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Editor’s Foreword

All of a sudden, or so it seems, Spanish cinema is emerging as one of the most exciting, fascinating, and special cinemas in the world—not only are others viewing Spanish films, they are adopting Spanish producers and Spanish actors as their own. Obviously, part of this trend can be traced to Pedro Almodovar or Penelope Cruz, but that would be a vast oversimplification. Spanish cinema is not new: it has been maturing for a long time, having been one of the first to arise in the early days of silent film, and having produced excellent producers, actors, and films for decades—even during the dark times of the Franco regime. But now it is winning numerous fans not only at home but also abroad. So, this is a particularly good time to take a close look at its past and present and see just what it has achieved to date. More particularly, it is essential to discover that in today’s cinema Almodovar and Cruz are simply part of a cinematic tradition that is impressively long and broad, in some ways specific to Spain, in others truly universal. Moreover, there is not just Spanish cinema, but a circle of regional cinemas that also gain from being known better.

A historical dictionary is a good way to explore this tradition, because it starts with a chronology that progresses from the very first, hesitant steps, through various periods of modest success and occasionally dismal failure, to the present, when recognition and awards, as well as reasonable box-office receipts, are rewarding Spain’s cinema and auteurs. The introduction takes a much broader view, showing how the industry is organized, who the leading players were and are, and considering the very different eras and sometimes quite different cinemas within the same era. Much of this information has been totally ignored outside of Spain until recently, as Spanish cinema has garnered world attention. The dictionary section is obviously the most informative, with hundreds of solid entries on producers, directors, and film companies, on actors and actresses, and on memorable films. Still, there is a limit to what can be done in one book, and this one pushes those limits rather far, so it ends with a bibliography that allows readers to go even further.

The A to Z of Spanish Cinema was written by Alberto Mira, who is Spanish, and lives in Catalonia (which is not without its advantages). His earlier studies actually focused on English and American drama, which makes it easier for him to adopt a comparative approach and explain his own national cinema to outsiders. This is what he has been doing for well over a decade now, since he is presently a lecturer at Oxford Brookes University in England while also teaching at the Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona. Along with film studies, he lectures on Spanish and Latin American Literature and Culture, as well as on gender studies. Aside from this book, he has written a number of works in Spanish, including translations of plays, and he was the editor of a special issue of a Spanish film journal on homosexuality and film. He is also a member of the editorial board and review editor for New Cinemas and a member of the Pedro Almodovar Research Forum. These various and varied activities have combined very neatly in this particular work, which he engaged in very enthusiastically and conscientiously, and which has turned into an insightful and helpful volume.

Jon Woronoff

Series Editor


Acronyms and Abbreviations





	CIFESA
	Compañía Industrial Film Español Sociedad Anónima (Spanish Industrial Film Company, production company)



	EOC
	Escuela Oficial de Cine (Official Film School)



	ETA
	Euskadi ta Askatasuna (Basque Homeland and Freedom, terrorist organization)



	FIPRESCI
	Fédération Internationale de la Presse Cinématographique (International Federation of Film Press)



	GATT
	General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade



	ICAA
	Instituto de la Cinematografía y las Artes Visuales (Institute of Cinematography and Visual Art, government division for film and visual arts)



	ICO
	Instituto de Crédito Oficial (Official Government Institute for Credit)



	IIEC
	Instituto de Investigaciones y Experiencias Cinematográficas (Institute for Film Research)



	NO-DO
	Noticiarios y Documentales Cinematográficos (News and Documentary Cinematography, official documentary and newsreel production company)



	PP
	Partido Popular (People’s Party, Spanish right-wing party)



	PSOE
	Partido Socialista Obrero Español (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party)



	Seminci
	Semana Internacional de Cine de Valladolid (Valladolid Internacional Film Festival)



	UNINCI
	Unión Industrial Cinematográfica (Union Industrial Cinemtography, production company)





Chronology

1896 April: An employee of the Lumière brothers uses their patent to record images in Spain for the first time. These were intended to become part of the Lumière Catalogue of Images and focused on typical aspects of the country: some views of the Barcelona port, military exercises, bullfighting rituals. 11 May: Erwin Rousby premieres his own patent, the Animatograph, at the Parrish Circus in Madrid. 14 May: Lumière’s Cinematographe is presented in Madrid. The Barcelona presentation takes place in June. Several patents compete at this point, including those supported by Gaumont-Demeny, Meliés-Roulos, Pathé, and Edison. 11 October: Eduardo Gimeno premieres in Zaragoza his shot of a group of people as they come out of the Pilar Basílica in Saragossa. This is considered the first “Spanish film” by most historians. 23 October: Arrival at Segorbe from Teruel, most likely shot by Charles Kall, premieres in Valencia, the second focus for film production and exhibition in the country for more than 20 years, after Barcelona.

1897 Premiere of the first staged film, shot by Catalan camera operator Fructuós Gelabert in Barcelona: Riña en un café (Fight at a Café).

1898 15 February: The Maine is sunk, and this is regarded as the direct cause of the participation of the United States in the Cuban War for Independence, which had started in 1895. 10 December: Treaty of Paris and end of the Spanish-American war. The Spanish Army’s defeat at Cuba, which marks the end of Spanish colonial empire, also encourages debates on “Spanishness” and progressive thinking on ways to deal with Spanish history and folklore.

1902 17 May: Alfonso XIII comes of age and is crowned king.

1904 Films Cuesta founded in Valencia. The company started as an exhibition room at the back of a general store, and focused on production from 1906. Cuesta specialized in folkloric melodramas and costumbrismo, setting a trend that will continue to resonate throughout Spanish cinema history.

1906 Hispano Films is founded in Barcelona, specializing in romantic drama inspired by stage plays. French company Pathé opens a branch in Barcelona.

1907 Meliés and Gaumont companies open their Barcelona branches, competing fiercely with smaller Spanish companies like Cuesta and Hispano. Fructuós Gelabert premieres two adaptations of Catalan playwright Ángel Gimerá plays: Terra baixa (Low Lands) and María Rosa.

1909 26 July–5 August: Social unrest peaks. The Barcelona “Tragic Week,” a period of strikes and worker revolts, is a sign of political and social instability in the country.

1910 September: First issue of Arte y cinematografía, the first specialized Spanish film magazine.

1912 27 November: The first attempt to establish a regulated censorship system is passed by the king. Numerous debates on censorship in the press during the next decade show growing concern about its impact of film. The Catholic Church regards the increasing popularity of film with suspicion, and reactionary media label film a “School for Criminality.”

1913 December: Barcelona company Barcinógrafo is founded by playwright Adrià Gual. It encouraged production of artistically ambitious films and sought prestige for Spanish film, but competition from more substantial foreign products will remain too strong for these attempts to succeed fully.

1914 Spain opts for neutrality in World War I. Film production decreases in the rest of Europe, providing a small window of opportunity for Spanish film industrialists.

1915 First guild for film professionals, Mutua de Defensa Cinematográfica (Union for the Defense of the Film Industry), is founded. Studio Films is founded by ex-Pathé employees Joan Solà Mestres and Alfredo Fontanals Solé. It quickly became the most typical Catalan production company of the silent period. Benito Perojo, one of the country’s film pioneers, founds Patria Films, a production company specializing in españoladas and stage adaptations. Premiere of Entre Naranjos (Among the Orange Trees, Albert Marro) the first in a long series of Vicente Blasco Ibáñez adaptations.

1918 November: Nationalist movements within Spain, particularly Catalonia and the Basque country, become more vocal in demanding more autonomy or, in some cases, independence. The end of World War I brings a short period of growth and prosperity to the country. Nobel Prize–winning playwright Jacinto Benavente becomes involved with Cantabria Cines, a company that will eventually produce adaptations of his plays.

1921 22 July: Military defeat of Annual, in Morocco, is felt as an offense by the Army, starting a chain of events that will lead to the 1936 military revolt. A crucial situation emerges in the Barcelona film industry, which is unable to cope with pressures of competition and establish a national star system. Studio Films closes. At this point, it becomes clear that Madrid will become the center of Spanish film industry. The success of the first film version of the zarzuela La verbena de la Paloma (The Fair of the Virgin of the Dove, José Buchs), with typically Madrilenian costumbrista themes, is a sign of that shift. Silent zarzuela adaptations become an increasing popular genre.

1923 13 September: Coup d’ etat by General Miguel Primo de Rivera, supported by King Alfonso XIII, who felt unable to maintain control of the country. Dictatorship will last seven years. The period will be characterized by strong police control and censorship.

1924 As a result of economic expansion, Spain starts building up technological networks. August: The Compañía Telefónica Nacional de España is created.

1926 August: Film magazine Popular Films is published for the first time.

1927 June: Sound film is exhibited for the first time at the Kursaal cinema in Barcelona. Lee de Forest’s Phonofilm patent is used. This is the beginning of a patents war that will only end in 1931.

1928 1–10 October: Primer Congreso Español de Cinematografía (First Spanish Conference for Film), the first official gathering of film industry professionals, takes place in Madrid. At this point, 2,203 film theaters are in the country.

1929 19 September: Innocents of Paris (Richard Wallace), a Maurice Chevalier musical, premieres in Barcelona. This was the first projection of a sound film in Spain using standard technology. Although technology for the exhibition of talkies spreads quickly, resources to make Spanish sound films remain limited until 1931. 4 October: First talkie exhibited in Madrid.

1930 28 January: End of the Primo de Rivera dictatorship and return to monarchy. February: First Spanish sound film is released: El misterio de la Puerta del Sol (The Mystery of the Puerta del Sol Square, Francisco Elias). 18 October: Premiere of the silent version of Florián Rey’s rural drama La aldea maldita. It is a critical hit, both domestically and internationally.

1931 The Monarchy succumbs to social pressure and political incompetence. 14 April: As a result of a referendum, the Second Spanish Republic is proclaimed. Film censorship is decentralized and the attitude toward women on film is liberalized. August: The Filmófono production company is created. This is a crucial year for the Spanish film industry as a consequence of its difficulties to incorporate sound in production: out of 500 films released in the country, only three were Spanish.

1932 March: A new tax is introduced on film exhibition that collects 4.5 percent of the profits generated by foreign films and 1.5 percent in the case of Spanish film. March: CIFESA, the only Spanish film production and distribution company ever to resemble a Hollywood studio, is founded by Valencian industrialist Vicente Casanova.

1933 January: Comité de Cinema de la Generalitat de Cataluña (Catalan Government Film Board) is created to fund and support film within the Catalan regional government. MGM sets up dubbing studios in Barcelona, a sign of a shift toward this practice, after a brief period in which separate Spanish versions of popular films were shot in Hollywood.

1934 18 October: First sound version is released of Florián Rey’s La hermana San Sulpicio (Sister Saint Sulpice), starring Imperio Argentina, who becomes the country’s most important film star and goes on to make a series of musicals with Rey.

1935 Spanish film production peaks, with 38 titles released, of which 20 were literary or stage adaptations. Luis Buñuel works as scriptwriter and producer for Filmófono. In spite of low production values, films like the military comedy Centinela Alerta!! (Listen, Sentinel!!) or the melodrama La hija de Juan Simón (Juan Simón’s Daughter) remain good instances of Spanish Republican cinema in terms of outlook and use of star images. Buñuel’s film L’Age d’or, which was to be premiered at the Exposición Surrealista (Surrealist Exhibition) in Santa Cruz de Tenerife, is banned in Spain. In view of the worsening political situation, a decree is passed that will exercise censorship on “distortion of politics or history,” an important precedent to later legislation. Premiere of the box-office hit La verbena de la Paloma (The Fair of the Virgin of the Dove, Benito Perojo).

1936 16 February: The Popular Front, a coalition of left-wing parties, wins the general election in the midst of a harsh economic crisis. 18 July: The military uprising of General Francisco Franco, leading a faction of traditionalist army men, is the direct cause of the Civil War. The film industry ceases to devote resources to entertainment. Cinema becomes a tool for propaganda on both sides, and documentaries are the only kinds of films officially supported.

1937 January: Film Popular, a company dependent on the Communist Party, is set up to shoot newsreels. The Republican Ministry of Propaganda becomes the main source of funding for films during the Civil War.

1938 January: French writer André Malraux begins work on L’Espoir: Sierra de Teruel (Hope), inspired by his own experience in the Republican Army during the Civil War. May: The Francoist authorities set up the Departamento Nacional de Cinematografía, as part of the process of taking over legal Spanish institutions. They also introduce a new censorship system. Hispano Film co-produces a series of films on national and folkloric themes with Nazi Germany, including a musical by the Rey-Argentina team.

1939 1 April: End of the Spanish Civil war and start of the Franco period, which will last until the dictator’s death in 1975. Important artists, including filmmakers Luis Buñuel and Benito Perojo, went into exile. With the country devastated, the Spanish government proclaims its neutrality at the start of World War II. Because of material constraints, only about 10 features were released in this year. Lack of quality product and limited production values in popular film will last a decade. Triumphalism is a central theme of journalism and cultural discourse. This will extend to film in the following years with a short cycle of patriotic war films including Sin novedad en el Alcázar (All Quiet in the Alcázar, Augusto Genina) and Raza (Race, José Luis Sáenz de Heredia).

1940 February: Government organizations that deal with film become part of the Ministry for Propaganda. 20 October: Primer Plano, an official film magazine is first published.

1941 The film industry becomes slowly more established, with 31 Spanish films released. Films follow the trends of the prewar years: musicals, comedies, and sainetes. April: Dubbing becomes compulsory for foreign films released in Spain. As the linguistic difficulties disappear by decree, audiences tend to prefer foreign product with higher production values. November: Introduction of political measures to protect national film production, including subsidies, fees for dubbing, and import taxes. A screen quota of one week of Spanish film showing for six of foreign film is enforced. Production that year includes patriotic films like Sin novedad en el Alcázar, the musical Goyescas (Benito Perojo), melodramas like Malvaloca (Luis Marquina), and some comedies, such as Huella de luz (Trace of Light, Rafael Gil).

1942 Peak year for CIFESA, with 10 films produced and distributed. 6 January: Premiere of Raza based on an idea by General Franco and inspired by his career. 29 September: NO-DO (Noticiario Documental) introduced: this was an official, exclusive, and compulsory newsreel projected before every film until the death of General Franco.

1943 More films are produced this year than in any other of the 1940s: with 52 features completed, the Spanish film industry seems to have overcome the crisis of the immediate postwar. May: Creation of the Spanish Board for Spanish Film Classification. Films that deal centrally with the Civil War are forbidden. Any mention of contemporary politics on film is subject to strict censorship.

1944 June: The former official favor for the “Cine de cruzada” is replaced by the newly introduced funding category of Interés Nacional (National Interest) that rewarded films that supported the official version of Spanish history. Many producers start to follow government guidelines in order to be awarded the Interés nacional funding. October: The quota for the exhibition of Spanish films is increased to one day of Spanish film for five days of foreign films.

1945 2 September: End of World War II. Spain becomes isolated from international politics, banned from the United Nations. The war’s victors all express their condemnation of the dictatorial regime.

1946 15 November: Fotogramas, a popular film magazine, is published for the first time.

1947 February: The Instituto de Investigaciones y Experimentación Cinematográfica (IIEC), the first official film school, is created. Among the first graduates were Luis García Berlanga and Juan Antonio Bardem.

1948 Spain is excluded from the Marshall Plan, intended to help European countries during the postwar rebuilding period. The sense of isolation increases. January: Beginning of the CIFESA cycle of historic epics with the premiere of Locura de Amor (Madness for Love, Juan de Orduña). These productions required high investment, and besides high box-office returns, they were dependent on government subsidies, which in turn meant they had to follow official guidelines on the most appropriate kind of topics.

1949 Aurora Bautista, Alfredo Mayo, and Amparo Rivelles, working for CIFESA, become the regime’s most popular stars and are used to reinforce “Spanish” values.

1950 An early sign of changes to come: Julien Duvivier’s Black Jack will be the first postwar co-production with Hollywood. Peak of the CIFESA historic cycle, with two Aurora Bautista box-office hits directed by Juan de Orduña: Agustina de Aragón (Agustina of Aragon) and Pequeñeces (Small Matters).

1951 Premieres of two films completed the previous year: Juan de Orduña’s Alba de América (Dawn of America), and José Antonio Nieves Conde’s Surcos (Burrows), representing opposing approaches to quality Spanish film. The earlier was an example of the CIFESA style, the latter was a serious and innovative attempt to make films that engaged with social issues. March: Ambassadors from Western democracies return to Madrid, and the UN withdraws their embargo. July: Falangist José María García Escudero is made director general de cinematografía (general director for film affairs). He resigned shortly after, as a consequence of his support for Surcos as opposed to Alba de América, a more bombastically patriotic effort preferred by the higher government offices. After a few box-office failures and as a direct consequence of not getting the expected subsidy for Alba de América, CIFESA goes into the red. From now on, it will become mostly a distribution company. 17 November: Gone with the Wind (Victor Fleming) was released in Spain for the first time.

1952 February: End of rationing. García Escudero resigns under pressure, a sign of the ambivalence that gripped the Franco regime. March: The Junta de Clasificación y Censura de películas (Board for Censorship and Film Classification) is created. October: Spain joins UNESCO. Shooting of ¡Bienvenido Mr. Marshall! (Welcome, Mr. Marshall!), directed by Luis G. Berlanga, a film that expressed an ironic perspective on the Spanish political situation.

1953 February: Release of the neorealist-flavored comedy Esa pareja feliz (That Happy Couple, Berlanga and Bardem). Creation of the Filmoteca Española (Spanish Cinemateque), to protect Spain’s film heritage. 21 September: The Primera Semana Internacional de Cine de San Sebastián is celebrated for the first time, which will later evolve into the San Sebastian Film Festival.

1955 14-19 May: Salamanca Conversations. A group of filmmakers dissatisfied with the treatment film receives from the government and the ideological demands constraining narratives, express for the first time their dissidence. Among them were Juan Antonio Bardem and Luis G. Berlanga. July: Distribution quota is reconfigured once more: at least one in five films exhibited in a cinema must be a Spanish production. Motion Pictures Export Association is outraged by this limitation of its activities and decides to boycott Hollywood releases in Spain. This situation will last until 1958 and will benefit the exhibition of Spanish film. Two important films premiered: Muerte de un ciclista (Death of a Cyclist, Juan Antonio Bardem, premiere 9 September) was an excellent instance of artistically ambitious filmmaking. Marcelino pan y vino (Marcelino Bread and Wine, Ladislao Vajda, premiere 24 February), on the other hand, was a populist religious fantasy starring child actor Pablito Calvo, and the first Spanish film to become a box-office hit abroad. December: Spain is admitted to the UN, beginning a period of “aperturismo” (“opening up”).

1956 February: Riots at the university. Beginning of a period of deep changes within the regime in order to encourage more progressive politics. 28 October: Spanish Television is founded as an organization dependent on the Ministry of Information. 30 November: Premiere of Calle mayor (Main Street, Juan Antonio Bardem).

1957 6 May: Premiere of El ultimo cuplé (The Last Torch Song, Juan de Orduña), one of the most successful Spanish films. The sultry Sara Montiel achieves overnight stardom and becomes the country’s most popular star during the next decade.

1959 John Paul Jones becomes the first of a series of Samuel Bronston co-productions shot in Spain and with a largely Spanish team. In the next decade, Spain will become a favorite location for Hollywood films, including El Cid and 55 Days in Peking. Francoist cultural institutions encourage this. Los golfos (The Loafers), first feature by Carlos Saura, is completed (it will be officially premiered 16 July 1962). Ricardo Muñoz Suay begins negotiations to bring Luis Buñuel back to Spain, seeking help from Pere Portabella’s recently founded Films 59 (which also supported Saura’s debut) and Mexican producer Gustavo Alatriste, after the latter’s wife Silvia Pinal became involved. 15 June: El pisito (The Little Flat), a neorealist-flavored film directed by Italian filmmaker Marco Ferreri, premieres. This was the debut of scriptwriter Rafael Azcona, who will collaborate with Ferreri on many occasions in the following years.

1960 9 September: Release of Un Rayo de Luz (A Ray of Light, Luis Lucia) and rise to stardom of the film’s protagonist: blonde, blue-eyed andalusian child actress Marisol. 3 November: El cochecito (The Motorized Wheelchair, Marco Ferreri), becomes one of the best examples of Spanish satiric neorealism with its strong streak of black humor. Luis Buñuel shoots Viridiana.

1961 With 91 films produced in that year, including 19 coproductions, the Spanish film industry reflects a period of economic growth. In that year, Spanish film had around a 17 percent market share. A Spaniard went to the cinema an average of 11.11 times a year, one of the highest official figures for film attendance ever in the country. Two new magazines are published that will participate in debates on the state of film in Spain: Nuestro cine (which started publication in July) and Cinestudio (first published in May). May: Luis Buñuel’s Viridiana (his first Spanish film since 1932) wins the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival, but protests from the Catholic press cause this film to be banned in Spain; the film becomes officially Mexican. Filmmakers demand a clarification in the regulation of censorship. 28 February: Plácido (Luis García Berlanga) premiered. The film was nominated for an Academy Award as best foreign film the following year, but was regarded as “sensitive” by authorities in Spain because of its satire of the provincial middle classes.

1962 July: José María García Escudero becomes Director General de Cinematografía (General Director for Film Affairs) for the second time, with an agenda that encourages substantial Spanish films that have some social relevance and are produced by young directors. This is part of a broader project for the dissemination of Spanish film abroad through its participation in international festivals. This marks the beginning of the Nuevo cine español period, supported by García Escudero, but with many obstacles coming from other political factions. The list of directors associated with the new policies include Francisco Regueiro, Manuel Summers, Mario Camus, Basilio Martín Patino, Miguel Picazo, and Antxon Eceiza. Elías Querejeta becomes the producer most closely associated with Nuevo cine español. 21 July: El verdugo (The Executioner) is completed by Luis G. Berlanga. The film was a satire on the death penalty, which will achieve a very high critical reputation, but which cultural authorities will find problematic. It will have a muted official release. August: Following changes in the regulation of censorship across the Atlantic (which opened the way for more liberal attitudes in Hollywood film), the Spanish government sets up an explicit code (implemented from the following year), which will be more specific than previously, but more restrictive than U.S. and some European legislation.

1963 March: In addition to supporting art cinema, legislation is passed to support the production of children’s films. This will pave the way to a series of animation films and stories starring child actors.

1964 August: Box-office control legislation is introduced for the first time, as an attempt to control exhibition more tightly. A decree for the protection of film guarantees 15 percent funding on the film’s income. El extraño viaje (Strange Journey), a black murder comedy directed by Fernando Fernán Gómez, is completed and shelved; it will not be released until 1969.

1965 Increase in European co-productions (a record-breaking 98 were completed that year), particularly with Italy. Almería, a semi-desert region in the south of Spain becomes the favorite location for a number of spaghetti Westerns in coming years. Competition with television becomes increasingly obvious: TV sets increase from 360,000 in 1963 to 1,250,000 by mid-decade. Fata morgana, a science fiction art film considered as the first film of the Escuela de Barcelona (Barcelona School) has a limited release. La caza (The Hunt, Carlos Saura) is completed. This will be an early instance of a formula known as metaphorical cinema, intended to circumvent suspicious censorship boards. 15 March: The first comedy starring Paco Martínez Soria, La ciudad no es para mí (City Life Is Not for Me, Pedro Lazaga) is released, making the actor one of the most popular stars in Spanish cinema.

1966 Another record year in terms of production (164 films, including 97 co-productions), but experts point out the average quality of film continues to fall. The Escuela de Barcelona, a group of distinctive filmmakers working outside the mainstream of the film industry, starts producing feature films. Directors include Joaquim Jordá, Jacinto Esteva, Gonzalo Suárez, and Carles Durán. Tensions between dissident filmmakers and the government on the issue of censorship peak, a sign of the difficulties attending a commercially viable Spanish art cinema. Censorship is particularly imposed on the work of filmmakers who are known to be against the regime personally, even if their opinions are not directly reflected in their work. In response, their films grow increasingly “symbolic” (and, eventually, obscure).

1967 January: A new category of exhibition is created to release in original-version films that are considered problematic for the mainstream. These salas de arte y ensayo (“art and essay cinemas”) became a marginal circuit for exhibiting serious films, particularly works by European intellectual and avant-garde filmmakers including Ingmar Bergman, Jean-Luc Godard, and Michelangelo Antonioni. December: García Escudero is forced to resign. This dashes the hopes of Nuevo cine español directors to produce their own kind of modern film. The focus on desarrollista (“development”) comedies is now almost exclusive. Examples are the successful series starring José Luis López Vázquez and Gracita Morales, and many other unashamedly commercial films directed by such prolific filmmakers as Pedro Lazaga and Mariano Ozores.

1968 Funding for Spanish films is reduced to 10 percent of box-office takings (from 15 percent). The exhibition quota is once again increased: one day in four every month must be reserved for Spanish film in a given cinema, but there is a marked scarcity of substantial films to fulfill those expectations. The reputation of Spanish cinema as lacking in cultural prestige and made with low production values grows stronger.

1969 Political conservatism tightens: changes in the government in October gave more power to the ultraconservatives of the Opus Dei, a Catholic Church–related institution. Tercera via is proposed by producer José Luis Dibildos and director Roberto Bodegas as an alternative both to minority Nuevo cine español films and the cheap desarrollismo comedies. Peak year of the horror cycle.

1973 8 October: The subtle, reflective El espíritu de la colmena (The Spirit of the Beehive), directed by Víctor Erice, is released and internationally acknowledged as one of the indisputable masterpieces of Spanish cinema. 20 December: ETA murders prime minister Luis Carrero Blanco. Increase in government funding to support the development of Spanish films.

1974 July: A bomb explodes at a Barcelona cinema showing Carlos Saura’s La prima Angélica (Cousin Angelica), which presented links between the past and present. The film went on to become a box-office hit. August: General Franco’s illness starts, and there is a strong feeling that political change is approaching.

1975 Nudity is allowed on film, as long as it is “demanded by the script.” The first film showing full female nudity (a shot of María José Cantudo reflected in a mirror) was La trastienda (The Back of the Shop, Jorge Grau). This marks the dawn of the age of the Spanish “nudie comedy” that will continue into the early 1980s. September: José Luis Borau’s Furtivos (Poachers), a film that the censors were unlikely to have allowed, wins the Golden Shell at the San Sebastián Film Festival, and authorities grudgingly permit general release. It becomes one of the box-office hits of Spanish cinema. 20 November: General Franco dies. Juan Carlos I is crowned king.

1976 26 January: Premiere of Cría Cuervos (Raise Ravens) the last film Saura shot under the Franco regime. February: Censorship of scripts abolished.

1977 February–April: Political parties, including the Communists, are legalized. Some regions voice their demands for more autonomy, which they had been prevented from doing for four decades. The instability of the situation can be illustrated by the fact that there were no less than three different general directors of cinematography in this year. November: End of official film censorship. A series of issue-centered films invades the screens, driven by audience demand to see what had for many years been forbidden. Political or sexual themes and images that had been considered sensitive by the regime are now predominant. Major films include Jose Luis Garci’s Asignatura pendiente (Pending Subject), Manuel Gutiérrez Aragón’s Sonámbulos (Sleepwalkers), and Luis G. Berlanga’s La escopeta nacional (National Shotgun). Luis Buñuel shot in Spain the French production That Obscure Object of Desire, a satire on the corruption of the Francoist bourgeoisie that became a box-office hit.

1978 As official script censorship is phased out, “Arte y ensayo” cinemas disappear as an independent circuit. This has negative impact in that now minority films must compete in the same circuits with mainstream films. Introduction of the “S” classification for films including images that “may hurt audiences’ sensitivities.” This encourages a thriving parallel soft-core porn film industry, devoted to cheap erotic films with very low production values. The first film released in Spain with the new “S” classification was Just Jaeckin’s Emmanuelle; 20 out of 105 Spanish films released that year were “S” films. The percentage will remain constant over the next three years. This is also the year in which the issue-centered film reigns supreme: El diputado (The Congressman, Eloy de la Iglesia), Un hombre llamado Flor de Otoño (A Man Named Autumn Flower, Pedro Olea), Bilbao (Bigas Luna), El corazón del bosque (The Heart of the Forest, Manuel Gutiérrez Aragón), Companys: Procés a Catalunya (Companies: Catalonia on Trial, Josep Maria Forn), El proceso de Burgos (The Burgos Trial, Imanol Uribe), are completed and released between 1978 and 1979, and all deal with sensitive social and political issues. April: The NO-DO production company ceases to have exclusive status and will fold in 1980. An exhibition quota is introduced that required cinemas to show one day of Spanish film for each two days of foreign film. December: Primer Congreso Democrático del Cine español (First Democratic Conference of Spanish Cinema) takes place, intended as a gathering of a wide range of representative Spanish film industry professionals to discuss the problems facing Spanish cinema. Beginnings of the short-lived “comedia madrileña” (Madrid-set comedy) cycle, derived from Tercera vía. The first title to fall into that category is Fernando Colomo’s ¿Qué hace una chica como tú en un sitio como este? (What Is a Girl Like You Doing in a Place Like This?), completed that year.

1979 Pilar Miró’s El crimen de Cuenca (The Crime of Cuenca) is banned for “slandering” the Spanish military police. Spanish Television Company (still largely dependent on the government) becomes a key player in the funding of film, thanks to legislation that privileges agreements between producers and television for the broadcast of film after a period of cinema exploitation. A substantial budget is destined to TV series that adapt literary classics. The Madrid movida, a manifestation of the new spirit of artistic freedom among the young crowd, becomes visible. Pedro Almodóvar rises as one of the central underground figures of the period. 1 March: The Unión de Centro Democrático party wins the general election, but it will be riddled with tensions and will almost disappear in 1982 after Spanish democracy becomes established. October: Catalonia and the Basque Country achieve legal status as “autonomous regions.” Nationalist parties gain power. 9 June: Iván Zulueta’s Arrebato (Rapture), a film close to the spirit of the Madrid movida, premieres.

1980 27 October: The shoestring budgeted Pepi Luci Bom y otras chicas del montón (Pepi, Luci, Bom), is Almodóvar first commercially released film.

1981 23 February: An attempted coup d’etat has the effect of reinforcing democratic feelings in the country. August: El crimen de Cuenca is finally released.

1982 A record 146 Spanish films are produced (although a substantial number were “S” films). This level of production will only be reached again in the boom year of 2007 (with a higher percentage of coproductions). Meanwhile, film attendance is plummeting (each Spaniard went to the cinema 4.3 times a year average, which compares poorly with the 6.1 figure for 1978). The number of cinemas declines by 1,000 in just one year, to 2,939. A series of measures to protect Spanish film are introduced; in some way, these are a continuation of policies introduced by the previous government. A central aspect will be the protection of “quality” projects, which starts a move toward star-laden literary adaptations. The new classification category, “X,” is introduced for pornographic films, which will from now on be ghettoized in special cinemas. February: Mario Camus’ La colmena (The Beehive) wins the Golden Bear award at the Berlin Film Festival. This marks the beginning of a period of growth for Spanish cinema, which for a few years has some prominence in international festivals. 28 October: Victory in the general elections of the Socialist Party (PSOE). November: Pilar Miró is General Director of Cinematography.

1983 April: José Luis Garci’s Volver a empezar (Begin the Beguine) wins an Academy Award for Best Foreign film, the first Spanish film to achieve that honor. 19 May: Release of Víctor Erice’s first film in 10 years: El sur (South), which was conceived as a TV series and was left unfinished by the director (with final cut by producer Querejeta). 29 June: Death of Luis Buñuel. December: Introduction of the Ley Miró, an attempt to increase quality of films through funding from broadcasting rights and other official institutions. The immediate results are a drop in production figures as a consequence of the disappearance of the “S” category.

1984 The Dirección General de Cinematografía organizes a campaign (“Spanish film for the world”) designed to promote Spanish film abroad. May: Mario Camus’ Los Santos Inocentes (The Holy Innocents) receives acting award at the Cannes Film Festival. This is read as a triumph for Spanish cinema and even as a sign of the success of Miró’s measures. 25 October: Release of Almodóvar’s ¿Qué he hecho yo para merecer esto!! (What Have I Done to Deserve This?), the director’s first critical success.

1985 January: Founding of the Instituto de Cinematografía y Artes Audiovisuales (ICAA), which became the government organization (within the Ministry of Culture) dealing directly with the Spanish film industry. June: Spain becomes a member of the European Community. Legislation is passed to encourage co-production as a way of strengthening the appeal of European films. December: Pilar Miró is forced to resign from her position as Directora General de Cinematografía.

1986 El Deseo S.A., a film production company, is created by Pedro and Agustín Almodóvar in a move for more independence from uncertain funding sources. As time goes on, it will become a model of its kind. February: The Academia de las Artes y Ciencias Cinematográficas (Spanish Film Arts and Sciences) is founded. It will introduce its awards, the Goyas, the following year. June: The Socialists win a second consecutive election. 5 December: Release of El año de las luces (The Year of Enlightenment), a marked shift away from the comedia madrileña in Fernando Trueba’s career.

1987 7 February: Premiere of La ley del deseo (Law of Desire), Almodóvar’s bold gay melodrama, which would become an international cult hit in the art cinema circuits. February: Protests against the Ley Miró. Professionals claim that the emphasis on quality has the effect of weakening the industry. March: Fernando Fernán Gómez wins the first Goya award as best director for El viaje a ninguna parte (The Trip to Nowhere). He also wins as best actor, for Mambrú se fue a la Guerra (Mambrú Went to War), also directed by Fernán Gómez.

1988 The box-office share of Spanish cinema falls to an all time low (just 2 percent of total income). Spanish distributors take the new laws regulating exhibition to court in Brussels, claiming they are against freedom of the market. 23 March: Release of Mujeres al borde de un ataque de nervios (Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown), which will confirm Almodóvar’s stardom both in Spain and abroad.

1989 February: Pedro Almodóvar’s Women on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown is nominated for the foreign film Academy Award, but he is snubbed at the Goyas as best director. A Hollywood version, to be directed by Herbert Ross and starring Jane Fonda, is planned but this never materializes. March: A new agreement between the ICAA and Spanish TV to fund film. August: Three new broadcasting companies emerge: Tele Cinco, Antena 3, and Canal +. Eurimages fund is set up by the Council of Europe to encourage production collaborations among European countries and support the distribution and exhibition of European film. The focus for this fund will remain cultural rather than merely industrial, rewarding substantial and innovative filmmakers. December: The ICAA also seeks the support of the Banco de Crédito Industrial to fund certain projects.

1990 A new financing scheme for film is introduced, but is contested by the actors’ unions, which call for a strike. Premiere of first features by Basque directors Juanma Bajo Ulloa (Alas de mariposa, Butterfly Wings) and Julio Medem (Vacas, Cows) mark the beginning of a generation that will come to be known as Joven cine español (Young Spanish Cinema).

1991 Creation of the European Union’s support program Media, which will undergo a series of transformations to become the central European-wide organization for the support of production, distribution, and exhibition of European film.

1992 “Miracle year” for Spain, which became the focus of international attention with several cultural events taking place at the same time: coinciding with the Olympic games in Barcelona, Madrid became the cultural capital and Seville hosted the Universal Exhibition. For some commentators, these events showcase Spanish modernity and put it firmly on the map, leaving behind the traditional image encouraged by Francoism. September: Creation of the Europa Cinemas / Media network, a European community project supported by the E.U. Media support programme to encourage the exhibition of European film in selected cinemas, whose programming is monitored to privilege European film. 8 October: Premiere of the expensive and heavily subsidized Ridley Scot epic 1492 on Christopher Columbus’ first expedition across the Atlantic, featuring a largely non-Spanish cast and crew. 4 December: Release of Belle Epoque (Fernando Trueba) a film identified with the “new Spain” that consolidated in that year.

1993 6 June: The Socialist Party wins the general elections for the fourth consecutive time, but its majority in parliament is waning. Statistics reveal the crucial situation in the Spanish film industry: only 8.7 percent of the films exhibited in Spain that year were Spanish. Measures to support production through special credits from the Instituto de Crédito Oficial (Official Institute of Credit) are introduced. These will prove successful from 1996, when the upward trend in production and box-office returns stabilizes for more than a decade.

1994 6 October: Días contados (Borrowed Time), Imanol Uribe’s substantial thriller, that takes a dispassionate view of a terrorist, is completed. In the following year, it was awarded nine Goyas, including best film.

1995 During this year and the next, the idea of a new generation of Spanish filmmakers is consolidated with a series of releases including El día de la bestia (Day of the Beast, Alex de la Iglesia), Nadie hablará de nosotras cuando hayamos muerto (No One Will Speak About Us When We Are Dead, Agustín Díaz Yanes), Hola ¿Estás sola? (Hi, Are You Alone? Icíar Bollaín), Boca a boca (Mouth to Mouth, Manuel Gómez Pereira), Familia (Family, Fernando León de Aranoa), Tierra (Earth, Julio Medem), and Bwana (Imanol Uribe). The favorable reception of these films built up a sense of confidence in Spanish cinema that will be further encouraged by box-office figures the following year. 12 April: Tesis (Dissertation) marks the feature debut of Alejandro Amenábar.

1996 3 March: The right-wing Partido Popular wins the general elections. José María Otero is appointed general director of ICAA until 2004. Ninety-one films are produced, including co-productions, 30 more than in the previous year and the highest figure since 1983.

1997 An excellent year for Spanish cinema, at least in box-office terms: the road comedy Airbag directed by promising Joven cine español director Juanma Bajo Ulloa (who seemed to have renounced his earlier artistic ambitions) becomes one of the biggest box-office hits in Spanish film history. This will be followed by an even bigger blockbuster: Torrente (Santiago Segura). 30 May: Premiere of the critically acclaimed La buena estrella (The Good Star, Ricardo Franco) confirms the healthy state of Spanish cinema. 1 July: Partido Popular politician Miguel Angel Blanco is kidnapped and executed by ETA. Terrorism becomes a central concern for politicians and intellectuals. Daniel Calparsoro’s A ciegas (Blinded) is released, as another complex attempt to deal with the topic. 19 December: Amenábar’s science fiction thriller Abre los ojos (Open Your Eyes) premieres. Tom Cruise snaps up the rights for a Hollywood version, which will be released in 2001 under the title Vanilla Sky (Cameron Crowe).

1999 5 March: Premiere of the low budget Solas (Women Alone, Benito Zambrano), the first in a series of films on the experiences of ordinary women. 28 May: Release of Icíar Bollaín’s Flores de otro mundo (Flowers from Another World) dealing with Spanish “machismo” and domestic violence.

2000 March: Second victory of the Partido Popular at the general elections. This time, it achieves a majority that will allow it to govern without the support of the nationalists. It was widely considered as a period in which conservative views regarding nationalism, gender issues, immigration, and terrorism made a return, but the film industry confirmed its upward trend, particularly in 2003. 26 March: Pedro Almodóvar’s Todo sobre mi madre (All About My Mother), released in Spain the previous year, wins the Academy Award for best foreign film.

2001 Record-high 20 percent market share of Spanish film productions in terms of box-office returns, largely thanks to such box-office hits as Santiago Segura’s sequel Torrente 2: Misión en Marbella (Torrente 2: The Marbella Mission), Vicente Aranda’s Juana la Loca, and the Argentinian co-production El hijo de la novia (Son of the Bride, Juan José Campanella). Release of Amenábar’s Los otros (The Others) a co-production with the United States, France, and Italy starring Nicole Kidman, which to date remains the most successful Spanish film ever.

2003 January: Demonstrations against the Spanish government’s support of the Iraq War. The discontent was voiced by a substantial segment of film professionals at the Goya ceremony this year. Joaquín Oristrell’s Los abajo firmantes (The Undersigned) is a manifestation of the political commitment of Spanish filmmakers. Hay motivo (There Is a Cause), a compilation of shorts directed, among others, by Fernando Colomo, David Trueba, Icíar Bollaín, Imanol Uribe, Julio Medem, Vicente Aranda, Chus Gutiérrez, and Pedro Olea, also deals with the hopelessness of artists in the face of reactionism. Los lunes al sol (Mondays in the Sun, Fernando León de Aranoa), an example of the kind of social cinema traditionally preferred by Spanish critics, is awarded five Goyas. 7 February: Premiere of comic book adaptation La gran aventura de Mortadelo y Filemón (The Great Adventure of Mortadelo and Filemón, Guillermo Fesser), which quickly becomes one of the highest-grossing titles in Spanish cinema. 24 March: Almodóvar wins both the Oscar for best foreign film and best script for Hable con ella (Talk to Her). 3 October: Premiere of Julio Medem’s documentary on the ETA group La pelota vasca (Basque Ball).

2004 January: Triumph at the Goyas for Icíar Bollaín’s Te doy mis ojos (I Give You My Eyes) an issue-centered film about domestic violence. 11 March: Terrorist attacks by Al Qaeda in Madrid kill 192 persons. 14 March: The PSOE wins the general elections.

2005 January: The Almodóvar brothers voice their dissent with the Goyas voting system. Their latest film, the perfectly crafted La mala educación (Bad Education), received no awards in that year. 30 June: Legal reform is passed that allows same-sex marriages. Strong dissent from conservatives. As the reform was being discussed, Reinas (Queens) Manuel Gómez Pereira’s fantasy on the first gay (male) marriages premiered (8 April).

2006 A number of box-office hits, which were also well received critically, confirm the euphoria about Spanish film: the historical epic Alatriste (Agustín Díaz Yanes), the comedy-drama Volver (Pedro Almodóvar), and the fantasy El laberinto del fauno (Pan’s Labyrinth, Guillermo del Toro) dominated screens and awards ceremonies and had an important international presence. January: The Goya for best film that year goes to La vida secreta de las palabras (Secret Life of Words, Isabel Coixet), shot in English and starring Sarah Polley and Tim Robbins, another sign that Spanish cinema is moving toward an international market.

2007 Another record year for production, with 172 films, including 57 co-productions. The international reception of the previous year’s hits confirms optimism about the state of Spanish cinema. The number of cinemas is also on the rise, from 2,627 in 1997 to 4,296 in the latest count. Almodóvar’s Volver is the Goya winner this year, and this is read by analysts as a return of Almodóvar to the Academia’s favor. El Orfanato (The Orphanage, Juan Antonio Bayona), a horror thriller, is the year’s most successful film at the box office, making 24 million Euro, and it could set a new record before finishing its international career. Media 2007 replaces previous incarnations of the general EU Media framework to support European film. The scheme now provides funds for about 50 percent of European films and supports about 100 film festivals in the EU, as well as continuing to be the main source of extra funding for the Europa Cinemas network of 1,500 screens, of which 227 are located in Spanish cities.

2008 The market quota of Spanish and European film releases remains higher than that of Hollywood releases in terms of titles, although in box-office terms U.S. film commands 75 percent of total revenue. January: The experimental La soledad (Solitude, Jaime Rosales) is awarded a Goya for best film. March: The general elections hand a second consecutive victory to the PSOE.


Introduction

A PROBLEM LIKE ALMODÓVAR: SPANISH CINEMA AT THE CROSSROADS

No body of work has contributed to the international presence of Spanish cinema since the late 1980s like the films of Pedro Almodóvar. For many nonspecialist audiences, these films are the quintessence of a certain idea of Spain. Several monographs have been published on his work, and he is well covered by the general press, as well as in trade magazines, with articles written about each of his films, a privilege few Spanish filmmakers have achieved. But if the question of Almodóvar’s representativeness is put to Spanish critics and academics, whose job is after all to view “Spanish film” as a whole and come up with some kind of evaluation, the reaction can be unexpectedly ambivalent, even hostile. Indeed, Almodóvar’s strong reputation abroad is matched in his own country, from the beginnings of his career until today, with skepticism about his future place in the Spanish canon, which, as his critics insist, needs to show an engagement with history, realism, and art tradition.

This conflict is actually a replay of continuing discourse on the definition of “Spanishness” and, by extension, Spanish cinema, a topic that cannot be overlooked if we want to understand the historical development of film, and one that has been discussed most insightfully by Nuria Triana-Toribio in her indispensable Spanish National Cinema. Since its very beginnings, when Alexander Promio, a French camera operator working for the Lumière brothers, first impressed negative stock on Spanish soil, there have been gray areas in the delimitation of what Spanish cinema is, which have been influenced by deliberations on what Spanish cinema should be. In following such debates, we find a related tension between a certain mythical notion of Spain as seen from abroad (the image that foreigners prefer to see, so central to the international marketing of Spanish culture) and the way insiders like to think of themselves or the way intellectual elites like to think of Spain. According to the Spanish myth, Spain is, for instance, the country of the original femme fatale, Carmen. Yet, critics claim that the gypsy temptress is a character created by a Frenchman, imbued with ideologies of gender and racial otherness that cannot be identified with any real idea of Spain. The articulations of this myth of “Spanishness” have been known pejoratively since the early 20th century as “españolada,” and stand as negative models, examples of what Spanish cinema should not be. Almodóvar’s critics often bring up this issue in dismissing his films: the director is merely the latest incarnation of “españolada,” culminating a tradition of wrong, oppressive images of the country that are the secret of his success abroad.

The fact that notions of Spanishness have been harshly and repeatedly contested within the country complicates discussion. Spanish history has been a source both of pride and embarrassment, and the latter was acutely felt by generations of intellectuals throughout the 20th century, to the extent that there remains a fundamental division between a notion of Spain as a compact country with centuries of history and an alternative notion of Spain as an oppressive concept that holds together by force a number of specific national cultures. At the beginning of the 21st century, Spanish identity seems more precarious and contested than it was even during the troubled years following the Transition to democracy. There is the official political unit, with its capital in Madrid; but at the same time, at least two regions, Catalonia and the Basque Country, have put forward claims for more independence, and others areas possess such specific traits that it is often hard to defend cultural unity. Until the 1990s, debates on how to achieve political unity proliferated, and these are far from settled now. It is as if Spain has trouble in creating the system of shared, agreed-upon mythologies that has worked so well to unite the diversity of people and cultures contained in the United States and France. The paradoxical result is that the strongest mythologies on Spanishness are still foreign ones.

A wide gap has also existed between culturally specific artistic forms defended by intellectuals and those the popular classes regard as theirs, a gap that is reflected in a conflict between the kind of films Spanish audiences have traditionally accepted (often falling within the españolada category and seldom of any artistic value), on the one hand, and, on the other, the kinds of films that authorities or the intellectual establishment have tried to hold up as quintessentially Spanish. Although intersections exist between both perspectives, these have proved historically distinct areas and very seldom have coincided fully. In the 1960s—a difficult time, as both these conflicting attitudes produced two distinct film industries within the country—a subsidized group of films claimed to represent the real problems in the real Spain more truthfully, although it could also be said that filmmakers chose those themes precisely because it would be easier to get funding. This was even clearer following the legislative reform of the 1980s, which made a sharp distinction between “good” and “bad” Spanish cinema, the former consisting of art film and prestigious literary adaptations. At the time, Almodóvar’s cinema definitely fell on the wrong side of this conflict: his cinema was enjoyed by audiences rather than by critics, and it expressed a perspective that seemed removed from the official dictates on a modern Spain trying to crawl out of a conflicted past.

Historically, this has led to a troubled relationship with audiences. It could be proposed that, in contrast with the Hollywood model, authorities determining the fate of Spanish film seemed to be working “against” the public. Few attempts were made to find a balance between the popular and the artistic. Film as art needs strong support, and one consequence of such disregard for actual tastes is that the Spanish film industry has been underfunded and unable to recoup investment for most of its existence. With Hollywood cinema taking up between 60 and 80 percent of the box-office receipts and a small (but remarkably cinephilic) population, it was almost impossible for a Spanish film with decent production standards to break even without international distribution. Two solutions to this conundrum have been rehearsed throughout Spanish film history: the first was to make many cheap films that could recoup the investment very quickly (a practice most prominent in the 1960s and 1970s); the second was to follow official guidelines and make the kind of films that were rewarded by institutions at each stage.

Finally, as mentioned earlier, the perception of Spanish film abroad is a problematic issue that has been addressed repeatedly and only in the past decade has been moving toward a solution. Despite repeated efforts to seek viable formulas, as we shall see, the international release of Spanish films has proved notoriously difficult. To some, quality Spanish films were too parochial, obsessed with the experience of Francoism or with internal issues that foreign audiences were unable to follow. Or, more to the point, Spanish films failed to make these issues and historical experience relevant to others (after all, the Western is, as a whole, about a specifically U.S. historical experience, but the genre is still enjoyed abroad). For others, it was rather an issue of production standards that affected the look of Spanish films. To combat this issue, measures were introduced in the 1980s to raise average film budgets, even if this meant making fewer films.

Both problems—the narrow topical range of Spanish cinema and its poor production values—have been addressed in recent years. Spanish films that have been released successfully into foreign markets are moving away from memories of the war, either avoiding it altogether or inserting the experience of the war into more traditional genres (as is the case with El laberinto del fauno / Pan’s Labyrinth); they also have higher production values and are becoming more polished visually, although this means that they depend more heavily on co-production funding from other European companies or institutions, making them in the process “less Spanish.” And this is the heart of the problem: for the Spanish film industry to grow and compete in the international market, Spanish cinema somehow has to renounce what experts identify as its essential “Spanishness.”

(VERY) HUMBLE BEGINNINGS: 1895–1929

Some of the woes of early Spanish cinema can be attributed to poverty and a particularly troubled history in the early part of the 20th century. Indeed, at the end of the 19th century, Spain was a backward country, with very high rates of illiteracy (up to 70 percent according to some estimates), a weak economy, and a strong political influence from reactionary institutions like the Church and the Army. The Spanish film industry first developed in Barcelona (where some industries actually flourished, in marked contrast with the rest of the country) rather than in the country’s capital, shortly after the historic 1895 Lumière projections.* At the time, film was seen as a technological curiosity, and very few individuals could foresee its future. Indeed, 10 years would pass before specialized cinema theaters proliferated in Spain. The new invention first dazzled audiences in Barcelona on 5 May 1895, with regular showings of films by the Lumières starting in the Catalan capital a year earlier than in Madrid. Thus, film per se had an early start in Spain.

But if by “Spanish film” we mean film funded with Spanish capital and employing a largely Spanish team, then the beginning of Spanish film history must be dated to Eduardo Jimeno Perorarta’s Salida de la misa del Pilar (Exit from Pilar Church Mass), first shown in 1897, although the very status of film at the time makes it difficult to decide whether this was the first film actually shot in Spain. After Perorata’s release, a series of views, mostly records of daily activities, together with some bullfighting takes, followed, parallel with the development of primitive film all over the world. Also in 1897, the first staged fiction film, La riña en el café (Brawl in a Café), was shot by camera operator Fructuós Gelabert.

Spain took longer than other European countries (e.g., France, Italy, Germany, or Denmark) to develop a film industry of its own. In addition, many of the technicians who worked on film in Spain in subsequent years would be Italian. Most of the activity in the field of film production and distribution in the early decades was deployed by foreign companies like Lumière or Pathé, which further complicates the issue of the “Spanishness” of Spanish film. Also, Spanish film pioneers (Segundo de Chomón, Fructuós Gelabert, Albert Marro) actually trained abroad, especially in Paris, to perfect techniques and inventions that they then brought to their country. Later, three of the key figures of the 1930s, Edgar Neville, Benito Perojo, and Luis Buñuel, would also work in Hollywood, and the latter would develop most of his career as a director abroad.

The filmmaking and exhibition business first developed in Barcelona rather than in the capital Madrid: the Barcelona film industry was at its peak in the mid-1910s. Valencia was also a center of production, and it was here that the first Spanish production company was set up in 1904. Historians have attempted to explain this marked lack of cinema’s success in the capital. Competition from very well-established stage shows has been proposed as a reason. Also, Madrid’s bourgeoisie, with its close associations with the monarchy, tended to be more conservative in their tastes than the progressive and Europeanized Catalan middle classes. Among the earliest companies that dealt with film-related business (technical, artistic, or exhibition) the most important were Films Cuesta, and especially Hispano Films, a larger company that had a definite impact on the industry, and was founded in Barcelona in 1906.

These were the years in which film was mainly considered a fairground attraction. Technical innovation was more important than narrative or artistic concerns: film pioneers were inventors and camera operators, rather than artists. Milestones in primitive and early cinema had little to do with narration or mise en scene. Audiences were meant to be amazed by special-effects films like El hotel eléctrico (The Electric Hotel, Segundo de Chomón, 1908), rather than intellectually stimulated, and for years they attended variety shows that included film along with singing, dancing, acrobats, and comedians.

Film became established as an independent entertainment in Spain only in the mid-1910s. One of the early signs of a rising film culture was the appearance, in 1910, of Arte y cinematografía, the first specialized Spanish film magazine, which would continue to be published until the outbreak of the Civil War in 1936. The increasing prominence of film also aroused some interest from the authorities, and censorship regulations were introduced in 1912, demanding that film scripts be authorized before shooting begins. It is certainly indicative of the popular success of a trend when the government finds it appropriate to exercise control over it.

The range of the most popular genres in the early decades of the 20th century is interesting because it points the way to future thematic concerns in Spanish cinema: filmed stage plays, including a specific kind of operetta on popular themes known as zarzuela; bullfighting; flamenco shows; and popular sainetes—the very themes, in fact, that would be recurrently dismissed as españolada in later years. Before film became a global business largely controlled from Hollywood (a process that began taking shape in the next decade), with often strong responses from European countries, exhibition conditions encouraged familiar, recognizable topics that had something in common with established literary and entertainment traditions. It is at this point that “costumbrismo” became central to Spanish film. Although similar traditions existed in neighboring countries like France and Italy, it is in the Iberian peninsula that populist comedy based on everyday lives achieved a characteristic supremacy. Scriptwriters took advantage of specific popular stage genres of the period.

This suggests that film remained for very long an ancillary entertainment, depending on other forms of entertainment and their stars. To a larger extent than in France, the earliest personalities in Spanish film were stage stars like Raquel Meller. Literary adaptations were also becoming important, but they were often little more than tableaux illustrations of books, most from prominently best-selling author Blasco Ibáñez, who took an active interest in film as a scriptwriter and occasional director. Nobel prize–winning playwright Jacinto Benavente also put some effort into having his stage plays transferred to film. And in a country with illiteracy rates of around 60 percent in the early 20th century, it is not surprising that film did not become sophisticated or artistically ambitious.

In the early 1920s, as the prominence of the medium grew, Madrid companies started to invest in film, and Barcelona lost its supremacy. For the first time, the artist-filmmaker (as opposed to technicians and inventors) rose to prominence in those years. These filmmakers were innovative in their approaches and interested in film as a storytelling medium, rather than mere spectacle. Two key figures in this evolution toward more ambitious forms of entertainment in this decade are Benito Perojo and Florián Rey. The former, who would achieve a reputation for cosmopolitism, trained in France and was increasingly interested in mise en scene. He founded one of the first Madrid set film companies, Patria Films, in 1915. After some interesting directorial efforts in the prewar years, such as the musical La verbena de la paloma (The Fair of the Dove, 1935), he continued his career largely as a producer. The latter was the driving force in the creation of a specifically national cinema, using Spanish themes. He brought together Spanish traditions (zarzuela, copla), learned from France and Germany the importance of the star system, and contributed a new sense of showmanship to the venture.

Rey’s most famous film, La aldea maldita (The Cursed Village, 1930), is also a key title in Spanish cinema, as it suggests the consolidation of a national cinema: it was a rural drama that looked back to 19th-century traditions, but was also cinematically inventive. In spite of its old-fashioned themes, La aldea maldita suggests increasing maturity in film art, unparalleled to that moment in Spain. The film was shot as a silent in 1929, two years after the beginning of the talkies revolution in Hollywood following the release of The Jazz Singer. Given the technical limitations in Spain, when Rey decided to add sound, he had to do it in Paris studios.

Film was also gaining support as a respectable artistic form. In the mid-1920s, Spanish intellectuals began taking an interest in film, but their references were mostly foreign, particularly Charlie Chaplin or Buster Keaton short features. The dreamlike qualities of the medium were remarked on by writers in Spain, following the interest of French intellectuals. Azorín, Max Aub, Rafael Alberti, Luis Cernuda, Federico García Lorca, and Salvador Dalí joined the older Blasco Ibáñez and Benavente in grasping the possibilities of film, but it was the Aragonese Luis Buñuel, a friend of Lorca and Dalí, who focused his work on film. At the Residencia de Estudiantes, he forged links with the literary movement that would come to be known as Generación del 27. With Ernesto Giménez Caballero, Buñuel founded the first Spanish film club in 1928, another milestone in Spanish film culture. Later, he would be one of the key creative personalities (as line producer and script editor) in the Filmófono production company, before starting a fascinating international career in exile after the outbreak of the war.

This support from the intellectual establishment was an extraordinary occasion for the legitimation of art film in Spain. However, the fact that most of these artists and intellectuals were identified as left wing interrupted what could have been a rich tradition of avant-garde films. Some enticing inklings on how this might have developed are Buñuel’s surrealist Le chien andalou and L’âge d’or, both made in France, early signs that some kind of relationship with foreign capital and technicians would be paramount to the development of the most innovative Spanish films.

THE PRE-WAR YEARS (1931–1936): A SHORT-LIVED GOLDEN AGE

The sound revolution was slow to reach Spain, and even slower to become a standard for films produced in that country. Different competing Spanish-patented techniques to add sound using records included Melodión, Parlophone, and Filmófono. Given the pressures for standardization with Hollywood systems, none succeeded. The credit for the first Spanish talkie generally goes to El misterio de la Puerta del Sol (The Mystery of the Sun Square, 1929), released in February 1930, but the system used would soon become obsolete. (El misterio de la Puerta del Sol was released only in a few cinemas as a sound film, given the lack of equipment.) Many of the films exhibited with sound before 1932, including La aldea maldita and Prim, were actually post-synchronized in France, and the rest had to be shot abroad (in France, Germany, or England) as co-productions.

Taking the competitive lead in terms of technology was a central part of the agenda when Hollywood studios moved to sound; Hollywood talkies with high production values grew increasingly popular, and films produced in Spain lagged behind. By 1931, the lack of demand for silent films plunged Spanish cinema into a deep crisis: only a handful of films were produced in the following years.

By 1932, technical and financial difficulties had been largely overcome, and sound was considered standard for production. The Second Republic had been declared on 14 April 1931, and there was a feeling of optimism for the future of the country, which coincided with the first Golden Age of Spanish cinema. This short-lived period of democracy, which would be interrupted by Francisco Franco’s coup d’etat on 18 July 1936, followed the failure of the Borbonic monarchy, social unrest, political instability, and seven years of harsh dictatorship (1923–30) under General Primo de Rivera. Film was seen as a modern, popular, democratic art form, representing the spirit of the new era. Although many films of the period have been lost, there are glimpses of a kind of cosmopolitism that would be rare in Spanish film until the mid-1990s.

Sound brought new possibilities for the development of folkloric musicals, a genre that would remain central to national cinema traditions until the late 1960s. Also, the film industry consolidated along the lines of the European studio system. Although Spanish studios could never rival France’s Pathé or Germany’s UFA, they at least provided a framework for the creation of stars and popular genres. In this context, the key company, which would dominate and set trends in Spanish production for almost two decades was production and distribution giant CIFESA, founded in 1932 by the Valencian industrialist Vicente Casanova.

Although not the only one, it is fair to say that CIFESA was the most successful at using elements of international popular cinema and adapting them to a Spanish context. From the beginning, it was set up as a vertical company that kept stars under contract and produced and marketed its own films. Among the performers, chanteuse Imperio Argentina stood out, particularly in a series of films directed by her lover and later husband Florián Rey. Literary adaptations, costumbrismo dramas and comedies, musicals, and features set in rural cultures were confirmed central items in CIFESA’s portfolio. Another important company was Filmófono, smaller and more populist than CIFESA, it specialized in working-class comedies.

Although censorship has dominated debates on Spanish film, in those years, it was common in other countries as well. In Hollywood, the Hays Code had been introduced in 1923 (although it would take more than a decade before it was really enforced) as a gentlemen’s agreement between studio heads; in Europe, censorship was enforced, sometimes harshly and arbitrarily, by local governments; and in Spain, the Catholic Church had been particularly earnest in advising audiences on the potential evils of film. By the early 1930s, however, a shift in attitudes occurred, and the Church decided to use the power of film to promote religion. Popular films like El cura de aldea (The Village Priest, Francisco Camacho, 1935) were part of an agenda used to promote religious issues by focusing on the kindly priest figure who sorted out problems and brought lovers together.

Film culture as expressed through magazines was also thriving, with Hollywood-style glossies, all about glamor and gossip, contributing to extend the popularity of film and its protagonists beyond the cinemas. In 1933, one of the earliest professional associations to take film seriously, the Grupo de Escritores Cinematográficos Independientes (Group of Independent Film Writers), was created. The interest on film as art is also evidenced in essays such as Luz del cinema, a compilation by future director Rafael Gil, which was published in 1936.

POLITICS BY ANOTHER MEANS: FILM DURING THE CIVIL WAR AND THE IMMEDIATE POSTWAR (1936–1951)

The outbreak of the Civil War on 18 July 1936 meant an interruption in all of the trends that could have consolidated Spanish film in industrial and artistic terms. The film genre most extensively practiced during the war period was, as might be expected, the documentary, and many filmmakers who would be prestigious during the dictatorship years, like Gil, Antonio del Amo, Carlos Serrano de Osma, and Manuel Mur Oti trained as documentarists during the war. Like all other aspects of national culture, film became highly politicized, both for the legal Republican government and for the Franco usurpers; propaganda film was the only way filmmakers could develop anything resembling artistic ambition. The only feature film shot in Spain during the war years that is remembered today is French writer André Malraux’s documentary fiction Sierra de Teruel: L’espoir, which was actually completed and post-synchronized in France due to a lack of funds and the advance of the Francoist army. The remainder of the film activity depended on the propaganda offices of the warring factions. During the Civil War period, the Fascists began to show an interest in controlling film (and its message) that would be exercised in a series of censorship measures starting in 1939 and that would constitute the basis of censorship practice for the next four decades.

Otherwise, restrictions, power cuts, extreme poverty, and difficult economic conditions made it impossible to sustain a film industry during World War II. Given the Fascists’ connections with Hitler’s Germany, Florián Rey continued making folkloric musicals in UFA studios under the company Hispano Films, although the output had a substantially lower quality than those shot in Spain. He would return to Spain after the war to try old formulas, but his films had by then lost freshness and originality.

The war meant that film production in Spain ceased being viable even for some years after the conflict officially ended. And after the victory of the Allies in 1945, a period of isolation (known as “autarky”) commenced that was in some ways even worse than the destruction brought on by the war. The country had a very long postwar recovery period characterized by extreme poverty and international isolation, extending well into the 1950s. Rationing, one of the signs of postwar poverty, was in force until 1952. Historians have divided the early post Civil War years into two distinct periods. At the start of World War II, Spain was relatively optimistic, as the Franco government looked to join Germany and Italy in forming a Fascist alliance if the Axis won. The regime was at the time bold, showing all the external signs of a fascist country, and this was reflected on film: even General Franco himself wrote a script that would be shot by ex-combatant José Luis Sáenz de Heredia and released as Raza.

By 1942, the Nazi victory began to look unlikely. The Franco government still displayed its confidence in the triumph of Fascism, but the bombastic series of war films that had characterized the immediate postwar period was interrupted. For over a decade following the end of World War II, Spain’s isolation was almost total. Only Argentina, at the time run by General Juan Perón, offered support. Excluded from the United Nations and from the Marshall Plan, Spain could not benefit from the reconstruction support enjoyed even by countries that had been dominated by fascist regimes. The domestic economy was in a precarious state, and commerce with other countries was hindered by embargoes and countless difficulties (the Spanish currency had little value). To make the isolation complete, the ambassadors from Western countries withdrew in 1946, following international condemnation of the regime, and the diplomatic crisis was not resolved until 1951.

Clearly, 1944 marked a year of the keenest crisis ever for the Spanish film industry, with almost no films being produced; it was then that measures were enforced to promote its recovery. These measures dominated the next decades, and they seemed to work initially: the second half of the 1940s came to be regarded as a period of industrial consolidation for Spanish cinema. However, decisions made by the government in response to this crisis have been looked upon as the “original sin” of Spanish cinema. For the Franco government, cinema was regarded as a key political tool, and that meant the start of a process of subsidies that were not matched by box-office incomes large enough to make film profitable. As well, no demands were made on films to be profitable internationally either, which accounts for the parochialism that made international distribution problematic.

The notion of escapism was important in a shattered country with low morale, and films about the war were discouraged. Two of the most successful directors of the period were Juan de Orduña and Luis Lucia, both specializing in historical or musical spectaculars starring singers of the period like Juanita Reina or Carmen Sevilla or glamorous actresses like Aurora Bautista or Amparo Rivelles. In a shattered country, people love to fantasize in the dark, and Spain became one of the most film-loving of European countries: when cinemas began to disappear elsewhere, attendance was still high for many years in Spain. The founding of Fotogramas in 1946 is a sign of the strength of Spanish film culture. In the following decades, the magazine (which continues to be published today) reflected changes in audiences and in the political situation. At the same time, the requirements of popular films had to be balanced with subtle ideological indoctrination. Characters and plots had to conform to the regime’s narrow guidelines on morality, Spanish history, and ethics. The Falange-influenced magazine Primer Plano is an instance of such balance between entertainment and film’s function in society.

On screen, musicals regained some of their former glory (funds allowing), and a new generation of stars, including Alfredo Mayo, Amparo Rivelles, Ana Mariscal, Aurora Bautista, and Fernando Fernán Gómez (who had a successful career as director from the mid-1950s) came to prominence. They were supported by a fascinating gallery of ensemble players including such lasting personalities as José Isbert, Manuel Luna, Manolo Morán, Juan Espantaleón, and Julia Caba Alba. When the Civil War cycle was considered to have fulfilled its function, a new kind of take on national identity was encouraged: episodes from Spanish history were told in lavish films that would make up the CIFESA epics. In addition to their entertainment value, they were examples of ideological indoctrination. Overall, the economic and ideological climate made for homogeneous films that were a thematic continuation of pre-war genres. But even in this difficult period, original filmmakers like Edgar Neville or Carlos Serrano de Osma were working to make substantial films within budget and beyond conventional formulae.

The Fascist-inspired Falange party had a central role in providing an ideological backbone to the regime’s long-term project. It must be remembered that Franco and his politicians tended to come from the military and could only articulate the simplest ideological discourse (as evidenced in Raza, for instance). It was up to the more intellectual Falange to set out, and often impose, those guidelines that would govern the everyday life of Spaniards under the regime. (As the Franco years progressed, the Falange slowly became a burden—even an embarrassment as the country tried to show a relaxed, liberal face to foreign institutions—and would be marginalized by the regime.) At the same time, the Catholic Church, whose interests had always been safeguarded (even by the Falange) following its support of the fascist insurrection, increased its importance beyond spiritual matters, acquiring increasing power on censorship boards and in setting moral agendas. Censorship is one of the areas that shows evidence of a shift away from explicit fascism. In the 1940s, censorship responsibility lay largely with the Falange, with an increasing presence by the Church and the government on censorship boards in the next decades.

For many years, until explicit guidelines were published in 1962, censorship was arbitrary, and it succeeded as much out of fear as for its more immediate effects. Tight control, although systematically enforced on Hollywood and European products, was hardly necessary for Spanish films: most dissidents had by then left the country, had been sentenced to death or jail terms, or simply lived in fear. Although some ex-republicans managed to escape penalties and continued to work, only artists with clean ideological records were normally allowed in the entertainment industries or in journalism, which partly accounts for the artistic limitations of Spanish cinema in the ensuing decades. Lack of freedom was actually the prime concern for ambitious directors when they began to voice their concerns about the limitations of the Spanish film industry in the mid-1950s.

After World War II ended in 1945, the realities of the Spanish film industry became clearer, and the need for urgent economic support measures became more pressing. Simultaneously, the regime’s need for indoctrination had to be supported with protectionist measures and government subsidies. These various support measures would provide the basis for future legislation on film. At this point, the preferred approach was to attach certain conditions for film to gain government funding: these worked as a complex set of checks and balances and, in addition to censorship, included dubbing, import licenses, privileged contents, co-productions, and exhibition or distribution quotas. Each of these categories was emphasized or marginalized to resolve the problem of funding Spanish cinema, and the situation would change greatly as producers followed government decisions. But what is most important to note is that this system of economic support to the film industry was also a system of control that eventually produced an industry whose relationship with audiences was strongly mediated by the need to gain subsidies that would enable filmmaking. Filmmakers were faced with making a choice between films that could be profitable at the box office and those that were rewarded with official support.

Following the lead of other fascist countries, Franco introduced compulsory dubbing in 1942 to preserve the integrity of the Spanish language and to have a tighter control on potentially “dangerous” dialogue, only to realize that in fact compulsory dubbing was benefiting Hollywood film to the detriment of Spanish film. By the time this was pointed out by professionals, it was too late to prevent the damage, and audiences were accustomed to listening to films exclusively in Spanish, no matter how flat the actors’ voices sounded. This suggests that many measures adopted by authorities benefited exhibitors and distributors more than they did producers, and the clash between different participants in the production-distribution-exhibition chain would continue in future debates about the regulation of cinema.

One way to curb the difficulties brought by compulsory dubbing was to link licenses for dubbing and showing foreign films on certain conditions: distributors were granted a fixed number of permissions to include dubbed films in their portfolios only if they also placed a given number of Spanish films. Screen quotas were the equivalent to these measures for cinema owners: guidelines were passed that forced cinemas to exhibit a number of days of Spanish films if they wanted to exhibit the more profitable foreign films. These conditions were supposed to improve the visibility of the national product, but not necessarily the quality. As the Franco period progressed, the practice of cheap quota fillers became more extended, with the problem becoming particularly acute in the 1970s: nobody cared about the films themselves as in some cases they were little more than a bureaucratic necessity.

Together with forcing distributors and exhibitors to release Spanish products, the authorities attempted measures to reward certain themes. The basic intent was to link funding to a given notion of quality. One difficulty was that the criteria for better ratings were largely political, and this created a film industry obsessed with second guessing what politicians wanted. The demise of CIFESA as a production company is a prime example of how things could go wrong when quality criteria shifted in the early 1950s. After years of struggling to attract better funding by investing in an expensive cycle of historic epics, the company plunged dramatically into the red when a political shift doomed this same genre; few films could make enough profit to offset their expenses and high overheads.

Together with censorship and a precarious system of rewards and funding, the third way in which the regime sought to use film to control public opinion was the NO-DO: a compulsory and exclusive documentary series that had to be projected before every film and that reflected the official version of the state of the nation.

SPANISH FILM IN THE 1950s: THE NEOREALIST DECADE

In the end, it became impossible to ignore what was going on beyond the Spanish borders. Even during the autarky period, dubbed films continued to be shown, although often censored to avoid any negative reference to Francoism (as was the case with Casablanca) or to make them conform to strict Catholic morality. At the same time, innovations were taking place in the European film industry that impressed Spanish artists to the point that they thought the new approaches to film were the path to follow in Spain as well. Although elitist art cinema was too unprofitable to be envied, a new style, which would came to be known as “neorealism” was a revolution in film aesthetics and was having an impact on audiences’ tastes throughout the continent. These films were making a virtue of necessity and were shot cheaply on the streets of a ravaged Europe, with no stars and focusing on everyday conflicts. Although Luchino Visconti had been working along these lines since the early 1940s, the film that had the greatest impact on public conscience was Vittorio de Sica’s 1948 Bicycle Thieves. Given the supremacy of costumbrismo and the strong realist focus on national cultural traditions, Spain was a prime candidate to follow the neorealist trends. But the authorities were very aware that some prominent neorealists (most prominently Visconti, de Sica, and Rossellini) were anti-fascist and sometimes self-confessed communists, and the new style itself was frowned upon as a way to introduce working-class ideologies into film.

Soon, neorealism became a central concern for young directors, as well as some ambitious filmmakers of the previous generation. The clash between Spanish authorities and neorealism came to a head in the competition between CIFESA’s Alba de América (Dawn of America, Juan de Orduña) and Surcos (Burrows, José Antonio Nieves Conde) for high funding ratings in 1951. The latter was the better film and eventually merited the subsidy, but the regime’s politicians saw the former as more emblematic of Fascist populist history and it obtained more support. This forced General Director for Cinematography José María García Escudero, a conservative army man, to resign over an issue of principle, as he believed that film needed to follow a social agenda that was not being furthered by the CIFESA mode of filmmaking. Even though it cost him the job, Surcos went on to become a model for alternative filmmakers; losing the special funding sent CIFESA into a deep crisis from which it never recovered. Several telling issues here illustrate problems in Spanish film history and which will strongly dominate the rest of the Franco period: the need that both films had for institutional funding; the “either/or vision” that forced filmmakers and critics to choose between realism or spectacular entertainment; and the importance placed on how “representative” of national identity each film was.

The debate over Alba de América and Surcos put on the table the need for a change in Spanish cinema that encompassed artistic matters as well as industrial issues, distribution, and cinema ownership. One of the measures used to promote film had been the creation in 1947 of an official, government-controlled film school, first known as Instituto de Investigaciones y Experimentación Cinematográfica (IIEC) and then renamed the Escuela Oficial de Cine (EOC) in 1962. But from the early 1950s, when filmmakers graduating from the IIEC entered the industry, it became apparent that the school was a hotbed of dissidence. The new generation of young directors, which included Luis G. Berlanga and Juan Antonio Bardem, were and would remain outsiders, disinterested in mainstream Spanish film. It was only a matter of time before new styles were put into practice.

In this sense, ¡Bienvenido Mr. Marshall! (Welcome, Mr. Marshall! 1953) is a watershed film because it could be read as a film sympathetic to the regime’s internationally isolated situation, while at the same time presenting a new perspective showcasing the work of maverick Berlanga. The film consolidated the vision of a “new” Spanish cinema, aware of social issues. The success of Berlanga’s film and its echoes of neorealism signaled a change in Spanish cinema—all that was needed was a forum to articulate discontent and to propose measures that could contribute to improving the quality and substance of Spanish films. The 1955 Salamanca Conversations were a gathering of film professionals (including some close to the regime) where this need for change was first articulated. A wide range of professionals engaged in discussions on ways to improve Spanish cinema. Given the tight control exercised by the Franco government, their actual impact was small, but they galvanized Spanish film professionals and created a common front of subtle dissidence. Further films by Berlanga and the 1950s films by Bardem (who was a card-carrying communist) were examples of these new times. Films by the latter, such as Cómicos, Muerte de un ciclista (Death of a Cyclist, 1955) and Calle Mayor (Main Street, 1956), are mature visions of some the pressing dilemmas of the time, especially for intellectuals. Other films throughout the 1950s, although not exactly dissident in spirit, assimilated some of the stylistic elements of neorealism, and the style’s impact is obvious in some of Ladislao Vajda’s and Manuel Mur Oti’s films of the 1950s. The culmination of Spanish neorealism came from an Italian: In the late 1950s Marco Ferreri directed two films that are regarded as milestones of Spanish black humor: El pisito and El cochecito. This also marked the debut of Rafael Azcona, who would go on to become the most respected scriptwriter in Spanish cinema history.

Still, most films of the 1950s were not ambitious, aiming to fit snugly into the demands of the regime, while occasionally pushing the limits for permissiveness, as illustrated by the rise to stardom of Sara Montiel toward the end of the decade, an actress who set new standards of eroticism in repressed Spain. As the political situation began to shift, social unrest grew and the country was gaining a normalized international presence: in 1951 Western ambassadors returned, in 1954 Spain was admitted into UNESCO, and in 1958 into the United Nations. By the end of the decade, the Civil War seemed far behind, and politicians set aside ideologic differences to concentrate on modernizing the country.

NEW COUNTRY, NEW CINEMA: 1961–1982

The 1960s in Spain were (in some ways, like the 1950s in Europe and the United States), a time of growth and consumerism that has come to be known as desarrollismo (developmentalism). At the time, the Franco government held a somewhat contradictory position, on the one hand trying to keep control over increasing social unrest and intellectual dissidence within the country and, on the other, displaying a sense of balance and tolerance to the rest of the world. This sense of a new order not only allowed Spain entrance into international institutions, but also increased the confidence of visitors, in time making Spain one of the world’s most visited countries, with millions of tourists coming every year seeking sun and low prices. Censorship did not become more lax: the government still needed to control what was published, broadcast, or shown in movie theaters. But following a period in which censors seemed to work arbitrarily, a censorship code was introduced in 1962 that at the very least gave clear guidelines on the kind of materials that would not be accepted. The game changed, as filmmakers now had a set of clear guidelines that they could try to transgress in subtle ways.

Just as 1951 was marked by the Alba de América versus Surcos affair, with implications that would dominate the discussion of government film subsidies in the following decade, 1961 was the year of the Viridiana scandal, and the conditions under which the film was made and then released at the Cannes Film Festival reverberated throughout the last 15 years of Francoism, dominated by a convoluted dialectic between the need to trust artistically ambitious directors (in particular a generation who came to be known as Nuevo cine español) and the reluctance of the government to accept freedom of expression. By the end of the 1950s, the need to attract talent and make substantial films that could be visible in the international scene was obvious, and Ricardo Muñoz Suay (who ran the communist-leaning company UNINCI) enlisted Pere Portabella (who had just founded Films 59 and had produced some off-beat projects directed by Marco Ferreri and Carlos Saura) to produce a film to be directed by prestigious exile Luis Buñuel. As planned, Viridiana
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