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MEMORIES OF IVÁN ZULUETA, A LEGEND
OF SPANISH UNDERGROUND CINEMA.

words_ Andrés Duque

- soundtracks -
 Innocence and Guilt off the album “Love’s a Prima Donna”

by Steve Harley & Cockney Rebel _
You Wanted A Hit off the album “This Is Happening”

by LCD Soundsystem.

Iván Zulueta, La fortuna de los irureta, 1964, super 8.

Iván Zulueta, La fortuna de los irureta, 1964, super 8.

Iván Zulueta, La fortuna de los irureta, 1964, super 8.

Iván Zulueta, Ritesti, 1992, 35mm, colour.
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I first saw Iván Zulueta’s Arrebato (1979) 
in a retrospective on Spanish Cinema at 
the Cinemateca Nacional in Caracas in 
1991. Like many of the film’s viewers, I 
had the feeling of participating in a hypnotic 
and challenging experience. The film stirred 
memories of my childhood with a thrilling 
accuracy: the pleasure of looking at sticker 
card albums and getting lost in those pictures, 

the erotic charge that Betty Boop or Peter Pan 
can spark, all those textures and the flashes of 
light that bounce around when the sun comes in 
through the window. A whole world of snapshots 
from my past began to repopulate my mind and 
then explode from within. Since then I couldn’t 
get the film out of my head anymore.

I started looking for information about Iván but all 
I came up with were some stories that sounded more 
like fiction than truth. Despite this I felt irresistibly 
drawn to the myth that surrounded him and his 
eccentric life. I ended up finding a way to meet him 
with the help of Virginia Montenegro and Alvaro 
Machimbarrena, and almost two years later I managed 
to get into his house with my camera to record him. It 
wasn’t an easy task. And I didn’t even know that I was 
going to interview him at his home until the very first day 
of shooting.

When I walked through the door I knew I wasn’t going to 
turn off the camera for a second, although I had prepared a 

long list of questions about his present life. I really wasn’t 
that interested in making a chronological documentary about 
his career and films, but rather in demystifying this self-
imposed hermetic figure by recording his daily existence.

Iván was always thinking about possible plots for films but 
never intended to shoot again. He felt “safe” at his mother’s 

house, escaping from the dreaded elixir of opium. He 
spent his last years watching other director’s films and 

drawing his environment, his family home, the 
place where all his inspiration for film and life 

came from. 

In the attic where he slept were his 
most treasured possessions. These 

were his favorite subjects to 
shoot with his super 8 

camera, things that 
refer to a happy 

c h i l d h o o d : 
s t i c k e r 

b o o k s 
and 

figurines 
from Walt 
Disney, slimy 
toys, an LP cover of 
Lou Reed with some weed 
around his nose, very fancy 
ashtrays everywhere, a mermaid 
drowned in a tank with jellyfish and a lot 
of home movies from trips around the world. 
In the afternoon, the light came through the window 
like a projector, preparing him for those midnight movies 
he watched at fast pace until very late, when his room was 
left in total darkness, for him the final frontier. 

Arrebato’s first screening was on June 9th, 1980 at Cine 
Azul, where it passed almost unnoticed. It was an unusual 
Spanish film dealing with the theme of drug use with 
unmitigated cruelty. The wider audience wasn’t prepared 
for such a cinematic trip. A few months later however, the 
Alphaville theater recovered the film and used it for its 
popular midnight sessions on weekends, turning it into 
the cult film that it is today.

Arrebato is a weird film, characterised by its 
experimental form. It is surprising that its success 
ever went beyond the circle of fans  its genre usually 
draws. 
Today however, it has been elevated to the rank of 
legend. Since Arrebato is one of a kind it has left no 
immediate inheritance. There are several possible 
reasons why Zulueta’s film escaped its niche 
and reached a wider audience: the deliberate 
cinephilia, its theme centered on cinema itself, 
drug treatment and its generational style.

Arrebato is also unusual because it combines 
some of the enigmatic themes or waived 
mechanisms of experimental film with 
a relatively linear narrative plot: the 
treatment of home movies, the reflexive 
consciousness regarding the film’s frames, 
the recycling of images and cinephilia. 
The strange thing is that all these issues 
are so oddly present in this story, this 
tragic adventure which takes heroin as 
a metaphor that points to a climax of 
passion, a mystic cinematic voyage 
that, not in vain, the author named 
“Arrebato” (Rapture).

Due to these apparently conflicting 
reasons and also because of the 
fact that there have been very few 
Spanish avant-garde films, the 
movie Arrebato is unique and 
unrepeatable in the country’s 
cinematography.

Iván Zulueta, Roma-Brescia-Cannes, 1974, super 8, colour.

Iván Zulueta, A MALGAM A, 1976, super 8, colour.Posters and graphics by Iván Zulueta.

Iván Zulueta, Arrebato, 1979, 35mm. Film stills, making of and portraits of Iván Zulueta.

Iván Zulueta, Aquarium, 1975, super 8, colour.

Iván Zulueta, Agata, 1966, 35mm, b&w.Iván Zulueta, Ida y vuelta, 1967, 35mm, b&w.
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Iván Zulueta, Leo es Pardo, 1976, 16mm (expanded to 35mm), colour.
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IVÁN ZULUETA

Underground film director, writer, penetrating intellectual, 
creative artist and tireless innovator not so much in the field of 
full length films as in that of shorts. Iván Zulueta was born on 
Wednesday 29th September 1943 in Donostia-San Sebastián, 
the city where he died at the age of 66, on Wednesday 30th 

December 2009. His graphic works include the posters 
for some of Pedro Almodóvar’s first films. Arrebato is his 
best known film. It tells the story of José Sirgado, a film 

director whose excessive drug use draws him into a period of 
depression, of Ana an old flame of his, and of a mysterious 

package sent to him by Pedro, a figure from his past.

It’s an incredibly obsessive tale about the evasive and 
pervasive power of cinema, about addiction and the creative 
process, about altered states of consciousness and how they 
modify perception, about the relationship between film and 
reality. It’s an extreme and radical film just like the extreme 

and radical life of Zulueta. 

ivanzulueta.com

seriously by the standard critics. Working inde-
pendently and barely known, they made what 
could be considered the “underground cinema” 
of their generation.

The official Spanish cinema (Saura, Picasso, 
Patino, etc) had the vocation of social criticism 
and somehow these directors belonged to main-
stream film production. In spite of the subject 
matter of their films they had a commercial the-
atrical release in Spain and abroad. 

The so-called underground filmmakers who 
were also critical of the Franco regime, how-
ever they also posed questions¸ fantasized and 
imagined surreal beauty. Their films could oc-
casionally be seen in underground passages, 
film clubs and at a few film festivals such as 
Benalmádena. Some had better luck getting 
shown abroad.

One of the archetypes that hovers over this 
group of underground filmmakers is undoubt-
edly that of Peter Pan (whether self-aware or 
not). Peter Pan represents the struggle against 
the inevitable, the fatum or destiny. Like heroes 
of a Greek tragedy, it is destiny that brings men 
to grow, mature, leave their childhood fantasies 
and enter an adult world full of responsibilities. 
This fight against determinism, against fate, 
which has the grandeur of the Greek archetypes 
is most evident in films of this generation: the 
short film Gospel (1969) by Ricardo Franco 
and Alice Has Discovered The Napalm Bomb 

Nonetheless Zulueta wasn’t alone during his 
active life as a filmmaker. Spanish underground 
cinema of the Sixties and Seventies gave us fig-
ures like Antoni Padrós, Paulino Viota, Antonio 
Maenza, Adolfo Arrieta and more. These were 
not just anarchic independent filmmakers but 
were also considered genuine outsiders at that 
time.

Alongside the generation of the so-called wave 
of “New Spanish Cinema” (which in the Sixties 
was fueled by the Ministry of Information and 
Tourism) appeared a group of unorthodox film-
makers. They were emarginated snipers from 
central Barcelona-Madrid who worked in the 
16mm format or Super 8 and whose interests 
did not coincide with those of the industry.

In Madrid their meetings took place in the Yu-
catán cafeteria and thus the “School of Yuca-
tán”, was formed.
These meetings were frequented by Manuel 
Pérez Estremera, Augusto Martínez Torres and 
others. In Barcelona, there were several other 
independent filmmakers worth mentioning, 
such as Pere Portabella, Antoni Padrós, Carles 
Santos, Javier Aguirre and also the writer En-
rique Vila-Matas. Last but not least is the work 
of the man I like to consider the Peter Pan of 
Spanish cinema, Iván Zulueta who shot most of 
his work in San Sebastían and Madrid.

Unfortunately the authors cited here are poorly 
studied because their work was not really taken 

(1969) 
by An-
toni Padrós 
show us nev-
erlands that rec-
reate themselves by 
drawing on the emerg-
ing pop iconography as an 
ideological weapon against 
the social system imposed by 
the dictatorial regime. Señales en 
la ventana (1974) by Jaime Chávarri 
gives us the surprising interpretation of 
Michi Panero who plays a child-adult dazzled 
by a beautiful woman leaning out of a window. 
Another example is End of Summer (1971) by 
Enrique Vila-Matas in which we see a bourgeois 
family that plays out the last days of its life and 
innocence like a game of chess. A similar plot 
is also found in the film El crimen de la pirin-
dola (1965) by Adolfo Arrieta a landmark of 
independent Spanish cinema.

Iván Zulueta is perhaps the film director 
who really went furthest beyond the 
limits with his childhood memories, 
exploring possible neverlands that 
contrasted the conservative real-
ity of the society he lived in. His 
use of drugs was a mechanism of 
knowledge that he exploited in 
order to understand other per-
ceptions of the world, other 
measures of time that he ex-
pressed in his films. 

In the Sixties people took 
acid to see the world 
strangely, now that the 
world is weird, people 
take prozac to nor-
malize what they 
see around them. 
The cinema of 
Zulueta speaks 
of time with 
potency, his 
words are 
timeless and 
eternal. 

Around Zulueta

Iván Zulueta, Ultimo grito, 1968, TV program on music and pop culture.

Iván Zulueta while making Arrebato, 1979, 35mm. 


