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VNTRODUCTION

WOMEN, SPORT AND IMAGES:
FROM LITERARY EKPHRASIS TO
AUDIOVISUAL MEDIA

MANUEL GARIN

At this time, when both recreational and enter-
tainment sports are being increasingly characte-
rised by quantification and monetisation, it is di-
fficult to separate sport from what Susan Sontag
once described as the image market (1977: 178).
Without attempting to appraise the positive or ne-
gative aspects of the phenomenon, which trans-
cends any simplistically dualistic interpretation,
it seems reasonable to assert that the most con-
temporary feature of sport today is the way that
its (everyday) performance and (mass) consump-
tion are determined by their value for audiovisual
production and social exchange. Sport is not just
played or watched, as it was before; now, it is also
fragmented, quantified in clicks and mediatised.
The special connection between sport and mo-
ving images was identified by two of the founding
theorists of film aesthetics, Béla Balazs and Sieg-
fried Kracauer. Balazs explored the act of moving
and walking to distinguish between functional
beauty in sport and truth (or soul) in cinema (1931:
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137), while Kracauer highlighted its revolutionary
and artistic potential, with reference to Bertolt
Brecht and Slatan Dudow’s film Kuhle Wampe
(1932), in which sport plays a key role (1947: 262).
However, as Miriam Hansen points out (2012:
198), it was Walter Benjamin who most clearly
characterised the ambivalent symbiosis between
film and sport as two related forms of a “test per-
formance” (2008: 30) that would shape the future
of everyday life in capitalist societies. Nearly 100
years before any amateur athletes were able to
go online to check their running time, generated
instantly by a microchip and shared on social me-
dia, Benjamin had already discerned the intrinsic
tendency towards quantification and evaluation
shared by cinema and sport:
This aspect of filmmaking is highly significant in
social terms. For the intervention in a performance
by a body of experts is also characteristic of spor-
ting performances and, in a wider sense, of all test
performances. The entire process of film produc-
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tion is determined, in fact, by such intervention. [...]

These tests, unlike those in the world of sports, are

incapable of being publicly exhibited to the degree

one would desire. And this is precisely where film
comes into play. Film makes test performances ca-
pable of being exhibited, by turning that ability it-
self into a test. The film actor performs not in front
of an audience but in front of an apparatus. The
film director occupies exactly the same position as
the examiner in an aptitude test. To perform in the
glare of arc lamps [...] is to preserve one’s humani-

ty in the face of the apparatus. (Benjamin [1936],

2008: 30-31)

In those days, this interweaving of technolo-
gy and play, of capital and entertainment, did not
have to be interpreted solely in the negative terms
in which Theodor Adorno understood it (Hansen,
2012: 200); it could also be viewed as an agent for
social change and political mobilisation, as Benja-
min himself and Brecht suggested. However, to-
day the relationship between the “apparatus” and
the “test performance” has reached levels that
make it difficult to separate the relatively sponta-
neous act of playing a sport from its viewing, sta-
tistical and monetisation systems, and therefore,
to distinguish playing sport per se from its value
as an audiovisual product. Without any intention
of indulging in nostalgia, it is worth remembe-
ring that just a few years ago it would have been
unthinkable to come across a person running on
a mountain trail who, instead of slowing down
to enjoy the landscape, looks obsessively at the
screen of his watch to check his average running
speed or heart rate. Not so long ago, before the
rise of the mobile phone, the ratio of time spent
actually playing a sport to time spent photogra-
phing ourselves playing one was very different:
the image was an exceptional phenomenon (the
team picture taken once a year, the blurry snaps-
hot of a race), and taking a photo did not involve
the complex network of economic, technological
and sociological interactions brought into play by
the mere fact of sharing an image on social media.
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It was only very recently that filming and broad-
casting major sports like football turned into the
mechanism of geopolitical control and corporate
and institutional whitewashing that it is today, so
utterly inextricable from its sources of funding
and power structures. The problems were there
in embryonic form decades ago (Rigauer, 1981),
but images were not yet operating on a feedback
loop that monetises everything. Sport was not so
completely defined by its status as (or desire to be)
an image:

A capitalist society requires a culture based on ima-

ges. It needs to furnish vast amounts of entertain-

ment in order to stimulate buying and anesthetize
theinjuriesof class,race, and sex. Andit needstoga-
ther unlimited amounts of information, the better
to exploit natural resources, increase productivity,
keep order, make war, give jobs to bureaucrats. The
camera’s twin capacities, to subjectivize reality and
to objectify it, ideally serve these needs and streng-
then them. Cameras define reality in the two ways
essential to the workings of an advanced industrial
society: as a spectacle (for masses) and as an object
of surveillance (for rulers). The production of ima-
ges also furnishes a ruling ideology. Social change
is replaced by a change in images. The freedom to
consume a plurality of images and goods is equated
with freedom itself. The narrowing of free political
choice to free economic consumption requires the
unlimited production and consumption of images.

(Sontag, 1977:178)

However, although the relationship between
sport and audiovisual production today is so tied
up in this image market, important changes to its
underlying power structures are taking place, pro-
ducing rifts and cracks in the heteropatriarchy at
the top. In parallel with this age of mediatisation,
we are living at a productive and promising mo-
ment for sport played by women. It is a period still
marked by the sexist behaviour and authoritarian
outbursts of those in charge (the events surroun-
ding Spain’s 2023 World Cup victory offering an
obvious example), who take refuge in fake news
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and conspiracy theories of false feminism becau-
se they can see the battles being won in the area
of gender rights and are reluctant to relinquish
the power they have always enjoyed. The no-
tion of the “grass ceiling” posited by the historian
Jean Williams (2007) is enlightening in this sen-
se, as on the one hand it evokes the aspirations
and constraints of the “glass ceiling” historically
imposed on women in the business world, thus
highlighting the connection between sport and
economics mentioned above, while on the other
it posits a larger context in which the fight for
gender equality is characterised not as an upward
climb, like ascending a hierarchical ladder, but as
alevel playing field: not a level to aspire to, like the
glass barrier that women seek to smash (i.e., the
current world of business), but a shared green spa-
ce on which they can pass the ball to each other
and play (the utopian world of sport). Navigating
the tensions and ambivalences between these
two worlds is of course no easy task.

DESIRE AND PROHIBITION: THE
PATRIARCHAL GAZE

This issue of LAtalante, titled Women and Sport in
Audiovisual Media: Bodies, Images, Politics, is po-
sitioned precisely at this historical intersection
between the market of images that surround us
(as Sontag describes it) and the new prospects for
sport played by women, with the aim of docu-
menting and interpreting key visual icons (in the
various articles) and giving a voice to different ge-
nerations of sportswomen (in the interviews). But
before presenting this issue’s topics and contri-
butions, it is worth taking a moment to consider
a key issue that can help shed light on the origin
or foundation of the historical tension between
the sport imaginary and gender discourses: the
ban imposed on women by a heteropatriarchal
power fascinated with, yet at the same time fear-
ful of, the visual and performative agency of the
sportswoman’s body. Or looking at it from the
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opposite perspective, the revolutionary, liberating
potential of sport played by women and its depic-
tion in images as a means of disrupting the male
gaze and its scopophilic pleasures. Such images
possess a transgressive power that Tatiana Senta-
mans identifies in her fascinating study Amazonas
mecdnicas: engranajes visuales, politicos y culturales
(2010: 140), which analyses archival photographs
of sportswomen in Spain, opening the images up
to multiple interpretations that transcend the li-
miting yet omnipresent male/female binary. In-
deed, as the football coach Natalia Arroyo points
out in one of the interviews featured in this issue,
it is outrageous that we continue to talk about
“‘women’s sport”, an expression that implicitly as-
sumes that the default version, requiring no mo-
difying adjective, is men’s sport.

One of the most oft-repeated fallacies in dis-
cussions about sport played by women today is
its description as a “developing” field (a term bo-
rrowed from economic terminology) that does not
receive more media or public attention because “it
is still getting started” and therefore “‘cannot at-
tract” the kind of audience that sport played by
men is able to draw. This condescending langua-
ge that feigns sensitivity to gender issues is com-
monplace on TV and radio talk shows and in con-
versations in the street. The problem is that this
idea, so frequently repeated by those who seek to
undervalue or undermine sport played by women,
is historically false, as it is the bans imposed by
men that have prevented sports played by women
from reaching more people and receiving more at-
tention in the public sphere: not a supposed lack of
public interest, but a whole regime of male (in this
case the qualifying adjective is worth including)
restrictions and repressions that prevented wo-
men from playing certain sports, such as in 1921
when England’s all-powerful Football Association
officially banned women from playing the sport,
with medical and eugenic excuses, but with the
obvious objective of cutting short the stunning
success (in terms of audiences and social impact)
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THE COERCION AND CASTIGATION
IMPOSED BY THE HETEROPATRIARCHY
REFLECTED AN OBVIOUS DREAD

AND DISTRUST OF THE AGENCY OF
SPORTSWOMEN AND THE SOCIAL
ADVANCES THAT AGENCY MIGHT
ACHIEVE

that football played by women was enjoying at
the time (Williams, 2003; Arroyo, 2022). Leaving
aside the positivist and evolutionist assumptions
of this conception of sport (as if it were something
that has to progress in terms of economic power
and media attention), it is important to stress that
the coercion and castigation imposed by the hete-
ropatriarchy reflected an obvious dread and dis-
trust of the agency of sportswomen and the social
advances that agency might achieve. It was a mix-
ture of fear and fascination of female athletes that
recalls an image from one of the greatest works in
the history of literature Journey to the West: The
Monkey King's Amazing Adventures, written in
China in the 16th century:
He had no choice, then, but to go on. Although it
seemed wrong to do so, he crossed the bridge at last.
After taking a few steps, he noticed a sandalwood
pavilion in the middle of the compound of the hou-
se. In the compound, three girls were juggling a ball
with their feet. These girls were completely diffe-
rent from the other four. Their bright turquoise
sleeves waved rhythmically, revealing their deli-
cate jade fingers like bamboo shoots. The swaying
of their embroidered golden skirts offered glimpses
of impossibly tiny slippered feet. Their every mo-
vement was vested with the most extraordinary
perfection and smoothness as they passed the ball
from one to another. To do so, they had to calcula-
te the distance precisely and measure the amount
of force needed to kick the ball. Each move had a
name of its own. A turnaround kick was an “over-
the-wall-flower”, while a backward somersault was
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‘crossing the sea”. The game demanded the deftest
of skill, particularly to stop the ball with the feet
and attack without raising a single speck of dust
from the ground. But one of the hardest moves of
all was “the pearl that rises to the Buddha's head”.

To achieve it perfectly, the ball had to be caught

between the toes and passed repeatedly from one

foot to the other. But their repertoire was not li-

mited to such a peculiar move. Indeed, the players

would sometimes drop to the ground to strike the
ball, or squat with bended knee while keeping the
body most straight, or twist like fish out of the wa-
ter and hit the ball off their heels to the far side
of the field. With shouts and applause they would
celebrate such magnificent footwork and then stri-
ve to outdo it. As if by magic, the ball would then
roll up a player’s legs with ease and stop at her ten-
der neck, where it would spin around a few times
before falling at last to the ground. (Wu Cheng'en,

[1592] 1992: 1599-1600)

This description, which goes on in more detail,
constitutes one of the earliest extant literary ima-
ges of a sport being played by women, perhaps its
first ekphrasis (a concept worth invoking here, as
there appear to be no existing scholarly publica-
tions on the question). Although there are pain-
tings pre-dating this work that depict women pla-
ying cuju (a traditional Chinese sport that was a
precursor to football), such as a work by the artist
Du Jin painted during the Ming Dynasty (1368-
1644), the passage from Journey to the West is sig-
nificant and highly relevant to the subject of this
monograph, not only for its precise and detailed
descriptions of the sportswomen’s movements,
but especially for what happens immediately af-
ter the scene of the game. A few pages later, we
discover that these same young women are in
reality malevolent she-devils, who pretend to
cook for the traveller who stumbled upon their
game, serving him “a little salted human flesh
fried in human fat” and “human brains, still cove-
red in blood” ([1592] 1992: 1602). But the most em-
blematic moment comes when, after presenting

10
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the women first as expert footballers and then as
pitiless cannibals, the author sexualises them in
an extensive passage marked by the voyeuristic
gaze of another character who, having magically
transformed himself into a fly, watches the wo-
men bathing in the nude—the very quintessence
of a male gaze that sexualises women’s sport:
On seeing them, the Pilgrim smiled with delight
and flew straight to one of the women and lan-
ded on her. When they saw how clear and warm
the water was, the women wanted to swim in it
at once. Without a moment to lose, they took off
their clothes, tossed them carelessly onto the posts
and dived into the pool. With eager eyes, the Pil-
grim watched them unbutton their blouses, loosen
their silk sashes and take off their skirts. Silvery
white were their breasts, and their bodies had the
unattainable perfection of snow. Their limbs wore
that blue tone that makes ice so lovely, while their
shoulders looked as if they had been crafted by
hands at once expert and delicate. Their stomachs
were as smooth and supple as would be expected of
such beauties, a fleshy counterpoint to the tautness
of their shapely backs. Their thighs and their knees
were perfectly rounded, and their tiny feet were
no more than three inches long. A flame of desi-
re shone form their sweet caverns of love. Once in
the water, they began to jump and splash one ano-
ther, while the more daring swam to the middle of
the pool (Wu Cheng'en, [1592] 1992: 1599-1600)

The purpose of citing the whole passage here
is to highlight its historical importance as a pre-
cursor to many of the images analysed in this is-
sue, and also to demonstrate the common features
of the previous description of the women's bodies
while playing cuju (a genuine sport description)
and this description of the same women swim-
ming in the pool (explicitly sexualised). This way
of simultaneously praising, demonising and ob-
jectifying women through sport, beginning by ex-
tolling them, then eroticising and finally condem-
ning and punishing them, is reflected in several
articles in this issue, such as Elena Oroz's explo-
ration of the depictions on film of the activities
of the Franco regime’s women's branch, Seccién
Femenina, or the analysis of the film Las Ibéricas
F. C. (1971) by Elena Cordero and Asier Gil. Jour-
ney to the West, with its incomparable iconic for-
ce (and its ability to make us laugh), is light years
away from the grim prudery of Francoist Spain
that Carmen Martin Gaite analysed so insightfu-
lly in her novels and essays: the cuju she-devils
are much more empowered than the women that
the Franco regime sought to mould, as they fight,
repeatedly beating the men they face, and using
powerful magic techniques and martial arts. But
what is significant in this case is how, as different
as the contexts may be, many canonical patriar-
chal depictions of sport played by women share
this double-edged sword of desire and interdic-

Figure I. Scroll painting by Du Jin (circa 1465-1509) showing women playing cuju
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tion, highlighting the significance of men's fears
and prohibitions as a historical constant.

With this in mind, before turning to a consi-
deration of sports images created by women that
question and reverse such gender restrictions,
it is worth highlighting the presence in the pas-
sage from Journey to the West of what Barba-
ra Creed refers to as the “monstrous-feminine”
(1993). The seven young women described in the
story are not just extraordinary sportswomen but
also powerful insect-cannibals with the power to
shoot silken threads from their stomachs and trap
men in their webs. This connects to a whole tra-
dition of monstrous images of women that runs
throughout the history of art, threatening the he-
teropatriarchal power structures, as Pilar Pedraza
(1991) has shown. In the identification of this idea
of female otherness in sport, it is highly revealing
that the chapter of Journey to the West in which
these she-devils appear also presents them as mo-
thers, with a menacing and monstrous image of
motherhood: “Each of them had adopted a child,
to whom they had given the names Bee, Hornet,
Cockroach, Centipede, Grasshopper, Worm and
Dragonfly. At one time, the women who were
now their mothers had woven an enormous web
and all these unlucky children had suffered the
misfortune of falling into it” ([1592] 1992: 1615).
As Miriam Sanchez and Alan Salvaddé point out
in their article exploring the connections be-
tween menstruation and the sport imaginary, the
patriarchy’s fears, prohibitions and propaganda
regarding women's agency in sport give conside-
rable attention to menstruation and motherhood.
The question of controlling bodies connects with
the constraints imposed by the canons of beauty,
normativity and gender binaries, as several of the
sportswomen interviewed by Nuria Cancela, Laia
Puig and Ariadna Cordal in this issue’s (Dis)Agree-
ments section observe.
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READING ON THE DIVING BOARD:
SWIMMERS AND FEMINISTS

Fortunately, these othering and sexualising
gazes are gradually giving way to spaces of re-
construction and sisterhood that place sport pla-
yved by women—and not the voyeuristic gaze on
it—at the heart of the matter. Returning to the
example of the menstrual education films analy-
sed by Sanchez and Salvado in their article, it is
reassuring to see that finally, after decades of si-
lencing or explicit stigmatising of menstruation in
sport (consider, for example, the infamous white
dress code imposed on tennis players at Wimble-
don), some institutions and clubs are beginning to
naturalise or even analyse the influence of mens-
trual cycles on sports performance and injuries
(Bonals, 2022). However, as Tatiana Sentamans
demonstrates in her aforementioned research
(2010), the performative and political agency of
the sportswoman’s body is not a recent or con-
temporary “achievement”, as over the course of
the 20th century (in parallel with the exponential
rise in popularity of sport in capitalist societies)
there were numerous female athletes who acted
as important forerunners in audiovisual media,
opening up new possibilities for women with
their sporting careers and images. For example,
this issue includes two articles that explore the
imaginary of women'’s sport at two key moments
in history: Weimar Germany in the late 1920s and
early 1930s, in Albert Elduque’s article about the
well-known genre of the mountain film or Berg-
film (which provided Leni Riefenstahl with a pla-
tform to launch her career, first as an actress and
then as a director); and the Czechoslovakian New
Wave of the 1960s, in Nora Barathova’s analysis
of Vé&ra Chytilovd’s first feature film, Something
Different (O n&&em jiné, 1963), which juxtaposes
the patterns and emotions of the day-to-day lives
of a professional gymnast and a housewife. Far
from offering a monolithic view, these two arti-
cles underscore the complexity and ambiguities
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(especially notable in the case of the Bergfilme) re-
flected in different films and characters.

Having cited the ekphrasis of the she-devils in
Journey to the West as an example of the spaces of
mystification and castigation that the patriarchy
imposed—and still imposes—on sport played by
women, this introduction would not be complete
without balancing it out with an image that has
the same iconic power but is articulated from a fe-
male and feminist perspective. Given that the fi-
nal passage cited above portrayed the girls swim-
ming in a pool, it seems fitting to invert the male
gaze of that scene with images of female swim-
mers who short-circuited the sexualised charge
of the female swimmer motif (present in iconic
images from the birth of Venus right up to the bi-
kini-clad women in James Bond films) to invoke
gender identities, body politics and articulations
of desire produced (rather than merely embodied)
by women. The image of the female swimmer has
had a particularly potent force in contemporary
European cinema, from the unforgettable ima-
ges of Juliette Binoche letting herself go as she
swims laps in a pool in Three Colours: Blue (Tres
couleurs: Bleu, Krysztof Kieslowski, 1993) to Céli-
ne Sciamma'’s first film, Water Lilies (Naissance des
Pieuvres, 2007), about two teenage girls on a sy-
nchronised swim team, whose protagonists sub-
vert heteronormative canons through an ambiva-
lent haptic and biopolitical experimentation that
empowers the actors’ bodies and complicates the
filmmaker’s (desiring, but collective and feminist)
gaze. To reappropriate the motif of the female
swimmer and historicise its literary forerunners,
the origins of its images, it is impossible to over-
look Concha Méndez, who in addition to being a
poet and editor was also a champion swimmer in
the 1920s:

On one of my last summers in San Sebastian, I

won the Las Vascongadas swimming competition.

[ had already published my first books, Inquietudes,

Surtidor amd EI dngel cartero, and I had just sold a

film script. The newspapers mentioned that the
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swimming champion was a poet and a filmmaker,
and they published my picture. When my father
saw me in the papers, he said to me: “That picture
makes you look like a common criminal” That was
what my family was like, but I imagine that deep
down my father would have been proud that I was
a writer. The day of the awards ceremony, I gave
my second poetry recital. Over the sea they had set
up two diving boards against a rock, one for wo-
men and the other for men, both more than twen-
ty feet high. I arrived at the bay in a swimsuit with
the poems wrapped in oilcloth. I climbed up to the
diving board, unfurled the roll of poems and began
reciting. When I had finished, to get the applau-
se and so they could see that I was daring, I had
to dive off, despite my vertigo, and I plunged into
the sea and swam away with the poems wrapped
around me. (Méndez, quoted in Ulacia, 2018: 52)
Here, in contrast to Journey to the West, it is
the voice of a sportswoman that controls the pa-
cing, direction and nuances of the narrative, wi-
thout ever submitting to the rules of the game of
an objectifying gaze. It is hard to imagine a richer
and more powerful scene: the swimmer'’s body is
charged with desire and intensity on its own, in
contact—literally—with the poems she wrote and
reads. It is the woman writer’s words that clothe
her, instead of stripping naked like the she-devi-
Is to satisfy some man’s desire (Méndez spent her
summers in San Sebastidn with her partner at
that time, Luis Buniuel). The only small concession
to the patriarchy, if it can be so described, is her
wistful recollection of her father offered as evi-
dence of family pride; as Carrie Dunn points out
(2014), the father-daughter connection is a recu-
rring theme in oral histories of professional and
amateur sportswomen, which are often charac-
terised by strong parent-child relationships. But
beyond this minor detail, the passage possesses
an extraordinary iconic power, while at the same
time being open to a certain playful irony much
like the burlesque films that Méndez so adored
(inevitably recalling Buster Keaton standing on a
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high diving board preparing to jump off in Hard
Luck (1921), as if she were seeking to balance the
ordinary and powerfully feminist seriousness of
the scene with a hesitant humour that points to
suspense, doubt and vertigo as experiences com-
mon to both art and sport. It is a clinical, deadpan
gaze that is also evident in her poems:

Female Swimmer

My arms:
the oars.

The keel:
my body.

The rudder:
my thought.

(If I were a mermaid,
my songs
would be my verses).

Swimming

(No mermaids.
No Tritons).

On high, the diving boards.
And the water, bathing in the white
pool
—a bath of transparencies.

In the stands,
expectation, murmurs.
And the Olympic loudspeaker
firing out words:

“Standing back flip with momentum!”

Agile shapes fly
silhouetted against the spacious blue.
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Emotion drowned in
voices, voices, voices.

The crowd
—polychrome jerseys.
And the muscle
in athletic contractions.

Rhythm; rhythm of
arms and spirals.
Now,
the winner, the winners
—laurels without laurels.

And the anonymous hearts
throwing (javelins?) at the sublime afternoon.

(Méndez, [1928] 2018: 43, 110)

For a monograph like this one, focusing on
images of women and sport, Concha Méndez’s
poems are of huge historical value, as they con-
nect not only to contemporary productions that
place sportswomen in the leading role, such as
the Norwegian series Home Ground (Heimebane,
2018-2019, NRK1), which is analysed in one of this
issue’s articles, but also very especially to the tes-
timonies and experiences of the six sportswomen
interviewed for this issue: the former footballer
and current coach Natalia Arroyo, the basketball
player and Olympic medallist Laia Palau, the Al-
pinist and mountain runner Nuria Picas, the vo-
lleyball player Omaira Perdomo, the para athletics
player Adiaratou Iglesias, and the boxer Tania Al-
varez. Both the collective perspectives contained
in the (Dis)Agreements section and the extensive
interview with Arroyo evoke the relationships
between sport and image woven into Méndez's
poems. It is a form of self-conception and self-re-
presentation as a sportswoman that is reaffirmed
in the first person, juxtaposing three parallel lines:
the physicality of the sporting act itself (“my arms,

14
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Figure 2. The Cyclist (1927), a painting by Maruja Mallo inspired by her athlete friend, Concha

Méndez, along with a photograph of Méndez herself reading

the oars”); the control over her direction and telos
(“the keel, my body”); and the ethical and philo-
sophical consciousness that underpins both (“the
rudder, my thought”). Thus, while reading the
sportswomen’s answers to our questions about
role models in audiovisual productions (films or
series), visual motifs (during sports broadcasts),
media bias (in the press and in public forums), ca-
nonical narratives (such as success or individua-
lism) and forms of self-representation (on social
media), it is exciting to think of how a century ear-
lier other women, like Concha Méndez, were tac-
kling similar possibilities and barriers, on the edge
of the diving board, questioning themselves and
us through sport. This may be why only someone
who knows and loves the energies and rhythms
of sport in the first person (like Pasolini [2015]) can
reflect on it in a way that is both intimate and cri-
tical, free of prejudices.

With this in mind, to conclude this introduc-
tory article it is worth returning to the two con-
cepts invoked at the beginning, Sontag's image
market (1977:178) and Benjamin's “test perfor-
mance” (2003: 75), to bring them into the much
larger battlefield that is sport played by women
today. It can hardly be coincidental that several
of the women interviewed for this issue, such as
Natalia Arroyo with her discussion of the salaries
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and lifestyles of women
footballers, or Omaira
Perdomo with her reflec-
tion on how her image as
a trans sportswoman is
aestheticised and mone-
tised, stress the socioeco-
nomic intersection that
conditions (and someti-
mes endangers or limits)
the achievements and
gains they are leading in
the area of gender equa-
lity. One thing that this
monograph has sought to
avoid is to offer a superficial or depoliticised tribu-
te to sport played by women as if it were a pheno-
menon unrelated to the (nearly always economic)
problems and contradictions that characterise the
contemporary world. It is an individualist, mone-
tising spiral which, as David Graeber points out
in his compelling anthropological and historical
analysis of debt (2011), always sacrifices human
interests at the altar of financial interests, using
the sport imaginary both as a vehicle and as a dis-
traction. The demands by sportswomen for better
salaries and working conditions (such as the re-
cent case of the US women’s football team) are not
merely “success stories” that can be isolated from
their historical or class context and packaged for
any corporate motivational talk; on the contrary,
they are complex economic and gender signifiers
that often end up perpetuating the narrative of
capitalist effort and the cult of individual success.
As Sara Ahmed explains in her thoughtful analy-
sis of Bend It Like Beckham (Gurinder Chadha,
2002), they also perpetuate a whole range of de-
ceits and expectations, associated with the promise
of happiness:
The freedom to be happy is thus directive: it invol-
ves an act of identification in Jacques Lacan’s sense
of “the transformation that takes place in the sub-
ject” when assuming an image. The freedom to be

15
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happy is premised on not only the freedom from

family or tradition but also the freedom to identify

with the nation asthe bearer of the promise of hap-
piness. To identify with the nation, you become an

individual: you acquire the body of an individual, a

body that can move out and move up. This is how

happiness becomes a forward motion: almost like

a propeller, happiness is imagined as what allows

subjects to embrace futurity, to leave the past be-

hind them. (Ahmed, 2010: 137)

The intersections of race, class and gender
explored by Ahmed in the chapter of her book
(the fourth chapter, “Melancholic Migrants”) that
analyses this undervalued British film provide
enough material for a whole article, or even a
whole monograph. But what is of particular inte-
rest here is how, after praising its success in ex-
panding the horizons and imaginaries for young
sportswomen and its power to evoke the conta-
gious dynamism of team sports, Ahmed shifts the
focus onto the pressures imposed by the very con-
cept of “happiness” on racialised women, migrant
families and non-heteronormative identities. And
most importantly, she does so by pointing to the
very heart of that image market defined by Son-
tag, to the promise of happiness as a form of cultu-
ral assimilation (the migrant who “adapts” to the
national English sport), globalised commodifica-
tion (the female footballer who “progresses” by
being selected by a US team) and sex-affective do-
mestication (the teenage girl who “redirects” her
desire towards the clever, handsome white coach
of the women'’s team). None of this detracts from
the pioneering nature of this film, directed by an
Indian woman, or its powerful impact and legacy:
Ahmed highlights, for example, how the director
was forced to give in on aspects such as the fema-
le protagonist’'s gender identity in order to receive
funding, underscoring the force of the ideas and
stances that underpinned the project. These are,
of course, the same types of pressures and econo-
mic seductions that many sportswomen face to-
day.
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ONE THING THAT THIS MONOGRAPH
HAS SOUGHT TO AVOID IS TO OFFER A
SUPERFICIAL OR DEPOLITICISED TRIBUTE
TO SPORT PLAYED BY WOMEN AS IF IT
WERE A PHENOMENON UNRELATED

TO THE (NEARLY ALWAYS ECONOMIC)
PROBLEMS AND CONTRADICTIONS THAT
CHARACTERISE THE CONTEMPORARY
WORLD

In short, what this issue of LAtalante seeks to
do, albeit in only a partial and introductory way,
is to compile historical evidence and professional
experiences of sport played by women that have
photography, cinema or other audiovisual for-
mats as a common denominator. But rather than
appeasing and depoliticising in the style of moti-
vational speeches or institutional whitewashing
(like the politicians and bankers of the day chee-
ring on women'’s sport), these experiences preser-
ve the complex ambivalence of a sport imaginary
which, although increasingly centred around and
conceived of by women, is still subject to the ho-
mogenising supply and voracious demand of the
image market. By highlighting them here, it is
hoped that professional or amateur sportswomen
will be able to look the heteropatriarchal mons-
ter in the eyes, reverse its historical prohibitions,
and aspire to construct a common project on the
sports field. B
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Abstract

This article situates and prologues the special issue Women and sport
in audiovisual media: bodies, images, politics, contextualizing its main
themes and case studies as well as relating them, comparatively, with
key visual precedents in the history of literature. By using two ex-
amples of literary ekphrasis where the practice of sport by women
is central: on the one hand the heteropatriarchal, sexualized and ob-
jectifying portrayal of the woman's sporting body (exemplified by a
chapter from the Chinese classic Journey to the West), on the other,
the liberatory views and gazes of sportswomen that, like the poet
Concha Méndez, defied the limits and impositions of the male gaze
with their own explorations of sport and images. Moreover, the arti-
cle rethinks Walter Benjamin's comments on the link between cine-
ma and sport, and Susan Sontag's concept of the "market of images",
reading both of them from the perspective of affect theory and Sara
Ahmed's analysis of the class, race and gender signifiers of women-
practiced sport in her book The Promise of Happiness.
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INTRODUCTION

Is menstruation in sport a taboo subject? In re-
cent years, the obvious fact of its existence in wo-
men's sports has received heightened attention
in news stories circulating both in conventional
media and on social media platforms. Take, for
example, Kiran Gandhi, the 26-year-old Ame-
rican woman who ran the London Marathon in
2015 while on her period, without wearing a pad
or tampon.' The images showing her bloodstained
pants after finishing the race went viral, firstly,
because they brought something traditionally as-
sociated with the private domestic sphere into the
public realm (Delaney, Lupton & Toth, 1976), and
secondly, because they took place in the traditio-
nally masculinised context of competitive sports,
calling into question some of the prejudices that
exist around menstruation and physical activity.
On the other hand, this unexpected display of
menstrual flow in a sporting environment, whe-
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re other bodily fluids (sweat, saliva, blood, tears)
are commonplace, provoked numerous comments
condemning Gandhi as “disgusting” and “unladyli-
ke”, thereby exposing the persistence “of a stigma
around menstruation of which women all over
the world are victims” (Thiébaut, 2018: 110). The
bloodstain on Gandhi’s sports gear became an
image of civil activism that called out this repre-
sentation of menstrual blood as abject?and tied in
with the tradition of what could be described as
prosocial visual motifs, referring to “iconographic
patterns that protest against injustice and promo-
te social change, eliciting responses understood as
other-oriented emotions, beliefs, attitudes and be-
haviours” (Canet, 2023: 166). Taking a step beyond
the protests made by other sportswomen on this
issue, such asthe calls for the elimination of white
sports outfits made at Wimbledon or by the Engli-
sh football team,* Gandhi’s action was an attack
on a social taboo and on sporting policies designed
mainly by men.
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In On Female Body Experience: “Throwing Like
a Girl” and Other Essays, Iris Young (2005) reflects
on sexual difference in sport, arguing that physi-
cal exercise and bodily movement in our sex-gen-
der system have been historically associated with
masculinity, while bodies constructed as feminine
have occupied a social position of fixity, weakness
and immobility of reaction. On this point, Young
observes:

For the most part, girls and women are not given

the opportunity to use their full bodily capacities in

free and open engagement with the world, nor are
they encouraged as much as boys to develop speci-
fic bodily skills. Girls’ play is often more sedentary
and enclosing than the play of boys. In school and
after-school activities girls are not encouraged to
engage in sport, in the controlled use of their bodies
in achieving well-defined goals. Girls, moreover, get
little practice at “tinkering” with things and thus at
developing spatial skills. Finally, girls are not often
asked to perform tasks demanding physical effort
and strength, while as the boys grow older they are

asked to do so more and more. (2005: 43)

For Young, girls’ and women'’s sporting acti-
vities are dictated by the menstrual condition of
their reproductive bodies. In contemporary socie-
ties, the “good functioning” of the body is based
on the implicit male bias in medicine’s conception
of health. While periods and menstrual flows are
viewed as a pathological condition, apparently li-
near bodies with no cycle of hormonal alterations
as noticeable as those of menstruation are establi-
shed as the norm for social behaviour and, there-
fore, for sporting behaviour as well. Menstruation
and sport are thus linked to science and medicine
as a means of controlling the body, because, in
accordance with the perspective posited in 1976
by Foucault (2019), the dominance of capitalism
in the West gives rise to a series of strategies and
mechanisms aimed at keeping individuals' bo-
dies useful and productive. The period, however,
stands in opposition to this question of physical
productivity, belonging to the private realm of
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reproduction. The media impact of the image of
Gandhi’s bloodstained pants at the end of the Lon-
don Marathon can thus be understood in terms
of a logic of menstrual decensorship that exposes
the control and oppression of reproductive bodies
in sport. In this sense, it is worth asking where,
apart from the image of Gandhi, imaginaries that
relate menstruation with sport should be located
and identified in Western audiovisual culture.

US MENSTRUAL EDUCATION FILMS
(1946-1980)

Given the under-representation of menstruation
in Western audiovisual culture, it is necessary to
turn to film genres that are ostensibly marginal—
due mainly to their unusual distribution chan-
nels—such as productions made for the purposes
of menstrual education. These productions can be
traced back to the 1940s, when the International
Cellucotton Products Company, a branch of the
Kimberly-Clark Corporation, collaborated with
Walt Disney Productions to produce The Story of
Menstruation (1946), for distribution to US schools
to be shown in sex education classes.* This first
educational cartoon illustrates the operation of
the menstrual cycle and informs its adolescent
audience about basic menstrual care practices, all
with the aim of promoting and marketing Kotex
sanitary pads to adolescent girls (Schaefer, 2020).
Just over ten minutes in length, the film is an ob-
vious successor to the silent films on sexual hy-
giene distributed during and after the First World
War by US public health services to warn people
(specifically, women) about the risks of contrac-
ting venereal diseases (Bonah, Cantor & Laukétter,
2018), such as Personal Hygiene of Young Women
(1924), supervised by the US Public Health Service
and produced by Bray Studios. On the other hand,
The Story of Menstruation also has its roots in the
brochures on menstruation created by Kimber-
ly-Clark, after selling its first Kotex sanitary pads
in 1921. These brochures, aimed primarily at gir-
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Is and young women, illustrated the operation
of the menstrual cycle while presenting the use-
fulness of these sanitary pads for containing the
flow. Menstrual education films thus intertwined
the different concerns of their co-producers: the
community service objectives of US public health
authorities on the one hand, and the commercial
interests of companies manufacturing menstrual
hygiene products on the other (Vostral, 2011).
After the “success” of The Story of Menstruation,
menstrual education productions continued to
be distributed in schools until the 1980s, when
sanitary pad companies turned to television as a
more effective way of marketing their products to
young women.

What makes these productions of interest to
this research is the pioneering connection be-
tween periods and sport that can be identified in
them. This study takes an archaeological pers-
pective involving a thematic and visual analysis
of menstrual education films produced between
the 1940s and the 1980s in the United States.
Specifically, it offers an analysis and comparison
of six such films: the aforementioned The Story
of Menstruation (1946); Personal Health for Gir-
Is (1952), funded by Coronet Instructional Films;
the films Molly Grows Up (1953), It's Wonderful
Being a Girl (1968) and Naturally A Girl (1973), all
made by Johnson & Johnson; and The Facts for
Girls (1980), produced by Tomorrow Entertain-
ment, which is the only production in the sam-
ple that was broadcast on television. The aim of
this analysis is to identify the visual and narra-
tive motifs of menstrual education in relation to
sport in this corpus of films, with a view to deter-
mining how biomedical discourses have under-
pinned the relationship between menstruation
and sport in Western audiovisual culture. This
analysis is based on the study by Bonah, Cantor
& Laukotter in Health Education Films in the Twen-
tieth Century (2018), which establishes a metho-
dological framework for analysing health educa-
tion films of this kind.” These authors also stress
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the importance of comparing productions to each
other: “Serial analysis of many films [...] provides
insight into strategies and styles of public health
communication and what changes and what does
not over time. It is a form of comparative history
that is not possible to undertake with only one
film” (Bonah, Cantor & Laukotter, 2018: 4). This
research is also guided by the theoretical proposi-
tions of Iris Young (2005) on the question of how
biomedical discourse has conditioned the imagi-
nary constructed around menstruation in Wes-
tern societies in relation to physical activity and
sport.

PHYSICAL EXERCISE AS MENSTRUAL CARE

According to Vostral (2011), all menstrual educa-
tion films follow the same narrative pattern. On
the one hand, films produced by public health au-
thorities stress bodily care, a healthy diet and the
importance of bathing. On the other, films made
by menstrual product manufacturers emphasise
these same points but also highlight the impor-
tance of controlling menstruation with sanitary
pads. The narrative always revolves around an
adolescent girl who has not yet had—or has only
just had—her first period, and who is being offered
advice or warnings about proper menstrual care.
On the visual level, these productions also have a
similar aesthetic, recognisable for the use of ana-
tomical diagrams that illustrate the ovaries, uterus
and vagina, which serve to explain the menstrual
cycle to the protagonist, and thus to the audience
as well. Anatomical diagrams are common in the-
se health education productions (Bonah, Cantor &
Laukoétter, 2018), although it is curious to note that
in none of these images is there ever any trace of
the red colour of menstrual blood (Sdnchez-Man-
zano, 2021). As part of the narrative revolving
around bodily care and the aesthetic of anatomical
descriptions, all of the films in the corpus depict
different sports and physical activities engaged in
by the girls appearing on screen.
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In The Story of Menstruation, the film’s narra-
tor explains that “exercise is good for you during
menstruation,” while the protagonist is shown on
a bicycle, on horseback, and dancing. The brochu-
re “Very Personally Yours” that was distributed
with the film also introduces the point that taking
good care of your body during menstruation in-
volves being physically active. In particular, one
page of the brochure presents recommendations
of abdominal exercises to reduce menstrual pain
(Image 1). It is worth highlighting the fact that al-
though this first film recommends physical exerci-
se, it advises girls against swimming or immersing
themselves in water due to the changes in body
temperature that this could provoke, which many
medical experts of the time supposedly considered
potentially harmful for menstrual health (Hein-
rich & Batchelor, 2004). This point is stressed in a
scene of The Story of Menstruation where the na-
rrator recommends bathing during your period,
but with caution to avoid catching cold. Similarly,
the British educational film Growing Girls (1949)
produced by the Film Producers Guild and the
National Committee for Visual Aids in Education,
stresses that swimming during your period is not
beneficial to your health. This film lists a series of
physical activities that can be engaged in during
menstruation (“You can dance, you can cycle as
usual [...], you can play hockey or any other game,
provided you feel like it”), and then concludes by
showing the protagonist dressed in a bathing suit
jumping into the water for a swim, while the na-
rrator clarifies that she is now “at the end of the
period”. On this question, the film Molly Grows Up
creates an interesting dialectic, beginning with a
scene where Molly is talking on the phone to a
friend who is trying to persuade her to go swim-
ming. Her mother tells her that it would be bet-
ter for her to stay home, because “it's not a good
idea [to swim in] the first two or three days of your
period.” In response to her mother’s advice, Molly
tells her friend: “Of course I can't go swimming;
you know I've got the curse”® In contrast to this

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

scene, at the end of the film Molly appears dressed
in a bathing suit, swimming in the pool with her
friends, just after a scene in which her teacher
goes over a list with the students of physical acti-
vities that they can engage in during their periods:
they can swim (but only after the first few days),
dance, skate, ride on horseback and play “fast ga-
mes”. The films It's Wonderful Being a Girl, Natura-
lly a Girl and The Facts for Girls all feature similar
scenes: in a classroom, one of a group of adoles-
cent girls asks her teacher if it is all right to play
sports during menstruation, to which the teacher
replies that it is, and that it is not merely all right
but recommended. In It's Wonderful Being a Girl,
the teacher even encourages the protagonist to

Image I. Sequence of still frames from the film Naturally
a Girl (1973), showing the tampon as a menstrual hygiene
technology that can be helpful for engaging in sports like
swimming
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go skating with her classmates, while in The Facts
for Girls, the film'’s presenter tells a group of girls
that they should engage in athletics while on their
period. All of these films include scenes showing
girls riding bicycles, skating, dancing, swimming
or playing other sports. And in Personal Health for
Girls, the protagonist is shown playing volleyball,
while in a voice-over she tells the audience that
they should get some kind of physical exercise
every day: “Exercise keeps my muscles from get-
ting flabby,” she explains.

These menstrual education films introduce
sport and physical exercise as positive actions
for taking good care of the body during mens-
truation, an idea that is already identifiable in
the sexual hygiene productions made earlier in
the 20th century. These include the silent film
Personal Hygiene of Young Women, already men-
tioned above, which describes physical exercise
as the most effective way of protecting the body
against menstrual and sexual pains, and for pre-
venting venereal diseases. One of the film's inter-
titles reads: “Menstruation is a perfectly normal
occurrence and not an illness. In case of pain or
discomfort a physician should be consulted. Light
exercise should be taken; also daily baths, but not
with cold water” In the corpus of films analysed
here, playing sports is also presented as a way of
taking good care of your body. This would appear
to contradict Young's theory (2005) about the
“implicit male bias” in the Western conception
of health and sport. In this sense, these films re-
present the introduction of a new imaginary in
Western audiovisual culture that associates fe-
mininity (represented by the menstrual bodies
of the protagonists) with physical exercise and
bodily movement. However, in these menstrual
education films the association between sport and
menstruation is still founded on an assumption
of “good ladylike behaviour” on the part of their
adolescent characters. According to Ghanoui
(2020: 933), these films enact a “menstrual per-
formance” in their narratives by presenting their
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protagonists’ menarche (the first period) as an
embodiment of female roles and behaviours. As
Tarzibachi (2017a) suggests, by becoming a mens-
truating body in adolescence girls begin a process
of gender socialisation whereby, paradoxically,
menstrual bleeding must be addressed privately
and discreetly, while at the same time “becoming
a woman” should be publicly proclaimed. This
idea is made obvious in the titles of the films It's
Wonderful Being a Girl and Naturally a Girl, which
replace the noun “menstruation” with the verb
‘being” or the adverb “naturally”, in a linguistic
shift that reveals the performative function of the
period as a gender generator. The scenes in these
menstrual education films that focus on physical
exercise and sport thus conform to a logic of ins-
truction about these “new” menstrual bodies. The
instruction is personified in the figure of the men-
tor who advises the girls about which activities
they should and should not engage in when they
are on their period. This is an idea that evolved
over the years and was represented in various
characters (chiefly in the narrator, the mother,
and the teacher), but always playing the same
role of instructing young girls in how to “become”
women. The authority figure is common in edu-
cational films on any aspect of personal health (in
other types of educational films, it is often repre-
sented by a doctor), as it is one of the most widely
used narrative devices for legitimising a health
education film (Bonah, Cantor & Laukotter, 2018).

In the corpus studied here, the sports that
appear most frequently are cycling, dancing and
swimming. All of these are individual sports that
came to be imbued with this “feminine” view of
physical activity that always places the focus on
the benefits they offer for women's physical and
menstrual health. In their book on women and
sport, Clemente and Silva (2022) link the question
of health to a whole feminine tradition of unders-
tanding physical exercise in terms of its benefits
for bodily care rather than in the competitive
terms identifiable in the male sporting tradition.
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This distinction is even clearer in these menstrual
education films when compared to other health
education films: specifically, the sexual education
films aimed at adolescent boys, which focus on
issues related to men’s sexual health rather than
on women's reproductive health (Ghanoui, 2020).
Examples of this can be found in Social-Sex Atti-
tudes in Adolescence (1953), which forms part of
the Adolescent Development series produced by
Crawley Films, and As Boys Grow (1957), made by
Medical Arts Productions. In both films, adoles-
cent boys are shown in sporting environments: in
numerous scenes they are wearing sports unifor-
ms or holding basketballs or baseballs, even when
they are not actually playing any of these sports.
We also see them socialising with each other by
playing contact or competitive sports. As Boys
Grow includes a particularly noteworthy scene in
which a group of boys ask questions of their coach,
who shows them an anatomical diagram with the
shape of the ovaries, the uterus and the vagina
to illustrate the menstrual process—a key featu-
re of menstrual education productions, although
here it appears only as a visual motif of the “tac-
tical talk” In this film, the classroom is replaced
with the locker room, while the authority figure
is changed from a narrator/mother/teacher to a
coach. This change places us inside a male ima-
ginary that revolves around the trainer, a very
common image in contemporary sports culture.
In contrast, menstrual education films for adoles-
cents do not place the focus on gender socialisa-
tion by means of sports imagery, but instead use
such imagery to explain the codes of good gender
behaviour. One scene in Personal Health for Girls
illustrates this perfectly when the protagonist is
shown playing volleyball with a group of girls and
two boys walk past the court, look at the girls and
wave to them. While the boys pass by, the pro-
tagonist’s voice-over narration continues to extol
the virtues of playing sports everyday: ‘I meet a
lot of new boys that way, because everyone my
age is interested in sports.” This reflects how good
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female behaviour includes caring for the body,
and in doing so, obtaining approval from the male
gaze. The scene culminates with a close-up of the
protagonist smiling because exercise “makes [her]
feel good”.

PHYSICAL EXERCISE AS MENSTRUAL
LIBERATION

Perhaps the clearest point made to the audience
in these menstrual education productions is that
the period is something “positive” and that enga-
ging in physical activities and sports is beneficial
for the health of menstruating bodies. This is
reinforced in all the films analysed with images
showing “happy” girls exercising while on their
first period. Particularly notable in this respect is a
scene in the bowling alley in It's Wonderful Being a
Girl, when the protagonist, Libby, tells her friend
that she has had her first period and the narra-
tor remarks: “To her, any sport was a challenge”
We then see Libby running, jumping and smiling
while she plays a round of bowling. However, it
Is important to recognise that in these films the
apparent “menstrual liberation” offered by sport
is dependent on the use of technologies that can
contain and conceal the bleeding. According to
Vostral (2011), both the educational films pro-
duced by US public health authorities and those
made by sanitary pad manufacturers introduce
menstrual management technologies in their na-
rratives as the method of dealing with menstrua-
tion. In Molly Grows Up, the teacher explains to
her students: “When you do [start menstruating]
you will want to use a sanitary napkin to absorb
the flow.” And she adds: “Some girls prefer to use
tampons,” while she shows her students how to
use these products. First, she explains how they
work using her hands, and then she uses an ana-
tomical diagram on the blackboard. A similar
scene is featured in The Facts for Girls, when the
teacher explains to her students how to use mens-
trual care products. In The Story of Menstruation,
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Personal Health for Girls and Naturally a Girl, it is
the narrator who explains the benefits of using
sanitary pads during menstruation, in similar ter-
ms. On the other hand, in It's Wonderful Being a
Girl, the protagonist’s mother gives her a box of
pads and shows her how to use them, before she
has her first period.

Presenting technologies that place the focus
on bodily health is common in health educa-
tion films like these (Bonah, Cantor & Laukoétter,
2018), although in the case of menstrual educa-
tion films, such presentations necessarily invol-
ve suitable instructions about the body, offered
once again by the mentor figure. Although the-
se films challenge the biased use of the male as
the standard for good health (Young, 2005) by
making menstruating bodies the focus of bodily
care, the way they naturalise menstrual mana-
gement technologies on screen continues to re-
duce menstruating bodies to a biomedical issue.
In medicine, menstruation has historically been
understood as a “‘condition” with “symptoms” that
requires “treatment”. As Mandziuk suggests, “[m]
edical theories of the body as an economic system
or a factory led to a metaphoric understanding
of menstruation as an indication of ‘the diseased
factory’ or ‘the machine in disrepair” (2010: 44).
In such cases, menstrual management technolo-
gies are presented in these films as the solution to
the “problem” providing a false assurance of con-
trol over the body thanks to the “clean” sensation
resulting from neutralising the menstrual flow
and concealing it from the public, especially in the
context of playing sports. In contrast to the image
of Gandhi’s bloodstained pants after running in
the London Marathon in 2015, these menstrual
education films show no trace of blood. Instead,
physical exercise serves as a means of demonstra-
ting the effectiveness of menstrual care products
in containing the flow. At the end of It's Wonder-
ful Being a Girl, the protagonist asks her teacher
whether she can play any sport while menstrua-
ting. The teacher replies: “The pad absorbs the
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menstrual fluid completely; you have nothing to
worry about.” In Naturally a Girl, the students ask
the question: “What happens to the menstrual
flow when it leaves the body?” To answer this
guestion, the benefits of sanitary pads are shown
on screen while the voice-over explains how to
put one on correctly to obtain best results in ter-
ms of absorption. Later, the question of swim-
ming during menstruation is raised, with a girl in
a bathing suit shown about to jump off a diving
board. The image freezes and the captions “YES?”
and “NO?” appear on screen. (Image 2). Then
the voice-over provides the answer: “You can
go swimming during menstruation if you wear
a tampon.” The image begins moving again and
the girl jumps into the water. Then the caption
‘TAMPON?" appears (Image 3), while a young
girl’s voice exclaims the word. The narrator then
details the advantages of using this menstrual
management technology (Image 4), while an ima-
ge of a tampon is shown being inserted in one of
the usual anatomical diagrams (Image 5).
However, the focus in these scenes seems to
be more related to hygiene than to health. As Vos-
tral (2008) suggests, the use of these technologies
designed to conceal the menstrual flow conveys
an understanding of them as gender control tech-
nologies, as they are associated with the produc-
tion and consumption of a “feminine ideal” that
involves maintaining a clean, stain-free body. At
the same time, in these films the concealment of
bleeding by means of such products is associated
with the theories about hygiene and cleanliness
identified by Kane (1990), citing Douglas (2007), in

THESE MENSTRUAL EDUCATION FILMS
SHOW NO TRACE OF BLOOD. INSTEAD,
PHYSICAL EXERCISE SERVES AS A MEANS
OF DEMONSTRATING THE EFFECTIVENESS
OF MENSTRUAL CARE PRODUCTS IN
CONTAINING THE FLOW
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From Left to right and from top to bottom. Images 2, 3, 4, 5. Sequence of still frames from the film Naturally a Girl (1973), showing
the tampon as a menstrual hygiene technology that can be helpful for engaging in sports like swimming

the first advertisements for menstrual care pro-
ducts based on the concept of freshness: “Fres-
hness’ is the way the subject/consumer (coded
more often than not as female) attains/maintains
a position in the social order, whether by satist-
ying her family or the standards of female attrac-
tiveness. The very existence of a special category,
feminine hygiene, indicates that female bodies
require specific cleansing rituals” (Kane, 1990: 85).
Although these educational films are not techni-
cally advertisements, the close relationship that
menstrual care product companies had with them
cannot be overlooked, as their role in the produc-
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tion of these films is key to understanding how
these menstrual “cleansing rituals” are articulated
in the films’ narratives.

According to Mandziuk (2010), these stories
about hygiene and menstruation are based on
combining modern advertising strategies with
the social and economic circumstances of in-
dustrialisation and the consumer society. It is no
mere coincidence that these films appeared in the
years after the Second World War, when, on the
one hand, public health became a key political and
social concern,’” and, on the other, the hegemony
of the capitalist economic model was consolida-
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ted. Health education films were produced with
the intention of correcting or reinforcing beliefs
and practices in the area of personal health and
were designed to serve specific instrumental
purposes (Bonah, Cantor & Laukétter, 2018). The
productions analysed here, which cover a period
of 40 vyears, clearly engage in a complex discour-
se on health that reflects a range of political and
economic efforts to control reproductive bodies in
the second half of the 20th century in the United
States. For example, the menstrual education fil-
ms of the 1940s and 1950s tend to depict sport in
domestic terms, as a way of caring for the body
and preparing it for motherhood. However, this
narrative around health begins to change in the
films made in the 1960s, when sport, in addition
to being a way of keeping the body in shape, beco-
mes a form of physical “liberation”, thanks to the
development of menstrual products that allow
women to lead a “normal life” even when they are
on their period. A scene in Naturally a Girl pro-
vides an example of this evolution: just after the
narrator has explained the correct way of using a
tampon, a girl asks: “Does everyone know when
you're menstruating?” The narrator replies: “No,
if you don't tell, there's no way anyone can know.’
This is immediately followed by a sequence of
images presenting different women engaging in
various everyday physical activities, such as wal-
king, working in different jobs, driving or playing
sports like tennis. This 1973 film reflects a para-
digm shift in the understanding of menstruation
and sport: women'’s bodies are no longer depicted
as domestic objects, but instead are recognised as
economic capital in a system of physical producti-
vity. The biomedical discourse thus ultimately be-
comes intertwined with the needs of capitalism,
giving rise to a need among its adolescent audien-
ce to consume pads and tampons. As Tarzibachi
(2017Db) suggests, the menstrual management in-
dustry has leveraged the biomedical institution to
construct the image we have today of menstrua-
tion in our consumer society:
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It is important to contextualise a key process that
occurred relatively quickly over the course of the
20th century. A new practice of disciplining the
body of biological women was established and
consolidated, at different times and to varying de-
grees between countries and within each country,
thanks to the global spread of the disposable pad
and tampon production industry. This new practi-
ce for controlling menstruating bodies was lauded
as the modern way of menstruating. And the sha-
me associated with menstruation seemed to disa-
ppear as this process became consolidated, when in
reality what happened was that it remained active
and productive in the shadows. (2017b: 36-37)

CONCLUSIONS

Based on the aesthetic and narrative codes of heal-
th education films in the early 20th century ex-
plored by Bonah, Cantor & Laukoétter (2018), these
menstrual education productions pioneered the
association of menstruation with sport in Wes-
tern audiovisual culture. Physical activity is de-
picted in these films to provide visual examples of
the potential benefits of menstrual care products,
which would be consolidated in the US market be-
tween the 1940s and the 1980s. Produced by pu-
blic health authorities and by the companies that
manufactured these products, these films cons-
truct a whole discourse around menstrual health
and hygiene that involves proper care of the body
through physical activity and playing sports. Un-
derpinned by biomedical discourse, sport in these
films becomes an advertising strategy for selling
pads and tampons to adolescent girls of the era
by generating a need for these products. From a
gender perspective, sport is constructed in femi-
nine terms, effectively demystifying the taboos
against physical activity and movement during
menstruation (Young, 2005) as a result of its in-
tegration into the capitalist system of production
and productivity for the purpose of promoting
menstrual care products.
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Due to their nature as public health produc-
tions, these menstrual education films follow a
logic of instruction imposed on menstrual bodies.
On the one hand, the representation of mens-
truation and sport is positioned at an intersection
between medicine, capitalism and patriarchy in
all the productions analysed. On the other, edu-
cating the menstrual body is depicted as the res-
ponsibility of public institutions through the re-
curring depiction of the classroom and the figure
of the mentor—represented in the character of
the narrator, mother or teacher—who instructs
the girls in good female (and therefore menstrual)
behaviour. At the same time, the fact that these
menstrual education films were produced after
the Second World War in the United States—in
the period beginning with the development of the
consumer society and ending with the victory of
neoliberalism under the Reagan administration—
explains why their themes and narratives serve
to convey a discourse of control over women's
bodies, which would be appropriated and rede-
fined by the menstrual care product manufactu-
rers that produced them. These films thus tur-
ned menstruation into a technical process while
naturalising the use of menstrual care products
(Vostral, 2011). In this sense, these films can be
understood as direct precursors to contemporary
advertising for menstrual care products, playing
an influential role in the consolidation of the fe-
mcare industry in Western societies. This adver-
tising continues to perpetuate the same imagery
used in these menstrual education films: women
doing acrobatics, dancing and striking impossible
poses, representing physical exercise and move-
ment as a “liberation” or even as “‘empowerment”
for the menstrual body.

It is clear that the representation of the mens-
trual body in sport needs to be contextualised in
broader theoretical, political and iconographic de-
bates over how the menstrual body is rendered
visible or invisible in the public sphere. However,
by identifying these films as pioneers in the au-
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THESE FILMS CONSTRUCT A WHOLE
DISCOURSE AROUND MENSTRUAL
HEALTH AND HYGIENE THAT INVOLVES
PROPER CARE OF THE BODY THROUGH
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AND PLAYING SPORTS

diovisual representation of an imaginary that as-
sociates menstruation with sporting activity, this
study, based on visual archaeology, paves the way
for a new understanding of the history of bodily
fluids in depictions of sport. An interesting politi-
co-visual arc thus emerges between the discour-
se on health and hygiene in the physical activity
portrayed in The Story of Menstruation in 1946
and the menstrual stain on Kiran Gandhi’s pants
during the London Marathon in 2015, we find an
interesting politico-visual arc.

NOTES

This study was funded by the European Union-Next-

GenerationEU, Ministry of Universities and Recovery,

Transformation and Resilience Plan, through a call for

submissions by Universitat Pompeu Fabra (Barcelona).

1. Kiran Gandhi’s personal experience is detailed in the
article “Going with the Flow” (2015).

2. As Kristeva (1982) suggests, menstrual fluid has been
understood as a threat which, by transgressing the
limits of the body itself, is coded as abject, as a dirty,
disgusting and contaminating liquid. According to Jo-
hnston-Robledo and Chrisler, “[m]enstrual rituals and
hygiene practices imply that, like other bodily fluids,
menstrual blood is considered an abomination. Some
have argued that menstrual blood is viewed as more
disgusting or aversive than other bodily fluids such as
breastmilk and semen” (2020: 182).

3. See the news story on #AddressTheDressCode in
Mouro (2022).

4. Infact, as Schaefer (2020) points out, the film was dis-

tributed together with an educational package to be

shown in class, which included a menstrual chart, a
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guide, and a brochure titled “Very Personally Yours”
that illustrated issues related to menstruation and
menstrual care.

5. Tt is worth noting that although it focuses mainly on
films made in industry, Elsaesser’s Archives and Ar-
chaeologies: The Place of Non-fiction Film in Contempo-
rary Media (2009) also outlines a methodology for the
analysis of films of this kind, based on three criteria:
1) who commissioned the film; 2) what it was made
for; and 3) what it was used for or the audience it tar-
geted. Nevertheless, the methodological approach for
this article is based on the theoretical framework pro-
posed by Bonah, Cantor and Laukétter (2018), whose
study focuses specifically on educational films dealing
with health issues.

6. The term “curse” was used popularly in the mid-20th
century to refer to menstruation, and it can be heard in
several of the menstrual education films analysed here.

7. For Ghanoui (2020), “menstrual performance” is ba-
sed on Judith Butler’s concept of gender performati-
vity (1999) but applied to the menstrual body.

8. The World Health Organisation (WHO) was created
in 1948, resulting in the establishment of new global
policies related to the body focusing on disease con-

trol and the promotion of health and social welfare.
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“OF COURSE, | CAN GO SWIMMING”:
SPORTS IMAGINARIES IN US MENSTRUAL
EDUCATION FILMS

«OF COURSE, | CAN GO SWIMMING».
IMAGINARIOS DEPORTIVOS EN LAS PELICULAS DE
EDUCACION MENSTRUAL ESTADOUNIDENSES

Abstract

Menstrual education films made in the United States in the 1940s
and 1950s played a pioneering role in the creation of an imaginary
that related menstruation and sports in the audiovisual medium.
This article offers a thematic and visual analysis of seven of these
educational films to explore how biomedical discourses have under-
pinned the relationship between menstruation and sport in Western
audiovisual culture. The findings suggest that these productions con-
tributed to the establishment of a narrative that helped introduce a
female perspective on physical exercise, while at the same time natu-
ralising the use of menstrual hygiene technologies in sport.
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Menstrual education films; Sport; Physical activity; Health; Hygiene;
Menstruation.
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Resumen

Las peliculas de educacion menstrual que se desarrollan entre los afios
cuarenta y cincuenta en Estados Unidos intervienen en la creaciéon
de un imaginario que relaciona de manera pionera la menstruacion y
el deporte en el medio audiovisual. Este articulo parte del andlisis te-
matico y visual de siete de estas peliculas educativas con el objetivo de
comprobar cémo los discursos biomédicos han acompanado la relacion
entre menstruacion y deporte en nuestra cultura audiovisual occiden-
tal. Finalmente, se concluye que estas producciones contribuyen a la
constitucion de un relato que si bien, por un lado, favorece la incursion
de una mirada femenina sobre el ejercicio fisico, por otro lado, natu-
ralizan el uso de tecnologias de control menstrual dentro del deporte.
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THE FEMALE SPORTING BODY IN
VERA CHYTILOVA'S SOMETHING

DIFFERENT

NORA BARATHOVA

In her book The Little Communist Who Never Smiled,
Lola Lafon constructs a fictionalised account of
the life of the famous Romanian gymnast Nadia
Comaneci. For the development of the novel, La-
fon exchanged a series of emails and phone con-
versations with Comaneci, who shared various
details about the events of her life. Based on this
information, the author puts together a story that
explores various issues shaping Comadaneci's ca-
reer, including of course the context in which this
young girl became famous (Ceausescu’'s Romania
and the gradual shift from Cold War to globali-
sation, as she herself became a worldwide sports
star) and perceptions of the female body (both her
own and those of an international audience). These
two issues underpin the novel, the whole life of the
gymnast and even the life of the writer, who al-
though born in France lived part of her childhood
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In an email to Nadia I mention the punctuation in the articles
written about her comeback a year after Montreal, excla-
mation points that compete with ellipses: “50 kg!!!" “Nadia is
now a real woman............ " She confirms, “It’s true, it shouldn't
be called female gymnastics, the spectators don't come to
see women... You know, if competition leotards are always
long-sleeved, it’s to hide the girls’ arms. Our biceps, our veins.
Because above all we mustn't look too masculine either!”
(LAFON, 2015: 110)

in Romania during the dictatorship and who in-
cludes some of her own experiences in the book.

The historical context of a communist regime and
the conception of the female body—of sports-
women and others—are also key issues in Some-
thing Different (O nécem jiném, 1963), the first fea-
ture film by the Czech filmmaker Véra Chytilova,
a key figure in the Czechoslovak New Wave. With
none of the lush aesthetics that would charac-
terise her later films (Daisies [Sedmikrasky, 1966]
being the most obvious example), Something Dif-
ferent breaks down the boundaries between fic-
tion and documentary with its presentation of
two parallel stories about two women who are
very different yet share certain life experienc-
es in common. One is the world champion gym-
nast Eva Bosakova, and the other is a housewife
named Véra. Bosdkovd's story is told in a docu-
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THE CONSTRUCTIONS OF CHYTILOVA’S
AND LAFON'’S STORIES BEAR CERTAIN
SIMILARITIES, AS THEY BOTH TAKE
ELEMENTS FROM REALITY AND
FICTIONALISE THEM

mentary style, with details typical of cinema verité,
such as the use of non-professional actors and im-
provisations, while Véra's story purely fictitious.
Chytilova’s leanings towards feminist discourse
and the documentary style were already evident
in her two previous films, the shorts Ceiling (Strop,
1962) and A Bagful of Fleas (Pytel blech, 1962), and
these two impulses converge in Something Differ-
ent (Hames, 2005: 185).

The constructions of Chytilova’'s and Lafon’s sto-
ries bear certain similarities, as they both take
elements from reality and fictionalise them. Al-
though Bosdkova's story uses documentary foot-
age, its juxtaposition with the fictitious story of a
housewife, much like the short quotes by Comane-
cithat Lafon scatters throughout her novel, turns
it into part of the fictional tale. In this way, both
the novelist and the filmmaker play with the line
between reality and fiction, documentary and
construction, to recreate fragments of the gym-
nasts’ lives. However, the weight of reality, the
sociopolitical context in which each story takes
place, becomes essential to both the construction
and the comprehension of the narratives. It is
only through an appreciation of each context that
the treatment of the key questions—a central one
in both cases being the female sporting body—can
be understood.

The concept of the female sporting body is de-
fined by Tatiana Sentamans as an initial attempt
toinvert the domainstraditionally associated with
each gender: the invariable identification of the
public sphere with masculinity and the domestic
sphere with femininity. Professional sport would
challenge this logic by positioning the woman in
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the public sphere and contravening the female
norm not only in relation to social roles but also
in terms of the body (Sentamans, 2010: 15-16).
These women established a new imaginary
(visuality and visibility) through a series of
changes to their behaviour (attitudinal changes)
and their image (formal changes), [...] in relation
to their integration into the development of sport-
ing practice [...]. These changes of appearance and
attitude, however, would be marked in this sense
by two general tendencies, a schizophrenia suf-
fered by the sportswoman, who would be torn be-
tween doing (action) and appearing (passiveness).
(Sentamans, 2010: 15)
This article explores Something Different in terms
of this notion of the female sporting body, which
arises out of the comparison—and the identifica-
tion of similarities—established in the film itself
between the lives of the elite sportswoman and
the housewife. The aim is to analyse this rep-
resentation of the female sporting body in relation
to traditional norms of femininity and the implica-
tions of the comparison made between the two in
this film. The interplay between fiction and docu-
mentary established in the film and the sociopolit-
ical context in which it was made are also aspects
that need to be considered in this analysis. As a
kind of culmination of the other ideas explored
here, the article will conclude by returning to the
comparison initially established between the film
and the book about Comaneci, examining the dif-
ferent conceptions of the body in female gymnas-
tics, based on Natalia Barker-Ruchti’s article “Bal-
lerinas and Pixies: A Genealogy of the Changing
Female Gymnastics Body” (2009).

SOMETHING DIFFERENT

The story begins with the gymnast Eva Bosak-
ova, who is training for various major competi-
tions, after which she plans to end her career as
a top-level sportswoman. Meanwhile, Véra is a
housewife looking after her husband and four-
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Image [. Véra telling her husband that she never has
time to rest

year-old son. The two women never meet, and
yet they have a lot in common: they belong to
the same generation, both being in their thirties,
and they are both victims of the usual stereotypes
that tire and frustrate them. Véra attempts to
overcome her dissatisfaction with life in an extra-
marital affair, while Eva is forced by her trainer to
keep up her constant training for her competition
routine. Véra eventually realises that she and her
lover don't get along and she ends the relation-
ship. Eva wins the competition and thinks that at
last she will have time to spend on her hobbies
and on making her dreams a reality, but she is un-
able to give up gymnastics and ends up becoming
a trainer. Véra is also unable to change her life,
even when fate offers her a way out: her husband
tells her he wants a divorce, confessing to her that
he has been unfaithful (Véra herself never man-
ages to confess her own infidelity to him). Instead,
at this point she begins fighting for her marriage
and convinces her husband to stay with her and
their child.

The similarities between the lives of these two
women are reinforced over the course of the film
in the dialogues, the respective plotlines, the deci-
sions they make and various formal elements. For
example, there are various references to the fact
that despite their completely different lifestyles,
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Image 2. Eva telling her trainer that if she doesn’t read the news-
paper during her training session, she will have no time to do it

both women are constantly working and never
even have time to engage in an activity as ordinary
as reading a newspaper (see Images 1 and 2). No-
table among the formal devices used is the simple
alternation of scenes between the two women,
which, although there is no narrative continuity
between the two stories, serves a comparative and
structural function. The main aim of this juxtapo-
sition is to provoke reflection, although it is also
used for purely formalist purposes (Hames, 2009:
185). In addition, it serves as a way of establishing
a parallel between the real story and the fictitious
one. Eva's story is constructed with shots that
seem as if they are being filmed at random (her
rigorous training sessions in the gym, where she
is subjected to the strict instructions and abusive
behaviour of her trainers) and others that suggest
a certain degree of intervention on the part of

THE SIMILARITIES BETWEEN THE LIVES
OF THESE TWO WOMEN ARE
REINFORCED OVER THE COURSE OF
THE FILM IN THE DIALOGUES, THE
RESPECTIVE PLOTLINES,

THE DECISIONS THEY MAKE AND
VARIOUS FORMAL ELEMENTS
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the filmmaker (her interview with a journalist or
when she and her husband decide what song she
will use in the championship), while Véra's story
may seem comparatively artificial and purely ficti-
tious. The mise-en-scene is thus mainly comprised
of techniques characteristic of cinéma vérité while
always maintaining a somewhat stylised quality.
The transitions between the two plotlines are of-
ten made using close-ups. To underscore the au-
thenticity of the interaction between gymnast and
trainer and between mother and son, the film in-
cludes several long scenes with no cuts, and some
images are emphasised by means of freeze frames
(Culik, 2018: 205). This technique elicits a vague
sensation of suspense from the viewer, as sudden-
ly it seems that the film is going to turn into a vid-
eo essay with the filmmaker commenting on the
production, although this never actually happens.
This is a very common technique in the video es-
say format that is used to accentuate the tension
in the story, surprising and unsettling the viewer.
Some of these editing techniques may be applied
for strictly stylistic reasons—perhaps influenced
by the editor, Miroslav Hajek, and his approach to
editing the film—but others have a profound rela-
tionship with the ideas underpinning both stories;
just as in a video essay where a fragment
is frozen to draw attention to it, these mo-
ments intrigue the viewer and highlight
the reflexive tone of the narrative.

SPACES AND BODIES

The pure fiction sequences following the
life of Véra the housewife show us her
everyday routine, confined to the prison
of her home (except when she attempts
to liberate herself through her infidelity),
in a way that could even be described as
a forerunner to what Chantal Akerman
would do a decade later in her films, such
as Je, tu, il, elle [I, You, He, She] (1974) and
Les Rendez-vous d’Anna [Meetings with
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Anna] (1978), which would redefine the idea of
home in an effort to move beyond the context
of the family. Akerman seeks out interior spaces
that function in opposition to the family hearth.
Irene Valle Corpas argues that the filmmaker ef-
fectively presents “anonymous rooms where
time and the norms governing society are sus-
pended, where Akerman herself, or other char-
acters who serve as her alter ego, move from one
bodily state to another, carrying out the basic
activities of the body: eating, sleeping, or engag-
ing in sexual relations” (Valle Corpas, 2021: 1). In
Something Different, Chytilova not only presents
a rejection of the traditional domestic space, but
also depicts the reality of an elite sportswoman
who, despite having managed to liberate herself
from domesticity by entering the public sphere,
can also feel repressed, confined in a different
space that also functions as a prison: the gym
where her abusive trainers subject her to hours
of physical preparation for the championships.
The opposition of prison spaces posited by Chyt-
ilova thus prove interesting for reflecting on the
notion of a space free from “the norms governing
society” proposed by Valle Corpas in her analysis
of Akerman’s films (ibid., 2021: 1).

Image 3. Eva at home, telling her partner that the song they are listening
to would work perfectly with her free routine
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IN SOMETHING DIFFERENT, CHYTILOVA
NOT ONLY PRESENTS A REJECTION OF
THE TRADITIONAL DOMESTIC SPACE,
BUT ALSO DEPICTS THE REALITY OF AN
ELITE SPORTSWOMAN WHO, DESPITE
HAVING MANAGED TO LIBERATE HERSELF
FROM DOMESTICITY BY ENTERING THE
PUBLIC SPHERE, CAN ALSO

FEEL REPRESSED

Private spaces are not limited to the domestic
sphere, asthe gymnasium meetsthe requirements
to be considered one and the gymnast never real-
ly escapes from it—when she is at home with her
partner, she talks to him about how perfect the
music they are listening to would be for her sports
routine (see Image 3), and when she competes she
is reproducing what she has learned in training—
just as the housewife never manages to escape
her domestic life despite her attempt to do so with
a love affair. What connects the two protagonists
is their dissatisfaction with their respective rou-
tines. In her interview, Eva says that after her last
championship she would like to try “something
different” (an allusion to the film's title, whose
literal translation from Czech, “about something
different”, could also be considered to refer to the
film’s different topic, i.e., the lives of two women),
while Véra directly seeks “something different”
in an extramarital affair. But both women prove
unable to give up the very thing that makes them
unhappy: in the end, Eva continues working as a
gymnastics trainer after her last championship,
and Véra chooses to fight to keep her marriage
and her family, even though her husband has
also been unfaithful to her. Neither of them ul-
timately chooses something different; both stay
in their comfort zone. The message of women's
liberation and emancipation that the premise of
escaping unhappiness and rebelling might be sup-
posed to convey is ultimately crushed by the fear
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of change. This could be understood as a snap-
shot of the era in which the two stories take place
and of the general situation of women in that era;
the woman's absolute dedication to the sphere in
which she has specialised or to which she is ac-
customed: the domestic world in Véra’s case and
the world of gymnastics in Eva’s.
In this context, it is interesting to explore how the
protagonists’ bodies inhabit these spaces, and the
way the film is constantly comparing them and
identifying similarities between them. This is re-
peatedly reinforced through the editing, which
alternates between sequences following the life
of each protagonist. Particularly revealing in this
respect is the moment in the second half of the
film where sequences of one of Eva's intensive
training sessions are interspersed with sequenc-
es of Véra's dates with her lover. This parallel
editing underscores the idea discussed here: the
representation of the sportswoman’s body in op-
position to the traditional representation of the
female body. Music plays an important role in this
juxtaposition of sequences, with the use of a jaun-
ty, upbeat piano melody almost suited to a comedy
cartoon while showing the gymnast in training,
and a slower, more sensual tune accompanied by
the vocalising of a female singer during the se-
guence of the housewife with her lover.
Aswould be expected in rhythmic gymnastics,
Eva’s training consists of repeating her move-
ments over and over with one of her trainers
(who is also her partner) guiding her. However,
the music vests this repetition or loop with a com-
ic quality, as if it were a kind of slapstick sketch.
The subsequent sequences showing her training
do not feature this extra-diegetic music; all we
hear is a diegetic piano when the song chosen by
the gymnast for her free routine is played.
Meanwhile, Véra's sequences show her meetings
with her lover in a café, sketching a chronology of
her dates that presents the various stages of their
relationship. In the first stage, we see them locked
in passionate embraces, but gradually the fire goes
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out and Véra looks increasingly disappointed. She
wants her lover to be someone she can talk to, asit
is impossible to talk to her husband because every
time she tries he ignores her or talks about his
own worries while showing no interest in hers.
But now she realises that her lover is just another
selfish man who only cares about his own prob-
lems, just like her husband. The emotional void
she feels with her husband ends up defining her
relationship with her lover as well; despite his
caring words (“I really love you,” he tells her), what
she wants is someone who will listen to her and
with whom she can engage in two-way conversa-
tions. When she makes the decision to end their
relationship, she tells him: “I'm just sorry that I
was wrong about you. Sorry that we don't under-
stand each other” In response, he says nothing
but simply walks away. However, they meet one
more time; at this meeting, Véra is overwhelmed
by a fit of giggles and her lover thinks she is laugh-
ing at him and at his love for her. At one point he
shakes her in an effort to make her stop laughing,
and she reacts to his aggression with outrage. She
is a married woman, she reminds him, and apart
from her duty to her family, she is free to do as

Image 4. Véra touching up her make-up while on a date with
her lover
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she likes. And with that she leaves him. Her lover
tries to chase after her, but finally gives up. The
following sequences show her back with her hus-
band and son; she has given up on her quest to
find an escape from her life as a housewife.

To fully understand the way the female body is
represented in this film, it is important to consid-
er the circumstances in which the two women
are portrayed. A comparison of the fragmented
sequences of Eva’s training with those of Véra's
love affair reveals various aspects in relation to
the body. Returning to the definition of the fe-
male sporting body offered by Sentamans (2010),
in terms of public and private spheres, a kind of
basic opposition is discernible. As noted above,
the idea of a boundary between the sportswom-
an in the public sphere and the housewife in the
private sphere becomes somewhat blurred in this
film. Although her work as a professional athlete
makes her a public figure, Eva’s life as depicted in
the film belongs more to a private realm, as the
gymnasium is established as a space that confines
her in much the same way that the family home
confines the housewife. The housewife's body in
the family home represents motherhood, a role

Image 5. Eva in one of her training sessions, with her trainer
telling her that after several repetitions she has got the
routine right
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that Véra attempts to escape from. In the socialist
context of the Eastern bloc countries in this era,
despite having the obligation to contribute to the
construction of the new socialist state on equal
terms with men, motherhood was a “social obli-
gation” for women (Kollontai, 1977: 149, quoted
in Sywenky 2016: 1). Although it was much more
common for a woman to work while looking after
her children than it was in the West, there were
still many Eastern European women who spent
years of their lives dedicated exclusively to the
home. Véra’s body is an example of this submis-
sion to the social obligation of motherhood; her
husband no longer desires her, as he only sees her
as his child’s mother and as the person respon-
sible for looking after his home. This is why she
goes searching for desire and for an identity be-
yond her status as a housewife in an extramarital
affair.

Véra represents the contradiction between
the maternal figure and the young woman com-
pelled by the patriarchy to seek male approval. In
Jungian psychology (and in society in general), the
mother archetype is associated with qualities such
as nurturing, love, compassion and protection. In
the first half of the film, Véra seems to surrender
her body to the work of looking after her home
and child (albeit with apathy and aversion), while
in the second half she tries to rebel against the
maternal archetype with her efforts to make her-
self attractive again to the male gaze. Her mar-
riage makes her feel empty and unwanted, so she
looks elsewhere to find what is missing from her
life. However, her attempt to escape from tradi-
tional motherhood proves unsuccessful, as she
understands that it is not enough to have a lover
who desires her; she also needs him to listen to
her. Unable to find outside the family home what
she was missing inside it, Véra resigns herself to
her fate, even forgiving her husband for his con-
fessed infidelity (without ever revealing her own)
and resuming her role of housewife. She thus sur-
renders her body to her social obligation.
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The gymnast might seem to be the antithesis of
the traditional notion of the woman's role, contra-
vening the female norm not only in social terms
but also in relation to the body, as Sentamans
(2010: 15-16) suggests. However, as noted above,
the portrayal of both women'’s bodies as confined
in equally oppressive spaces blurs the distinction
between private and public spheres in this film.
Eva's subjection to long hours of training and the
abuse of her trainers reinforces the idea of a simi-
larity between her life and the housewife’s.

In any case, to better understand how this ques-
tion is dealt with in Something Different, it is im-
portant to reflect on the notion of the female
sporting body in the historical context of the film.
In her article, Natalia Barker-Ruchti offers a ge-
nealogy of the changes to the bodies and styles
of gymnasts in Eastern bloc countries during the
Cold War, based on Foucault’s conception of the
body as “wholly constituted by discourse” and his
idea that “[clontextual discursive forces [...] are
inscribed on the body and thus shape a person’s
being and conduct” (Barker-Ruchti, 2009: 46). She
thus constructs a notion of the body as playing a
part in the reflexive cycle of social change. Bark-
er-Ruchti focuses her analysis on the shift from
a form of rhythmic gymnastics closer to dance,
which dominated the sport in the 1960s with the
Czechoslovakian gymnast Vé&ra Caslavska recog-
nised as its greatest exponent (Eva Bosakova was
the second most successful Czechoslovak gym-
nast of the period), towards an “acrobatization of
women’s gymnastics” that took place in the 1970s,
of course with Nadia Comaneci as its biggest star.
Barker-Ruchti notes that before this “acrobati-
zation” the sport was associated with a “mature
gymnastics body performing graceful ballet-type
routines” like Caslavskd’s, which “typified the
model of mature femininity in this sport” (Bark-
er-Ruchti, 2009: 47). She defines these two types
of gymnasts as “ballerinas” and “pixies”, the for-
mer represented by the graceful female bodies of
Caslavska and Bosakova, and the latter by the sex-
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LIKE BARKER-RUCHTI’'S GENEALOGICAL
ANALYSIS OF THE FEMALE SPORTING
BODY, THE FILM CONCLUDES THAT
DESPITE THE PROTAGONISTS’ DESIRE

FOR EMANCIPATION, THE CONTEXT IN
WHICH THEY LIVE PREVENTS THEM FROM
ACHIEVING IT, AS THEIR PATRIARCHAL
SOCIETY REDUCES THEM TO “OBJECTS OF
GAZE, PROTECTION AND DEPENDENCE,”
JUST AS THE WORLD’S EQUALLY
PATRIARCHAL MASS MEDIA DOES TO
FEMALE GYMNASTS

ually undeveloped body and quasi-programmed
movements of Comadaneci. Female gymnastics
became popular in Eastern Europe as part of the
quest of the USSR and the countries under its in-
fluence for supremacy over the West in the world
of sport. In pursuit of that quest, these countries
promoted the participation of women in sports by
providing infrastructures, funding and top sala-
ries for athletes and trainers. Elite athletes were
thus afforded advantages and privileges that in-
cluded cultural capital (recognition), prestige and
better living conditions. The international success
of these gymnasts was glamorised by the mass
media, turning female gymnastics into a dramat-
ic spectacle. The new trend took off definitively
after Comaneci’s success and the standardisation
of pre-pubescent bodies as the ideal body type
for the performance of complex exercises that a
mature female body was not suited for.! Howev-
er, this media attention actually began before the
rise of the acrobatic model of gymnastics, as even
in Caslavska and Bosakova's time, sports coverage
was already presenting female gymnastics with a
focus on the athletes’ sex appeal, emotional reac-
tions, and the “paternal care” they received from
their predominantly male trainers (Barker-Ruch-
ti, 2009: 56). Barker-Ruchti cites the German so-
ciologist Michael Klein, noting that “television’s

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

focus on femininity underpinned women's social
status as objects of gaze, protection and depend-
ence’ (Klein, 1980: 4-21, cited in Barker-Ruchti,
2009: 56). This observation is easily applicable to
Something Different, as it is this social status that
the film's two protagonists ultimately succumb
to, despite their attempts to escape it. Like Bark-
er-Ruchti's genealogical analysis of the female
sporting body, the film concludes that despite the
protagonists’ desire for emancipation, the context
in which they live prevents them from achieving
it, as their patriarchal society reduces them to “ob-
jects of gaze, protection and dependence,” just as
the world’s equally patriarchal mass media does
to female gymnasts.

CONCLUSION

Something Different offers a highly interesting
portrait that is the product of its context, using
experimental and avant-garde techniques such as
mixing styles and filming methods. By presenting
the female sporting body in opposition to tradi-
tional representations of the female, the film al-
lows us to reflect on Sentamans’ definition, while
also questioning it and proposing new readings
of it. While it is true that the female athlete chal-
lenges the patriarchal order through the trans-
formation of her body (acquiring a musculature,
strength or elasticity that contravenes the female
norm) and her activity in the public sphere (her
participation in international sporting compe-
titions such as the Olympic Games), this article
has sought to question this notion, accepting its
base meaning but highlighting alternative defini-
tions suggested in Chytilovd’s film. What happens
when the female sporting body is placed on the
same level as the traditional female body and con-
fined to spaces that are in fact just as oppressive,
with men as the chief oppressors in both cases?
This is the underlying question of the ideas ex-
plored in this article, pointing to the conclusion
that in the context of the 1960s when the film was
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made—and still today—the emancipation of wom-
en is undermined by the patriarchal social struc-
ture that maintains these inequalities. It is clear
that even in the countries of the Eastern bloc dur-
ing the Cold War, which in theory sought to cre-
ate a wholly egalitarian society, this patriarchal
framework was difficult to dismantle, although
this was given somewhat less attention than it is
in the West today. B

NOTES

1. It was at this time when media coverage began a pro-
cess of sexualisation of the bodies of these underage

gymnasts, even verging on paedophilia.

REFERENCES

Barker-Ruchti, N. (2009). Ballerinas and Pixies: A Gene-
alogy of the Changing Female Gymnastics Body, The
International Journal of the History of Sport, 26(1), 45-
62. https://doi.org/10.1080/09523360802500089

Culik, J. (2018). In search of authenticity: Véra Chytilovd’s
films from two eras. Studies in Eastern European Cin-
ema, 9(3), 198-218. https://doi.org/10.1080/204035
0X.2018.1469197

Foucault, M. (1978). Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison. New York: Random House.

Hames, P. (2009). Czech and Slovak Cinema: Theme and Tra-
dition. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press Itd.
Hames, P. (2005). The Czechoslovak New Wave. 2nd ed.

New York: Wallflower Press.

lordanova, D. (2004). Cinema of the Other Europe: The In-
dustry and Artistry of East Central European film. New
York: Wallflower Press.

Kaplan, E. A. (1990). Sex, Work and Motherhood: The Im-
possible Triangle. The Journal of Sex Research, 27(3),
409-425. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3812811

Klein, M. (1980). Kérperlichkeit bei Spitzensportlerinnen.
Sportpddagogik, 4(4), 4-21.

Kollontai, A. (1977). Selected Writings. New York: Norton.

Lafon, L. (2015). La pequeria comunista que no sonreia nun-

ca. Barcelona: Anagrama.

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

Mazierska, E., Mroz, M., & Ostrowska Elzbieta. (2018). The
Cinematic Bodies of Eastern Europe and Russia: Between
Pain and Pleasure. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press.

Pilat, T. (2010). Véra Chytilova zblizka. Prague: XYZ.

Sentamans, T. (2010). Amazonas mecdnicas: engranajes vis-
uales, politicos y culturales. Madrid: Ministerio de Cul-
tura.

Sywenky, 1. (2016). Discourses of the Maternal in the Cin-
ema of Eastern Europe. In Sayed, A. (ed.), Screening
Motherhood in Contemporary World Cinema. Bradford:
Demeter Press.

Valle Corpas, I. (2021) Between Home and Flight: Interior
Space, Time and Desire in the Films of Chantal Aker-
man, Journal of Aesthetics & Culture, 13(1), https://doi.
0rg/10.1080/20004214.2021.1914969

Wagnerovd, A. (2016). Women as the Object and Sub-
ject of the Socialist Form of Women's Emancipation.
Czech Feminisms: Perspectives on Gender in East Central
Europe. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 118.

Zbynék, V. (2021). Autorka neklidu Véra Chytilovd o¢ima
Ceské filmové kritiky. Brno: Moravska Zemska Knihov-

nav Brné.

43


http://www.jstor.org/stable/3812811
https://doi.org/10.1080/20004214.2021.1914969
https://doi.org/10.1080/20004214.2021.1914969

\NOTEBOOK - WOMEN AND SPORT IN AUDIOVISUAL MEDIA: BODIES, IMAGES, POLITICS

THE FEMALE SPORTING BODY IN VERA
CHYTILOVA'S SOMETHING DIFFERENT

EL CUERPO DEPORTIVO FEMENINO EN
HABLEMOS DE OTRA COSA DE VERA CHYTILOVA

Abstract

The female sporting body is a concept defined by Tatiana Sentam-
ans as a first step away from the patriarchal conception of the public
sphere as masculine and the private sphere as feminine. By making
changes to their bodies that depart from the traditional canon of fe-
male beauty and entering public spaces traditionally deemed male,
female athletes challenge this logic. In Something Different (O nécem
jiném, 1963), Véra Chytilova, a key figure in the Czechoslovak New
Wave, plays with blurring the line between fiction and reality by
combining what could be a documentary about the elite gymnast
Eva Bosakova with a fictional story about a housewife named Véra.
What at first appears to be an opposition between the two very dif-
ferent lives portrayed alternately on screen turns out to be a com-
parison of two woman who have more in common than expected.
Taking into account the sociopolitical context of Czechoslovakia in
the 1960s, this article aims to explore these similarities and to iden-
tify how Chytilova reflects on and reconstructs the notion of the
female sporting body, placing it in opposition against—and on a par

with—the canonical body of the traditional housewife.
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Resumen

El cuerpo deportivo femenino es un concepto definido por Tatiana
Sentamans como un primer acercamiento a la ruptura con la concep-
cién patriarcal de la esfera publica como masculina y la privada como
femenina. Mediante cambios en sus cuerpos que se salen del canon de
belleza tradicional femenino y la ocupacién de espacios publicos tradi-
cionalmente masculinos, las atletas desafian esta logica. En Hablemos
de otra cosa (O n&cem jiném, 1963) de la cineasta clave de la Nueva Ola
Checoslovaca, Véra Chytilova, la directora juega con el desdibujamien-
to entre ficcién y realidad y combina lo que podria ser un documental
acerca de la gimnasta de élite Eva Bosakova con una historia de ficcion
sobre un ama de casa llama Véra. Lo que en un principio parece una
oposicion entre las dos vidas tan diferentes que se van intercalando
en la pantalla acaba siendo un simil, pues las dos protagonistas tienen
mas en comun de lo que parecia. Este ensayo pretende observar estas
similitudes y ver cémo Chytilova refleja y reconstruye la nocion del
cuerpo deportivo femenino, enfrentdndolo —e igualdndolo— al cuerpo
canonico del tradicional ama de casa, teniendo en cuenta el contexto

sociopolitico de Checoslovaquia en la década de los sesenta.
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INTREPID MOUNTAINEERS
AND DAMSELS IN DISTRESS:
THE SPORTSWOMAN IN

THE BERGFILM

ALBERT ELDUQUE

INTRODUCTION

The municipal museum in the Tyrolean city of
Kitzbihel, one of the cradles of mountain sports
tourism, contains an extensive collection of wor-
ks by the artist Alfons Walde (1891-1958), who
dedicated much of his art to portraying the
world of Alpine sport. Notable among the pie-
ces on display is a drawing titled Wintertrdume
(“Winter Dreams”, circa 1925), which shows a
skier contemplating snow-covered mountains
whose slopes appear to form the shapes of nude
women lying side by side as if floating in a white
cloud. This picture is surrounded by other works
of Walde's, many depicting skiers. The vast ma-
jority are of men, but there are exceptions, such
as the oil painting Zwei Skifahrerinnen (“Two Fe-
male Skiers”, 1914). However, in the same room
of the museum there is also a diverse collection
of Walde's photographs and drawings of women,
completely naked or exposing their thighs or
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breasts, constituting a sample of erotic portraits
that reflect the relaxed customs and the sexuali-
sation of the female body that characterised the
interwar period. All in all, this room of the Kitz-
buhel museum offers both sides of the artist: his

Image |. Wintertrdume (Alfons Walde, ca. 1925). Pencil on
paper. Das Museum KitzbUhel - Sammlung Alfons Walde.
Photograph by author
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Image 2. Bucolic contemplation and extreme adventure in The Holy Mountain (Arnold Fanck, 1926)

passion for mountains and his passion for wo-
men, which are combined in Wintertrdume in a
fusion of the living landscape and the erotic in
the eyes of a sportsman.

In the same period that Walde drew his ero-
tic Alpine daydream, the German filmmaker
Arnold Fanck was using the same landscapes
to develop the genre of the Bergfilm, mountain
films in which a spectacular display of sporting
activities, especially mountain climbing and
skiing, along with footage of weather pheno-
mena, would come into tension with plotlines
constructed within the parameters of melodra-
ma and the love triangle story. In the 1920s and
early 1930s, during the transition from silent
films to talkies, Fanck made documentaries and
fiction films with the support of a stable team of
athletes who were willing, like him, to turn a film
shoot into an adventure, or vice versa. Notable
among his collaborators were Leni Riefenstahl,
Luis Trenker (who had Alfons Walde illustrate
some of the covers of his novels) and the cine-
matographers Sepp Allgeier and Hans Schnee-
berger. The main corpus of Bergfilme directed by
Fanck is comprised of six titles starring Leni Rie-
fenstahl: The Holy Mountain (Der heilige Berg,
1926), The Great Leap (Der grof3e Sprung, 1927),
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The White Hell of Piz Palu (Die weilse Holle vom
Piz Palu, co-directed with Georg Wilhelm Pabst,
1929), Storm over Mont Blanc (Stiirme Uber dem
Mont Blanc, 1930), The White Ecstasy (Der weil3e
Rausch, 1931) and S.O.S. Iceberg (S.O.S Eisberg,
1933). Also worthy of inclusion in the corpus are
two other films that help define and delimit the
genre: Mountain of Destiny (Berg des Schicksals,
1924), directed by Fanck but without Riefensta-
hl, asit contains numerous narrative and aesthe-
tic elements that are similar to the other films,
and was in fact what led Riefenstahl, who at the
time was a dancer, to seek out the opportunity to
work with Fanck; and The Blue Light (Das blaue
Licht, 1932), Riefenstahl’s directorial debut.

The Bergfilm enjoyed its heyday in the years
of the Weimar Republic, coinciding chronologi-
cally with the progressive rise of National Socia-
lism that would bring Hitler to power in 1933.
For this reason, it receives special attention in
Sigfried Kracauer’'s landmark work From Cali-
gari to Hitler: A Psychological History of the Ger-
man Film (1985), originally published in 1947.
For Kracauer, with its exaltation of nature the
Bergfilm represented a hymn to irrationality and
anti-modernity that paved the way for the reac-
tionary sentiments of Nazism. Kracauer’s theory
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is supported by the prominence in the corpus of
Riefenstahl, who would go onto make Triumph of
the Will (Triumph des Willens, 1935). For decades,
this perspective was taken as the guiding prin-
ciple for the analysis of the Bergfilm, until Eric
Rentschler (1990), based on both historical archi-
ve sources and the analysis of the films themsel-
ves, questioned Kracauer's assertions and explo-
red the complexity of the production, text and
reception of these films.!

According to Rentschler, one of the most im-
portant issues that Kracauer overlooked in his
analysis was the question of sexual difference
and the roles assigned to women: “Female pla-
yers figure keenly in the generic economy of
the mountain film; above all, they represent and
embody a spirit potentially inimical to male ima-
ges, be they Fanck’s imposing vistas or the inner
landscapes of his heroes” (Rentschler, 1990: 153).
This potential for harm is expressed in ominous
female characters whose sexuality is equivalent
to the dangerous and devastating forces of na-
ture: “both mountains and women are objects of
a projective anxiety, a formative will, an instru-
mental zeal, properties men revel in and at the
same time fear, essences that arrest gazes and
threaten lives, elements therefore that one tries
to contain and control with the modern means at
man’s disposal—with mixed success” (1990: 156).
This identification of women with mountains re-
calls Walde's eroticised landscape and the con-
nection it makes between female sexuality and
the mysteries of nature. Later in his analysis,
however, Rentschler nuances the identification
of the woman with a pristine nature when he
also identifies a force of modernity in the depic-
tion of Fanck’s female characters, especially in
Storm over Mont Blanc.

This article offers an analysis of the Berg-
film based on a feature of the genre that defines
gender roles in similar terms: mountain sports.
Athletic activities in nature always played a cen-
tral role in Fanck’s filmography, whether in their
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ATHLETIC ACTIVITIES IN NATURE ALWAYS
PLAYED A CENTRAL ROLE IN FANCK’S
FILMOGRAPHY, WHETHER IN THEIR
DIMENSIONS AS MYSTIC EXPERIENCE,
ADVENTURE OR SPORT, THEREBY
DOCUMENTING A HISTORICAL PROCESS
OF CAPITALIST DEVELOPMENT THAT SAW
A SHIFT IN THE HUMAN RELATIONSHIP
WITH MOUNTAINS FROM A RELIGIOUS
EXPERIENCE TO THEIR USE AS A SETTING
FOR SPORTS AND TOURISM

dimensions as mystic experience, adventure or
sport, thereby documenting a historical process
of capitalist development that saw a shift in the
human relationship with mountains from a re-
ligious experience to their use as a setting for
sports and tourism, without these ever complete-
ly replacing the earlier dimension. In this way, a
productive relationship was established between
nature and technology, tradition and modernity,
which Rentschler uses to argue against the pers-
pective of Kracauer, who dismisses these films as
anti-modern (1990: 145-148)?

The purpose of this article is to analyse the
Bergfilm from a gender perspective in order to ex-
plore the role played by female characters in the
skiing and mountaineering world depicted in this
genre. To this end, it focuses on the figure of the
sportswoman in all six films directed by Arnold
Fanck that feature Leni Riefenstahl, in addition to
the films Mountain of Destiny (in which the female
character is played by Hertha von Walther) and
The Blue Light (directed and starring Riefenstahl).
The next section offers a brief outline of the gen-
der conflict provoked by Riefenstahl’s entry into
the male-dominated world of Arnold Fanck’s fil-
ms. This is followed by an exploration of the films
from a narrative perspective that considers the
role and agency of each female character in rela-
tion to sport.
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LENI RIEFENSTAHL'S ARRIVAL

In Fanck’s book Wunder des Schneeschuhs ein Sys-
tem des richtigen Skilaufens und seine Anwendung
im alpinen Geldndelauf, which he co-wrote with
the skier Hans Schneider in 1925 and which was
subsequently translated into French under the
title Les Merveilles du ski (The Wonders of Skiing),
the authors dedicate only one section to women
in this sport, titled “Le vétement féminin” (Wo-
men's Attire). Arguing that their outfits should be
both pretty and practical, they suggest that “in ge-
neral, women should seek a compromise between
the demands of pure practicality and those of
aesthetics. But the latter should not be neglected.
Because, and this is simply true of all that they
do, women only ski for men; they need to have an
elegant appearance while skiing, in order to plea-
se men” (Fanck & Schneider, 1931: 36-37).

Fanck and Schneider wrote these observa-
tions around the same time that Leni Riefenstahl,
who was taking a break in her career as a dancer
due to an injury, discovered Mountain of Destiny
and got in touch with its director (Fanck) and its
star (Trenker) in the hope of working with them.
According to Steven Bach'’s biography of Riefens-
tahl, sport had permeated every aspect of her life
since her teenage years, including her performan-
ce at school, her training as a dancer, the way she
expressed her sexuality in social interactions and,
most notably, in the fact that her first performan-
cein a film was in a small role in the documentary
Ways to Strength and Beauty (Wege zu Kraft und
Schonheit, Wilhelm Prager, 1925). A clear pre-
cursor to Riefenstahl's own film Olympia (1938),
Ways to Strength and Beauty presented sport as an
activity inherited from Greco-Latin culture that
could help strengthen the race (Bach, 2008: 43-
44). But although Riefenstahl was quite familiar
with playing sports, she had no experience in the
mountains. She worked hard to correct this short-
coming so that she could take part in Fanck’s fil-
ms. She was thus able to join the director’s select
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group of collaborators, a male-dominated commu-
nity in which she developed some rocky romantic
and professional relationships. Her effortstolearn
mountaineering and skiing gave her professional
legitimacy despite the reservations of others in
the group who had been doing these sports since
childhood, who saw her as an intrusive upstart
trying to move up in the film world and become a
star (Bach, 2008: 75).

This conflict needstobeunderstood in the con-
text of the Weimar Republic, which was characte-
rised by a relaxation of social norms, especially in
the cities, and by greater freedom for women in
the public sphere. Riefenstahl was representative
of this phenomenon, which was seen as a threat
by certain social groups that would subsequent-
ly play a key role in the rise of Nazism.® Moreo-
ver, her participation in Fanck’s films had conse-
quences for the film text. Rebecca Prime locates
Fanck’s work in what Paul Rotha referred to in
1935 as “the naturalist (romantic) tradition” of do-
cumentary, which also included Robert J. Flaher-
ty and the duo of Merian C. Cooper and Ernest
B. Schoedsack. Like these directors, Fanck was an
explorer who used filmmaking technology to cap-
ture the eternal struggle of Man against Nature,
and who was fascinated with heroism, both in the
finished film and in its production process. Accor-
ding to Prime,

explorers traded on their masculine authority,

using their cameras as tools of conquest and con-

trol. They also reaffirmed traditional notions of
masculinity, satisfying the public's need for “an
antidote to anxieties about the depletion of agen-
cy and virility in consumer and machine culture”

(Shapiro, 1999: 59). With a few rare exceptions, ex-

peditions were male endeavors. (2007: 59)

In the particular case of Fanck, this kind of
masculine authority encapsulated the symbolic
significance of the Alps, a place where the German
man could recover his identity after the disaster
of the First World War (Prime, 2007: 59). Prime
argues that Riefenstahl’s arrival not only consti-
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tuted an intrusion by a woman into this male-do-
minated professional world, but also consolidated
the Bergfilm genre's shift from documentary to
melodrama, a shift that Fanck had initiated with
Mountain of Destiny.

How was Riefenstahl's integration and re-
jection in this cinematic community of moun-
taineers and skiers reflected in the fiction films?
How did Fanck’s camera document this intru-
sion by a sportswoman into a sportsman’s world?
Fanck and Schneider’s assertions about skiing at-
tire mentioned at the beginning of this section, to-
gether with the Alfons Walde drawing discussed
at the beginning of this article, might lead us to
assume that Riefenstahl was admitted to Fanck’s
films as a decorative athlete, with an empha-
sis placed on the eroticisation of her body. This
would tie in with the concept of “expected femi-
ninity” posited by Tatiana Sentamans in her fasci-
nating text Amazonas mecdanicas, which analyses
photographic representations of sportswomen in
Spain in the 1920s and 1930s. Sentamans uses “‘ex-
pected femininity”, a term associated with Pierre
Bourdieu's pose, to refer to photographs in which
women in sporting gear are presented in repose,
passive, never playing the sport, sometimes li-
ned up in rows like choirgirls, or in artificial po-
ses, with no trace of fatigue and more interested
in smiling for the camera than breaking a record
(Sentamans, 2010: 171-191).#

Riefenstahl is hardly representative of this
docile, submissive “expected femininity”. In fact,
she would be more suited to another concept
used by Sentamans, “unexpected masculini-
ty”, referring to cases where the sportswoman
is photographed apparently spontaneously, at
a moment of “strain” or “action” in which the
absence of a pose effectively strips away the
mask of “expected femininity” to reveal another
construction: the masculinity of female athle-
tes, constructed here on the basis of the idea of
“naturalness” normally associated with the male
(Sentamans 2010: 192-213). Although cinema is
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quite a different medium from photography, this
concept, whereby the line between the sexes is
presumably blurred, is quite fitting for Riefens-
tahl’s visual presence in Fanck’s films: from The
Holy Mountain to S.O.S. Iceberg, it is hard to iden-
tify a clear distinction between the way Fanck fil-
ms sportsmen and the way he films this woman,
whether in terms of the attention given to parti-
cular parts of the body, the choice of clothing or
the mise-en-scene in general. Moreover, althou-
gh, as Rebecca Prime suggests, Riefenstahl’s bac-
kground as a dancer introduced a certain artifi-
ciality to Fanck’s films (2007: 62), in the climbing
and skiing sequences her actions appear as real
as those of the men, with the priority always on
the “naturalness” analysed by Sentamans, and
with a clear intention to imitate the male. Rie-
fenstahl therefore does not seem to bring about
any visual shift in the representation of moun-
tain sports in Fanck'’s films.

However, this does not mean that Fanck’s fe-
male characters go unnoticed. On the contrary,
there is always a woman in his films whose rela-
tionship with the mountain is different from that
of the male characters, and that relationship is of -
ten revealed to be central to the plot. It is always
a single character, played by Riefenstahl in all her
appearances and by Hertha von Walter in Moun-
tain of Destiny. If there are other female charac-
ters, they are invariably associated with the do-

THERE IS ALWAYS A WOMAN IN FANCK’S
FILMS WHOSE RELATIONSHIP WITH THE
MOUNTAIN IS DIFFERENT FROM THAT
OF THE MALE CHARACTERS, AND THAT
RELATIONSHIP IS OFTEN REVEALED TO
BE CENTRAL TO THE PLOT. IT IS ALWAYS
A SINGLE CHARACTER, PLAYED BY
RIEFENSTAHL IN ALL HER APPEARANCES
AND BY HERTHA VON WALTER IN
MOUNTAIN OF DESTINY
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mestic space, such as Bergsteier's mother and wife
(played by Frida Richard and Erna Morena, res-
pectively) in the same film. For the male charac-
ters, the mountain is a beloved world, but it is also
arival to be beaten, as well as an encapsulation of
or trigger for a father-son relationship (Mountain
of Destiny) or brotherly loyalty and camaraderie
(The Holy Mountain). Conversely, the woman'’s re-
lationship with this world is nearly always one of
estrangement. The storylines of these films and
the specific role played by the female character in
her relationship with mountaineering, skiing and
aviation will be explored below, with the aim of
identifying some constants that can shed light on
how these films construct gender roles and rela-
tionships through sport.

ADMIRERS AND PUPILS

The female characters in Fanck’s films are first
and foremost spectators, either of nature or of the
athletic feats of the men, whom they admire and
from whom they are keen to learn. In Mountain
of Destiny, Hella (Hertha von Walther) uses a pair
of binoculars to catch a glimpse of her boyfriend,
Bergsteier’s son (Luis Trenker), on the mountain
summit. Then she decides to go to him: she re-
moves her skirt to reveal a pair of trousers; she
kisses her father goodbye and begins climbing up
the mountain. Sport thus simultaneously produ-
ces a logic of admiration for the male and a desire
to ascend. At this moment, the man becomes her
teacher, not only in mountain climbing but also in
life: as his mother remarks, her son isthe only one
capable of taming this wild woman. When Hella
asks him to scale the Guglia del Diavolo as proof
of his love and he refuses, she attempts the climb
it herself, but she fails: when she witnesses the ac-
cidental death of another climber on her way up,
she lets out a scream of terror. She then decides to
go back down but ends up trapped on the moun-
tain. She sends a distress signal that is received
by her father, who asks her boyfriend to rescue
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THE FEMALE CHARACTERS IN FANCK’S
FILMS ARE FIRST AND FOREMOST
SPECTATORS, EITHER OF NATURE OR OF
THE ATHLETIC FEATS OF THE MEN, WHOM
THEY ADMIRE AND FROM WHOM THEY
ARE KEEN TO LEARN

her. Sport thus turns into an operation to save a
damsel in distress, and the liminal experience of
the mountain is what tames the woman, who in
the end will hang up her adventurers’ boots and
become a wife.

The Holy Mountain, Fanck’s first film featu-
ring Riefenstahl, takes the idea of the woman
as a stranger to nature and a spectator to the
extreme. At the beginning of the film, Diotima
(Riefenstahl), a dancer, is associated with the
sea: she lives there beside the crashing waves;
the sea is her great love, and she is able to al-
ter its movements with her dances. In this way,
a powerful dichotomy is established: on one side,
the sea, dance and the feminine; and on the
other, the mountain, sport (skiing or climbing)
and the masculine, a world that fascinates Dio-
tima.> In his detailed analysis of the film's ope-
ning sequence, Eric Rentschler notes that the
first images of mountains shown in the film are
the product of Diotima’s imagination (1990: 154),
and he stresses her status as a dreamer, arguing
that the film is “a male fantasy, a dream about
a woman whose sole occupation becomes drea-
ming about men” (1990: 155). This admiration
is reinforced when she arrives in the country,
opens the window and is overtaken by ecstasy,
while the mountains are visually enhanced by
means of a spectacular framing device, and com-
pleted with a bucolic scene in which she gathers
flowers that she will subsequently wear on her
head. Later, during the skiing competition, Dio-
tima becomes a spectator of the men’s mastery
of the sport, while the skiers, as one of the in-
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tertitles tells us, no longer appreciate the “fairy
tale beauty” of the mountains, as they are more
concerned with racing down the slopes to finish
first. Her love story with the mountaineer, Karl
(Luis Trenker), will bring her closer to this drea-
mworld as he teaches her how to ski, but in the
end she will prove unable to enter that world
because, as Karl’s mother foretells: “The Sea and
the Stone can never be wed.” In a dialogue be-
tween Diotima and Karl, her understanding of
nature, based on beauty, clashes explicitly with
his, based on transcendence and risk. In another
sequence, an intertitle with the word “Fear” ex-
presses her reaction to the rugged peaks.

Distanced from nature, Diotima seems to be
trapped in her role as a dancer and femme fata-
le who spreads corruption across the lowlands
while men find purity on the mountain summits.
However, this will change when her performan-
ce in a theatre is interrupted by the announce-
ment that Karl and Vigo (Ernst Petersen), both
of whom have had amorous exchanges with her,
have not returned from their expedition, and
someone must climb up to the skiers’ cottage to
raise the alarm so that a rescue squad can go in
search of them. The men in the audience are all
too cowardly and it is left up to Diotima to strap
on her skis and embark on the adventure herself.

Image 3. Imitation and learning to ski in The White Ecstasy (Arnold Fanck, 193I)
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In this way, after her admiration for the sporting
feats of the men, and after her phase as a pupil,
the woman now takes the step of going out on
her own; and unlike Hella in Mountain of Destiny,
this time she achieves her goal. However, when
she reaches the skiers’ cottage, it is the men the-
re who will take over and set out on the rescue
mission, which will prove a failure because Karl
ultimately jumps from the peak with Vigo's dead
body, in a leap of faith (Garin & Elduque, 2013).
Diotima waits in the cottage, like a long-suffering
Penelope. At the end of the film, she will return
to her beloved sea, far from the mountain peaks
of the sporting world. Although the hero’s role is
reserved for men, Diotima in The Holy Mountain
is a much more athletically capable character
than the damsel in distress in Mountain of Des-
tiny; Riefenstahl’s entry into Fanck’s world thus
also represents the entry of a sportswoman who
can achieve what she sets out to do.

The female athlete who learns from the man
is a key figure in Fanck’s films. As Tatiana Senta-
mans points out, in depictions of women in sport
the women are generally shown as individuals
who want to discipline their bodies in line with
masculine standards: “ludus (training to develop
a particular skill; greater intensity = masculini-
ty) would supersede the paidia (improvisation,
disorder, merriment, etc.; greater intensity = fe-
mininity) of women'’s physical exercise, pursuing
greater discipline in order to improve physical
performance (agon) and to neutralise the poten-
tial risks of vertigo (ilinx)” (2010: 201). Sentamans
associates this vertigo with high-risk sports such
as skiing, mountaineering and aviation, the very
same sports that Riefenstahl plays in Fanck’s
films, and many of his female characters follow
a similar path. It is thanks to a man that these
characters learn a sport, disciplining their bodies
and their lives and abandoning dissoluteness to
embrace (albeit only partially) the higher values
of the mountain men. This is clearly the case of
Diotima.
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Another significant example can be found in
The White Ecstasy, an entertaining story about
the world of skiing that takes the formula of the
female pupil to the extreme. The film revolves
mainly around young Leni (Leni Riefenstahl) lear-
ning to do ski jumps under the expert guidance
of Hannes (Hannes Schneider). Leni is introdu-
ced as a spectator, with a close-up showing her
excitement as she watches a skiing competition;
she is then shown in her bedroom, standing on
the edge of her bed imitating the pose on a skiing
poster hanging on the wall behind her. She simu-
lates a ski jump, shown in slow motion, landing
on a feather-filled mattress. In the course of her
learning process, Leni simulates jumps on a small
scale, takes children’s classes (inspiring a mixtu-
re of admiration, curiosity and ridicule from the
children), and finally decides to train with the ski
expert Hannes Schneider. Clumsy both with and
without skis, but with a laudable degree of deter-
mination that gives her character an appealing
charm, she proves that she has learned the lesson
with a triumphant descent in the second half of
the film, and the ridiculous aspects of her skiing
are mitigated by the presence of two carpenters
who are trying to learn how to ski with the help of
a couple of books. However, the teacher-student
model is invariable: it is always the woman who
learns from the man, even displaying moments of
recklessness, particularly in the scene where she
gets drunk and needs Hannes to help her to get
skiing again.

EQUALITY, SPECTACLE AND TECHNOLOGY

In other films by Fanck, the formula of the fema-
le pupil gives way to more active characters who
are given equal agency with the man in relation
to the sport, although often reasserting the pa-
triarchal models that relegate the woman to a
subaltern role. In this respect, the films The White
Hell of Piz Palu and Storm over Mont Blanc are two
very interesting cases. In the first, Maria (Leni
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Image 4. Gender swapping in Storm over Mont Blanc (Arnold Fanck, 1930)

Riefenstahl) is a spectator of masculinity, an ac-
tive adventurer, a caregiver, and finally, a damsel
in distress. In this case, there are not one but two
female adventurers, with one replacing the other
during the film. In the first part of the film, Profes-
sor Johannes Krafft's wife (Mizzi Gotzel) is a rec-
kless adventurer. She accompanies her husband
(Gustav Diessl) on an expedition to a glacier, but
she is depicted as a distraction to Johannes, who
at one point on their descent grabs her to give her
a kiss, momentarily forgetting the dangers of the
mountain; a moment later, she falls to her death.
This character is then conceptually replaced by
Maria, who stays with her husband, Hans (Ernst
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Petersen) in the same hut where Johannes and
his wife had stayed; Johannes himself is now a
kind of lost soul, wandering the mountains like
an almost mythical figure. The connection be-
tween the two women is revealed in the editing
of their close-ups, especially from the perspective
of Johannes, who sees in Maria the ghost of his
lost wife and attempts some romantic overtures,
thereby creating a love triangle. When the men
set out for the glacier, Maria decides to join them,
despite the reservations of Johannes, who tells
her that this is no place for women. And yet on
the climb she is as much a mountaineer as her
two companions, just as skilled as her husband, al-
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IN OTHER FILMS BY FANCK, THE FORMULA
OF THE FEMALE PUPIL GIVES WAY TO
MORE ACTIVE CHARACTERS WHO ARE
GIVEN EQUAL AGENCY WITH THE MAN

IN RELATION TO THE SPORT, ALTHOUGH
OFTEN REASSERTING THE PATRIARCHAL
MODELS THAT RELEGATE THE WOMAN TO
A SUBALTERN ROLE

though when things get tough and the three find
themselves trapped on a mountain ledge, her role
will change.

In addition to being a mountain climber,
Maria is a spectator of masculinity. She witnes-
ses the debate between the two men over who
should lead the expedition. Hans ultimately takes
the lead, only to be swept down the slope and
have to be saved by Johannes, who rescues him
with a rope. She is also a witness to Hans's fit of
madness later on, when Johannes restrains him
to keep him from tumbling down the mountain.
On Johannes's orders, Maria takes an active role
to save her husband on both occasions: by hol-
ding onto the rope in the first case, and by tying
him down in the second. There is no hint here of
the damsel in distress, as she is an active woman
whose presence is key to Hans's survival and to
the consolidation of the friendship between the
two men, eliminating the previous suggestion of
a love triangle. However, on both occasions she
is acting on the instructions of Johannes, who-
se wisdom and experience with the mountains is
ultimately what keeps them alive. In fact, after
these key moments of action, along with a few
moments where she cares for both men, Maria
will end up as frozen and helpless as her hus-
band, and it will be Johannes who looks after the
couple, and who in the end will sacrifice himself
for them. When Hans and Maria are rescued,
their stiff bodies must be gradually brought back
to life. What this film depicts is thus not a damsel
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in distress but a couple in distress, both depen-
dent on the rugged masculinity of the traditional
mountaineer.

On the other hand, Hella (Leni Riefenstahl) in
Storm over Mont Blanc does not need any lessons
from anybody. As in the case of the other two fil-
ms, she will begin engaging in the sport out of
desire: from the window, she sees men skiing and
decides that she wants to do the same, although
in this film she is by no means a novice. The film
highlights her skills while placing an emphasis
precisely on the fact that she is a woman: in the
same sequence, when she comes across a skier
who is apparently being chased by a team of
skiers, they swap clothing so that she looks like a
man while he looks like a woman. This provides
the opportunity to play with transgressing while
at the same reaffirming gender roles: on the one
hand, she can ski as well as a man would and can
therefore deceive the others; and on the other, he
pretends to be an inexperienced skier so that he
looks more like a woman, enabling him to go by
unnoticed.

Hella skis and climbs throughout the film,
and in the final sequence she joins the group of
skiers who go to the weather station to rescue
the meteorologist, Hannes (Sepp Rist), who is on
the verge of freezing to death. Although the film
stresses Hella's subordination to the male cha-
racters, such as her close bond with her father
(Friedrich Kay@ler), her patient waiting at the
weather station and her love story with Hannes,
in whose lap she will finally lay her head, she is
depicted throughout as an active woman and a
good athlete, and never as a damsel in distress.
Eric Rentschler highlights this agency in relation
to her mastery of technology (in her first appea-
rance she is shown operating a telescope at an
astronomical observatory), which, apart from
her skiing, is the only thing that matters to her,
and what ultimately turns her into a character
who takes control of both the mountain and the
narrative (1990: 157).
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The association of this character with tech-
nology foreshadows Riefenstahl's last collabo-
ration with Fanck, S.O.S. Iceberg, which tells the
story of a rescue mission in the Arctic. The film
had two versions: Fanck’'s German version, and
an English-language version directed by Tay
Garnett for Universal Pictures, with a different
cast of actors in each one but with Riefensta-
hl in both casts. In this film, Hella Lorenz (Leni
Riefenstahl) is not the protagonist, but she is de-
picted as an active, modern woman capable of
flying a plane all the way to Greenland without
a problem. However, her sporting prowess soon

comes undone, when she accidentally crashes
her plane and then turns into a woman unfit
for the adventure she has been caught up in:
she recoils at the fish she is offered to survive
in the Arctic; she screams in terror and clings
to her husband when she sees a man fighting
a polar bear; and when it seems that the rescue
plane will save the expedition, her gestures on
top of the mountain of ice look like those of the
prototypical damsel in distress. Fanck and Rie-
fenstahl thus concluded their partnership with
a female character who was helpless against the
forces of nature.

Image 5. Athletic feats in a wide shot and in close-up in The Great Leap (Arnold Fanck, 1927)

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

55



\NOTEBOOK - WOMEN AND SPORT IN AUDIOVISUAL MEDIA: BODIES, IMAGES, POLITICS

THE MOUNTAIN WOMAN

While most of Fanck’s female charactersare stran-
gers to nature, in two films Riefenstahl portrayed
native mountain women. One was The Great Leap,
her second collaboration with Fanck, and the
other was The Blue Light, her directorial debut. In
contrast to the female characters in other films,
women from other climes who want to learn to
ski or climb in order to win a man’s love, these
two films feature characters who have grown up
in nature and are expert climbers, who are visited
by men who are strangers to their world.

The Great Leap is a comedy influenced by the
slapstick genre, which, from Buster Keaton to Ha-
rold Lloyd, often linked displays of athleticism to
success in a romantic relationship.® In this case,
Riefenstahl is a shepherdess named Gita, who
lives in the Italian Alps, in full communion with
nature, caring for her numerous brothers and sis-
ters and her goat. She is a woman who belongs to
the domestic world, but she is also a wild creature,
able to climb great slabs of stone and to cut rope
with her teeth as easily as others might tie their
shoes. Fanck shows this with wide shots that can
capture her displaying her athletic skills, while
also including closer shots that show her proud

Image 6. The final climb in The Blue Light (Leni Riefenstahl, 1932)
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and defiant expression, and detail shots of her
limbs. Michel (Hans Schneeberger), an inveterate
city-dweller, comes to the mountains on his doc-
tor’s recommendation, to play sport in the great
outdoors with his faithful servant, Paule (Paul
Graetz). He tries to win Gita over by becoming a
proficient mountain climber and skier under the
tutelage of the rugged Toni (Luis Trenker), whose
flirtations with Gita turn him into both Michel’s
trainer and his rival. Playing with the dichoto-
mies of nature vs. city and sporting skill vs. inept-
ness, The Great Leap proposes a radical inversion
of Fanck’s other stories. Paradoxically, a role that
was apparently inspired by a derogatory remark
made about Riefenstahl by Trenker, who once re-
ferred to her in the press as a “greasy goat” (Bach,
2008: 63-65) and seemed to dismiss her erotic
appeal in The Holy Mountain, resulted in a charac-
ter with real athletic agency.

However, halfway through the film the plot
takes a 180-degree turn. When she sees an ad-
vertisement for a skiing competition, Gita offers
herself as the prize for the winner, along with her
goat, and Michel works hard to learn how to ski
so that he can take first place and win her love.
Although on a few occasions Gita straps on her
skis and displays her skills, in this second part of
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the film she is essentially a spectator of Michel's
learning process, while also obviously becoming
a trophy wife. In this way, The Great Leap takes
a great leap backwards in terms of the sportswo-
man’s agency, as it takes her from female expert
who inspires the man’s admiration with her skill
to female spectator and a prize for the winner.

A few vyears later, The Blue Light, Riefenstahl’s
first feature film as director, would return to the
character of the wild woman, but with numerous
variations. Although it also belongs to the Berg-
film genre and is clearly influenced by Fanck,
who assisted with the editing and at times came
into conflict with the director (Bach, 2008: 95-96),
The Blue Light is quite different from the films dis-
cussed above in a number of ways. According to
Rentschler, “Riefenstahl’s film mines the romantic
legacy with the tools of modernity, merging na-
ture worship and instrumental reason, a pre-in-
dustrial world and the ways and means of the
present” (1990: 158). It is presented not as a sports
film set in the 1930s but as a Berglegende, which,
despite its contemporary framing device, is set in
a past age, in which the physical relationship with
nature is characterised not by play or competi-
tion, but by everyday necessity and heroic feats.
Riefenstahl plays Junta, a shepherdess in the Do-
lomitas who lives in the shelter of the rocks with
only a shepherd boy, Guzzi (Frank Maldacea), for
company. She climbs with ease over Mount Cris-
tallo, whose summit emanates a mesmerising
blue light, yet every time one of the young men
of the village try to scale the mountain he falls to
his death. This sparks rage amongst the villagers,
who accuse Junta of witchcraft. However, a pain-
ter from the city named Vigo (Mathias Wieman)
will get to know Junta, establishing a friendship
with her and ultimately discovering her secret.

Compared to Fanck'’s films, The Blue Light is
very sparing in its use of sporting footage. Al-
though the story focuses on Junta, there are bare-
ly any scenes of her acrobatics or displays of her
physical dexterity. Instead, the emphasis is placed
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on the character’s body: not an athletic body, but
an eroticised body, frozen in an ecstatic dimen-
sion that is taken to the extreme when Vigo paints
her. Paradoxically, in none of Fanck’s films does
Riefenstahl appear as eroticised, distant and spi-
ritual as she does in The Blue Light; according to
Rentschler, “in The Blue Light, she is no longer just
an actress who incarnates Fanck’s distortions, but
a filmmaker who engenders, indeed enshrines
them. With a gaze as intuitive and unconscious
as it is radical, she fashions ineffably beautiful
images of female abandon made to the measure
of male desire” (1990: 160).

Riefenstahl’s memoires repeatedly suggest that
while she learned filmmaking techniques from
Fanck, her work with him hardly served at all to
improve her acting skills (Riefenstahl, 1991: 48).
The transformation of her character in The Blue
Light might therefore have been aimed at shifting
the emphasis away from displays of athletic abili-
ty in order to change her star image, which until
then had been too closely associated with sports
films. On the other hand, the fact that the ending
to Riefenstahl’s film does include footage of Junta
scaling Mount Cristallo suggests another possible
reason, related to the storyline, for the absence of
such images until then. By leaving her ascents up
the mountain off screen, the film maintains the
mystery surrounding her character: instead of ex-
plicitly showing her athletic prowess or her ability
to climb the mountain via a certain route, specta-
tors have the same limited knowledge as the villa-
gers, who believe her to be a witch with mystical
powers. The athletic realism of Fanck's films, their
genuinely masculine “naturalism” (to use the term
proposed by Tatiana Sentamans), is replaced here
with the magic of legend. The absence of sports
thus marks the tone of the story. In the end, howe-
ver, when Vigo discovers the route Junta takes to
scale the mountain, we do get a glimpse of Riefens-
tahl the athlete, who climbs up a mountainside
with ease. But when she discovers that the cave of
crystals that emit the blue light has been pillaged,

57



\NOTEBOOK - WOMEN AND SPORT IN AUDIOVISUAL MEDIA: BODIES, IMAGES, POLITICS

her strength falters and she falls to her death. In
this way, the luminous power of the mountain and
her athletic skills are fused, confirming that in this
film she belongs to a world to which she was almost
always depicted as a stranger in Fanck’s work.

CONCLUSIONS

tional patriarchy, while making women's sport a
key factor for understanding the historical value
of these films and the constant tension they esta-
blish between what was presumably timeless and
what was truly modern.

FOOTNOTES

Alfons Walde's Wintertrdume, exhibited at the
Kitzbtihel municipal museum, was cited at the be-
ginning of this article for the opposition it presents
between a male sporting body and a fantasised fe-
male body drawn into the mountains by the male
gaze. In the Bergfilm, on the other hand, the wo-
man was always a dissonant element in a male-do-
minated world, a disruption reflecting the context
of women’s emancipation that characterised the
Weimar Republic. In the six films that Arnold
Fanck and Leni Riefenstahl made together, and in
Mountain of Destiny and The Blue Light, the female
character was always essential, with the power of
the story revolving around her. That power was
more narrative than visual: the Bergfiim did not
usually emphasise the eroticisation of the fema-
le characters and generally placed them visually
on an equal footing with the men, probably due
to their skill as athletes. However, the gender
tensions that this “unexpected masculinity” (Sen-
tamans, 2010) could provoke were channelled el-
sewhere by means of conservative storylines that
depicted women as strangers to nature, admirers
of beauty, dedicated pupils or damsels in distress.
In this context, the formula of the woman
as pupil was especially important: thanks to the
man, the woman was able to enter the world of
nature and perhaps even achieve the odd athle-
tic feat, once the man had trained her potentially
dissolute energies and subjected her to a conser-
vative order. Thus, just as Fanck’s films combined
the innovations of technology and sport with the
tradition of the Alps, the characterisation of wo-
men’s bodies in his films ranged from modern in-
dependence to submissive obedience to the tradi-
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1 In the Spanish context, in Sombras de Weimar: contri-
bucién a la historia del cine aleman 1918-1933, Vicen-
te Sanchez-Biosca also expresses reservations about
what he considers to be “the allegorical—even racist—
excesses that Kracauer is often keen to uncover in
every corner” (1990: 336) of Fanck’s films.

2 A more recent discussion of the Bergfilm and its com-
plex relationship with historicism can be found in
“Natural History: Rethinking the Bergfilm” (Baer,
2016). I am grateful to one of the reviewers of this ar-
ticle for this reference.

3 See Minnerphantasien, Volume 1. Frauen, Fluten, Kérper,
Geschichte by Klaus Theweleit (1977), which analyses
the murderous sexual fantasies of the Freikorps in the
interwar period. As Barbara Ehrenreich suggests in
her prologue to the English version, the Freikorps be-
lieved that all images of women could be reduced to
three kinds: the absent woman, the white nurse and
the red woman. The last of these three is sexually acti-
ve and poses a mortal threat to the Freikorpsman, who
must therefore try to kill her (Ehrenreich, quoted in
Theweleit, 1987: xiii-xiv). I am grateful to one of the re-
viewers of this article for the reference to this key book.

4 From a different perspective, in her analysis of erotic
photography in early 20th-century Spain, Maite Zu-
biaurre studies cases of female cyclists in impossible
poses, giving rise to an eroticised motionlessness that
she posits in opposition to the dynamism of moderni-
ty, which is expected of these women’s bodies but is
ultimately absent (2012: 261-283).

5 A detailed discussion of the gendered nature of the
landscape in The Holy Mountain can be found in Ni-
cholas Baer’s text, based on the division between
mountain and sea in Georg Simmel’s philosophy
(2016: 289-293).
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6 lTam grateful to one of the reviewers of this article for
the reference to the connection between sport and

romance in the slapstick genre.
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INTREPID MOUNTAINEERS AND DAMSELS IN
DISTRESS: THE SPORTSWOMAN IN THE BERGFILM

ALPINISTAS INTREPIDAS Y DAMAS EN APUROS.
LA MUJER DEPORTISTA EN EL BERGFILM

Abstract

The purpose of this article is to analyse the German Bergfilm of the
1920s and 1930s from a gender perspective in order to explore the
role played by female characters in the skiing and mountaineering
world depicted in this genre. To this end, it focuses on the figure of
the sportswoman in all six films directed by Arnold Fanck that fea-
ture Leni Riefenstahl, in addition to Mountain of Destiny, in which
the female character is played by Hertha von Walther, and The Blue
Light, directed by and starring Riefenstahl. The article begins with a
brief outline of the gender conflict provoked by Riefenstahl’s entry
into the male-dominated world of Arnold Fanck’s films, followed by
an exploration of the films themselves from a narrative perspective
that considers the role and agency of each female character in rela-
tion to sport. While the visual representation of the sportswoman in
these films is similar to that of the sportsman, the storylines position
these characters as strangers to mountain sports and often as pupils
of men.

Key words
Bergfilm; Leni Riefenstahl; Arnold Fanck; Women’s Sport; Skiing;
Mountain climbing.

Author

Albert Elduque holds a Bachelor’s degree in Audiovisual Communi-
cation (2008), a Master’s in Contemporary Film and Audiovisual Stu-
dies (2009) and a PhD in Social Communication (2014) from Univer-
sitat Pompeu Fabra (Barcelona). He was a post-doctoral researcher at
the University of Reading (2016-2019) and is currently a lecturer at
Universitat Pompeu Fabra. His research focuses on modern political
cinema, depictions of violence, the interaction between cinema and
other arts, and star studies, most notably in the cases of Spain and
Brazil. Since 2016 he has been a co-editor for the journal Comparative
Cinema. Contact: albert.elduque@upf.edu.

Article reference

Elduque, A. (2024). Intrepid Mountaineers and Damsels in Distress:
The Sportswoman in the Bergfilm. LAtalante. Revista de estudios cine-
matogrdficos, 37, 45-60.

Resumen

El propdsito de este articulo es abordar el Bergfilm aleman de las dé-
cadas de 1920 y 1930 desde una perspectiva de género para estudiar
el rol que juegan los personajes femeninos en el universo deporti-
vo del esqui y el alpinismo. Para ello, nos centraremos en la figura
de la mujer deportista en las seis peliculas en las que Arnold Fanck
dirigi¢ a Leni Riefenstahl, suméandoles La montana del destino, en la
que el papel femenino lo interpreta Hertha von Walther, y La luz
azul, dirigida y protagonizada por Riefenstahl. En primer lugar, pre-
sentaremos brevemente el conflicto de género que produjo la llegada
de Riefenstahl al mundo masculino de Arnold Fanck y sus peliculas,
y, a continuacion, abordaremos las obras desde una perspectiva na-
rrativa que se pregunte qué roles y agencia juega el personaje feme-
nino en relacién con el deporte. Si bien la representacién visual de
la mujer deportista no reviste grandes diferencias respecto a la del
hombre, las tramas narrativas sitian a estos personajes en una rela-
cion extranjera respecto al deporte de montana y con frecuencia los
convierten en alumnos del hombre.
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BALANCE AND PRUDENCE

(OR DIPLOMACY AND MODESTY):
THE REPRESENTATION OF THE
SECCION FEMENINA'’S SPORTING
ACTIVITIES IN THE NEWSREELS OF
EARLY FRANCOIST SPAIN (1938-1949)

ELENA OROZ

INTRODUCTION

This article analyses the representation of the
sporting activities promoted by the Seccién Fe-
menina (SF) in film newsreels produced in Fran-
coist Spain from 1938 to 1949. Founded in 1934
as the female branch of the fascist Falange party
and active until Spain’s transition to democracy in
1977, the SF received official status in 1939 as the
government agency responsible for the indoctri-
nation of Spanish women by means of initiatives
including home economics schools (Escuelas del
Hogar), mobile propaganda teams (Catedras Am-
bulantes) and community services (Servicio Social
de la Mujer). Thanks to support and training in-
itiatives like these, the SF acquired considerable
political influence during the dictatorship and
established itself as an important state apparatus,
providing the regime with a cheap, rudimentary
social system (Graham, 1995) that facilitated pub-
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lic surveillance (Blasco Herranz, 2003), while also
taking part in promoting the policies developed
and publicised by the regime to gain the approv-
al of broad sectors of the population (Molinero,
2005).

Among the many areas in which the SF was
involved, the promotion of sports constituted an
important recruitment strategy and a project over
which it had practically exclusive control in the
education system and as a leisure activity (Ofer,
2009). In 1941, the organisation managed to add
physical education (along with political science
and home economics) to the public and private
school programs, although in practice the subject
would not be offered until 1948 (Richmond, 2004
67). The power the women of the Falange thus ac-
quired was viewed as interference by the Catholic
Church and sparked a rivalry between the two
institutions. Moreover, the ecclesiastical author-
ities proved extremely determined to put a stop
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to some of the SF's more progressive initiatives,
including its sports training and summer camps
for girls (Richmond, 2004; Ofer, 2009). Indeed, the
mere idea of physical education for girls was con-
sidered “scandalous and lascivious”, to quote the
Archbishop of Seville, Cardinal Segura (quoted in
Ofer 2006: 990).

In the context of the many Francoist policies
related to the regulation of women, sport became
a key issue due to the criticisms it incited from
various sectors of the regime. An analysis of the
role played by the SF in the promotion of sports
can thus shed light on important debates over
gender, politics and religion that marked the first
years of the dictatorship (Ofer, 2006; Richmond,
2004). This area also offers an illuminating per-
spective from which to study the modernising di-
mension of the SF in relation to gender! and the
rhetorical somersaults and concessions it needed
to make in order to overcome what was referred
to in a 1945 report by its Sports Council as “a pre-
existing collective mentality based on backward
ideas, mistaken notions [and] entirely theoretical
concepts[...]” as well as “an attitude of women, the
consequence of the old ideas that kept them in
isolation [...] [and] an age-old attitude of Celtiberi-
an man’ (ANA, Serie Azul, folder 41, doc. 3).

An examination of the representation of the
SF in newsreels can thus facilitate an evaluation
of the level of agency and visibility that this Fa-
langist women's organisation had as a promoter
of physical activity for women in the medium
that best embodied modern mass culture in the
first half of the 20th century, as well as the polit-
ical values and ideas about gender expressed on
screen. This study, which covers the end of the
Spanish Civil War and the decade of the 1940s,
involves the identification of the SF's presence in
newsreels and a textual analysis of their sports
stories, drawing on key historical sources in order
to properly contextualise and interpret the organ-
isation’s view of sport and its representation on
film. The study period chosen reveals a substan-
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tial variation of discourses and images, as a result
of the SF’s gradual shift from what was initially
quite a radical Falangism towards a self-imposed
conservatism over the course of the 1940s (Ofer,
2009; Richmond, 2004), and also of the changes
to the regime’s film production policy, given that
the evolution of both over this period reflected
the process of defascistisation of Francoist ideolo-
gy (beginning in 1941 and becoming especially ap-
parent after 1945) and its redefinition as National
Catholicism (Saz Campos, 2004).

The sources analysed are El Noticiario Espanol
(1938-1940) and the NO-DO newsreels. The first
was the most important propaganda initiative of
the Departamento Nacional de Cinematografia
(DNC, 1938-1941), the self-styled Nationalist fac-
tion’s main project for organising and controlling
all the reins of the Spanish filmmaking industry
(Tranche & Sdnchez-Biosca, 2011), in parallel with
another, bigger project: the establishment of the
first government under Franco's rule in January
1938 and the enactment of the State Adminis-
tration Act. El Noticiario Espariol consisted of 32
newsreels that were notable for their function as
propaganda rather than information, with a rel-
atively bold formal approach and an extremely
virulent tone (ibid.). The NO-DO newsreels began
production in 1943. All Spanish cinemas were
required to screen these newsreels, which thus
became the official mouthpiece of the Franco re-
gime and one of its main mechanisms of public
indoctrination (Tranche & Sanchez-Biosca, 2006;
Rodriguez Mateos, 2008).

Although this study is limited to newsreels, it
is worth noting that the sporting events organ-
ised by the SF in this period were also featured in
documentaries about the organisation’s political
activities, which were filmed at its request. These
included La Concentracion de la Seccion Femenina
en Medina del Campo (1939), produced by the DNC,
and Tarea y Mision. Segunda Concentracion de la
Seccion Femenina en El Escorial (1944), produced by
NO-DO, a summary of which was included in one
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of its newsreels (81B, 1944). These two documen-
taries reveal a shift in the kind of physical activity
encouraged for women to conform with accept-
able gender norms (Oroz, 2013). This same idea is
observable in the newsreels, although there are
no references in the latter to the eugenic benefits
of sport (as a means of strengthening the Span-
ish “race”), a notion that was so central to fascism
(Coronado, 2013; de Grazia, 1992) and so explicit in
the documentary Tarea y Mision (Oroz, 2013).

THE SF AND THE PROMOTION OF
WOMEN’S SPORT: TENSIONS AND
CONCESSIONS

Even during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939),
the SF was already taking an interest in sport
as an important part of its mission to educate
well-rounded women. When the war ended, a
restructuring of the organisation resulted in the
creation of the Physical Education Council, di-
rected by Maria de Miranda. In 1939, de Miranda
published a document that outlined the council’s
objectives in ambitious and monopolistic terms:
We strive to reorganise this central department
whose work must produce strong and healthy wom-
en capable of forging a race of Titans [...]. The phys-
ical education of women must be entirely in our
hands. We want to be the official authority and to
create a national school (quoted in Ofer, 2009: 993).
That same year, on the occasion of the Spanish
University Union’s First National Sports Champi-
onship, the SF’s national representative Pilar Pri-
mo de Rivera summed up the guiding principles
of women's sport in the New Francoist State: “per-
fection of the body, necessary for the balance of
the human person; spiritual health, which in turn
requires this balance as part of religious educa-
tion; [and] a competitive spirit that teaches wom-
en to participate in all tasks” (quoted in Sudrez
Fernandez, 1993: 115).
However, these ideas positing a relatively eg-
uitable conception of women, calling for their
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personal development and autonomy, were ul-
timately short-lived as their implementation
proved complicated. In the years after the war,
the debates over women’s physical activity ac-
quired a markedly moralistic tone, and to legiti-
mise its power and institutional status, the SF was
constantly forced to renegotiate its principles and
practices with reference to the values espoused
by the Catholic Church. Thanks to its diplomat-
ic approach, it was able to promote innovation in
this area while at the same time dodging any ac-
cusations of feminism (Richmond, 2004: 60).

This is reflected in an account of the impact of
women'’s sport in the early 1940s offered by the
ideologically sympathetic historian Luis Suarez
Fernandez, who notes that the press began “to be
filled with images of girls in sporting outfits, with
new colours, in hithertounheard-of numbers. The
importance of sport, which the Seccién Femeni-
na had been highlighting since the beginning of
the war, was steadily growing” (1993: 124). Suérez
Fernandez goes onto to point out the consequenc-
es of this unprecedented public display of the fe-
male body: “It is difficult to appreciate the outrage
caused by the appearance of these short-skirted
youths, as [Falange leader] José Antonio [Primo de
Rivera] would call them, competing in sports sta-
diums. The leaders had to find a balance, to pro-
gress without compromising anything essential

IN THE YEARS AFTER THE WAR, THE
DEBATES OVER WOMEN’S PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY ACQUIRED A MARKEDLY
MORALISTIC TONE, AND TO LEGITIMISE
ITS POWER AND INSTITUTIONAL STATUS,
THE SF WAS CONSTANTLY FORCED

TO RENEGOTIATE ITS PRINCIPLES AND
PRACTICES WITH REFERENCE TO THE
VALUES ESPOUSED BY THE CATHOLIC
CHURCH
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and to do so prudently to avoid unfair criticism”
(Sudrez Fernandez, 1993: 149).

This prudence crystallised into the official po-
sition of the SF on physical exercise, which was
conceptualised as an activity consistent with the
Christian spirit, and consequently as a moral duty.
In 1941, the Councillor of Sports declared: “while
we women may not be called to be preachers of
morals, we have the duty to facilitate the fulfil-
ment of Catholic obligations. The spirit of the Fa-
lange: religion and military service, spirituality
and discipline” (quoted in Ofer, 2006: 995). By 1952,
this conciliatory vision had been fully assimilated,
as the Council declared that while “it was obvious
that women should enjoy the benefits that Physical
Education offers the individual” in terms of health
and personal well-being, this had to be combined
with moral, religious and intellectual education,
and “we must not lose sight of the fact that these
three activities must complement rather than ob-
struct one another” so that ultimately, the “perfec-
tion of the body” could be a vehicle to “best serve
the interests of the soul housed within it” (La Sec-
cién Femenina, 1952: pp. 87-88). Falangist women
thus confirmed their loyalty to the National Catho-
lic cause: “Spain has always placed the interests of
the spirit above all others, and we have remained
faithful to this principle” (ibid.). In short, over these
ten vyears, the SF always proceeded with extreme
caution, taking special care to stress that sport was
not an end unto itself, that the organisation’s guid-
ing principles were in line with Catholic tenets
and, just as importantly, that women's exercise had
nothing to do with mere entertainment or the friv-
olous bourgeois obsession with beauty, despite the
fact that some of its documents and activities may
have contradicted this claim.

This caution in turn had consequences for the
implementation of the SF’s sports program. First
of all, it affected the activities deemed appropri-
ate for female instructors, and by extension for
women in general. While in 1938 and 1939 these
activities included gymnastics, athletics, swim-
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ming, tennis, hockey, basketball, mountaineering,
skiing, and traditional and contemporary dance
(Ofer, 2006: 996), the list was very quickly re-
duced to include only those that did not compro-
mise femininity. Wrestling, football, cycling and
rowing were all ruled out from the start (Rich-
mond, 2004: 67), while athletics was deemed too
masculine and was barred until 1961 (Ofer, 2006:
996), although the study plans for SF instruc-
tors allowed running and somersaults (Zagalaz &
Martinez, 2006: 94). Secondly, it had an impact on
the way the sports were played, as to avoid the
“unfair criticisms” mentioned by Suarez Fernan-
dez (1993: 49) and accusations of ostentation, the
SF channelled most of its funds and efforts to-
wards the creation of a national training system
rather than competitive activities (Ofer, 2006:
994), while also eliminating any individual com-
petitive sport (Richmond, 2004: 67).
Nevertheless, the tournaments received par-
ticular attention in the newsreels due to their
spectacular, colourful and dynamic appearance,
their value as propaganda, and of course the fact
that they took place outdoors, making them easier
to film. Moreover, the SF promoted these events
actively, conscious of the persuasive power of the
media (Gallego, 1983; Oroz, 2016). Viuda-Serrano
(2014) documents the many letters to the National
Press Office requesting maximum exposure in the
press and on radio of the reports issued by the SF
about the national championships in gymnastics,
basketball, swimming, handball and hockey. In
the case of cinema, the propaganda was dissem-
inated via two channels. The first was through
the SF’s own Department of Cinema, created in
1940 at a particularly unproductive moment for
the DNC (Oroz, 2016), which drew attention to the
need to produce films documenting the organisa-
tion’s work in this area. Thus, in 1942, it was re-
ported that a series of handball, basketball, swim-
ming, skiing and gymnastics competitions were
being filmed for the documentary Juventud Sana
[Healthy Youth] (AGA, Cultura: 3/51.41, Box 629),
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although no record of the completion of this film
has been found in this research. The second chan-
nel was NO-DO, which the SF Press and Propa-
ganda Council—with the mediation of the Nation-
al Propaganda Office—asked to film specific events,
including sporting events, for their inclusion in its
newsreels (AGA, Cultura: 3/49.1 21, Box 649).

SF SPORTING ACTIVITIES ON

EL NOTICIARIO ESPANOL: PROUD
YOUNG BODIES AT THE SERVICE OF
THE FATHERLAND

The physical education and training of young
women with the first sporting activities organised
by the SF during the Civil War and the period
immediately after it are featured in three of the
nine newsreels of the DNC'’s El Noticiario Espanol
dedicated to the organisation. The newsreel titled
‘Campamentos de nuestras Organizaciones Juve-
niles” [Camps of Our Youth Organisations] (No. 5,
September/October 1938) shows young women of
the Falangist forces training and working in im-
ages explained by a voice-over narration:
The young women enlisted in the Spanish Falange
hone their bodies and spirits for the greater glo-
ry of the fatherland. These girls [...] are
helping the country’s peasants with their
gruelling tasks, taking classes in manual

ar palve,
q-nwd.nhl(nrn d.mnmien nlum.uuuym
otre turno do trabajo, a cubdar o jardin, a rega
las plantas, a cortar flores para ela d.onmdel
casa, Esto cuando mo me toca secar los cacha-

labour, attending talks and engaging in
constant organised gymnastics exercises.

supansdrits lo quo me acuerdo d- mimadre; 5 me
ve, se devmaya de emocitn. (Ella que ya deses-
peraba de verme .-Ipm.\' e hecha sumna mujer-
cita de mi casasl.. Cuando e habléde venir al

the voice-over’s concluding statement: “In short,
they are preparing to serve their nation.”

The next newsreel (No. 7, October 1938) pre-
sents the first course for female physical education
instructors organised in Santander late in the Civil
War. This initiative was also covered by a reveal-
ing account published in Y magazine titled “Carta
de una cursillista” [Letter from a Trainee], written
by Lula de Lara (Figure 1). In the letter, the future
instructor stresses the emancipating quality of Fa-
langist discipline and exercise while challenging
prejudices about sport’s masculinising effects and
vehemently criticising bourgeois women, whom
she describes as “eternally weary [and] spiritless”.
In Lula’s words, physical education is:

Something wonderful that absolutely every woman

should learn and engage in. There is nothing love-

lier, in the hours we dedicate to games, gymnastics
and sports, than seeing a group of girls—there are
just over thirty of us—on the field, dressed in short,
bright coveralls, their young bodies standing proud-
ly and attentively to the grace of the movements|...].

And all the girls [...] get to learn about the supreme

beauty of physical action, of the trained and flexible

figure, charm and the science of the posture (Lula,

1938: 54).

Figure |. Photographs accompanying the article “Carta de una cursillista” by
Lula de Lara, published in Y magazine (No. 6-7, 1938)

r brillo, a hacer, en suma,

The footage in this newsreel conveys

the essence of Falangist values, albeit with im:%;r e h«:“:ﬁ'ﬁ‘f‘ e
less intensity than what is suggested by ﬁﬁ};ﬁ;'%ﬁjﬁ 3
the stern tone of the voice-over: effort and

service (women harvesting in the fields),

respect for tradition and rural life (girls
in regional dress taking part in traditional
dances) and, above all, order and discipline
(the shots of girls marching, the female of-
ficers commanding them and the Swedish
gymnastics exercises that take up much of
the footage and which are shown during

memos la cena, ¥ después la vounidn do hogar, Esto os acaso uno
e los mementos mis agradables: la bora de sobromesa, en el hall,
reumidas todas las camaradas en torne a Chodida v a la Subjef

Pero abserve que u ﬁnnﬂlrhvhnhl.udnd nﬁu Som tan-

mnpu-mmn & quion
, que munca fal-
mﬂlllnqllﬂluﬂdolwmndn ll]uwnlrniyq‘n e en algumos
mn.-unll-'nﬁ.hl vex a oprimimos excciivamints, lejos |
mestras casas, & no encontrisemos aido amige en que ver-
Namaﬂdn*hhmwnlhp.dclmhmnw _‘
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Figures 2 and 3. Still-frames from the newsreel “Santander: Organizaciones Juveniles” (EL Noticiario Espafiol, No. 7, 1938)

This idea of emancipation is also evident, al-
though less explicitly, in the film footage of this
“physical culture” course, as it is named in the
voice-over. The cameras of the DNC linger on its
most expressive aspects, the open-air gymnastics
exercises whose harmony is highlighted in two
shots: one wide shot showing two girls sitting
in the foreground watching the movements of
the group with the sea in the background; and a
slightly angled shot showing the women with a
building reminiscent of Greco-Roman—but also
fascist—architecture behind them (Figures 2 and
3). The girls are dressed in light coveralls ending
just above the knees and tied in at the waist, and
the voice-over highlights the importance of ex-

Figure 4. Notice published in Y magazine (No. 8, 1938)

NOTA DE LA DELEGACION NACIONAL DE LA
SECCION FEMENINA DE FALANGE ESPAROLA
TRADICIONALISTA Y DE LAS JONS

El traje de gimnasia con que aparecian las camaradas de

la Escuela de Santander en el niimero anterior. no es defi-

nitivo de la Seccion Femenina, que se dard conforme a las
normas de la moral cristiana.
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ercise for the Falange: “the new Spain cultivates
her body and spirit and prepares herself to create
a better Spain.” This newsreel is significant given
that this was the period when criticisms began
emerging about the young recruits’ lack of modes-
ty, as evidenced by the fact that the photographs
of the course in Y magazine (No. 7, September
1938) warranted a clarifying note that the outfits
shown in the pictures were only temporary and
would soon be replaced with others more in keep-
ing with “standards of Christian morality” (Figure
4). Nevertheless, these activities continued to be
presented on screen, featured in the El Noticiario
Espariol newsreel in October of that year.

The newsreel titled “Barcelona. Campeonato
nacional deportivo de la Seccién Femenina de Fa-
lange” [Barcelona: National Sporting Champion-
ship of the Falange’s Seccién Femenina] (No. 28,
November/December 1939) offers a summary of
the first public sporting competition for women
with an audience made up of members of both
sexes. This newsreel highlights the presence of
national leaders—Pilar Primo de Rivera and Gen-
eral Orgaz—and lists the tournaments held both
for competitive sports (basketball and hockey) and
for those that could be classified as beauty sports
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(tennis and Swedish gymnastics). The voice-over
narration is notable for its evasion of gender bias,
describing the activities of the “comrades” as “a bril-
liant and hard-fought competition”, an “extremely
competitive elimination” or a “game of great quality
and sporting spirit”. As noted above, the discourse
of the SF in these early stages had not yet acquired
the openly puritanical tone that would be adopted
later, as reflected in Pilar Primo de Rivera’s speech
at the event, which, although it was not included in
the newsreel, is worth citing here:

You girls, who are the youngest of our Women’s

Section, may serve the cause best this way, out-

doors, by showing Spain that the Falange is new

and clean and agile like you... Train hard and be
persistent because anything done by half never
gives good results, and furthermore, you should
know that nothing in life is gained by chance: the

best always win out. (Quoted in Ofer, 2009: 112)

El Noticiario Espanol presents physical educa-
tion for women in accordance with the Falangist
ideal that rejects the idea that the body itself
should be an object of praise, insisting instead that
gymnastics should serve only for the glorification
of discipline (Richmond, 2004: 66). However, the
footage does present women who are shown en-
joying the sport they play, the values associated
with it (competition, skill, camaraderie) and their
own bodies; as Labanyi (2002) suggests, these per-
formative practices gave these young Falangists a
paradoxical sense of self through the submission
of the individual to national unity.

SF SPORTING ACTIVITIES IN NO-DO
NEWSREELS IN THE 1940S:
CONCEALMENT OF WOMEN'’S BODIES

Although the SF made an express commitment to
enlisting the women of the Falange Movement and
indoctrinating Spain’s female population through
initiatives like community service and the Cat-
edras Ambulantes (reinforcing political, religious
and gender values all at once), this social work and
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proselytising, referred to repeatedly in its print
publications, was rarely remarked upon in the of-
ficial newsreels. In general, the image that NO-DO
disseminated of the organisation was much more
institutionalised and conservative, focusing on its
political ceremonies and its promotion of regional
dance (Ramos, 2011; Oroz, 2013). Moreover, in the
decade examined here, the SF was featured in only
38 news stories, six of which reported on sport-
ing activities. Specifically, these stories dealt with
skiing courses (8 [1943] and 66B [1944]), basketball
instructors (27A [1943]) and gymnastics displays
(17 [1943], 76 A [1944] and 253B [1947]), with a no-
table dearth of news coverage of the organisation
in 1946, as will be explained below.

NO-DO'’s first news story on the sporting ac-
tivities promoted by the SF (8, 1943) focused on
some skiing courses in Barcelona. Quite unusual-
ly for NO-DO, the commentator stresses the au-
tonomy that exercise can offer, in keeping with
the discourse described above:

The Seccion Femenina [...] looks after the cultural
and sporting education of Spanish women with an
especially keen interest [...]. Our female comrades
carry out their training with enthusiasm, taking
possession of themselves and their muscles. Sport
allows them to achieve that difficult and wonderful
balance between body and soul.

The footage shows a group of joyful, active
women dressed in two-piece uniforms on which
the embroidered Falange coat of arms is clearly vis-
ible. At dawn, they line up for the flag-raising cer-
emony, enthusiastically prepare their skiing equip-
ment, march in a line up the mountain, and glide
smoothly down the slopes. In addition to serving
to introduce this training activity—a sport with an
obvious classist dimension that would soon cease
to be considered a priority due to its high cost (Ofer,
2009: 115)—to a general audience, it is striking to
note how the voice-over posits physical activity as
a means of acquiring agency (“taking possession of
themselves and of their muscles”). In 1944, NO-DO
would publicise these championships again in a
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newsreel (66B) that presents the winning team and
reports on the trophy ceremony, while also show-
ing fascist rituals such as the Roman salute and in-
cluding shots of the proudly smiling winners of the
Pilar Primo de Rivera Prize (Figure 5).

These shots of the winners are important be-
cause the SF also had to deal with the objections of
the party’s male authorities to the idea of women
being involved in competitive activities. In 1945,
sport became an object of debate in the SF's Na-
tional Council, as “certain defects in need of cor-
rection were identified”: specifically, the fact that
‘certain women excelled too much in a particular
sport” (Sudrez Fernandez, 1993: 170). In response,
Pilar Primo de Rivera wrote a letter tothe Falange’s
Deputy Secretary of Sections, in which she had to
clarify that “it was not the Falange’s objective to
produce elite sportswomen, but to ensure that all
or most young Spanish women had the chance
to play sports; always with the same principle of
placing training above any other objective” (ibid.).

This directive—the group above the individual
and above personal recognition—is palpable in NO-
DQ'’s subsequent coverage of sporting activities in
the 1940s. Moreover, the tone of the newsreels
discussed above represents an exception, as the
visual parameters of physical exercise for women
would be redirected, with the outfits worn being
a crucial element due to the numerous criticisms
they sparked among the Catholic authorities. In-
deed, the rigid dress code imposed on Spanish
women after the Civil War proved incompatible
with virtually all sports (Blasco Herranz, 1997;
Ofer, 2006), as the Sports Council established a
whole series of rules that were particularly severe
for sports such as swimming, but also extremely
detailed in relation to the length of the uniform or
the use of trousers, an item of clothing allowed for
skiing and mountaineering, basically because SF
members engaged in these sports.

This sociopolitical climate, characterised by ve-
hement demands for the concealment of the female
body, influenced the promotion of sporting activ-
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ities by the SF, as reflected in various censorship
orders. In 1942, the National Press Office issued the
following directive: “Attention, censors! Any photo-
graphs taken at sports championships involving the
Seccion Femenina in which our female comrades
are showing their knees are prohibited and should
therefore be ruled out” (quoted in Viuda Serrano,
2014: 230). And in the file for the lost documenta-
ry Academia Isabel la Catolica (Luis Suarez de Lezo,
1944), which depicted a day in the school where
SF leaders were trained, the only annotation to the
script presented to the censors is: “Shots 30 and 31
of the gymnastics should presumably not raise any
objections” (AGA, 3/121, 36/04663).

The three news stories included in NO-DO
about the various gymnastics events similarly re-
flect the limits imposed on the public display of
the genuinely Spanish female body. The structure
of all three is practically identical: all include long
shots of the event (Figure 6) and of the traditional
dance performances (Figure 7), which, as we are
told in Newsreel 76A (1944), “also form part of the
program of these exercises” along with previous
“flexibility” and “balance” exercises. The news sto-
ry about the Third Gymnastics Championships
(17A, 1943) does include the trophy ceremony, al-
though it only shows the Falange leaders, never

Figure 5. Trophy ceremony in the newsreel
on the Seccién Femenina de Falange skiing championship
(NO-DO 66B, 1944)
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From top to bottom. Figure 6. Third National Gymnastics
Championships held at University City of Madrid (NO-DO,
I7A, 1943). Figure 7. Dance presentations at a rural gymnastics
event (NO-DO, 76A, 1944). Figure 8. Coros y Danzas presenta-
tion at the Castellén Gymnastics Festival (NO-DO, 253B, 1947)
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the winners. On the other hand, Newsreel 253B
(1947) ends with what almost seems like a mis-
take: a close-up shot of a participant receiving a
bouquet of flowers and a trophy, although the im-
age quickly fades to black. Moreover, in this last
newsreel (the analysis of which is hampered by
the fact that the audio track has been lost), the
sporting display is presented as a festival with a
markedly traditional tone and practically half the
footage is dedicated to the Coros y Danzas, Span-
ish folk singers and dancers shown performing in
a wide shot under the vicarious gaze of Franco,
whose face appears on a large poster positioned
high above them (Figure 8).

But what perhaps most characterises the
representation of these displays in the NO-DO
newsreels is the restraint of the women'’s bodies.
First of all, their physical movements as shown
in these films are much feebler and more reticent
than they appeared in the DNC newsreels (1938-
1941), which reflected an interest in underscoring
the gracefulness of the choreography through
the framing, camera movements and wide shots
of the people. For example, the first propaganda
productions analysed contain hints of a Nazi aes-
thetic in the framing of the young people and the
exaltation of the culture of the body that would
reach its peak in Juventudes de Espana (Edgar
Neville, DNC,1939), a documentary about a sports
display held in Seville in 1938 to celebrate the Day
of the Fallen (Tranche & Sanchez-Biosca, 2011:
355-360) with the participation of 1,600 girls and
young women recruited by the SF. Secondly, this
modesty is also evident in the outfits the girls
are wearing, with the adoption of what would
become the distinctive uniform of the organisa-
tion: the pololo, which served as a clearly palpa-
ble symbolic emblem of the strict gender bound-
aries in place and the delicate balance that the SF
had to strike to remain within them if it wanted
to make sport popular among women. A hybrid
garment that was basically a pair of trousers with
the appearance of a long skirt that buttoned up
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on the side, the pololo allowed women to exercise
discreetly, while at the same time marking their
bodies as clearly feminine and, in keeping with
a conservative conception of gender roles, limit-
ed their mobility. As Carmen Martin Gaite sug-
gests (1987: 69), the pololo ended up turning what
could have been “pleasure” into “sacrifice”; it was
a garment that “hindered”, turning the experience
into a “painful imposed pregnancy that has never
known the pleasure of a body in freedom.
Although the SF’s sporting activities increased
during the 1940s, their representation in NO-DO
newsreels was limited, which could be interpret-
ed as a sign that some of the SF’'s more innovative
initiatives needed to be toned down. Although the
gymnastics displays reflected Falangist principles
of order and discipline, their depiction on screen
was less spectacular than it had been previously,
while the addition of traditional dance introduced
a graceful and delicate (i.e., acceptably feminine) di-
mension that largely determined the perception of
the sports promoted by the organisation. According
to Simoén (2019), this would prove contradictory for
the audience of the period, given that the official
newsreels included international stories provid-
ed by Actualidades UFA or Fox Movietone about
women's swimming or mixed competitions that
praised the physical abilities of the female athletes.
As the last news story discussed above sug-
gests, the depiction on screen of the dynamic di-
mension of the SF began giving way to a more re-

THE THREE NO-DO NEWS STORIES ON
THE GYMNASTICS DISPLAYS REVEAL THE
LIMITS IMPOSED ON THE PUBLIC DISPLAY
OF THE TRULY SPANISH WOMAN’S BODY
AND THE RESTRAINT OF ITS MOVEMENTS
AND STYLE OF DRESS, WITH THE
ADOPTION OF WHAT WOULD BECOME
THE DISTINCTIVE UNIFORM OF THE SF:
THE POLOLO
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gressive image: its role in promoting the essence
of the nation according to the Francoist and Fa-
langist mythos (Tranche & Sanchez-Biosca, 2006;
2011) through the traditional singers and dancers
of the Coros y Danzas. As the organisation would
stress, the performance of traditional song and
dance also represented a national variant of sport:
The Seccién Femenina recognises the vital impor-
tance of Spanish folk dance, which encapsulates
the Spanish sense of rhythm and movement in
its purest form, as an essential foundation for the
achievement of the genuinely Spanish gymnastics
to which we aspire (Medina, 17/7/1941, quoted in
Martin Gaite, 1987: 69)

CODA: A PERIOD OFF SCREEN

A crucial aspect of the representation of the SF in
the NO-DO newsreels of the 1940s is the two-year
hiatus between the reports on the last sporting
activities discussed above, an absence that forms
part of a general dynamic of visibility/conceal-
ment of the organisation in the early years of the
dictatorship, with a substantial break identifiable
in 1945. In numerical terms, the SF appeared in 14
news stories in 1943, nine in 1944, only one each
in 1945 and 1946, two in 1947, four in 1948, and
six in 1949. In discursive terms, a regression can
be discerned in the on-screen representation of
the SF in the DNC'’s productions, as noted above.
In 1943, a certain fascist undercurrent is still ev-
ident in the sporting and political events where
SF members acquire an awareness of their bodies
and confirm their commitment to the party and its
ultranationalist project. However, this more pro-
gressive side of the SF—considering the ideological
context in which the organisation was conceived,
established and developed—was soon erased from
Spain’s film screens. This erasure or blurring can-
not be dissociated from the development of the
film production policy of the New Francoist State.
While propaganda was initially managed by the
Falange, in 1945 the Ministry of People’s Education
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was created and NO-DO came under the purview
of a government department controlled by the
Catholic authorities. This political restructuring
resulted in the abandonment of any expression
that might identify the Franco regime with the re-
cently defeated Axis powers of the Second World
War, and, as Rodriguez Mateos (2008) points out,
up until the early 1950s NO-DO was one of the
media services that best reflected this propagan-
distic approach, involving the removal of the Fa-
lange from the country’s film screens.

The internal documentation of the SF reflects
this process in relation to the Falange’'s women's
branch. The annual report presented by its Depart-
ment of Cinema at the 11th National Council (1947)
stated that over the previous year it had been un-
able to engage in its usual level of film production.
Along with a lack of available film stock, the report
noted that “the NO-DO organisation, which has
always provided us with extremely effective assis-
tance, for political reasons has deemed it inadvis-
able to film news stories and events related to the
Seccién Femenina” (AGA, Cultura: 3/51.41, Box 630).
And indeed, in 1946 the presence of the SF in the
newsreels was limited to a single 30-second appear-
ance in the news story “Campana de invierno de la
Seccién Femenina en Tarragona” [Seccién Femeni-
na's Winter Campaign in Tarragona] (159B). The
same report stated that the SF’s submissions to the
Regulatory Sub-Committee of Cinematography re-
questing film stock to produce copies and documen-
taries had fallen on deaf ears. Aware of the crisis
that its party was facing, the SF advocated prudence
and discretion, focusing on local and rural activities
(Richmond, 2004; Ofer, 2009). While the organisa-
tion withdrew into the background of Spain’s social
and political arena, NO-DO contributed from the
outset to the fossilisation of its public image.

CONCLUSIONS

The discourse on femininity identifiable in the
representation in the Franco regime’s newsreels of

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

the sporting activities promoted by the SF, along
with the speeches and documentation associated
with it, constituted a challenge to the hegemonic
model of the female (wife, mother and home-mak-
er) and to the traditional public/private binary, giv-
en the clear characterisation in the texts analysed
above of physical exercise as an outdoor activity.
In general terms, as a result of the dynamic, vir-
ile image of the organisation disseminated during
the Spanish Civil War (Blasco Herranz, 1999; Oroz,
2013), the subsequent tensions between two ideas
of what it meant to be Spanish—the National Syn-
dicalist/fascist notion and the traditional/Catholic
conception—were expressed in the depiction of Fa-
langist women as politicised female bodies, active
and present in the public sphere. Sporting activity
thus constituted a clear, visible sign of the gradual
concealment of the female body from public view
in the 1940s, as well as the special symbolic value
that femininity acquired as a measurement of na-
tional morality during the dictatorship. The power
of the Catholic Church and the reorganisation of
power among the political elite of the regime over
the period studied were determining factorsin the
redefinition of the SF’s ideological principles and
visual parameters for women'’s sports, with the
adoption of an image that was modern but above
all modest.

Initially, in the DNC'’s El Noticiario Espanol and
the first two years of the NO-DO newsreels, sport
was presented as a disciplinary mechanism aimed
at placing women'’s bodies proudly at the service
of the political and national unity (Falange and
the New Spain), while displaying masculine—but
adaptable from a rhetorical and militant Falangist
perspective (Labanyi, 2002)—qualities that would
later be erased: competitiveness, self-improve-
ment, physical skill and camaraderie. Beginning
in 1944, on-screen representations of the sporting
activities promoted by the SF became less com-
mon as coverage of the organisation came to be
characterised by domestication and the replace-
ment of sports with more traditional activities
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such as regional dance, in an effort to stress the
symbolic dimension of the SF—and by extension,
of femininity—as a repository of the essence of
the nation and a link to the Francoist notion of
Spain’s mythical past. There was thus a clear shift
from a depiction of proud, energetic women asso-
ciated with the virility and verticality of National
Syndicalism towards a representation in accord-
ance with the traditional female virtues of hori-
zontality, submissiveness and modesty.

Although the news stories about women’s
sports and the activities of the SF largely disap-
peared from film screens during the 1940s—only
to become more ubiquitous than ever in the dec-
ades that followed (Gil & Cabezas, 2012)—they
were significant for laying the foundations of a
representation of women in sport that was con-
ditioned by political and religious factors. Future
studies are therefore needed to analyse the rep-
resentation of sport promoted by the SF in the
1950s and 1960s, a period marked not only by mod-
ernisation and consumerism as Spain opened up to
the outside world, but also by new calls for greater
social participation and access to employment for
women (Ofer, 2009), in which the Falangists and
sport would again play an important—and con-
tradictory—role (Ofer, 2009; Morcillo, 2015). For
example, in 1965, despite having lost its monopoly
over sport and much of its social influence, the SF
consistently advocated for sport as a vehicle for
the “promotion of women” in a series of speech-
es where the concept of promotion encompassed
not only personal betterment but also better job
opportunities (Zagalaz & Martinez, 2006) in sec-
tors already deemed acceptable for women (such
as social work and education), as well as others
from which they had previously been excluded or
were not openly recognised (such as the legal end
economic sectors) (Ofer, 2009). &
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NOTES

1 Far from describing the organisation as a mere vehi-
cle for the gender ideology of the dictatorship, current
literature on the Seccion Femenina stresses its level of
political agency in the dictatorship and its embodiment
of a distinctive female identity, contrary to the hegem-
onic Francoist model, which simultaneously contained
traditional and modernising elements (including polit-
ical awareness, participation in the public sphere and
independence). Research on the SF has also examined
the contradictions between its practices and discourse
(marked by a rhetoric aimed at maintaining its author-
ity without upsetting the patriarchy) and its complex,
problematic objective to close the gap between the elite
women who ran the organisation and the general fe-
male population. For further information, see the stud-
ies by Blasco Herranz, Richmond, Labanyi or Ofer.
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Abstract

This article analyses the representation of the sporting activities
promoted by the Seccion Femenina (SF), the women'’s branch of the
Spanish Falange, in film newsreels produced in Francoist Spain in the
period from 1938 to 1949: The sources analysed are the El Noticiario
Espariol newsreels produced by the Departamento Nacional de Cine-
matografia (DNC) from 1938 to 1940, and the Francoist government’s
NO-DO newsreels, which first appeared on Spanish film screens in
1943. Given the SF’s total control over physical education for women
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early years of the dictatorship and their impact on the representation
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of news stories about the SF’s sporting activities, which are analysed
with the support of other historical sources. The aim is to examine
the evolution of the discourse on sport promulgated by the women'’s
branch of the Falange, its rhetorical expression and audiovisual rep-
resentation, and to identify the factors that led to the gradual domes-
tication of gender attributes and the representation of their bodies, as
women who were politically active and present in the public sphere.
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FROMRIDICULE TO
OBJECTIFICATION:

DEPICTIONS OF WOMEN'S
FOOTBALL IN SPANISH NO-DO
NEWSREELS AND COMEDY FILMS

OF THE 1970S***

ELENA CORDERO HOYO
ASIER GIL VAZQUEZ

INTRODUCTION

On 4 September 2021, the Spanish daily sports
newspaper As published a column titled “Una liga
que no para de crecer” [‘A League that Keeps on
Growing”], celebrating the rise of women’s foot-
ball in the country and the fact that Spanish girls
can now grow up with role models like Alexia Pu-
tellas or Nahikari Garcia. The world witnessed the
culmination of this growth on the 20th of August
of last year, when the Spanish women'’s team won
the World Cup championship in Sydney. Howe-
ver, subsequent events, most notably the kiss that
the Spanish Football Association’s president, Luis
Rubiales, gave the player Jenni Hermoso without
her consent, made it clear that there are still obs-
tacles to be overcome, on both the institutional
and social levels. As will be explored in this study,
these are obstacles that were already evident in
the early days of Spanish women'’s football du-
ring the final years of the Franco regime. Some
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of the ongoing challenges are related to a lack of
media visibility (Roman-San Miguel, Giraldes &
Sanchez-Gey, 2022) or the prevalence of negati-
ve stereotypes and an objectifying gaze (Mayoral
Sanchez & Mera Fernandez, 2017). The aforemen-
tioned column also looked back on all the work of
the “pioneers [who] fought not only against the
lack of financial supports but also against society”
(Gil, 2021). Women's football in Spain has evolved
in parallel with the evolution of women'’s rights,
and it has been marked by a constant struggle to
gain space, recognition and autonomy, as docu-
mented in the film Algo mds que una pasién [Some-
thing More than a Passion] (Carlos Troncoso Grao,
2014), which features interviews with many of
those pioneers who paved the way for women's
football from the 1960s to the 1980s.

This article focuses on the depiction of women
footballers on the big screen in Spain during the
late Francoist period (1959-1975). Taking a gender
perspective, it offers an analysis of the most preva-
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lent discourses in the NO-DO newsreels and fiction
films that complemented one another to convey
the collective anxiety of a society that felt threa-
tened by the presence of women on the football
pitch. It thus identifies the most common discour-
ses in NO-DO news coverage! and how they were
replicated and reconstructed in the only two featu-
re fiction films of the late Francoist period that por-
tray women's football: Las Ibéricas F.C. (Pedro Maso,
1971) and La liga no es cosa de hombres [The League/
Garter Is Not for Men] (Ignacio F. Iquino, 1972).
The aim is to demonstrate how humour was used
as a key mechanism for alleviating the ideological
tensions caused by the involvement of women in
sport. While comedy functioned as a safe space for
giving visibility to the progress of women's rights,
the images in these films were articulated throu-
gh a male gaze that was complicit with the forms
of biopower imposed by the Franco regime, which
penalised women footballers by means of mockery,
ridicule and the objectification of their bodies.

For the purpose of contextualising the pheno-
menon of women's football in Spanish history, it
is worth noting here that one of the first women'’s
matches documented in newspaper records dates
back to 1914, when a charity match was organi-
sed at the Real Club Deportivo Espariol stadium in
Barcelona. In the early years of the 20th century,
women'’s football would begin carving out a pla-
ce in Spanish society amidst public rejection and
ridicule (Torrebadella-Flix, 2016), two constants
that would continue to hound the women’s game
for decades. These first milestones, which formed
part of a series of advances for women in sport,
took place in a context of the suffragette and
emancipation movements that challenged tradi-
tional models of domestic femininity. The inter-
sections between sport and the fight for gender
equality came to be consolidated through feminist
projects during the Second Spanish Republic in
the early 1930s (Torrebadella-Flix, 2011).

However, with the outbreak of the Spanish
Civil War (1936-1939), the Francoist faction pro-
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moted clearly differentiated spheres of activity
for men and women in its project for the nation,
through legislation that demanded the subordina-
tion of women and reduced their field of action to
the home. In the first years of the Franco regime,
official discourse upheld an image of womanhood
as the “eternal, passive, pious, pure, submissive
women-as-mother for whom self-denial was the
only road to real fulfilment” (Graham, 1995). The
women's branch of the Falange, the Seccién Feme-
nina (SF), was the main organisation responsible
for promoting and controlling activities for wo-
men and one of its constants was the encourage-
ment of physical education in line with Falangist
and Catholic values (Viuda-Serrano, 2022). The
SF conceived of women’s sport in eugenic terms
as a form of physical and spiritual exercise whose
main function was to serve the nation by cultiva-
ting disciplined, healthy and hygienic bodies that
would produce strong offspring (Ramirez-Macias,
2018).

The ministerial changes of 1957 and the con-
solidation of Opus Dei technocrats in Franco's
government led to the promotion of a strategy of
neo-capitalist development that would bring an
end to the policy of autarky pursued in the ear-
ly Francoist period. As Pavoloviv (2011) suggests,
these economic changes gave rise to disruptions
to the social order and the discourses of the regi-
me, whose philosophy of bendito atraso (“blessed
backwardness”) was gradually replaced with a
materialist rhetoric of progress. Women emerged
as key figures in this new social fabric, which was
characterised by a redefinition of womanhood
in accordance with their new roles as producer/
consumers (Romo Parra, 2006). The gradual en-
try of women into the public sphere gave rise to
ideological tensions in the biopolitics of the regi-
me, with the emergence of a conflict between the
new policy of openness that sought to bring Spain
into line with Western liberal democracies and
the traditional structures and values of National
Catholicism.
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Inthis context, the SF continued to
be one of the key exponents of Falan-
gist ideology through a gradual adap-
tation to the new historical circum-
stances, although this reorganisation
was not without its contradictions. At
the same time, the Physical Education
Act of 1961, which set forth the new
Catholic principles in relation to phy-
sical exercise, consolidated the SF’s
new direction on the question of wo-
men’s sport. This new direction inclu-
ded the professionalisation of female
coaches, which as of 1956 were trai-
ned at Escuela Julio Ruiz de Alza, and
the creation in 1962 of the “Medina
Clubs” for the organisation of spor-
ting competitions. These milestones
exemplify the ideological tensions la-
tent in the development of women's sport, which
was institutionalised as a vehicle for controlling
women'’s bodies, but at the same time offered al-
ternatives to the household ideal (Ofer, 2006).

Some of the resulting obstacles were related
to the need to clarify the scope of this agency
offered by sport, as it could not have the effect of
diverting women from traditional feminine beha-
viours or be used as a pretext for claiming an in-
dependence that would allow them to shirk their
reproductive obligations (Morcillo Gémez, 2015).
For this reason, the regime’s official manuals took
the utmost care to stress modesty and instruct
young women in how to care for their bodies.
These texts highlight the need for prudence in
the choice of clothing and the avoidance of more
violent exercises such as football or bullfighting,
which could undermine the female values of pas-
siveness, gentleness and decorum (Ramirez-Ma-
cias, 2018: 340).

The early 1970s would be a watershed moment
for women’s football in Spain. While until that
time, the women'’s game might have been dismis-
sed as a harmless eccentricity, this decade would
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Image |. Match between Sizam Paloma and Mercacredit in 1970

be marked by the first attempt to create a women'’s
football team, an effort that would attract unpre-
cedented media attention. One of the milestones in
the consolidation of women's football in Spain took
place on 8 December 1970, when a match was held
between the teams Sizam Paloma and Mercacredit
in Villaverde on the outskirts of Madrid. Although
this was not the first women’'s match held in the
country, it was significant for attracting considera-
ble attention from both the public and the media,
as reflected by the front-page feature story dedi-
cated to the match in the daily sports newspaper
Marca (Edelmira, 1970). One vyear later, unofficial
championships and competitions began being held
all over Spain, in a move towards institutionalisa-
tion of the women'’s game (Ribalta Alcalde, 2011).
Women's football thus began being considered a
real event and even a potentially profitable spec-
tacle. However, these developments sparked a
negative reaction from institutions affiliated with
the Franco regime (“La seccion femenina condena,”
1967), which resorted to “scientific” and “medical”
arguments to condemn them (‘Un equipo de socio-
logos;” 1970).
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WOMEN FOOTBALLERS IN THE NO-DO
NEWSREELS

In contrast to fiction films, which were produ-
ced by private companies (although they were
also constrained by the regime’s official censors),
Spain’s official newsreels (popularly known as
“Noticiarios y Documentales” or ‘“NO-DO” for
short) became the Franco regime’s main form of
audiovisual propaganda. From 1943 to 1975, it
was a legal requirement for all Spanish cinemas to
screen these weekly newsreels prior to their fea-
ture presentations, thereby allowing the regime
to filter all reporting of national and international
events through its ideological prism. Francoist dis-
course markers are also evident in NO-DO's “soft”
news, i.e., apparently less significant news stories
(mass culture, sports, fashion, etc.), where the aim
was to offer “tendentious entertainment, low on
information and [...] loaded with clichés” (Tran-
che & Sdnchez-Biosca, 2002: 215). As is evident in
certain stories on women'’s sport, many reports
would make use of footage taken from foreign
news programs, subsequently re-edited and given
a new soundtrack. Maria Rosén (2016: 218) analy-
ses how, although the voice-over “domesticated
and sometimes ‘dumbed down' the visual content”
from other countries, these international news
stories offered alternative models of womanhood
to the hegemonic model in Spain. As a result, the
(very few) reports on women's football presented
after 1949 combined the presentation of a pheno-
menon largely unheard of in Spain with an “offi-
cial” voice that tried to mitigate its transgressive
potential by means of ridicule.

Thus, in most of the stories on women'’s sport,
the voice-over commentary tends to adopt a con-
descending tone that reinforces the idea of wo-
men’s inferiority to men. Infantilising terminology
is used to refer to the players (such as sefioritas or
the addition of diminutive suffixes to their names),
and the commentary often focuses on the elegan-
ce of their outfits or their role as homemakers.
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The reports are always dominated by a perspec-
tive that minimises the idea of transgression and
reframes the event in accordance with the official
view of femininity. Specific references to footba-
1l itself generally reflect more fervent attention
to the women's bodies, presenting the match as
‘a prank performed [...] by pretty young girls” (Gil
Gascén & Cabezas Deogracias, 2012: 205).

From 1949 to 1974, the NO-DO newsreels fea-
tured a total of six stories related to women’s foot-
ball.? The first of these was in 1949, about a match
played in Belgium, initiating a tendency in the co-
verage of women's football to focus on events out-
side Spain, including a report from Austria (1961),
presented with the subheading incidencias humo-
risticas (“humorous incidents”) in the program gui-
de, and two reports from Germany (both in 1974).
The insistence on the foreign origins of the phe-
nomenon serves to underscore its alien nature,
depicting transgressions of gender roles to articu-
late an argument for describing Spain as the last
spiritual safe haven of the West. This strategy can
also be observed in the press; for example, in 1945
El Correo de Mallorca reported on the existence
of women's football clubs in London, associating
them with the unprecedented level of agency that
British women enjoyed during the Second World
War, and adding: “it is genuinely panic-inducing
to think that this fad might expand its tyranny
to our shores” (Avespa, 1945). Short news stories
loaded with negative judgements about women’s
football matches in countries such as the United
Kingdom, the Netherlands and Italy thus began to
appear in the late 1940s.2

The first documentary footage of women's
football matches in Spain were presented in the
context of the country’s incipient modernity, the
entry of women into the workforce and the de-
fence of the social work of Franco's Movimiento
Nacional. A report from 1964 presents a group of
saleswomen in a department store, who are sub-
sequently shown facing off on the football pitch at
Parque Sindical in Madrid. The commentator, who
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WOMEN IN FOOTBALL, MEDIATED

BY THE REMARKS OF THE NO-DO
COMMENTATOR, ARE THUS REPEATEDLY
CONVEYED AS INEPT AND INADEQUATE

notes that bullfighting and football are banned for
women, describes the event as a somewhat excep-
tional leisure activity. To mitigate the tension the
footage might otherwise provoke, the report fo-
cuses on the players’ hesitation and lack of skill.
These news stories serve the purpose of presen-
ting the work of the Franco regime’s Educacion y
Descanso office, which promoted sports and lei-
sure activities for the working class. During the
1950s and 1960s, news stories also appeared in
the press about women'’s football matches held
all over Spain.* These articles invariably highlight
the status of the matches as recreational or chari-
ty events, suggesting a planned, domesticated de-
viation from the women's regular activities.
These constants are evident in the coverage in
a NO-DO newsreel from 1971 of a charity match
played by wvarious film stars and singers at the
Rayo Vallecano pitch that year in Madrid. With
the aim of stressing the comical nature of the

Image 2. Match between the Folcléricas and the Finolis in 1971
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event, the trendy pop stars (the Finolis, or “Fancy”
team) were grouped together to play against the
folk artists (the Folkldricas), echoing the moderni-
ty/tradition binary of so many films of the period.
The success of an event that brought together Spa-
nish celebrities such as Encarnita Polo, Rocio Jura-
do, Maruijita Diaz, Luciana Wolff and Lola Flores
led to the organisation of a second encounter, held
on 19 March of the same year at the Sanchez-Pi-
zjuan Stadium in Seville (“Mafana a beneficio;
1971). The tongue-in-cheek comments on the ce-
lebrities’ appearance or peculiar behaviour on the
pitch (such as Lola Flores’'s “flamenco steps and
ol¢”) reinforce the farcical nature of these matches,
which had more of the quality of a charity show
than a sporting competition. Real women players
who were struggling under precarious conditions
and the limitations of having to train outside wor-
king hours at their poorly paid jobs saw these cele-
brity matches as yet another insult, with their de-
piction of women’s football as frivolous, laughable
and inconsequential (Troncoso Grao, 2014).
Women in football, mediated by the remarks
of the NO-DO commentator, are thus repeatedly
conveyed as inept and inadequate. Their physica-
lity, tactics, position and technique are all simply
wrong according to the announcer. Even when
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the footage filmed conveys a different messa-
ge, the voice-over's interpretation of the images
wins out with its inexorable verdict: women do
not belong on the football pitch. For example, the
newsreel from 1961 is rife with jokes and features
circus-style background music to add to the comi-
cal effect. All the players’ hard work and effort
is thus reduced to farce: when they fall down it
is not because they are playing the game but be-
cause they are clumsy; cries of pain are merely
“whingeing”; the coach’s directions are not tacti-
cal instructions but consejillos (“little tips”) from a
woman who says simply whatever comes to her
mind; and the arguments with the referee are
symptomatic of the players’ lack of discipline and
tendency to play dirty.

More than ten years later, the report from July
1974 resorts to similar strategies in its coverage of
the German women'’s league, accompanying the
footage of the match with a children’s song that
trivialises the event. The commentator remarks
that “every once in a while, the women like to play
some football,” vesting the images with the quality
of an unusual whim, and concluding that “they are
matches that generally end rather poorly.” Just as
Iquino does with the title to his film, the narrator of
this newsreel plays with the two meanings of the
word liga (“league” and “garter”) to suggest that the
players are actually wearing stockings. The narra-
tor continues to question the professionalism of
the players at the moment of a foul, when he exp-
lains that in women's football “anything or almost
anything goes” and the referee might as well put
away his whistle because “nobody pays him any
attention or if they do it isn't much.”” In Decem-
ber of that same year, an excerpt of a women'’s
football match in Germany was shown again, this
time explaining the events of the match without
the tongue-in-cheek attitude. However, in the first
few seconds of the footage the commentator takes
the opportunity to assert that football contributes
to a destabilising of the traditional gender roles
with the remark that “it isn't easy to tell whether
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these are men or women” and that “it is necessary
to focus the camera considerably to be able to re-
cognise that these are young girls,” thus evoking
the trope that activities traditionally associated
with males can make women look less feminine.
Just like audiovisual constructions of women
in the bullring, women's football in the NO-DO
newsreels was depicted “by way of visual gags”
(Gascon & Cabeza Deogracias 2012: 208). It would
not be until 1974 that a NO-DO newsreel would
contain a genuine sports commentary on the
action of the footballers, seriously assessing the
plays and goals of the different teams. It was the
coverage of Germany's first Women's Football
Championship, reflecting the serious attention
that this phenomenon was receiving internatio-
nally, although the commentary still includes a
humorous reflection on the possible confusion of
genders that this new reality might cause.®

WOMEN, SPORT AND COMEDY IN THE LATE
FRANCOIST PERIOD

The appearance of sportswomen in Spanish fic-
tion films occurred in the context of a new form of
the comedy of manners that began redefining the
habits and customs of Spain’'s new developmenta-
list society through a constant dialogue between
the country’s traditional values and its incipient
modernity. A new generation of female stars—in-
cluding Concha Velasco, Sonia Bruno and Laura
Valenzuela—embodied the image of the “happy,
independent girl with attitude, but prudent and
respectful of the rules of the game imposed upon
her by society” (Ibafiez Fernadndez, 2017: 45). Ta-
king moderately conservative positions, various
films use women's work or gender relations as a
central theme in their stories. At the same time,
several of these productions would acquire more
explicitly erotic dimensions, whereby the libera-
tion of the body and the loosening of sexual mo-
res would be depicted through an objectifying
male gaze (Ferndndez-Labayen & Melero, 2022).
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HUMOUR WOULD BE ONE OF THE MOST
COMMON WAYS OF RESPONDING TO THE
ADVANCES MADE BY WOMEN IN SPORT,
IN AN EFFORT TO INSTITUTIONALISE A
DERISIVE VIEW OF AN EMERGING REALITY

It is worth noting that the financial crisis that the
Spanish film industry was plunged into by the
Matesa scandal and the resulting debt that for-
ced the closure of Spain’s Banco de Crédito Indus-
trial, which until then had provided the funding
for Spanish films, had the effect of accelerating
the liberalisation of a sector that depended more
than ever on commercial supply and demand in
the absence of government subsidies (Torreiro,
2010). As a result, a number of studios embraced
an opportunistic vision with films that exploited
successful formulas, such as comedies relying on
popular celebrities and visual gags references to
topical news or events (such as women’s football),
and above all, an incipient eroticism that was be-
coming increasingly accepted by the censors.
With the exception of certain forms like satire,
comedy had been able to prosper even in the to-
talitarian conditions of the Franco regime due to
its nature as light, harmless entertainment (King,
2002). One of the key features of this genre is its
focus on the unexpected, the inappropriate or the
transgressive to play with deviations from socio-
cultural norms and conventions (Neale & Krutnik,
2006: 3). Its suspension of logic and common sense
enables depictions of womanhood marked by less
normative characterisations or behaviours. With
mix-ups, masquerades and carnivalesque inver-
sions, the comedy of late Francoism depicted the
social advances being made by women through a
“battle of the sexes” theme, where women would
take on positions traditionally reserved for men
and enjoy greater freedom in the public sphere
and in personal relationships. Despite the conser-
vative moralising of their endings, often invol-
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ving romance and the recovery of the patriarchal
status quo, these films offered new perspectives
that portrayed women who behaved more libera-
lly than the majority of their female spectators,
constituting new archetypes of modern women,
young working women, or sportswomen.

However, this potential freedom was often li-
mited by the conditions under which these cha-
racters were depicted. The comicality relied on
certain clear power relations that established a
distance between the active agent of the joke and
its object (Horlacher, 2009). In this way, the me-
chanisms of enunciation could articulate a form
of ridicule complicit with biopower, eliciting a res-
ponse of punitive laughter directed at the charac-
ters who transgress gender norms. The very por-
trayal of alternative forms of womanhood could
pose a danger of “making a spectacle out of one-
self”, exposing oneself to ridicule or derision due
to a disciplinary scrutiny that has controlled wo-
men’s behaviour throughout history (Russo, 1995).

Descartes pointed out long ago that the use of
comedy “corrects the vices in a useful way by ma-
king us look ridiculous, but without one laughing
directly at or displaying hatred towards people”
(1997: 252). This idea of the corrective function
of humour from a perspective that is depersona-
lised and free of hatred, and therefore “non-vio-
lent”, was subsequently expanded on by Henri
Bergson in Laughter (2016 [1900]), a key text on
the uses and functions of comedy that sheds light
on the social, collective and popular imagination
(2016: 36) as a necessary cultural and referential
element. This is why the analysis of the comedies
Las Ibéricas F.C. and La liga no es cosa de hombres
constitutes an effective way of exploring the per-
ception that society had of the reality of women’s
football, which these film'’s spectators portrayed
and punished with their laughter.

In this way, late Francoist comedy operated in
an ambiguous discursive space that celebrated the
new modernity by portraying new realities, such
as the entry of women into the public sphere,
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including the world of sport. However, the auto-
nomy of these female characters would constitute
the very deviation or transgression on which the
comedy is sustained. The mechanisms of filmic
enunciation would limit the agency of the cha-
racters by turning them into objects of a derision
that would extend beyond the film screen and the
caricatures in the press (Corcuera, 2015, 20183,
2018b). This attitude would have its equivalent in
the matches where women footballers could be ri-
diculed in person. According to Carme Nieto, one
of Spain’s first Spanish female footballers, the hu-
mourist Pedro Ruiz was hired as a commentator
at her first match and made numerous degrading
comments disguised as harmless jokes about the
players over the stadium loudspeakers, such as:
“There is a substitution. Perhaps she has broken

Image 3. Poster for Las Ibéricas F.C.
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a bra strap?”” Humour would thus be one of the
most common ways of responding to the advan-
ces made by women in sport, in an effort to insti-
tutionalise a derisive view of an emerging reality.

LAS IBERICAS F.C.

The film Las Ibéricas F.C., a comedy co-written,
directed and produced by Pedro Maso that en-
joyed box office admissions of nearly 1.5 million
in Spain, premiered in Madrid on 7 October 1971.
This film reflects one of the preferred styles of
Masd's productions: comedies of manners with
touches of romance, telling intersecting stories of
young women in a modern Madrid. Other exam-
ples include Las chicas de la cruz roja [Red Cross
Girls] (Rafael J. Salvia, 1958) and the later films La
chica de los anuncios [Ad Girl] (1968), Las secreta-
rias [The Secretaries] (1969) and Las amigas [Girl-
friends] (1969), all directed by Pedro Lazaga. Las
Ibéricas F.C. contains the same stylistic features
as these films, such as an ensemble cast and the
modernisation of gender roles, although it is dis-
tinguished by a more explicit eroticism. This dis-
tinction is evident in the replacement of the stars
of the earlier films, such as Sonia Bruno or Teresa
Gimpera, with the faces of Spain’s “sexy come-
dies”, whose physical appearance was a bigger box
office draw than their acting skills, such as Clau-
dia Gravy, Rosanna Yanni or Ingrid Garbo.
Although the use of illustrations and caricatu-
res in the posters for Spanish comedies was not
unusual for the period, the promotional poster for
Las Ibéricas F.C. reinforced the objectifying gaze
on women footballers. In the first sequence, a voi-
ce-over imitating the style of a NO-DO commen-
tator offers a historical recounting of the heroes
of Spanish football, with a frenetic montage of
photographs showing them in action. The mon-
tage ends with a group shot of the female prota-
gonists dressed in tight-fitting football shirts and
mini-shorts, while the commentator concludes:
“and now come Chelo, Menchu, Luisa, Piluca, Ju-
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Image 4. Menchu doing her lipstick before a penalty shot

lita” Here, the emphatic tone used while reciting
the names of the male footballers is replaced with
a bewildered air that reinforces the double enten-
dre in the commentator’s description of the wo-
men as “una delantera de primera division”, playing
with the two meanings of delantera (“forwards”
and “breasts”). This sequence is followed by the
title credits to the sound of the song “Once cora-
zones” [Eleven Hearts], whose lyrics hint at the
film’s other constants of romance and the agency
of the women footballers: these women “jump on
the pitch with grit and determination”, but their
only real goal is to “put the ball in the back of the
net in the world of love.®

The storyline of each protagonist serves to
convey a discourse on women's football. Menchu
(Claudia Gravy) exhibits a flirtatiousness and fri-
volousness out of keeping with professional foot-
ball, as her only real objective is to look stylish and
cute. The objectification of this character is obvious
in various scenes, such as the first one after the
title credits, where she appears in her underwear,
or when the male goalkeepers use another girl's
goal as an excuse to lift Menchu up in their arms
because “she is the hottest” a remark she responds
to with a complaisant smile. In the end, her status
as an object will be somewhat subverted when she
meets a Swedish male football player. In a manner
analogous to the “sexy comedies” of this period in
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which sexually repressed protagonists,

played by stars such as Alfredo Landa

and José Luis Lopez Vazquez, fantasi-

sed about Nordic girls, here it is a fe-

male protagonist who falls for a Scan-

dinavian, reversing the gender order

while turning football into a pretext

for morally looser romantic behaviour.

The sexualisation of women's bo-

dies extends to the other players, al-

though it acquires a different meaning

in each character’s storyline. When

the teams are being formed, Luisa (In-

grid Garbo) and Piluca (La Contrahe-

cha) are reluctant to join because they know their

men will object to the skimpy uniforms. In this

way, the eroticisation proposed and celebrated in

the film comes into conflict with a prevailing mo-

rality that penalises the same bodies it sexualises.

Playing football constitutes a transgression of the

boundaries of the home and turns a submissive

body into an active one. As football players, Luisa

and Piluca transcend their roles as wife and girl-

friend, respectively, and run the risk of becoming

“public women”. Piluca describes her boyfriend as

an “Ibericus hispanicus’, a violent and sexist spe-

cies. Their fights over her career in sports, which

he argues is incompatible with her duties as a girl-

friend, serve as a vehicle for a debate on the limits
of female autonomy.

The limits on Luisa’s freedom are defined by
the family unit, as she is married with children
to Federico (Fernando Fernan Gémez), who di-
sapproves of his wife's decision to play football.
Their marital quarrels once again place the man’s
traditional mentality in opposition to the wo-
man'’s independence, although here the woman’s
position is expressed by Luisa’s mother. The film
thus resorts to the typical, comical confrontation
between a man and his mother-in-law, such as
when they argue about whether being a mother
i1s compatible with playing football. While Federi-
coinsists that sheis engaging in a perversion with
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deleterious consequences (‘have you
thought about what future awaits our
little angels with a footballer for a mo-
ther?”), his mother-in-law brings an
end to the discussion with a pragmatic
conclusion (“well, playing forward for
Madrid; does that not seem like much
of a future to you?”). Luisa will ultima-
tely be vindicated, as Federico will end
up supporting her and bringing their
children to the team’s last match.

Women'’s football is not only pre-
sented as a force with the potential
to destabilise the domestic ideal for
women, but also as a threat to their physical and
mental health. To this end, two storylines resort to
a medical/psychiatric discourse that opposes wo-
men’s participation in the sport. Julita (Puri Villa)
is dating a medical student who warns her about
the physiological harm that football can do to the
female body, especially to its reproductive capacity.
The future doctor’s fears are made visible in a sce-
ne where he imagines Julita giving birth to a baby
with a ball-shaped head. In this way, the film ridi-
cules women who play football while at the same
time farcically exaggerating popular beliefs about
its unhealthy nature. On the other hand, Chelo
(Rosanna Yanni) is depicted as being masculini-
sed by her skill with the ball. After scoring a goal,
she begins to imagine she is Pirri, Argoitia, or one
of Spain’s other football legends, and she feels an
irrepressible urge to start smoking cigars, drinking
cognac or shaving. This prompts her to go see a psy-
choanalyst to determine whether sheisa manor a
woman. The film thus takes up the discourse of the
loss of femininity and sexual ambiguity that would
subsequently be expressed in the NO-DO newsreel
of December 1974. Chelo'’s identity crisis is placated
when the analyst kisses her, positing heterosexual
romance as the cure for gender dysphoria.

The only storyline in which women'’s football
isnot a source of conflictis that of Loli (Tina Sainz),
a single working-class girl who is less overtly at-
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Image 5. Tere gives birth to a baby-ball

tractive than the others. This allows her to avoid
being sexualised, and her body is not subject to
the kind of ideological confrontations affecting
the others. However, the many fouls she is accu-
sed of for playing dirty hints at a lack of femini-
ne softness. Ultimately, although football offers
a possibility for her to climb the social ladder, as
her mother (Rafaela Aparicio) suggests when she
encourages Loli to seek fame to avoid ending up
in a dead-end job like the rest of her family, she
finds an alternative way out when a wealthy
young man takes an interest in her. Her chance
at upward mobility thus shifts to the realm of ro-
mance, indirectly suggesting that her talent lies in
being a wife rather than a football star.

As hinted at in the lyrics to the opening song,
which describes the “eleven hearts” of Las Ibéri-
cas F.C. scoring “their greatest goal” (meaning ma-
rriage), the synopsis submitted to the Censorship
Board suggests that “the girls play with their bo-
yfriends more than with the ball, and the match
ends up being a resounding victory as they take
their opponents to the altar”” In accordance with
the “Maso formula’, all the disruptions to the gen-
der norms ultimately lead to a wedding, and thus
to the recovery of the status quo. In the final sce-
ne, the players all emerge from the church in bri-
de's dresses, albeit still kicking a football, hinting
at a conciliatory view that even the most conser-
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vative idea of romance is not incompatible with a
love for the beautiful game.

This film's storylines unfold in an ideologica-
lly ambiguous space in which ridicule of women
coexists with ridicule of those who oppose the ad-
vances they were making. Indeed, the Franco regi-
me's Censorship Board itself raised questions about
the supposed “comicality” of the film, which it au-
thorised with a few edits, offering the opinion that
the script “is not merely bad but terrible. With it, the
Spanish film industry hits a new low. [...] Thereis a
lot of crudeness, but there is even more vulgarity.”©
The censors also warned against “excesses of exhi-
bitionism” and “unacceptable erotic details”, and
required that care be taken with “the depiction of
the effeminate man so that he doesn’t seem homo-
sexual” They also demanded changes to dialogues
with “tasteless” double entendres, such as repla-
cing the phrase tocar el pito (which means blowing
a whistle but can also to refer to touching a part of
the male anatomy) with the less ambiguous tocar
el silbato. The film'’s less monolithic view of the is-
sue than the perspective offered in official media
sources like NO-DO is reinforced by the variety of
opinions provided by supporting characters. In the
stands, streets or homes, every character offers a
point of view, resulting in a film that functions as a
cultural forum for a diversity of perspectives simi-
lar to diversity of the film’s audience itself.

But the film’'s predominant fea-
ture is its eroticising of the women'’s
bodies, which in 1971 constituted
one of the main attractions of Spani-
sh mainstream cinema. Some scenes
exist exclusively for this purpose, such
as when some mice invade the pitch
and the story is suspended momen-
tarily to present a series of different
shots showing the animals scuttling
over the players’ legs or hiding in their
cleavages, at the sight of which one
fan exclaims: “If only I were a mouse!”
This sexualising gaze is reinforced by
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some of the supporting male characters, such as
the masseur (José Sacristan), who ponders that he
will ponerse morado (another double entendre, li-
terally meaning “to turn purple’, but also sugges-
ting overindulgence) from constantly massaging
the players’ bodies. Some of the male fans at the
matches—such as the peeping Tom who hides in
the changing rooms or the men who try to make
a peep-hole in the dressing-room wall—serve to
express the scopophilic drive, with POV shots that
frame the legs and other parts of the young wo-
men’s bodies, thereby turning the spectator into
an accomplice to the voyeurism. Through its com-
mercial cinematic strategies, Las Ibéricas F.C. uses
football as a manifestation of the social tensions
provoked by the modernisation of gender roles, a
narrative pretext for a romantic comedy with an
ensemble cast, but above all, a spectacle in which
women's bodies exist to be gazed at.

LA LIGA NO ES COSA DE HOMBRES

Produced, co-written and directed by Ignacio F.
Iquino, La liga no es cosa de hombres premiered in
Barcelona on 3 April 1972, and would go onto sur-
pass 1 million in box office admissions. The film is
set in Rome and tells the story of Julian (Cassen), a
clumsy footballer and womaniser who is forced to
flee when the club president discovers he has been

Image 6. Julidn dressed as Coqui
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having an affair with his wife. To make his esca-
pe he is forced to disguise himself as a woman and
ends up getting into Italy’s national women’s team
thanks to a former lover who is now the team’s
coach. Iquino’s long and successful career reflects
his commercial vision of filmmaking and his ability
to produce what were generally low-budget films
adapted to the context of the time and the tastes of
the general public. In the late 1960s, he began to ca-
pitalise on the success of Cassen, one of Spain’s top
comedians at the time, with a series of star vehicles
designed to showecase his skills as a performer.
Cassen had already constructed an image pa-
rodying the lady’s man in El mujeriego [The Wo-
maniser] (Francisco Pérez-Dolz, 1963) and El casti-
gador [The Lady Killer] (Juan Bosch, 1965). Iquino
made use of Cassen in 07 con el 2 delante [07 with 2
in Front] (Iquino, 1966), La tia de Carlos en minifalda

Image 7. Poster for La liga no es cosa de hombres
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[Carlos’ Aunt in a Mini-Skirt] (Augusto Fenollar,
1967) and El terrible de Chicago (Juan Bosch, 1967),
all of which contain markedly erotic elements and
employ storylines that involve the protagonist as-
suming a false identity. La liga no es cosa de hom-
bres continues with this formula by combining
comical mix-ups (including cross-dressing like La
tia de Carlos en minifalda) with the attraction of se-
xualised female bodies.

In this film, the narrative focus is not on the
women players but on the man who has infiltrated
the team dressed as a woman. Indeed, football here
is a mere pretext for the development of an ero-
tic, picaresque story. The first half hour of the film
contains no mention of women'’s football, focusing
instead on the protagonist’s romantic conquests
and his clumsiness on the pitch. In this way, the
contrast between his failure as an athlete and his
success with women is established from the outset.

Julian’s cross-dressing will give him access to
private spaces reserved for women, such as lava-
tories and changing rooms. The disguise serves as
a device to make the spectator, who is aware of the
deceit, an accomplice in the sexualisation of the
players through the protagonist’s gaze and touch.
The scenes of the training sessions allow Coqui (Ju-
lidn's female alter ego) to get close to his teammates
when they celebrate a goal or to bump into them
‘accidentally” on the pitch. The players themsel-
ves, who barely have any lines in the film, are mere
background figures on which the camera lingers to
display their bodies, positioning the spectator in
the same scopophilic space as the protagonist.

The only sportswoman depicted with any subs-
tance is the coach, Colette (Silvia Soler). The first
time she appears is in the club office, explaining
on the phone that “[women’s] football is not a bur-
lesque show; you can have short and shapely legs
that can still be strong and muscular.” This assertion
contrasts with the visual treatment of the women's
legs, the most fetishised part of their anatomy. At
the sametime, Colette’s career as an athlete suggests
a masculinisation similar to Chelo’s in Las Ibéricas
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FC., as she is depicted as a woman who is attracti-
ve, but who engages in behaviour that constitutes a
deviation from domestic femininity. Her husband
is a timid, complaisant man who looks after their
baby because, as Colette remarks quite unromanti-
cally, “in Rome it’s cheaper to have a husband than
a nanny.” Her lack of maternal instinct also recalls
the moral dangers that threatened Luisa in Masd's
film, although in this case it serves merely as a joke
based on an inversion of gender roles.

The sexual ambiguity alluded to in so many
media texts on women's football is explicit in the
case of Coqui/Julidn, as his transformation de-
pends entirely on his use of a wig and mascara,
yet his obviously male appearance never seems to
arouse the suspicions of the girls on the team. The
disguise serves two purposes in the scenes of the
training sessionsand matches, asin addition to the
aforementioned pretext for physical closeness, it
also allows Coqui/Julian to go from being the most
inept player on the men's team to being the most
skilful player on the women’s team. This contrast
underscores the lack of skill of the women, who
on several occasions are depicted playing poorly
or committing fouls. The message appears to be
that even the worst male footballer is better than
any professional women player. This depiction
contradicts the message conveyed in the theme
song—performed by Cassen himself—that plays
in the opening credits and at other moments in
the film, with lyrics that suggest that “a lot of guys
who think they're football stars could learn a les-
son from the women,” and that football “is for wo-
men, brave and bold, who in only two passes sco-
re a goal" Yet the women'’s dedication to football
is never treated as a subject of the film, and their
skills on the pitch are never displayed.

Football is thus used in this film more as a
commercial strategy, typical of the opportunistic
approach of Iquino, who evidently sought to ca-
pitalise on a topical issue. This intention is made
clear when Colette points out that there is money
in women's football now. Yet in reality it serves
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merely as another setting in which the “racy”
plot direction of Cassen’s previous films can be
repeated once again. It is thus used to reinforce
the objectification of women, as reflected in the
bedroom and pool scenes (where the female cha-
racters are very scantily clad), and on the football
pitch. Indeed, the combination of comedy star and
eroticism was understood to be the film's main
box office draw, as is evident in the promotional
poster for the film, where a caricature of Cassen
appears beside the curvaceous figure of a female
footballer, similar to the aforementioned caricatu-
res in the press and the poster for Las Ibéricas F.C.

CONCLUSIONS

In the contemporary context of debates about hu-
mour, political correctness and cancel culture, the
films and NO-DO newsreels analysed here might
seem outrageously outdated, yet some of the pre-
judices they reinforced about women's football, al-
though in decline, are still evident today. Humour
in 1970s Spain operated in collusion with a wides-
pread attitude of derision and ridicule of women'’s
football. Through a mirror effect, fiction films, NO-
DO newsreels, cartoons and the press all repeated
patterns of humour that operated on two levels: a
medical discourse warning that women'’s football
is unnatural and may directly undermine female
reproductive functions and the biological differen-
ces between the genders; and a technical-cultural
discourse that viewed the intrusion of women onto
the football pitch as a perversion of the history and
rules of the sport, as the women footballers’ frivo-
lousness, flirtatiousness and lack of tactical skills
hindered their ability to play the game correctly.
The comedic response, complicit with these
expressions of biopower, would serve as an ins-
tructive and corrective measure, while trivialising
the players’ performance on the pitch and thus
defusing their disruptive potential and liberating
influence. This coercive force is especially evident
in the NO-DO newsreels, an official vehicle of the
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Franco regime, in which the voice-over narration
interprets the phenomenon through a prism of
ridicule tinted by National Catholic ideology. Las
Ibéricas F.C. and La liga no es cosa de hombres re-
sort to similar tropes, although their commercial
objective places them in a different orbit. These
are comedy films with an optimism that clashed
with the reality of women's football in the early
1970s. Masd's film encourages debate over whe-
ther women should be playing football and each
of its multiple storylines conveys a different at-
titude towards the issue. The depiction of the fe-
male body (sexual, active, domestic, maternal,
womanly) conveys the tensions provoked by the
presence of women in sports, and by gender roles
in general in the context of Spain’s entry into the
modern age. Although it reinforces a discourse on
the inadequacy of the players, who are presented
as sexual objects, frivolous and inept, and at risk of
losing their femininity or reproductive ability, the
film also introduces alternative discourses that su-
pport women's football and ridicule the arguments
criticising it. Iquino’s film simplifies this debate,
seizing on the topic merely as an excuse to show
scantily clad bodies on screen. Women's football
is thus used in these films as a way of attracting
an audience, with the depiction of the advances of
women in sport framed in conservative humour
and, above all, undermined by an objectifying ero-
ticism that was becoming increasingly common in
Spanish mainstream cinema at the time.

NOTES

Article written in the context of a research project
funded by the Ministry of Science and Innovation on
Spain, football and visual culture during the Franco
regime: discourses of class, gender and national cons-
truction in cinema, the press and newsreels, 1939-
1975 (PID2020-116277GA-100).

** This study was conducted in the context of the R+D+i

project “Cinema and Television in Spain in the Digital
Era (2008-2022): New Agents and Spaces for Exchan-
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ge in the Audiovisual Panorama” a project funded by
the State Research Agency (PID2022-140102NB-100/
AEI1/10.13039/501100011033)

1 Although the entire NO-DO archives have been
analysed to identify depictions of women's football,
this article makes reference mostly to those of the late
Francoist period (1959-1975).

2 NO-DO 348A (5 September 1949); NO-DO 975B (11
September 1961); NO-DO 1136B (12 October 1964);
NO-DO 142B (11 January 1971); NO-DO 1642 (1 July
1974); NO-DO 1664A (2 December 1974).

3 See Noticias al sprint (1950); Prospera en el undo (1958);
Deren (1960); El futbol femenino ignorado (1965); Primer
campeonato mundial (1970).

4 See Encuentro de futbol femenino (1950); Futbol modes-
to (1955); Futbol femenino en el Luis Sitjar (1960) En El-
vina (La Coruna) se juega (1962); Futbol femenino (1964);
Fttbol femenino en Bilbao (1967).

5 See NO-DO 975B (11 September 1961) and NO-DO
1642A (1 July 1974).

6 See NO-DO 1664 A (2 December 1974).

7 See tweet by Islandia RACI [@islandiaracl] (24 May
2019).

8 Original lyrics: “Once corazones que al terreno saltan
con moral y decision [...] Once chicas decididas al llegar
con el balon hasta el fondo de las mallas en el marco del
amor.”

9 Archivo General de la Administracion, box 36.04219,
file 64950.

10 Archivo General de la Administracion, box 36.04219,
file 36.05080.

11 Original lyrics: “ast juega la mujer y que aprendan la lec-
cién muchos tipos que se creen unos ases del balon [...] el
futbol es cosa de chicas, valientes y audaces que en solo

dos pases consiguen el gol”
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FROM RIDICULE TO OBJECTIFICATION:
DEPICTIONS OF WOMEN’S FOOTBALL IN
SPANISH NO-DO NEWSREELS AND COMEDY
FILMS OF THE 1970S

ENTRE LA MOFA Y LA COSIFICACION:
REPRESENTACIONES DEL FUTBOL FEMENINO
EN EL NO-DO Y LAS COMEDIAS DE

LOS ANOS SETENTA

Abstract

After decades of control over women'’s sports by the Franco regime’s
Seccién Femenina, Spain’s first women's football teams were foun-
ded in 1970 with the aim of institutionalising the women’s game
and establishing the first unofficial championships. However, the
entrance of women into such a male-dominated sphere of activity
was out of keeping with the heteropatriarchal ideological norms of
Francoist society. Exploiting the novelty and controversy of the is-
sue at this time, a number of mainstream cultural products depicted
female footballers in deliberately negative ways characterised by ri-
dicule and sexualisation. This article takes a perspective informed
by gender studies and humour studies to analyse the circulation of
different biological and technical-cultural discourses in Francoist
Spain’s official newsreels and the comedy films Las Ibéricas F.C. (Pe-
dro Maso, 1971) and La liga no es cosa de hombres (Ignacio F. Iquino,
1972). The comical discourses of these audiovisual products comple-
mented each other to convey the collective anxiety of a society that
felt threatened by teams of women who were advancing relentlessly
with a ball at their feet.
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DO; Comedy; Gender Studies; Humour Studies; Francoism.
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Resumen

Tras décadas de control del deporte femenino bajo la tutela de la
Seccion Femenina, en 1970, el futbol femenino se abria paso en Es-
pana, y se fundaban los primeros equipos formados exclusivamente
por mujeres con dnimo de institucionalizacién y reconocimiento, asi
como los primeros campeonatos oficiosos. Sin embargo, este salto de
las mujeres a un dmbito de clara dominacién masculina, no cuadra-
ba con los estdndares heteropatriarcales de la sociedad franquista.
Por ese motivo, y aprovechando la novedad y controversia del tema
en el momento, surgieron varios eventos y productos culturales/
comerciales que representaban a las futbolistas de forma nada ino-
cente, mediante la burla y la sexualizacion. En este articulo vamos a
analizar desde los estudios de género y los estudios de humor cémo
diferentes discursos biologicos y técnico-culturales circulaban entre
los noticiarios NO-DO vy las comedias Las Ibéricas F.C. (Pedro Maso,
1971) vy La liga no es cosa de hombres (Ignacio F. Iquino, 1972). De esta
forma, los discursos comicos audio-visuales se complementaron para
condensar la ansiedad colectiva de un imaginario social que se vefa
amenazado por unas mujeres que avanzaban imparables con un ba-

l6n en sus pies.
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WOMEN AND SPORT IN
TELEVISION FICTION SERIES:
THE CASE OF HOME GROUND

JOAQUIN MARIN-MONTIN
PAULA BIANCHI

FEMALE PROTAGONISTS IN TELEVISION
FICTION ABOUT SPORTS

Since the beginning of the 21st century, rep-
resentations of women on TV have grown expo-
nentially both in quantity and in terms of the di-
versity of genres and formats (Lotz, 2006). Female
characters in recent series are characterised by a
shift from traditional—mostly stereotypical—roles
towards new character types and traits, includ-
ing archetypes traditionally associated with men
(Hernandez-Carrillo, 2022; Higueras-Ruiz, 2019).
Contributing to this change has been the new
context of production in the international televi-
sion industry (Ruiz Mufioz & Pérez Rufi, 2020),
with a larger number of women in senior creative
positions (Lopez Rodriguez & Raya Bravo, 2021).
At the same time, sport has become an increas-
ingly prominent topic in TV fiction. The rise of dig-
ital streaming platforms such as Netflix, Amazon
Prime Video, AppleTV+and HBO Max has contrib-
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uted to the thematic diversification of television
content (Evans, 2011), including an increase in the
number of fiction series with sports-related top-
ics. Some of these series have included storylines
focusing on female characters (Gil-Quintana &
Gil-Tevar, 2020), contrasting with the tendency
towards male dominance in other media formats,
such as sports-related fiction films. Indeed, wom-
en have traditionally been neglected on the big
screen, relegated to a limited number of support-
ing roles that are generally subordinate to the male
characters (Crosson, 2013; Cummins, 2009; Lieb-
erman 2015: Marin Montin, 2021). There are also
very few sports-related films that have explored
questions of gender with a focus on women'’s expe-
riences (Whannel, 2008), or in which female char-
acters are more than mere sex objects for the male
gaze in the traditional sense (Caudwell, 2009).

The growth in the number of sports-related
TV series about women has coincided with recent
initiatives calling for women's sports to be recog-
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nised on a par with men'’s sports (Tous-Rovirosa,
Prat & Dergacheva, 2022). In the last few years,
the proliferation of television fiction series about
women in sport in different contexts and formats
has allowed for the exploration of new issues that
emerge when women are the protagonists rath-
er than merely incidental characters (Gavilan,
Martinez-Navarro & Ayestaran, 2019). Moreover,
the increased presence of women in television fic-
tion has resulted in the construction of more com-
plex and realistic characters (Garcia, 2022). Some
series underscore the challenges and hardships
that women have to overcome to succeed in the
sporting world. Others explore issues such as the
gender inequality or sexist behaviour that women
in sports are subjected to. However, the plotlines
of many of these series still reproduce a pattern
associated with men’s sports and with a hierar-
chical perspective that places males above females
(Sezen & Cicekoglu, 2020).

Television series about sports can be found in
a wide range of genres. A significant number of
these productions are aimed at young audiences,
featuring female protagonists who face all kinds
of obstacles to make it to the top in their chosen
sports. Examples include the North American
series The Kicks (Alex Morgan & David Babcock,
Amazon Prime Video: 2015-2016), about a young
girl who plays football, and Ride (Jill Girling & Lori
Mather-Welch, YTV: 2016-2017), about a girl at
an equestrian academy. Among European pro-
ductions, Voetbalmeisjes (Addy Otto, NPO Zapp:
2016-)is a Dutch series about a football team made
up of girls of different ethnic and religious back-
grounds who have to cope with sexism. Examples
from Asia include the Japanese series Shogi Meshi
(Nagisa Matsumoto, Fuji TV: 2017), about a pro-
fessional shogi player who ties her eating choices
to her performance in the sport; the Chinese se-
ries The Whirlwind Girl (Xuan Feng Shao Nu, Ming
Xiao Xi, Hunan TV: 2015), about a female martial
artist whose path to success is marked by personal
hardships, including the loss of her parents; and
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the South Korean series Weightlifting Fairy Kim
Bok-joo (Yeokdo Yojeong Kimbokju, Han Hee,
MBC: 2016-2017), about a university student who
follows in her father’s steps to become a champi-
on weightlifter.

One of the most prominent features of these
series is the importance they give to the emotions
expressed by their young protagonists as mem-
bers of a group of girls whose insecurities make
them more vulnerable (Forteza-Martinez, 2019).
Taking more of a feminist perspective, the Span-
ish series The Hockey Girls (Les de I'hoquei, N.
Parera, TV3 and Netflix: 2019-2020) tells the sto-
ry of an amateur girls’ roller hockey team whose
members have to fight to keep their team alive
and demand greater visibility, crucially with the
support of the boys’ team (Tous-Rovirosa, Prat &
Dergacheva, 2022). There are other fiction series
that are more drama-oriented, targeting an older
audience and offering a more realistic reconstruc-
tion of a sporting world in which women play
leading roles. Notable examples of this include the
US productions Hit the Floor (James LaRosa, VH1:
2013-2018), Pitch (Dan Fogelman & Rick Singer,
Fox: 2016) and Spinning Out (Samantha Stratton,
Netflix: 2020): the first tells the story of a group
of cheerleaders for a professional men'’s basket-
ball team and the complex romantic relationships
they form with team members; the second focuses
on a young baseball pitcher who becomes the first
woman to compete in the men’s major league; and
the third depicts a figure skater who, after suf-
fering a serious injury, has to confront personal

THE PROLIFERATION OF TELEVISION
FICTION SERIES ABOUT WOMEN

IN SPORT IN DIFFERENT CONTEXTS
AND FORMATS HAS ALLOWED FOR THE
EXPLORATION OF NEW ISSUES THAT
EMERGE WHEN WOMEN ARE

THE PROTAGONISTS
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THERE ARE OTHER FICTION SERIES THAT
ARE MORE DRAMA-ORIENTED, TARGETING
AN OLDER AUDIENCE AND OFFERING A
MORE REALISTIC RECONSTRUCTION OF

A SPORTING WORLD IN WHICH WOMEN
PLAY LEADING ROLES

and family circumstances that threaten to thwart
her goal of becoming an Olympic medallist. An-
other in this group that is worthy of mention is
The Queen’s Gambit (S. Frank & A. Scott, Netflix:
2020), a US miniseries about an orphan girl who
becomes a chess prodigy. What makes this series
unique is the way it deconstructs the female ste-
reotype with its depiction of an imperfect heroine
who suffers from emotional disorders that lead to
drug and alcohol addiction (Menéndez-Menéndez
& Fernandez-Morales, 2023).

The sitcom genre has also tackled the topic of
women in sports. Back in the Game (Marc Cullen &
Robb Cullen, ABC: 2013) is a series about a former
baseball player who, after getting a divorce and
changing her life, ends up coaching the school
team that her son plays on. Recent television se-
ries that have combined comedy and drama in-
clude Glow (L. Flahive & C. Mensh, Netflix: 2017-
2019) and A League of Their Own (W. Graham & A.
Jacobson, Amazon Prime: 2022-). Glow is a series
inspired by the television program Gorgeous La-
dies of Wrestling (1986-1989), about the women'’s
wrestling circuit, which offers a critique of the
sexist degradation that women of different na-
tional, ethnic, racial and gender identities were
subject to in those years (Sezen & Cicekoglu, 2020;
Chow & Laine, 2022). A League of Their Own is an
adaptation of the film of the same name (Penny
Marshall, 1992) about a women’s baseball team
that competes in the top professional league in
the United States during the Second World War.
The series explores issues including the prejudices
suffered by women due to their race, ethnicity or
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class, as well as their sexual orientation and gen-
der identity (Stier Adler & Clark, 2023).

In the context outlined above, the main pur-
pose of this article is to analyse the representation
of women in sport based on a specific case study:
Home Ground (Heimebane, Johan Fasting, NRK:
2018-), a Norwegian drama series about a female
football coach who is hired to coach a team in
the men's premiere league. More specifically, this
study aims to examine the contributions made by
the series to sports-related fiction, to identify the
gender issues explored in it, and to consider the
gender stereotypes evident in the depiction of the
protagonist. The methodology adopted for this re-
search is qualitative, combining a case study with
critical discourse analysis. The study sample is
comprised of the ten episodes of the series’ first
season. The findings are organised on the basis
of the recurrence of aspects that connect to three
key points: the depiction of gender inequality, the
protagonist’s defiance of stereotypes, and female
empowerment in the series.

BARRIERS AND CHALLENGES FACED BY
FEMALE COACHES IN FILM AND TV FICTION

The representation of gender in television enter-
tainment generally reproduces normative roles,
stereotypes and existing inequalities between
men and women (Marcos-Ramos & Gonzalez-
de-Garay, 2021). In the case of television fiction,
stories of heroism also include realistic depictions
of women fighting against the patriarchal system
(Garcia, 2022). These elements have been reflect-
ed in certain sports-related film and TV produc-
tions that feature a female coach in a leading role.
An obvious example of inequality in sport is the
predominance of male coaches, who, despite the
marked growth of women's sports over the past
decade, still vastly outnumber female coaches in
both men’s and women'’s sports (DuBose, 2022;
Walker & Bopp, 2011). Female coaches are prac-
tically non-existent at the elite levels of men's
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football, largely due to the lack of opportunities
for their advancement in a sport dominated by
men (Norman, 2012). Moreover, female coaches
face additional obstacles including less recogni-
tion for their work, sexual discrimination (Lépez,
2017; Reade, Rodgers y Norman, 2009) and gen-
der-based violence. In addition, women in coach-
ing jobs find it harder to develop professionally
and sustain a viable career (Solanas, Hinojosa-Al-
calde et al., 2022).

FEMALE COACHES HAVE RARELY
BEEN PORTRAYED IN LEADING ROLES
IN FILMS OR SERIES

To address these challenges faced by female
coaches, the empowerment of women in sport is
essential. Currie, Callary & Young (2021) describe
one example of empowerment as when female
coaches see themselves as participating and com-
peting in a sport that they belong to, overcoming
the social restrictions imposed on them. Another
example can be found in organisational initiatives
aimed at recognising the presence of women in
sports, such as the program designed by Nike, in
collaboration with Women Win! and Gurls Talk,?
to help increase the number of female coaches
through the creation of a network of mentors in
order to prevent girls from leaving sports due to a
lack of role models (Menéndez, 2020). Similarly, a
group of Australian coaches of Muay Thai, a sport
traditionally associated with men, created their
own training program with a feminist dimension,
specifically aimed at women (Nichols, Pavlidis
& Fullagar, 2023). In addition, despite the limit-
ed opportunities, there are female coaches who
have managed to reach elite levels in their cho-
sen sports, such as Katie Allen, the only woman
ever to have coached a men’s field hockey team in
Spain’s First Division (Amords, 2022). In the case
of elite football, despite the growing number of fe-
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male coaches on Spanish First Division women’s
teams, most aspire to make the leap into men’s
football (Puig, Tikas & Soria, 2022).

Female coaches have rarely been portrayed
in leading roles in films or series. Notable among
the few exceptions in the case of film are Coach
(Bud Townsend, 1978), Eddie (Steve Rash, 1996),
Sunset Park (Steve Gomer, 1996) and The Mighty
Macs (Tim Chambers, 2009). These productions
all portray women who try to take control of their
careers and win the respect of the players, while
challenging the traditional structures of their
chosen sport (Lieberman, 2015). In the case of tel-
evision fiction, a female coach is depicted in the
series Hockey Girls with the character Anna, the
new coach of the club’s girls’ division, who tries
to develop unique strategies that distinguish her
from her predecessor’s male-oriented approach,
and also calls on the players on the top team in the
boys’ division to support real equality (Tous-Rovi-
rosa, Prat & Dergacheva, 2022).

HOME GROUND: A PORTRAIT OF GENDER
INEQUALITY

The characters in the series analysed in this
article are people who have a direct relation-
ship with professional football (players, coach-
ing staff, management) and an indirect one (the
players’ families and fans). The team depicted in
the series, around which most of the characters’
relationships are articulated, is Varg IL, a top-
tier team based in the small Norwegian coast-
al town of Ulsteinvik. Helena Mikkelsen is the
main protagonist, occupying a central role in a
story that follows her evolution as a coach. Af-
ter playing football herself until the age of 24
and completing a master’s degree at the School
of Sport Sciences, Helena starts coaching Trond-
heims-@rn, the top women’s football team in
Norway, leading them to three consecutive na-
tional championships and to the semifinals of
the European Champions League. She then goes
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onto become the first female coach of Varg IL,
a men'’s football club that has recently risen to
Norway’s Eliteserien.?

The issue of gender inequality is made clear
from the very beginning of the series, reflected
mainly in two ways: the lack of parity between
men’s and women’s football, and the lack of re-
spect given to Helena as a coach. For example,
the series’ depiction of the current state of Nor-
wegian football reveals the lack of women at the
elite level by showing Mikkelsen as the only fe-
male present on a football talk show (Image 1).
And when she talks about the state of men's
football in Norway, her analysis is dismissed by
two of the men on the show, who remark that
“[...] passion and motivation can take you a long
way in women's football, but in the men’s game
the demands are different [...] for the girls who
play women's football it may be more of a so-

Image I. Helena Mikkelsen taking partin VG Sporten
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cial thing, a hobby, motivation is fine to get a
spark going” (#1x01: Who Wants It More?, Den
som vil det mest, Arild Andresen, NRK: 2018).
In the same episode, her first interactions with
the players in the changeroom make it clear that
they have little faith in her, doubting her coach-
ing ability and undervaluing her professional
achievements. She also has to contend with the
hostility of some of Varg IL's more extreme fans,*
for no other reason than that she is a woman.
This hostility includes sexist threats graffitied on
her house and her car (Image 2) in an effort to
bully her into leaving the club (#1x04: Support-
ers, Medgangssupportarar, Cecilie Mosli, NRK:
2018). Another example of the lack of respect
for Helena is the constantly dismissive attitude
of the club owner, who expresses his discon-
tent to the board of directors and seeks to use
the team’s poor results as an excuse to get rid of
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her, when in fact the real reason for his dissat-
isfaction is the fact that she is a woman #1x09:
It Was a Very Good Year, Over streken, Eirik
Svensson, NRK: 2018). The undervaluing of her
work is made clear when, after she has been
fired as coach, she receives an unexpected visit
from the club manager and the players, who ask
her to continue training the team in secret, to
which she responds: “You want me to explain to
Michael [the new coach] everything that occurs
to me about tactics? And if it goes well, I let him
take all the credit, in the hope of getting back the
job I'm already doing. Do you think that makes
sense?” (#1x10: The Great Escape, Eirik Svensson,
NRK: 2018). But the ultimate display of gender
inequality identified in the series is the sexual as-
sault committed against Helena during a match
by the coach of the opposing team, who provokes
her and grabs her by the vagina (#1x05: Fair Play,
Stian Kristiansen, NRK: 2018), and even breaks
into her house a few days later to harass her fur-
ther, threatening her to keep quiet about the as-
sault because he is afraid of losing his job (#1x06:
No Comment, Ingen Kommentar, Eirik Svensson,
NRK: 2018). These various moments in the series
reflect Helena's immersion in a reality dominat-
ed by men and the patriarchal values associated
with it (Garcia, 2022).

Image 2. Offensive graffiti targeting the female coach
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HELENA MIKKELSEN AND HER DEFIANCE
OF STEREOTYPES

Many of the situations that Helena experiences
at different moments in the series relate to tradi-
tional gender norms whereby women seek social
acceptance by means of both their physical ap-
pearance and their behaviour. These are stereo-
types associated with femininity, such as physical
beauty, vulnerability, motherhood and depend-
ence, which are reflected by other female char-
acters in the series, such as the players’ wives.
Helena's physical appearance is not stereotypical,
as she wears her hair pulled back in a ponytail,
uses no make-up and is nearly always shown in a
sports training outfit. However, she occasionally
abandons her usual style in an effort to conform
to traditional gender standards, although this
generally makes her uncomfortable. For example,
when she goes to a business dinner with the club
owner, Bjgrn, and manager, Espen, she puts on
make-up, lets her hair down and wears a red dress
and high heels (Image 3). In this sequence there
are also various pieces of dialogue that allude to
this stereotype of femininity. Before leaving for
the dinner, Helena justifies her attire to her fam-
ily by explaining: “I have to go have dinner and
be charming.” Later, when Espen meets her at the
restaurant, he tells her: “Con-
centrate on being polite and sin-
cere; I'm sure you'll charm him.”
Then, when Bjgrn himself sees
her, he says: “What a beautiful
dress. You should have worn
it to the press conference too”
(#1x02: Jolly Good, Lads!, Steik-
je bra, Arild Andresen, NRK:
2018).

Another stereotype present
in the series is related to moth-
erhood, as Helena has a 17-year-
old daughter, Camilla, who lives
with her, although they don't
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Image 3. Helena Mikkelsen with Espen greeting the club owner

spend much time together because Helena prior-
itises her career over her home life. Helena thus
challenges the conventional model of what a
mother should be. For example, when she arrives
home hungry and finds no meal prepared, she asks
her daughter flatly: “Don’'t we have anything for
sandwiches?” Camilla replies: “I'm sorry. I forgot
to go shopping” (#1x09: It Was a Very Good Year,
Over streken, Eirik Svensson, NRK: 2018). Helena
is unable to take time out to do things with Camil-
la and she often makes promises that she ends up
breaking. The sudden changes in her job situa-
tion as a coach spark a conflict with her daughter,
who feels neglected and ends up leaving home.
As she explains in the note she leaves behind for
her mother: ‘I feel alone. If we had talked, things
would be different” (#1x10: The Great Escape, Eirik
Svensson, NRK: 2018).

THE DEPICTION OF HELENA IN THE
SERIES ALSO CHALLENGES THE FEMALE
STEREOTYPE OF DEPENDENCE, AS

SHE IS NEITHER ECONOMICALLY NOR
EMOTIONALLY RELIANT ON ANYBODY
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The depiction of Helena in the series also
challenges the female stereotype of dependence,
as she is neither economically nor emotionally
reliant on anybody. For example, just when the
women'’s team she is coaching is on the verge of
qualifying for a major final, Helena decides to
leave them in the interests of professional de-
velopment and makes the jump to elite men's
football. Her fierce independence is evident in
the first episode, when one of the women'’s team
players says to her: “You can't leave us... we've
come so far,” to which Helena replies simply: “It’s
the Eliteserien” (#1x01;: Who Wants It More?, Den
som vil det mest, Arild Andresen, NRK: 2018).
Helena’s emotional independence is reflected in
her choice not to have any emotional ties that
might constrain her. This can be identified in the
series, for example, when she deals with the sex-
ual assault without any kind of support (#1x06:
No Comment, Ingen Kommentar, Eirik Svensson,
NRK: 2018).

Contrasting with the stereotype of weakness
associated with women, Helena comes across as
cold and calculating. She shows strength at dif-
ferent moments of tension throughout the se-
ries, such as when she has to negotiate with Varg
IL's owner to sign up a player at a decisive mo-
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ment to keep the team from dropping from the
top tier (Image 4). In this situation, she maintains
her self-confidence and refuses to be pushed
around, despite the owner’s lack of respect for
her when he tells her: “You are insolent, selfish
and arrogant... I'm not going to bother investing
in you” (#1x07: Deadline Day, Yngvild Sve Flikke,
NRK: 2018). All these examples reflect how the
depiction of the protagonist in this series aban-
dons traditional models of femininity to offer a
picture closer to the contemporary social reality
(Tous-Rovirosa, Prat & Dergacheva, 2022).

FEMALE EMPOWERMENT IN TELEVISION
FICTION ABOUT SPORTS

Another element explored in Home Ground is re-
lated to female empowerment, which is reflected
by the protagonist in various situations. For ex-
ample, Helena seizes the chance to coach at the
elite level of men’s football and advance in her
career, drawing on her professional experience
in the sport. This is evident in a conversation she
has with the club manager, when she tells him:
‘I've been doing this for fifteen years... nobody
wants this... more than I do” (#1x01: Who Wants
It More?, Den som vil det mest, Arild Andresen,

Image 4. The coach meets with the club owner
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HELENA'’S LEADERSHIP OF THE TEAM
REPRESENTS ANOTHER KEY ELEMENT OF
HER EMPOWERMENT, EARNING HER THE
RESPECT OF THE COMMUNITY IN A MALE-
DOMINATED ENVIRONMENT

NRK: 2018). Much later in the series when she is
fired as Varg IL's coach, she is offered another op-
portunity to coach Norway's under-21 women's
team because of her iconic status as a coach in the
country (#1x10: The Great Escape, Eirik Svensson,
NRK: 2018). Her empowerment is also evident
in her ability to take control of her own career;
for example, when she is initially offered the job
of assistant coach at Varg IL, she rejects the of-
fer, telling the manager: “I don't want to be sec-
ond coach: I want to be first” (#1x01: Who Wants
It More?, Den som vil det mest, Arild Andresen,
NRK: 2018). And in the same episode, when she
introduces herself to the team in the changeroom
(Image 5), she highlights her own agency in her
description of her career: “I was a player, but at
the age of twenty-four, I decided to become a
coach” (#1x01: Who Wants It More?, Den som vil
det mest, Arild Andresen, NRK: 2018).
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Image 5. Helena Mikkelsen in the Varg IL changeroom

Helena's leadership of the team represents
another key element of her empowerment,
earning her the respect of the community in a
male-dominated environment. Particularly no-
table in her interactions with the players are
her aggressive pep talks, especially during the
matches, which ultimately influence the team'’s
performance: “Let’s go, boys! Let's give them a
beating. Go for it tooth and nail. This match isn't
going to be won by the best players, but by the
team that can put aside all their bullshit” (#1x05:
Fair Play, Stian Kristiansen, NRK: 2018). Mean-
while, Varg IL's fans, who initially reject Helena,
end up praising her work, as reflected in their
chants from the stands: “Nobody can beat our
girl, our girl, our girl, nobody can beat our girl”
(#1x09: It Was a Very Good Year, Over streken,
Eirik Svensson, NRK: 2018).

The media coverage of Helena in the series is
marked by a predominantly sensationalist tone,
although occasionally it is more strictly inform-
ative, referring to issues related specifically to
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the sport. For example, when she is introduced
at her first press conference (Image 6 and Image
7), some media outlets react positively: “You're
making history. You're the first female coach in
the Eliteserien... You're a pioneer and a great role
model for sportswomen” (#1x01: Who Wants It
More?, Den som vil det mest, Arild Andresen,
NRK: 2018).

Another aspect related to women's empow-
erment in the series is Helena’s use of unique
strategies that break with the traditional male
approach to football. A glimpse of this is offered
when Helena appears on a TV show explaining
her work method, which is based on encouraging
drive, motivation and passion, elements that led
to her success as a coach of elite women’s foot-
ball (#1x01: Who Wants It More?, Den som vil
det mest, Arild Andresen, NRK: 2018). Another
example is when Helena applies her method to
the men’'s team, as revealed in the following dia-
logue: “We're doing everything really well. Don't
lose your concentration. We can do this” (#1x04:
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Image 6. Live press conference

Supporters, Medgangssupportarar, Cecilie Mosli,
NRK: 2018). These various aspects associated with
the empowerment of the female coach reveal how
Helena manages to overcome the obstacles inher-
ent to a predominantly male environment (Cur-
rie, Callary & Young, 2021).

CONCLUSIONS

This analysis of the representation of women in
sport in Home Ground has shown that its realistic
depiction of a female coach in the world of men’s
professional football is the most prominent aspect
of the series. The inclusion of various real-life el-
ements serves to enhance the verisimilitude of
the series’ treatment of its sport-related subject. A
notable example is the presence of the celebrated
Norwegian former footballer John Carew in the
role of Michael, who works with Helena as assis-
tant coach. In addition, the depiction of the Eli-
teserien involves the use of the name and official
image of Norway's real premier league, and the
appearance of real teams such as Rosenborg and
Aalesunds. Another element that enhances the
realism of the series is the recurring presence of
the Lerkendal Stadion, Norway's most emblem-
atic football stadium, as well as the presence of
real-world media outlets such as Norway’s public
television broadcaster, NRK, and the sensational-
ist tabloid VG.
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Image 7. Helena Mikkelsen faces the media

The main sports-related issue explored in Home
Ground is the upheaval of the traditional structures
of men'’s football provoked by the arrival of a fe-
male coach. In the series, the rupture of the tradi-
tional all-male model in the sport at the elite level
(Norman, 2012) unsettles various stakeholders, in-
cluding managers, fans, the media and the players.
Of the various gender-related issues identified in
the series, gender inequality constitutes the most
significant challenge that Helena Mikkelsen has
to confront. This is reflected in the shortage of op-
portunities for a female coach to develop profes-
sionally and gain recognition in keeping with her
achievements, as pointed out by Garcia (2022) and
Tous-Rovirosa, Prat & Dergacheva (2022). At the
same time, the extreme level of contempt for wom-
en is identifiable in the harassment suffered by
Helena, which is depicted explicitly in the series,
as she is the victim of gender-based violence used
as a form of misogynistic intimidation intended to
pressure her to give up her job. The analysis of the
gender stereotypes represented by the protagonist
has revealed that Helena deconstructs normative
roles and disrupts the traditionally established
binary order for men and women. Her defiance
of stereotypes thus contrasts with the tendency
identified by Marcos-Ramos & Gonzdalez-de-Garay
(2021). Related to this point is the break with the
classical female hero stereotype in film and televi-
sion fiction, as described by Menéndez-Menéndez
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& Fernandez Morales (2023), with the depiction
of a strong, independent woman who ultimately
achieves success. Moreover, female empowerment
constitutes a key component of the stereotype rep-
resented by Mikkelsen. The series thus constructs
a world in which a woman is able to enter the elite
level of men'’s football as a coach, which in reality
would be highly unusual (DuBose, 2022; Walker &
Bopp 2011). Another dimension of empowerment
associated with Helena is related to how she con-
sciously chooses every step she takes in her career,
successfully overcoming the social obstacles placed
in her way, in keeping with the findings of Currie,
Callary & Young (2021). This study has thus shown
how, although women continue to be under-rep-
resented in television series, Home Ground con-
tributes to closing the gender gap in professional
sports through the visibility it gives to a woman in
a leadership position. l

NOTES

1 For more information on Women Win, visit their
website (“Women Win”, n. d.).

2 For more information on Gurls Talk, visit their web-
site (“Gurls Talk” 2023).

3 The top-tier league in Norwegian football.

4 Fansare represented exclusively by men in the series.
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WOMEN AND SPORT IN TELEVISION FICTION
SERIES: THE CASE OF HOME GROUND

MUJER Y DEPORTE EN LA FICCION TELEVISIVA
SERIADA. EL CASO DE HOME GROUND

Abstract

This article analyses the representation of women in sport in con-
temporary international TV fiction, based on a case study of the
Norwegian series Home Ground (Heimebane, Johan Fasting, NRK:
2018-), about a woman working as a coach at the top level of men'’s
professional football. The study also aims to examine the specific
contributions the series makes to sports-related fiction, to identify
the gender issues explored in it, and to consider the gender stereo-
types evident in the depiction of the protagonist. The methodology
used combines a case study with critical discourse analysis, taking
the first season of the series as the study sample. The findings re-
flect the unexpected changes to the traditional structures of men'’s
professional football resulting from the entry of a woman into this
male-dominated world. The gender inequality faced by the protag-
onist, in a context of limited opportunities for her professional de-
velopment, is also an important issue in the series. Another notable
element identified is the defiance of traditional gender stereotypes,
as the coach depicted in the series challenges traditional norms for
women. Finally, female empowerment is reflected in the visibility
given to a woman in a leadership position in a context characterised

by male dominance.
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Resumen

Este articulo analiza la representacion de la mujer en el deporte, a
través de la ficcion televisiva contemporanea internacional y, en con-
creto, a partir del caso especifico de la serie noruega Home Ground
(Heimebane, Johan Fasting, NRK: 2018-), cuya protagonista es una
entrenadora de futbol que trabaja en la alta competicién masculina.
Asimismo, el estudio busca examinar qué rasgos propios aporta la
serie a la tematica deportiva, identificar qué cuestiones de género
aparecen y considerar qué estereotipo de género representa la prota-
gonista en la ficcion. La metodologia utilizada combina el estudio de
caso con el analisis critico del discurso, siendo la muestra analizada la
primera temporada de la serie. Los resultados indican cémo la llegada
de una mujer al entorno del futbol profesional masculino provoca
cambios inesperados en sus estructuras tradicionales. La desigual-
dad de género, a la que se enfrenta la protagonista, en un ambito
de escasas oportunidades para acceder profesionalmente, es otro
componente relevante en la serie. La resistencia a los estereotipos
tradicionales de género constituye otro hallazgo destacado, ya que la
entrenadora quiebra el modelo tradicional asociado a la mujer. Final-
mente, el empoderamiento femenino permite visibilizar a la mujer
en posicién de liderazgo dentro de un contexto caracterizado por un

predominio masculino.
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RE-EXAMINING THE IMAGES
AND RETHINKING

THE SPORT:
A CONVERSATION

WITH NATALIA ARROYO

VIOLETA KOVACSICS
MANUEL GARIN

In the iconography of football, images of euphoria
coexist with those of defeat; those of celebration
with those of loss; the image of the goal with that
of the save. Every image has its opposite. One of
football's most painful images is that of the injury,
whether caused by an opponent during a match
or as a result of an accident during training. Such
an image determined a crucial moment in Natalia
Arroyo’s history. After playing in the lower divi-
sions for FC Barcelona and on Real Club Depor-
tivo Espanyol’s first team, her career as a profes-
sional footballer was cut short by injury in 2008.
One career ended, but very soon another began,
as a journalist.

Arroyo is a unique figure in the world of foot-
ball: once a player and then a journalist, she is now
head coach for the Real Sociedad women's team.
She has also previously coached the Catalonia re-
gion's women'’s team. These multiple careers have
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given her a comprehensive understanding of the
world of women'’s sport, as she has had the chan-
ce to observe it both from within and from wi-
thout. After studying audiovisual communication
at Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Arroyo worked for
several years as a journalist for media outlets in-
cluding the newspaper Diari Ara, making her one
of the leading authorities on women's football and
its relationship with images. Arroyo made herself
available for this interview at the beginning of
Real Sociedad’s pre-season, finding time in her
working schedule to provide in-depth answers to
the questions we asked her.

This interview was conducted on Thursday,
20 July 2023, via a video call between Donos-
tia and Barcelona. This was within days of the
commencement in Australia and New Zealand
of the World Cup, which the Spanish women’s
team would end up winning. What happened on
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the dais at the medal ceremony for that title, and
subsequently in press conferences and communi-
ques, effectively confirmed the truth of a whole
range of protests that Spanish female footballers
have been making more or less directly now for
years (or even decades). The interview with Arro-
yo presented here took place before these events,
so obviously there is no reference to them. Ne-
vertheless, many of Arroyo's comments reflect
the debates that have intensified in response to
the actions of the former President of the Spanish
Football Federation, Luis Rubiales. We believe this
makes her observations all the more interesting,
given that they are not a reaction to the current
media attention but the product of a thoughtful
perspective, developed over many years, that con-
nects past and present in an extraordinarily lucid
way.

In 2022, Columna published Arroyo’'s book
Dones de futbol, which outlines the history of
football played by women. The book begins by
constructing a narrative based on the notion of
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the pioneer, a term that has been attributed to
women footballers for many years, given that
football played by women always seemed to be in
its first stages (not due to a lack of success or au-
dience, as Jean Williams [2007: 111] has shown,
but due to prohibitions imposed by men). It is a
term that has even been attributed to Arroyo her-
self, both on the pitch and off it as a journalist,
and it serves as an excellent example of the afore-
mentioned relationship between past and present
(historical problems and new horizons). Both in
her book and throughout this interview, Arroyo
explains how this history has been changing, so
that thanks to those very same pioneers, victories
both small and large have been achieved in terms
of working conditions in the sport, but also in ter-
ms of the public sphere and the media, through
new images and new ways of relating to the ima-
ge. It is a battle and a shared desire that Arroyo
is passing onto the next generation through her
passion for the game. B
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What type of films or audiovisual products do
you think had a major impact on your way of un-
derstanding and experiencing sport before you
knew you would become a footballer?

[ have a hard time coming up with films. Instead,
I think of series like Captain Tusbasa (TV Tokyo,
1983-1986). On the other hand, in my professional
experience, the really important influence was
the sports broadcasts. I do remember watching
channels like TV3 or any channel that presented
sports. I was especially interested in football be-
cause it was also broadcast free to air. For exam-
ple, I recall the broadcasts of the Barca (FC Bar-
celona) matches that featured the image of Jordi
Culé (a caricaturesque cartoon character repre-
senting a Barcelona fan) and that the commenta-
ting was a lot of fun. As a spectator, I watched on
two levels, corresponding to my two professional
sides: first, I tried to imitate some of the players’
technical plays, and second, I tried to imitate what
the pitch-side reporters were doing. This exten-
ded to other sports broadcasts, like the Barcelona
Open and French Open tennis tournaments, with
Carlos Movya or Sergi Bruguera, and the handba-
1l broadcasts in the days of Enric Masip and An-
dréi Xepkin. I spent the whole weekend watching
sports. As for films, it wasn't until [ was an adult
that I first became aware of some titles that con-
veyed a really negative image of women in sport.

Was there a change in your relationship with
images of sport when you began working as a
coach? In other words, what are the most subs-
tantial differences you find between the broad-
casts of the matches for the general public and
the images you use professionally to work on te-
chnical or tactical issues?

There are differences. The standard broadcasts of
men's professional football are the sports broad-
casts with the most resources. For example, they
have cameras that can move at different speeds
around the pitch, and drones and other devices
that provide a really complete view of the match.
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The company Mediapro, for example, has a tac-
tical camera system set up in the stadium that
can capture an amazing 360-degree image, with
a level of tracking that can offer a coach’s view,
which is not the same as the view of a spectator
who is watching the match at home and wants
just the opposite, closer shots, more detail. That's
why for the broadcasts of the big matches they
use a movie camera that can zoom in on the detai-
Is. This is totally different from what has always
been used in women's sports, where for a long
time the broadcasts of a sport like football, with
its huge field and so many people running around
(unlike a pavilion or a straight line like you have
in swimming), have relied on only three or four
cameras. As a coach, the footage of women'’s foot-
ball that I was using before I worked for a first di-
vision team, which is where I have the privilege
to be working now, was TV broadcast footage.
TV broadcasts are often used as a tactical support
because there aren’t enough resources to send an
analyst to other stadiums. The objective would be
to stop using the TV footage because they're diffe-
rent communication and visual styles, but if the
resources are limited you have to develop a diffe-
rent way of looking at the same images; the view
is the same, but it offers different perspectives.

For player motivation, do you use live action
footage?

We use footage most of all for tactical purposes:
video clips that we've been able to get of the oppo-
sing team and sequences of our own matches to
be able to correct mistakes or go over combination
plays. We do the same with the footage we re-
cord every day at the training sessions, whether
with ordinary cameras on tripods (depending on
the pitch where we're training) or with 360-de-
gree technology that takes a more oval recording.
That type of image does have a use in day-to-day
training, at different times in the week and with
different focuses. On the other hand, I haven't
used motivational images in recent seasons, whe-
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ther based on films or on photographs that re-
view what we've done during the year. With the
Spanish selection, for example, I have used them,
also on the request of the players:  remember one
season when two of the captains wanted to do a
montage, and they asked for my permission and
in the end we worked on it together. I think they
have an impact, but sometimes it can be excessi-
ve; it's important not to overwhelm them. These
days, my use of video is more technical, based
more on tactics. As I have a team with different
language levels, I know that asking them to think
about a match by talking to them alone doesn't
work as well as supporting the talk with all the
technology [ have at my disposal. There is always
a screen behind my messaging: sometimes I use
something more organised in PowerPoint form,
going slide by slide, but other times I prefer to do
it in a bit more of a raw way so that I can monitor
the energy the players have, and still other times
I simply use the traditional whiteboard with mag-
nets. I change it up to avoid the coldness that digi-
tal technology can have these days. Felt tip pens,
whiteboards and flash cards keep things from ge-
tting too technological and alienating the players.
I'm going back to notebooks and paper instead of
using a digital notepad. You've caught me in a bit
of a technological crisis [laughs].

There is obviously a generational difference with
some of your players. What changes do you see
to the type of audiovisual technology they use
today? For example, do you think their viewing
is more fragmented, like in the typical videos of
highlights?

I'm wrestling with this because in fact I have a
pretty young team, as most of the players were
born after the year 2000. They're young, you see
them with their phones every day, and we always
have the dilemma of whether we should make
everything shorter, get to the point more quic-
kly, because sometimes their attention span gives
out. [ learned this in the days when [ was working
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for the newspaper Diari Ara: they say that peo-
ple do a lot of skim reading, or they only read the
headlines. But I think that right now everyone is
thinking that maybe it isn't too much for people,
that maybe we've crossed the line a bit and peo-
ple actually want fuller, longer and more detailed
texts, because they get tired of the superficiality
of everything being so fragmented. Just today,
the talk we had [on the Real Sociedad training
grounds] was about the platforms that we're going
to use so that the players have all the resources on
hand throughout the season: from accessing the
schedule for the week to playing back any videos
we've worked on as a reminder. One of the chan-
ges we've introduced this year is that everything
will be more optimised for mobile phones, which
is the main device they view things on. Generally
speaking, I would say that the players use tech-
nology a lot, but generally in a fragmented rather
than an organised way. That’s why it is important
to find ways of connecting the materials we offer
them when they're going to view them on their
own. Sometimes it's hard to get them to focus on
reviewing plays where not much seems to happen;
in those cases, I do think it is more effective to
watch the videos with them, together. If you show
them the videos more as part of a conversation,
you do capture their attention for as long as you
want. But on their own they need a lot of action,
as if it was the first episode of a series on Netflix,
where if there aren't five romantic encounters,
three deaths and two explosions it's a waste of
time [laughs]. Obviously, I'm generalising; there’s
a lot of variety and football demands variety. So-
metimes it demands something really light so that
they can view it when they feel like it, and other
times I do think they like to be guided, to follow
a story. Because otherwise all this content with
everything so fast, flashing past in ten seconds,
with the audio at full volume and Spotify too, it
doesn’t work... Again, it's the technological crisis
we were talking about before, getting the players
to understand that there are certain recordings
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that still have to be that way, and that they aren’t
outdated. Football matches still last ninety minu-
tes. I don't think it's necessary to replay the match
from beginning to end, all together, like they used
to do with me. These days you choose and you
edit, you review the plays that are interesting and
you complement them with slides, spotlights, foo-
tage from training, and that’s how you prepare it.

How do you address issues of self-representation
and media presence? We are emerging from a pa-
radigm of objectification or sexualisation of the
bodies of sportswomen, which is changing. Do
you work in any way on the use of social media?
[ feel that the younger generations have natura-
lised this issue. My generation dealt with these
changes with difficulties and by overdoing it: we
exposed ourselves when we started using social
media, sometimes too much. These days, as fema-
le footballers and sportswomen have a much clea-
rer professional future, as they know that if they
take the right steps, that professional future could
become a reality, they take conscious control of
their social media use. It's a control that comes
from the players themselves, from their ability to
understand that the “social media” tool is almost
more useful for professional development than
it is for interacting. The communication depart-
ment at Real Sociedad does give them guidance,
so that they're aware of what things are not in
keeping with the image of a player for this club
(supporting them with common sense), but I also
see them getting plenty of guidance from their
agents. The trial-error system that others used
before has made them more aware of the image
they have. And they know that they can work for
advertising brands, which represents an impor-
tant source of income or of cachet for them.

In terms of the question of objectification, they
choose it freely. They choose it based on a pride in
their own bodies, which is a very American thing.
In the United States, the girls have no qualms
about appearing on magazine covers showing off
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a very developed body: if I'm a cyclist, [ show my
legs: if I'm a swimmer, I show my muscles. I think
in Europe and in Spain that it's been much harder
for us to associate female athletes with this power
of the body. The new generations know that part
of what they do in their profession gives them a
body that is viewed very positively by society and
that is really normalised for them: I show what I
want to show:; I roll up my pants if I want to, and
I choose the photo that shows off the body that
this sport has given me. The biggest victory is that
they choose what they want to show, in terms of
both their bodies and their private lives. From my
point of view, this reflects a command, a control
and an empowerment very much in keeping with
the new generations: they dare to say things that
previous generations found it very hard to do.
The same is true of sexual orientation: they've
broken a whole range of taboos and barriers. Be-
fore, you had to decide whether to publicly decla-
re non-normative sexuality or not; now, in most
cases, what they want to declare is understood
based on what they post or don't post. Although
sometimes we think they're slaves to social me-
dia, I think they handle their time pretty well and
they have more control than it might seem.

Non-heteronormative relationships continue to
be a very strong taboo in men’s football. On the
other hand, in women’s football, they are com-
pletely naturalised. What do you think is the re-
ason for this difference?

[ find that a complex question to answer; let me see
if I can put my ideas in order. In the context of my
experience, in sport or major sports, everything
that is given priority is founded on male stan-
dards. As much as we are moving towards grea-
ter gender openness, in sport we're stuck in the
binary. The rules of competitive sport, of win
or lose, where you have to have certain athletic
abilities, have led us to think that you need to
be strong, aggressive, almost cruel to the person
opposite you. It is a set of traditionally male quali-
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ties that have connected with one type of woman
more than others. I have always been interested
in these kinds of questions. How could we rethink
sport so that its codes reflect more female quali-
ties? Why is it that the sports where homosexua-
lity has been able to be expressed publicly are the
more artistic, more supposedly feminine ones?
There are a lot of studies that have identified that
many girls during childhood and adolescence
don't feel comfortable with the win-or-lose phi-
losophy, that they want to do other things, collec-
tive things, with a different kind of scoring that
is not about beating an opponent. I think that this
does separate people and it may then lead to a
specific sexual orientation (or not). Obviously, I'm
not going to get into questions about gender cons-
truction, because that is a very complex debate.
But I have often reflected on why women’s foot-
ball has an apparently higher percentage of gay
people than other social contexts. Homosexuali-
ty seems much more normalised among women
who play sport: it is normalised for them that an-
yone can be anyone and be with anyone. I think
that socially too it should be becoming normali-
sed, as sport begins to abandon that traditional
view where success is associated with winning,
with being the most aggressive or the strongest.
As long as we continue to associate success with
those kinds of qualities, it will be hard for men
to think that being a man can mean being really
free in your sexual orientation, because of all the
codes surrounding sport. Sport should be simply
another vehicle of society, and not a vehicle for
the expression of masculinity based on strength
or individual success. I don't think I've answered
the question [laughs].

One very positive aspect that is very noticea-
ble at a women’s football match is that there is
much less distance between the players and the
fans, more closeness in the sense that the status
barrier between elite athletes and the people is
not so visible. Do you think that has to do with
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questions of money or media coverage? Could
women’s sport represent a different, less elitist
model?

For me it all comes down to money, like the diffe-
rencesinpay, when one group gets paid more than
the rest and that gives them the capacity to be clo-
ser or more isolated. Although this could be extra-
polated to other areas; for example, right now we
are in the middle of an electoral campaign [for the
Spanish general elections of 2023], and when peo-
ple ask the politicians, they don’'t know the cost
of a tub of yoghurt, a kilo of squash, a month’s
rent or a ride on public transport. Sportswomen
lead everyday lives very similar to most people in
the street: they don't have luxury cars, they mi-
ght even take the bus, and when they travel they
don't go in first class, much less on a private jet.
Under those financial conditions, women players
know that they can't retire after a good twelve
years in the sport, so they combine it with studies,
so that when they retire from the sport they can
take up another profession. This probably brings
you closer to a normal person, someone who isn’t
just a successful football star.

[ don't know where the transformation of wo-
men's sport will take us, as in some cases it will be-
come elite, with big salaries and a need for protec-
tion. I'm thinking, for example of Alexia Putellas:
if every time she has gone to the beach this sum-
mer she has had five paparazzi around her, I don't
know how much she’s going to have to “bunker
down”, or whether she'll be able to keep up that
closeness that is of course a really nice thing to
have. There are a lot of cases of sportswomen who
understand that that’s where their strength lies,
in not isolating themselves from the people, in un-
derstanding that sport is the fans, the kids and the
families who follow you and look up to you, be-
cause if you get mad at a match and don'’t sign an
autograph, what kind of athlete are you really? I
think that in this respect women players, perhaps
due to a lack of role models, still feel a sense of
responsibility. I don't know whether we're going
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to maintain it when the financial barrier goes up.
But I do notice their awareness of their status as
role models, and that they don't want to be distant
role models; they want to make the girls happy.
However, there can also be cases where people
get confused, stepping over the line, because they
don't know how to recognise when they're inva-
ding a famous person’s privacy. Perhaps there will
soon be major sportswomen who will have to start
protecting themselves a little because that close-
ness will start to have a negative impact on their
private lives. But I still see a different awareness,
without so much separation between the pitch
and the stands, with a different kind of audience
because the sport they watch and enjoy has more
intimacy, more sportsmanship, and that makes
the player want to stop and express her gratitu-
de. Women in sport are still very grateful for this,
while men in sport have normalised it to the point
that it doesn’t excite them so much anymore.

When you mention Alexia Putellas, it brings to
our minds a very iconic image of her: the moment
when sheis celebrating at Camp Nou stadium, and
a fan passes her a drum that she starts playing on.
The history of football is filled with iconic images,
both technical feats and others that have nothing
to do with the game, which construct the history
of the sport. What images are essential for you in
the case of women'’s football?

Obviously, a photo or a video doesn't make an
athlete, but they do contribute. When I was wor-
king for Diari Ara, when there was a big sports
victory that made the front pages and was fea-
tured in the TV news, like a gold at the Olym-
pics, we always wondered what effect that image
would have. Are there more women swimmers
because there is a Mireia Belmonte? Are more
people interested in synchronised swimming be-
cause suddenly they've discovered a sport that
didn't receive any media coverage in the past four
years? The answer is almost always yes, at least
at the level of coaching licences, as the evidence
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shows in the case of swimming. So, visibility and
presence in traditional media and social media is
essential. For many years, shows with big audien-
ces like Deportes Cuatro usually only talked about
women’s sport when there were conflicts or con-
troversies. If the only thing about women'’s foot-
ball that gets media coverage is that we're fighting
over the contract, that we're on strike, or that the
Spanish Football Federation is fed up with the
CSD [Spain’s National Sports Council] or with Liga
F [the professional league for women’s football],
that creates a negative image. On the other hand,
if you're seeing games, goals and sport, that crea-
tes a different image, a positive one. I remember
that a friend of mine created a YouTube channel
where he posted images of international women'’s
football, at a time when there was no access at
all: in 2013, in the final for the Copa de la Reina
[a national women'’s football tournament], Alexia
Putellas scored a goal, and he posted it on YouTu-
be and it got more than a million views. That goal
was a unique moment. Finally, the press is able to
recognise these kinds of images. They show goals
and great plays and not things like “the goalkeeper
is fat and can't save anything” or “a great goal be-
cause of an error by a player who made a very bad
mistake” I think that now there is a good enough
level and reporters have the ability or the sensiti-
vity to choose.

Obviously, there are also images that have had
an impact on whole generations, like Brandi Chas-
tain’s celebration at the World Cup in the United
States in 1999, which I think is one of the 100
most important images in the history of sport. She
wrote a book titled It's Not About the Bra (2005).
Again, in this sense the Americans have no inhibi-
tions: with all the excitement of winning a World
Cup in front of 90,000 people, she slides to her
knees on the grass and takes off her shirt with no
qualms. These are powerful iconic moments that
travel around the world. Like Alexia’s celebration,
similar to Lionel Messi’s at Camp Nou... They are
images that the media replay so often that in the
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end they become icons of the sport. The one of
Chastain is one of the images that have had the
biggest impact on me, but that penalty shoot-out
had other great moments too. Any of Megan Ra-
pinoe’s celebrations at the World Cup as well. The
problem is the images that we haven't been able
to see, what we haven't heard about, what hasn’t
reached us because we haven't been told, and that
is sad. But this image that did reach us has been
able to last for nearly 25 years. I think that these
kinds of images can’t be manufactured. They have
to happen spontaneously, with the good fortune
that a camera is there at that moment taking the
picture. Today, social media platforms allow their
dissemination without depending on the editor
of a newspaper or some director of a TV network
with an outdated mentality; it depends on us, with
the ability to retweet it and coordinate it. What is
a shame is all the undoubtedly amazing images
that haven't reached us because the system pre-
vented them from being seen.

Sport is like other fields of activity in that it has
certain visual motifs or shared, recurrent forms
of representation in countless images that con-
vey particular messages. What for you would be
the most important visual motifs in the world of
football? Do you think that football played by
women is changing those motifs in some way?

When [ was working for the newspaper, when we
had to choose the photo that would accompany a
football article, the photographers nearly always
chose celebrations. Obviously, in a sport that
doesn’'t have very high scores, goals are extremely
important, along with the celebrations of them. In
fact, many of the examples of what we were tal-
king about before are celebrations or victories. The
images of celebrations give rise to imitations: there
are boys and girls who repeat or imitate the ges-
tures of their role models when they play football.
Scoring a goal is one of those visual motifs; ano-
ther is the coin toss, with the referees and the team
captains; or the players’ huddle and the coach’s pep
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talk, with or without shouting. More recently, in
video images, increasing importance is being given
to fouls: from excessive somersaults to foul itself
to show whether the player has suffered a lot of
harm or not, or even the moment when a player
helps their opponent up off the ground. There are
other sports that have been better at highlighting
that kind of sportsmanship, that respect for the re-
fereeing. I think that in football, fouls are still asso-
ciated more with protesting than with apologising,
with confronting the referee instead of worrying
about the person lying on the ground in pain. Fouls
could become a key factor for thinking about the
kind of sport we want: a sport that is all about fa-
king and protesting, or a sport that is about helping
the players who fell back up to their feet.

From a coach’s perspective, what motifs do you
think are most important?

[ think that this is something that is being redisco-
vered now, precisely because people are thinking
about how the new generations watch sports to-
day, and especially sports with long matches like
football. A match lasts nearly two hours. How
many people are still capable of watching it all
in one sitting and how many people do we need
to engage in a different way? Between matches,
what information do fans want? The normal rou-
tine? The training was on schedule, nobody has
been injured, nobody is at risk of being benched...
It's sort of superfluous information. If the clubs
don't offer different content, revealing everything
that goes on inside them, I think it will affect their
reputation, because a lot happens from one Sun-
day to the next. We're beginning to reveal all the-
se things, with Amazon documentaries (like the
Joanna Pardos series Alexia, Labor Omnia Vincit,
released in 2022), or the Netflix docuseries about
the US team, Under Pressure: The U.S. Women's
World Cup Team (Rebecca Gitlitz, 2023). As a
coach, I think we have to be open to it, even if the
camera makes us uncomfortable. There are mo-
ments when you want the team to be relaxed, and
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of course the camera bothers them, but we need
to normalise what goes on between matches. At
present, there aren’'t many examples.

The best documentaries, or the ones that have
had the most impact on me, are the American
ones, and that’s a shame because they come with a
particular kind of mentality and discourse: some-
times I ask the people in the US that I'm in touch
with, are all of them born as Al Pacino? [laughs]. Do
they all have the ability to make a speech in front
of who knows how many people without getting
nervous? Here in Europe, my impression is that
we're more modest. At Real Sociedad we don't find
that everything that portrays the day-to-day ha-
ppenings inside the club generates much interest.
In my context, for example, I get asked about the
day-to-day stuff, because they have no idea what
it'’s like to arrive at the stadium two hours befo-
rehand, or to check in together at a hotel, or the
talks with the players. Probably in the media-cen-
tred world in which we live, we're going to have
to open up and there won't be much privacy, but
the results could be interesting. Maybe women'’s
football could take the step before men’'s football
in certain things that the boys aren’'t bold enough
to do, such as the microphone that female coaches
carry, or the interviews at half time. In the United
States, they did an experiment where the assis-
tant coach would provide continuous commen-
tary on the match. These are new formulas to try
to engage new audiences. I don't know whether
we have to be experimental or wait for the ones
who have theoretically always led the way to be
experimental. It's hard, but I think it’s a good cha-
llenge to attract attention outside the traditional
format and the ninety minutes.

Taking into account your work as a communi-
cator and a journalist for various media outlets,
what are your points of reference? In your case,
you worked primarily as a tactical analyst.

As a player and as a reporter I haven't followed a
very clear path: I've taken ideas from a wide varie-
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ty of sources. I have done it all very much my own
way. In fact, when I was starting out as a repor-
ter, in theory I didn't have to do tactical analysis
because my job was as a pitch-side commentator.
What happened was that I didn't do exactly what
is expected of a standard pitch-side commentator,
perhaps because I didn't know what that was. Do
[ only have to comment on whether there is a big
crowd or not? Or on whether the coach gets up off
the bench? I didn’t know. So suddenly [ would say:
‘did you see that last play?” And I had the good
fortune of being with people who were able to re-
cognise that [ was better at that. Only over time
have I realised the influence that certain people
have had on me: that first coach who did some-
thing I liked, or Pere Escobar’s broadcasts on TV3.
But I didn't study them in depth. I've been very
haphazard in that sense. I didn’t have any famous
female analysts as role models, but I discovered
them later, people like Julia Luna. I didn't want
to be the first or to do it like others had. Now I
do see people who maybe have paid attention to
my style, and it even startles me, because I was
just doing what I felt comfortable doing, talking
about what I wanted to talk about, or even thin-
king about what could be done differently: what
[ didn't want to do, what I didn't want to be com-
menting on. On a journalistic level, maybe I only
had one mission: to avoid saying certain things
like “the girls”, or “Barca’s women's team”. ['ve been
very self-aware in terms of this use of language
or vocabulary, and also in terms of certain types
of messaging: not being just about drama, not be-
ing just about tragedy, but being about results and
sport... talking from a sporting perspective.

On that point, what do you think of the term
“women’s football”?

When I did the book Dones de futbol [Women of
Football] (2022), one of the things I fought for was
that the subject was not women'’s football, but
football played by women. That was a battle that
[ used to have constantly with the different as-
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sistant managers and editors at the newspaper: if
I put “a goal by Alexia gives Barca the win’, they
would say to me “which Barca?” Well, the fact
is that Alexia only plays on one Barca team, so
there’s no need to say “Barca women's team”. I'd
hoped by now that we'd be rid of this excessive
sensitivity, but no, we have to keep fighting for
our rights. The main problem is that nobody talks
about “men’s football”; the women are the only
ones who get the extra word, as if sport per se was
only played by men. If we could normalise the use
of the term “men’s sports”, I think that would be
fantastic. But when “women’s” is used as if to say
that football played by women is less than footba-
11, it drives me mad. That's when my personality
would come out a bit... I was younger, and I would
fight with the editors on the newspaper until I
realised they might just kick me out [laughs]. Yes,
I've been obsessed with it, it's a little cause [ have,
although I'm not the most radical person. But I
think there are certain things that are changing
and being normalised.

To conclude, mixed teams are a recurring and
controversial question in discussions of gender
parity and media representation. Although the
notion of gender itself is extremely complex, in
other professional contexts men and women
work together on the same teams. However, in
sport, there is often a very marked segregation
of male and female genders, with different com-
petitive categories (hormone levels to regulate or
classify players, etc.). On the level of represen-
tation and audiences, do you think this has con-
sequences? For example, do you foresee mixed
football competitions at the elite level, where
instead of separating genders, men and women
are combined and playing together?

I think it's far into the future. In some things,
sport can be a pioneer, because it can break new
ground and it is a vehicle for making certain
things visible, but most of the time it's a few steps
behind other fields. And society... Look at the de-
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bate we're having right now about who will win
or lose the elections. We're at a moment when it
seems we're going so far backwards that it seems
futuristic to me, when on top of it all there are so
many conflicts and battles that have to do... with
neckties ... for lack of a better example. As we're
still operating like that, the question of mixed
teams seems to me like science fiction, or football
fiction. Having said that, I think it's a very rele-
vant debate for ensuring that in the separation
that we currently have, the differences that exist
are experienced naturally, because on the phy-
sical level above all there are differences, in the
sense that there are spectators who may enjoy a
sport because it’s fast-paced or not, and they res-
pond to the stimuli that they're used to. In mixed
sport, there would be something very positive to
explore, that would no doubt eliminate some of
the things that frustrate the boys and the girls in
the sport. There are still debates today over whe-
ther the goalkeeper should be smaller in football
played by women. Perhaps those debates would
disappear if we mixed them up. On a mixed team,
if I'm not such a strong striker I pass it to you and
you shoot, but I can do something else that may-
be you can't. We support one another instead of
trying to prove who is better. We're still operating
on that level, so it might well be a great solution,
but I think it is a step that will come a long way
after a series of things that society has to sort out
first, beginning with whether you can change the
information on your ID card, the right to get ma-
rried, or which lavatory I should use if there are
two little drawings representing genders. We still
have a long way to go.

Given how things are now, in some cases it
will seem like a problem, because suddenly there
will be an athlete in circumstances that will give
them a big advantage over the rest. We have to
keep discovering this; there have to be a few first
times. If we go back to the origins of football, the-
re have been a lot of things that were forbidden,
and it was necessary to fight to make them possi-
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ble, beginning with having a competition or ha-
ving certain minimum standards, or not playing
for 35 minutes on a half-sized pitch. It’s the evo-
lution from imposing to eliminating restrictions.
For example, we had a player in the women’s first
division, Barbra Banda, who has been accused of
having testosterone levels that were too high, so
we don't know whether they'll let her play in the
World Cup. Until we get this sorted out, mixed
teams will only happen in experimental contexts
or in sports that already have a mixed tradition.
[ think it will come, even if it is only in a parallel
competition, but we're so much in our infancy in
other aspects that it seems to me to be football-fic-
tion. Perhaps we'll never even see it, but we'll put
it down on paper and we'll do what we can so that
future generations can be closer to that possibili-
ty, if it's what they want. &
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| introduction®

NURIA CANCELA
LAIA PUIG-FONTRODONA
ARIADNA CORDAL

This edition of the (Dis)Agreements section explo-
res the topic of this issue of LAtalante, “Women
and Sport in Audiovisual Media: Bodies, Images,
Politics” from the perspective of the people who-
se bodies appear in sports images: sportswomen
themselves. A diverse group of Spanish sporting
professionals were interviewed about their opi-
nions on the depictions of sportswomen in audio-
visual media based on their own experience with
such depictions. To cover the wide range of audio-
visual media options available today for dissemi-
nating information on sports, the questions here
revolve around three key elements: depictions of
sports in film and television fiction; sports cove-
rage in the mass media; and self-representation
on social media. In recent years, there has been
considerable debate over patterns of invisibility
and stereotyping of women in sport, which have
tended to relegate female athletes to an inferior
position in relation to their male counterparts. In-
deed, as the analysis by Dayna B. Daniels (2008)
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reveals, there are key differences in the way the
image of sportswomen in films and other media
is constructed through language use, character
construction and filming strategies, all based on
the conservative values associated with the tra-
ditional conception of the female. Conversely, the
presence in sports films of male athletes lauded as
heroes is an established trend in entertainment
history. In such films, the depiction of women is
invariably limited to the archetypal opposition
between “inspirational muse” and femme fatale
(Crosson, 2013), the former generally given the
role of wives or cheerleaders of the male heroes
(Daniels, 2008). With this in mind, we wanted
to explore the role played by films and TV series
in inspiring or influencing the careers of these
sportswomen. Are there any positive role models
for women in specific sports? Or can inspiration
only be found in films about specific men’s sports?

“Women characters within sports films tend
to repeat, with some crucial differences, positions
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defined in non-fictional discourse of sport” (Tudor,
1997: 95). With this in mind, in the case of media
coverage we were interested in exploring what
goes on both on and off the “field” (or pitch, sta-
dium, track, or ring), covering both what is shown
and what is rendered invisible: the shots, plays
and facets of the sport that are displayed and tho-
se that are withheld from view, whether for tech-
nical or political reasons. In this way, we sought
to identify any differences based on class, race,
gender or disability that the sportswomen have
experienced in this media construction. Today,
even with the increased participation of women
in sport, female athletes continue to be ignored
and their achievements continue to be given less
coverage (Lopez-Albala, 2016), perpetuating the
gender gap in traditional media such as the press
and television (Ada Lameiras, 2019). This invisibi-
lity is not just a question of the number of news
stories or the time they are given on screen; it is
also a question of content. As Alba Ada Lameiras
(2019) points out, news stories about sportswo-
men rely on images that either highlight their
beauty or focus on their personal and family lives
rather than on their sporting achievements, the-
reby reinforcing gender stereotypes.

In relation to the role of social media, we have
asked these sportswomen about how they repre-
sent themselves online and their potential status
as celebrities. Celebrity is not so much a set of
inherent personality traits as it is a performative
practice that involves building a fan base, perfor-
ming intimacy, authenticity and accessibility, and
constructing a consumable persona (Marwick &
boyd, 2011: 140). It is therefore important to un-
derstand how sportswomen experience the ten-
sion between their personal and professional lives
on social media in an age when these platforms
greatly reduce the distance between the public
and the private, as authors such as Anne Jerslev
and Mette Mortensen (2018) have shown. The
analysis of sportswomen as celebrities reveals the
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social conditions that influence the way they pre-
sent themselves online.

In all these media representations and audio-
visual products, there is one question in particular
that we were interested in exploring: the depiction
of the female body in relation to sport. Depictions
of sportswomen in film and on television reveal
a dichotomy between the transgressive potential
of the female athlete’s body and its sexualisation
and objectification (Lindner, 2013). As Emma Pu-
llen and Michael Silk (2019) have demonstrated
in their extensive review of the literature, me-
dia coverage of the bodies of sportswomen with
disabilities has historically been characterised by
“asexual objectification’, trivialisation and infanti-
lisation. Ana Pastor Pascual (2020) suggests that
sport is a gender technology and a biopolitical ins-
titution that reinforces the male-female gender bi-
nary, with mechanisms such as medical examina-
tions to detect testosterone levels, the division of
sportsinto men’s and women’s categories, and the
gendering of certain sports. This complicates the
participation of intersex and trans people in sport,
with the media treating trans women athletes as
“‘intruders” in women’s sports (Curbelo, 2023), just
as previously the presence of women in the mas-
culinised context of sport was itself considered
an intrusion (Lindner, 2013). It also forces female
athletes to embody a hegemonic, heteronormati-
ve femininity, which includes, for example, not
being too muscular. In this sense, in the sporting
world both gender performance and female mas-
culinity are viewed as subversive acts of the body
(Pastor Pascual, 2020). The White construction of
normative femininity systematically marginalises
racialised women in sport and in other fields, as
is evident in sports media coverage, which gene-
rally renders Black women invisible or depicts
them with negative stereotypes, subjecting them
to “controlling images” such as the mammy, the
matriarch, the jezebel, or the welfare queen (Car-
ter-Francique & Richardson, 2016).
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In view of these considerations, this section
aims for diversity in terms of both the sports con-
cerned and the profiles of the women who play
them. The interviewees compete in a wide ran-
ge of both team and individual sports, including
mountain running, basketball, athletics, volleyball
and boxing. And although all of the interviewees
have competed at a professional level in Spain,
their profiles differ in terms of age, class, gender,
race and functional diversity. In addition to these
factors, we believe that the different backgrounds
of these sportswomen will facilitate a diverse pic-
ture of the current state of women’s sport in Spain
and its depiction in audiovisual media. The inter-
viewees are:

Laia Palau (born in Barcelona, 1979), former
basketball player and current sports executive for
the team Spar Girona. She is the player with the
most caps and medals at the national level in the
history of Spanish basketball, including the silver
medal at the 2016 Olympics in Rio de Janeiro.

Nuria Picas (born in Manresa, 1976), moun-
tain runner with the Catalan selection who has
won numerous competitions, including the Ultra
Trail World Cup in 2012 and the inaugural Ultra
Trail World Tour in 2014. In 2022, she won the
Ultra Pirineu, beating her previous record by 17
minutes, after taking a three-year hiatus due to
an injury.

Omaira Perdomo (born in Las Palmas, Ca-
nary Islands, 1999), volleyball player and trans
sportswoman who has played with the team
CCO7 Las Palmas in the Iberdrola league (Super-
liga), following numerous achievements including
winning the Spanish Championship with the J. A.
V. Olimpico volleyball team.

Adiaratou Iglesias (born in Bamako, Mali,
1999), para athlete who represented Spain at the
2020 Paralympics in Tokyo, where she won gold
and silver medals in two different para athletics
categories, following numerous accomplishments
in national and international competitions, inclu-
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ding two silver medals at the World Para Athle-
tics Championship.

Tania Alvarez (born in Barcelona, 2002),
boxer, winner of the Spanish women’s Super Ban-
tamweight Championship in 2023, with an im-
pressive record that includes competing at Madi-
son Square Garden in New York City.

The presentation of the profiles above con-
forms to a standard that reflects one of the ideas
about sport that we are interested in exploring
here: the culture of individual achievements and
success. With this in mind, before providing the
opportunity for them to represent themselves, we
believe it important to recognise these sportswo-
men, beyond their individual accomplishments,
as role models in their sports, and to acknowledge
the political implications of their status as indivi-
duals in the public sphere and pioneering negotia-
tors of relationships with the body, identity, and
competitive practices. B
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discussion
PERSPECTIVES

. When thinking about films that deal with women and sport, titles like Bend It Like Bec-
kham (Gurinder Chadha, 2002) or Million Dollar Baby (Clint Eastwood, 2005) come to mind
for most people. But there are other lesser-known productions that offer very bold and per-
sonal perspectives. What is your opinion about how the sport you play is depicted in films,
series and documentaries? Do you remember any titles or characters who have served as

role models for you?

Laia Palau

As I'm 44 vyears old, my generation really didn't
have any films about women playing sports when
we were kids. The biggest female role model who
did amazing things was Sarah Connor, the apo-
calyptic warrior in Terminator 2: Judgement Day
(James Cameron, 1991) or, if I think harder about
it, Catwoman. Beyond that, I didn't have any role
models for women in sport. There are more role
models now. Apart from Million Dollar Baby and
Bend It Like Beckham, there is also Love & Basketba-
Il (Gina Prince-Bythewood, 2000), for example. In
any case, there aren't many women playing sport
on screen, so basically my role models were men.

Nuria Picas

We have a lot of role models on screen for my
sport, and moreover, the footage taken in the
mountains are really spectacular. We are lucky
in that the footage of sportswomen in this case,
whether they're climbing or running up the
mountain, always comes with awesome scenery.
So, we have an advantage over football, basketball
and other sports.  have been really influenced, for
example, by reports like the ones about Kilian Jor-
net or films like Alex Honnold's Free Solo (2018),
which won an Oscar. The free-climbing footage in
Yosemite is the one that has had the biggest im-
pact on me in my life. If we go further back, I was
inspired by the documentary Everest (Greg Mac-
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Gillivray & David Breashers, 1998) starring Ara-
celi Segarra, which introduced the Everest climb
in IMAX format. I was also extremely influenced
by the documentary about the rock climber Lynn
Hill (Free Climbing the Nose, Lynn Hill, 1997), who
climbed a legendary route known as The Nose, on
the El Capitan rock formation. She is the first per-
son to free climb The Nose, without any artificial
support.

Omaira Perdomo

['ve never seen myself represented in sport be-
cause no stories similar to mine have ever been
told. When I started playing volleyball, I remem-
ber that there was nobody similar to my situation,
soIcould never fully identify with anyone. I could
identify with role models who had a very strong,
competitive personality, like Serena Williams,
who has always been very optimistic when she
fights for what she wants. Her personality fits
well with mine, because she works really hard to
achieve her goals. I can see myself reflected in her
competitiveness and aggression on the court. In
my case, becoming a role model to so many, ope-
ning that door for so many people or giving peace
of mind to so many parents with children in the
same situation as mine who play sports, makes me
proud. It's important to construct role models so
that everyone can feel represented in sport.
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I think sport really needs to be reflected in
films and series, especially women’s sport. There
are a lot of films and series that show you how
wonderful and how hard sport can be, what it's
like to be playing at the top competitive level, but
[ think a lot more stories need to be told that deal
with different situations, like the one I have lived
through since childhood, for example. I really like
films like I, Tonya (Craig Gillespie, 2017) and King
Richard (Reinaldo Marcus Green, 2021), but I think
there should be a lot more where the audience can
see themselves represented and can talk about
things that happen that are not okay but that we
often keep quiet about.

Adiaratou Iglesias

I think those films—Bend It Like Beckham and Mi-
llion Dollar Baby—were the ones that inspired me
most when they came out. Seeing women playing

sport in those days was really new and I think it
was a key time for women.

Tania Alvarez

In films, series and documentaries about boxing,
they nearly always depict boxing as a sport played
by people from low socioeconomic backgrounds
with no education who are troubled or aggressive,
and who have a fatal ending like dying or suffering
severe injuries. Both for men and for women, the
view of boxing in film and television productions
tends to present these factors that create a bleak
impression of the sport: poverty, aggression, violen-
ce, injuries and death. For example, in Million Dollar
Baby, the protagonist (Maggie) is a woman from a
low socioeconomic background who barely has
enough money to eat; she’'s from a dysfunctional
family and she ends up dying at the end of the film
after being made a quadriplegic in her last fight.

2. Another important way of representing of sport on screen is in broadcasts of sporting
events. What differences do you see between the way you experience the sporting event,
on location, and the way it is treated in a media broadcast? Are there images or actions that
are important for you, but that don’t tend to be made publicin pictures or videos? And con-
versely, do you find there are any kinds of images that the media repeat or disseminate too

often?

Laia Palau

[ think we need to improve how we commentate
on the sporting event being broadcast. In a lot of
cases, the commentators have a paternalistic at-
titude about how women play sports, at least in
basketball. Sportswomen are infantilised and trea-
ted with less consideration; they are called “girls”
even if they're 35-year-old women, and there is
no appreciation for the technical feats they are
capable of because of their physical skill. Further-
more, it's hard to sell a product if it doesn't have
a good production that shows details, replays, clo-
se-ups of the players in action... in other words,
if it can't really show their skills. And finally, wo-
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men are often judged for their physical appearan-
ce instead of their athleticism.

Nuria Picas

I do long-distance runs; I run 100km or 160km
races, and there are moments when I don't have
any cameras around me. That means there are
moments when I'm suffering a lot, which I would
like to see get coverage, but they don't. Most cove-
rage is of the nice bit, when I reach the finish line,
which is triumphant, and people say: “I'd like to be
her” But they don't show all the effort that went
into it. I would like it if they could show the hours
of solitude, the training, spending a whole sum-
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mer going out at seven in the morning to avoid
the heat, the doctors, the physiotherapy, the diet
regime, the loneliness, not being with your kids...
They show footage of the victory and reaching
the finish line that gets replayed over and over.
Afterwards, when I'm with my friends they say to
me that I get my shoes, my Gore-Tex or my grano-
la bars for free, but really I don't get anything for
free; I've had to work for everything and I've paid
for it with effort and sweat, which is something
people obviously don't see. That’s why [ would like
these things to get more coverage.

Omaira Perdomo

Everything revolves around the glass ceiling. Ever-
yone has always said that men'’s sport sells and that
women's sport doesn’t so much, and I think that is
a big lie. It depends on the sport, the fans and the
people who follow it. Obviously, there are sports
that are much more important for the media, like
football, basketball or tennis. They are viewed as
more important and significant than minority
sports like volleyball, which is the sport I play. For
example, here in Spain, women's volleyball is much
more famous than men’s, but the men still get paid
much more than the women and men tend to get
much more media attention than women.

As for the broadcasts, a couple of years ago it
was a difficult issue in volleyball that there weren't
so many people who watched the live broadcasts
on a constant basis. Nowadays, you can follow the
league on YouTube, but not all the broadcasts are
the same quality. The image quality varies depen-
ding on the club, the funding and the priority they
give to live coverage. It should be given higher prio-
rity, because all audiovisual coverage is important
to hook in outsiders, so they can see that there are
other sports and how cool it can be to play at the
elite level in one. So, I think we should be giving a
lot more priority to creating better live broadcasts,
because honestly, in this country, compared to vo-
lleyball in other countries, the quality of the broad-
casts and commentators falls a little bit short.
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In the Spanish media, the negative side of sport
is what tends to get talked about most. The positive
side, like competitions or medals won, doesn't tend
to get much coverage. But there tends to be a lot
of talk about the bad side of volleyball, like trans-
phobia, homophobia, racism, or child abuse... or for
example, clubs that haven't paid their players and
have been reported by the Sports Association. I've
experienced some very difficult situations in the
sport that have ended up being made public. There
is a lot more talk about the negative side of natio-
nal volleyball than the positive side, but the truth
is that I see it as normal, because the things going
on inside this federation are shameful.

Adiaratou Iglesias

I think that these days, especially in the world of
sport, these things are handled tactfully, but it is
true that sometimes it can be stressful because
they twist the words of the professionals or pre-
sent an image that perhaps is not what best repre-
sents them or is not what the athlete would like.

Tania Alvarez

To tell the truth, I wouldn't know whether the-
re are differences or not, because it's been years
since a boxing match was broadcast on televi-
sion in Spain. However, when I came back from
Madison Square Garden after becoming the first
Spanish woman boxer to fight there, the televi-
sion and radio networks did take a lot of interest
in broadcasting the news. But several times I was
told that they had taken an interest because I was
a woman, and because of the issue of feminism
today, and if the same news story had been about
a man (“The first Spanish boxer to fight at Madi-
son Square Garden”), they wouldn't have been
interested. On top of that, the only time a TV ne-
twork came to a fight here at Castellbisbal [boxing
ring] was for the Spanish championship, the first
fight in history between two Catalan women, but
it wasn't broadcast live, and they didn'’t replay the
whole fight.
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3. How do you think the sports press and television shape our understanding of women’s
sport? Have you ever noticed differential treatment due to gender, race, social class or disa-
bility? And along the same lines, do you think there is a preference for celebrating stories of
heroism, individualism and drive instead of group stories?

Laia Palau

The media are the ones who decide what is im-
portant and what isn’t. The way they treat sport
matters. If the production, the time scheduling
and the stories aren't good, if they're “second
class”, the people who watch it are going to un-
derstand that it’s a “second class” sport. There
is also differential treatment. What we should
be valuing and celebrating is the athlete’s abili-
ty to endure and to give her best, regardless of
gender or race. In society right now, we have a
discourse of individualism and success that is
misunderstood, which creates a situation where
not everyone is treated the same way. I'm not tal-
king about men and women here, but about team
sports. We should try to celebrate how the team
is working together, not just the individual who
stands out from the rest.

Nuria Picas

In my case, I've never come up against that pro-
blem. I've been lucky in the sense that the press
has always treated me well and publicised all my
achievements in my sports career. [t istrue in the
case of other sports, as it is right now in women'’s
football or basketball, which have been getting
much more attention in the last two years. That
makes you realise that they didn't get so much
attention before, and then you start thinking
about how women'’s sport has been discrimina-
ted against a lot in the media in the last few deca-
des. Now they are giving it much more visibility,
which is very positive because young people and
kids see it and that creates a desire for constant
growth thanks to the promotional power of tele-
vision. There has been a substantial change that
will be noticeable in future generations. A lot of
girls are playing football now, which just a little
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while ago was unthinkable, thanks to the impor-
tance given to Alexia Putellas and Aitana Bon-
mati. These generations need role models. And
they only have role models if they can see them.
In other words, if you don't see them, they're not
there. You have to search for them and it’'s har-
der. That's why the images in the media in this
case help a lot.

Omaira Perdomo

[ have experienced a lot of difficult situations in
relation to this issue. The press is always going
to look for what sells. I'm a transgender volley-
ball player, the first one in this country, and the
youngest one in the world. That's why overni-
ght I wound up on all the front pages all over the
world. But what were they selling? My ability as
an athlete or the fascination of being the first?
A lot of people sold it as something really great,
praising what I'd achieved. But others just talked
about it to create debate or report on the presence
of trans sportswomen. It's a double-edged sword:
[ was doing what I really wanted to do, which was
to be playing in the sport and to be like any of my
teammates, but [ started to realise that [ was di-
fferent from them, because the media gave me
an importance that they didn’t give any of the
others. So, this type of situation ended up creating
individualism within the group. And added to this
is the fact that female groups tend to be a little
complicated because there are a lot of people who
like being the stars, who don't like seeing others
stand out.

Overnight I turned into a major role model. I
went from being an unknown to having people
knocking on my door every day. This was hard on
me and on the people around me. Then, as time
goes by, you realise that you end up turning into
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an object. Because people aren't cheering you for
your abilities, but because you've opened a door,
perhaps in a positive way. There are also people
who are talking about you as the star simply be-
cause you're a novelty, because your story sells.
At the end of the day, I know that being a trans
woman today is not a fad, but it's good click bait.
Everyone wants to get involved in the debate;
everyone wants to have a say. It's a controversial
topic. There are a lot of people who may be in fa-
vour, a lot against, and a lot on the fence about it.
It's understandable. And what most of the media
want to do is create this excitement, this consu-
merism around the topic. As a result, as time goes
by, you end up wondering: Are they cheering me
for what I've achieved? Or simply because I'm
trans and they want to take advantage of the fas-
cination?

Everything that has happened to Jenni Her-
moso in these last few months has been a clear
example of this. We've won the world cham-
pionship in women's football and yet a lot more
attention has been given to a misogynist inci-
dent than to the fact that Spain are world cham-
pions for the first time. If you compare it to 2010,
when the men’s team won the World Cup, you
see how people celebrated in the streets and how
it brought the country together. The same thing
could have happened now with the women'’s
team, but everything got twisted by sexualisa-
tion and misogyny. There is a big problem the-
re. And there is also the big debate over how a
female world champion is not perceived in the
same way as a man. This happens in football and
in any other sport. It seems ridiculous to me, but
[ think it's necessary for us to talk about situa-
tions like this so that they don’'t happen again
in the future and to raise awareness among the
future generations.

We often keep quiet about things that happen
to usin sport, like misogyny, the glass ceiling, the
wage gap or the violations of our privacy. These
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are very difficult situations that we experience
because we're sportswomen, which men in our
same situation don't experience because they're
more privileged in this sense. Ever since I was li-
ttle, 've been in an important club, at a high-per-
formance centre, so I always had to be perfect
because there was always a spotlight on me. As a
teenager I couldn't post whatever I felt like pos-
ting on social media, or do what a teenage girl
normally does, like fall in love, go partying, or ex-
periment with things like drinking, smoking or
trying different foods. We were kept under strict
control in that sense: you have to be perfect and
watch what you eat. On the other hand, for the
men it has never been the same. That has always
made me really angry. They treat us women like
we were in the army. These are things that we
should dare to talk about and stop normalising
this kind of treatment, sexualising us or treating
us any way they like.

Adiaratou Iglesias

[ honestly think we need to start calling it “sport
for women” because the way I see it, the term
“women’s sport”... What is it? It could end up con-
fusing the boys and girls because there is no sport
that is more a “woman’s sport” than any other;
it’s just sport. We need to change the term and
use a better one. These days it is true that there is
still a huge difference between press coverage of
women compared to men, and that is a fact, but I
think it will keep changing. We women haven't
been in the world of sport for very long, and little
by little we're changing things. I don't know whe-
ther one day we'll get to full equality in the media
or in anything else, but I think we'll get close. The
coverage of people with disabilities in the media
is a different matter altogether; that happens less
often because the public isn't interested, but ho-
nestly that’s not what concerns me most right
now. I think that things are changing a lot, and
we have to take it step by step.
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Tania Alvarez

Within the world of boxing, I've never noticed di-
fferential treatment based on gender, race, social
class or disability. But I have seen it in society. Peo-
ple who don't know this sport have a very bleak
view of what it is really: the aggressive and vio-
lent view conveyed in films that I mentioned be-

fore. Added to this, as I was saying, the media do
take an interest in news related to feminism, like
the headline “The First Spanish Woman Boxer to
Fight at the Legendary Madison Square Garden’,
and thus women'’s sport, boxing in this case, can
get more coverage.

4. Certain sportswomen are viewed as celebrities because theirimage transcends the world
of sport and their personal lives become public, on TV shows and even in the tabloids. Given
that brands and sponsors are an important part of the sportswoman’s image, perhaps even
more so in non-mainstream sports that offer more modest pay, what approaches or strate-
gies do you think can be used to reconcile public profile and professional integrity?

Laia Palau

With the rise of social media, a lot of athletes are
now depicting their own public image; we are
providing the information. The boundaries have
blurred a little. The media doesn’t have the power
over the information anymore. We are making
the mistake of thinking that the person is the
athlete, but you should be able to maintain your
privacy, apart from showing how you work or pu-
blicising yourself. In the case of minority sports,
as there is less coverage of the sport, we have to
use other ways to make ourselves visible. But I
think there is a need to make a very clear distinc-
tion between the profession and the person, for
the athlete’'s own protection. Your personal life is
something private that should be left out of the
general public’s judgement. I know that we're li-
ving in the information age, but I think we need
to protect people and only judge their professional
lives, without delving into the details of their pri-
vate lives. [ think that sometimes public criticism
can end up harming us.

Nuria Picas

There comes a moment when you're under ever-
yone's gaze because you're a good athlete and
you've been successful, and you end up becoming
a mirror for better or for worse. As a result, your
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sporting life takes a turn; you go from being an
amateur to being a professional, and on the one
hand you're a mirror and a role model, but on the
other, people know you and you need to be careful.
You need to be a “public personality”, which means
you're in the public eye. Thus, whatever you do,
whether in the sport or outside it, is also impor-
tant. [ think that in this case we sportswomen have
the responsibility to try to present a good image, to
be a role model in a particular sport and also to be
a role model in public life in general. And we can't
complain because this brings us some good things,
even if it means we lose some privacy.

Omaira Perdomo

[ earn a lot more money from giving interviews,
talking about my life, taking part in discussion pa-
nels or being the face for exclusive brands than I
do from playing volleyball. I would say that more
than seventy percent of what I earn comes from
that, because salaries in sports are absurd. The
problem with all this is that when you end up
creating a name for yourself and making a living
from your image, you can't connect the two things,
because your club wants you to work, to train, to
give it all. So, when you have a photo shoot job for
brands like Adidas, your club gets much more de-
manding, telling you that you can’t miss training
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and that sport is your job. On the other hand, this
doesn’t happen to other players who maybe are
dentists or working in a clothing shop. The clubs
understand that and see it as a job. But they can't
understand that I make a living off social media
and my image. I have experienced a lot of difficul-
ties trying to live in both worlds. As of today, in
the 2023 season, I decided to focus more on social
media than on sport itself, because [ wasn't being
treated in a way that made me feel comfortable
and I wasn't getting the opportunities I felt I de-
served. I couldn't reconcile the two things. There
came a moment when I was tired and decided to
focus more on one side.

[ think it's very hard to be a celebrity in sport
because the clubs are always going to be watching
everything you do and say very closely. At the
end of the day, you're not only representing your-
self as a celebrity, but the club thinks that you're
representing them too, because you're associated
with them and with the volleyball federation. For
that reason, you have to present a flawless image.
At the end of the day, they end up profiting from
it. It's difficult when you're invited to events, or to
do an ad, and your club isn't happy about it, be-
cause it's beneficial for your career, for your ima-
ge and for your wallet.

How to reconcile your public profile with pro-
fessional integrity seems to me a very interesting
question. I think it's very difficult. It depends on
the conditions you agree to when you sign the
contract, but there are nasty people out the-
re and you need to remember that you have to
train, that it’s your job and you can't miss a day,
even if the pay is ridiculous for the time and de-
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dication you invest. Sometimes they forget that
there is a lot more to our lives than sport, that
there are a lot of people who base their everyday
lives around sport but that other people do it as
a hobby. For me that’s how I see it: I love sport, I
love volleyball; it has given me everything. I am
where [ am today thanks to sport, but I also be-
lieve that there are many other things in life that
represent me more and that I'm much more inte-
rested in. That on the day of the match they put
up a photo of you, they make a sign with your
face on it and they talk about you. That really
excites me. These things that sport gives vyou,
that people see you as a role model; it's wonder-
ful. But to achieve other goals, like to be the face
of certain things, can also fill you with pride. It’s
hard to live on the borderline between these two
worlds.

Adiaratou Iglesias

[ think it’s possible to integrate our public
profile and our professional integrity by starting
with sharing only what we want our followers to
know. That's the only way to avoid confusion and
the same is true with sponsors: we have to give
them what we really think we can give and read
the contracts carefully.

Tania Alvarez

These days, in my professional life, what I've
seen businesses and sponsors looking for is the
profile of a good sportswoman, and at the same
time physically attractive so she looks good on
social media, or with a good backstory related to
feminism (gender violence, misogyny, etc.).
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5. What do you think the role of social media is in promoting women’s sport, and what do you
use it for? When you represent yourself and post content, what type of actions, images or
moments do you like to share most? How/when do you usually record them?

Laia Palau

[ only use Instagram and I haven't posted
anything for a while, because I think it's useful
for publicising things, but there are certain things
[ don't share. I posted certain moments, especia-
lly with my teammates in the national selection
at the Olympics in 2016. Apart from that [ haven't
made use of it because I felt it was information
that wasn'’t so important or that made me feel too
exposed to opinions that would have me wasting
time working out whether I should believe them
or not, both the positive and the negative.

Nuria Picas
[ think that these days communicating fast and
effectively is key, because it is a necessity in to-
day’s globalised world and we sportswomen have
decided to turn it into a big opportunity. In my
case, it's an opportunity that enables us to analy-
se and explain reality to others from our point of
view. I realise that there are thousands of people
who have some interest in what I do and who fo-
llow me, and [ try to be honest with them on social
media. That imposes a big responsibility on us. I
prefer to be genuine and to show what I am ra-
ther than just trying to get likes. There are certain
moments that people couldn’t have access to be-
fore but now they can when I capture them with
my camera. A point on a climb, a moment of frus-
tration... People are interested in these moments;
they're interested to see how you interact when
you have a big victory or a disappointment. The
scenery also helps a lot. If I take a photo of myself
training with the Pedraforca in the background, it
will have a lot more visibility than a photo taken
of me training in some unknown forest.

For example, in 2022 I won a really important
race, the Ultra Pirineu, and I set the record for it.
That had a massive impact on social media. This
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year [ ran the same race, which didn't go well for
me, and [ finished in what I thought was a terri-
ble position. But I coped really well: I finished the
race, and my social media posts showed me suffe-
ring, struggling against the elements and against
the pain. People also had a lot of engagement
with that, as if I had won the race. That's why it’s
great to be able to show both sides and opposite
extremes. People like to see strong emotions. True
emotions, not poses. Real emotions: suffering, vic-
tories, exertion, perseverance... Not just taking a
photo to try to get likes.

Omaira Perdomo
[ try to be myself. In my Instagram not all of the
content is sport, because I've always connected it
with my personal life. But I think it depends on the
athlete, on what they want to convey. I want to
convey my lifestyle. I've always been very honest
and faithful to myself, to my tastes, to what I like to
show. I'm aware of what [ show and what I dont,
but I like to be natural. I want people to see me and
say that I'm not just a volleyball player, but that
I'm also a cool girl, that they enjoy my content and
have a good time watching my pictures and reels.
It makes me proud to know that people like
the interviews I do about my profession and ex-
periences. [ recently appeared in Harper’s Bazaar
and for me it was a dream come true. I talked
about a lot of things related to volleyball. I've had
a lot of exposure in the media, and I've had the
good fortune to appear in most of the newspa-
pers. It's wonderful to be able to represent your
sport, your community and your values; but I've
always wanted to show that I'm a trans woman,
I'm a sportswoman, but it doesn't rule my life. Yes,
I'm a pioneer. Yes, I feel very proud of the woman
[ am and the goals I've achieved. But I'm so much
more than that. That's why on my social media
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accounts I want to convey that I'm a completely
normal girl, that I live my life, that [ have my style
and my way of being.

In many cases the depiction of women'’s sport in
reels or TikToks on the club accounts is not gene-
rally players in action, but the sexualised bodies of
sportswomen. It's something I experience often due
to the type of body I have. The photographers often
send you photos and the first image is of your butt.
There are a lot of clubs that are getting things right
on this point, but there are many others that aren't.

Adiaratou Iglesias

Right now, I only share what I want my followers
to know and what I think they might find inte-
resting, and therefore rewarding. I always try to
convey a message with everything I post because
behind it, I don’'t know who is looking at it.

Tania Alvarez
When promoting women's sport on social media,
the role I adopt is “being me naturally”. On my so-
cial media, I show what my everyday life is like,
what I'm doing, etc., while I also show myself off
as an athlete and physically. I like to show mo-
ments related to sport and my personal life in a
natural way. To do this, in my everyday life I ge-
nerally take photos and record videos so that I can
share them.

On my social media accounts, I tend to receive
a lot of messages from girls who tell me I'm a role
model for them and I encourage them to want to
play sport. They also often write to me to thank
me for giving visibility to women’s boxing, and
in doing so, paving the way for their parents to
let them play this apparently violent, masculine
sport.

6. Considering the historical context of objectification and sexualisation of women’s bodies,
what is your opinion about how the sportswoman’s body is portrayed today? Do you identify
a relationship between your image and the normative canons of beauty? And finally, what
potential do you see in the sporting body for transgressing binaries?

Laia Palau

I think we've progressed in terms of the image of
a physically powerful woman. There has been a
clear change in society in relation to health, sport
and the idea that a woman should “be in shape”
The canons of beauty are not of a strong, tall or
big woman. But I find those bodies pretty because
['ve always been surrounded by them and [ feel
that behind them is work, care and training.

The binary seems to me a difficult issue. Even
for me it isn't very clear. Nature dictates your
genes. I'm not talking about how you feel, but
about a physical structure that is defined as male
and as female. And there is a big difference the-
re between the two sexes. A complete physical
difference. It is a debate that society has to keep
working on and accepting, and I don't mean in
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everyday life, where it seems to me perfectly nor-
mal, but it does get complicated when you're tal-
king about the question of physical competitive-
ness. It’s an issue that needs to be examined really
closely, because a man'’s body will always be supe-
rior to a woman's in terms of structure. So, I don't
know whether we can compete at the same level,
because it’s not the same and that’s why there are
different categories.

Nuria Picas

A lot of barriers are breaking down. What [ want
is to show myself naturally, just asIam, and to be
judged on my results, my way of understanding
the sport and of trying to compete the best I can. I
will take care of my image, because [ have a bunch
of sponsors.
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Omaira Perdomo

At the elite level of a sport, you always need to try
to keep your body healthy. Debating about what a
normative body is today seems completely absurd
to me. Every sport has its discipline and needs its
specific kind of body. I don't think you're going
to expect the same of a volleyball player as you
would of a Canarian wrestler. Therefore, what a
normative body is depends on the sport.

What we need to give top priority is taking care
of our sportswomen. Taking care of them when
they don't conform to the canons, because there
are a lot of situations where women are afraid to
get on a scale or to measure their skinfolds. And
this pressure to be in a normative body can lead
to a lot of eating disorders. I think there should be
a lot more concern about players’ mental health,
not just about the body, the physical side, your per-
formance in the sport, how much weight you can
lift or the level you're training at. Mental health
is really important and in women'’s sport it isn't
given much importance. Especially in under-age
categories, where young women are starting out.

It’s hard to work all your life training with a
group of people and because of your body you
can't reach the same goal as they can, because
you don't fit the same standard, such as height. In
volleyball, I've seen a lot of people with huge ta-
lent who have been told to quit because they are
under six feet tall. That's why I think they should
be much more concerned about players’ mental
health and be really careful about how they say
things, how they treat us when dealing with these
issues. Because we don't know a person’s mental
health or what might happen to it in the future. In
my case, I've always had the same body, but ['ve
seen a lot of teammates with eating disorders and
a lot of worries about getting on a scale or measu-
ring their skinfolds, or because they've been told
they have to lose weight.

['ve seen a lot of comparisons between team-
mates related to the canons of beauty. “I'm not
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like you,” “I could jump higher if I was skinnier;
or “I want to be stronger so that I can have more
power.” And it ends up becoming an obsession for
a lot of people. In my case, one of the big problems
['ve had is that I don't want to look too strong. I'm
a tall woman; I stand out a lot for my height. I'm
not interested in looking really strong because I
build muscles quickly. So, that makes me extre-
mely insecure. And you have a lot of conversa-
tions about how you feel about this, but they don’t
see it as really important, because what they care
about is your physical performance and getting
the most out of you. It's a very difficult situation
that depends on the person, which is why I think
mental health is so important.

Adiaratou Iglesias

[ don't know of any cases of sexualisation or ob-
jectification in my sport. At least in the world of
athletics, I think there’s room for all kinds of bo-
dies; size or height doesn't matter, nor does race or
colour. But unfortunately, there are sports today
that go by weight, and others where you have to
be really thin and maybe those are the ones right
now that are the most dangerous for a boy or girl
when they start out in that sport.

Tania Alvarez

['ve often received comments from people in so-
ciety like: “You're so pretty... You're going to ruin
your face with boxing.” I always reply with a lau-
gh: ‘I enjoy what I do, and I don't worry about my
physical appearance. If I get a broken nose, I'll get
a nose job.” There are a lot of women boxers right
now who look like models when they're weighing
in and then they're absolute warriors in the ring.
think we can look good physically and at the same
time break the established canons of beauty in the
ring. In this way, we can transgress binaries and
show that boxing has no gender, and that both
men and women can do it. H
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| conclusion

NURIA CANCELA
LAIA PUIG-FONTRODONA
ARIADNA CORDAL

As the five interviews above have effectively de-
monstrated, opinions about the depiction of wo-
men’s sport in the media differ depending on the
experience, profile and sport of the interviewees;
but there are also numerous similarities. Regar-
ding the depiction of women's sport in film and te-
levision fiction, it is clear that there is a shortage of
female role models—beyond the most obvious we-
1I-known cases, like Bend It Like Beckham or Love
and Basketball. Generally, the film and television
content viewed by these sportswomen features
men in the main roles. In the absence of female
role models in sport, fictional characters like Ca-
twoman and Sarah Connor have also been sour-
ces of inspiration for sportswomen like Laia Palau.
The characters they identify with most are those
who show personal determination and strength,
which is why they have been inspired by films
like King Richard (in the case of Omaira Perdomo)
or Lynn Hill's Free Climbing the Nose (in the case
of Nuria Picas). We are living in a context that is
constantly changing, with clear signs of improve-
ment, which calls for a wider diversity of stories
in film and television fiction. As Lindner points
out (2013: 239), “there are some useful parallels to
be drawn between women'’s ‘intrusion’ into the
male-dominated world of sports and the entrance
of female protagonists into the male-centred gen-
re of the sports film.
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Media coverage of women's sports reflects the
imbalance that exists in the marketing of sports
broadcasts and shows based on gender—and on
other factors, such as disability. These inequalities
ultimately influence what the athletes are paid.
The poor production standards and low quality of
broadcasts that lack details, replays or close-ups
do not allow for an effective display of sportswo-
men'’s skills. In addition to the infantilisation of
women in the broadcasts, media discourses gene-
rally focus on achievements like being “the first
trans woman in Spain to compete at the top level
of an Olympic sport” in the case of Omaira Perdo-
mo, or “the first Spanish woman to fight at Madi-
son Square Garden” in the case of Tania Alvarez,
instead of giving attention to their effort and de-
velopment as athletes. Nuria Picas points out how
the camera invariably captures the same isolated
achievements, such as reaching the finish line,
without presenting all the hard work and suffe-
ring that it took to get there. Several interviewees
condemn the sexualisation of sportswomen, in
both conventional and social media, when the ca-
mera focuses on detail shots of certain parts of the
body that have no bearing on the sport. Close-ups
and replays in sports broadcasts, while essential
for capturing all the action, may sometimes se-
xualise the players, as Deborah V. Tudor (1997)
has pointed out. In film and television depictions
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of sportswomen and in sports in general, the lar-
gely unachievable established canons of physical
beauty continue to exist, with the potential to pro-
voke mental health problems. These canons de-
mand a normative femininity that does not allow
for physical qualities like muscularity (Pastor Pas-
cual, 2020). At the same time, media dynamics
tend to promote individualism, evident as well in
fiction productions about sports (Lindner, 2013),
which Laia Palau suggests should be countered by
extolling teamwork in the case of team sports.

All of the interviewees are aware of the im-
portance of self-representation on social media
for their professional development. Laia Palau
and Adiaratou Iglesias limit the level of personal
information they share online, while Nuria Pi-
cas, Omaira Perdomo and Tania Alvarez all share
parts of their personal lives in an effort to present
themselves in a genuine, honest and natural way
so that they can connect with—and engage—their
followers and fans. Social media not only enables
them to get closer to their followers but also faci-
litates a positive visibility as role models for new
generations of young sportswomen. Kim Toffolet-
ti and Holly Thorpe call this the “athletic labour of
femininity”, arguing that “social media interaction
between female athletes and fans is governed by
gender norms and arrangements that expect and
reward female athletic articulations of empower-
ment, entrepreneurialism and individualisation
in the context of post-feminism and consumer
self-fashioning” (Toffoletti & Thorpe, 2018 : 298).
Followers thus expect sportswomen to present a
successful feminine subjectivity on social media,
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characterised by notions of personal choice, indi-
vidual responsibility and self-management. To do
this, sportswomen reveal personal content as part
of the construction of their own personal brand.
Through this use of social media, some sportswo-
men end up becoming celebrities working profes-
sionally with different brands. In such cases, the
marketing of a personal image is a key means of
earning a living for many sportswomen, conside-
ring the low salaries generally offered in women’s
sports. All of this reflects a context of greater vi-
sibility for women'’s sports in audiovisual media,
although there is still a long way to go. Along the
way, it will be important to listen to the voices
of sportswomen, seizing opportunities like those
offered by (Dis)Agreements. B
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TENSIONS AND CHALLENGES IN DEPICTIONS
OF WOMEN’S SPORT IN AUDIOVISUAL MEDIA:
PERSPECTIVES OF SPANISH SPORTSWOMEN

TENSIONES Y RETOS EN LA REPRESENTACION
AUDIOVISUAL DEL DEPORTE FEMENINO:
PERSPECTIVAS DE DEPORTISTAS ESPANOLAS

Abstract

Film and television depictions of women's sports are marked
by tensions and challenges in contemporary society. Laia Pa-
lau (former basketball player), Nuria Picas (mountain runner),
Omaira Perdomo (volleyball player), Adiaratou Iglesias (para
athlete), and Tania Alvarez (boxer) offer us their first-per-
son perspective on this topic with a focus on three key is-
sues: depictions in film and television fiction, media covera-
ge, and self-representation on social media. The diversity of
their profiles and sports results in some thought-provoking
differences of opinion, along with a number of significant
similarities. In film and television fiction, the interviewees
value the portrayal of the physical exertion and determina-
tion of female athletes. Historically, films have offered very
few role models for women in sport. Although media cove-
rage today provides visibility for women’s sports that have
traditionally been ignored, it also objectifies and sexualises
sportswomen’s bodies. To combat this, social media provides
a space for self-representation where sportswomen can sub-
vert such treatment of their image by conventional media,
giving rise to a tension between their private lives and their
professional persona as celebrities. In recent years there has
been a clear paradigm shift, with an increasing number of fe-
male role models in sports films, greater visibility of women’s
sports in the media, and positive depictions of female athle-
tes. However, there are still many challenges to face—both in
sport itself and in its representation on screen.
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Women's sport; film and TV fiction; media coverage; social
media; gender; body.
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Resumen

La representacién audiovisual del deporte femenino enfrenta
tensiones y retos en la contemporaneidad. Laia Palau (exjuga-
dora de baloncesto), Nuria Picas (corredora de montana), Omai-
ra Perdomo (jugadora de véleibol), Adiaratou Iglesias (deportista
de atletismo adaptado) v Tania Alvarez (boxeadora) nos ofrecen
en primera persona su perspectiva sobre este tema alrededor
de tres ejes fundamentales: la representacién en la ficcién au-
diovisual, la cobertura mediatica y la autorrepresentacién en
redes sociales. La diversidad de perfiles y de deportes conlleva
enriquecedoras diferencias de opinién, con relevantes simili-
tudes compartidas. En la ficcion audiovisual, las entrevistadas
valoran que se represente el esfuerzo fisico y la superacién de
las protagonistas deportistas. Histéricamente existe una falta
de referentes filmicos sobre deporte femenino. La cobertura de
los medios de comunicacién, a la vez que ofrece visibilidad de
las categorias femeninas deportivas tradicionalmente invisibi-
lizadas, también cosifica y sexualiza el cuerpo de la deportista.
Ante esto, las redes sociales ofrecen un espacio de autorrepre-
sentacion en el que las deportistas pueden subvertir dicho tra-
tamiento de su imagen, lo que conlleva una tensién entre la
intimidad y la profesién que deben encarar dentro de su faceta
como celebridades. En la contemporaneidad se da un cambio de
paradigma: cada vez tenemos mas referentes cinematograficos,
mavyor visibilidad en medios y representaciones positivas de las
deportistas; pero todavia quedan muchos retos —deportivos y
cinematograficos— que afrontar.

Palabras clave
Deporte femenino; ficcion audiovisual; cobertura mediatica;
redes sociales; género; cuerpo.
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CINEMATIC DUNES:

THE CONFIGURATION OF
THE DESERT IN EXPERIMENTAL
FILM AND VIDEO ART*

ALBERT ALCOZ

INTRODUCTION

In the desert it isn't necessary to move, given that
it is the desert itself that moves beneath the feet of
those who dare to visit it. What sense does it make
to travel if the landscape itself is doing so? So far
as I know, the desert is the only place in the world
where something like this happens.

D’ORS, 2019: 98

The main objective of this article is to investi-
gate the role acquired by the desert in a number
of audiovisual productions that represent it. The
film and video production practices studied here
are formalist, conceptual creations of the past 60
years. By identifying how the desert has served as
a source of inspiration for various filmmakers and
video artists on the international scene, this study
aims to contribute to research on experimental
film from the perspective of the landscape. Based
on a specific visual motif (a type of geographical
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setting characterised by a lack of rain and the ar-
idness of its terrain), the article explores how the
desert is depicted in these artistic practices as a
territory that invites us to mediate on the condi-
tions of life and to reflect on the viability of audio-
visual technology to document them. Portraying
the desert in sound and moving images facilitates
the articulation of abstract aesthetics, fictional-
ised metaphorical constructions and wordless
philosophical mediations.

Leaving aside fiction films (which use the de-
sert as a backdrop for the resolution of dramatic
conflicts) and expository documentaries (which
generally describe it with explanatory wvoice-
overs), the focus here is on a group of productions
free of narrative impositions and informational
parameters. They are works belonging to the tra-
dition of experimental film and video art, shot on
film stock (16 mm or 35 mm) or recorded on ana-
logue or digital video, exhibited exclusively in ar-
tistic contexts or at specialised festivals. The piec-
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es chosen for this study are predominantly from
Europe and North America, as audiovisual exper-
imentation has been a practice limited mainly to
Western countries. Some Japanese, Australian
and African titles were also considered but could
not be included in the final study because it was
not possible to gain viewing access to them. Ide-
ally, a precise analysis of the connection between
cinema and the desert should consider a full
range of African and Asian films. However, in
view of the difficulties associated with obtaining
certain relatively unknown films by creators such
as India’s Mani Kaul, Iran’s Atoosa Pour Hosseini
and Senegal's Ousmane Sembene, it was decided
to leave these peripheral film industries out of the
analysis. Nevertheless, on the question of African
cinema, it is worth recalling Alberto Elena’s ob-
servation that “the cinematographic desert that
Sadoul spoke of thirty years ago is a desert no
longer: with some major works to its credit, and,
above all, an inexhaustible vitality, the emergent
cinema of Africa has become not only ‘the night
school of my people’ as Sembéne once described
it, but an important part of the contemporary film
scene” (1999: 187).

The works discussed here offer a cinematic
overview divided into three blocks. Three specific
visual motifs—sand, the human figure, and the ho-
rizon—serve as starting points for three sections
each analysing three different films. The first sec-
tion explores stylistic perspectives that describe
the surface of desert landscapes in poetic terms.
From these perspectives, the notion of abstrac-
tion makes its presence felt in images of sandy,
arid and rocky terrain that serve autobiographical
intentions. The second block considers narrative
questions expressed through human performers.
The human figure is the focal point in three ti-
tles that erase the boundary between fiction and
documentary. With minimalist mises-en-scéne
or clever essayistic montages, these films exper-
iment with idiosyncratic ways of adding bodies
to the desert landscape. Finally, the third section
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offers an analysis of the horizon as an element of
the landscape that fosters philosophical medita-
tion, allowing for an exploration of the concepts
of emptiness and endlessness.

Based on the subjective perspectives of the art-
ists, the works studied here offer a glimpse of the
fascination that a setting characterised by extreme
conditions can arouse. These filmmakers and vid-
eo artists tell intimate stories in films that high-
light the desolate nature of the landscapes, which
are revealed to be epistemological foundations.
Technology and the imagination are used to coun-
teract the lifelessness associated with the desert.
In this way, they take an exploratory approach
located between philosophical reflection and cine-
matic investigation. Why does the desert attract so
many audiovisual artists to carry out their projects
there? What is the source of this fascination? How
do they express the experience of being in the de-
sert?” Why does taking a poetic perspective and
playing with metaphor prove so insightful? What
ideas does the desert inspire and how are audio-
visual techniques used to express them? These
and other questions are examined below through
the analysis of a range of works, many of which
use the word “desert” in their titles.

DESERTS IMAGINED, DESERTS SIGNALLED

The desert landscape suggests countless seman-
tic considerations that stretch beyond its physical
boundaries. According to Milani, “[t]he landscape
is not limited to the territory, that is, to an ex-
panse of land that remains identical through the
mutations of its environment. The territory is a
geographical, political and social expression, while
the landscape contains symbolic and affective
meanings” (2006: 76). Desert or semi-desert re-
gions cover a third of the land surface of the Earth;
their presence all over the planet is impossible to
ignore. In climatological terms, deserts are regions
with only sporadic precipitation, spaces with no
permanent bodies of water on their surface. At
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the biogeographical level, although deserts are
abiotic (devoid of life), they do in fact provide a
home to sparse animal and plant populations that
exist thanks to their adapted forms. The paucity
of flora and fauna in these regions is obvious, as
is their endemic nature and their physical simi-
larities. The Sahara is far and away the largest de-
sert on the planet, its 9 million square kilometres
stretching across 12 North African countries.

The vast sands of the Rub' al Khali in Saudi
Arabia, the basins of East Asia, the rocky terrain
of the Saharan woodlands, the arid wastes of
the Southwestern United States, Australia’s des-
olate interior, the littoral of Peru and Chile, and
the coastal dunes of the Namib are all places that
have exerted a powerful attraction on numerous
audiovisual artists. As Michael Martin (2004) sug-
gests, deserts are sanctuaries for the imagination
because they allow us to enter another dimension,
a place where solitude, silence and the connection
with Earth and the cosmos transcend time. The
desert draws us into the most profound mystery
of life, as time there acquires a different density.
In these magnificent landscapes, past and future
unfold with all their force.

Atmospheric pressure and wind patterns de-
termine the meteorological processes that create
the arid zones where deserts are created. The
dunes of Taklamakan, the Gobi and the Ataca-
ma, the mountains of the Sierra Nevada and the
volcanic vastness of the Danakil are a few of the
emblematic motifs of deserts classified as tropi-
cal, subtropical, interior, temperate, cold, coastal,
high-altitude or rain shadow. These are sandy,
stony or rocky deserts whose topographic forms
have been the subject of geological research, but
which have also served as material for visual doc-
umentation using the technologies of photogra-
phy and cinematography. The results of both may
be expressive, poetic or informational.

Fiction films and contemporary conceptual
art can both reveal the desert’s ability to express
aesthetic interests and narrative objectives. Many
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of the regions mentioned above have been used
as locations for dramatic situations in cinematic
narratives. Emblematic titles in film history have
demonstrated that deserts can serve as important
settings for dramatic conflicts, or vast spaces for
the staging of psychological horrors. Motion pic-
tures asdiverse as Lawrence of Arabia (David Lean,
1962), Woman of the Dunes (Hiroshi Teshigahara,
1964), Simon of the Desert (Simén del desierto, Luis
Buniuel, 1965), Zabriskie Point (Michelangelo An-
tonioni, 1970), Punishment Park (Peter Watkins,
1971), Walkabout (Nicolas Roeg, 1971), The Inner
Scar (La cicatrice intérieure, Philippe Garrel, 1972),
Xala (Ousame Sembeéne, 1975), The Sheltering Sky
(Bernardo Bertolucci, 1990) and The English Patient
(Anthony Minghella, 1996) all feature sequences
filmed in deserts. In most of these, actors are at
the centre of the attention.

Scholars have offered a wide range detailed
analyses of the desert in films like these. Exam-
ples include Brad Sykes’ book Terror in the Desert:
Dark Cinema of the American Southwest (2018) and
Chris Byford’s article “The Garden of Light: Im-
ages of the Desert in Film” (1999). Byford’s study
explores the mythology of the desert in Lawrence
of Arabia and The English Patient. In both films, the
desert mise-en-scene is limited to sand, light and
heat, turning this geographic space into “the ide-
al place for the process of myth-making” (Byford,
1999: 38). The inherently epic nature of these two
canonical works in film history reflects the fact
that “in the secular West, the desert has become
the purest signifier of the mystic emptiness of the
soul” (Byford, 1999: 37). The comparative analysis
of the insignificance of the human being and the
immensity of the desert is one of the key points
in a study focusing on how light and shadow are
used in different scenes.

As a favourable location for the development
of artistic projects, the desert has become a nota-
ble feature of the practices of a number of artists
working in the fields of land art and Earthworks
(Lippard, 1973; Krauss, 1979), the former being as-
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sociated with the US context, while the latter is
used mainly with reference to British artists. The
dramatic alteration of the landscape in land art
contrasts with the subtlety and respect for nature
that characterises Earthworks. Both are expres-
sions that emerged during the rise of conceptual
movements associated with the dematerialisation
of art in the 1960s and 1970s. Various American
artists intervene in desert zones with aesthetic
objectives involving the transformation of their
physical appearance. According to the theorist
Simén Marchan Fiz:

[...] works of land art as well publicised as Heiz-

er's Double Negative, Robert Smithson’'s Asphalt

Rundown and Spiral Jetty, Walter de Maria’s Light-

ning Field, Christo’s Running Fence, James Turrell’s

Roden Crater (an ongoing work in progress since

1974), scattered across deserts in Arizona, Califor-

nia, New Mexico and Utah, are landmarks where

the surrounding nature not only serves as their
setting, their specific site, but is also integrated into

each one as part of the piece. (2006: 43)

Another emblematic work worth adding to
this list is an artistic intervention titled Sun Tun-
nels (1973-1976) by the American artist Nancy
Holt, which includes a documentary of the same
name completed in 1978. The 26 minutes of this
film documents the process of constructing four
concrete cylinders with a diameter of two metres,
which were transported by truck to their final lo-
cation: a remote valley of the Great Basin Desert
near Wendhover in northern Utah. The film is a
descriptive testimony to the creation process for
a project involving dozens of workers interacting
with construction tools in the open air. Anoth-
er artist worthy of mention here is the English
sculptor Sir Richard Long, whose desert walks
and interventions, consisting of marking routes,
drawing circles or collecting found objects, are re-
corded in the documentary Stones and Flies: Rich-
ard Long in the Sahara (Philip Haas, 1988).

The abstract nature of certain fiction se-
quences set in deserts and the artistic sensibili-
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ty apparent in land art interventions can also be
identified in the films and videos analysed below.
The poetics of their images and the conceptual
background to their formal approaches provide
evidence of the exchange of influences between
filmmaking and contemporary art. Situated be-
tween these two cultural dimensions is a kind of
experimental film and video art that uses the de-
sert as a vehicle for expressing personal concerns.
These audiovisual expressions eschew both the
drama and the exoticism that the desert acquires
in mainstream cinema, while also shying away
from the monumental quality implicit in land art
sculptures. Instead, they articulate unique aes-
thetic approaches and unexpected developments
involving filmmaking techniques that invite the
viewer to ponder the desert.

DESERT POETICS: FROM HYPER-REALIST
SAND TO ABSTRACT ARIDITY

While in the first avant-garde film movements
the play of luminous reflections on water became
a recurring motif for filmmakers such as Ralph
Steiner (H20, 1929) and Joris Ivens (Rain, 1929),
from the 1960s to the 1980s the sandy surface of
the desert attracted various filmmakers who ex-
amined its appearance with a focus on the trans-
formation of its dunes. Pondering the movement
of the sand through the flow of images is an an-
alytical exercise that reveals not only the iconic
nature of film images but the self-reflexive un-
dercurrent implicit in any filmmaking exercise
in the desert. The sand’s constant motion has
an analogous relationship with the variations of
the photochemical process of the celluloid and its
subsequent projection. The continuous formation
of these landscapes is a source of fascination for
filmmakers who allow themselves to be seduced
by its immensity, discovering the resilience of the
individual subject in an inhospitable setting.

If there is any one film that best exemplifies
this fluctuating quality of the desert expanse, it is
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Alaya (1987) by the American filmmaker Nathan-
iel Dorsky. Over the course of 30 minutes of foot-
age, Dorsky meticulously documents the changes
occurring to the dunes of different deserts around
the world. Demonstrating a profound knowledge
of the 16mm film camera, the director assembles
a montage of static shots, close-ups and overhead
views of different sandy regions. Framed with an
“‘all over” approach (in keeping with the principles
of abstract Expressionist painting), the composi-
tions become an abstraction of vibrating particles
resulting from the precise use of macroscopic op-
tics during filming (Image 1). Added to this unusu-
al view of grains of sand are the changes of posi-
tion caused by the wind, as well as changes to the
lighting. Filmed indiscriminately at daytime and
night-time hours, the shots demonstrate not only
the contemplative tone of the enterprise but also
the highly individual approach adopted by the
filmmaker to achieve his purpose. With nothing
added to the soundtrack, Dorsky creates a hypnot-
ic, hyper-realist film in which sand is in perpetual
motion. These grains, illuminated by the sunlight
and displaced by the force of the wind, interact
with the photochemical grain of the emulsion.
When they shine against a dark background, the
cosmos is inevitably brought to mind.

Migra (1994) by the Catalan filmmaker Toni
Serra focuses on the surface of the desert, offer-
ing a personal journey in which the landscape
and texts recited aloud signal a rite of passage.
The dry, often cracked terrain is filmed in video
images with fleeting frontal and lateral move-

PONDERING THE MOVEMENT OF THE
SAND THROUGH THE FLOW OF IMAGES IS
AN ANALYTICAL EXERCISE THAT REVEALS
NOT ONLY THE ICONIC NATURE OF

FILM IMAGES BUT THE SELF-REFLEXIVE
UNDERCURRENT IMPLICIT IN ANY
FILMMAKING EXERCISE IN THE DESERT
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Image |. Alaya (Nathaniel Dorsky, 1976-1987). Source: https://
www.centrepompidou.fr/es/ressources/oeuvre/cMjpbx

ments, taken in an overhead view (Image 2). All
these images reveal a poetic cadence that is pro-
gressively increased by the written word. The
synopsis, written by the creator himself, reads:
“Landscapes like texts to be read. The desert is
our friend, migrations of the mind.” Juxtaposing
landscapes of desert and plant life with images
of printed pages, Serra reflects on the locations
visited, the role of vision and the transmission of
knowledge. According to Serra, “to decolonise the
vision would be to give it back, to integrate it into
the body and the other senses, to integrate it into
the place, into its forces and voids... To rescue it
from the tyranny of the merely optical in order
to open it up to the other eyes of the body and
spirit, to make it whole” (2018: 90). This is a way of
signalling how thought flows when it is allowed
to submit to ocularcentrism. The music in Migra,
composed by Barbara Held, is a sound piece titled
“Desert Wrap” that combines frequencies of wind
instruments with sounds recorded on location. It
is an unsettling sonic accompaniment that is well
suited to the continuous series of rocky images.
Jon Behrens turns up the hyperactive tone of
the film described above with a nine-minute piece
titled Desert Abstractions (1997). Multiple expo-
sures captured in the Arizona desert (taken with
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Image 2. Migra (Toni Serra, 1994). Source: http://www.al-bar-
zaj.org/2011/06/migra.html

Steve Creson'’s help over the course of a week) are
the material used to create a piece that functions
as a mosaic of chromatic impressions. Here, hun-
dreds of brief moving images fuse with others,
juxtaposed with continuous zooms and tracking
shots moving to both sides. Different filters of
warm colours define shots that convey a kind of
visual confusion, despite the specific geological
shapes they show. Rubato’s music, with its New
Age cadence, creates a soporific tone to the beat
of endless dissolutions. Beginning with figurative
representations (desert landscapes captured from
all kinds of distances), Behrens moves with de-
termination towards a quest for abstraction. Like
the two films discussed above, Desert Abstractions
eschews the peacefulness associated with specific
visual motifs (sand, rocks) to take us into another
dimension, one that offers glimpses of the pos-
sibility of entering the past and future of these
same locations.

As Pablo d'Ors puts it, “the fascination with
sand is none other than the fascination with our
origins and, also, what all of us are compelled to-
ward” (2019: 78). The sand of the desert symbolis-
es the presence of an absence. It can also be read
as the encapsulation of every desert landscape
on Earth. The filmmakers and video artists dis-
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cussed here appreciate the morphology of sand,
which reflects their technical skills when they
work with cameras and editing processes. In their
pieces, the human figure is located off screen; the
human presence is limited to the body behind the
camera. The next section explores ways in which
human beings are inscribed into the frame in ex-
perimental film and video art, in the middle of a
desert setting.

DESERT MYTHOS: FROM MINIMALIST
FICTION TO ESSAYISTIC DOCUMENTATION

In fiction films, the storyline is generally articu-
lated through quite explicit mises-en-scene and
performances of dialogues or the omnipresence
of voice-overs. All of this overrides any possibility
of the desert playing the central role: the human
figure always predominates over the landscape.
These are films that use the desert to shape the
emotions and dramatic circumstances of their
main characters. In documentaries, the educa-
tional nature of the information related to the
conditions of the desert landscape precludes the
possibility of comprehending it without words.
For David Jasper, the desert is a “place of wander-
ing, a place to enter into,” and also “a place of meet-
ing” (2004: xviii). Although the desert offers the
potential for contact with alterity, this meeting is
mainly with oneself. In the following paragraphs,
[ consider how human figures interact with these
environments and other beings in three films in
which the direction of the actors is reduced to a
minimum.

Walter de Maria’s Hard Core (1969) was filmed
in the Black Rock Desert in northwest Nevada
in July 1969. This 28-minute film presents the
landscape with a series of slow 360-degree pan
shots from left to right, filmed using a tripod and
a wide-angle lens. The breadth and immensity of
this arid territory evokes the Westerns of Holly-
wood’s classical era. In the film, two men dressed
as cowboys (the cinematographer Blair Stapp and
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THE NEED FOR REFUGE IS MADE
FORCEFULLY CLEAR, HINTING AT THE
VULNERABILITY OF THE HUMAN BODY
WITHOUT EXAGGERATING THE ACTION.
IN THE WAITING, THE SILENCE REDEFINES
AND FOREGROUNDS THE TERRITORY

fellow artist Michael Heizer) eventually appear in
some fleeting detail shots. At the same time, the
whole film is accompanied by an intense musical
soundtrack, composed by de Maria himself, in-
cluding two pieces titled Cricket Music (1964) and
Ocean Music (1968) produced using recordings of
waves on the sea, incessant percussion and in-
strumentation in crescendo. After numerous pans
sweeping across the horizon, the two human fig-
ures are presented in a frenetic finale: an armed
duel condensed into a long series of brief shots of
one man firing a revolver and the other a shot-
gun. It is the epitome of the violence intrinsic to
classic Westerns and their mythology associated
with the conqguest of the American hinterland.
Here, the desert plays the main role. In this lo-
cation beyond the reach of civilisation, impunity
is a visible feature. The Italian scholar Francesco
Careri points out this filmmaker’s interest in the
desert when he notes that “[ijn 1968 Walter de
Maria made his One Mile Long Drawing, two par-
allel one-mile lines drawn on the Mojave Desert,
where in 1969 he shot, for the television gallery of
Gerry Schum, the video Two Lines, Three Circles on
the Desert” (2018: 139).

One Woman Waiting (1984), by the Canadian
filmmaker Josephine Massarella, is constructed
entirely out of a single static shot lasting nine min-
utes. It is a work of minimalist fiction in which the
creator underscores the recognition of the other.
Appearing in a desert landscape of brightly sunlit
dunes lit is a young woman who, after tracing a
circle in the sand with her bare feet, sits down on
the right-hand side of the frame to contemplate
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the landscape (Image 3). A short time later, a hu-
man figure becomes discernible on the horizon in
the background: it is another woman, who moves
patiently towards the first, greets her and em-
braces her. With no dialogue, and with ambient
music of bells and sonic textures that evoke the
wind, the film presents us with a scene marked
by dichotomies: distance/proximity, strangeness/
familiarity, staging/documenting. All of this is
encapsulated in one precise moment: an embrace
with metaphysical resonances. In this gesture, the
two women exemplify the importance of compan-
ionship and respect in a setting as desolate as the
one they find themselves in. The need for refuge
is made forcefully clear, hinting at the vulnerabil-
ity of the human body without exaggerating the
action. In the waiting, the silence redefines and
foregrounds the territory. While the two men in
Walter de Maria’s film confront each other vio-
lently, the two women in Massarella’s film offer
one another soothing care and mutual under-
standing. The footprints on the sand allude to the
protagonist’s indecision and disorientation, in a
connection with the short story “The Two Kings
and the Two Labyrinths” (1939) by the Argentine
writer Jorge Luis Borges, when he establishes a
parallel between the labyrinth and the desert,

Image 3. One Woman Waiting (Josephine Massarella, 1984).
Source: https://lux.org.uk/work/one-woman-waiting
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“which has no stairways to climb, nor doors to
force, nor unending galleries to wear one down,
nor walls to block one’s way” (1978: 90).

Zoom (2005), by the Spanish director Elias
Ledn Siminiani, constructs a remarkable montage
of the process of reviewing a single shot filmed
in the Erg Chebbi Desert in Morocco. An expedi-
tion of human figures and camels is shown trav-
elling across this region of semi-arid pre-Saharan
steppes (Image 4). With a static point-of-view shot
and a slight forward zoom, the camera operator
focuses on his partner, a young woman from Ma-
drid. At one point, she makes a revealing gesture.
With the aid of Luis Callejo’s voice, this gesture
hints that the couple are at the culminating mo-
ment of their romantic relationship. “50 apparent
seconds of silence, calm and emptiness... But only
apparent” is the synopsis of a video about a zoom-
in that gave rise to another more elaborate video:
Limites: Primera Persona (2009). Completed for an
exhibition project titled Miradas al [imite [Gazes on
the Limit], organised by the Artium Museum in
the Basque Country and produced by the Pantalla
Partida production company, this second project
takes a more ambitious approach to the investi-
gation initiated in Zoom. The spoken word takes
centre stage in an 8-minute video montage fo-
cusing on the distant figure of a girl wandering
through a desert in Morocco. In a voice-over, Luis
Callejo and Siminiani himself reflect on the am-
ateur quality of the images filmed on video and
the biased perspective created by the montage.
The series of arguments put forward are aimed at
restoring the romantic relationship between the

THE INDIVIDUALS PARTICIPATING IN
THESE PROJECTS ARE DELVING INTO THEIR
OWN THOUGHTS; SEEING THEMSELVES
SURROUNDED BY IMMENSE LANDSCAPES
SHAPES THEIR PERSONAL PERCEPTIONS,
TURNING THEM TOWARDS THE SUBLIME
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Image 4. Zoom (Elias Leén Siminiani, 2005). Source: http://
plat.tv/filmes/zoom

video's protagonist, Ainhoa Ramirez, and its crea-
tor, Siminiani. As we hear in the voice-over: “if she
is searching for him, he is searching for her all the
more ‘because’ all the images he brings back from
the desert have her as their motif” The spoken
words reveal the degree of self-consciousness ap-
plied to this digitally manipulated material, geared
towards a particular semantic construction. A few
gentle piano notes from a Claude Debussy compo-
sition give colour to an audiovisual essay created
as a test of love between two Spanish youths. The
physical distance between the two bodies—one
visible, the other off screen—is the correlative of a
video that celebrates the power of the surround-
ing space. The Saharan dunes are setting for a het-
erosexual relationship made up of symbolic shots
on video, playful montages and gazes to camera.
The two fiction pieces studied here eschew the
kind of narrative logic associated with commer-
cial and arthouse cinema. The individuals par-
ticipating in these projects are delving into their
own thoughts; seeing themselves surrounded by
immense landscapes shapes their personal per-
ceptions, turning them towards the sublime. Ac-
cording to Tynan, in modern culture, the desert is
often used “to evoke experiences of placelessness
or dislocation, or of what Deleuze and Guattari
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call, in their unique theoretical vocabulary, deter-
ritorialisation” (2020: 11). In Siminiani’s documen-
taries, this placelessness leaves room for a reflec-
tion that ranges from the rational to the ironic. In
all three pieces, the desert bears witness to im-
portant moments in a relationship between two
people. Death, companionship and love are metic-
ulously cultivated in three different settings that
in a certain way set their visitors off on a quest for
the essential. Ethical disengagement and a loss of
one’s sense of direction are simply consequences
of this powerful longing.

DESERT METAPHYSICS: FROM SPECULATIVE
HORIZON TO ETHEREAL MEDIATION

The endlessness of the desert horizon, the vast-
ness of its spaces and the beauty suggested by its
desolation confront us with the idea of the void.
This nothingness encourages us to conceive of
the desert from a philosophical and spiritual per-
spective. We can thus speak of both a physical or
external desert and a mental or internal one; both
suggest absolute concepts that inevitably elicit
metaphysical considerations. The desert is a met-
aphor for infinity because, as Pablo d'Ors argues,
‘it is the place of absolute possibility: the place
where the horizon has the breadth that a person
deserves and needs” (2019: 63). The titles studied
in this section reveal how essential filming the
horizon becomes to convey the experience of wit-
nessing deserts for cinematic purposes.

In Hand Held Day (1975), the American film-
maker Gary Beydler uses a small rectangular mir-
ror, held in one of his own hands, to reduce the
passage of a day to a few minutes. While chron-
ological time is condensed in a series of individ-
ual still frames showing different moments of
the day, the surrounding space (the Arizona de-
sert and mountains) is reduced to a rectangular
composition inside another rectangle of smaller
proportions. The variations of light and the vibra-
tions resulting from the slight changes of position
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of the fingers holding up the mirror are the per-
ceptible changes in a film that captures the path
of the sun on two rolls of Kodachrome film. The
mountainous horizon reflected in this detail shot
contrasts with the spatial expanse of the desert.
The mirror concentrates the beauty of the clouds
in the sky and the sunset over the mountains
while projecting the filmmaker’s desire to frame
and contain the surrounding landscape. This ex-
ercise of speculation on the dimensions of the
horizon and its temporal condensation gives way
to another exercise underpinned by the notion of
the mirage.

Chott el-Djerid (A Portrait in Light and Heat)
(Bill Viola, 1979) is a video recorded in the Tuni-
sian region of the Sahara Desert. Chott el-Djerid
is the name of a large salt lake located in the Tu-
nisian Sahara that often produces mirages when
it is dried up. The intensity of the heat caused by
the midday sun creates distorted illusions of mov-
ing shapes (Image 5). The perpetual movement of
ethereal elements perceptible on the horizon and
the constant vibration of blurry splotches of col-
our recorded by the video camera facilitate spec-
ulations about the images. The piece documents
a vibration that seems to be a constant wave on
the arid terrain of sand, sparse vegetation, a few

Image 5. Chott el-Djerid (A Portrait in Light and Heat) (Bill
Viola, 1979). Source: https://www.museoreinasofia.es/colec-
cion/obra/
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buildings, and some camels and humans crossing
the scene. These fluctuating spectres are inter-
spersed with shots taken in the Canadian prov-
ince of Saskatchewan and central Illinois in the
United States. Although their climatic conditions
are completely different from those of Chott el-
Djerid, these prairies filmed at wintertime display
similarities related to their disorienting effects.
These physical settings create psychological spac-
es that can inevitably be interpreted as perceptual
delusions. Christopher Eamon argues that in his
films in the 1970s “Viola immerses the viewer,
taking his investigation to a metaphysical level”
(2009: 82). Undermining the static notion asso-
ciated with any horizon, Viola has constructed a
video of temporal and spatial ruptures.

With Altiplano (2018), the Chilean filmmaker
Malena Szlam has created a 15-minute film that
takes us to the Andes mountains, travelling over
different regions of northern Chile and west-
ern Argentina. Atacameno, Aymara and Calch-
aqui-Diaguita are the regions filmed in a piece
named after the Altiplano region of the Atacama
Desert. Shot on 1émm film, this work realises nu-
merous technical possibilities associated with this
format. Multiple exposures, colour filters, time
lapses and other technical strategies allow Szlam
to capture the essence of a place shaped by ancient
geological features, volcanic deserts and sloping
horizons. Taken by day and by night, the shots
comprise a montage marked by a chromatic study
of the landscape (Image 6). The visual richness

THE MOUNTAIN PEAKS AND OTHER
DESERT HORIZONS, WITH THEIR
INEXHAUSTIBLE VISUAL MUTATIONS,
SEEM TO HAVE A LIFE OF THEIR OWN. THIS
CONTINUOUS SELF-FORMATION SEEMS
TO REBEL AGAINST THE EXTRACTIVISM OF
HUMAN UTILITARIANISM CARRIED OUT IN
THE NAME OF PROGRESS
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Image 6. Altiplano (Malena Szlam, 2018). Source: https://light-
cone.org/en/film-11452-altiplano

combines a feverish gaze with a hallucinatory
tone. This approach calls to mind an obsession of
the video artist Mary Lucier: “[slJometime around
1970 I became obsessed with the idea that video
had been invented to satisfy an ancient longing:
to allow the human eye to gaze directly at the sun
without damage to the retina” (1990: 457). Szlam’s
film reflects this longing, in the same way that
one of her earlier pieces, Lunar Almanac (2014),
obsessively captures the light of the moon with
multiple exposures. Altiplano is a mysterious piece
that evokes South America’s ancient past while
suggesting a future filled with enigmas. As the
scholar Ara Osterweil observes, “[m]ade too late to
serve as a warning, Altiplano shows Szlam using
the techniques of a dying medium to instead com-
pose an exquisite elegy to what has been lost—and
what might remain” (Osterweil, 2018). Szlam mul-
tiplies the lines of the horizon, juxtaposing lay-
ers of shots of different locations. The mountain
peaks and other desert horizons, with their inex-
haustible visual mutations, seem to have a life of
their own. This continuous self-formation seems
to rebel against the extractivism of human utili-
tarianism carried out in the name of progress.
The films examined in this section reveal the
vastness of settings whose horizons render ex-

156



\VANISHING POINTS

plicit the impossible nature of adapting them to
a human scale. Reducing the horizon to a mirror
image, exposing its constant distortion in mirag-
es and superimposing different shots onto a sin-
gle frame are ways of exploring its richness. The
unique nature of the film and video production
techniques used here reveal how audiovisual
media can convey meditative states by bringing
their documenting potential into play. In their
novel Hermanito, Ibrahima Balde and Amets
Arzallus describe Ibrahima’s desert experience:
“When I woke up, I sat for a while looking ahead,
without knowing where ‘ahead’ was. I looked
ahead in all directions and saw nothing. Only de-
sert. Desert here. Desert there. Desert in all four
directions.” (2021: 48-49). In the pieces by Bey-
dler, Viola and Szlam, the desert horizon is pre-
sented as fluctuating, conveying the uncertainty
and the existential nature of spending prolonged
periods in such a place. These pieces mediate on
the omnipresence of time in locations where
past, present and future all seem to happen at
once. In a way, all three titles aim to transform
the scale, the stillness and the uniqueness of
their desert settings. As Graciela Speranza points
out, “many artists and writers [...] reconfigure the
world in their own way, and without losing their
uniqueness, they expand the horizon of the di-
verse” (2017:19).

CONCLUSIONS

The desert inevitably evokes the atemporal. The
lack of human intervention in its surface facili-
tates this impression. According to Aurora Carap-
inha, “[iln the landscape, space, matter, time (past
present, future and biological time) and process
are objectively present. They combine and struc-
ture one another in multiple interchangeable
ways” (2009: 122). Desert settings are located out-
side time as they enable us to imagine past and fu-
ture times never experienced. As most of the films
analysed here show, the desert encapsulates the

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

feeling described by Robert Smithson when he
suggests that the present “must go into the places
where remote futures meet remote pasts” (1968).
However, human activity also has consequences
for deserts. In our era, deserts have been growing
due to human-caused climate change, one conse-
quence of which is subtropical drought. As the re-
searcher German Esteban Maidana points out, “(i]
n just 70 years, from 1882 to 1952, the proportion
of the Earth’s land surface classified as desert in-
creased from 9.4% to 23.3%” (2017: 144). 1t is rea-
sonable to assume that this percentage has grown
considerably since then.

The film installation Bending to Earth (2015) by
Italian artist Rosa Barba consists of a 15-minute
film—shown in a loop on a 35mm projector—that
represents the effects of the arrival of utilitarian-
ism in the desert. Barba shows the human foot-
print left on the Earth’s surface in the name of
progress with aerial shots of various radioactive
waste storage facilities. Filmed from a helicopter,
the different sequence shots show technological
structures located in desert regions of California,
Utah and Colorado. These nuclear waste man-
agement plants are described in a voice-over that
explains the toxicity of the mixtures treated in
them. The film's soundtrack combines electron-
ic sounds and radio signals created by Barba and
Jan St. Werner (a member of the German band
Mouse on Mars), with the distorted voice of Leti-
tia Sadier from the British group Stereolab. Cris-
tina Camara Bello suggests that the sound for
this film “situate[s] us once more in another time,
a moment of suspense between the nuclear dis-
armament brought about by the end of the Cold
War and the radioactive waste generated by nu-
clear energy” (2016: 77-78). Viewed from the sky,
these structures look rather like models created
for dystopian science fiction films. The imposing
nature of the projection equipment—with its size,
noise and the dramatic nature of its loop—could
be associated with the profound transformation
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that certain deserts have undergone as a result of
human intervention.

Rosa Barba offers a tragic view of the world
that gives rise to an aesthetics of waste. The dev-
astation and ruin that characterises the Anthro-
pocene are signs foreboding an apocalyptic future.
Yet it is also a future that has a positive reading
because, as Pablo d'Ors remarks with reference to
the desert, “[a]fter much thought, I have come to
the conclusion that what attracts me to the void is
the ecstasy of possibility” (2019: 100). According
to Tynan, the desert can be understood as some-
thing “surprisingly fragile, as an idea of geograph-
ical extremism or alterity, as a sacred or accursed
site, as a metaphor for nullity, as a subjective or
existential terrain, or as an object of sheer aes-
thetic exultation” (2020: 1). This multiplicity of
meanings is perfectly reflected in a group of films
and videos that embrace aesthetics derived from
their audiovisual constructions while hinting at
concerns oriented simultaneously towards the
whole and towards nothingness. Using film and
video production techniques, these relatively in-
accessible territories can be grasped as regions
filled with life. As Tynan suggests, the desert
“becomes a stage on which a new awareness—a
new semiosis—of life becomes possible” (2020: 3).
As can be seen in the audiovisual works analysed
here, despite the alienation, solitude and unease
it elicits, the desert is shown paradoxically to be
an ideal geographical location for the imagination.
Conveying experiences and suggesting atemporal
encounters are the common features of these ar-
tistic explorations in which the desert reveals its
cinematic power. &

NOTES

This work has been carried out within the framework
of the Consolidated Research Group: IMARTE. Inves-
tigacién en procesos artisticos y nuevas tecnologias
(2021 SGR 01090) of the Facultad de Bellas Artes of the
Universidad de Barcelona.
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CINEMATIC DUNES: THE CONFIGURATION
OF THE DESERT IN EXPERIMENTAL FILM AND
VIDEO ART

DUNAS CINEMATICAS. LA CONFIGURACION
DEL DESIERTO EN EL CINE EXPERIMENTAL Y LA
VIDEOCREACION

Abstract

Deserts have influenced a number of experimental filmmakers and
video artists who have visited them to make audiovisual pieces of-
fering glimpses of unusual aesthetic connotations and unique epis-
temological considerations. The works analysed in this article place
the desert in the main role, eschewing the informational objectives
associated with conventional documentary and rejecting the func-
tional quality assigned to the desert as a dramatic location in fiction
feature films. These artists offer a different configuration of the de-
sert, focusing on the sandy abstraction of its dunes, exploring the
insignificance of the human figure in the face of its vastness, and
imagining possible temporal representations of its horizons. This ar-
ticle considers the poetic, mythical and metaphysical nature of the
desert through the analysis of various experimental films and video
creations that study the idiosyncrasies of its landscape, reflecting on
the existential connotations suggested by desert regions and testing
out the multiple options offered by audiovisual techniques. These are
pieces that range from lyrical abstraction to autobiographical testi-
mony, from minimalist fiction to self-reflexive essay. The analysis of
a film installation with an environmentalist discourse concludes this
study of sounds and moving pictures that imagine new readings that
can help us understand the importance of the desert.
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Resumen

El desierto influye en una serie de cineastas experimentales y video-
creadores que se acercan a €l para realizar piezas audiovisuales que
vislumbran connotaciones estéticas inusuales y consideraciones epis-
temolodgicas singulares. Los trabajos analizados en este articulo toman
el desierto como protagonista principal; esquivan la voluntad informa-
tiva asociada al documental ortodoxo y rechazan el caracter funcional
del desierto como localizacion dramatica en largometrajes de cine de
ficcidon. Estos artistas configuran el desierto concentrandose en la abs-
traccion arenosa de sus dunas, deteniéndose en la insignificancia de la
figura humana ante su basta dimension y elucubrando posibles repre-
sentaciones temporales de su horizonte. El caracter poético, mitico y
metafisico del desierto queda argumentado a través de un conjunto de
films experimentales y videocreaciones que estudian la idiosincrasia del
paisaje. Lo hacen pensando las connotaciones existenciales derivadas de
los territorios y perfilando la pluralidad de opciones de las herramientas
audiovisuales. Son piezas que van de la abstraccion lirica al testimonio
autobiografico, de la ficcidon minimalista al ensayo autorreflexivo. El
andlisis de una instalacion filmica de discurso ecologista concluye una
investigacién en la que los sonidos e las imagenes en movimiento imagi-
nan nuevas lecturas con las que comprender el valor del desierto.
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HUMANISM, LANDSCAPE AND
THE SEQUENCE-SHOT IN
BELA TARR’S SATANTANGO

CARLOS RUIZ CARMONA
ANA CATARINA AGUIAR

THE TOTALITARIAN STATE OF SATANTANGO

Satantangd (1994), by Bela Tarr, has a duration
of four hundred and twenty two minutes, with
only one hundred and fifty shots. It is based on
the novel by Laszlé Krasznahorkai, a writer, also
Hungarian, a contemporary of Tarr. The work,
Satantango, was published in 1985, four years be-
fore the fall of the totalitarian communist regime.
At the heart of the narrative are the inhabitants
of a rural community in southeastern Hungary.
During the post-Stalinist period, between the mid-
1950s and mid-1980s, these communities repre-
sented an appeal to people’s autonomy, allowing
them to build their own home, while establishing
a community based economy. At the end of the
1980s, due to the overall economic and political
state of the country-since the end of the 1960s, a
kind of market socialism was being experimented
with, a limited model of economic reform without
political reform-some of these communities were
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not profitable for the new market economy. Con-
sequently, these places were abandoned and con-
demned to a slow death and the workers of this
socialist model became miserable.

Most of Tarr’s characters are not only socially
marginalized, but they also choose to be passive
assuming an observer position, without the power
to induce change in the system. These characters
seem to reflect the second period of stagnation of
the socialist regime. Unlike the older generation,
the last younger Soviet generation had a com-
mon identity, formed by a shared experience of
the normalized and unchanging discourse of the
Brezhnev years. Tarr’s characters can be situated
as part of that younger generation that was born
between the years 1950-1970 and came of age be-
tween the years 1970-1980 (Samardzija, 2020).

The novel focuses on the internal espionage
network of a totalitarian communist state. It be-
gins with a complex plot: the villagers’ only live-
lihood, livestock, is sold and the villagers prepare
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to abandon the property for a better life else-
where. However, they give up on the idea when
they learn that two former inhabitants-Irimias
and Petrina-who they thought were dead, are
returning to the community. As they come from
the neighbouring city and make the journey on
foot, it is during the waiting interval that some of
the stories in the film are developed. The villagers
are anxious about their return, even considering
one of them, Irimias, as a kind of saviour, ignoring
the fact that both are now working for the State,
as undercover informants. The environment de-
scribed is deplorable, the rain falls uninterrupt-
edly and the characters that usually walk appear
buried in the mud. The general trait of the char-
acters is, on the one hand, to be socially and psy-
chologically vulnerable and, on the other, morally
reprehensible. They are villagers, including the
innkeeper, a woman with several children, two of
them teenagers, prostitutes-a younger one and a
demented girl-, the doctor, the teacher and a po-
lice captain. They live in dilapidated houses, with-
out basic sanitation and they gather in the village
tavern, infested with spiders, to dance, drink and
forget their miserable condition.

IN BELA TARR’S SATANTANGO

Tarr’s work can be divided into two periods: the in-
itial period, where Tarr has a more demanding and
expectant attitude towards change and produces
films with themes linked to the social problems of
socialist Hungary. During this period, his work tes-
tifies, for example, to the difficult living conditions
of factory workers and the difficulties of people in
accessing housing. In the second period, his films
follow the decline of the communist system and
the emergence of capitalism. These are increas-
ingly pessimistic films, where politics is reduced to
a promise, a manipulation, as is the case of Sdatdn-
tango, which illustrates the end of hope for a new
world of freedom and equality, and the disenchant-
ment with the capitalist promise that followed the
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collapse of the socialist era. Structurally, Satantango
is the most complex of all Tarr’s films, owing this
complexity to a non-linear narrative where events
are not always represented chronologically. The
structure is divided into twelve chapters: I-VI and
VI-XII, six forward and six backward, like a tango.
There are few studies available on Sdtdntango,
despite being considered by many critics as Béla
Tarr's masterpiece. The reasons are diverse and
the most important may be related to the long
duration of the film, a characteristic that makes it
difficult to disseminate and distribute in the inter-
national circuit. The most extensive publications
on Tarr, and specifically on this work, belong to
Jacques Ranciere and Andras Kovacs and point
in different directions. Ranciére (2012), in a poet-
ic-philosophical essay, seeks to translate the images
and atmosphere of the film into words, aiming at
the ethical, political and social meanings; in turn,
Kovéacs (2013) focuses his study on formal issues,
aspects of light, movement, color, sound and, above
all, on the analysis of the time of the shots. Lidia
Mello (2015) also carried out a study on the last
five films by Béla Tarr, from an aesthetic-philo-
sophical perspective, with the aim of making the
author known and exploring his cinematography
through the idea of repetition. Meanwhile, Tiago
de Luca (2016) contextualizes Tarr in slow cine-
ma, considering him one of his greatest precursors
in contemporary Hungarian cinema. Also Heck
(2020), in his book After Authority - Global Art Cine-
ma and Political Transition, recognizes in Satantango
a response to the political transition of Hungary’s
post-communism, through the construction of a
democratic image, a cinema that positions itself as
anti-communist, anti-authoritarian, free from a
determining role of the authority of governments.
Finn (2022), in his work Cinematic Modernism and
Contemporary Film, argues that cinematic modern-
ism resurged in the late 1980s, extends to the pres-
ent day. It is both the political response to a new
capitalism crisis and also a new formal and stylistic
category, countering the cultural imperialism and
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eclecticism of postmodernist art film. Tarr’s work is
included in this movement, through neo-Bazinian
realism, with narratives relating political betrayal
and existential angst of the individual and the col-
lective, starting on the particular and going to the
universal (Finn, 2022: 216).

Tarr’s films evoke discourses of nostalgia be-
cause they are persistently shot on black-and-
white using the sequence-shot as discourse. The
monochromatic image is central to the dark at-
mosphere that Tarr creates and its consistency is
reminiscent of other black and white films, from
German expressionism, through Italian neo-real-
ism to the the 50s and 60s’ modernist wave. The
historical effect of this choice is not mere coinci-
dence since the image somehow evokes a sense of
the past. The sequence-shot does not exist solely
to create a specific environment or to represent
a certain theme, but rather as an emotional and
psychological matter, that intends to provoke dif-
ferent experiencesin the spectator. It is from these
experiences that Tarr brings the spectator closer
to the reality the characters live in his narrative.

Sdatantango situates itself within the Hungar-
lan post-socialist cinema, Black Series, being one
of its most emblematic films. According to Batori
(2018: 146), Black Series films are characterized by
the presentation of unemployed or crisis-ridden
characters, who do not fit into society, living far
away from urban centers, in unknown or aban-
doned environments. This tendency evokes the
narrative mode of the parables of the 60s in an
aesthetic continuity between the productions
made in the socialist era and the 90s. Tarr ar-
gues that Satdantangd does not intend to adapt the
novel to cinema, but rather to take it on a stage.
The Puszta (arid land), the Tanya (dispersed rural
property) and the Alféld (great Hungarian plain)
become the epicentre of decadence and a sym-
bol of lost national values, contributing to Tarr’s
aesthetic definition, by establishing a closed and
abstract universe that, while mirroring freedom,
imprisons the characters (Batori, 2018).
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TARR ARGUES THAT SATANTANGO DOES
NOT INTEND TO ADAPT THE NOVEL TO
CINEMA, BUT RATHER TO TAKE IT ON A
STAGE

Tarr and Krasznahorkai (2018) agree that the
most important element of Satdantango is not any
theme or topic, but the way of approaching the
human condition. For Tarr, it is very important to
be on the side of the most vulnerable, represent-
ing them in his cinema and trying to give them
dignity (Maury & Rollet, 2016). However, Satan-
tangd’s characters are rigid throughout the film,
making it difficult for the viewer to establish rela-
tionships of identification or create empathy. The
social situation in which they find themselves is
precarious and they do not have cognitive or mor-
al tools capable of improving their situation. They
are vulnerable characters, psychologically and
socially, incapable of cooperating in the construc-
tion of a common good.

This statement about protecting human dig-
nity, causes us a conflict since, a priori, we cannot
find aspects in which human dignity is defended
there. For this reason we have focussed our re-
search on understanding how Béla Tarr, uses the
sequence-shot to defend the dignity of his char-
acters in Satantango. Is it possible to identify a
specific stylistic pattern in his representation of
the human condition? How does Tarr approach
the staging of the long take to represent a point
of view of humanity? What kind of relation-
ships Tarr establishes between scenarios and
characters through camera movement and com-
position? How these conceptual relationships
contribute to presenting a point of view of the
human condition? Although we have analyzed
Tarr’s filmography and, above all, the film Satan-
tango, for the purpose of this article we have se-
lected a number of specific sequence-shots that
take place in the central settings of the narra-
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tive: the Puszta, the Alféld, the Tanya and the
Koscma (tavern). The analysis includes a detailed
discussion of how the director employs framing,
camera movement, and the use of diegetic and
non-diegetic sound to represent the human con-
dition.

THE ALFOLD’S PRISONERS

Tarr located most of his stories, from the second
period of his work (1988-2011), in the vast land of
the Alféld and its forgotten villages. In addition
to playing a key role in agricultural production,
the landscape of southern Hungary was home
to some of the most important historical events
related to the nation’s independence, becoming a
national symbol, a rural heritage and a metaphor
for the right to self-determination (Batori, 2018).
Considered practically a treeless desert-which is
why the territory is often referred to as Puszta,
which means barren and wasteland, in Hungari-
an-the flooded parts of the Alféld were slowly be-
ing converted into arable land, meadows, fertile
fields, pastures and vineyards, thus establishing
a strong, self-sufficient and export-oriented agri-
cultural sector.

In the first sequence-shot analyzed, Tarr fol-
lows the start of Irimids and Petrina’s journey to
the police station (00:43:54 - 00:45:396), where
the two will be notified that they will have to

Figure |

work as informants. The sequence-shot begins by
framing a deserted street with buildings on both
sides and lots of garbage (figure 1). Irimids and Pet-
rina appear on their backs and, as they advance,
the rubbish envelops them in their walk (figure
2). The street occupies two thirds of the frame,
leaving the sky and the horizon line lost in the
background. It rains heavily, the wind blows and
drags the surrounding rubbish, and we hear the
sound of debris and characters’ footsteps. The
environmental sound presents an inhospitable
atmosphere that contributes to evoking a feel-
ing of hopeless misery. The sound volume seems
artificially high causing a considerable dramatic
charge, which configures one of Tarr’s fundamen-
tal characteristics in sound treatment-the extrap-
olation of reality through ambient sounds-. Here
the overall sound treatment evokes the desolation
of the landscape that amplifies the loneliness and
impotence of the characters who seem to walk
mechanically, aimlessly, adrift as if pushed by the
wind. They walk backwards, not caring about the
rain or the wind, defeated, as if accepting their
condition. The camera follows them patiently re-
specting the rhythm of the walk until it finally
gives up and stops leaving the characters to their
fate. The silhouetted bodies are finally swallowed
by the landscape, suggesting that the characters’
misery is the result of the spatial context in which
they live in.

Figure 2
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Figure 3

There is a similar sequence-shot (06:32:30-
06:34:08), where Tarr follows the departure of
the return to the city of Irimias, Petrina and Sanyi
(figure 3), after they have led the villagers at the
railway station, at which time each one received
an indication of the place where they would work
and sleep.

In the two long-shots, Irimias walks in a de-
serted, desolate street, however, in the back-
ground of the latter, there is less rubbish and
a third element, Sanyi, appears (figure 3); this
difference seems to suggest that a new order is

THE OVERALL SOUND TREATMENT
EVOKES THE DESOLATION OF THE
LANDSCAPE THAT AMPLIFIES THE
LONELINESS AND IMPOTENCE OF THE
CHARACTERS

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

being inaugurated, highlighting the power of
Irimias. In fact, this shot must be understood
as the record of Irimias’ action, because it is the
last shot of the film in which the character ap-
pears and because it can be seen that the envi-
ronment changed five hours and thirty-seven
minutes after the first shot (figures 1-2). Irimias’
promise of building a community project repre-
sents an idea that villagers know that has failed,
however it also means a return to a past that it
is consistent with the utopic ideals of solidarity.
But Irimids and his capitalist leanings, by keep-
ing the money and promises of positive returns
on investments, proposes the opposite. Irimids is
at the crossroad between communism and cap-
italism. This is the impasse that Tarr hopes to
extend throughout the seven hours of film, and
the way to complete this task is to lengthen the
sequence-shot.
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Figure 4

After the suicide of Estike-a mentally disa-
bled girl, who is portrayed as the most innocent
character in the film and has been deceived and
abandoned by her relatives (04:56:29-05:03:02),
(Hidalgo, 2023: 131)-, the villagers return home
to pack their belongings in preparation for leav-
ing the village (refer to figure 4 and 5). The things
they cannot pack, they destroy, so that the gyp-
sies will not be able to enjoy them. In this em-
blematic sequence-shot, the villagers reach the
road, starting the long walk to the new mansion,
Almassy.

The camera first follows the group from be-
hind, keeping a constant distance between Futaki,
the last character walking (figure 4) and the posi-
tion of the camera. Halfway through, the group
pauses, and the camera, moving around 180 de-
grees, changes its position and captures the group
through a frontal position (figure 5). Due to the
length of the camera movement, by this time, it
is only the outline of the characters that can be
seen:they are backlit and their dark clothes merge
into a single stain in the darkness of the land-
scape. In this scene, the weather conditions are
less adverse than in the two previous sequence
shots with Irimias (figures 1-3), where the body is
subjected to rain and cold. However, the villagers’
path is also difficult, and Tarr demonstrates it oth-
erwise, through the slowness of their movements;
the drama of the scene aims to recreate, in the
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Figure 5

spectator, the real experience of walking. The fact
that the camera captures them from the front and
from the back, allows the viewer to access a full
view of what is around the villagers. This 360-de-
gree perspective visually confirms and amplifies
the sheer desolation that surrounds the villagers.
They are completely alone, left to their own de-
vices, and around them there is nothing and no
one to support them. It's a long walk that evokes
a funeral march and their tired bodies walk as if
dragged by the fate of failure. These endless walks
along the Puszta landscape situate the characters
in a closed position which, in the case of socialist
parables, imprisons the characters. If, on the one
hand, the characters are lost and don't feel well
anywhere-since all the places they inhabit are in-
hospitable-, on the other, moving around is part
of life. However, it is a passive move; wherever
the characters go, they always end up at the same
point, in the same social situation from which
they departed.

THE ESCAPE THROUGH KOCSMA:
DRINK TO FORGET

In the early years of socialism, Kocsmas (taverns)
hosted cultural gatherings for all levels of soci-
ety. However, social and cultural changes and
economic difficulties, after the change of the po-
litical system in the 1990s, emptied them of this
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content, making them only places dedicated to
the cheap consumption of alcohol. The interior
was structured to accommodate the largest num-
ber of individuals in the smallest possible space,
primarily around the counter. In this way, with
their affordable prices, they have become places
chosen by the unemployed and other precarious
strata of society, as spaces of escape and aliena-
tion. Thus, Kocsma became evidence of moral de-
cay and lost hope.

In the first scene of the tavern (03:57:45-
04:08:38), while waiting for Irimids and Petri-
na to arrive, the villagers begin to interact and
drink (figure 6). The music that comes out of the
accordion is a melody that repeats itself over and
over, while the bodies sway, dancing. The char-
acters alternate their moods, sometimes show-
ing themselves irritated, sometimes celebrating,
happy. The sequence-shot begins with a frontal
general view of the interior of the bar with the
villagers being the main elements of the com-
position. Inside the bar we find tables, chairs, a
small counter and some cupboards with drinks
at the back and an interior door. To the right of
the shot is Futaki, seated at a table with his back
to the camera; on the left, a man plays the accor-
dion, sitting on a chair, also with his back turned,
and Mrs. Kranér; at the back, behind the coun-

Figure 6
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ter, is the innkeeper; at the center of the action,
Madame Schmidt dances with Halics and Kranér
with Madame Halics. The camera approaches, to-
wards the characters, while Kéleman enters the
frame and pulls the accordionist to the center of
the action, where the dance takes place and the
camera waits and observes for a few moments
(figure 7). The accordion melody serves as a uni-
fying element of the dramatic construction, con-
ceived by Tarr, reinforcing the idea of repetition
and monotony.

The villagers appear dancing in an exaggerat-
ed way, looking intoxicated, repeating the move-
ments, with small variations. They knock objects
on the tables, incessantly, or else they whirl,
bumping into each other. Benches and chairs fall,
but the dance continues. Alcohol, misery, the cold
have turned them into some kind of mechanical,
alienated creatures. All this happens without ex-
changing words. Throughout the sequence, the
camera has an omnipresent presence, regardless
of the action taking place in the space. Sometimes
it is in constant motion, other times it is almost

KOCSMA BECAME EVIDENCE OF
MORAL DECAY AND LOST HOPE

Figure 7
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The camera appears behind a stove as a kind
of hidden observer, capturing the tavern keeper
in a fixed sequence-shot, while he adds wood to
the fire; at the bottom of the frame, the remain-
ing characters distribute the salary they received
(figure. 8). Then, the camera rises from its low
position and slowly approaches the door that the
tavern keeper has just closed behind him (figure
9). He opens it again and, although other charac-
ters enter the picture, who gather at the counter,
the camera keeps its focus on the tavern-keeper
(figure 10).

When Futaki appears in the frame, asking for
a bottle (figure 11), the camera chooses to follow
him as he joins the Schmidts’ table (figure 12). At
that moment, the frame is blocked by the stove
again. There, the camera approaches the charac-

Above. Figure 10. Below. Figure |l

Above. Figure 8. Below. Figure 9

stopped, however none of the camera movements
are motivated by the actions of the characters.
Tarr’s staging of the sequence-shot suggests that
all elements seem to have the same importance
(empty glasses, sleeping bodies, muddy surfaces
or degraded buildings), because they are all part
of the scenery, just like human beings in a rela-
tionship of equality. Thus, an object, the repetitive
sound of the clock, a movement, acquire an undif-
ferentiated density: they have a space and a time,
and it is the duration of the shot that outlines the
dramatic power of each element.

The second long shot in the tavern (03:38:35 -
03:45:14), corresponds to the moment before the
dance, in which the villagers distribute the mon-
ey among everyone and, later, start to spend it,
drinking uncontrollably.
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ters providing the viewer with the opportunity to
attend their intimate conversation, as if sharing
the same space. The claustrophobic framing also
evoques a dimension of the characters’ imprison-
ment in the space.

This can be considered a vertical enclosure,
unlike what happens with the walk scenes, where
the characters are trapped in the horizontality of
the Alfold.

At one point, Futaki says, “I shouldn’t drink.
WhenlIdrink,allIthink aboutiscoffins” In Kraszna-
horkai’'s book (2018), this moment is accompanied

Figure 13

by numerous questions from Futaki that he depos-
its on the arrival of Irimids and Petrina. However,
Tarr only selects this phrase from the character’s
lines. In doing so, he intentionally removes other
thoughts and desires from the villagers’ lives, rein-
forcing the idea that all the characters live trapped
in their own miserable condition; rain, money,
food and drink are the only cross-cutting issues he
presents in the film’s dialogues. Without spiritual
or poetic order, the characters assist to their own
lives like passive spectators for they are lost in a life
without meaning or direction.

Figure 14
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Some time later, the innkeeper appears again
in the image (figure 13), and at that moment
the camera leaves the table of Futaki and the
Schmidts and follows the innkeeper to the coun-
ter (figure 14), not fully framing him, since there
are other characters that block the view. Then,
the camera moves from the tavern keeper to the
Halics couple (figure 15). When Halics brings a
glass to his mouth to drink, the woman looks at
him reproachfully and he stops. There is no dia-
logue between them.

In Satantangd, no intimate human relationship
is portrayed, nor is the desire for it. There are a
few couples among the villagers, but Tarr doesn't
portray them in much detail, rather as cold, alien-
ated, rude and aggressive relationships that don't
change over the course of the film. Satantango
does not reveal the interiority of the characters,
where they come from and how they got there.
However, they are played by unique people and

Figure 15

faces, who carry life stories, which contribute to
the way the characters express themselves.

In this aspect, the director seeks to capture
the uniqueness of these faces and bodies, people
to whom the story they interpret could have ac-
tually happened, even if it didn't. His films evoke
testimonies of poor and marginalized people and
the author gives them this spotlight because he
feels a deep compassion for them, the Hungarian
people. The stories are always about a (lost) time of
waiting, waiting for something that would come
to change people’s lives, even though this change
never happens. Human dignity means the same
thing in the depths of hopelessness as in the most
favourable circumstances; maintain the same val-
ues and principles regardless of what happens
around them. Tarr’s characters represent the on-
going effort made for human dignity. They are on
the verge of giving up, feeling unable to provide
for their survival; they do not depend on them-
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Figure 16

selves, but as long as they live, they try to save
their dignity. At the end of the sequence-shot
(figure 16), the camera rises to the eye level of
the characters, seeming to transform itself into
a human eye that watches-just like the socialist
regime-confronting people in the Kocsma, who
remain static for a few seconds. The paralysis of
the characters gives the scene a dramatic charge,
accentuating the villagers’ expectation for the ar-
rival of Irimids. Tarr’s conscious choice to make
drinking spaces the center of the spatial unity of
the narrative reinforces the idea of the decadent
social environment in which the characters are
immersed. The fact that these taverns are located
in the Alfdld also confers them a particular quali-
ty that signals the transformation of the national
space into a place for drinking, alienated and dis-
organized, full of misery and agony.

TANYA AND THE POWER GAMES

In addition to the wide and uninhabited horizons
that characterize the rural exterior and the meet-
ing spaces, Koscma, the landscape of the Alféld is
also integrated by several scattered rural prop-
erties, designated by the Hungarian term Tanya.
Over time, rural property in Hungary suffered a
decline, which began with the introduction of the
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socialist economic model and its collectivization
in 1949. However, as these housing spaces were
located far from the cities, they were not so easily
monitored by the government. State and, conse-
quently, Tanya was never fully integrated into the
socialist collectivity model. The initial depopula-
tion led to an influx of people from various cities
who saw these abandoned houses as an opportu-
nity to achieve economic autonomy and improve
their family life. Thus, in this return to the rural
world, the Hungarians kept the old traditions,
in terms of housing conditions and independent
ways of life, thus preserving the architectural
formula of the Tanya houses and their commu-
nities. In Satantangd, Tanya is represented by a
destroyed territory, in the aftermath of what the
colonizing process consisted of, showing the rural

Above. Figure 7. Below. Figure 18
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dwellings and the desolate envi-
ronment. This type of construc-
tion, which initially housed
the animals of the Puszta, later
became small communities in-
habited by several family gen-
erations of farmers. These fam-
ilies subsisted on the resources
provided by the Puszta, making
these settlements and the Alféld
itself a type of artisanal life. In
this sense, Tanya has a strong
emotional value in the Hun-
garian context, as it defines the
country’s identity and explains
the origins of the country’s ru-
ral character in architecture.

In one of these rural properties, we witnessed
a dialogue between Schmidt and Futaki (00:30:46-
00:38:12), as they negotiated the embezzlement of
the community fund. In this sequence, the focusis
on lying and deceit, aspects that characterize hu-
man relationships in the universe of Satantango.

The sequence-shot starts with Futaki and
Schmidt sitting at a table, but we can only see
Futaki's face, because Schmidt appears from the

Figure 20
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Figure 19

back (figure 17). Lasting approximately five min-
utes, the sequence-shot moves into a close-up of
Futaki’s face (figures 18-19). The camera lingers
in the rotation around his head, until it frames
his back and we finally see Schmidt, on the other
side of the table; Schmidt’'s wife is also framed, in
depth, by a window (figure 20).

The moment they decide to split the money,
Ms. Schmidt enters the frame and presents the
money she had kept hidden in
her breasts. The camera slowly
frames a close-up of Schmidt’s
hands as he shares the money
with Futaki (figure 21). We real-
ize that the division is not made
equally, however Futaki does
not protest. While each charac-
ter counts the money, the cam-
era resumes its circular chore-
ography around Futaki (figure
22), again framing him from
the back. At that moment, they
are surprised by Mrs. Kraner
knocking at the door; Hastily,
they return the money to Ms.
Schmidt and she hides it back
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From left to right and from top to bottom. Figures 21, 22, 23 and 24

in her breasts as she heads for the door (figure 23,
24). At that moment, the camera stops its circular
trajectory, around the two characters, to accom-
pany Ms. Schmidt, who heads towards the exit of
the space where they are, closing the door (figure
25).

The sequence-shot will last a few more sec-
onds while Ms. Schmidt talks to Ms. Kraner, al-
ready off-frame, and we wait (figure 25). After
Ms. Schmidt exits the frame, the camera con-
tinues to record the door. We have no access to
the conversation that is happening on the other
side of the door, and after a few seconds, Futaki's
voice is heard off frame: “Your wife is taking a
long time”, to which Schmidt replies “I break her
face! ..” (figure 25) The static character of the se-
quence-shot by the door underlines the idea of
the camera-spy which acts independently of the
characters’ actions and motivations. At the same
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time, the shut door evokes secrecy and imprison-
ment which together with the dialogue off frame
amplifies the deceit nature of the scene. In fact,
the dialogue clearly states that neither of them
trust Ms. Schmidt or each other exemplifying the
manipulative and deceitful atmosphere the char-
acters inhabit.

While they negotiate the embezzlement,
there is a specific framing in the sequence-shot
(figure 20), which resumes the manipulative and
deceiving nature of the human relationships in
Satantangd. In this composition, Schmidt smiles
ironically at Futaki. In turn, Ms. Schmidt, who
watches the scene, also reveals a jocular expres-
sion. Let’s remember that, a few minutes earlier,
she had sex with Futaki, deceiving her husband.
In this way, the composition unfolds several lay-
ers of deception: the woman who betrays her hus-
band with Futaki; Schmidt who tricks Futaki with
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the irregular division of the money; and, finally,
the incorrectness of the three characters, when
dividing between them the money belonging to
all the members of the community.

Another example of the camera’s circular mo-
tion is the sequence at the police station in which
the two officers correct Irimids’ report on the vil-
lagers (06:34:19-06:49:53). In this case, the camera
makes four full circles and two more semi-circles
around the space (figures 26-27). This circular
strategy is repeated in other scenarios in the Tan-
ya, namely in the Steigerwald tavern, when Irim-
ias writes the report on the movement of villagers
to deliver to the police (05:46:17 - 05:49:26).

The circularity of the sequence-shot creates
the illusion of the possibility of a way out of the
social trap in which the characters find them-
selves. This is because the circular camera move-
ment seems to be searching for an exit in the filmic
space and suggests that the characters’ efforts are

Above. Figure 26. Below. Figure 27

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

Figure 25

directed towards dismantling some sort of order
that keeps villagers trapped in a given situation.
This process involves the embezzlement of the
community fund, lying, deceit, as the characters
are in such a miserable position that they deem
it impossible that regular or legal actions can im-
prove their living condition. They feel condemned
tofail fromthe beginning and they consider them-
selves prisoners and powerless against those who
cannot win: the order established in the figure of
the State. However, the sequence-shot closes the
circle without exposing any possible exits ampli-
fying a sense of imprisonment and hopelessness.
The closed circle also alludes to the eternal circle
of history, where everything returns to the zero
point of events underlying the fact that the char-
acters, however much they move around, remain
always in the same position and under the same
miserable circumstances. Nothing can change
for there is nowhere to go. The four hundred and
twenty two minutes of film prolong indefinitely
the moment of transition between two political
regimes in Hungary; the objective is not to return
to the past in a kind of nostalgia for communism
that ends, but to prolong the time of indecision.
Tarr asks the viewer to see the democracy that ar-
rives, in a moment before its arrival, presenting
the human condition as the only point of refer-
ence in the narrative, with misery as an indignity,
validated and reinforced by the State.
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AESTHETICS AND HUMANISM IN BELA
TARR’S SATANTANGO

Satantango presents a simple but compelling the-
sis: in the world where villagers, the State and
Irimias live, the poor, in order to subsist, have to
deceive one another. Poverty as social vulnerabil-
ity is a state of expectation, of tomorrow may be
different, of anticipation, while deprivation can
be associated with rebellion and spiritual disinte-
gration. Human response to this situation on the
part of the characters often appears in the form of
reactive, disorganized explosions, constituting a
sort of counterpoint to the established order. The
villagers are isolated on the plain, isolated in the
tavern and despoiled in the scattered properties
because all these locations are not places of hope,
they are scenarios where poverty and misery
perpetuate human indignity. The only solution
Satantango offers is death, examples of which are
the characters of Estike and the doctor. Both are
situated at the extreme poles of human decadence
and ruin: the first committed suicide with a ro-
denticide; the second, through a conscious giving
up of life that, at the same time, can be seen as an
act of resistance, representing those who choose
to remain in the places where they belong. The
remaining deceived characters appear represent-
ed as primitive basic animals that just survive. In
fact, what is at stake is survival and, for this rea-
son, dehumanization is not innate to the charac-
ters: if the external conditions (caused by aban-
donment and lack of freedom and support from
the State) were different, people would certainly
be different. Here emerges the essential need for
the staging of the sequence-shot, to associate the
desolation of the scenarios with the degradation
of human beings. Their faces are filmed as land-
scapes, merging with the spaces they inhabit,
perpetuating their miserable existence and the
villagers respond by manipulating and deceiving
others, as they themselves are being exploited by
the State and by Irimiés; it is a behavioural circu-
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lar repetition that perpetuates their condition of
life. The contemplative and omnipotent images in
Satantango contribute to our understanding of the
social problems present in the broken community
landscape. The narrative presents a negative por-
trayal of irresponsible political exploitation and
behaviour and its consequences. Through the ac-
tions of the characters, we see how people moti-
vated by greed can seriously harm others around
them, thus contributing to reinforcing political
exploitation and social irresponsibility.

TARR NEVER OFFERS THE POINT OF VIEW
OF ANY CHARACTER, ON THE CONTRARY,
THE SHOTS APPEAR AS INDEPENDENT
SECTIONS THAT FORCE US TO SEE THE
NARRATIVE ACTION IN A TRIANGULAR
RELATIONSHIP-CHARACTERS, SPECTATOR
AND CAMERA

Tarr never offers the point of view of any
character, on the contrary, the shots appear as in-
dependent sections that force us to see the narra-
tive action in a triangular relationship-characters,
spectator and camera. The spectator has access to
diegetic and non-diegetic information, and can be
said to have an omnipresent perspective through
the camera’s aerial view of the community-this
is where the film’'s great power lies. The camera
assists to isolated episodes of the characters’ lives,
interspersed, but it doesn't particularly identify
with any of them. This mismatch is due to the fact
that Tarr does not portray them with great psy-
chological depth, showing that the relationships
they establish are based on manipulation and
power games, and not on the exchange of ideas or
the expression of feelings. For this reason, their
real personality remains hidden. Tarr’'s omnipres-
ent camera conveys the unjust and oppressive or-
der of Satantangd’s universe by provoking an emo-
tional experience rather than telling a story. The
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long duration of the shots amplifies the repetition
of the characters’ pointless actions, condemning
them to resign themselves to their condition. The
sequence-shot serves as a resource for temporal
exploration, in a delimited space, capturing the
choreography of the characters and converting
the national space into the allegorical of a nation-
al prison. No matter what they do or how far they
walk, they get nowhere.

Deprivation of basic human needs and ma-
terial and spiritual poverty have socio-historical
significance; the most striking signs of this pov-
erty are the passivity, inertia and lack of goals of
the villagers when they are abandoned to their
fate. They do not live, they survive, and this fact,
combined with the harsh living conditions and
extreme poverty, makes them indifferent to their
surroundings. Tarr makes an integral and realis-
tic follow-up of this disarticulation of their lives,
showing the spectre of the process of oppression
(police) as a way of silencing their misery. The end
of the totalitarian, communist regime left them
orphans, without teaching them, or leaving them
ingrained, any values of solidarity, despite living
in community.

In a world where communism fails, as an ideal
model of community life and political utopia, Tarr
and Krasznahorkai choose to show us the end of
the post-communist identity itself, through the
vision of those who suffer, the true workers, and
not of those who created this oppressive society.
This is where the film's great humanist power
lies by showing us how human beings are capa-
ble of succumbing to their own misery, but then
Tarr rescues them by filming their faces as if they
were landscapes. This aesthetic approach to hu-
man dignity translates into a profound equal-
ity, in the same type of movement and taking a
similar time to what it would take to represent a
landscape. The long time we spent in front of the
characters, with no other subject in the image,
evokes feelings of compassion for those repre-
sented. And this is where the director gives them
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dignity. It is through the representation of people,
in their historical, political and social contexts,
that Tarr shows us human fragility and dignity. In
Krasznahorkai’s novel, there is a circular narra-
tive structure, as in the film: the narrative begins
in the community, with the villagers leaving it. At
the end of the novel, the villagers return exactly
to the starting point of the story (the community),
and in the film, the villagers are scattered and left
to their fate; however, in the latter, the narrative
ends in that place (the community), in the scene
in which the doctor shuts himself up, closing the
window, which symbolizes the end of the story in
the novel, as well as in the film. &
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and Krasznahorkai consider to be the most important element of
their work: the representation of the human condition and dignity.
This paper explores how Tarr uses the sequence-shot to represent
the dignity of his characters in Satantango. Is it possible to identify
a specific stylistic pattern in his representation of the human con-
dition? How does Tarr approach the staging of the long take to re-
present a point of view of humanity? What kind of relationships
Tarr establishes between scenarios and characters through camera
movement and composition? How do these conceptual relationships
contribute to presenting a point of view of the human condition?
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DISMANTLING THE VOYEUR’S
INTRUSION: THE POSITION OF
THE GAZE IN THE FILMS OF
CHANTAL AKERMAN

ARIADNA MORENO PELLEJERO

INTRODUCTION

The voyeur, the figure who watches others wi-
thout being seen, has been represented in art for-
ms as diverse as painting, engraving and literatu-
re at various times over the course of art history.
However, the term has only been used since the
end of the 19th century in literature, and more
recently in fields such as painting and cinema.!
The voyeur is usually depicted as a man who gets
pleasure out of the erotic experience of observing
a woman in her private activities. In classical ci-
nema it has often been associated with spies, re-
porters, psychiatrists or police investigators who
are following a woman (Denzin, 1995). The gazes
of these voyeurs may be used as a vehicle for the
gaze of the spectator, who is placed in the position
of the voyeur-character, and indirectly in the po-
sition of the voyeur-director. This trope has led fe-
minist film theorists, especially since the 1960s, to
question the way the gaze is directed on women,
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who are presented as eroticised objects in so much
mainstream cinema (Mulvey, 1989 [1975]: 16-17).

In recent years, some theorists have also iden-
tified a form of mediatised voyeurism based on in-
vading the privacy of the Other on social media.
This Other participates in a kind of public exhibi-
tion of their private life for the purpose of enter-
tainment, while the observer is given apparently
real images and information without having to
interact with them (Calvert, 2004: 8; Sanabria,
2008: 164).2 In this way, television and social me-
dia platforms have become voyeuristic spaces
where we can expose private moments of happi-
ness and personal gratification to others, turning
ourselves into observed voyeurs who create and
consume media autobiographies based on collec-
tive models such as selfies, potentially leading to
the projection of a whole range of asymmetrical
passions like admiration or envy (Guardiola, 2018:
83: Mesias-Lema, Eiriz, 2022: 2).
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The films of Chantal Akerman, on the other
hand, achieve a ritual form that reveals what
otherwise might go unnoticed based on her per-
sonal quests as a woman filmmaker and the dau-
ghter of Auschwitz survivors (Moreno Pellejero,
2023). In all her work, Akerman is conscious of
the importance of the position of the gaze for
changing how she approaches the Other and how
she presents herself, allowing spectators to dis-
tance themselves from her gaze and the gaze of
her characters. In this way, she dismantles some
of the constructs that have relegated women to
the background in cinema and presents an alter-
native to the way we normally relate to virtual
images.

Research on Akerman’s oeuvre has focused
on questions of gender and hyperrealism (Margu-
lies, 1996), self-representation (Otero, 2007), and
post-modernity (Pravadelli, 2000), without explo-
ring the reflection it offers on voyeurism. None of
the many studies of and tributes to the filmmaker
have considered this question, despite their recog-
nition of a shift in the gaze towards women in her
films (Delorme, 2015; Uzal, 2021; Ruby Rich, 2016;
White, 2019; Maziere & Reynolds, 2019; Schmid &
Wilson, 2019; Algarin Navarro, 2020). However,
Ivone Margulies points to the possibility of un-
derstanding Akerman’s filmography in anthropo-
logical and ethnographic terms with her observa-
tion of the distance at which Akerman positions
the camera and films everyday life (Margulies,
1996: 7). Similarly, in a study of experimental ci-
nema that includes News from Home (Chantal
Akerman, 1976), Catherine Russell refers to the
possibility of defining certain films that arise from
their directors’ personal searches as “autoethno-
graphies” that could form part of microcultures,
broader historical processes or social issues. This
is a notion that has subsequently been applied
to Akerman’s work by various theorists (Russell,
1999: 17, 277, 311; Kiani, 2018; Moreno Pellejero,
2021), who dismiss the conception—originally
questioned by B. Ruby Rich (2005 [1978])—of the
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AKERMAN IS CONSCIOUS OF THE
IMPORTANCE OF THE POSITION OF

THE GAZE FOR CHANGING HOW SHE
APPROACHES THE OTHER AND HOW
SHE PRESENTS HERSELF, ALLOWING
SPECTATORS TO DISTANCE THEMSELVES
FROM HER GAZE AND THE GAZE OF HER
CHARACTERS

ethnographer as a clinical, objective observer of
reality, as well as the association of ethnography
with a voyeuristic gaze that leads to an impulse to
tell stories about the modern “self” in cinema, to
look at but not really listen to the Other (Denzin,
1995: 211).

Right from her earliest films, Akerman offers
us the opportunity to reflect on how we gaze and
how we show ourselves. In Saute ma ville [Blow Up
My Town] (1968), amid the chaos and disorder in
her parents’ kitchen, Akerman sees her reflection
in a mirror and reacts to it as if she were reacting
to a person who was able to watch her secretly.
In her second short film, Lenfant aimé ou je joue a
étre une femme mariée [The Beloved Child or I Play
at Being a Married Woman] (1971), the character
portrayed by Claire Wauthion looks at herself in
the mirror while identifying parts of her body in
a performative act of self-affirmation and recog-
nition; Akerman would use this scene again years
later in her installation Dans le miroir [In the Mi-
rror] (2007). In the first episode of Je, tu, il, elle [,
You, He, She] (1974), Akerman plays Julie, who,
while lounging naked in her bedroom, notices a
man watching her from outside; she responds by
getting up and returning his gaze, in a revealing
moment of confrontation with the voyeur, who
awkwardly flees the scene after being discovered.
On the other hand, in Jeanne Dielman, 23, Quai du
Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles (1975), the camera is po-
sitioned to show the domestic space from various
angles that are repeated with the introduction of

180



\VANISHING POINTS

different variables over the three days that the
protagonist is shown carrying out her household
chores.

However, in this study the focus of analysis
will be on three films in which Akerman dismant-
les the voyeur’s intrusion with the way she posi-
tions the camera to capture the scene or in which
the person observed in the scene returns the vo-
yeur’s gaze. The three films, Hotel Monterey (1972),
Les Rendez-vous d’Anna, [Meetings with Anna]
(1978) and La Captive [The Captive] (2000), have
not received much scholarly attention and vyet
are especially significant for the director’s way of
approaching the Other, for the female character’s
confrontation of the voyeur’s intrusion, or for ex-
posing the psychological complexity entailed in
the figure of the voyeur.

HOTEL MONTEREY: AKERMAN’S FIRST
APPROACHES TO THE OTHER

In Hotel Monterey (00:13:23 to 00:19:14), we meet
some of the guests in this hotel in New York
City where Akerman stayed in 1972. Akerman’s
fourth film employs a structure based on slowly
sequenced camera movements and serial repeti-
tions of different areas of the hotel that contribu-

Image |. Akerman caught by the camera in Hotel Monterey
(Chantal Akerman, 1972)
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te tothe creation of an immersive experience, fos-
tered by the silence of the austere corridors and
hotel rooms, and the motionlessness of the guests
that Babette Mangolte's camera finds there. After
a sequence of shots of the hotel lobby and ano-
ther of the movement inside a lift, we come to the
sequences in the guest rooms, where the director
carries out her first stylistic experiments with the
prolonged frontal shots that would be charac-
teristic of her later work, influenced by the im-
portance given to form in the structural films of
directors like Michael Snow.® These shots present
spaces that are empty or occupied by guests, who
are presented in painterly portraits from a certain
distance.

Particularly noteworthy is a symmetrical full
shot of a hotel room with a bed in the middle, in
a motionless image that is sustained for around
42 seconds. After a cut, we see the room with the
bed in a new arrangement, and Akerman appears
sitting with her back to the camera, in a shot that
lasts for around 24 seconds. This is a shot that
makes the camera’s presence evident to the spec-
tator, although the person portrayed pays no at-
tention to that presence [IMAGE 1]. In the next
shot, the camera is positioned behind a door, with
an intrusiveness suggestive of a voyeur as it shows

Image 2. Shot in which the voyeuse’s gaze is interrupted by the
door closing in Hotel Monterey (Chantal Akerman, 1972)
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what seems to be the filmmaker herself under the
sheets of the bed in the room shown previously.
But the door is closing, interrupting the camera’s
(and spectator’s) invasive act of spying on the wo-
man in the privacy of her bedroom [IMAGE 2].

The next guests shown in their rooms are po-
sitioned in front of the camera. One is an old man
who is aware he is being watched; he is shown
seated, looking at the camera with a slight smile
in a full shot [IMAGE 3]. The posture and dignity
of this elderly man recalls the stateliness of the
portraits painted by Jean-Auguste-Dominique
Ingres, such as Monsieur Bertin (1832), although
Akerman’s portrait conveys a somewhat more
friendly and less stern character than Bertin. She
also makes use of the movement and extension
over time offered by the cinematic medium, reca-
lling the portraits that come to life in Andy War-
hol’'s work. However, in Akerman’s film we glimp-
se only a momentary flutter of the eyebrows or a
slight movement of the hand of the anonymous
protagonist, while Warhol shows stars carrying
out an action, such as Robert Indiana eating a
mushroom for approximately 45 minutes in Eat
(1963), a film that influenced the temporal focus of
Akerman’s work in New York (Moreno Pellejero,
2023:136).

We also meet a pregnant woman in her room,
occupying the centre of a full shot taken from the
hallway. The camera’s position gives depth to the
image and uses the threshold of the door to fra-
me the young woman, who is illuminated by a li-
ght source inside the room to the left, outside the
shot [IMAGE 4]. The door is completely open and
appears inside the shot rather than being con-
cealed, evoking the domestic scenes of 17th-cen-
tury Dutch painting. Along similar lines, Corinne
Rondeau compares the inside and outside views
captured in the corridors in Hotel Monterey to the
numerous rows of doors and lines characterising
the composition of the scenes of women reading
letters indoors in the paintings of Johannes Ver-
meer (Rondeau, 2013: 72). In works like Vermeer’s
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Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window (1657-59),
a young woman reads a love letter while facing
an open window on the left, through which dayli-
ght floods the scene. Although we are being given
access to the intimacy of a domestic setting, the
curtain in the foreground reminds us that we are
witnessing a private moment, and that she could
hide herself from view.

Above. Image 3. A guest poses for the camera in Hotel
Monterey (Chantal Akerman, 1972). Below. Image 4. Ayoung
pregnant woman is captured by the camera in Hotel Monterey
(Chantal Akerman, 1972)
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AKERMAN TRIES TO APPROACH THESE
PEOPLE THROUGH THE OBSERVATION
AND EXPERIENCE RESULTING FROM THE
PASSING SECONDS AND MINUTES THAT
SHOW IN THEIR FACES AND BODIES

In Akerman’s film, the woman does not look at
the camera, but she is positioned in front of it in a
moment of private solitude inside her hotel room.
She pays no attention to the spectator, but the
camera confirms her presence with the stillness
and duration of a shot lasting for approximately
57 seconds. As the camera is not concealed and
the door is not closed, she is probably aware that
she is being watched. This maintains something
of the voyeur’s intrusion, but it also reveals the di-
rector’s and camera operator’s position in relation
to the spectator and the people portrayed, without
resorting to the eroticising of the woman'’s body
or the pretext of a love story, to show the inside of
a room with a person occupying it in a reflective
posture.

Akerman tries to approach these people
through the observation and experience resulting
from the passing seconds and minutes that show
in their faces and bodies. She seeks to trigger her
spectators’ senses in response to what they are
witnessing without imposing a particular mes-
sage; in this way, she can move our sensations
towards places never before visited (Martinez Mo-
rales, 2022). In her way of approaching the Other
of herself, Akerman is profoundly influenced by
the ethical perspective of Levinas, for whom she
felt a special affinity as a Jew and the child of Aus-
chwitz survivors. The Desire for the Other, in the
Levinasian sense, leads her to try to understand
the faces of those she meets on her travels, obser-
ving them, overcoming the silence or the lack of
verbal comprehension, seeking some kind of hu-
manity in the portraits of the Other. In opposition
to the selfhood that has characterised Western
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European philosophy, Levinas proposes alterity, a
different gaze upon the face of the Other (Levi-
nas, 2002).

Akerman quotes Levinas: “When you see the
face of the Other, you already hear the words
‘Thou shalt not kill” (Akerman, 2011b). This ethi-
cal principle is expressed in the positioning of
the camera and the gaze in her films when it is
placed at the service of alterity, understanding
the Other as the face through which to give so-
mething without imposing oneself; this gives rise
to the appearance of the Other, where the face is
the site of vindication of the essence of humani-
ty (Levinas, 2002: 232). Contributing to this is the
stillness of the camera and the respectful manner
of approaching the characters Akerman encoun-
ters on her journey, evident in the distance the ca-
mera maintains from the privacy of the subjects
portrayed in quiet reflection and in the use of full
shots. All this gives the spectator the position of
an outsider, while the subjects are at the spaces
they inhabit despite the transitory nature of hote-
Is as places of temporary accommodation.

LES RENDEZ-VOUS D’ANNA:
CONFRONTING THE GAZE WITH
SELF-AFFIRMATION

In the fourth shot in Les Rendez-vous d’Anna, the
title character arrives at the reception of the first
hotel she will be staying at in Germany on a tour
to present her new film (00:04:42 to 00:05:10).
Played by Aurore Clément, Anna is presented as
Akerman’s alter ego, based on her own experien-
ces travelling for work.* The protagonist is thus a
recognised filmmaker visiting different European
cities to promote her most recent film. Les Ren-
dez-vous d’Anna was made during a more advan-
ced period in Akerman'’s career than Hotel Monte-
rey, when she was combining the formal style of
the avant-garde structural film with a narrative
focusing on everyday questions of modern Euro-
pean cinema.
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Image 5. Anna catches the voyeur watching her in Les Rendez-vous d’Anna (Chantal Akerman, 1978)

The image in question is a medium frontal shot
taken from the hotel reception desk. In the fore-
ground we see Anna in the lobby, facing the came-
ra, and in the background a stranger is watching
her [IMAGE 5]. At one point she seems to sense his
presence, prompting her to turn around while the
receptionist is attending her, and she sees the man
who has been observing her (00:04:52 to 00:04:54).
When he realises that he has been caught, the
voyeur pretends to sip at his drink (00:04:53 to
00:05:03) and remains sitting awkwardly in the
background until a change of shot when Anna
heads for the lift. With this response she not only
interrupts the voyeur’s act of spying on her but also
inverts the role of voyeur subject, turning him into
the object observed by her.

ANNA NOT ONLY INTERRUPTS THE
VOYEUR’S ACT OF SPYING ON HER

WITH HER CONFRONTATION BUT

ALSO INVERTS THE ROLE OF VOYEUR
SUBJECT, TURNING HIM INTO THE OBJECT
OBSERVED BY HER
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Darren Hughes identifies a rupture with the
perfect symmetry of the film's opening shots (at
the train station and the hotel entrance), in which
Anna occupies the centre of the image at a 90-de-
gree angle, at the moment in this shot when she
confronts the stranger’s gaze (Hughes, 2010). In
this fourth shot, Anna is to the right of the centre
of the frame facing the camera, while the voyeur
is positioned in the background to the left, the-
reby breaking the symmetrical perfection to re-
veal a battle between the two characters over the
centre of the shot (Hughes, 2010).

Akerman’s approach in this film also allows
us to identify the voyeur by witnessing the whole
scene with both characters contained in our field
of view, rather than placing us in the voyeur’s
position. This in turn constitutes a change in the
way of directing the gaze theorised by Mulvey,
in relation to the visual pleasures offered by a
certain style of classical cinema that depicted the
woman as the leitmotiv of erotic spectacle whi-
le the man played the active role identified with
the male spectator who sees himself reflected on
the screen (Mulvey, 1989). However, one of the
criticisms made of Mulvey by other feminist film
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From top to bottom. Image 6. Anna listens to the first man
she meets on her travels in Les Rendez-vous d’Anna (Chan-
tal Akerman, 1978). Image 7. Anna marks her position in the
centre of the image while saying goodbye in Les Rendez-vous
d’Anna (Chantal Akerman, 1978). Image 8. In her last meeting
Anna listens to her lover, whose reflection is visible in the
glass behind her, in Les Rendez-vous d’Anna (Chantal Aker-
man, 1978)

theorists is her failure to consider that the fema-
le spectator may identify herself with the acti-
ve role of the man on screen, or adopt a critical
perspective on the scene observed (Doane, 1999:
240).

L'ATALANTE 37 january - june 2024

Teresa de Lauretis argues that the female
spectator’s identification with the scene observed
is complex in much mainstream cinema. The fe-
male spectator might identify, on the one hand,
with the passive object (the woman, the body, the
landscape), or on the other, with the active po-
sition (the man’s and the camera’s gaze). Never-
theless, de Lauretis suggests that films like Aker-
man’s Jeanne Dielman, 23, quai du Commerce, 1080
Bruxelles (1975), instead of assigning the woman a
role of erotic object, give the female spectator the
opportunity to recognise the image, stop to con-
template it and try to make sense of what escapes
her (de Lauretis 1992: 228; 1987: 142).

In Les Rendez-vous d’/Anna, Akerman also dis-
mantles the voyeur’s intrusive, non-consensual
gaze explicitly through the confrontation des-
cribed above, although this does not keep Anna
from acknowledging her own sexuality. She can
desire or look with longing at a man or at another
woman, or she can be the object of desire of ano-
ther who is in turn the object of her desire. This
ties in with Jackie Stacey’s perspective on Mul-
vey's theory when she posits the possibility that
women, as subjects of the story, may gaze eroti-
cally at a man or another woman, and that this
may be extended to the gaze of female spectators
(Stacey, 1999). Anna encounters different lovers
at the stops she makes on her journey and main-
tains a rather more intimate relationship with a
woman we never see, although she talks about
her to her mother.

Despite this, Anna’s intimate encounters with
the men shown in the film are unsuccessful, like
the first encounter on the night in the hotel she
arrived at in the shot described above. The next
day, Anna goes to the birthday party of the man’s
daughter, where he talks to her about his wife
leaving him and about Germany’s past. At one
point, a symmetrical full shot shows both charac-
ters, the man on the left and Anna on the right,
looking at him in an attentive posture (00:30:43-
00:34:15). She is shown to be listening to the sto-
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ries of his life, establishing a certain degree of
reciprocity between them, albeit not romantic
(IMAGE 6). Anna’s emotional separation is more
obvious when she is about to leave his home, as
she occupies the centre of the full shot when they
say goodbye (00:34-54 to 00:37:08). He tries to
convince her to stay, but she asserts herself and
takes possession of the centre of the image before
going on her way (IMAGE 7).

In her last encounter with a lover, in Paris,
Anna once again adopts an attentive posture whi-
le he talks to her about his exhaustion (01:42:38
to 01:43:14). Instead of viewing the scene from
the perspective of one of the characters, we see
a medium shot of Anna in a bathrobe facing the
camera, looking at her lover, whose figure is re-
flected in the glass behind her (IMAGE 8). For Le-
vinas, listening is as essential as looking, as in the
act of listening we attain the “living presence” of
the Other, which teaches us something (Levinas
2003: 148-149). Anna listens to the men she inte-
racts with on her travels, just as she listens to a fa-
mily friend, and her mother listens to her. In the
same way, the director, reflected in Anna, and the
spectators listen to the stories of her characters.

Maud Ceuterick describes Les Rendez-vous
d’Anna as the kind of film that rewrites the space,

Image 9. Simon watches Ariane and Andrée in a home movie
in La Captive (Chantal Akerman, 2000)
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power and body of the woman in the travel narra-
tive, which has traditionally been largely a narra-
tive of men (Ceuterick, 2020: 23). This is reflected
in the dominance of a strange nomadic quality in
the film that Gilles Deleuze associates with the li-
terature of Virginia Woolf, as he suggests that in
the work of both women the states of the body
undergo a slow ceremony whose attitudes he defi-
nes as a “feminine gestus” capable of capturing the
stories and the crises of the world (Deleuze, 2010).

Essential to this gestus is not only Anna’s mo-
vement in her erratic wanderings, but also the
positioning of the camera or of Anna in relation
to the other people she meets. There is a self-affir-
mation in that positioning that gives her a quality
similar to the “nomadic subjects” theorised by Rosi
Braidotti, subjects in a state of constant change
and movement with their capacity to expand their
thinking in the recognition of their identities and
differences, where there is room for multiplicity
(Braidotti, 2000: 189-202). Anna is portrayed as a
nomadic subject and the way Akerman presents
her gives spectators the opportunity to expand
their thinking and their gaze in an unintrusive
direction.

LA CAPTIVE: REVEALING THE VOYEUR TO
THE SPECTATOR

In La Captive, Akerman draws on the charac-
ters of Albertine in Marcel Proust’s The Prisoner
(1923), whose name she changes to Ariane, and
the story’s narrator, who in the film becomes Si-
mon. The result is a free adaptation of the story of
control and vulnerability, of Simon’s domination
of Ariane and of the little spaces of freedom she
finds. Voyeurism already plays a central role in
Proust’s novel, as the story is shown through the
narrator’s investigative eye (Bolla & Gémez, 2015:
3).> However, although voyeurism is a constant in
Akerman’s film, the story is not told from Simon’s
perspective. Instead, it is shown by Akerman,
whose gaze is differentiated from Simon’s by mar-
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king her presence behind the camera while he is
on screen.

Albertine’s absence marks the narrator’'s me-
mory that serves as the source of the story in
The Prisoner, just as Ariane’s absence does at the
start of the film, which begins with the same
sound and image of waves with which it ends.
Following this opening, we are shown footage
of Ariane with a friend on the beach, although
the spectator does not yet know who either of
the young women are. We then cut directly to
a medium shot of Simon, who is watching this
home movie projected on a screen (00:03:33 to
00:03:38). Simon repeats the words “to me”, “to me”,
“to me really..”. We then see the footage of the
young women while we hear Simon repeating in
a voice-over “tomereally..” “tome really..” asif he
were trying to decipher these words in Ariane’s
face.

Simon’s shadow appears in the frame and bloc-
ks out a part of the home movie projection (IMA-
GE 9). His dark silhouette remains there for a few
seconds, until the young woman in the footage
runs towards the sea (00:03:42 to 00:03:56). The
placement of Akerman’s camera is not in the po-
sition of the voyeur but behind his back, allowing
the spectators to see him in the act of watching,
so that instead of a story about the eroticism or
beauty of Ariane’s private world, what we will

THE PLACEMENT OF AKERMAN’S CAMERA
IS NOT IN THE POSITION OF THE VOYEUR
BUT BEHIND HIS BACK, ALLOWING THE
SPECTATORS TO SEE HIMIN THE ACT

OF WATCHING, SO THAT INSTEAD OF A
STORY ABOUT THE EROTICISM OR BEAUTY
OF ARIANE’S PRIVATE WORLD, WHAT

WE WILL WITNESS IS A STORY ABOUT

HER CAPTIVITY AND THAT OF AVOYEUR
INCAPABLE OF ESCAPING HIS OWN
OBSESSION
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witness is a story about her captivity and that of
a voyeur incapable of escaping his own obsession.

After this opening sequence, we are taken
back in time to a Parisian square where we hear
the sound of a pair of high heels (00:03:57 to
00:04:17). The young woman we saw previous-
ly in the footage of the beach then appears on
screen. In the next shot, we see her getting into
a convertible, and a slight camera movement re-
veals Simon inside a car parked behind the one
Ariane has just climbed into. We hear her car
start up and once she begins driving Simon fo-
llows her, to the sound of Sergei Rachmaninoff’s
symphonic poem Isle of the Dead (1909). This be-
gins a chase sequence that takes inspiration from
a similar scene in Vertigo (Alfred Hitchcock, 1958),
when Scottie follows Madeleine in his car throu-
gh the streets of San Francisco, accompanied by a
musical composition by Bernard Herrmann.

The sequence in Akerman’s film has a dura-
tion of 5 minutes and 33 seconds and comprises 25
shots (00:03:57 to 00:09:32). This is more typical of
a classical cinema narrative than her usual style of
filmmaking with shots lasting for several minutes.
Nevertheless, it falls far short of the approximate-
ly 160 shots that Hitchcock uses the first time Sco-
ttie stalks Madeleine in Vertigo over the course of
13 minutes and 15 seconds (00:17:46 to 00:31.01).
Hitchcock’s sequence covers a longer period of
story time than it does in Akerman’s film, and it is
enhanced by shots of a wide variety of locations,
from the plaza and the initial chase in the car to
the hotel that Madeleine finally arrives at, passing
by a cemetery and a museum along the way.

In Akerman’s film, full shots taken from the
car driven by Simon, showing Ariane’s conver-
tible and the bonnet of Simon’s car (IMAGE 10),
alternate with medium shots of Simon’s pale, sad
and worried face while he follows her (IMAGE
11). Shots of Simon’s face appear five times, ad-
ding intensity and tension to the chase sequence
(00:03:57 to 00:06:53), while Isle of the Dead vests
the moment with greater significance, and the
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complexity of the editing gives shape to a suspen-
se sequence that takes inspiration from Vertigo
without adopting a classical cinema style (Ather-
ton, 2020). Rachmaninoff’s melody is repeated
throughout the story, reappearing when Simon
stalks Ariane without being seen, underscoring
his obsession and contributing to the tension.
The chase continues with a pallid Simon fo-
llowing Ariane hypnotically up a narrow flight of
stairs while the music turns up the tension of the
scene. The sound of Ariane’s heels echoes in Si-
mon’s mind; he is present in all the shots, always
entering the frame behind her (00:06:54 to
00:07:53). We see Ariane talking to the receptio-
nist atalittle hotel, and then turning totheleft and
walking out of the frame, in an image dominated
by Simon’s shadow while he watches her (IMAGE
12). Simon himself then quietly approaches the
receptionist and asks for Miss Ariane Rey; after
this, we see him rushing down the stairs, we hear
a car start up and Ariane drives out of the frame,
ending the initial chase sequence. In the next one,
we are privy to Simon’s rather asphyxiating rela-
tionship with this young woman, who lives with
him in one of the apartment buildings construc-
ted during the Haussmann renovation of Paris in
the 1860s, and laid out according to the lodgings
described by Proust (Mangolte, 2015). Here he
welcomes his friend, Andrée, whom he asks to
accompany Ariane on her activities, even sugges-
ting to her what they should do during the day.
In Hitchcock’s film, the voyeur’s presence and
gaze are revealed on screen to the spectator in a
story geared towards suspense. However, the vo-
yeur stalks the woman with what is apparently
just cause. In the second part of the film, this jus-
tification is contrasted with the suspicious beha-
viour of the female character and the old friend
who had been hired to stalk her, who, unlike the
young woman, will not be punished for his ac-
tions. This storyline is very different from the
state of captivity resulting from Simon’s constant
attempts to control Ariane in Akerman’s film, in
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From top to bottom. Image 10. Ariane is followed by Simon,
whose car bonnet is visible in La Captive (Chantal Akerman,
2000). Image II. The images of the car bonnet in the fore-
ground and Ariane driving away in the background, alternating
with shots of Simon’s face inside his car in La Captive (Chan-
tal Akerman, 2000). Image [2. Simon’s body in the darkness
emphasises his voyeur status as he follows Ariane when she
enters a small Parisian hotel in La Captive (Chantal Akerman,
2000)

which the male character’s voyeurism and obses-
sive desire are not employed as traditional Hit-
chcockian mechanisms of suspense and surprise,
but instead are presented mainly as an expression
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of the character’s neurosis (Beugnet & Schmid,
2002).

Akerman presents Simon’s jealousy and obses-
sion from a distance in the film, although she also
focuses on hisweakness, which isthe causal factor
behind his and Ariane’s captivity, and something
that Akerman herself identifies with. In an inter-
view with Elisabeth Lebovici, she mentions a con-
versation she had with her cousin, who told her
that in America they would never accept a weak
man as the main character in a film; Akerman
thus suggests that her work is also about gender
definitions (Akerman, 2011b). Martine Beugnet
takes a similar view in her description of La Capti-
ve as an extraordinary critique on and subversion
of the myth of gender stereotypes (Beugnet, 2007:
132). Despite the distance taken from the voyeur’s
gaze and the depiction of his desire to possess
Ariane, Akerman presents a weak and vulnerable
character on screen, thereby contributing to the
dismantling of the binarism that associates the
male with an idealised ego. Sharon Lubkemann
makes a similar argument when she suggests that
Akerman’s work transgenders the camera’s gaze
(Lubkemann Allen, 2008).

A VOYEUSE WHO REVEALS HER PRESENCE
IN AN ATTENTIVE APPROACH TO THE
FILMED SUBJECT

While Akerman offers her spectators the oppor-
tunity to adopt a gaze outside the traditional
structures that tend to relegate women to the role
of object of desire, she also engages them with
her films through the distance and alienation pro-
duced by her full frontal shots. In this way, she
portrays the face-to-face confrontation between
two individuals on an equal footing, inviting the
spectator to occupy a real place in relation to what
is being shown on screen (Akerman, 2011a). This
approach is reminiscent of the face-to-face rela-
tionship with the Other in Levinas’s work, which
Akerman draws on to invoke the spectator’s sense
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of responsibility towards the Other encountered
in the film. This is what Akerman considers her
ethical stance, which involves ensuring equality
between image and spectator (Akerman, 2011a).

Akerman is a voyeuse, but unlike the voyeur
who appears at different times in art and film his-
tory, she does not hide. Instead, she exposes her
own presence in a respectful, reciprocal relations-
hip with her Other, while trying to create a rela-
tionship between equals with spectators, who are
invited to view her films from a certain distance,
recognising their position as outsiders in relation
to what they see. And vitally important in all of
this is the place where she positions the camera,
sensitive to the Other of herself, and the actress’s
way of dismantling the voyeur’s intrusion.

Akerman cares about ethics in the aesthetic
of her films, both in those closer to fiction and in
those more aptly defined as structural films. She
proposes alternatives to the traditional way of
making films and of showing the Other that are
quite distinct from the images that dominate the
mass media, social media platforms and much
mainstream cinema. At the same time, when
Akerman represents herself, either through her
work as an actress, her alter egos or her connec-
tion to the people she encounters on her nomadic
wanderings, she takes the most intimate approach
with an honesty that connects with the subjective
experiences of her spectators, far removed from
the longing to be looked at and the idealised ex-
hibition so common in contemporary virtual me-
dia (Mesias-Lema, Eiriz, 2022). Akerman’s films
propose a gaze respectful of diversity through an
approach that allows her to take what she feels to
be a part of herself as her starting point. B

NOTES

1 Florence Fesneau points out that the first time the
word voyeur as we understand it today was used was
in 1898 by Alphonse Daudet, while the notion of vo-

yeurism would not enter the lexicon until 1955, when
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it was coined by the psychologist Henri Piéron. In
the chapter “Fin de Bal” in Soutien de famille: moeurs
contemporaines, Daudet uses the notion of the voyeur
with reference to a man who observes his stepdau-
ghter in intimate circumstances with excessive and
suggestive affection. Despite the predominance of
male voyeurs in the arts, Fesneau notes a few voyeu-
ses who exhibit obsessions and desires similar to tho-
se displayed by their male counterparts. She identifies
an early example in Plate XIV of Diderot and D'Alem-
bert’s Encyclopédie in the 18th century and highlights
its appearance around the same time in the paintings
and engravings in LArt de jouir (Fesneau, 2018: 177-
178; Daudet, 2014).

The scholar Clay Calvert distinguishes four categories
of what he calls “mediated voyeurism”: 1) video-véri-
té voyeurism; 2) reconstruction voyeurism; 3) tell all/
show all voyeurism; and 4) sexual voyeurism. The first
category is based on the notion of cinéma verité, refe-
rring to the distinctive quality of non-fiction in which
unplanned moments of real life take place before the
camera. The second concerns the reconstruction or
dramatisation of a real event that the camera was
unable to capture when it actually happened so that
we are able to view it. The third relates to television
programs in which individuals tell private stories, and
the fourth is associated with erotic, sexual and por-
nographic material online. We spectators are in turn
mediatised voyeurs who do not need to be physically
present in the place of the observed event. All of this
raises questions about the ethical regulation of this
gaze that intrudes upon the privacy of others on new
media (Calvert, 2004: 8-9, 205).

Akerman met Mangolte when she arrived in New
York at the age of 22. Mangolte, who was 30 at the
time, had come to the city a while earlier on the re-
commendation of Marcel Hanoun, who worked with
her on Le Printemps [Spring] (1971), LEté [Summer]
(1969) and LHiver [Winter] (1969). In New York, An-
nette Michelson introduced her to Stan Brakhage,
Michael Snow, Yvonne Rainer and Richard Foreman.
With Mangolte, Akerman explored the work of Snow,
Andy Warhol, Jonas Mekas, Stan Brakhage and Ken
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Jacobs, among others. Both Akerman and Mangol-
te were fascinated by Snow’s La région centrale [The
Central Region] (1971), in which a camera movement
of varying speed shows all the points of a sphere on
a Canadian landscape. This experience would inspire
La Chambre [The Room] (Akerman & Mangolte, 1972),
which the filmmakers shot in a friend’s bedroom, and
Hotel Monterey (Mangolte, 2019: 37).

Clément recalls meeting Akerman for the first time in
1976 in Rome, when she was working on the film shoot
for Mario Monicelli’s Caro Michele (1976) together with
Delphine Seyrig. At that time, Akerman was already
developing Les Rendez-vous d’/Anna and it was proba-
bly Seyrig who suggested she consider Clément for the
main role. Initially, Akerman was not convinced that
Clément was the right choice to play the self-referen-
tial character, but a year later, Akerman offered her
the role after showing her Je, tu, il, elle. Clément felt
very close to Akerman and they would go onto work
on several other projects together and to become good
friends (Clément, 2021: 82-84).

The theorists Luisina Bolla and Noelia Gémez argue
that the voyeur’s investigative eye appears in all of
Proust’s novels. They focus their analysis on the epi-
sodes in the first volume of In Search of Lost Time dea-
ling with Vinteul's daughter and with Sodom and Go-
morrah, which they compare to the ending to George
Bataille’s Story of the Eye, a transgressive eye that
leads readers to the position of “criminal accomplice”
to what they see, in an ambivalence between horror
and seduction that vests the eye with a contradictory
nature encompassing both pleasure and pain (Bolla &
Gomez, 2015: 3, 8).
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DISMANTLING THE VOYEUR’S INTRUSION:
THE POSITION OF THE GAZE IN THE FILMS OF
CHANTAL AKERMAN

DESMONTAR LA INTRUSION DEL VOYEUR.
LA POSICION DE LA MIRADA EN EL CINE DE
CHANTAL AKERMAN

Abstract

The aim of this article is to explore alternatives to the voyeur’s gaze
represented in the arts through a selection of Chantal Akerman'’s
films. In her work, Akerman dismantles the gaze usually associa-
ted with a kind of secret intrusion into women'’s privacy and ero-
tic moments in sculpture, literature and painting, which still today
prompts reflections on the gaze in cinema, mass media and social
media. Studies of Akerman’s work have focused mainly on gender
issues, self-representation, hyperrealism or postmodernity in her
films, without considering their reflection on voyeurism, which is
central to her ethical and aesthetic approach in terms of how she
looks at the Other, and how she presents herself. The position of the
gaze in Akerman’s work is explored here by focusing on the films
Hotel Monterey (1972), Les Rendez-vous d’Anna, (1978), and La Capti-
ve (2000), analysing how she approaches and presents the Other of
herself, how she confronts the voyeur-character, or how she reveals
him to the spectator.
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THE FRAMING CURTAIN:
THEATRICALITY AS AFORM OF
CINEMATOGRAPHIC SIGNIFICATION
IN RICHARD FLEISCHER’S

VIOLENT SATURDAY (1955)

VICTOR ITURREGUI-MOTILOA

THE CURTAIN RISES: INTRODUCTION AND
METHODOLOGY

In his film Violent Saturday (1955) Richard Fleis-
cher takes a sublimated and mannerist approach
to construct a story that is a hybrid of film noir
and melodrama, in which a theatricalised cons-
truction of the mise-en-scene underpins an ex-
ploration of the moral duplicity of an American
community. Through the arrangement of the
characters at specific locations on the set, fenced
in by the signifying power of objects whose place-
ment is anything but arbitrary, Fleischer positions
scenes between curtains as if to suggest that the
events that unfold within the frame they form are
lies. Cinema is, after all, an art of space, of what
we leave in and out of it, of what falls within and
beyond its boundaries, of what the characters say
and do under its jurisdiction. The curtain thus sig-
nifies representation, appearance, a theatricalising
construction in cinematographic language.
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This noir melodrama depicts the convergen-
ce of two stories: the preparation and execution
of a bank robbery by a gang of thieves in a fic-
tional Arizona town, and the personal lives of a
number of the town's residents. As if the criminal
plotline were not enough, the film's exploration
of the townspeople’s relationships, conflicts and
repressed desires delves into some unpleasant
open wounds. Boyd and Emily Fairchild’s open
marriage, serving as a narrative gateway into the
community’s dark side, conceals a tragic reality in
which they both feel trapped. Despite their efforts
to depict their loveless relationship as a happy
one, it will soon turn too destructive to survive.
The focus of this study will be on the dialectic
established between sound and image in certain
segments: what we see and hear, and what we do
not see or hear but can sense beneath the surface.
Taking a paradigmatic example, the analysis of a
local form will facilitate the interpretation of the
global structural form of the film (Viota, 2020), as
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a specific image can encapsulate the thematic es-
sence of the whole story. The clues will be found
in the positions of the characters and the distan-
ces between them, the layout and symbolic me-
aning of the dramatic spaces, and the theatrical
staging of the set, editing, and use of music.

In short, by means of a cinematic and narrato-
logical analysis aimed at extracting the meaning
of a text based on its expressive and narrative
elements, this article seeks to explain how a the-
matic idea can be given cinematic form (Zunzune-
gui, 2016), through the expressive strategies and
decisions adopted by the filmmaker to embody
tragedy and the (self-)deception of appearances
in sound and images in a local case. This idea
constitutes the “exploratory hypothesis” (Caset-
ti & Di Chio, 1991: 25) of this research, aimed at
confirming the enriching and meaningful nature
of theatricality in cinema. The analysis of the na-
rrative structures will also draw on the concepts
of focalisation, ocularisation, frequency and order
established by Gaudreault & Jost (1995). But first, a
brief overview will be offered of the frictions be-
tween cinematic and theatrical language, as well
as a description of some of the particular aesthe-
tic and narrative features of Richard Fleischer’s
filmography. In this sense, of all the phenome-
na of interaction between film and theatre, this
study will focus exclusively on the translation of
the theatrical mise-en-scéne (specifically, the per-
forming stage and one of its traditional elements,
the curtain) into cinematographic mise-en-scéene.
Thus, the aim of this article is not to explore the
semiotic dialogue between the two art forms in
a general sense, but specifically to analyse a film
text that constructs its images by means of a dra-
matic device.

2. ACT I: PRESENCE, ABSENCE AND
APPEARANCE

Although it is not my intention to provide a com-
prehensive map of the symbiosis between film and
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theatre, it is worth establishing a few basic points
that will serve as a foundation for this analysis. To
this end, the entry for the use of textile imagery
in Juan Eduardo Cirlot’s dictionary of symbols is
taken as a conceptual starting point:

it refers not only [...] to the ideas of linking and

increasing through the blending of two elements

(warp and weft, passive and active), or to the act

of weaving as an equivalent to creating, but to the

idea that for a certain mystical intuition of the
phenomenal, the given world seems like a curtain
that conceals our view of the true and profound

(1992: 428).

The polysemous nature of the concept makes
it a perfect fit for this study, which is concerned
precisely with these two dimensions of the figu-
rative object of the curtain in Violent Saturday:
on the one hand, the creative nature of weaving,
and on the other, the illusory power of what a wo-
ven cloth veils or prevents us from seeing in its
entirety. The history of art abounds with textual
operations of this kind, which are not “simple or-
namental details, but signs of a meta-pictorial [or
in this case, meta-theatrical] representation” (Poli-
doro, 2016: 76). Put simply, the interest here is in
films that appear to “‘destroy the mimetic illusion
in order to call attention to its mechanisms and
invite us to uncover them in the construction of
what we believe is real” (Pardo, 2018: 43). In other
words, these are films of the late classical period
that operate within the parameters of estrange-
ment or distancing (Brecht, 2004: 167-169) that
would later be consolidated by modern cinema.

Before going any further, it is important to
acknowledge that contemporary theatre studies
have moved beyond the definition of theatre asan
illusion or an appearance of the real (Lehmann,
2013: 184-192). The images analysed in this study
reflect the convergence of three other theatrical
concepts: performance, as an involuntary and
unconscious act carried out by individuals in
their social lives, like characters in a film (Goff-
man, 1997); performativity, referring to the idea

196



\VANISHING POINTS

of “masking” reality (Sanchez, 2010); and staging,
understood as the “process of planning” that con-
trols the elements and development of a scene
(Fischer-Lichte, 2014: 373). However, for the pur-
pose of this study I also take illusion and appea-
rance into account due to their thematic and na-
rrative relevance to the object of study, without
entering into discussions of literary theory.

In the interests of brevity, the two main cu-
rrents of opinion on the cinema-theatre divide
can be placed on two ends of a spectrum. Since the
earliest years of film theory and criticism, there
has been a debate that has split opinion on cine-
ma’s theatrical heritage into two factions. In gene-
ral terms, on one side is the faction led by André
Bazin, whose concept of “pure cinema” argues for
the peaceful coexistence and mutual enrichment
of the two art forms. For Bazin, the supplement
of theatricality injected into cinematographic dis-
course has two effects, as “playing theatre-in-film”
(Genette, 2004: 78) accelerated the growth of the
latter and ensured the survival of the former. Be-
cause cinema—which is by no means a monolith
that resists all expressive contamination in the
name of purity—ensures “liberty of action in re-
gard to space, and freedom to choose your angle
of approach to the action” (Bazin, 1967: 85), it uns-
hackles theatre from its spatio-spectatorial chains.

On the other side of the spectrum, the film-
maker Robert Bresson's aphoristic and effective
notion of the cinematograph (his filmmaking) has
its nemesis in filmed theatre (everything other
than his filmmaking). As Bresson puts it, “a film
cannot be a stage-show, because a stage-show
requires flesh-and-blood presence” (Bresson,
1979: 12). From this perspective, it seems more
than likely that a “photographic reproduction of
a stage-show”, as Violent Saturday clearly seems to
be, is what the man who made Pickpocket (1959)
would call a falsity of presence. But my analysis
here is not concerned merely with theoretical ex-
changes of accusations. What is of real interest is
precisely the point of connection where this film
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reconciles the two (p)arts, as it is their symbiotic
nature rather than a disjunctive “‘contamination
or remediation” (Giesekam, 2007) that films like
this one exploit.

In Violent Saturday, Fleischer uses theatre as
a linguistic resource which, on fusing with reali-
ty, becomes false—with all the aesthetic force that
this entails. Or at the very least, it becomes dou-
bly illusory, as it is at once a representation and
an incision into real space, with no material basis
other than the world itself. This does not mean
that Fleischer is rejecting the validity of theatre.
On the contrary, he draws out theatrical paradig-
ms and inserts them into his cinematic language.
Thus, the scene between curtains in this film is not
a theatrical representation, but a theatricalising
or theatricalised representation, because what
it shows us on a staircase between curtains is a
very real and operative part of the story. This is
the irony and the cruelty to which the filmmaker
subjects his characters. Although, as Bazin points
out, film not only mobilises “a paradoxical modali-
ty of theatre production” (1967: 120) but also takes
into account the formal extension of that paradox,
the greatest filmmakers have known how to ex-
ploit the limitations of theatre, the art of presence,
in a slide into the realm of absence that is cinema.
In opposition to the negativity of those who belie-
ve that “the curtains play only a small perceptual
role and their residual symbolic value is trivial
and somewhat foolish (attempting to imitate the
nobility of the theatre show)” (Aumont, 1997: 86),
the analysis here aims to turn a microscopic lens
on those films “that turn to the theatre to explo-
re the theme of truth and lies, of representation”
(Abuin, 2012: 17).

Further to this discussion, it is worth conclu-
ding these theoretical considerations with Chris-
tian Metz’s reflections on the osmosis between
cinema and theatre. Metz understands cinema-
tographic theatricality as estrangement, artifi-
ciality, as a “splitting, counterpoint, philosophical
reflection and metafictional convergence” (2002:
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WHILE DRAMATIC FICTION ALREADY
INVOLVES A PROBLEMATIC DIALECTIC
BETWEEN THE STAGE AND THE OUTSIDE
WORLD, WHEN THAT DRAMA IS
EMBEDDED ON SCREEN IN A FILM FRAME,
IT PRODUCES A DOUBLE ARTIFICE

24-25). A dialectic operates in cinema between the
real and imaginary planes, whereby the real imi-
tates the imaginary. Representation and the thing
represented in cinema are imaginary; conversely,
in theatre, both these spaces are real:

as the world does not interfere with the story to

constantly disprove its pretentions to establish it-

self as a world (as occurs in theatre), the diegesis
of films can provoke this strange and well-known

impression of reality (Metz, 2002: 38).

In other words, while dramatic fiction alre-
ady involves a problematic dialectic between the
stage and the outside world, when that drama is
embedded on screen in a film frame, it produces
a double artifice. As suggested above, these quali-
ties of theatre and cinema lie at the very heart of
the film analysed here.

3. ACT Il: MELODRAMA AND FILM NOIR IN
RICHARD FLEISCHER’S WORK

Of all the themes explored by Fleischer, the most
obvious is the old adage that “appearances are
deceptive”. To offer a few brief examples, his cha-
racters include an Amish patriarch with a violent
streak, a puritanical librarian who turns to rob-
bery, a shy banker with voyeuristic tendencies,
and a cowardly father who will regain his courage
and the love of his children. And the thieves are
simply thieves; not very professional, but thieves,
nonetheless. Above all the others are Boyd and
Emily, who stand out as the only characters, apart
from the gangsters, whose story ends with death.
But what is of interest for this study is the veil of
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Maya and its stripping away employed by Fleis-
cher not only for these characters, but also for the
spaces they inhabit and the situations and actions
that take place in them. In Violent Saturday, we
hear things that have nothing to do with what we
see. The crowning glory of Fleischer’'s contribu-
tion to the film noir genre, this film works with a
dialectic “between what each character could be
and what they end up being in their interactions
with objects and other characters” (Losilla, 1997:
15). Moreover, as “the stylistic scenery is popu-
lated with elliptical elements, double meanings,
indirect allusions, expressive ambivalences and
underground tensions” (Heredero & Santamarina,
1998: 27), the fusion of typically film noir stylis-
tic elements with melodramatic narrative deve-
lopments turns out to be a highly astute strategy
for expressing the opposition between reality and
appearance. This is largely due to the fact that “in
film noir, shadows and lights pursue characters
who struggle in a gloomy no man’s land”, an illu-
sory space-time where “reality and dream inter-
twine in an atavistic schizophrenia that reveals
much about human nature” (Simsolo, 2007: 19).

In this sense, it is important to bear in mind
that in the late 1950s and early 1960s, “making a
gangster movie meant taking a leap into the past,
assembling a complex—and costly—reconstruc-
tion that was not always appealing to bankers and
producers” (Coma & Latorre, 1981: 191). Moreover,
colour and other technological advances constitu-
ted expressive contradictions of the thematic and
formal ontology of film noir, with its absence of
colour and its shadows. However, Fleischer had
good reasons for choosing colour and a wides-
creen format for this film, although they might
at first seem out of keeping with the gloom and
oppressiveness of a paradigmatic black-and-whi-
te noir film with a 4:3 aspect ratio.

To achieve his aims, the director chose to use
CinemaScope, a spectacular system that attempts
to “cover a lot all at once” (Viota, 1966), resulting
in an unreal, explicit and baroque representation
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that instantly elicits comparisons with theatre.
Expanding on Viota's perspective, it is worth con-
sidering a remark that he attributes to Fleischer in
an original, invented interview: ‘I try to do things
as if I was in a theatre* Given that CinemaScope
can take in wide open spaces, the contradiction
resulting from the incompatibility of this formal
decision with the film's narrative function is ob-
vious. The people of the town depicted in the film
have a lot of space to move around in on screen,
but the story is constantly pushing them into
closed spaces and dead ends, such as in the hold-
up in the bank, the shoot-out in the barn, or the
mock-theatrical setting in the Fairchild residen-
ce, discussed below. In this regard, Losilla (1996:
214) points out that in the 1930s and 1940s it was
rare for colour to flood the images of Hollywood
films, partly because it would have alienated an
audience beset with all manner of economic woes
who would only accept bright colours in exotic,
escapist or fantasy stories. In the more prosperous
context of the 1950s, the movie screens became
wider and more colourful:

both the colour and the panoramic screen [...] ten-

ded to reinforce an aesthetic that had already been

emerging in the previous decade as a reaction
against the saturation of the classical style (Losilla,

1996: 215).

With longer takes, the scenery was more
powerful, and a wealth of objects and figures were
spread all over the screen, expanding life, making
it bigger and more vivid. This phenomenon occu-
rred in melodrama, which used these devices to
distort and exaggerate reality to the utmost. The
“Scope” format introduced the problem of the hu-
man figure in the space, in its emptiness and its
clutter, in its inhabitability. Its aim was to show
everything, and as a result it created an unreality,
an explicit, enunciated representation by means
of long, rhythmic horizontal shots. The dimen-
sions of the format sought to emulate the bound-
less, panoramic size of the proscenium stage, but
the setting of the drama is open, with no barriers
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or frames, with no secondary format that captu-
resthe actors’ performances in any medium other
than reality itself.

It is difficult to determine whether Violent Sa-
turday should be classified as a melodrama about
the problems faced by people in a small town
or a canonical gangster movie about a skilfully
planned bank robbery that goes awry due to a
coincidental convergence of problematic cha-
racters on the day of the heist. The seemingly
unambiguous yet exaggerated and overwrought
clarity (Oroz, 1995: 25) of the images and situa-
tions conceals the truth (negative or positive,
depending on the character) beneath the town'’s
surface. This may be enough to justify its classifi-
cation as film noir, but at the same time there are
reasons for defining it as a generic drama. For
example, despite taking up a substantial amount
of film time, the planning of the hold-up is mere-
ly a minor cog in the narrative machinery. The
police are also largely left out of the story; they
are not present to prevent the tragedy and serve
no narrative function. Moreover, the gangsters’
motivations are unknown and unimportant. The
thieves serve the purpose of destabilising the
town, of pulling the lid off the shiny Pandora’s
box filled with secrets of rot and decay on every
level. Rooney argues that melodrama has been
depicted as a genre that “tends to reinforce the
status quo and/or as a mode that generates me-
lancholy and thwarted wish fulfilment” (2015: 2),
a description that sums up the plot of Violent Sa-
turday to perfection.

In this context, the fusion of melodrama and
film noir effectuated in this film serves a very spe-
cific function:

the melodramatic apparatusis founded on the need

to break through the visible surface of the text, to

explore beyond the appearance of reality, becau-
se melodramatic reality is always a physical space
with powerful resonances, but also a mask that co-
vers the concealed passion, the hidden morality, or
the buried pain (Pérez Rubio, 2004: 104).
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In visual terms, Violent Saturday is a melodra-
ma, because the cinematography and the imagery
have little of the gloom and ambiguity that cha-
racterise film noir. The film's bright colours and
warm lighting, so dear to Hollywood in the deca-
de from 1955 to 1965, might easily have been de-
signed for a Douglas Sirk picture. And at the same
time, dramatically it is pure film noir, fatalistic and
with a complex happy ending (or a happy-ending
complex). Put simply, Violent Saturday straddles
the line between noir and deceptive reflection,
always evading both, while seeking to construct
its discourse on the selection of ingredients of sta-
ge drama analysed above.

In any case, as viewers we have to deal with
visual information that cannot be easily decoded
in a standard reading. This is because the sce-
ne analysed below mobilises a series of signifiers
whose meaning will only be understood in the key
sequence of the thwarted bank robbery. The the-
me could be summed up as follows: in appearance,
‘everything is fine”, but on that same shiny surfa-
ce we can find signs of the reality that lies hidden
beneath it. It is important to bear in mind that
‘every (linguistic) semiotic object, and even any of
its elements, is vested with a double existence, as
it exists both in the form of being and in the form
of seeming” (Greimas, 1973: 108). Specifically, the
discourse in the sequence in question displays a
highly significant mismatch between denotation
and connotation. The confusion this provokes is
shared between the spectator and the two cha-
racters involved: the hold-up is suspense material,
while the tragedy of the townspeople’s lives and
its denouement constitute a surprising twist.

4. ACT lll: TRAGEDY ON A VIOLENT
SATURDAY

As noted above, the thematic principle of the sce-
ne analysed here—and by extension, the film as a
whole—is that appearances are deceptive, but the-
re is no reason for this to be limited to the appea-
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rances of the characters alone, as it applies equa-
lly to the places, and the characters cannot avoid
the violence they inflict.

After an evening of flirting, indecent proposi-
tions and romantic suggestions with a nurse na-
med Linda, the owner of the local copper mine,
Bovyd Fairchild, has had a little too much to drink,
and he ends up having to be taken home by this
same young woman to whom he has shared the
details of his troubled marriage. The reason that
for a few hours he seems to forget that he is “ha-
ppily” married to the lofty and liberated Mrs. Fair-
child lies in the fact that she has once again failed
to show up for the lunch date they had arranged
for that day. His married life is an illusory mi-
rror-image that looks perfect to everyone else in
town but that for all practical purposesis a lie. This
thematic principle of the frailty of an apparently
indestructible bond is formally represented in litt-
le hints in the mise-en-scene that warn the specta-
tor of what is about to happen a few minutes later.
The first of these hints can be found in the single
shot showing Boyd’s attempt to pick up Linda. The
scene takes place in the local bar, where we see all
the main characters in the story: Harry, the timid,
voyeuristic bank manager; the trio of thieves who
hatch the meticulous plot to rob the bank; and the
aforementioned Boyd and Linda.

At the height of his inebriation, Mr. Fairchild
begins dancing with the attractive young woman
on the dance floor. Fleischer uses the transparent
composition to slip in a shot showing the bashful
Harry as a tiny bust framed in the mirror abo-
ve the bar, compelled to share the same illusory
space containing his fantasies of Linda while she
dances with his sexual competitor. The suggestion
is that he is unable to find the slightest satisfac-
tion of his frustrated longing even in the illusory
world of the mirror, precisely because the reflec-
tion there contains his object of desire (Linda) in
Boyd’s arms. It should not be overlooked here, in-
cidentally, that Fleischer also frames the drunken
businessman in a kind of frail curtain of delicate
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Above. Figure |. Below. Figure 2

wine glasses; the shot captures the hugeness of
the mirror over the counter of the bar, so that we
are offered two specular appearances, the larger,
definitively ill-fated one being reserved for the
owner of the mine. His life, in addition to being
a false reflection, is confined in a framework that
could easily be shattered to pieces [Figure 1].

The second image hinting at Boyd’s nature
and his narrative arc can be found in the scene
of an informal meeting with his associate, Shelley.
In the scene, Boyd is handling the various com-
ponents of a photo camera, including the device
itself, a flash bulb, rolls of film, and even a small
viewfinder. Most of these items are shown toge-
ther alongside a framed picture of his wife, with
Shelley’s closed fist looming threateningly over
them, in a metonymic shot. These are objects
used to capture somebody’s image, a visual repre-
sentation, but it is just a false illusion, a mirage.
Everything foreshadows the great degree-zero
illusion of the theatrical: fiction in life itself, in
which the real and the fake cannot be distingui-
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shed. This scene is the first time we
see the couple “together”, but she is

only in a photo, absent, re-presented.
The most interesting aspect of this
scene from the perspective of this
analysis is the positioning of the actor
on screen: standing upright above the
picture portrait of his wife, framed by

the curtains of his office, Boyd is ex-
pressively and spatially distanced
from Shelley [Fig. 2]. The composition
is split in two, with Boyd standing and
Shelley sitting down, and with diffe-
rent backgrounds behind them that
also separate them visually. This se-
paration foreshadows the final outco-
me of their respective narrative arcs:
a happy ending for Shelley and a de-
vastating denouement for Boyd. As
this scene suggests, the meta-framing
of one or more figures with a curtain
image in Violent Saturday acquires a
connotation of theatricality and meta-represen-
tation that the characters themselves remain
unaware of. In this way, the cinematographic dis-
course gradually begins to arrange the characters
according to its designs. We will obtain the in-
formation that reveals the full meaning of these
images only after the fact. It is not only the pa-
radigmatic dimension of theatricality but also its
syntactic dimension, involving the arrangement
and selection of certain elements in the editing

process, that gives these images their meaning.

Another equally important sequence takes
place at the country club, the location that con-
veys the unrestrained and carefree personality of
Mrs. Fairchild. It is worth highlighting the detail
that this is not actually the sequence that first in-
troduces us to Emily, as the story begins with a
scene in which she almost runs over one of the
thieves just after his arrival in the town, in a mo-
ment similar to the shot-reverse shot in Psycho
where Marion exchanges glances with her boss
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Figure 3

just as she is fleeing with the company’s money:.
The images in the country club sequence establish
aesthetic contrasts with the scene of the conver-
sation between Boyd and Shelley described above:
while the men talk about the work in the minein a
humdrum office, Emily and her lover are enjoying
the brisk morning under the shady trees of a golf
course. Work is thus contrasted with leisure, the
manmade office furniture with the lushness of
nature, as a metaphor for Emily’s supposed con-
jugal freedom. And in fact, that freedom is really
no more than supposed: while Boyd is hemmed in
first by the curtains of his office (work) and later
by the rows of wine glasses (alcohol), in Emily’s
case it is the trunks of the trees that, in this con-
text, leave the adulterous woman with no escape
[Fig. 3]. Exploring this construction further, the
shadows of the leaves on the characters’ bodies
add a hint of drama, with lighting that is not as
idyllic in the foreground as it is in the background.
Fleischer thus conveys the idea of distance be-
tween the Fairchilds. It is late in the film when
they finally appear together, and when they do it
is climactic—and false. In fact, when Emily is ki-
lled by one of the gangsters in the hold-up, Boyd
is not even present, as if turning the tables on his
repeatedly absent wife.
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In this way, the discourse connects the couple
through the composition, while at the same time
the content places them on very different coordi-
nates through the contrast between natural and
artificial worlds.

Boyd’s drunken return to the Fairchild man-
sion will provide the spark that lights the tragic,
inextinguishable fire of that violent Saturday. Af-
ter bringing him home, Linda keeps vigil by his
side as he sleeps, waiting for his wife to get home
and look after him. After a long day of infidelities
and disagreements, Mrs. Fairchild is surprised to
find a nurse in her living room watching over her
husband. Following a heated discussion in which
Linda questions Emily’s role in a marriage that
she is unwilling to give up and actually greatly
desires, Emily, furious and proud, drives out her
competitor. Judging by the expression on her face
and her dejected posture as she climbs the stairs
to her bedroom, it would seem that Linda’s repri-
mand has done more damage than she is able to
withstand. Despite her objections, she knows per-
fectly well that Linda is right.

It is precisely at this moment when the
stairway framed by huge curtains is revealed
to us for the first time in all its splendour [Fig.
4]. This means that the key object of the scene
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offered a few shots later is introduced by Emi-
ly: the performance has begun. At this point, we
need to jump ahead a few sequences to the mo-
ment when Boyd wakes up, as Fleischer uses a
cross-cutting technique that indiscriminately
switches between the various events leading up
to the Saturday in question. The decisive scene
that is the focus of this analysis thus begins a few
minutes later in the film.

In a medium shot at the height of the sofa
where Boyd is lying, Emily enters the frame to
shake her husband, who wakes up in a daze. In
response to his wife’s evident concern, he sits up,
coming eye-to-eye as if in preparation for the im-
minent fight. The shot continues without a cut,
pulling out to a medium-long shot of the couple.
In a dance of shifts and turns, the two figures ex-
change positions as if disputing the territory, as if
their domination of the domestic space will give
them the power necessary to claim victory over
the other. In this context, Fleischer’s use of Cine-
maScope gives the actors considerable room to
move in a seemingly vast frame that nevertheless
limits their constant movements to an enclosed
space. Although CinemaScope was normally used
to create a more natural, realistic effect, as it could
cover much more space with more depth, in this

Figure 4
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case Fleischer, with the help of the set, the dura-
tion, the colour and the lighting, manages to give
the shot a kind of artificial appearance.

After three minutes sustaining the same shot,
the first clear cut occurs, once again spatially split-
ting the characters with a considerable initial dis-
tance, generating a long match cut of gazes that
fadesasthe dramatic tension increases. Moreover,
this syntactic decision establishes the two diegetic
spaces that underpin the argument here: a) the li-
ving room, which is occupied by Boyd, associated
with the harsh reality of his romantic situation
[Fig. 6]; and b) the grand staircase framed by the
huge curtains that so resemble those of a theatre
stage, where Emily becomes the object of a me-
ta-representation [Fig. 5]. It is this that gives rise
to the pseudometalepsis (or false metalepsis) that
sustains this analysis. A metalepsis occurs “when
the passage from one ‘world’ to another is masked
or subverted in some way: textually masked” (Ge-
nette, 2004: 137). What is curious here is that this
technique, so popular in fantasy fiction and meta-
cinema, receives here what could be called a rea-
list treatment. In other words, everything that ha-
ppens inside the theatrical space of the staircase
constitutes a kind of unconscious performance by
the characters, in which their acts, promises and
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Figure 5

forgiveness will be valid only within the bounda-
ries of the frame—or, to put it in cinematographic
terms, only until a fade to black brings an end to
the shot and to the scene.? Let’s explore this a little
further.

The camera position marks the threshold be-
tween the realm of reality (the living room) and
the realm of falsehood (the stairs). The second shot
in the scene shows Boyd with a quizzical look in
response to Emily’s behaviour; he moves towards
her at once, although he stops short before step-
ping into the dramatic space of the stairway (shots
1and 3). Similarly, the scale of the shots undermi-
nes the cruel unreality. The shot-reverse shot dy-
namic now consists of much closer frames, effec-
tively asphyxiating the characters. An example of
the formal expression of this idea of confinement
can be found in the fifth shot of the segment,
where Emily, who until now has been standing
on the stairs holding onto the handrail, sits down
on the stairs sobbing, so that she appears impri-
soned behind the posts of the banister, which
now appear as a metaphor for the bars of a cell

Figure 7
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Figure 6

[Figs. 7-8]. Before going any further, it is worth
highlighting the symbolism associated with stairs.
According to Cirlot, the staircase symbolises “the
relationship between two worlds” (1992: 187). He
also points out that these worlds are signalled not
just by two points (middle/earthly and upper/hea-
venly) but by three (the third point being lower/
infernal) (Cirlot, 1992: 187).

If we apply the above idea to this analysis, it
seems clear that Emily inhabits the intermediate
point between the heavenly ideal they are trying
to fabricate—with the idea of escape as a catalyst—
and the infernal cesspit of marital breakdown.
This division of incompatible spaces persists even
when Boyd and Emily share the space of supposed
positivity. Thus, Boyd finally enters the theatrical
frame of the lie on the staircase, and proposes the
idea of leaving town, because “there’s nothing to
hold us here.” This dissonance between what we
hear (their plans to get away) and what we see (a
“free” woman imprisoned in her own house) could
be said to sum up the cruel irony that these ima-
ges will acquire at the end of the story.

Figure 8
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THE SHOT ENDS WITH THIS DOUBLE
LAYER OF CONFINEMENT TO WHICH
EMILY AND BOYD ARE SUBJECTED:

THE ENORMOUS CURTAINS AND THE
STAIRCASE/CELL, WITH THE MUSIC
SWELLING TO A CLIMAX AND AFADE TO
BLACK THAT SEEMS TO SUGGEST THE
IMMINENT APPEARANCE OF THE WORDS
“THE END”

As the couple are about to consummate their
hasty and ultimately thwarted reconciliation,
Fleischer offers his penultimate expressive touch
prior to completing the construction of the tra-
gedy. Boyd, positioned emotionally in parallel
with his wife, moves around to the other side
of the banister to join her on the staircase, the-
reby entering the prison it symbolically repre-
sents. Considering once again the division of the
stairway into three levels, it is worth noting that
upon their reconciliation the couple
will remain there, on the middle level.
The discourse of the film does not yet
tell us whether their future will take
them up (to happiness) or down (to se-
paration). In other words, the stairway
“is a stable space in terms of framing
but unstable in terms of content, with
a surface onto which uncertainty is
inscribed, in a veritable hallucinatory
device” (Stoichita, 2018: 154). In short,
both are imprisoned the moment they
tell each other “I love you” However,
we have yet to come to the final stroke
that closes this sequence. With the
couple having made what will ultima-
tely prove to be a fleeting reconcilia-
tion, the camera begins zooming out.
This technique gives the impression
that at any moment a theatre full of
people will appear in the Fairchilds’
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living room, cheering and applauding as the cur-
tain framing the stairway closes, manifesting the
latent metalepsis discussed above. But the zoom-
out stops and the shot ends with this double la-
yer of confinement to which Emily and Boyd are
subjected: the enormous curtains and the stairca-
se/cell, with the music swelling to a climax and a
fade to black that seems to suggest the imminent
appearance of the words “THE END” [Fig. 9].

In this sense, the final image of the scene sus-
pends judgement, although the general thematic
context of the film and of this sequence in parti-
cular gives us no warning that the direction will
be inevitably downward: to death, hell, and tra-
gedy. And there is yet one further touch: althou-
gh the fade-out indicates the end of the sequence,
a fade-in that immediately follows it interrupts
Boyd and Emily’s “happy mini-ending”. The next
image we are shown is of pistols laid out on a bed
in the hotel room where the gangsters are staying
[Fig. 10], the same weapons that will be fired a few
minutes later when Emily loses her life, in the

Above. Figure 9. Below. Figure 10

205



\VANISHING POINTS

thwarted robbery of the local bank. This juxtapo-
sition reflects the axiom that editing can someti-
mes join together more than it separates, althou-
gh in this case what it joins is a fatal link.

One additional detail worth pointing out is the
use of sound at this point in the film. The music
that plays at the end of this sequence offers yet
another twist in Fleischer's mannerist exercise
here. Making expressive use of the classical music
score as an emphasising technique, the director
brings in Hugo Friedhofer’s theme at the exact,
meaningful moment when Emily, overwrought
with guilt, crosses the line into theatricality, whe-
re she will remain through to the end of the se-
quence. The final notes of the theme are still pla-
ying during the fade-out at the end of the scene.
With a musical logic, the wide shot of the stairway
ends with the tonic chord of the romantic piece,
which is held for a moment after the fade to black,
as if inviting us into that space of happiness in-
vented by Boyd, Emily and the mise-en-scéne. It
is at this point that the music should end, together
with the scene. But instead, the band continues
to play in the dark, and at that moment the tona-
lity changes from major to minor, connecting the
two scenes with a dominant chord that generates
tension while seeming to place a question mark
over everything we have just seen, especially gi-
ven that the first image that appears after those
ominous notes in the dark is of the weapons that
will be used by the gang of thieves.

5. ACT IV: AMIRROR IN ADEAD-END
STREET

The above description of the formal and narra-
tive strategies of the scene in question points to
an immediate conclusion concerning a characte-
risation at the heart of this analysis, related to the
melodramatic elements of Boyd and Emily’s pseu-
do-theatrical scene in particular and of film noir’s
stylistic techniques in general. Fleischer embeds
this melodramatic fragment into the very core of a
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tense plotline. As exaggerated, theatrical and false
as the stairway scene may be, “the introduction of
the romantic universe into any given structure is
not intended to be offered as formal melodrama”
(Monterde, 1994: 57). In other words, this moment
in the narrative should be considered a (melo)dra-
matic insertion aimed at augmenting the tragedy
of the story. Theatricality is imposed on two cha-
racters who have no idea that the idealised man-
nerism of their theatrical reconciliation is nothing
more than a tragedy disguised as romance. And
the spectator only knows (or will find out) when
Emily dies.

The characters in the melodrama are fated
to suffer a tragedy that they seem constantly to
deny or to want to ignore. Doomed to misfortu-
ne, the Fairchilds end up being the town'’s greatest
victims. The metonymic device of the curtain in
the vast living room of their mansion provides an
eloquent “dual framing” that “physically expresses
the difficulty of gaining access to the visible” (Stoi-
chita, 2018: 51) of a town that turns into a huge
theatre of the absurd. As Boyd himself puts it in
the final scene: “It's so stupid and pointless to be
alive in the morning and dead in the afternoon.’
This consolidates the idea of the world as a thea-
tre in which the characters a merely marionettes
at the service of a capricious narrator. In this case,
the catalysts, the connections between thieves
and future victims, Emily’s infidelities, the reve-
lation of the secret and subsequent redemption of
Shelley as a hero... all of it points to the falseness
of the scene: declared in the narrative, enunciated
formally and confirmed dramatically.

The couple offers a double performance: one
on an extradiegetic level for the spectator wat-
ching the film, and the other on an intradiegetic
level for themselves and for an implicit specta-
tor. This scene in Violent Saturday is a false fra-
med theatre and a cinematographic stage replete
with theatricality, not only as a distancing devi-
ce, but also to mark the enunciation, conferring
knowledge through viewing in a specific way, i.e.,
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as theatre. This type of distribution of informa-
tion, through “a story enacted by the characters
that interacts with their everyday existence” (Pé-
rez-Bowie, 2018: 101), results in the hybridising
of genres formulated by Fleischer, who creates a
melting pot of iconographic motifs, diegetic shifts
and structural archetypes drawn from the two
classical Hollywood genres preferred by the ma-
jor studios.

6. THE CURTAIN FALLS: CONCLUSIONS

As has been stressed above, Richard Fleischer’s
formal approach in Violent Saturday brings toge-
ther the opposing positions in the debate over the
lack of communication or compatibility between
cinema and theatre. Returning to Bresson's di-
vision, in one corner are “those that employ the
resources of the theatre (actors, direction, etc.)
and use the camera in order to reproduce” and
in the other are “those that employ the resources
of cinematography and use the camera to create”
(1979: 11). But Fleischer, a weaver of cinematic fa-
bric, slips easily between one and the other. He re-
produces to create, using theatrical language and
composition to make cinema.

Figure I
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In the final scene, with Emily now dead,
Boyd remarks that it seems like a lie that just a
few hours earlier they were sitting in their li-
ving room, talking, reconciling, planning their
trip. That she was alive and healthy. To be alive
in the morning and dead in the afternoon, on a
violent, tragic Saturday. Boyd is finally left alone,
his back to us, weeping, with the barren, desolate
quarry of his copper mine in the background, in a
very closed shot that imprisons him, this time in
the open air. In the quarry, a kind of stairway or
ramp—a structure connecting the upper and the
lower—appears to cross through his head [Fig. 11].
And Linda, who tries to console him, has been ex-
pelled from the shot: “I don’t want you to see me
cry,” Boyd tells her. Boyd's is the only character
arc (apart from Emily’s, of course) that does not
get a “happy ending”. While the stairway symboli-
ses ascent or descent, in Fleischer’s work nobody
goes up or down; they remain in the middle with
no way of getting out.

The theatrical or theatricalising composition
of this film signifies duplicity, appearance, sus-
pension of judgement. Through dramatic mas-
king, the scene analysed above tells us: “This is
not what it seems; this will not be what it is now”
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The happiness of which we are the only specta-
tors (not even Boyd, because he is an actor on
two levels in his own scene) will end with a cruel
death. If a representation, a story, is something
that is neither true nor false but in between the
truth and a lie, a representation within another
representation—i.e., a series of theatricalised
actions within a film—will be doubly deceptive,
and doubly meaningful. In this way, Fleischer’s
film questions us, as Bazin would say, given his
observation of cinema’s capacity to “transform
theatrical situations that otherwise would never
have reached their maturity” (1967: 78). Violent
Saturday is, in short, a paradigmatic example
of this positive exchange between the two mi-
ses-en-scene. W

NOTES

1 The writings of Viota cited here were provided by Ru-
bén Garcia Lopez, to whom I am grateful for his kind
assistance.

2 It is worth noting that this scene ends with a fade to
black after Emily makes several references to living
in “the dark”.
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THE FRAMING CURTAIN: THEATRICALITY AS A
FORM OF CINEMATOGRAPHIC SIGNIFICATION
IN RICHARD FLEISCHER’S VIOLENT SATURDAY
(1955)

TELON DE FONDO Y FORMA. LA PLANIFICACION
TEATRAL COMO ELEMENTO DE SIGNIFICACION
CINEMATOGRAFICA EN SABADO TRAGICO (1955)
DE RICHARD FLEISCHER

Abstract

This article presents an analysis of the film Violent Saturday (Richard
Fleischer, 1955). Specifically, it focuses on the narrative and expressi-
ve decisions made by the filmmaker in order to formalise an idea: the
idyllic appearance of a small town hides the rotten core of the people
who live there. To do this, Fleischer makes use of certain theatrical
objects, concepts and compositions whose nature and meaning is
transformed when framed in cinematographic language. The com-
plex marriage between cinema and theatre, which has received so
much attention from theorists and critics, finds the perfect exam-
ple of its usefulness in this film: theatricality, defined as duplicity, as
illusion, can be used as an element of cinematographic signification.
Moreover, these particular qualities facilitate the manipulation of
the aesthetic-narrative codes of two of the most overwrought and
artificial genres that characterised the rise and fall of Hollywood:
film noir and melodrama.
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THE EMPTIED IMAGE:

NEW APPROACHES TO
DEAGRARIANISATION IN
CONTEMPORARY SPANISH
NON-FICTION CINEMA

VALENTIN VIA

INTRODUCTION

Cinema has the evocative power to transport the
spectator into a filmed landscape, a territory on
the brink of disappearing or a climate crisis situa-
tion. This is not a speculation about the capacity
of the cinematographic device, but an established
fact of its potential. Scott MacDonald’s article
“Toward an Eco-cinema’”, published in 2004, ex-
plores the growing concern in documentary and
experimental filmmaking about the human im-
pact on the environment at the end of the last
century. MacDonald bases his argument on the
filmographies of James Benning, Diane Kitchen
and Peter Hutton, who use filmmaking technolo-
gy to create an illusion of preserving Nature, or
more precisely, to provide a clear “evocation of
the experience of being immersed in the natural
world” (MacDonald, 2004: 108).

MacDonald argues that the representation of
nature or the environment outside the human
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world has been rendered obsolete by the New
Climatic Regime, as this concept is defined by the
theorist and philosopher Bruno Latour (2017). Na-
ture is not something lifeless or exterior to us, as
the effects of our activity on the planet are ha-
ving repercussions on contemporary societies,
as countless environmental disasters make clear.
Thus, any description or enunciation based on di-
fferent data or using images of any aspect of the
climate crisis not only informs but also implicitly
conveys “a movement, an alarm, a factual state-
ment” (Latour, 2017: 41). In this respect, Latour
suggests, we humans can do nothing to change or
reverse the crisis, as the power to act belongs to
the Earth itself, through non-human organisms
as ‘new invisible characters capable of subverting
the order and hierarchy of the agents” (2017: 107).
Like Latour and other contemporary theorists,
Donna Haraway (2016) points to this restructu-
ring that needs to be carried out by “‘chthonic en-
tities that can and do join in accelerating double
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death provoked by the arrogance of industriali-
zers, supertransporters, and capitalizers—in seas,
lands, airs and waters” (Haraway, 2016: 294). Both
Haraway and Latour thus posit a kind of invisi-
ble or microscopic force, micro-organisms as the
agents charged with restoring the Earth and re-
versing the climate catastrophe.

From the industrialisation of the rural lands-
cape to its total “polyphonic” capitalisation, as
described by Anna Tsing (2021: 24), farming has
come to a point where it is defined as “commercial
agriculture” whose aim is “to segregate a single
crop and work toward its simultaneous ripening
for a coordinated harvest” The frenetic pace of
commercial agriculture has transformed the rural
landscape in Spain over the past three decades. The
socioeconomic theorist Fernando Collantes (2007:
251) point out that in Spain, “traditional agricul-
ture, based on organic energy sources and low
capital intensities” has been replaced “by an inor-
ganic, capitalised agriculture whose fate became
increasingly linked to a food system dominated by
oligopolistic agribusinesses.” What is happening
is thus not the consequence of an “empty Spain”™
but a process of alteration of the rural landscape
occurring in three transitions. The first involves
the transformation of dietary regimens, the in-
dustrialisation of food production and the establi-
shment of global chains supported by a regional
division of labour. The second is a demographic
transition resulting in ageing societies, expan-
ding the gap between generations and requiring
new forms of social organisation and interaction
between generational groups. And the third tran-
sition forms part of the exponential growth in
international mobility that is producing hyper-di-
verse societies (Camarero Rioja, 2019: 65-66). This
article argues that the Catalan filmmakers Gerard
Ortin Castellvi and Lluis Escartin are products of
these demographic and representational transfor-
mations, and that their work reflects the change
tothe agricultural model and the three transitions
described by Camarero Rioja.
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Both filmmakers place their focus on represen-
ting the change to the rural world of Spain. The
transformation of dietary regimens, the demo-
graphic transition, and the mobility of the masses
are all present in their filmographies. The docu-
mentaries of these two Catalan filmmakers analy-
sed here are developed as works of “non-fiction”
with a highly unique use of formal language and
of the filming device, employing a range of narra-
tive and representational strategies to construct
an evocation of an environment in the process of
changing. Described by Cerdan & Labayen (2014)
as “interstitial filmmakers”, Ortin and Escartin
work outside the industry and their productions
exist in a context that transcends their national
borders, generating dialogues with other realities.
Although both filmmakers have used digital tech-
nology in all their films, it is important to consider
the relationship they establish with the materia-
lity of the image in their work and its connection
to the referent of that image (i.e., what the image
depicts). This question is of vital importance be-
cause it defines the filmmakers’ gesture (Agamben,
2001) and shapes their representation of the rural
landscape, as well as its relationship with the eco-
logy of images.

There is a set of contemporary experimental
filmmaking practices that aim to capture the state
of a rural landscape through the mediality of the
filming device; in other words, that make use of
celluloid in a filmmaking without cameras. Con-
temporary filmmakers such as Karel Doing, Da-
vid Gatten and Tomonari Nishikawa find ways to
connect their work to Nature, “providing a means
for the natural world to ‘speak’ through the me-
dium” (Knowles, 2020: 114). This involves a form
of attentive listening and a series of political ges-
tures that facilitate a more effective vision throu-
gh a “juxtaposition of the microscopic and ma-
croscopic” (Knowles, 2020: 51) that constitutes the
state of the planet we inhabit. In this way, these
films connect the image to the microscopic ele-
ments discussed by Latour and Haraway, respec-

212



\VANISHING POINTS

tively. It is therefore important to consider their
ability to represent these micro-organisms. If this
idea is directly tied to analogue technology, what
other possibilities can digital filmmaking offer? Is
it possible for the device to be in consonance with
that which it represents in images? Images can be
recycled, a practice based on archive footage that
Catherine Russell (2018) labels using a contraction
of the words “archaeology” and “archive” to create
the term archiveology, which refers to the reuse
of images made by other filmmakers in other eras,
with a view to configuring a cultural and historical
memory. On the other hand, as the German artist
Hito Steyerl argues in her manifesto In Defense of
the Poor Image (2009), compressed, low-resolution
digital images “testify to the violent dislocation,
transferrals and displacement of images; their ac-
celeration and circulation within the vicious cy-
cles of audiovisual capitalism.” Steyerl thus offers
an example of how digital recordings, by being
reused, shared or filmed in a standard resolution,
can also approximate the constitution of a cine-
matographic device that can be conveyed in a co-
herent, connected way.

Adopting this view of the digital medium, the
Finnish theorist Jussi Parikka (2011) proposes a
study of the medium from a perspective of “new
materialism”. To this end, he coins the term “me-
dianatures” to describe how media technology
transmits and processes “‘culture”, based on an in-
teraction of physics, engineering and communica-
tion. Parikka thus suggests that the perceptions,
actions, politics and meanings conveyed through
digital media also belong to an ephemeral world:
real, but in a non-solid state. Medianatures are also
the product of objects that are not tangible, i.e.,
they contain electric and magnetic modulations
and light energy into which power relations are
also inserted in their control and capitalisation
of these sources of absorption; in extractivist and
energy politics. Parikka concludes that the digi-
tal medium functions by means of a combination
of non-solid, intangible variables to generate an
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image of something tangible (its referent). In this
sense, the medium itself is solid because it con-
tains a compound of transformed and assembled
minerals used in visual and audio recording tech-
nologies to generate an ephemeral image. The pla-
cement of these technologies and the intentiona-
lity of connecting them to their referent will give
these medianatures a material relationship with
the intervention in the rural landscape through
its recording, but also through its evocation. The
filming stage involves an intervention in a tangi-
ble, material object from the distance of the me-
dium to capture the rural landscape and create a
representation of it.

2. PEOPLE AS EXTRAS AND COLLECTIVE
MEMORY: FROM TERRA INCOGNITA TO
HASTA QUE LAS NUBES NOS UNAN,
GUARDIOLA-DIOLA

In 2005, the Catalan filmmaker Lluis Escartin re-
leased a short documentary film titled Terra in-
cognita, which offers a mannerist filmed portrait
to examine the disappearance of agriculture and
of human contact with the earth. This process of
deagrarianisation is the consequence of the tech-
nologisation of farming and has resulted in a com-
plete restructuring of the traditional model, with
the disappearance of manual labour and the in-
tensive use of greenhouses. Escartin’s film shows
us a part of Catalonia, specifically the Penedeés re-
gion, a rural world and a community that is “expo-
sed to disappearance” (Didi-Huberman, 2014: 11).
Escartin explores the poetics established through
an ethnographic gaze on otherness, documenting
an “underexposed people” (Didi-Huberman, 2014:
14-15) to show a group of bodies in a disarticulated
language, exposed to a future with no generation
to succeed them, immersed in their everyday life
of personal stories of the rural environment, offe-
ring a series of memories and longing for the past.
According to Henri Lefebvre (1971: 30), in a rural
community in the process of dissolution, even “in
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Image . Terra incognita (2005). Still frame of an abandoned
farmhouse

the most individualised context, neighbourhood
relationships are of utmost importance”

The testimonies of the locals and residents
of the neighbouring villages constitute a living
record of an oral memory that is being lost. As
Russell J. A. Kilbourn suggests in his book Cine-
ma, Memory, Modernity: The Representation of
Memory from the Art Film to Transnational Cine-
ma (2010), in the post-modern era there is a clear
debate over the representation of collective me-
mory. Terraincognita could be considered to some
extent a form of “prosthetic memory”? but wi-
thout representing the theory of postmemory as-
sociated with a conflict over the historical impor-
tance of the past, as the experiences and stories
recorded in this film refer not to a past event but
to the present. It is thanks to the technologies of
memory (cinema and photography, among other
media) that these intimate, experiential memories
have been transferred to the collective memory
‘without access being limited to specific events
in which one actually took part” (Kilbourn, 2010:
27-28). The cinematographic device thus allows
memory to be reconstructed given that its pre-
servation is not possible, as Jan Assmann argues
(1995).
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The oral history of the local residents creates
a community in the same way that “family and
nation are forms that arise, change, develop or pe-
rish in conditions determined by the level of the
productive forces and the mode of production”
(Lefebvre, 1971: 27). Escartin thus presents the
gradual disappearance in a constant wandering
through a small portion of Catalonia close to his
own home, with a highly expressive use of sound.
At certain moments, the filmmaker allows a
‘desonorisation” that allows the image to broaden
and connect with other elements in a process of
‘reflexive expansion” (Catala, 2012: 44). It is in this
way that Escartin plays with the images and abs-
tracts them from their verbalisation and from the
diegetic sound, turning them into a series of silent
pictures. He allows them to emerge repeatedly to-
gether with extradiegetic Asian music that takes
the film into a meditative state of contemplation.

At various points in Terra incognita we see
a series of uninhabited landscapes, with aban-
doned or collapsing houses and farms (image 1).
These images of ruins recall Walter Benjamin's
discussion in his Thesis IX (1940) of Paul Klee's
picture Angelus Novus, where he argues that the
pile of wreckage observed by the Angel symbo-
lises the rule of the oppressors, who push from
the present into the future in a rush towards ca-
tastrophe. Like Escartin’s film, the Angel watches
while moving away from what it is contempla-
ting fixedly. The tempest pushes both Angelus
and Escartin to redirect their gaze toward the fu-

A GROUP OF BODIES IN A
DISARTICULATED LANGUAGE, EXPOSED
TO AFUTURE WITH NO GENERATION

TO SUCCEED THEM, IMMERSED IN THEIR
EVERYDAY LIFE OF PERSONAL STORIES
OF THE RURAL ENVIRONMENT, OFFERING
A SERIES OF MEMORIES AND LONGING
FOR THE PAST
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ture to which their backs are turned. The empti-
ness that is given shape in the bodies represented
offers these ruins as a spectacle of absence that
compels us to acknowledge the language that has
disappeared, but without which none of what is
recorded would be possible (Catala, 2012: 211). Te-
rraincognita marked a shift in Escartin’s filmogra-
phy, where he turned his focus onto a change to
the rural model in Spain, a question he would ex-
plore once again in his most recent documentary
feature film, Hasta que las nubes nos unan, Guar-
diola-Diola (2019).

This later film is an ode to two opposing agri-
cultural models: one that is in the process of disa-
ppearing, and another that has not yet been able
to develop fully. These models operate in the film
as a culmination and unification of two apparent-
ly opposite cultures. As the title suggests, Escartin
connects his hometown, Guardiola, with Diola,
a community in the Casamance region of Sene-
gal, through sound, the presence of song, and his
own absence. The filmmaker brings the transna-
tional documentary back to a kind of filmmaking
that wanders fitfully through two worlds that
are very different but interconnected by a com-
mon crisis: the global consequences of geopolitics.
He becomes an ethnofilmmaker because he alone
joins in and observes, collecting
information on the community,
to film it and understand it from
a holistic perspective, “filming
whole processes” (Ardévol, 2006:
149-150). In this case, the process
is agriculture, and the gathering
of the crops and the celebration
of the harvest are the cycles that
Escartin captures on film. This
ethnofilmmaker takes part in the
ritual and “films an act from be-
ginning to end, situating that act
in its context” (Ardevol, 2006).
Escartin expresses his gesture
by invoking the bodies repre-
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sented through his own. In Hasta que las nubes
nos unan, Guardiola-Diola, he thus explores a very
important question: through the people and their
faces, he approaches “individual bodies to expose
the peoples in a construction capable of sustai-
ning their surrender to the fate of surrendering
to the other, in the agony of alienation or in the
ecstasy of an encounter” (Didi-Huberman, 2012;
54). In this way, the filmmaker (de)constructs the
bodies, associating them with other activities and
rituals present in his own culture, but without the
use of an I, instead establishing the cinematogra-
phic device from a different angle. In this film, the
filmmaker does not manage to expose both peo-
ples equally. In fact, the Catalan people who also
appear in his cycle (the cycle of the vineyard), in
very short sequences throughout the film, take a
position of underexposure in relation to the other.
We might assume that the ethnofilmmaker already
embodies the Catalan rural space in opposition to
the other community, and thus a highly conspi-
cuous absence serves as a symptom and expres-
sion of its disappearance.

The silence in the representation of work in
the vineyard and the need of the inhabitants of
this landscape to use words convey the idea that
labour in the countryside is an economic manage-

Image 2. Hasta que las nubes nos unan Guardiola- Diola (2019).
Still frame of a newborn child in Diola
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ment of space. However, the overexposure of the
Diola people creates a group of bodies represented
as “figurants” (extras) (Didi-Huberman, 2012: 156)
who disappear over the course of the film. Their
collective function is to appear and create a mur-
mur, as in some scenes they are filmed more as an
amorphous mass than as a community. The face
of a newborn child (image 2) in the film’s final se-
quence opens a gap in the life cycle of the Diola
people and contrasts with the complete disappea-
rance of the human face in the village in Pene-
des, where there is no new generation to inhabit
a landscape that needs one for its continuation.
Lefebvre (2013 [1974]) uses the term “dominated
space” to refer to the situation when capitalism
has taken control of farming and the agricultural
space has been conquered. When those in power
exert pressure that affects the environment, the
‘dominated space” emerges. The village in Pene-
dés occasionally presented by Escartin reflects
this domination, as the extras who populate the
landscape are gradually lost in Terra incognita,
giving way to the “polyphonic rhythms” of the
commercial agriculture described by Anna Tsing
(2021) and the accumulation of production.
Taken together, these two films point towards
a change that is slowly revealed through formal
strategies. The tensions in the representations
expose the fragility of an environment and of its
mutation. Although Escartin shows the bodies
and constructs his work based on their represen-
tation, he makes use of the cinematographic devi-
ce as a technology of memory to film the ruins of
a collective memory out of which the emptiness
emerges: a dematerialised image of the body to
construct a contemplative space and time.

3. TOWARDS AN EMPTIED IMAGE:
SIMULACRUM AND SILENCE

The result of the crisis mentioned above, the spa-
ce between the fracture and the emptiness that
emerges between these images, gives rise to ano-
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ther type of image. A change to the gaze is in-
troduced by the lack of a referent in reality that
could aid the survival of that former world (the
rural world) as it was perceived in so many films
in the past. An analysis of the work of another Ca-
talan filmmaker, Gerard Ortin Castellvi, can shed
some light on this reconfiguration of the image
and its referents. His first documentary, the short
film Perrolobo (Lycisca) released in 2017, foresha-
dows some key ideas that are developed in his
subsequent films. Perrolobo offers a fragmented
journey through the valley of Karrantza Harana;
elements structuring the film include a catch dog
breeding contest, an automated milking machine,
the sound of a conch shell used by a shepherd to
frighten the wolf away, and a tourist cave discove-
red by workers in a quarry. The setting, Karrantza
Harana, is shown in two timeframes: the past and
the future. The present no longer exists. Humans
need the extension of dogs and machines to be
able to carry out their work in the country. The
wolf is depicted as a threat, but also as a victim, fa-
ced with the disappearance of the wooded lands-
cape, into the depths of the earth.

In Perrolobo, the oral testimonies become a co-
llective memory recorded using the “technology
of memory” that is filmmaking (Landsberg, 2004),
but the view of the people as extras is replaced
with the constant appearance of the machine as
an extension of the human and of the image, per-
forming actions that were once performed by ru-
ral workers. The machine fills in for a human bo-
dily absence; it is a “simulation” (Baudrillard, 1978:
8). Consequently, the machinic is represented in
the image on a recurring basis, and the filming de-
vice as a medianature is articulated in opposition
to another device attesting to the presence of the
capitalist policies dominating the rural space. All
the images are thus a simulation needed to stand
in for the lack of human presence. In this gestu-
re, images of the past and the future coexist. The
fractured absence reveals the emptiness of these
images. It is a process whereby the device turns
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Image 3. Perrolobo (Lycicsa), 2017. Still frame of the wolf shown in the final sequence

of the film

the images into a continuous past, with no pos-
sibility of witnessing a humanised present in the
same moment they were recorded, because when
the device was placed there the people in question
were no longer present, other than a few isolated
bodies, scattered and on the verge of vanishing
altogether.

The final sequence of Perrolobo is a fluid,
slow-motion recording of a wolf running in the
dark of night. Beyond recording this movement,
the intention here is defined by a simulation. This
wolf is in fact a tamed animal who, as noted in
the credits, belongs to a company that hires out
animals for film shoots. With these images, Ortin
evokes the animals in latent movement captured
on Muybridge’s film strips, in a memory recons-
tructed through the film’s oral testimonies, with
images of memory that burn and “never stop bur-
ning because their aim is to survive over time”
(Didi-Huberman, 2012: 42). Just like one of the
few wolves that represent the end of the wild in
a reenacted freedom, it is also a simulation that
evokes an absence (image 3).

In his next film, Reserve (2020), the Catalan fil-
mmaker would once again explore the languages
of simulacrum, image and representation. Reser-
ve constructs a story on the fragile balance of a
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territory after the disappearance
of the predator, where the com-
plex coexistence of humans and
non-humans constitutes an an-
thropogenic ecosystem clearly
marked by human presence. In
the first sequence of this short
film, a drone hums over a black
screen that eventually gives
way to the appearance of a tree,
by which point the shrill noise
sounds like a swarm of wasps.
The figure of the predator, the
wolf, forms part of the film's
imaginary, although it is never
shown in images because it is a
ghost that does not exist in this region. Reserve is
a story about the fragility of the land and the di-
sappearance of the predator and of the landscape
as we knew it before the creation of a realm of
simulations.

These elements are not constructed through
post-production or digital editing but form part
of the film’s diegesis. In contrast to Perrolobo, in
Reserve the machine is not the representation of
an absence that must somehow be filled; instead,
artificial bodies, and the materials of the animal
statues used for shooting practice in the film, take
over the screen and are presented as traces of
their animal referent and of the image. These ima-
ges are comparable to digital filmmaking and the
nature of “virtual images’, which Angel Quintana
(2012) suggests are incapable of seeking out the
truth of the world because they have renounced
the laws of chance that rule nature; they cannot
explore the ambiguity of reality because the world

IN THIS GESTURE, IMAGES OF THE
PAST AND THE FUTURE COEXIST. THE
FRACTURED ABSENCE REVEALS THE
EMPTINESS OF THESE IMAGES
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has become a “mere field of signs that can be tur-
ned into processed information” (Quintana, 2012:
274) (image 4). Beyond the question of the natural
world or environmental impact, the space is per-
ceived through its dematerialisation; in its comple-
te disappearance without corporeal referents or
representations of reality, it is only a space where
energies and micro-organisms converge.

Conversely, Ortin’s third film, Future Foods
(2021), presents the culmination of the duality be-
tween manual labour and machinic reproduction.
Future Foods revolves around the production of
plastic food in the workshops of Replica LTD, one
of the few companies based in the United King-
dom that still makes props for films, advertise-
ments and displays. The perception of food items,
whose appeal and palatability are based on a cons-
tructed image, comes into play in the observation
of these artisanal production processes through
the cinematographic device.

This tension in the gesture begins to create
connections between serial production and hu-
man participation in the creation of plastic re-
plicas of different foods for assorted uses on film
sets. We are shown the creation process for the-
se items while the audio features the filmmaker’s

BEYOND THE QUESTION OF THE NATURAL
WORLD OR ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT,
THE SPACE IS PERCEIVED THROUGH ITS
DEMATERIALISATION; IN ITS COMPLETE
DISAPPEARANCE WITHOUT CORPOREAL
REFERENTS OR REPRESENTATIONS OF
REALITY, IT IS ONLY A SPACE WHERE
ENERGIES AND MICRO-ORGANISMS
CONVERGE

conversation with the CEO of a Finnish company
that used cutting-edge technology to develop So-
lein, a protein powder made using air, electricity,
and carbon dioxide. Solein could facilitate a form
of agriculture with no environmental consequen-
ces or impact on the countryside. Through this
film, Ortin establishes a way of reimagining the
future of agriculture and the rural space after its
disappearance. It presents the artefacts that fa-
cilitate the simulacrum, which are picked apart,
assembled, coloured and sorted into cabinets, but
it also opens a field of vision on the intangibility
and dematerialisation of agriculture itself and its
representation. Future Foods places us in a frozen

Image 4. Reserve (2020). Still frame of the forest where shooting practice on fake animals takes place
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time characterised by fluctua-
ting elements of past and future
that evoke Walter Benjamin's
ruins discussed above.

Replicas materialise a physi-
cal referent in images and lose
their organic nature entirely,
as is the case with these ima-
ges. The fact that such images of
processed foods and meats are
juxtaposed with the protein So-
lein points to the idea that agri-
culture can easily be de-localised
and made feasible and profitable
again anywhere in the world, in
a tiny portion of suitably condi-
tioned space. There is no impact on the landscape
because it can exist without occupying or altering
a space the same way that all the images in Future
Foods are constructed. The cinematographic de-
vice is invoked in order to encapsulate questions
of importance to the director: it shows us that the
meat and all the foods created in the workshop's
moulds made up of layers and traces found in
the images (Bruno, 2014), opening up a range of
focal points on social and environmental issues,
and on the impact of these foods on the collective
imaginary.

Ortin shows us a layer or stratum that con-
sists of a food product that is not a food product,
and an image that is not an image, understood
from the perspective of the physical relations-
hip between referent and medium in analogue
filmmaking. Like the conception of the image in
digital film, this relationship is inscribed in an
iconosphere where “the substance of things has
been confused with the surface of things” (Quin-
tana, 2003: 295). The culmination of the machinic
representation and the absence of any human
being is of special interest in Ortin’s most recent
film, Agrilogistics (2021). In this film, he manages
to transcend the transition of labour and agricul-
ture towards a completely robotic conception of

ellipsis
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Image 5. Agrilogistics (2021). Still frame from tracking shot that creates a temporal

the process. There would not even be any sense
in the appearance of a human in a totally auto-
mated environment. There is no room here for
either the time of the human being or of human
flows. Like an apocalyptic world in which only
the computerised framework can operate due to
its programmed function, Agrilogistics explores
this idea that conceptualises agriculture in terms
of a “Scopic Food Regime” (Ortin, 2022: 16). In this
way, the filmmaker analyses the recent technolo-
gical transformations in contemporary industrial
agriculture. Tulip bulbs, chrysanthemum stems,
and tomatoes on the vine are processed by the
cameras, feeding datasets that regulate their own
growth. The film is divided into two parts. The
first occurs in the daytime, when the greenhouse
is a cinematographic device, an automated film set
optimised for the mass production of fruits and
flowers. In the second part, at night, the factory
stops: the greenhouse turns into an oneiric cham-
ber where plants, animals and machines cons-
truct narratives.

The daytime part of the film contains the se-
ries of sequences that offer this initial approach
to industrial technology: the camera takes a set
of images that observe the movement, thanks to
the lights, the constant fluid movements and the
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hyper-surveillance technology operating in the
greenhouse, which can be explored as much as its
structure permits. The filmmaker lets the camera
and machines in the greenhouse move together
in two tracking shots taken using the technology
that drives the automation, which in this case also
includes cameras that monitor the production and
growth of the plants up close. The space is cons-
tructed without spatial logic, through an appro-
priation permitted by the effect of the last tracking
shot: to mark an ellipsis between day and night
(image 5). The “Nocturnal Regime” operating in the
night-time sequence of Agrilogistics is a feminine,
carnal, cyclical world close to fantasy (Durand,
1981) with the appearance of the first animals,
the pinkish twilight and a symbolic construction
of space. What we see is a visual subconscious: a
series of shadows, a deconstructed space as if the
greenhouse had slipped beyond the limits of order
and control. Domesticated animals populate these
images, such as a llama, a couple of sheep, animals
closely associated with domestication and the pro-
duction of food and other products for humans.

The night comes to an end and the landsca-
pe is restructured. The tulips are ready to be sold,
and then comes one of the sequences that makes
Agrilogistics an ongoing study of the device: the
medium and the gesture of a totality rewritten
in each frame. The flickering towards the end of
Agrilogistics is experienced and perceived; it takes
the time it needs to develop before it disappears. It
is nothing more than a kind of phantom projector,
reminding us that cinema functions like a green-
house, that films are made on plastic material and
projected onto another surface; that this film was
constructed in one greenhouse, but for the purpo-
se of screening it in another one.

The greenhouse in Agrilogistics has a meaning
related more to the camera and the shutter, in the
sense that the image captured is created inside it
and the world outside is delimited and disposses-
sed by the shot (Lynes, 2022: 31). In addition to
screening Agrilogistics at numerous festivals, in-
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cluding the Berlinale and Cinéma du Reel, Ortin
worked in conjunction with the Goig architectu-
re studio to install a polytunnel in the La Capella
art centre in Barcelona. The structure occupied
the central gallery of the centre and thus altered
the route taken by visitors to the centre (image
6). With this installation, the loop projection of
Ortin’s film was screened in the same way it had
been constructed, inside a greenhouse, as if the
spectator had been located inside the camera. In
this way, the observer is also a creator of images,
constructing them through the retina and when
light and darkness are featured in the projection.
Here and with digital technology, the specta-
tor is transported directly to the landscape shot
previously, so that this passage of time is in turn
understood as a “passage of light” (Bruno, 2014:
116). The projection returns us to the filmed envi-
ronment without ever leaving it, being there and
going beyond the reconstructions of memory. The
spectator engages with paracinematic elements
like the greenhouse and constructs a fully immer-
sive experience, with the opportunity to touch the
referents of the images at the moment of the pro-
jection. The passage of light described by Giulia-
na Bruno is an atmospheric condition and a way
of being in the environment, of weathering time
(Bruno, 2014) in the same space where it has been
filmed.

Image 6. Photograph from the Agrilogistics (2021) exhibition
presented at La Capella, Barcelona
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4. CONCLUSIONS

In the ongoing debate over the alteration of the
rural landscape in contemporary Spain, the image
is undergoing a process of being totally emptied.
The representation of the bodies that populate the
rural environment has been fractured by factors
associated with the transformation of life in the
countryside, by the capitalisation of the land and
the New Climatic Regime, resulting in changes
both to the paradigm for representing nature and
to our relationship with it. In the absence of re-
presented bodies, there is an upheaval, a factual
statement that at the same time is also descriptive,
as Bruno Latour (2017) suggests. What remains,
vestiges and traces of the past that are admitted
to the future, are ruins. The ruins exposed by Es-
cartin shock while at the same time informing the
spectator of a mutation of the rural landscape. Or-
tin, on the other hand, responds to the emptiness
of the image by constantly filling it with simula-
cra, which assign a narrative, meta-referential
value to that which they substitute.

Both filmmakers construct a dialogue that ul-
timately converges on the same point: the present
and future of the rural landscape, but also the
relationship of the human being with agricultu-
re and the environment at a moment of fractu-
re. In Escartin’s case, digital filmmaking supports
his aim to construct a collective memory, using
a high-compression, low-resolution digital Beta-
cam in Terra incognita that offered greater free-
dom in filming and allowed him to approach Hito
Steyerl’s (2009) ideas in defence of a poor image
that can attest to the violent dislocation of audio-
visual capitalism. This idea is also present in the
representation of the rural environment in the
two communities portrayed in Hasta que las nu-
bes nos unan, Guardiola-Diola. Conversely Ortin
needs a more artificial formal aesthetic, visua-
lly closer to the language of fiction, as a series of
post-produced images allow him to introduce the
simulacrum operating in his films in a purely con-
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templative act. Both directors engage strategies
with their use of the cinematographic device that
approach an ecology of images, although they use
audio and visual technologies inevitably derived
from industrialisation and extractivist politics.
However, it is important to take into account that
these are filmmaking approaches, as Nadia Bo-
zak argues, framed in the practice of peripheral
cinema, which demonstrate “how cinema and the
image are and have always been determined (and
determining)” and how film, like life, can be more
proactively or “intentionally ecological” (Bozak,
2011: 8).

The approach that both filmmakers take to
space and time is based on a conception of media-
natures (Parikka, 2011). As they do not use a phy-
sical medium like celluloid, there is no mediality
of film; instead, through a range of visual techno-
logies involving the ephemeral and the non-solid,
they manage to create a kind of ecological image.
The filming device and its positioning in relation
to these types of images will determine the fil-
mmaker’'s gesture. While Escartin embraces an
economy of resources in the filming, editing, and
screening of his film, Ortin needs the aesthetic re-
sources of fiction, as well as narrative and other
similar strategies, to reveal the tactile nature of
images and to convey the rural problem explored
in his filmsand the factorsbehind the conflict they
expose. However, although the films of these di-
rectors employ very different audiovisual langua-
ges and aesthetics, they share an approach to the
filmed object characterised by respect, minimal
intervention, and the use of technologies of me-
mory and medianatures to offer a unique snapshot
of the rural landscape. Ortin makes frequent use
of the mechanisation present in the greenhouse
to create tracking shots, and he also exploits these
spaces to reuse the images created by the sensors
and hyper-surveillance technologies or to record
the simulacra present in the landscapes featured
in his filmography. Through their gesture, both fil-
mmakers effectively regenerate imaginaries and
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convey a message that is cautionary but also in-
formative about the state of the rural question—in
Spain and throughout Europe—in the context of
the New Climatic Regime. B

NOTES

1. A concept developed by Sergio del Molino in his book
Esparia vaciada, published in 2016.

2. A term developed by the theorist Antonio Weinrich-
ter in his book Desvios de lo real. El cine de no ficcion
(2004), which defines non-fiction as “the extensive
unmapped zone between conventional documentary,
fiction and experimental film”.

3. Alison Landsberg (2004) associates the concept of
prosthetic memory with cinema based on its power as
a technology of memory that facilitates the recons-
truction of stories and memories that were not direct-

ly experienced by those who recall them.
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THE EMPTIED IMAGE: NEW APPROACHES TO
DEAGRARIANISATION IN CONTEMPORARY
SPANISH NON-FICTION CINEMA

LA IMAGEN VACIADA: NUEVAS
APROXIMACIONES A LA DESAGRARIZACION EN
LA NO-FICCION ESPANOLA CONTEMPORANEA

Abstract

In recent years, there has been a growing corpus of non-fiction fil-
ms that explore rural landscapes and attempt to represent them as
they disappear. The changes taking place in contemporary Spain and
its reconfiguration by an oligopolistic food industry point to a need
to explore the current relationship between the human being and
agricultural labour. From the exposure of rural communities to their
disappearance, a process of forcible emptying is affecting both the
physical space and the territory of the image. In a move from ab-
sence to simulation, the empty spaces in the images are being filled
with new forms replacing those that have been known up to now.
This article offers a reflection on the change to the representation
of the rural world in contemporary Spain based on the work of two
contemporary documentary filmmakers: Lluis Escartin and Gerard
Ortin Castellvi. The focus of the analysis is on the representation
of the rural world in a series of films by these directors, from Terra
incognita (2005) to Agrilogistics (2021), to explore the cinematographic
device, the fracture, and the silence resulting from the change to the
environment that is transferred to the images.
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Resumen

Recientemente, ha emergido un conjunto de obras de la no-ficcion
que exploran los paisajes rurales y tratan de representarlos mientras
estos estan desapareciendo. Ante los cambios que estan sucediendo
en la Espafia contemporanea y su reconfiguracion ante una indus-
tria alimentaria oligopolista, existe una necesidad de explorar la re-
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lada a las imagenes.
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