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Victor Erice’s “The Spirit of the Beehive' (1973) s seenmg atB Southbank |
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A new BF Southbank season
explores howfilmmakers

in Francoist Spain managed
tobeatthecensors,

reports Nick Funnell

Sam Peckinpah saidseeing ‘The Hunt’
changed the way he made films. Carlos
Saura's 1965 movie isostensibly about
three old arnsy buddies arguing during
aweekend's hunting cutside of Madrid.
Beyond that, though, it burrowed to the
diseased core of Francoist society with its
reworking of the expressive possibilities
of on-screen violence. Taking placeon
anold civil war battleground, it created
anatmospheresteeped in brooding
“violence, natural cruelty and internecine
{feuds, whichwould later findecho in
Peckinpah’s ‘The Wild Bunch’ (1969).

_What'sremarkableis thata film so
damning of Spanish society and so
internationaily influential could be made
ynder the fascist, ultra-Catholicregime
of 19605 Spain. Censors madedivorce,

‘| realisticviolenceand anti-government

agit-prop tabooand demandedall scripts
besubmitted for ‘correction’.
Perhapsevenmoreremarkableis that
“The Hunt’ wasn'talone. Asaseasonof
20movies at BFI Southhank shows,
oppositional cinema shone under Franco,
with filmmakers inventing devious
ways togetroundthecensors.
Onemethod was humour, asiliustrated
by Luis Garcia Berlanga's 1952 ‘Welcome
MrMarshalll'. Itsrevelling ina sleepy
Castilian pueblo transforming itself into
atouristy Andatusian village of flamenco
dancersand bullfighters to impresssome
Americanaid distributors disguised
its questions about Francoistideas of
economicsanda homogeneous Spanish
identity. Meanwhile, Juan Antonio
Bardeminitially smoothed his Main
Street' (1956) past censorsby basingiton
aclassicSpanish play, then by inserting
adisclaimer sayingits events could take
placein‘any city... inany country’. Not
thatitwasparticularly effective—afew
minutes’ viewingisenough toconfirm
the film’s unquestionable Spanishness.
Both these movies, as well as Bardem’s

‘Death of a Cyclist’ (1955) and Bufiuel's
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Viridiana’ (1961), won prizes at festivals,
something theauthoritiesliked asit
showed off their tolerance, helping attract
investment. Itled themin the early '60s to
institute a series of reforms encouraging
cinema, though thisdidn't extendto
censorship. Butitat least gave anew
generationof talentroom towriggle. And
noonewriggled morethan Sauraand his
producer Elias Querejeta, "The Hunt'
being their first of 13 cotlaborations.
On-screen, Saura developed oblique
strategies of representation that
encouraged subversivereadings butalso
allowed themtobeexplained away as
ceincidences. The opening shot of “The
Hunt', for instance, tightening in ontwo
ferrets scrapping ina cage, pointsabead
tothe senseless blasting of a ferret that
triggers thefilm’s bloody finalact, not
tomention the violence of the constantly
evoked civil war, Unabletomake overt
criticismsand withlittle money, Saura
created a claustrophobicambienceand
leftusto deduceits cause—it'sa lesson
for any aspiring filmmaker in how fo
conjure something out of almost nothing.
Off-screen, Querejeta conducted his
battles with the censors, The wider
success of ‘TheHunt' (it won Berlin's
Silver Bear}earned himunprecedented
bargaining power and he developed the
tactic of sending his scripts to the censors,
thenshooting the uncensored version,
threatening to stirup anuproar if they
tried to butcher thefinal film. Themethod
helped himnurturenot only Saura’s
career, butalso Victor Erice’s, whose
superlative “The Spirit of the Beehive’
(1978)is alsoscreening, alongsidethe
astonishing 1971 transgender drama
My Dearest Sefiorita’, and José Luis
Borau's excelient Poachers’ (1975),
With theirimaginative leaps,
experimentalstorytelling and thick
atmospheres, all havea distinctly -
Spanish edge, the product of their
half-fostered, half-repressed genesis,
whichremains influential to this day.
Hyou wanttokmow what makes the likes
of ‘Pan’s Labyrinth’ and Almodévar
soexceptional, look nofurther.
The Spain (Unjcensored season plays
at BFI Southbank January 15-31.
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