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Sketches of Spain: the production and circulation of Spanish experimental cinema

Josetxo Cerdán & Miguel Fernández Labayen 

Spanish experimental cinema: problems of definition, questions of existence  

On a frontal close-up, confronting the camera, a man slices a woman’s eye with a razor 

under a full moon. This is probably the best-known image associated with the Spanish 

avant-garde, and one of the icons, if not the icon, of 1920s avant-garde film culture. As 

it has been repeatedly remarked, the film was shot in France, with a French title, and 

though it was subsidized by Buñuel’s mother, Un chien andalou has been for the most 

part understood as a key step in the history of French and international surrealism.1 As 

such, Buñuel and Dalí’s film has become a black hole for Spanish film culture, sucking 

for years the light that posterior works may project in the universe of experimental 

cinema. And yet, how not to consider it part of Spanish experimental film culture?  

What is then “Spanish experimental film” and what kind of social and 

institutional interactions have developed around it? How has Spanish experimental 

cinema been understood? There have been different answers to these questions, all 

shaped by historical, and theoretical contexts, and by the activities and opinions of film 

critics, filmmakers, academics, curators, and spectators over almost 100 years. Over all, 

there are two main controversies when it comes to thinking about Spanish experimental 

cinema. The first one, which could be labeled as “the problem of definition,” deals with 

the identification of the field and the qualities of experimental cinema in the Spanish 

 The authors have written this chapter in the context of the Research Projects 
CSO2014-52750-P and CSO2017-85290-P, funded by the Ministry of Economy and 
Competitiveness of the Spanish Government and co-financed by the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF). 
1 See for instance P. Adams Sitney’s Visionary Film. The American Avant-Garde, 1943-
2000 (on its third and latest edition). Sitney devotes the first pages of his survey of the 
US avant-garde, to the discussion of Buñuel and Dalí’s film (Sitney 2002, 3-6). 



context. That is, when is a film “experimental”? What should “experimental cinema” 

do? What are the qualities and characteristics of experimental cinema (in Spain)? The 

second one, much more delicate, could be defined as “the question of existence.” The 

queries that move this debate are: does experimental cinema in Spain even exist? If so, 

what are its characteristics and histories? 

In 1978, Eugeni Bonet published the article “There is an Independent Cinema in 

Spain, but…” in the second issue of the referential Millenium Film Journal. Bonet, at 

the time already a writer, programmer, and filmmaker, identified what, according to 

him, were the three shortcomings that defined the history of Spanish experimental 

cinema: the lack of an avant-garde film tradition, the lack of a high enough level of 

information, and the lack of a stable and organized structure. These, according to Bonet, 

made it almost impossible to recognize a proper field of Spanish experimental cinema. 

Bonet himself would further pursue this point of view in his book-length study Práctica 

fílmica y vanguardia artística en España. 1925-1981, co-written with Manuel Palacio in 

1983 in a bilingual Spanish/English edition. The book, a major source on Spanish 

experimental film, reinforces Bonet’s perspective, concluding that experimental cinema 

in Spain has always been “in a perpetually embryonic state” (Bonet & Palacio 1983, 1). 

Forty years later, these opinions still stand as a cornerstone of the historiography on the 

subject, and the diagnosis has been reproduced in more recent histories of experimental 

film practices in Spain (Romaguera et al. 1991, Alcoz 2008 & 2011). In short, Bonet’s 

influential pieces are symptomatic of how the “problems of definition” and the 

“questions of existence” have become the central historiographical discussions on 

Spanish experimental cinema. 

After all, we should remember that “the act of naming the practice has always 

been central to the filmmakers, a way, ultimately, to differentiate their activity from 



other perspectives as well as an attempt to create an audience” (Andersson, Sundholm 

& Söderbergh Widding 2010, 16). In the case of Spain, the categories of “avant-garde,” 

“experimental,” “independent,” “marginal,” “militant,” “alternative,” or “underground” 

have all been at play in different historical times, pointing to distinctive aesthetic 

sensibilities, political agendas, and strategies to address the spectators. Again, the 

dominant writing on Spanish experimental cinema has characterized its subject as 

something rare, and exquisite, “exceptional” in its scarcity and radicalism, and 

“scientific” in its aesthetic boldness, a series of film experiments anchored in the formal 

and material explorations about film as film and cinema as a medium. 2  From this 

restrictive perspective, Spanish experimental film becomes an almost unknown 

territory, a claim to cultural and aesthetic distinction by the filmmakers who, in their 

writings, delineate the limits of “true experimental film,” within which they of course 

develop their careers. A more flexible trend would also include audiovisual 

experimentations in other media, and share a socially concerned, politically committed 

reading of cinema as an apparatus and a cultural institution (Pérez Perucha 1992). 

As we write this chapter in 2018, ourselves part of what could be loosely 

labelled as a Spanish community of experimental film and media practitioners, the 

paradoxes and contradictions of Bonet’s perspective, and even more so, of those who 

have reproduced his discourse in recent years, appear less productive than in 1978. 

Thus, this chapter offers a more inclusive reading of Spanish experimental cinema than 

what has been traditionally offered. Despite its necessary partial approach, the essay 

aims at redressing the (paradoxical) common place of these histories of scarcity and 

neglect, which have surprisingly emanated from the practitioners in the field, 

 
2 For instance, see the difference between “‘ex-perimental’ and ‘ex-ceptional’ cinema” 
put forward by Eugeni Bonet (1991), and the divide between “‘applied’ experimental 
cinema” (sic) and “cinema experiment” ideated by Antoni Pinent (2007, 148-150).  



themselves living proofs of its existence though discursively rejecting it. We understand 

experimental cinema as a category-on-the-move, one that refers to the radical 

exploration of film as an aesthetic medium, but also as a social force that transgresses 

the logics of hegemonic society. As such, experimental cinema in Spain works as an 

umbrella term, one that incorporates the historical avant-garde of the 1920s, intersects 

with amateur cinema from the 1930s on, participates in commercial narrative cinema 

from the 1940s, intervenes in televisual modes of presentation since the 1950s, overlaps 

with video art from the 1960s to the present, dialogues with militant cinema in the 

1970s, and becomes progressively institutionalized from the 1980s on. In other words, 

experimental cinema in Spain is a historical cultural practice in constant redefinition, 

and as such depends and intervenes in different geopolitical periods that affect the ways 

audiences and filmmakers make sense and use the concept. Despite the experimental 

film scene, in Spain and elsewhere, is composed of fragmentary, accidental, and 

intermittent trajectories, it also offers unexpected connections and continuities. 

As a consequence, this chapter emphasizes the importance of considering 

experimental cinema as a process, one that includes a network, albeit a disperse one, of 

producers, filmmakers, audiences, and a long list of mediators (film clubs, coops, 

distributors, programmers, curators, exhibition spaces, journals, film schools, 

universities, etc.). Thus, the essay highlights some of the most significant films and 

filmmakers of different periods, while it also remarks the importance of the 

organizations in owing, promoting, thinking, in a word, projecting experimental cinema 

on to the public sphere. After all, experimental cinema is a “network of affinities” 

(Fernández Labayen & Prieto Souto 2017), constructed around the shared ideological, 

affective, and cultural interests of its components and their internal and external 

debates, tensions, and struggles. If the history of experimental cinema is a history of 



personal relationships, at the same time it is also a history of the organizations and 

institutions that support this kind of cinema.   

Spanish experimental film should then be examined in a circuit where issues of 

identity, representation, production, consumption, and regulation merge, their 

importance transcending a more traditional historiography based on a list of exemplary 

works and creators. In fact, if we attend to cultural, economic, and, social attempts at 

discussing Spanish cinema, experimental film becomes one of the most challenging, and 

exciting arenas to debate the cultural value of cinema in relation to the nation. Few 

other cultural practices become so concerned with differencing themselves from any 

idea of a mainstream Spanish culture, while at the same time claiming to have the true 

vision of said culture. This tension between official discourses, and institutional, 

collective and individual interests traverses Spanish experimental cinema. Despite its 

unattainability for conventional conceptions of Spanish cinema, where it sometimes has 

been cornered with animation, short films, propaganda, and/or industrial and 

educational cinema, we reclaim its centrality for previous and current discussions of 

Spanish culture and politics (Cerdán 2013).  

Finally, the chapter looks, from a contemporary perspective, at the intermedial, 

transnational, and socio-political characteristics of experimental film culture in Spain. 

Again, if we go back to Un chien andalou, and beyond a nationalistic discussion, one 

thing is clear: the Spanish avant-garde (and its practitioners, in any field whatsoever) 

was and needed to be intermedial, transnational, and socially transgressive to exist from 

its very beginning.  

With this triangulation between intermedia, transnationalism and socio-politics, 

our intention is to explore and even force the boundaries of Spanish experimental film, 

thus analysing it as an open battlefield for the meeting of different media with a clear 



interest on cultural and artistic mobility and where issues like gender, sex, social class, 

or politics are always at play. For the sake of clarity, we have organized the chapter in 

three periods: from the 1930s to the 1960s, from the 1960s to the 1980s, and from the 

1980s to the 2010s. This chronological structure offers a relational, provisional récit of 

a complex set of heterogeneous cultural and aesthetic practices, which speak of the 

diverse and changing nature of Spanish experimental cinema. 

 

First explorations: 1927-1960  

The creation of an audience: spaces of enunciation for experimental film before 

and after the Spanish Civil War 

When locating 1920s experimental cinema in Spain, film scholars have spoken of “an 

avant-garde without cinema” (Gubern 1999, 146; Puyal 2003, 53). With this expression, 

historians refer to the groundbreaking pursuits that a constellation of intellectuals and 

artists coming from different artistic disciplines set in motion during the late 1920s, a 

context in which avant-garde film production was almost irrelevant. However, the 

interest of a cultural and economic elite in cinema, and more particularly, in avant-garde 

cinema, became key for the development of an experimental film culture in Spain. This 

culture rose from the fertile encounter between cultural magazines, the cine-club 

movement, and a handful of bourgeois intellectuals who engaged with the artistic 

discourses about filmmaking. This group of artists, writers, philosophers and men and 

women of the humanities in general, has been known as Generación del 27 (Generation 

of 27), and has been characterized by its devotion to avant-garde movements and inter- 

and transmediality. 

It is in this cultural milieu that Luis Buñuel curated some film programs at the 

Residencia de Estudiantes (Students Residence) in Madrid between May 1927 and 



December 1928, before making Un chien andalou and L’age d’or (1930). The first of 

these screenings at the Residencia included, among others, René Clair’s Entr’acte 

(1924) and Alberto Cavalcanti’s Rien que les heures (1926), which Buñuel knew from 

his trips to Paris. Interestingly, the projection of these two nowadays classics of the 

avant-garde was interspersed, in typical 1920s fashion, in a session that included two 

examples of early cinema, a section devoted to what was announced as “the 

cinematograph of the invisible” (with scientific films from the Marey Institute that 

displayed slow motion and accelerated images of physical events), and the dream 

sequence of Jean Renoir’s La fille de l’eau (1924) (Gubern 1999, 261-270).  

The heterogeneity of this first screening at the Residencia complicates any 

orthodox and narrow approach to avant-garde film viewing, and points to the exciting 

mélange of productions that were grouped as sharing some common aesthetic 

sensibility. Due to this first session’s success, Buñuel would program and introduce a 

second screening in February 1928, featuring La coquille et le clergyman (Germaine 

Dulac, 1927), and La glace à trois faces (Jean Epstein, 1927). These screenings were a 

fertile endeavor for posterior attempts at developing a cine-club culture in Spain. In fact, 

the so-called Cineclub Español (Spanish Film Club), linked to the influential magazine 

La Gaceta Literaria (The Literary Gazette) would start its program in December 1928, 

and run until 1931. Based on the experiences of the French, Russian, and German cine-

clubs, it was announced as a place “for minorities, filmmakers, and the public who is 

not able to travel to studios and foreign film societies and would like to watch superior 

films” (La Gaceta Literaria in Gubern 1999, 272). In fact, in its 21 sessions, the cine-

club introduced an eclectic range of international films to a Spanish audience, from 

Russian and Chinese cinema to documentary, educational, and avant-garde filmmaking, 

sometimes even achieving commercial distribution for some of the works that were 



screened. The cine-club was initially directed by Luis Buñuel, then already living in 

Paris, and organized and promoted by Ernesto Giménez Caballero (also known as 

Gecé), himself a decisive figure in the development of a Spanish approach to the avant-

garde. Buñuel’s involvement points again to a French connection, which provided a 

great opportunity for local audiences to see some of the most important avant-garde and 

art films that circulated in Europe at the time. Indeed, Spanish press correspondents in 

Paris had already been reporting on the development of an avant-garde and cine-club 

film culture for some time (Puyal 2003, 307-348). 

The Cineclub Español opened delegations in cities like Oviedo, San Sebastian, 

Valladolid or Burgos. In fact, the cine-club momentum would impulse other initiatives, 

such as the Sesiones Mirador in Barcelona (1929), the screenings promoted by the film 

producer Ricardo Urgoiti with the Estudio Proa-Filmófono in Madrid (1931) –where 

Buñuel would also be involved–, and in the other forty cine-clubs that were registered 

across the country in 1932. Representatives of Spanish cine-clubs were present at the 

First International Conference of Independent Cinema in La Sarraz, Switzerland, in 

1929, and at the Second Congress of Independent Filmmakers in Brussels in 1930, 

where Giménez Caballero and Juan Piqueras screened some national films and 

speculated about the impact of the cine-club movement in Spain. 

All in all, as Vicente Sánchez-Biosca has argued, “by the end of the 1920s, 

Spanish cinema was perfectly in tune with world cinema’s general trends, its authors 

knew the styles and movements of the so-called seventh art, and if they did not follow 

them or reject them, it wasn’t due to ignorance, but rather due to explicit will” (2017, 

21). Some of the films that playfully flirted with avant-garde traits were El sexto sentido 

(The sixth sense, Nemesio Sobrevila, 1929), and Gecé’s Esencia de verbena (1930). 

Directed by the Basque architect Nemesio Sobrevila, El sexto sentido introduces 



us in its opening intertitles to “the quick-tempered Kamus, an artist, drunken soul and 

philosopher all in one, (who) believes he has discovered A SIXTH SENSE (sic) in 

cinema”. The film then unfolds as a melodramatic love story between two young 

couples, where Kamus uses the cinematograph to provide visual evidence that Carmen, 

the girlfriend of one of the male leads, has been unfaithful. As Kamus indicates before 

projecting what the film has captured, “this extrahuman eye will bring us the truth. It’s 

more penetrating than the human eye … bigger, smaller, faster, slower […] I let it 

operate on its own… You’ll see things differently. With our sixth sense.” Despite the 

Vertovian echo in Kamus’s words, the film does not endorse his technological drive, 

but rather mocks it and distances itself from it. In the end, the supposed love affair turns 

out to be a misunderstanding, and Kamus is not a visionary, but an inebriated 

technophile out of touch with daily life, which in fact prevents him from understanding 

the world other than by the mediation of alcohol and cinema. Sobrevila’s parody of the 

avant-garde filmmaker as an artist, a philosopher, and a drunk, a mad doctor who holds 

his camera in his sleep, provides the narrative justification for the inclusion of avant-

garde tricks in the films that Kamus shows to his guests. These scenes become a 

compendium of avant-garde genres and tropes, from abstract animation and absolute 

film (ironically announced as “a mere symphony in black and white”) to unbalanced, 

out of focus shots, and superimpositions. As Sánchez-Biosca has characterized the film, 

“classical editing, a melodramatic structure, and a comic tone are the basic ingredients, 

which have grafted onto them French poetic associations, abstractions reminiscent of 

German experimentalism, and futurist echoes of a Vertov positioned midway between 

the impressionism of his newsreels and his later constructivism. A veritable cocktail” 

(Sánchez-Biosca 2013, 349). 

Other films that show a similar knowledge of the avant-garde, yet from a 



different perspective, are the ones shot by Ernesto Giménez Caballero in the early 

1930s. A promoter of the “aesthetic way to fascism,” out of his nine short films, 

Giménez Caballero classified two of them, Noticiario de cineclub (Newsreel of a 

cineclub, 1930), and Esencia de verbena (Essence of open-air dance, 1930), as his 

avant-garde production (Palacio 2001, 77). Again, as with Sobrevila’s El sexto sentido, 

the avant-garde references are domesticated, and carefully announced by the intertitles. 

“Deformaciones, níquel. Paisaje manchego sobre faro de auto” (Distortions, nickel. 

Landscape of La Mancha over car’s headlights) can be read in the Noticiario before we 

see precisely that: the distorted landscape of La Mancha as reflected in the silver surface 

of the car’s headlights. His other major avant-garde piece, Esencia de verbena (1930), 

self-announces itself as “a documentary poem of Madrid in 12 images.” Again, 

Giménez Caballero shows his knowledge of visual tricks and surprising camera angles, 

but these interact with more conventional depictions of the daily activities and customs 

of Madrilians. The film was first screened at the exhibit “Modern architecture and 

painting” in San Sebastian along with Un chien andalou, once again signaling the 

intermedia circulation of these first works.  

During the 1930s, Spain became a key cluster in the discussions about fascism, 

and workers’ interests throughout the 1930s. In the context of experimental filmmaking, 

Manuel Palacio (2001) has identified three ways in which 1920s Spanish avant-garde 

cinema moved into 1930s documentary filmmaking: first, the films made during the 

Misiones Pedagógicas (Pedagogical Missions, 1931-1939), an educational project 

undertaken by the government of the Spanish Second Republic, which consisted in 

taking film and other artistic disciplines to small rural towns; second, the avant-garde 

touch of Luis Buñuel’s Las Hurdes (Land without bread, 1932), a political documentary 

about one of the poorest regions in Spain made from a communist perspective; and 



third, the documentaries shot during the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), which included 

all sorts of experiments, from collage to reenactment to visual music, with 

propagandistic goals and the participation of international filmmakers like Joris Ivens.  

Despite their differences, these three projects have become key nodes for a 

deeper understanding of the collision of social and aesthetic interests in the 1930s and 

afterwards, and propose an experimental aesthetic as a legitimate way to represent 

Spanish culture and politics in a period of crisis. This shift towards a politically 

committed avant-garde was also pursued by supporters and promoters of amateur 

cinema, like communists Juan Piqueras and Mateo Santos. As some scholars have 

recently discussed (Fibla-Gutiérrez 2017; Martínez Muñoz 2015), Piqueras and Santos’s 

concerns of using cinema for the proletariat aimed at developing a radical film 

pedagogy that involved the working class as the main agent of social and cultural 

change. In 1932, although living in Paris, Piqueras launched the magazine Nuestro 

Cinema, centered on the promotion of a proletarian amateur cinema movement, ideally 

international and based on the uncensored circulation granted by the use of subformats 

such as 8, 9.5, 16 and 17.5 mm. (Piqueras 2012). Sadly, Piqueras’s enthusiasm would 

not survive the Civil War. In one of his trips to Spain, Piqueras was executed in 1936 by 

the rebel army of Franco a few days after the military coup of July of 1936. 

After the end of the Civil War in 1939, the 1940s were a hard period for the 

Spanish population. In terms of experimental cinema, some of the most interesting 

experiences are linked to “Los Telúricos” (The Tellurics), a group of cinephiles 

connected to amateur cinema organizations and magazines like Cinema. The group was 

basically integrated by Carlos Serrano de Osma, Pedro Lazaga, and José G. de Ubieta, 

being Serrano de Osma its most active member. Already a film reviewer in the 1930s, 

by the 1940s Serrano de Osma tried “to come to terms with an avant-garde” that had 



never fully developed in Spain due to the war and the peculiarities of Spanish film 

production (Aranzubia 2007, 101). Thus, he launched the magazine Cine experimental 

(1944-1946), and instigated the creation of the Instituto de Investigaciones y 

Experiencias Cinematográficas (IIEC, 1947), the first official film school in Spain. 

Though neither of these enterprises were fully linked to a restrictive notion of 

experimental cinema (despite its name, Cine experimental was a magazine oriented 

towards film professionals, with articles on film laboratories, sound, film acting, or 

industry data), Serrano de Osma exemplified a middle ground between the eccentricity 

of the avant-garde and the sophisticated reworking of popular culture by narrative 

cinema.  

His anachronistic ideas for the time are explained in conferences like “Concepto 

platónico del cine español” (Platonic concept of Spanish cinema), where Serrano de 

Osma pointed to the need of coining a magical cinema guided by the three C’s: cerebro, 

corazón y coraje (brain, heart, and courage) (Aranzubia 2009). These ideas would be 

materialized in films such as Embrujo (Curse, 1947), which, in his own words, aimed at 

“reaching the unconscious’ darkness through the shining ways of folklore” (Aranzubia 

2009, 173). The film follows the doomed love story between a flamenco cantaor and a 

dancer (played by Manolo Caracol, and Lola Flores, two of the stars of the music scene 

and sentimental couple in Spain at the time). The torture and remorse felt by the 

cantaor, who cannot gain Lola’s love, are illustrated in different dream-like sequences, 

visually superimposing Manolo’s loneliness in a taberna with wide angle shots of 

cactuses and trees, distorted images of rural towns, the furious ocean and, of course, 

Lola’s artistic success and sentimental wariness due to Manolo’s obsession. All these 

spaces, situations, and emotions are linked through montage, in which the different 

poetic and expressionistic images accompany Caracol’s singing quejíos (laments). 



Though the film would be disregarded for his “outmoded surrealism,” film scholars like 

Asier Aranzubia (2009, 179) have seen in these scenes a precedent of Val del Omar’s 

Aguaespejo granadino (Water-mirror of Granada, 1953-1955). 

 In fact, José Val del Omar (VDO hereafter) is probably the epitome of the 

different forces at play from the late 1920s until the late 1950s. His work as an 

audiovisual inventor, and his filmmaking career is one of the most exciting, intense 

works in Spanish film history, and has received extended critical attention in the last 30 

years (Sáenz de Buruaga & Val del Omar 1992, Gubern 2004, Bonet 2010, Ortiz-

Echagüe 2010).3 For our interests in this chapter, it is mandatory to signal VDO’s 

importance in relation to his theoretical writings, his technological inventions, and his 

filmmaking productions. 

Born in Granada in 1904, VDO belongs to the Generation of ’27, like Sobrevila, 

Giménez Caballero, Buñuel, García Lorca and Dalí. Already described in the late 1920s 

by filmmaker Florián Rey as “a young man that will be able to upset the 

cinematographic art in a few months” (Gascón 1928, 49), VDO joined the Film Section 

of the Misiones Pedagógicas in 1931, where he would actively participate as a 

cameraman, photographer, and projectionist until 1935. During these years, VDO 

toured intensively around Spain, and shot dozens of documentaries, most of which are 

lost. The ones that are still available are collective works like Estampas 1932 or 

informative documentaries like Semana Santa de Lorca (1934), where one can 

appreciate some visual and poetic compositions in the line of the avant-garde. 

Also in these years, VDO developed a very particular vocabulary, one that 

connects with the mysticism and devotion of Saint John of the Cross, and Muslim 

spirituality. His ideas about cinema are explored in writings like the “Manifiesto de la 

 
3 There is also a very complete website devoted to Val del Omar’s work, made available 
online by the family of the filmmaker: http://www.valdelomar.com/home.php?lang=es   

http://www.valdelomar.com/home.php?lang=es


Asociación de Creyentes del Cinema” (Association of Cinema Believers’ Manifesto, 

1935), where he coins the concept of “meca-mística” (meca-mystique) and speaks about 

“the need to excite Spanish depths” (VDO in Ortiz-Echagüe 2010, 50-51). The 

metaphorical and existential potential of VDO’s theoretical writings are also the launch 

board for the explanation of his technological interests. For instance, in his “Teoría de la 

visión tactil” (Theory of tactile vision, 1959), VDO offers a phenomenological account 

of three-dimensionality, which, according to him, should be achieved through the use of 

light and not optics. “I paid attention to light as vibration, palpitation, heartbeat, 

difference, slope, vital base. (…) We must transform the different lights in a scene in 

palpitating paintbrushes, in fingers which are sensitive to the surfaces they touch” 

(VDO in Ortiz-Echagüe 2010, 115-116). This “psycho-vibration” is deeply linked to his 

technical inventions and experimentations, and materializes a unique approach to haptic 

visuality. 

During the 1940s, VDO writes and develops several projects in educational 

cinema, radio, special effects, and all sort of inventions like magnetophones, diaphonic 

sound, splicers, and even feet ticklers for theatrical presentations (Gubern 2004, 35-45, 

57-65). His creativity as a film director reaches its peak in the 1950s. It will be then that 

he shoots and edits two of the three parts of his Tríptico elemental de España (elemental 

triptych of Spain): Aguaespejo granadino and Fuego en Castilla (Fire in Castille, 1958-

1960). The triptych, called “elementary” so as to overcome the limitations of the 

concept of “documentary” and suit the symbolic implications of the natural elements 

that vertebrate each of the films, started with the water of Granada, continued with the 

fire of Castille, and ended with the mud in Galicia, although VDO always planned to 

screen them in the reverse order. 



The first film, Aguaespejo granadino, has been described as “an aquatic 

symphony” (Gubern 2004, 54). The first minutes of the film are devoted to the gypsies 

that live miserably nearby Granada. The contrasted black and white close-ups and the 

slow, 360-degree choreographed turn of bodies in front of the camera offer an empathic 

look at these “blind creatures,” as the voice over generically calls the human being. 

After this, VDO playfully explores the gardens of La Alhambra. Using water lenses, 

green filters, stop motion, and other visual tricks, VDO emphasizes the fluidity of water, 

which vertically jumps in the many fountains of the palace, only to be frozen in some of 

VDO’s frames. In these transient sculptures, water drops remain static for a second 

before composing new, ever-changing forms. The film was screened at the Berlin Film 

Festival in 1956, and at the International Competition of Experimental Film at Expo 

Brussels’58. In 1974, Amos Vogel described it as “an explosive, cruel work of the 

deepest passion (…) a mystic evocation of the nightmares of Spain. Reminiscent of 

Buñuel's Land without bread (…) one of the great unknown works of world cinema” 

(Vogel 2005, 64).4 

VDO’s other major work of the 1950s is Fuego en Castilla. Shot in Valladolid, 

this “elementary” opens with a paraphrasis of Federico García Lorca about death, only 

to proceed with different shots of religious statues during Easter processions. 

Afterwards, the film moves into the Museo Nacional de Escultura Religiosa, where 

sculptures by Alonso Berruguete and Juan de Juni are repeatedly shot with throbbing, 

titillating lights projected onto them, which distort their features and impose a 

disturbing atmosphere [Fig. 1]. The rich soundtrack mixes Easter parade’s percussions, 

bells, Manuel de Falla’s “El retablo de Maese Pedro,” the sound of machine guns, fire 

crackling, and even an accelerated rendition of Pérez Prado’s mambos (Romero 2010), 

 
4 Vogel calls the film La gran seguiriya, which is one of its alternative titles. 



reinforcing the synesthetic feeling of the film. Symptomatically, VDO called this film 

an “ensayo sonámbulo de vision tactil en la noche de un mundo palpable” 

(somnambulist essay of tactile vision in the night of a palpable world), as the opening 

titles indicate. In fact, VDO wanted to project the film in his own system for expanding 

the screen, which he called “desbordamiento apanorámico de la imagen” (apanoramic 

overflowing of the image), whereby a second simultaneous concentric projection of the 

film would radiate the images all over the room. Though this avant-la-lettre project of 

expanded cinema was never realized, the film stands as an intense experience for the 

spectator, a rich experiment that connects VDO’s deep concerns with Spanish identity 

and art history with international developments in sound, music, and technology 

(Romero 2010). 

In 1961, VDO initiates the shooting of his last part of the triptych in Galicia. As 

Manuel Palacio (2010) reminds us, VDO was on the peak of his popularity, and wins 

the Award of the Technical Commission of French Cinema at the 1961 Cannes Film 

Festival for Fuego en Castilla (the same year that Buñuel won the Palme d’Or for 

Viridiana). From 1961 to 1963, VDO will shoot in Galicia what will be the last part of 

the triptych, Acariño Galaico (De barro), though the film will remain incomplete upon 

Val del Omar’s death in 1982. The film would be finished by videoartist Javier Codesal 

and have its first public screening at Museo Reina Sofía in 1996, when, as we will see 

in the final part of this chapter, the institutionalization of VDO and Spanish 

experimental cinema takes place. 

 

Second interventions: 1960-1983 

The long sixties: Politics and aesthetics in late Francoism and early democracy                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

The 1960s have become a mythical period in many national and international accounts 



of experimental cinema. In the case of Spanish experimental cinema, some scholars 

have highlighted the connections of the political projects of the 1930s with 1960s and 

1970s alternative film culture (Fibla-Gutiérrez and La Parra-Pérez 2017). Other authors 

have interestingly pointed out the crystallization of the cine-clubs and amateur cinema 

of the 1950s into “Spanish independent cinema,” the most widely used term to account 

for the diverse non-hegemonic film practices in the 1960s and 1970s (Romaguera & 

Soler 2006, 19-22). “Independent cinema,” already a contested concept in the 1970s, 

could thus stand for auteur cinema, cinema made outside the administration, subversive 

cinema, political cinema, or experimental cinema, depending on the context 

(Romaguera and Soler 2006, 27). 5  These different uses of “independent cinema” 

acknowledge the plurality of political and aesthetic programs that coexisted in the 1960s 

and 1970s in Spain, which would germinate in much debated terms like militant, 

marginal, alternative, or underground cinema.  

As these terminologies show, the period escapes any kind of easy 

characterization, and though narratives that mainly focus on the oppression of the 

Franco regime are still relevant, more nuanced and historiographically-rigorous research 

has provided a more complex understanding of the forces at play during the last decades 

of Francoism. Official institutions such as the Escuela Oficial de Cinematografía 

(Official School of Filmmaking) and Televisión Española (Spanish Television –TVE-) 

carried, even if unacknowledgingly, the seed of visual experimentation and political 

opposition within which some important creators would grow (Fernández Labayen 

2015). At the same time, film magazines and film festivals would occasionally cover the 

international scene, while film clubs would also be key for the communal discussion of 

 
5  See also the aforementioned article written by Eugeni Bonet for Millenium Film 
Journal, significantly titled “There is an Independent Cinema in Spain, but…” (Bonet 
1978). 



the aesthetic and political potential of cinema. 6  In terms of film production, some 

artists’ films were made in complete legality, while other filmmakers and film 

collectives shot their S8 mm and 16 mm films outside the Franco legislation (since the 

administration would not grant a permit for public exhibition for those using 

subformats), and a few of them had to leave the country (mainly to France, but not 

only).  

Production companies became fundamental for the development of some of the 

most notable films of the 1960s and 1970s. It is the case of X Films, and Films 59 

among others. 7  X Films was financially supported and promoted by the Navarran 

industrialist Juan Huarte, one of the main patrons of late Francoism. X Films, one of the 

42 companies owned by the Huarte family, was created in 1963 to produce the 

cinematic ideas of sculptor Jorge Oteiza, whose artistic work Huarte had already 

supported in the 1950s. After the attempts to work with Oteiza failed, the company 

developed two main lines of action: the first one based on producing documentary films 

for Televisión Española, the second one focused on the patronage agreements that 

Huarte reached with different artists (Cerdán & Fernández Labayen 2012). Among the 

 
6 Film magazines like Nuestro Cine, Film Ideal, and Nuevo Fotogramas reported about 
the New American Cinema in the 1960s, while books like Underground Film (Parker 
Tyler) or Underground Culture (Mario Maffi) were translated in the 1970s. As the years 
went by, the San Sebastian Film Festival, the Week of Auteur Cinema of Benalmádena, 
the Goethe-Institut or the Spanish cinematheque, among others, screened programs of 
international experimental film scenes (Bufill 2006). Still, some contemporary 
researchers have perpetuated the myth of scarcity and absence of information in late 
Francoism’s experimental film historiography. Esperanza Collado, for instance, claims 
that the Spanish translation of Jonas Mekas’s Movie Journal in 1975 was “probably the 
only way to get information about what had happened in the USA” (Collado 2013, 136). 
7  Other companies like Jacinto Esteva’s Filmscontacto played a key role in the 
development of an alternative and experimental film scene at the time. Filmscontacto 
produced Esteva’s Lejos de los árboles (Far from the trees, 1963-1972), an intense 
experimental documentary on the cruelty and violence of Spanish cultural 
manifestations of the 1960s. The company also became one of the most significant 
motors of what was called the Escuela de Barcelona (Barcelona School), an informal 
group of filmmakers and intellectuals who produced several films between experimental 
cinema and narrative reflexivity. 



latter, José Antonio Sistiaga’s …ere erera baleibu izik subua aruaren… (1968-1970) is 

the film that has achieved wider historical and international recognition.  

The story is well-known: after watching Norman McLaren’s films in Paris, 

painter José Antonio Sistiaga decided to work on a 10-minute hand-painted silent film. 

The Basque artist then expanded his initial project so as to paint a feature length film, 

and talked Huarte into financing “the only feature film hand-painted on celluloid frame 

by frame in the history of cinema” (El País 2006). This larger-than-life venture, a myth 

of experimental film history, implied that, as several sources mention, Sistiaga spent 17 

months, working 12-hours a day, to finish his project. The outcome is a 75-minute long, 

silent film, where the agile combination of colourful dots across the frames (sometimes 

respecting the limits of each frame, sometimes crossing them) creates a hypnotic 

implosion of forms and colours.  

Sistiaga has contributed to enlarge the epic behind his film, romanticizing the 

relation with the censors, and perpetuating the dichotomy between the (evil) Franco 

administration versus the (good) will of the generous patron: “what the Huarte family 

did in cinema through X Films was what the Ministry of Culture was unable to do: 

producing a large number of proposals from the artistic avant-garde” (El País 2006). 

However, according to the production plan submitted to the board of evaluation and the 

different material available at the General Archive of the Administration, X Films got a 

public subsidy of 30 % of the funding cost of a little over 1 million pesetas (6,000 

euros), despite claims from the production company to get as much as 50 % of the 

budget subsidized. Also, as was mandatory with any official film production at the time, 

the film was submitted to the Francoist censorship board and the evaluation committee, 

which struggled with Sistiaga’s film. Upon watching the film, one of the members of 

the committee lamented: “I cannot judge this film, a succession of super-abstract 



frames, in color and moving, with a continuous lighting titillation that is tiring and hurts 

the eyes. So much so that an ophthalmologist would probably disapprove its viewing 

from a scientific point of view” (De Lara 1969). The board of censors would comment 

on the apparently Basque words of the title, asking the author to explain his intentions, 

although the film would pass uncensored.  

In a similar equilibrium with the Franco administration was Films 59. Launched 

by Pere Portabella, the son of the president of the Spanish branch of the food-products 

company Danone, Films 59 quickly became a relevant company through the production 

of auteur films like El cochecito (The little coach, Marco Ferreri, 1959), Los golfos (The 

delinquents, Carlos Saura, 1959), and the co-production with Mexico of Viridiana (Luis 

Buñuel, 1961). Later in the 1960s, Films 59 would participate in the unfinished film 

Hortensia / Beancé (1969), by the Aragonese experimental filmmaker Antonio Maenza, 

and would simultaneously produce Portabella’s film career.  

Portabella’s filmography started with different collaborations with other artists, 

such as poet Joan Brossa, and musician Carles Santos. His first film, co-written with 

Brossa, is the 28-minute long No compteu amb els dits (Don’t Count with Your Fingers, 

1967), a deconstruction of advertising. In the manner of 1960s and 1970s artistic and 

intellectual fashion, Portabella reflexively uses film language to expose the conditions 

of artistic creation and question the political climate. Thus, films like Miró, l’altre 

(1969), Vampir-Cuadecuc (1970) or Play Back (1970) look at the materiality and 

production processes that are usually hidden in artistic creation and evaluation. On the 

other hand, Nocturn 29 (1968), Premios nacionales (1969), Umbracle (1972), or El 

sopar (1974) ponder on the ideological apparatuses of late-Francoism, from the 



bourgeois family to institutional awards.8  

Parallel to the activities of official film production, and sometimes overlapping 

with some of the films and political interests of people like Portabella, there was a vast 

alternative film network in the 1960s, and 1970s, which was deeply committed to using 

cinema as a medium to oppose the dictatorship and fight for a new democratic society. 

This opposition started with a series of manifestos and a break-up with the orthodox 

educational system of cinema in the late 1960s, with political riots in the film festival of 

Benalmádena (Málaga) and the 1967 1as Jornadas Internacionales de Escuelas 

Cinematográficas (1st International Symposium of Cinematographic Schools) in Sitges 

(Barcelona). In both cases, these spaces developed into forums of antagonism to the 

Official Film School and Francoism’s cultural policies. For instance, the manifesto that 

concluded the Sitges symposium proclaimed “the creation of an independent cinema,” 

characterized by a total abolition of censorship and shooting permits, the denunciation 

of industrial cinema as an element at the service of the ideological control, and the 

requirement of the existence of a cinematographic trade union with a democratic base. 

José María García Escudero, then General Director of Cinematography, resigned soon 

after Sitges, and the Official School of Cinema would finish its courses in 1974-75.  

Students from the Escuela Oficial de Cinematografía like Antonio Artero or 

Julio Diamante were involved in the Sitges and Benalmádena riots. Artero would 

produce a series of films close to the interests of the Situationist International, such as 

Del tres al once (1968), an endless loop exclusively made of leftover leader, and Blanco 

 
8 Portabella’s importance can also be measured by his prolific activities beyond his own 
films. He was involved in the Grup de Treball (Working Group), an artistic collective 
which operated from 1973 to 1975 and was integrated by significant Catalan artists like 
Antoni Mercader, Antoni Muntadas, Carles Santos, and Francesc Torres. Portabella’s 
connection with conceptual art and informalism can be perceived in his cinematic 
postulates, while it has also granted his films a more “natural” integration in 
contemporary art museums (Zunzunegui 2013). 



sobre blanco (1969), which consisted on projecting white leader without sound nor 

manipulating the projector for 20 or 60 minutes. Artero’s works, along with Paulino 

Viota’s Duración (1970), which features a loop of a watch’s hands turning for a minute, 

are amongst the period’s experiments on duration and spectatorship expectations. On a 

different note, Javier Aguirre would also reflect on the formal and perceptual 

potentiality of cinema in his series of 8 films called Anti-cine (1970-1971). The cycle 

ranges from the abstraction of Uts cero (1970), where a white circle over a black 

background grows from an almost invisible dot until it fills the screen, to the agit-prop 

style of Che Che Che (1971). 

Another ramification of the Left was represented by the film collectives. This 

movement could be loosely identified with leftist initiatives of all kinds, from the 

Communist Party to other non-official alliances. In those cases, film collectives were 

part of the counter-ideological move to Franco’s politics but, also, to the official cinema 

made at the time – represented both by the popular sexy comedies and the auteur 

cinema of Carlos Saura and the likes. Collective film practices raised around the 

country, from clandestine distribution companies like El Volti or La Central del Curt to 

film collectives like Colectivo de Cine de Madrid, Colectivo de Cine de Clase, Equipo 

Dos and many others. Filmmaking became a way of political intervention, leading to the 

consolidation of what was known as marginal and militant cinema (Fernández Labayen 

& Prieto Souto 2012). By the early 1980s, the movement lost its vitality and revealed its 

shortcomings and contradictions in the face of a democratic regime, once the 

dictatorship had disappeared and the political enemy was not so easily identifiable. 

Far away from the straightforward political commitment of the film collectives, 

and the artistic détournements of those critical of the cinematic apparatus, there were 

several filmmakers who develop their own ways of what Ara Osterweil, speaking of the 



American avant-garde, has called “flesh cinema.” With this term, Osterweil refers to 

films where the body became “a site of ideological resistance” (Osterweil 2014, 15). 

Most of these practices found their place in the dialogue between the national political 

situation and international film and media culture. 

This dialogue finds an acute materialization in Antoni Padrós’ projects. Padrós, 

a bank employee during the week turned amateur filmmaker in the weekends, shot his 

first films in outdated 16mm stock as practices at the unofficial film school Aixelà.9 

Short films like Alice has discovered the Napalm Bomb (1968-69), Dafnis y Cloe 

(1969), Pim, pam, pum revolución (1969-1970), and Ice Cream (1970) play with the 

stereotypes of the Left of the time. Constant references to Marcuse, Mao Zedong or Che 

Guevara are interspersed in casual, absurd conversations about sex, religion or the state 

(Prieto Souto 2012), usually shot in very long takes that Padrós would improvise with 

his amateur actors. Padrós based his approach on a comic take on the contradictions of 

the snobbish commitment of Leftish militants of Late Francoism, where sex was a way 

to sublimate the ridiculous grandeur of some political positions of the period. Padrós 

would expand these topics, modes of production and performativity in his two feature 

films: Lock-out (1973), and Shirley Temple Story (1976), which metaphorically located 

the characters in a dumpster in the former, and in the search for the wizard of Oz in the 

latter, situations that attempted at recreating the shortcomings of late Francoism society. 

Disturbed by these limitations and the moral atmosphere of late Francoism, 

Adolpho Arrietta (also known as Adolfo, Udolfo, Adelpho, or Ado) migrated to Paris in 

the late 1960s. Arrietta’s films Les intrigues de Sylvia Couski (1973-74) and Tam-Tam 

(1975-76) were overt celebrations of Parisian gay and transvestite subculture after 

 
9 Aixelà (1968-1973) was promoted by a group of anti-Francoism intellectuals like Pere 
Portabella, film scholar Román Gubern, cinematographer and filmmaker Llorenç Soler, 
and musician Carles Santos (Romaguera & Soler 2006, 129-130). 



May’68. The camera follows these contemporary flâneurs as they meet, flirt, pose, and 

party, transforming the Parisian apartments where the parties take place in an 

unashamed microcosm of desire and pleasure.  

This sexual community would find a Spanish counterpart in the films of Els 5 

QK’s (the 5 cuties), a gay Catalan collective that produced, in a cooperative mode, 29 

films between 1975 and 1986 (Berzosa 2014). Largely ignored at the time by the film 

intelligentsia due to their connection with the gay subcultural circuit, the QK’s explored 

sexual freedom and eroticism through the overt campiness of films like Cucarecord 

(1977-1978) and También encontré mariquitas felices (I also found happy queers, 

1980). 

A more solitary example of flesh cinema, and one that has been vindicated as a 

significant auteur of Spanish cinema, is Iván Zulueta. Born in a wealthy family from 

San Sebastian (Zulueta’s father was even the director of the San Sebastian Film Festival 

from 1957 to 1960), Zulueta studied graphic design in New York in 1964. After that, he 

signed up for Escuela Oficial de Cine, never finishing his degree. In 1968 he joined the 

team of Último grito (The Latest Craze, TVE, 1968-1970), a cultural TV show that 

included parodies of narrative films, reports on underground culture, and music videos, 

with animation by Zulueta (Fernández Labayen 2015). In 1969 he directed Un, dos, 

tres, al escondite inglés (One, two, three, hide and seek) a feature about a group of 

friends that wanted to sabotage the Eurovision singing contest. After the failure of the 

film, Zulueta spent most of the 1970s filming S8mm shorts. The diversity of approaches 

in these films is astonishing, and include found footage revisions of King Kong (1933) 

in Kinkón (1971), travelogues like Roma-Brescia-Cannes (1974), campy comedies like 

Mi ego está en Babia (1975), psychedelic films like A Mal Gam A (1976) or collages 

like El mensaje es facial (The message is facial, 1976) [Fig. 2]. In all these films, there 



are two main features: the manipulation of time in the cinematic image, and the 

technological distortion of the human body. This “queer overcoming of sequential time” 

(Epps 2013, 594) would be further explored in his second and last feature film Arrebato 

(Rapture, 1980), an explosive tale about the overcoming power of cinema, and heroin, 

which has become a cult film in Spanish film history and offers one of the most fruitful 

encounters between amateur and professional filmmaking, between experimental and 

industrial narrative cinema. 

In 1983, Eugeni Bonet and Manuel Palacio published their book The Avant-

garde film in Spain, 1925-1981. The book was the second attempt after Francisco 

Aranda’s Cinema de vanguardia en España, published in Lisbon in 1953, at 

conceptualizing and writing a history of Spanish experimental cinema. More 

importantly, the book was a complement to the screening program Cinéma d’avant-

garde en Espagne: Une anthologie, which was screened at the Centre Georges 

Pompidou in 1982. These efforts are a milestone of Spanish experimental film, a hinge 

between the chaotic and intense transitional years of late Francoism and the progressive 

institutionalization and globalization of Spanish experimental film.   

 

Third revisions: 1987-2018 

The institutionalization of Spanish experimental video and film: historical 

awareness and strategies of circulation 

In 1987, the Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (turned Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 

Sofía, MNCARS, in 1990) presented its first exhibit on Spanish videoart: La Imagen 

Sublime. Vídeo de creación en España 1970/87, curated by Manuel Palacio. The 

exhibition produced one of the initial and most visible accounts of a national history of 

video art as an artistic discipline. The project was followed by the first Bienal de la 



Imagen en Movimiento (1990), with a second edition in 1992 that included screenings 

of José Val del Omar, Segundo de Chomón and other “Spanish Visionaries.” In 1995, 

the MNCARS produced the exhibit Señales de vídeo. Aspectos de la videocreación 

española de los últimos años, curated by Eugeni Bonet, and, in 2000, Primera 

generación. Arte e imagen en movimiento (1963-1986), curated by Berta Sichel. 

All these exhibits add three different layers to our overview: first, they create an 

institutional artistic history of the moving image in Spain; second, they consolidate a 

narrative where avant-garde and experimental filmmakers are predecessors to video art, 

which becomes the summit of the moving image for the art institution (Aramburu & 

Trigueros 2011); and third, the museums become, through these exhibitions and their 

departments of film and video, important venues for the economic and artistic 

circulation, display and interpretation of experimental film and video.10 

Furthermore, the “museification” of experimental cinema offers a variety of 

professional positions and cultural programmes that need to be filled in. Consequently, 

these new institutions expand the circuit for experimental film and video, not only in 

terms of screenings, but also in relation to potential exhibits, seminars, talks, and the 

inclusion of film and video in the different collections of these museums.11 All in all, 

 
10 From the late 1980s to the early 2000s there is an implosion of art museums all over 
Spain. A shortlist would include Instituto Valenciano de Arte Moderno (IVAM, 1989), 
Centro Atlántico de Arte Moderno in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (CAAM, 1989), 
Centre de Cultura Contemporànea de Barcelona (CCCB, 1994), Museu d’Art 
Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA, 1995), Centro Andaluz de Arte Contemporáneo 
in Sevilla (CAAC, 1998), Espai d’Art Contemporani de Castelló (EACC, 1999), Centro 
José Guerrero in Granada (2000), ARTIUM in Vitoria-Gasteiz (2002), Museo de Arte 
Contemporáneo de Vigo (MARCO, 2002), and Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de 
Castilla y León in León (MUSAC, 2005). 
11  Examples of this trend are the touring program and bilingual publication 
“Demontage: Film, Video/Appropiation, Recycling” (IVAM, 1993), the exhibits 
“Plotless stories. The films of Pere Portabella” (MACBA, 2001), and “The listening eye 
– Eugeni Bonet: screens, projections, writings” (MACBA, 2014), the international 
itinerary program “From ecstasy to rapture: a journey through Spanish experimental 
cinema” (SEACEX & CCCB, 2009), the stable screening program “Xcèntric” (CCCB, 



the opening of the art circuit for experimental film creates a challenge for everyone 

included in this cultural chain: filmmakers, producers, researchers, film critics, 

journalists, distributors, and the audience need to negotiate with a different 

environment, one that will affect the aesthetic, and cultural discourses generated around 

and by experimental cinema.  

Beyond the museums, new film festivals, distribution platforms, undergraduate 

and postgraduate university programs, film magazines and blogs are now part of a 

substantial circuit that attempts to generate greater awareness and visibility of 

experimental film culture in Spain. From festivals like S(8) in A Coruña or Punto de 

Vista in Pamplona to ateliers like Crater-lab in Barcelona, and blogs and websites like 

Albert Alcoz’s Visionary Film and Marcos Ortega’s Experimental Cinema, these 

physical and virtual spaces have become must-see attractions of a global experimental 

cinema culture. Online archives like OVNI (desorg.org), PLAT (plat.tv), or Márgenes 

(margenes.org) display, sometimes for free, hundreds of works that range from video art 

and experimental documentary to videoactivism and ‘classics’ of the Spanish avant-

garde. Hamaca (hamacaonline.net), the media and video art distributor from Spain, has 

consolidated its catalogue, and has become an obligatory reference for those interested 

in experimental media. DVDs anthologies of Val del Omar, Antoni Padrós, Adolpho 

Arrietta, Paulino Viota, Jacinto Esteva or Pere Portabella, and compilations like “From 

ecstasy to rapture. A journey through Spanish experimental cinema”, “Del trazo al 

píxel_A journey through Spanish animation”, or “Apología/Antología. Video itineraries 

through the Spanish context” can be purchased with English subtitles for private use at a 

moderate price. 

 
2001-) or the acquisition of films by Javier Aguirre, Adolpho Arrietta, Ernesto Giménez 
Caballero, and Antoni Padrós, among others, for the collection of MNCARS.    



This dense network of film archives, art museums, film festivals, distributors, 

and film schools has provided a wide range of screens and spaces where anyone 

interested can browse through some of the canonical works of the field, both national 

and international. Consequently, one of the traditional complaints of eager aficionados 

of experimental film (i.e., that the films are so hard to see) has partially vanished. New 

spectators have been able to watch many of the canonic and not-so-canonic works, thus 

generating new genealogies, and readings of the past. At the same time, the 

interventions of many of the current filmmakers indisputably depart from an assumed 

relation with an earlier tradition. This intimate understanding of one’s own position in 

the lineage of avant-garde film practice has sometimes parcelled the field, dividing it 

between filmmakers who feel much attuned to specific styles such as structural film, 

expanded cinema, and so on. Many of these filmmakers have also started their careers 

in foreign countries (like animator Isabel Herguera, experimental documentary 

filmmaker Lluís Escartín, or visual artist Laida Lertxundi, all in the USA), to the point 

that some of them, like Lertxundi, have become subsumed in a narrative that is 

launched, developed, thought, and promoted from the US, but has hardly any other 

connection with the history of Spanish experimental film (for Lertxundi’s influences, 

see Araújo 2013). 

In more recent years, this retrospective fervor has resulted in the occasional 

recovery of some of the major names of the history of Spanish experimental film. The 

most eloquent case is the revisitation of the work of José Val del Omar, a polymorphic 

and inexhaustible subject of study, himself a platonic ideal for filmmakers, curators, and 

historians alike. Film and video projects as diverse as Ojala Val del Omar (Cristina 

Esteban, 1994), Fragmentos Primera Impresión en Súper 8 (Oriol Sánchez, 1999), 

Vértice Vórtice (Antonella La Sala, 2002), Tira tu reloj al agua (Eugeni Bonet, 2004), 



Laboratorio Val del Omar (Javier Viver, 2009-2010), Val del Omar fuera de sus 

casillas (Velasco Broca & Víctor Berlín, 2010) have tackled his career. Museums have 

also played a key role in the reinterpretations of VDO, especially through the exhibit 

“:desbordamiento de VAL DEL OMAR,” produced by MNCARS and Centro José 

Guerrero (2010-2011), and the 5-DVD edition containing many of his works. An online 

video archive like PLAT.tv borrows the initials of VDO’s workshop (which stood for 

Picto-Luminic-Audio-Tactile). Last but not least, the singer Niño de Elche has recently 

reclaimed VDO’s connection with flamenco in his song “Mensaje diafónico de Val del 

Omar,” included in his Antología del cante flamenco heterodoxo (2018), prolonging the 

intermedial readings of VDO’s career also pursued by bands like Lagartija Nick and 

cantaores like Enrique Morente. 

These flirtations with the past are combined with the attraction towards film as 

film, in an era when the digital has generated a great deal of anxiety in the film world. 

As Juan Suárez has written in the introduction of one of the few recent academic and 

collective studies of Spanish experimental cinema, “the emergence of historical 

conscience may be linked to an intense investigation of the possibilities of the medium. 

Maybe these explorations promote the search in the past for utopian sparkles and 

unrealized possibilities that could be rescued with emancipating purposes” (Suárez 

2013, 13). Some of these explorations are materialized in the works of filmmakers like 

Oriol Sánchez (aka HH) or Alberto Cabrera Bernal. Both depart from the ephemerality 

of Super 8mm and 16mm films, either playing in live shows with the possibility that the 

single copies of his films may disappear (break or burn) at any moment of the projection 

–in Sánchez’s venoms & victims (2011-2016)–, or aggressively piercing the film in 

Cabrera Bernal’s Cada cuatro fotogramas (Every four frames, 2009). Film and 

videomakers like David Domingo (aka Stanley Sunday) and María Cañas show a more 



playful approach to found footage, recycling Disney and science fiction films from a 

queer perspective in the case of Domingo, and remixing local iconography –from 

bullfights to Easter parades– with all sort of televisual and Internet material in the case 

of Cañas (Fernández Labayen & Rodríguez Ortega 2014). 

Historical reflexivity and awareness of a Spanish experimental film tradition is 

even more present in Alberte Pagán’s Quim.com (2014) and Frank (2015), remakes of 

Iván Zulueta’s Kinkón (1971) and Frank Stein (1972) –both already retakes on King 

Kong (Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1932) and Frankenstein (James 

Whale, 1931)–. Whereas Zulueta had condensed the Universal classics in 7 and 3 

minutes, directly re-filming from his television set, Pagán takes Zulueta’s films and 

stretches them to make them as long as the originals. With different approaches to the 

soundtrack of all 4 films (incorporating King Kong’s soundtrack and dialogues to 

Quim.com, but Zulueta’s sound and some of Whale’s for Frank), the outcome are two 

video essays on Zulueta’s mediation, which also prolong the visual history and duration 

of very specific moments of the originals.  

Another take on medium specificity and history is Luis Macías’ THE KISS 

(2014). The project consists in re-filming, in an evolutionary manner, Thomas Edison’s 

May Irwin Kiss, progressing through the different analogue, electronic, and digital 

formats available (where each format re-films the previous one, resulting in a re-

shooting chain). Thus, the film starts with a pristine copy of Edison’s work on 35 mm, 

only to re-film it in 16 mm, and then consecutively re-film the result in 9.5 mm, 8 mm, 

Super 8 mm, Single 8 mm, U-Matic, Betacam and so forth until reaching HD cameras, 

and cell phones. The operation is an anthem to technology, where in a perverse and 

ironic take on obsolescence and definition, each new format only adds to the 

degradation of the original, transformed into a semiotic ghost after Macías’s infliction 



of 28 different formats upon Edison’s original [Fig. 3]. The film is also a funny take on 

the spectator’s expectations, taking him or her from the voyeuristic pleasure of the first 

encounter with the heterosexual male-to-female kiss to the abstraction of a dancing 

ectoplasm that appears after the manipulation and insistence on capturing and re-

producing ‘the original.’  

Finally, Andrés Duque’s Ensayo final para utopía / Dress rehearsal for utopia 

(2012) makes use of digital technology to question the place of cinema, and the 

filmmaker in the global world. The film was integrally recorded with a cell phone. It 

describes the trip of the filmmaker to Mozambique, and also the last days of his father, 

who died while Duque was finishing the editing of the film. Thus, the film works as a 

strange elegy, an ode to the loss of a loved one but also an intriguing visual poem about 

the unknown, whether physical, spiritual, or cultural. This unreal feeling is provoked by 

the ghostly presence of bodies moving in slow motion, floating in a world that digitally 

disappears. Duque investigates different affective forms for transmitting subjectivity 

through a precise exploration of digital technology. Thanks to plug-ins for post-

production such as Denoise, Duque alters our spatial and physical perception by 

reshaping the contours of objects in front of the camera and saturating the colours [Fig. 

4]. Human figures get abstracted from reality and are presented as spectres, dancing and 

crawling slowly across space, whether young or old, fit or sick. The absence of direct 

sound, and the inclusion of all sort of post-produced noises (from almost inaudible 

distortions to frizzling analogue sounds) highlight the strangeness produced by the 

emptiness of ambient sound.  

Duque, a former HBO director at his home of Venezuela, moved to Spain to 

study the MA in documentary filmmaking at Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona. 

With a large career as a videomaker, his first film in Spain was Iván Z. (2003), an 



intimate portrait of Iván Zulueta at his home in San Sebastian that included images of 

Zulueta shooting with Duque’s digital camera after a prolonged retirement. Despite the 

film’s melancholy and despair, it has become a milestone in the configuration of the 

myth of Zulueta, materializing the encounter of two generations of Spanish 

experimental filmmakers. 

 

Final remarks 

All in all, the increased and easier access to some of the materials that conform the 

history of Spanish experimental film and video, along with the tensions generated by 

the progressive reduction of the use of analogue film material, has led to a melancholic 

loop, marked by the power and weight of history. 

In an age of a heterogeneous and disperse audio-visual culture, experimental 

film seems to have become a style, dissolved into countless artistic and cultural 

practices, co-opted by the mass media and moaned by nostalgic filmmakers. However, 

the stability and liveliness of the current Spanish experimental scene is also a sign of its 

social, and cultural vitality. The lack of an experimental tradition, the absence of 

information and the structural fragility of the film milieu, underlined by Bonet like the 

shortcomings of experimental cinema in Spain in 1978, can no longer be argued. 

Younger scholars and filmmakers have moved beyond the limitations posed by the 

problems of definition and existence, and have shaken the field with new research on 

some of the topics neglected by previous practitioners (with gender, mobility and social 

class issues on top of the list). With this perspective in mind, the history of experimental 

film and video in Spain is in a process of constant re-writing, of which this chapter is 

but another sample. 
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