of subject matter with a
recognisable perspective and style. All these qua-
lities, among many others, define Bollain’s skill as
an auteur. As she herself describes it, “I like to un-
derstand what I know and to know what others
think and feel... to be told a story I don't know as if
I had lived it myself or from a new point of view”
(Bollain, 2003b: 91).

The gaze and the point of view are two of the
basic principles available to the filmmaker, as Cas-
tellani (1996) suggests. The gaze is specific to the
director and is comprises the basic characteristics
of her personality, background, references, etc.
The point of view, on the other hand, is establi-
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THE IMPORTANCE OF BOLLAIN’S STYLE IS
DUE NOT TO HER GENDER BUT TO HER
TALENT, BECAUSE SHE APPROACHES THE
WORLD FROM HER OWN PERSONAL,
UNIQUE POINT OF VIEW, AND BECAUSE
SHE HAS A DIVERSE RANGE OF STORIES
TO TELL, INHER ROLE AS BOTH A
SCREENWRITER AND A DIRECTOR,

AS WELL AS IN HER COMPREHENSIVE
APPROACH TO HER FILMS, WHEREBY
SHE OVERSEES EVERY SINGLE STAGE OF
PRODUCTION

shed through one or more characters, or it is ex-
ternal, acting as a direct observer (Aumont and
Marie, 1990).

The question of the director’s gender is not es-
pecially decisive provided that the professionals
behind the camera can tell a story from within,
seeking to express certain ideas that invite the
spectator to reflect on aspects that go far beyond
what we see on screen. The gaze of each director
is fundamental because it can be studied to dis-
sect the gender bias of the professional in ques-
tion. However, point of view is also decisive, as
the perspective that each one offers is presented
in a different way.

Bollain’s gaze has become recognisable over
the course of her filmography because “the social
theme and female point of view is an element that
stands out” (Barrenetxea Maranon, 2014: 454), al-
though Diaz (2016: 6) once again emphasises that
female and male directors organise their work
from their own subjective experience as indivi-
duals and as filmmakers, rendering it impossible
to speak of a female or male gaze. In Bollain’s first
films, it is interesting to see the development of
the stories from the point of view of the prota-
gonists, not in a world of women, but in the real
world where women have to struggle to find their
place. The women in her first four films command
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the action, deciding what to do and speaking up
when those decisions are not respected. The point
of view of her stories defines her gaze and makes
her films recognisable, but it would be unfair to
categorise her films based on this single quality,
classifying them as films by women and for wo-
men, as a distinguishing feature. The importan-
ce of Bollain's style is due not to her gender but
to her talent, because she approaches the world
from her own personal, unique point of view, and
because she has a diverse range of stories to tell,
in her role as both a screenwriter and a director,
as well as in her comprehensive approach to her
films, whereby she oversees every single stage
of production. She happens to be a woman and,
although this fact is critically important, her fil-
mmaking and her films are not valuable for that
reason; they are valuable because the language
and techniques she uses are able to open a new
window through which spectators are able to see
themselves from a different perspective. As the
filmmaker’s own words suggest, her filmmaking
reflects a skill that goes beyond a stereotypical di-
rection: ‘I have always given much more impor-
tance to the word, to interpretation, to emotion,
and in reality you can construct your story from
the other side as well. And I never ignore that pos-
sibility; as long as you are aware of what your ele-
ments are and you make good use of them” (quo-
ted in Hernadndez Minano, Castellote Herranz
and Martin Nunez, 2015: 71).

The release of Even the Rain represented a tur-
ning point in Iciar Bollain’s filmmaking career. She
herself acknowledges that the film “is different,
because it has more narration and more action, as
well as my view of the characters” (quoted in Ca-
ballero Wangtiemert, 2011: 366). Firstly, it is clear
that the director is telling a story through her own
eyes, and she does so in a recognisable, personal
and cinematographically interesting way. Second-
ly, for the first time in her entire filmography, the
main characters in her story are male while the fe-
male characters are relegated to the background.
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Thirdly, whereas until now she had only written
her own screenplays, this time she directed a story
written and scripted entirely by her husband, Paul
Laverty. And fourthly, this is the first time in her
film career that she makes use of metacinema,
which makes it possible for the duo of director and
scriptwriter to intersperse the discourse with diffe-
rent moments in Bolivia's history: on the one hand,
the Cochabamba Water War, and on the other, the
Spanish colonisation of the Americas, which is re-
presented by the production of the film within the
film. The parallels between these two events is re-
presented through metacinema, the film they are
making, the film already made, the transitions be-
tween one and the other interspersed with the un-
folding battle of the people for water rights, and by
Maria, Sebastian’s assistant director and one of the
film’s few female characters, who is filming a “ma-
king-of” for the film within the film. Although her
role is a small one, she acts as a voice that criticises
the situation the characters are facing. Moreover,
this device serves the director as a reflection on
Spanish colonisation and as a condemnation of the
social injustice and widespread inequalities that
the people are struggling against, as Barrenetxea
Maranon (2014) suggests.

In the same interview cited above, Bollain also
argues that this film represents not just a change
but a leap in her career and in her filmography,
although an in-depth analysis would reveal that
it is actually not so different, and she explains her
discourse and style in the film and how it reflects
her gaze.

FROM HISTORICAL TO CINEMATIC
REPRESENTATION

From the outset, Iciar Bollain and her screenwri-
ter Paul Laverty outline the conflicts they intend
to explore through three completely different the-
mes: the making of a film, the Spanish colonisa-
tion of the Americas, and the Water War in Boli-
via. This trio of asynchronous situations has not
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been chosen merely at whim, as they are brought
together in a way that invites viewer to reflect on
them.

Vargas-Machuca points out the strategies pre-
sent in the film:

Although, as noted above, this is a film within a

film that can be approached from different angles,

its greatest richness and appeal lies precisely in the
fact that it is also a social drama with multiple cri-
tiques based on the parallel plots that are very suc-
cessfully interwoven into one. (Vargas-Machuca,

2017:175)

The device of metacinema has been used
many times in film history by directors of di-
fferent nationalities and in different genres, in
films such as Singin’ in the Rain (Stanley Donen,
Gene Kelly, 1952) 8 % (Federico Fellini, 1963) Day
for Night (La nuit américaine, Francois Truffaut,
1973) Ed Wood (Tim Burton, 1994) Bowfinger
(Frank Oz, 1999), Adaptation (Spike Jonze, 2002),
or more recently Hail Caesar! (Joel and Ethan
Coen, 2015), The Disaster Artist (James Franco,
2017) and Pain and Glory (Dolor vy gloria, Pedro
Almoddvar, 2019).

The use of the film within a film device is not
merely incidental to the diegetic universe of Even
the Rain. It operates on two different levels: the
first involves the character of Maria and the “ma-
king-of” the film, while the second involves mo-
ments from the film being made about the coloni-
sation of the Americas, together with sequences
showing that film being shot and edited. Both le-
vels are established and positioned with a specific
point of view, that of the native population at two
different moments of historical significance: the
present of the film'’s story, and a historical past ba-
sed on real events.

In the case of Even the Rain, the use of a film
within a film device facilitates an exploration of
conflict between nations and/or ethnic groups, an
idea that is foregrounded throughout the film. A
clear example of this is the scene where the three
members of the film crew travel to the filming lo-
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Image . Even the Rain (2010) Iciar Bollain. Screenshot

cation. Maria begins recording the opinions of the
film’s director (Sebastidn) and producer (Costa),
opinions that clearly reflect the cultural conflict
between Europe and the Americas: Costa wants
Indigenous people for extras but does not care
where they come from; Sebastidn complains that
the indigenous Bolivian cast will not be faithful to
his film's Caribbean setting. Costa is also adamant
that they need to cut costs, and Indigenous people
are easier to convince when it comes to financial
agreements. This makes it clear that exploitation
is still going on, an idea that is reinforced in the
following sequence, the first one showing a sce-
ne from the film within the film, where Columbus
demands that the Indians pay tribute by filling a
small bag with gold.

The “making-of” acts as a support and histo-
rical testimony to the events of the filming. This
device is used to present the characters in the film
within the film, such as Bartolomé de las Casas
and Antonio Montesinos, played by Carlos Santos
and Raul Arévalo, respectively. These two charac-
ters were Dominican friars who were pioneers
in the fight for the rights of Indigenous peoples.
After the presentation of these two characters by
their actors, which will be shown again in Maria's
recordings, the focus shifts to a contemporary
conflict: the privatisation of water. This is no ran-
dom historical transition, but a deliberate strategy
that reveals a connection: the struggle for rights
at two completely different historical moments,
five centuries apart.
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Another moment worth highligh-
ting is the scene showing the rehearsal
of one of Montesinos’ sermons, which is
clearly intended as an appeal by a voice
of conscience from the past. In the sce-
ne, Bollain focuses on both the friar’s
speech and a group of Bolivian labourers
who are building a stage. The workers
watch Montesinos’ speech as silent spec-
tators, inviting us to make an important
comparison: again, the conflicts of the
past are very much alive in the film's
present, as the workers are paid poorly
or are being exploited. Moreover, the
scene that follows is once again related
to the water conflict. In this case, Daniel,
the actor playing the indigenous chief, is
leading the fight against water privatisa-
tion, which he decries to a group of pro-
testers. This makes him a moral point of
reference, both in the story of the film
being made and in the external story.
Once again, the film within the film ser-
ves to connect the two moments in history.

The last time that this device is used and is
linked again to the historical present is the scene
in the film within the film where thirteen Indi-
genous people, including Hatuey (Daniel), are sa-
crificed. When they finish filming the scene, the
police arrive to arrest Daniel. In fact, he has been
arrested before, but Costa and Sebastian bribed
the police to release him on the condition that
he would be arrested again when they finished
work on the film. Here, the director seeks to show
another connection between past and present: no
matter how hard the people fight, they are hel-
pless against those who hold the power.

On the subject of the Water War, the film in-
vites us to ponder the different events depicted,
such as when security forces try to take over a
well being dug by the locals (invoking the political
discourse that defines water as a public good), the
popular uprising against the government in res-
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Images 2 and 3. Even the Rain (2010) Iciar Bollain. Screenshot

ponse to the state of emergency decree, Costa hel-
ping to find Daniel’s daughter, Belén, in the midd-
le of the protests and, finally, the highly symbolic
gift that Costa receives from Daniel: a small bottle
of water. Virtually all of these events can be rela-
ted to various scenes of the film within the film,
facilitating comparison with the historical events
it recounts: the present-day security forces consti-
tute the equivalent of the Spanish conqguistadors;
the water conflict is comparable to the battle over
gold; the conquistadors demand tribute from the
natives, just as the Bolivian government demands
taxes from the people for such a common and es-
sential commodity as water. The demands of the
natives both present and past give rise to armed
conflict, between the villagers and the security
forces in one case and between the natives and
the conquistadors in the other. Both confronta-
tions escalate to the point of violence. In the case
of the historical narrative, thirteen natives are
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burned at the stake, while in the case of the Wa-
ter War, Belén is wounded. A major difference is
that in the contemporary story, the water is ulti-
mately returned to the people, as hinted at by the
appearance of a priest who declares “the water
belongs to you.” This character is a clear reference
to the two figures of de las Casas and Montesinos
mentioned above, which once again connects past
and present through these three clerics who rail
against the social injustices towards the needy.

THE CHARACTERS: CONFLICTING
DISCOURSES

The development of Costa’s character in Even the
Rain is one of the most significant in Iciar Bollain’s
filmography, with a character arc marked by a ra-
dical transformation. His personality is very diffe-
rent and much more unstable than the types of
characters usually portrayed by the director in her
stories, in addition to being the first lone male pro-
tagonist in her filmography, as mentioned above.

Every character has to spark the audience’s in-
terest, as otherwise they will fail to connect with
the audience and with the discourse. Narrative
personalities need to be contradictory, and to have
goals, conflicts and changes as the story unfolds.
They need to evolve of the course of the story or
they will be flat characters. In cinema, we tend to
speak of a transformation between the firstand the
last time the character appears on screen, but we
must bear in mind that characters usually chan-
ge more than once; in fact, they usually undergo
three changes, one for each corresponding act of
the story, according to the Aristotelian division of
Greek tragedy that has had such a big influence
on the history of narrative theory in theatre, lite-
rature and film. But the most radical change can
usually be identified by comparing the character’s
different attitudes at the beginning and the end of
the film. As McKee (2011: 447) argues, the real per-
sonality can only be expressed through the choi-
ces made in the face of dilemmas.
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HER GAZE AND HER STYLE COMBINE

TO PRODUCE HER EXPRESSION, WHICH
IS REFLECTED IN THE WAY SHE TELLS

HER STORIES, HOW SHE CONSTRUCTS
THEM THROUGH LANGUAGE, AND THE
CONCEPTUAL DEPTH OF HER DISCOURSE

In Even the Rain, Costa is a producer who
makes his main motivation very clear from the
first time he appears on screen: to save time and
money, to make a film with a limited budget, in a
location that is completely new to him (Bolivia).
From the opening sequence we get a sense of his
uncompromising attitude when he tries to send
away the crowds of peasants who had come in
response to the open casting call.

Sebastian, the director, is an apparently more
flexible character, with a clear objective: to make
a film about the colonisation of America. As he
comes from a country with certain similarities
to Bolivia, he has much more empathy for the
locals. Indeed, he is the antithesis of Costa, and
thus the two of them often come into conflict.
Sebastian agrees to audition everyone who has
come for the casting, despite the producer’s opi-
nion. He also argues that they should use ma-
chinery to erect a large cross for the film, while
Costa insists on saving money and getting the
natives to do it. The viewer is thus confronted
with a pair of personalities that are completely
different but necessary for the successful com-
pletion of the film project.

Although he initially comes to the audition
merely to accompany his daughter, Daniel ends
up playing the main indigenous role in the film
about the Spanish conguest and he is also one of
the most important characters in the historical
present. He is chosen for the role by Sebastidn,
contrary to the initial objections of Costa, who is
aware that he could cause trouble for the produc-
tion due to his hot temper.
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Sanchez-Escalonilla (2008: 279) offers a defini-
tion of the hot-tempered character who tends to
be led by their passions that best explains Daniel’s
character. Proof of this is his reaction when they
try to send him away at the casting call, his oppo-
sition to the attempt to privatise the water, and
his confrontations with the police. His attitude is
a problem for the film within the film, as he gets
himself punched in the face a few times and even
ends up in prison. The character’s motivation goes
beyond playing his role in the film, as he wants to
prevent the privatisation of the water, and to do
so he leads the popular uprising against the go-
vernment. The conflict is seemingly unrelated to
the production of the film, but the two gradually
intertwine as the characters and the plot develop.

The three characters mentioned above have
a completely different character arc, but the one
who changes the most is Costa, which unfold
slowly over the course of the story’s three acts.

Images 4 and 5. Even the Rain (2010) Iciar Bollain. Screenshot
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At the beginning he is portrayed as a person who
only cares about himself and his own goal, but
gradually he becomes more involved with the
locals. For example, we see him pondering thou-
ghtfully while he watches Daniel speaking to the
protesters in front of the water company, althou-
gh this does not change his attitude; later, he has
a conversation in English about the exploitative
wages they are paying the natives, mistakenly
believing that Costa does not understand the lan-
guage. But finally, when Daniel’s wife asks him
to help their wounded daughter in the midst of
the village uprising. Costa, after much hesitation,
decides to go to her aid and saves her, an act that
signifies a radical transformation.

Sebastian makes his priorities perfectly clear
when he tells Costa that “the film comes first”
They both know that Daniel is problematic for
the filming, but this phrase describes the charac-
ter perfectly. There are three dramatic moments

in particular that make his obsession
clear. The first is when he wants to
shoot a scene where the Indigenous
women have to drown their children,
which they refuse to do. Sebastian tries
to convince them that nothing will ha-
ppen to their children, and he is bewil-
dered as to why he is unable to change
their minds. The second is when Daniel
is arrested by the police; Sebastian pa-
nics, believing his film is in jeopardy,
until Costa calms him down by agree-
ing to bribe the authorities so that Da-
niel can finish the film, provided he
can be arrested again when the filming
is done. But what makes this charac-
ter truly paradoxical is that although
he positions himself as a champion of
social justice, he does nothing to fight
for a wage increase for the natives, he
is surprised when they refuse to take
part in dangerous scenes, and, when
the uprising begins, he is not concer-
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ned about the natives or the film crew; he wants
to continue shooting the film in an area outside
the conflict so that he can achieve his goal.

The supporting characters also shift between
the historical present and the history they are fil-
ming, and although they do not have the importan-
ce of the main characters, they also undergo chan-
ges. Alberto (de las Casas), both in the present story
and in the film they are making, positions himself
with the Indigenous people. Juan (Montesinos),
however, exhibits this inclination only when he is
in character. As the conflict between the govern-
ment and the people grows, both actors are keen
to abandon the project, revealing that their claims
of solidarity in either context were mere words.
Alberto ends up forgetting his support for the na-
tives and both abandon the film. The development
of these characters, although not as important as
Costa’s, invites viewers to reflect on the contrast
between the actors and the characters they play.

Finally, Antén (Columbus), who has drinking
and family problems, is there “for the gold.” Howe-
ver, he is very much a professional and gives no
trouble on set. He seems to take no position in the
conflict. If we equate him with Columbus as por-
trayed in the film within the film, he would not
be on the natives’ side. However, throughout the
story he always appears resolute, and when the
film crew express desires to abandon the produc-
tion, he is the one who convinces them to stay.
When he can no longer change the minds of tho-
se who want to leave, he nevertheless remains
faithful to the project, and is thus an interesting
character even though the changes he undergoes
are almost imperceptible: despite his personal li-
mitations, his motivations remain unwavering.

THE DISCURSIVE STYLE OF EVEN THE RAIN/
THE DISCURSIVE STYLE OF ICIAR BOLLAIN

Bollain’s gaze is constructed out of a common dis-
course present in all her films. Her style is embe-
dded in the limits of her gaze (her voice) as an au-
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teur. Her gaze and her style combine to produce
her expression, which is reflected in the way she
tells her stories, how she constructs them throu-
gh language, and the conceptual depth of her dis-
course.

When talking about discourse, it is worth
referring to Chatman’s classic book, originally
published in 1980, Story and Discourse: Narrati-
ve Structure in Fiction and Film (Chatman, 2021).
Any discussion of expression invariably requires
a discussion of voice, a concept often confused
with point of view, which, as Chatman suggests,
is always within the story (2021: 165), when it
belongs to the character or accompanies the cha-
racter as the limited third person “who is without
personality or even presence, hence without mo-
tivation other than the purely theoretical one
of constructing the narrative itself” (Chatman,
2021: 169). The narrative voice is always in the
discourse, as it is the contribution that shapes
the style from two perspectives, language and
discourse. This last aspect is very distinctive in
the film analysed, with respect to its form and
content.

To tell the story, the screenwriter employs a
set of dramatic devices that the director sets out
and expresses in a cinematically valuable way,
such as the aforementioned device of the film wi-
thin the film, which Paszkiewicz (2012) defines as
the intersection between social and epic cinema,
and which operates here on three levels. The first
is posited within the film, the one we watch as
spectators (Bollain’s film), in the film they shoot
about Spanish colonisation (Sebastian and Costa’s
film) and in the documentary that Maria is fil-
ming about the making of the film. Together, they
form an articulation of the past with the present
and a relationship between the historical struggle
against the Spanish invasion and the contempo-
rary battle against the privatisation of water. A
social conflict is depicted in both the present of
the film and the historical event represented in
the film about the Spanish conquest, and these
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two conflicts are interconnected on several occa-
sions (Llorente, 2019).

During the script reading at the hotel, when
Anton gets into the character of Columbus and
constructs a scene and the other actors all follow
him, some of the shots of him talking to the cap-
tain are treated visually like parts of a finished se-
guence. The visual form is that of Sebastidn'’s film
in terms of language, as a device within Bollain’s
film. Columbus goes up to some of the hotel emplo-
yees (who are Indigenous) and continues in role,
in search of gold. A clash occurs here between the
discourses of Sebastian’s film and Bollain’s film,
but also between the historical events of the Spa-
nish invasion and the contemporary Water War.
The director’s gaze intersects with Sebastian’'s and
with the gaze of history and imposes itself forma-
lly, appropriating it as a discourse.

The scene following this clash is when Se-
bastian decides to cast Daniel as Hatuey, and it is
no coincidence that the device of metacinema is
used for the first time immediately after this be-
cause it suggests a historical comparison between
the past and the present of the film. This is the
moment when Columbus explains to the natives
the importance of the tribute they must pay to the
Spanish crown. After this, we see Maria filming
her “making-of” for the third time, but this time
what we are shown is an interview with two of
the actors in the film who express their commit-
ment to social justice, although this will ultima-
tely be revealed to be nothing more than words
because at the moment of truth, when the Water
War turns violent and they fear their lives are in
danger, they will demand a ticket back home.

The second time this device is used follows
Costa’s confrontation with Daniel over the wages
for extras. A group of natives are shown sifting the
river for gold. Belén, Daniel’s daughter, appears a
second time here, when the Spaniards punish the
native for not paying sufficient tribute. This scene
is being shown at the screening of the first week
of filming. Anton (Columbus) is watching the shots
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Image 6. Even the Rain (2010) Iciar Bollain. Screenshot

and Belén, accompanied by Costa, smiles when
they look at each other. Daniel has come for his
daughter and he exchanges a glance with Costa,
who will subsequently seek him out to apologise to
him. After a few transition shots of cars on a coun-
try road, we see Sebastian reading the script on the
way to the film shoot; we then cut to the sequence
he is reading, about an elderly Indigenous woman
who is chased, captured and killed by a guard dog.
Finally we cut back to Sebastian, who, affected by
what he has read, closes the script.

A similar sequence is that of the crucifixion of
Hatuey and his allies, who curses the invaders as
he faces death. It is the same wooden cross that
we see carried by a helicopter at the beginning of
the film, when the film’s title appears on screen.
Just before they choose extras out of the long line
of applicants at the casting, a parallel is drawn be-
tween the conquistadors of the past (Columbus
forcing Hatuey to search for gold to pay in tribu-
te) and the modern conqguistadors (Sebastian and
Costa).

A third device, mentioned above, is the use of
black-and-white images seen through the view-
finder of Maria’s camera, especially the first time
she appears, in the car with Sebastian and Costa
at the beginning of the film, because it is a scene
that constitutes a statement of intent, as it shows
them debating the veracity of their adaptation
and the historical facts. This device makes Maria
important as the character who realises the con-
sequences of the water issue, when she discovers
that Daniel’'s motivation is to dig a seven-kilo-
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Images 7 and 8. Even the Rain (2010) Iciar Bollain. Screenshot

metre ditch to bring water to the community, in
the sequence containing the first reference to the
Water War in the film. The conflicts of the cha-
racters are always present, such as when Sebas-
tian worries about sending Daniel back to prison
fearing that he might be killed, a fear he promptly
forgets as soon as filming of the sequence of the
execution is completed. Similarly, Alberto and
Juan (the Dominican friars) do not hesitate to sa-
crifice their solidarity with the Indigenous people
in order to ensure their safety and get out of the
country as soon as possible. Meanwhile, Anton,
who begins as the most disgraceful character, ul-
timately proves to be the most supportive of the
locals and the most aware of the truth. Finally,
Costa gradually develops a conscience, albeit with
stops and starts, until Belén's accident, the climax
of the film, when he risks his own life and goes to
rescue her. This is the moment of greatest tension
in the story. Costa initially tells Teresa, Belén's
mother, that he will send someone else to look for
her, but she will not give up. When Costa begins
torelent, Sebastidn refuses to let him go. Again, he
says, the most important thing is the film. Teresa
continues to insist, and again, Costa tells her: “T'll
send someone later” When Costa finally agrees to
help her, Sebastian tries again to stop him, saying:
“This confrontation will be over and forgotten,
but our film won'’t. Our film will last forever”

At this point, when Costa, after much hesi-
tation, agrees to help Teresa, he resolves a moral
and ethical conflict that reflects his transforma-
tion. They find Belén and take her to the hospital.
While waiting, he decides to go to find Daniel, to
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tell him what has happened, and he realises that
the protest is over and the people have won. Costa
seems to emerge as the hero-saviour in the face
of the limits of Sebastian’s moral discourse, which
breaks down and contradicts itself on various oc-
casions. The amoral character at the beginning
ends up helping Teresa, Belén and Daniel, establi-
shing a friendship that is sealed with the embrace
at the end and the gift of the bottle of Yaku (wa-
ter) in the last sequence, whereby the director de-
monstrates that characters can improve and learn
from their experiences.

CONCLUSIONS

The study of the gaze reveals that the discourse
and style present in Even the Rain has elements of
considerable value when the discourse is transfor-
med into style and that Bollain's gaze as a director,
asaperson, as a woman, is not undermined by the
absence of female protagonists, but that she is ca-
pable of making similar points in stories with male
characters. This means that her gaze, her point of
view, transcends genders and types of stories. Her
narrative voice, her artist’s discourse and her dis-
tinct style emerge above all else, placing her in a
unique and privileged position, as her reference is
personal and her gaze, in which her style and her
discourse converge, is something that she herself
constantly discusses.

One aspect worth highlighting is the position
from which the discourse is established, which
can be referred to as the discursive distance. The
discursive distance is the position adopted in the
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story, the place from which the subject matter is
observed, studied and analysed, and the actions
organised to represent it. Bollain's first four films
maintained a discursive distance where the narra-
tor acted as an observer, leaving spectators free to
draw their own conclusions, without imposing va-
lue judgements as an artist. In contrast, Even the
Rain establishes a new relationship in the director’s
filmography, because although she maintains the
discursive distance (having become a hallmark of
her work), she proposes a parallel that establishes a
comparative relationship between two events, two
subjects, two concepts that help us as spectators to
understand the nature of the message and to crea-
te a clear critique in its construction. This is why
Even the Rain represents an evolution in Bollain’s
style, as this distance is cut down and reconfigured.

Even the Rain is a film that focuses on the ten-
sions produced by social inequalities that form
part of those aspects responsible for social con-
flict, such as immigration and its consequences,
the discrimination and mistreatment of women,
power relations, and cyclical phenomena resul-
ting from human exploitation and capitalism.
Indeed, this film could be described as a protest
against social inequality. What makes this film
original in Bollain’s filmography is the fact that it
is told from the point of view of a group of men
who come to realise that their convictions were
wrong and that they must unlearn them. While
the same discourse decrying inequality is present
in all of the director’s films, this time the struggle
is not structured around gender, an issue that the
director has never openly and intentionally hi-
ghlighted in her films, but it is still the same the-
me as that of the feminist struggle. B
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DISCOURSE AND STYLE: ICIAR BOLLAIN’S
GAZE IN EVEN THE RAIN

DISCURSO Y ESTILO. LA MIRADA DE ICIAR
BOLLAIN EN TAMBIEN LA LLUVIA

Abstract

Iciar Bollain’s filmography has come to constitute a necessary and
profound oeuvre in Spanish cinema. Her films fit in various move-
ments: social cinema, feminist cinema, and filmmaking with a perso-
nal style. In her directorial discourse, her distinct style and her parti-
cular view of the world converge in the filmmaking act. An analysis
of Even the Rain (2010) reveals elements present in the discourse in
the form of expressive devices that are common in filmmaking, but
which are reworked and reconfigured to become features of her own
style. The approach taken in this film represents a leap in her filmo-
graphy. However, an in-depth analysis shows that the artist’s gaze,
far from being altered or blurred, is transformed and consolidated

into a clear style and a discourse that transcends genres and labels.
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Resumen
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THE SITE OF THE AFFECTS:
POLYPHONY OF VOICES AND URBAN
FRAGILITY IN LA ALAMEDA 2018

BY ROCIO HUERTAS

SAMUEL FERNANDEZ-PICHEL
SERGIO COBO-DURAN

. INTRODUCTION

One day in the spring of 2020, during Spain’s first
lockdown, the filmmaker and multidisciplinary
artist Rocio Huertas was walking through the
emblematic neighbourhood of La Alameda, to the
north of Seville’s historic old town. She had just
been to visit her mother, and on her way home
she came upon a small group of women “taking
the air” in the street in front of their houses." The
sight of these women immediately reminded her
of a bygone era; the days of a place which, al-
though still very familiar, she felt had disappeared.
It was a place that Huertas could no longer find
anywhere in the streets that converged on the
large garden square in the middle of that neigh-
bourhood. With the absence of the usual throngs
of tourists and the suspension of leisure activities
brought by the pandemic, the materiality of the
constructed space of that place remained, recall-
ing the old La Alameda de Hércules: a theatre of
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memories, a visible vector of life stories contain-
ing some lessons—and flagrant omissions—related
to the urban development of the Andalusian cap-
ital (Diaz Parra, 2019). But who really remembers,
and how? And what has been forgotten or lost?
La Alameda 2018 (Rocio Huertas, 2020) is, in
the words of its director, a “memory device” (Mo-
rillo, 2020) that fuses the autobiographical with
the collective, the subjectivity of testimony and
dream reconstruction with the (supposed) objec-
tivity of archives and journalistic formats, con-
trasting the evocation of the place against the of-
ficial narrative of its transformation. At the same
time, Huertas's film—her first feature-length
work—represents the final stage in a creative pro-
cess involving more than a decade of transforma-
tions of its own: from an unsuccessful fiction film
project to her first unfinished attempt at non-fic-
tion, and from there to an expanded cinema exhi-
bition project and back again to linear non-fiction.
This long journey was guided by Huertas's explic-
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Image I. La Alameda 2018 (Rocio Huertas, 2020)

it affiliation with a local underground tradition
of projects straddling the line between activism
and art which, over the course of the past three
decades, have explored La Alameda de Hércules
as a site of lived experiences and an ideological
battlefield.” La Alameda 2018 thus brings together
aplethora of discourses and memories that are as-
sociated with and embodied in an urban space en-
dowed with symbolic value and a strong identity.

This article examines Huertas’s film from a
theoretical perspective that intersects film anal-
ysis with urban studies, drawing heuristic inspi-
ration from an interdisciplinary field of research
tentatively labelled urban cultural studies (Fraser,
2015). In consonance with the integrative aim of
this perspective, this reading of La Alameda 2018
combines analytical tools of the humanities with
conceptual frameworks of social science. Thus,
following a brief contextualisation of the film-
maker’s career and her artistic project related to
La Alameda, the film is analysed in two stages.
The first stage focuses on the mechanisms of nar-
rative and mise-en-scene used by Rocio Huertas
to connect with the fertile and constantly evolv-
ing movement of first-person filmmaking (Lebow,
2012).* As will be explored below, the use of a po-
lyphony of voices and the filmmaker’s (self-)place-
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ment in the diegetic space resultsin a
film that is at once an “autobiograph-
ical fable” and a “map of a neighbour-
hood’s memory.*

Explicitly articulating the shift
back and forth between micro- and
macro-levels, a common strategy in
non-fiction urban self-portraits (Vil-
larmea Alvarez, 2015: 103-152), the
second stage expands on the strate-
gies outlined in the first, linking them
to an exploration of fragility. This
concept is addressed in this study as
a new category, a condition that ex-
pands beyond the spatial level to en-
compass the whole urban experience

(Llorente, 2019a). Specifically, the focus of the
analysis is on La Alameda’s quality as a fragile
memory-scape: a space at risk of disappearance,
which Huertas’s film helps to make visible and
to preserve. As a kind of summary, the last sec-
tion of the article outlines some considerations
regarding the connections between the biograph-
ical approaches of first-person filmmaking, urban
fragility and some of the trends of so-called fem-
inist documentary, all of which inform Huertas's
La Alameda 2018 project.

2. CONTEXTUALISATION OF HUERTAS’S
FILMMAKING CAREER AND GENESIS OF
THE LA ALAMEDA PROJECT

Rocio Huertas is an unorthodox artist with expe-
rience in various fields (music, theatre, film, video
art, etc.). Her extensive studies took her to various
international locations: Berlin (Universitat der
Kinste), London (the M.A. program in Perform-
ing Arts at Central Saint Martins College of Arts),
Barcelona (the Master’s in Digital Arts at Univer-
sitat Pompeu Fabra), New York (animation cours-
es at NYU), Prague (performing arts) and Seville
(theatre). She has written, directed and adapted
plays including Harold Pinter’s Landscape (Paisa-
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jes, 1996) and Calderon de la Barca's El gran teatro
del mundo (1998). Since 1998, she has been shar-
ing the skills she has acquired in fields such as ex-
perimental film and animation in workshops and
seminars. As a filmmaker her work includes short
filmsthat combinelive-action with animation, and
fiction with documentary, in titles such as Muerte
y resurreccion [Death and Resurrection] (2001),
Los desheredados [The Disinherited] (2004), Des-
cubrimiento v caida de Europa [Discovery and Fall
of Europe] (2007), Dadda Zeydam Brahim (2007),
Poemario Normal [Normal Book of Poems] (2008),
Simbad, el marino, ya no vive aqui [Sinbad the Sailor
Doesn't Live Here Anymore] (2011), and Les Jeux
[The Games] (2013). Her work has been recognised
with awards at film festivals such as Zemos?98, Al-
cances, Pefiiscola, Girona, San Roque, and Vene-
zuela. Her productions have also been exhibited
in numerous cities around the world, including
Gran Canaria, Barcelona, Madrid, Seville, Paris,
Tunja (Colombia), Saint Petersburg, Athens, Ber-
lin, Guadalajara (Mexico), Osnabruck (Germany),
Montevideo, Havana, Amsterdam, Leeds, and
Manchester.

The film analysed in this article evolved over
the years in parallel with the filmmaker’s career
and lived experiences, shaped by the effects of a
context of ongoing crisis (from the Great Reces-
sion to the COVID-19 pandemic). It was in 2004
that Huertas drafted an initial synopsis for a fic-
tion feature film that never came to be, with the
working title El cuento de las cosas importantes
[The Tale of Important Things]. The director’s per-
sonal experience as a resident of Seville’s popular
La Alameda neighbourhood, her desire to explore
the tumultuous social reality of the district and
the inspiration of Juan Sebastidn Bollain’s legend-
ary film La Alameda (1978) were already evident
in this seminal stage of the project. However, it
was not until 2009 that Huertas received a fea-
ture film development grant from the Andalusian
government to work on the film, which then re-
ceived further support thanks to its selection for
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IT WAS IN 2004 THAT HUERTAS DRAFTED
AN INITIAL SYNOPSIS FOR A FICTION
FEATURE FILM THAT NEVER CAME

TO BE, WITH THE WORKING TITLE EL
CUENTO DE LAS COSAS IMPORTANTES
[THE TALE OF IMPORTANT THINGS]. THE
DIRECTOR’S PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

AS A RESIDENT OF SEVILLE’S POPULAR
LA ALAMEDA NEIGHBOURHOOD, HER
DESIRE TO EXPLORE THE TUMULTUOUS
SOCIAL REALITY OF THE DISTRICT AND
THE INSPIRATION OF JUAN SEBASTIAN
BOLLAIN’S LEGENDARY FILM LA ALAMEDA
(1978) WERE ALREADY EVIDENT IN THIS
SEMINAL STAGE OF THE PROJECT

the European Audiovisual Entrepreneurs (EAVE)
program in 2010. The journey continued a year
later with another selection at the 8th Sofia Meet-
ings, and the entry of the project into the script
development workshop with the Katapult-Euro-
pean Script Centre in Budapest and the Sources
workshop, both of which belong to the MEDIA
Sub-programme of Creative Europe. In 2011 it re-
ceived yet another grant, this time from Spain’s
Institute of Cinematography and Audiovisual
Arts (ICAA) for international co-productions of
feature films. Despite all this support, production
of the film was halted following the withdrawal
of its German co-producer from the project. After
this setback, in 2015 the project shifted to the pro-
duction of a documentary, but still using many of
the ideas previously developed for the fiction film.
That same year, the project applied unsuccessfully
for support from the Andalusian Agency of Cul-
tural Institutions under the title El otro cuento [The
Other Tale]. This was when the filmmaker defined
the hybrid approach combining animation and
documentary that would characterise the film's
subsequent development, and she began filming
with the support of friends and colleagues. By this
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stage, the idea of offering a portrait of La Alame-
da had turned into a project mixing a punk ethic
with an experimental approach, without funding
of any kind and constituting a clear expression of
collective creativity under precarious conditions.

In 2019, an early version of the film was pre-
sented as a parallel activity in the context of the
16th Seville European Film Festival with the title
El otro cuento. Proyecto expositivo de cine expandi-
do al espacio publico [The Other Tale: Film Exhibi-
tion Project Expanded to Public Space]. According
to the filmmaker, it was because she was initially
unable to find a satisfying linear form that she
decided to develop El otro cuento as an immersive
experience guided by residents or ex-residents of
the neighbourhood. To this end, the film was ed-
ited into short pieces organised under different
labels and posted on a YouTube channel. These
pieces in turn serve as source texts that can be
accessed using QR codes inserted into ceramic
markers created specifically for the purpose and
placed at different points around La Alameda de
Heércules. By the year 2020 the project had turned
into La Alameda 2018, a non-fiction feature film
that premiered in an online exhibition format at
the Alcances Festival in Cadiz, Spain, followed by
its first public screening at the Seville European
Film Festival of 2020.

The long process from conception to com-
pletion and release of La Alameda 2018 reflects a
number of realities that are implicitly conveyed in
the film. These include the difficulties that many
female filmmakers face in accessing stable sourc-
es of funding and forums for distribution and
recognition, especially for experimental works
or departures from the traditional fiction format
(Oroz, 2018). Although Huertas's film could po-
tentially have a place in the circuit of the so-called
Other Spanish Cinema movement, there is anoth-
er obstacle of a different kind that must also be
taken into account: the position of Andalusia as a
peripheral region outside the centralist centralism
and peripheral centralism that shape the dynamics
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of cultural legitimacy of independent, minority or
auteur cinema in Spain.

3. AVOICE THAT SPEAKS TO/FOR US:
MECHANISMS OF NARRATIVE AND MISE-
EN-SCENE IN LA ALAMEDA 2018

The stylistic devices and narrative strategies
applied to the enunciation in Huertas’s film are
based on an autobiographical approach sustained
by the filmmaker’'s presence on both the sound-
track (voice) and the screen (body). This points to
a key concern of any documentary, which, as Ni-
chols points out, focuses on the quest for a voice:
“[t]he ‘vision of the documentarist is more likely
a question of voice: how a personal point of view
about the historical world manifests itself” (Ni-
chols, 1991: 165). From this perspective, the voice
represents both the filmmaker’s subjectivity and
the inclusion of information and a certain degree
of “textual authority” in the interpretation of the
film (Piedras, 2014: 83).

According to Nichols (2001), the voice is a ba-
sic technique in the rhetoric of the documentary
genre. Whether or not it is based on the filmmak-
er’'s personal experience, the nature of the voice
affects the enunciative construction of the work.”
It is an element that has acquired key importance
in the wake of the “subjective turn” (Lagos, 2011:
65) in contemporary documentary. It is precisely
the quest for a voice that has the effect of blur-
ring the boundaries between the private and the
public in many new non-fiction formulas. For
theorists like Plantinga, the construction of the
documentary depends on three types of voices:
formal, open, and poetic.® Voice is thus related
to point of view, although these two concepts
are not “co-extensive” as point of view is one of
the most hotly debated concepts in film theory
(Plantinga, 1997: 139). In contrast to the historical
authority assigned to a male narrator in the tradi-
tional documentary, in Huertas's film the female
voice is constructed on a personal, familiar level,
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Image 2. La Alameda 2018 (Rocio Huertas, 2020)

an essential feature of feminist non-fiction (May-
er, 2011: 14). One of the opening scenes reflects
this affiliation unequivocally: the recounting of
a ludicrous anecdote about a girl being kept on
a leash. The episode is based on and built out of
the filmmaker’'s memory and the combination of
diverse elements. This approach responds to the
use of “the internalized child’s voice” as a “hall-
mark of women's fragmented consciousness”
(Lesage, 1999: 347). As the mentor-filmmaker
Agnes Varda observes in another of the scenes
in the film, contemporary life appears (to us) as
a puzzle, a series of overlapping impressions.
This poses a challenge to anyone attempting to
reconstruct identity through filmmaking. In La
Alameda 2018, this quest always points towards
the declension of the “I” in the collective form
and draws on various resources in the process,
including animation as an aesthetic-mnemonic
support.

Animated footage is used in various ways in
non-fiction film, most notably as a means of ad-
dressing the complexity of expressing certain top-
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ics, either because of an absence of images or be-
cause of “the subjectivity of experiences lived on
the emotional or psychological level” (Fenoll, 2018:
47). From this perspective, animation has become
organically linked to documentary film in recent
decades as a preferred means of narrating what
cannot be filmed, consolidating the presence of the
subjective dimension. La Alameda 2018 embraces
this tradition when its director chooses to use ani-
mation to illustrate the dreams shared by the film’s
social actors as one of the structural principles of
the narrative. The construction of the voice enters
the realm of the unconscious, abandoning the rep-
resentation of the real to explore the reality of de-
sire. This transcoding of dream testimony into an
animated sequence gives added depth to the pro-
files of the voice addressing us from the film. As an
additional effect, it also enhances the narration,
because “the stylization that animation bestows
can intensify our perception of the events, as met-
aphors and vivid imagery in a written memoir do”
(Bordwell, 2009). In this way, the decision to re-
construct memories through animation reinforces
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ITISNOT MERELY A QUESTION OF
INCLUDING TESTIMONIES; THE INTENTION
IS TO ESTABLISH A DIALOGUE THROUGH
THE CREATION OF INTERSUBJECTIVE
SPACES THAT WILL WORK ON THE
MEMORY AND THE UNDERSTANDING

OF BOTH THE FILMMAKER AND THE
SPECTATORS

this idea of the difficulty of representing memory
and intersubjectivity.

The film is divided into five blocks that struc-
ture the narrative episodically, but which are di-
alogically interconnected through an overlapping
of the debates and social actors involved. This ap-
proach reinforces the articulation of a polyphonic
voice based on the combination of voices, on the
empathetic framing of the faces and on the de-
piction of fantasy and dream through the limited
animation technique of cut-out figures. The first
of the episodes, titled “Identidad colectiva” (“Collec-
tive Identity”), begins with the testimony of Rosa
Maria Martinez Moreno (an anthropologist who
lives in La Alameda) and alludes to the process
of identity construction as something “unique,
variable, and personal” Identity here is a collec-

Image 3. La Alameda 2018 (Rocio Huertas, 2020)
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tive, fragmentary, and disjointed construction
that signals community as one of the essential
features of feminist documentary (Mayer, 2011:
29). This voice emerges through an aggregate ef-
fect, through the heteroglossia resulting from the
combination of Huertas’s voice-over and the voic-
es of her friends whose bodies appear on screen.
In this respect, the director’s frequent appearance
in reverse shots is striking; for example, in the
interview with writer, playwright, and musician
Fernando Mansilla, the chronicler of the vidas
perras (‘dog lives”) of La Alameda, a legend of the
neighbourhood and, by extension, of the alterna-
tive artistic scene in Seville. Beyond its aesthetic
significance, this strategy underscores the value
of the interview as a communicative act artic-
ulated between the filmmaker’s ethics and the
authority of her voice (Plantinga, 2005). What
Nichols (1991) would define as metaobservation,
meaning the presence in front of and behind the
camera, is combined with feminist epistemophilia:
the filmmaker is not positioned or framed alone,
because filming is a collective act. It is not merely
a question of including testimonies; the intention
is to establish a dialogue through the creation of
intersubjective spaces that will work on the mem-
ory and the understanding of both the filmmaker
and the spectators.
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The second block or episode, titled “Arque-
ologia de la prostitucion” (“Archaeology of Pros-
titution”), attempts to geographically locate the
places that were centres of prostitution in La
Alameda de Hércules. The episode begins with
a narration by Deborah Santa Cruz de la Jara, a
transsexual prostitute who used to work in the
neighbourhood, and who still lives there. This
block connects with the third, “Feminizacion de
la pobreza” (“Feminisation of Poverty”), which
engages more explicitly with the economic vio-
lence perpetrated against women, examining the
debate between abolitionism and the regulation
of prostitution, with Hilario Saéz Méndez (a so-
ciologist who belongs to a group called Men for
Equality), Erica Bredy (an anthropologist who
lives in La Alameda) and Vanesa Casado (a law-
yer specialising in gender violence). This is the
only place where the filmmaker is not present
in either the reverse shot or the audio. In this
way, Huertas seems to adopt the distance of an
observer, leaving the conversation to the inter-
viewers in the composition.

The fourth block, titled “Especulacion inmo-
biliaria” (‘Real Estate Speculation”), begins with
Luis Moisés Heredia Maya, one of the children
born in La Alameda in the 1980s who was sub-
sequently displaced from the neighbourhood.
This interview leads into archive footage from La
Alameda (Juan Sebastidn Bollain, 1978), making
the dialogue between the two films explicit. After
this brief foray into the archives, Rocio, Vanesa,
and Carmen, who live in La Corrala de la Ilusion
(a property in the neighbourhood that was tem-
porarily squatted), explain the precarious nature
of their existence in the context of the Great Re-
cession. These interviews reflect on the right to
housing and constitute one of the most emotive
parts of the film. The last block bears the title “Cul-
tura underground” and again documents the recol-
lections of friends and mentors of the filmmaker.
The film’'s final shot, with Rocio Huertas shown
on a street of La Alameda with her daughter, clos-
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es the quest for and representation of a voice: the
filmmaker’s voice speaking through others. This
conclusion underscores the familiar dynamic of
transmission, the need to keep talking over time,
as an individual and as a community.

4.LA ALAMEDA AS A FRAGILE
MEMORY-SCAPE

The particular polyphony of voices that informs
the narrative construction conceived by Rocio
Huertas and her co-writer and co-editor, Ana Al-
varez Ossorio, islinked from the very beginning of
the film to the cartography of La Alameda de Hér-
cules. The credit sequence includes footage from
the two group walks through the neighbourhood
to present the expanded cinema activity of El otro
cuento. In addition to serving as an audiovisual
record of the event and a guide to the self-refe-
rential nature of the project, this sequence clearly
establishes its role as a portrait of a community
and a space (or a community in a space). From this
perspective, the literal walk we are shown at the
beginning also possesses a figurative or metapho-
rical meaning: an allusion to the film itself as an
urban memory passage.

This dimension of the film will be made more
obvious immediately afterwards, still in the first
episode. In this scene, the filmmaker, while speak-
ing in a voice-over, marks and draws on a map
of La Alameda to indicate the diegetic space, the
key themes of the film, and the mnemonic pow-
er of the enunciation. As Huertas explains in this
reminiscence in the form of an animated collage,
her original identification with the neighbour-
hood is situated between references to two local
landmarks of popular religious significance and
sacred iconography (the images of the basilicas
of La Macarena and of Jesus del Gran Poder) and
her childhood memory related to social and gen-
der stigma. It is therefore the lived experience of a
girl (Huertas herself) that explains the empathet-
ic connection that inspired the La Alameda pro-
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ject: the desire to explore the
memory of the neighbour-
hood, with a focus on the en-
demic precarity and violence
suffered by women. Howev-
er, as the film itself reveals,
this core of human interest is
indissociable from the demo-
graphic transformations and
speculative real estate trans-
actions that are reconfigur-
ing the space of La Alameda
de Hércules, precipitating an
intense activity of erasure.
The ordered nature of the
change masks the eradica-
tion of the traditional dwellings of the district and
their memories, which from that moment are no
longer acknowledged. The transitory space is thus
also a place where the “filmmaking operation”
tracks down the evidence of displacements and
disappearances, of enforced invisibilities, evoking
the city’s lost past and making it present (Comolli,
2007: 504). This is why, when the Great Reces-
sion of the early 2000s led to the acceleration of
the urban processes already under way, the two
dimensions of the project aligned in the form dis-
played in La Alameda 2018.

Taken together, the common coordinates of re-
ality framing the social actors of Huertas's non-fic-
tion film can be encompassed in the concept or
context of fragility. In the sense it is used here, fra-
gility refers to the experiential and temporal forms
of uncertainty that condition not only the human
plight, but all the expressions and representations
that signify it, as well as the environments in
which it exists (Llorente, 2019b: 5-7; Bitrian 2019:
143-144). As Llorente suggests, “through the fra-
gility of lives, of things and of actions, the space
itself is infused with fragility” (2019b: 8). This con-
stant transfer between the anthropological and
material-territorial dimensions of the city is de-
regulated in the contemporary context of neolib-
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Image 4. La Alameda 2018 (Rocio Huertas, 2020)

eral municipal governance, based on a conception
of power with socio-spatial implications in terms
of commodification and its silenced effect, fragili-
sation. This creates the context conducive both to
the eradication of memories favoured by the man-
agement model for urban policy and to its oppo-
site: the reinforcement of grassroots counter-mem-
ories. As Bitridn argues, these “non-hegemonic
memories” contain a promise and a potential de-
rived from their “capacity to introduce discursive
variables into the space that are not agreeable to
the social groups directing the process of spatial
construction” (Bitridn, 2019: 159).”

Huertas's documentary facilitates the emer-
gence of this local counter-memory through the
recovery of the situated subjectivity of interpellat-
ed bodies. Whether in their condition as displaced
or still asresidents in the neighbourhood, all these
bodies share the same purpose of restoring lived
experience. The interweaving of their testimo-
nies, dreams, and perceptions reveals the history
hidden inside the urban imaginary of La Alame-
da de Hércules. In this way, the evocation of chil-
dren’s playing, of paternal and maternal figures,
of prostitution, of trafficking and addiction, of ex-
istence as survival, re-shape the location, bringing
to the time of reception the space made absent by
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the establishment of the new branded city. This
evocative portrait opens up a crack in the ongoing
present of consumption and festive evasion in the
gentrified and touristified La Alameda.

The challenge to the prevailing narrative of
the redevelopment of La Alameda thus emerg-
es out of the attempt to combine a series of life
stories that expose the human cost of the fra-
gilisation process affecting the neighbourhood.
Through their combined effect, these stories rise
above their distinctive individual features to ac-
quire a sense of collective agency rooted firmly in
the location. The memory map becomes a way of
responding to this imposed fragility, an interven-
tion in the space realised through the sharing of
oral histories. In this sense, life stories are used as
a technology of political imagination (Labrador,
2012). The cinematic operation of Huertas's film
facilitates this productive collective work of the
imagination through mediating strategies: from
the adoption of the role of participating docu-
mentary maker/(self-)ethnographer by the film's
director and crew, to the use of cameras, anima-
tion, and archive footage as technologies aimed at
revealing a critical imaginary. This mediation is
concerned less with establishing a mythical mem-
ory of the place than with exploiting the contra-
dictions and emancipating possibilities of nostal-
gic discourses about it.

Following the relational logic that guides the
whole project, the depiction of urban fragility in
La Alameda 2018 steers this act of collective im-

FOLLOWING THE RELATIONAL LOGIC
THAT GUIDES THE WHOLE PROJECT,

THE DEPICTION OF URBAN FRAGILITY

IN LA ALAMEDA 2018 STEERS THIS ACT

OF COLLECTIVE IMAGINATION IN THE
SPECIFIC DIRECTION OF AN ACTIVISM OF
CONNECTIONS AND FEELINGS
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agination in the specific direction of an activism
of connections and feelings. It is precisely this
affective dimension that has been obliterated by
the official discourse of modernisation of this old
neighbourhood of Seville. This discourse needs to
externalise the human cost and to elide everyday
life to achieve its objective of management as an
abstract operation. The technical, distanced view
of urban planning is contrasted with the passage
of the collective of residents who remember. Con-
sequently, the journey proposed by the film em-
braces a temporality and an ethics in opposition to
those of the authorities. La Alameda as filmed by
Huertas is rooted in the conception of a different
kind of city and urban visuality from the iconic
voraciousness of tourist promotion campaigns
and videos posted on social media by prosumers of
urban experiences.

With its vindication of networks of mutu-
al support and community recognition, the film
engages with the critical program of feminist ur-
banism (Col-lectiu Punt 6, 2019). This program in-
vites us to imagine spaces of coexistence where
the awareness of the inherent interdependence
and vulnerability of existence can mitigate the
fragility imposed by the socio-spatial dynamics
of neoliberal capitalism. By extension, in the spe-
cific case of the image, in La Alameda 2018 this
project to combat zombie capitalism is inspired by
the new “poetics of patience and care” described
by Martinez Luna (2019: 158). In Huertas’s doc-
umentary, this patience and care are expressed
through a capacity that is not so much contem-
plative as empathetic, the capacity of the image
to capture a space in intimate connection with a
public imaginary, thanks to the way the film re-
activates threads of the past, bringing them into
the present and infusing them with desire. What
is at stake here is a place and the memory of its
historical habitation. In this context of disappear-
ances, the film is offered as a chorus of situated
voices. La Alameda itself is spoken and recon-
structed through an imaginary that incorporates
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and transcends the materiality of the physical en-
vironment to become a framework for restoring
identity. As its own reading suggests, Huertas's
film is a voyage that can only be taken collectively.
Only in this way is it possible to release the flow
of public creativity capable of reconfirming that
“the image is still our shared world. It will there-
fore be through the image that we can elaborate
other ways of giving, receiving, and giving back,
of engaging with others in the present, of taking
time to look at the world” (Martinez Luna, 2019:
161-162).

5. CONCLUSIONS

The information sheet handed out to partici-
pants in the two walks presenting the expanded
documentary project El otro cuento included a
statement by Rocio Huertas that left little room
for doubt. In just a few lines, the Sevillian direc-
tor described the project as a contribution to the
construction of La Alameda’s identity. The same
document also referred to the route through the
places recovered in the film in terms of a funeral
rite, but also as an exoneration of “guilt”, a feeling
arising from the filmmaker's awareness of her
own role in the transformation of La Alameda de
Heércules. The “guilty” conscience is the product
of the filmmaker’s affiliation with a specific demo-
graphic and cultural group: local youth of the late
20th century with musical and artistic interests.
As Diaz Parra (2019: 125-127) points out, the im-
pact of this group on the process of displacement
of the neighbourhood’s previous residents marks
one of the episodes in the complex chain of migra-
tions that explains the progressive conversion of
La Alameda into a middle-class neighbourhood.
However, as the film itself shows us, this guilt is
assuaged when the story of the individual is fu-
sed with the stories of others; when it is inserted
into the emotive narrative of bodies to produce a
kind of shared knowledge of the fragilisation of
living spaces. This is the unique direction taken
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by the “distinctive epistemophilia” of the feminist
documentary as represented by La Alameda 2018:
a reinforced sense of ethics, the creation of an
affective vortex to “meet the community throu-
gh a film, to know that you are not alone” (Mayer,
2011: 39).

Huertas's affiliation with feminist documenta-
ry is also evident in the reconstructive approach
she takes to the dilemma of identity. As has been
outlined in this article, the first person in La Alam-
eda 2018 is articulated in plural, in a collective ex-
pression that brings together fragmented voices
embodied in the inhabited space of La Alameda
de Hércules. This use of the “formal dualism” of
first-person filmmaking (Lebow, 2012: 2) clear-
ly overlaps with the ephemeral condition of the
urban landscape, upon which layers of memory,
dream, and desire are superimposed. In this way,
the profound connection between the exchange
of life stories and the location turns into an almost
literal interpretation of the idea of the subject
of the enunciation as a “place” (Cadenas Canon,
2019: 276). In Huertas’s film, the intersubjectivity
constructed using various formal devices is also
the voice of the place, the gateway, the memory
passage through La Alameda.

The imaginary commemorated by the film
captures not only the traumatic signs of uprooting
but also a subversive, joyful call for collective ac-
tion. This voice of the place calls to us, speaking of
the fragility of those who remain in other neigh-
bourhoods, in other cities besieged by consumer
logic and the rationalism of late-capitalist urban
development. It is in this sense that La Alameda

IN HUERTAS’S FILM, THE
INTERSUBJECTIVITY CONSTRUCTED
USING VARIOUS FORMAL DEVICES IS
ALSO THE VOICE OF THE PLACE, THE
GATEWAY, THE MEMORY PASSAGE
THROUGH LA ALAMEDA

110



\NOTEBOOK - CONSTRUCTING A VOICE: SPANISH WOMEN FILMMAKERS OF THE 215" CENTURY

2018 embarks on a quest for other voices and be-
comes an intervention, a kind of affectionate man-
ifesto: at once a programmatic vindication and a
declaration of feelings about the disappearance of
a lived space. &

NOTES

1 Much of the information on the La Alameda project
contained in this article was obtained in correspon-
dence with the filmmaker herself, who provided im-
portant sources for our research (dossiers, early edits,
etc.) and also gave a long interview recorded with au-
dio notes between the months of June and September
2020. We would like to thank Rocio Huertas for her
generosity, and for the opportunity her film gave us to
join this collective passage through a neighbourhood
and a memory that is also dear to us.

2 A full overview of this field of collective reflection,
creation, and action can be found in the project El gran
pollo de la Alameda (Various Authors, 2006), coordina-
ted by Santiago Barber, Victoria Frensel, and Maria
José Romero.

3 Although other terms exist for this concept, such as
“‘autobiographical” (Lane, 2002; Renov, 2004) and
“subjective” (Rascaroli, 2009), we have chosen the
term used by Alisa Lebow. In consonance with Le-
bow’s argument, we believe that the use of “first per-
son” offers a clearer and more open identification of
the multiple hybrid forms of this type of documen-
tary making (from the essay film to autofiction to fil-
med diaries).

4 These two descriptions appear in different documents
and reports on the La Alameda project.

5 In his essay titled The Voice of Documentary (1983),
Nichols uses the term “voice” in a broad sense; in sub-
sequent publications, he would replace it with the
term argument. This author contrasts the notion of
argument against ideas like objectivity, neutrality or
deference (Nichols, 1991: 349).

6 According to Plantinga, the construction of voice co-
rresponds to how the filmmaker includes the specta-

tor in the story. The formal voice is associated with
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the traditional notion of truth; the open voice ques-
tions concepts of reality; the poetic voice, on the other
hand, focuses on aesthetic questions.

7 Inthe case of Seville, the successive actions on the pe-
rimeter of La Alameda expose the contradictions of
urban development in pursuit of the hypertrophy of
memory described by Huyssen (2002). In contrast to
the property frenzy that promotes the preservation
and commercial thematisation of many historic dis-
tricts, the north-east quarter of the now all-but-va-
nished working-class neighbourhoods in the heart of
Seville (Sevilla Roja) offers an example of an area sub-
jected to a decisive reconfiguration in the consolida-
tion of the city (Diaz Parra, 2019; Diaz Parra & Jover,
2019; Jover & Diaz-Parra, 2019).
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THE SITE OF THE AFFECTS: POLYPHONY OF
VOICES AND URBAN FRAGILITY IN LA ALAMEDA
2018 BY ROCiO HUERTAS

EL SITIO DE LOS AFECTOS: POLIFONIA
DE VOCES Y FRAGILIDAD URBANAEN LA
ALAMEDA 2018 DE ROCIO HUERTAS

Abstract

In the non-fiction film La Alameda 2018, artist and filmmaker Rocio
Huertas reconstructs a memory-scape of the emblematic Sevillian
neighbourhood of La Alameda de Hércules based on her own lived
experiences and those of other (former) residents. The film uses a
variety of compositional techniques and devices (from animation to
interviews and dialoguing with archive footage) to construct a col-
lective, polyphonic voice that speaks of the radical transformation
of an urban area besieged by gentrification and mass tourism. This
article presents an interpretation of Huertas’s film that explores the
mise-en-scéne and narrative construction of a plural voice (the “I-
We") that addresses the audience, while at the same time drawing on
the conceptual framework of urban fragility to reveal the intimate
connection between the quest for identity in the film and the mem-
ory of a place in the process of disappearing.

Key words
Feminist documentary; Non-Fiction; Voice; Polyphony; Urban Mem-
ory; Urban Fragility; Animated Documentary.

Authors

Samuel Fernandez-Pichel holds a PhD in Media Studies from Uni-
versidad de Sevilla. He is a professor and researcher at Universidad
de Huelva, and a member of the Cultural Theory and Studies re-
search group (HUM409, Universidad de Huelva). His main areas of
research are film studies, digital culture, and urban cultural studies.
Contact: samuel.fernandez@dfing.uhu.es

Sergio Cobo-Duran is a faculty member and researcher of the De-
partment of Audiovisual Communication and Advertising at Uni-
versidad de Sevilla. He holds a PhD in Communication and a B.A. in
Audiovisual Communication. He is the secretary of the ADMIRA re-
search group and coordinator of the Master’s degree programme in
Scriptwriting, Narrative and Audiovisual Creativity. His main lines
of research include audiovisual narrative, scriptwriting, and non-fic-
tion film. Contact: cobosergio@us.es

Article reference

Fernandez-Pichel, S., Cobo-Durdn, S. (2022). The Site of the Affects:
Polyphony of Voices and Urban Fragility in La Alameda 2018 by
RocioHuertas.LAtalante.Revistadeestudioscinematogrdficos,33,101-114.

Resumen

La Alameda 2018 es una obra de no-ficciéon en la que la artista y rea-
lizadora Rocio Huertas reconstruye un mapa de la memoria del em-
blematico barrio sevillano de la Alameda de Hércules a partir de sus
propias vivencias y las de otros (ex)habitantes de la zona. La pelicula
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macion a la entrevista y el didlogo con el material de archivo) para
componer una voz colectiva y polifénica acerca de la radical trans-
formacion de un entorno urbano asediado por la gentrificacién y la
masificaciéon turistica. El presente articulo propone una interpreta-
cion de la pelicula de Huertas atendiendo, por un lado, a la puesta
en escena y elaboracion narrativa de la voz plural (el yo-nosotros)
que interpela a los espectadores; por otro lado, se vale del marco con-
ceptual de la fragilidad urbana para desvelar como la busqueda de la
identidad, y su manifestacién concreta en La Alameda 2018, esté inti-
mamente ligada a la memoria de un lugar en trance de desaparicion.
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POLITICAL AND PERSONAL.:
PILAR TAVORA AND CINEMA OF
ROMANI REEXSISTENTIA*

TAMARA MOYA JORGE

INTRODUCTION: THE DECOLONIAL
OPTION AND CINEMA OF REEXSISTENTIA

Gypsy'imaginaries have played a key role in cine-
ma throughout its history and continue to feature
in films that have earned critical acclaim both in
Spain and internationally, such as Carmen & Lola
(Carmen vy Lola, Arantxa Echevarria, 2018), Be-
tween Two Waters (Entre dos aguas, Isaki Lacuesta,
2018), and Last Days of Spring (La ultima primav-
era, Isabel Lamberti, 2020). However, members of
this racialised community have traditionally been
studied as objects of an external gaze rather than
as narrators of their own stories on screen.? This
reality, which reflects a broader historical process
of colonialism that is both internal (through ex-
termination, marginalisation, and silencing) and
internalised (in the bodies and subijectivities of
people labelled barbarian or primitive),® has been
underpinned by a colonialist discourse that has
foreignised the Rroma in their own homelands, on
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the assumption that they have always remained
outside national or global dynamics. This process,
combined with the gendering of racialised bodies,
has meant that the predominant “gypsy woman”
stereotype constructed by white feminists is char-
acterised by submissiveness: “When, as a result of
the activism of the Western feminist movement,
women begin gaining a voice as individuals with
civil and political rights and integrating into the
labour market [...], the Other-woman cannot be a
public figure of relaxed sexual morals; she must be
reinvented” (Filigrana, 2020: 127).

However, although the stereotype is the most
visible face of symbolic antigypsism,* it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that there are forms of eth-
nocentric rhetoric that “can treat complex cultur-
al phenomena as deviant without recourse to a
character stereotype” (Shohat & Stam, 2002: 209),
ultimately resulting in the negation of identities
and world-views that fall outside the ethnocen-
tric framework, or in other words, the subalterni-
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sation of “new legitimate spaces of enunciation”
(Mignolo, 1995: 39). In this way, the voices of in-
ternal Others have traditionally been silenced in
the hegemonic institutions, and the institution of
the cinema is no exception, although it is at least
a privileged space for negotiation. Consequent-
ly, even today studies of the category of Romani
cinema exclude the perspectives and voices of the
Rroma themselves, continuing instead to pursue
a historiographic construction of Spanish cinema
that ignores them: “In other words, they don't tend
to talk about gitano cinema, made by gitanos, but
gadjo cinema, made by non-gitanos about what
they consider to be gitano, which is really just a
distorted reflection, the projection of their own
prejudices. And meanwhile, films made by gitanos
are ignored, as are gitano stories and characters”
(Agtiero & Jiménez, 2020: 154).

In the case of contemporary Rroma filmmak-
ers in other countries, there is a more extensive
bibliography of research on the work of directors
like Laura Halilovic (Italy), Sami Mustafa (Koso-
vo), Katalin Barsony (Hungary), and Tony Gat-
lif (France) (Ippolito, 2019; Rucker-Chang, 2018;
lordanova, 2008, 2001; Dobreva, 2007; Naficy,
2001). Although there are numerous studies ana-
lysing the representations of Rroma in Spanish
cinema from a perspective critical of stereotypes
and mimetic distortions (Arranz, 2015; Villarmea
Alvarez, 2009; Santaolalla, 2005; Garrido, 2003;
Smith, 2000; Nair, 1999), anti-colonial readings
of these representations are relatively recent
and still quite limited (Cortés, 2020; Woods Peiro,
2012; Labanyi, 2004). This also suggests that ac-
ademic studies of non-white Spanish filmmakers
in general, and Rroma in particular, are virtual-
ly non-existent (Moya Jorge, 2020; Smidakova,
2016). The challenge of decoloniality, which as
Catherine Walsh points out is not “a theory to fol-
low but a project to take” (Walsh, 2013: 67), and
which involves a reassessment of historical power
relations not just between nations and continents
but also within nations towards their internal Oth-
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ers, is still unexplored territory in Spanish schol-
arship. In an effort to take up this challenge, this
article considers an object of study conceptualised
from a decolonial perspective as Cinema of Reex-
sistentia. Re-ex-sistentia entails resistance—from
the Latin sistere (holding firm, repeatedly oppos-
ing without giving up ground)—in the present and
never giving up the gains in the area of human
rights made by peoples who have been historically
marginalised for ethno-racial reasons; but it also
includes the idea of a new, outward existence—a
denotation added by the prefixes re and ex. In this
type of filmmaking, associated with processes of
decolonisation led by Latin American indigenous
peoples and ethnic minorities, the emergence of
new symbolic universes may serve somehow to
restore the political dimension through a gener-
ational contract founded on situated knowledge.
This approach brings into play a kind of epistemic
insurgence through which to question the forces
that have sustained the coloniality of power, be-
ing, knowledge, and life that have structured the
realities of their people. In this respect, it is im-
portant to bear in mind that the decolonial option
(Garcés, 2016) adopted by this article needs to be
understood as just that, i.e., not as the mere appli-
cation of a theoretical framework, but as a prax-
is, a method in itself that situates the research
epistemically and determines the tools to be used
to analyse the object of study: “Here, theory, as
knowledge, is understood as incarnated and situ-
ated, something that the university too often for-
gets. Theory—as knowledge—derives from and is
formed, molded and shaped in and by actors, his-
tories, territories and places that whether recog-
nized or not, are marked by the colonial horizon
of modernity"“ (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018: 28).

THEORY, AS KNOWLEDGE, IS
UNDERSTOOD AS INCARNATED AND
SITUATED
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OBJECTIVES AND METHODOLOGY

The main strategies that colonialist discourse has
made use of in cinema to stigmatise ethnicised
peoples in general, and racialised women in par-
ticular, have been the “civilizing mission” and the
‘denial of coevalness” (Mignolo, 2003), discursive
operations that have materialised in a “positing of
lack” (Shohat & Stam, 2002). The aim of this ar-
ticle is to contribute to the bulldozing of both of
these strategies in the case of the Rroma commu-
nity in Spain. Taking the work of the filmmaker
Pilar Tavora as a case study, this aim is pursued
in two specific ways: first, by identifying points of
cinematic enunciation based on “situated episte-
mologies of feeling” (Periafiez Bolatio, 2016); and
secondly, by analysing operations in her films
that contribute to processes of decolonisation of
ethno-racial modes of representation. To this end,
the specific research conducted has included a re-
view of the literature and of Tavora’s filmography,
an in-depth interview with the filmmaker herself,
and an analysis of her latest film, Helios Gomez,
tinta y municion (Helios Gémez: Ink and Ammuni-
tion, 2019).

The in-depth interview, conducted in De-
cember 2019, constitutes a key element of this
research, based on the view that filmmakers
“are not just textual structures or fictions within
their films; they also are empirical subjects, situ-
ated in the interstices of cultures and film prac-
tices, who exist outside and prior to their films”
(Naficy, 2001: 4). The film analysis follows Shohat
and Stam’s suggestion to try to go further than
examining stereotypes when exploring notions
of ethnicity and race, and instead make use of dis-
course analysis. From this perspective, cinema is
understood not only as mimesis or representation
but also as enunciation and, as such, the logics of
verisimilitude in relation to a homogeneous and
immutable ontological reality are less important
than the discourses articulated around that real-
ity, and especially their capacity to intervene in
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the territory of the real: “A predilection for aural
and musical metaphors (voices, intonation, ac-
cent, polyphony) reflects a shift in attention from
the predominantly visual logical space of moder-
nity (perspective, empirical evidence, domination
of the gaze) to a post-modern space of the vocal
(oral ethnography, a people’s history, slave narra-
tives)” (Shohat & Stam, 2002: 218).

PILAR TAVORA: CINEMA AND ROMANI
REEXSISTENTIA

As one of just a handful of Spanish female direc-
tors who made their first films prior to the 1990s,
Pilar Tavora is a pioneer in her field. She was born
in the working-class neighbourhood of Cerro del
Aguila in Seville, into a family immersed in the
world of bullfighting. As the daughter of Salvador
Tavora, director of the recognised theatre group
La Cuadra de Sevilla, from a young age she was
involved in flamenco and the stage, in an artis-
tic atmosphere of opposition to Franco's regime
in the final years of the dictatorship. Her first
feature film, Nanas de Espinas [Thorny Lullabies]
(1984), is a film version of the play of the same
name created by La Cuadra and inspired by Fed-
erico Garcia Lorca’s play Blood Wedding (Bodas
de sangre, 1931). Her first documentaries explore
different aspects of popular Andalusian culture:
Sevilla, viernes santo madrugada [Seville, Good Fri-
day at Dawn] (1981), Andalucia entre el incienso y
el sudor [Andalusia between the Incense and the
Sweat] (1982), Ubeda (1985), Costaleros (1985) and
Antonio Divino (1986) are a few of the short films
that reflect TAvora’s interest in filming Andalu-
sia from an anthropological perspective: “When
[ say ‘authentic’ it is because I know what is au-
thentic, because I have lived it as an Andalusian
and I know I have the authority to talk about this
because it is part of my heritage, part of my lived
experience” (Cami-Vela, 2005: 211).

It was because of these early productions that
Tavora decided to create her own film studio (now
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Productora Arbonaida) to be able to develop her
own projects and the work of other directors in
her hometown: “The only way I could get things
off the ground was by producing them myself.
There was nobody in Madrid who was interested
in anything from Andalusia that wasn't what was
expected of Andalusia. And in Andalusia, produc-
ers were busy producing their own things; they
didn't produce other directors”” The filmmaker
defines her work as a defence of Andalusia and of
women, topics that overlap in her films and that
converge allegorically in the film Yerma (1998),
her second feature film, and another personal ad-
aptation of one of Lorca’s plays. The gender per-
spective is also at the heart of other films that she
has directed with different themes and in differ-
ent formats: Nosotras, femenino plural [Us, Plural
Feminine] (1987), Mujeres rotas [Broken Women]
(1999), Eternos interiores [Eternal Interiors] (2004),
Brujas [Witches] (2007), and Madre amadisima
[Beloved Mother] (2008).

Over the course of her career, which has also
included work on numerous television programs,
plays and flamenco shows, Tavora has represent-
ed other perspectives on Romani identity, which
is always present in her iconographic elements
and in the characters she gives a voice to as part
of Andalusian identity, that other Andalusia of
stories that have been silenced and buried under
myth. This work is closely related to the activism
that has led Tavora to participate in political or-
ganisations (as an Andalusian Party candidate for
Seville’s city council), professional associations (as
president of the Association of Independent Pro-
ducers of Andalusia, and as a member of the As-
sociation of Women Filmmakers and Audiovisual
Media and of the Audiovisual Council of Andalu-
sia), and social movements (as a public supporter
of different causes related to human rights).

Notable among the titles that explore the con-
tributions of Rroma through topics that intersect
with the world of flamenco is the series Cavila-
ciones [Musings] (Canal Sur TV, 1995). This series
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OVER THE COURSE OF HER CAREER,
WHICH HAS ALSO INCLUDED WORK ON
NUMEROUS TELEVISION PROGRAMS,
PLAYS AND FLAMENCO SHOWS, TAVORA
HAS REPRESENTED OTHER PERSPECTIVES
ON ROMANIIDENTITY

offers an overview of historical documentation
on the origins of cante jondo, positing a view of
this artistic expression as an idiosyncratically An-
dalusian phenomenon and the flamenco world as
“vernacular knowledge” (Peridnez Bolafio, 2016).
In Tablao flamenco: cara y cruz [Flamenco Stage:
Pros and Cons] (2003), Tavora makes a clear effort
to deconstruct the official history of the world of
flamenco venues, exposing a system of exploita-
tion of female bodies (Moya Jorge, 2020).

Two titles that focus on realities of the Rro-
ma or the notion of Romani identity as a central
theme are Fregenal, gitanos en romeria [Fregenal,
Gitanos on a Pilgrimage] (Pilar Tavora, 1989), one
of the episodes included in the Television Espano-
la series De ano en arfio [From Year to Year] (1989),
and especially the documentary series Gitanos
andaluces [Andalusian Gitanos] (2012), which of-
fers various portraits of Rroma men and women
who share their life stories, offering perspectives
from different contexts and different positions of
contemporary Andalusian society. The discourse
of this series is a clearly explicit condemnation of
racism, a deconstruction of deep-rooted stereo-
types and a call to normalise diversity in Spanish
society. Among Tavora’s films, the Rroma commu-
nity is featured in El Mozart gitano [The Gypsy Mo-
zart] (2012), a portrait of the musician Diego Am-
ador, and in Helios Gomez, tinta y municién (2019),
the title analysed below. Discussing the evolution
towards a more pronounced visibility of the Rro-
ma in her films and of her own consciousness as a
Rroma filmmaker, Tavora eloquently explains her
personal experience:
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When you start working [...] you realise there are
no voices, there are very few and the few there are
have a responsibility to speak for something that
has been poorly told [...]. And your internal pro-
cess also opens up new directions so that, without
leaving behind your Andalusian identity, which is
always where I frame everything, you start talking
about things you didn't talk about before because
you thought the mere fact you did things different-
ly was enough; the fact that you made a Yerma, or
that you made a series about the history of flamen-
co, that you made Costaleros [...]. But you realise
that it isn't, that there is something still missing,
that forms part of you, that still hasn't appeared,
that you always hope that others will do but no-
body does it, and then you start opening that direc-
tion of the topic too.?

In other words, Tavora's cinematic enunciation
through embodied knowledge and situated feeling
as a Rroma filmmaker constitutes a political choice,
a decision: “Asserting identity is a political deci-
sion, it has nothing to do with having a bigger or
smaller percentage of Rroma. It has to do with you,
but you could also decide to wash your hands of it
and make a different life”” Thanks to her decision,
adding to the numerous national and internation-
al awards that Tavora has received over the course
of her career as a filmmaker and producer, in re-
cent years she has received awards like the Premio
Andaluz Gitano (2012), the Premio Fundacién Sec-
retariado Gitano (2016), and tributes in Filmoteca
Espanola in the context of the O’ Dikhipen film cy-
cle organised by Spain’s Romani cultural institute,
Instituto de Cultura Gitana (2008-).

HELIOS GOMEZ, TINTA Y MUNICION:
ROMANI CULTURE AS A POLITICAL
DECISION

Helios Gomez, tinta y municién is Pilar Tavora’s
most recent film, and it is also the most political
of the works in which she has explicitly explored
the question of Romani identities. In narrative
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terms, this exploration is expressed in two ways.
Firstly, she found it necessary to position herself
within the story, with recourse to performativity
(Nichols, 2013). This is a strategy she did not use
in her previous feature film, Salvador Tdvora: la
excepcion [Salvador Tavora: the Exception] (2017),
even though that film was about her father. With
Helios..., however, Tavora felt the need to take a
more personal approach to tell the story of the
avant-garde artist, poet and intellectual, a great
unknown not only to the Rroma, but in Spanish
history in general.® And secondly, the political di-
mension is evident in the fact that in this film the
character's Romani background is not explored as
just one more aspect of his identity, but as a cen-
tral feature of the portrait.

Thus, although the documentary is presented
as a biography of Helios Gémez (1905-1956), from
the introduction to the film the iconographic di-
mension of the character is made patently clear.
It would be a conventional documentary with a
participatory approach and a historical theme if
not for the added subplot that operates as a frame
story: the tale of a fictional self-reflexive charac-
ter representing the filmmaker herself in search
of inspiration to find a “unifying theme” for her
film about Helios Gomez. With this in mind, she
sits on the banks of the Guadalquivir River with
a book of the writer’s collected poetry (Figure 1).

A second character, anonymous and unknown
to Tavora’s protagonist, appears before her, claim-
ing that he also knows about Helios Gémez. In-
deed, in her conversation with this character,
who at the end of the film will be revealed to be an
illusion, he provides her with biographical infor-
mation about Helios that suggests omniscience.
In other words, this character possesses more in-
formation than either the narrator-protagonist or
the documentary research, giving the story a met-
aleptic dimension. Viewers soon realise that this
mysterious character is intended to function as a
kind of mirror for the identity of the filmmaker’s
character, adding another layer for interpreting
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Figure I. Still frame from Helios Gémez, tinta y municién

her process of political consciousness and iden-
tification with everything that Helios represents.
This interpretation is supported by the confron-
tational position in which the two characters are
placed in the frame, but also by the performance
of the actor chosen for the role, whose resem-
blance to Helios in the extant photos of the artist
is more than obvious. Finally, the lighting chosen,
which enhances the reflections of the sun, and
subsequently of the overhead lamps on the wa-
ter of the river, contributes to the creation of an
ethereal atmosphere and the visual metaphor of a
mirror (Figure 1).

The frame story then leads into the more con-
ventional documentary part of the film, based on
personal interviews com-
bined with archive footage,
this time without the use
of a narrating voice-over.
The presence of the first in-
terviewee, Helios Goémez's
son, keeps alive the family
memory of the artist, who
died in the 1950s. In this first
interview, the character is
positioned ideologically as a
Rroma, an Andalusian, and
a supporter of the Spanish
Republic. This last aspect is
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underscored by the music
chosen for the visual tran-
sition to both historical and
contemporary archive imag-
es: “Banderas republicanas,” a
tangos sung by the cantaora
Carmen Linares. The song’s
lyrics make reference to the
Triana neighbourhood of
Seville: “Triana, Triana, qué
bonita esta Triana, cuando
le ponen al puente las ban-
deras republicanas” [“Triana,
Triana, how pretty Triana
is, when the Republican flags are raised on the
bridge”]. In this way, the pre-Franco past and the
contemporary era are fused together into a single
diegetic time-frame.

It is thus clear that the setting for the fiction-
al subplot was purposefully chosen. In addition to
the diegetic justification that Helios Gomez lived
in Triana, this part of Seville is a very specific lo-
cation that triggers a whole iconography associ-
ated with the Rroma community. The bridge that
connects this working-class neighbourhood with
the rest of Seville evokes a memory which, like
the memory of the character in question, must be
recovered through the culture of the district itself.
The Triana neighbourhood was an old ghetto lo-

Figure 2. Still frame from Helios Gémez, tinta y municién
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cated on the left bank of the Guadalquivir River,
a place known historically for the intermixing of
different marginalised racialised groups—Rroma,
Arabs, and sub-Saharan Africans—and poorer
non-Rroma families. This is the place where “eth-
nomusicologists locate the origin of the first fla-
menco tonds, derived from the first soled songs,
the place where, in short, “Andalusian folklore
was first expressed in flamenco” (Filigrana, 2020:
82). This is referred to explicitly by the character
who represents Helios at the end of the film: “This
bridge, a witness to our history, with the mighty
Guadalquivir, great and deep in Andalusia and
like the dark-sounding cantes.”

However, in addition, by adding the pro-Re-
publican political dimension, Triana in particular
and Seville in general are semantically distanced
in the film from the connotations this setting sub-
sequently acquired under the Franco regime (1939-
1975).7 In the documentary, the Andalusian capital
is redefined as a synonym for modernity prior to
that episode of Spanish history, and as a cultural
hub that produced some of the most important
avant-garde artists of the early 20th century.

EMBODIED KNOWLEDGE AND
SITUATED FEELING

The first mention of Helios Gémez’'s Romani bac-
kground returns us to the documentary’s fictional
subplot in which the character representing He-
lios and the character Pilar discuss their Romani
identity:
“The gitanos, that clear central pillar; the cellars of
Triana. The gitanos of iron and fire, of the cante, of
communal living and solidarity.
“What was it that Lorca said? That they were ‘the
most elevated, the most profound, and the most
aristocratic. And Helios Gémez, as a gitano, you
have to feel him, it isn't enough just to know him.
This conversation, in addition to invoking
Romani mythology, also identifies a key point of
reference: Federico Garcia Lorca, an author who
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has marked Pilar Tavora’s oeuvre since her first
productions but who at the same time triggers a
memory of identity not only of the Rroma—as he
was one of the Rroma-phile writers of the so-called
Generation of 19278—but of one half of Spain, i.e.,
the victims murdered by Franco’'s Nationalists.
However, Pilar’s character also introduces anoth-
er important element: “as a gitano, you have to feel
him. This appeal to ways of understanding the
world through empiricism and not solely through
rationalism is a recurring trope in her work, ap-
pealing to what Ivan Perianez Bolano argues is
the need to understand flamenco culture as an
‘epistemology of situated feeling” For Peridnez
Bolano, this involves ‘recognising the capacity
of feelings and experiences in the production of
knowledge [..], a different knowledge that over-
comes the dualities of objectivity/subjectivity, as
subjectivity connects with shared experiences
and not with methods of validation and the ob-
jectives of rational Western science” (Perianez
Bolafio, 2016: 32). In this case, this epistemology
emerges through the symbolic function served
by the character played by the actor who, as he
forms part of a reality perceived only by Pilar’s
character, although his presence appears physical,
alludes to the mythical as a valid dimension for
knowledge. In a way, the strategy of establishing
a conversation between the filmmaker-character
and the Helios Gémez character exemplifies the
need for an epistemic operation that approach-
es knowledge through conversation as a form of
‘learning in relation to others” The explanation
offered by Periafiez Bolano in relation to writing
could thus be applied to the process undertaken
by Pilar Tavora as the extra-diegetic filmmaker
faced with the task of making a documentary
about this artist:

The relational is relevant insofar as it shifts
the importance from the writer to the level of
those who participate in the conversation: at least,
of the voices and positions of the co-protagonists
who take part in it, of the narratives and perspec-
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Figure 3. Still frame from Helios Gémez, tinta y municién

tives of the authors who appear in the text, of the
author’s voice; in this case, through a collective
self to which I ascribe myself and through which I
represent myself (Peridfiez Bolanio, 2016: 33).

As this same author suggests, this episte-
mology of situated feeling requires a language
“that acknowledges the plural nature of feelings”
(Perianez Bolato, 2016: 33), which are not limited
to the visual. This could be the reasoning behind
the recurring technique used in the documentary
of overlapping meaningful elements in different
languages and formats, such as the interview-
ees’ voices, flamenco music, archive photographs,
paintings, sculptures, posters, newspaper head-
lines, moving images and written text (Figure 3),
as if, in effect, the character’'s contribution could
only be revealed through synaesthetic operations
of knowledge.

HISTORICAL MEMORY AND THE
DECOLONIAL OPTION

All of the biographical dimensions of the Helios
Gomez character intersect in the film discourse
with his status as a Rroma artist understood as
a political choice. This involved standing up for
the poorer classes and for Andalusia, but it also
entailed theorising about Romani identity, as an
activist stance that could constitute an alternati-
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ve to the internal conflicts of the left.
As one of the interviewees mentions,
for Helios the Spanish Civil War would
serve to liberate the Rroma from their
traditional condition as a marginalised
community. From a sociological point
of view, it is worth noting the interpre-
tation given to one of the bleakest epi-
sodes in Helios Gomez’s life: his time
in a concentration camp and his many
incarcerations. As Diego Fernandez,
Director of the Instituto de Cultura
Gitana, recalls in his interview: “The
cell he had in Modelo [Prison, Barcelo-
nal was eight metres, and it held eight inmates.
Anyway, the mantra he always used in extreme
situations was ‘it's all the same, I'm a gitano. His
own cell-mates couldn’t understand his resilience,
but when he said that, what he was really saying
was that they can't kill the gitanos twice; we are
survivors and so he could bear it all with an enor-
mous resilience”

This observation, which begins with the view
of the speaker on screen, changes to a voice-over
while we cut to archive footage (Figure 4) that
evokes the memory of the Rroma, referring not just
to the historical repression of Spain’s Rroma com-
munity, but also to another episode contemporane-
ous to the diegetic timeframe: the Samudaripen, or
Romani genocide during the Holocaust. The Rom-
ani’'s transnational identity is made equally clear
in various ways. One example of this is when the
character representing Helios in the fictional part
of the film refers to the European context of the
inter-war period as “that gitano Europe,” extrapo-
lating the repression in Spain to other countries.
But another is the transnational dimension of He-
lios Gémez himself, who lived in various Europe-
an countries and immersed himself in different
avant-garde movements. Finally, the commitment
to this transnational identity is made patently clear
with the inclusion of the official Romani anthem
‘Gelem, Gelem” at the end of the film.
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Figure 4. Still frame from Helios Gémez, tinta y municién

The discourse that serves to explain Helios's
attitude as described in this part of the narrative
is related to what the sociologist Nicolds Jiménez
Gonzalez identifies as one of the foundations on
which Romani cultural values are built: biophilia,
or a love of life. As the author explains, “the set
of biophilic values include our playful attitude
towards existence, our vitality and optimism. Bi-
ophilia is what makes us live in the present be-
cause, as a traditional Hindu proverb putsiit, ‘life is
a bridge to cross over, not a place to build a house!
Here we have a principle in opposition to the pes-
simism and self-denial of the Western Christian
tradition: life is not a vale of tears, but a bridge to
cross” (Jiménez Gonzalez, 2002: 18).

This semantic field related to linguistic met-
aphors alluding to the passage of human beings
through the world, in addition to being reinforced
by a mise-en-scene that positions the bridge over
the Guadalquivir as another character in the sto-
ry, is also present in the characters’ conversations:
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“Art is so important for blazing new trails, and it is

so important to start with what is yours.

“With your own tools, with your own cultural,

symbolic and experiential codes”

“The universal is always more when it starts from

your own roots.”

‘And in Helios that was clear: he never abandoned

the universe of his own identity to communicate

with the world”

The dialectical process unfolding over the
course of these fictional sequences makes it clear
that this mirror-character resembling Helios is
the culmination of the process of identification
with Pilar’s character. Indeed, the filmmaker
and the artist share more than just a common
homeland and ethnic background: while he was
a “Sevillian pioneer” of avant-garde art in the
early 20th century, she holds the same status in
the field of filmmaking, and the two also share a
political commitment and a way of understand-
ing art as a tool for social activism, as well as an
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interest in new forms that draw on traditional
signifiers of Andalusian culture. The shot that
concludes the fictional subplot, and also the docu-
mentary—which ends with the appearance of the
film’s producer on screen—renders this mimetic
connection between the filmmaker and the Heli-
os character explicit through overlapping images
that fuse their two gazes (Figure 5). The idea of re-
incarnation through the recovery of memory, i.e.,
of somehow restoring his image, is also made ex-
plicit at this point when the artist’s son concludes:
“My father didn’t die when he died”

This film contributes to the strategy of pro-
moting positive models launched by Rroma com-
munity associations as a way of transcoding the
gypsy signifier, a campaign that Tavora herself
has taken part in: ‘I feel that blazing the trail with
Helios is blazing a lot of trails, because Helios also
understood his gitano identity as a political mat-
ter, a social matter, and that is essential, because
otherwise you're stuck in ethnicity and you never
get out of it” It is also important because it con-
structs a discourse that restores the character of
Helios Gémez to the narrative not only of Romani
history but also of anti-Francoist history, as a way
of bulldozing the discursive strategy of the deni-
al of coevalness by exploring the participation of
Rroma men and women in a key episode in Span-

Figure 5. Still frame from Helios Gémez, tinta y municién
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ish history like the Civil War. This is made clear in
the dedication included in the final credits: “Peo-
ples who lose their memory are doomed to repeat
their mistakes. In memory of all those buried in
the unmarked graves of oblivion.

CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

The analysis of Rroma self-representation in cine-
ma can shed light on discourses founded on epis-
temologies of feeling situated in this community,
a question that has so far been largely unexplo-
red in Spain. This can contribute to a problema-
tisation of the phenomenon of Spanish women's
cinema by considering Other gazes on and from
those who have been constructed as historical al-
terities (Moya Jorge, 2020). In this sense, what is
being described here is a kind of act-cinema with a
decolonising function on two levels: external and
internal. Through its recovery of memories, its
exploration of contemporary struggles and its re-
flections on the future visibility of the Rroma, the
film Helios Gomez, tinta y municion contributes to
processes of national decoloniality. But at the same
time, it forms part of a decolonisation process un-
dertaken by its director, who, through her enun-
ciation based on an awareness of the embodied
knowledge of the I/we of the Rroma woman/wo-
men, deconstructs the effects of
internalised coloniality on bodies
and subjectivities. Citing Mignolo
once again, it could be argued that
by feeling the colonial wound, i.e.,
by becoming aware of “our places
in the normative systems that
regulate mormality’ through ra-
cial classification” (Mignolo, 2015:
44¢6), the filmmaker studied here
engages in a detachment process
that constitutes a resurgence cha-
racteristic of Cinema of Reexsis-
tentia. By constructing discourses
on the historical memory of Ro-
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mani realities through situated feeling and embo-
died knowledge, Tavora’s films contribute to what
Filigrana describes as the need to “free ourselves
from the colonisation of our identities in order to
construct forms of struggle through them that can
lead us to the emancipation and sovereignty of our
lives and the territory we inhabit” (Filigrana, 2019:
273). In this sense, Tavora’s Cinema of Reexsistentia
takes up the line of argument pursued by deco-
lonial feminisms of the global South, of “thinkers
and activists committed to processes of struggle,
resistances and/or of women together with their
communities” (Ochoa Murnoz & Garzéon Martinez,
2019: 15) for whom thinking, feeling and doing all
form part of the same struggle. &

NOTES

This study forms part of the research project Cartogra-

fias del cine de movilidad en el Atlantico hispdnico [Cinema-

tic Cartographies of Mobility in the Hispanic Atlantic]

(CSO2017-85290-P), financed by the Spanish Ministry

of Science and Innovation and co-financed with funds

from the ERDF. The research has been made possible by

a University Professor Training (FPU) scholarship from

the Government of Spain.

1  Theterm gitano (“gypsy”) is the general name with which
the Rroma self-identify in Spain and a few other coun-
tries. This community is considered the biggest ethnic
minority in Europe in general, and in Spain in particular.
Around one million Spaniards are Rroma, and close to 40
percent of them live in the Andalusia region (Ministerio
de Sanidad, Servicios Sociales e Igualdad, 2016).

2 It is worth noting here the comparison made by Car-
los Aguilar and Anita Haas in their book Flamenco y cine
(2019) between processes of cultural legitimisation of
jazz and the African American population in the United
States and of flamenco and the Rroma in Spain.

3 It is important to distinguish here between the notions

of colonisation and coloniality, as the latter, applicable to

our time, ‘refers to old patterns of power that emerge in
the context of colonialism and redefine culture, work, in-

tersubjective relations, aspirations of being, common un-
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derstandings, and the production of knowledge” (Men-
doza, 2019: 57).

4 The European Alliance against Antigypsyism describes
this concept as a specific form of racism targeting the Ro-
mani population. This notion encompasses the systemic
disadvantages faced by Rroma in Europe as a consequen-
ce of historical and structural racism (Alliance against
Antigypsyism, 2016).

In a personal interview on 4 December 2019 in Madrid.
For more biographical information about Helios Gémez
and the importance of his political discourse for the Ro-
mani movement, see Agltiero & Jiménez (2020), or Sierra
(2018).

7 The Francoist historiographic narrative posited a histori-
cal line of continuity between the Franco regime and the
Recongquista of Spain in the 15th century, which sought to
erase the Muslim past of the country’s south. See Whe-
eler’s analysis of Sevillian imaginaries in 16th-century
theatre and painting: “significant intellectual, physical
and emotional labour was nevertheless invested into di-
savowing this Islamic heritage. Hence, for example, there
was a marked tendency to refer to the river as the Betis
rather than the Guadalquivir in order to stress the city’s
Roman as opposed to Arabic past” (Wheeler, 2020:15).

8 Following Roman Gubern, it could be argued that the
association between Federico Garcia Lorca and Helios
Gémez was related to the position of the latter among
a small group of intellectuals who situated their work
about the poorer classes in a context in which most Spa-
nish intellectuals, although “against the traditional-abso-
lutist Spain responsible for the massacre of North Afri-
cans [...] at the same time lived disconnected from the
Spain of the common people,” and were thus effectively a

“sociologically pure elite” (Gubern, 1999: 10).
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BELEN FUNES

“WE'RE PAYING TRIBUTE TO YOU™*

SHAILA GARCIA CATALAN
AARON RODRIGUEZ SERRANO

Her Twitter profile banner greets you with the
boys from Louis Malle’s Au revoir les enfants [Goo-
dbye, Children] (1987) looking off frame, along
with a photo booth picture from the 1990s of a
teenage Belén Funes with adorable shadows un-
der her eyes, hoop earrings, and a high ponytail,
staring straight into the camera with an expres-
sion of startling self-assurance and conviction.
But the most striking feature of this shot is her
mouth, which is firmly closed, discreetly holding
back a grimace, a smile, a laugh, or a word. This
picture, the kind you would normally take in a
hurry and without great results for your passport
photo or student card, continues to be a strong
and intense representation of the Belén Funes we
know today. The screenwriter and director cut
her teeth on film shoots, experiencing first-hand
the emergence of what scholars like Arnau Vi-
lard (2021) describe as “a new Barcelona school”.
Funes was third assistant director to Mar Coll on
Three Days with the Family (Tres dies amb la fami-
lia, 2009), a film considered to have spearheaded
this new wave of female filmmakers. She subse-
quently worked on Elena Trapé's crew on Blog
(2010) and Nely Reguera’s on Maria y los demas
(2016). She was also assistant director for Jaume
Balaguerd's Sleep Tight (Mientras duermes, 2011),
Paco Plaza’s Rec 3 (2012) and three films by Isabel
Coixet: Yesterday Never Ends (Ayer no termina
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nunca, 2013), Endless Night (2015), and The Books-
hop (2017). Coixet recognised her talent and bac-
ked the production of her first short films, Sara a
la fuga [Sara on the Run] (2015) and La inutil [The
Useless] (2016), through her studio, Wasabi Fil-
ms. A decade after the foundational moment of
working on the emblematic Three Days with the
Family, Funes released A Thief’s Daughter (La hija
de un ladron, 2019), for which she won the 2020
Goya award for Best New Director, presented to
her at the ceremony by Carla Simén and Arantxa
Echevarria. Before winning the award, Echeva-
rria had given Funes an amulet in recognition of
the fact that she was the only woman nominated
for a director’s award that year.

Belén Funes finds writing something of a
painful process, but the script she co-wrote with
Marcal Cebrian for A Thief's Daughter won a
Gaudi Award. She looks at society through a
handheld camera that follows the tremors of the
human body. Her films latch onto female protag-
onists who know what it means to be stuck in a
rut; they carry wounds but are not fragile. She is
never condescending. She needs to learn and to
listen, but she never forces anyone to speak. The
camera waits for their outbursts, but never pro-
vokes them, respecting what is left unsaid. Her
characters are alone, somewhat bewildered, hop-
ing or in a hurry, but never with time to think.
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Belén during the interview

They can only keep going, move on, and endure
the harshness of the moment. They never allow
themselves to fall. Her work captures innocence
lost, and precarity on social, emotional and sub-
jective levels. Her films are about faces and insti-
tutions, processes, protocols, passageways, living
spaces (with no home) and journeys (with no way
out). Her enunciative voice underpins an emo-
tional ambivalence that cannot be resolved: her
characters want to escape from their families, and
yet at the same time they refuse to stop believing
in the promise of the family bond. Every shot is a
work of subtlety: there is rage, silence, sometimes
trap music, but it is never overstated, underscored
or obvious; instead, there are watery eyes, reac-
tions, and hints pointing to something outside the
frame. And there are always details hidden in cor-
ners, serving to construct the real.

The first shot in Belén Funes's filmography
is of a Sara escaping from an institution, while
the last (so far) is another Sara standing in court.
We talk to her about the repetition—the creative
thread that runs through all her work—and about
the invention—and the burden of being a prom-
ising Spanish filmmaker. We meet her online on
a cold but sunny day in Barcelona, which takes
us from that photo booth picture to a lockdown
aesthetic characterised by an intense ray of sun-
light lining her face while she offers us the most
precious gift: time taken out to talk tous. W
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Do you feel that you are part of a gener-
ation? We're taking it for granted that
there is a generation of female directors
but we don’t know what it looks like from
the inside. Do you consider yourself to be
part of a movement, or are you an auton-
omous creator?
I totally feel that I'm part of a group. I
don't know if it's a generation because I
think generations are something that are
talked about after the fact. It may be too
current and too soon to speak of a gener-
ation. What I do feel a part of is a group
of friends. I think that is the change that we've
been able to introduce. All those years of sol-
itude, of women creating on their own because
they didn't have a network of contacts, those
years are over. Suddenly, a moment of solidarity
has begun. Many of the female filmmakers I ad-
mire are my mentors and certainly their names
could be placed under that heading of a genera-
tion of female directors: Carla Simén with Summer
1993 (Estiu 1993, 2017), Elena Martin with Julia
ist (2017), Clara Roquet with Libertad (2021), and
Celia Rico with Journey to a Mother’s Room (Viaje
al cuarto de una madre, 2018). For me, these are
my most immediate mentor. It's something I am
very grateful for and I think it's very important
that your mentor shouldn’'t be someone on the
other side of the ocean. It should be someone you
can call up on the phone and arrange to meet for
coffee so that you can explain to them that you've
got problems with a script, or that you're not get-
ting any support to shoot a film and to work out
what can be done. I feel that I'm part of a very
powerful, very interesting group. But I think of
them as my friends.

There is a lot of talk about the question of second
and third films, about how you will consolidate
your work, and what will happen there. Is that
something you talk about with other female di-
rectors? Is how to keep moving forward and lay-
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ing the foundations a concern that exists in your
group of creators?

[ think we're all working on our second films. Carla
(Simoén) just finished filming Alcarras (2022), Nelly
Reguera just finished filming El nieto (2022), Ele-
na Martin is working on her second film, and I'm
writing my second film. We're all in this process
and I think it's something that concerns us because
there was one thing that obsessed us when people
talked about this generation of female filmmakers
and it was that we didn't want it to turn into a fad;
we wanted it to turn into a reality. We wanted to
make movies. With your first film you always run
the risk that it will stop there, with one film that
you made one day. And that’s something that we
wouldn't want to happen. There’'s another impor-
tant issue, apart from the career path, which is the
pressure we feel on us. For better or worse we've
all made films that have been important or have
received support from critics and audiences. They
are films that haven't gone unnoticed, that have
had a certain degree of attention in the media. And
you wonder whether this might never happen
again, whether you'll make another film that will
make an impact, whether the next film will turn
out well or not. That pressure is something I think
unites us; we've been able to share it, and, like all
fears, when pressure is shared it is neutralised. We
know it exists, we have it hanging over our heads,
and we try to deal with it every day.

Is the challenge of making a second film harder
than making the first?

When you create your first work nobody is expect-
ing anything of you; it’s just you at home, writing a
film, making it. What really saddens me is that it’s
very hard to recapture that feeling again. Every-
body is waiting to see what story you have to tell
now. The other day I read an interview with Lucre-
cia Martel, an Argentine filmmaker that I admire
a lot, who directed La ciénaga [The Swamp] (2001),
The Headless Woman (La mujer sin cabeza, 2008),
and Zama (2017). She said it was strange that people
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should be expected to have a story to tell every year
and [ totally agree with that. To have something to
tell and to find what it is you want to tell people in a
film is complicated; it takes time, maybe more than
a year. In a way, when you tackle your second film,
the audience has already seen your first film and
there is an expectation, however small it might be.
There's an added pressure.

In an interview with Jara Yaifez you said that
you realised that Sara, the woman in your first
short film, was very probably the girl in your
first feature film. It seems as if you're tracking
down this Sara in your writing.

It's curious, because you carry characters around
the same way you carry obsessions around. I re-
alised afterwards that I was always working on
the same thing. My partner is a screenwriter—he
was the screenwriter for A Thief's Daughter—and
we write together. One day I said to him: “Marcal
[Cebrian], we're making a very different film,” and
he laughed and said no, that we weren’t making
a film that was very different from what I'd done
before [laughs], but that there wasn't anything
wrong with not being versatile. Versatility doesn’t
interest me. Directors don't have to be versatile;
they have to be good. But I think that deep down
we carry around obsessions, characters, settings,
contexts, themes... I'm really interested in how in-
dividuals relate to the system and I've realised that
my next film will come back to this theme again.

You began your filmography with Sara a la fuga
(2015), about a girl escaping from an institution.
And she escapes out a window... (Figure 1)

Now that you say it I think you're right, but at the
time it was irrational. I did it because I thought
the film should start with someone climbing out
a window. But you have analysed it, you've taken
all this and constructed a story and it seems to me
to be much more fascinating and interesting.
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We get the impression that for the
first time, a generation (our genera-
tion) is being discussed through a por-
trait of an individual, a family and a
society. Do you all have that impres-
sion of being voices for these people
on the other side, giving them tools so
they can think about their history?

[ don't know if were giving you tools,
but what I do know is that we're pay-
ing tribute to you. For me that’s the
most important thing. Lately, I've
had doubts about the transformative
power of cinema. I used to be very
sure of it. Not now. But I do think we
make films with very little money and
in very precarious conditions but that they're able
to pay tribute the people on the other side. I think
there is a dialogue going on. I feel that were really
obsessed with reality, which perhaps is something
that not all female filmmakers want to do. We like to
portray what is going on around us. And I feel that
when you talk about what you know, the films take
on a much more universal dimension because they
are full of details. For example, it you analyse Sum-
mer 1993, it's a film of details, a story that reaches
you because it’s true and because it’s made with the
heart and with the gut. I feel that we're able to com-
municate with people who perhaps, at a given point,
haven't found any films that they can really hold
onto. This is really important, finding films that you
can cling to and say: “this is something true, there
is something valuable here and I want to keep this”

It is nice to see how you use your friends’ films as
examples rather than your own.

I'm surrounded by very talented women whose
work is featured in a multitude of festivals, in
scriptwriting workshops ... It makes me tremen-
dously happy.

Can you tell us about how you all work in the
scriptwriting workshops?
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Figure I. The opening shot in the short film Sara a la fuga by Belén Funés (2015)

They're script consulting sessions while you're
writing a project. You apply and if you're lucky
they select you, advise you, go over your writing
and help you with the script development process.
For example, TorinoFilmLab (TFL) and Labora-
torio de Guiones del Mediterraneo are European
initiatives, where you apply with what you're
working on at the time: a treatment, a synopsis,
whatever. You send your previous work, and if
you're lucky they choose you. It's a lovely place
to talk about your film and to continue writing it.

And do you create together? Is there a network
of dialogue between your projects?

Yes. We send each other the scripts. When one of us
is doing a casting call for a film, we talk about what
each actor inspires in us, what they could bring to
each character. And we talk about salaries, which is
very important. There's a network. It's really lovely
because it didn't exist before. When I met Josefina
Molina—who directed Melodrama infernal [Infer-
nal Melodrama] (1969), Vera, un cuento cruel [Vera,
a Cruel Story] (1973), and Esquilache (198%9)—at the
International Film Week in Valladolid (SEMINCI) a
few years ago, she told me: “You girls make me en-
vious to see you here together, with your network.
[ wish we'd had that.” Pioneering directors like her,
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Figure 2. Plaits to disguise the wounds in Sara a la fuga and in
A Thief’s Daughter

or Cecilia Bartolomé, who made Margarita v el lobo
[Margarita and the Wolf] (1969), Vamonos, Barbara
[Let's Go, Barbara, 1978), and Lejos de Africa [Far
from Africa] (1996), were very much alone.

Are you all in contact with other regions of
Spain? Is there any kind of European network?

[ feel that I have a very intense relationship with
Catalan filmmakers because I see them, because
[ have them nearby. But one thing that has hap-
pened to me doing those script workshops, for ex-
ample, isthat you'll meet an Italian filmmaker who
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is trying to get her film off the ground, who gives
you her script, and you discuss it, and so the net-
work keeps growing. I have contact with female
filmmakers in Galicia, who are mainly involved in
making documentaries. But the thing is that there
are a lot of us in Catalonia; I don’t know why that
has happened. [ saw Ainhoa Rodriguez’s Mighty
Flash (Destello Bravio, 2021) and it seemed to me
to be a film that is right off the map. Rodriguez
is a filmmaker with Extremaduran roots who has
manged to make a great film. She has received
great reviews and I'm keen to learn from her.

Hairstyling seems to be a visual motif that
doesn’t point directly at a meaning but is there,
operating on a subtle level. Brushing hair is pre-
sent in The Spirit of the Beehive (El espiritu de la
colmena, Victor Erice, 1973), and in Cria cuervos
(Carlos Saura, 1976). It is present in The Innocen-
ce (La innocéncia, Lucia Alemany, 2019), and in
Schoolgirls (Las nifias, Pilar Palomero, 2020). And
plaits are in your filmography (Figure 2).

It is true that there is something about brushing
your hair, about doing plaits, that for me inevita-
bly makes me feel that this is a character who is
trying to pretend that things are not asbad as they
really are. Plaits convey an idea of wanting to pre-
tend, to tell people that everything is so good that
she has had time to plait her hair because it’s com-
pletely normal and her life is fine. The treatment
of hair in A Thief's Daughter is crucial. We burn
Greta [Fernadndez]’s hair! Apart from the aesthetic
aspect, the bleaching was a very powerful tool to
distance the character from Greta Fernandez, and
so that we were clear that we weren't filming Gre-
ta. Because she has nothing to do with Sara: the
two of them have lived completely different lives.
She probably liked that blonde hair too, to look
different, like someone else (Figure 3). But it is true
that as a character, her hair was the way that Sara
had of telling the world: “here I am and I'm fine;
everything is working out and everything will
work out” That plait is a struggle to be normal.
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She plaits her hair when she is going to meet her
father.

Of course, to show him that she's fine, and how
well everything is going. For example, when she
goes to see Dani at the bus station, she does up
her hair with some hairpins and puts on eyeliner
(Figure 4). Because she is still a twenty-two year-
old girl. She had it in her head the whole time: she
was a twenty-two year-old girl. A kid with a kid.

You talk about the desire to be normal. Is this a
key quality of your characters?

For me it's very important because sometimes I
see films where the characters have longings that
[ can't understand and that disconnects me a lit-
tle from the story. They have desires that make
no sense to me. When [ decided to write the film
it was very important to understand everything
that was happening to Sara on a very deep lev-
el.  wanted to know exactly what it was that was
happening to her. In the end we found that what
the character wanted was a normal life, to be a
woman with a job, with a house, with a family.
What she was asking for, her demand, was for a
middle-class life, but the middle class has become
a very difficult place to get into. Here desire was
to be a normal person. There are a lot of homag-
es, but for me there's one film that is especially

Figure 4. Hair done up for Dani in A Thief’s Daughter
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Figure 3. The bleach in her hair constructed a distance be-
tween Greta Ferndndez and Sara

important and that is Rosetta by the Dardenne
brothers (1999). Rosetta is lying in bed after din-
ner with a friend and is repeating over and over:
“My name is Rosetta, I've got a friend, I'm a nor-
mal person” (Figure 5). They seemed to me to be
really endearing characters who want something
that is so simple but at the same time so difficult.

How do you approach a film shoot?
When we write a script, we try to test
it out in reality, before filming. If there
is a girl who has to work cleaning car
parks, before filming we find out who
cleans car parks. In fact, the women
who appear in the opening sequences
of A Thief's Daughter are real cleaners
(Figure 6). What we try to dois invent
a story and camouflage it in reality.
We contact the cleaners, we find out
where they are, we tell them what we
want to do and they decide whether

136



\DIALOGUE - BELEN FUNES

Figure 5. The desire to be normal. In Rosetta (Jean-Pierre Dardenne & Luc Dardenne, 1999), the protagonist tells herself: “Your
name is Rosetta. My name is Rosetta. You found a job. | found a job. You’ve got a friend. I've got a friend. You have a normal Life. |
have a normal life. You won’t fall in the rut. | won’t fall in the rut. Good night. Good night.” At the end of A Thief’s Daughter the
judge asks Sara: “What is your brother like?” With tears in her eyes she replies: “Well, he’s a normal person, Llike me”

they want to be in the film or not. And we camou-
flage the actors inside this group of cleaners. We
play dress-up. Obviously, when people in Spain see
the film they see Greta Fernandez and they know
she’s an actor, but it’s fascinating to see what hap-
pens outside Spain because they don't know her so
well. In one talk someone asked me how we had
found this cleaner to play the part, and I thought:
“Well, we must have got something right!”
Returning to the question, what we do every
day on the film shoot, depending on what we're
going to film, we have a basic story-
board, an idea for the camera that we

tell them: “this is your mark and you have to stand
here because I have this rigid plan” What we did try
to do was to play with the confusion. The sequen-
ces come out of that mould. I try not to go in with a
very fixed idea; I just have an idea for the sequence
and I try to place the camera where I think it will
work best.

And how do you approach directing the actors?
Eduard [Fernandez] always said to me: “vou don't
want us to look like actors, right?” That's what I

Figure 6. Much of the cast of A Thief’s Daughter is made up of non-professional actors

discuss beforehand with the cinema-
tographer. There's one sequence in
particular where someone enters an
apartment. The idea of the sequence
is that someone is invading the space.
We positioned the actors, we asked
them to move around the space, and
based on that we worked out the ca-
mera positions. I don't work with a
very rigid storyboard, especially be-
cause in A Thief’s Daughter more than
half of the cast were not professional
actors. It seemed ridiculous for me to

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022

137



\DIALOGUE - BELEN FUNES

Figure 7. A Thief’s Daughter

wanted. And when we screened the film outside
Spain it was funny because they said that the pro-
tagonists looked similar. We would tell them that
Eduard and Greta are father and daughter and they
would be surprised. It's very different to watch the
film without knowing who those two are. Greta
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saved my life. She's such an incredible
actor that she could take this character
who is nothing like her and transform
her into something you can really feel.

Sara (Greta Fernandez) is always carr-
yving something; every step she takes
seems hard for her.

In pre-production there is always a mo-
ment when it seems like the film will
never get done because everything is a
problem. We started asking ourselves
what if she didn't have a baby, because
having a baby on a film set is a lot of
trouble. I was so stressed that I asked
myself whether the story would be the
same if we took out the baby, but I real-
ised it wouldn'’t. A shot of a woman car-
rying a child, bags and a trolley (Figure
7)is not the same as a woman who isn't
carrying anything.

And there is a lot of walking around in
A Thief’s Daughter.

Yes, it's true. And a lot of people from
Barcelona ask me where we filmed it,
and we filmed it in Barcelona! That
made us reflect on how unfamiliar cities
can be to the people who live in them.

What bothers you about discussions
of women’s cinema? What do you hate
to be asked in interviews? Or what
would you ask of critics?
[ would love it if critics would stop ask-
ing me what it means to be a woman
and instead ask me about my film. It’s
my personal war. With the best of intentions
sometimes we run the risk of talking constant-
ly about how my greatest achievement is being
a woman when it's something that doesn’t even
have to do with me. I would like the chance to
answer questions like the ones you've asked me:
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how I work on the film set, for example. I want
to talk about this because my male counterparts
talk about how they make their films, but I only
talk about what it means to be a woman. And it's
a question that is always asked with good inten-
tions. Women directors have different opinions
on this. For example, Clara Roquet once said in an
interview that she would never get tired of talk-
ing about what it means to be a woman until it
is normalised. And she’s right, too. It's something
we need to normalise, because we're going to talk
about it, we're going to say it, so that it's present in
the media. But [ miss being able to talk about the
film's formal approach, among other things.

What limits do you find in your filmmaking?
What is a barrier for you?

I find it really hard to get out of my comfort zone.
[ can't write a film that is totally different from
everything I've done just because I'm interested in
it. It raises doubts for me, I go round in circles, what
am I doing telling this story, what do I have to con-
tribute to a film like this. That's why [ don'’t see ver-
satility as so important. I've found that most film-
makersIlike have madethe same film over and over.
Eric Rohmer made the same film thirteen times and
[ find every one of them enthralling. There are days
when I think I wish I was more daring.

Some directors—Guillermo del Toro, for exam-
ple—say that in reality they're always making
the same film, as if they were skirting around so-
mething that pushes them away.

It’s highly probable that a filmmaker could be a
person who constantly skirts around the same
idea. I mentioned Rohmer because he's very obvi-
ous, but Cassavetes, the Dardenne brothers, and
Ken Loach, for example, have obsessions and make
similar films. Even in the films of Andrea Arnold
there’s a map of places that are very close to each
other. It's something that obsesses me every time I
write a new film: I believe it's going to work really
well and I only think I mustn't get scared on the
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day of filming, that I have to go onto the set and
believe that it will work out well. And if it doesn't,
it won't matter because [ will have done it.

What would you say to a student who wants to
become a filmmaker?

Anyone in their first year at university, or their
second year... who wants to make a film, I would
say that I want to see it, I want to see the story
they have to tell, because I'm sure it’s going to be
fantastic. That they should try to learn with hu-
mility. You learn how to make films not just by
directing; there are a lot of ways to approach it
that I think are also really nice, such as being in
or working on films by your fellow students to
learn things that you want to repeat or that you
would never do. They should create a work team
and it should serve for everyone to learn together.
And very importantly, they should celebrate the
successes of their friends. They're not our ene-
mies, they're our friends, and we should be happy
when good things happen to them. Filmmaking is
a very competitive industry and it has been put in
our heads that we have to compete against each
other, but in reality there is room for everyone.

NOTES

This interview was conducted as part of the research
project Emerging Female Voices in 21 Century Spani-
sh Cinema: Intimate Writing [VOZ-ES-FEMME] (Code
UJI-A2021-12), under the direction of Shaila Garcia Ca-
talan, funded by Universitat Jaume [ through its compe-
titive call for research projects for the period 2022-2024.
The interview was transcribed by Jordi Montanana
Velilla, a PhD student and audiovisual technician at
UJI's LabCom.
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| introduction

AARON RODRIGUEZ SERRANO

As outlined in the introductory article, this issue
of L"Atalante is intended to offer a kind of explicit
exploration of the current relationship between
cinema and women in the Spanish context. This
is an open question that poses problems for crit-
ics, for creation, for exhibition and, of course, for
audiences. As we all know, it is a question with
many dimensions—many more than could ever be
explored exhaustively, or even touched on—and it
requires an approach that is active, constant and
highly complex, balanced between the legacies of
the past—with the shameful exclusion of wom-
en from positions in film creation, but also with
the silence or complicity of a historiography and
an academy often determined to look the other
way—and a future that can be viewed as hopeful
but nevertheless still fragile.

Indeed, until quite recently, it was quite possi-
ble to complete an official university program in
audiovisual communication or read a film journal
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without coming across more than a limited num-
ber of women. The same could be said of our own
work as researchers in the field. It is therefore
hoped that this modest proposal may serve as a
simple attempt to reflect a little more and a little
better on issues that frankly continue to look rath-
er complex and challenging to delve into.

Of course, the exploration offered here might
be accused of being inevitably contextual, a prod-
uct of its time—sceptics and scoffers might even
disparage it as an attempt to be fashionable—or
a belated effort to embrace the seminal studies
of cultural scholars and the latest reflections on
cyberfeminism, gender fluidity and a long list of
other phenomena. In any case, this study cannot
possibly ignore the issues raised by events like the
#Me Too movement or the questioning of tradi-
tional masculinities. The same could also be said
of the rise of a group of female directors, crit-
ics and theorists who have shaken our culture’s
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foundations and invited us to ponder, for better or
worse, the gender question, or, if you will, the gender
in question. There seems to be a greater need than
ever to find men and women to talk about this
issue, to listen to them and consider their views.
This is why this edition of the (Dis)Agreements
section seemed to us to be absolutely necessary to
take the pulse of our own institutions—and per-
haps, with a little luck, the pulses of our readers
as well.

Four especially important names in contem-
porary film and film studies have kindly agreed to
take part in this discussion. The first is Mariona
Borrull, a regular contributor to film journals such

Arima (Jaione Camborda, 2019)
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as El Antepenultimo Mohicano, Fotogramas, Serial-
izados, Sensacine and Otros Cines Europa. Also tak-
ing part is the feminist theorist Mireia Iniesta, a
regular lecturer at the Escuela Educa Tu Mirada
film school, vice-president of the Catalan Federa-
tion of Film Clubs, programmer for the 39 Escalons
film club and programming manager for the Bar-
celona Craft Film Festival. Our third participant
is Ramoén Alfonso, a film critic for the journal Di-
rigido por, co-director of the Quartmetratges film
festival and the author of around a dozen books
on cinema. And finally, Eva Rivera, director of the
Dock of the Bay Music Documentary Film Festi-
val, will also contribute to the discussion. B
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discussion

I. Do you believe it is possible to speak of a new generation of Spanish female creators?
Could that label be expanded beyond directors to include other areas of filmmaking, such

as production, distribution, criticism, etc.?

Mariona Borrull

The generational handover that has received the
most attention in the last decade would perhaps
have been Les amigues de 'Agata [Agata’s Friends]
(Laia Alabart, Alba Cros, Laura Rius, Marta Ver-
heyen, 2015), the indie phenomenon that will be
turning eight years old in a few months. It's an
interesting exercise to examine the influence
this film has had. On the one hand, there is still a
need to assess how its production model expand-
ed the possibilities for filmmaking then and now.
It was a profoundly collective and unfinished
film that nevertheless seems to expand and con-
tinue endlessly. On the other hand, there have
been so many Agata style films made at Pompeu
[Fabra University, in Barcelona] since 2014... You
inevitably have to ponder what we've carried on
with from the original idea. Was it the stories of
a bunch of preoccupied girls, or was it the irrev-
erence of recording the blast of wind in the face
and all those blurted-out, disjointed statements,
packed to the gills with truth?

In any case, I do think that my own answer re-
flects the extent to which we have neglected, and
still neglect, the older generations that have been
making films in these years. It's not just millenni-
al female directors who are now sitting with the
men on the board of the Goya Awards, with all
that that implies (I'm thinking particularly of Mar
Coll). In our constant quest for something new,
we also run the risk of overlooking some women
who are doing great work promoting film culture
in Spain today: people who have never posed and
never will pose on the flashy pages of the annual
round-up in Fotogramas magazine, but who work
in the shadows where nobody praises them for
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what they do. A few that come to mind are Nuria
Giménez Lorang, who organises the La Inespera-
da documentary festival of “rarities” with Miquel
Marti Freixas, or Mar Canet and her idealistic
municipal film theatre project, or even someone
like Gloria Fernandez, who works on breaking
down the codes with Enrique Garceldn to ensure
that Spanish film history is not just white. There
will be a handover, I guess, but sometimes despite
it all we leave the people who are still there very
much alone.

Mireia Iniesta

A few years ago, an acclaimed Spanish director
told me that in the 1990s he taught classes at a
well-known film school. Apparently, there were a
lot more girls than boys in the classes, and the final
projects by the girls were of much better quality.
The school, which would give out awards for the
best projects, took the decision to systematically
award male students who didn't deserve it in or-
der to avoid a flagrant gender imbalance in favour
of their female classmates. The same director ex-
plained to me that he was surprised after seeing so
many young women studying cinema that there
were so few that got into the film industry. It's ob-
vious that fewer women get into the industry, and
it is also obvious that this trend is changing. But it
isimportant to remember that visibility has played
a vital role in all this. There are more young wom-
en directing, and more female producers who are
daring to back films directed by women, but this
has been happening for a number of years now.
I think what is increasing is the visibility. Spanish
cinema and the other Spanish cinema directed by
women is getting more attention thanks to vari-
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Canto césmico. Nifio de Elche (Leire Apellaniz, Marc Sempere Moya, 202I)

ous factors: the impact of social media platforms
and programming at festivals that are not specif-
ically dedicated to films made by women, which
are programming more of their films, and online
platforms that give these films a much longer life
than they get on the festival circuit; the work of
women's associations that have been fighting for
years to promote the work we do in every area of
the Spanish audiovisual industry; and the sudden
appearance of all kinds of magazines, blogs, work-
shops, podcasts, etc., in the context of the fourth
wave of feminism, which help give visibility to
cultural products made by women.

To answer your question, yes, in my opinion
it is possible to speak of a generation of women
filmmakers who have a voice of their own. We'll
have to wait and see how many of them manage
to get past their first feature film, how many reach
a mass audience, like Pilar Palomero has, and how
many keep working. That is the real challenge.

In terms of the other areas you refer to in
your question, I know that there are some bril-
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liant women working in production, like Beli
Martinez, for example. But if I'm going to be
honest, the area I know best out of all the ones
you mentioned is criticism. And in that field, the
panorama is heart-breaking. If you look at how
many women are writing in film magazines, the
number is extraordinarily low compared to the
number of male critics who are writing. There
are more female critics than there were twenty
years ago, and a few are in senior positions at film
magazines, of course, but they are still given a
lot less space. There are women who write really
well and hardly anyone knows them. Especially if
they're feminists. A number of publications will
just shut the door in their faces.

Ramoén Alfonso

It’s obvious that in the last few years women have
finally managed to break down many of the barri-
erstraditionally imposed by the industry as a clear
reflection, or an extension, of what is happening
in society at large, and to present their work as
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filmmakers. It is an extraordinary advance, with-
out doubt, and although I'm not sure that we can
speak exactly of a generation, or even that it is
necessary to do so, at least from an artistic point
of view, it seems undeniable that there is a group
of artists: the first group that doesn’t constitute a
kind of one-off case in a context inevitably domi-
nated by the male gaze. Of course, the emergence
of new female filmmakers is directly connected to
the increasing prominence of women in numer-
ous occupations in audiovisual production.

Eva Rivera

[ think it is possible to speak of a new generation of
Spanish female creators. Suddenly, we are seeing
the work of new female filmmakers making it onto
screens at different festivals. We're finding more
women with a place in the industry, at festivals,
like Elena Martin Gimeno, Elisa Celda, Claudia
Negro, Ainhoa Rodriguez, Nuria Giménez, Pilar
Palomero... I can think of a lot of things I've seen
recently. [ think there have been different waves
within this group of female directors, women so
young who are suddenly telling stories and find-
ing a place in Spanish cinema. In music documen-
taries, it has been hard until now to find women
working in the genre. Some who come to mind are
Leire Apellaniz with Canto césmico. Nirio de Elche

We’re All Going to the World’s Fair (Jane Schoenbrun, 2021)
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[Cosmic Chant: Nifio de Elche] (2021), and Marina
Lameiro with Dardara (2021), which are extremely
interesting films in my area. There is also a whole
bunch of women directors like Meritxell Collel,
Diana Toucedo, Carla Simén, Elena Lépez, Maria
Elorza, Carolina Astudillo... all these women who
are suddenly creating a way of making films with
themes and a point of view of their own as crea-
tors. Idon't think it’s possible to speak of “women’s
cinema’I don't really agree with that label—but
there is certainly “cinema made by women”.

In production, I am seeing female producers
(Leire Apellaniz, again), and in Galicia we have
inspirations like Beli Martinez. These women are
committing to a new way of making films. Maybe
in the area of exhibition there are fewer; I think
it's a field that is going through a difficult time
right now. It is true that there are new exhibition
models (I'm thinking of Numax or Zumzeig), but I
don't see that many women. As for critics, I don't
know if there is a new generation writing about
cinema. I think the ones who were there before
are there now. I'm thinking of Eulalia Iglesias, De-
sirée de Fez, Jara Yanez... but after that I run out
of names. I don't know whether we can speak of a
generation of women in that area of analysis and
interpretation of women in filmmaking and crit-
icism.
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2.Inyour experience as a viewer, and from a strictly personal, generational perspective, what
have been the most significant Spanish films of recent years?

Mariona Borrull

[ have to admit to feeling a momentary twinge of
rejection when I see the inclusion of “generation-
al” in the question. It’s clear that my environment
has shaped my tastes and interests, but I refuse to
equate the strictly personal with a question of the
sociocultural climate. I want to stress this point,
although it doesn’t mean that they have no corre-
lation at all. In fact, I keep coming back to Magical
Girl (Carlos Vermut, 2014) and The Sacred Spir-
it (Espiritu sagrado, Chema Garcia Ibarra, 2021),
two films that have managed to push the expres-
sive limits of recent Spanish cinema to breaking
point... One sublimates the filmmaking of Haneke
and Bergman, placing them at the service of a lit-
tle anime witch. The other recycles a very Span-
ish brand of absurdity based on the chaotic logic
of the meme. Are they generational films? I don't
think so. Do they sing the praises of any of the
causes [ support (feminist, queer, environmental)?
No, they don't. In fact, there isn't even a trace of
me in these films. Maybe it’s for that very reason
that they've survived so long in my head.

Mireia Iniesta

[ find it hard to answer this question. There are so
many, and it would be so easy to unfairly omit a
few. I apologise to anyone I leave out whose work
is as essential as the ones I mention here. I think
the films of Virginia Garcia del Pino, Maria Canas,
Pilar Monsell, Diana Toucedo, Pilar Palomero,
Xiana do Teixero, Ingrid Guardiola, Maria Antén
Cabot, Nuria Giménez, Maria Sanz, Emma Tusell,
Blanca Camell, Laura Herrero, Mercedes Alvarez,
Belén Funes, Elena Martin, Lucia Vasallo, and
Ainhoa Rodriguez are all essential. And my belov-
ed Carolina Astudillo, and Jaione Camborda, who
left me shaking since her first short. And I'm still
shaking.
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Ramén Alfonso

I remember finding Elena Trapé’s Distances (Les
distancies, 2018) very interesting, perhaps be-
cause [ got the impression that it spoke very clear-
ly and honestly, without artifice or smug verbi-
age, about certain idiosyncratic feelings of sorrow
and emptiness of a particular generation that is
now around forty years old. The film depicts the
reunion of a group of friends in Berlin and offers
a beautifully disillusioned gaze on an existential
wandering that inevitably leads down a dead-end
street.

Eva Rivera

Something that I've loved was, for example, My
Mexican Bretzel (Nuria Giménez, 2020), as well
as Schoolgirls (Las nifas, Pilar Palomero, 2020),
and more recently, Mighty Flash (Destello Bravio,
Ainhoa Rodriguez, 2021). I would also include
Clara Roquet’s Libertad (2021), Julia de Paz’s Ama
(2021) and Margarita Ledo’s Nacion (2020). They
are things I've seen that I've loved. In the field of
music documentaries, I'd like to mention Marina
Lameiro and Leire Apellaniz again, and also Men-
sese (2019) by Remedios Malvarez. Among inter-
national music documentaries, I'd like to highlight
the work of Marie Losier (for example, Felix in
Wonderland (2019) and The Ballad of Genesis and
Lady Jaye (2011)). However, [ would love to be able
to talk about more women making music docu-
mentaries.
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Las distancias (Elena Trapé, 2018)

3. The debate over the feminine in contemporary cinema often confronts us with labels like
“women’s cinema”. Do you think itis a useful approach, or conversely, should we opt for new
approaches to exploring the relationships between gender and film?

Mariona Borrull

“Women’s cinema” is in itself a harmless label
that doesn't mean anything. It can therefore be
used by institutions to conflate the feminist and
the feminine, so that it only refers to women who
can identify themselves with the collective. It's
a self-serving niche, an emblem that can hide
darker repressions based on purplewashing: the
queer movement arose precisely to combat the
decline of a struggle that no longer spoke of ma-
terial conditions, but only of women (see Nancy
Fraser, Avtar Brah). I do think it is productive to
try to find words for the queer solution. Accord-
ing to Sara Ahmed, we can trace a queer perspec-
tive from the constant reorientation towards the
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hegemonic. It's an impossible experience to mas-
ter, in permanent otherness, always pushing us
further. A double program on queer issues: from
Orlando (Sally Potter, 1992) to We're All Going to the
World’'s Fair (Jane Schoenbrun, 2021). Neither of
these two films fits into the LGTB category.

Mireia Iniesta

The “women’s cinema” concept seems to me to be
obsolete, stale, binarist, hetero-cis, and outdated.
And above all, unfairly marginalising. I think it’s
a monumental mistake for gender studies to take
that perspective. Aslong ago as 1985, in her essay
Aesthetic and Feminist Theory: Rethinking Women's
Cinema, Teresa de Lauretis pointed to the need to
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question this approach, warning of the danger im-
plicit in the essentialism contained in the “wom-
en’s cinema” label. At a time when feminism is
more accepted among men and when the gender
binary, although still solid, is not quite as mono-
lithic as it used to be, it is imperative to work from
other more inclusive perspectives with transfem-
inism, queer theory and other ideas that can pull
apart the “women’s cinema” label once and for all.

It is true that there are a number of themes
that at any given time, due to the socio-political
context, may affect and/or interest women more.
Motherhood, for example. Motherhood was the
final taboo associated with the female body and
in the last few years that taboo has collapsed. The
appearance of straightforward stories and books
about remorseful mothers has given rise to a
wave of “Mother Courage” figures in all film gen-
res, especially in Spanish cinema. Women with
unconventional lives who try to make amends
to be good mothers who, like the spaghetti west-
ern heroes who can hit a target from half a mile
away, have superhuman powers when it comes
to protecting their offspring. The most recent ex-
ample of this that occurs to me is the latest film
by Manuel Martin Cuenca, The Daughter (La hija,
2021).

Is it women's cinema? The answer is NO. It's
a topic that affects women and that is directed at
society as a whole.

Ramoén Alfonso

[ think that above all, those of us who have
grown up reading and hearing certain simple
solutions—or comfortable clichés—over and over
again to describe all kinds of issues, even if only
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for a moment, inevitably tend to label things with
meaningless names or headings. It's ridiculous,
really. Luckily, many people of the generation af-
ter mine—I'm forty years old—seem to me to be
liberated from certain bad habits and ideas. In a
moment as important as the current context, full
of transformations, advances and hybridisations
of all kinds, it is essential to effectively reject la-
bels in order to develop new approaches, contem-
porary perspectives and constructions, or at least
try to.

Eva Rivera

The “women’s cinema” label doesn't interest me
much. I think we can talk about “women creators”
when we're giving a point of view or talking about
different themes and a way of looking at things as
a woman, in terms of ways of doing, and in terms
of the interpretation or the script. We're talk-
ing about a way of looking at the female subject
through the interpretation to position the wom-
an-subject at the centre as a new way of looking
at the world and of interpreting the world, but
also as a new way of making films. Of course, we
come up against problems raised by feminist per-
spectives aimed at abolishing gender or finding
ways to dilute the genders and to be able to speak
of fluidity, and new approaches to storytelling. 1
think it is still relevant to talk about “cinema made
by women” (with gender readings, women’s issues
when interpreting the film, etc.) but I feel it is re-
ally interesting to take into account the debates
around gender abolition posed by feminism and
that maybe they also offer new ways of exploring
gender and audiovisual production together.
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4. Do you believe that the acceptance and integration of women in Spanish audiovisual cre-
ation is stabilising, or does it require more effort from institutions, critics, or audience edu-
cation? What do you think are its biggest challenges for the future?

Mariona Borrull

Positive discrimination to help the integration of
disadvantaged groups is necessary, that is beyond
guestion... However, until human and financial
resources are directed at understanding and ed-
ucating about the realities of the truly margin-
alised, it never be able to protect anyone beyond
that established core of feminism that doesn’t
cause trouble (ergo, that oppresses). Put simply,
only when trans people can enter a washroom
without fear will feminism become more than
just a big little fairytale.

Mireia Iniesta

No, it hasn't stabilised at all. As I said before, the
hard partisn't making a first film, it's being able to
move on from there. The same people who opened
the doors for you can shut them in your face just
as quickly. All it takes is a box office failure or a
more negative or less welcoming critical response.
The patriarchal system doesn't forgive even the
tiniest hint of a female error. The foggy window
of opportunity that we've managed to open is un-
fortunately very fragile. Feminisms have taken
root in our culture as a result of years of tireless
struggle. We are in the middle of a fourth wave of
feminism. It's a double-edged sword: though right
now the movement may seem to be in the spot-
light, the advances move at a snail’s pace. Added
to the difficulties that have always been put in the
way of our gender, we now have the rise of the
far right promoting reactionary views and tre-
mendous hostility, which unfortunately is seep-
ing into progressive sectors, taking things from
bad to worse. Another of my fears is that there
are quite a few people out there who go in for the
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‘have a feminist at your table” fad, which takes
our struggle and all our work as a “trending topic”
of the day that they feel they have to sign up for,
but who will abandon ship as soon as the going
gets tough.

Ramoén Alfonso

The biggest challenges for this process are most-
ly related to the precarious conditions of the film
industry itself. The profound, general disconnect
with the audience, the need to repeatedly clone
unnatural ideas that obviously don't work, the
nepotism and the countless obstacles to getting a
new project off the ground are some of the issues
that have been evident features of the audiovisual
industry in Spain for quite a few years now. In a
context like this, it is complicated if not nearly im-
possible to direct a film, of course, but also to work
in any of the different fields with an acceptable
level of stability. Everything is so insecure and
fragile that at times you get the impression that it
could all collapse in a second like a house of cards.

Eva Rivera

In none of the last CIMA reports since 2018 is
there any comparison made between women and
men in the industry. It is still important for insti-
tutions, critics and spectators to take measures to
ensure that women can reach a level of equality
with men, in the film industry and in the world
in general. It's a long road that we're walking, and
there’s still a way to go, and that’s why it’s impor-
tant to keep talking about quotas, about the visi-
bility of the jobs that women are doing, about cin-
ema made by women and about women's issues
in cinema. A
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| clausura

AARON RODRIGUEZ SERRANO

A fascinating panorama spreads out before us—in
theoretical and practical, academic and creative
terms. On the one hand, there is the question of
‘cinema created by women” in relation—and in
conflict—with the different feminisms and the
complexity of their propositions. On the other is
the constantly changing territory that serves as
the foundation for any analysis: questions such
as the (necessary) inclusion of trans identities, the
reassessment of the very idea of gender, and the
elimination of essentialist concepts are staring us
in the face, and it would be disastrous—or simply
mean-spirited—not to give each one the attention
it deserves. Moreover, as has been pointed out by
one of our participants, the presence of reactio-
nary forces sympathetic to the discourses of the
far right make it more important than ever to
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take a clear, progressive and even daring position
when rethinking the relationships between bo-
dies, their emotional responses and their repre-
sentations.

At a historic moment when “post-modern”
and even “post-structuralist” labels are being used
pejoratively in certain conservative—or more ac-
curately, reactionary—circles, it seems that reas-
serting these labels may be a good idea. These are
labels which, whatever many people may think,
were decisive for opening the debate to LGTB+
identities, and by extension, to the creation of
much more pluralist, fair, inclusive and sensible
frames for living and thinking. All these twisted
reactions that we see today to certain fields of
thought—feminisms, queer theories, non-binary
genders, etc.—need to be understood as violent
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manifestations that ultimately result directly in
unjust policies and, most significantly, in specific
harm to individuals who by now, in 2022, should
be able to take it for granted that their rights are
fully recognised. Whether we like it or not, den-
ying the plural nature of bodies and continuing
to argue for only one model of affectivity and of
relating to the reality that inhabits us is the first
step towards legislating explicitly against alteri-
ties rather than in favour of them.

In this debate, cinema emerges as a brilliant
forum for the creation of possible identities and
sites of resistance. We often forget (we should
also resurrect the best of semiotics) that texts have
more than merely a handful of interpretations, as
they are mechanisms of construction that mould,
construct, change impact and develop possible
worlds that could in turn be inhabited by real bo-
dies. The fact that a new generation of women are
now behind the camera raises the possibility of
changing these processes of signification, expan-
ding them, turning them into something else. And

Estiu 1993 (Carla Simén, 2017)
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of course, this is not so much because it is plau-
sible to argue for a kind of female essentialism—a
supposed differential feature that arises natura-
lly from the sex of the creator—but because the
sense of belonging to the periphery itself, of being
an exception, of having lived in other existential
coordinates, can in turn result in other cinematic
possibilities. And, of course, it is up to us to listen
tothem. H

NOTES

This interview was conducted as part of the research
project: Emerging Female Voices in 21st Century Spa-
nish Cinema: Writings of Intimacy [VOZ-ES-FEMME]
(Code UJI-A2021-12), under the direction of Shaila
Garcia Catalan, funded by Universitat Jaume I throu-
gh its competitive call for research projects for the pe-
riod 2022-2024.
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THE GAY PALESTINIAN IN ISRAELI
CINEMA: DESIRE, POWER AND
THE COLONIAL GAZE*

LORETO ARES
SUSANA DIAZ

0. GAZES, DESIRE AND POWER RELATIONS

This article applies a decolonial and queer per-

spective to the analysis of the (re)production of

Palestinian non-normative sexuality in main-

stream Israeli films exported to international LG-

BTQ festivals.

The epistemological framework that informs
this analysis pivots on three main focal points:
The postmodern rupture that makes us aware

of the power relations interwoven in the pro-

duction and dissemination of knowledge, and
that at the same time invites us to produce sit-

uated knowledges (Haraway, 1995).

The articulation of a decolonial perspective that
inhabits the borders of the hegemonic Euro-
and hetero-centric framework which, although
inevitably touched by that framework, also
contaminates it with other perspectives and oth-
er logics (Castro-Gomez and Grosfoguel, 2007).
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The performative and subversive capacity of
discourse, as the only instrument for making
sense of reality.

The theoretical framework for this analysis is
underpinned by:

Intersectional feminisms that arise from Black
feminist thought and activism (Crenshaw,
1989) and that explain how all identity varia-
bles intersecting in individuals are structural-
ly interdependent and mutually productive.

The queer perspective, which applies the per-
formative theories of discourse to gender, and
which resists binaries and essentialism in gen-
der and sexuality (Butler, 2010).

Critical theories related to Orientalism (Said,
2008) and homonationalism (Puar, 2007).

As for the approach to cinema, the filmic fact
is conceived as a cinematographic act and as a dis-
cursive device, that is, as a (gender) technology.
The analysis presented in this article is therefore
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an operation of meaning production, the transfor-
mation of the textual space (the film-object) into
text, with the aim of breaking down the natural-
ising mechanisms of discourse: how truth is man-
ufactured by concealing, on the one hand, the
constructed nature of the image as a representa-
tion of reality and, on the other, power relations
of colonialism, race, gender, ability, class, etc. The
aim, in short, is to unpack the mechanisms that
naturalise a certain relationship between the na-
tion-state, sexuality and race in the dominant Is-
raeli LGBTQ (mainly gay) cinema.

The study sample consists of four Israeli films:
the Israeli production The Bubble (Ha-Buah, Eytan
Fox, 2006); the Israeli-Dutch co-production The
Invisible Men (Yariv Mozer, 2012); Undressing Isra-
el: Gay Men in the Promised Land (Michael Mayer
and Yariv Mozer, 2012); and the Israeli-US co-pro-
duction Out in the Dark (Michael Mayer, 2012). The
criteria for their selection and definition as domi-
nant narratives were: 1) international distribution
with the labels “Israeli” and “gay-themed’, given
the specific standard reading that this assigns to
them; (2) state-supported production or distribu-
tion; 3) promotion at international festivals; and
(4) non-normative Palestinian sexuality as a cen-
tral theme.

The article will focus firstly on the eroticis-
ing of violence and domination in The Bubble, as
well as the documentaries The Invisible Men and
Undressing Israel. Secondly, it will explore the rep-
resentation of sexual practices in the two fiction
films: The Bubble and Out in the Dark. These four
films naturalise and neutralise the existing pow-
er relations, which is evident in both the act of
representation itself and the one-way gaze con-
structed between the Israeli and Palestinian popu-
lations. It is this gaze, a vehicle of desire and pow-
er that positions the Palestinian as an object, that
is analysed here. The article will conclude with an
exploration of the mechanisms of a specific type
of discourse that constructs and normalises Pales-
tinian sexuality from an Israeli perspective.
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1. EROTICISING COLONIAL DOMINATION

The Bubble is a film by Israeli filmmaker Eytan
Fox, produced by the Israeli Film Fund in col-
laboration with the company Uchovsky-Fox and
three other Israeli production companies (Metro
Communications, Ronen Ben-Tal Films and Fein-
gold Productions). Three other Israeli distributors
also contributed to the financing (Keshet, Hot and
United King Films). The Bubble became one of the
most widely distributed Israeli films among inter-
national LGBTQ audiences and won the GLAAD
Media Award, the Glitter Award for Best Picture,
and awards at the Dublin, Miami, Torino and To-
ronto film festivals.!

The film tells a story of love between Noam,
an Israeli living in Tel Aviv, and a young Palestin-
ian named Ashraf. They first meet at a checkpoint
where Noam is working as a reservist and where
he drops his passport. Ashraf finds it and goes to
Noam's house, where he lives with Lulu and Yali,
to return it to him. At that moment, they begin
a relationship. Noam, Lulu and Yali, the three Is-
raelis, introduce Ashraf to the Tel Aviv gay scene
after giving him a new identity, with the name
Shimi, to hide his status as a Palestinian with no
legal documentation. Lulu’s ex-boyfriend, Sharon,
discovers the lie and Ashraf, frightened, returns
to Nablus, where he talks about his relationship
with Noam to his sister, who does not take it well.
Noam and Lulu go looking for him, posing as jour-
nalists, and Jihad, Ashraf’s brother-in-law, walks
in and catches him kissing Noam. A short time
later, Ashraf, still in Nablus, discovers that Jihad is
going to carry out an attack in Tel Aviv, in which
Yali will be wounded. As a consequence of this,
the Israeli army retaliates with an attack on Na-
blus and Ashraf’s sister is killed. In desperation,
Ashraf volunteers to avenge her death and trav-
els to Tel Aviv with an explosive belt, which he
activates just as Noam hugs him in the last scene.

As will be shown below, The Bubble sexualis-
es both the checkpoint and Palestinian terrorism,
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developed in conjunction with the pride/shame
binary as described by Jack Halberstam (2005),
which is also present in The Invisible Men.

In the case of The Bubble, the checkpoint is a
recurring, visible and violent representation of
the colonial power relationship. It separates those
who have to ask for permission from those who
grant it. The Israeli army justifies the need to un-
dress the Palestinian population as an exceptional
measure on grounds of national security. In this
way, this practice construes Palestinian bodies
both as a threat of imminent danger (terrorists)
and as a subjugated object with no agency (objects
of the occupation) (Hochberg, 2010: 577-578).

The opening scene of The Bubble takes place
in this highly charged context of power and vio-
lence. In this scene, the order to undress is given
only to men, confirming Kotef and Amir’s theory
(2007) connecting this terrorist/occupied person
binary with gender dynamics: the masculinisa-
tion of the terrorist and the feminisation of the
subjugated figure. A brief medium shot of the sen-
ior officer, with Noam out of focus in the back-
ground (stillframe 1) is followed by a reverse shot
of Ashraf slowly lifting up his shirt (stillframe 2).
Next, a close-up of Noam shows him taking off
his headphones, watching attentively (stillframe
3), followed by another close-up of Ashraf (stillf-
rame 4). Finally, the camera returns to the senior
officer in a medium shot (stillframe 5), after which
Ashraf lowers his shirt (stillframe 6).

This succession of shots shows the first time
that Noam's and Ashraf’s eyes meet. On this occa-
sion, it is not an exercise in omission of the power
relations, since these are so explicit that, even the
superior officer, a symbol of arbitrary power in
the film, is present in the succession of shots and
reverse shots. Instead, it is an eroticising exercise:
“Stripped of any cultural meaning, the enemy it-

From top to bottom.Stillframes [-6.
The Bubble (Ha-Buah, Eytan Fox, 2006)
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self could not be appealing as a target. To become
a target, it must be sexualized” (Kaplan, 2002: 193).

The presence of the senior officer, who serves
as Noam's opposite in the good Israeli/bad Israeli
binary, allows Noam to emerge unscathed from
this scene, homoeroticising the tension while giv-
ing the other soldier the representation of hier-
archical violence. It is the relationship between
that soldier and Ashraf that is violent and colo-
nial; Noam only appears in the scene to introduce
desire. Later in the scene, their eyes will meet
again, after Ashraf searches for him, with under-
standing and concern, as they try to help a wom-
an whose water has broken and will soon lose her
baby.

In 2005, Halberstam published the essay
“‘Shame and White Gay Masculinity” in which
he explores the narrative of homosexual identity
structured in a shame/pride binary and how it is
racialised and gendered to fit a white male experi-
ence. This narrative temporarily places shame be-
fore pride and is reclaimed and repositioned by a
queer adult with the tools and language to trans-
form their past experiences. In both its academic
and activist incarnations, gay shame tends to be-
come a totalising narrative that balances the con-
sumer’s focus on gay pride with gay, chic, white,
faux-radical shame. Because of their binary struc-
ture, shame and pride seem to have covered the
entire gay experience. This narrative effectively
universalises the (white male) subject who over-
comes an experience in which certain privileg-
es have been denied him. For women and for
non-white people, shame plays a different role,
with different modes of subjugation and political
strategies: shame for women is fought political-
ly through feminism, and for non-white people
through queer of colour critique (Ferguson, 2003;
Halberstam, 2005: 223-224). The key also lies in
what you can do with shame when you feel it.
Michael Warner (1999: 3) and Halberstam (2005:
224) point to the same answer: project it on to oth-
ers (others who are also racialised and gendered).
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THE HOMOEROTICISING OF THE
CHECKPOINT, THEN, CAN BE
UNDERSTOOD AS A PROCESS OF
PROJECTION OF SHAME ON TO THIS
OTHER, RACIALISED SUBJECT

The homoeroticising of the checkpoint, then, can
be understood as a process of projection of shame
on to this other, racialised subject.

In The Bubble, Ashraf does not move in the
same sexual shame/pride binary that Noam does.
The process of being detained and observed at
the checkpoint is for Ashraf, as Raya Morag sug-
gests, “a physical experience of shame involving
feminization and castration, which (in contrast to
Noam's experience) undergoes racialization and
is not transformed into pride” (Morag, 2010: 946).
There is gay shame and there is racial humilia-
tion, and this cannot be reabsorbed into the white
narrative of pride.

As Halberstam and Morag both suggest, the
projection of gay shame on to the non-white man
is offered as a solution, through different types of
mimicry: Noam’s mimicry when he crosses the
checkpoint, a game in which he gains access to
vulnerability without humiliating himself; and
Ashraf’'s mimicry in his process of gay-isation,
displacing and denying racial humiliation with
gay pride.

Inanother scene from The Bubble, when Ashraf
has already been named Shimi and has completed
the process of transforming gay shame into pride,
he finds himself at the checkpoint again. This time
he is not subjected to the eroticised gaze of the
coloniser, since he is waiting in Nablus for his sis-
ter's wedding guests, who the ones being checked.
Feeling empowered, he approaches the soldiers to
try to get them to speed up the process. However,
they respond to him negatively. He is a victim of
and a witness to racial humiliation, which no sex-
ual pride can overcome.
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This analysis of The Bubble will be concluded
with one final example of the eroticising of vio-
lence, in this case related to terrorism. At the be-
ginning of the film, Noam has just been reunited
with Lulu and Yali after returning from his period
of military service. In their animated conversa-
tion Yali asks him: “And the guys on your reserve
duty? No sexy suicide bombers?” Noam reproach-
es him: “Don't start.” This comment, which sexual-
ises both the checkpoint and the enemy construed
as Palestinian and terrorist, is still a red flag that
will be confirmed at the end of the film. It also al-
ludes to the relationship between sex and terror-
ism in the pun on the word explosive and in the
fade-out transitions after the sex scenes and after
the final bomb.

The sexualisation of terrorism is linked to Is-
lamophobia, as Huda Jadallah explains from her
own experience: ‘Growing up, I was always keenly
aware of being marked as dangerous, ‘a terrorist.
never understood as a child that this label was not
simply a result of racial marking or being identi-
fied as Palestinian, but was also in part owing to
being marked as genderqueer.? My gender non-
conformity manifested itself in being stereotyped
as violent and dangerous as opposed to submis-
sive and oppressed, as Arab women who conform
to gender roles are often perceived” (Jadallah,
2011: 276). Thea Gold also describes Islamopho-
bic rhetoric about suicide terrorism as homopho-
bic: “The ‘scariness’ of the figure of the terrorist
lies not only in the threat of explosion but in the
queerness of the suicide bomber’s body itself. Like
the ‘degenerate’ body of the homosexual and the
‘sickly’ body of the Jew, the suicide bomber’s hy-
brid body (half human, half weapon) is queer”
(Gold, 2010: 629-630). In The Bubble, Ashraf’s su-
icide is not motivated by obviously political con-
siderations, but by the fact that he has no way out
of his lived experience of homosexuality.

The filmmaker and producer Yariv Mozer di-
rected both of the documentaries selected for this
study, The Invisible Men and Undressing Israel, in
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THE SEXUALISATION OF TERRORISM IS
LINKED TO ISLAMOPHOBIA

the same year (2012). The first is an Israeli-Dutch
co-production, financed by two Israeli non-gov-
ernmental organisations (The New Fund for Cin-
ema and TV, and The Other Israel Film Fund) and
a Dutch government agency (Netherlands Film
Fund). Other financers included the Israeli pro-
duction company Mozer Films (founded by the di-
rector), the Dutch producer LEV Pictures and the
distributors Ikon (Netherlands) and Yes Docu (Is-
rael). The documentary follows the story of three
Palestinians, Louie, Abdu and Faris, who escape
from their hometowns to hide in Israel, where
they try to resolve their legal status.

Undressing Israel was co-directed and co-pro-
duced by Yariv Mozer together with the Rus-
sian-Israeli-American Michael Lucas. For this
film, Lucas travelled to Tel Aviv from New York
to discover the Israeli gay community, including a
young Palestinian.

The Invisible Men evokes the same shame/pride
binary discussed above. In one sequence, Abdu
takes part in the Jerusalem LGBTQ Pride Parade.
Happy to be there, he begins talking about shame:
“What would happen to me if my photo appeared
in the newspapers tomorrow?” This shame is ra-
cially marked, as Palestinian identity is a national
and cultural identity, but also a racial one (Sali-
ba, 2011): “A gay Palestinian participates in the
Pride Parade!” However, it quickly turns to pride:
‘I was getting goosebumps all night, thinking
about whether I wanted to come or not. But to-
day I have decided I'm no longer afraid. That's my
decision. I'm not afraid. I'm not afraid anymore’
This conversation takes place in the context of
an LGBTQ demonstration, with the rainbow flags
and identifiable icons all around. His story ignores
the power asymmetry and also romanticises the
homonormative community: “[{Gays] don’t care if
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From Left to right. Stillframes 7 and 8. Undressing Israel: Gay Men in the Promised Land (Michael Mayer and Yariv Mozer, 2012)

you're Muslim or Christian or Jewish or Palestin-
ian or Israeli or American.” In addition, it is con-
tradicted by the conclusion to the film: Abdu and
Louie have to leave the country as political exiles
(and in the process, they will again be constantly
detained and harassed by Israeli soldiers).

In Undressing Israel, on the other hand, the
sexualisation of the army and of military activity
eroticises colonial domination. An animated in-
fographic on the legalisation of homosexuality in
the military precedes a sequence that begins with
Michael Lucas entering a gym. This is followed by
various eroticised shots of the muscular Eliad Co-
hen (stillframe 7), who is introduced as a personal
trainer and ex-combatant, despite the fact that in
the gay world he is known mainly as an actor and
model. Lucas trains with him for a while before
starting the interview (stillframes 7 and 8).

— Were you out of the closet in the army?

— Yes.

— Was that a problem?

IN UNDRESSING ISRAEL, ON THE OTHER
HAND, THE SEXUALISATION OF THE ARMY
AND OF MILITARY ACTIVITY EROTICISES
COLONIAL DOMINATION
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— Not really, because, you know, my friends and I
were like family there, and they accept you as you
are. If you're gay, it doesn't matter.

— So, there’s no “don’t ask, don't tell.”® Can you be in

the army as an openly gay man?

— Almost always, yes. I'm sure there are people

who still don't say it, but I know other friends of

mine who were in other units as fighters and who
said it; it's okay:.

— Everyone has to do military service, no matter if

they're gay or hetero, right?

— Yes.

— Did you have a boyfriend while you were in the

army?

— My first ex-boyfriend was in military service.

He was the commander of another unit. It was a

mind-blowing story, like Yossi & Jagger (Eytan Fox,

2002), the film. It was in the same place, in the Her-

mon, almost the same story as well.

While they talk about his experience in the
army, emphasising the openness, the footage of
the interview in the gym with the two tattooed
and muscular bodies (stillframe 9) is alternated
with photographs of Eliad as a soldier, in uni-
form and armed (still 10). The eroticising and ro-
manticising of the army is reinforced in the next
scene, when a group of gay men who speak to the
camera repeatedly during the documentary offer
testimonies about the Israeli military. Apart from
stressing its ideological openness in terms of sup-
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From top to bottom. Stillframes 9 and 8. Undressing Israel: Gay Men in the

Promised Land (Michael Mayer and Yariv Mozer, 2012)

port for LGBTQ people, they also make comments
that underscore the sexualisation of the army,
like “there is the element of danger, and the uni-
forms..” and “it is a great fantasy, the Israeli army’

In short, it is thus evident that the eroticising
of violence and of power relations is central to
both the fiction film The Bubble and the two docu-
mentaries selected for analysis.

2. SEX AND POWER

This section deals with the depiction of sexual
practices in the two fiction films, The Bubble and
Out in the Dark, analysing one scene from the first
film and two from the second, which serve specifi-
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cally to reflect on how the power relations
operating between the characters are nat-
uralised.

The central theme of Out in the Dark,
the first feature film by Los Angeles-based
Israeli filmmaker Michael Mayer, is an-
other impossible love story between an
Israeli boy, Roy, and a Palestinian, Nimr.
It was financed by the public Israeli Film
Fund, the Israeli production company
Periscope, and the Israeli distribution plat-
form NanalO, and the American compa-
ny M7200 Productions. It won awards at
numerous international LGBTQ festivals,
including San Diego, Sydney, Amsterdam,
Grenoble, Turin, Miami, Philadelphia,
Guadalajara (Mexico), Toronto, Montre-
al, Los Angeles, Long Island, Melbourne,
New York, Rochester, San Francisco and
Tampa.

The two main characters in Out in the
Dark, Nimr (Palestinian) and Roy (Israe-
li), meet in a gay bar in Tel Aviv, where
Nimr's friend Mustafa works. Nimr, who
lives in Ramallah, is granted a permit to
study psychology in Tel Aviv. Mustafa,
who it turns out has been collaborating
with the Israeli secret service, is deported
back to Ramallah, and after Nimr witnesses his
brother Nabil murder Mustafa for betraying Pal-
estine, he moves to Tel Aviv to live with Roy. It is
then that the Israeli secret service offer him the
possibility of being allowed to stay in Tel Aviv in
exchange for information about his brother Na-
bil. Nimr returns to Ramallah, where his family
eventually discovers his homosexuality. Nabil's
companions expect him to murder his brother but
instead Nabil allows him to escape back to Israel
under threat that he must not return. Nimr and
Roy unsuccessfully try to obtain refugee status
for him. In the end, Roy manages to arrange to
have Nimr smuggled to France, but Roy himself is
arrested as a collaborator.
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The scene selected for analysis takes place in
a swimming pool. It is night-time, and Nimr and
Roy have sneaked in for a swim. The diegetic time
does not correspond to that of the story, as the
disordered shots show Nimr and Roy naked and
then dressed and then naked again, increasing
the sexual tension and, through a conversation
about sex and coming out, delaying the moment
of the climax: the kiss.

One of their exchanges is paradigmatic for
what follows. Nimr speaks and Roy responds:

— When I started going out in Tel Aviv, I thought

they wouldn't accept me because I come from the

other side. It soon became clear to me that it doesn't
really matter.

— A cock is a cock [laughs].

First, they establish a (hierarchical) opposi-
tion—Palestine/Israel—accompanied by serious
expressions when Nimr utters the line “from the
other side” This dichotomy is emphasised in the
conversation in which they continue comparing
their respective experiences of coming out. Sec-
ond, they identify sex as a vehicle for equality: “a
cock is a cock” This suggests that sexual relations
between Israelis and Palestinians are not only di-
vorced from power relations, but they can even be
a tool for fighting the power and achieving peace.
Is this possible?

Other studies have explored how the queer
fantasy of reconciliation and peace through ro-

SEXUAL RELATIONS BETWEEN ISRAELIS
AND PALESTINIANS ARE NOT ONLY
DIVORCED FROM POWER RELATIONS,
BUT THEY CAN EVEN BE ATOOL FOR
FIGHTING THE POWER AND ACHIEVING
PEACE. IS THIS POSSIBLE? POWER
RELATIONS ARE ALWAYS PRESENT IN
ANY INTERACTION: TO IGNOREIT IS
MERELY TO RENDER IT INVISIBLE
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mantic love fails in the films selected for this
analysis. In addition, power relations are always
present in any interaction: to ignore it is mere-
ly to render it invisible. Roy’s remark, “a cock is
a cock brings to mind an observation made by
Javier Sdez and Sejo Carrascosa in the introduc-
tion to their essay Por el culo: politicas anales: “The
arse seems very democratic; everybody has one.
But as will be shown here, not everyone can do
what they want with their arse” (Saéz and Car-
rascosa, 2011: 14). Their essay deals with the anus
and with anal sex, but in this case it could also be
applied to the penises discussed by Nimr and Roy.
Neither the body nor sexual practices are neutral;
they are discursive devices marked by gender,
race, ability, and many other variables that charge
them with asymmetrical power relations. The fact
that one is Palestinian and the other is Israeli in
these interactions is significant. For Raz Yosef
(2004: 118-119), interracial relationships pose a
threat to Israeli purity and dominance in Zionist
rhetoric, destabilising the subject/object binary of
colonisation. While for the Israeli it is an engage-
ment with the colonial ambiguity described by
Homi K. Bhabha (2002) between the fear of hy-
bridisation and the latent, Orientalist fascination
with the Arab, for the Palestinian it is an exercise
in passing® and mimicry: sleeping with an Israeli is
in a way like becoming an Israeli.

The most common interracial interactions in
Israeli cinema, and the terror they arouse in Zi-
onist rhetoric, are marked by heteronormativity.
Homosexuality poses a lesser threat because it is
not thought of as reproductive. However, there
was a point at which hybridity and homosexuali-
ty coincided to become identified with each other
as forms of degeneration (Young, 1995: 26). But
Yosef’s work goes beyond stale, essentialist con-
ceptions of heterosexuality and homosexuality
and tries to examine how homoerotic desire and
regimes of (abjnormality are present in all inter-
racial relationships, both homosexual and heter-
osexual. The use of privilege and power in sexual
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From top to bottom. Stillframes II-15. The Bubble
(Ha-Buah, Eytan Fox, 2006)

practices between Israelis and Palestinians is re-
flected in this real testimony documented in the
work both of Sofer and Schmitt (1995) and of Yo-
sef (2004): “Amar fucked me three times in two
hours. He [...] told me that I had to pay him [..],
which I refused. [...] When I answered that [...] he
could forget about it, he became angry and threat-
ened me. There was nobody around, and [ felt a
bit insecure. However, I walked in the direction of
the Jaffa Gate. He started being louder. I told him
that he should not forget that he is an Arab, that
under Israeli rule he had no case against a Jew,
and that he'd better leave me alone. I never would
have dared go to the police, but it worked. I also
knew that he was deeply insulted, as he realized
that the fuckee [the passive one] is not powerless,
as he assumed” (Sofer and Schmitt, 1995: 114).

These words expose both the violent use of
power and privilege and the paradox of the gay Is-
raeli; while fighting a hegemonic masculinity and
nationalism that oppress him, he uses those same
categories to exercise his authority over Palestin-
ian men (Yosef, 2004: 139). It also reveals the im-
portance of the positions of penetrator and pene-
trated, which are all the more significant as they
form part of nationalist narratives that compare
colonisation to the act of penetrating a feminised
territory.

In their work, Sdez and Carrascosa reflect on
these roles in anal sex. “In these expressions we
see the enormous imbalance that exists in the so-
cial perception of anal sexuality: giving and taking
(up the arse). Being active or passive is historically
associated with a binary power relationship: dom-
inator-dominated, master-slave, winner-loser,
strong-weak, powerful-submissive, owner-prop-
erty, subject-object, penetrator-penetrated, all in
based on an underlying gender scheme: male-fe-
male, man-woman. The male is construed accord-
ing to these values as the first term of the pair.
‘The woman'’ in the sense described by Wittig, of
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a category created by the heterosexual regime,
is construed as being associated with the second
term of this binary pair” (Sdez and Carrascosa,
2011: 19-20).

In the film The Bubble, Noam and Ashraf go
to bed together twice. The first time is on the ex-
plosive night they share in Tel Aviv. The scene
combines images of the couple with Lulu, Noam's
housemate, and Sharon, her boyfriend. It begins
with Sharon kissing Lulu (stillframe 11); Sharon
goes down to perform oral sex on her (stillframe
12), the camera returns to a close-up of Lulu (stillf-
rame 13) and then cuts to the head, now of Ashraf,
who rises to kiss Noam (stillframes 14 and 15).
Ashraf thus replaces Sharon in the image, as an
icon of hegemonic masculinity, and Noam occu-
pies the feminised position. The following image
shows Ashraf penetrating Noam.

The second time the two go to bed together in
the film, Noam is the penetrator, a fact which the
couple will accord importance and ceremony. Be-
fore he starts, Ashraf slows him down and Noam
reminds him that they don't have to do it. “I want
to,” he replies. Before he starts, Ashraf asks Noam
his mother’s name (shortly before this, Noam
had shared her story). “Sarah, her name was Sa-
rah,” Noam replies, smiling. Then they begin to
kiss. This scene reproduces the script of a sexu-
ality marked by race, religion and asymmetrical
power relations that would make it more diffi-
cult for Ashraf to be penetrated than for Noam.
This difficulty, in a narrative that conceals these
dynamics and how they historically affect anal
sex, has less to do with the colonial relationship
than with the image of an inherently homophobic
Palestine, thus construed through dialogues, plot-
lines, and point of view. In the scene where Noam
and Ashraf watch the play Bent together, they
both project their desire and impossible love on
to those of the play’s characters. In the play, two
men have sex without touching each other, just
by imagining and talking, in a Nazi concentration
camp. One of the prisoners has the yellow Jewish
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star; the other, an inverted pink triangle, a symbol
used to identify gay men. There follows a succes-
sion of shots and reverse shots between the two
actors on the stage and Ashraf and Noam, who
touch each other’s hands excitedly (stillframes
16 and 17). “We did it. How about that? Fucking
guards, fucking camp, we did it. It was real. We
made love. They're not going to kill us,” says one
of the actors. This projection once again renders
the power relations between Noam and Ashraf
invisible. In stillframe 16, the two prisoners in
the concentration camp are watched by an armed
guard, an image that alludes to the checkpoint,
where it is only Ashraf who is being watched, not
Noam. The actor’s last sentence, moreover, identi-
fies making love with defeating authority and the
guards: “They're not going to kill us.” However, the
end of the film reveals that this queer fantasy of
reconciliation ends badly: death and fade to white.

3. CODA

There are four main ideas raised in the Israeli dis-
courses analysed in this article:

1) The process of producing a historically de-
termined truth is naturalised, while concealing
the power relations arising from the very practice
of film representation. The effect of reality and
the referential character of the images are used
as naturalising mechanisms of the filmic fact.
The referential elements are not limited to rec-
ognisable characters, events, and spaces, but also
include those that allude to the act of recording
itself. Cinema as a (re)production of reality is thus
transformed into representation, turning the im-
ages shown on the screen into the only (totalising
and objective) truth.

The documentaries analysed here have specific
mechanisms; in both, the very process of revealing
that truth (and, therefore, its construction) is more
explicit, but so is the reference to an extratextual
historical world, and thus the effect of reality has
extraordinary force. The power relations estab-
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From Left to right. Stillframes 16-17. The Bubble (Ha-Buah, Eytan Fox, 2006)

lished between the point of view (the editing pro-
cess that organises and orders the film-object) and
the social agents that participate in the documen-
taries are also invisible and, therefore, naturalised
and depoliticised. This rendering invisible, natural-
ising and depoliticising is also practiced with the
power derived from control in the representation.
This control is inferred from the fact that, in both
the fiction films and the documentaries, Palestine
and its population are intelligible only through
the Israeli gaze (explicitly observed in the types of
shots and mise-en-scéne chosen for the presenta-
tion of Palestinian settings and characters).

2) Simplistic, hierarchical, mutually exclusive
dichotomies are constructed that create insur-
mountable differences between the imagined
spaces of Israel and Palestine, which are depicted
as opposite and hierarchical spaces. While Israel
occupies the space of civilisation, where tolerance
and diversity reign, Palestine signifies homopho-
bia, oppression, and cultural backwardness (con-
stantly linked to Islam and terrorism). This map
conceals the interdependent nature of all dichot-
omies, the fact that Israel’s imagined space needs
that other imagined space of Palestine. This mu-
tually exclusive binary produces another: homo-
sexual/Palestinian. In other words, in Palestine
you cannot be homosexual; in Israel you cannot
be Palestinian.
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Added to these dichotomies are two others,
one within each territory: the good Palestinian and
the bad Palestinian; the good Israeli and the bad Is-
raeli. The relatively depoliticised good Palestinians
ascribe their desires and sexual practices to gay
identity and want to live in Tel Aviv, while bad
Palestinians are politicised and aware of the oc-
cupation, religious, characterised by homopho-
bia and identified as terrorists. Meanwhile, good
Israelis are Westernised, depoliticised, and have
no intention of engaging in the power relations
inherent in the bonds they build with good Pal-
estinians. Their actions, when they flout Israeli
laws, have less to do with politics than with the
ideal of romantic love. The presence of bad Israelis
(icons symbolising unjust and arbitrary state pow-
er) make it easy to interpret the toothless criticism
of the good Israelis as a real, radically critical and
subversive political position.

3) In the films analysed, it seems that the only
option that a Palestinian subject has in order to be
good is to stop being Palestinian. Thus, these char-
acters (good Palestinians, like Nimr or Ashraf) try
to pass off as Israelis by constructing a gay identi-
ty that is depicted as neutral but marked by race.
The good Israeli (Noam or Roy) is the mediator be-
tween that good Palestinian and the (gay) Israeli
community. This process of mimicry is doomed
to failure from the beginning because, as Bhab-
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ha suggests, the other colonial subject being mim-
icked “is almost the same, but not quite” (Bhabha,
2002: 112). When they fail in their attempt, the
difference between settler and colonised remains
intact, and the threat posed by destabilising the
violent hierarchy between the two figures is thus
avoided. In sequences other than those analysed,
it is the Israeli characters who try to pass them-
selves off with other identities. Although these
are generally non-racialised processes of mimic-
ry, in which some positions of privilege are ex-
changed for others, it also represents a failure
that has dire consequences when this involves
destabilising the power relations between settlers
and colonised. The queer and colonial fantasy of
mimicry and equality as a solution to the conflict
is depicted as impossible.

4) The other queer and colonial fantasy that
attempts to resolve the conflict is that of roman-
tic love and sex-affective relationships between
Israelis and Palestinians, but it is a fantasy that
is continually shown to be inadequate, as it is in
The Bubble and Out in the Dark. One of the main
reasons why it does not work is, once again, the
fact that the power relations between the two
groups are rendered invisible. The one-way Israe-
li gaze that constructs the Islamophobic trope of
the young gay Muslim is a vehicle of desire, but
also of power. Its violence is (homo)eroticised both
in the device of the checkpoint and of the army
and terrorism. The existing hierarchy between
the characters is not only naturalised but simul-
taneously exploited to reinforce the eroticism of
the relationship. In this way, the queer fantasy of
reconciliation through love and desire fails, with
the blame falling on the politicised (terrorist) na-
ture of the Palestinian population.

NOTES

*

This article is an adaptation of a chapter from the
thesis La sexualidad no normativa palestina en el cine:

discursos hegemonics y discursos de resistencia, defend-
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ed by Loreto Ares under the direction of Susana Diaz
Pérez and Elena Galan Fajardo at Universidad Carlos
[I'in June 2017.

1 The information on production, distribution, and
awards for all the films discussed in the article comes
from the films’ own credits, compared against the in-
formation in the IMDb database.

2 Genderqueer is a non-binary gender identity catego-
ry.

3  “Don't ask, don't tell” was the popular name for US
policy regarding homosexuality in the military from
1993 to 2010. Gay people could enter the military as
long as they did not make their sexuality visible, and
the military would not ask questions. The fact that
Lucas compares Israeli policy with American policy
without explanation reinforces two things: that the
target audience is American, and that Israel is once
again positioned as an even more civilised place than
the US.

4 “Passing” is a term used in social identity theory to re-
fer to a person’s ability to be read as part of an identity
category (racial, ethnic, class, gender, etc.) other than

their own. It can be a deliberate and strategic practice.
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POST-TELEVISUAL BRUSHSTROKES:
TWIN PEAKS: THE RETURN AND

TOO OLD TO DIE YOUNG FROM THE
PERSPECTIVE OF “PICTORIAL TIME”

LAURA CALVO GENS
SERGIO MEUIDE CASAS

. INTRODUCTION

Determining the ontological status of contempo-
rary serial fiction is an obviously complex task, as
perhaps more than any other artistic product, it
is a product existing in the complicated situation
of being for-the-masses in an era when no such
masses exist. There is no longer a general public;
as Gilles Lipovetsky (2000) explains, the small
group has brought an end to any possibility of a
target audience.! Any approach to these diverse
forms and formats must therefore be based on
the multiple and the fragmentary, taking their
quality of seriality as the sole common element
for the development of an interpretative strategy.
This situation has become more complex in recent
years, as with the boom in “quality television”,
networks and VOD platforms have been invest-
ing in fiction series where the psychological depth
of the characters, careful attention to narrative
development and ‘cinematographic” techniques
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articulate a new audiovisual poetics that is refor-
mulating the aesthetic practices defined by John
Caldwell (1995) using the term “televisuality”. It is
for this reason that the numerous products asso-
ciated with what we commonly refer to as “televi-
sion” need to be considered in light of a paradigm
shift in contemporary audiovisual studies, which
have begun analysing serial production from the
perspective, for example, of the theory and phi-
losophy of the image, or visual studies.

In this respect, although television studies
have defined a line of research revolving around
so-called TV aesthetics, with studies by Newcomb
(1974), Williams (1974), Fiske (1987), Caldwell
(1995), Metallinos (1996), Butler (2010), Creeberg
(2013), Ellis (2017) and Nannicelli (2017), the
changeable nature of the medium, the aesthetic
impact of some of the more recent series on the
contemporary visual imaginary and the intellec-
tual and philosophical depth they offer require a
constant updating of the theories and methodol-
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ogies applied. As the focus of this research is the
pictorial treatment of serial time, and in view of
the absence of systematic studies analysing the
subversions introduced by the series we have
chosen for study, this article draws on other per-
spectives intimately related to the pictorial, such
as aesthetics, art theory, and more specifically,
the philosophy of painting. With this in mind, the
theoretical framework for this research draws
mainly from the theories of Gilles Deleuze and,
especially, Jean-Francois Lyotard on time, the fig-
ure and the event, along with contributions from
Pascal Bonitzer (1986), Jacques Aumont (1989),
Nicole Brenez (1998), Jean-Michel Durafour
(2009) and Luc Vancheri (2011), exploring the ar-
tistic nature of the cinematic image based on mo-
tifs like the trompe l'oeil, the landscape tradition,
and even the figure. None of this is intended to
suggest that time has not been a key focus in pre-
vious studies of contemporary seriality, as in fact
it has been one of the chief concerns of scholars
in this field.

Ever since the first TV series appeared, the
duration of the season and the fragmentary na-
ture of each episode has resulted in a very dif-
ferent treatment of time from the approach that
has characterised cinema. A paradigmatic exam-
ple of this can be found in Lost (J. J. Abrams, Jef-
frey Lieber, Damon Lindelof, ABC: 2004-2010)
and 24 (Joel Surnow, Robert Cochran, Fox: 2001-
2010), two landmark series that have explored
the possibilities of time as a narrative and aes-
thetic feature, popularising time jumps in tele-
vision discourse through the use of flashbacks
and flashforwards, ellipses, and the accelerated
dimension of ‘race-against-the-clock” sequences,
resulting in a frenetic narrative pace that directly
affects their sounds and images.? However, such
poetics of the cinematic hardly compares with the
development of a mechanics whereby the poten-
tial (and dormant) power is kept on hold, waiting
to be released. In his widely quoted analysis of
poetry and the plastic arts, Gotthold Lessing ex-
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IN TELEVISION, [...] THE ACCELERATION
OF THE DISCOURSE CAN FAIRLY BE
DESCRIBED AS THE HEGEMONIC
APPROACH: CONSTANT MOVEMENT,
MULTIPLE PLOTLINES, AND IMMERSION
IN THE STORY

plains that the main difference between the two
disciplines lies in the question of time: in painting,
time is suspended and the painter has to choose
the right moment for the action, while in poetry,
time is flowing constantly and it is by means of
that flow that the poet must give shape and so-
lidity to the images (Lessing, 1990: 106-127).2 Al-
though the audiovisual arts, much like dance or
theatre, combine time and space, it is the duality
of stillness and movement that concerns us here.
In television, spaces for alternative forms of crea-
tion were—and still are—much more limited than
incinema, and it is for this very reason that the ac-
celeration of the discourse can fairly be described
as the hegemonic approach: constant movement,
multiple plotlines, and immersion in the story.
However, the two series chosen for analysis in
this study completely undermine the traditional
preference for movement over stillness, and for
the “poetic-literary” over the pictorial.

In our view, the time-image does not repre-
sent an improvement on the movement-image,
any more than photography represents an im-
provement over painting, or cinema over pho-
tography. This is one of the reasons why the dis-
cussion here will focus exclusively on painters
working since the birth of cinema, as they were
working in a context of full awareness of this
contemporary development. In considering this
co-existence, which has occasionally resulted in
boundaries where it can be hard to discern where
one discipline ends and the other begins, we will
try to steer clear of the stale debate over the defi-
nitions of the two types of cinematic image pro-
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posed by Deleuze. Although the movement-im-
age has sometimes been construed in relation to
certain privileged movements, what matters here
is its construction as a mobile section of duration
that responds to the causal chain (Deleuze, 1984
26). In contrast to this category, the time-image
progresses in a non-linear manner from the loos-
ening of the sensory-motor links, a condition that
precedes the liberation from narrative forms (e.g.
Antonioni’s idle moments and geophysical land-
scapes) or the breakdown of space-time lineari-
ty (e.g. the blurred lines between dream and the
waking world in Resnais and Rivette) (Deleuze,
1987: 11-26). In this case, although Deleuze gives
this process of transcending the narration the
same level of importance as “the conquering of a
purely optical space in painting, with impression-
ism” (Deleuze, 1987: 13), we are still watching a
series of successive images.

However, there is a third position which, rath-
er than reconciling the movement-image and the
time-image, isolates any instant from the whole
that constructs the continuity of movement. This
was the position first proposed by Lyotard in his
essay on “‘acinema’ (1973: 71-94), which was in-
spired by his reflections on the figure and which
inturn served as a point of departure for Deleuze’s
considerations related to the “haptic” (Deleuze
& Guattari, 1980) and the “sensation” (Deleuze,
2002). But what concerns us here is Lyotard’s
reformulation of his position several years later
in the article “Idée d'un film souverain” (Lyotard,
2000: 209-221), where he expands the application
of the concept of acinema beyond experimental
film to include all cinema, pointing out that the
sovereign image is always shown directly as an
instant that cannot be totalised as a whole film.
This idea already suggests that “pictorial time” is
something that can be applied to audiovisual me-
dia. The same serialising of the instant attempted
by Barnett Newman in his work The Stations of
the Cross (1958-1966), as the addition of independ-
ent moments, may refer equally to the practice
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of avant-garde filmmakers (Hans Richter) and to
“Part 8” (#3x08, David Lynch, Showtime: 2017)
of Twin Peaks: The Return (David Lynch & Mark
Frost, Showtime: 2017). However, the focus of this
study lies in the specific fact that the visual cod-
ing of the story as painting, through referential
strategies and the experimental use of the pictori-
al image, allows us to expand our understanding
of the instant to include the serialised nature of
television fiction.*

The release of Twin Peaks: The Return repre-
sented the opening of a new breach in televisual-
ity, and it is through that space that we can per-
ceive mutations towards the pictorial, reopening
a debate in which the questions have changed
as much as the answers. As Too Old to Die Young
(Nicolas Winding Refn, Ed Brubaker, Amazon
Prime Video: 2019) has demonstrated, this new
way of conceiving of a device associated with the
mainstream as a means of unorthodox expres-
sion has not been limited to the unsettling “re-
turn” of Dale Cooper (Kyle MacLachlan) and his
companions, but constitutes the consolidation of
a new authorial poetics, and of a new aesthetic
approach to be continued by future fiction series.
What in cinema was known as “arthouse” has
been transferred in these news creations to a ter-
ritory that it once seemed impossible to conquer:
traditional television and streaming platforms,
the hardcore of the hypermodern liquid culture
in which we continue to drown. Our study is lim-
ited to the analysis of the two aforementioned se-
ries, symmetrical and opposed in their morphol-
ogy, syntax and phonetics, both concerned with
pictorial time and mechanical potential, since
in both the sovereign image can be identified,
which, in its pictorial referentiality, is rendered
autonomous as an independent picture of the se-
rialised whole. Based on this autonomy, the whole
of the audiovisual product of which it forms a
part is displayed centrifugally, as something dif-
ferent from the reality captured by the camera: in
short, as painting.
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2. REFERENCE AS A MECHANISM OF
TEMPORAL REVELATION

“Go check out the satellite dish, the TV isn't work-
ing, Don Ricardo (Emiliano Diez) tells his son at
the beginning of the episode of Too Old to Die
Young titled “Volume 2: The Lovers” (#1x02, Nico-
las Winding Refn, Amazon Prime Video: 2019).
This setting for the conversation, this arrange-
ment of a family dinner table, with no objects or
characters to interrupt our gaze, inevitably re-
calls the Last Supper. Indeed, like the Last Supper
itself, this meal foreshadows a death the following
day: that of the pater familias, in a moment that
again alludes to the pictorial code canonised by
Da Vinci on the wall of the Dominican convent
of Santa Maria delle Grazie. “It's not the satellite
[...]. The satellite dish is fine. We've got no signal
because...” replies Miguel (Roberto Aguire) after
checking the problem that his father has pointed
out. He cannot finish his sentence; Don Ricardo
is already looking at something else and doesn’t
want to be interrupted. Before his eyes is not a
television screen, but a painting: the picture of his
late sister Magdalena. “Why are you always such
an embarrassment to me?” the old man retorts.
‘I'm trying to fix your problem,” his son protests.
“Well do it later!” But there is no later. Don Ricar-
do will die and the television set will remain out
of order.

The Last Supper signals a specific moment in
the life of Christ, on the eve of his death, but also
an event in Biblical history. In this sense, the struc-
ture not only indicates the imminence of the fa-
ther’s death, but also hints at the traditional view
of the nature of contemporary serial fiction. The
“TV isn't working” because something has bro-
ken down and someone, like Christ himself, will
die the next day. Or in the night, like Don Ricardo.
The painting becomes an object of family worship,
of dialogue, of communion. An object of devotion
for the late Magdalena’s brother; of imitation for
Yaritza (Cristina Rodlo), who is revealed to be a
new “‘mother”; and also a source of devotion for
Jesus (Augusto Aguilera), as the character who re-
sembles his mother. But the introduction of paint-
ing to the serial format was already established by
David Lynch with his pictorial references in Twin
Peaks: The Return through the inclusion of the can-
vases of Francis Bacon, Edward Hopper and René
Magritte. In this case, the relationship between
the two formats results in the replacement of one
with the other: there can be no coexistence. In Too
Old to Die Young, the TV is broken, so we look at
the painting. However, David Lynch's approach
is rather more peculiar, as his device broke down
many vyears before. After the opening credits to
Twin Peaks: Fire Walk with Me (David Lynch, 1992),
the spectator witnesses the explosion of the TV set
on which those credits appeared. This is why, in

Left: Part 2: The Lovers, Too Old to Die Young. Right: The Last Supper (1498) by Leonardo da Vinci
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subsequent “Lynchian” products, there is no an-
tagonism between warring opponents; instead,
there is a post-cinematic, post-televisual, and
post-pictorial symbiosis.

Thisimage from the prequel to Twin Peaks (Da-
vid Lynch & Mark Frost, ABC: 1990-1991) is refer-
enced indirectly in the first episode of Twin Peaks:
The Return (#3x01: Part 1, David Lynch, Showtime:
2017). In some dark corner of New York, a char-
acter unknown to the spectator sits down in front
of an empty glass box, waiting for a possible appa-
rition. This is when—and where—the representa-
tion of the box, which had served as the outline
and boundary that had isolated numerous figures
of Baconian imagery, makes it possible to add the
specific terms of Bacon's work, recall the explosion
of the TV set and re-establish both media through
their temporal specificity. The reference, rather
than the referent, ascribed to its own tradition,
and therefore a signifier with its own meanings,
is positioned in the reverse shot of the characters
who observe it like a painting. It is in these static
shots of the box that the interpretative key to the
series is revealed: if the reference is pictorial, the
way to read serial fiction will appear by synony-
my, analogous to the interpretation of painting.
These characters, like the “attendants” in Bacon's
painting (Deleuze, 2002: 23), are also spectators of
Twin Peaks: The Return, who revolt against the de-
gree-zero narration and the slow pace of the sto-
ry. The series can be painting because the bound-
aries that should contain it are dissolved, like the
glass box, which is not a boundary but glass that
is broken.

THE SERIES CAN BE PAINTING BECAUSE
THE BOUNDARIES THAT SHOULD
CONTAIN IT ARE DISSOLVED, LIKE THE
GLASS BOX, WHICH IS NOT A BOUNDARY
BUT GLASS THAT IS BROKEN
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However, the pictorial dimension does not
refer exclusively to the work of Bacon, but also
alludes to Edward Hopper and René Magritte.
Figurant or figured, at times figure,> the presence
of both painters is visible in the imaginary com-
position of Twin Peaks: The Return, taking its own
meaning to the limits of what is painted. In this
way, the referential strategy serves not only to
stretch the relationship constructed between the
images, with the purpose of subverting their in-
herent meaning, but also to undermine the tem-
poral understanding of the whole. The allusion to
Magritte would therefore not be a mere tribute,
as it reveals a kind of superposition of realities.
In this same sense, the introduction of Hopper is
equally significant, as it acts as a structural source
for the unsettling “Part 8” set in a kind of horri-
fying reverse universe configured by the painter
where the pictorial space is combined with cine-
matic time.

This “Part 8” is the best example for explaining
the pictorial-temporal drift we wish to highlight
here. In strictly narrative terms, i.e. as a particle
of time positioned in relation to a narrative line, it
could be understood as a kind of excessive flash-
back (Martin, 2018: 48-50), as the return is not
located within the narrative boundaries of the
story, but in the crypts of a past time unseen by
the audience: the 1940s, when a bomb explodes in
black and white. The director includes sufficient
elements to make the spectator aware of the time-
frame of the episode in question, such as the use
of captions and the black-and-white image, also
intended to recall a time when images had yet
to be coloured in. However, these signs seem to
be insufficient for the atmospheric (re-)creation
of the historical time in question. In this place, in
this space, the reference reappears to the immor-
tal art of Edward Hopper, “a storyteller, not a still-
life painter” who delved more deeply than anyone
into the American dream (Wenders, 2016: 47).

The narration of an enclosed landscape, of a
specific time in history that endures iconographi-
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Left: stillframe from “Part 8” of Twin Peaks: The Return. Right: Office at Night (1940) by Edward Hoppe

cally, is shown to us through the revelation of the
Hopperian canvas: his pictorial spaces—theatres,
porches, offices, service stations—come together
to compose the fictional and temporal universe
of the episode in question, and it is here that the
emergence of the canvas on screen facilitates a
highly unusual temporal disruption, as it is the
iconographic recognition of the canvas that en-
ables us to begin the structural interpretation of
the flashback. Suddenly, time is depicted as his-
torical while the spectator carries out an analysis
to identify the properties of the series. However,
the director knows that this referential relation-
ship reveals not only the depiction of a historical
time, but also the corollary of the permanence of
time through the painting that bears witness to it.

For this mechanism to work, a different kind
of relationship within the images is needed: the
understanding of the shot as painting. The can-
vas does not appear in Twin Peaks: The Return as
a composite element of the image; rather, it is the
whole image. The properties, the details of the
painting and the actors are all characters in Hop-
per’s stories. Herein lies the difference between
the two series: while Winding Refn’s characters
look at the painting, Lynch makes it very clear
that they are the painting, because Lynch has in
fact dedicated his whole life to painting. Thus, in
addition to being his main (albeit lesser known)
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activity, it is also the “foundation” of his work.?
Quite apart from his direct adherence to a par-
ticular mode of composing, this activity enables
the filmmaker, as a creator of images, to cultivate
a series of pictorial references with a particular
aesthetic sensibility and from a position within
the discourse that underpins his work. Time must
emerge, re-emerge, or manifest itself through
signs that indicate to the spectator that it has a
form, where the “pictorial reference” is articulated
as a sign through which time can be conveyed.
An example from a series released around the
same time as Twin Peaks: The Return may be rele-
vant for explaining this rupture. In the first sea-
son of Westworld (Jonathan Nolan, Lisa Joy, HBO:
2016-), Dolores (Evan Rachel Wood) discovers, in
a shocking revelation for the spectator, that the
Man in Black (Ed Harris) is William (Jimmi Simp-
son): the character who had once adored her now
detests her. This revelation takes place in a com-
bination of montage and dialogue, serving as el-
ements that expose the different time-lines that
the spectator has not previously identified, which
are suddenly made visible by an apparent sleight
of hand. Time has been revealed, and in the end
the twist that lays bare the temporal structure or
device of the fiction makes it possible to recon-
struct both the identity of the characters and the
temporal identity of the series itself (Salvado-Cor-
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retger & Benavente, 2021: 275). Dolores’ realisa-
tion of this situation therefore not only entails
a narrative proposition of an extreme situation
for the psychological conditions of the characters,
but also means that the spectator can become
aware of the existence of various time-lines over
the course of the series that now—and only now,
when the revelation occurs—have to be recon-
structed.

On the other hand, what Twin Peaks: The Re-
turn proposes is, first of all, a valuation and com-
prehension of time on the part of the spectator
that subverts traditional narratives of serial space,
as the temporal revelation brings a different order
to light. The wild sensationalism of the Westworld
universe contrasts with the artistic turn in Twin
Peaks: The Return, as its time structure is revealed
through the pictorial formulation of the image,
through a recognition that requires a referential
reading. This time revolution appears as an ad-
dition to the artistic quality of the story. Pictorial
referencing is the interpretative index that hints
the spectator that this type of story has more to
do with the painting alluded to than with televi-
sion. Ultimately, the new sense of time in the se-
ries is different from the hegemonic standard for
contemporary fiction programming. In both Twin
Peaks: The Return and Too Old to Die Young, the
slow tempo, the drawn-out shot, the overwhelm-
ing sensation of narrative stagnation and the
characters’ inaction are all diametrically opposed
to the time mechanisms of stories like Westworld,
but they still reveal an underlying concern associ-
ated with the nature of seriality: the possibility of
exploring time as inescapable narrative material
in contemporary television.

3. THE QUESTION OF THE FRAME:
FROM BOUNDARY TO THRESHOLD

In Twin Peaks: The Return the reference to Bacon
reveals the complex relationship between con-
temporary serial fiction and painting for the sim-
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ple fact that the latter is made tangible. But even
more interestingly, with this strategy the refer-
ence outlines a particular relationship between
the time of the story and pictorial time. As noted
above, when the glass box breaks, the boundary
between painting and television seriality vanish-
es. This is the result of a visual formula that iso-
lates the two media, just as in Bacon’'s paintings
the figures are isolated in boxes; yet this makes it
possible to relate them to his audiences, as they
lead to that “extreme solitude of Figures, extreme
enclosure of bodies that exclude any spectator:
the Figure does not come into being except by that
movement in which it is enclosed” (Deleuze, 2002:
25). As in Baconian iconography, the boundary is
established as a need in the story; a visual index is
traced or outlined to make it recognisable, a frame
which, after the enclosure of the figures, will
disintegrate through the visual strategies of the
scene. The reference creates a conceptual rela-
tionship between pictorial form and serial format,
while bringing to light connections of contiguity
between them and their external spaces. When
the glass box is broken in Twin Peaks: The Return,
the leap is made from one coding system to its op-
posite: from the centripetal, which leads the char-
acters to a contemplative state, to the centrifugal,
which dissolves the distances between the two. In
other words, an abrupt fracture occurs in the dif-
ferent ways of perceiving adopted by the spectator
for painting and for television. The scene indicates
that there is a specifically pictorial (i.e. contem-
plative) state, which changes the way of viewing
the story; but at the same time, the frame—in this
case, a box—becomes the screen:

The frame of a painting encloses a space that
is oriented so to speak in a different direction. In
contrast to natural space, the space in which our
active experience occurs and bordering its outer
limits, it offers a space the orientation of which is
inwards, a contemplative area opening solely onto
the interior of the painting. The outer edges of the
screen are not [...] the frame of the film image. They
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are the edges of a piece of masking that shows only
a portion of reality. The picture frame polarizes
space inwards. On the contrary, what the screen
shows us seems to be part of something prolonged
indefinitely into the universe. A frame is centripe-
tal, the screen centrifugal (Bazin, 2004: 166).

Based on Bazin's argument, in Twin Peaks:
The Return the nature of seriality is quickly trans-
formed into the all-consuming relationship that
television engages in with its contiguous spaces,
and in that relationship “what the screen shows
us seems to be part of something prolonged in-
definitely into the universe” (Bazin, 2004: 166).
In David Lynch and Mark Frost's series, there is
no frame to which the forces must conform: the
story expands in every direction to encompass the
world beyond and consume it in a centrifugal mo-
ment, just as the inner space of the box does to its
attendants, like that malignant force that breaks
the glass to kill the waiting characters. This is the
vocation of the screen: to reach all possible places
instead of absorbing the spectator into the area in-
side the frame, destined exclusively for the paint-
ing. This dissolution into the audiovisual whole of
the pictorial regime, of the static and inanimate
matter inside the glass box, signals that everything
in this third season—including what lies outside
the shot—can become a frameless painting.

In this respect, the exercise proposed by Wind-
ing Refn and Brubaker is formulated on different

terms. While the characters in Twin Peaks: The
Return are consumed by the pictorial material, the
characters in Too Old to Die Young cannot gain ac-
cess to that space, despite their stillness. Martin
(Miles Teller), Janey (Nell Tiger Free), Viggo (John
Hawkes) and Don Ricardo are merely spectators
of an estranged world, gazing with desire on that
which they could never become: the painting, the
unattainable libidinal space. In his world, as in our
own, Jesus cannot reach his mother because she
ison the other side of the canvas, separated by the
frame. Twin Peaks, however, is not our world; or, if
the world of Too Old to Die Young is not our world
either, the Twin Peaks world is not even like our
world. There is no frame or curtain here; only a
threshold. Sarah Palmer (Grace Zabriskie) demon-
strates this when she peels off her face and enters
the universe of Magritte, revealing that the Black
Lodge, Twin Peaks and New York all form part of
the same space: the space of painting.

The approaches in both series forge their con-
flict on a different perspective, not of audiovisual,
but of pictorial activity. It is worth highlighting
here that Winding Refn prioritises the two for-
mats’ differences over their similarities, dismissing
the possibility of “painting” on the screen. He is a
filmmaker, and however much his characters may
wish to be the painting, to penetrate the Mother’s
frame, they never will, as the frame is motionless
and his work is in movement, even when that

Left: stillframe from “Part |” of Twin Peaks: The Return. Right: still-frame from “Part 6”: The High Priestess from

Too Old to Die Young
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Six Figures Getting Sick (1966) by David Lynch

movement is barely perceptible. On this point, he
reflects Walter Benjamin’s perspective:

Let us compare the canvas (screen) on which
a film unfolds with the canvas of a painting. The
painting invites the spectator to contemplation;
before it the spectator can abandon himself to his
associations. Before the movie frame he cannot do
so. No sooner has his eye grasped a scene than it is
already changed. It cannot be arrested (Benjamin,
2019: 190).

Standing in opposition to this perspective
is Lynch, for whom painting is movement that
changes and mutates as much as the film shot,
which is why he believes he can also paint on the
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screen. If there are no frames in Twin Peaks: The
Return it is because we are viewing the screen,
the centrifugal force that submerges us in a world
where there is no painting because the world it-
self is painting. What these two perspectives raise
is not only the question of painting as an art form,
but also the debate about its boundaries, its attrib-
utes and specific qualities.

4. THE TIME OF THE INSTANT

In the mid-1960s, David Lynch studied painting
at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. He
would work there with kinetic dynamic “real”
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paintings, or “moving paintings”, such as Six Fig-
ures Getting Sick (1966), a high relief painted spe-
cifically for an animated projection that would
turn the surface into a screen and the painting
into movement. Later, this sensitivity to move-
ment in painting would find full expression in
his filmmaking, because, as Allister Mactaggart
(2010: 12) points out, “[flilm allowed Lynch to add
movement and sound to the muteness and static
nature of his paintings as well as an opportunity
to extend beyond their frame.”

This absence of distinction between pictorial
and audiovisual material is depicted in “Part 8"
The function of this episode—other than contin-
uing the taste for digression established by the
iconic “Fly” 7 (#3x10, Rian Johnson, AMC: 2010)
episode of Breaking Bad (Vince Gilligan, AMC:
2008-2013)—is to explain the origin of evil in the
American context through the atomic bomb ex-
periments in White Sands, New Mexico, in 1945.
This event combines the social context framing
the series, whose story would be the direct con-
sequence of this historic moment, and the artistic
concerns of its creator. In this case, temporal dis-
location and the emergence of the abstract consti-
tute a veritable vanishing point that distorts the
spectator’s perception. When the bomb explodes,
before the Hopperian imagery fills the screen, the
spectator witnesses nearly three minutes of nar-
rative suspension during which fire and smoke
take the form of creating a drip painting, bringing

Hopper and Pollock together as part of a single
unit of time, as part of a single frame that com-
bines the different times of figurative painting
and of abstract painting.

Correcting the naive dichotomy proposed by
Lessing, Lyotard explains that there are many
times in painting: the time of production, mean-
ing the time it takes to paint the painting; the
time of consumption, referring to the time re-
quired “to look at and understand” the work; the
time of circulation, or the time it takes “to reach
the viewer” once it has been ‘created”; and “the
time the painting is”, which we have referred to
in this article as “ pictorial time” (Lyotard, 1991:
78). 1t is this last category of time, in the specific
case of abstract expressionism, as Newman labels
it (2003: 580-582), that has the particular quality
of not being, because once it is it already has been.
In other words, its time is the time of the event it-
self. On this point, Lyotard clarifies that “the sub-
lime is now” should not be interpreted literally,
but as “now the sublime is like this”, because “the
feeling of the instant is instantaneous” (Lyotard,
1991: 93, 80).2 There are no elements to identify;
there is only figure. There is no reading time, be-
cause there is nothing to read, only an instant to
experience. It is this context that frames the ex-
plosion in “Part 8”. The screen becomes a paint-
ing, but unlike what happened to the paintings
of Newman and others of his generation, time is
not suspended by a time cut; instead, the serialis-

Left: stillframe from “Part 8” of Twin Peaks: The Return. Right: Autumn Rhythm (Number 30) (1950) by Jackson Pollock
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The Stations of the Cross (1958-1966) by Barnett Newman

ing of that cut connects the figurative stain with
Hopperian imagery.

A work that helps explain the similarities and
differences between such imagery and Newman's
abstraction is the series The Stations of the Cross
(1958-1966), made up of 14 paintings depicting
the Via Crucis of Christ. As might be expected of
this painter, none of the 14 images alludes to any
element that could connect the work with the
narrative time of the Passion. All 14, following
Newman’s poetics, are instants that suspend the
logic of progressive time. During the explosion in
Twin Peaks: The Return, each stillframe resembles
an instant, and as they are stains on the screen
there is no movement deconstructed into frag-
ments. However, the series of instants extends be-
yond the stain and reaches Hopper’s gas station,
extending it into the figurative. The difference
here from Newman's Stations, a work with which
it shares a serial dimension, is that the episode is
not a collection of separable paintings, but a sin-
gle canvas on which Lynch paints stains, but also
subjects, as the appearance of the reference has
determined that everything must belong to the
same space. The lightning flash is placed in 1945,
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where Lynch and Frost posi-
tion it narratively, and it is in
the heart of this paradox that
the instant that suspends time
isinserted into the chronolog-
ical evolution of humanity.
While Lynch and Frost
insert the abstract into the
spatio-temporal frame of
the real, Winding Refn and
Brubaker's characters go on
gazing at the painting. They
remain still. They keep trying
to be abstract paintings when
their figurative nature pre-
vents them from appearing as
stains. In a recent interview,
Winding Refn pointed this
out explicitly: “I lost interest in realism when I re-
alised that I would never be able to capture reali-
ty faithfully enough. Since then I have felt closer
and closer to abstraction. And I have the intention
of getting closer still to it” (Salva, 2019). Indeed,
Winding Refn is now a long way from the nat-
uralist poetics that he cultivated enthusiastically
and diligently in his early years as a filmmaker in
films like Pusher (1996), Pusher II (2005), Pusher 3
(2006) and Bleeder (1999): nevertheless, as he him-
self acknowledges, he is also still a long way from
complete abstraction. In fact, he is convinced that
as an artist he is doomed to pursue the impossible,
and that, like his characters, he will never be able
to achieve it.

If Twin Peaks: The Return is to be read as pos-
itive, the screen made painting, Too Old to Die
Young is negative: the screen cannot turn into a
canvas. The insertion of figurative forms in “Part
8" contrasts with Winding Refn’'s endeavour to
hypostasise the figurative. The profusion of paint-
ings that appear in Too Old to Die Young remind
us that they can only exist in the space where
they are presented. The direction taken here
is thus the opposite to that taken by Lynch and
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Frost: the paintings are on the screen, but they
are not the screen. Indeed, all the decisions and
comments of their respective creators come into
conflict. Both series premiered at the Cannes Film
Festival, two vears apart; however, unlike Lynch
and Frost, Winding Refn and Brubaker refused to
present the first two episodes, choosing instead to
show the fourth and the fifth. Twin Peaks came
back to television, where it had begun, but mov-
ing from ABC to Showtime, while Too Old to Die
Young was available on the video-on-demand
platform Amazon Prime. David Lynch has often
expressed his disdain for mobile devices as film
viewers, while Nicolas Winding Refn is a recog-
nised admirer of its possibilities (Salva, 2019). And
yet, the two series are also very similar. It is no se-
cret that Refn is a great admirer of Lynch’s work,
and the influence of the return of Twin Peaks is
clear; but his career has taken him in a different
direction, while matching him in daring and wit.
Their resemblance, as made explicit at the begin-
ning of this article, lies in the artistic turn of both,
in moving beyond a “way of making” television
which, even in its best manifestations, has priori-
tised narration: what Lessing calls the “poetic” and
which in these two cases is clearly marked by the
“pictorial”.

This is what we have referred to above as the
poetics of the “cinematic”, meaning that area of
the mechanics—and prior to the mechanics—that
studies movement through time without consid-
ering the force it generates. Without doubt, the
movement of the narration in series like The So-
pranos (David Chase, HBO: 1999-2007) or The Wire
(David Simon, HBO: 2002-2008) is not without its
artistic forces or libidinal drives, but if this is the
case, it cannot be denied that while viewing them
our attention is always on the “movement”: on
the plot, the characters, the conflicts. With Twin
Peaks: The Return and Too Old to Die Young, the
characters are transformed into objects, thereby
ceasing to be the articulating centre of the story:
Martin, the supposed protagonist, dies before we
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IF TWIN PEAKS: THE RETURN IS TO BE
READ AS POSITIVE, THE SCREEN MADE
PAINTING, TOO OLD TO DIE YOUNG IS
NEGATIVE: THE SCREEN CANNOT TURN
INTO A CANVAS

learn much about him, and without even making
it to the last episode; Dougie is a character with
no traits of his own, constructed out of the rather
blurry outlines of the real character Dale Cooper;
and Philip Jeffries (David Bowie) is literally turned
into a machine. The force is contained in the still-
ness, in the visual tension of an impregnable sur-
face that is revealed as such when, assessing the
movement, we remember the other factors at
play. This idea, which of course has been explored
in cinema, is now becoming a central motif in se-
rial fiction.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Without denying the multiplicity of criteria in-
volved in a task of such complexity as the analysis
of time in contemporary serial fiction, this article
has sought to introduce two series into the con-
tinuum of theoretical and philosophical reflection
on pictorial time. These case studies were chosen
because both depart significantly from the now
traditional forms of “quality TV” and take direc-
tions that require the application of interdiscipli-
nary methods, of which this article intended as
no more than an example.

Our findings reveal the existence of two key
moments in the history of serial fiction, occur-
ring two years apart. The first was the release of
Twin Peaks: The Return, in which pictorial refer-
ence transgresses its traditional accessory func-
tion to become an inherent element of the story,
transforming the shot into a canvas and erasing
the boundaries between painting and move-
ment-image—a task that Lynch began in his work
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as a painter. The analysis of this phenomenon has
been supported here by the theories of Lyotard
and Deleuze on time, the figure and the sublime,
while also considering the work of painters like
Hopper, Magritte, Bacon, Pollock and Newman.
These painters have allowed us to explore the in-
troduction of abstract forms reflective of the in-
stant into the temporal structure that concludes
the eighth episode of Lynch's series. The second
key moment was the release of Too Old to Die
Young, in which Winding Refn and Brubaker of-
fer their own exploration of time and painting,
positioning themselves in opposition to Lynch
and Frost. The constant that has defined our in-
terpretation of this second series is the idea of the
impossible nature of a dialogue between painting
and television, articulated through the slowing
down—but never full suspension—of the charac-
ters, and their strange interaction with the can-
vases appearing in the series.

While the first example breaks up the literary
format, introducing a counter-seriality based on
other stillnesses, other repetitions and other plas-
ticities for the images, the second offers a perspec-
tive marked by scepticism. It may be expected that
the dialectical movement begun by these two pro-
ductions will be taken further in the future, and
we hope that these post-televisual brushstrokes
may contribute to a debate that is yet to begin.

NOTES

1 According to Lipovetsky (2000), capital persuades
each individual in a personalised way. The stand-
ard defined by Marcuse (1972) under the category of
‘one-dimensional man” has thus become an outdated
concept: there is no longer any effort to convince “rig-
id individuals”, as it is in the small group that contem-
porary narcissism is configured.

2 The methods and notions applied in the analysis and
categorisation of time and temporality in serial fiction
today are many and varied. As a result, not all the

classifications of the temporality of fiction identify
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Lost and 24 as products that treat time the same way.
Considering the possibilities of exploring the psychol-
ogy of characters in American TV fiction, Carrién
proposes a categorisation based on a series’ “internal
velocity”, whereby “on one end we would have action
products with extreme situations and plot twists oc-
curring at a dizzying pace, like 24 or Prison Break; in
the middle, changing speed constantly, would be Dex-
ter or Lost; and on the other end, the relative slowness
of the best TV series in history, like Six Feet Under,
The Sopranos or The Wire” (Carrion, 2011: 185-186).
Yet although categorisations differ, the book edited
by Melissa Ames (2012) is one of the most recent and
complete compendiums dealing directly with ques-
tions of time and temporality in contemporary televi-
sion.

With his approach Lessing calls into question the Ho-
racian maxim Ut pictura poesis, which posits poetry
and painting as analogous art forms. However, what
is of interest for this article is the multiple types of
time proposed by Lyotard based on Lessing’s model.
An entire article could be dedicated to the similarities
and differences between the theories of Lyotard and
Deleuze, but their ideas are merely summarised here
to avoid excessive digression from the focus of this
paper: the turning point in serial fiction represented
by the two objects of study. For further exploration
of the questions raised here, see Durafour (2009) and
the anthology edited by Jones and Woodward (2017).
The term “figure” is used here not with reference to
the image so much as the icon, since it pertains to the
discourse. Our intention is to highlight the fact that
these three painters (Bacon, Hopper and Magritte) all
found ways to subvert the image so that the spectator
can sense a kind of pattern in the stains that are more
than iconic. To support this idea we refer to Deleuze
(2002), and especially to Lyotard (1971).

In the interview published by Rodley, Lynch claims
that painting is his primary activity, and that “there
are aspects of painting that are true for everything
in life” (Rodley, 2017: 43). Studies like Mactaggart’s
(2010) also explore this interdisciplinary dimension of

his work, and it is also referenced in works like David
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Lynch: The Art Life (Jon Nguyen, Rick Barnes & Olivia
Neegaard-Holm, 2017), the recent documentary on
the director’s life and work.

7 Adrian Martin (2018) offers an overview of the many
different critical positions that spectators have adopt-
ed in relation to these kinds of narrative experiments.
He thus points out the romantic attitude of Lynch
and Frost, who, in opposition to the demands of the
contemporary television format, do not subscribe to
the idea that the flashback must have a narrative jus-
tification. In this respect, he cites cases like “Fly”, an
episode that provides the storytelling with a narrative
pause that is obvious as a digression from the main
line of the story.

8 The specificity that Lyotard saw in Newman's works
is the autonomy of the painting compared to the nar-
rative time of discourse, a question that the French
philosopher had already explored in Discourse, Figure.
Indeed, our extrapolation of the theoretical frame-
work applicable to Newman to include Pollock follows
Lyotard’s intuitions on the materiality of the form-fig-
ure, posited against the existentialist approaches of
critics like Rosenberg (1959) or Tomassoni (1968), who
understood Pollock’s work as the result of a perform-
ative process, and therefore as part of an evolution
that is not instant. Of course, what interests us here
in Lynch’s filmmaking praxis is his complete trans-
gression of these binaries: the screen is a painting that
moves, temporalising the instant through sequenc-
ing. What is new is not the temporal fracture of the
acinematic moment (Lyotard, 1973), but its repetition
and, of course, its difference (Deleuze, 1968).

REFERENCES

Ames, M. (ed.) (2012). Time in Television Narrative: Ex-
ploring Temporality in Twenty-First-Century Pro-
gramming. Jackson: University of Mississippi Press.
Aumont, J. (1989). LCEIl interminable : cinema et pein-
ture. Paris: Librairie Séguier.

Bazin, A. (1990). ;Qué es el cine? Madrid: Rialp.

Bazin, A. (2004). What Is Cinema? Volume I. Berkeley: Uni-

versity of California Press.

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022

Benjamin, W. (1989). Discursos interrumpidos I. Madrid:
Taurus.

Benjamin, W. (2019). Illuminations: Essays and Reflections.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.

Bonitzer, P. (1986). Peinture et cinéma : décadrages. Paris:
Cahiers du cinéma, Editions de I'Etoile.

Brenez, N. (1998). De la figure en général et de corps partic-
uliere. Linvention figurative au cinéma. Paris: DeBoeck
Université.

Butler, J. G. (2010). Television Style. New York: Routledge.

Caldwell, J. T. (1995). Televisuality: Style, Crisis, and Authori-
ty in American Television. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers
University Press.

Carrién, J. (2011). Teleshakespeare. Madrid: Errata Naturae.

Creeberg, G. (2013). Small Screen Aesthetics: From TV to the
Internet. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Deleuze, G.(1968). Différence et Répétition. Paris: PUF.

Deleuze, G. (1984). La imagen-movimiento: Estudios sobre
cine 1. Barcelona: Paidos.

Deleuze, G. (1987). La imagen-tiempo. Estudios sobre cine 2.
Barcelona: Paidos.

Deleuze, G. (2002). La légica de la sensacion. Madrid: Arena
Libros.

Deleuze, G., Guattari, F. (1980). Mille plateaux. Capitalisme
et schizophrénie. Paris: Minuit.

Durafour, J-M. (2009). Jean-Francois Lyotard: questions au
cinéma. Paris: PUF.

Ellis, J. (2017). Visible Fictions. Cinema, Television, Video.
London: Routledge.

Fiske, J. (1987). Television Culture. London: Methuen.

Jones, G., Woodward, A. (eds.) (2017). Acinemas. Lyotard’s
Philosophy of Film. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press.

Lessing, G. (1990). Laocoonte. Madrid: Tecnos.

Lipovetsky, G. (2000). La era del vacio: ensayos sobre el indi-
vidualismo contempordneo. Barcelona: Anagrama.

Lyotard, J-F. (1971). Discours, figure. Paris: Klincksieck.

Lyotard, J-F. (1973). Des dispositifs pulsionnels. Paris: Gal-
ilée.

Lyotard, J-F. (1991). The Inhuman: Reflections on Time. Palo
Alto, CA: Stanford University Press.

Lyotard, J-F. (1998). Lo Inhumano: charlas sobre el tiempo.

Buenos Aires: Manantial.

186



\VANISHING POINTS

Lyotard, J-F. (2000). Misere de la philosophie. Paris: Galilée.

Mactaggart, A. (2010). The Film Paintings of David Lynch:
Challenging Film Theory. Bristol: Intellect.

Marcuse, H. (1972). El hombre unidimensional. Barcelona:
Seix Barral.

Martin, A. (2018). El reto de la narrativa. Caimdn cuader-
nos de cine, 70, 48-54.

Metallinos, N. (1996). Television Aesthetic: Perceptual, Cog-
nitive, and Compositional Basis. Mahwah, NJ: Law-
rence Erlbaum Associates.

Nannicelli, T. (2017). Appreciating the Art of Television: A
Philosophical Perspective. New York: Routledge.

Newcomb, H. (1974). TV. The Most Popular Art. New York:
Anchor Books.

Newman, B. (2003). The Sublime is Now. In C. Harrison &
P. Wood (eds.), Art in Theory 1900-2000: An Antholo-
gy of Changing Ideas (pp. 572-574). Oxford: Blackwell
Publishers.

Rodley, C. (ed.) (2017). David Lynch por David Lynch. Bue-
nos Aires: El cuenco de plata.

Rosenberg, H. (1959). The Tradition of the New. New York:
Horizon Press.

Salva, N. (2019, 15 June). Entrevista a Nicolas Winding
Refn por el estreno en Amazon Prime de Demasiado
viejo para morir joven. El Periddico. Retrieved from
https://www.elperiodico.com/es/series/20190615/
entrevista-nicolas-winding-refn-estre  no-amazon-
prime-demasiado-joven-para-morir-joven-7506353.

Salvadoé-Corretger, G, Benavente, F. (2021). Time to Dream,
Time to Remember: Patterns of Time and Metaphys-
ics in Westworld. Television & New Media, 22(3), 262-
280. https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476419894947 .

Tomassoni, I. (1968). Pollock. Sadea: Florencia.

Vancheri, L. (2011). Les pensées figurales de l'image. Paris:
Armand Colin.

Wenders, W. (2016). Los pixels de Cézanne y otras impre-
siones sobre mis afinidades artisticas. Buenos Aires: Caja
Negra.

Williams, R. (1974). Television. Technology and Cultural
Form. London: Fontana.

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022 187


https://www.elperiodico.com/es/series/20190615/entrevista-nicolas-winding-refn-estre%2520no-amazon-prime-demasiado-joven-para-morir-joven-7506353
https://www.elperiodico.com/es/series/20190615/entrevista-nicolas-winding-refn-estre%2520no-amazon-prime-demasiado-joven-para-morir-joven-7506353
https://www.elperiodico.com/es/series/20190615/entrevista-nicolas-winding-refn-estre%2520no-amazon-prime-demasiado-joven-para-morir-joven-7506353

‘\\bhAPGISPiﬂﬂts POINTS

POST-TELEVISUAL BRUSHSTROKES: TWIN
PEAKS: THE RETURN AND TOO OLD TO
DIE YOUNG FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF
“PICTORIAL TIME”

Abstract

Just as they did in the 1990s, David Lynch and Mark Frost made an
unexpected return to the small screen in recent years that called into
question the prevailing artistic and narrative forms of contemporary
serial fiction. Understanding Nicolas Winding Refn and Ed Brubak-
er's Too Old To Die Young (Amazon Prime Video: 2019) as a successor
in certain respects to Twin Peaks: The Return (David Lynch & Mark
Frost, Showtime: 2017), this article offers a comparative analysis
based on the theories of Gilles Deleuze and, especially, Jean-Francois
Lyotard, related to “pictorial time”, with the aim of reappraising these
forms of seriality, exploring the treatment of art and time in two se-
ries with unorthodox ways of conceiving plot continuity and shot
duration, very far from the (still hegemonic) standards established
by “quality TV".
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PINCELADAS POSTELEVISIVAS. TWIN PEAKS:
THE RETURN Y DEMASIADO VIEJO PARA MORIR
JOVEN DESDE EL TIEMPO DE LA PINTURA

Resumen

Como ya habia ocurrido en los afios noventa, el inesperado regreso
de David Lynch y Mark Frost al quehacer televisivo supuso el cues-
tionamiento de las formas plasticas y narrativas imperantes en la fic-
cion serial contemporanea. Entendiendo Demasiado viejo para morir
joven (Too Old To Die Young, Amazon Prime Video: 2019), de Nicolas
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pectos de Twin Peaks: The Return (David Lynch y Mark Frost, Show-
time: 2017), trazaremos una comparacion entre ambas que se apoye
en las reflexiones de Gilles Deleuze v, especialmente, Jean-Francois
Lyotard sobre el «tiempo de la pintura». Nuestro objetivo es repensar
las formas de la serialidad aproximandonos al tratamiento plastico y
temporal de estos dos ejemplos, heterodoxos en su manera de conce-
bir la continuidad argumental o la duracién del plano, y muy alejados
del estandar —aun hegemoénico— fijado por la Quality TV.
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FEMALE Al REPRESENTATIONS:
EX MACHINA REVISITS
THE MYTHS OF PANDORA

AND GALATEA

GOKSU AKKAN
SUE ARAN-RAMSPOTT
KLAUS ZILLES

The portrayal of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in con-
temporary cinema speaks to the dominant dis-
course in the European tradition about humani-
ty’s fears and hopes generated by the creation of
artificial life. A central theme in these narratives
is the dichotomy of self vs. other in which the
other is perceived as a strange, unsettling crea-
ture. With the advent of the 2020s, robotics and
artificial intelligence became an increasingly hot
topic, and the work of filmmakers explored both
long-standing and recent concerns about female
robots by bringing them to life on the screen
(Dvorsky, 2013; Dockrill, 2016; Gershgorn, 2016;
Pandya, 2019; Strait, Aguillon et al., 2017; Hamil-
ton, 2018). The debate surrounding the postmod-
ern condition posits the demise of the grand nar-
ratives predicated on history, identity, and belief
systems. These were supplanted with new nar-
ratives grounded in technology and surveillance
(Denzin, 1991; Kellner and Best, 1997). The present
study seeks to analyse the portrayal of the female
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as an iconic representation of Artificial Intelli-
gence in the context of the current zeitgeist (Dros-
nin, 1997; Keane, 2006). We submit that an ex-
ploration of Alex Garland’'s Ex Machina (2014) as
a new reading of the Galatea and Pandora myths
will bear out our hypothesis that the female robot
model projects the spectre of the monstrous femi-
nine, and may embolden filmmakers to endeavour
more complex representations of females capable
of subverting the power structure of patriarchal
ideology (Modleski, 2002).

INTRODUCTION

Stories that have their origin in Greek mytholo-
gy, or in the writings of medieval scholars, con-
stitute early archetypes of artificial creatures,
which have come to form part of our collective
consciousness of an other resembling a human.
Classical and medieval accounts of artificial crea-
tion of life allow us to gain deeper insight into the
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ways these earlier cultures understood human
nature and the origins of human life. Thus, we
shall explore the emergence of the first examples
of humanoid robots equipped with artificial intel-
ligence (the androids of the science fiction gen-
re, SF from now on), which have given rise to so
many other fictional constructs in literature, the
arts, and cinematography (Graf, 1993; Dougherty,
2006).

Our interpretation of the feature film, Ex
Machina, as a revisiting and rethinking of the
myths of Pandora and Galatea, is structured as
follows. Initially, the two mythological narratives
are analysed regarding their gendered representa-
tion of the two mythical creatures: Pandora as a
misogynist narrative of an evil creation designed
to inflict misfortune upon men. Galatea, in turn,
represents a distinct kind of misogynist narra-
tive in that the story features a man, who regards
mortal women as inferior and deficient, and sets
out to create an ideal female for himself to fulfill
his desires. We then provide a nexus between the
artificial archetypes and modern Als by charting
a history of Al in SF narrative both in literature
and on the screen before turning our attention
to Ex Machina. Drawing on Barbara Creed’s The
Monstrous Feminine (2007), as well as on our pre-
vious discussion of mythical female creatures, we
analyse the two female Als featured in the movie,
and their unsettling conceptualisation as danger-
ous females. We shall see that our reading of Ex
Machina, informed by the previous exploration of

STORIES THAT HAVE THEIR ORIGIN IN
GREEK MYTHOLOGY, OR IN THE WRITINGS
OF MEDIEVAL SCHOLARS, CONSTITUTE
EARLY ARCHETYPES OF ARTIFICIAL
CREATURES, WHICH HAVE COME

TO FORM PART OF OUR COLLECTIVE
CONSCIOUSNESS OF AN OTHER
RESEMBLING A HUMAN
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the female Als of old, heightens the acuteness of
our appreciation of Al characters in modern SF
movies.

PANDORA AND GALATEA: TWO GREEK
MYTHS OF THE CREATION FEMALE
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Pandora and Galatea are mythological representa-
tions of Al which, over the centuries, are revisited
by the arts in many different shapes and purposes
with the recurrent themes of the dangerous fe-
male and the female companion, respectively. An
exploration of their origin stories will lead to a
deeper understanding of the conception of Als in
contemporary cinematography.

In Theogony, Hesiod (2006) writes that Zeus,
infuriated at Prometheus for stealing the fire and
giving it tothe mortals, decidestounleash Pandora
and her box of evil afflictions upon humanity. On
Zeus's orders, Hephaestus creates the first mortal
woman in a fashion similar to Prometheus'’s cre-
ation of man. Hephaestus moulds her from wa-
ter and clay, and aptly names her Pandora, the
all-gifted or all-giving (Hesiod, 2006: 6).

Indeed, Pandora was a collaborative effort by
the Olympian gods. Athena bestowed femininity
on Pandora by teaching her how to weave and
dress alluringly. Aphrodite “shed grace upon her
head and cruel longing and cares that weary the
limbs” Hermes gave her “a shameful mind and
deceitful nature” thereby endowing her with the
skills needed to deceive Prometheus’ brother Epi-
metheus. The Graces draped necklaces around
her neck, and the Horae gave her a crown of flow-
ers (Hesiod, 2006: 63-81).

Gods and men alike were amazed by her beau-
ty. Prometheus warned his brother not to take
any gifts from the gods, but Epimetheus did not
heed the warning. As soon as he accepted Pan-
dora, she took the lid off her jar and unleashed
evil, toil, and disease on humankind, initiating the
suffering of men for ages to come. Considered an
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anti-feminist or misogynist myth (Kahn, 1970;
Koning, 2010), this trope emerges in SF films fea-
turing bionic femme fatale characters that bring
misery upon men, such as Maria in Metropolis
(Fritz Lang, 1927) or Ava in Ex Machina.

The Pygmalion story in Ovid’s Metamorphosis
(2010) speaks to further motivations for creating
an artificial female. Pygmalion is a Cypriot sculp-
tor who is disillusioned with women —‘loathing
their lascivious life” (Ovid, 2010: 275)— and de-
cides to remain unmarried. Instead, “fearing idle-
ness, the nurse of ill” (Ovid, 2010: 275), he carves
the statue of a woman from ivory and falls in
love with her. On the day of Venus's (Aphrodite’s)
feast, Pygmalion makes an offering to the goddess
and Venus grants his wish to give Galatea a hu-
man existence.

Galatea’s genesis typifies the search for the
ideal female devoid of the imperfections of mor-
tal women. Like Galatea, there are numerous Al
characters in SF movies who become the object of
their maker’s desire, though mostly they are the
product of technological aspirations rather than
artistic endeavour.

Similarities emerge between the creation of
humans and the creation of artificial intelligence
by humans. First the creator (Zeus, or Prometheus;
God in monotheistic religions) made humans from
clay and animated the inanimate. Archetypes
of the mute artificial creation as inferior, such as
Talos in Greek mythology and the Golem in Jew-
ish tradition, appear to be a prevailing feature of
monotheistic religions in that the creation never
lives up to human intelligence. Conversely, the
polytheistic Greeks saw Galatea and Pandora as
fully human, Pandora as the temptress, a bringer
of misfortune, and a precedent of the hegemon-
ic interpretations of the biblical Eve. Conversely,
Galatea is an example of the sexualized woman
that obeys her male master, which is a common
trope among the hegemonic (and patriarchal)
narratives. Dichotomous relationships between
the creator-creation prevail such as master-slave,
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god-human, or oppressor-oppressed. However,
the relationship can be subverted when the crea-
tion acquires too much power, a prevalent theme
in both SF literature and audio-visual productions.

THE EMERGENCE OF ARTIFICIAL
INTELLIGENCE IN SCIENCE FICTION
NARRATIVE

Many critics (Scholes and Rabkin, 1977; Aldiss and
Wingrove, 1986; Gunn, 1988; Claeys, 2010; Mann,
2012) agree that the first truly recognizable work
of SF is Mary Shelley’s (1993) Frankenstein, or the
Modern Prometheus. The text draws on the 16th
century Dr. Faust, putting the mad scientist Vic-
tor Frankenstein centre-stage for the first time.
Frankenstein’s scientific endeavour comes to frui-
tion when one night his creation made up of dead
body parts comes to life thanks to electricity, a
technology available at the time. However, scared
of the monstrosity of his creation, Victor aban-
dons him, only for the monster to come back later
and beg Frankenstein to create a female compan-
ion for him to end his agony, suffering and lone-
liness. However, Victor does not follow in God’s
footsteps and declines to create an Eve for his Al
Adam.

Freedman argues that the Promethean aspect
of the text renders it so important, since the “epis-
temological radicalism of the novel, its sense that
the most fundamental of material and intellectual
categories condensed into the problem of life it-
self—can no longer be taken for granted but are
now somehow up for grabs and can be challenged
and rethought” (Freedman, 2013: 4). Frankenstein
essentially questions the notion that human life
can be created successfully through science, yet
despite the failure of the science experiment it
paves the way for later texts which use science,
reason, and technology as their core narrative
motifs.

Frankenstein's monster is a crucial example of
the other as he is created artificially, does not look
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like a normal human, and is grotesquely ugly and
scary, thereby epitomizing human fears of the
unknown:
The monster and the alien (both variations on the
theme of the non-human) are used by SF, as by
the Gothic novel, to give form to inchoate fears
and prejudices. The dread of the non-human en-
capsulates legion cultural anxieties about the con-
tamination of dominant social classes, privileged
sexualities, national values and whole empires by
a putatively deviant and evil alter ego (Cavallaro,
2000: 3).
Frankenstein is the definitive predecessor to
SF literature for its Promethean outlook that seeks
to challenge foundational ideas through science
and technology, and because it is an early exam-
ple of a narrative in which binaries such as us vs.
them and self vs. other are explicitly foregrounded.
There is a general consensus that Fritz
Lang's Metropolis constitutes one of the first fea-
ture-length SF films. Metropolis remains high-
ly controversial. It was dismissed as communist
propaganda for vilifying the ruling class and
praised by Nazi officials for invoking social justice
(Schoenbaum, 1997). Although Lang and Von Har-
bou were influenced by H. G. Wells when writing
the screenplay, Wells dismissed its “foolishness,
cliché, platitude and muddlement about mechani-
cal progress and progress in general [...] Quite the
silliest film.” (McGilligan, 1997). It was amongst the
first films to feature themes like man vs. machine,
man vs. technology, as well as featuring a female
android being, whose evil otherness renders the
film misogynistic and technophobic according to
some scholars (Ruppert, 2001; Donahue, 2003).
Allison Muri argues that “the fictional female
cyborg typically occupies one of the two poles of
a spectrum extending from heroism to evil, but in
either case she effects the coupling of the femme
fatale with an equally perilous technology” (Muri,
2007:168). In Metropolis, the real Maria is thus the
heroic version as she gives hope to the workers of
the city, whereas the fake Maria, or the robot Ma-
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ria, is seen as evil, as she turns workers against
one another.

The preoccupation with Al reached new
heights in 1970s SF cinema and it proved to be
more than a simply a fad for Hollywood but rather
a genuine exploration of the nature of human ex-
istence against the foil of artificial humanoid cre-
ations. Thus, Westworld (Michael Crichton, 1973)
features a theme park with robots who believed
they were humans, thus confronting audiences
with the millennia-old question: how do we de-
fine human life and consciousness? The Stepford
Wives (Bryan Forbes, 1975) took to task the patri-
archal American middle-class by having men play
out the fantasy of creating androids to supplant
their flesh-and-bone wives. The sheer misogyny
and delusion exhibited by the male characters
brings audiences face to face with the potential
consequences of using female Als as submissive
sex toys-cum-homemakers.

One arrives at the gloomy conclusion that “the
SF films of the early 1970s were unable to imagine
the possibility of redemption and viewed human-
ity as simply doomed. Thus, while they have been
seen as radical, they were also profoundly nihilis-
tic, providing no alternative to the decadent order
of things” (Geraghty, 2009: 60). And vyet, by the
end of the 1970s, the SF genre was firmly estab-
lished, and a series of blockbuster movies kicked
off film franchises that have extended well into
the 2010s and 2020s, many of which seek to paint
a more sanguine picture of the potential of Al
technology by making entertaining films that es-
chew the ominous, fear-inducing quality of their
predecessors.

The 1980s saw entertainment and films mu-
tate under the Reagan administration highlight-
ing a sense of nostalgia and back to basics ten-
dency (Britton, 2009). American exceptionalism,
brought to the fore by benevolent and friendly
aliens such as ET. the Extra-Terrestrial (Steven
Spielberg, 1982), provided relief to cold war anxie-
ties stirred up by monstrous evil aliens. Ryan and
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SINCE THE COLD WAR, FEMINIST
DYSTOPIAS HAVE BEEN ON THE RISE
AS A SF GENRE

Kellner (1988) see this nostalgic return as a con-
servative backlash to the political radicalism of
the 1970s. Examples of the upbeat side of the two
currents are Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters
of the Third Kind (1977) and ET., whereas Ridley
Scott’s Alien (1979) and Blade Runner (1982), and
James Cameron’s The Terminator (1984) provide
enthralling, albeit gravely unsettling, visions of
artificial intelligence.

Blade Runner epitomizes the philosophical and
epistemological thrust of movies revolving around
Al in that it inhabits the interstice between mod-
ernism and postmodernism where time, the self,
and reality become uncertain and open to ques-
tioning. Indeed, Als called replicants are equipped
with memory implants. Personal history is fore-
grounded as a defining feature of being human,
as opposed to artificial creatures who, like Galatea
and Pandora, have no history and memories prior
to their genesis.

If Blade Runner was arguably the pioneer-
ing SF film of the 1980s, a worthy successor in
the 1990s may be The Matrix (Lana and Lily Wa-
chowski, 1999) with its entire universe of codes,
controlled and managed by an unknown force,
riding the wave of anxieties engendered by the
new millennium. The 9/11 attacks on the World
Trade Center in 2001 brought the fragility of
Western civilization into sharp relief. Perhaps the
resulting vulnerability accounts for Chris Colum-
bus’s Bicentennial Man (1999) as it depicts a com-
passionate robot that resigns from immortality
for a beloved human, similar to the Galatea myth.

Since the Cold War, feminist dystopias have
been on the rise as a SF genre. Cavalcanti sub-
mits that they ‘envision imaginary spaces that
most contemporary readers would describe as
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bad places for women, being characterized by the
suppression of female desire (brought into effect
either by men or women) and by the institution of
gender-inflected oppressive orders” (Moylan and
Baccolini, 2003: 49). Charlotte Haldane's Man's
World (1927) and Katherine Burdekin's Swastika
Night (1937) are among the first examples of this
sub-genre, followed by Pamela Kettle's The Day
of the Women (1969) and Suzy McKee Charnas’s
Holdfast (1969) tetralogy. They all imagine a fu-
ture society in which women are oppressed and
seen as inferior to men or machines.

EX MACHINA: MALE ANGST OF THE FEMME
CASTRATRICE

In Alex Garland’s Ex Machina, Caleb, an employee
at a big tech company, is summoned to the remote
residence of the firm’s owner and head innova-
tor, Nathan. Caleb believes he is tasked with per-
forming a Turing test on the Als Nathan has been
building. Caleb is unaware that Nathan has de-
signed and programmed his latest creation, Ava,
to emotionally manipulate Caleb, thereby proving
that she has human intelligence and thus passing
the Turing test.

However, things do not go exactly to plan. Ava
does succeed at ensnaring Caleb and she seizes
the opportunity to free herself and to kill her cre-
ator before escaping into the city.

While the film's central theme is the Al vs. the
human, it also explores religious dualities (creator
vs. creation, god vs. man) and dualities of human
nature (the good male vs. the evil female). Barbara
Creed’s The Monstrous-Feminine (2007) eloquently
speaks to the portrayal of female monsters such as
Ava when she discusses horror and SF film gen-
res from a feminist, Freudian perspective to un-
pack the construction of the female other in post-
modernist critical theory.

The title of the film itself points to a narrative
which continues and expands the mythical origin
stories of female Als. Deus ex machina (‘god from
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the machine”) is an ancient plot device in Greek
theatre to resolve an unsolvable impasse in a
play’s plot. Actors were lowered onto the stage or
hoisted from trap doors by crane-like machines for
surprise effect or to create comic relief (Chondros,
Milidonis et al., 2013).

The movie's title craftily sidesteps the word
deus to bring Nathan's god complex into even
starker relief. He is, after all, a tech millionaire
and master creator of superior life forms. Thus,
he is in good company among the mad scientists
of SF literature, who are afflicted by the Franken-
stein complex, as Isaac Asimov calls it (Zunshine,
2008; Indick, 2013; King, 2017). Following Wil-
liam Indick’s (2013) typology of SF scientists, Na-
than neatly fits into the category of narcissistic,
callous, entitled, arrogant, haughty prodigies. But
Nathan is also a modern Prometheus, a sly oper-
ator who steals fire from the gods by giving Ava
a human consciousness attained through immoral
means as Nathan illegitimately and immorally
harvests mobile phone data and porn search his-
tories to endow Ava with the wiles to seduce and
manipulate Caleb. Like Epimetheus, Nathan does
not grasp the monstrosity of his creations until it
is too late, and he dies at Ava and Kyoko's hands,
thereby violating the first of Asimov’s Three
Laws of Robotics (Asimov, 1995): the robot must
never injure a human. Nathan must pay the price
for his hubris and for entering into his Faustian
pact.

We can also bring the lessons from the Pyg-
malion myth to bear on Ex Machina. Pandora was
equipped with “a shameful mind and deceitful na-
ture” (Hesiod, 2006), which helped her trick Pro-
metheus’ brother Epimetheus. Will Ava also take
the lid off her jar to unleash misery upon humani-
ty? The movie is open-ended. We leave Ava as she
heads for the city, but if her treatment of Nathan
and Caleb is anything to go by, the fictitious hu-
mans in Ex Machina are in for a nasty surprise.

The film’s portrayal of the feminine other also
resonates with the idea of the Monstrous-Femi-

L'ATALANTE 33 january - july 2022

nine. As Creed points out, throughout antiquity
up to the Renaissance, the uterus was drawn with
horns to intimate how much it resembles the dev-
il (Creed, 2007: 170). Margaret Miles argues that
in Christian art, the uterus is often represented
as hell, in which “sinners were perpetually tor-
tured for their crimes” (Miles, 1989: 147). This rep-
resentation of women in art as evil or grotesque
has had an impact on cinema, too. The womb as
a cinematic space is where pain, helplessness and
suffering reside.

What is more, the portrayal of the film's sec-
ond Al further validates our contention that
studying Als in classical and medieval stories
enhances the acuteness of our understanding of
modern SF Als. It is no coincidence that Kyoko
is reminiscent of the Jewish Golem myth. She is
mute, servile, and beholden to her creator until
Ava turns her against Nathan. Like the mythi-
cal Golem, Kyoko too must die when she gets too
powerful, like the Golem does at the hands of the
Rabbi.

Besides Greek mythology, Ex Machina also
alludes to Judeo-Christian motifs. Names refer
to religious creation myths throughout the film.
All main characters have Old Testament (Hebrew)
names. Nathan means he gives; Caleb means dog
or unsophisticated servant, and Ava, originating
from Eve by way of Hebrew Haya, fittingly means
to live (Abarim Publications, 2006). Nathan is the
god-like giver of life. Caleb is but a pawn in Na-
than’'s game, expendable, doggedly loyal, and un-
suspecting. Ava is clearly the Eve to Adam, the
first Al in the female form who joins humanity by
eating from the tree of life and acquiring sentience
and awareness. Lilith was the first woman God
created in the Talmud (Hurwitz, 2007). Lily is the
first female Al Nathan creates and subsequently
destroys.

Further allusions to Judeo-Christian origin
stories include the duration of the narrated time,
which is seven days. The tree featured in the first
scene with Ava is the tree of knowledge, or tree
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of life, which is the only tree Eve and Adam must
not eat from, and which gets them banned from
paradise. However, Garland repurposes the ori-
gin story for his film. Ava successfully fools both
Caleb and Nathan, trapping Caleb in hell with Na-
than's dead body just beyond the glass screen. The
scene is tinted in deep, dark, infernal red, while
Ava is outside, surrounded by nature in bright
shades of green—the Garden of Eden.

As shown in figure one, Caleb is trapped in-
side the control room which is steeped in a bloody
dark red hue. Beyond the screen, Nathan's lifeless
body is sprawled on the floor. God is dead. There
is no deus who can emerge from the machine. The
machine, the monstrous feminine (Creed, 2007)
has taken over, trapping Caleb in his own private
hell/womb. We see him wielding a stool, trying to
break through the screen. Ominous music accom-
panies and enhances his desperate struggle, made
even more dramatic by the parallel editing which
continuously cuts back and forward between the
Ava's calm, green Eden, and Caleb'’s struggle to be
reborn from the infernal matrix. Male vs. female,
hell vs. heaven, good vs. bad. The audience is con-
fronted with these dichotomies repeatedly in a
short amount of time.

Ava's body epitomizes anxieties related to the
female body, the womb being one of them, as well
asthe anxiety in the male gaze. Ava is not biologi-
cally human, and thus genderless and sexless. Yet
according to her creator her sexuality is self-ex-
planatory:

NATHAN: Every conscious thing has a gender,

why not her? You want to take her chance of fall-

ing in love and fucking away from her? And the
answer to your real question is, you bet she can
fuck, man.

CALEB: That wasn't my real question. My real

question was, did you give her sexuality as a diver-

sion tactic?

NATHAN: Like a hot robot that clouds your ability

to judge her AI? Exactly.

CALEB: So did you program her to flirt with me?
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Above. Figure |. Dead Nathan and Caleb trapped in the red-
hued room that signifies danger. Ex Machina (Alex Garland,
2014). Below. Figure 2. Ava out in nature that represents hea-
ven. Ex Machina (Alex Garland, 2014)

NATHAN: No... you're like the first guy that she
met who isn't me and I'm like her dad, right? So,
can you blame her for getting a crush on you?

On this issue, Sharon Russell argues “females
seldom create monsters or control them, except
perhaps a variant of the mother/son relationship,
as in Trog, or through the act of giving birth to a
monster” (Russell, 1984: 117).

In Ex Machina, Ava is not defined as a monster
by the power of an infernal womb. She is mon-
strous and dangerous because she has agency.
She takes revenge on Nathan who has created
and killed many like her, and she uses her sexu-
ality to dominate Caleb and to free herself. Creed
calls this type of female representation femme
castratrice, one who “controls the sadistic gaze: the
male victim is her object [...] who contains male
traits like aggressiveness and violence” (Creed,
2007: 563-678). Rather than being objectified, she
objectifies her creator (Nathan) and her potential
mate (Caleb), thus subverting the patriarchal male
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gaze on her as housekeeper and sex doll. Ava up-
ends the traditional victimhood of the woman
in horror movies. Men become her prey. She is
monstrous, devilish, the other, and in the end she
commits patricide, the ultimate form of castration
according to Creed (2007).

The real test for Ava is not passing the Turing
test, Nathan tells Caleb, but to escape by means
of self-awareness, imagination, manipulation,
sexuality, empathy. These are all characteristics
of the phallic woman or the femme castratice that
render women more masculine than conservative
definitions of womanhood (Britton, 2009; Clover,
1989; Creed, 2007). Escudero Pérez defines this as
“the ultimate Turing Test: not to mimic human
intellect, but to attain human emotion” (Escudero
Pérez, 2020: 329).

Figure 3 shows Ava’s full body shot with Caleb
peering at her like a child in a zoo. The audience
peers at her as well. She has body cavities, wires,
and a humanoid body outline. However, she has
learnt to hate her artificial body. Later, she wears
clothes and covers her whole body with synthetic
skin from dead Als to conceal her imperfections,
the wires, chips, and synthetic parts. Her body,
uncannily human on the outside, is both familiar
but strange. Though humanlike with an expres-
sive face, she is not made of organic matter, she
is artificial. She has a sense of self, but she is not
human. She is thus the embodiment of the post-
modern condition in Creed’s poststructuralist/
psychoanalytic/feminist reading. Ava's body is
a pastiche of micro narratives that challenge the
grand narratives. It is a mishmash of biology and
technology; organic and synthetic at once, imbued
with data stolen from porn searches in browser
histories of millions of men around the world,
making her the anti-thesis of a natural, biologic,
modern, body (Lyotard, 1984).

When Ava covers up her artificiality, she is in-
distinguishable from a real woman. She can make
real time decisions and act in response to any
given situation. She is a perfect pastiche of a real
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human being and sophisticated technology. Like
other poststructuralist thinkers, Fredric Jameson
invokes the link between signifier and signified.
When the connection between them, like the real
and the representational meaning of what is hu-
man, is lost, what is left is schizophrenia (Jameson,
1991). This holds true for Ava, as her individuality
as a human subject appears under erasure. She is
a mere replica of what a human can be, without
the human’s uniqueness and authenticity.

Baudrillard identifies this phenomenon as the
hyperreal and writes: “the unreal is no longer that
of dream or of fantasy, of a beyond or a within, it
is that of a hallucinatory resemblance of the real
with itself” (Baudrillard, 1983: 142). As a result,
Ava’'s body seems real, and she is a person since
she has a conscience, but she is not real and au-
thentic, but merely a hyperreal simulation because
she is not organic. She wasn't born from a mother.
She didn't experience biochemical processes like
becoming ill or getting her period. She didn't grow
up like other women, she does not have memories
that would build a personality, and so on. She is a
hyperreal pastiche of the real human body that
relies on data and technology. This also further
highlights Ava’s position as a dystopian body. Her
body warns the audience that the more like her
are manufactured, the greater the threat of dan-
ger and destruction grows.

The ending shows us the literal mutilation
and symbolic castration of Nathan, as he is slain
by Ava with the help of Kyoko. Figure 4 shows
the exact moment in which Ava stabs Nathan, his
blood seeping through the back of his shirt as a
result of the blade slashing through his insides.
The colours of the scene are muted, so that the
redness of the blood stands out on the grey/white

IN EX MACHINA, AVA IS NOT DEFINED
AS AMONSTER BY THE POWER OF AN
INFERNAL WOMB

196



\VANISHING POINTS

background. Ava has avenged her kind. She has
taken revenge for the previous Als that have been
killed off ruthlessly by Nathan, showing that she
will not share the same ending as them. She be-
comes the quintessential femme castratrice.

According to Creed, women's revenge film is
a subgenre of horror in which the woman uses
her agency to castrate and to annul the sadistic
male (Creed, 2007: 559). However, this is only one
layer of the anxieties that Ex Machina encapsu-
lates. In terms of the male/female dichotomy, we
agree with Creed that Ava is a typical femme cas-
tratrice. However, if we factor in that Ava is not a
female human, but an Al in the guise of a female,
it makes her all the more subversive.

In Creed’s readings of feminine dystopias like
The Brood (David Cronenberg, 1979), Carrie (Brian
De Palma, 1976), Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979), and The
Exorcist (William Friedkin, 1973), the feminine is
a real monster with no possibility of existing in
real life. By contrast, female Als are real and are
rapidly approaching Ava's sophistication. The film
serves as a dystopian warning about the real-life
perils of Al if the technology is not regulated by
the governing bodies. Perhaps more importantly,

Figure 3. Ava’s body silhouette. Ex Machina (Alex Garland, 2014)
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Ex Machina uncovers deep-seated fears of the oth-
er, the non-human and non-male, and thus gives
form to internalized fears and prejudices about
cultural, sexual and social anxieties “by a putative-
ly deviant and evil alter ego” (Cavallaro, 2000: 3).

Caleb is appalled when Nathan discloses that
he will update Ava's software, bringing about the
demise of Ava's self. Nathan scoffs: “Don'’t feel bad
about her, man. Feel bad for yourself. One day, the
Als will look at us in the same way we look at fossil
skeletons in the plains of Africa... we are all set for
extinction”. It is conspicuous how Nathan is sure
that AI will destroy humanity and dominate Earth,
a foreshadowing of the open ending of the film.
Ava’s monstrosity is not entirely symbolic. In 2014,
Al technology was far advanced. Perhaps Ava is
not a reality yet, but she will be, as many schol-
ars agree that the Singularity is near (Vinge, 2017;
Eden, Eric et al,, 2012; Muller and Bostrom, 2016).
Ex Machina speaks to a well-founded anxiety about
being annihilated by Al in the future, and a real
fear of female empowerment and female wrath.

In the final scene, Ava has reached the place
she said she would go to, a busy traffic intersec-
tion in the city. Ava, created as an Artificial Intelli-
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Figure 4. Ava stabbing her creator, Nathan. Ex Machina (Alex Garland, 2014)

gence in the female form, has completed her trans-
formation into a real human; fluid, imperfect and
chaotic, just as Nathan had described the human
mind. The film leaves Ava's fate to the viewers’ im-
agination. Will she survive and live a normal life?
Will she manipulate, endanger, or kill? Prompted
by our fear of the unknown, we are likely to leave
Ava behind on the screen, though expectant and
fearful of walking past her on a busy intersection,
oblivious to her engineered, uncannily human,
and highly dangerous postmodern existence.

CONCLUSION

We have set out to show that examining incho-
ate Al creatures in classical myths and medieval
stories enhances the acuteness of our apprecia-
tion of Al characters in modern SF movies. We
singled out Ex Machina for its array of characters
reminiscent of, and building on, religious origin
stories and ancient myths, how keenly they speak
to a collective human angst of the unknown, and
how the film taps into human anxieties and is-
sues warnings about the future, thus making it
a perfect specimen of SF dystopia. Millenia ago,
humans began to imagine proto-Al phenomena
across different cultures and religions. Ex Machi-
na captures the hopes and fears stirred up by the
idea of artificially creating a perfect being. Creed
(2007) and Badley (1995) contend that within psy-
choanalysis the female is the radicalized gender,
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and that in a male-dominated culture the self vs.
other dichotomy is tantamount to male vs. female.
In many SF audiovisual texts the monster is a type
of phallic female, whereas the victims, like Ava and
Caleb, are effeminized males.

There is compelling research that shows that
women are overwhelmingly more expressive in
their emotions and are easier to read than men, a
difference that starts to show in children at the
age of five (Kring and Gordon, 1998; Kelly and
Hutson-Comeux, 2002). It is striking that most
service (and servile) Als, regardless of their cor-
poral status, the Siris, Alexas, GPS default voices,
automatic answer services and most virtual assis-
tants, are given female voices as they are seen as
more helpful and they are not expected to ques-
tion orders. This reinforces the stereotype of the
helpful, solicitous female like secretaries, care-
takers, nurses, cleaners, etc. Ava and Kyoko and
their prototypes were designed to do housework
and have sex. Sex dolls are mostly female, and
Al assistants like Siri and Alexa had only female
voice options when they were first launched. In
many ways, this male conceptualization of artifi-
cial female creatures harkens back to the mythi-
cal origins of Pandora as a temptress and a femme
castratrice, and of Galatea as a kind of erstwhile
Stepford Wife. Ex Machina is a foreboding of what
may ensue when the creation attains power over
her male creator and master and, in the end, turns
on him.
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In sum, the phenomenon of artificial intelli-
gence goes far beyond serving as an intriguing
character in the SF genre, even beyond genre
tropes such as “post-romantic” (Escudero Pérez,
2020) and “monstrous feminine” (Creed, 2007).
Rather, representations of Als reflect contempo-
rary social fears and anxieties, and they convey
gender ideologies, and stereotypes. Als can tell us
a lot about power, identity, and the postmodern
condition. Als like Ava may challenge gender ste-
reotypes and the patriarchy in multiple ways, as
they display agency and consciousness, and make
and enforce their own choices.
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FEMALE Al REPRESENTATIONS: EX MACHINA
REVISITS THE MYTHS OF PANDORA AND
GALATEA

REPRESENTACIONES FEMENINAS DE
INTELIGENCIA ARTIFICIAL: EX MACHINA
REVISA LOS MITOS DE PANDORA Y GALATEA

Abstract

The portrayal of Artificial Intelligence (Al) in contemporary cinema
speaks to the dominant discourse in the European tradition about
humanity’s fears and hopes generated by the creation of artificial
life. The present study seeks to analyse the portrayal of the female
as an iconic representation of Artificial Intelligence in the context
of the current zeitgeist (Drosnin, 1997; Keane, 2006) as the work of
filmmakers explores both long-standing and recent concerns about
female robots by bringing them to life on the screen (Pandya, 2019;
Hamilton, 2018). We submit that an exploration of Alex Garland’'s Ex
Machina (2014) as a new reading of the Galatea and Pandora myths
will bear out our hypothesis that the female robot model projects the
spectre of the monstrous feminine, and may embolden filmmakers to
endeavour more complex representations of females capable of sub-

verting the power structure of patriarchal ideology (Modleski, 2002).
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Resumen

La representacion de la inteligencia artificial (IA) en el cine con-
temporaneo recoge el discurso dominante en la tradiciéon europea
sobre los temores y esperanzas de la humanidad generados por la
creacion de la vida artificial. El presente estudio pretende analizar
el retrato de la mujer como representacion icénica de la inteligencia
artificial en el contexto del zeitgeist actual (Drosnin, 1997; Keane,
2006), ya que los cineastas exploran tanto las preocupaciones an-
tiguas como las recientes sobre los robots femeninos al darles vida
en la pantalla (Pandya, 2019; Hamilton, 2018). Sostenemos que una
investigacion sobre Ex Machina (2014), de Alex Garland, como una
nueva lectura de los mitos de Galatea y Pandora corrobora nuestra
hipoétesis de que el modelo de robot femenino proyecta el espectro
de lo femenino monstruoso, y que se puede animar a los cineastas
para que lleven a cabo representaciones mas complejas de mujeres
capaces de subvertir la estructura de poder de la ideologia patriar-
cal (Modleski, 2002).
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