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I al.o'J.ld like to th nk th"l fo1) owinc for theiJ" unha5ita.th:~ 

inana!Js and for nll tho hint~ .... nd tr-e ... su!'9s p·roiridad by tho::'!' 

comp ny ,nd .hair con'vera l.ioi'lI Ja.l19t l1Q Luis A1co:d~~:. . Ju11.o 

Final, /·.lJ.c t R· hon, !·:ari-Carmen and Paco ILMcio TC1.1bo, C!1rlo;:; 

1010 . char~cte! s~ys i 'rh! ';;". -to't'.:l' r~'" t.i tH . ----.-~"" 

In" 1 

Ci~te~,~ I!a.a~.Ol "'.l. in I·:exico City, ilnd ospecially to l';~coJ.e r1Jf·:;·l~ ~~y 



Contonts 

nuel' e f1lnis 

OntU A Bundl.a of J.iirrors 

Two, Tho l.esGon of the Y. rqu:lc 

'flu: . e; In the !':usomn 01 Str311e;UllOSS 

Fourl ChHdl"l!n of t.he ~'Tn5tc Land 

Sixl Quostions of Stylo 

S&ven: Th rhanto~ of BlnBph~my 

Eleht: Tr1st.c'lna 

.11 L' ';1 " Di_"..stGrs or Feace 

Bibli r.;roph:'l 

A note on films not discuss cl in the text 



Bunt) l' n Films 

There re good fi1mogrl'phies, throueh 1962, 1972 and 1977 

res ctive1y, in i-liche1 Esteve. ad, Luis Bunue1, Lettres ~1oderoo!J, Paris, 

1963, Francieco Arand , 1~i5 9unue~, tr~ns1ated and edited by Dav~d 

Ro inson, Seck r 8, '~,rarbur~, London, 1975, a.nd Joan He11en. ed, 'f .. 9 Horld 

of Juis Bnme1, Oxford University Press. NeH York, 1978. TM fo11O't .. ing 

11c:t of films, uith dates of first screening and 'With English arid 

origtn<t1 title!;, but without further ct"edits, is me nt to S6]:"VO as n 

help to memory and as a rudimentcrry map. Hhere there a·re :O:ne:li sh 

titles a1re dy in use, I have given them; oths:n·rise the trans1i;'::,ions 

2.ra ,1. _. 

1930 

1933 

19'+9 

1950 

1950 

1951 

1951 

" 

Un Chie n 

L s Enr~sr. /L< nd uithout Dre~ 



)951 Pide 

1952 El l1ruto/ 'lhe ruts 

1952 Ln.s venturp.s de Robinson Crusoe/Robin on CI"I1S00 

1952 F.] /This ;)trat!D'a Ptlssion 

1953 I jo"'mos ca Pasion/ ','uthorilltJ: Jleights 

1953 Ln. I1u~ion vi~ja. en Tr"nvlajl11usion takes a Tram 

19':~" -;.1 Hio y la. o~llerte/~!th and the River 

1955 f;m: ... yo de un Crlr'1r.m/The Cril"in:tl Life of Archibaldo de la Cruz 

....,k.&~ 

1955 GeJ as' ~ 01>0119 1 t nnror«Jl.£!11 it DIl."m 

1956 I l!;ort ~n roe jardin!E F!th in this G~rlen 

959 . azt'~1.n 

1959 1 ':;"e.vre lTt(')n°:.6. El Pno/f'ever in Fl Pao 

1966 
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1970 Trlotnnn 

1972 ~ Ch l"lI'lt3 discret do la bourp;oCbsie / The Discreet Cha.r:n 2.,f the Roul"f.'1eoisie 

1974 10 ? ntOfl:B de ) a lib~rteJ'l'he Ph:mtom of Li'r...erty 

1977 Cat obocur objct CU deslr[l'h.a.t Obscure Obj c:t of Desi!'e 

t, 
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One I A Dundle of lUl"rors 

St'ldio Vinrst-I:uit hiq,h up a winding- str"ot of 
Hont-:.nrtre . in the full bl:wph~tIly of et .fl:ee~inc Sunday; 
taxis arriviru:', friends gl'1)oting e1'lch ot e p an EJxc:ltable 
aft~rnoon audience • • • 

'lhg ~e5crl ion is Cyr~l Connolly't r the ccctleia n sl1C1vring of L'..1i8 

iJunuol t 

call~ tho 11 !3structive rovnl'enc~t! er the film. 

Fith the :J.Mpl'f'ssion O!~ h~:'''ing ,ritn~as~d sc~no in.Linit:!31y 
ar.clcu\. horl"Or. Sat'J,rn b ,~a11o;dng his ons, Wf, luB-cl::: l"f'Ur H~,y out 
_ntc the cold ef :cb~ary 1929 f the;t. unique ~.r.d O:1.Z3] inp, cold e 

The dato C?l'l't bEl right, since the film O)JOl d p U.t p.nother Pn·is 

cinema. i n April 1929 ~ It thon moved to Stu,dio Vim!;t-Hn1.t fCl!, t'. %'11l'1 

of nine months e Connolly's Cvnf'O of the horl'or of the 'i70r.p f:J:d of 

confli ct inhe:rent in :roNant5.c lo.,e, the tl'"tlth that the hart. 



/ 

is r.tndo t.o be b:KIken, f. nd after 1 t has mendod, to be broken again" ) 

10300 him to ~5nore itc farolcal a~poct~, its ochoos of Duster 

K ton and it .. co~plotnanta.ry truth that romantio love ia as often 

as not a IMtter of violcmt erabs and dashes, a pantomime of lust 

lmeging its human puppets. But hiD experience aYltiopates that of 

thou sands of ot! el's. The first film 1-)'9 see by any major dir--acto? 

l:ually makos Q. l'1B.rk, but ~ don't nlways feal liS have seen 

.s",turn sl:al1mring his sons . 

Th3 Exectttj Olwr, a burly, die;nified fibfUre ,,,-1 th sideb-urns and 

pl'0#trudir. ... oyes, a. slight lurch 1n his l-mlkp nounts the scaf.fold 

at I tests h1s instruments, tightening the heavy scre't-l of a ga.:rott~. 

fiis costul'l L"uggests the Cf rly nilX'I -:3 nt 1 cc->nrury. lIe ~lils off 

Id 0 hat and kn~els to prny, and Cl ~di ts Dtart to appearo _ 'l'ht:; film 

10 Spanish, "alied k ll1".lnt fo:!' a Et i dttl is dlrectsd by CarIos Saura, 

si~:l""1J Fran~isco Rabnl. The pL"ayillg exacutiOIk"l:' i who t.ake~ no i\l'rther 

P,ll't in tIll) prooeedine;s of this l'ather cOl'L.~sed historical piece, is 

Luis Bunlel aged 63. 

H'G shc.'l'.!lcl-ltt rld~~ \,h1s m.&.ld jo:e too hard, butM many moviegoel"s 

~'""(.w" 
uill rop!er:C€l' ~lnua115 ~ appoart::.l'\ce on flJra, at age 29 0 in 

He 1-TnS Ai sh~ _rp.')ning P.. ra:l('\ .. • t.han, and about to 

lIe can bo seen as a monk 5.n 

J.ha l-~ilky -'DY ~ his ~oice delh'"Ol"s a ghastl· 6el"!1l0?\~ t.aken 
..--.......--~-. 
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frvl"l ~ ray Luls ~ Granf!..dn, on i:.he 1'inaJ.ity of hell, 1'P:raYdl;O.9 Il!'e 

Tin:{l for peni tonc9 is 

not aiven ••• " 11 also sits t a cafe table in Belle (!e jour, b'J.t 

this 1s,so to "'peak, his only innocent a.ppearan~o in films. 

Slsel'hez-e ha is 6ither butcher Ol" priest ... in the iftexican film 

T ere lIre !lo '1J"1.ieves in th r. Town ha preaches on a. theme from St 

P&ul. 

'10 V'el"Y '\o1oighty significance nttacoos to theso perfomanc..,s; 

snO ~ a 99B't h ... vG to talk abOUt. me irIScl ipt1e~ of the an UIO..: b\ 
~~r 

~hd15s ..... e91~ii1ffiH(:1:et-f.l'lflIfJ:-O-o'btJfox1xa;nlc--,:po~or'ppa:le-e~' !9!9-)H·te~Jrt~~.s ... ,..-":'1'l,;.I;b~e plC),y.fu.lness ~. is root 

lass goBlins causa it "tir1ll seem, to some tastes, slightly gl'im~ 

And y; t p, wry, c sua.l solf-definition does hOVEll hero~ a fo:r','l f)f. 

k. The atn-1st pL'l.Ys the monk. and. the srl:i::a:dt e mast plays 

th3 torturer. The oharp3ning of the ro.zor a.t the oogbming of 

/n ~ndlllsia.!!l~ ~ an assorlion about the filn:~ it ~Yill 'be an 

onslaught on our sight. Buruel himself later desc!'ibad the r.lov·ae 

Ha doss no', si-En 

h.o fllms .:.t,h l-et'\llar ap}>:)arancea, like Hitchcock. Ha signs W,s 

caL"oel' t.1.th occfisional jo!cas ani! m9'1:.aphors, mockingly sketching Oll.t. 

t e rango of h1s interosts~ caught bat~;esn death and tha con olati01'1S 

of hell. 

Burruel in conv0r~atlon 

of ton refers to hililself' as a monk .., I1Itm a mont, I J1-3VOr eo (';Ut" 



but ho la not In such momentD tnlking about religion. He 113 

daSOl'lbing hie l. ~c()tlcis it and c;o11tuao, onliv9mcl only by fOT,.J" 

friends, a loyal ar.d sprightly uife ar.d. llhen his dGctor permits it. 

plenty to drink. Ho ls pointing to the fact that he lives so 11 tUe 
so thorou~h1y 

in tho 110rld, has devoted hl.rt!;olf ~ to his filmso And 

oven this, he insists, the nw.ldng of movieo, this occupation vrhich has 

consunsd his THe-;- long life, Is all 't ork and. no joy. 

pres:;ed, confoss that h9 g ts soma pleasure out of l.rri ling films 

R.nd ·adittng Ute:n, ;t1~>l-ely disBkes everything that comes in ~)'ti-Jaeno 

i3u t th~ force of t _0 monkish ir.mg is oloar \) Fr-ay Luis, in his 

\-~y, is i11uminc'l.tlng the l'l13.l'lUsc?ipts of too hard human conditiono 

A~ ~ed .:rh9.. h~ ~rould 111-::0 to live i if he oould ~ l:'9lTJOVa from the 

odern age Le grurJblos a.bout, ha promptly, if not entirely =or10:1s1y, 

answers: the fourteenth cEmtury. Because there nere i'm-re!" 

distractions than. ho says. becnuse men and woxr~n wore not for~ed 

out of tJwfIlselv c into the noisy traffic of a tine flo ... dad 1J'ith 

co;munica lions. 1 iis childhood in a Spanish province. he oooa 

"Irote, I slipped by in an almost mediaeval atmosphorefle and ,lI'r- -"ring 

in .~adrid at ths age of sixteen he felt like "a crusacl::Jr ~"ho had. 

suddenly found himself on Fifth Avenua l1 .. 

luls funuel is a parsonp htt his milLS has becomG :1 sign. It 

evokes ~ S6t of specif1c mOClnlngs in t..1.3 w;,y t.Jmt tJ1.o ~lG 01' 

Dick~r1.3 ounjures up Christi:uu., ~.n:l tho l1rJ.nJe of l~afka .G~ggasts thg 

darkening corridors of an endloss qt!.Gsi e 

I. 



axr.mp • in _iI ...... --.;_t~. u ea Th. ... nuol M an dj ctivo, rumning eiVGn 

to playing g sa uith tiro an" Spt~oe , Gkippln~ from Actlum to the. 

Anschluss, or as literally happens in Bumel'n Golden Ar!:. hoppine 

without ... ;n.rnine from t-1 ,jorca to an imagired Rome , and from the 

dmm of civilization to a troubled 1930. lore i'requentlYf and as 

a cor.soquonce of Bunuel's wider fame in the 19608 and 1970s, the 

nnrl9 '. ans cruelty, oddity, blDsphemy, nocrophilin and a. spot of 

foot feU hiGm. Buruo1 himco1f (tho pcroon) is mmrn of this, 

~n~ ~muscd by it. At. roh in ror apartment one d::ty Cctuv~_o Pn,z 

pic}'cd up n doll's shoo , cat it on a tin:! pec1estal s ~.nd Hald~ Hf. 

Burroel film." BuY 131 pratondcd to consider the matters c:-nd thfm 
.'to ~~ ~~~ 

said. unbllrudng. n;'lithout the Ghee, it bettld~ fl9l"ff'q~ .!t His 

flr5t ser. pt for Viridiana. had the younl1 YlO'Yica f'a ..... ll:16 in 1,)"::0 

Ti th r. mm.:rf, but he re jec ted the idea as "too Bu:nna L, 11 

lll'G a.1mc",t too Bur.,lel even before non 1u15 has eot t.o v.7ork onth!:)me 

Thus Cctava ttirooauts nov;)lQt, rv of a Chn.! hdrtn~ has "i:. ,$ sloi-T ('ne! 

"Let lTlO ~ce them 11 at 'Lhasa littla boots," tha old cha.p !:'lll"iilU.rsv as 

the boots effectively come to Ilfe on the cha.mbermaid's fO$t~ At 

this point in tima l-iirbeau appears to be imi ta tine Dunua1, and 

Bunuel, filming t,' e n0'V\31, SElemB close to self-paJ:oct.y. 

This gathering of r~cognizd~l ~_nterests into the Clrbit Cl c.r.e t s 

name· i~ not i 1 it~~elf the ~i;t of a. !:lE.jOl" irn;g1Nttiovv and :'.t Of;.n 



the # thor of The Goldan Am , or an 'When critics and moviegoers 

fail to sce Luis Butrual' s films beoause they ha.ve beon befuddled 

by th~ sign Durnlcl. The sign is only om of the Dlan's more 

provocatiw mask , nnd it is a caricature of hiG movies, ie;noring 

0.11 tbeil' delicacy a.OO. complexity. 

F:ven so, it is a sort of e..cl'iiev&mentp a. legacy, as all narr.es are 

l1hich r€ally name something . This is, in pal"t, uhn.t an ~~ is: 

a knmm n:ll:1r3, a reputation uhioh is provoked by too a.rtist's practicE!; 

but not all-lays oonnected to any pa.rticularly olose sorutiny of it. 

Farea is 0 form of mieunde:rsta.nd1ng, Bo:rges says J but it is also an 

identity, hOi"ev~r factitious. Distinct preoccupa.tions cluster 

toeether in such signs, and their Pl'orlr.rl.ty reveals an otb~l~ri s 

mui;od kihship - notably, in the ea.se of Bm. el , the int i~E~'oo 

and nrdent reltttJ.onshlp uotw9&n l'aligicn ~~d ccxu.t.lit;r. and ti'.0 

truth Mout cc.-nvel'ltion procl.a.i.msd by every freak. Alfl"f3Q. Hitc 1cock 

knew ~7hat he ~",-s doing w-hen. at u dinner in Hol1yvrood in 19'72, 

havinb scarcely spoken throughout the meal. he clapped an a~tm round 

Bum.H~l' s shoulder and sa.i.d admiringly, and ,d t.hC1u t further conn:ile nt, 

lI T!' stana. That l-looden leg. 1t lIo knew that being Bu~sl, ev~m a. 

tench too Btnm..21, is one of Luis Burusl's plea~mreD~ :Living up to 

e. sign is et v.ay of not being imp~i30ned by ito 

'f'heI'G ale OLCC!pttUllS ... 



Ha is n: ;·ly 6 tom d'!laf, cm10ys the use of a t)""'):rv.':!t 
~.) 1 T' t.L servants Iv:ldr..,P5 him . He ",ears bI0 pit's c1" thick 
:puc'·t..e.l.es Hn(~ his bc.dy is quite foeblo. but he hA.~ntt lost 
nll of his olG fire. 

!. doctor '" _ POl!:'s nd cO'nplp.ins. 

"y..,. ~rsist in di!iobeyin~ me , you old 1'0. e . Yc;')!' sorvarlt 
tell)" ·.c =,'ou clcr.;c.ndad 1'U tton yesterCll~/.1r 

"I h~v~ no "OMj'.lr3ic:) ~ainst rr·'lGton, 11 sa.y; GOy.".cn.l:.1yo 
tI :)u t I have, 11 tho pll:;sic ian to lIs hira! tl for yt:Yllr + .... .\.}.& Q Good 

. troth lt ~/ .. '1t y-ryu ~ d. 1I 

"I:roth", scoffs the o.ld manr "1 l;ouldnv t l ash "[flY p,~.iYlt 
'u~]eh,->s i n it ~1I 

rirr.c n:::: tu rood it 

into D. self-portl'aH,t 0. scon3 and tl sty19 for~told rath31' th'3n imrente1. 

;:·u 11UO 1 '., finish~d rHlIIz in f, et C1re also l.i ttGrad r1 th pcrtrc 11~" of 

both mt'le Rnd fel'lale., 



ton l.uis in life, and so 1s Don Lope in Tri~~.na. Theso are not 

dir ,e t or d .mpla raflection~. DU1l1l01 is n t to be lnani:.1nod 

w. th thos~ poople, he has only lent th~m piecos of himself 8 But 

they are gamine pieces, visible fragments, f\ll-ther lOrina of 

sign:Lture. He ~.Sf likEi Don Lope, an ironlst in a world that has 

gor.o boyond irony. and the cnd he proposes for Don Lope, thq militant 

o.t.'1cizt sipping ~hooolnte nmid a ga.rg1e of priosts , is an end ha has 

ofiNn jo~<in~ly prophesied for himsolf . It is not thn.t he -:·,111 -
rcoom"ort on h13 deaLllbed, as he promlses o It is that the joking 

pro':ll~o is a par t of his porsor,ali ty - "S'h., t you might 10 (1::m t 

~:on f t) . 19 alGO an nspect of >rho you are. !3unuel f s fil.ms Clro a L>$~ond 

1i"'0 in this sonse~ and this thGI'lo itself, tho slender p3.1"tlt ... .'.):) ~>1hich 

5e~~ratos uct fro~ recurring d~~an, often ~rfuces in thg~. 

:1on Jalme, for example. in .Yll"idlu.na, does not violate his ~~dce 

Jr. hor druggod sleep but pretends h~ hEtS in order to make 11,'31' Sb.y 

wi th [ell.'l. Then ho confesst'3s t.'1a.t ho offonded har "only in t,,1ou(;ht" 

only ~ th~~ght. tho Spanish llterally says, givir~ a sharp~r sense 

of th~ mind as P.. form of u'a:lpon. Don Jalll1C hore plainly stands 

for ?U!llOle perp~trz.tlng horrors pnly on fih~. or 't-ri th film. Thn.t 

.0- '.y, a..., I shall suggest Into ... t both Selves Bunual's 'Wor k frO'...1 s. 

glc:l.tlnc (1,1;) gro.tuitcus Gnd- ::1T!$ ~n1 at t imcs rnn.kcG i ts moral basls 

look ruthor ""baky~ . I1If '11):.1 ~oulcl be hanged f or what you think of 

ains t It ha said to me 0'00 day, echoing Don J aiIlle . III 'VOll ld have- bosn 

CODlt'lit thl9 Or-in10S he l'J .. l"'idly d.roams up, becSllsa his v iotims keep dying 



befo 

with 

r,ets to th;,lU. A nun, for G~aIl1olo, pur&'Ued by ArcM.baldo 

gle8 ng 1"ttl/Wi~. a OO[;con(. It. -of tht~ one sha-:rpoood by ~tinuGl in 

her vTould-oo 

8.SsacBin alone ui t..h his unwal1~d innocenoe. 

1.)on Jni.rne and Don Lope re charming, pathetic , slig} tly ridiculous 

Spanish gentlemen. Bumlel is a. chanlling .spanish gElnt,leman, but the 

pathos Il.r.d the ridicule re Utornative visions, lik9 the deathbed 

reoorWCl s10 r hat relight have beert but 1sn't. The l"Osemblances ara 

110rth little further inspoctlon, though, because both charr.c"(.9!"s are 

pla.yed by F' rnando Rey. who t}r-lG 000011168, in these roles, Eiunuolcs 

filM t,,(· n ~n el gant, lucids dOO:~6d alter eeo e :aunuel himself, as 

priest 01' butcher, shot-re us ~.,hat he looks like in ~ pair of ch{}:wn~ 

s rdonio StarlC8S. Ferna.ndo RflY ah<Y.>1S U~ Hhat ~·unuel~ or part of' 

:"'-unu 1. 'fe s like 8..'5 a ohn.~cte!", troubled by d~xua.l dtl!:1ons and 

stranded by history. It eems paradoxical to S<.!.y thnt the~..> _S Il!ore 

of Bu el in Fernando Ray th n there is !cl in Bun!lel 1 imsalf on l.:.ha 

Gcreen, but the JIlask does have a striking richne 's ~ - nd thel ' may be 

no singlo, authentic fr.ce. 

mitt Dur:ael '$88 her). in Uld McoM lllOl1tli or "th1t contury 1ft> 

tt!rl hie ~I?il i cs sink ut Lime.::. Cl Ite has tl'oablEJ Hlth his bl ... :{,d !,.!.c.;~o!JlnOr 



Bunuel has a farocious look in most photographs . appears 

to be sccmling even when he 1s note There re exceptions 



1'. lopsided fHTlile then llehts up the ir%'&gu1a.r feature!; and thero 

r.t'O comic snapshot!' I Lorcs. nnd Durrool in n cardboard e.eropJvr4!', 

wUTruol in thick intellectual's \-:if: i!.nd heavy Earcello Eastroi c.nni 

e;lasses . nut there is ' a broodir.g ~uality even to the e~rie 

photoeraph, reproduced in Ar .00a.1 ~ bioerap y, of Bunuel the schoolboy 

"invested with the Im'lge of t he Ilnmaoulll.ta Conception at the 
in a sa.ilor suit 

ConrregMlon Eariana. 1I A stocky, solemn child/stares out of thg 

frMle "d th fl'unted , obrtinn'te a~es. The eyes dor:ili?.te a.ll t.~e 

pictures . A ~ou5tacl~ cor.~s ~nd goes . el~ses appea~ and cisnppoar 

nr.~ chan~.:: I n. het!rin~ ll.id i~ ~o!T.otime s "een and sel!leth~tl5 not; hail" 

1';,1 s nY7a. ' td.th the years , lcavlng only back and s ide~, and th:m '\-! lsps. 

Sor:etkl":c8 i?t~nuel 't~er~ a ~ret, !.nO looks then like a. f.p-nis 1 peSff'nt. 

ou t for h t:r.lic k look C'.t t~ crops. I3ut the oyes are cOr\Bt~ntl hUg0, 

" unerable, overexpo cd. It Ciln hardly be an accic.ent thp,t, 1-he OTmer 

of the e 0 'eS should h£l.VE1 begun his CCl.l'!ler by nllJ1i}'l",<~ the slashing of 

an eyeball, or that one of the IT.os t unforf,ettable moments :i.n his lfl.tar 

rr.ovies ~}lOultl focns on a. staring, startled ostrich; or .that one of' 

~ho ra.m rf)c~nt flks Eunuel likes should l.-e A Clockt·rork O:t'~J'1.ri~ ~n th 

its tiny reou.1 claus holclln,~ .open the eyes of !~e.lcolm !.: "'1)01/1'11, 

!orcin; hiM to confront vcreonccn horrors . 

I thin~{ of ell 3urrl;::l ht:s a.llo1·red us to E.!.:2.. ov~r the year~; 

beaten across the Eyes . 

'l'he eyGs s instrtun.mt end tarGet, fragile in both cases .. }~'u1iUel' s 

e;,;'es ~re full of r.liJ.~roreJd thro' t~ end qUGs tions t and hiD films record 



.. 

,4. ••• :~::-_L 
t', t this 1s oruy t')ne facB, the da.rk, o .. A::essed~; the V)\;blic 

!!e laughs. 

and this s the first correotive tt.o.t an acwal sight of ~ Bunuel 

offors to th a.ccumulatioM cf photographs and appearP..l'lCos in films c 

H is himself a sort of movie that cannot be evoked in a still, or a 

l:iochievous. am abln grin, crooked 

tceth~ the eyes more amused them haunted, kindor in movement than 

in 8tasis. He is novel" soloon, no conversa.tions contitUlE1s for long 

,d t .. ou t ~ r-ag. ...von hi'" gripes have n nota of gruff solf~j:,:ocka~y. 

Eis .n.nners EI.re elabora.te and 1."'lpeccable. The monk as e;entloman 

and joke~terl Don Luis. 

Ho i:; ~ lI'.an lri thou t VRni ty. I don t t Plee.n hE) is not tol'1.cte 

y nfftction or admirt' .. tion, or that he doesn't quite often pr-afer 

t.he ... le[:tnce ;:Jtld purity of an intellectual po·o. to the tau[l-? of 

the truth. He will insist, for example. thCl.t ha doesn' t l~."'9 

?fly of his fims, naver goes to the cinelf'Jt, 113.tas actors, doe~nf to 

C':flre nbout film technique or thE:" meaning of any of. his I'!ovles. None 

of these propo"1 tlons is entirely false t but all of them are 

siMplificA.t.ions, fuether masks. He doesn't like inta:rvi~'no1St ho 

tells a friend. because he doesn't have a personality. T}-1~ friend, 

,·m" on this oecaston le also a.n intervist.'Ar, the }v~cxi.cRn TH .. 3!' 

SIena Poniat01·rska, gapes a 11 ttla. unsure l-Thi~h leg is 'beint; pulll3d. 

fume 1 laughs. 

But the masks .. re not lun~s . c. ra not \ ·iO!'J1 to ,dn our applause • 



On the contrary, their purpo.:.>~ is to keep us, oourteously. 

at distance. bunuel 'oes not. seak congratulll.'dOilS, seems 

ost immune to the universal temptation to think rather 

bettGr of ourselvee and our' doings than we should. 

12a 

Luis Bunuel t-as born in the second month of t.his century in ~ 

Cala da, near Toruel, in Spain; and ha.s livod in :exico since 

1945. His hr.lal th has been fragile for some years nmoT, and his 

splri ts sink t timas . lie thinks glumly of the deaths of 

~ rtl'e, llitchcoCK, Carpentle~. He has troubJe 'tTlth his blood 

pl~~sure. feels dizzy, claims his m~mory 1s going. 

of r loor;ty 

The Phantom 

8 

, 



has n. v'!ry fun.'W 8ce~ based on l'. personal e~:r19nce - a. en nC'~:r 

c. !:l!lllll LYlOision," a do-::tor tells his putlont dter consulthl':' SOMe 

~-rays tb.l doctor turns out to be (;alled Pasolinl. "Simple 

r!c i~(l~ curios! ty. l':'hemver you 1-rant. He 

pC\.tJ5es. 

I ru-riva at Burlllsl's hOUSE) on afternoon ana. a.sk him hO"".r1 ho foals. 

"Cld," ho s~s. "Apart from that, hOl·r do you i9911" 

:'1'0, tha.t," ha st.. s, a fnint r.;rin beginnil'l.g to 5ho"l1. 111 fe~l w!"rible." 

7hore is no self-pity in him, only irri~~tion at the defections of 

thn body; no ~ %'3f!.lly, cx~ept in this strictly physic1Jl sen~il. 

Tl erc is a song by F.ichie Havens 't-mich insists, vlith droni:1r, !!.~ 

undcniab.o lot-le, that you1lf;er me n get aIde!" every day. It is a 

..,.10-.... procoss in. sono ea.ses, t.haugh. and there aro older m~n ",ho semll to 
, 

st.c"r. sUII . Bunuel directed most of his majol'" fi.lr.ls afmr hr+ Has 

'I'r:..tr. is an oxargeration, slrlce he , .. as • t that time alrea..-1y tto 

n.nd ::c'veral ery £f,ood Mexican f11..1'!ls. But it is true tha.t :Duruel c~..me 

late into his mm, 'W1S long in finding a st'g:!ence of films tha,t 't a~n:e 

~ filns, t.ho on'Ss that h<'.d Men ,*,itifl.r; fo M .!tl all his lif\~~ 

i1aml"' ... ty, 't.rith its hint of 1'Osie'!3.tion 

ar::l settled vrisdom. is not t110 TOl:"d f.or t..h s !r scovery, ar.cl it SSt:\lilS 

\:\p~d to c<ill :::hl1T( elf slam :f'H.m3 youthful. The point. i e -th<:lt they 

E'_l~ n9i ther 01"'191" 1)')1" youn£;~'J" than M.s first, ar;;eless f':1lrlS ~ ',.'/'e. ca.nIlat 



I met hinl, th:Dugh J'Joxican friends , in tho cummer of 19?8. I' m 

not sure ,,;hat I expected or eVBn 'lhat I wanted, bu~ I kn01-T >;·rhnt I 

w s afraid of. It seemed to me perfectly possible that ,-re toJcruld 

have a b~ief, chilly ch~t. I would ask a h. ndful of wet quostions 

"'I d find I'!yself on the strGet again, armed only with the s7.anda.rd 

intarliew, or something 10581 and I would have no excuse for 

returning. Bunuel later gave me another reason for his dislike 

of int&r.riel(s l 'lOng 5 ys banal things, and always the same things ." 

In fact he treated me from the st art as a neH friend ra.ther 

than an inftruding ,vri tor, and I have bro of his older f'riends ~ 

Carlos Fuentes and Santiago Gcnaves ,to thank for that~ as for 

much else. I realized too that I hpn misre~d the irnllicatlons 

of the much-!=Ublisheo difficulty of {lccess to Burmal. He is hard 

to ga t to, but that ~.s not bac~.use a monster lurks at the heart 

of the I p.byrinth, 5.. t. i[; oocrlUse the. monster is something of a 

His fl'iands "'!'a ch!try of aG1dng him to do things b cause 

. hey know he 'tTill s~y ;y.::s , not bGc\1u;si?) they think he "ill say no, 

I don't ,-rant to give the impression .,f $,1 SHeet pereonality~ 

T 0 darkn~ss a.nd ferocity of tho photographs i s seriou tlly qua1ified, 

but not ca.nce lJ.ed. by the live pEH"son. A c~rtain gloom and a certain 
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'Gverlty por~lst. Gpoaldn to me one day of his concern for 

his sons, ha scys, flor courso, PI': scarcely the p~ltcrrw..l type." 

Ho me ns ho loves them but htl.s oovor bean able to play the 

1101 y\TOod father, SpenCG1· Tracy in a geninl mood. Ha so.ys no 

to all ki .ds of offers and requests. including, last year, an 

honorary doctorato from Harv rd ar.d Il MU film for which he had 

alre y re ppqd out a production schedule . 

J It ho oo .. n't of ton sa.y no to his friends, and I do l-m.nt t.o 

sugBest that there is an unchanging gaiety of mind In h~ "(.;hich lends 

Hi t a.nd lightness to tbo saddest, stornest remarks . He takes himself 

sorious2.Yt s I once wrote of ~tendh"l. but hates to 00 seen dcing 

it; doeon't like the th ght of sucn seriousross. r take! this 

no,- :w an ·.vasion or t\ besatting frivolity but as . forin of 

th~y refus to bend their jokes towards mellow sentiment or an eeny 

~lr of s1gnifica.nce~ 

ConversatiorJ fiOl-ns. I corwort my ordinary tmlmble 1.nto a. 

c ref'tllly nrtlcula;ted Spanish shout, and Bunuel seems to tn1derstand 

most of vrhn.t I ;>ay" although there vre funny ge.ps ~ d lulls.. Like 

oa.n:" d3af ~opla he oftsn p!"()tonds to have caught a. rteaning he h&:.s 

miss~d. · and his guesses then lead off on wild tangents~ Ha is touched, 
Ano.~·"'f 4 

~ lightly surprised by the signs of my .tte~tj O:A h, hIs film~, by the 

details I l'elTlemOOr and tnention~ su l"p:ct sed , I t.hink, in spite at all 

the publio ttantion he has received, that. anyone should l ike these 

films, nh1ch he sees eit~er as h'1mdrn111 jobs of t.rork or'rather private 

He doosne, . ~hink 



abU'..lt t m "Than t ay arc done, although his cl·itica.l judgorr.~nt of 

thom De MS to ~ impoccable that 1s , closely corresponds to my 

own. 

The films he ,ado in ~;ex1co beb-:een 1946 and 1960 really aN pretty 

b d for the most part. and tl~ exceptions he will single out. if pushod 

a littl • if l'Qade to retreRt from his first claim that none of them is 

ny goori, re also the ones I choose: The Young p.nd the "in;!.'lne,j, Th~ 

"e disA.grec . bout The Youn'!' Om~ a. very atilwd and sil'lplified JTJovi: about 

rnC9 1 lations in the \ aerican South •. ~hich Bume1 likes b:)tte:r t.D'"l.n I 

dOl and bout ~ usam, and ~." t.hcrtng !!oi;~hts . ~mich I like betteI- t.hr",n 

he does. 

version of l:<Ulpa.ssant's Piorre et J~nn. 

Bunu.el '-hruggad e llNot.hiIlg occurred to lOOl!, 0)." to tl"t:>.nslate a ~! .. tt.15 

roOl"e colloquially, I1I (;ouldn't think of anything to cl i·nth it .. " 

In 1978 I saw Bunuel a few timgs v11th friends; stoppsd by for drin.~&p 

nt to lunch. Then at his though~ful su~g~stion w~ aTrivGd at a 

"lorking "l'rllnge!!lent . I would call him when I reI t I l!antecJ to hll, 

"'0 h ,and 'Ha ir10Uld fL-u: an hour the SQIil:a day or the next dn.y. Th~ hOUY f 

as it tu}' ~d out, "'9.S inv rinbly flYe a'clock in the .ftel'noon Quite 
.'",- ~ ..... o ... ....;.~ 

often I t~oc3ld hRve seen a Bunuel movie Alar] iop !,!-: toflCi ti~ at the 

Hex1can 6iret~ca, Md there was a peculiar E"Ixhl1l:trativl') is trav311ill~ 

so (l"'€ll8,tively) quickly dOim thl! streets 01' at 1"'9r1 city from the 1·rork to .. 
its ms-lee r • In this book all COlllIfil9r.ts by Bumcl, and all "intol"mation ahout 



hitl, lrhich am not othol.'"u1.sa r~ttril::r. .tod, flOWS :>:'0111 thnse cO~T~r ... ~tions. 

I IJ "'t HOY-ico .,t too end of 1978, but returned in 1980 and st".yed for 

or') than 1\ yea 0 At some po nt I ~ut my comol"'slltions m.th Burruel 

loose from the proparf'.tion of this booh.. ru.lotrod them to lapse into 

pure plo.t!.sure. It "''as a. reliaf not to be treating good talk as n:.ere 

ma~riru.. 

lleedloss to say. qultn apC'.rt frOM e;:plicit; C:UOtatiOfu""!: and 

paraphr~so, ny sensa of the films is cl051';1y cm.IEht up 1nth my sense 

of t!1e r:an Al tho eh not. I thin c, seriously ch, nzed by ny kno:"ing 

him, only filled aut, sh1.rpened: cOl--rected in det,,'lil . J. not'" 'undel"st:\i1d 

oottor, for Oy'$\ . .'11ple . the natu ()f Hhnt in t.ha, mxt Ch2pt.er I cp.il 

d"lst net f '0: an Ond01"5 Il1el'lt of My particular pi~ces of '1te 

C '3n:rly too th~t ~'Jrre3.1:'~"'\ h!?s a r.mrious doubJ.e cd~e, c~m ~ in~lnu",-wa. 

into r trorld thg.t ne€lds rnking up~ but can be held ::\.f!!!.ins:~ a. world thnt 

chel"ishes its o-~m inco!wrence too '9P.rlyo A "tmiter in The. 'Sxtert!!. in~t:1.llP;; 

!.ngel be,rs C'u elaborato dish into n. dining room and fnl1s on his fae0, 

spra.ying liver and. hol'lsy and sanco in ell directions. "'he guest.s aft; 

surprised J SO!:le arC! a. used, som not. . '€I learn thil!.t the l·raiterS s fnll 

"Tf\S a. prank phnned by the hostoss o Hho now steps Ol1.t to cancel .a pr.ll.' of 

fur 'rnn~ projGctod schs!f.es involvIng a brO"!m oon>:" and n SInt'1_"!..l flock of 

sheep. Thero is~ in other t·ror<iSJI no runbigt'.ity about this moment, as I 

once thoueht there t·ra.s t no sen~t' or the "Tai to):" 5 r 11 being e>i tber plrtn.n.ad 

or not planneo, recup"J'r~lb1e or not depen~ing 0i:'1 the level ('}f our anx ety, 

by the arts of :Lrterp:retation. It ~.s not Bunuol who 1s th{; Sm l'9alist 

., 



)}1 

here, but ~octal lifo Th ,. ,d.dent is b::-s~d. on a story told 

Punuel by Iris Earry, r-nd the i~pulse in tho film is ~s ~ab,~~listio 

t!.nd . 0001010710a1 lJS one could vrish. ~eek8 simply to capture the not 

so a1ec~ot ~nd l~ss than 0 .rmit~ ~~t of a silly bour~eolsie. Thert3 

;n~ lcmty of moments in B-.l!lUel's films i·rhich fiirt w:tth :uld bgffia 

interpretation - the sack ca.,.ted about by Fernando Ray 1n That Obs~\1re 

Gb.j3ct of Desirs is an instanco, as nre the uncanny repetitions of shots 

Eut thg ;ai~rts 

pratf 1 is nok, 0 of them. 

g~rden. f:i tu3.ted in ;.Yhat used to 00 :1. quiet part of Lexico City .. 

It!:s till in tt cul-de-sac, but the street is full of par~~d ca:rs~ 

and surrcunded by the howl and sprawl of fifteen million people g~ttin~ 
.,."",of 

in each othr's way. The smt>ll si ttingOQroom where l·re ~ has 3'011' f 

inaxpenslve r"exican furniture Md 2. 1arg3 map of the Pal is l':et,ro on 

·th~ -:vall. It also has a portr~..it of BumeI by Dui. .hi~h !3tiu'.191 has 

b~on thin!d.ng of: selling 

Da.li ce .... louncdd B'.lnuel as a Conrrmlnist -

'l,\emoor of' t.he Pl!.rty .., and ~t Ir,(;;.eting in New York '.,,'as Ol.:rrn:r16E..d. at 

,":hich Bnl"ll.l'31 pl<l.nnad to bash Dali' s face in - he had ar"wr all, as a 

stu ellt~ ~&n a ohrunpion bo~l"" 

1I~.!hy Cid YOtt do it111 

The fOIT'!sr friends ended up cl.. :!..mctng chnmpac;na , bui~ Bunu(-J l h .. S l1t)t 

poken to Dali sinco tI 

himr. re:m.a1.ns fait..h.:tUl to th figur.t9 0>~.1~ himself has lcmh" 10ft. 
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behin • He, is ;). Goni.ns; I1urrool will D:lY, ne 1~ra vory close 

at 0'00 ti~o. 

A ct'.t 1mnrJ Y'S into this roon occasionally . Bunue l' wife 

ulll l'aturn from ~/m1ki.n(5 their dog Trista.n:t, n. shmrt-loEgad 

non ~Bcript-looy~ng terrier. tlH Bunuel is torrible , It Jeru1 Vigo 

01'\C9 tl'Ote, lbut H Cunuel cannot get this dog to stop climbil1g on 

the sofn.. l'lr:ta 3unuel Jcanne 

a: tl fu.l Fror.cm·~o"!~n Born 8 yea.rs younger than he is. If she 

loo ,5 .. thlctic it is bccOllse she is athlotict she \-TOn a bronze mndal 

The shout she has developod for domestic 

CO~i1ic ~t1o.:s b~s :! cha ~ of' its o,-m, Cl ;<'~Anch a.ccent f1oOJ.tin3' en 

~h-9 is irrovcrant, open, q:lick, kind, en7.n..£r~:ng, 

aurin.; . Bunuel i" a difficult p:ltient ~!hon he is .ill, a.'1d I -i:~r.~iM 

he ca.n nt t~"11 S be b~possiblc even ;11on ba is ealthy" 

ir.1pCl·tir.on-c to po,(Q int.o this rnarrrlga , but it :is hard to think ef 

Bunuol ,,,It-hout Jeanne J easyX to 5.98 how she can commandl1 his 

vtLtchfu1 fidelity. They met ii1 Pa.:ris in 1925 and .. Jare rtan·ied hi 

1933. 

A 000.1 in this house f for a.nyone ",ho 1s thinking of l)unnel' s 

fllr.1.S t h::>s a. slighUy specul&.l' effect. The at."lIosphere is jolly. 

and ~lnuol~ learnin~ this l t~kes off to the cel1~ to fetch sorre 

lunch is ~. cnlendld oo.el1a . 
L ~ 

He t.£l11s the sto:roy of 

an el1COUnwl' ,-11th Her~y H1.l1H~ Hho vrondered a1:-.out the title (yf 



Sot".80T' r, ."l 'Hhethr,r that is tr. question !"Jost often put to Punl:~l: 

about the sipnificCl.nce of thn.t first t.l.tle. ITo, he SDYS, th€ T'lO~t 

req nt ql tion concel"ns the lncqueN:0 box brought alOTlg by trJe 

brot.l-to1 t!:; Jpa r..ee~ c11 

od 'Hhirrlng sound, as of insects celebrating or winding upo 

sat CO"'Tl M th . ~sly nd 'Hi thO',t d~la.:v for poll tcr..ees or apP1'osch "I-rork 

sulc, ' '' .. :0: tell ~t Bunu~l, trlmt \1aS in that boy. in E;o11e .e /01).1:1" 

"err. on::.. nOH c.sk"" "And did you tell hiIr!." !bnuel er'ins 0 lIHm cO' Id 

I1 I (on't knou. tI 

t the f l.l'f1S ~hioh for m~ N~ secretly :reflected in thi re::)} aN; 

din:.~r ill a l. ll-to-do h01 so, shiptor.reckE:d on b. socinl± is r-.nd? Hill 

luncl. bo intcrruptod by tr.o :':.l"i1Y or vn.rious crc3clTl r.gcncics, as 0 cUr'S 

I m ntion these q estions 

not ooc~ms~ I 0)''1'l pa.rticulnl'ly takon uj.th their brigl1t hirnsy, but oocnus", 

I th· nk the!"e is l~ thn.n "I himsy to t .. em. Bunue1 has t .9:Up'ht UB to _ t 

see t e social ·10r) . in thts l-;-::'Y: as fragile and fa.rcic~ and yet oc:klly~ 

~grava tingly perr1tl.rnHl.te There 1s' an insight. hers 1~h1ch i e ~oll',et.hir.g 

like "l:.h'9 reverse of the prolfJ.se of C0l1!'2,d and much J\nglo-5a:l<:on 11 t.era1'7 

11l"1 t:.tc~SIi1. ;l,anl~!,,5 aTe not, .A.U.n:sy structures .flunG oyer a p' t ef' 

savae TJ and dnrkooss, th~y nN just r.lo_l'U1Crs . ha.bi ts. an inhari tance 0 

:3urmal has thsm and ·lik..es others to h,:!:\l'O' them, but this i5 a r.n.tter · of 
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tast~, not of oivilization as opposed to somothing else. Beasts 

have malloore too, and tho GUb-ti 1..10 of J-H Fabl"e' 8 !~E'lJ'!orias of ~.!! 

of the il'l..stlnets and manners of insects lt 

re.t: 91' M th~ Sllb-tt tIe of Jf"!'fl9 Rov~l'X pro"!lises a portrait of 

This vision mak"ls m;1.noors in the broadest sense 

S190l"1 hoth crazier and sturdier than we usually think they fI.re, as 

~1'bi trnl'Y as Sru1SSUt' es siens and as Nsistant tag: change 2.5 the 
. . 

bou ,€ O5.sie i we1.f. Another,re1a.ted thoughts eatin~ pnolla horo, 

s1 :)in~ (;hrunT'a(~e,~ /!tre the bonrgeoisie, whawver our polit~cs or 

postures. later that day I found myself forrrq;rh,.ting cm axiom & th~ 

often un ~f.rable lo.-"Ol'ld of Durn.lel's films is articulat9d tram t-rthin .. 

dep~cted cy a rosident. Runuel neither attacks r.oJ' accepts society, 

ho 11 ros in it - or nightly to the side of 1 t. 

___ " __ i_n_h_1_" and his rims display ita entice '{·dth all the cOI:1plex, 

compro'IL:'sed int"1ra~cy "rhich r~k5 the wo:rlds of CZIl or Balzao. 

I Met in I!'"oxico a remarkable eentleTllan, Jose Ignacio Kanteco~o who 

hllS knmm Bunuol since he l-ras 5, and who "1"c.i8 at :r;chool ,dth him at a 

Jesuit colle~o in Sa1'"agossa "t:lhich by all accounts was barely 

dis"dnr:uishavle f)'Ol!l the pm .. aJ.lel place attended by Jruneg Joyce in 

Dublin soma 14· yeare. earlier" 

YCiln;; !~::tnt with its meditations on death, judge :ant and hell :md its 

sticky clj.r,m.ta of sexnal tr8.nsgression. is a ~rfect introd' ctlon into 

orlD of b'urnelos iTorlds. 



Jio f~J.t the ~C''\.thchi.ll '1l r.h thq on J;'.itics nn6 r;- ,(>Cl 

om.mrd tm.mrds tho heart, t.~ rim of dcnth veiling the eyes , 
t 0 bri:;ht contrc~ of the br(\in axtin~;'Tir.hcd ona by om :!.ike 
lamps, tho las"(. snoat oe"Z:t.ng upon the skin ••• 

liThe two basic sentitr.ents of my childhood, tI Bumel urote itl English in 

1939 "aN those of profound eroticism, at first sublimated in a 

gl"9at religious faith, and a permamnt consciousness of d9 t,h" My 

eight years as a student ,:rith the Jesuit fathors only increased th.~se· 

6entim~nts inStead of diminishing them." ome 42 years lat.sr· Bum') i. 

spoke to me of the sexuaJ. instinct v.ith tI. '~'9ary. bemused disgust. It 

makes us slaves, he sals. 

And yet Thumel is grateful to tho Jesui ts ,l a.nd so is his fT1.end 

Han-OOcon. They ,,'Ore 'buena eentoJ good peoplo t as a. charactel' says ef 

them in The 'Ext -rn?-natin!J: Angel. 'l'ru,y taught OTder nnd isc.i..pll; E1c liG 

it is easior to lapSC!l from Catholicism, as both Bunuel B:1d 11.1ntecon 

ha· dOMp than from the habits of mind nur-ru:r-ed in such schools. 

An excellent odacation in error is a '~nd9rful thingsp ana I sb~.l1 

re~lrn to Bumel's religion in a la.ter chaptar. 

KanuelC Alcala, ,·mose ~ e T cll301ol!.j.a has a good chapter' on Eunuel t s 

schooldayse is a Jesuit '{·rhose position is pl:-ecisely the opposita of 

min~. For him Buruel's educet-l.on ,·ms too strict and too scary. a.m 

so he 1s net a.ble to rocognize thet! changes :i.r. the church or the 

developments of ,the new th901o~y. Alcala. sees very \-~ll hen MUch 

reltgious ~'lble. there is ln Bunllol's filmE', how f~.r his ath~1s is 

from beiT~ oomfort~blaJ doesnft sce that sGrio~s atheism has nothing to 
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do 'l-nth theology or the church, only 'tnth ma.n's scsmdalous 

:1.i1l1'cntion of God. 

iJhen Bumel thraa.t9ns to ce.ll for a priest and confess on his 

deathbed, he ie thinking of i1a.ntecon~ I shall ha in heJ~, BUt'Ulel 

sayG~ beCGllse tha.t's nhe:re you go when yoU take the last sa.crrunents 

n.s a ~a.c:, and I eha1l be laughing at the idea of Hantecon ~ h~ltably 
gag 

romering how I could relapse in this l-my. Th.3 ~ is more delicate 

than it looks, since it mocks solemn a.nd fervid atheiem as 'Hall as 

o~thodox '. li~lon, and the fratrJ9 of mind it !'0pl"asents is \lell 

pictured in tJ Spanish joke that was going the rounds a yea:r 01" "UNO 

~o. 1 n atileist and a believer are discussing miracleo, and the 

theist S2I.ys, "Iou can't b3liove all that stuff' about fa:lth movinr: 

mountains, a.nd so on." "Oh yes, 11 t..he believer sa.ys. 11 I me:tn, fer 

G::cruuple, "t.'I"e atheist continrles& !tcould ycru got up al'ld ~ly around this 

room, just by faith?" Hor course." the believor sayse and fiies around 

the room gracefully, about five foE:tt off the floor. The atheist, 

enraged. says, tlGoddamn fnnaticl" 

Another glimpse I Bunuel as godfather to the daughter of the notl""dSS 

Silvia Pinal. He mercl~ grunts in response to a series of l-itual 

questi6ns corr-al"ning hi~ t"trlth. but final1~' mumbles "I bel:icve l
! in t.t~:I:' 

t~ a last, highly gcrsralizen injunction~ It is not that liunuel' 1.8 

..!22i an atheist. He is suapicious of the pose, ti~d of' hearing 

repetitions of his mm I'err-&rk, "Thnnk God I'm still s.n atheist." 

He once said that the only t..l1.ing '\-n'ong m'th a friend' 5 otlH:H'"'(.-rise 

admirable series of art.icles i "US th~1r tfpnrti-pris aga..'\.nst l.arx:i~m .. !i 



r~..:t 1":. 'W1l:'; not IiTH1U~l ~::. r~l:l g":"o:::ln' (~.~'ly d~ys that t·< s.n-l-(:cor: 
~hicrlJ.; 

p~~ ,ncl )a.lly Qv('!.;od for' jr.C r ;fcw.t I/t)oh f~ OTfl ~·.r,o cOYrl9rs3.tiol1' was 

historl:mr COJ!r!tlr!ts t~ Co .,2.ndor d' 1:' Rpublical'! M:.'t'iY dm:~i~£ t.h~ C.hti1. 

Op3ru~S:' A 
n......v r,. .... · ... ,. 

et ~-f- ~L. ~ re- «.. &..f/I;o.t..I-

6-1-- N- ~~ ~ ,,"-,',,-
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OM T!li~ht step out in the dirtlctlon of Sl-mnn' s 'f;tay~ 

He 18Nt interested in 'literature and ph~.losophy, }lanWCOtl sP.id, 

and Burnel has ror.m.rked else"rllcre that he 't·m,s l"Oad:5.ne Niatzscho and 

the Rusoinn novellctsa: :t.t that timec But our heroes, l'';antecon contint~ed, 

~;ere scientists.. r~ot Ortega y Gasset or t:n~no, b.lt Bolivar the 

ereat iologist. Scle ca '.mS a «'chool and a modal; not necessarlly t? 

c,rear, but Cl. principle. Bunuel and his friends found in science the' 

sort of. hard edge Ezra Pound looked for in pootry, a laneuafe .of 

"clarity· and vigourl1 , "austere, dh'ect o free from emotioTk-u slithE:'r. 1f 

Bunilol's contiruing interest in ontomology, prolonged frool1 his stu(l~nt 

daY~t i3 m~ithar a hobby nor Cl. l1hOT1 p but a form of fidelity ·to this 

idc:~ although his real entomology, of course. 1s fou.nd in his 

films. ':e don't haya to r...elie"to in the neutrality 01' tho Sl.:pposed 

hR~dness of ~ciance in order to see ~t~t this allegiance aeans, and 

how far it is fron a dedication to too life of . mM of letters, or 

Em 1ntellectn~ , or even an arUstl , in sf.I"/er?.J. of the usual senses 

of tho~s l-lOrds. 

Eunuel Ca.'Cle to films not late bu t slO'" ... ~ly - an odd fact l!hen 

. one thinks of tr.e exclusiv~mess h.i.s voca.tion a.sswued orx:o ha had . . 

found ltll He pl~yed the v~~lirl~ considered a career as a composE!t'J 

I, 
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s ~uill. d ugl'icu1t')J~aJl orJ6irJoorh"1g, biology and hi::;tm.:y, in the lar.t 

of't·;hlc ha fl:-ullly took n dOCT)'oe. In 1<)23 hi.s famal" died.9.nd a. 

yO' l' later :~'Urr..;.ol took off fer I-aria, wl th t.he not V01'"Y sl3ttled pleh 

of getting a job in Bn interJ"l.ational ol"L~nnization and becoming a mm 

nbou t the Hor Id. His father. ha sa.ys, '\'JOuld Mver have let him go . 

Le Th"J.3 invitE.d to direct !';ailuol de Falla's chanool' opera, t~~~ 

·drot.s Alt<').rp~oca, in limsi:.erdam in 19260 with t,;ol1Go1berg conduc ·;~tng 

the Cor,c3r"tee'vO\lw Orchestra. I'he ShO\'1 mixed puppets fl.nd huuk'tn figures 

and ~'..lS a grea.t ~uccess evon i3unual concedes that it y,-ar; "not 

ca ~ 5 trophic. tI [;oon aftor t:lis Uulluel .saw ;<ri tz Lang s fiLll 

: stlr.;Z 1n ~'<iris O,i.ld undel'stood for th~ first tir'18 ,mat the ciner.Ja 

..;oul 1:.0 t. Q ca:~ rik. 'as CarIos l' uento·~ :rc!1rlnJ~d .~t)j provaied 

lhucl . l.O ~~1S. thoughts in the young Alfred Hi tchc\.. c~;:. so t~1a,t l~.J'!g i[) 

a llnd of f,oc.iath~r to both. 

OOOWl,e a pupil o~ Jean l~pstain. }lo i-ic1S asc~ r-t.3.nt dJ.reot-or en Ep:::;t-:f1.l'li s 

Eauprc.:l:. (192'1) am !.he Fall .of the Houso of U~ (J.928 ) and on a 

Josephim l3akal" mO\rl.3 caJJ.Gd 'rho ~i ~en...Q.:t the Tropics (1927) c He 

of ,strohei:'1, Lang, D1:es91's Gance f B ster 

:{c.tl.ton - and roturned to l·fadrld (Lcasionally to S'9a fy-iends al1d sti:.:· 

up fiLa clubs. 

'po;;" U.'l attempt not to put (1:;'""801 :.1; on fD..i'i but to USe d:;"ear·ls ,:J> a film 

.,ource 

'"'nd 1 is fr10nds p in t he admlss.l.on of. Drl.li and nuru.~l t o ti1S SU1'1~a1is t, 

I, 
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'11'ruol's next film, ~'} I~ GeIdcn J~. :rn. fun ... od y the Vico!llte 

CO NOci11os, was 0. mt\jor Surrcnlh;t occaeio .• eo:nplete ~·rith sole'm 

'Manifesto and the l-rrecldne of the ciro!J1..e.. by the movementr enemies. 

surrealis t t,'llkle, but it 'Has also a film ,~hich ~po (9 sU.r:r.elt11st, as 

ono s~aks .'rench or C'panish or ja.bberHocky, and .!eMbers of' the 

An .i-...<:mrlltlc League a.nd the 1c~e of Pa.triots d.idn't like its 

t~la • 'i'hey bo1l1ba.rded the screen, smashed so1te furniture and 

ro'<6 u p a n GY. lbition1il of Surl'Salist paintings in the foy-al'e ~110'!dng8 

of the :fi ll"1 ,:era then suspenc.ed y the police because it "c~.u.sod 

clisorc5or. 1l 

~eu" 

"" """,r. ~.""-'''- 1-
~ -t''-.~ -f-- '"' .... 

In 1030 :"~r.nel n:w.o a trip to Hollyvrood, met ::isenswin ar.c 

C}>;'I} 1 n, .... "ld 0 ss!Vod some shoot.ing at the !·~etro rtudios . Ho 

th n revl)"neri to Spain and ",:2th Go:ne 11000Y a fl'lend had. tion in ti. 

lottery made ono of t.~e l1'.Dst re!!1~..rkable of all his films. LtH'1(1 . 71 thou t 
~----.,--

~E)n~, ~ darl-: docur.1sntary about. a bar".ten and bnck~·m.rd eot ll'tn nit~T 

not a hunr . red m1l~s fro:n !;a,1~.m[\rll~B-. This film t.ras banned in the 

Republic even before it Has banned by F:ranco. It was also tte 

last film Eunuel 'tfaS to direct. until he found 11 home in l·:exico 

14 yoars latsr, and taken toe.ether these first three H'Ol"ks give us 

his pictm*e of civ11izntion' <\5 ·sOJ>l.9th:\.ng li~(e the torture of 

Tantal.us, an arrUnEE'!1nt:cmt 't'rhich sap!.'..r ates us, by a fe.: inches 02" . 

0.. fe"T mi.les but irremediably, from everythil"'.g '\-:9 need. 

Bunuel dld some dubbing for ,Tarner Brothers in l·fadrid, a.nd 
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pro,-x_cod four cC~l3dies for ~ rpanish con:pany called ::iL'r.ofono. 

':'l.O)'U .:as tal:,: of his diroctir.g a versIon of l.afc2c!iof" t.dv"C!)hcres, 

i" mu cad Jy the Soviet tnion in appreciation of Gide I sympathy for 

~ ... si{ n :or . ..rmnlslil. but tl e project fell throuch. Eunuel now is 

l'atJ.ol' rclievod at the thouGht of not h&ving been in ~':oscm-; in 1935. 

Frc.nco 's rebellion then plungod Spain into nightnaro and 2urru.c 

rcturLen to Far15 , 'Hhera ha :lScembled soma alr~ady shot ~OOU.g3 

into 0. co;;;pllation callod 3rain 1937. 

·.:ar (;ndcd, ::lr.d c .ozo tc stay on. He Horked at the Luseun or Eoderl1 

Art for t"no yoars, J"3vlsine; .ocuIr.sntarias foi." ~/ out.h Am6rican distribution, 

1.t.1 ough the only film he talks about rr.uch is a. l'.lcntage of HiefonstaJJ.; s 

to c.:li t this cnul.tl:r.g r!a~i .a:l1erlal into a t~';l"~asty of' i t5 (j\om 

besticulstl..g tr'..ltallty, and furulol -rolls ofshOliine; the result. to 

C' apli. and 1:000 Clair. e.:h Chaplln, 11ho has {just cO!nplcted ~ C::;.~~;3.t 

Dlc"\A;.tor, ti:.o'..lp'ht i3un'.lel's "Col'lcoction ";·r.1.S ,,-onderful~y finny, a p(';~fa=:; C. 

of edlUilg the porsistent pm-ror out of those images. Cthers 1:.00:<: 

Clnit's vieH and tho fim hns r...,ver ooon shcnm. 

It w-....s at this point th.t Dall accused Burruol of Nsing a COIn1l'1Unistt; 

Tho l~oti on F ict.ll"0. HernJ.d got in-to t.he act, and 13iuruel l'Gsignt:sd his 

post a:1:: t.~e LusstCl rathcxo tJ an 1m.it to be fired. It W~ at the 

tirrLO of I·:er"-ol-:~Gbir, he l'Ocalls, there were othoI' things going on 

in the l·rorld. ?rar..cisco Arn.nda suggest. t hat l}O people left the 
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}1uSGum in t..~o,t ~a.r lion aecollnt of their political l:.xll'loft'1I fI E1.lrrue1 

mmtt to Hollj'\-mod and agDin did some dubbintJ for \·larmrs. He directed 

a. memorable sequence tsor Rooort 1"lorey's The Beast "(on th Fi'V'(3 Fir~'!ors , 

in whlch a pinnist's severod hand appears to give night-tillle recitals 

it plays the Bach Chaconne beaut'lfully - and to stro.ngle a. hallucina.ting 

Peter Lorrd. lITho hand," Lorre tThimpers in his bost, distraught Golhic 

etyle, "the horrible hand. 1t The holTible ha.nd , Hhich is already 
tro1hy 

a :reminiscenCe of a similar 1: t~ in f ,n fndd1usl3.n Do~, makes a. cone back 

in The :·:xtcminatipf Anrel , but it looks a.11.ve, a plausible, gruesome, 

Bnnuel tTloved to Horlco in 1~1-5. Octooor 31, as Jeanm ral'1-9mOOrS 'tdth 

p1'3cision. A plan for fi1..'"line Lorca t s 1119 P011se of P~r11£:.rd.a. P,ll27;. fall 

Xl crone to nothing. but possibilities of ,","Ork began to glii'l1r.101", and 

decpi te thG fact that having .m~ee one l1lOVie he 'Has unemployed. for three 

years BunueTt decided to settle in Henco. tIe and Je~..nne 'trere 

natllr31ized in 1948. Of their t TO son."> Juan Luis is French by r.irth 

and P'cl'ael is A..""l9rica.n. From t...l1is moment~ as Aranda nicely so-ysp 

"Dunuel's biography is very much that of his films. 't 

.. 
lIa~ ye~.aPs fo11o~d, but Bunuel found. ~, friend in t.~e producer 

Osoar Danzir,ers, and began to turn out all kinds of movies G'.t 

treroando I S speed, completing shooting in ~"lYthi.ng from 18 to 35 

days. The Youn.'3 an§ the I'nr.1Md; is the only thoro"Jghly. .parsoml 

film of this period, although a.s I have sug;ges1:$d ti1ere are other 

lle;hts in the darkness. . In 1955 Btu"'lUel1>l<l.S invited tom make a 
.-r~ . 

filii in Franco'r I1 i t D~Ym, and oog3.n to emerge from the obscurity of 

an ex:\. e that ".-1RS almost Cl concealti'lant, "" that 'toT'tS conee~ent 



in a sons I sha.ll shortly inr31catG. 

0119 jfexi cCl.n-I.~erican productions ll'3re shot in Fe'dco - 7.1fj!>j.h l..n t.hi!'i 

GnrorJn, Fever in :::1 Pao, The Young Coo and Burnel lnade N< ~a1'"in. 

l-Thlch hc"1.s its fDults but effectively put ?.n end to th(3 long spottiness 

Since 1960 he has shot five films in Fl"ance , two 

in Spv.in, wo in ~:exico, t'lnd one, his last, in Ii'rclnca nnd Spain. 

Until rocontly he spont part of each 'Win"tar in Faris ",,00 J·:a.drid, 

roturl.ln~ to 1 erico for the root or the year. r 010l he scarcely tr:t\'"als . 

:;-,.1atxl::; "-Tittl {LT)ri visit, te~pt him out of hi.? solitude . iClchel Ficcoli 

sends nr...:s , ForrJ1.ncio Ray dl'CPS in. Serge S11 .~:r.m.an tries to .get him 

. to m:-J<c ;-.nother Lovie. J ean-Cloude Cal"riere , co-author of' clx out 

of :31 !D e1' (; 1:tst aie!1t rims, is putting toGother :m ireo!'r.l~1l 

bio;:raphy based en taped cOl1'Tsrs2.tions. A collection of Dur:uels 

Garly iir1 t.irlt;s is Cue to c.ppo()~ in Spain this autumn. 

t'hrlt is DUlllel's renco, this place lmere he has now liired for 

thirty-five yaars? He is himself not raally a t·~exica.n. in spite of 

:tR h1.s p~ssport - partly, I t...l1inkt because one cannot b,c.cor:lfJ a 

l iexicnn. 

~QQ]:lt.. Oi1Q can.""lot 'b9gi~ to j r'ngi rze no "'''"'''El pheno:rel:}Q~ 1(5 th !'e~M'!il 

t9 F':Rc1s"c<h ohll61'€iIl'l in !iwn'~o~' , .:~rlco is a shy, secret C OUl t:r:-r, and 

·even the eloquen~~ diagnos~s of its quirks and ills by gifted natives 

11!00 Oct.;tvio Pm. and Carlos Fuentcs tend to deepen the mystery rather 

than <.1.bolish i tc For this :reason it is essentin..l to avoid all bland 



eor.c r, nn~ on ~~e subject. 

devnlop cxtranT~inary skills at ~he g~~e. 

c.n fI.xnim s ~raduc.\te stucent. 

pr"'ct.lcal kno l1ed~-:-n , experience. Nscurslve unde!'swndJr.,z is 

nnother t'lr.tter, P..nd clams to possess it nl,,;pys rinr hollow. 1'70 

But it do!)sn't help T",ru ch to srJ.y S1J!!pl;l thn.t Buno.el is ::-:pt'l.1'1ish . 

lie is V.S ~?a.niGh l:!.6 Go Et or Queveoo, to F:B. mmr: ·rhnt hnvc OOCOT"'e 

the ob lir'a tory references. But nntionali ty is a C':'p~f; '!.OUC concept.f 

p sef - rc,...inder at tl~s, but net much of r'.ll anilyticCll i,(,Bt.~l".e {ltf 

Cln .?'I Y!!JP-I ' ;- ~1""'nishnef,s i'" profound m:d but aJ.so, al'" I h.~ve f!1.WSest.ed, 

~ <::C'''~c+ C" .. yl tenpered with a rootl essness 'phich is less en accident 
history 

of his T~'l t n fe~.tu:M of hh: r/d.m. At 211. he 1,'ent t.:) l.:'..ris t.o 

)('.>co:re • ~h~-bo./ and bec me a monk insteno c Bu t ha ha.s rOFlained a 

't;al'K ere , (\ flc:.n€'J!' in a cense reL:lt:ed to tJmt proposed by 'Ial-!;.er 

A largely ~eden .n.ry ,,;anda!"C!', tr.c oddness of the pnrnse 

hinti~ at the stran.'3AneSS of the case. 11a doesn't, literally i [llk 

ru. thou3h he dId tn the Y€l2.r.S before he naee The ro~J:.lZ. 

he stays at home 8.l,d walks the world . The CUT'ioos 

t.ginc !'.bout Btmuol l s recent fill>!s is not only that they ~o not np~nr 

toR hnveo been made by an old rl'!.:U'l, tJley do not 1:'eem to ~lo!1::: te> a 

They are 

t.()Tli~~l films, full of drugs and tel"r'orism 2_r:d l,p-trJ-~te chatter, 
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i3u t tlley are also curiously pl:lceless. 

an inclividual spot has posed for the ca!1i9l'a in !,'ranca, or ":;pain, 01" 

:;exico. L..ut it doecn't really mattor much whc,He that sOr:1ol-lhere is, or 

wha.t la."leUae;a is beine; lG~ spoken. The fluns slip eanl ly into 

other tira8s and countries, as if tho faJ:l9d fixity of history and 

geo!;r P:1Y had been gr:>ssly exaGgerated . I mantioood ca.rlor- thc.t this 

has boon ono of the Il'..eanings of t.ha :.rord Bunuel sinCE> Th~ Golden J"r;e. 

novies 
;'ver thin: is pGcific in thesa x...i:hg , aL"Oost othlng i;:; local. I 

don't l;].ve a t:ord for this pacul1 ax quali tyo but I ~Jant to suggest tha.t 

Duruel t s •• €lxko is v0ry much a pa.rt of it. 

havh .... t>I'cpilesiod their poeslLlli ty in hls firs t film3. 

of thinec is clearost, perhaps, in ~Young, , nd 

he fnn opens 1 .. i"Ul stoc shots of ~!e,' YOI"1<, tondon and Pa:ri3 r 

fclliar, i'aJ.~ous sights. Eig 0an.l'I1,Xetf York law, the ;';iffGl TO\o'er~ 
sl~ns 

the tourist's liorld, but also !-;"M!,. of tile city. '~':e th~n see 17,,'0 

or throo pr.rticularly anonymC'. s-leoking bits of l:exlco City . Tho 

G01.mdtrack buroles on for a nlOlnon', about the Dl'Umi< hiddhn J.!ll~eries 

or r~:;:.n J..ifo, and ths '\Thole sequence would be ta:rl'i'cly 1:.n.l1.alc ~, el'C it 

not for the dra".Jncss ':)~ tl OS6 "'~ex1cun shots o and fer i,ho.t .:Junc.ol i$ 

t,'Out to 81 0\01 us abou t. tha plClCc 'h~re hG li,ios . 

It is a place qf shru'1ti.as r-md ho1tels , l:'iol~.ty st.ructures t.ha.t S013 .... 

to be l.i<liting for the w--o)i' to b~o,:r them dOlm; of dZS61.'tod lots~ . ti>mpty 

patches of dust and gra.ssf and oL~ w constTflct.i.ons golnt, uP. lar6e~ 



':Oxlco ie p ,)""l."W.nantly roil'l{; built. It ic tho i·raste lCJ.n(', in 

n sense far loss fiGUrat.ive than t·aiott s, and this fil~, ~lhich 

seel s a li tla dated in other IT<1yc (slo'.tr rr.otioYl for dre'm sequences, 

si:nl.fic<mt nu::::lc as excessively ltpprpprlo.tc I'lor.:ents. "\l.rtistic l1 

pattc!'nn of ircRzery) is extrc.oreinorily contcl:tporC:'.ry in thls 

respect . Th:) fz half-finishod buildings seen in 'l'he :rmtr.r:; cm", the 

Danrz~r1 re f inished nO'!.J'S they are ev-en old. Jut their descendants 

nrc s t ill c;ein;:-. p ovcr~'1.J~cro . sC2..ff'oldin;: an~ reini'o'.:"ec:ad cOfl.(;reta 

l"Osult ot elearances and de~oliticn!j ; anc the shanties and hovels 

It is 

t l ~ -:."i.ino~~ t complete \ i th r~.ggod ch Idran pJJ::.yine ancient gEunes. ~he 

i'act th:: le. this e' ~rience is c'lall,_blo t n other cities too is 

available in all largo citios, perh~ps. if not quite as easily as in 

l~exlco underscoros the point. st.-"'l.rted by t.~e nondescrip t shots 

I r:~ntionecl a moment ago. 

This:l.s the l 'orico City- .. h1ch appears nOI'(:J often tiHln any other 

ill :,'tll1ucl' 5 Hark more often than any other place at ill, p0:l:':mps. 

ir.!po!'sonal noderll streets. ~~ol the:f sh,mty nor h1Gh-rise Dull, s_ ;;.eiou5 , 
A....,C-r~ 

nor ~a;+.. 1an4o, :;ut the c l ty ~:hicb flouri::;hes a.Y(long them;) The t OHn 

is flatteood Cout, oluptied of its "lo.riety,of its parks and fountair:.s~ 

comre:.. ... tod into a pr.::rJlamnt Hucurb on fiL--: . These stree tsx ap:pGai" to 

nu t they v..ppanr t.o be ncwhere r.ot 



/ 

l...ecause they could be anywl.oro Lout ):;ocauGa °r,oy nro cver~p;h:::r. * 

vary lClC",kssl\3SS :reflcct.GX their ubiquity,thoy G..l'A tha streets of 

the century • 

•. oxico , then, ~ave Lunuel n. hOlCS uhen ho medocl 000 ; reuni toe! him 

,:lth frlondsi re)Ulrnnd him to his Iv.nf,'uageJ and offered him more of 

tho!:c "tar.c, .:3.:ry landscapos l1lioh ",13 so rtnlch a part of his visual 

klngdo • J.'bo 1: OCKS of :.<ljorca modulatE:l into l',c;xican boulders J the 

arit 1 ty of I r Yl~ ~n_ thou t .\:'(><1.(1 stalks the viD.H£OS of .. ;l.z·' .r 1:n. 

all, porhaps, J.:e"xlco allotTed Lunuel t.o practice being !P () 1..~" liki) 

(,C!y.ss~us I nO:.lriGhed his tocrot persC:'!na]J. ty "nd 11 ~ ability to ba 

ever;y.;l:ere, l.'t ~e those n...-='~'lOloss str.:low .. 

cispl,!Ctl' ,-,}X"'.l r. r,or C'. co .. y cosmepoll tanisr.l . It 1s the ?EJrtect, 
1 

•. y elm acquainta.nco 1:1 th ::''unlol t 5 fl1:r..s began on:?) damp autUlrJl 

everting in Cruub·idge , r:ngl nd. I had s(;)en a good deal of 5crg ... "!1en 

and ;"8D.1n1 by than. had .L 01101:oQ the beginnings of t.l-J.e F'rc~ch I:eH 

~.ave and had sI pt t111"o1;;h a rOClsonablo )11).111001' o.f cl<issic '" of 

c inen:a hiatory;l.;ut :: it.:, . never 5001'1 any thine like) VlrJ.c1L..'UJao 

The filrd has a nunbe.r of (-tarUlng and nO\J f~J4ouS b..agas a small 

I, 
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crucifix Op£lrl!> to b?coro p. rncy:n.cin'1 knlfe, a. cc~;""n:' of riot(;l1r: 

a. snatch of the HD.l1elu ,1".11 Cho!'lls hlrl.rlne out in the soundtr:).ck -

!\J1 ch1'ri ty Moh 

is less thM infinl te leavQ<1 the l-TOrlrl unchn ~sd, o.n..-1 n!1nt ch~ri t.y if; 

not less thC'm infinite? Yct the nost ~Z'lor·a'l:.llA f~[lt 1!'C of 

rockles!'; 111+,e Ilt£:ence behind i t, its !'"oClllifE'!st intention to di ":1;u.rto 

",1 t 0 : 11 C'mtuHl f s fiIns have sot off' a nur'loor of thoS5. 

~count~ ho b:o['innings of one; I have T:119ntioTl...od the 'ln8nifes1(A.tlons 

S' rTGu;:~inb 'r. ,,) Goldon !-,f1,0; ·.'ii:"idia.~:l itself has ~en bnn~IDd ~l C"J'sr . . 

t..l-w pl;;cl3, ,nyl has only fflc')ntly ooon ooreenecl in Sna.ln~ 

tl e fil."'l chi~fly wants to tJ:'ouble us, 't·rants to send 's· ho~e !~tt10d 

and nccnfort.. ... ":Jlo in a H:'l.y tht'l./~ even th,~ darkest of d1'"c ':"".S a!1c 

documontarles dontto 

Th rnol himself has said more than' or-..co ~'1at his films (ere e9Gi~r.t)d 

to ShOH us that v!e don't live in the b:)st of 'l-701'1ds. '1'hoy c.) l' , air.J.y 

do t~.a.t. but the forrru.la.tion 1.:, rIot stl"O~ enourh, or fl~~b1e enourrh • 

true 0 It a.lso :l.":lpllcs th~.t those '!..mo th1.nk w do live· 111 such a TorJd 

. can be pS!'6uwsd to thil1.k o4·hF"l:').7ise by l,'! •• ::OVi9 r vlhlch is ul"J.ik~ly. 



- l lU-' • t,. f11.ns cU ('p).:.,y n l,'(;.c ld ",}.ich ~ ta changed f ,.hiGh is 

into1f!l:'ni.:lo. :"ut t1.6y or.~or no i llca.tio!J of henl t11s lIcrld 

Sill. 10 C 1:-.n..:;CC. . indo.:;d t IOy usually inJ~lm.a:te that it can't .. 

'l'Ley 1 a.vo ul t.he horror Connolly descrU .. ..es and all the ;:1 t he 

r:lr-!.es, Cl! t} ey :..cl.c~) us, i'inali':l. with e, 1'1a t and maddening 

contrc.dictio!l, a social and historIcal version of ~cckett's 

co~:~l'irc ~~ossibility. "I can't go on~ 11111 go on,lI .i.3eckett s 

nJ'..<::..~.'.;lo clmro.cter says. l.n "umel f f' f lD,)!>, insoZar ;:.s they !If.Y 

nn.;;thin: at all, co cr.. to TT<l ::'ter~ " .... li5 cnn! t s o ono how coulr1 it 

eThJ7 11 

t ·.t l.ilIt .. I cantt ra',e 'ocr \:b.other I elieved him or nO!"t 

I did. .;u.ru. 1 fot' ilEJ 'HM :u.. Gic-mnt as Cor-n1.nws or ::::a.int ·~l1f.;rasa~ 
\ 

an-: I didnt o"'on laIO\<· whoro ha lived .. hen I forgot about the' 

ancoun' • o:rcept for i:hin!d.ng kindly vf t.J,.e doctoz· and l'1adrid 'hen,:,v01' 

I S?17 "1:-12·5..:'1£ acain, 0 ' . l1i1 en fly thoul;hts tu~nsd to Spal.n.. And 

tTith tir.:e I ct.'lrt.:dnly c9n..'3ed to believe in the st.ory .. All this 

!light 

T} ~y include Eu' luel h.Ll'DSelf as a 

an old fri-o .d of Th.:.l1uel r s • Thoy tl .. lsc include I hanr13otno , amia.ble ~ DJ c 

to ne uncannily fa1":.il1ar, ny old ~.cql..u'l.int:mee th", doctor, DunueJ .. z 

It t.ool l;\~ 0. ·Jrtile t.o place the rec"gn.i.~€ld 



/ 

ol' the l ·u~zle. ~urr.lcl~:1'... 2Glic:h~d"h('n I told hit'! the :-t(',r-,r{ 

love" terrible coinc~rencos an~ thouGht it '.loul· have 'been 0vcn 

botter if' :: <trro~ "'na. I ~-ere to turn out to he lon:~-los' r,rotlw1:"s . 

I h~.n,; O~ to that .:.tic~{(.rir.;~ !':Ol"'en ~ tho~gh, r..cc"uso u en I ;"m the 

fil .. '1 ~.n~ found t!1o f~.cL I re<>li?ed I had cau3ht a. pit)ce of lost 

t l:r..fl: not on y :'~rir1 ;:nd ';r ::8rr058. and an cnrlior self ~ hut 

"l:~:~'i~C'1; it felt tho first tic.G roum: lr.sphel'1ous , b1"ilJ:.r..nt, 

r~:::~ ·::!. in(liff0:·::.~t to the ??r"OCC1. r:,.U~ns of 'Vni ty an cohe:r.-vnc() 

uhich f '.OE' t t\€['t,h~tic s co:;,md: S~turn S1·:;:tl101·;~nr: [\ dn.ught€!l'. 

ok I h~.a 1.n rllind o 

h:i.s l()r~g sllen::!c, 

his lo~ol' o;:-i1e posed p(3l:sistcnt quos ions. Bu t T was a.lso 

loo' ~i.ne f or a p~rticulIJ1' C 2..CO. a set of oxnrtplec. tJ{;ainst ~tlich to 

"cent SO!"IC (::cm!'r:l queries <:>..bont the Oinw!il : ;"l.boot the authorship 

of films, Et (J:.!t ~.rt and industl"Y, ~bcut the 1m.ys in vmich fllns al'e 

constructe(l ancl :roconstrnct.o by their \rie1vers 1 a 'out n. nnmber 0:' 

other •. attGr s q 

into politics~ psycholoSY~ rcliE:,'"1.cTI, histo~r. 

he 



:>.hl')vo eJo rl rfM'o hol'c. n-; they ..,rould in a eond"ornti.on of tho 

, .ol:'kK of' lmy talo nt~d noviomaY..ol:'. But they re r.o 10TI,1er as 

dOY!l.innnt os r o:-:-poe tod thnl?1 to be. In order- to maintnin their 

pC)l10r I ,101110 have had to eu Bunuol to r1.y pn.ttcrn or choose :tnotho2' 

~irector. or 't-~ho doesn t t :r'ob those queries of [;0 much of their ',;eight: 

c~ on h;lllcr., cr:.y, 01" lIi tchcock, who C'.l'E1 men of the CinOllla in a 

'fh:b:: i~ , co11.cete rubjoct. and it is in:portant. to g0t thr.: 

o I h. sis rirht • I am not su~~estinc that BUH'191 1s !!9t n 

. !llovlom"l lmr, that he is some sort of i1 to:M:'.ry r:;~.n l- ho has 

s'c'!'ayed inw f1.!llS. Qui te the oppos1 te • 'I'hore tt re 11 torary 

Q,:ents in 1..,11 '01 t S \rork, but those are us D.lly fl., .... ;1£:n Jl!otr.ents ~ 

nis r:e,~Llm i:o; the novies, he does net speak a bo!'l"OllSd or transpla.l"~ted 

l1.'.ngunge. IJOX is nom :m am~:i:~ur but a Iilan .... 7ho has chnngod the t:lOD.ru.ng 

0'" the Pl"ofcs'-ion'" Yot tho cinol11.Jl it.~elf j.s~ not tho most 

i It resting or ur:;ont elarr.cnt in this ,{ork. It is not wha.t :Sm~uel 

dens In. th f:il1'1 that counts most. It is what he guts on to it. 

I appear to be creeping tOl.r:l.rds e. separation of f orm tU~ oont.ent , 

'f-:h' ch is th<;. l".st thing I ""rant. The content of Bllnuel f s fims is 

not so. ethill~ ~hat existG r.,!? rt from their f.ilm forml :md their form 

He may n 't-mll lay t us bogey 

t." Oi~!!l and content ~re not 'Ssp~.rable in e.ny i10rk t.l-tat 

'they :1:t'9 insr=p~~hle , bt~t not 1nc'11 stlr.pdt3ha.ble ll!ro cl ose frIends and 

Siruucso tWl11S ~ 



t.o tuG us ~J f l"OIn our interest in the r.:"vlhL" . .'Loy u['" '1~ , 1. 

c ruel ty ~.n<l ri)r re::;sion Ilnn ".licic'e tln":1 :ar1ne f'[; a nd a uholo :?nay of 

civili:~:>t j.O ~lfS i'Clyot!rtto dls cOl/wnts . 7hey r1on ' t toll us ..rhat to 

th n~~ ( tLcy ]on~t cvon toll us l,tat ::urru~l t hin'-::s ), but t hey c ry out 

to I) r:ms '~ l"" , qtJ Ll.rrol 1.o .... ;Hh, proloneod D !.~'20 to talk . They m:-e 

loo'~ :'r., fo:~ <.l -::-:::;m:cnt , and:: h2.V'e t ried to Live the~ ono " 

,.. 0 this ic ~1'1.'"~ i s not a J'lovic cook . I don ' t ~en.n i t's E0718thi ng 

... c ttcr ; ~ ' ''!tJ in~ 'oi chticr or clo.s!:ier, D,5 if Hr! t .llg a1:out 12.!'~c 

he C': :10. £ • 

III [llC SS it.r ~ your f<:>thor under tl1r t o;).k p lrm 't 

'!'hi::: i'"' t. b~o:' ;". ~{','.: t .':OV105 L'.nd does not pl'ctonn. they <:1~ (or !'"J.ght 

h'.vo OOen sO;r:ethinc; olse . :;ut i t doe s not co:lfine lts interest to 

I Heruld ca.l1 it Cl cook a. 0 t ~. lr.nol' s mi nd , if t ,l".t. 

;:c t ter say 

i t is 0. boo\: D. .out t."1O man r:li.l~)Gf)d i n tho films cllld ceside the:-n l an ... .; 

.Love 2.l1 2.bout -'j1~ uorld he .::lS so s c rupulously i l"1c'lgincd., f or us , 

ths plC'.': c 1'L10re his oX'Ca.!l'S .meo;' 0 our s , and }lC l ivQ5 h15 I?ocon~l , . 

" 



Two; The Lesson of the Marquis 

"\ole must always ra'b.l.rn to Sade, tI Baudelaire remarked, lIin order 

to explain evil." We may also return to Sade in order to scrutinize 

the very idea of evil, or of crime, or of blasphemy. Sade for 

Bunuel represents not vice but a form of principled pathology, a 

refusal of all illusions about the ruthless propensities of 

humankind. Sade is a phimosopher, not a pornographer. In pornography, 

Bunuel remarks, Pierre Louys, for example, in Trois Filles de leur mere , 

leaves Sade standing, or panting perhaps. 

Sade is the perfect atheist. close enough to belief to be enraged 

by it, and the sickening antics of his characters celebrate the death 

of a G od who may be re born at any minute. The repetitive cruelties 

in Sade's work, all the remorseless mounting !nd coupling and grabbing 

and piercing and drenching and worse, are signs of an immense licence, 

declare the freedom of a world which will not be jUdged. It has been 



plausibly argued that Sacle must believe in the God he so persistently 

outrages. But it is more likely that he is afraid the rest of us will 

feebly return to our faith. Certa.inly he seeks to remind himself, .and 

has backsliding readers, that he does ~ believe; does notneed to, for 

there is nothing to believe in. His authentic passion, as Haurice Bl anchot 

says, is not lust or pain but a furious hatred f or this abolished God. Or 

as Sade himself put itJ "The notion of God l s the one fault I cannot 

forgive in man. " 

It is in this frame of mind that Sade, persuasively played by Hichel 

Plccoli, appears in The Hilky Hay, reciting assorted lines culled from 

Ju stine and 120 Days of Sodom. A plous maitre d'hotel in contemporary 

France asserts that atheists are all either crazy or imposters,and the 

film instantly transports us to a rna: eighteenth century dungeon "mere Sade, 

elegant and authoritative , refutes and returns the charges. 

Is there a single religion which does not bear the emblem 
of imposture and stupidl ty? • • • This God which you forge for 
you:rself is only a stupid dream found only in the heads of 
marunen... He is a phantom invented by the wickedness of men ••• 
No, There se , no. There is no God. Nature is sufficient unto 
herself... Ah, if your God exists, how I hate himl 

Therese, however, in chains on a bed of straw, and still bleeding 

from the marquis' ministrations, is the camera's anmver to Sade, a seen, 

suffering creature rather than an abstract body made of words~ She lifts 

her head and crles defiantly, "Yes, God existsl" Sade turns and advances 

menacingly t01-1ardS her, and us, and the scene end~. In.a further shot, 

scripted but not filmed, Sade closes the door and begins to undress, inflamed 

.. 
'. 
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by the eirl's courage and virtue. The shot would only have shOlm ' -That 

ioTe nOH i magine, and in any event 1>Ta have seen what '"Ta l-1ere supposed to 

see. Sado 's tempting philosophy and a victim of what that philosophy 

permits. The implication, I think, isnot that Therese ia right, that 

God exists after all, but that philosophy is not everything, and that the 

Inquisition, uhich a.ppears elsevrhere· in the same film, lndeed appears in the 

same callar Hhere Sade has strutted and spoken, did notk have a monopoly 

on dungeons and torture. 

Asked ,mo his favourite authors are, Burruel asnwers with a speed v7hlch 

does not in~pire perfect confidence . Sade, Engels and Fabre . Sometimes, 

depending on hO'l-1 he feels and vmo is asking, he substitutes Freud for F.ngels; 

swops society for the unconscious. There is mischief in these anm.rers, of 

course, and a form of intellectual stylishness. They are a little too 

manifestly the right answers, markers on the map of Burruel's mental i-iorld. 

For all that, \]9 should not disregard them. I shalll: leave Engels and 

Freud for l ater, and say something nOlY aboUt Sade and Fabre _ the latter 

being the author of the engrossing and wonderfully written }~emories of' an 
work 

F.ntornologist, which I mentioned in the previous chapter, the one Emmk, Bunuel 

sa.ys, which deserves to survive the most rigourous book burning, l:\.fter even 

the Gospels and Don Quixote have hit the names. Burruel has been 

influenced by these men, but influence ls not really the point, since 

material ,"Thich is constantly modified and rearranged in ·the mind and on 

film become s something elsel a habit for Bunuel, and a clue for us. 
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"'hen Friday, learning his theoloey in the:f film Robins on Crusoe, 

stumbles on Cl question of Sade t s if God, having given us our freedom. 

'\-rants us to know temptation, why is he so angry "men vie fall. didn't he 

knolT mutt lffiS going to happen? this is a joking allusion, a whiff of 

free thought set against Defoe ' s piety. But, when Bunuel himself in 

conversation, on the subject of doath, takes up t he argument of the 

Dialogue of the Priest and the Dyiw, Man, 'toTe can hardly say that the 

ideas are not his own, or that his cheerful couraee is a plagiarism. 

"nothingness," Sad ' es dying man says, "has never held terror.s for me. 1I 

Bunuell "To die and disappear for ever does not seem to me horrible . 11 

11 Look, 11 Bunuel said in the same interview't-rith Francico A randa , tlif 

my best frlcmd, lone dead, were to appear to me, touch my ear l-rith his 

fingers and burn it instantaneously, I 'tolould still not believe he c rone 

from Hell. Nor would I believe as a result either in God or the 

Immaculate Conception, or that the Virgin c ould help me i n examinations . 

I would only think: 'Luis, here you have another mystery uhich you don't 

understand . '11 God himself, Sade t s dying man says, needs to be explai ned 

and is the explanation of nothing , and we read twice in Phi l os ophy in the 

Bedroom that men will not be happier. x " for acknowl edging as a c ause of 

what they do not u nderstand, something they understand even less. 1I 

There 1s a fine c omic example of such tolerance for mystery in 
, 

Robinson Crusoe . Crusoe t scat, without any sign of a mate on the island, 

manages to produce a l itter of ldttens • Crusoe looks inquiringly at his 

• 
dog Rex, but Rex seems innocent enough, and biology, in the form of the 

perf e'ctly ordinary kittens , 1s on his s i de. Crusoe abandons the 

puzzle and mildly remarks, in voice-over narra tive , "There were many 



mysterios on the i~lnnd ••• " It is true that Fabre also offere d Bume1 

a modol for liv1.nc; uith whatever ignorance 't·re cannot alter . Savo!.r ignorer 

is Fabro t s phr.H.-o, a. recognition of the cliff where knowledge fail s , 

la fn1<1 i r o do ]. S 1.i _cn."1aissablo . \fuy do certain insects prefer dried sheep 

8hi t 'uhon thcre is l:>?Lenty of the fresh stuff available, "There are", Fabre 

an~rarG. "all kinds of tastes in the world." "Excrement reserves f or us 

fine and curious things , of '\1h1ch ~~ should not find the equivalent on a 

rose." 

Bunuel's Ollthors are touchstones, t hen, points of reference rather 

than simple riB sources , and lt i s in this sense that vTa can see Sade 

and Fabre as the h ·rin patrons of The Golden f,ge , forms of shortIk'Uld 

for the visions associated 't...-ri'ch theinq names . 

"Accept these pages, " Jules Janin't.Jrota of a biography of Sade, "as 

in natural history OM accepts a monograph on scorpions or toads ••• " 

The Golde n A~e be ins with a study of scorpions and ends with an allusion 

to 120 Days of Sodom. The scorpions are avTkwardly photographdd, in the 

manner of a deadpan. amateurish documentary - a reflection of Bume1' s 

inexperience, I suspect, rather than the "conscious negligence" praised 

by Roman Jakobson. They inhabit the hot, dry, rocky world 't~lich recur~ 

"'. 

_ "- t..e.~~c." c-.:-r l""---n ~"'¥ rc"':,.+- .("0."2 "'" 'c .... -r c...rr.' ;(, 

so frequently in I3unuel ' s films / They fight and scurry aboutJ are picked o .... ~ 
L. . A-t.. ~~k-

up and examined. He see a pair of pincers and an articulated ta.1l in .:.-i" 1t-c.. 

tight close-up. There 1s more fighting among the scorpions, and t.he 
('......r -I-- e.... .IJ-

victor then defends itself against a rat (played by an unfortunate hamster). 



The rat is bitten, poisonec1, ~rapples agnin vlith the scorpion r tumbles 

over a cl dios e J':oarrwhile 0. set of title cards , interspered vd th th~o 

images, hav(2) offer8d the follo1.J'ing i nformations 

The scorpion bal ongs to a class of a.rachnids found 
1v.idely in the hot re~ions of the ancient world . The t ail 

' is fomed by n ories of prismatic joints... !i'rlend of the 
darkn'3ss, it burr()1,l beneath storJes to escape from the glare 
of the sun. l':ot very sociable , it ejects the intruder 
l.fho comes to disturb its solitude •• • 

At the end of the film the four legendary delinquents of 120 Days 

of So on, ~he Due do Blangis and his rascally friends , stagger out of 

a snotoT-surrounded c astle, their orgy over, their victims nnd assistants 

presumably all dead. A young girl then appears at the door, terrif i ed 

and unaccountably still alive . The duke returns and gently escorts her 

back into the castle, closing the door behind him. Ther e is a silence; 

a sudden scream. The duke reappears. having someh01v lost.~ his beard 

and moustache in the course of tiis bit of housekeeping . and rejoins 

his friends. The duke. it must be added , has the dress and ha irdo 

and simpering smile ordinnril y 'H'orn by ChrIst in conventional representations. 

One point of all this is that i n spite of the film's trouble events 

a nd reckl oss shifts of s cene, 'We have not left the world of scorpions. 

and theref ore shoul d not be surpri sed to find ourselves in the world of 

Sade. Sade is the scorpion of the human realm, emitter of a poison ,.mich, 

whatever tho ,cost, 'tvlll cure us of lies. "He nmst attack poison rd th 

poison,1t Bunuel wrot9 in an early revie;.~, "and film with film . " Scorpions 

are the Sade s of natur al history, extreme instances of a oruel self-

allegiance. To love one's ooighbour as oneself. Sade says, is "in 



defianc~ of all the lal\rs of Natura. " -

The film is not as tidy or programmatic as I am making it s ound . and 

the scorpions . of course, ara not symbols . They are scorpions : wel l , 

photographed scorpions . Nevertheless I these ilnplications are t her e f and 

Horth exploring . Sade 113 "nahlrol man". Baudel aire said ; and the scor pi ons 

are natural nahlre. Sada himself, in Philosophy in tho Bedroom , spoke of a 

life of instinct 1.;hich has not been II degraded by civilization", a nd the 

phrase has a strildng relevanc~ to The Golden I,ge , with its mordant views 

of lifa in society as a form of taJlle and shameful surrender to convention. 

The Duc de Blangis, scoundrel. murderer and monster, i sx at least. a s 

Stendhal might have said. not a hypocrite , and Burulel's givil"lg hiP! t he 

face and manners and costume of Christ highlights the de ceptions 'to.'e 

thrive on. B18.ngis kills and maims for his own grim pleasure. Chri stia.nity 

klllsx cmcbI maims "7hile claiming to be kind. The Golden J\ge conjures up 

Sade fcr us, but i t also allO'tvs u s to hear, in the distance, the bitter 

l augher of liietzsche . "Hhat? 

God merely a mistake of man?" 

Is mrul merely a miSta...l<:9 of God's. or is 

In sp~_te of the overt allusion to 120 Days, Buruel's Sade is not 

l~ally t he tireless inventor of excesses represented by that book. 

There i s a dif ference bet"''l3en the . Sade "mo claims that no prompting 

of Nature f s can be a crilne. and the Sade who scours his mind for . 

tas tes a 11,.1 f antasie s that will exhaust the very notion of Nature . 

There ls no extravagance, he says in Philosophy in the Bedroom, which 

Nature "doe s not acknm·rledge as her own." l1ayoo. Sade at his 



most extreme does everything he can to find a fevl . 

Burruel is closer to the humanism of the Dialogue of the Priest. and 

the Dyin13 !·:an. The dying ma.n repents , not of his errors and vices, but 

of not having yielded often enough to t he passions placed in h irn by 

Na.1h.ura, tl a nnlch diviner inspirationll tha n the God priased by the pri est. 

"I repent no having acknowledged her omnipotence as fully as I might have, I' 

he says . "I did sometimes resist her, I repent it." He sponds his 

last hours in the arms of "six Homen l ovelier than the light of day.H 

The pirest too finds the art)ls of these women ItJore appealing than his 

own arguments, and . becomes "one whom Nature has ~orrupted , al l because he 

had not succeeded in explaining what a corrupt nature 11: . 11 This di alOGue, 

Freddy Buache suggests , i s to Bunuel what the Pe nsees of Pascal are to 

Robert Bres8on, and Octavi o Paz poi nts out a c l ear allusion to the 

dialogue in .lazarin. A woman dyi ng of the plague rejects the promise 

of heaven f or the presence of the man ·s he l ove s I1 Not hemren, t1 she 
the p~st Nazarin 

murmurs, " Juan" and lbcnt:t!in on the threshold of her house / reali zes 

for the firs t t i me the possible irreleva nce of his c a lling. flI have 

f ailed. If he s ays ,,11. th a nrl...xture of humlli ty and wounded pride. 

There a re many othe r trace s of Sade in Bnnuel' s films. The police 

lectueRJr in The Phantom of Li berty ci tas Hargaret !~e",.d "I r epea tl 

Mead. M,t ,A,DU - but appears rather to be pR.raphrasing Philos ophy 

in the Bedroom on the relativity of customs. ''We are ·all ba rbari a.ns for 

someone ," he says, an echo of Do1Bmnce I s claim tha.t virtue a.nd vice are 

merely "locaJ. ideas". Bunue l t s playful extension of this thought is a 

world where shame i s attache d to eating, a.nd "The re people get together 



Doclall y in order t o GO to t he bathl:*oom . 

There is a dulC0 in Bolle de jour Hho l ikes t o have girls clad 

only in 0 n:1ns y veil c l imb into a coffin ano play dead : l ive 

representatives of h is claughtert s cor pse . The duke mumbles a 
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f ew choice phrases "Only yesterday, we played togethe r . "\I,!e laughed 

and sang . . . I hope you have forgive n me ... I t 't.)'3.S not PlY fau l t ... I 

l oved bm::d you too much lt and dis appear s beneath the coffin. There 

may be a lJlSmory here of a story told in 120 Days about a ce rtain duke 

,.rho has girl s pretend t o be dead i-lhile he r.lanlpulates , .. hat he imc'tgines 

is their freshly executed 'body, dreaming of t he ple asure t he;, killer 

of such beal.lty must have had. /,mong t he lis toners to t his t ale is a 

character who ir:n:nediately penetl~ates his (live ) daughter, pictu.ring 

he r dead . 

But this memory, i f it is a memory, finally serves to illustrate 

the differ ence s beb."een Sade and Bunuel, which are many. I rlean to 

sugge s t, that is, n~t only that Bunuel hC\s Toade certain aspects of , 

Sade ' B thoueht his own, but that othe r features of Bumel' s tvork are 

virtually the reverse of what we find in Sade. 

There is the matter of tone, to begin ,.,ith. He meet an acid 

humour in Sade, a form of sarcasm; but any comedy \-16 may see in the 

' sexual acrobatics of his characters is plainly unintended. Burruel, 

on the othe r haJld. finds idiosYl1cra:>y just as amusing as placid 

normali ty, and there is almost always a touch of burleEque in his 

allusions to Sade. The duke in Belle de jour, for example. appears 



in impeccTlbla evening dross, .rearing a monoclepand carrying a bunch 

of lilies and a camera on a tripod: a portr8it of the pervert as 

photographer. Hhen he murmurs his moving address to his daughter' A 

surrogate, a valet interrupts ldth a curious questiom flHonsieur 

le duc, shall I let the cats in7" Tho duko , disturbed in his 

rising ecstasy, says " To hell 't-Tith your cats.1! These cnts can be 

!le~lained", if 1..re i nsist, as an anomaly o:f dream or :fantasy. The 
an 

scene .71. th the duke may be ±1m: invention of the heroine f s, and the 

cats, heard elsewhere on the soundtrack of the film, ma.y ha.ye crept in 

from another re~ion of her unconscious . But no 81!lOunt of expl a Ik"l.t i cl!l 

'\Tlll diminish the immediate comic effect of the c ats' t hre atened 

intrusion. 

Moreover , Bunuel t s meanings are of ten quite dlff erent from Sade' s. 

/1.1 though the duke appears to c ombine f like the characters in 120 Days. 

incest l-ri th nec r ophilia , there i s . r aally only passionate, irnagimry 

incest - doub l y imagi nar y , because it doesn 't t ake pla.ce, and becau se 

the herihine is not his daughter. Bunuel t S necrophiliacs are interested 

not in de ath and murder, but the r eversel the deletion o:f death, sem,lRr 

resurrection. The duke presumably loved his dau ghter while she .ms 

aliveJ he doE'l s not love her becau se she is deRd. There is thn s • 

strictly speaking , as Bunuel himsolf' once said to me, no necrophiliR 

in his films. ItHell, there is nacrophilli., of course , It he corrects 

himself. nut mainly there a.re d9sperate pe ople baffled and maddened 

by death's fi~~ity. 
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Heathcliff, c •. llod A10jandro in Dunuel's version of t'olutheri nr, Ileights, 

climbs into Cat-hy' coffin because her deat h cannot alter his love. The 

scene is olumsy, because JIon.thcliff has been "{.rounded, cannot move freely, 

and b3cause Jor-Go l~istTal. t he actor , is a little he avy for such exercises 

one eppects the coffin t o creak, or Cathy' s corp~e to fracture. But the 

sense of the seem is entirely f~.ithf'ul to Emi1y Bronte's vision: love like 

this outlasts a mortal l ife , t her e is no fascination Hith cbath, or with 

corpses ~s corpses . Heathcliff in the novel a lmost. opens Cathy l s casket 
soil 

on the day of her burial. He digs through snow and ~ until he 

reaches It, but then has a c~ear impression that Cathyts ghost is near 

him, t hat s he i s "there, not under mo , but on t he earth." 

There is a r epetition of this sce ne , without its particular atmo~phericsf 

in The Phantom of Liberty. The chief of the Paris police receives a 

telephone call from his dead sister - a smiling and modernized echo of 

Cathyl s haunting of Heathcliff, and a joke Hhich recalls the duke 1 s tripod 

in Belle de jour. The dead, like the deviant, keep up .. 11th technology. 

The sister offers to explain to her brother "the true mystery of death" if 

he will meet her in the family vault, a place which turns ou t to bear a 
t 

strikipg formal resemblance to the t omb in Bunuel' 5 \~therin:~ Heights I 

coffins ranged along the sides, narrOiV' stairs at the back of the frame. 

The police chief ~lnds a dangling telephone and a long tress of dark halr 

overflowing from a closed caske t. He attacks the lid lath a crm.rr:ar he 

has brought along , but is arrested for va ndalism before any secrets are 

disclosed to him. 

. . 

;.. 
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Don Jame, in Ii"ldiana, eats his niece to put on his dead ",,"ife's 

"Wedding dress , drugs his niece and plans her seduction. He is finally 

frighw ood by his own desire and its possible consequnces . interrupts 

his kisses of the girl's half-bared brea,st, covers her up, and leaves 

her. There is a double intE:lrrtiption here, since Don Jairoets bride 

died on her -vreddlng night, and his pathetic ruse ls an attempt to 

contirrue ~ the uncontinua.ble. And then eve n this charade 

is broken off by his fear and scruple . I shall return to this subject, 

but for the moment I want to note that death itself, for Bunuel, is above 

all an interruption . 

The Phantom of Liberty is full of images carrying this suggestion: 

cancer, a snlpert a Nabokovian narrative ,.:hich keeps simply turnir.g its 

attentlon elsewhere, clipping stories short by leaving them behind.. It 

is because he sees life itself as discontinuous and death as an intrusion 

that Bunuel is so interested in resurrection. in cancellations of the frontier 

beb..-reen death and! life. Conclusions can't be undone, but broken three,ds 

look as if they could be picked up. There. is nothing raligi.ous in this 

interest, simply an attention to the fact that death is not only 

irresistible, but also unimaginable. The p9Qple "le care about cannot 

die, all least not immediately; our affection rejects the evldence. And 

yet they do die, and our desire to deny their abeence results only in 

buffoonery and further pain. 

Bunuel's departure from Sada 16 clearest, I think, in the most 

insidious and haunting of his allusions to the marquis. The protagnnist 



of Thin Strange Pass ion, exhausted by the thought of the iITridelltias 

he quite mistakerLly attributos toil his 'tdfe , decides to close the 

subject literally . The camera frames for us a l Rrge needle "the 

curved noedle _:RJ(x:tIDCtm9:XltmJtm!~m:f dear to Bunuel' s heroes", as J acques 

Lacan says a length of thick thread, a ball of cotton Hool. The man 

has l aid out this eloquent assembly on a tray and nOl-1 sets. off for his 

'Wife t s bedroom. He ties her to the bed, but she wakes up and screams 

before he ca n get Dny further l-Tith his plan. Nercifully for us (to .say 

nothing of the 1-life ), since the close-up of the needle and thread "11'1.5 

alree.dy more than enough - more excruciating in its horricle promise 

than the slashed eye in l~ Anda~usian Dog . Roland Barthes . commenting 

on simllar sceoos in SadEl , notes. the regular reention of Ita large needle" 

and "a heavy '\>mxed thread" (Pl1ilosophy in the Bedroom), of a "long neerUe" 

and "a stout ~73.XBd thread" (JustiTIa ), of "half an ell of thick w...xed thread" 

(120 Days). "E:etonymy t" Barthes writes , "is the sure road to horror I the 

instrument is more Ih0rrible than the torture . 11 In material reality the 

torture and the instrur:1ent can hardly be separated. In a novel or a movie 

the instrurr.ent does usually speak more forcefully than the act, which easily .. 
topples into comic-book nastiness, as indeed it frequently does in Sa_de. 

Metonymy, -we may add, in the form of synecdoche, is a. major feature of the 

la.nguage of film. isolated faces and objects represent mm in concentr;).ted l.. 

form '-Thole lrorlds of "Thich they are a part. "It is the cinema's fundamental 

method", Jakobson says, "for transforming things into signs. 1I 

But of course the instrument is terrible here Cecause of the particular 

torture it announces. "ArnOl'.g all the torments imagined by Sade t 11 Barthes 

says, _ "only one is disturbing, that "Which consists of seinng up the anus 
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The l"0st t Barthos S:1yS. is mere or the vfl8lna of the victim. 1t 

butchery, therefore abstra.ct. I find QlliV"HI a bit of the butchery· 

concrete e nough to make me shudder, but Ba,rthes ' cla:J.r.! is vTorth 

attending to, and oddly enough his remarks on Sade sec)..'! to have 

mora to do H1 th Burnsl than ,..(1 th their os'\:.enslble topic. 

v 

The acts of se1nng up in Sade are chiefly a matter of pain 

suffered or inflicted - a man likes to havo h1s a.nus stitched and 

then unsti tched, one of Justino' s tormentors sews up her vagina and 

anus so that he can break the threadr: in penetrating her or 01 fore ign 

mattar ooil10 sealed into the body - s yphilis i n Plr1"l.osoEhy in t;!1~ !\eoroomf 

a mouse in one of the last tortures of 120 D::tys . Darthes on the other 

hand speaks of a second castration, c ompounding the absence of a penis, 

and relegating the body of the victim to "a l imbo outside sexuality ." 

This is just Hhat the protagnnist of This Str2-~e PasBion has in mind . 

His ,dfa's pain ',Tould 110 doubt give him pleasure, but it is not his 

chief objective , and he doesn't ,mnt to keep anything 1n, he ,:-mnts to 

keep a horde of imaginn.ry men out. His dream is a chasti ty belt writton 

i nto the flesh , perfect protection f or the obecsure object of others' 

desire. It is ' forth noting that the situation also appears in reverse 

in another Bunuel film. In That Obscure Ohject of Desire it is thA 

'\-roman HhoK chooses to wea.r a chastity belt, and ,~hen a plece 01' torn 

linen is seun together at the end of the film He think not of a vagina 

but a hymens purity broken only to ce mended, mended only in order to 

torment the man 1-1ho thought he possessed It. Bunuel himself c lair.'ls 

to have been thinldng of nothing at all 1n tilis scone, and nOi-T regrets 

having introduced the torn and s<:nm llnsn beca.use it looks s o symbolic, 

;,. 
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t; (, heavily louded 1vi th a.n intention it did not hS.va. 'rhe girl is 

still a virgin, he insists. But then it may be that Bunuel 's memory 

or hie uncol1Gcious spoke a little louder here than he kn01-1. 
C" • ue"Vang up. 

uhlch is Cri oly and ggression in Sade, is defence and car...cellation in 

Dunuel, and the question of 'What it means, in This Strttnr;e P:1ssion and 

Tha.t Obscur,:;, Ohject qf Desire, is perhaps best ansv16red by another 

questionr Barthes' questionl 

How can sei-dng (uhich is aJ.i·lays seuing up, r:ul.kin~, menclir.g ) 
becoT".e the equivalent oft mut.i.lating, C:U'T.putftting, cutting , creating 
an empty space? 

The conflation of Sade and Fabre in EUmlel t 5 work, t he meeting of 

the naturalist and the apologist of nature , promlces a sense of the 

loTorld ,..-hich belong~ properly to neither figure but only to the films. 

Dunuel is enough of a mlshcief-maker to want to suggest, ~Qth Sade , 

that nature can't be wrong , enough of an antomologist to urge that 

nature, right or Hrong, is "That t here is. The rerult is an implication 

not that nature ,·rill save us, that 1,]9 ' have only tl shake off the shackles 

of a rotten civilization in order to enter Ita dazzliU[! nm'T 't-forld" f as 

Honry Miller hopefully put it, but that civilization can be scared and 

questioned by the simplest reference to anything, scorpions or sexuality, 

60 

tha t is unmistakably natural. Bunuel's concern, though, is the questioned 

civilization rather than perseyering nature. 

The image of BuJll.l~l as a studont of insects 1s .9. revl€flre r"s cliche, 

and Bunuel himself uses it f airly frequent.ly, qnite apart from his 
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mentionr. of Fabre . "The hero of El is a lnan who intelres t s me in t hEl 

way a sC ft:t~1'lb ~JOuld, or an anpphelos mosquito , n:x" Bunuel told Andre 

Vazin. The anopheles mosquito it3alf, bearer of ~~lnria, appears 

unforgettably in bm forms in La.nd 1;1ithout Bread : on the photoGra.phed 

pa.ge of a textbook, a.n c:bstract diagram accomparying a. verbal !lCco'Unt, 

and i.>ronediately afteM-1ar~S in a short of a trembling peas a nt suffering 

from malaria, a human record of the insect's disastrous passage. 

Characters in The Pha.'1tom of Lioortyand Wuthering Heights are 

collectors of insects, and Bunuel T9l'1akrs of a particularly 

prepossessin~x spiner in the second of those films that she was 

the best actress he has ever worked wi.:hll. 

But it is important to understand what all this natural history 

means . Bumel likes insects and arachnids, and is Hell informed 

about them . But he knm-TS that most people don't care for them, h."TlOHS 

how to use insects as a sign. A spider, or a scorpion, reflects a 

catholic curi osity - no creature,human or otherwise , is to be 

excluded from our study because we don't fancy it~ looks or the 

associations it carries with it. But Burn.lel, like Sade, also 

means to provoke us, counts on our shivers at the sight of some of 

nature's less charming delegates. 

his 
Octavio Paz, in xn eonderful essay on Nazarin, writes of the 

~ilonce of BumH'~lf8 filD1S, their ~fusal to declare themselves 

en the topics they repeatedly approachl 

I don t t knO;'T if Bunuel is closer to Sa.c1e. or to 
Rous~eaul it is probable that they quarrel with each 
other in his mind. lrlliatever his beliefs are on this 



subject, it is true that ne:tther Sade' s answer nor Hous seau IS 

appears in his films . Haticence . t;irnldi ty or disdain, his 
sile nce is disturbing ••• 

It is disturbing, but his films are there to dis turb us. And if at 

times Burruel does appear after all to offer version of the nnS1"ers of 

Rou t; "'e au .no Soda nature seems good because civilization is 

contemptible , nature merely appears to be e"\:1-1 becC'llse of tho lJ'elght of 

repression that lies on it - his most consistent attitude is that of 

the man nho thinks t'.ll answers are premature. In this , perhaps~ Fabre 

,vi th his cliff of the unknollab1e eclipses b oth Sade and .Rousseau • Burruel 

"rill not s aY,\-That nature is, or what it is f or . Hhat is disturbing i n 

Burruel is the alliance of an extraordinary patience wit h a 1i terall y 

shocking modosty. Can he really h~~e devoted a disciplined life to 

the elaboration of meticulous filmscapes ,·r1thout having anything to 

Sf'.y7 The case "1ou1d be virtually unique . 

Burruel's modesty i n this respect is not to be cnnfused vlith neutrality 

or indifference. Nor i s it a tactic ~ Burmel is not hi ding his hand , 

like Flauoort, s o that 1>19 shall admire all the more the unseen arc hi tect. 

And of course we must not concl u de that a film 'tmi ch says nothing means 

nothing . Ru.rrue1 ' B films mean a gr ent deal, and may be read in any rrumber 

of "rays - "Jell, in a l arge number of 1m,yS.. But the absence of s aying 

r emains disconcerting . "le look in yain, and sometimes ~rl th irri to. t.ion, 

f or Bunuel t s recommendations or endorsements. "'he re is he 7 

Coldness i s a word ti1at is often ueed of .Bunuel's ~rk, and I'm not 

sure we whould rush to rejeot it. "I detest human society," e. banker 

I, 
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says 1.n n. rocent, I'l~ ;ye t unfilI.led ficripto He is busy supplying arms 

and ob 1" form::> of aid to terror lsts . "I like Pierre, Paul and Francol se. 

Indivirh a.ls , °W!'"Gn sop3ratoly. It's " hen they're all together thnt I 

Bu.lel, in pl'i"lrate life, lims Paco, Carlos and Joa.nne, 

and is Givon to grumbling ~bout humanity in general. But his fi lms do 

somothlng liko the reverse. He does not, inn his best tlOrk, prefer one 

character to anothor, a.nd his interest in hUnion society ha.s l as ted an 

o"bservttnt lifetimo . 

ColdM 3s may be a form of clal'ity, an abstinence from emotional 

nTtlddleo It may be another . name for the modesty I have descriood, and 

v.fEj should not oilu to it by making large claims for funuel' s warmth. 

" Do you knOH nlmt the common denominator of Burmel. Renoh" and. Ford 

is, " .f.orge Siloorrnan, Burnel's producer, asked an intervieH~r. "It's 

human Harmth . 'J.'ha t is the most important thing." Silberman's affection 

for his friend speaks eloquently here, but it's hard to imagine a more 

serious misreprcsenation of that friend's work. Bunuel's virtues are 

precisely ~That separate him from Ford and Renoir. The hero of The 

Golden Age, in a gesture l-lhich makes HO C Fields look like Santa Claus, 

kicks over D. blind man in order to beat him to a taxi. Francisco Aranda 

can't resist the a ttempt to set the record straight, a.nd reminds us of 

BUl1l1el t s earlier cha.ritable 1{ork on oohalf of the blind. There is 

somethlne very fUnny about these bids for ethical rescue, even though 

Bunuel occasionally dabbles in them himself. He will insist that he is 

not h1meelf a sanist, or a psychopath, or a fetishist. 

bu t neither are hts f'il.Jns. 

'{ell, hets not, 
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" I troat nIl my characters 1.Jith love," Bunuel onco sald in an 

interv1 0l1 .~ "For me they B,re human beings, and I l ove them , all of 

thorn." Anr:J Ol sOlvhore I "The 1r very wretechedness , it seems to rre , 

should be just one more reason to love such people ." This is Gloquer:t 

and ,ju st , and I haye written myself that Bunuel's luc lcUty is n form ~f 

00 passion. It may 't-Tall b e t.hat th1s is it fina.l i mplication of the 

films, 11 concluslon 'l-Ie can reach. But this temptin vocabulary is far 

too pious for the films themse l Ves , a nd amounts to a rkmial of, or l'l. sheepish 

apology for , their ferocity. Nature, Fabre says , knoHS no pity ; flnd he 

doosn t t hesitate to speak of his own "cru.el studi es", or to desc:d.l}'9 

himself p.s the "torturer" of his specimens. Compassion, love , charlty, 

armth: how are we t o connect these words 't-rlth the cruelty which leap~ 

out of the films , 1vhich svem the most casual observer ca nnot l'! i ss '( It'; 

it possible to love the murderous Jaibo in The Youn~ ?_nci the T')rl1Tlmn? 

The beggar rapi~t in \,irldlana? The man l-Tho cuts ope n a woman's eye 

in An Andalusian Dog? The flighty protagonists of The F:xte r:r.in;>,ting 

Angel and The Discree t Chart" of the Bourgeoisie? Tristana, as she 

pretends to summon a eloctor for her husband, and calmly let.s the old 

man die, gasping, unaided? 

Bunnel does somothing better than loving his characters. He respects 

them as the y are, untouched by programmes 01" preconceptions or 

squeamishness . This respect is not 1nf8J.l ible, and , ... hen it fails, 

1t£ falls "11th women. Vlr1d1ana , for exrunple, is pilloried rather 

than observed, and the two girls "t",ho make up a single character in 

Th~t Obscure Object of Desire are compounded into a man-eati~~ monster. 

But a capacious, uninterfering respeot is Eurrual t 8 usual relation to 
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hi::; im:l[':inoel wor ld. Str a l1[!,a nesse s are not at tacked or jus ti f ied, they 

are rop: i stf,l'O c1 as knmm dimens i ons of humanity, pos sibili ties of 

beha.viour , an UUTru e],' s c ruelt y is very close t o Fabre ' s an 

oGtonslbly cruel scrutiny and quite unlike Sade t s. 

Cruelty fo r S~de 1s a pl easur e and a right, t he r a f lection, a s 1,acF1n 

ha s sur,gosted, of a sort of nateBo:ric al impe r at ive . "Cru e l ty" . Sane ~.r:ri tas , 

" is sil'l'ply t he e nergy i n a man civili zation has not ye t Rlt ocether 

corrupted : the refore it is a v i r tue , not a vice ." 

I have no r eal r i ght of possEJs sion over su~h-and-such A. 

l!Ol"lan, but I have incont estable rights t o the enjoyment of hE'r~ 
I have t he right t o. force from her this e njoyment , if she r efu ses 
me it f or whatever the c ause l1W.y b9 . 

There are no rights of this kind in Burmel ' s films, Hhich a r e governe~ 'l-:>~T 

more f amilia r , even conservative moral la1ffl. It is si~ply that these 

l a.ws a r e cro!<en as oft:m as the y are kept , and cruelty for Bunuel , ap<'Ir t 

from be i ng a perspective like Fabre's, an approach Hhich looks c l"11~1 to us, 

is a major f eature of r eality . It is what he sees Hhen he turns his 

camera on u s , andR his coldness is , .... hat al101-7s him to see it Hithout 
diff-icult 

blinking . It is ~ to vie~o1 Tristp.nl'l. , for example , as anything other 
even more difficult 

than an icy film l ~ to pe rceive hml nruch that iciness ShOHS 

us, and how much humanity t here is in these chill regions. hlhy is 

humani ty so often associawd with wa.rmth? As Pauline Kael says, lilt's 

hard to love man ; HollYvro od movies pretend it's easy, but every detail 

gives the show nway.1I 

This talk of coldness and entomology becomes false if it creates 
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the impross ion tha t l 'urru~l merely studies already formed objects and 

crea tures . He does find his material rather tha.n imagine it, I think , 

in spi-w of h1s 01-1n frequent protests to the contrary. But vrha.t he finds 

e nd "Tha.t he doe s tTith it depend on a strong set of personal preferences , 

and no doubt pereonal eeds and nightmares . If Bunuel s~es so much 

cruelty in tho tvorld, it is not just because it is there, Fellini proba.bly 

has a vis ion of thines no r osier than Dunuel's, but no one would think of 

calling his films cold, and the grotesque in Fellini is usuFtll'y the sign 

of an a~.mdance , rather than of difference and isola tion. Fellini t S 

cam'3ra is E.ruel enough, pitil ess in its searching 6!f flesh a.nd deformity, 

uhile Burruel's filT'fl5 are relatively kind in this re~pect; c1'"uel only l n thei:c 

extraordi nary interest in cruelty. 

All films are littered 1fith the tracea of decisions which point to the 

parsonality of their I~Akers. And of course, except in the case of Land 

Hlthout Drea , it is deceptive to speak of the characters in 13urruel' s 

films as people. They are chara.c ters, ,-rhich is different. They are 

compounds of dialogue and gesture and the physical features of actors, 
a 

framd in a particular set of shots. and articulated by/particular m,mnerx 

of editine. \{e think of them as people, about whom a director ora: an 

audience might have feelings (Ill love 'them, all of them"), because that 

is part of the pretence of most films and of most nine teenth contury 

novels, and of all soap operas, past and present*. The fictional figu re 

'-rho seems to exist apart from the screen or the paper \-1h1ch is ·his only 

kingdom is om of the great triumphs and lures ~ realism. I don't 

think lYe can, as a matter of ordinary critical practice, give up to.lking 

of these characte rs as people \,1. thout losing our sens·o of hm,T these films 



(ann novaJ.s, and the rost) aot.ually addrasz us, or ,-tithout falling 

into a hopel(~ss fussiness ("Viridiana, or rather the cluster of 

Gignlfiars collected together uncter the spurious authority of t hat 

iUJB..r,inary propel:' narnG ••• If) • It is as false, Darthes says , to suppress 

the character liS to take him out of the book. But there 1s no reason 

for us to be ~eluderl by our own vocabulary . Dehind Cl. film a.re sets or 

locations, ac~wrs , a script, a watchful director I not a photographed 

truth . The truth of' a. film resides not in "That it cop.\.es but in '-Tha t 

it creates, in the connections it is a.ble to sugges t behme n its 

siI!lulated ,",orld and the unsimulated, far less selective '-lOrld of 

our everyday lives. 

The man shivering with malaria in Land 1!ithout Bread is not an 

actor, of courso J and the harsh, cral1'lped village where he lives is 

not a location, it is hie home. It is absurd, and unkind , t o coni'use 

documentaries ,nth fiction . The truth of a docume ntary does c ome , 

in part, from "hat it copies ,from the fidel ity of its t ranscription 

of what is already there . Dut only in part . Even documentary 

films are made of frames , as Mallarme once said poems ara made of 

words, and tho frame r; are composed and ordered by a direc t or . He 

see what ha chooses tOH have ns see I not ne cessari ly a fictiom, hut 

a perspectlve . 

61 
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Only Cl perspective ? Is that all? "I hrwe thou ght of everything 

that cnn M thonght of in tha.t line , 11 Sada t'TJ"ote of the ext.ravagances 

of his itrlfib ination. "but I have certainly not done eve:rythinr; I have 

thought of, and shall certainly never do it." The fiction?l st FlorBnt. 

in Jus'd,r:.? ppel'trs to be a masterful Saoeian hero. a man emancipl'\te Cl 

from scruple. Yet Sade describes him in a footnote as ? his torical 

monsterl Hthis villa in", "this urctched creature existed i n this same 

Lyon". 'The orgies and prisons of Sade l s biogr aphy , R rthes suggestc;, 

aro modest echoes of the colossal cruelties of h1s \-lork: 1' lle put a 

little of his .Tork into his +ife." Barthes a.lso insists on t he 

h lpossihi 1,i t.y of Tmlc h of what Sade describes I complications of pos i tion, 

contoreions of the body, endurance of the victims , infinitely repe8t0c 

or~asms of t he princ'ipals , "everything goe s beyond human nature ," The 

obsessive sexual activity in Saoets novels is a creation of discour~~ , 

concoivable only in l aneuage . " LanZ1.lage , Barthes vTrites, can " deny , 

forget , disxo.ssociate i tself from the real 1 vrritten shit does not 8mell. lI 

And Giloort J..ely remarks that "language "rill extend its mercy" to the 

murdered and Tmltilated creatures of ~ade 's fiction 1 they have been 

hurt only in words . 

'£hase claims are true enough, but the ir truth is a little obvious, 

even trivial: words are not things . In part the claims reflact ' 

the fashion, r ampant in France and als91.rhere the se last h enty 

years, for ~~ c anonizlne language, lo.tching on to the 

notion of discourse as a magical ' nlternative to naivete . And in 

:,. 
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pnrt thoy constitute an alibi for Sa.de VE)ry similar to the efforts 

w~de for tho ethical rescuo of Bunuel . Thore are tMCJ sor ious 

rnimnderst8noings hore . 

lforns are not things , but they 1\re not phantoms. They arc as much 

R part of continuing life as inflation or the vre athe r , "tlhich r e not 

thinr;s either . Behind a great deal of sophis ticated talk about languabe 

a.nd disc0'.1rse lies an ext raordinarily si!'lple , materi2.1ist vieH 0:- wk.t 

is 1'130.11 the ~olid . th9 tangible . the i.rounds St ThOllJaS neec3ed tl) 0)"a~11ine 

in order to believe . The signi~icc:tnt i mpossibility in Sade i~ not a. 

practical one this cant"t be done except in ,.Tords Cut a moral and 

conceptual one this is literally unthinkable . Or !·fl.thl'1 r f ~2 ~e hn.s 
problem 

thought of it , but can He? Barthos touches on this q!m .... Jd:ml at t he t a.il-end 

of a sentence , spaaking of things Hhich are "lnconceivable in re~.llty , r:!'Ten 

in R.n i mCl-::inaryr reality." The question is ' -,Thethe r anyt.hin!! is 

inconceivable any l'lO!'OS that is the boundary ~ade is ou.t to test. ' \Te 

can't blame him for the excesses of hist ory, 1\Thich ls full of horrors i.!hich 

He call unimaginable but exist all the s ame, a nd i.re must be gr ate.flll to 

hil11 fo!' his ~ dili~ent pictur ing of the unpicturabl e . Ke 

do him no service by insisting on the l ingu i stic nature of hi s performe.nce, 

s ince "re rob him t horeby of all his urgency, and blind ourse lves t o the 

mos t insidious of h i s puzzl es 1 l-rhat , exact l.y . is t o stop us f r om putting 

into practioe the most sav age of our dreams ? 

And t hen "ade ' s oiscourse , to bor row t he magica.l \-lord , is hypothetical 

i n a.n i nteresting sense ; s peculative , B. mat ter of deeosper f ol"TTled not l"erely 

in Inngna.ge , but merely in though t . "I have thought of eV9J"thlng th F.'.t 



to 
nun l~o thou("ht of in that lino ••• " "One thin1<"g, I I the yOUli~ Sur;enie 

in reflli ty anrl ?u[enie in fiction manar,od quite a hit of oollie; 8.11 

the c:r.r.1C , hut t.ho discourse in general is t o be read 3S a challenge 

rathm' thnn n. report, nd in this i t resem'tles 1unuol's films , many 

curroalist tex.ts and activities , the HI'i tings of some modern philos ophe rs t 

and tho practice of psycho-analysis, at least as John \ ,Tisdom undorst;:mds 

this discipline. Its relation to the Horld is that of n prov ('lcation 

or a riddle or a paranox. It is true, \lisdom says, that philot:ophGrs 

an psycho-alialyc:ts are not "'peakin~ literally. but it is d3l'1[c r O'!.l8 t o 

say so: 

It is ove n dan!!crous to say that their parndo:.:-es are 
pnr1"_ooxes . For only i n the shoe <: of takinp.: a paraol"l)C 
11 torally vIlll people rrive thRt a ttention t o concrete 
detail ~;rhich vdll em,'tl e:t them to bre?k old hab i ts of 
eroupins and recognize not merely th?t a.n old c12ss1:'icatlon 
blin s and distorts bu t ~ it does . 

Pauline Ka.el ,vrites in a similar vein a.bout people l.,-ho protect themsel-"es 

from such shocks by taldng a violent r emark a.s "just a met~,phor .1I Th3 

discourse, then , ls neither literal'nor figura.tive nor simply lingu is":.ic 

but, in a very curious ~my, both aggressive and theoretical. Hhat if, 

it says, and then musters all the material detail it can behind the 

speculation. 

It is also a fragile discourse, runs the risk of being mereJey langua~e 

in a s ense not intended by I.ely and Barthes I just t -alk . Bunuel, as 

I ha.ve already said, decribed An Andalusian Dog as "a. desperate and 

passione,te call to ~ murdor" I AndN Dreton prgued thAt the simplest 

SUl'Tealist act yras to fire a pair of plhstols into a crotvd. But both 

men "Tould have been horrif1ed to hear of nctual murders commi ttad in 



thoir nrune, end Albort CCl.nnJ-S once suggested that Breton must have 

boc· n regrett i ng h1s famous romark ever since he ma.de it . The game 

of p:1rairox nnd provocation l1lEl.y turn out to be frivolity and r ad ical 

clue. and Stc l1 c1hal or iotzscha v70uld mn,ke short 1-,TOr ( of snch a 

procnrious pose . Tha due de Blangis is not a hypocrite, but what 

About Sada7 If his lifa l ags behind his i-Tork , is he only tnc1ul ging his 

fertila fantasy? 

I I 

monstrosities for t he s aka of authenticity. ~'!e cannot Hish 

An flnd;:tlusian DOfT ,,,as really A. desperate and passionate call 0 

mur cr . J1uthenticltyand sincerit.y are awhT? r d , shif t.i , Emd ordinfl.rily 

v!Jry different. notions. In this kind of ere e ntangled 

'Hith each other . Ue cannot i,Tant authenticity i hese c n.ses r ea] 

murdors nd aiming , to ' ,hieh l anguage canno extend its me r cy _ and 

. ye t uithout it the discourse n oans i n , l . 0, has the 100k of insinc~ritYJ 

of mere f'lirtation with violence . -.'a cannot speak of the necessar y 

illusions of' nrt , f or tha t i s t mis s t he specifici t y of t h i s art , its 

s of the i magi ned and the real . "To be 

blind t o Bunue1' 5 maam s as a n ay of be ing open to f art- I,' Pau1ine Kaal 

of the ve ry sentime ntality he s atirizes." It is 

al s o true that Runnel's art is to mi s s the most povrerful 

and durabl e f his me ani ne s • But that is a nother story. For the moment 

He must cept the erratic na ture of this form of dls course. , its hits 

It may bo1w us over, itm may seem an empt y game . There 

nothing e l se to say about it in Gf.)ner rJ. , plent y to say 



Maurice Blanchot wrote of IIntonln Artaud% that he had lucidly 

un~crgone ":che test of the mal"'Vellous", meaning he had committed 

himself to genuine madness. Artaud's obsession with feces, his notion 

of returning St Patrick's cane to Ireland, his belief in a conspiracy 

of angels against him were, as Roger Shattuck says, "neither jokes nor 

metaphors." Batallle took Artaud's terrible adventure as a verdict 

on the Surrealists , who mostly managed to avoid all such wrecks and 

disasters . 

proved? 

But did he want them to succomb? \Vbat would that have 

'Ha cannot wish them mad, or that An IIndalusian Dog was really 

a call to murder. We cannot '..rn.nt Sade to have committed all his 

imagined monstrosities for the sake of authenticity. Authenticity 

and sincerity are awkward, shifting and ordinarily very different 

concepts . In this kind of discourse they are entangled vli th each 

'1 

other . lIuthentici ty in such cases - real murders and maiming, to 

which language cannot extend its mercy - would destroy their challenge, 

convert them into pathology, and yet without it the discourse floats 

in limbo, has the look of insincerity, of mere flirtation with 

violence. 

We c~~ot speak of the necessary illusions of art, for that is 

to miss the spacificity of ~ art, its attempt to explore the 

borders of the imagined and the real. uTo be blind to Bunnel's 

meanings as a way of being open to 'art'," Pauline Kael says t tlls a 

variant of the very sentimentality he satirizes .. " It is also 



:1.-rue that to be blind to Bunnel' s art is to miss the most 

i>Ol'1erful and durable of his meanings. But that is another 

-etory. For the moment "'19 must accept the erratic nature of 

··this form of discourse, its hits and misses. It may bowl us 

.:Over , it may seem an empty game. There is perhaps nothing 

.else to say about it in general. plenty to say about particular 

~8Ses .• 
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f~ I .l.n -1Jle l:luseum f>.f Strangeness 

Bunuel sp&aks of his ~lationship with Surrealism in the past 

tense. "lfuen .I lo.T8.S a Surrealis t, 11 he says, or "In the days of 

Surrealism" - f!-S if Surrealism were a team or a club or a now 

defunct politieal party. I have an impulse to quarrel with this 

usage. If Surrealism, as Octavio paz says, is neither a party nor 

a re'ligi.on nor ~ f>chool ~ a. poetics but"an attitude of the human 

spirit,", then Bunuel can hardly be said to have given it up. His 

~ldel1ty ~ that Dld revolt lends a striking constancy to his broken 

and mended ~~reer. and I have written elsewhere that he has been 

a "lifelong Surrealist." 

·Butt it is an old revolt, and Burroelts usage is better than mine. 

To be rrurc, HB.roEll Jean thinks of a "timeless Surrealism". and Maurice 

Nwau emggests that Surrealism, "understood as a certain disposition 
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:JlOt to transcend reality but to explore its depths", is "eternal". 

:It'.s just that if we try to give a concrete meaning to these phrases 

-we discover that Surrealism, as am bag of disruptive trioks, has found 

~ home in advertiling - beds on beaches, deodorants perched in 

-mountain gorges and in its ampler aooeptations can be encountered 

Absolutely anywhere, if we decide that it's what we are looking for. 

Of oourse the movement was always apt to colonize whatever it thought 

_iI1ight serve its heady cause. Andre Breton consoripted Emily Bronte, 

-the Marquis de Sade and many others, and the first number of 

La. Revolution surrealiste carried a picture of Bustsr Keaton. Ado -
Kyrou, in Le Surrealisme BUI!l cinema, regards \-, C Fields as "surrealist 

in everything", while Renoir' 5 Rules of the Game is "surrealist in 

~l>sence. " Alain Resnais is Ilsurreal1st in his baroque madness" and 

Antonioni is "surrealist in his details." Much earlier, Antonin Artaud 

had decided that if there was a state or degree of mind which could be 

oalled Surrealism, then the }1arx Brothers' Animal Crac~ "shared in 

it fully". Bunuel himself, introducing a programme of films in 

.1adrid in 1930, said there mlS "more genuine Surrealism" in the movies 

of Chaplin, Keaton, Ben Turpin, Harold Lloyd and Harry Langdon than 

in the works of Man Ray. Surrealism here becomes a name for whatever 

we like or think we need, and once we have started to talk, as both 

Kyrou and J H Matthews do, of "involuntary Surrealism", ,.re have lost 

any ohance we might have had of making sense. He ure simply waving a 

nag. 

I want to say then that Bunuel, like many others, found in 

Surrealism support for his own pursuit of strangeness, for his own 
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interest in repressed or forgotten aspects of expetience, both mental 

.and -motorial, both personal and social. "'hen this strangeness t:dgrated 

to aroas loIhich 'Were not favourite Surrealist quarries. he follmmd it 

rather than the movement. It is . thus possible to say both that he 

has remR.ined loyal to a certain thrust of Surrealism and that he has 

hit it behidd. On the other hand, he is unequivocal about his debt. 

ftAn J,ndn.lusian Dog would not exist, n he "TOte~, "if Surrealism did not 

exist,lt and hex told Andre Bazin and Jacques Donio-Valcroze that 

Surrealism taught him to see reality differently. ' Itts 'not entil"Oly 

-clear that ,.mat Bunuel learned from Surrealism is i:l\a:xxmmt 'What Breton 

"and others thought they ~re teaching; but what he learned, or for that 

matter what Hagritte or Miro learned, might well provoke us to rethink 

our notion of what Surrealism is, or might be. e:.t...~"'-.el r 

(itV:> .('~["f" a.......kl'"'L-. tt../ A. ~.~o{ r ~'-"\.-L.J ~-ct...... ~..t.... 4+ 

~~ ~ I.c..o .... t~. 

f-r ~'-L'f(~,.­
-A'r./+ ~ L ... ~/ 

For the moment, though, we need to know what it~, as a movement. 

Romanticism's last stand, as CyrU Connolly thought? A particular 

product of' l' entre-deux-guerres7 
I 

Like its cousin, Anglo-American 

Modernism, it did not survive the Second "'rJO~ War except in dlf'fuse, belated, 

or eternal forms. 

Braton tlmught that the historica.l success or :r-oilul"S of Surrealism 

--could be judged only by its ef'ficacy in provoking a grave and generalized 

crise de conscience. Undoubtedly it failed in this respect, but the 

·eri tarion is odd,since the vast cr~ de conscience known as lIloderni ty 

-vas 'WSll under way by the time of the first Surrealist manifesto in 1924. 

-.and in any case the Surrealists could hardly provoke something of" Wich 

·they themselves lOere so plainly a symptom. 
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The world they wished to shake had already half crumbled, and 

it is because they don't appear to have realized this that many 

Surrealists seem provincial. John Berger memorably Bays of l'~ngri tte 

that "he hated the familiar and the ordinary too much to turn his back 

on them". The Surrealists md:iGl could not turn their backs on the 

bourgeoisie. They l-19re adepts of insult and invective, always 

arraigning public men and addressing open letters to figures of 

authority. They wanted the prisons emptied and the army disbanded a 

They were for "sabotage on principle,lt as Camus 'Wrote. "All that is 

doddering, suspicious, infamous, sullying and grotesque, 11 Breton said, 

"id vo$ined for me in that" single word: God. t1 Paul Eluard called 

Cocteau a swine and a stinking beast, and remarked, IlBeing careful 

never prevented anyone from being vile." 

Walter Benjamln, in an early article, pointed to the elements of 

bluff and provocation in all this, but he also thought the Surrealists 

were the first people since Bakunin to have a radical conception of 

freedom. They perceived theN world as caught up in an ecstatic 

oonspiracy of respectabUi ty. and according to Benjamin they sa't-T 

through the "unholy coupling" of idealistic !llorilizing and fierce 

political practice. There was nothing philosophical about their 

soepticismJ i1:.1 flared up ,.11th the sense of betrayal which was so 

large a legacy of the Great War. Like many others, of quite different 

-ages and temperaments t the Surrealists felt they had been fed on 

deoeption, that the very notion of truth 'Was a oasualty of the 

war. Ezra Pound spoke of "old men2 s ilesll and "dis1xllusions as never 

told in the old days." "Surely it must be realized,1I Louis Aragon 

I. 
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-wrote, "that the :face of error and the :face of troth cannot 1"ail 

There is an element o~ naivete :in tJJis out.:r:-age, of coarse, 

particularly in France, were a.rtists bad been railing against the 

supposed ideals of the bourgeoisie for rearly a century. But a 

.certain naivete is iI-.sepa.rable from the Surrealist's er~rgy. "Nothing 

'is revoltnionary except candour. tI Robert. ~snos said. '~n they 

were no longer shoe ked by the hypocr~sy and fatUousness of their 

eO!Ilfortable contempor~s. · they ware no longer Surrea.J..i'sts. 

The rebelling Paris students of Hay 1968 borrmred Surrealism for 

~ walls of the Sorbonne. where they quoted Braton and scribbled 

assertions like "Dream is truth" and "Any view of things that is not 

strange is false." This last phrase makes a fine echo to Chirico t 5 

much earlier suggestion that '\ore should "live in the world as if in an 

immense museum of strangeness", but it was not Surrealism that drove 

the 6wdents to the barricades in 1968. Surrealisn, alon lv"'i th many 

other sources, ofi"ered an attractive rhetoric, and lv-a may feel, with 

-the sweep of hindsight, that Surrealism was above all a rhetoric. 

ilrt was not exactly an aesthetics that yearned to be a politics,as 

Susan Sontag shretmly guessed+. It. was .an overreaching politics 

- that could -not lea.ve the realm of romance. 

In the Spanish Civil Har, Braton thought~ 

much more is at stake thnn the f'ate of' the young Spanish 
Republic. The question at issue is this: is roan condemned to 
remain the prey of his fellow man ••• 1 
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This perspeoMve does not preo1ude praotioa1 sympathy, but the driit 

towards abstraction is olear. A IDlniber of' Surrealists (Breton, Aragon, 

Eluard, Peret, Unlk) joined the French Communist Party as early as , 

1927, and placed the movement, as they put it, at the servioe. of' the 

Revolution. They took oourageous stands, were f'irm and eloquGnt about 

the Mosoow Trials (lIabominable and inexpiable") and Breton remaimd 

olose to Trotsky. But there is 2. disoomfort in all this, a sense 

that Surrealism!> universalizing dreams oould only be oramped by any 

party - let alone by tr.a stiff-minded Conmn.mist Party of' the age of 

Sta.1in. It is to the movement's oredit that it sought the total 

liberation of'man, refused all partis.l versions, but the risk of being . 

nei the 1" a sohool nor a religion nor a party is that you may be nothing 

a.t all. An attitude of' the hUlI!an spirit may be just that: an 

attitude. This is 't\That Nad.eau oalls the Ithiddemr: vice 11 of Surrealism: 

the notion that wishes are horses, that postures are a fo!'!ll of 

activism. 

The situation is orystallised in the oontrove~5y surrounding 

Aragon's ugly po~ 'Red Front'. Horking olass neighbourhoods 

of Paris (Bellevllle, St Denis, Ivry, Javel, Halakof'f) are SUllIrnoned 

to revolt ~a t~l; p1eaq: 

Bend the lampposts like f'oemses of straw ••• 
Shoot d~m the cops 
Comrades 
Shoot d~~m the oops ••• 
Fire at Leon Blum ••• 
The flash of gunfire lends the landsoape 
a gaiety unknmm till now 
They are execu tin« engineers and dootors ••• 



The blue eyes of the Revolution 
shim with necessA.ry cruelty 
USSR USSR USSR 
USSR. 
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One needs the French to catch the awful oleverness ot the last lines I 

"Ul'l9 croaute necessaire/SSSR, SSSR, SSSR,1sSSR" (ec-ess-aire, ess-aFls-ess-er, 

etc.) 

Aragon was accused, not unreasonably we may think, of incitement to 

violence, and the Surrealists offered an odd defence. Poetic language, 

they said, was not an "exact expression of thought", not to be judged by 

its "immediate content." The poem does not propose indivldual acts of 

violence, it merely offers a picture of a possible future. Aragon 

would not have lvri tten "Shoot down the cops" in prose, in an article. 

This seems to say that Surrealism is only literature aftar all - a 

denial of all the movement's bravestx and most flamboyant proclamations 

(''11e have nothing to do 'W'i th li terau tre," "Surrealisru is not a. poetic 
guise 

form"). \ve meet again, in a particularly vulnerable :fmm, the 

hypothetical quality I described in my last chapter. Breton, dissatsfied, 

as well he might be, with this line of thought, later suggested that things 

might have been different if the poem had corresponded tox an actual 

political situation - 'if the French Communist Party, for example, 

had been preaching active, local revolt. Then the poem ~ld have meant 

what it said litera.1ly, and the Surrealists "muld not honourably have been 

able to refuse . to participate in the agitation. But that wasn't the 

situation, and wo can almost hear Bretonts sigh of relief .• 
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There a.re two faces to this problem, indeed the two faces e.re-­

'the problem. Surrealism was full of dangerous talk, metaphors 

meant to be mistaken for assertions - "11th the proviso that they 

could always be reclaimed as metaphors if the going got rough. "1Ialt'-

'metaphorical bombs,1I as Roger Shattuck says, "can end up killing 

real people . 11 And yet there was a persevering innocence int this 

very frivolity_ It was dangerous talk, but it was only talk, and the 

Surrealists themselves were among the last to see how hJPOtlwtical 

the ir provoca tions "rere. The chief criticism we can make of them 

in this r espect is not that they lJere too violent, or insufficiently 

violent, but that they did not take their mm mischief sel·1ously 

enough, never really expected it tox leave the realm of the game, and 

so had no proper sense of the possible human consquences ef their 

antics. I'm thinking here of R the defence of J\ragon t s poem, of course, 

the poem itself is Imlch Horse than If1..l.schievous, hm...'Gver ue take it. 

And yet. There is a good deal to be said for rhetoric and romance 

if they are all you have. If liberty is a phantom, as the title of 

a Bunuol film suggests, it is essential to talk about it. Its 

return to reality may depend upon our familiarity v.rith the idea. 

111le very word liberty, fI Breto~ wrote, "ls exal ling. I think it is 

capable of prasarving, indefinitely, the old human fanaticlsm. tI And 

again, prophetically enoug~, "It 'V."OUld be wrong for man to allow himself 

to be intimidated by a fffi.T monstrous historical failures: he is still 

free to believe in his freedom.1! There is a. certain negligence, even 

callousness, in such remarks (1Ia. feu monstrous historica.l fa.ilures"), but 

there is also a f'ine f'idelity toO a. battered belief'. Braton saw the 
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imagination as the only index of possibi~ltYJ wanted the tla-lready 

·thought" to make ..,Tay for the "thinkable"; uaged pitiless \-1ar on the 

8habby reality he found all too many of hls contempora.rles settling 

for. He could be vague and superstitious on this subject, but it .is 

usually clear that he wants more reality, not less, or even a 

different one. liThe admirable thlng about the fantastic," he said, 

"is that it is no longer fantastic. there is only the real." The 

fantastic is not an alternative to the given 'World. It is a promise, 

a .hint of what a larger, less constricting 'World might be like, since 

a life that can be imaglned can also be desired. I:f Surrealism, as 

C81lIUS thought, "ls perhaps only an unbearahle form of wisdom" , 1 t is . 

also, as he added, a sign that \dsdom 15 not a comfort. It is in 

this sense that '\0319 should understand the Surrealists· insistence on 

dre81tlS and automatic writing, their quest for the l'Tla.rV'ellous in everyday 

life, their canonization of chance and eomantic love. "Pel'haps he 

has secrets for changing ~e7" a tirrld voice says in Rimbaudts 

A Season in Hell. The Surrealists thought they had the secrets. 

They didn't. And the one thing they had that looked like a 

secret turned out to be something else. SurrealiSlll, Breton said 

when he borrowed the 'Word from Apollinaire, "designates a certain 

psychic automatism, a near equivalent to the dream state." Later 

he multiplied definitionsl 

Surrealisn, n. Pure psychic automatism by uhose means it is 
intended to express, wrba.lly or in writing, or in any other 
manner, the actual functioning of thought. Dictation of thought, 
in the absence of all control by reason and outside of all 
aesthetic or moral preoccupations. 
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There is a great daal of' confusion here. '.Jhen Breton B~akS~ elsM1here, -

of ·automatic writing as Ha true photoeraphy of thought", he has 

forgotten the complications of the camera and the dark room, just 

as the above definition ignores all the implications of conscious 

intention carried by the ;'TOrd exoress am ~tua1ly all of' the ordinary 

meanings of' the word thought. This last word crops up ID. th a 

startling f'requency in Surrealist decla:rations s "thought in the 

plenitude of' its freedom" (I'~ritte), Uto give birth to the thought 

inside me" (frtaud), "the disinterested play of thoughts' (Breton). 

The Surrealists appear to have had nOM of Freud I s sense of the puzzle 

and paradox involved in the very notion of an unconsciousx thought 

a thought having nothing to do with reason poses no problem :for Breton 

in the above quotation - and they also used thought il1XXllpC a quite 

different l-my. to sigi1if'y, precisely, reason, consciousness, academic 

intellect and aJl the rest of their heavy-breathing enemies. Their 
\ 

"theoretical equipIllBnt" was not so much "impoverished", as 111chel 

Beaujour has suggested, as non-existent. Still, this is not to say 

they llere not on to smmething. 

"The actual functioning of thought" must mean the tree flow of the 

mind, conscious a.nd unconscious, and the trick or secret which everyone 

situates at the centre of Surrealism is tiros, as Octavlo paz says, not a. 

method but a goal. Automatic writing is not automatic, it is merely 

less fettered, less censored than rational or utilitarian discourse -

or if ,~ wish to push our scepticism a little further, it is tettered O~ 

censored in ID iN mm:: other fashions. It is an "e§gioo of v78.l,lt f as 

}1Pllrice Blanchot says, "against reflection and 1a.ngauge.n It is as 
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much a. production as any text (or painting, or film), but the 

manner of its production is the milTor of a. hope. 

The hope is not trivial. h~ oould all use a little, more 

liberty than we've got, and it 'WOUld help if we Imm how to 

wish for it. The Surrealists ot'ten made the mistake of thinking 

their questions were a.IlS'Wers, but the questions themselves are 

urgent enough. IIIf you look at something a.rul try to find out what 

i~ means, 11 11a.grltte said, "you end up by seeing not the thing itself 

but the questions that it has raised.u The ~ here, perhaps, Is 

Surrealism. 

The Surrealists sought strangeness, as I have said, or what they 

more often called the rnnrvellous. These are secondary terms. 

depending for their meaning on a primary sense of "mat is ordinary. 

not-'HondEJrful. Surrealism is escapism, hm1Gver much its apologists 

shy e:vtay from the YOrd. But an attempted escape Is not a negligeable 

deed. 

Eluard l S 

First because esca.pe is sometimes possible. 

The earth is as blue as an orange 
Never an error \rords do not lie 

Lil');)S like 

not only elude all plausible interpretatio~ they also enact a 

-form of freedom. Herds do not lie oocanse -bhere is not limit to lmat 

;::!':=.we - can do With them",- and. cilling earth and oranges blue may be seen 

as a. model for all kinds of non-verbal liberties. Secondly because 

even failed escapes inform us about our prison, andi; this, I think, 

is Surrealism's largest lesson. 

--.. , ... ::. -: .-- ~ 
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The movement produced some very thin painting, and some vacuous 

poetry. But it also offeredx an instlgation to Hiro, Eluard. fumel. 

llagritte. And the striking thing about the work ot these men is not 

its interest in a realm of the arbitral"".f and magical but on the contrary 

its embattled engagement 'With things as they are, its pursuit of an 

intricate human truth. Respecting Braton's dream of freedom, they 

managed to stand it on its head. It is because fl-eedom is finally 

i mpos s ible tha t it ls indispensable to drerun of it. lISurrealism, It 

Bu rnle l told Carlos Fuent.es, "taught me that man is never free yet 

fights for vma t he can never be." This strikes me as rather too 

absolute in its abandonment of hope, but runnel, to paraphrase 

John Derger, hates captivity too much to think of living anywhere 

else. 

Bumel said later that he had excluded "a.1l narrative sensetl
, "all 

logical association", from An Andalusian Dog, but the film in feet 

attack~s nexrative sense quite systematically and replaces logical 

association with chains of metaphors that seem incogerent only at a first, 

careless glance. "Dali and I. n Bunnel told Francois Truffaut. "mercilessly 
Co",-~~ ..... 

rejected anyt.h:ing tha.t Idght. he:vo~ anYthing." This is to take 

meaning itself as a measure, indeed is to ta.ka it as seriously as the 

most ardent rationalist could ldsh. 

It has oocome customary to attribute to Dumel the excellences of 

this film, and of The Golden Age, and to give the failed or strident 
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jokes to Dali. Steven I\ovacs, quoting the above remark, has 

recently tried to set the record straight, rather schematic ally 

credi tine fa.lir and image to Dall and structure and morality to 

Bunuel. In fact, as Kovacs himself comes to see. there' are only 

tiro things tOR be said about this collabora.tion, Dali and BuIlIlel 

'\-rare close friends at the time of writillg, each eagerly accepting 

the other's suggestions , and many of the images in the films (donkeys, 
, 

ants, orchestras, priests, famous paintings) can be seen to belong 

to ,the repertory of both J and Bunuel directed the :films, converted 

'Whatever there "ras in the scripts into movies. 

An J·.nnalusian Dog begins quietly, like a fairy tale with the pace 

of an old-fashioned realistic noval. A title card says , :rOnce upon a: 

time", and a burly fellrn-T, l-rho happens to be Bu mel. appears in his 

shirtsleeves, smoking , sharpening a razor, testing it agaInst his 

tlrumbnail. He steps out on to a balcony and takes a look at the 

moon. He see a young 'WOman's face in close-up. l\ hand holds har 

ledlt eye open,l-Thile another hand approaches the eye lath a razor. 

A cloud passes a.cross the moon, as though slicing through it, and in a 

S0 

very large close-up. the razor cuts into ±kB an eye, "rhich leaks matter 

immediately. A ll9W ti lie , card says, "Eight years later." 

People still gasp rmen this scene is sholom. 'I'here 1s no way of 

reducing the intimacy of its violence. The fact that the r:ame young 

lroman a.ppears soon after in the film, 'both eyes happily intact, and the 

fact that the sliced eya, on inspection, -can be seen to be that of a.n 

a nimal - of one of the two dead donkeys, I take it, 'Which are later 
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draped over two grand pianos are not as consoling as \ie- trlght--

I don't gasp any more, but.r do have to sit tight in the 

cinema. energetically reminding myself that the eye being sliced 

""18 not too woman's. that it is neither human nor alive. -
J.1uch nonsense has been written about this eye, but it is clear 

that hO'V15ver Burroel and Dali arrived at the image, there is nothing 

aooidontal about its place in the film. It assaults the very organ 

"le are ~ie'W'1ng ,nth, blinds us by proxy, and 0Ul'" physical disgust 

~n~ fright are oomplicated by an OBscure sense that some sort of 

ugly justice has been done. that we've got what we deserve. Artand 

had written earlier that a film should come as fla shock to the eye, 

drav."n so to speak from the very substance of the eye", and An Andalllsian 

Dog renders this figure with horrible literality. The casual 

tlal"ra.tive adds to the effect. He didn't think he was sharpening 

the razor for that, and the cards suggest an idiotic storyteller who 

just doesn't know what is in his tale. In later films, I should add, 

'9unuel rarely finds actual violence necessary. He gets quite 

terrifying iILf1Ioct results by the equivalent OfK simply showing the ' 

Our mm fears do the rest. 

- ,cAm ,so 'the movie continues" setting up narrative I:lovernants only to 

~ th~ d~. ~ vtT.'..a.n leaves a. roOOi and finds herse1.fin exactly 

the sm..e l>laee-. 'lAte:r she leaves the SSlIl6 -room through the same door 

~ :i'.i,nm; h~-rse1.:f ell a beacll. A man 1.s shot -indoors, and the scene 

~~ ~ lrl.m .as he .:fall.s. By tl"lS, time ha hits the ground he 



in a meadow. Not even morta11xty Cctn tie up a st.ory. 

seems to die more than onoe, only to reappear in the situation he had 

left behind - a narratiV19 version of stepping into the same room 

twice. Meanwhile the title cards, at intervals, proceed ~lth their 

p1aoid, crazy commentary: "Towares three in the morning" J "Sixteen 

years before". "In the spring." 

Even so, the bnagery of the film keeps edging tmvards coherence, 

and Funnel then gives in, with comic helplessness, to the c.~sociations 

which suggest themselves. A pair of books turns into a pail- of 

revolvers: the opposite, I take it, of paper tigers. A man stares 

at his hand, striking the pose that is found in l~agrittets pAinting 

The l-lyster lous Suspicion. Ants ~T8.rm out of a ho1'9 in the middle of 

this hand, and the movie suddenly dissolves to a olose-up of a ,.roman t s 

armpl t, Tilhioh in turn is foll01-1ed by a close-up of a sea-urchin' 5 

spine. which dissolves to a head seen from directly aboiTo, in 8n 1ris. 

It is the head of an androgynous-looking girl who isx staring a.t a 

severed hand, prodding it Hi th a cane. An itch in the palm modulates 

into mutilation, almost a pioture of oensorship. Another sequence. 

The skull pattern on a death's head moth is held in an iris shot • 

. A young man claps his hand to hi~ mouth, then removes itr he has 

no mouth. The young woman who is with hini. angrily outlines her mouth 

~~th lipstick, and the man's face promptly grm.s hair where his mouth 

was, The ~ woman is startled,and looks lmrriedly at her armptit, 

which is now oompletely hairless. The furry moth has triggered a 

series of allusions to the unseen, unmel'ltloned hair that is on everyone' 5 

mind. 
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More generally, love and death (or perhaps love R.nd (uunage) are 

oonneoted throughout the film, in a travesty of Tristan. The young 

man watches the androgynous girl get run over by a car and becomes 

panicky with lust. Ha ohases his companion round the room and 

over the bed, and as he fondles her, his eyes roll u.p, shm-Ting their 

whites, his head tilts back and blood trickles from the corner of his 

mouth. There is a similar image in the Golden Arre, '{.,here the lover, 

blood all over his face. rabidly murnrurs, liMy love, my love f my love, 

my love, my love." A reoognizaj'be nauS9aJC, or. terror. lurks behind 

these shots. In 1960 Burme1 added a sound traok to An Ana1usian Dog 

l-lhich alternates behreen Hagner and a splendid old tango, cor'iplicating 

this disturbing affect considerably. At times the couple chasing round 

the furniture actually appears to be dancing to the music. The film 

at these pC\lhntsis very funny, and yet seems geminely obsessed. 

\-lhat all this means, I think, is that An Anda.lusian Dog invi tea 

two quite different fomrs of response. One is the response to 

mystel~, to unfathomable nonsense, and the film's most hilarious and 

most haunting moment is of this kind. The young man cycles towards 

a rendez-vous. Suddenly his impulse or energy gives out, as if the 

clock of his life, or his will, had run down. A high-angle shot 

picks up the fal't9ring bicyle, there is a 'h-obble or two, and th~ young 

man falls sideways, like a tree or a somnrumbulist; he cracks his head 

on the pavement, and lies still, apparently dead. This scene is not at 

all funny in descript.ion, but its 1ropact on the screen is compc>.rable 

to that of Chaplints or Keaton's rnagioal numbers. The actor ~eems to 

have ridden his bike into a dream, and the camera has e.a.refully followed 
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hin1. The soene not only oheats -.interpretation, 1 t makes -the ve~ 

~rl6a of interpretation -seem ~~me kind of joke. 

The other invl1:.edrespons9 :Seeks interpretation, or rather .!!:!. 

J..nterpretation: a compulsion -to conneotion which not even the 

t2ightlests of us can resist. The important thing here is to see 

interpretation neither as a victory (we have cracked theR case,solved 

the riddle) nor as a defeat (our brave delirium capitulated to 

reason after all) but as a fact of life s what has to happen, except 

in the rarest of instances, llke that of the falling cyclist, where 

we are entitled to speak of something like Surrealist grace. It 

is because interpretation is inevitable that Dali and Bunuel are 

determined to give it such a f ight. 

The cyclist, for example, wears various frilly additions (haribows, 

a sort of bib, a sort of 01'955) over an ordinary lounge suit, and has a 

striped box hanging fronm his neck. The stripes echo those of the 

tie worn by the eye-slasher in the opening scene, and the box itself 

later turns out to contain the tie, or one that 1s indisnguishable from 

"it. ~ Just Mtora the androgynous girl is knocked down, 

a pcliceffian picks up the severed hand w~ch so interests her, and puts 

it in the striped box. Some time afterwards the cyclist, back in his 

-:r.rills ana ~~th the box once again around his neck, is seen lying on 

a. bed. A new character shows up, who turns out to be the cyclist's 

double, played by the same marvellous, haunted actor, Pierre Batchaff, 

and rips off the frills and throws them, with the box, out of the 

-window. 

mm. 

The box, broken, appears on a beach near the end of the 
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\,/hat aro "'''9 to make of this? Ilothing. Ye cannot give thematic 

manning to the box and the frills unless "re are content to miss the 

main joke and confuse a parody of significance with the :real thing. 

t fe tend to collect these intances of repetition and hane on to them, 
as pointers 

because we are in the habit of taking repetitions ~~, 

but no sooner have we started our collecting than the extravagant 

laughter of Eunuel and DaIi becomes alDtost audible. The box serves, 

Stovon Kovacs s ays, " as an irrational focus of attention" and keeps 
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reappearing in order to "affirm its nonexistent 'importance. 1f This is 

not to say that it has no meaning, only that its fUnction 15 to declare 

l:ar on meaning j that 1s its meaning. 

The war is cCl.rried into t he enemy camp here. 1·:ore ofts n Dall 

and Burruel try t o ignore Tr.eaning, unload the unexcullinad cont-ents of 

theh minds . This material is not uninterpretable, it is merely 

untlnterpreted by them or by the film. One of the early possibillties 

for a title of the movie Has Dangerous to Lean Imrards, a play on the 

'Harning found in French trains about not leaning~, 'Dangereux de se 

pencher en dehors' . I have given some examples of the film's 

delayed or sUbterranean coherence 5 , but the most elaborate instance 

involves a. heterogeneous assembly of objects which the protagonist 

finds lying behind him. He has chased the young woman round the 

room, and has been drooling with desire. ' He strokes her breasts 

through her dress. l\ sudden cut shows the breasts naked; another cut 

places a pair of bare buttocks in his hands; anothel' :r.eturns us to 

the covered breasts. The woman grabs a tennis racket to defend 
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herself, and the man, baf'fled, turns and picks up two -pieOflls -or l"O}'e 

~ch are lying on the ~oor. He pnts -them .over hie -shlm l"e1"~ -mtd 

begins to tug, as if at an enormous 'WRtght. 

comes j.nto view. cork mats, melons, two live priests, the gl"lUld -ptn.nos 
essential 

-vi th the donkeys hanging over them. It '1s ~:t!Zidxni to understMd 

two things here. This curious collection doesn't mean anything at 

the level of intention, it is not a symbolic design, it b can hft.rdly 

mean nothing, even to the least psych6-analytically minded amo~ us. 

Bunuel himself insists on this dif'fe re nee • He told me once that he 

had received letters from a professor in Hamburg and a captain of 

artillery in Saragossa, both interpreting the man I s miscellaneous 

load as the b.lrden of his inescapable past. That wasn't ,":rhat ~ 

lI!eant, Bunuel says, 1019 didn't mean anything, 'We just proceeded by 

random association - and a little bit by contrariness, playing with 

the viewer's expectations. What was the man going to cio 'l-rith the ropes? 

strangle the woman? Well, no,here he comes with cork, ~elons, priests 

and so on. And yet Bumel does not suggest that this interpretp-tion 

if. yrong, indeed he takes the odd ~onvEirgence of opi...uons a.s a si~ that 
i "t is 
~ probably right. 

I think it helps to see An Andalusian Dog, and Imlch of Surrealism, 

~s an exercise in nonsense, as nonsense -was understood, for example1 

by Lams Carroll, who ful:filled nearly every Surrealist propheey bef'ore 

"1 t vas even made. tlHhat has been understood,l1 F.luard "rrote in a. poem, 

ltno longer exists." Bunuel told a friend tha.t Surrealism was not 

- to be confused -vi th i-diocy , although they -" share SOIl'.ething of the -same 

.,:qua.li ty" I and R P Blackmmur f S dubious de:f'inl tion of an idiot' s exploit 

{na., ~ve bemath the syntactic mind") is a fine description of nonsense. 
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--What ..happens ~en we meet e. pice· of genuine nonsense? --Hhy ~_ 

~ 1.IIIWly people ..irritated by it? \my is it 60 easy to reclaim 

nonsense,to render it sensible, if only we make half an effort? 

Mly 1..s .it BO difficult to invent nonsense, as distinct from stumbling 

_on .it, :or .into it? Nonsense represents, in a broader and less 

lIl)'.stH'led _form, the freedom from meaning that the Surrealists 

~ought .in automatic writing, and it is similarly elusive, and 

.tdmnarly Bhort-lived. Lautreamnont's "Nothing is incomprehensible" 

:is not .opposed to F.luard's assertion, it merely marks a later stage 

in the game of meaning. 

There is a moment in Alice in ltJonderland where the Nock-'l'urtle 

remembers his schooldays, and in particular a teacher who taught 

Reeling and itt;::LUng Writhing ( along with Ambition, Distraction, 

Uglification and Derision). There is a flash of nonsense here: only 

Bounds and the alphabet connect reeling and writing vnth reading and 

writing. But the flash ends, the words return rapidly to sense, 

because reeling and writing are what a turtle (even a mock-turtle) 
significantly 

might '\-rell need to leanr, add more ilJ!~~Eb!Nil;y, because reeling and 
are '~re 

writhing is taught in plenty of human schools, and mod: inculcated 

1dth especial success in England in the nineteenth cenmry. The 

return to meaning is important, part of the :pmrer of the joke. But 

the~brief absence from meaning is important too - without the 

absence there could be no return. 

An Andalusian D~B.. is made up of such absences and returns, the 
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differenoe being that in l.ewie Ca.rro1l the returns are lluthoritntive . 

unforgettable, full of magnificent undertow, while in the film the 

absenoes are what oount, the returns belonging mainly to n fairly 

ordinary lexioon of repression. 

A number of the movie's absenoes have to do speoifically l4'ith 

the oinema, e.rex absenoes from the forms of meaning films usua.lly 

have. By 1929 movies had a fully artioula.ted syntax ll.nd Bunuel \fas 

interested in oonsciipting it too for nonsense. It is true, as critics 

have often sa.id, that An Anda1usian DQg is not an avant-~arde or 

experimental film, does not, apart from a bit of slow motion and s ome 

dabbling with an iris, tinker with technique. But it is because the 

work is oonvetional that its questioning of convention is so inter9sti~~. 

\.fuat makes us think, for example, that space in a movie is 

continuous and substantial? He see a woman looking OUD of e. i>TindoH 

and assume that the street in the subsequent shot is what ~he is looking 

at . Hovie space is imagined or cal~lated. If a person leaves a room, 

,·re picture him a.rriving in another room, or B. corridor l not. in the next 

frame of film or off the set entirely, or, as happens in An .An~alnsian DOll. 

in the ~ room, or on a beach. Theg gags here concern not 

philosophers' space but movieIl".akers' space, the fabricated ,.rorlft 

"re keep~ judging by the rules of the given "Torld itselfJ a.s lf it Has 

an imit ation, and not a construction. 

Similarly, the opening sequence of the film · shows us a man, e. pail' of 

hands, a razor, a YOllng woman, an eye, the moon, another (animal) eye. 
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-_rAts j)av1.d Thomson says, "He readily construot a spatial and -

~mpoxal continuum for these separate elements so that the film 

becomes a story in which one man (he) carries out this odd assault 

~.n -()1)9 woman (~). They are all in the same place (there) ••• " 

,-OJlly ~r suppositions convert sequence into narrative. "The man 

~harpens the razor and then he cuts the woman's eye." Film has 

~ and, still less an and then, and in this case no possessive --
apostrophe • Fllm, , like dreams, replace grammaJ!U" and caysali ty 

by simple successiom, ~, ~, ~, ~. We invent the 

~ssing syntax, supply all the connectives or rather we invent 

~ supply a good deal more than we usually recognize. There is 

nothing odd about this, I'm not suggesting that the opening sequence 

of An Andalusian Dog does n2!:. tell a story. This is just the way 

we see films, but for that reason it will bear thinking about. \.Je 

~ at seeing movies,make them resemble a narrative in language, 

and to speak of "reading" them, as if becoming the fashion, is to 

blur an important difference. 

The same point can be made with paintings, or photographs. There 

:-1e a picture by Magritt:ke, called Castle in the P;yrenees, __ which shows 

A huge rock ~uspended in mid-air over a mild sea; there is a castle 

poised on top of the rock. - Only "suspended in mid-air'~ is already 

-':-Sl'Clnterpretation. - - -Perhaps -the ""'rock is moving. - Alain Robbe-Grillet 

- "'-- thinks it is falling, but-=that is- to introduce the story of gravity 

into the painting, a borrowing from ~ world. The rock could be 

travelling from left to right, or from right to left, or even up'H"ards, 

or towards or away from us. Now in a film we would ~ it travelling, 
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but 'Would have to interpret the relation of this shot to the next, 

once again importing connected narrative into a storyless universe. 

If it is true, as Roland Barthes says, that every image is a narrative, 

this is because we can't resist or do without narrative, ,because we 

oan't leave imagesK alone. Not that l-le should, but it will be as 

well to know how large our collaboration in these matters is. 

Finally, in An Andalusian DOK Bunuel plays with the idea that 

a film frame always excludes something, or rather seems DO HEX exclude 

a lrorld that prolongs the scene that is view'ed. ,.,re can get very anxious 

about 'What we are ~ seeing in a movie, even when we know there is 

nothing there, or only cables and boxes and arc-lamps, what Jacques 

. Derrida might call le hors-film. We think lm are missing a piece of 

the heroes t universe. that a shift of the camera will reveal thew 'Hhole 

truth, the absent clue, what is hidden. lVhen the protagonist of 

An Andalusian Dog picks up the two ends of rope, the film makes a kind 

of implicit promise that it v1111 let us kncn~ where the ropes lead; that 

is what films do, part of their decorum. But when that extraordinary 

double bundle of things appears, we are being shown not only the 

past of the hharacter, as Bunuel's correspondants thought, but a 

certain provocative possibility of the cinema. This is a film. 

"What is beyond the frame, what can be dragged into sight, may literally 

be anything. 



· In spite of all its high and low jinks, An Andalusian Dog 

does tell a story. It is the story of oountless other films, 

including The Golden Age. A couple meet , are separated, meet again, 

the 'WOman goes off with another man. "le may re~rnber Cyrl1 Connolly's 

claim about romantic love I "the heart 15 made to be broken, and after 

it has mended, to be broken again." The man's heart, that is. A 

woman's heart ls less constant and more resilient. This ridiculous 

old myth was stlll going stron in Joyce's Ul~sses, published some seven 

years before An Andaluslan Dog appeared, and 1 t informs Bunuel' Si[ last 

fllm, That Obscure Object of Desire, as thoroughly as his first. We 

should take it, I think, less as a vision of supposed feminine fact than 

aB a portrait of felt masculine fear .. a nightmare of iIitpending treason. 

The Golden Age, like the earlier work, has plenty of random happening 

and narrative disturbance. A large cow sits on a bed in a l.rell-to-do 

house,and is casually shooed away as if it were a dog: a smartly dressed 

gentleman walks thoughtfully dcn..'l'l a street, kicking a violin as he goes. 

A minister cornmi ts suicide and falls upvtards out of his shoes to lie 

on the ceiling. Amd again there is the wonderfully disconnected use 

ot title cards. A card says, 'Sometimes on Sunday', for eXfu'7lple, and 

the following shot shows a whole side of a street collapsing into rubble. 

Another card announces the founding of Rome (in 1930, on a rocky shore), 

and we see shots of St Peter's, a Vatican balcony, and vThat purports to 

be a French window in the same building v1-th a note stuck to its "I've 

spoken to the landlord, he's letting us have the lease on very favourable 

terms ••• tt 
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But the narrative line here, finally, is stronger than in ill! 

Anda.lusian Dog. the same story more firmly told, and with ampler 500ial 

and historical implications. 1'\10 lovers ineerrupt the founding of Rome 

with their s~ueals of pleasure as they grovel together in a nearby pa.tch 

of mud, and they are separated by a pair of plain clothes men. Sex 

literally ha s to be stopped so that social life camr start. It is ns. 

if Buster Keaton, who Bunuel once said could give lessons to reality, 

had decided to make a film of Civilization and its Disccntents . Later 

in .the movie, "Then the man and the woman, across various obstacles, have 

got together again, they are disturbed by a noisy concert, and the .roman 

leaves with the conductor of the orchestra. CuI mre strikes again, and 

the film at last abandons all pretence of randomness and concludes 

with a powerfully concentrated set of associations. The man, alone, ' 

in a rage, tears up a pair of pillovls and finds his hands full of 

feathers which he seems to have ~rrowed from Bretonts Nad.ia. He 

pitches various objects out of a window - a plough, a burning fir 

tree, a large wooden giraffe, a live archbishop (who gets up and 

' scurries away), and more and more feathers. A i card then tells 

us, 

At the 'precise moment 't-rhen these feathers, torn out by 
his furious hands, 110vered the ground below the "Tindow, at this 
moment, "re said, but very far away, the survivors of the Chateau de 
Selliny were coming out, to go back to Paris ••• 

SellinYt called Seligny on another card, is a misspelling of Silling, 

tho gigh castlo in the Black Forest where the orgies of iSadets 

120 Days of Sodom taka place. There follO'tvs the scene I have 

already described, with the Christlike Blangis and the youthful remnant 

of the orgy. The film ends of an image of a snow-covered oross hung 

with female scalps, a jolly paso doble frolicking in the sound track. 

7 
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It is true that all this resists logical organization, and there 

1s much olumsiness, both in the oonception and in the execution of 

these soenes. But the clustering of thoughts is eloquent enough. 

rage, betrayal, sadism, Christianity, murd~r. sex, saintliness, muoh 

else. This is precisely the ,ror ld of Benjamin t B "unholy coupling", 

the realm of noble promises and ugly deeds, the domain of deception 

and displacement the Surrealists sought to explode. 

At the beginning of the film, the scorpions make way for a lonely 

bandit keeping '\vatoh. He is startled to see four archbishops, 

mitred and fully robed, planted on his rocky coast. They sit on 

a rugged, steeply shelving cliff, montonously chanting, making vaL~e 

ritual gestures. The bandit reports this to his comrades, saying 

tiThe Hajorcans are here". The bandits, however, are a strangely 

depleted lot, sick and dying, and setting out to defend. themselves, 

pass out along the way. All except their leader, who gets anothe~ 

glimpse of the archbishops, who have now turned to skeletons, but 

remain ink the same spot, one of them weari~ his mitre at a 

particularly jaunty angle . Im!l1.ediately a flotilla of small boats 

arrives, full of clerics, soldiers, :nuns, civilians, all in modern 

dress. They have come to commemorate the deaths of the archbishops, 

and to build .in this place the imperial city of Rome. This is the 

inauguration ceremony ,.;hich the lovers dist1i!rb ,\.;1 th the screams of 

sex. Later in the film the guests at a grand reception given by 

the l-1a.rquid of X in the environs of a fully constructed Rome are also 

called the I-fajorcans. 

8 
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The Majorcans, then, are people who' arrive, 9.onyo;ys of respectabilitYe 

The bandits suggest some raw, fading stage of civilization prior to 

..... 1f1-\.::J 
the hegebmy of church and state. None of this is difficult. or 

enormously interesting. The sequence shol-ling the bandit! I response 

the 'archbishops' arrival is slowx and drawn-out, a marked let-dOl-m after 

those implacable soorpions. What is striking is the sight of those 

arohbishops on the rocks. the crazy jQxtaposition of pomp and barrenness. 

'1e seem to witness the instant birth of high and~ oomplicated culture, the 
appearance 
ExrikHi not of faith but of hierarchy and Circumstance. The rapidi ty ~,n. th 

wllch the rites are delegated to mortuary remains implies, I think, not 

the death of culture but a sense that culture is deatho Hore im.portant, 

perhaps. the four archbishops announce the four scoundrels Hho leave 

Sade's castle at the end of the movie, and so an equation is set up not 

only between Blangti.s and Christ but between the Chruch and organized 

debauchery. Unholy coupling. 

Hhat has all this to do with romantic love, since love is just what 

is lost? Love is in the world to make us forget the ,·rorld, Eluard 

wrote, and a whole train of interpretations of The Golden hge has taken 

this line. Breton called the film "a unique exaltation of total love", 

and Dali said that his intention in writing the movie with Bunuel was 

to present the pure pursuit of love XDl lIa.r:tid ignoble patriotic and 

human! tarian ideals t and other miserable mechanisms of reali ty ~II 

Bunuel himeelf wrote that it was "a romantio filro performed in full 

Surrealist frenzy". 

Certainly the Golden Age constantly sets love against society, 



right from the moment when sex troubles the founding of the city. 

The man is so edgy in his passion that he later slaps the woman's 

mother on the face because she has spilled a couple of drops of 

drink on him. The lovers commnnicate telepathically, and with 

rolling eyes, bitten lips, clenched hends, mime all the sicknesses of 

starved impulse. In the film's most famous image the heroine looks 

into her mirror and sees r~ither herself nor her room but an opan 

sky, wind drivingx the hurrying clouds. A gust from% the mirror 

ruffles her hnir, her face expresses a melting desire which neither 

words nor a still can catch. . It is hard to think of a more eloquent 

picture of what the longing of love feels like. 

Bunuel subscribes, like a good Surrealist, to the doctrine of 

ail-consnming passion, sees love as lithe great, irresistible summons, 

as en early Surrealist text put it. But he cannot present love as 

a pure urnrorldly force in a grubby universe.· H" can present the 

grubby universe ell right, and does so 't-Tith relish. The Golden P\ge 

tramples joyously on all kinds of pieties about dogs, children and 

the infirm. But Burru.el does not see the self as innocent, separate 

fromi: the 'Io10rld, happy if left alone. His lovers sacrifice eveythir.g 

to love. the' man abandons a diplomatic mission, causing untold 

suffering and death, evoked in a quick series of shots of desperate 

orowds vIhich appear to have galloped out 'of Griffith' 5 Intolerance 

or Gance' s Napoleon, and is outraged when the minister calls to tell 

him about the catastrophe, catching him in the paroxysms of his 

passion. . "You're bothering me for a thing like that j' 11 he shouts. 

in the funniest and most memorable line in the movie. It is at 



t.his point that the minister cot:mrl.ts suicide .and :is found lying 1).h 

the ceiling. 

And yet this love is an endlessly interrupted obsession. 1~1l "'the 

lovers are notZ divided by soeiety, they manage to distract thel!l~J.:ves.. 

-c....cl-
crack their heads together. -fall off chairs, become frightened., lose 

-r""c.., I> if<.. 
,j 1./ -r ...... ~<C.J:I the track of their desire.LL The man, f'umbling and clumsy with 'Pt!-ss1tm, 

·rt\AU" _.,...1-
f-. ~,~I..'7 / t>r-c. suddenly becomes interested in the foot of a nearby statue. 
\ ........ 4\.C-A. '" 

He hushes 

>-<.f/ 
,.. f,r<- f the woman with a gesture of impatience, as if she were a child getting 

.r'-"" 

inhis vray, and stares fixedly a.t the stone i'oot, which at this tnt)lll9nt 

matters more than his love, which in turn matters more than the 

world. 

The foot -returns to prmminence while the man is talking to the 

1!linister on the telephone. 
~ 

The woman, taintiJ:JC w:itb. frustratmw, 

begins to suck the statue's toe, first abstractedly and then ~th 

rising emotion. The camera :a:ld:b: sh1:fts without .. ra.rning to the 

statue's cold,classical face, its unseeing eyes entirely indif'f'erent 

to the lnunan turmoil at its base. The shot :i::xxXm:tR makes us laugh, 
(w.rLot l...... ,,+ 

bnt implies distresl- It is a banana peel for love, and a grim 

.image of mat love all too often amounts to I abjection on one side 

,and -frost on the other. 

"A Surreal.ist questionnaire sent out at the end of 1929 asked, 

flDo you believe in the victory of ad.'1lirable love over sordid life or 

of sordid life over admirable love? 11 Hardly a neutral question. 

Most of the respondants tr:ied to fiddle with the terms a bit but 

came down firmly on the side of admirable love. Bunuel, who had 
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ansuered a series of other questions scrupulously and in detail, 

simply said, "l don't know." He doesn't knou who uins the battle, 

I at 

be only knm-ls that the battle is dire, that the heart, ,·mile perhaps 

not made tok be broken, is broken x XFDl all the time. and not by an 

elementary exeternal ogre named society,l'Ut by its mm complicity l"lth 

its encroaching enemie s. In this context the woman' 5 infidelity, 

apart fromk being a l apse into tha t hoary old myth, is ~ perhaps 

a sign of the reality principle, the l-ay things are when the romance 

and the rhet!7ric die down. 

The jokes about movie space in An Andalus1an Dog are echoed in 

The Golde n Age by a series of L~ressive joke s about movie tirr~. 

The four archbishops arrive without warninge or apparent means of 

transport, they die and mrn to skeletons uhile the bandit is taIling 

his pals about them. A t this poInt they are already a memory fol' their 

co~atriots. martyrs for the future city. And as a last dIsconcerting 

touoh Rome is not only founded on a rocky coast by a collection of 

people in t Hentieth century dress • it is expllci ty said to be founded 

vi th unaccountable lateness I in 1930, the date of the film. 

F&lm narl'\3..tive specialIzes in the present tense. but so does any 

performance, ~ performance, Hhatever you read about happens, in 

one clear sense,~. Bunuel shirts the · emphasis from the receding 

perspectives of imagined history to the current moment, the!!2:!! of 

movie house. And facing that ~t of course, is not mortal, consecutive 

duration .but the concocted time o~ film, with all those gaps we 

ordinarily fill w1 th dreams of natural process, the time suoh things 
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\'lould ta.ke. Our capacity to naturalize the 't07\3ird territo;;Y of --

film is a.lr.1ost unlimited . Bunuel doesn't want to protest against 

this fact, on the contra.ry , his mo\~es rely on it. But he does want 

to Give our craving for comfortable illusion a hard rider to test our 

cinematic innocence. Bunuel's films don't refer to themselves in 
obvious 

any complicated. self-conscious lmy. They merely make :p:a::bm:t, with a. 

brusque and impatient ,·Tit . that films are what they are. 

Film, Bunuel once vrrote, is a "victim of time", meaniJ16 :hhat 

nothing dates faster than a photographed 'tvorld. o.nd that only a 

developed language of cinema will save its products from "harmful 

senescence" • \·Jhat this suggests. in the context of The Go) den .Age, 

is that Imperial Rome will have to be invented and can be anYi.lhere, but 

that it is 1930. 'tvhatever contortions of disguise you go in for - juxst 

as Bonnie and Clyde. say, belongs me un~istakably to 1967, and not to the 

period of Bonnie and Clyde. Film is merciless in this respect. ,vill 

not tolerate the past. or the futu.re, alvTays betrp.ys the presence of 

the present. The snag is that that present bocomes the past before 

y~ knovT it, and Bunuel's solution, as early as The Golden .Age and as 

la.te as The Phantom of Liberty, is to confess all this, and juggle with 

it, to cure the infirmities of film loIrith film's possibilities. This 

is the opposite of time-travel. It is because .. 19 and the movie are 

ineradicably here and n01v that these games are a.rmJ.sing . pictures of a 

freedom which their very form deniesJ it is because the movies are 

movies that the games can be played at all. 
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Bunuel's ne:A-t film, a documentary, Land Hithout Bread, looks 

like a OOVl direction. Had he abandoned Surrealism completely, as 

Tony Richnrdson suggests? tve don't have to jump to cnnclusions 

neither to Richardson' 5 nor to Ado Kyrou' s. 'to1ho insists that ~ 

Hithout Brep.d "in no way differs from The Golden Ap;e" r "its realism 

1s the same, and therefore its surrealism too." 

There "laS a documentary streak to the movement, which set up 

a Bureau of Psychological Research, and the attraction of automatio 

r~lting was that it offered a means of discovery, not a mode of 

invention. But none of these efforts got ~ery far, and by 1932 

Burroel was beginning to separate himself from the 8urrealist group, 

"Thile remaining on friendly terms l-Tith its individual members. "I wns 

beginning not to agree ," he wrote t "'t-Ti th that kind of intellectual 

aristocracy, Hith its artistic and moral extremes, 1-Thich isolated 

us from the world and limited us to our own company." 

Surrealism had a last lesson for Bunuel , though, more radical and 

more enduring than anything I have indicated so far, and in this 

further sense it does inform Land Vithout Bread, and indeed all 

of Bunuel' s subsequent films. A lifelong Surrealist after all? 

Let's see. 
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!I. note on filrr.s not discussed in tho text 

Bumeltg othe~ films are fairly forgettable, but I offer the 

follmrl.ng brief cemn:ants because tho~ ere flickers m.r l ife in 

these slEln~er ~P .111.?jf 'H'erks and because their faults, when they 

do net arise simply from a lack ef material resources , form a 

limit 0:- horiz.ons l-:hl3re B'anuelts 1rorld ends. He is not, SOl"t ef • 
;"" .(»; le. If. ~ ~ en ft-w- kot.\)<C. 1'"'C.r--~~'w(. "'-

liberal, for oy..ample f andt. he cannot make a genre like melodrama .,.....,y ~....h,~~+, 
"{.;ork for him 'lnstead or aga.inst him. . ~.,. ~ .......... :.t 

Gr:l.nd ensino is a nru.sical, and Eu:rru.e~ Cs first Hexican film. Two' 
.. 

gUttering stal:'s of the Latin ~rica.n scr-een(l the motherly Libortad 

Lalrtarque Jld the portly Jerge t~egrete , sing away at each other in an 

iluprobable story about skullduge~)l'ies OVE:H" a l·~exican oil well ~ perhaps 

current af.t<-t.irs "{-filTh bl~ing abo-u.t a revival" '!henever Negrete sirlgS 

a trio "loath gui Ul.rso entirely unprovided for by the plot, joins him 

as his b~c king 0 Ne51"ete shm·1'S only faint surp!"ise ymSl'l they shol>T up 

In a j~il. or .in an adjoinh1g roOTI1, but ""hen he leg.ps onto a sta..Z~ to 

esoFlope t.he bn.d guys, sings a. choT'l).s of a. song called'La Nort6na', ' The Girl 

from the North ti, ~n t.he n catch6B s1ght of the b<io grinnJng in the. 



balcony, evon he seems a. little t..'\lron aback, and lifts his hat 

to them in n elegant acknowledgement of their improbable, but 

undeniable presence . There a1"9 o the l' nico gags in this film I :l. 

110 

love scene pla.yed strai~ht by the principals ,.,hile the carn~l'a lingers 

resolu-roly on a sickening-loold.ng patch of oily nmdJ an insistence 

om shouing Lamarque in extravagnnt close-ups and soft focus,~ 

so that she looks like a movie-star in a museum, a stray from 

Sunset 13oulc-.ra.l'd . 

Bunuel's second l'.exicrol film was The GreC2.t P.~.ke, an easy-coOi ng. 

even s11legish comedy about a rich laya.bol.lt 1-rhose far.Iily - tvro brothers, 

501 ,claughwr; sister-in-lai\T - feigns poverty to get him to faend his 

'Hays. Tha old rtiscal ttu"l1bles the plot. t.hough, and U:lls them that h9, 

and they. a~ renllj.' ruined. 'I'here is a nice moment when too daughter, 

cor.fronted with this second level of deception, 'Which she takes to be 

the nev. trutho says ~ "\Je l'IlU.st face realitylf. Round about here the 

story intarost shifts to the daughter, 'tIDO i s i n love w1 th a poor man 

but engaged \'0 a well -off young schell'lGr. Sh~ eats a.s far as the 

altar l'lhen her father deliides ha does knOVT an iMpediment to this 

marriage the girl loven soIteone else and the daughter, w-il1ir.g to 

be sacrificed but delighted to be freed, races dOlm t.~e ttisla end up the 

street aftar h!>r pOOl" young manp high heels and wedding dress cla.kin.~ 

and flapp'llng, a tiny bit. of middle-class surre<llisrn . Th3 frurtilYe all 

got up in mOTniTl.g suIts anc-1- the rest, march cheerfully a.ftcr he1', 

e-bre(\st In the middle of th~ roo.d not, I think, an anticipation of 

'{;he dlscl'Getly charmil".g bourgeois re~a.tcdly seen on a Fr-BY'..ch count.ry 

13l'..eo but a shot. 'l-lhich has some of the same savour, respecta~li ty 
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exposed, 100Jdng both solid and ridiculous, as 1 have 5tlggostecl 

manner" aJ:t.:ays do in fumel. f.. faint bi tte 1"00 ss ha.ngs ovor the 

1ff 

fUm. \'!lth thG cxcoption of tile daughter's young man a.nd his family, 

the so re ill rich folks playing at being poor . There a.re those i-i'ho 

are not playing. and Bumel t s next \101-k \-JaS The Y on nf~ and t he DCI.mn~d 0 

The principal actor in The Gl'cat Rake is the paunchy, nd.ddle-aged 

Fernando Solar, who roapponrs in centra.l roles in Sl)S~)'\f.l and no.uq;hter 

of 0ece l t. He is sor::.ething of a ham. as i3urruol says , uslne tllC3 

F.nglish word . but ha has pl"esence, and can carry a film in a ~l<'.y tha.t 

many of Durruel's Lexican actors canit. Daughter O.l D3celi - I have 

all'S d] clisc'U.ossed Susana - is a remakE) of one of the rims :i-;unual 

produced in !~ .. drid in the 1930so It. hos extr?ordinarily tac!~~ sets, 

and 'lm,ckabout p-~rfor:Ja."1ces by a p~r of comedians 'tomo make Abbott and 

Costello look like Shakes~n~-, ~ Tha ;o>tOl'Y con'!erns a man ,·rho aban6'ons 

hi~ ba y d:rughter~ thinki.ng she is tbe fruit of his lTife r s infidelities, 

only to discover t.ha t She is his OT"m ohild 0 t>lhatever interest the film 

hp.s g~thers round tile Han t s dOGgoc misanthropy the Spanish f" 111'11 a.nd 

the play it was based on were callod y.on Quint n 01 AIT~r~t the emblttered 

Don Quintin. At th3 end, ra;J.int13d "l~i th his gro-:.rnnp danghtGr :md promisod 

a grnndson, Jon Quintin loarlrs that i'he child is not born yet.. He leers 

into the camera and speaks diractly to the audience , a lcr-w-spir-i tod 

Groucho ;:arx t "Yeu seee nothlng PJrns cut right for ~.!f 'rm!'e is a 

dignity ::m in his refusal to fOlgive his faithles s wife Xlt on hor deathbed 

the p~st "i'rill forgiv6 yeu b~caus3 itt s his job, ho says. and God 



will forglvo yu'.l 'because He can, but I won't, beclluse I ann't -

but 'Vlhat l~ not9 ainly is the egoism even in the Buffering, the sense 

of 0. nan who hM sirepJifiac1 his lifa by a mean collef, given himself 

over to the cynicism ~ Hhich teMpts many of Burruel's chal:'twters, 

but cntches f~n of them. 

The highp~int of o).-icnn Bus Pica is a dream in Hhich the hero 

soeD _ 1= du:rt ~i run.,. wife rephceo by the local V8ltlp. rif>inr; out of a 

ri'e~ in a sort of Cphell~ rig. Hero and vnmp th~n find thEHI1'"'elves 

in r.. r~ttllr.:i. and sf1 .. ak.ing 1::-.19 '\-rhlch has no driver 'hut is full of 
. cRl"ries 

tropic21 F_anh Hnd treas, fl .. rld/a few e..ssortec1 goats and ~h.::&p. A 

eet."'ir..gly IntcJ.':n.in!'..bl~ ap~J .e pea.l le.ads out of {-,he hero f S r'louth and 

Ci,t of the bus up to his mother on a pec1e~tal, f(IJili~ as she shaves the 

sp51' llir.g kin ()ff the fr'lJ.it. Viridia.na. some ten y~ars lat€lr. l.leals 

an apple in the Sllnie 'Way for Don JaiDla. The plot of' the film is ~. 

pretext for an undrerured bus ride from ::tr1d buk to a small vil1ag.~ on 

t ~ Pacific, and thl3 Cus is a. world.. one of those closed comuni ties 

which '_C"\.1..r in Burmel's rims. A chtltd is born on it, a coffin 

trrnsported I all!. the W lolc.., excm'sion is rl'ame~ by marriago:a: and rlea. th s 

In spi te of 't.vbbly back project.ion, c::I.rdboard mountains and toniblo 

acting, this i'ilm has qui t.e a b:tt of" ch~.rv:, and is ona of the llf.htest 

of Bum:.el's !'lovies . Only the crenm :r6('\.l1y stays in the rrJ..nd, t,~ough, 

"ri th its gl ~!pf:'O of a. real..m. \!here cont.rarios 3.)"e ca.ncel led, ar.d Cedipus 

just holds his lTilllll.' s hand. 

A ':otla:n vith~ut Lova tells -\:.1-.0 $tory of a. mother's sin and of an 



son wth that of the skeleton in the eupbonro. 

hen the envious son, thmporarlly pacif'ied. }73.ltzes "rlth his 

mother, the Jair of them occupying the 1-7holo floor and the wh(.)le 

frame, too oamera eagel"ly, fluently following i another- version 

of Oedipus in Honderland. But there is very little else. Bunuel's 

direction here is really per1Uncto:ry, and the film's music, by Ra'll 

Lavista; 'ld as Swampy as any I've ever heard. 

The Brute o~ns "dth s. stro7l!? simatiol'l, expertly displayed. The 

inhablt-mts of a tenement 0.1"G thNla~j"'.ed ,dth eviotion, and one of 

toom is ' rou good up and killed. The cSl1tral figure i.s the Eru te 

himself, a lm~e, slO'tr-minded. tsnder-hefirtGd man who ,"iorks in an 

ab .. ttoir and falls in love 'ti th the daught.er of tho m:tn h9 ha.s 

(ac~icentally) done in. Even so spare a summa.ry sug~ests, I thInk, 

somethin~ of th~ film's slith~r fl~m the olass struF,gle to ~ 

galloping sentimentality. There aro haunting images in this 1 one 

a stran~lod hen. a perched rooster which recalls the o~inous, 
.. 

unBx::>ected cockerel in The YO'H')I;" 2.nCl t.l1e Damned - and there is &. 

fins ~ul try performw..co by Katy Jurado as the teMptress and b~·(.rayer 

of the Bl'Uta . But it is a. disil:ppointii g filri ; more ~!~bitious than 

many of Bul'l1el's Nexican 'IT01'k3, but, for th:a.t l"a .son lllON avasi'IG 

in iu readY-Il'.ade ironies. Rvon the ab~tt()ir SI'!ICI'lS t/. little 1:.00 

easy an icon, and thE> sides of beef flung nbcut there -don't. ha.vG. 

the surprise and m na.ce of tha meat carted onto II traJ'il in the film 

I shnll describe in a mOlOOnt.. The; shadow of pauperdom lurked l::ehind 

the clul'lsy japes of ~~~ Here a plausible-looking 



11ft. 
nl1)~~ 0n Ta'-cl1s n. TrCL'll returns U3 t.o tha closod community of 

!'~rlc:m ~s 1(~~. and thort) a're a i1Ul'l"oor of risua.l echoes of.' the 

e~rli~r film. The drivor and~ conductor of a tr~ get drun~ ~n1 

~Or:rOH thoir .rehlcla for a lLi.~ht. Thoy then f1.nd they can't return 

it to the d~pot in broad cl yl1crht ~ ... lthout imin~ can~ht, so th'?y drive 

it • rcr.ln-:i all d'.lY, tl"fin~ to look unobstrusive ::;nr1 r"1.l7lniug into 

various aclventurc5. Tl 6 film has !r!\")j'8 of tha fl~Votl2'" of Eexi~ 0 

!";:'\O ~n ompty, da.rkel1in~ str3et. for sxtlmplA. ~nr1 the shrill, pJ.D.int..iw 

idontifiable atnosphera . 

otriklne saq ance . The trnm on its 111ial t 1"'lm stops nt +:.h) ab.:ttto2.l'. 

end a aJ"'e~" of sl~ughtores and their assistants fet on cBl"Y11n~ hunks 

arm f>1dl)s or ment, Hhich they hang up inside tbe car. 

61 ays ,,,ith the vehiclo movamcnt, tilting t.~e top hat of a. ,~ ''' ' ilfleNtd9 

The tl'"~';!' st.ops ,. or 

d.eep jo 00 of t.l is ~pisode COIOOS to th~x surf~.cA 0 The b17ncll~ tW't'n9 

out to ba e. c~rvir.g a. bloodstained Christ: tv!HI'tt too in l.t . lilY. 

or rm itlltation of meat; 'toi"tu!'$d flesh, l rulb ~~ God. 

pl'otensions" of 1')9. th t.~cJ t.hA ~1.VS-::'". ------ The tilrl is s. Mexicfl.:"l 

lioornlis1'1 ~/~lich simply ....... ~d fJ.at1<o· condemn::m :1.11 this viclan.co {drt..as 



1 ts (l;ppeal) In t.he nrune of progress and Boie.mea . Eexico Ct ty a r:d 

thE.! h~ro, 1iho survives n. 6poll :hl an iron lun~ to OOCOt.e a dtX.:to.t" 

hilnself, ~l"G set against the provinces and the feuding. f8.miU.es to 

1/~ 

bo found there I saving lifA a!?,ainst wrwting it.. . Tne film makes no 

eerions distinction bebre~n ld.l1ine in self-defence and tmlrdor provoked 

by ranconr, inC'ood makes no distinct.ion bat-wean Eo. rar.cOtJr wh'1ch is 

cenerations old a rid constn.ntly fed by new agP:l"9ssions, am t .he casu?.l, 

.. pttl"9nt1.:v unrnotivated viol nee of exei tabl.A people I :the !1ont~.guest 

Ctpu.lets and Gary GilFlore all throl·m into one b~s"..et. Mgrlco : a country · 

blurred b" r<l.ndoIl:1Mss, l-:here they bump each other off at the d]'>op of a 

s(ln.brero • . It is not that tho movie is Ifcle~.rly intended fot' the 

sne9~ing v. ~w. Of cotrse ~exic~ is a violent placet in lt~ r ather 

illt.rov~ru;d r < y, and the movie does hEl.vs an eloquent senss of th~ 

hOi"rol' of tho feuo e of -the ue;ly st, h1xH4 m 9SS of all SlJ.ch nar!'O\oy 

f:;rlf,litlas to ~atredl .. ut nothing cmbst-.'U1tip.l j.s ~ppose1 to this 

horror, nd the hollOl-.rr.ess a.nd abstl'3JJtlon of the supposedly proerssive 

\~1"ld ma.ke 0110 hanker for th~ hml' l"j.1Y ?f reV9l'1[];9. stunted and cl"Uel 

• '> it is 

I, 
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