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Why Is This Absurd Picture Here? 
Ethnology/Equivocation/Bufiuel* 

JAMES F. LASTRA 

If the heterogeneous nature of the slave is akin 
to that of thefilth in which his material situa- 
tion condemns him to live, that of the master 
is formed by an act of excluding all filth: an 
act pure in direction but sadistic inform. 

--Georges Bataille, "The Psychological 
Structure of Fascism" (1933) 

Near the middle of Luis Bufiuel's film Las Hurdes: Land Without Bread (1933), 
we witness one in a string of atrocities that make up Hurdano daily life.1 After 
learning that the Hurdano diet consists almost entirely of potatoes, which are all 
eaten by May orJune, and unripe cherries, which cause deadly dysentery, we spy a 
pair of wild goats scaling a precipice. As if to underscore the extremity of the 
Hurdanos' existence, the narrator tells us that goat meat is eaten only when an 
unlucky creature slips on a loose stone and plummets to its death-an unlikely 
event that, nevertheless, promptly occurs. This has become one of the film's most 
notorious scenes, for spectators invariably notice a telltale puff of smoke from the 
right edge of the frame indicating that the goat has, in reality, been shot. 

A tiny shift in the camera's position would have obscured the smoke, but as 
if deliberately to draw attention to the staged nature of this scene, Bufiuel further 
theatricalizes it by giving us a reverse angle shot of the goat falling down the hill. 
Because the camera is not visible in the previous shot, the spectator's only possible 

* I would like to thank Dudley Andrew, Bill Brown, Tom Gunning, Annette Michelson, Katie 
Trumpener, Malcolm Turvey, and Steve Ungar for their many wonderful and challenging ideas about 
this text. Miriam Hansen deserves special thanks for her extraordinary insight and unwavering support of this essay and the larger project of which it is a part, and to her I dedicate this essay. 
1. Although the film was shot in the spring of 1932 and is often dated to that year, it was not 
screened until spring 1933. 

OCTOBER 89, Summer 1999, pp. 51-68. ? 1999 October Magazine, Ltd. and Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
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52 OCTOBER 

inference is that Bufiuel had the goat carried back up the hill and dropped in 
order to film this "chance" but representative event from a new angle. In a very 
real sense, then, the "cause" of the goat's death is the "staging" of Hurdano life as 
documentary. 

This scene, I want to argue, is characteristic of the film as a whole, for it both 
exemplifies the dehumanization of the Hurdanos and thematizes the act of ethno- 
graphic representation. It recalls the film's other depictions of animals and, more 
disturbingly, the numerous sequences in which the Hurdanos themselves are 
equated implicitly or explicitly with beasts. But because of its surprising duplicity 
it also serves to undermine the film's claims to objectivity and, more importantly, 
our own certainty about where the film stands morally and politically. 

The nature of this act-the slaughter of a goat-resonates with overtones of 
ritual sacrifice and exile. Just as a community might place its sins upon a scape- 
goat and then expel or slaughter it, the goat is here a purifying sacrifice. In part, 
it is the sins of the documentary form that are ritually expiated by undermining 
any pretensions to transparency; the deliberateness with which Bufiuel criticizes 
his own project serves as a kind of mea culpa. Yet the goat also stands for the 
Hurdanos themselves, sacrificed on the altar of ethnography in the service of 
creating a compelling human document. Just as a scapegoat (animal or human) is 
often deified before its expulsion, so too, I argue, the Hurdanos are at some 
moments elevated to a heroic plane only to be vilified in what follows. Las Hurdes 
is an unforgettable film, arousing pity and laughter alike, and it owes its unusual 
power to this equivocal strategy. 

Like Un chien andalou (1929) and L'Age d'or (1930), Las Hurdes immediately 
generated controversy on its release, especially in Bufiuel's native Spain where it 
was banned first by the Republican government and later by the Fascists. As with 
his previous films, critics quickly recognized Las Hurdes to be one of Bufiuel's 
masterpieces. But while Las Hurdes has been praised as a scathing and straight- 
forward condemnation of church and capital, its real critical power, I argue, is 
inextricable from its darker side-the dehumanization and repudiation of its 
subjects. These are the source of its vehemence and its pathos, qualifying whatever 
positive critical or ethical power it possesses. Although the Spanish Republic's 
decision, upon its initial screening, to ban the film may have been shortsighted, it 
can nevertheless be understood as a response to the film's genuinely violent posture 
with respect to the Hurdanos. Given the highly charged character of previous 
scholarship on the region, we might even say that the officials who argued for the 
film's suppression understood only too well what was at stake in Bufiuel's particular 
equivocations-that their grasp of the film's implications was perhaps superior to 
many of the film's champions. Therefore, in emphasizing the film's violence more 
than other critics, I wish to reawaken this combined sense of outrage and culpability 
at the moment of the film's release, and to point to the Hurdanos' troubled 
relationship to Spanish culture and history, for which the symbol of the scapegoat 
is only too apt. 
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I will propose several frames of analysis through which this darker reading 
will become intelligible: the film's sympathy with Georges Bataille's heterology, 
and its engagement with its avowed sources, a 1926 anthropological study by 
Maurice Legendre and a 1922 travel essay by Miguel de Unamuno. Through these 
frames I see a film that falls neither on the side of pure sympathy nor simple disgust 
but that insists on a constantly double movement embracing and repelling the 
Hurdanos at the same time, refusing a stable position. 

Neither Right Nor Left? 

Bufiuel's film, initially an affront to both sides of the Civil War, avails itself of 
a literary strategy described by Denis Hollier as "equivocation." Building upon 
Zeev Sternhell's study of Fascist patterns of thought in 1930s France, Hollier 
identifies a characteristic mode of writing that 

never takes the form of a confrontation, but rather that of a mimetic sub- 
version that appropriates and diverts the enemy's slogans, that claims to 
outstrip him on his own grounds, to combat him with his own weapons. 
This resistance, which counterattacks by identifying with the aggressor, is a 
resistance that is literally equivocal, a resistance through equivocation, 
within which words lose their meaning: it reshuffles the cards, preventing 
any distinction of the potential aggressor from his victim.2 

Few descriptions better illuminate the technique of Bufiuel's film. Simultaneously 
a documentary and a dismantling of the documentary form, Las Hurdes treads a 
thin line between revolutionary social critique and reactionary revulsion. Thus 
while we are told by the narrator, for example, that "The only luxurious things... 
found in the region were the churches," we also hear the Hurdanos described as a 
"choir of idiots," as "almost wild," and find them repeatedly equated with animals. 
So insidiously effective is this strategy that many of the film's most ardent and 
politicized critics unconsciously describe the Hurdanos as "backward," "barbaric," 
and "ignorant," despite the role of these very terms within the oppressive 
ideologies whose criticism by the film is otherwise applauded. 

One critic describes the film as "entirely documentary in style, that is, 
objective, straightforward presentation of fact" while later denigrating the region 
as a "cesspool."3 Another describes an impoverished Hurdano family as "sleeping 
in sexual promiscuity" while informing us that in lieu of work, they "prefer to 
remain idly in their beds."4 These two authors, entirely sympathetic to Bufiuel, 

2. Denis Hollier, "On Equivocation (Between Literature and Politics)," October 51 (Spring 1991), 
p. 7 (my emphasis). See, more generally, pp. 5-11. Hollier refers to Zeev Sternhell, Ni droite, ni gauche, 
enlarged edition (Paris: Editions Complexe, 1987), particularly the last two chapters. 
3. Virginia Higginbotham, Luis Bufiuel (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1979), pp. 48, 52. 
4. Francisco Aranda, Luis Buiuel: A Critical Biography, trans. and ed. David Robinson (New York: Da 
Capo, 1976), pp. 92, 95 (my emphasis). 
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support these claims with accounts of scenes that diverge from the film.5 Likewise, 
critics often accept at face value certain of the film's more dubious scenes while 
demonstrating at some length how certain others are clearly tendentious.6 One of 
the film's most noted commentators asserts that the Hurdanos "obviously live as 
the film shows them to us," while stating in the next paragraph that the suppos- 
edly typical death of the goat has been staged.7 These critical exaggerations and 
inaccuracies are demonstrative of the way in which even sympathetic critics are 
affected by the film's ambiguities. Furthermore, they reveal what these critics 
imagine occurs or should occur in the film. What is most troubling is the frequency 
with which critics who presume to speak on their behalf attribute laziness, promis- 
cuity, savagery, and cruelty to the Hurdanos. 

Responding, it seems, to the film's ambiguities, in 1937 Bufiuel added a 
conclusion stating unequivocally that the film's political allegiances were decidedly 
popular-frontist and vehemently antifascist. Franco, Hitler, and Mussolini are 
blamed directly for the misery depicted in the film, which will be ameliorated "with 
the aid of antifascists from around the world" and replaced with "calm, employ- 
ment, and happiness."8 It is tempting to suggest that this declaration was added to 
resolve the film's otherwise troubling equivocations at precisely the moment when 
the threat of fascist domination seemed greatest. Whatever the case, it rather 
awkwardly imposes a neat order upon an unruly film. Given the gravity of the issues 
with which the film engages, explicitly recognized here, why did Bufiuel neverthe- 
less fashion a text so morally, politically, and epistemologically ambiguous? 

The "Problem of Man" 

However important his "Surrealist vision" was for the making of Las 
Hurdes, Bufiuel always maintained that he was primarily interested in "the problem 
of man."9 It is not surprising, then, that "man" would play a key role in his decision 
to leave Surrealism: 

5. Higginbotham (Luis Buiuel, p. 92), and Aranda (Luis Buhuel: A Critical Biography, p. 95) see on 
the one hand a picture in the students' textbook of a "typical bourgeois woman, well-fed, well-dressed, 
and content," and on the other a "marquis in a powdered wig, accompanied by his lady." In these and 
other accounts, the Albercans are described as wearing "gaudy jewelry," the Hurdanos, we are told, "set 
an infant adrift downstream," they "kill the pig as soon as it has a little flesh on it," etc. 
6. Bufiuel called the film "tendentious" (Objects of Desire: Conversations with Luis Buiuel, ed. Jose de 
la Colina and Tomis Perez Turrent, trans. Paul Lenti [New York: Marsilio, 1992], p. 35). 
7. Ado[nis] Kyrou, Bufiuel: The Man and His Work, trans. Adrienne Foulke (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1963), p. 42. 
8. See Las Hurdes, L'Avant-scMne du Cinima 36 (1964), p. 62. 
9. "J'ai fait Las Hurdes parce que j'avais une vision surrealiste, et parce que je me interessais au 
probleme de l'homme. Je voyais la realit6 d'une autre fagon que je l'aurais vue avant le surrealisme. 
J'etais stir de cela, et Pierre Unik aussi" (Andre Bazin and Jacques Doniol Valcroze, "Entretien avec 
Luis Bufiuel," Cahiers du Cinima 37 [July 1954], p. 4). 
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I was beginning not to agree with that kind of intellectual aristocracy 
with its moral and artistic extremes, which isolated us from the world 
and limited us to our own company. Surrealists considered the majority 
of mankind contemptible or stupid, and thus withdrew from all social 
participation and responsibility and shunned the work of others.10 

Bufiuel's dissatisfaction with Surrealism marks a significant shift in his work, 
signaling a turn toward what, broadly speaking, might be called the "anthropo- 
logical" concerns that were to animate the rest of his career. If the Parisian 
working-class caf6s and flea markets had provided grist for the Surrealist mill, 
Bufiuel came to believe that the cultures they represented were worth taking 
seriously as more than just objects of appropriation. He identified what he saw as 
a Surrealist tendency to "use" bourgeois society's "others" to negate the cultural 
status quo while never giving these others their due. The Surrealists, he thought, 
redeemed these others (workers, criminals, Africans, the insane) only by using 
them as projections of their own desires. It was precisely this redemptive logic that 
Bufiuel began to contest via his emulation of the enemy in Las Hurdes. 

Bufiuel was not the only Surrealist to turn his attention to the problems of 
representing otherness. These problems were brought to a head by the World's 
Colonial Exposition of 1931, which, as Herman Lebovics argues, "set the aesthetic 
and political guidelines for the creation of an imperial culture."11 Surrealists Louis 
Aragon, Georges Sadoul, and Pierre Unik responded to this affront by mounting 
the famous "Anti-Colonial Expo." Their inventive approach answered the official 
exhibit's paternalistic attitudes toward colonial subjects by turning the alienating 
gaze of ethnography toward their own culture.12 In a strategy that moved decisively 
beyond the romantic recuperation of otherness, the Surrealists exhibited 
"European Fetishes" and played a combination of Asian music and popular rhumbas, 
defamiliarizing everyday French life and treating it as strange and exotic.13 

This strategy developed the counter-ethnography implied by the flea market 
sojourns in a more explicitly critical direction. The simultaneously published 
pamphlet entitled "Ne visitez-pas l'exposition coloniale" attacked the exhibit's 
"colonialist banditry" and its vision of an imperial "Greater France."14 But although 

10. Aranda, Luis Buiiuel: A Critical Biography, p. 88. 
11. Herman Lebovics, True France: The Wars Over National Identity, 1900-1945 (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1992), p. 57. 
12. Ibid., pp. 67-83, esp. p. 79. These new Frenchmen, it was claimed, were people whose names 
currently sounded strange to Parisian ears, just as Proven4al and Gascon names had years earlier, but 
who would be assimilated just as assuredly. Once again, the political and imperial logic of representation 
here resulted in a net "profit" for the capital of the empire. 
13. Ibid., pp. 105-10. Pages 108-9 offer photographs of the exhibit. See also Le Surrialisme au service 
de la rivolution nos. 3-4 (December 1931), p. 40. 
14. On this pamphlet, see Helena Lewis, The Politics of Surrealism (New York: Paragon House, 1988), 
p. 95, and Lebovics, True France, pp. 55-56. 
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they were forthright in their condemnation of colonial exploitation-France's first 
important anticolonial manifestation was organized not by Paris's political 
activists but by its vanguard artists--they were still not, at other times, above using 
an idealized image of these cultures for their own ends. Artaud's "Letter to the 
Dalai Lama" is only an extreme example of what has been called the Surrealists' 
"singular lack of knowledge"15 of other cultures, which allowed them to posit the 
"Exotic East" and "Primitive Africa" as romantic utopias. 

In Asian and African cultures the Surrealists may have found an exciting 
fund of exotic alternatives, but good intentions aside, there was much left to 
accomplish. Any valorization of L'Art Nigre or of "Black" culture that made no 
distinction between African-American jazz, North African religious relics, and the 
ceremonial masks of Oceania could only succeed in reducing otherness to the 
order of the Same. In effect, they united and homogenized these discrete tradi- 
tions simply because they all repudiated European norms. In this respect, the 
Surrealists differed little from the contemporary Mission Dakar-Djibouti, which 
crossed North Africa collecting exotic objects in an attempt to "enrich" French 
national culture with the booty of a dozen African tribes.16 In these cultures 
Surrealists sought a model for a more intuitive and liberated cultural life, but they 
also used these cultures to imagine and create an idealized self-image. 

One who was sympathetic to Bufiuel's dissatisfaction with Surrealism was 
Georges Bataille, who had praised Un chien Andalou extravagantly in his journal, 
Documents. Although Bufiuel did sign the 1930 Manifesto that so virulently excoriated 
Bataille for his attack on Breton's idealist (Hegelian) tendencies, he soon drifted 
toward Bataille's position.17 Breton's definition of Surrealism as "the ... resolution 
of these two states, dream and reality, which are seemingly so contradictory, into a 
kind of absolute reality, a surreality," made explicit the potentially homogenizing 
tendency of Surrealist negation and sublation, which both Bufiuel and Bataille 
rejected, albeit for different reasons.18 

In his brief essay "Mouth" Bataille asks, "Where does the human body 
begin?" Rather than providing a straightforward answer to this question, Bataille 
leads us through an ever widening series of questions concerning the body, society, 
and hierarchies of value. Because humans abandoned their formerly four-legged 
posture by standing upright, he argues, the human mouth no longer constitutes a 
proper bodily beginning, nor, henceforth, can any unambiguous bodily "starting 
point" be determined. Therefore, whatever "meaning" or hierarchy is attributed 

15. Lewis, The Politics of Surrealism, p. 29. 
16. The Mission returned with 3500 objects of unparalleled quality. See Minotaure: The Animal- 
Headed Review (Geneva: Mus&e d'art et d'histoire, 1987). 
17. John Baxter, Bufiuel (New York: Carroll and Graf, 1998), p. 107. Jacques Pr6vert introduced 
Bataille to Bufiuel at the former's request. 
18. Andre Breton, "Manifesto of Surrealism," in Manifestoes of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and 
Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1972), p. 14. 

This content downloaded from 132.235.61.22 on Wed, 15 Jan 2014 20:27:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Why Is This Absurd Picture Here? Ethnology/Equivocation/Bufiuel 57 

to the human body is done so at the expense of what Roland Barthes called "a violent 
operation ... the intrusion of a value: noble and ignoble (top and bottom, hand and 
foot)."19 In other words, order must be imposed arbitrarily on the body because it 
lacks an intrinsic hierarchy. In this essay, Bataille questions deeply rooted cultural 
values and hierarchies, especially the relationship between animality and humanity, 
a questioning which he pursues in his essay on the big toe. Here, Bataille "demon- 
strates" through a series of bravura rhetorical maneuvers that our very definitions 
of humanity are inextricably entangled with that most base of human features, the 
foot. Whether being used to distinguish humans from primates, or allowing man 
to stand erect (thereby obscuring his "beginning"), the foot, and more specifically 
the big toe, enables and even determines the hierarchies of the body and there- 
fore of society, of the high and noble over the low and ignoble. But, as Rosalind 
Krauss points out, the toe, in Bataille's account, exceeds the oppositions high/low 
and noble/ignoble: "[We try] to ennoble the foot, to give it form ... the foot 
repays this effort, however, by developing bunions, and corns, and callouses. It 
becomes splayed, bulbous. It refuses to be ennobled or even to be ignoble. It is, 
simply, base."20 Despite our best attempts to integrate it into an expanded definition 
of an integral whole-the hierarchically ordered body-the toe resists, and in so 
doing disassembles the entire edifice, insubordinately refusing to take its place in a 
synthetic unity.21 I want to suggest that the Hurdanos, in a very real sense, play the 
same role in Bufiuel's national body that the big toe plays in Bataille's physical one. 

The Hurdanos resisted any homogeneous representation as noble or ignoble. 
On the one hand they occupied a degraded place in the Spanish national body, 
while as Spaniards they were also said to exemplify Spanish identity-to express, 
like any other group, its essential nobility. This was the position of Miguel de 
Unamuno. Elevating them in this manner, however, was accompanied by immense 
cultural anxiety, since these "citizens" seemed to represent all the shortcomings of 
Spain's social and economic system. Like Bataille's toe, their exemplary status 
worked to dismantle the existing whole in that their own arbitrary subjection 
served as the basis for the elevation of the national body's "higher" organs. Given 
that they were Spaniards all the same, one response insisted on their demonization- 
as idiots, as foul-smelling beasts. Only by heaping the ills of a nation upon them, 
and relegating them violently to the "outside" of the community, could the nation 

19. Roland Barthes, "Outcomes of the Text," in The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1986), pp. 241-42. 
20. Rosalind E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), pp. 184-85. Krauss's 
invocation of "form" situates her discussion in relation to Bataille's interest in the "informe," or that 
which lacks or resists all form. See also Denis Hollier, Against Architecture: The Writings of Georges Bataille, 
trans. Betsy Wing (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1989), pp. 76-85. 
21. As Denis Hollier puts it, Bataille's article provokes "insubordination in the part, which then 
refuses to respect the hierarchical relations defining it by its integration into the organic system as a 
whole. [It] makes the organ suddenly emerge as a partial object, irrecuperable for the purposes of 
constructing a whole body image" (Hollier, Against Architecture, p. 78). 
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reaffirm its own "purity." Of course, to do so was paradoxical, since the Hurdanos 
were no alien community, but citizens well within the heart of Spain itself, and 
therefore ineradicable. 

Bufiuel was clearly determined to avoid the idealism of reigning conceptions 
of the national body's "order" and purity, within which the Hurdanos could be but 
a debased organ or a parasitical infection. By the same token, he was also 
extremely wary of the opposite strategy, which presented the Hurdanos as "colorful" 
or "heroic," and therefore as ennobling for the nation. In Madrid, at the film's 
premiere, several officials of the Spanish Republic, chief among them Dr. 
Gregorio Marafion, argued vehemently that the film was an insult to Spain.22 
Marafion found Bufiuel's depiction of the cruel fiesta in which roosters are decap- 
itated particularly objectionable and protested that Bufiuel ignored the fact that 
La Alberca "has the most beautiful dances in the world, and its folk dress in 
magnificent 17th century costumes."23 In this apparent admiration for Hurdano 
culture, Bufiuel saw a rather malignant undercurrent of nationalism: "To say the 
Alberca has the most beautiful dances in the world! That's like claiming your 
country has the most beautiful women and the bravest men in the world!"24 

Bufiuel's chief task was to avoid the recuperations of nationalism and 
Surrealism, but still to give an accurate account of Hurdano life. While renounc- 
ing certain forms of logical and rhetorical unity, his film does not completely 
abandon conventional documentary truth. The truth it pursues, however, is one 
that rejects the possibility of any univocal account of the Hurdanos. Rather, 
Bufiuel follows a strategy that refuses to treat the Hurdanos as either noble or 
ignoble by equivocating between both possibilities. His problem was to develop a 
form that respected the otherness of Hurdano life without recuperating it, all the 
while depicting a group supposedly already integrated into Spanish culture. A pos- 
sible model might have been, I argue, Bataille's "Materialism," in its attention to 
that which Hegel (and Breton) excluded: death, filth, sacrifice, loss, meaningless- 
ness, nonknowledge.25 Against the strategies of science, philosophy, Surrealism, 

22. Marafion was an old friend, who had served as Buiiuel's personal physician during his years at 
the Residencia. 
23. Jose de la Colina, Luis Buhiuel (Mexico: J. Mortiz/Planeta, 1986), p. 37: "[Alberca] tiene los 
bailes mais hermosas del mundo y sus charros se visten con trajes magnificos del siglo XVII." 
24. Ibid., pp. 37-38. So sensitive, in fact, was the Lerroux government to the film's imagined conse- 
quences that it lodged official complaints with all foreign countries that sought to exhibit it. This 
occurred, of course, during what Bufiuel calls a "reactionary parenthesis" which did not characterize 
the opinion of the Republic at later moments. See ibid., pp. 37-38, and Freddy Buache, Luis Buiuel 
(Paris: Editions L'Age d'Homme, 1970), pp. 37-39. Despite some confusion, it seems probable that the 
Spanish Embassy in France paid for its sonarization in 1937. 
25. It is, of course, important that Breton quotes Hegel again and again against Bataille in the second 
"Manifesto." In an extended footnote, he also marshals Marx against Bataille, essentially accusing him 
of being what the former derided as an "excrement philosopher." Breton: "Marx tells us how, in every 
age, there thus come into being hair-philosophers, fingernail-philosophers, toenail philosophers, excrement 
philosophers, etc." (Manifestoes of Surrealism, p. 185, emphasis in original). The italicized terms are 
references to Bataille's essays. 
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and nationalism, which always recovered the heterogeneous within the homo- 
geneity of reason, Bataille suggested a materialist "science," heterology. Although 
purportedly scientific in orientation, 

when one says that heterology scientifically considers questions of 
heterogeneity, one does not mean that heterology is, in the usual sense 
of such a formulation, the science of the heterogeneous ... above all, 
heterology is opposed to any homogeneous representation of the 
world, in other words, to any philosophical system.26 

Bataille may never have succeeded in developing a theory that "excluded all 
idealism," but his project sets the stage for our reading of Bufiuel's investigation 
of the Hurdanos. In his film, Bufiuel concentrates in a disguised and displaced 
way on those aspects of these peoples' lives that have remained, for hegemonic 
Spanish (and European) culture, pure material. Despite the Hurdanos' quaint 
customs, archaic forms of life, and even their heroic struggle to survive, Builuel's 
corrosive social critique is therefore of no use to the dominant culture. The 
Hurdanos do not become symbols of anything, not even of cultural "diversity." 

Science and Heterogeneity 
Like other, more conventional ethnographies, Bufiuel's film is an assemblage 

of a wide array of materials for depicting Hurdano culture. Brief sequences treat 
education, agriculture, architecture, health, nutrition, geography, morality, religion, 
folklore, and economics, all of which have their proper place in any ethnographic 
study. Nevertheless, Bufiuel does not arrange these elements in a conventionally 
linear and/or developmental argument. The image track often contradicts the 
voice-over and vice versa, creating a situation where no single discourse ever fully 
masters the entirety of the materials. Similarly, succeeding sequences routinely 
contradict one another, as when we are told that the Hurdanos, lacking domestic 
animals, have nothing to eat but potatoes, only to see pigs running through several 
shots. Most strikingly, the film contradicts its own title, when we see children eating 
bread, hear that beggars often return from Salamanca with bread, and that the 
sick are given bread soaked in goat's milk. These contradictions (and there are 
many) are not necessarily the result of ineptitude on Bufiuel's part. Had Bufiuel 
wished to present a more conventional documentary, he would simply have omitted, 
for instance, the patently fabricated death of the goat. Instead, he chose to retain 
it and all other contradictions in the film, allowing them to resonate and accumu- 
late into a troubling force over the course of its unfolding. By exaggerating the 
film's heterogeneity, Bufiuel refuses to let it settle into any single genre with ease. 

26. Georges Bataille, "The Use Value of D.A.F de Sade," in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 
1927-39, ed. Alan Stoekl, trans. Alan Stoekl, Carl R. Lovitt, Donald M. Leslie, Jr. (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1985), p. 97. 
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Elliot Rubinstein points out that generically Las Hurdes is closely related to 
the travelogue, insofar as for its first screening the commentary was read aloud 
along with the "silent" picture, as was common for travel lectures. He develops the 
connection further, arguing that the physical detachment of sound from image 
corresponds to an emotional "detachment." This double detachment reinforces 
the film's link to the travelogue which, materially speaking, often consists of a talk 
with slides and is thus changeable from performance to performance.27 However, 
Las Hurdes is best understood as a parody of the form, emphasizing through its 
detached tone that its images could be narrated differently, could be arranged in 
a different order, or could even be replaced by other images. In addition, it raises 
the possibility that, structurally, there is simply no fixed and cumulative relationship 
between sound and image-they are only simultaneous, neither one clarifying the 
other. Instead of the traditional travel narrative that seeks to integrate and narra- 
tivize a heterogeneous set of images, we get parallel threads of exposition, each 
falsifying the other, casting doubt first on the voice, then on the image. In fact, 
several of the film's most troubling occurrences (the deaths of four people and 
eleven animals) are simply asserted on the sound track, without further proof. 

Whatever credibility the film has does not derive from its structure or its 
presentation of evidence. Instead, Bufluel works to compel belief by employing a 
number of rhetorical ploys from the various genres of travelogue, ethnography, 
and documentary cinema. However, the film does not simply adopt these techniques, 
but rather quotes or mimes them parodically in order simultaneously to use and 
undermine them and their presuppositions. 

For example, Bufiuel has his way with the so-called "arrival scene," crucial to 
both travel writing and ethnography. In both of these genres it works to create an 
authoritative impression of personal experience that in turn serves to validate the 
more "objective" portions of the work.28 As Mary Pratt has shown, both travel writers 
in search of the exotic and scientists in search of knowledge use the drama of 
their arrival in a foreign land to stage their own vivid and personal encounters 
with otherness. Typically in such scenes, after some suspicion, visitor and native 
come to accept one another as they demonstrate their peacefulness and generosity. 
In the film, however, rather than an idyllic encounter between the investigators 
and their subjects wherein a symbolic exchange of presents cements the bonds of 
humanity across cultures, the investigators stumble onto a ceremony described as 
"strange and barbaric."29 The newly wed males of La Alberca must wrest the head 

27. Elliot Rubinstein, "Visit to a Familiar Planet: Bufiuel among the Hurdanos," Cinema Journal 22, 
no. 4 (Summer 1985), p. 9. 
28. Mary Louise Pratt, "Fieldwork in Common Places," in Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of 
Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George E. Marcus (Berkely and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1986), pp. 31-38. 
29. There are variations among the different versions of the film, but both the French version and 
one of the U.S. versions say "strange and barbaric." The best-known version, entitled Unpromised Land, 
has a voice-over that is very muted, and differs significantly from the earlier French version. Although 
this print was given to MOMA by Builuel, he never uses the revised title in interviews or memoirs. 
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off a rooster at full gallop, and then afterward symbolically share the blood (in the 
form of wine) with everyone in the village. Rather than reinforcing a sense of 
shared humanity, the ceremony suggests that a fundamental aggressivity underlies 
all relations, particularly those between men and women. The apparently 
unbridgeable gulf between the villagers and the crew (the latter find the former 
repulsive) is intensfied by witnessing this aggression. 

The investigators continue to observe and analyze the villagers, but seem to 
succeed only in widening the rift between them. Describing a baby decorated with 
Christian pendants, the narrator says, "We can only compare them with those 
worn by the barbaric tribes of Africa and Oceania," thereby insisting on strangeness 
where recourse to shared tradition might be expected. Taking their leave of the 
now drunken villagers, the crew begins the approach to the desolate landscape of 
Las Hurdes. As if to underscore the antipathy established in Alberca, the second 
arrival, within Las Hurdes proper, is marked by the phrase "We are greeted by a 
choir of idiots."30 The gulf between the investigators and their subjects developed 
in these encounters justifies and reinforces the film's matter-of-fact tendency to 
depict its subjects as subhuman. Additionally, the implicit condemnation of the 
villagers solidifies the authority of the investigators, who offer comparatively 
sober analysis while aligning the villagers with drunken dissolution, violence, and 
irrationality. 

In contrast to the ethnographic film or the newscast from a country in the 
throes of widespread starvation, neither our fascination nor our pity is ever 
engaged. The spectator is never offered the possibility of either identifying fully 
with the Hurdanos or of adopting a stance of paternalistic concern. Contrary to 
generic expectations, the Hurdanos are not depicted as a "primitive" society onto 
which Western culture can project an idealized self-image. Unlike African tribes 
encountered during the contemporaneous Mission Dakar-Djibouti, for example, 
the Hurdanos offer no exotic, collectible culture. We quickly find out that while 
there is, in fact, some bread, there are no songs, that is, no indigenous oral 
tradition-something even the poorest African community could offer the 
Mission. 

While the absence of such "colorful" folklore keeps us from too easily adopting 
a patronizing stance, it also exemplifies the Hurdanos' precarious cultural position. 
Neither the resources of an oral tradition nor the cultural capacity for self- 
authorship exist for the Hurdanos, and consequently they suffer continual 
erasure under the pressure of Spain's dominant cultural models. An alarming 
episode in a local classroom illustrates the gap between the culture they learn 
("They receive the same education that is given in primary schools around the 
world") and their own desparate material condition. As the camera shows us bare- 

30. There are significant differences between the various versions of the film on this point. The version 
entitled Unpmmised Land says we are greeted by "hacking coughs." Both English versions differ from 
the French, which might reasonably be translated as "greeted by a tubercular choir" (un choeur des 
toux). 
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foot, unkempt, and ragged students, the narrator intones, "To these starving chil- 
dren, the teacher explains that the sum of the angles of a triangle equals two right 
angles." In the absence of an established, coherent, and powerful indigenous cul- 
tural tradition, symbolic resistance to these abstract verities is impossible. The 
Hurdanos have no reserve of accumulated knowledge with which to confront and 
oppose the supposedly universal significance of geometry, no voice with which to 
speak back to the anonymous and homogenizing voice of reason, no counter- 
knowledge with which to challenge abstract authority. The Hurdanos, lacking 
their own means of cultural expression, have no indigenous culture, no "identity," 
no center from which to speak, no "authentic" voice. The disparity between what 
passes for universal ideas about culture and progress and the Hurdanos' own 
material conditions is perfectly captured by the blunt, dumbfounded commentary 
of the narrator who, upon finding a drawing of an elegant aristocratic woman 
among the impoverished children, asks, "Why is this absurd picture here?" 

Rather than adopt the unifying voice of reason, Bufiuel chose a strategy that 
is equivocal to its very core-parody. Las Hurdes presumes the possibility of a 
scientific "human geography" in order to criticize its underlying assumptions, not 
to offer a superior alternative. While always threatening nihilism, this strategy 
achieves important effects. If nothing else, resisting the closure typical of science 
is, here, a small victory. Bufiuel's parodic counter-ethnography cannot be easily 
separated from the more general project of equivocation. Both strategies seek to 
avoid synthesis and to problematize the traditional unities of thought and analysis. 
Here, however, equivocation takes its characteristically troubling form as the 
mimetic subversion of the enemy's tactics, namely, dehumanization and racial 
scapegoating. These are drastic tools to use at this historical moment in particular, 
especially since the film's parodic antisynthesis alone would certainly have discred- 
ited the idealizing and homogenizing tendencies of "normal" science. Why would 
it seem necessary to go beyond parody to depict the Hurdanos as beasts and 
idiots? Why not graft on a socialist critique of their conditions of existence, as 
many of the film's champions have done? Anthropologist Maurice Legendre's 
study LasJurdes: itude de giographie humaine (1926) and Miguel de Unamuno's "Las 
Hurdes," which served as Bufiuel's sources, suggest an answer. 

The "Legends" of Las Hurdes 

Legendre had studied the region for many years before publishing his book, 
and had accompanied Miguel de Unamuno on the latter's 1921 trip to the region, 
later immortalized in Andanzas y Visiones. The most prominent Spanish intellectual 
of the left, Unamuno was a friend and sometime mentor to Bufiuel, who appears 
to have introduced him to the Paris Surrealists. Bufiuel also knew Unamuno's 
essay "Las Hurdes," which is a frequent point of reference for Legendre, and it is 
very likely that he knew other essays and literary works referred to by Legendre as 
well. Certainly he knew of the "legends" to which both alluded, and of the Spanish 
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debate over the region, which provides a crucial but unexplored context whose 
peculiar character and obsessions shed a penetrating light on the film's politics. 

Lope de Vega's Las Batuecas del duque de Alba (circa 1604-14) is often cited as 
the origin of the legends of Las Hurdes, although it seems to derive from several 
earlier stories, all of which compare the discovery of Las Hurdes to that of the 
New World.31 Despite substantial differences, all versions concur that Las Hurdes 
and Las Batuecas were unknown, even by their neighbors, and most agree that the 
region's inhabitants, when discovered, were savages.32 In Lope's account two 
lovers fleeing the wrath of the Duke of Alba stumble upon Las Batuecas where, in 
an Edenic setting, they encounter a valley full of people without culture, without 
clothing, and without a recognizable language.33 These stories persisted for 
centuries. 

In our own century, the legends decisively shaped even the more sociological 
and political discussions of the region. The Revista de Extremadura, for example, 
published a series of articles about Las Hurdes between 1900 and 1902, including 
a heated exchange on the subject of the legends and their relationship to actual 
conditions. Luis R. Miguel, intent upon improving the region's social, economic, 
and hygienic situation, argued strenuously against the belief that the Hurdanos 
were "a species distinct from those known to the human race," and that they 
existed in a state of savagery and barbarism.34 In the interests of his progressive 
social program, Miguel offered some fragments of another history, suggesting that 
the Hurdanos simply belonged to a different cultural lineage. In short, he concluded, 
what the Hurdanos needed was education, money, and social assistance.35 

In response, Jose G. Castro enumerated the Hurdanos' debilities in shocking 
detail in a manner that parallels Bufiuel's film in both phrasing and particulars. 
For example, Castro commented ironically that in these miserable cabins "live in 
amicable agreement men, women, children, the ass, if the family is rich enough to 
have acquired one, some hens, a pig."36 The listing of the inhabitants in appositive 
fashion serves to linguistically equate the people with beasts, as Bufiuel does visually. 
The ironic understatement "if the family is rich" similarly prefigures Bufiuel's 
"The rich families, if we can call them that..." The parallels go far deeper than a 
shared taste for understatement, however. More striking is Castro's use of the 

31. Maurice Legendre, Las Jurdes: Etude de geographie humaine (Paris: Editions de Boccard, 1927), p. 
xxiii. Lope's (minor) play is apparently a parody of his Discovery of the New World by Columbus (published 
1614), which like several other stories compares the discovery of Las Hurdes with that of the New World. 
32. Legendre, LasJurdes, p. xxvi. 
33. Ibid., p. xxiii. See Lope de Vega [Carpio], Obras Completas, t. XI (Cr6nicas Y Leyendas 
Dramditicas de Espafia) (Madrid: Sucesores de Rivadeneyra, 1900), pp. 505-39. The "Observaciones 
Preliminares" by M. Menendez y Pelayo are extremely informative on the sources of the Hurdes legends, 
especially pp. cxxxiv-cli. 
34. Luis R. Miguel, La Revista de Extremadura 27 (September 1901), p. 423. 
35. Ibid., pp. 426-27. 
36. Jose G. Castro, La Revista de Extremadura 29 (November 1901), pp. 509-10. 

This content downloaded from 132.235.61.22 on Wed, 15 Jan 2014 20:27:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


64 OCTOBER 

"Yes, but..." rhetorical strategy identified by Ado Kyrou as characteristic of Las 
Hurdes. Kyrou points out that the film typically presents the viewer with a problem, 
offers a solution, and then shows how the solution is self-negating.37 Rather than a 
dialectic of problem and solution, Bufiuel offers a logic of nonprogressive nega- 
tion. Castro also adopts this "yes, but..." strategy. For example, he points out 
that the region is generally bereft of arable land, but by transporting meager 
quantities of alluvial silt on their backs, the Hurdanos build small fields. However, 
floods inevitably come and wash the fields away. If the floods do not come, he 
adds, wild boars eat the crops.38 

While it is striking that, like Bufiuel, he repeats this formula several more 
times, more telling are his discussions of the Hurdanos' physiognomy, morality, 
and daily life. These particular comments give his rhetoric a disturbing chill. 
According to Castro, Hurdanos have small heads whose foreheads slope as the 
result of prominent brow ridges. They tend to have big ears with attached lobes, 
and a physiognomy both inexpressive and bearing the "peculiar stamp of the 
imbecile." "All of these characteristics," he avers, "correspond to the inferior races 
and even to animals." 

Thus begins a familiar, pseudo-Darwinian process of dehumanization, one 
that Castro embellishes with moral condemnation as well, attributing to the 
Hurdanos all forms of mental and ethical weakness. According to Castro, the 
debilities that best characterize the Hurdanos' degraded existence are sexual. 
From the prevalence of incest, which he attributes to the fact that the Hurdanos 
do not separate the sexes, to their ragged clothing (which permits glimpses of 
their genitals), to the prevalence of pederasty, these Hurdanos know no shame. 
The Hurdanos' bestial existence renders them, in Castro's eyes, worthy only of a 
pity tempered with contempt. In contrast to his progressive interlocutor, he 
claims that for the problem of Las Hurdes there is but one, final, solution-"a 
complete depopulation of this miserable land."39 

Twenty years later, Unamuno's essay describes an impoverished but upwardly 
mobile populace. In the town of Casar, he and his companion Legendre meet with 
local students, who implicitly request a fairer representation of Hurdano daily life, 
which Unamuno strives to offer. Traveling deeper into the region, he reports that 
they encounter "no evidence of the ridiculous legends of savagery," and argues 
further that the area is best thought of not as one of Spain's great shames, but its 
honor.40 Like Bufiuel and Castro again, he notes that the Hurdanos must work 

37. For instance, in May and June the Hurdanos' supply of potatoes is exhausted and they face starva- 
tion. Luckily, there are cherry trees in the vicinity and the Hurdanos eat cherries, thereby avoiding 
starvation. However, the cherries are unripe and give the Hurdanos deadly dyssentry. See Ado(nis) Kyrou, 
Luis Bufiuel: An Introduction, trans. Adrienne Foulkes (NewYork: Simon and Schuster, 1963), pp. 43-45. 
38. Castro, La Revista de Extremadura, p. 510. 
39. Ibid., p. 514. 
40. Unamuno, "Las Hurdes," Andanzas y Visiones Espahiolas (Madrid: Renacimiento, 1922), p. 110. 
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extravagantly to create their small patches of farm land, offering his own account 
of how the Hurdanos transport the earth for their crops in sacks across their 
backs.41 As if setting a thematic itinerary for Bufiuel's film, he reports that before 
they could proceed further, they were cautioned to bring along their own food, 
since in the High Hurdes there is "nothing, not even bread."42 And like Bufiuel 
and Legendre again, he comments on the prevalence of goiters, and regrets the 
premature decrepitude of the women.4s The almost obsessive repetition of the 
same handful of motifs across a variety of authors suggests that the inflections 
given in any particular account are crucial. 

Perhaps most striking, however, is his discussion of the Hurdanos' strange 
and powerful attachment to a place that is nothing if not inhospitable. Rather 
than a nurturing "mother earth," this land, he argues, is a cruel stepmother.44 
They do not flee, he explains, because they love the land, becoming more 
attached the more difficult the conditions become. Finding in the Hurdanos 
several characteristic traits of Spanish individualism, he concludes that ultimately 
they prefer impoverished "independence" to sharecropping. These autonomous, 
self-defining peasants are a far cry from Castro's beasts, but perhaps just as fanciful 
and self-servingly depicted. As Unamuno admits, amid the poverty, the sight of a 
beautiful young girl recalls in him nothing so much as the writings of Rousseau.45 
We should not pity them, he concludes, since despite their poverty they are 
"[a]nything but savages. No, no, no, it is truly the paradox described by my friend 
Legendre ... they are, yes, one of our country's honors."46 

Here are two basic tropes available at this time to Bufiuel when trying to 
offer a picture of the Hurdanos; either they are beasts unworthy of Spanish or 
even human identity, or they are the very emblems of Spanish dignity and character. 
The latter option, chosen by Unamuno and Legendre, is obviously the less 
pernicious of the two. As I have shown, however, Bufiuel veers in the direction of 
Castro, ameliorating his film's unsettling depiction of the Hurdanos only with a 
harsh, explicit condemnation of their social and political conditions. In the context 
of the available representational strategies, Bufiuel's specific form of equivocation 
comes into sharp focus, for the film's anti-scientific or "un-knowing" qualities 
spring from his resistance to the sort of redemptive elevation exemplified by 
Unamuno and Legendre. 

41. Ibid., pp. 112, 114. 
42. Ibid., p. 112: "...alli no hay nada. iNi pan!" 
43. In fairness to Unamuno, it is important to note that in his discussion of goiter, he notes that the 
purity of the water they drink (its lack of minerals, etc.) is extremely debilitating. In order to under- 
score the problem of excessive purity, he suggests the absurdity of boasting over the "purity" of one's 
ideas. A race that sought to purify its ideas would be, he argues, ultimately sterile, thereby indicating at 
least some sensitivity to the politics of purity surrounding the denigration and isolation of the 
Hurdanos. 
44. Unamuno, "Las Hurdes," pp. 113, 114. 
45. Ibid., p. 121. 
46. Ibid., p. 116. 
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In contrast to Castro, Unamuno, and Legendre's accounts, in Bufiuel's film 
the Hurdanos remain hopelessly obscure, and their situation seems to defy 
explanation due to Bufiuel's use of parody. For Legendre, the basic enigma or 
scandal of Las Hurdes is the fact that the area is inhabited at all.47 However, his 
uneasiness about this enigma is assuaged by the curious ending he appends to his 
introduction. Fearing that his book will lead readers to believe that Las Hurdes is 
a land without hope, he argues that, as Christians, the people can never be 
absolutely so. Indeed, he tells us that as he writes (September 14, 1926), the 
Hurdanos are celebrating their primary holiday, "L'exaltation de la Sainte Croix," 
which embodies the promise of Redemption.48 By contrast, against the values of 
hope and redemption Bufiuel's film embraces irrationality and works carefully to 
create a sense of hopeless, pointless, irrational, and unrelenting misery supported 
by a carefully fashioned nonsynthetic nonsense. But to what end is this irrationality 
deployed? Legendre offers us a clue by describing the "singular gravity" of the 
exaltation of the cross. 

Discussing unorthodox forms of worship in the area, Legendre mentions a 
long-gone Sephardic community in the region, whose former presence explains 
the abandoned local Jewish cemetery. He tells us it is "more melancholy" than the 
other, Christian, cemeteries, noting that among these pillaged tombs there is "no 
sign at all of hope." 49 While admitting that it is difficult to prove that these are the 
graves of Jews fleeing the Inquisition, he relates an oft-told story of interfaith 
violence from that time that explains both the lack of hope and the "gravity" of 
the festival. 

Nearly every writer who discusses Las Hurdes50 tells some version of this 
story about the town of Casar-the very town where Unamuno begins his journey 
in earnest.51 According to both Legendre and Antonio Rodriguez Mofiino, in 
Casar this interfaith hatred was especially intense, though generally kept in check, 
until an outbreak of violence in which, after the destruction of the village cross by 
the Jews of Casar, their synagogue was expropriated and transformed into a 
church, thereby completing the expulsion of the Jews from the area that had been 
set in motion by the Inquisition. 

47. Legendre, LasJurdes, pp. xiv-xv: "Ce qu'il est 6trange, incroyable et en quelque sort scandaleux, 
que le pays de Las Jurdes soit peupl . . . la pays de Las Jurdes, qui ne se prkte nullement au peuple- 
ment, est peuple." 
48. Ibid., p. xix. 
49. Ibid., p. xlvi. 
50. The list includes Legendre; Unamuno; anonymous writers for the Revista; Antonio Rodriguez 
Mofiino, Dictados T6picos de Extremadura: Materiales para una Colecci6n Folkl6rico (Badajoz: Antonio 
Arqueros, 1931); Romualdo Martin Santibaifiez, Historia de la Santa Cruz del Casar de Palermo (Plasencia: 
Imprenta de Ramos, 1870); an anonymous play, La Santa Cruz del Casar, Francisco de Torrejoncillo, 
Centinela contra judios, puesta en la Torre de la Iglesia de Dios (Madrid, 1728); and Vincente Barrantes, 
Aparato Bibliografico para la Historia de Extremadura (Madrid, n.d.), vol. 1, pp. 458-59, to name only the 
few I have been able to discover. 
51. Unamuno, "Las Hurdes," pp. 109-11. 
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The history of this local animosity is explicitly echoed by Bufiuel's represen- 
tation of the Hurdanos as scapegoats, whose expulsion, like the expulsion of the 
Jews, serves symbolically to rid a community of an inner threat, either from the 
too highly elevated or from its own vilest evil. Scapegoating had taken on a 
decidedly racial character during the 1930s, especially in fascist Germany, so that 
Bufiuel's adoption of this motif seems, at very best, a risky maneuver. As Hollier 
suggests, however, such tactics were by no means uncommon in 1930s France. 
Citing Maurice Blanchot, he argues that what counts 

is not to adopt the old slogans all over again: neither right nor left, but 
to be truly against the right and the left. In these terms one can see the 
true form of dissidence is that which abandons a position without 
abandoning its hostility towards the contrary position or rather to 
abandon it in order to exacerbate this hostility.52 

While the historical and political specifics of the phenomena Hollier 
describes are by no means directly applicable to Bufiuel's film,53 the idea of embracing 
the enemy's tactics in order to move "beyond" particular, stifling binarisms of 
political, social, and aesthetic discourse quite clearly is. Bufiuel's "no" to the 
traditional left was not a "yes" to the right, but an attempt to "exacerbate the 
hostility" of each toward the status quo. Given a choice between elevating the 
Hurdanos in an apotheosis of the "truly human" and a fascist debasement of them 
as societal waste, Bufiuel adopts and rejects both, in a gesture that avoids both 
their appropriation and their demonization. In this sense he situates the 
Hurdanos on the border between the wholly inside and the wholly outside, as a 
group hostile to both classifications-radically other-and therefore of no imme- 
diate use to either faction. Miming the leftist social critique he lifts the burden of 
blame and ignominy from them; by dehumanizing them he forestalls an easy, 
liberal reaction of empathy. 

At a moment when similar violence and hatred were gaining ground 
throughout Europe, and when Jews were once again to become sacrificial victims 
in the service of nationalisms of all sorts, Bufiuel chose to make Las Hurdes, and in 
so doing bore witness to an exemplary moment of cultural scapegoating. He 
addressed the issue in a manner that would have a precise resonance for 
Spaniards and a more general one for others, but he did so in a strangely cryptic, 
equivocal way, making it difficult to grasp what, precisely, is at stake in his film. 
While we are informed by the film that the present inhabitants of Las Hurdes are 

52. Maurice Blanchot, "On demande des dissidents," Combat 20 (December 1937); reprinted in 
Gramma 5 (1978), pp. 63-65; cited in Hollier, "On Equivocation," p. 11. 
53. Most of the essays that Hollier discusses were written well after the original release of Bufiuel's 
film, although several, including Blanchot's "On demande des dissidents," are roughly coincident with 
the film's sonorization in 1937. 
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Christians, in an interview Bufiuel tells us, rather pointedly, that they are the 
descendants of Jews fleeing persecution.54 But tactics of scapegoating aside, what 
other evidence does the film provide of a link between the Hurdanos and the 
Jews, especially in light of its crucial role in understanding the film's strategy of 
equivocation? That is, how might Bufiuel have indicated, however obliquely, the 
stakes of this film? I suggest that one answer can be found in something else about 
the film that has remained unexplained. This is the altered title on the print 
Bufiuel donated in 1940 to the Museum of Modem Art in New York. Although he 
has never referred to this title, nor is it attached to any other version of the film, 
as his personal gift it carries some authority. The new title bears witness to the 
submerged thematics of racial scapegoating and violent suppression that I have 
tried to bring to the surface. It is perhaps clearer now why Bufiuel so carefully 
made this a "useless" film-useless to all nationalisms, republican or fascist. To 
have exalted the Hurdanos, as Unamuno had done, would have falsified the 
historical reality of their lives and simultaneously enriched the very culture that 
had so violently excluded them. To blame them, as decades of writers had done, 
would have been even worse. Thus, the logic of violent equivocation, which risks 
identifying with the spirit of fascism in order to overcome it, appeared as a possible 
answer. The new title was, of course, a parody of a famous expression, simultane- 
ously negating and repeating the "original" without reconciliation. An expression 
resonant with exile and unfulfilled redemption. Unpromised Land. 

54. Aranda, Luis Bunuel: A Critical Biography, p. 89. 

This content downloaded from 132.235.61.22 on Wed, 15 Jan 2014 20:27:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. [51]
	p. 52
	p. 53
	p. 54
	p. 55
	p. 56
	p. 57
	p. 58
	p. 59
	p. 60
	p. 61
	p. 62
	p. 63
	p. 64
	p. 65
	p. 66
	p. 67
	p. 68

	Issue Table of Contents
	October, Vol. 89 (Summer, 1999), pp. 1-138
	Front Matter [pp. 1-2]
	A Conversation with Jean-Louis Cohen [pp. 3-18]
	Off Premises [pp. 19-24]
	Can the Camera See? Mimesis in "Man with a Movie Camera" [pp. 25-50]
	Why Is This Absurd Picture Here? Ethnology/Equivocation/Buñuel
[pp. 51-68]
	Hitchcock, or the Pleasures of Metaskepticism [pp. 69-86]
	Moving Still: Mediating Yvonne Rainer's "Trio A" [pp. 87-112]
	Gardening, History, and the Escape from Time: Derek Jarman's "Modern Nature" [pp. 113-126]
	Who Decides What Is 'Hauptstadtkultur,' and What Is Not? [pp. 127-138]
	Back Matter



