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Moving Verses: An Introduction to the Poetry-Film Nexus in 

Argentina.  

Introduction. 

This book addresses some of the many and varied ways in which filmmakers in Argentina engage 

with poetry on screen. It asks, in the broadest terms, how film and poetry transform each another, 

how these two expressive media behave when placed into conversation, and what this tells us about 

the relationship between the two art forms. This is a dialogue that I refer to elsewhere the “poetry-

film nexus.”1 How, to put it shortly, do directors film poetry?  

The focus is on recent and contemporary films, both fiction and documentary, as well as more 

difficult to classify works. Although both the “poetics of cinema” and literary adaptation in cinema 

have gathered academic attention in recent years, the formal, aesthetic and ideological exchanges 

between the poetic and the cinematic have not received sufficient critical analysis. Similarly, recent 

work on “intermediality” and “transmediality” in film and video has not tended to foreground 

poetry.  

I analyse the work of filmmakers from the 1960s to the present day who have included poetry in 

their work or aimed to recreate the aesthetics of poets cinematographically. I explore relationships 

1 I have written on the filmic adaptation of epic poetry in Bollig, B. (2012). “Filming Fierro: Aesthetics and 

politics in film adaptations of national-epic poetry.” New Cinemas 10.1: 63–80, doi: 10.1386/ ncin.10.1.63_1; 

and on the poetry-film nexus more generally in Bollig, Ben, and Wood, David M. J. (2014). “Film-poetry/poetry-

film in Latin America. Theories and practices: An introduction.” Studies in Spanish & Latin American Cinemas

11. 2: 115-125, doi: 10.1386/slac.11.2.115_1. I am grateful to the editors and publishers for permission to 

reuse, in reworked form, some of this material.  
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between film and experimental writing; analyse independent works that aim for a visceral 

interpenetration between film and poetry; and assess the use of poetic techniques in cinema. My 

corpus includes experimental films of the 1960s and 70s, including Super-8 and other small-format 

works; feature films; low budget movies; poetic documentaries; and films based on the poetry of the 

avant-gardes. I hope to bring a series of exciting and influential but not widely studied filmmakers to 

the attention of readers and new audiences. 

The use of a poetic film idiom stretches back to the romantic nationalism of the silent and classical 

eras, for instance in pictures such as the now-lost indigenist production Tabaré (Luis Lezama, 1917), 

adapted from the nineteenth-century Uruguayan epic poem by Juan Zorrilla de San Martín; and the 

Argentine gauchesque cinema of the 1940s.2 But from the 1960s the poetic became a tool of 

resistance or critique, a way of seeking out spaces of artistic creation that evaded, transcended or 

openly denounced hegemonic narrative forms. The New Latin American Cinema movement of the 

1960s and 1970s saw the cinemas of the continent searching for alternative modes of expression to 

the exhausted industrial models of the larger film-producing countries of the region, which smaller 

nations had, with varying degrees of success, attempted to replicate. Geographically my study 

focusses on Argentina, as it is one of the region’s three major film-producing nations (alongside 

Brazil and Mexico). Very little work has been carried out so far in this area in the Latin American 

context. But Argentina is a particularly important example because of both the productivity of its 

film industry and the role that poetry plays in its national literature, from its early epic, through the 

avant-gardes, via social poetry, to the recent quarrel between “neo-baroque” and “objectivist” 

poetic styles.3

2 See e.g. Bollig (2012). 

3 As an exception, see the special issue of Studies in Spanish & Latin American Cinemas I co-edited with David 

M.J. Wood (2014).  
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The book proposes that we move away from theories of adaptation (and ideas of originality or 

fidelity) towards something more flexible, respecting and interrogating both specific features of 

given media and the creative exchanges and encounters between them, without prioritizing one 

over the other. At the same time, I hope to nuance and temper some of the more enthusiastic 

promotion of “intermediality” found in recent critical studies. I discuss recent work on “expanded 

cinema” (e.g. Walley, 2011) as well as the classic studies of Pier Paolo Pasolini, André Bazin, Gilles 

Deleuze and many others. Poetry – as opposed to film, video, theatre, and performance – has not 

been widely considered in debates about intermedial or “post-generic” art. Its inclusion raises very 

specific questions about intermediality and political engagement – as noted in W.J.T. Mitchell’s work 

on G.E. Lessing’s Laocoön (see below). Attitudes and approaches to genre and media reflect the 

politics – tacit at times – of the film in question. Furthermore, by going back historically, beyond 

contemporary cultural production, the book widens the debate: intermediality, it shall be argued, 

has a much longer history than contemporary discussions, which focus mostly on works from the 

1960s onwards, might lead one to think.  

For many of the theorists and filmmakers under discussion, “poetry” is conceptualised is ways that 

are far removed from a written form of artistic expression, and draw on the Romantics, the 

Surrealists, versions of mysticism, or other artistic movements. At the risk of sounding excessively 

materialist or literalist, this book employs a conception of poetry that is fundamentally verbal – 

poetry is, in the first instance, a creative, spoken, sung or written form of language. This is not based 

on notions of essence or spirit but, rather, questions of technique, form, and social context, and thus 

runs rather at odds to certain views of poetry as found in, for example, German Idealism, or the 

work of Benedetto Croce, that have proved popular with filmmakers and theorists. But it is not the 

intention here to demonstrate that the ideas of Pasolini, Andrey Tarkovsky, Claudio Caldini, and 

others, are in some way wrong; the interest is to see how their conception of poetry informs their 

filmmaking and vice-versa. An overly rigorous or strict definition of poetry runs the risk of 

overlooking its more subtle or less obvious (as metaphorical or figurative) manifestations in films. 
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This approach aims to raise the profile of poetry within film, demonstrating what poetry and an 

understanding of poetry have to offer cinema and its analysis. At the same time, I am keen to 

examine what happens when actual poetry appears on screen: the corpus has been chosen to reflect 

my own interest in poetry as a verbal art form, albeit one that artists and writers today often strive 

to take “off the page,” and the work of directors and theorists who engage with this production – 

even if their understanding of poetry differs from mine. There is a parallel in the history of cinema, 

as directors and theorists argued forcefully over the course of the twentieth century for film to be 

accepted as art in its own right – and not simply technically advanced painting or theatre. Broadly 

speaking, in the majority of cases, we know what a poem or a film is, as much as we must accept the 

efforts of many artists to break down such divides. The approach to poetry and film herein takes 

them on their own terms, acknowledging their aesthetic, technical, and practical specificities. This 

introduction will look at the history of filmic engagement with poetry alongside some key theories of 

the relationship, including ideas around intermediality; explore this in the Latin American and more 

specifically Argentine context; and finally offer a brief overview of the subsequent chapters.  

The Poetry-Film Nexus through History. 

The link between poetry and film is as old as cinema itself – indeed as references to the “linterna 

mágica” or magic lantern that can be found in Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz’s long poem Primero sueño

(1692) suggest, rather older. The use of intertitles in early silent cinema made the incorporation of 

poetry into films a relatively straightforward affair, and as William C. Wees (1984a, 9-10) notes, early 

film has strong relationship with text. In Argentina, a pioneering box-office hit, Nobleza gaucha 

(Eduardo Martinez de la Pera et al., 1915) incorporated elements of the plot and verses from El 

gaucho Martín Fierro (José Hernández, 1872) into the screenplay. Poetry found another way into 

films of the “Golden Age” of Argentine cinema – via the lyrics of tangos, in particular in the hit films 

starring Carlos Gardel in the 1930s, and also those of José Agustín Ferreyra from the same era. In 

Ayúdame a vivir (1936), Floren Delbene’s male lead, Julio, writes and quotes poetry and tango lyrics; 
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while the earlier La costurerita que dio aquel mal paso (1926) is based on a sonnet by Evaristo 

Carriego, turned into a tango for the purposes of the film.4

In Europe, the experimental films of the avant-gardes engaged in a productive dialogue with the 

poetry of their peers.5 As Scott MacDonald (1993, 3) notes, the cinematic experiments of the 1920s 

split broadly into the abstraction of Hans Richter and the surrealism of Man Ray, Luis Buñuel, and 

others. Rosario Herrero (2005) assesses how Buñuel’s early poetry informs his film Un Chien Andalou 

(1929), specifically the prose poem entitled “Palacio de hielo.” This interaction between poetry and 

narrative includes “un largo listado de procedimientos fílmicos que son en realidad literarios desde 

el punto de vista de su concepción” as well as “estructuras y […] recursos de origen literario” 

(Herrero, 2005, 368).  

Of the early twentieth-century theorists of the poetry-film nexus, one of the most influential has 

been Jean Cocteau. For Cocteau, poetry was distinct from verse, and not linked to a particular 

literary form, an idea that he inherited from the Romantics. The role of the artist or poet, for 

Cocteau, is to evoke Poetry, which is everywhere in the world, waiting for the poet to discover it. 

Cocteau also expressed particular admiration for Buñuel’s Un Chien Andalou, in particular given the 

privileged role that Cocteau gave to cinema a means of exploring dreams (Cocteau, 1992, 31). 

Cinema aims “to give plastic form to the language of poets, which is a distinct language and not, as 

people believe, some different manner of using their own” (33). He was critical of conscious 

attempts at being poetic:  

4 Ayúdame a vivir also includes an extraordinary moment of self-reference, in which the female lead, Luisa, 

played by Libertad Lamarque, picks up a record which she states is by one Libertad Lamarque, before her love 

interest, Julio (Floren Delbene), says that he is sure she (Luisa) can sing better than the song’s author. Luisa 

then proceeds to sing, straight to camera, another feature of Ferreyra’s innovative musical-cinema style.   

5 There is an impressive library of “cinema as poetry,” compiled by the user “Weaving Wave” on the streaming 

site Mubi. See https://mubi.com/es/lists/cinema-as-poetry [last accessed 14 May 2020].  
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I would distinguish clearly between a film that tries to be poetic, and a film where the poetry 

is incidental. Moreover, the poetic is not poetry. It is even possible that they are opposites. 

Poetry is a product of the unconscious. The poetic is conscious. They stand back to back, and 

a great number of excursions into the poetic contain not the slightest poetry. (38)  

For the Surrealists, and Buñuel in particular, cinema could thus become tool to capture poetry and 

explore dreams.6

These links between film and poetry continued in European cinema in the post-avant-garde period. 

France saw its own period of “Poetic realism,” to use a term broadly associated with films such as 

L'Atalante (1934) by Jean Vigo, and the work of Jean Renoir in the 1930s. This was not a style, 

however, that necessarily incorporated poetry or verse onto the screen; rather the term “poetic” 

spoke to an often whimsical approach to the depiction of everyday life, and a certain Romantic faith 

in outsiders. André Bazin has explored these works in relation to his conception of poetry, as 

analysed below.  In the US, the early film criticism of Nicholas Vachel Lindsay (1879-1931) also 

highlighted the link between poetry and cinema; indeed the term that Lindsay coined for a motion 

picture was, precisely, a “movie poem” (1995, 197). Lindsay’s work includes poems reacting to and 

commenting on films, as well as explorations of the link between hieroglyphics and films, along the 

lines of Ezra Pound and his interest in “oriental” writing and in particular ideograms. 

Wees (1992) explores the links between the European avant-gardes and US filmmakers; many of the 

experimental films that he studies have links to poetry. Wees addresses “the distinctive qualities of a 

type of film that originated in the 1920s” – starting with Charles Sheeler and Paul Strand’s Manhatta

(1921), with its use of titles from Walt Whitman’s poetry; or Man Ray, Jacques-André Boiffard and 

6 See e.g. Litoral 235 and 236 (ed. Javier Herrera) for two major dossiers on “La poesía del cine” and “Los 

poetas del cine,” respectively, mostly focussing on Spanish poets and more broadly analysing the poetry-film 

nexus in the avant-gardes. 
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Robert Desnos’s collaboration, L’Étoile de Mer (1928), in which “the seemingly inappropriate 

juxtaposition of words and image can set off a dynamic, dialectical process in the spectator’s mind 

and feelings.” Wees see links here to Russian montage and the theories of Sergei Eisenstein (Wees, 

1984b, 107).  

Russian theorists offered influential early explorations of the poetry-film link. Viktor Shklovsky, in his 

much cited essay of 1927, “Poetry and Prose in Cinema,” notes the difficulty of distinguishing 

between poetry and prose in literature. Shklovsky goes on to state, “there exist both prose and 

poetry in cinema, and this is the basic division between the genres: they are distinguished from one 

another not by rhythm, or not by rhythm alone, but by the prevalence in poetic cinema of technical 

and formal over semantic features, where formal features displace semantic and resolve the 

composition. Plotless cinema is verse cinema” (2000, 64). This anti-narrative stance appears in 

experimental cinema in Argentina from the 1960s onwards, as we shall see in Chapter One.  

Sergei Eisenstein, in contrast to Shklovsky, credited film with its own poetry and saw montage as its 

key tool. In his Film Form. Essays in Film Theory (1949), he examines the prototype of montage 

found in non-cinematic forms, including music hall and the novels of Flaubert, in the latter case in 

the “cross-montage of dialogues” of Madame Bovary (Eisenstein, 1977, 12) and also the novels of 

Charles Dickens (211). As Joseph Luzzi elsewhere notes (2014, 126-7), of further importance for the 

development of Eisenstein’s ideas was Alexander Pushkin’s long verse novel, Eugene Onegin 

(Евгений Онегин, 1825‐1833).   

Like other modernists (Ezra Pound again, for example), Eisenstein found inspiration in Japanese art 

and literature, in particular the poetic forms of the tanka and the haiku. He writes of the tanka and 

its role in Japanese Kabuki theatre, and the combination therein of “pictorially” and “poetically” 

judging an art work (Eisenstein, 1977, 25). For Eisenstein, Kabuki demonstrates “montage thinking” 

(27). The key poetic form was the haiku, “a concentrated impressionist sketch” (31); “from our point 

of view, these are montage phrases” (32). Thus there exists a paradox: “Japanese cinema [in 1929] is 
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completely unaware of montage. Nevertheless the principle of montage can be identified as the 

basic element of Japanese representational culture” (28). He bases this on a theory about the 

Japanese language, and in particular its writing system, formed initially from “hieroglyphs” which 

become, as they develop, “copulative,” as two hieroglyphs go to form one ideogram: “[b]ut this is – 

montage,” he exclaims (29).  

In further theoretical essays he would explore the poetry-film nexus, highlighting the importance of 

“conflict” in montage (38); “[i]t is from this principle [of conflict] that the whole charm of poetry 

derives (48). Elsewhere, however, Eisenstein’s notions of poetry are rather looser; he writes of “the 

splendid visual poem of the Dnieper in the first reel of Ivan [1932]” (112); and of Emile Zola’s 

Germinal as a form of poetry – an “epic poem” (113). Lyricism, meanwhile, is “understood as those 

nuances of multiple individual experience which determine the resulting forms” (190).  

One of the most interesting sequences in these essays can be found in Eisenstein’s analysis of poetry 

and montage in the films of D.W. Griffith (1977, 204ff). While Griffith was important for the 

development of Russian cinema, the Russians “would stride ahead of Griffith’s ideals” (233). This is, 

fundamentally, for political reasons: “[t]he structure that is reflected in the concept of Griffith 

montage is the structure of bourgeois society […] a copy of his dualistic picture of the world […] 

parallel lines of poor and rich” whereas “for us the microcosm of montage had to be understood as a 

unity” (234-35). He is critical of Griffith’s engagement with Walt Whitman’s poetry, writing of the 

latter’s “unsuccessful use of the repeated refrain shot of Lillian Gish rocking a cradle (241; see also 

Wall-Romana, 2013, 40); Griffith achieves “combination” but not “fusion” (243). Therefore a 

difference can be found between the build-up of excitement and suspense achieved through 

Griffith’s “quantitative accumulation” and the Russians’ “qualitative leap” (239). Genuine montage 

seems to require Marx and socialism (244-45): “[o]ur [Soviet] conception of montage has far 

outgrown the classic dualistic montage esthetic of Griffith” – in the latter there is no “unity of a 

higher order” (254). The critique of Griffith’s engagement of Whitman allows Eisenstein to attack the 
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lack, indeed impossibility, of dialectical thinking in the US; at the same time, he demonstrates very 

flexible ideas about the precise nature of poetry, frequently detached from actual texts or verbal 

production.    

Studies of US experimental cinema from the 1920s onwards focus particularly on the role of verbal 

language, and poetry more particularly, in its films. Like Wees, David Curtis also notes the 

importance of Sheeler and Strand’s Manhatta, “a film-visualization of a poem about New York by 

Walt Whitman, it punctuates the rather static, but beautifully photographed shots of city structures 

with titles taken from Whitman’s verses” (Curtis, 1971, 51). From these early beginnings, the link 

between experimental film and poetry continues into the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  

Curtis’s study outlines the work of those he calls “The New Film Poets”: Kenneth Anger, Curtis 

Harrington, Gregory Markopolous, and Stan Brakhage, who “invested their work with an intensely 

personal vision that demanded a sympathetic emotional response from the audience” (Curtis, 1971, 

81). On Stan Brakhage, Curtis writes: “[h]is films have no story, no symbolism, no acting, no posed 

photographic beauty; […] the first priority is to see and record, the second to structure and 

interpret” (86). Curtis stresses Brakhage’s connections to 1950s San Francisco artists and poets (87). 

A similar point is also made by Bruce Elder (1998, 432ff), regarding the links between experimental 

cineastes and the work of Allen Ginsberg, with their shared interest in the relationship between 

poetry and the body.  

“Poetry” is a frequently occurring term in Curtis’s study. On Maya Derren’s films, Curtis writes of 

“her use of personal fantasy – which contained the seeds of both film poetry and the psychodrama” 

(1971, 79). He analyses the work of James Broughton, whose Four in the Afternoon (1951) adapts his 

own poetry for the screen. This “film suite” is based on poems from the book Musical Chairs, in a 

“whimsical” style similar to that of the original poems (80). Another example might be Bruce Baillie’s 

Tung (1966) – a “poem to a friend named Tung”: “an uninterrupted flow of superb colour images – a 

girl in negative (walking) floating on a field of moving colours – while a poem appears, almost as 
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punctuation, across the bottom of the frame” (161). Curtis also examines Bruce Conner’s “Liberty 

Crown, a reading by Michael McClure of his poem, which simply records, in time, the film-maker’s 

response to the immediate special effects potential of television” (166). For Wees (1984a, 11) the 

1970s and 1980s witnessed “the incisive entrance of verbal language into the films of a large number 

of avant-garde filmmakers” – and a revitalization of the visual-verbal link. A key figure here is 

Brakhage, to whom Wees devotes a chapter (1992, 77-106).  

Wees (1984b, 107) assesses the emergence of what he calls “poetry-films,” in particular in the works 

of Herman Berlandt, a writer also associated with the Beats. “A poetry-film, as Berlandt defines it, 

must incorporate ‘a verbal poetic statement in narrated or captioned form’,” that is to say not 

documentaries on poets, nor poetry-readings, or “so-called ‘cine-poems’.” These works show a 

“specific concern with conjoining word and image” (107), to simultaneously expand and limit 

meaning. But, “if the words and images seem to go their separate ways […w]hat we have then is a 

poem and a film, not a poetry-film” (109). Wees (110) goes on to define three types of poetry film: i) 

“the poem ‘as seen by’ the filmmaker,” as the poem already exists; ii) “the film comes first” and then 

a poem is added; iii) “the film – either completed or in preparation – leads to the writing of a poem 

which is then incorporated into the film,” as in W.H. Auden’s contribution to Harry Watt and Basil 

Wright’s Night Mail (1936). The key questions to ask are: how is the poem seen and/or heard in the 

film; is it repeated, continuous, or fragmented? (Wees, 1984b, 111).7

An oft-cited theorist and practitioner of experimental film is P. Adams Sitney, in particular his work 

on Brakhage’s films. Sitney uses the term “film-poem” for early avant-garde works and their 

successors (2002, xxi). The relationship to “commercial narrative cinema is in many ways like that of 

poetry to fiction in our times.” He argues that “the preoccupations of the American avant-garde film-

makers coincide with those of our post-Romantic poets and Abstract-Expressionist painters” (2002, 

7 See also MacDonald (1993) on the work of Stan Brakhage.  
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xiii). The work of Brakhage can be seen as a “lyrical film” (2002, 157ff), given the intense first-person 

focus of his diary-like productions of the 1950s and 60s. Thus, “[t]he lyrical film postulates the film-

maker behind the camera as the first-person protagonist of the film” – an inheritance from Romantic 

poetry (2002, 160). Sitney detects links too between the work of Brakhage and the poetry of Ezra 

Pound, and between the former’s longer piece, Dog Star Man and Vorticism, the artistic movement 

closely associated with Pound and Wyndham Lewis (2002, 210; 160). Sitney also notes Brakhage’s 

engagement with the poetry of Louis Zukofksy, including the latter’s long work known as “A” (2002, 

218). In a similar vein, R. Bruce Elder’s major study of Brakhage traces multiple links to twentieth-

century US poetry, including Charles Olson, and earlier poetic traditions (Elder 1998, 10). In his work 

on Brakhage, Wees (1992) once again employs the term “poetic” to describe avant-garde works.  

At the mid-twentieth century, filmmakers and critics alike expressed their interest in the link 

between poetry and film. One important example comes from the French critic, closely associated 

with Italian Neorealism, André Bazin. But Bazin often reads “poetry” in rather vague terms. To give 

one example, Bazin writes of the “somber realism, or poetic realism,” of directors such as Renoir and 

Julien Duvivier (1967, 29). In the same volume, writing of adaptation, Bazin makes no mention of the 

possible adaptation of poetry (53). Yet he does, later, write of “[a] way, unfortunately not yet 

practiced, of reciting this poem [Racine’s Phèdre] which would be pure cinema because it would 

respect, in the most intelligent way, its true theatrical value” (116). It is not clear quite what “value” 

means here, but both the use of that term, and the reference to reciting poetry, will be relevant for 

our later analysis (especially Chapter Four on Perrone, and in the Conclusion). It is also worth noting 

that even in a straight-to-camera shot of a speaker there are multiple questions of technique, 

including framing, lighting, focus, not to mention the nature of the performance, choice of actor, and 

so on; both these and the poem itself can be analysed with specific and appropriate tools (this is 

explored too in the Conclusion). In an essay on the films of Vittorio De Sica, Bazin writes that, “[i]t is 

by way of its poetry that the realism of De Sica takes on its meaning, for in art, at the source of all 

realism, there is an aesthetic paradox that must be resolved. The faithful reproduction of reality is 
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not art” (1971, 64). Later in the same essay, he admits that, “I have used the word love. I should 

rather have said poetry. These two words are synonymous or at least complementary. Poetry is but 

the active and creative form of love, its projection into the world” (1971, 74).  

Such capacious if not actually whimsical descriptions of “poetry” are far from uncommon in this 

field. We find this in Sitney (2015, ix), for example: “[i]n the term poetry I include the works of poets, 

dead and alive; the theory of poetry; the poetics of lyric, epic, and dramatic verse; and the poetics of 

cinema, especially but not exclusively as formulated by filmmakers.” For Wees (1992, ix-x), the term 

“poetic” offers an alternative term to avant-garde, alongside “experimental,” “underground,” 

“visionary,” and others. But it is not always clear that poetry – as a verbal form – is of particular 

interest. It is with this in mind that the films in this volume have been selected – preferring those in 

which poetry as verbal art appears and is explored, while acknowledging the very flexible nature of 

the term “poetry” for filmmakers and theorists.  

There are further illustrative examples of the poetry-film nexus pertinent to this discussion. One 

might mention William Raban’s Thames Film (1986, restored 2014). This poetry-filled documentary 

explores the history and environment of the River Thames in London, and includes on its soundtrack 

recordings of T.S. Eliot reciting Four Quartets as well as a voiceover reading by the actor John Hurt of 

Pennant’s Voyage (from London to Dover, by the eighteenth-century Welsh naturalist and traveller 

Thomas Pennant), alongside Port Authority of London archive footage, stills of artworks (river scenes 

by Bruegel the Elder), and Raban’s own live shots. The traffic of the river is mirrored by the choppy, 

cutting rhythm of the film, while the narrative jumps from place to place within a journey from 

inland to sea and back again, forcing the viewer to consider the deep history of the river and its 

flows of trade, labour, power and politics – something to be explored in the films of both Fontán 

(Chapter Five) and Curotto’s Esteros (Chapter Six).    

A very different approach can be found in Éric Rohmer’s film Mallarmé (1968, sometimes called 

Entretien avec Mallarmé). The actor Jean Marie Robain voices Mallarme’s responses (taken from 
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author’s own texts) in a talking heads TV-style interview, with fictional questions asked from off-

screen. These are interspersed with poems, read over the text, and other voice-overs on top of 

images of contemporary artworks. Rohmer includes shots of the pages of the long poem-book Un 

coup de dés jamais n'abolira le hazard (1897) on screen while “Mallarmé” describes the project and 

reads. This is in many respects an aesthetically conservative approach yet one which vividly brings 

the poet and his work to life; a version of the “biopic,” it has something in common with Bemberg’s 

screening of Sor Juana (Chapter Three).  

An aesthetically more radical example might be found in A Galaxy Over There (2009) by the British 

filmmaker Martin Earle, based on the poem “Schubertiana” by Tomas Tranströmer: a mix of city 

scapes, quasi-surreal images (flying cutlery, for example), music (by Franz Schubert) and a poised, 

measured reading of the poem in English translation. The film is available at Dave Bonta’s website 

(movingpoems.com), a vast repository of “poetry videos” – short films, frequently non-narrative, 

abstract, or experimental in nature, that aim to visualise poems on screen, often in the manner in 

which a music video adds a visual element to a song, frequently with unbound and/or rather surreal 

images not obviously drawn from the poem in question. The site also includes his own poetry videos, 

including shorts developed from a number of poems by Alejandra Pizarnik; these feature minimal 

citations (in intertitles, for example) and images inspired – at times loosely – by lines from the poem; 

these have something in common with sections in Ardito and Molina’s film Alejandra, also about 

Pizarnik, as analysed in Chapter Three.  

A related example can be found in the work of Alastair Cook, and his project Filmpoem. The works at 

the website filmpoem.com aim precisely to screen poems, “an organised symbiosis, a series of 

gentle signposts, an undercurrent of narrative embellishing the poet’s intentions” (Cook, 2017). 

Cook’s working method often involves dialogue with poets, but also a flexible attitude to how a 

poem appears: “[t]he essence is that if the words must be on screen then perhaps not the entire text 

but only a carefully chosen extract, alongside the poem being read in full.” Cook argues that “filming 
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poetry is about capturing the essence on film”; as a result, simply filming a reading (or a fictional 

reading, à la Rohmer, above) is not acceptable. Key for Cook is that the new work needs to “take the 

work somewhere new”: to take a poem and present it through a medium that will create a new 

artwork, separate from the original poem; it should not just be an illustration; this proposed move 

from adaptation to creation will be important throughout this volume.  

It is not just in avant-garde or experimental film that the terms “poetry” or “poetic” are found. For 

many critics, contemporary “slow” or “contemplative” cinema – the work of the Hungarian Tarr Béla, 

for example – is seen as “poetic.”8 In popular parlance, even some mainstream commercial movies, 

such as Terrence Malick’s The Thin Red Line (1998) or Anthony Minghella’s The English Patient

(1996) are viewed as “poetic,” for their romance, use of long takes, or sweeping exteriors, for 

example.9 Minghella himself has written of his interest in the “grammar of film” and the means by 

which “[t]he cinema can manage its own poetry” (Minghella, no date); such works share certain 

visual and technical features with films by Fontán and Curotto explored in this volume.   

Pier Paolo Pasolini.  

A key theorist of the poetry-film nexus is the Italian Pier Paolo Pasolini, also an influential figure for a 

number of the filmmakers in this volume. Pasolini contrasted the “cinema of poetry” to a more 

widespread cinema of prose, the former making the camera “felt” while the latter, tied to a 

classically-constructed story, lets it be forgotten. The “cinema of poetry,” for Pasolini, is rooted in 

the fundamentally oneiric and irrational nature of film language, which the cinema of prose 

represses. His key essay (from 1965) on the subject is not, however, easy to follow or particularly 

straightforward. Pasolini begins with an attempt at a semiotic analysis of film, looking at the 

relationship between film and language. Film should always have been, in the broadest sense, 

8 See e.g. De Luca and Barradas Jorge (eds., 2016) and Jaffe (2014). 

9 On Malick see Chapter Six. 
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poetic. Yet, he argues, rather than a “language of poetry,” film up until quite recently had been 

marked most prominently by a “language of narrative prose” (1976, 547). Even art films in his day 

had adopted the language of prose. Yet Pasolini detected a recent change, a shift towards a “cinema 

of poetry” (549). He related this to a “particular form of free indirect cinematic discourse,” when 

“the author penetrates entirely into the spirit of his character, of whom he thus adopts not only the 

psychology but also the language” (549). He distinguishes this from “direct discourse,” which 

“corresponds to the ‘subjective’ shot” (550).  

Alongside this “free indirect discourse,” he also notes that a series of “technico-stylistic” (557) 

means negate the camera’s transparency. Finally, he suggests that “character-pretexts can only be 

chosen from the author’s own cultural circle […]. If they happen to belong to another social world, 

they are always sweetened and assimilated via the categories of anomaly, neurosis or 

hypersensitivity” (557). This connects with Pasolini’s wider critique of the cinema of poetry as a 

bourgeois form, part of a struggle related to realism and Neorealism in film. As Sitney states, “[i]t is 

central to Pasolini’s thesis that these protagonists of the ‘cinema of poetry’ are neurotic 

representatives of the bourgeoisie” (Sitney, 2015, 99). Pasolini himself states that “behind” the 

poetic film there “unwinds the other film […:] a totally and freely expressive, even expressionist, 

film” (Pasolini, 1976, 555).  

Pasolini’s use of the terms “poetry” and “poetics” is at times slippery. As Sitney notes, he is drawing 

on Benedetto Croce’s “discrimination between the languages of prose and poetry” (Sitney, 2015, 20-

21); “[f]rom Croce, poetry as ποίησις (making), founds all art” (16). Sitney goes on to argue that 

“Pasolini gave the Crocean-Heideggerian position a semiological and Marxist inflection without 

fundamentally altering the etymological argument” (17). For Luzzi, Pasolini “draws on a tradition of 

defining poetry in transmedial terms going back centuries” (2014, 12-13). Luzzi, in a detailed 

examination of Pasolini’s writings on “film-poetry,” claims that “Pasolini believed cinematic language 

to be ontologically poetic” (71). And yet, as Sitney (2015, 20) observes, “the linguistic status of 



23 

poeticità at the heart of cinema is problematic for Pasolini.”10 Stephen Sartarelli notes that, in the 

early 1960s, cinematic techniques were finding their way into Pasolini’s verse, in particular in the 

handling of point of view and scale (2014, 36-37). To give some examples, a poem from 1962, from 

“Poesie mondane” (Worldly Poems) talks of close-ups, lenses, travelling shots and lighting effects 

(Pasolini, 2014, 306-7); “Una disperata vitalità” (A Desperate Vitality) begins talking of a film by 

Godard (330-1), going on to speak of jump-cuts and the culture industry. This seems to be at odds 

with the Italian’s criticisms of literature; as Luzzi states, “[t]he language of literature [for Pasolini] 

derives from a utilitarian medium of exchange and is therefore instrumental. Cinema, however […] is 

a noncommunicative and noninstrumental discourse” (76). This idea, Luzzi argues, has a long history, 

going back to Vico and his anti-Cartesian concept of “Sapienza poetica” (78). Notable is the Italian’s 

apparent ambivalence to both literature and the cinema of poetry – as bourgeois – despite his 

influential position for many operating in this area, including, in particular, Raúl Perrone, whose films 

are examined in Chapter Four. 

Andrey Tarkovsky.  

As Sitney notes, Pasolini is important both in his own right and for the legacy his theory leaves for 

others; “Pasolini’s ontology of cinema as an oneiric, irrational sign system points the way to 

Bergman’s and even Tarkovsky’s art [...]. In [Tarkovsky’s] Sculpting in Time, however, there is no 

place for neurosis or class considerations” (2015, 99). The Russian filmmaker Andrey Tarkovsky is 

another key figure in any discussion of the poetry-film nexus. Tarkovsky used his father’s poetry in a 

number of works, including Nostalghia (1983) and especially in Mirror (Зеркало, 1975). But in the 

director’s own writing, the meaning of the term “poetry” can be tricky to nail down. In the memoir-

10 Emanuela Patti also notes that, “para Pasolini, el cine es una forma de escritura de la realidad, una escritura 

que sin embargo consiente una creatividad simbólica en el plano de la narración que la literatura, según él, no 

puede alcanzar” (2017, 45). 
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cum-manifesto, Sculpting in Time (1986), Tarkovksky frequently uses the term and its variants.11 He 

wrote that “I have always seen myself as a poet rather than a cinematographer” (Tarkovsky, 2017, 

221). Poetry was central to his thinking about cinema: “There is only one way of thinking in cinema: 

poetically” (150). Poetry is linked to the dreamlike and irrational (20) and for Tarkovsky goes beyond 

the written form: “When I speak of poetry I am not thinking of it as a genre. Poetry is an awareness 

of the world, a particular way of relating to reality. So poetry becomes a philosophy to guide a man 

throughout his life” (21).  

In part, Tarkovsky’s ideas about poetry link to his view of religion, and his intensely spiritual, albeit 

unorthodox, outlook: he compared access to the “poetic image” to the effort to feel true faith in 

God (Tarkovsky, 2017, 42). This is linked to a wider perception of art and its link to truth and beauty: 

“[r]ealism is a striving for the truth, and truth is always beautiful. Here the aesthetic coincides with 

the ethical” (113). He claimed that “the one thing that mankind has ever created in a spirit of self-

surrender is the artistic image. Perhaps the meaning of all human activity lies in artistic 

consciousness, in the pointless and selfless creative act? Perhaps our capacity to create is evidence 

that we ourselves were created in the image and likeness of God?” (241).  

Tarkovsky is critical of “montage cinema” for constraining the audience, for not allowing film to have 

life beyond the frame (2017, 118). He adds further on, “I am radically opposed to the way Eisenstein 

used the frame to codify intellectual formulae” (183). Tarkovsky claims that “[t]he idea of ‘montage 

cinema’ […] seems to me to be incompatible with the nature of cinema” (114). Tarkovsky, renowned 

for his long-takes, links his critique of montage to another, of editing: “No one component of a film 

can have any meaning in isolation […] Nor can I accept the notion that editing is the main formative 

element of film [as] every art form involves editing” (114).  

11 The English version is based on a German publication, Die Versiegelte Zeit (1986, “sealed” or “captured” 

time); the Russian term would be “Запечатлённое,” literally “depicted” or “captured” time.  
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At the same time, Tarkovsky wanted to separate cinema and literature: “[i]n my view it is all-

important that the interaction between cinema and literature should be explored and exposed as 

completely as possible, so that the two can at last be separated, never to be confused again” (60). 

The key difference was linguistic: “the basic difference is that literature uses words to describe the 

world, whereas film does not have to use words: it manifests itself to us directly” (Tarkovsky, 2017, 

61). We see here a clear attempt to draw a line between the two: “Cinema may take dialogue from 

literature, but that is all – it bears no essential relation to literature whatsoever” (134).  

Tarkovsky was critical, too, of other directors and their attempts to incorporate poetry into film: 

“[t]here are some aspects of human life that can only be faithfully represented through poetry. But 

this is where directors very often try to use clumsy, conventional gimmickry instead of poetic logic” 

(Tarkovsky, 2017, 30). Tarkovsky was opposed to more slavish forms of adaptation; “[i]t is a grave, I 

would even say, fatal, mistake to try to make a film correspond exactly with what is written on 

paper” (Tarkovsky, 2017, 93).  Like Pasolini, Tarkovsky wrote on “poetic cinema”; likewise he 

demonstrated mixed feelings: “I […] find particularly irritating the pretensions of modern ‘poetic 

cinema’, which involves breaking off contact with fact and with time realism, and makes for 

preciousness and affectation” (Tarkovsky, 2017, 69). The greatest risk was that “everything is 

deliberately made incomprehensible and the director has to think up explanations for what he has 

done” (Tarkovsky, 2017, 224). For Sitney, Tarkovksy’s criticisms are aimed at contemporary US 

filmmaking: “Brakhage’s commitment to the ‘truth’ of eyesight led him to deny the objectivity of 

standard lenses and seek what Tarkovsky would see as ‘gimmicks’ to stimulate the movements and 

fluctuations of vision” (Sitney, 2015, 69). At the same time, Sitney notes the perhaps surprising 

similarities between Brakhage and Tarkovsky’s “position on cinematic figuration” (100).  

Poetry as a verbal form is hard to avoid in a number of Tarkovsky’s films, and Mirror in particular 

provides a fascinating insight into how a filmmaker can interact with verse. And yet the term 

“poetry” often points away from literature, beyond or beneath actual writing or language, in the 
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Russian’s writing. The aesthetic implications are explored in a number of the chapters below, not 

least the need to respect differences while seeking productive exchanges between forms.   

On Adaptation.  

What of approaches that look more directly at the presence of literature on screen? One area to 

note is “adaptation studies.” Dudley Andrew offers an example of what might be called the “fidelity 

school” of adaptation studies, suggesting that the “tale that was [the film’s] inspiration [is] 

potentially its measure” (1992, 420). Andrew is critical of what he calls “mechanical” fidelity, but 

nevertheless praises “fidelity to the spirit, to the original’s tone, values, imagery, and rhythm,” the 

“intangible aspects” of a work (423). This and other studies point the reader towards the 

longstanding popular and critical prejudice with regard to “fidelity” in adaptation. Such judgments 

rest on a simple premise: the literary or written work is the original, and the film adaptation is a 

copy. Other work on adaptation and the relationship between literature and film have made great 

steps towards undoing such a prejudice, not least studies by Linda Hutcheon (2006), Christine 

Geraghty (2008), and Robert Stam, who puts the case for the “unlikelihood, even the undesirability, 

of literal fidelity” (Stam, 2005a, 17). Film automatically differs from literature, operates using other 

techniques and registers, with the ability to function as a “multitemporal, polyrhythmic art form” 

(Stam, 2005a, 20). He concludes that filmic adaptations can be added to the list of “rewritings” that 

texts, stories, and myths undergo throughout history (2005a, 29). Stam’s critique of the “fidelity” 

approach to literary adaptation conceptualises the relationship between the literary and the filmic 

text not by erecting a hierarchy between the two, in which the latter (the copy) can never quite live 

up to the standards set by the former (the unchanging original), but rather through a reading of the 

distinct levels of textuality that cut across and mutually inform both works (Stam, 2005b).  

Studies of adaptation tend to focus on the relationship between film and novel, or film and drama. 

This is, one could suggest, because of the shared prevalence of narrative elements in both, as well as 

the importance of character, which are both easily recognized with little need for formal or technical 
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analysis. But if film, as Stam is keen to highlight, is “multitemporal” and “polyrhythmic,” then a study 

of film’s relationship with poetry, and in particular experimental, epic or political poetry, themselves 

often eminently multitemporal and polyrhythmic, seems likely to bear fruit.  

Ideas around adaptation have been central to the practice and analysis of film since the earliest days 

of cinema. At the same time, the specificity of film as a form in its own right has been stressed by 

many of its theorists. As Walter Bruno Berg puts it, “si el cine siempre es adaptación (de otros 

medios), también es indudable que tiene rasgos específicos, rasgos inconfundiblemente 

cinematográficos” (2002, 127). For Berg, “[l]a adaptación que llamamos ‘clásica’ es parecida a la 

traducción” (130); this he contrasts to “adaptación-cine” which transforms the work being adapted. 

It is these mutual transformations that are of particular interest in this volume.  

One of the first systematic studies of the poetry-film nexus is by Robert Scott Speranza (2002), who 

offers a taxonomy of means by which poetry can be present on screen:  

1. by contributing to the development of the narrative; 

2. as central to the development of character, for example Raging Bull (Martin Scorcese, 

1980) or Orphée (Jean Cocteau, 1949);  

3. as a central theme, for example Dead Poets Society (Peter Weir, 1989) or Il Postino

(Michael Radford, 1994);  

4. as a study of poetry itself, for example Kiss Me Deadly (Robert Aldrich, 1955) or The 

Daytrippers (Greg Mottola, 1996).  

Poetry can also be a “reliable asset” for films (Speranza, 2002, 14), as in the example of Betjeman’s 

verses as declaimed in Four Weddings and a Funeral (Mike Newell, 1994), or those of Pablo Neruda 

in Minghella’s Truly Madly Deeply (1991).  

Subsequently, Speranza sketches the contours of the “film poem,” a term which first emerges in the 

1950s to describe the works of the cinematic vanguard (not least Cocteau) and then reemerges (with 
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the important addition of a hyphen) in the 1980s to describe the specific work of “poet-filmmakers” 

who use poetry and film simultaneously, often without a previous script or source text (120), “a 

documentary styled film which is shot at virtually the same time as the poetry for it is being written” 

(166).  We might also add what Bill Nichols (1991) calls the “poetic mode” of documentary, which 

describes a certain current in some early documentary and non-fiction film such as the work of 

Robert Flaherty, Basil Wright, Joris Ivens, and others.   

Based loosely on the work of Speranza, one could suggest four broad categories describing the 

creative relationship between poetry and film. Firstly, one may speak of the “poetic” film, a category 

that informs Speranza’s argument without necessarily featuring in his analytical corpus. As we have 

seen, this is a capacious term, and there are multiple interpretations of the way in which a film can 

be “poetic.” Critics may speak thus of films that are quirky, ambiguous, or subtle. For others, this is a 

classification that may be used to refer to films that do not favour narrative or plot. Others use the 

term to indicate a preference for the long-take over frequent cutting or various forms of montage – 

“slow” or “contemplative” cinema.  The “poetic film” might be seen as one that is simply creative (in 

the sense of the Greek poiesis, “making”) in its attitude to plot, narrative and montage. It might, like 

Brakhage, take its notion of the poetic from the lyrical, the lyric being the individual expression of 

the poet or, in this case, the filmmaker. There are multiple ways in which a film might be considered 

poetic.  

Secondly, then, we may speak of films that include the lives and works of poets, in particular using 

biography as a source for character and narrative. Examples from Anglophone cinema might include 

Tom and Viv (Brian Gilbert, 1994) the film about T.S. Eliot and Vivienne Haigh-Wood, or the life and 

loves of Dylan Thomas, in John Maybury’s 2008 The Edge of Love. In many cases, as one might 

expect with what are, in essence, more or less fictionalized biographies, much critical and popular 

attention is focussed on the accuracy of the portrayal of characters and the truth of the events 

portrayed – what might be called a “biographical impulse.” This is not an approach that is necessarily 
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helpful for our corpus. Two recent examples from Argentina of the poet’s biopic would include 

Tristán Bauer’s exploration of the life and works of Jorge Luis Borges, Los libros y la noche (2000) or 

Santiago Loza’s 2008 life of the poet, anthropologist and gay-rights campaigner Néstor Perlongher, 

Rosa Patria (see Chapter Three). Further, Vereda Tropical, an Argentine-Brazilian coproduction from 

2004, directed by Javier Torre, covers some similar ground to Loza’s film, dealing as it does with the 

exile in Brazil of the novelist Manuel Puig, but also including a meeting with Perlongher and a brief 

recital of the latter’s poems.  

There is, then, some crossover between this second category and the third category, namely films 

that “adapt” or screen poems. One might include here, very broadly, many of the examples of film-

poems as studied by Speranza, in this category, as well as Watt and Wright’s famous Night Mail

(1936), which includes music by Benjamin Britten and a narrative poem by W.H. Auden. Films that 

are adaptations of epic poems may make reference precisely to this fact, in particular through 

appropriate free motifs, such as the appearance of a blind character (played by Lee Weaver) as a 

cipher for Homer’s Tiresias in O Brother Where Art Thou? (Joel and Ethan Coen, 2000) or the use of 

folk songs in Cold Mountain (Minghella, 2003); they may even include elements based on the text of 

the poem as a voiceover, as in film versions of the gauchesca.  

In the case of Argentina, some of Eliseo Subiela’s films might be included in this category, in 

particular the diptych El lado oscuro del corazón and El lado oscuro del corazón 2 (1992/2001; see 

Chapter Two), as these include recitations of poetry by Mario Benedetti, Juan Gelman and others; 

but Subiela’s work might also feature in the second category, given the focus on the lives and loves 

of albeit fictional poets alongside appearances from Benedetti himself, as an actor, playing a 

melancholic sailor in a bar. Perhaps the most striking example of the blurring between categories 

two and three is María Luisa Bemberg’s Yo, la peor de todas (1990), a creative adaptation of Octavio 

Paz’s study Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, o, Las trampas de la fe (1982). These are all feature films rather 
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than experimental or avant-garde works. Some poetry videos, and certain sequences in Ardito and 

Molina’s Alejandra (see Chapter Three) might also be included herein.   

Finally, one might mention a fourth category, which one could call filmic poetry. A striking example is 

to be found in the Peruvian Carlos Oquendo de Amat’s 5 metros de poemas (1927), a calligramme 

that draws heavily on filmic effects, not least the persistence of vision, as the reader scrolls through 

the long sheet of poetry with its eye-catching typography. Other writers such as César Vallejo and 

María Wiesse in Peru, and Salvador Novo and Xavier Villaurrutia in Mexico, sought to invoke in verse 

both the aesthetics of the cinema and the experiences of filmgoing during film’s silent era 

(D’Argenio, 2015; Miquel, 1997). We might also mention the poetry of the Argentine Cristian Aliaga, 

in particular his collection of travel writings Música desconocida para viajes (2002), with its sharply 

focussed snapshots of small-town Patagonian life, glimpsed as if from the road or a passing car, 

mixing realist effects with a tone of slight melancholy. It is also possible that this fourth category 

could provide material for films in other categories, for example the poems of César Vallejo in 

Stephen Hart’s film Traspié entre 46 estrellas (2006). 

A related but alternative view of the poetry-film nexus can be found in the work of Christophe Wall-

Romana and his study of “cinepoetry”: “[r]eflections on this linkage [film and poetry] and 

experiments conducted to explore, deepen, and formalize it run through the entire corpus of 

twentieth-century poetry and poetics in French” (Wall-Romana, 2013, 30). These are works in which 

“[t]he screen becomes a page” (4-5), in distinction to adaptation studies. The latter, Wall-Romana 

argues, tend to “focus overwhelmingly on the novel through the notion of an invariant fabula 

transferable across media.” At the same time, films per se are excluded from his corpus (5). Wall-

Romana studies the presence of cinema in poetry – in a sense the converse of this study. But there 

are points of convergence; Wall-Romana argues that, “the culture of moving images is too often 

seen as antithetical to poetry” (2013, 52). It is hoped that this volume will also buck that trend.    
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In sum, film can adopt one or a combination of approaches to poetry. Such decisions may reflect 

both the status of and the filmmaker’s attitude towards the poem or poems in question; the artistic, 

commercial, or political motivations for the film; as well as contextual factors including political 

constraints. Our taxonomy, drawing on the work of Speranza, allows us to situate the films being 

studied in relationship to the wider corpus of cinematic works that engage with or explore poetry. In 

the next section the critical debate will expanded by a consideration of recent work on 

intermediality and postgeneric-art.  

Intermediality.  

If notions of adaptation continue to rely on originals and copies, and concepts around the “poetic 

film” do not necessarily provide clarity with regard to technical interactions between poetry and 

film, recent studies of “intermediality” may prove helpful for our exploration of the exchanges and 

crossovers between two art forms, one ancient, one modern. Ideas around what we now call 

intermediality pre-exist the term itself: as early as 1766, G.E. Lessing offered a critique of those 

commentators who judged painting by the standards of poetry and vice versa. The German 

philosopher argued for specificity in art (1930, 4), what he called “the peculiar nature of Art and its 

necessary limits and requirements” (16). Lessing outlined a series of reasons classical sculpture 

differs from contemporary or near contemporary poetry (9). Poetry, he argued, has the advantage of 

relying on imagination more than painting or sculpture (13): “the material limits of [plastic] art 

confine her imitative effort to one single moment” (14); painting can be realised “only from one 

point of view” (14), an opinion of course that predates the efforts of cubist and other avant-garde 

artists. Poetry, meanwhile, has more than “a single line” (17) with which to work or play.   

In a striking sentence, Lessing seems to predict cinematic montage: “to the poet alone belongs the 

art of depicting with negative traits, and by mixing them with positive to bring two images into one” 

(39). The implication, then, is that cinema – inexistent in his day, and overlooked even by one of 
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Lessing’s most insightful modern critics, W.J.T. Mitchell12 – might escape some of the limitations 

placed on painting and sculpture: “what the material painting drawn from [Homer] exhibits the poet 

leads us up to through a whole gallery of pictures” (51). The effect described is similar to what the 

successive nature of the images in film can achieve, in particular via editing. Cinema’s advantage, 

implicitly, is time: “if painting […] must wholly renounce time, then continuous actions as such 

cannot be reckoned amongst her subjects […] Poetry on the other hand --- ” (55, final ellipsis in 

original); we might add, this all changes with film and particularly editing. Lessing observed – 

tellingly from the point of view of students of the poetry-film nexus – that “charm is beauty in 

motion” (80). Both film and poetry would possess – and potentially share – this charm.  

The term “intermedia” itself also has a longer history than one might think. As Dick Higgins notes, 

“the word ‘intermedia’ appears in the writings of Samuel Taylor Coleridge in 1812 in exactly its 

contemporary sense – to define works which fall conceptually between media that are already 

known” (Higgins, 1984, 23).13 In the twentieth century, “intermedia” (re-)emerges in the US 

experimental art scene. As Higgins defines it, “intermedia [is] the fusion of two or more discrete 

media,” including performance, Fluxus, experimental art. For Higgins, “the happening developed as 

an intermedium, an uncharted land that lies between collage, music and the theater” (1984, 22). At 

the same time, “the term [intermedia] is not prescriptive” (25): it does not set out a particular recipe 

or manifesto for how these combinations and encounters should be conducted. The term also 

12 See Mitchell’s 1984 critique of Lessing, and in particular the unstated political and social biases on which the 

German’s apparently common-sense assumptions about spatiality and termporality in art rest; as Mitchell puts 

it, “[o]ne thing he [Lessing] teaches us, almost in spite of his canny rhetorical instincts, is that the relation of 

genres like poetry and painting is not a purely theoretical matter, but something like a social relationship – 

thus political and psychological, or (to conflate the terms) ideological” (Mitchell, 1984, 110).   

13 Strictly, the term used was “intermedium,” in the singular, in an essay on Spenser and allegory (Coleridge, 

1836).   
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emerges in the Buenos Aires art scene at the turn of the 1970s, for example in the 1970 exhibition 

curated by Jorge Glusberg, Argentina Inter-Medios (Kozak, 2018, 563).  

The term reappears in the 2000s in literary and art scholarship, although now altered slightly, as 

“intermediality.” In his study of the term, Julio Prieto observes,  

la aparición del concepto de intermedialidad en el discurso crítico está relacionada con la 

cultura global tecnomediática del capitalismo tardío, y en particular con la exponencial 

multiplicación de soportes mediáticos ligados a las nuevas tecnologías de la información en 

continuo desarrollo desde la aparición de Internet. (2017, 9) 

Prieto distinguishes between what he calls “conservative” forms of intermediality and “usos 

transformadores,” for example: “la apelación a la poesía, a la teoría política y a la literatura de cordel 

en el cinema novo de Glauber Rocha” (13) – an area that this volume intends to expand, for example 

in Chapter Four’s examination of Perrone’s films.14

Irina Rajewsky points out that “much of what is generally treated under the heading of 

intermediality is in no way a novelty” (2005, 44). She highlights the perils of narrow approaches to 

intermediality “when one individual approach […] lays claim to having grasped” the concept (45). 

There exists a debate over whether intermediality is “a fundamental condition or category” or a 

“critical category for the concrete analysis of specific individual media products or configurations” 

(47). There is risk that the term can become vague and even meaningless: “the intermedial quality of 

a film adaptation, for example, is hardly comparable – or is comparable only in the broadest sense – 

to the intermediality of so-called filmic writing” (50). In response, Rajewsky offers three sub-

categories of intermediality: 1. “the more narrow sense of medial transposition (as for example film 

adaptations, novelizations, and so forth) [i.e.] the transformation of a given media product”; 2. “the 

14 Theories of intermediality have been particular popular with German- and Dutch-based scholars in the early 

years of the twenty-first century. See e.g. von Hagen (2006) and Kattenbelt (2008). 
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more narrow sense of media combination”; and 3. “in the narrow sense of intermedial references,” 

for example of a literary text in a film (52). A film adaptation could be any one of the three 

depending on its approach (53).15 Ginette Verstraete argues, “intermediality asks difficult questions 

not only about art and media – and their interrelations – but also about the institutional boundaries 

we draw around them” (Verstraete 2010: 11). It is notable that there is little room for poetry in 

these studies; and yet, it is these “difficult questions” – political, social, and economic – that this 

volume aims to address. What is more, the taxonomic tendency that we find in many studies of 

intermediality should make it clear that while the blurring of boundaries and the confusion of 

categories are productive artistic practices, specificity and precision remain – perhaps as a result – 

vital tools for the researcher.  

In his study What Pictures Want, W.J.T Mitchell looks at the central role of “poetry” – in the 

broadest sense – to what he calls “picturing”: “Poetry (as ‘making,’ or poeisis) is fundamental to 

picturing. Pictures are themselves products of poetry, and a poetics of pictures addresses itself to 

them, as Aristotle proposed” (Mitchell, 2005, xv). This forms part of a strong thesis – which builds on 

his earlier critique of Lessing (see above) – regarding the impurity of media: “All media are mixed 

media. There are no ‘pure’ media […], though the search for the essence of a medium […] is a utopia 

that seems inseparable from the artistic deployment of any medium” (215). We thus need to “put 

into question the received idea that a medium has something called ‘specificity’” (198).16

Mitchell’s words chime with many contemporary practices in art. One important area of near-

constant intermedial experimentation in the twentieth century has been in what a number of critics 

refer to as “expanded cinema.” Jonathan Walley calls this the “liberation of cinema from the 

confines of the standard uses of celluloid film” (2011, 24). These might include “cinema as 

performance, as object, as concept, as any alternative material that could serve as projector, 

15 A similarly taxonomic approach can be found in the work of Verstraete (2010). 

16 See also Rancière (2019), especially Chapter Two on Robert Bresson’s Mouchette (1967).  
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filmstrip, screen, etc” (47) With reference to pioneering film critic Annette Michelson, Walley writes 

of “the erasure of boundaries between the arts and the ethic of intermedia at the heart of expanded 

cinema threatened to derail radical filmmaking’s quest for autonomy and drain cinema of its 

potential power” (25). This will be explored with reference to the films of Claudio Caldini in Chapter 

One.  

Generic instability seems to be a feature of recent Latin American cinema. In Laura Marks’s The Skin 

of the Film, the author notes the importance of “hybrid cinema” for certain filmmakers operating 

away from the major centres of cinematic production, and in particular for cinema-practitioners in 

the developing world or who form part of diasporic communities therefrom: “a hybrid form, mixing 

documentary, fiction, personal, and experimental genres, as well as different media (Marks, 2000, 

8). This hybridity has been an important feature of many Latin American works in recent years – 

from Albertina Carri’s autofictional documentary Los rubios (2003) and her later semi-

autobiographical fiction film, with its incorporation of a variety of mixed media, La Rabia (2008), 

through to Gustavo Fontán’s use of intervened found material in his 2008 La orilla que se abisma (a 

film, after all, partly about the life of the poet Juan L. Ortiz) or his incorporation of his family home 

and relatives in El árbol (2006) and La casa (2012) (see Chapter Five).  

In contrast to the hard theory of Mitchell and some of Marks’s observations, in their introduction to 

a collection of essays on “Impure Cinema,” Lúcia Nagib and Anne Jerslev assess the latter term, 

drawn from Bazin, and originally translated into English and popularised as “mixed cinema.” It is, 

they argue, a “method,” not an object (2014, xxi). In her contribution to the same volume, Nagib, 

highlights the special status for Bazin of screen adaptations of theatre and literature (2014, 24). She 

goes on to argue that “the obstinate champions of hybridization, in particular those coming from 

cultural studies, must confront the fact that this has already been achieved by an overwhelming and 

irresistible globalization” (2014, 21). Here then is the bind: the attraction of the non-specific, the 

hybrid, and the impure; alongside the need to acknowledge what is specific in cinema or risk losing 
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analytical tools and categories. Nagib continues: “the intermedial phenomenon [is] not […] an 

accomplished project or an end in itself, but […] a problem, that is to say, the site of a crisis, or 

default of means, that requires other, metaphorical procedures in order to fill in a gap which is at 

the very core of artistic creation” (21). Her conclusion is a Rancierean, dissensus-based reading of 

the politics of intermediality. For this study, it is that “site of crisis” – as explored by Subiela, 

Perrone, and others, that is of particular interest, and the role of poetry in filling the “gap” to which 

Nagib refers.  

In his chapter in the same volume, Philip Rosen analyses André Bazin’s original theorising around 

specificity in cinema: “cinema’s specificity is to be not specific” (Rosen, 2014, 12). For Bazin, literary 

adaptation played an important role in the cinema: “a key authentic issue propelling the 

development of […] cinema” (Rosen, 2014, 12). As Rosen concludes, “Bazin’s polemic against purist 

theory entails an insistence on the historicity of cinema and the historicity of its specificity” (13). We 

might add that we should find room to identify and speak of what is specific in poetry, too, and how 

these features enrich our reading of film.  

Latin American Poetry-Film: Approaches.  

Betina Keizman and Constanza Vergara’s edited collection (2016) is, in different ways to Wall-

Romana (2013, see above), also something of a flipside to this volume, examining the ways in which 

cinema has “impactado” in Latin American literature (Keizman and Vergara, 2016, 7). They set their 

work within a general trend towards the blurring of generic and disciplinary boundaries in the 

contemporary era: “[h]ay cierto acuerdo en lo que parece un alejamiento de las especificidades, o si 

no un alejamiento, la conciencia extrema de las interacciones” between different forms and genres 

(7). Thus, “el territorio de la literatura se vuelve poroso y se inicia el recorrido que lo aleja de 

cualquier ambición de pureza” (7). The authors speak of cinema’s “irrupción” into literature in the 

first half of the twentieth century (8) and of the “permeabilización” between the two in the second 

half (13). Examples can be found in the poetry of Germán Carrasco, as analysed by Martina 
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Bortignon, with its “simbiosis” between poetry and film in the Chilean writer’s work (Bortignon, 

2016, 198); and the poetry of Sergio Raimondi in dialogue with Lucrecia Martel’s La Ciénaga (2001), 

as analysed by Constanza Ceresa: “[a]mbas obras tienden a borrar los límites entre lo público y lo 

privado para mostrar cómo la economía es también asunto personal” (Ceresa, 2016, 263). Ceresa’s 

political reading of this intermedial relationship is important for my approach to the corpus in this 

volume.  

The relationship between film and poetry in Latin America is a two-way street, from Carlos Oquendo 

de Amat’s 5 metros de poemas (published Lima, 1927; see Bongers, 2016) to César Vallejo’s interest 

in cinematic montage, as studied by Michelle Clayton (2012, 170); Kuhnheim also notes the links 

between Vallejo and cinema (2014, 104), and explores the ways in which the Peruvian goes beyond 

the page – in declamation, and in an afterlife of films drawing on his poetry; while Ximena Vergara 

analyses Vallejo’s interest in Russian cinema, and in particular Eisenstein’s theories of montage 

(Ximena Vergara, 2016, 88-93).  

To give a further example, Pasolini’s influence has been felt in both poetry and film throughout the 

Americas, and especially in Argentina. Ragazzi di vita was published in Spanish translation in 

Argentina by Fabril in 1961. Pasolini and the opera singer Maria Callas travelled to Argentina in 1970 

to present Medea at the Mar del Plata film festival. The Argentine jazz saxophonist Leandro “Gato” 

Barbieri plays a central role in Pasolini’s 1970 Appunti per un'Orestiade Africana (Notes Towards an 

African Orestes). The novel version of Teorema, somehow avoiding the dictatorship’s censors, was 

published in a translation by Enrique Pezzoni in 1977, by Edhasa. The Argentine writer J.R. Wilcock 

acted in Il vangelio secondo Matteo. In 1992, Diario de Poesía, one of the most important literary 

periodicals of the period, produced a Pasolini dossier; the article by Darío Bellezza, translated by 

Roberto Raschella, includes reflections on the director’s at times troubled relationship with working 

class adolescents and young men, and quotes at length from the novel version of Teorema (Bellezza, 

1992, 23) – the very same quotation that is used as subtitles in Raúl Perrone’s Ragazzi (2014 – see 
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Chapter Four). In a talk at the Taylor Institution in Oxford in October 2018, the poet Sergio Raimondi 

stated that a poem from Pasolini’s Trasumanar e organizzar was the source of the title of his 

influential collection Poesía civil (2001).  

The connections between a sense of cinematic renewal or rebirth in Latin America in the 1960s years 

and the winds of change in European art cinema are, of course, not mere coincidence. The “cinema 

of poetry,” whose “birth” Pasolini (1976/1965) identified around the time of the first Pesaro film 

festival in 1965, is a largely unexplored point of contact between the two continents’ cinematic 

production of the period. It is worth noting, however, that Pasolini’s discussions of the “cinema of 

poetry” recall a brief lecture delivered by Luis Buñuel on the same topic at a culturally and 

cinematically effervescent Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) in Mexico City some 

years earlier. For Buñuel (1958), himself echoing the sentiments of early formalist film criticism, film 

was an “instrumento de poesía” that was ideal to “expresar el mundo de los sueños, de las 

emociones, del instinto,” unlike the humdrum mainstream cinema with its sheepish imitation of 

novelistic and theatrical form (although Buñuel was somewhat more hostile to Neorealism than his 

Italian counterpart).  

Júlia González de Canales Carcereny offers a panorama of links between film and poetry, for 

example Jean Epstein’s “fotogenia” and the different waves of poetic film, in the 1920s, 1960s, and 

today. Following Epstein, she observes that, “literatura y cine tienen modos de composición artística 

que, por bien que autónomos, están intrínsecamente vinculados, siendo especialmente la poesía la 

que mejor se relaciona con el cine en su afán de sugerir más que contar” (González de Canales 

Carcereny, 2017, 119). She writes of “producción fílmico-lírica” and highlights the importance of 

Pasolini in the 1960s (123). Later, she stresses the role of Tarkovsky’s work, and the influence of 

poetry in the latter’s conception of film. The Russian becomes a key figure for Lisandro Alonso, 

Carlos Reygadas, and Pablo Larraín. González offers a theory that Reygadas is making “haiku fílmico” 

(117ff), consisting of observation of nature (128-9), using ambient sound and sparse dialogue, 
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alongside ordering that appears simple but is in fact complex; and, finally, elements of “haptic” (i.e. 

to do with touch) cinema (133). All of this draws on Tarkovsky’s ideas around poetic cinema, though 

actual poetry is mostly absent.  

A further example might be found in the work of the Mexican writer Salvador Elizondo, whose 

rediscovered 1965 film Apocalypse 1900 combines shots of still images with music and poetry 

readings (mixing our first and third categories, above).17 The images include period representations 

of Paris, erotic art, images of factories, surgery, as well as human illness and infirmity; the music is 

taken from Wagner, Chopin, and others; with male and female voiceovers of texts from Charles 

Baudelaire, the Comte de Lautréamont (Isidore Ducasse), Georges Bataille, André Breton and 

Cocteau. The film creates an at times breathless rhythm by cutting from still to still, with a 

provocative interplay between image, text and music, a multimedia production in keeping with the 

dissident surrealist aesthetics that informed Elizondo’s best-known novel, from the same year, 

Farabeuf, o, la crónica de un instante. Importantly, the different materials work together without 

discernible hierarchy.   

In his recent study, Sergio Delgado Moya (2017) analyses a variety of examples of intermedial 

connections traced by poetry in Mexico and Brazil, from the avant-garde period and beyond, 

including the use of medical and advertising language in the poetry of Estridentismo founder Manuel 

Maples Arce or the earlier twentieth-century work of “Parnassian” poets such as Olavo Bilac. He also 

studies the engagement of Brazilian concrete poets with both advertising and forms of muralism 

made popular in post-revolution Mexico (41). In the case of the Mexican poet Octavio Paz – who 

entered into a productive dialogue with Haroldo de Campos and other Brazilian Concretistas – 

Delgado Moya examines his simultaneous critique and employment of examples of contemporary 

consumer culture in experimental poems from the 1960s (42; also his Chapter Three). This is closely 

17 The Mexican documentary filmmaker Gerardo Villegas found and remastered the film in 2007 after it had 

been lost for a number of years.  
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related to Paz’s interest, inherited from the early twentieth-century avant-gardes, in the possibility 

of “convergence between cinema and poetry” (148), and takes place against a backdrop of 

“renewed interest in interartistic collaboration” in Mexico in the 1960s. This would feed into Paz’s 

attempts to create a movie from his experimental “simultanist” poetry book, Blanco (1967): “a 

cinematographic projection of the book, or, better said, the projection of its reading (silent at times, 

out loud at other times)” (Paz, cited in Delgado Moya, 2017, 150).  

Silvia Alvarez Olarra (2017) studies the inheritance and adaption of Bazinian realism in Latin America 

and the links to poetry thus traced. These include Glauber Rocha’s embrace of “poetic and mystical 

irrationalism” in political cinema as an attack on bourgeois rationalism (146) or the theorising of the 

Argentine filmmaker Fernando Birri who stated, “neither do I know where the word poetry ends and 

where the word revolution begins.” She highlights the important theoretical and practical advances 

of Pasolini and Buñuel in the mid-century (147). With reference to our corpus, we might thus draw a 

line from Tarkovsky’s cinema through Brakhage’s experiments to Gustavo Fontán, whose use of 

found footage, long-takes and asynchronous sound are explored in Chapter Five; and another, from 

Pasolini, with his mix of poetry and social concerns, via Glauber Rocha, to Raúl Perrone, who 

incorporates poetry into his films as part of a wider political engagement in contemporary Argentina. 

She adds that “Latin American cinema would have to wait until the mid-1990s to return to the 

notion of poetic film and the use of techniques similar to the ones promoted by the Bazinean 

realistic cinematographic model” – this is found in the return of the “poetic realism of the ordinary” 

(148) in Martel, Alonso, Reygadas, Fontán and others; interestingly, only Fontán is interested in the 

direct incorporaton of poetry and poet-figures into his films.  

The Mexican nun Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz is also at the centre of a more recent film that resists the 

biographical impulse and adds a new layer of complexity to our second and third categories, mixing 

the presentation of a poetic reading on screen and an insight into Sor Juana as a stage and film 

character, in highly unconventional fashion: Nicolás Pereda’s experimental work Todo, en fin, el 
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silencio lo ocupaba (2010). Pereda’s picture takes the adaptation of poetry to a deeper reflexive and 

intermedial level, laying bare the creative process itself: a highly self-referential account of the 

filming of a staged monologue from Sor Juana’s poem “Primero sueño,” starring the well-known 

Mexican actress, performance artist and activist Jesusa Rodríguez, which analyses poetry and film’s 

capacity to screen it, something of central concern to this volume.  

Indeterminacy.  

Non-specificity, or indeterminacy, are common terms or concepts in much contemporary cultural 

analysis, in particularly focussed on Latin America; for art works that operate across generic 

boundaries, as do many of the films in this study, they would be of some relevance. In his analysis of 

the films of Lisandro Alonso, particularly La libertad (2001), Gonzalo Aguilar writes of a “poetics of 

indeterminacy” (2008, 61) in the portrayal of the character Misael, a solitary woodcutter whom the 

film follows for its entirely length. “This indeterminacy allows each of us to project, on that trace, his 

or her own idea of liberty and to respond to Alonso’s provocation” (61), in a fashion that turns the 

film’s protagonist into something like a sage for the viewer. Emilio Bernini, in an essay entitled, “La 

indeterminación,” writes of “la relativa indiferencia entre lo documental como una forma de 

conocimiento del mundo y lo ficcional como otra forma de conocimiento [… . La indeterminación] 

puede considerarse como uno de los rasgos del cine contemporáneo.” His examples also include the 

films of Alonso (Bernini 2012, 302).18 This is not, he argues, just a form of hybridization. Instead, it 

poses an epistemological problem.  

One can set this against a wider set of artistic tendencies. In her 2015 study, Mundos en común, 

Florencia Garramuño analyses a recent trend toward non-specific art. Her corpus includes Brazilian 

contemporary installation art, poetry from Argentina, the prose of Clarice Lispector, and a series of 

multi-media art works, including that of Jorge Macchi, for example his Buenos Aires Tour (2004), 

18 See also Constanza Vergara (2016) on the role of literature in Alonso’s film Fantasma (2006). 
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which incorporated intervened maps, texts, sound, visuals, and chance actions such as shooting a 

pane of glass. Garramuño argues that such works call into question ideas of belonging, pertinence, 

individuality and specificity in art. They do not belong to a particular genre, and through breaking 

with ideas of suitable forms and sites for particular types of work, strike a connection to both 

spectator/reader and the wider world, calling for a move from aesthetic to ethical considerations of 

art: “abriendo un espacio en el que lo común, lo en común y la comunidad se definen ya no por 

esencias compartidas o características propias –específicas–, sino por la apertura de ese espacio 

hacia lo otro de sí mismo” (2015, 155). This openness is a feature of Curotto’s film Esteros, analysed 

in Chapter Six; but at the same time, a reading of his film requires attention to the specifics of 

technique on screen and on the page. Can we reconcile openness to the other and respect for 

difference?  

In response to Garramuño’s assertions, above, Jens Andermann (2018a) comments on Santiago 

Mitre and Juan Onofri’s dance performance film, Los posibles (2013). The work brought together a 

community-based danced project and one of Argentina’s most critically admired young directors to 

screen a version of an earlier performance directed by Onofri. But it is far from a simple recording of 

a show. For Andermann,  

the film transforms the “original” spectacle into something else by bringing into the 

equation the essential elements of cinematic language, such as frame composition, depth of 

field, camera movement, and so forth. Different from the audience point of view of the 

original dance production, the camera literally takes to the stage, almost – but not quite – 

becoming yet another of the dancers swirling around one another, touching, clashing and 

separating again. But this intermediate position of the cinematic apparatus vis-à-vis the 

dance troupe is key here, as not quite another member of the ensemble yet also no longer 

merely an external viewer, and thus also held in the balance between “documentation” and 
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“adaptation,” between cinema as register of something else and as the medium of the 

latter’s recreation. 

Los posibles messes up our conceptions of what we are seeing: what looks like a rehearsal cannot be 

one, with the camera in amongst the dancers; and the filming records a performance that took place 

after the original theatrical run of Onofri’s dance work. The film plays with notions of time, genre, 

and the documentary function of film; but it simultaneously relies on techniques that are 

demonstrably dance-based or filmic. Andermann’s analysis highlights how an ostensibly non-specific 

or intermedial work can be assessed and analysed using tools specific to the genres at play, in this 

case dance and film. What makes Los posibles so compelling, in no small part, is the skill and 

athleticism of its dancers, as well as the technical accomplishment of the choreographer (Onofri) and 

director (Mitre), working together. Los posibles messes with generic boundaries, but this is possible 

because of the level of accomplishment those involved have at working, initially, within them. It calls 

for a joint acknowledgment of intermediality and medium-specificity, as shall be explored 

throughout this volume.  

Going beyond the page, or indeed the screen, Reinaldo Laddaga, in his study, Estética de laboratorio 

(2010) examines a series of works that challenge generic boundaries, including Roberto Jacoby’s 

Dark Room, a performance that took place the in Belleza y Felicidad gallery/art space in Buenos Aires 

in 2002 (109-124). This difficult to describe piece – not least as it occurred in precisely a dark room – 

included screens, performance, site-specific art actions, as well as audience participation. For Ana 

Longoni, Jacoby, “[n]o promueve tanto la interdisciplina como la indisciplina respecto de los límites 

establecidos entre los distintos territorios y saberes, para instituir otros modos colectivos de pensar 

y de hacer” (Longoni, 2011, 14; see also Francica, 2019).  

This idea of “indisciplina” is an important concept for assessing contemporary attitudes to generic 

boundaries. Sandra Contreras (2013), elsewhere, notes another “indisciplined” – though clearly 

deliberate – way in which generic boundaries are challenged: by sheer length. Her examples include 
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the serial-play Bizarra (2003) by Rafael Spregelburd – but one might also cite his seven-part 

heptalogy based on Hieronymus Bosch’s depiction of the seven deadly sins – and Mariano Llinás’s 

series of epic works such as Historias extraordinarias (2008) and, of course, the multi-part La flor 

(2018). For Contreras, Llinás blurs the boundary between novel and film (364-5); Spregelburd 

meanwhile offers an “expansión brutal de la fábula” (370).  

In this context then, while it may run against the grain, there is something both novel and productive 

in following Tarkovsky and Nagib and insisting on a certain specificity – poetry as verbal form; film as 

visual and sonic medium in its own right; both with their own technical characteristics – the better to 

explore more precisely the interaction between the two, an interaction staged in the works to be 

studied below.  

Argentine Studies and Cases. 

As outlined in Chapter One, the 1960s in Argentina witnessed a split between commercial and art-

house, or “quality,” film (directors such as Hugo Santiago and Leopoldo Torre Nilsson); but also 

within the latter, non-commercial or non-mainstream film, into separate strands of art-house and 

avant-garde “underground” cinema (e.g. Alberto Fischerman) and, in particular after 1968, a further 

strand of overtly political cinema, at the forefront of which was so-called “Third Cinema” (Birri, 

Fernando “Pino” Solanas and Octavio Getino) Alongside this there existed, in highly marginal 

fashion, experimental filmmakers such as Narcisa Hirsch, a kind of “fourth wave” of Argentine 

cinema, whose work somehow survived the violence and cultural closure of the late 1970s (see 

Chapter One).  

Much 1980s cinema was marked by a liberal post-dictatorship consensus, with many films either 

directly or allegorically referring to the violent repression of the civic-military dictatorship. 

Bemberg’s work, particular Camila (1984), about the life and death of Camila O’Gorman, might be 

seen as fitting broadly into this context, but its use of melodrama and a distant historical setting 

make it an outlier, albeit one that found great critical and commercial success. Subiela, meanwhile, 
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is a filmmaker on the margins of the mainstream, with an inheritance from Surrealism and a very 

personal aesthetic, which meant box-office success came only unexpectedly.19

The late 1980s and early 1990s were marked by a fall in film production, but at the same time a 

growth in film schools and the availability of the technology and equipment for small-scale, low- or 

no-budget filmmaking. Simplifying greatly, these were the roots of the widely studied and feted 

“New Argentine Cinema” of the late 1990s and 2000s, including Martel, Pablo Trapero, Lucía Puenzo, 

and Adrián Caetano. The filmmakers studied in the last three chapters of this volume are not often 

associated with that group but they do have connections to it, and share its context. For as is well 

known, in the 1990s and 2000s Argentina enjoyed an upsurge in film production, as well as notable 

commercial and critical successes at home and abroad. Many commentators have noted the 

particular aesthetic of films that often employ non-professional actors, everyday settings, and hand-

held digital cameras, an apparent reflection of the desire to make films despite institutional and 

professional obstacles, forced by economic conditions to seek innovative and inventive means of 

film financing and production, and creating works characterized by what Andermann calls 

“naturalistic or ‘neo-realist’ observation of characters adrift” (2012, 15).  

With the international success of filmmakers such as Martel and Trapero, and notable commercial 

breakthroughs such as Nueve reinas (Bielinsky, 2000), there has been much talk of a recent “boom” 

in Argentine film. The 2000s also witnessed successful big-budget productions, more along 

commercial Hollywood lines, including historical epics such as Revolución: El cruce de los Andes

(Ipiña, 2010), the Oscar-winning El secreto de sus ojos (Campanella, 2009), or the critical and 

commercial success of Relatos salvajes (Szifrón, 2014), as well as an increase in scholarly interest 

19 See the note by Elvio Gandolfo on Subiela’s El lado oscuro and Peter Weir’s Dead Poets Society (1989) 

(Gandolfo, 1992). 
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both nationally, for example in works by Amado (2009) and Aguilar (2011), and internationally, as 

the surveys by Page (2009) and Andermann (2012) demonstrate.  

Against this background, what might be called “poetic films” in the broad sense have been very 

visible. As Quintín (Eduardo Antín) suggests, a tendency existed in the so-called “new Argentine 

cinema” of the late 1990s and 2000s towards “poetic cinema” with ambiguous meaning and no 

obvious political content (2002, 114), in contrast to earlier, more overtly political cinema, such as 

that made by Leonardo Favio, Solanas, Adolfo Aristarain, or even a contemporary of the younger 

generation, Marcelo Piñeyro. Quintín cites as a precursor the work of Raúl Beceyro, for example his 

adaptation of Juan José Saer’s 1980 novel, Nadie nada nunca (1988); we might also include the 

whimsical projects of Subiela; Andermann (2012), Aguilar (2008), and Prividera (2014), among 

others, have questioned this assertion of the apolitical nature of the directors who emerge in the 

1990s. Their films, however, also exhibit their poetic qualities, in the words of Christian 

Gundermann, in the use of “loose objects,” the lack of traditional diegesis or plot, and being 

“resistant” to montage (2005, 241); but there is no poetry, per se, in contradistinction to the 

majority of films in my corpus.  

As well as the films studied in detail in this volume, it is worth noting some further examples from 

Argentina that sit slightly outside the main corpus for a variety of reasons (outlined below) – in part 

these are works that warrant further study, beyong the scope here; in part examples that facilitate 

an explanation of the choice of films included in this study.  

From the El Pampero production collective, one of the most influential and innovative contemporary 

film groups in Latin America, and perhaps worldwide, Laura Citarella and Verónica Llinás’s La mujer 

de los perros (2015) shows how a film can be at once “poetic” in the popular sense and incorporate 

poetry, albeit very briefly. In this largely wordless film, depicting the life of a mysterious and taciturn 

woman living on the edge of society in a self-built shack in the woods outside a deprived Argentine 

town, long, often static, takes mix with tracking shots of the woman (as she is called in the cast list, 
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and played by Llinás herself) in her hand-to-mouth existence. Extradiegetic music, composed by the 

renowned actor and musician Juana Molina, is rather out of keeping with this largely silent way of 

life, broken only by a one-way conversation with a friend, instructions from a doctor on a hospital 

visit, and a conversation with “the gaucho” (Germán de Silva) after a sexual encounter between the 

two. During what is again a very one-sided exchange – the woman eats biscuits and nods – the 

gaucho produces some pages from his pocket and reads, faltering but charming, his attempt at a 

poem, a paean to the women he loves: a striking moment of found poetry in a sub-world otherwise 

devoid of literature, indeed often lacking language full stop.    

Also from El Pampero, Mariano Llinás’s Balnearios (2002) features a reading by the local writer, 

sculptor and painter, Zucco, of his poem dedicated to the balnearios (beach and riverside resorts) of 

the title, read over shots of his paintings and accompanied by harpsichord music, in the chapter of 

the film dedicated to this self-taught artist. This is the section in which the voice-over tells us, “este 

documental se vuelve extraño,” with poetry being another quirk in one of the more eyebrow-raising 

sequences of this often tongue-in-cheek film. More recently, Llinás’s La flor (2018) cites the first part 

of Martín Fierro, known as the Ida, or journey out (1872) in its third episode; a character known as 

Fox (Agustina Muñoz, voiced by Poloma Klodzinksy), quotes a section in the voice of Cruz, the hero’s 

companion. While the reference adds a distinctly Argentine moment, and an emotive tone to what 

would be, were the episode to finish, a climactic gun battle, the scenes themselves are not especially 

poetic in any of the usually accepted definitions, looking rather more like a conventional spy thriller. 

The film as a whole often seems to pause over questions of narration and storytelling – hence the 

lengthy “down-the-rabbit-hole” sequence or mise-en-abîme in which a film crew ends up in the film 

they might be making, a kind of supernatural B-movie about witches. The poetic in aesthetic rather 

than literal terms is found elsewhere, in shots of Elisa Carricajo, playing a spy, looking at an almost 

abstract landscape through a train window, reminiscent of scenes from Malick’s The Thin Red Line or 

early sequences, before the space voyage, in Tarkovsky’s Solaris (Солярис, 1972). I deal with the 

recent documentary film by Laura Citarella and Mercedes Halfón, Las poetas visitan a Juana Bignozzi
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(2019) in the Conclusion of this volume; unlike these earlier works, Las poetas does engage in a 

sustained fashion with poetry as verbal art. 

Also of note are more obviously avant-garde or experimental works, such as those of Alejandro 

Thornton (Buenos Aires, 1970), a “visual poet” and video artist whose work includes “poetry-videos” 

and “poesía visual” – Concretist art-inspired visual word puns, an intermedial version of our first 

category, above. His O, for example, consists of a view from a moving vehicle that rotates over the 

course of around two minutes while a large white “O” remains static in front of the image. This and 

other works connect with a Concretist poetry tradition, associated most strongly with Brazilian 

artists and writers of the second half of the last century, in which the limits between the verbal, the 

visual and the tactile are explored and stretched.    

Thornton’s work connects with a wider “video poetry” scene in Argentina, closely associated with 

the VideoBardo festival, founded by the filmmaker Javier Robledo in 1996 and today co-curated with 

Marisol Bellusci. As Robledo stated in the festival’s 2020 call for entries:  

Entendemos por Videopoesía aquellas obras audiovisuales en las que el lenguaje verbal 

poético (palabra, letra, discurso, habla, escritura, signo) tiene un protagonismo o un 

tratamiento especial transformador. De modo que los tres campos: Imagen en movimiento, 

Sonido, y Lenguaje verbal dialogan para crear una cuarta realidad que es la Obra 

Videopoética. Entonces el lenguaje verbal en la videopoesía se experimenta en sus 

dimensiones de significado, visual, sonoro, corporal y objetual. (Robledo, 2020)  

Robledo’s definition of the field leaves almost nothing out, and the corpus of – mostly short – films 

championed by VideoBardo is extraordinarily varied; Higgins’s capacious definition of “intermedia” 

and his idea of a “fusion” between media (1984, 22) would seem apposite here. Bellusci’s work is a 

case in point. Secuencia (2014) is around one minute 30 seconds long, and consists of re-filmed 

found footage from old romantic and dance films, sometimes showing the sprocket holes, and 

heavily intervened with drawings and marks on the stock itself. Quick cutting and overlaid images 



49 

create a fast rhythm, almost dizzying alongside the other interventions; apart from the subtitles 

visible from the source material, little language, and no poetry in the strict sense, is visible. Proyector 

sonoro (2016) is even shorter, and seems to comprise footage from a sound installation that took 

place in in Oaxaca, Mexico; the clip contains blurred images, shots of flashing lights, the sound of 

distant guitar music, and someone removing gels from a spotlight, as well as objects in front of a 

projected screen. The film registers an event, though in oblique and suggestive – and again non-

linguistic – fashion. Bordo (2017) continues this apparent interest in light and colour; the one and a 

half minute sequence is filmed through various red (“bordó”) gels and filters, with other obstacles – 

frames, grilles, glass –obstructing the view of an apartment, a roof terrace, and the Buenos Aires 

skyline. The intense red contrasts with bright whites and dark patches. The film, rather in the 

manner of Claudio Caldini (as shall be discussed in Chapter One), offers an exploration of colour and 

its presence on film, without narrative or language. In stark contrast, Bellusci and Israel Urquizo’s 

Clandestina (2018) is a strongly didactic piece about teenage pregnancy and the lack of legal access 

to safe termination facilities. Filmed in a high school in González Catán, Buenos Aires province, with 

non-professional actors, illustrative sequences – a shot of a pregnancy test; an abrupt conversation 

with a boyfriend; the exterior of a run-down house where the abortion is performed; and shots of 

blood running down the protagonist’s legs – and a final message given straight-to-camera, the film 

has little of the experimental aspects of other works discussed, abandoned it seems as a matter of 

political expediency; and again, poetry as a form of verbal art is absent. In films examined in this 

volume I explore the possibility of a poetic aesthetic that is not incompatible with political 

filmmaking. Elsewhere Bellusci has explicitly connected her work to feminist and other political 

struggles in Argentina, and videopoetry to wider questions of decolonialism in Latin America 

(Bellusci, 2020). These works are certainly worthy of further, more detailed study, as in the work of 

Sarah Tremlett (2020); but their general lack of engagement with poetry as verbal art puts them 

beyond the reach of specific analysis in this volume.  
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At the same time, there have been a number of recent studies from Argentina that address the 

question of “film poetics” or the “poetry of cinema.” Actual poetry – as a verbal form – figures little. 

An example would be María Paulinelli’s Poéticas en el cine argentino 1995-2005 (2005); despite the 

title, this is very much a study of film aesthetics. The idea of “poéticas” is drawn from Aristotle in the 

sense of making, and is not specifically to do with poetry, and certainly not verse. Or another 

example, Agustín Neifert’s Del papel al celuloide. Escritores argentinos en el cine (2003), which does 

not include a single author known first and foremost as a poet, and focusses wholly on adaptations 

of prose narrative works.  

The variety of approaches assessed in the introduction are all helpful to this study, but also point to 

gaps and problems that we should address. Adaptation theory leaves us with ideas of originals and 

copies, at odds with contemporary intermedial approaches; the same might be said for “fidelity 

studies” of cinema. Meanwhile terms such as “film-poetry” have contradictory definitions, meaning 

many things to many people. Intermedial approaches have a tendency to ignore poetry itself. There 

is a risk that overplaying non-specificity risks losing tools for analysis, particularly of technical 

matters. So, the question to be answered is this: how does film read poetry? We need not insist on 

the primacy of any original; asking this question allows us to accept that there may be multiple, 

differing versions that emerge in a filmmaker’s interpretation of a poet’s work.  

Chapter Overviews. 

While part of a wider exploration of recent Argentine cinema and the poetry-film nexus, each 

chapter takes a specific focus on a filmmaker or selection of connected cineastes, and as such both 

stands alone and contributes – in roughly chronological order – to a broader argument about the 

relationship between different genres or art forms.  

Chapter One examines the work of the “Grupo Goethe,” and in particular two filmmakers, Caldini 

and Hirsch, who formed part of this group of experimental filmmakers who began working in the 

late 1960s and continue today. Intermedial and generic instability or indiscipline are central to the 
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filmmakers’ novel and creative approaches to both film and poetry. What is of particular interest to 

this chapter is the conception of “poetic” cinema developed by these filmmakers and those who 

study them. Caldini and Hirsch’s works reveal a conception of “poetic” cinema as opposed to 

narrative cinema, but not linked in any strong sense to poetry as a literary genre or even a linguistic 

phenomenon. An assessment of their work based on close analysis of their films obliges us to rethink 

the easy association of “experimental” and “poetic” cinemas, before moving on to a consideration of 

their links to so-called “expanded cinema,” including the use of film in performance, and what this 

tells us about intermediality on screen.  

Chapter Two addresses the role of poetry in Subiela’s films, in particular his two films that most 

clearly engage with verse and poets, the two parts of El lado oscuro del corazón (1992/2001). It 

addresses a series of unresolved questions: over parody in Subiela’s work; his politics; and the 

alleged sexism of these films. The chapter assesses the filmmaker’s inclusion of poetry in a rather 

vague notion of rebellion, in relation to the liberal politics of “old Argentine cinema.” I offer a 

critique of this nostalgic and idealistic use of poetry – yet one which at the same time paves the way 

for later, more radical approaches to genre and disciplinary boundaries, including but not limited to 

the highly political cinema of Raúl Perrone, whose work appears directly to cite Subiela. 

Chapter Three, on the screening of poets’ lives in films (i.e. category two) by Bemberg, Loza, and 

Ernesto Ardito and Virna Molina, asks what happens to the literary work when the writer’s life 

becomes the subject of the filmmaker’s attentions. Put another way, if one can tell the life of a poet, 

what happens to the poetry? I assess the poetry-film nexus with reference to the politics of the 

baroque and neo-baroque; reference Michael Chanan’s work on documentary; and address the 

“queering” of memory and identity, with reference both to contemporary politics (e.g. memory 

debates during the Kirchner-Fernández governments) and the Deleuzean philosophy that informed 

the neobarroco in the Southern Cone. These films demonstrate the long history of intermediality, as 
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far back as the historical baroque, if not earlier, and the particular difficulties raised for intermedial 

works by poetry.  

Critical approaches to the work of Perrone have, to date, focussed mostly on its DIY ethos and his 

reworking of international genres, from Italian Neorealism to the US slacker comedy, in a local 

Argentine context. However, despite his reputation, and indeed the immediate impression given by 

many of his early films, as a creator of no-budget Argentine slacker comedies, much of his cinema 

features or is underpinned by poetic concerns. Chapter Four therefore aims to explore his use of and 

interaction with poetry – how he screens it, and how it informs the aesthetics and ethics of his 

cinema. I draw on the work of Theodor Adorno and Franco “Bifo” Berardi, as well as Michel 

Foucault’s ideas about cynicism and free speech (parrhēsia). Here I develop arguments about how 

the use of poetry questions contemporary understandings of cultural and financial value – in short, 

the political implications of intermediality.  

Chapter Five addresses a question posed by Gustavo Fontán’s film El limonero real (2016): how can a 

film adapted from a novel be almost universally considered “poetic”? What does such a classification 

tell us about generic constraints in different art forms, and about the process of adaptation itself?  

To do so, reference shall be made both to critical assessments of Fontán’s work and to other artists 

and thinkers of the poetic film, including Brakhage, Malick, and Pasolini. We can then see how 

Fontán’s aesthetic continues into his most mainstream film to date, La deuda (2019), within a radical 

political critique of contemporary neoliberalism, but one that also promotes, subtly, an aesthetic of 

respect for the other that informs Fontán’s (implicit) conception of intermediality. A key figure in this 

chapter is the Entre Ríos poet, Juan L. Ortiz (1896-1978), for both his epic, fluvial poetry and his 

ethics of encounter with the other.  

Chapter Six addresses the encounter between “new queer cinema” and environmental politics, 

through an exploration of the poet Andi Nachon’s contribution to the film Esteros (Curotto, 2016), a 

more subtle example of poetry’s presence on screen. By highlighting the screenwriter’s role, 
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alongside that of the director Curotto, a number of apparently otiose leitmotifs and passing remarks 

come to make sense as part of a broader comment on environmental politics in Argentina. While the 

role of the countryside and other peripheral regions, in particular the coast, in queer cinema from 

Argentina has been highlighted by a number of writers (Venkatesh, 2016; Castillo, 2015; Oubiña, 

2015), few such films have directly incorporated environmental concerns into their thematics and 

aesthetics. Thus a study of Esteros that assesses its links to Nachon’s poetry opens up the movie as a 

work of political critique and engagement with the non-human other, echoed in the film’s own 

intermedial aesthetics.  

The volume thus engages with a growing body of work on intermediality in Argentine literature, 

theatre and culture, including recent and contemporary Argentine film theorists (Amado, Aguilar, 

Prividera, Kohen and Russo). Of particular importance is the creative citational practice by Argentine 

filmmakers, using others’ works out of context, repurposing material, as well as local reworkings of 

global trends within international flows of cultural exchange.  By building on the insights of 

adaptation theory, ideas about the poetry-film, intermediality, and post-generic approaches, yet 

paying attention to specificity of the media in question, in particular technical aspects of poetry and 

film, one can conduct a detailed analysis of the political weight of a series of provocative and 

aesthetically fascinating works. 
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Chapter One.  

Experimental Cinema as Poetic Cinema. The “Grupo Goethe” and the 

Films of Hirsch and Caldini.  

Introduction.  

For many filmmakers and commentators, the terms “experimental” and “poetic” are close to 

interchangeable. This chapter seeks to explore this phenomenon with reference to one particular 

group of Argentine cineastes. Until relatively recently the “Grupo Goethe” had attracted rather less 

critical comment than other peers.20 As late as 2010, Alejandra Torres could state that the work of a 

key member, Narcisa Hirsch (b. 1928), was “practically unknown” in Argentina (2010a, 7). A small 

Argentine collective of filmmakers, schooled in contemporary experimental techniques, working in 

the 1970s often in precarious conditions, many of their films have now been lost. Yet no study of the 

links between poetry and film in Argentina is complete with mention of directors such as Claudio 

Caldini (b. 1952) and Narcisa Hirsch. Both continue working today, and have garnered an 

enthusiastic following in the first decades of the twenty-first century, not least given the interest in 

their work from, and certain parallels with the productions of, practitioners of “videopoesía” (see 

Introduction). This includes retrospectives, articles, and workshops; and, in the case of Caldini, a 

second life for his small-format films from the 1970s onwards as material for live “projection-

performances.” Admired by directors as diverse as the documentary filmmaker Andrés Di Tella and 

20 For example, there has been no shortage of attention paid to the political cinema of Argentina in the 1960s 

and 70s, such as the Grupo Cine Liberación and films such as Fernando “Pino” Solanas and Octavio Getino’s La 

hora de los hornos (1968). Similarly, the relatively modest production of 1960s neo-avant-garde filmmakers 

such as Alberto Fischerman (e.g. The Players vs Ángeles Caídos, 1969) has also been a regular source of 

material for critical commentary. 
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master of scandal Gaspar Noé, and making use of modern media platforms – in particular YouTube 

and Vimeo – to reach new audiences, Caldini has gone from marginality, even total exclusion, 

including time spent in mental health institutions or drifting from one temporary address to another, 

to a position of some influence with young filmmakers and aficionados. Hirsch, too, has enjoyed 

retrospectives and invitations to speak at film schools, all signs of the attention being paid to what in 

its day was a small, peripheral and even vilified group of filmmakers. Both directors have had their 

work reissued in high-quality box sets (by Antennae of New York in the case of Caldini and MQ2 of 

Buenos Aires in that of Hirsch). Web platforms, festival organisers and academics globally, and 

renewed interest in “analogue” formats (Super-8, 16mm) have all contributed to a late bloom in 

their careers and reputations.  

What is of particular interest to this chapter is the conception of “poetic cinema” developed by 

these filmmakers and those who study them, and how this intermedial concept might lend itself to 

an analysis of the interaction between poetry and film that we find in their work. This includes their 

earliest films of the 1960s, closely linked to the Buenos Aires experimental art scene, and the 

emergence of the highly intermedial “happening,” with its connections to the Di Tella Institute and 

artists such as Marta Minujín, as well as international links to Europe and the USA; subsequent 

works made under the aegis of the Goethe Institute in the late 1970s and in the brutal circumstances 

of the 1976-1983 civic-military dictatorship; as well as their later careers. Caldini and Hirsch’s work 

and opinions thereon reveal a conception of “poetic” cinema as opposed to narrative cinema, but 

not linked in any strong sense to poetry as a literary genre or even a linguistic phenomenon, even in 

films that ostensibly screen poems or make use of literary-poetic tropes. An assessment of their 

work based on close analysis of their films – in some detail, given that many of these are not easily 

accessed – obliges us to rethink and nuance the easy association of “experimental” and “poetic” 

cinemas, before moving on to a consideration of their links to so-called “expanded cinema,” 

including the use of film in performance. Of particular importance is the possibility, sketched in their 
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works, of a poetry of the unnameable, as signal rather than language, that their films strive to 

capture.      

Experimental Cinema and the “Grupo Goethe.” 

While relatively little has been written on the Goethe Group, their US counterparts in avant-garde 

and experimental cinema have been a popular topic for critics and commentators. Terms related to 

poetry and the poetic are frequently used to describe their work, as we have seen in the 

Introduction, above. In a reflection on the influence of Stan Brakhage on the Argentine experimental 

filmmaking scene of the 1970s and 80s, Claudio Caldini argues that in the avant-garde movies of the 

US director we find “[l]a intuición poética de un mundo encantado por el cine” (2017, 104). His 

attempts to address transcendental themes – birth, life, death, love – with the camera places him, 

for Caldini, “en un punto ambiguo entre el rito y la ciencia” (104). A closer analysis of the Goethe 

Group allows us to assess the extent to which such statements regarding the “poetic” character of 

experimental cinema might apply to its members’ work, especially Hirsch and Caldini; this further 

permits an interrogation of the wider tendency to equate “experimental” and “poetic” cinema, and 

with it the intermedial relationship between these forms as produced in their films.  

The Grupo Goethe is the term used by film historians to describe a number of filmmakers, including 

Marie Louise Alemann (1927-2015), Silvestre Byrón (b. 1948), Caldini and Hirsch, who, from a variety 

of backgrounds (Alemann and Hirsch were both born in Europe) came to make films together in the 

Goethe Institute in Buenos Aires in the late 1970s, drawing on international links to the USA and 

West Germany, but against a backdrop of political repression and violence at home.  

For Mario Alberto Guzmán Cerdio, the roots of this Argentine wave of experimental filmmaking go 

back to at least the early 1960s. In 1962, the Lithuanian-US filmmaker Jonas Mekas visited the IV 

Mar del Plata Film Festival; an influential figure in the USA, his work championed a rejection of what 

Guzmán Cerdio calls “cine narrativo-representativo-industrial” (NRI): “la narración ha resultado 

continuamente un elemento problemático dentro del campo de estudios del cine experimental” 
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(2014, 3). For Andrés Denegri, writing a history of the Goethe Group is far from easy: “La realidad del 

cine experimental argentino ha sido siempre errática” (2012, 86). Much underground production, for 

example, was seen by few and then lost. For Denegri, the initial “Boom” of underground art starts in 

1965, and is centred on the Di Tella Institute in Buenos Aires, lasting ten years to 1975 (89).21 1965 

was a key year, that of Marta Minujín’s famous installation-cum-happening La menesunda; and also 

of the New American Cinema show in Buenos Aires, featuring works by Andy Warhol, Stan Brakhage, 

et al.22 As Caldini puts it, “[t]ítulos de Brakhage […] estimulaban nuestra imaginación de cineastas y 

seguramente influyeron en la manera de pensar el cine,” despite many not having seen the films 

themselves (2017, 103). Throughout the 1960s and 70s, cultural effervescence hit against political 

violence; from 1966, under the dictatorship of General Onganía, there was increased social control 

and repression (Denegri, 2014, 89).  

For Denegri, the key moment in the emergence of the experimental film scene – and an 

extraordinary cultural conjuncture – was the “Marabunta” happening of 1967, organised by Hirsch 

and others (91). At a moment in which intermedial practices were emerging and beginning to be 

studied globally, “Marabunta” involved the installation of a large model skeleton in the foyer of a 

cinema showing Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-up (1966, based on Julio Cortázar’s short story “Las 

babas del diablo”) and a group of artists distributing apples and toys to the public. The film of the 

“happening” was recorded by Raymundo Gleyzer, not part of the collective; he would go on to 

become one of the most respected political filmmakers of the 1970s, as well as an actor, before his 

murder by the military in 1976. “Marabunta” was, for David Oubiña (2016, 73), emblematic of a 

moment in which crossover between experimental cinema and political cinema was still possible, 

before the “rupture” or “limit” of 1968. Gleyzer’s participation suggests a certain fluidity among 

artistic groups that would become increasingly entrenched as politics turned ever more violent.     

21 See also Oubiña (2016, 97-101) on the role of the Di Tella in the 1960s vanguard.  

22 See also Carballas (2009).  
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Denegri notes that under de facto president General Lanusse, and with the “Gran acuerdo nacional” 

from 1971 – an agreement involving the government, unions and Peronists and paving the way for 

elections in 1972 –, there was a degree of opening up in matters political and cultural (93). 1970 saw 

the start of Centro de Arte y Comunicación (CAYC) on Viamonte, a space for experimental 

filmmakers. In 1972 an organisation was founded by the name of “UNCIPAR,” the “Unión de 

cineistas [sic] de paso reducido,” aimed at promoting and screening small-format filmmaking (such 

as Super-8 and 16mm). But as Caldini and others have recalled in interviews, this group rejected 

experimental works such as those being made by the future members of the Goethe Group, in one 

case vilifying them for wasting film (see e.g. Toro, 2012; Torres, 2010b, 49). In contrast, from 1971, 

the studio Hi Photography, known as HiPho, opposite the Di Tella Institute, offered exhibition space 

to experimental filmmakers (Denegri, 2012, 94).  

Silvina Szperling records that the contemporary response to Hirsch et al.’s work was highly critical; 

they suffered, therefore, a double marginalization by both political and mainstream filmmakers: “[i]t 

was labelled elitist and bourgeois by activists of political cinema, like the Grupo Cine Liberación […] 

founded by Fernando Solanas, Octavio Getino, and Gerardo Vallejo, and at the same time was 

considered repugnant and senseless by mainstream filmmakers” (2013, 73-75). For Denegri (96), the 

Di Tella and its cultural activities were controversial in their day, in particular for filmmakers of the 

left. Indeed Getino and Solanas’s iconic documentary protest film, La hora de los hornos (1968), 

contains strident criticism of the cosmopolitanism and trendiness of the contemporary cultural 

scene based around the Di Tella, including a clearly negative portrayal of a “happening” at the 

Institute.23 Oubiña (2016, 101) calls the work of Caldini and colleagues “cuarto cine” in contrast to 

23 The Goethe Group shares with the New York avant-gardes of the same period this link to the “happening”; 

there existed an important connection between, for example, the films of Ken Jacobs and the “happenings” 

organised and orchestrated by the likes of Kaprow, Dine, and Oldenberg (Curtis, 1971, 176). 
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the “Third Cinema” espoused by the Grupo Cine Liberación and its political filmmakers such as 

Solanas.  

The Filmoteca – a producer, studio, and lab for 16mm black and white film (Denegri, 2012, 95) – 

became another site for “underground” filmmakers to gather to show and discuss their works. As 

Mónica Carballas (2009) notes, “en 1969, una de las figuras del underground porteño, Silvestre 

Byrón, crea el estudio Filmoteca, que se financiaba como laboratorio y además funcionaba como 

lugar de encuentro y taller. En Filmoteca se mezclan las presentaciones de teatro experimental y a 

partir de 1974 los espectáculos audiovisuales.” Thus, in spite of difficulties, underground 

experimental filmmaking continued through the mid-1970s.  

Eventually, the group was able to garner the support of the Instituto Goethe; Alemann worked in the 

Goethe during this period (Toro, 2012). They could also count on the support of Ute Kirchelle, 

Programming Director for the Institute, and a German Embassy employee (Di Tella, 2011, 79). They 

were helped by these personal contacts; Hirsch and Alemann were both German-born and spoke 

German. At the same time, the Goethe Institute had a programme to fill, at a time when cultural 

activity in general was becoming difficult if not impossible in Argentina. Furthermore, experimental 

cinema has a strong tradition in Germany, going back to the Expressionism of the 1910s and 20s, and 

representatives of this tradition were invited to the Institute as part of their activities. Thus at the 

time of the 1976 coup, which in many spheres – theatre, commercial film, literature – had a wholly 

chilling effect on cultural production, there existed a lively experimental film scene, albeit on a very 

small scale, indeed small enough to pass relatively unnoticed by the repressive apparatus of state. If 

1976 was, for Denegri, the year of culture’s “big crash” (96), it was also the year that the support of 

the Goethe Institute became key to the continuing work of the group that took its name. Against the 

background of a bloody dictatorship and general fall in underground cultural activity in Buenos Aires, 

the Institute offered a physical space and institutional support for filmmakers, in part as a result of 

its sympathetic management, who offered the main hall for workshops, screenings, and talks 
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(Denegri, 2012, 97).24 Denegri quotes Silvestre Byrón who distinguishes between an “underground” 

that was effectively shut down after the coup, and the types of experimental filmmaking that 

continued post-1976: “Después, con el Proceso [i.e. dictatorship], ya directamente no se podía hacer 

nada, eso fue el colapso de todo, el fin del underground. Pero el cine experimental siguió, la 

producción de lo que se llama experimentalismo se sostiene” (97, emphasis in original). Denegri 

argues that a certain degree of institutionalisation was necessary for survival: “El Instituto Goethe no 

fue un refugio, tampoco una trinchera de resistencia, sino el marco institucional que dio lugar al 

proceso sobredeterminado de consolidación de una práctica artística en nuestro país: el cine 

experimental” (101).    

By making a virtue out of that necessity, the group maintained what, with hindsight, looks like an 

impressive programme, including film production, workshops, competitions and screenings. The 

seminar programme also included participation by Alberto Fischermann; the German director 

Werner Schröter’s appearance was cancelled after a bomb threat. Hirsch, meanwhile, made trips to 

and contacts in New York, then the Mecca for experimental filmmaking. She visited her niece there, 

and saw cutting-edge experimental works such as Michael Snow’s Wavelength – the 45-minute slow 

zoom in a New York loft – as Pablo Marín argues, a key film for Hirsch’s development and for her 

early “structural films” Come Out (1971) and Taller (1975). Hirsch also visited another important 

experimental film site, Millennium in the Village. She spent time at the MOMA film library, and 

developed her own collection buying films at the MOMA store, importing back to Buenos Aires 

copies of works by Richter, Brakhage, and others (Caldini, 2017, 104; Denegri, 2012, 100; Guzmán, 

2014, 7).  

Speaking to Denegri, Caldini and others have played down the scale of their achievements, citing 

audiences of 20, perhaps 30, for screenings (98). And yet, as Denegri puts it, the Group developed: 

24 See also Szperling (2013, 75).  
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“un sólido corpus de obras. A diferencia de la espontaneidad absoluta propia del underground, los 

realizadores del Grupo Goethe comenzaron a trabajar con una conciencia concreta de que lo que 

estaban haciendo era arte” (99). The Group broke up after the dictatorship, around 1984, partly a 

result of a change in management and policy at the Institute, which no longer saw fit to offer a 

home. Also key to the decline of the Group was the end of Super-8 as a common format. Some 

members moved into video, some into theatre (Denegri, 2012, 101). Caldini and Hirsch, however, 

continued to make films in ways similar to those they had used during the 1970s.  

Paula Wolkowicz highlights the diversity of experimental cinema in Argentina. Nevertheless, there is 

one key shared element to many of the Goethe Group’s films: “En este sentido, el cine experimental 

retomaba como eje de sus producciones aquello que para el cine narrativo era su condición de 

posibilidad: el tiempo y el movimiento” (2014, 7). This focus on time and movement came at the 

deliberate expense of narrative: “Aun con sus diferencias internas, el cine experimental argentino 

[…] declaraba la necesidad de sustraer la impronta narrativa, ficcional que se le había impuesto al 

cine y devolverle su especificidad” (9). Along the same lines, Carballas (2009) notes a particular and 

related focus on poetry in the Group’s work: “Las referencias al cine poesía, la distancia de la 

realidad circundante en favor de la introspección de la experiencia o las referencias a lo real desde 

una lectura ambivalente, subyacen a esta parte de la producción en cine de paso reducido.” 

Elsewhere, Guzmán Cerdio (13) observes that members of the Goethe Group used the camera like a 

pen, as a kind of “camera writing”: “un modo de hacer cine que pasara de ser un mero espectáculo a 

ser una forma de escritura y reflexión.”  

What stands out from many of these assessments of the Goethe Group, and others to be examined 

later, is the insistence on referring to poetry and poetics as shorthand for their very particular 

aesthetics. This tendency is shared with readings of their US avant-garde counterparts, but is rather 

more subtle than the mere inclusion of poetry in their films. The sections that follow explore this in 
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greater detail, in the context of the discussions above, in the Introduction, of intermediality and the 

poetry-film nexus.    

Narcisa Hirsch: From Happenings to the Universe.  

Narcisa Hirsch was, Olaf Möller observes, something of an outsider in Argentine artistic circles. 

German-born, having lived for a time in Austria, Hirsch moved with her mother to Argentina in 

1930s. She originally trained as a painter; her interest in film, within the context of the Buenos Aires 

performance art scene, was “initially as a recording device” (Möller, 2013, 71). As Szperling notes, 

Hirsch “joined the avant-garde movement of the 1960s that circled around the Di Tella Institute” and 

took part in a variety of happenings and art actions, alongside friends including Alemann and the 

actor Walter Mejía (Szperling, 2013, 73). In the late 1970s Hirsch took up graffiti art, spray painting 

the city of Buenos Aires with lines of poetry – Di Tella adds that the verses were “surrealistas” and 

the walls were mostly in the San Telmo district (2010, 80). 

Szperling highlights the key role Hirsch played in the Goethe Group: “She was one of two women in a 

group […] and [with] Alemann shared the role of leadership.” They were, though, a loosely 

connected group, in aesthetic terms: “what brought them together was not a common aesthetic but 

the idea of sharing a total freedom of expression and the possibility of collaboration in terms of 

equipment, technical ability, and efforts to summon a reluctant audience, who usually added up to a 

mere dozen people” (Szperling, 2013, 73). 

In his assessment of Hirsch’s work, Rubén Guzmán (2014) foregrounds its “poetic” qualities. He 

highlights the autobiographical, or at times lyrical, aspects of her work: “En su filmografía, aparecen 

temas tan líricos como existencialistas, tan humanistas como nihilistas, tan épicos como íntimos” (7). 

The word poetry and its variants recur in his and others’ assessments: “Así, la autora fue 

relacionando imágenes entre sí, más que sonidos –su debilidad–, por medio de la poesía, de lo 

lúdico, que en definitiva son las cosas que nos hacen sentir parte de una obra” (5). What, one must 

ask, does poetry mean in that phrase? Or in the following: “Como la poesía, el cine de Narcisa activa 
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un volcán de sensaciones y emociones” (6). This is a Romantic conception of poetry – as a 

spontaneous overflowing of powerful feelings – but at the same time it is non-linguistic, not 

“recollected in tranquillity,” to complete Wordsworth’s quotation from the 1800 Preface to Lyrical 

Ballads (Wordsworth and Coleridge, 2005, 307). Guzmán concludes, “Escondidos en la oscuridad 

entre fotograma y fotograma, conviven sus preguntas, dudas, temores, pasiones, fuentes de 

inspiración, pensamientos y sobre todo, su poesía” (2014, 12-13). Yet, in intermedial fashion, her 

work is also eminently painterly; Guzmán speaks of the importance of “emulsión” to her work: 

“trabajándola [la emulsión] en capas superpuestas, como en la mayoría de sus películas.” Guzmán is 

critical of film “structuralism” (pace P. Adams Sitney); in his assessment, Hirsch has two “structural” 

films – Come Out and Taller, in which “las relaciones escructurales pasan a ser el propio concepto” 

(8): for Guzmán, “el estructuralismo […] por definición y naturaleza, asesina la poesía” (8). Poetry – 

or at least a version of it – would thus be vital to Hirsch’s project, even in its most visual, as 

pintoresque, moments.  

Szperling states, “[i]ntroducing her films at public screenings, Hirsch offers an analogy with 

literature, arguing that experimental film is like poetry, while commercial film is like a novel.” For 

Szperling, like Maya Deren, Hirsch believed “experimental films with their non-linear structure and 

dream-like transitions could visually transpose the experiential qualities of lyric poems.” (2013, 75). 

The transposition consists of filmed words, alongside non-narrative images. In an interview with 

Aldo Paparella, Hirsch stated, “[c]reo que uno lo [i.e. cine experimental] puede ver como algo 

parecido a la poesía y opuesto a la novela y los ensayos” (2010, 64). For Adrián Cangi, Hirsch sees 

“cine experimental como poesía” (2010, 13); the filmmaker “plantea una amplitud de la experiencia 

del cine que se expande al mundo sin dejar de recalar en una palabra que funda en su verdad” (13). 

Cangi argues that Hirsch’s conception of poetry sees it as “el nombre que se expone y se mantiene 

afuera en la noche del mundo, porque brinda un resto de existencia, un riesgo abierto sin objeto” 

(14). Poetry thus becomes – in what may seem like something of an argumentative leap – “un bisturí 
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para excavar en la historia del siglo XX y en su propia historia” (16). Again, the term “poetry” takes a 

key role in this assessment of Hirsch’s work, as aesthetic tool for personal and historical analysis.  

Hirsch’s first major film, Marabunta, was co-directed with Alemann and Mejía, and recorded at the 

Teatro Coliseo, on 31 Oct 1967, to coincide with a screening of Antonioni’s Blow-up. The film 

features music by Edgard Varèse and camerawork by Raymundo Gleyzer. Marabunta’s relatively 

straightforward, handheld camerawork has something of the feel of a home-movie about it. 

“Behind-the-scenes” shots of preparations for the happening mix with scenes of the action itself; we 

are thus at the event, and involved in preparations for it. The installation consists of an oversized 

papier-mâché skeleton, which on the day was stuffed with live pigeons that emerged from it once it 

was opened. An exterior shot tells us the name of film being shown. Crowd scenes in the foyer show 

the artists distributing food to members of the public. We see close-up reaction shots of the 

surprised faces of those present, with cuts between medium close-ups and close-ups to give a sense 

of the public’s interaction with the event, while also placing us in the heart of the public, whose 

reactions were key to the aims and effectiveness of the “happening.” These mix smiles with looks of 

bemusement; further medium-shots of the crowd give a sense of the buzz around the screening. 

Birds then emerge from the skeleton, with further surprised reactions from the public. The film 

bears the marks of its genesis in the performance scene, but also the hand of Gleyzer, a renowned 

documentalist: Marabunta is, fundamentally, the recording of an event, and the camera work 

creates an immersive effect, in keeping with the multi-sensory experience of the “happening.”  

Filmed in 1971, Come Out is Hirsch’s response to both the experiments of the New York scene and 

contemporary trends in electronic music. For Marín, this work and Taller (1975) “corresponden a un 

período de interdisciplinaridad artística sin precedentes dentro del panorama argentino del cine 

experimental” (2010, 26); this interdisciplinarity, or rather intermediality, was vital to both the 

artistic moment and Hirsch’s longer career. At around 11 minutes long, in 4:3 aspect ratio, Come Out 

consists of two separate shots, after the opening title. We open with a blurry image that, as the 
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camera slowly pulls out, and the lens comes into focus, we come to see as a record-player needle; 

behind it is a large, round, orange object. After the record finishes, the screen fades to black. We 

then cut to another shot which shows the disc spinning to a halt, from directly over the record; as 

the record slows to a stop, the camera closes in to show the label, including the title of the track we 

have just heard, Steve Reich’s “Come Out,” track two on New Sounds in Electronic Music (1967).  

Reich’s record involved “phase shifting” a vocal recording, of a young African-American man saying, 

“I had to like open up the bruise to let some of the bruise blood come out to show them.” By looping 

and repeating the last five words of that phrase, and then slowly increasing the gap between the left 

and right stereo tracks, the words become progressively harder to understand. Phase shifting sees 

identical lines of speech drift out of sync, with a disorientating effect for the listener. As Michael 

Schell (2016) puts it, over the course of these different iterations of the phrase, the concrete turns 

abstract, and speech turns into music. Hirsch’s film reverses the phase-shifting process followed in 

Reich’s record: we begin with a blurry image and a clear vocal. As the film progresses, the vocal on 

Reich’s record becomes ever harder to decipher, while the image becomes progressively clearer. 

After the record has fallen silent, the second take, of the record label, allows us to see what it is we 

have been hearing, just as the image track has become progressively clearer over the course of the 

film.  

Reich’s work was an experiment with new technologies in sound, including tape loops, and with the 

process-based composition of contemporary minimalism. But it was also an intervention into 

debates about racist policing, and was first performed at a 1966 benefit for victims of police 

violence, including the same young man in the recording, before its release in 1967. He had been the 

subject of false arrest, and describes the lengths that were required to receive medical attention 

while in custody (Schell, 2016). Thus the concrete in the recording is the reality of police brutality. 

This is easily overlooked in Hirsch’s film, but in its closed domestic space from 1971 the external 

threat of police or military (and paramilitary) repression was still present as a reality for 
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underground artists. Razzias or police raids on bohemian hangouts were common in Buenos Aires 

throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s.  

In contrast to these closed interiors Patagonia is Hirsch’s 1972 film based on her travels in the south, 

made using both Super-8 and 16mm film.25 The “actors” who appear include other experimental 

filmmakers, such as Jorge and Marcela Honik, and Alemann. The film opens with a close-up of a 

boy’s silent face before music starts. The soundtrack, which runs throughout, is the Brazilian 

Caetano Veloso’s “It’s a Long Way” (1972), from the album Transa, recorded while the musician was 

exiled in the UK. The film throughout mixes almost ethnographic images with techniques such as in-

camera editing and matte shots. Curtis notes, “[w]ith the growth of the ‘underground’ movement, 

the use of in-camera techniques has become quite widespread” (Curtis, 1971, 85). Such techniques 

are frequently found in both Hirsch and Caldini’s films, in which editing is carried out using the 

Super-8 camera, including the creation of matte shots through multiple exposure. The long close-up 

of the boy’s face, almost expressionless, then turns grainy, before fading into black and white images 

of travels on the road. The boy’s head appears screen left, and looks around while on the rest of the 

screen we move along the road in point-of-view shot.  

Thus the images mix indexical shots of Patagonian residents and landscapes with the activities of 

Hirsch’s avant-gardist friends, some of which chime with the intermedial practices of contemporary 

happenings and performances. Someone walks through the long grass before abstract shapes flash 

in black and white on screen. There is a shot of a naked woman on a beach, alongside seals. This cuts 

to a group of guanacos crossing a road. In accompanying interview, Hirsch states, [c]ine 

experimental no tiene narrativa.” It is “más como la poesía” and as a result, “[n]ecesita más 

25 As Szperling observes, “Hirsch often immerses herself in Patagonia, the icy, deserted and mountainous 

southern tip of Argentina. For decades she has spent long periods of time in this region, gathering images from 

the different seasons of the year, images that also remind us of her alpine childhood” (Szperling, 2013, 79). I 

am basing my analysis on a recording of a projection of the film.  
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colaboración por parte del público.” This reference to poetry, though, is metaphorical rather than 

literal, and there is no poetry stricto sensu, in the film. As Federico Windhausen puts it, “Hirsch 

focusses on the body and corporeal experience in her work, and combines her musings on spiritual 

and existential questions with lyrical imagery derived largely from the interior spaces of her 

domestic life, the rural landscapes of Patagonia and the urban environments of Buenos Aires” (2013, 

emphasis added). Lyrical here seems to mean personal yet non-narrative. There is no sense of 

progress or history in the images of movement around Patagonia.  

Rumi (1999) is perhaps the film by Hirsch that comes closest to engaging with poetry as a written 

form, specifically the work of the thirteenth‐century Persian poet Rumi (Jalāl ad‐Dīn Muhammad 

Rūmī). In conversation (Buenos Aires, 2020), Hirsch contrasted the film to what she saw as her more 

“popular,” earlier works – as being more poetic, and less abstract or structural. She also noted that it 

had been a difficult film to make, taking four years – and it is less than 30 minutes long. As Torres 

(2010b, 57) puts it, this is a film “sobre y con las poesías del poeta Sufi del siglo XIII. Ahí surgieron los 

textos y la necesidad de trabajar con el texto como si fuera una imagen.” The film includes shots of 

landscapes in the Argentine south and interiors showing unidentified characters with projections of 

words and phrases from Rumi’s poetry, shown in Arabic script, Spanish and English. These words are 

variously projected over images of mottled paper, water, and flames, in a series of matte shots. The 

film plays with light: cutting from a shot of a window blind opening to another of a sunrise over 

fields. It also screens time passing: images of rushing water and clouds moving (the latter, seemingly, 

in time-lapse photography). One key scene consists of a tracking shot of a swirling male dancer 

(played by Julio Galán): Rumi is known for inventing the practice of the “Whirling Dervish”; as the 

film notes in a credit, the Dervish rotates like the planets to celebrate the mystical union of lovers.26

26 See also Rumi (2004, 277, 278, 280).  
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Here a woman watches from the window while the camera follows the man as he moves and spins 

in his long skirt, as we see in Figure 1. 

Figure 1.  

For Szperling, the film is an effort at “transposing poetry into film”; “[i]ts metaphors transform time 

and space into coordinates that are mythological rather than Cartesian” (Szperling, 2013, 75). Yet 

there is at least one moment of more conventional montage in the film, cutting from a shot of a goat 

hanging in a shed to another of a barbecue; the word “die” appears on screen, projected over water, 

before we see (what looks like) the goat being cooked over a fire. “Die” and “see” are two of the 

words that appear most frequently on screen in Rumi. The phrase “all that is not killed for love is 

carrion” and then a single word “carroña” (carrion) appear in what seems to be a hint of a pro-

vegetarian message.27

It is worth recalling, as Hirsch herself does in the catalogue to Lugares de silencio (2007), that Rumi 

threw the books on which he had based his successful academic career into a well, on the 

instructions of his master Shams Tabrizi – it was necessary to live for poetry to flow, not just to read 

(Banfi and Hirsch, 2007, 142). This hints at the tension between poetry as a written form and as 

something intangible or ineffable. For Coleman Banks, Rumi’s best known English-language 

translator, “[p]oetry and music and movement were parts of that communal and secretly individual 

work of opening hearts and exploring the mystery of union with the divine” (Banks, 2004, xiv). Banks 

adds, “Rumi is less interested in language, more attuned to the sources of it […]. Words are not 

important in themselves, but as resonators for a center” (17).  As Rumi himself writes:  

This is how it always is  

when I finish a poem.  

27 This is most likely a fragment from the poem called “In the slaughterhouse of love” (Rumi, 2004, 270).  
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A great silence overcomes me,  

and I wonder why I ever thought 

to use language. (2004, 20)  

Or, in another poem:  

Stop the words now.  

Open the window in the center of your chest,  

and let the spirits fly in and out. (35)  

In Hirsch’s Rumi, poems appear only in single words and in fragments; few can easily be ascribed to a 

particular text by the Sufi poet. The Arabic script is very difficult to pick out, and the poems appear in 

a mix of English and Spanish. The poetry of Rumi is more a starting place for a film that in the main 

focusses on image and intermedial performance (music, dance, prayer) – again, the non-linguistic.   

Rumi was included as one of the items in the interactive book that accompanied the art project-cum-

exhibition coordinated by Hirsch and Enrique Banfi, Lugares de silencio. Sound crews used sets of 

microphones to record the “silence” – in fact background and ambient noise, including animals and 

atmospheric conditions – in a series of isolated places in Patagonia. These were accompanied by 

photos and videos, as part of an installation in the MAMBA art gallery, Buenos Aires. The catalogue 

included poems by Federico García Lorca, Shakespeare, and others; and a text on poetry by the 

Argentine philosopher Óscar del Barco: it is interesting to note this creation of a poetic genealogy 

rather than a cinematic one. In the book Hirsch herself quotes Rilke on the role of poetry: “Quizás 

[…] brinde algún sosiego, pero contrariamente al contemplativo que intenta estar en el mundo sin 

tocarlo, el poeta arriesga su vida nombrando lo innombrable […]. Arriesga su vida y la pierde y queda 

sólo la poesía, como una señal” (Banfi and Hirsch, 2007, 149). In an eminently intermedial project, 

this idea of a poetry of the unnameable, as signal rather than language, chimes with the use the film 
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makes of Rumi’s works. It suggests that both film and written poems aspire to something beyond 

themselves, that cannot be capture in language, but to which both can hint and strive. 

A further engagement with literature can be found in El aleph (2005). This very short film – a little 

more than one minute long – features a female voice reading fragments from Borges’s famous short 

story of the same name. We open with a lamb or sheep being slaughtered; later we see a child 

patting an animal, then another riding a horse, in choppy montage. With very fast cuts and matte 

shots, we see what look like short archive clips, often grainy, overexposed, or out of focus. These 

include repeated shots of a clock, with time passing very quickly; faces, fields, horses, children, 

naked bodies, and running water. Hirsch’s El aleph addresses a problem faced by “Borges” the 

narrator: how to deal with simultaneity, a question that takes us back at least as far as G.E. Lessing’s 

Laocoön (1766, see Introduction), with its discussion of the differences between poetry and 

sculpture. One should also remember that Borges’s “El aleph” is a story featuring some very bad 

poetry, specifically the awful epic composed by Carlos Argentino Daneri with the benefit of the 

Aleph of the title.  

The soundtrack consists of a voiceover based on Borges’s text; we also hear the tick-toc of a clock; 

later, there are moments of silence, and then some rather indistinct noise. As in Come Out, or at 

least as in the record which it employs, El aleph also plays with phase shifting: thus the formula “Vi 

[algo]” is steadily replaced by “vi vi vi.” What is seen becomes less important than the act of seeing; 

the soundtrack seems to attempt to catch up – impossibly – with the simultaneous experience of the 

Aleph. The film ends with the phrase “Vi el inconcebible universo,” linking a “vi” and an object; in the 

original story we read only “el inconcebible universo” (Borges, 2009, 1068). The rhythm of cutting 

and the soundtrack are key to the film’s construction, as in Borges’s chaotic, yet perfectly crafted, 

enumerations, like Hirsch’s film an exploration of language’s failure to capture the fullness of 

experience.  
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Hirsch’s interest in the cosmic scale, as explored in Borges’s short story, reappears in another more 

recent film, Kosmos, co-directed with Guzmán and Cahen (2017) which again draws on the writer’s 

work for inspiration. The film opens with the Greek title “Κόσμος,” before an intertitle gives a 

quotation from Borges: “En el firmamento hay mudanza / la montaña y la estrella son individuos / y 

los individuos caducan” from the short story “La escritura de Dios” (1949). On screen we see the 

growing image of an equation, known as the Einstein field equations.28 We then see a close-up, and 

then an extreme close-up, of a tap, with the camera losing focus and zooming in. Further images 

include smoke, trees in black and white, a pen on paper, and the distant sun. An iris lens is used for 

some images, restricting the area that can be seen. We hear the sound of burning to accompany the 

image of a burning bush or stubble; rising atonal music can also be heard. At about three minutes, a 

second equation appears; this is known as the Schrödinger equation. In Marc Lackenby’s words, this 

is “the fundamental equation of quantum theory and so controls the way particles behave at the 

atomic scale.” The choice of these two equations is striking: “both […] have been extensively verified 

by experiments. However, it is known that they are incompatible with each other. No one knows 

how they can be reconciled.” As Richard Berry puts it, the equations address the questions, “what 

are space and time” and “what is matter and energy”? Between them they are the foundations of 

modern physics and they represent paradigm shifts 100 years ago that have not been unseated to 

this day.29

28 According to Lackenby (personal communication via email 2019), “The reason it is ‘equations’ not ‘equation’ 

is that it is actually ten equations compressed into one. They are the fundamental equations in Einstein’s 

theory of general relativity. They express the curvature of spacetime due to the gravitational influence of 

matter.” I am grateful to Professor Lackenby for his assistance.  

29 Personal communication via email 2019. I am grateful to Professor Berry for his efforts to explain these 

concepts to me.  
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The film ends with a swirling vortex, colour changing from white to black, through an iris shot, and 

then a black dot. The image disappears, and the word “Kosmos” appears on screen. Like El aleph, this 

is an attempt to capture the universe on screen, but one that does so in the full knowledge that this 

is impossible, not least because of the fundamental scientific contradictions at the heart of our 

knowledge about it – just as Borges’s “El aleph” deals with the impossibility of achieving a totalizing 

vision of the universe. As N. Katherine Hayles puts it in her study of “field theory” in Borges, “we can 

never arrive at a complete and unambiguous description of [our] reality because we are involved in 

what we would describe” (1984, 20).  

In sum, Hirsch’s work is less engaged with poetry per se and more interested in certain analogies 

between poetry and non-narrative filmmaking, often linked to intermedial practices in performance 

and art more generally, as the basis for an abstract exploration of our (in)ability to perceive and 

understand the universe; often, this includes the implicit failure of poetry itself. We can explore these 

questions further with reference to Caldini, fellow member of the Grupo and frequently credited as 

its principal theorist.   

Claudio Caldini: Filmmaker on the Edge. 

Claudio Caldini was, for many years, something of an unknown filmmaker: in Matt Losada’s words, 

“prolific” (2013, 75) but for Diego Trerotola both “exceptional” and “secret” (2011, 22). Marín (2012) 

states, “la imagen de Claudio Caldini como figura dentro del cine experimental argentino era 

equiparable a la de un árbol en medio del desierto.”  

A mark of the growing recent recognition of Caldini was the publication of a documentary (2012) and 

related book (2011) about his life and work, both entitled Hachazos, by his fellow director Andrés Di 

Tella, one of Argentina’s most respected contemporary documentary filmmakers. Di Tella describes 

a paradox: “Hirsch y Caldini, dos grandes popes del cine experimental vernáculo de los años setenta, 

celebrados y olvidados”; Caldini and his group “no existen” in Argentine film history (Di Tella, 2011, 

17).  
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Having learnt to use a camera in his childhood, in the early 1970s Caldini met Marta Minujín and was 

hired to film her “happening” ¡Buenos Aires! ¡Hoy! ¡Ya! (1971) (Di Tella, 2011, 46). As Guzmán Cerdio 

notes, despite Caldini’s work with Marta Minujín and links to the performance/happening scene, “el 

cine de Caldini claramente está ligado a la contemplación y a una percepción reflexiva sobre el 

proceso filosófico, material y mecánico del cine” (2014, 7). He would go on to film Di Tella and 

Minujín’s Autogeografía performance in 1976, in which Minujín was “buried alive” wearing only a 

bikini and her characteristic dark glasses (Di Tella, 2011, 72).  

Di Tella records Caldini’s unhappy experience with UNCIPAR, the small-format film collective: “Las 

películas de Caldini y los suyos eran consideradas provocaciones, a menudo abucheadas por los 

colegas, incluso llegó a haber una denuncia policial […]” (2011, 48-49). Like others in the pre-Goethe 

Group, Caldini was attracted to the studio Hi Photography, “donde hicieron las primeras 

proyecciones públicas del nuevo cine underground en super 8” (Di Tella, 2011, 53).  

What explains Caldini’s marginal position? Partly, there is the relatively lowly status of experimental 

cinema in Argentina as a whole – something that effects Hirsch, Byrón, and others, at least until 

quite recently, in particular with the emergence of a lively videopoetry scene in Buenos Aires and 

beyond. But Caldini’s career has been marked too by periods of mental illness. In 1975 after his 

return from a visit to India, he underwent his first spell in psychiatric hospital (Di Tella, 2011, 78). In 

1978 he returned to India, to visit Puducherry and the Auroville spiritual community. He was 

expelled from the country after another psychological crisis and found himself in Paris where, on the 

instructions of Ute Kirchelle of the Goethe Institute, he was interned (Di Tella, 2011, 87-89). 

Returning to Argentina, after a period of recuperation, in 1980 he re-joined the Goethe Institute 

group (Di Tella, 2011, 90). He led an almost nomadic existence between domiciles and more or less 

stable employment. Hachazos mentions his 36 addresses between his final return from India and 

2004. In the 1980s he worked as a stagehand, as a lighting technician in El Clú del Claun with the 

performer Batato Barea (stage name of Salvador Walter Barea), as a musician, playing the Moog, 
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and was even involved in an early incarnation of the De la Guarda dance company (Di Tella, 2011, 

92). Around this time he also earnt the admiration of a young Gaspar Noé.  

Depictions of Caldini as a “lyrical” and “poetic” filmmaker are relatively easy to find in the albeit 

limited corpus of critical works on his films. As Marín (2012) puts it, “su mundo, que creó desde cero, 

autónomo de referencias culturales, fue el de la ‘cinematografización’ de su vida, de su visión.” 

Marín continues, “[t]odo esto, antes que hablar de la ambición de Caldini como cineasta, evidencia 

su creencia en los instrumentos de su poética. Una cámara, el montaje y el registro como procesos a 

perfeccionar, hasta reducirlos a la ‘sencilla’ tarea de traducir ideas y emociones” (emphasis added).  

Di Tella writes of Caldini’s initial attraction to both the technique and the aesthetics of cinema, and 

cites the director’s own observation: “Yo me acerqué el cine más por el interés técnico, no artístico 

[…]. Pero además, encontré una poética ahí” (2011, 40, emphasis added). Literature was also 

important to his early filmmaking, including the work of Cortázar, and Bioy Casares’s 1940 novella La 

invención de Morel (Di Tella, 2011, 42). Trerotola highlights Caldini’s interest in dance, painting, 

Eastern culture and religion, with a quotation from the director himself regarding “la dificultad de mi 

vida personal a incorporarme a estructuras mayores (mayores entre comillas), estructuras 

industriales o sociales más abiertas, porque de alguna manera esa intimidad poética que busco 

queda arrasada por esas estructuras, entonces la única manera de preservarla fue dentro del campo 

del cine experimental” (2011, 23, emphasis added): his career is something of a model, albeit 

unconventional, of intermedial practice.  

What, one might ask, does that term, “intimidad poética” mean? Caldini continues, speaking of his 

films’ relationship to the poetic, or more precisely “el instante poético que trataba de expresar” 

(Trerotola, 2011, 23). Caldini was critical of any view of his work as being just technical, with no 

content. He stated: “[e]n algunas películas realmente la idea poética trasciende la mecánica del 

medio y lo que nos queda es una imagen mental, no solamente visual” (Trerotola, 2011, 23). He 

quotes the Argentine poet Alejandra Pizarnik’s fifth poem from the collection Árbol de Diana (1962), 
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a work with a prologue by Octavio Paz, and in which there are pieces dedicated to Cortázar and the 

writer and translator Aurora Bernárdez (married to Cortázar): all links to the legacy of Surrealism in 

Argentina that we find in Pizarnik’s work. The poem references, precisely “flores pequeñas” that 

dance in the brain like “palabras en la boca de un mudo.” Poetry is the bridge to a conception of film 

as non-narrative and experimental, and with it the possibility – as intimated by Pizarnik – of poetry 

that does not rely on language.  

But what to extent can we talk about poetry as a written art form per se in Caldini’s films? What 

understanding of (verbal) poetry can we infer from his works? Some of the earliest films by Caldini 

still available to view (via web platforms) are his documentaries of music festivals. Caldini was 

certainly not alone among international experimental filmmakers in his interest in rock music and 

concerts. Jean-Luc Godard mixed Black Power, Maoism and studio footage of The Rolling Stones in 

his English-language outing Sympathy for the Devil (1968, also known as One Plus One). Curtis (1971, 

166) notes, to give another example, the “intensity of the informal vision [in] Peter Ungerleider’s 

film of the Rolling Stones free concert in Hyde Park, Under My Thumb (1969).” This “informal vision” 

can be seen in two of Caldini’s earliest works.  

festival pinap 1969 is a recording of the first open air rock festival in Buenos Aires – and one of the 

first such events anywhere in the world.30 Shot on Super-8, somewhat strangely for a piece about a 

concert, the film is silent. This results from a technical flaw – at this stage, Super-8 cameras had no 

capacity to record sound. The film consists mostly of footage of the crowd and action on the stage. 

Stylistically, it is notable for its play with the camera’s zoom function. There are a number of fast 

zooms-in and -out, as the camera lens pulls out from a long-range close-up to reveal its position 

within the crowd. For example, the film opens with a shot of the festival name on a banner, then 

30 The Monterey Pop Festival took place in 1967. Other key first festival dates include: Isle of Wight, 1968; 

Woodstock, 1969; Festival Rock y Ruedas, Avándaro, Mexico, 1971; Rock in Rio, 1985. Argentina was very 

much at the cutting edge for music festivals.    
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pulls out to reveal the full banner, the stage, and the crowd, from a location some way back in the 

audience. These are interspersed with tracking shots and pans that pick out figures in the crowd; 

some of the images of the audience are grainy, even blurry. If the zoom shows the superiority of the 

lens to the human eye, these instead reflect the technical limitations imposed on Caldini by his 

Super-8 camera. We see more “immersive shots,” with the camera in among the crowd, and 

medium-shots of members of one or another band. The camera then pulls back out to a position at 

the back of the stands, and the film fades to black. We have a register of a moment in Argentina rock 

history, a film immersed in the alternative cultural scene of the late 1960s, and also an intriguing 

first taste of Caldini’s approach to the interaction between lens and object, stressing above all the 

active role of the camera.  

BA Rock 1971 shows another open-air rock concert, this time the Festival internacional de música 

progresiva, at the Buenos Aires Velodrome. Again the film is silent, mixing audience shots that give a 

general sense of the festival atmosphere in the park away from the stage with long-shots from the 

crowd of the bands playing. One sequence consists of the film running as if in fast forward, showing 

the movements of the crowd. Some of the footage is lined; some is over-exposed. Another time-

lapse follows the sun setting, the camera pausing on the bright orange sky. Viewers witness most 

aspects of a music festival, with the telling exception of the music. BA Rock 1971 forces us to 

consider the visual spectacle on display: Caldini’s interest in light and movement already are at the 

forefront of his work.   

After these early, more realist efforts, Caldini’s cinema quickly became less mimetic. As Di Tella 

(2011, 18) puts it, “el cine experimental” might be described as “una manera de ver el cine al revés, 

para ver qué mensajes inesperados se pueden escuchar.” Part of this “seeing in reverse” relates to 

Caldini’s manipulation of lens and film to create surprising, sometimes dizzying, images, often with 

the simplest of materials. Caldini made Ventana (1975) by repeatedly filming on the same stock a 

strip of light visible through a window, moving the camera or adjusting the lens to create the 
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impression of movement as well as a layering of light strips on the screen. A white line slowly crosses 

the black screen; then more white lines appear, and then some colour enters. The movement of the 

lines speeds up, and then slows down, with lines of various thicknesses and densities crossing each 

other at various angles. The soundtrack consists of long, rising synthesizer chords. The film ends with 

a shot that reveals what has “actually” been shown on screen: the view out of the window, to the 

sea. Thus the indexical function is used to create abstract shapes through Caldini’s work with the 

interaction between camera movement and the real world, an experiment that uses mimesis for 

non-mimetic, creative ends. 

Film Gaudí (1975) dates from Caldini’s visit to Spain. It consists mostly of moving shots of statues and 

other items of decoration from the highly elaborate architecture of Parc Güell, Barcelona. One of 

Caldini’s most visually striking works – indeed often quite dizzying in places – it uses rapid camera 

work to turn the polychromatic mosaics and statues into a kaleidoscope of colours. The series of 

very fast zooms on mosaics and tiles combines with cuts to a different mosaic or tile to create a 

near-psychedelic effect with the changing intricate patterns. At times the camera seems to hit the 

surface, before going out of focus, as if vision were overloaded or breaking down. Alongside the 

colourful architecture, it is worth noting the eye-catching presence of nature in the film: a close-up 

of a beetle on a tile; a fast zoom-out on some flowers; a close yet mobile shot of light on fern leafs; 

or a close-up on a rose. Again, Caldini works with light and lens to create a highly mobile form of 

cinematic kinetic art, often dazzling in its speed of cutting and movement, and wholly non-linguistic.  

Caldini’s use of the zoom to create the illusion of movement can found be also in his 1976 Super-8 

work, Aspiraciones. The film opens with a mostly dark scene in which a candle flame (and the top of 

the candle) appears to fly past. The effect is achieved by pulling out on the zoom. Stopping the film, 

repositioning the camera, and starting the film again changes the angle from which the candle “flies 

past.” The visual trick – that it is the candle moving, not the result of camera work – is revealed by 

the disconcerting stillness of the candle flame. As the film progresses, other images are included: 
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what looks like a crescent moon appears in the background; then a similar “retreating effect” with 

something green, possibly trees. The use of in-camera matte shots creates a stuttering or flickering 

effect; candles go into and out of each other. We then see other images, in very quick flashes, often 

vibrating around the edges: an embroidered napkin, plants or a lamp on a table, a photo of a 

woman’s face, and a framed picture of Sri Aurobindo, Caldini’s yogic master in India. Again, the same 

pull-back effect is used to make them retreat into the distance. The film thus plays with perspective 

and movement, with light and dark, translating operations with the camera lens into movement on 

screen. The rhythm of the candles moving is roughly that of human breathing, hence the title. As 

Marín (2012) puts it: “Su universo cinematográfico […] insiste en volcar hacia afuera lo interno, 

manipular el paisaje de acuerdo a una sensibilidad visual que ataca a su entorno con la convicción y 

la calidez de quien tiene una visión para compartir con el mundo.”  

What is this vision that Marín refers to? Ofrenda (1978) was made during Caldini’s extended stay at 

this father’s house, as he recovered from the psychological difficulties that had emerged during his 

time in India – indeed, as he recalls in Hachazos, he was in fact confined to his father’s garden. As 

Losada states, Ofrenda “consists of single-photogram images of a bush covered in white daisies shot 

from varied angles and distances, a technique that compresses real time” (2013, 75), as we see in 

Figure 2, below. Again it is filmed on Super-8. As a result of the very fast cutting (between each 

photogram), and small differences in framing and focus between one shot and the next, the flowers 

“jump around” on screen. In contrast to many of his early efforts, Ofrenda has a synthesiser 

soundtrack (added later, and dating from 1990), the music having a slightly slower rhythm than the 

cutting. The “dancing flowers” link back, of course, to the Pizarnik quotation, above. In one sense 

there is an attempt to film a poem – to put Pizarnik’s words visually on screen. But at the same time, 

the film loses language. What is more, the poem itself, like much of Pizarnik’s work, is about silence 

– “la boca de un mudo” in her words (Pizarnik, 2005, 107). There is a search for the poetry that is 

beyond language, portrayed – in a paradox typical of Pizarnik herself – in language. Caldini’s poem, 

in turn, strips the language from Pizarnik’s poem, retaining only the visuals in a sort of reversal of 
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ekphrasis: rather than the poet “picturing” for the reader the work of a visual artist, here a visual 

artist “unwords” the work of the poet. Again, Caldini’s intermedial exploration of film and poetry is 

at once productive, visually striking, and fundamentally non-linguistic.  

Figure 2.  

Perhaps the purest example of Caldini’s experimentation with camera movement can be found in 

the 1981 film Gamelán, another Super-8 work. For Marín (2010, 29) the film is a companion piece to 

Hirsch’s Come Out. Like Hirsch’s Come Out, Caldini employs a soundtrack by Steve Reich, an extract 

from his piece “Six Pianos.” Reich had studied Balinese music in the 1970s, including gamelan

orchestral or ensemble music, and the title seems to refer to the composer’s interest in non-

Western musical forms. The film opens with flashing, blocky titles, which look rather like Pac-Man 

(the arcade game having been released in 1980). The action itself was created by attaching a Super-8 

camera to a rope, which Caldini then spun around his head. As a result, we see speeding black and 

white stripes flying past. Accidentally or not, the rhythms of changing patterns of black and white 

start to match, very roughly, those of the music – the fast, insistent rush of Reich’s minimalist piece, 

like “Come Out” an experiment in phase shifting, although here using six upright pianos, played live, 

rather than a taped vocal recording. As with later pieces such as Vadi-Samvadi (1981), Caldini here 

seems to want to find a shared rhythm between music and film. The film is an experiment in the 

strict sense: what happens if I swing a Super-8 camera around my head? Here we have the answers, 

visually on screen, before the final credits return with their flashing Pac-Man-like figures. Caldini 

stated of the film that, “[e]staba buscando formas de la percepción que escaparan al alcance del ojo 

humano y tampoco hubieran estado previstas por los fabricantes de la cámara” (cited in Di Tella, 

2011, 26). There was also, he noted, an influence from dance, which he had studied and would 

feature in other films, particular those linked to his religious experiences in India. In the film 

Hachazos, Di Tella and Caldini recreate the filming of Gamelán, Caldini resembling a hammer 

thrower as he pirouettes in a field with a camera on a rope. In an interview with Trerotola (2011, 22) 
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Caldini argues that, “[l]a primera matriz narrativa del cine es el viaje,” linking his interest in 

movement with the very earliest history of cinema, for example the Lumières’ and others’ films of 

train journeys. But movement is also related to perception, which Caldini seems intent on 

complicating, messing up, even; in the same interview he observes, “[e]n algunas películas mías lo 

que hago es romper con el sistema perceptivo que propone la óptica mecánica del cine, como la 

perspectiva renacentista” (Trerotola, 2011, 22). This illusion of movement through camera 

techniques, in which kinetic effects are created through relatively simple distortions or alterations of 

film’s indexical function, seems something of a constant in Caldini’s work. And while there is clearly a 

technical aspect to this exploration, the result is often more resonant and emotive than a mere 

object of admiration for specialists and aficionados. As Marín (2012) puts it, in Ofrenda “[u]na 

cascada de margaritas nos señala un momento de devoción.” Losada (2013, 75) adds “all [Caldini’s 

films] participate in a quest to transform things —a houseplant, a windowpane, a park designed by 

Antoni Gaudí— into objects of contemplation and elements of a medium that provides access to a 

vision lost to the modern world.” He writes of the “hypnotic power of pure forms of nature” that 

one encounters in the Argentine’s work. These pure forms, one might surmise, would exist beyond 

or without language.   

Indeed despite the frequent references to poetry in interviews, the films from this period in Caldini’s 

career are almost totally non-linguistic. To take another example, La escena circular (1982), again 

filmed on Super-8, uses a series of matte shots and jump cuts to combine various domestic and 

exterior images, with a minimalist musical soundtrack. Lighting is variable, fading in and out, with 

shots merging into and out of each other. Something similar can be seen in another 1982 film, A 

través de las ruinas, in which in-camera editing again creates matte shots mixing seascapes, 

interiors, male and female bodies, and flames, with a soundtrack that includes both ambient noise 

(birdsong) and synthesized atonal chords by Caldini and Jorge Haro. Caldini operates through loops, 

juxtapositions, overlays and connections – all related to technical features of the Super-8 format’s 

in-camera editing. The “poetics” of these films would less relate to poetry as a written literary form 
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than be shorthand for “non-narrative” and “experimental,” the latter often in quite a scientific 

sense, of attempting something without necessarily knowing what will result (Gamelán would be a 

case in point here). Also partly recreated in Hachazos is a 1993 film, Heliografía. Again this is a film 

that could be called an experiment, including as it does a series of shots that appear to have been 

filmed with a Super-8 camera suspended from a moving bicycle, or rather the cyclist’s hand. The 

result is a highly abstract series of colours, shadows, and lights, with a soundtrack that seems to 

echo the natural environment through which the filmmaker was riding: birdsong and crickets, in 

particular. It is also important to note the element of risk involved in these productions: Super-8 film 

was relatively expensive, not always easy to obtain and, like the cameras that used it, quite fragile.   

Where then is the connection to poetry as a written form in Caldini’s films? One possible answer 

might be found in a very short early film, from 1975, entitled Baltazar. Edited in-camera, again we 

see what looks like Super-8 home-movie footage. We begin with an extreme close-up of a face, from 

a low angle looking up at eyes, nose, and fringe. Then there is a cut, to a shot of a crab walking along 

the shore. The next shot is of a boy, a young toddler, crawling and walking sideways along the beach, 

before we see a small hand making a pile of sand on the beach. The final shot, the longest, is of 

water washing a plastic bottle in and out of a gap in the rocks on the shore. This all amounts to 

something like a visual metaphor, or even a type of haiku: the child and the crab are compared, 

similarities are noted, including their sideways movement and amphibious position. In contrast to 

the famous “Kuleshov effect,” we are not encouraged to draw any conclusions about motivation or 

causation. As Kraniauskas puts it, in a different context, this “intended montage is not to be 

conceived, however, as being in the Eisensteinian tradition that suggests the dialectical overcoming 

of two images with a third but as a way of producing moments of wavering (hovering) – or 

stuttering” (2020, x). We see similarities between, and are asked to compare, boy and crab in their 

positions in and out of the sea, but no meaning emerges from this act of perception. Again, the 

result is non-linguistic, visual, and related fundamentally to movement and its registering. As Caldini 

puts it in conversation with Trerotola (2011, 22): “primero tengo una puesta en escena con un 
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montaje, cambio de planos y una narrativa tradicional, y después la película cambia hacia algo que 

no tiene relación con ese lenguaje.”  

Much of Caldini’s later work seems increasingly abstract even in comparison to his earlier films; any 

impression that the film could correlate to something seen in the real world becomes rather faint. In 

Simulacro (1990), for example, a Super-8 film-U-matic video hybrid, we see a mass of mostly red 

shapes, with thin blue outlines, like fast-moving islands or continents, flashing up and down the 

screen. There are occasional changes of colour, with blue and red swapping places. As the film 

proceeds, the shapes split up, turn long and thin, and at times start to drift across the screen. There 

are variations in size, in number, and the occasional shape (coincidentally, one might presume) 

reminiscent of Joaquín Torres García’s inverted American continent, as in his famous artwork 

“Nuestro norte es el sur” (1946). The music consists of energetic punk/nu-wave by Jorge Haro and 

Alejandro Fiori. The speed of the music matches the rather frenetic pace of the flashing forms. The 

film stops abruptly on 2m22s – the typically short length of a punk track. The experience is purely 

visual and sonic, and somewhat eye-watering at times, but completely removed from any sense of 

representation or indexical register.  

At the same time, Caldini has a long-standing interest in mysticism and spirituality. As Losada puts it,  

“[a]lthough his work also shares some characteristics with structural film, he privileges vision, using 

the filmic apparatus as an immersive medium of mystic ecstasy, at times allied with Hindu religion” 

(2013, 75). Cuarteto, from 1978, is similar in many respects to Ofrenda with its overlaid images of 

fern leaves, in which in-camera edited matte shots multiply the same foliage into a dense texture. 

Movement is created through changes of angle and depth of focus. There are shifts in rhythm, too, 

with the speed of cutting changing across the film. There is little for the spectator to do apart from 

look and contemplate, in particular the effects of varying colours, with the appearance of bright red 

flowers on screen. That is until a final sequence involving on-screen titles, as a quotation appears, a 

little shakily, in upper case letters and a rather martial font: “El propósito de la palabras / Es 
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transmitir ideas. / Cuando las ideas se han comprendido / las palabras se olvidan. / ¿Dónde puedo 

encontrar un hombre que haya olvidado las palabras? / Con ése me gustaría hablar.” The quotation 

is credited to Chuang-Tzu, a Chinese philosopher of the fourth century BC, also known as Zhuang 

Zhou, and a key figure in the development of Taoism.31 As Martin Palmer states, “[o]ne of the core 

teachings of Taoism is that: ‘The Tao that can be talked about is not the true Tao. The name that can 

be named is not the eternal Name’” (Palmer, 2006, xiii). Part of Chuang-Tzu’s philosophy is a critique 

of the usefulness of language: “[h]e wants us to break beyond words and to realize how they 

imprison us” (Palmer, 2006, xxv). In Chuang-Tzu’s own work, we see this critique quite clearly: 

“when Virtue is fully integrated into the Tao and words stop where knowledge can know nothing 

more, there is perfection” (Chuang Tzu, 2006, 218); or further on, “[w]ords are used to express 

concepts, but once you have grasped the concepts, the words are forgotten” (Chuang Tzu, 2006, 

242). Caldini’s films clearly move towards the non-linguistic, the camera as a means of attempting to 

capture what is beyond language. As Caldini puts it to Di Tella in the film Hachazos, “[c]on las 

palabras tratamos de decir lo que las palabras no pueden decir”; here Caldini tries to go further, 

beyond words.  

A more recent film by Caldini, based on his own archival material, takes a different approach to the 

spiritual. Rolf Gelewski, spiritual dancer (2016) is a register of a performance by the titular artist, 

who like Caldini had come into touch with the teachings of Sri Aurobindo and his idea of “integral 

yoga.” The film consists of a ten-minute hand-held single camera recording of a dance by Gelewski, a 

German trained in the expressionist style, who studied and worked in Brazil and India; this is at times 

trance-like, and always wordless. It offers a connection, too, via another route, to German sources 

for experimental cinema, namely the Expressionism of the 1910s and 20s. And we can detect a 

connection to Hirsch’s work, via the latter’s interaction with modern physics. As Hayles puts it, “the 

31 He also appears as a reference in Borges’s writings on time, including his “Nueva refutación del tiempo” 

(2010, 131).  
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realization that there are inherent limits on what can be spoken, and that these limits arise because 

language is part of the field being described, is at the heart of the revolution implicit in the field 

concept of reality” (1984, 21); the difficulty for the artist is as follows: “the task of articulation 

requires that a vision of a dynamic, mutually interacting field be represented through a medium that 

is inherently linear, fragmented, and unidirectional” (59). Spiritual dance, mystical ritual, and visual 

films are some possible responses: all point, intermedially, towards a non-linguistic conception of 

poetry.  

Caldini’s combined experimental tendencies and interest in spiritualism continue in some of his 

other recent films. Lux Taal (2006-2009, with music from 1990) is a Single-8 film, again edited in 

camera, combining shots of the bonfire with flashing daisies that will remind viewers of Ofrenda. We 

see a hut in the woods, and a bonfire – as referenced in Di Tella’s Hachazos. This rather recalls 

Andrey Tarkovsky’s Mirror (1975, Зеркало), in which the Russian director reflects openly on the 

legacy of his father and the influence of the latter’s poetry – repeatedly quoted in the film – on his 

work. In Hachazos, Caldini lights a bonfire, and the scene bears a striking resemblance to the burning 

barn scene in the earlier film. Later we discover that Caldini has burnt all his possessions 

accumulated over the preceding six years, with the exception of papers and films – a gesture found 

in the ending of Tarkovsky’s The Sacrifice (1986, Offret). In Lux Taal another matte shot overlays this 

with images of wood and leaves. The film feels rather like a “concentrated” Tarkovsky – Tarkovsky 

without the long, contemplative shots, but with the use of objects, often drawn from nature, as 

focus of the filmmaker’s intense gaze. Put another way, we witness something visually similar to 

Tarkovsky, but without any attempt at plot, framing, or context. Also missing are Tarkovsky’s father’s 

verses, liberally quoted in Mirror. As Di Tella expresses it, Lux Taal is “[e]l registro del cambio de las 

estaciones y del paso del tiempo, capturado en fotogramas de una belleza que escapa a las palabras” 

(2011, 99). We might add that it lacks meaning or synthesis, as well as linguistic content.  
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Since his re-emergence as a filmmaker and teacher in the 2000s, a striking aspect of Caldini’s work 

has been his use of footage as performance material – often shown for audiences of film students. 

Marín (2012) observes that “[n]o se puede pasar por alto que Caldini haya exhibido su obra con 

mayor frecuencia en los últimos diez años que en la época de producción del grueso de su 

filmografía.” Sequences in Hachazos (the film) highlight Caldini’s love of working with the original 

reels, using screening as a performance and thus creating a unique experience of viewing his films. 

The performative aspect of Caldini’s work involves an insistence on operating with the techniques 

and hardware of his earliest productions, filming and projecting in Super-8, Single-8, and other more 

or less obsolete formats. Hachazos gives viewers a strong sense of this modus operandi, with 

sequences in which Caldini screens his work, always using original technology, to audiences of 

younger admirers. One sequence shows him setting up an improvised screen in his home, using a 

white bedsheet, to show films to Di Tella and the latter’s crew. We also see close-up shots at a taller, 

including Caldini’s students paying for a class.  

It is difficult to recreate the experience of live film performance, but recordings exist, in particular on 

YouTube, both on Caldini’s own channel and posted by admirers and film-buffs. One example is 

Generador óptico de señales cromáticas (2010), a performance by Caldini and Alan Courtis, recorded 

and edited by Bruno Stecconi. It consists of a screening using five Super-8 projectors and a five film 

loops, with a live electronic soundtrack. On screen we see flickering coloured lights, with a matte 

shot created using the various projectors from different angles. Blue and red shapes and black 

patches appear before us. The soundtrack mixes electronic, atonal compositions with the loud noise 

of the projectors, to create a kind of industrial, though distinctly cinematic, sound. Although we have 

a register of the occasion, this is in another sense an unrepeatable, intermedial performance, given 

the aleatory or chance elements, not least the vagaries of Super-8 projection, in which film can slip, 

stick, or even melt.  
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Another performance goes even closer to what Gene Youngblood (1970) and others have called 

“expanded cinema,” a term he credits to the US filmmaker Stan Van Der Beek. 4:3C (2010) is 

referred to in its online version as “film without film” with external shutters and Super-8 projectors. 

A rhombus of colour appears on a screen with an outline, before flashing green and blue very 

quickly. Some red is added, before the flashing speeds up as the shape gets bigger. After about a 

minute the shape starts to tilt on its axis, seems to grow slightly, while still moving, before ending up 

as a regular square having turned through 90 degrees. Again, this live film performance 

demonstrates Caldini’s work with colour, rhythm, speed, and abstract shapes on screen, created 

using the indexical function of the camera and the reproduction techniques of projection. HRZNT 

(2011), another film performance, again uses film loops, and this time three Super-8 projectors, as 

well as microphones and a synthesizer. Three shots are overlaid on one screen, creating, as in 

Generador óptico, a sort of matte shot, but live. Black and white landscapes start to vibrate, 

accompanied by eerie synth sounds. The matte shot offers a form of intense or even concentrated 

montage, but without the synthesis of the “Kuleshov” effect, as noted above by Kraniauskas.  

These performances, with their use of film projection, multiple screens, and live sound, as well as 

their inclusion of non-traditional film elements, such as “film without film” (i.e. direct light 

projection), are clearly intermedial, and have links to what Youngblood and others have called 

“expanded cinema,” a term initially used to describe video art and film installations in the 1960s. For 

Jonathan Walley “expanded cinema” consisted of “cinema expanding beyond the bounds of 

traditional uses of celluloid film” (2011, 23). Walley sees expanded cinema as including “video and 

television, light shows, computer art, multi-media installation and performance, kinetic sculpture 

and theater, and holography, to name a few forms”: “It encompassed everything from mass-market 

theatrical films [e.g. 2001: A Space Odyssey] to experimental films [e.g. Wavelength] to ‘kinesthetic’ 

happenings and performances that employed no moving-image media whatsoever” (2011, 24). For 

Julian Ross (2014, 251) “in projection performances, performance and film merge together, 

intermedially, to produce something that is radically different from the two art forms, whilst 
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undoubtedly incorporating aspects of both” (emphasis in original). The experience of these 

projection performances is relates closely to how time is felt by the audience. Caldini’s use of 

simultaneous multiple projectors – in a sense compressing time – shifts the focus from the indexical 

function to the experience of the audience. Or, as Ross puts it, “In expanded cinema, spectatorial 

time is favoured over represented duration where two media with intrinsically disparate 

recognitions or productions of time come together to yield time-expressions that refuse to operate 

on systematic behaviours” (2014, 263-64). 

There are risks, however: for Walley, expanded cinema “raised concerns among filmmakers about 

the very identity of their art form […]. The question was no longer ‘what is cinema?’ but ‘what isn’t

cinema?’” (2011, 24, 26). Walley’s solution is to propose a “the conception of expanded cinema” 

that “recognizes the interplay between generality (in which differences among art forms dissolve) 

and specificity (where each art form’s distinctiveness and autonomy are asserted, explored, 

sustained): between expansion and contraction” (2011, 29). In this sense it would make sense to 

include Caldini’s screenings as works of expanded cinema, one of a number of practices “unified by 

the elemental conception of the film machine that has come out of the ontological thrust of 

experimental cinema across its history” (Walley, 2011, 47). If his earlier works explored the effect of 

the camera on vision, these later projects do the same with the projector. Again, both the 

intermedial and the non-linguistic aspects of his work are hard to overlook.     

Conclusion.  

An examination of the works of Hirsch and Caldini allows us to reassess claims about the “poetic” 

nature of experimental cinema made by both theorists and filmmakers. These, we have seen, rely on 

both intermedial practices and an understanding of the poetic that is fundamentally metaphorical, 

dealing with poetics in the broadest aesthetic sense, rather than poetry as a linguistic phenomenon. 

“Poetic” comes to stand for a variety of characteristics of an experimental film: a first-person point 

of view; a non-narrative structure; or even the simple fact of its being an experiment – that is to say, 
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an action whose results are unclear at the moment of performance. None of these necessarily 

implies the presence of the poem on screen, despite the literal or metaphorical appearance of 

poetry in, respectively, Rumi or Ofrenda. Caldini and Hirsch’s work explores, fundamentally, the non-

linguistic, that which words cannot express; in the former’s case closely linked to his religious 

interests, mixing Hinduism and Taoism. This explains their engagement with and manipulation of 

indexicality – the recording of reality in film – in particular the registering and creation of movement. 

Often these force us as viewers to reconsider our own powers of perception. The terms 

“experimental” and “poetic” seem to be near synonyms in their conception; yet we have seen that 

this conflation comes at the expense of poetry as verbal art, poetry per se; and it implies a 

fundamental failure of actually existing poems, even words as a whole. There is very little language, 

very little poetry in the linguistic sense, in their work. Indeed the poetry that is sought is beyond 

language, without words, as in the encounter between Caldini’s religious sensibilities and the legacy 

of surrealism in Argentina. The poetic for Caldini and Hirsch means the non-narrative, in films that 

eschew meaning or message, but provoke viewers to multiple reflections on our ways of perceiving 

the world. Their intermediality, with regard to poetry, is better understood as conceptual than as an 

actual encounter between examples of different artistic forms.   

Seen today, these films are no museum pieces or historical curiosities: a work like Rumi or Ofrenda, 

to name just two, captivates and provokes for technical, visual, and conceptual reasons. Film 

schools, festivals, web platforms, videopoets, archives and reissues, recreating and expanding the 

transnational connections in which these filmmakers first operated, as well as intermedial 

performances and art installations, have given their works a well-deserved second life. In the next 

chapter, on Subiela, we examine films that more directly engage with poetry as written form, but 

with a rather more traditional aesthetic.  
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Chapter Two.  

Eliseo Subiela’s Dark Sides of the Heart: Poetry and Performance in 

“Old Argentine Cinema.”  

Introduction. 

In any study of the link between film and poetry in contemporary Argentina, the director Eliseo 

Subiela (1944-2016) seems impossible to overlook. And yet, what more can be said about his work? 

A prize-winning filmmaker who enjoyed, by the standards of the region, relative critical and 

commercial success, as well as an enthusiastic academic following, Subiela offers a link between the 

middle-class art-house filmmaking of the post-dictatorship period and the more formally ambitious 

works of so-called “New Argentine Cinema.”32 The term “cult” is often used in assessments of his 

work; as Nancy Membrez observes, “[i]n Spain, Dark Side of the Heart has achieved cult status in 

Barcelona and is frequently run at midnight” (Membrez, 2007, viii). Yet at the same time Subiela has 

provoked such damning verdicts as this, on the 2008 film No mires para abajo, from Leonardo 

D’Espósito: “[u]na película con muchas escenas de sexo. Ninguna de ellas excita siquiera la 

curiosidad. Filmada con el acostumbrado estilo publicitario de Subiela […] quizás tiene como mérito 

la falta total de pruritos. Pero eso no la hace recommendable” (D’Espósito, 2009, 34). Why return, 

furthermore, to a body of work that has been the subject of journal articles, book chapters, 

doctorates and entire edited volumes?33

Firstly, there are questions that have not yet been satisfactorily answered about Subiela’s work, or 

on which critics are stubbornly divided. There is, for example, an apparent contradiction at the heart 

32 El lado oscuro, for example, won first prize at the Montreal World Film Festival. See Quintín (2002, 111).  

33 See e.g. Kantaris (2002); Corbatta (1999); Forns-Brioggi (2007); Andermann (2012); Arrodondo (2000).  
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of El lado oscuro del corazón (1992): does it parody poetry, as Joanna Page (2009) argues, or does it 

take poetry seriously, as one would imagine from both the composition of the film, with frequent 

references and citations, and Subiela’s own pronouncements about poetry. What, meanwhile, of the 

alleged sexism, noted by a number of critics, of a film that otherwise seems to espouse liberal 

attitudes to sex, as also noted by critics? 

Secondly, there is the question of politics in Subiela’s work. The director’s earliest outings in film 

emerged from his involvement in political groups in the 60s, and included propaganda films, with 

instructions for making Molotov cocktails in Argentina, mayo 1969: Los caminos de la liberación 

(Rountree and Membrez, 2007, 91). Yet in later films, as Page puts it, “[i]n marked contrast to 

[Francisco “Pino”] Solanas, Subiela vigorously defends the role of cinema as a form of mass 

entertainment that should not be sullied by political overdetermination” (2009, 31). Page picks out 

El lado oscuro as a particularly pertinent example, “combin[ing] a commitment to the social realities 

of post-dictatorship Argentina with a consciously postmodern aesthetic” (2001, 386). This is not 

politically-committed filmmaking as found in Argentina in the 1960s, and even in Subiela’s very 

earliest works. Do Subiela’s films have a political point?  

Thirdly, relatively little critical comment has been dedicated to his later films, and in particular El 

lado oscuro del corazón 2, that rather unlikely sequel to his well-received and influential El lado 

oscuro del corazón. And there are important aspects of that later film that critics have scarcely 

touched on, in particular its cinematic intertextuality (Charlie Chaplin, Federico Fellini and music 

videos) and the role of the circus, the setting of much of the film’s action, and how this links 

intermedially to poetry. I argue that an analysis of Part 2 gives a clearer sense of Subiela’s filmic 

conception of poetry and with it answers to both the political status of the films and their depiction 

of gender. In short, I shall argue, we encounter avant-garde rebellion and an idealization of the 

feminine.  
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Subiela’s films are shot through with literary references; in some case the lives and works of writers 

offer the structuring tools for whole films. The writings and biography of Roberto Arlt provide a key 

intertext in Últimas imágenes del naufragio (1989). The life of the poet Jacobo Fijman, interned in 

the Borda psychiatric hospital for much of his life, echoes throughout Hombre mirando al sudeste

(1986), while the film also alludes to Adolfo Bioy Casares’s novel La invención de Morel (1940) and, 

via the name of the character (Dr) Julio Denis, to Julio Cortázar, who used it as an early 

pseudonym.34 More broadly, as will be discussed below, a form of popular surrealism can be found 

in almost all Subiela’s films, and in particular in the two parts of El lado oscuro.  

Poetry, in particular, is central to Subiela’s films. For Jill S. Kuhnheim, Subiela’s technique as well as 

his references are poetic: “the director uses film as a poetic language, and he does so in multiple 

ways” (Kuhnheim, 2004, 148). As Subiela himself put it in an interview, “I think film is essentially a 

poetic language. Poetry is, in a sense, a different way of dealing with reality, a different, superior 

way of understanding reality” (Rountree and Membrez, 2007, 96). Poetry is also central to his 

methods as a filmmaker:  

Reading poetry makes me “pregnant with images.” The result of this pregnancy can be a 

scene or a complete film, as was the case with Dark Side of the Heart I, whose central image 

came from a poem by Oliverio Girondo. From the main idea of a “man who was looking for 

the woman who could fly.” I created a dramatic structure capable of bearing other poems, 

as if they were the songs in a musical comedy. […] I wrote the script with some poetry books 

at my side and when it seemed to me the plot justified the appearance of a poem, I opened 

one of those books and found an appropriate poem, almost randomly. (Rountree and 

Membrez, 2007, 96)  

34 On Hombre mirando and the filmic adaptation of literature, see Berg (2002, 137-40).  



92 

A key intertext for Subiela is the poetry of Oliverio Girondo – indeed there is even a disclaimer in El 

lado oscuro Part 1 that the film has nothing to do with the life of the poet. As Olga Juzyn notes, a 

constant in Girondo’s work was that “poetry is to be part of life praxis” (2007, 188). This meant the 

need for “new strategies for artists to insert art into the praxis of life and accomplish the sublation, 

the lifting up of art” (189). Echoes of the early twentieth-century avant-gardes, as analysed by Peter 

Bürger (1984) among others, will resound for many readers.  

Fernando Rosenberg, in stark contrast, argues that a film like El lado oscuro “ha reforzado la imagen 

del poeta y de la poesía como componentes de una marginalidad perfectamente digerible, 

simpática.” The film is, for Rosenberg, “bochornoso”:  

Este producto masivo nos habla del lugar de la poesía como autentificación de una rebeldía 

puramente individual y completamente vacía de contenido, que remite sin duda a la re-

articulación de la rebeldía política de los años sesenta y setenta en tiempos de consolidación 

de un nuevo pacto neo-liberal, y ya sin las ilusiones de reformas sociales de los primeros 

años de “transición democrática” y gobierno radical.  

The role of poetry within this configuration is purely one of “nostalgia.” “Se trata además de la 

nostalgia del espectáculo masivo por lo artesanalmente producido, por la figura del genio 

individual.” Subiela is engaged in “vampirización de la poesía como bastión inexpugnable de otros 

tiempos, por los medios masivos que en la misma operación elegíaca se encarnan como el lugar del 

futuro” (Rosenberg, 2003, 42).  

In contrast to Rosenberg, Geoffrey Kantaris offers a more tempered version of this criticism. He 

writes of what he calls film’s “deseo por el texto (literario)” as a result of which “la literatura misma 

se convierte tanto en objeto como en significante del deseo en las obras de Subiela” (2002, 269). 

Poetry then is placed in a tense and conflicted position, as object of desire, item in circulation, and a 

tool for seduction, both in and by the film (278). Nicolás Prividera, one of a new generation of 

filmmakers and critics to emerge in the 2000s, adds further nuance with regard to his predecessor’s 
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work. Subiela “pareci[ó] revolucionar las rígidas estructuras del viejo cine argentino con films más 

libertinos que libres, ya que reflejaban especularmente los límites de esa aparente independencia” 

(Prividera, 2014, 161). The critic describes Hombre mirando al sudeste as “un éxito de público tan 

inesperado como comprensible.” His explanation for this success comes from the cinematic context 

in Argentina: “basta recordar lo que era ya viejo cine argentino de los ochenta (salvo excepciones 

[…]) para entender el asombro que provocaba el cine de Subiela” (Prividera, 2014, 161-2). If not 

damning Subiela with faint praise, Prividera instead identifies him as one of the best of a bad lot. For 

Prividera, Subiela’s efforts demonstrate the severe limitations of the reigning paradigm, the 

progressive, liberal filmmaking of the 1980s and 1990s (162). This makes Subiela “el último cineasta 

del Viejo Cine Argentina [sic]: porque lo lleva al paroxismo y lo hace implosionar” (163). Yet Prividera 

overlooks the surprising influence of Subiela’s film, as we shall see. Subiela is not a full stop, or a 

moment of exhaustion, but something like a bridge between the liberal paradigm of the 1980s and 

1990s, and the filmmaking of the more recent period. He also overlooks Subiela’s attempt to revisit 

some of the assumptions of Part 1 in its sequel. A reading of the two films together demonstrates a 

more complex view of the poetry-film nexus than simple aesthetic conservatism or nostalgic 

vampirism, even if the intermedial inclusion of poetry and poets by no means implies the creation of 

a poetic film. As a way in to these questions, I propose to discuss the importance of love in Subiela’s 

work.  

The Dark Side of the Heart, Part 1. 

El lado oscuro del corazón (1992) tells the story of Oliverio Fernández (Darío Grandinetti), a poet and 

advertising copywriter, who is searching for his ideal woman – one who can, in a quotation from a 

poem by his namesake Oliverio Girondo, fly.35 The film recounts his on-off relationship with Ana 

(Sandra Ballesteros), a sex worker he meets in a bar in Montevideo. Oli crosses the River Plate, 

35 The “flying woman” motif can also be found in Tarkovsky, in his film Mirror, and is explored by the director 

in Sculpting Time (2017 [1986], and see illustration on p. 156).  
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alternating his affair in Uruguay with bohemian life in Buenos Aires, hanging out with his friends, a 

sculptor and an émigré Canadian literature professor, while staving off the demands of adult life, 

communicated to him through a personification of Death, La Muerte, played by Nacha Guevara.  

Three technical features are particularly worthy of note. First is the incorporation of poetry into the 

screenplay, with verses quoted from Juan Gelman, Oliverio Girondo, and Mario Benedetti, who also 

acts in the part of a German sailor. Secondly, the film adopts of kind of popular surrealism, whereby 

impossible actions occur or, more precisely, the figurative is made literal: the couple fly during sex; 

objects spontaneously explode or combust during moments of passion; and Oli employs a trapdoor 

in his bed, referred to by Subiela as the “piranha pit,” to dispose of fastidious or possessive lovers. As 

Subiela stated in an interview, “[i]n some ways, my work is closer to fantastic realism, a Southern 

[i.e. non-Caribbean] version of magic realism, than realism. More Cortázar. More Borges” (Rountree 

and Membrez, 2007, 106); the shared inheritance from André Breton and the avant-gardes, 

international and local, is plain. Thirdly, techniques such as the shot-reverse shot or other variations 

on traditional continuity editing are employed to make impossible exchanges – such as 

conversations across the River Plate – appear real. In one much commented sequence early in Lado, 

a series of match cuts, showing scenes that we discover to be separated by the Río de la Plata, 

create something like a psychic connection between Oliverio and Ana, even before they have met – 

a variant on the Kuleshov effect, by which montage creates links and with it meaning. Even though 

they eat many miles apart, one in a fancy restaurant and the other in a poor kitchen, the reader is 

given the illusion that they look into each other’s eyes by the shot-reverse shot mechanism. Here the 

film’s visuals highlight the non-rational and the illogical. Later, in a sequence in which Oliverio and 

Ana appear to talk to each other across the River Plate, the use of eye-line matches and mirrored 

composition, as well as careful observance of the 180-degree rule, creates a similar effect. Alongside 

it, extreme close-ups of Ana create a sense of her protagonism, even if most of the words go to Oli. 

Film, for Subiela, can screen the impossible. Or, as John King puts it, there is a certain (positive) 
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escapism in Subiela’s film, an “exploration of the possibility of transcending a bitter reality through 

art and desire del corazón” (King, 2000a, 267). 

Poetry plays a central role in the film. Even in the protagonist’s name, a literary point is being made. 

The character is called Oliverio Fernández, combining the names of Girondo and Macedonio 

Fernández, as Pablo Arredondo (2000, 106) and others point out. A number of critics have analysed 

the various roles played by different poets in the film. Arredondo argues, for example, that, “Oliverio 

Girondo muestra el trabajo estético de la escritura que se subleva contra el canon tradicional […] La 

poesía de Mario Benedetti es la voz del autor comprometido que impulsa las posibilidades de un 

cambio […] Juan Gelman expresa un compromiso frenético con la creación poética para vencer el 

desamor y la muerte” (2000, 157). Patricio Rizzo-Vast adds: “Girondo expresa un repudio a la 

herencia cultural histórica, al pasado petrificante. Su diferenciación cultural permite la apertura de 

diálogos creativos y productivos” (2000, 74). Different works are cited at different stages of the 

relationship between Oli and Ana, with Benedetti playing an important role in the development of 

the connection between the two (Arredondo, 2000, 160).  

A key question for a number of critics is the role played by poetry in the politics of the film. For 

Kuhnhein, poetry is part of Subiela’s avant-garde approach, combining film and poetry to “create an 

ironic commentary about Argentina in the 1990s” (2004, 11). El lado oscuro thus  

offers an intriguing perspective on the role of poetry in Argentina in the 1990s by taking 

advantage of film’s poetic qualities. Combining the two aesthetic modes, Subiela integrates 

poetry into a national scene that is dominated by the desire to maintain a stable democracy 

and to establish a viable model of capitalism in the early nineties […]. The film […] is not 

driven by plot or characterization but by its language: poems […] (Kuhnheim, 2004, 147).  

Thus, in avant-garde fashion, and paraphrasing Peter Bürger, “the lyric is incorporated as a discourse 

of daily life” (Kuhnheim, 2004, 147). And yet, the days of the avant-garde are in the past. Thus 

Kuhnheim sees a critical message in the film: “we glimpse not only a fading modernity but also 
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waning possibilities for oppositional artistic practice at this moment in Argentina” (Kuhnheim, 2004, 

151). Subiela’s film “shows a loss of idealized possibilities and provides no oppositional site that 

affirms the power of art or poetry. Poetry, like the poet and the other artistic practices represented 

here, is adrift in an unsettled economy, an unsteady democracy, and the shifting cultural values of 

1990s Argentina.” Subiela offers a resolution that is not historical or ideological but, for Kuhnheim, 

“poetic—a formal conclusion—the closure that the repetition of the opening verses offers, 

‘rewritten’ this time in a female voice” (Kuhnheim, 2004, 152). This refers not only to Ana’s habit of 

picking up on Oli’s lines, but to the final scene, in which an intended object of seduction cites one of 

Oliverio’s preferred lines back at him. We might see this as a final poetic and progressive twist on 

the film’s at times rather dated gender politics.  

For Page, in contrast, the effectiveness of a film like El lado oscuro comes in its use of parody, in not 

taking poetry, “Modernist figures,” “coherent identity,” or “truth” seriously (2001, 388). Here, for 

Page, resides the political import of the films: “[i]t is in this commitment to a new politics of 

authentic and compassionate engagement with others that the aesthetic and the political meet in 

Subiela's film to explore the possibilities of a genuinely postmodern mode of social critique” (2001, 

395). Page is not alone in seeing elements of parody in El lado oscuro. For Arredondo, drawing on 

both Kristeva’s ideas on intertextuality and the work of Mikhail Bakhtin, “[e]ste diálogo [entre 

literatura y cine] se sustenta en dos formas de la intertextualidad utilizadas por el director, la 

estilización y la parodia” (2000, 12-13). Parody – for M.H. Abrams, imitation of “the serious manner 

and characteristic features of a particular literary work” applied to “a lowly or comically 

inappropriate subject” (1993, 18) – would explain the reading of poetry as a tool for seduction, or 

the use of the poem to buy a bife. At stake here would be the seriousness of poetry as a literary form 

in the film, while debased in the modern world. But if it aims to critique modern values, El lado 

oscuro also undermines its own critique. No critics, to my knowledge, have spotted that after a 

meeting with the marketing executives, from which Oliverio leaves in a huff over demands for 

product placement, we see on the bar in the cabaret Sefiní, very prominently placed, a bottle of J&B 



97 

whisky. Later we see, again rather obviously, a packet of Marlboro cigarettes.  We are left wondering 

whether El lado oscuro is an extended joke about poetry, or whether it takes poetry’s potential – for 

self-realization, for social intervention, for change – at face value.  

How then can we address this seeming impasse, in which poetry is central to the film’s worldview, and 

yet is parodied, downgraded? We might link this to the popular surrealism runs throughout the film, 

whether in staged yet realistic sequences, for example when Oliverio and his Canadian friend wheel a 

giant phallic sculpture through the streets of Buenos Aires; or in the literalisation of figurative 

language, as analysed by Kuhnheim (2004, 149-50) and Page (2001, 390), such as when Oliverio plucks 

out and hands over his heart to Ana. Are these Oliverio’s imaginings? Are they events that occur in the 

film’s particular world? What is clear is that such occurrences can only take place within the confines 

of film, just as metaphors and other figures of speech cannot occur in the real world – off the page, as 

it were. Even if the film derides poetry, it relies on literature for quotations and techniques.    

Linked to this sense of film and poetry as spaces of the possible-impossible is the frequent tension 

traced between poetry, work, and madness. In a conversation between Oli and La Muerte, the latter 

mocks his “oficio de poeta”: “tenés un laburo de mierda.” La Muerte adds: when has anyone ever 

seen a situations vacant advert that says “se busca poeta”; his response is to quote more poetry, to 

which she replies, “no delires […] estás loco.” She demands too that he stop acting like a child. In the 

sequences that accompany these exchanges, we see Oliverio engaged in mostly pointless wandering; 

his other activity is to buy and construct a toy train-track, and to watch the engine travelling 

incessantly around the circle. Poetry is at once madness and childishness, and a rebellion against the 

adult world of work and responsibility. Yet it is also pointless and, like the model railway, very visibly 

circular. For Page, Lado deals with the fall of poetry’s value in the modern world:  

El lado oscuro charts the fall of high culture, represented by poetry, from an elite position to 

one that is, literally, hanging up on the clothesline next to a pair of underpants. Poetry 

belongs to no-one: it may be exploited by anyone for food or money, or to further private 
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ambitions. […] Subiela does not fail to ridicule notions of the sanctity of poetry and of the 

author as creator: even Mario Benedetti […] merely bores one of the cabaret's employees 

with his interminable recitations in German. (Page, 2001, 390)  

This again would be parody, as poetry falls from lofty heights. Poetry’s sanctity is constantly 

menaced in El lado oscuro, by what Marvin D’Lugo calls its “reification by economic forces ultimately 

tied to a base notion of commerce” (2007, 16). As Membrez notes, “[t]hough [Oliverio] 

grandiloquently claims that poetry is his life, he reduces it to a meal ticket, a street-performance, 

and a pick-up line” (2007, 215), while Kuhnheim points out,  

In this way, [poetry] has use value—poetry dispels death and gets the girl—but it also has 

exchange value, for it is a commodity here, too. It is both a thing to be “prostituted” […] and 

a means to join spiritual and material realms, to debate death and ironize economic 

transactions when recited to a stunned bank employee through her little window. 

(Kuhnheim, 2004, 147)    

But at the same time, this descent from the ivory tower, this contact between art and everyday life, 

was a proposal of the historical avant-gardes, of which Girondo formed part, and of post-avant-

garde groups such as Pan duro, with which Gelman was associated, and who performed poetry in 

tango bars and social clubs in Buenos Aires in the 1950s. In Chile, meanwhile, Nicanor Parra’s 

antipoesía aimed to bring poetry down to earth, with sardonic humour, while he engaged with 

popular song forms such as the cueca throughout his career.36

36 In a different context, see Daniel Tiffany’s insightful work (2014) on the historical relationship between 

poetry, class and kitsch, and in particular the claim that, “[t]he reviled and misunderstood category of kitsch 

remains, in fact, the most controversial legacy of elite poetry’s incorporation of the poetic vernacular, a legacy 

echoed and renewed by modernist denunciations of kitsch in material culture” (Tiffany, 2014, 8). 
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It is worth therefore considering one of the scenes in which poetry is put to work – or more 

specifically takes on exchange value. Oliverio and his two bohemian friends, Gustavo and Erik, use 

one of Oliverio’s poems to pay for a parillada. As the parillero reads the poem that he will use to 

seduce his intended, the camera pulls out. The plastic sheeting around the grill-stand, tellingly 

situated near the water’s edge of the River Plate (marginal, but also nearer to Ana), then blurs our 

view of the three characters, before closing in on Oliverio and then cutting away again: the trio are 

explicitly shown as isolated and marginalised. While poetry is a commodity here, it is clearly special: 

it works, not only for Oliverio and his friends, who enjoy a meal without money, but also for the 

parillero, whose wedding the friends later attend, in a country setting that would not look out of 

place in a late Andrey Tarkovsky film. As Arredondo puts it, “[l]a palabra poética sirve para mitigar el 

hambre” (158). But it also makes people fall in love. This is true regardless of the precarious life of 

the poet: in one early exchange between Ana and Oli she asks him what he does for money: “Soy 

poeta” is his initial reply. Knowing this will arouse her scepticism, he adds, “Me alquilo […] Hago 

publicidad”; “Sos una puta como yo” she replies with a laugh. Needing money, Oliverio joins the 

beggars at traffic lights, reciting poems in exchange for loose coins. Yet love is more important than 

poetry or money; when at his most desperate to restart the relationship with Ana, Oliverio resorts to 

cliché: “Para qué quiero dinero si me estoy muriendo.”  

The question of whether the film is, in essence, sending itself up, becomes especially important 

when we come to the film’s gender dynamics. Put shortly, is El lado oscuro sexist, or is it mocking its 

own sexism? Poetry is Oliverio’s – and several other characters’ – tool for seduction, and there is 

something that today looks uncomfortably like the world of the “pick-up artist” about several scenes 

in the film. Poetry is a tool, a means to an end, and this has some unpalatable consequences. 

Arredondo puts it thus: “[l]a visión machista y mitificadora del espacio femenino presume por ser 

receptáculo de las expresiones y las constantes búsquedas del eje isotópico masculino” (112). This, 

for Arredondo, is related to a wider set of gender politics in Subiela’s films: “lo masculino expresa la 

subjetividad, la creación, lo intelectual, el sentir diferente la vida y la realidad, frente a la objetividad 
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con que la mujer concibe las mismas situaciones” (Arredondo, 2000, 161). That is to say, women 

listen and are seduced and, with the “piranha pit” under the bed, they are also metaphorically and 

very visually dumped once they annoy the protagonist. At the same time, there is an idealization of 

women. Nowhere is this more apparent than in Oliverio’s angst-ridden relationship with a blind 

woman (Inés Vernengo), filmed in a series of loving close-ups, whom in the end he refuses to tip into 

the pit. Many viewers will also notice the possible allusion to Chaplin’s City Lights (1931) and the 

character of the blind girl, played therein by Virginia Cherrill.   

Kuhnheim defends the film’s portrayal of gender relations as replete with irony (Kuhnheim, 2004, 

150). Alongside the poetic seductions and sex scenes, images of works by the sculptor Gustavo 

(played by Jean Pierre Reguerraz), such as the giant vulva that serves as a door to his studio, or the 

penis statue that Oli and Erik (André Mélançon) transport across Buenos Aires, “defamiliarize the 

masculine; it is not a neutral or an assumed perspective, but marked position” (Kuhnheim, 2004, 

150). Yet Kuhnheim also agrees with Arredondo: “[t]he feminine is not evoked with the same degree 

of parody, however, perhaps because women are not subjects here but objects of masculine desire, 

acting as backdrop to or goal in the quest for the ‘woman who flies’” (150). The film’s eleventh-hour 

reversal is to turn gender relations on their head, as Ana dumps Oliverio into the piranha pit and 

heads off to Spain with her daughter. In the final scene, Oliverio’s intended “pick-up” quotes poetry 

back at him. But this merely facilitates the climactic revelation that, despite his loss, Oliverio has 

gained from his relationship with Ana the illumination of the “dark side of the heart” that lends the 

film its title. It is hard not to take this assertion seriously: Grandinetti’s acting, the traditional 

framing, and the serious, emotive soundtrack music all contribute to pathos in this ending.  

Thus there exists a constant tension between poetry, sex, and money. When Oliverio quotes 

Girondo to Ana in Sefiní, she picks up the flying motif to turn it into a price list for sexual services 

offered. She then dismisses his quotations: “Es un cabaret, no un club literario.” After Oliverio and 

Ana’s first encounter, in which she explains her habit of hiding poetry books around her flat, she 



101 

adds that poetry “es parte de mi trabajo.” Like Alejandra in El lado oscuro del corazón 2, who writes 

on clothes and furniture, Ana inserts poetry into the fabric of everyday life. She is the real avant-

gardist in the film, and it is in her shape that Subiela wishes to find the validation for a particular 

vision of poetry as everyday practice. The irony will not be lost on viewers that it is the writer – 

Oliverio – and not the sex-worker, who prostitutes poetry.  

For all the idealization, poetry in Subiela cannot be unpicked from economic questions, from value. 

In one of the more conventionally realist sequences in the film we visit Gandhi Libros, a once iconic 

bookshop in Buenos Aires, central to the psychoanalytical and bohemian scene of the 60s and 70s. 

Oliverio sees a pile of copies of his own book. The store clerk informs him that no one is buying 

poetry, so Oliverio purchases a stack. Later, we see these copies forming the bridge on his toy train 

track, followed by a match cut to Ana in Montevideo: poetry and childishness are part of the cross-

river connection. As La Muerte, his female Death, puts it to him later, “tus libros no se venden.” He 

will later joke that he published a book that “fue un bestseller” – when its sales consist only of his 

purchases. Money is a stumbling block between Ana and Oli: in one of their bitterest scenes, in the 

cabaret Sefiní, her hands her money while she masturbates him under the table; their body language 

and the static medium two-shot create a tense dynamic between them, for an exchange that is 

merely commercial. Conversely, during the climactic sex scene between Oliverio and Ana, items 

begin to catch fire and explode. The first thing to catch fire is money.37 Poetry may have an equivocal 

status in contemporary Argentina but, for Subiela’s film, love and desire – those great Surrealist 

values – are beyond doubt. It is these that save poetry from its lowly contemporary condition; the 

“flight” that Oliverio seeks is the sublation of poetry and mutual desire. As we shall see, the 

37 Here one may well recall an iconic scene of prostitution in Argentine letters, Borges’s “Emma Zunz” (1948), 

in which the young Jewish woman prostitutes herself with a sailor as part of a plan to take revenge against the 

man she believes caused her father’s disgrace; her first act after her client leaves is to tear up the money – 

committing, she says to herself, the sin of pride.    
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feminization of poetry takes a further step in Part 2, alongside Subiela’s bohemian rebellion, his 

intermedial practice, and the closure of an ending that is left open in El lado oscuro 1.  

Part 2.  

El lado oscuro del corazón 2 (2001) picks up Oliverio’s story a decade after the original. Now 

frequenting a bar called La telaraña, the protagonist is older, bald, and still engaged in a combination 

of whimsical experiments (dropping a pen to see if it falls), idling, and the seduction of women using 

poetry. Yet the loss of Ana haunts him or, more specifically, the fact that, since her departure, he has 

not found another woman with whom he is able “to fly.” This is not, it seems, for lack of partners. 

But it also links to his financial problems: Miranda (Carolina Pelleritti), a woman with the magical 

ability to channel electricity, demands he find work and settle down, and this is enough to end the 

relationship. Oliverio goes in search of Ana (again played by Sandra Ballesteros), in Barcelona, but 

the relationship has lost its spark. Oliverio then falls for Alejandra (Ariadna Gil), a poetry-quoting 

tightrope walker – a woman who can fly, and does so professionally – who he sees first in a poster 

and then follows to the circus. Another seduction, tortuous and at times death-defying, begins. 

If El lado oscuro (Part 1) had parodic elements, then the sequel casts a comic eye over the first 

instalment. Oliverio, older and, in classic cinematic terms, less attractive, is still seemingly irresistible 

to women; yet he is also something of a clown, amply illustrated by the scene in which he tries on a 

series of hats – including one Chaplin-esque bowler – to hide his baldness. Indeed, El lado oscuro 2 is 

something like an extended joke about what some critics call “sequelitis” – the pressure in 

commercial cinema to work to cash in on box-office hits by making a follow-up. While El lado was 

one of Subiela’s more critically and commercially successful films (alongside Hombre mirando al 

sudeste), and reached an enthusiastic international audience, a surrealist-tinged bittersweet 

romantic comedy, devoid of a happy ending but replete with poetry, is hardly the most obvious 
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choice for a reprise from a financial point of view.38 This conflict between creativity and commerce, 

between poetry and realism, informs the film as a whole. But leitmotifs of repetition, pastiche, and 

doubling also abound. At a simple level, Oliverio repeats the same pick-up lines as in Part 1, quoting 

Benedetti and Girondo to the women he desires. La Muerte appears, now looking increasingly like 

Charles Addams’s cartoon (and later film) character Morticia. One could argue too that the character 

of El Tiempo (Time, played by Kun Alcain) alludes to one of the most commercially successful sequels 

of the 1990s, James Cameron’s Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991), with his expressionless (as 

masked) face, black leather outfit, high-powered motorbike, and deep, rather robotic voice, all 

echoing Arnold Schwarzenegger’s role as the android from the future. 

El lado 2 works by repeating elements from the previous film while foreshadowing its own 

development, alongside the distinctive literary and filmic citations we find throughout Subiela’s 

obra. For example, while in Part 1 the cabaret was named Sefiní, after a poem by Juan Gelman, 

whose work is quoted throughout the film, the bar is named La telaraña in Part 2. This references 

Manuel Puig’s novel El beso de la mujer araña (1976) and Héctor Babenco’s later film adaptation as 

Kiss of the Spider Woman (1985). At the same time it calls to a central motif and plot-device of the 

second half of the movie: the materials required to perform a high-wire act. The ladder that 

performers climb is known in the trade as a web. The telaraña itself looks like the net that catches 

performers under the wire or trapeze. The flying drapes that appear as Oliverio jumps through his 

bed, dumping himself in the “piranha pit,” predict the drapes that accompany the start of 

Alejandra’s high-wire act. Again, Oliverio uses the piranha pit to dump a girlfriend, Miranda, but he 

later dumps himself, and Ana and he mutually dump each other, and themselves, once it becomes 

clear that the relationship cannot reach the heights of their first meeting. Even their sexual re-

encounter, in which the two attempt to break down a door, replays a scene from the first film – and 

the image used for a number of the film’s posters and for the cover of the Argentine DVD, Ana 

38 See e.g. the introduction to Membrez (2007). 
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astride Oliverio’s hips – for comedy, the ageing Oliverio no longer strong enough to repeat the feat, 

and relying on the keys in Ana’s handbag.  In lieu of the distinctive object-shot credits from Part 1, 

we see a montage sequence of scenes from the film in what looks like a music video. All this 

reinforces both the intermediality and the self-referentiality of the movie, while Oliverio is at times 

reduced to what sounds like pure cliché: telling his agent friend, Joaquín, that “Lo único que vale en 

la vida es la pasión.” 

El lado 2 again includes poems – a rather wider selection than in Part 1 – in the screenplay. There are 

quotations from Antonio Porchia, Oliverio Girondo, Mario Benedetti, Patricia Díaz Bialet, Cátulo 

Castillo, Dylan Thomas, Eliseo Diego, Homero Espósito, Alejandra Pizarnik, Vicente Huidobro, Octavio 

Paz, José Hierro, and Antonio Machado. As well as the inclusion of Mexican, Spanish, and Chilean 

poets, alongside several tango lyricists, one also notes the presence of women writers; most 

prominent is Alejandra Pizarnik, who supplies many of her namesake’s lines in the film. But it is also 

a highly intertextual film in cinematic terms. Many viewers will be struck by similarities in plot and 

visuals to Wim Wenders’ Der Himmel über Berlin (Wings of Desire, 1987). In both films we go behind 

the scenes at the circus; both feature a lonely and troubled aerialist, a trapeze artist (Solveig 

Donmartin) in Wings of Desire, a tightrope walker in El lado 2. Then there is the physical 

resemblance between the “angels” of the German film, wrapped in trench-coats as they wander the 

Berlin streets, and the physical aspect of Oliverio. The popular magical realism in which angels tend 

to troubled human beings and, in the case of the characters played by Bruno Ganz and Peter Falk, 

can also give up their supernatural existence for love, runs throughout the Argentine’s film. Some 

may also note the age disparity between the leading couple, Ganz born in 1941, Donmartin in 1961; 

ten years separate Grandinetti (b.1959) and Gil (b.1969).  

As in any sequel, repetition is key to El lado oscuro 2. Alongside cast, settings, poetry citations, the 

film’s “magical realism” – as many critics refer to it –, or popular surrealism (see above), again makes 

literal the figurative. El lado 2 personifies Death, twice, in the shape of La Muerte and Ana’s death, 
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“El Muerte” (Manuel Bandera). Likewise, Time appears, with a Harley-Davidson instead of a winged 

chariot. Again, the piranha pit is used to dump lovers. But for many of these repetitions, there is a 

twist. Scenes played out in the comic key in El lado repeat with a mix of tragedy and farce in El lado 

2. Whereas in the first film, Oliverio successfully begs at traffic lights, exchanging poetry for loose 

change, when he attempts the same trick in the second film, in turn-of-the-millennium Buenos Aires, 

he fails. As he steals himself to perform, there appear from out of shot numerous competitors, 

including squeegee merchants, sellers of religious artefacts and, eye-catchingly, several circus 

performers – jugglers, unicyclists, and fire-eaters. Competition is fiercer for the public’s attention ten 

years after the first outing; but the scene also looks ahead to the key role played by the circus later 

on. Soon after, Oliverio’s new lover, Miranda, who has sent him out to work, repeats almost 

verbatim a line from La Muerte in the first film, about the absence of work for poets.  

In part, the effect of these repetitions is to highlight the protagonist’s struggle with ageing and the 

passing of time. Hence the digressive montage sequence in which he considers which hat to buy to 

cover his baldness, mentioned above; or the sequence in which, sitting disconsolate on the bed, 

bent over almost double, long arms flopping at his side, and filmed in medium-shot from a discrete 

three-quarters back angle, Oliverio addresses his penis, his “vieja amiga,” after an attack of 

impotence. There follows a dream sequence, a mock funeral, in which circus performers and drag 

artists carry phallic candles accompanying a coffin, in which appears another phallus. The scene 

recalls the clown funeral procession in Federico Fellini’s freewheeling documentary I Clowns (1970) 

which quickly descends into a rather chaotic circus performance. This is not the only echo of I Clowns

in Subiela, for Alejandra’s Death, El Muerte, is a flamenco singer who looks rather like a central-

casting pimp and bears a resemblance to the knife-thrower from Fellini’s movie.  

If Part 2 picks apart elements of Part 1, replaying elements of the first film that were then taken 

seriously or comically in a more farcical or even tragic mood, can we also detect a changed gender 

dynamics in the later work? Is there a feminist bent in the second film? The repetitions, mentioned 
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above, often have a distinctly gendered slant, not least in the use of the “piranha pit,” into which 

Oliverio finds himself falling for the first time. On their reencounter, Ana quotes Benedetti’s poem 

“Táctica y estrategia” back at Oliverio, inverting a scene from the earlier film. If in El lado 1, Oliverio 

and Ana had levitated during sex, here Oli and Alejandra must meet halfway on the tightrope (an 

image used for the DVD cover; see also Figure 3, below) before they orbit the earth during sex. Also 

striking is the presence of female poets, and poetry read by female actors – rather than being read 

at them – throughout El lado 2. For example, Alejandra makes her first spoken intervention quoting 

Pizarnik, the first female poet in the two films, and her poem 23 from Árbol de Diana (1962; Pizarnik, 

2005, 125), a poem that touches on rebellion, beauty, and self-destruction. The film changes the 

final line to “hasta que se nos pulvericen los ojos” – a change which makes the speaker plural, and 

this implicitly includes Oliverio as one of the poem’s “rebels.” Pizarnik, a self-confessed apolitical 

poet (as explored further in Chapter Three), points to the legacy of the avant-gardes, and Surrealism 

in particular, as a form of individual artistic rebellion. Alejandra recites this poem on the beach, and 

we see her from Oliverio’s point of view in an exterior low-angle medium-shot. It begins a tendency, 

absent in Part 1, for Alejandra’s readings of her namesake’s poetry to take precedence over 

Oliverio’s patter. Further on, Alejandra quotes from a later poem from Pizarnik, “En esta noche, en 

este mundo”:  

(todo lo que se puede decir es mentira)  

el resto es silencio  

sólo que el silencio no existe 

[…] 

las palabras  

no hacen el amor  

hacen la ausencia  

si digo agua ¿beberé?  
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si digo pan ¿comeré? (Pizarnik, 2005, 398-9939) 

In the film, rather than “hacen el amor,” Alejandra says “dicen amor.” Alejandra has a very personal 

appreciation of poetry: she writes on tables and shirts, but not on paper. When questioned by 

Oliverio, she explains that writing on paper is for poets: “Eso es para los escritores. Para mí la poesía 

es la vida. […] No veo por qué circunscribirla a un pedazo de papel.” Again, poetry is reinserted into 

the praxis of everyday life, following the advice of the avant-gardes, and practiced by Pizarnik 

herself, who wrote on paper scraps, napkins, and even walls, an act that is performed by the film 

itself, with its insertion of poetry into unlikely contexts. Yet if the second film mocks some of the first 

film’s concerns, the role of poetry, here linked to female protagonism, seems rather less equivocal, 

less subject to irony or parody, than in the first. The poem quoted above illustrates some of the most 

striking features of Pizarnik’s technique and thematic concerns: the mismatch between the tools 

available for expression and the complexity of that which is to be expressed, with a resulting play 

between speech and silence – and the seeming impossibility of both – in the poem. This links, in 

Subiela’s film, to Alejandra’s entirely wordless performance (on the high-wire) and also her refusal to 

commit poems to paper; but at the same time she quotes poetry liberally throughout the film.  

This attempt to revisit gender relations, giving greater protagonism to the female lead, warrants 

further exploration. Pizarnik’s own tragic life is relevant for the film’s plot – her death by drug 

overdose at the age of 36 echoes in the self-destructive tendencies that Ariadna Gil’s character and 

her mother are both said to suffer. Yet beyond the “biographical impulse” (also analysed in Chapter 

Three) more interesting is that, for the first time in the two films, the balance of what might be 

called “poetic protagonism” – that is to say, who it is who gets to recite poetry and who it is who has 

to listen – is tipped towards a woman. The close-ups reserved for Oliverio in El lado 1 are now given 

39 First published in Venezuela in 1971 and then in Mexico in 1972. 
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to Alejandra, while the enamoured reaction shot is of the male protagonist. Oliverio still uses poetry 

as part of his spiel, for example the line from Octavio Paz, “Tus ojos son la patria del relámpago y la 

lágrima.” But now, rather than a straightforward seduction, Oliverio has to pass a test: he has to 

complete the tightrope walk that Alejandra performs each night – an obvious echo of a comic scene 

in Charlie Chaplin’s The Circus (1926), the latter with monkeys and lost trousers to complete the 

hero’s humiliation. And, to entice him, she recites erotic verse of her own, another line from 

Pizarnik, from the poem “Amantes” (Los trabajos y las noches, 1965; Pizarnik, 2005, 159)40 as Oli sets 

out over the abyss.   

The circus, and the high-wire in particular, plays a pivotal role in the gender dynamics of the second 

film. It is an intriguing reference for Subiela to choose, for it is not only eminently cinematic but also, 

unlike poetry, mostly wordless, and the site of the most obviously intermedial aspects of the film. 

Circuses have often provided material for filmmakers, in various registers and genres. An early, 

hugely popular example can be found in Chaplin’s The Circus, in which the Tramp becomes an 

accidental clown. Perhaps most infamously, one recalls Tod Browning’s (1932) Freaks, with its ill-

fated central character, the scheming trapeze artist Cleopatra, played by Olga Baclanova. But there is 

a more immediate link to Subiela’s film, and one which connects circus to popular commercial 

genres; Browning’s work, alongside Fellini’s I Clowns (1970), was the stated inspiration for the Irish 

director Mieirt Avis’s 1989 video for U2’s song, “All I Want Is You.” The establishing shot of the circus 

in Subiela’s work bears more than a passing resemblance to the opening of Avis’s short film. 

D’Espósito, as cited above, has been critical of Subiela’s “estilo publicitario”; here the Argentine’s 

tale of love for a woman who can fly finds an echo in a music video in which another woman who 

40 Again, there is a slight change from the version that may be familiar to readers, with the suppression of the 

word “mudo” and from the phrase “delicada urgencia” to “delicadez.”  



109 

can fly is courted by a dwarf clown who desperately wants to.41 Subiela stages an intermedial 

meeting between different cultural registers, art-cinema and pop video.42

41 This is not the only echo: at a party at Joaquín’s house, Oliverio meets a diminutive figure who works as a 

“porno actor.” On dwarfs and entertainment, see Fiedler (1978, 39-90), and on their role in the sexual 

imaginary, in particular in pornography (see esp. 52-54). Fiedler also comments on Browning’s Freaks (18-19) 

and on the links between Browning and Fellini, via 1960s counter-culture (300-319).  

42 The circus and dwarfism are important too in a film that appeared between the two parts of Subiela’s 

diptych, María Luisa Bemberg’s De eso no se habla (1993). Here, the circus is at once a threat to normality and 

the promise of liberation for characters. The film – read by critics variously as an allegory for the civic-military 

dictatorship (with its scenes of book-burning and air of conservative social control) or the situation of LGBT+ 

individuals in Argentina (whose desires must go permanently unexpressed) – sees Luisina Brando as a devoted 

but controlling widowed mother in early twentieth-century provincial Argentina. She maintains the elaborate 

charade that her daughter, who has dwarfism, is of average stature. The illusion of what Doña Leonor 

perceives as normality, in which her daughter, Carlota (Alejandra Podestá) marries a local man-about-town, 

the worldly Don Ludovico (Marcelo Mastroianni), persists until a circus arrives in town. Throughout the film, 

the outside world has been perceived as a menace, be it the tannoy heard off-screen or the arrival of a train. 

Despite Doña Leonor’s protestations, the circus arrives, and Carlota is drawn irresistibly to it. She sneaks out of 

the marital home at night. We then witness a sinuous Steadicam shot that snakes through the circus, pausing 

over animals caged (tigers) and uncaged (an elephant), and occasionally reversing its movement to following 

passing members of the troupe. The shots of the animals and the circus striking camp, as well as the presence 

of Marcello Mastroianni, all call to Fellini’s influence here, too. The angle of vision implies that this is Carlota’s 

perspective; this is then resolved in a shot-reverse shot sequence, as Carlota looks at and then talks to one of 

the performers. We have indeed been seeing the circus through Carlota’s wide eyes. When she is first 

addressed by a member of the troupe it is in Italian, and when asked how she is, she responds “Bene.” Thus, 

Carlota joins the circus and rides out of town on the grand white horse her mother bought for her and which 

her husband has freed the night before during a climactic storm. Now the star equestrienne of the troupe, she 

is depicted not only in full costume, but also accompanied by others of her size, a radiant smile across her face, 
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In stark contrast to the circus, Subiela’s films, typical of Argentine cinema of the 1980s and 90s, tend 

to be very wordy. As Page puts it, with reference to No te mueras sin decirme adónde vas (1995) 

Subiela’s “debt to literary influences” leads to a “tendency to ‘explain’ its images” and “overreliance 

on dialogue” (Page, 2009, 32). 1980s and early 1990s Argentine cinema, in general, relies on speech. 

As Raúl Perrone put it in his address to the 2016 BAFICI festival, modern cinema often explains too 

much. Films such as Martín (Hache) (Aristarain, 1997) are very speech-centric, based around lengthy 

monologues in which setting and framing are almost incidental. This is not to say that film must be 

silent or light on dialogue. Classic Hollywood comedy, particularly romantic comedy of the 1930s and 

40s, is built around quick-fire repartee. It is notable that films such as It Happened One Night (Capra, 

1934) or His Girl Friday (Hawks, 1940) have strong, sharp-witted female leads (played by Claudette 

Colbert and Rosalind Russell, respectively) who get to talk a lot, and to great humorous effect. In 

recent Argentine cinema, the films of Mariano Llinás, in particular Historias extraordinarias (2008), 

show a superabundance of speech in voice-overs that, in effect, tell the story. Both El lado oscuro 

and its sequel are also script-heavy films, in particular given the frequent quoting of poetry. But the 

circus, and in particular the tightrope act – the epitome of tension and suspense – are performed 

and watched in rapt silence. It is worth noting that Oliverio is first attracted to Alejandra via a poster 

(i.e. silently) which he sees and reads in the house of his friend and neighbour, the theatrical agent 

Joaquín (Santiago Ramos). This is Oliverio’s entry into a different type of sub-culture to his own, 

shown in close-up, the sun shining off her white ruff and jewelled headpiece. That the circus is named 

“Houdini” adds to the sense that Carlota has escaped. Doña Leonor, in contrast, is depicted in a cutaway shot 

behind what look like prison bars but which are then revealed to be the window bars of her own house, the 

prison/fantasy that once held Carlota. The circus as a site of freedom and rebellion is picked up strongly in 

Subiela’s sequel. On questions of adaptation in De eso, in particular in relation to the links between the circus 

and literary tradition in Argentina, see Berg (2002, 134-36). On De eso, see also e.g. Newman (2000) and in 

particular pp. 182-83 and Wilson (2000); see also the essays by Escudero, Mennell and Foster in De Grandis 

(2002) as well as the essay by McGuirk (1999) and the volume by Fontana (1993).   
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from the literary vie de bohème of Buenos Aires to the demi-monde of performers and artistes in 

Barcelona and beyond. It is also a move from the city to the country, previously only seen in the 

wedding scene in Part 1, which we may now view as a foreshadowing of the ending of the second 

movie. 

It is almost impossible to view the circus, especially on screen, without it conjuring a series of other 

mostly cinematic references, be it Chaplin, Westerns, James Bond or Fellini. What role does the 

circus play, then, and how does it relate to poetry? The circus is a space that is at once marginal and 

highly attractive. As Linda Simon puts it in one study: “the cultural myth of the circus: dazzling and 

fantastic, a living cabinet of wonders, a theatre of the improbable and even impossible, an escape 

from reality – not only the escape afforded by a few hours of diversion, but escape from the 

circumscribed reality of one’s daily life” (2014, 14). In her chapter on “aerialists” (the general term 

for trapeze artists, high-wire specialists and so forth), Simon notes the frequent comparisons 

between circus performers and the insane, including a report in The Times on the exploits of the 

great tightrope walker Charles Blondin (2014, 121). This link between madness and the circus recalls 

another of Subiela’s intertexts, Julio Cortázar, and his 1963 novel Rayuela, in which the protagonist 

and his friends go from working in a circus to running an insane asylum, having already conducted an 

improvised high-wire act on planks between two buildings.43

But what attraction does the aerialist hold for the character of Oliverio, and perhaps for the 

filmmaker too? Simon offers a plausible answer: “[a]dmirers of aerialists […] coveted more than 

sinewy muscles: they sought transcendence” (2014, 127). She continues, “women flyers and rope 

dancers […] exuded […] a paradoxical combination of power, sensuality and vulnerability. A woman 

on a wire or trapeze seemed to some viewers to be transformed into a mythological being – floating, 

43 Rayuela, unlike El lado 2, has an open ending, the result of the novel’s peculiar chapter ordering, in which 

readers who follow the author’s “table of instructions” find themselves trapped in loop. Given the structure of 

the novel, I use the term “already” with caution.  
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weightless and ethereal” (2014, 132). For Nichola Haxell (2000, 791) aerialists possessed “le charme 

de la Sylphide […] in the simultaneous opportunities she afforded the male for (overt) enjoyment of 

the female body, its flesh and piquant costuming—frustratingly out of reach, and for the (covert, 

sadistic) enjoyment of the spectacle of the vulnerable child-woman—safely out of reach and 

therefore fully available for sustained fantasy.” The female circus performers of the nineteenth 

century became “a blank cipher onto which could be projected […] a range of desires and fantasies, 

centred primarily around female abasement or fear of/desire for female domination” (Haxell, 2000, 

800).44  Subiela’s film treads a fine line between male voyeurism and female protagonism.45 While 

trying to allow Ana a voice, the film relies strongly on her unspoken, viewed performance. There is 

poetry – silent, visual – in her ability to “fly.” She is the physical embodiment of the desire, inherited 

from his namesake Girondo, that Oliverio has been pursuing since the first film.   

The circus is also traditionally or stereotypically peopled by outsiders – often those excluded by 

society on the grounds of their physical appearance; such is the case with Browning’s Freaks. Fellini’s 

I Clowns too draws the link between the circus and outsider status, including a sequence in which 

the director reflects on his childhood fear of clowns, a result of their physical similarities to the 

44 A personal reflection of an apprenticeship as a tightrope walker, as well as a rich compendium of historical 

materials on aerialism, can be found in Demoriane (1989). Unlike the majority of materials on the subject, this 

is written from a woman’s point of view, with a feminist bent. Demoriane also links her performances to the 

punk scene of 1970s and the legacy of Surrealism, in the shape of Salvador Dalí, at whose house near 

Cadaqués she spent time practicing.  

45 Schwalm (2006, 85) meanwhile links the circus to Latin American “magical realism” and in particular the 

work of Gabriel García Márquez and Isabel Allende, with reference to Foucault’s heterotopia; like carnival, “the 

circus is both the world and the world upside down; it is both the everyday and the extraordinary” (2006, 84). 

Schwalm adds that, “The influence of the circus tradition on magical realism results at least in part from the 

impact of Franz Kafka” (86) in particular via on Borges and García Márquez: “Kafka was fascinated by the 

circus” (87).   



113 

madmen and tramps who inhabited the periphery of his childhood town. For Fellini, clowning and 

pranks are opposed, in a memorable sequence at a railway station, to fascism, order, and the 

repressive apparatus of army, police, and church. I Clowns features a series of performances in 

marginal or heterotopian spaces – a convent school, a military hospital, and a mental 

hospital/prison. The circus is thus linked to both mental disturbance and the dialectic of 

incarceration/escape.  

The connections between Subiela and Fellini, including and beyond the presence of the circus, are 

many, in particular in El lado 2.46 The literalisation of the figurative, so prominent in both Lados 

oscuros, is a key technique in the Italian’s oeuvre. His last film, La voce della luna (The Voice of the 

Moon, 1990), stars the actor (and trained clown) Roberto Benigni, whose white face and red lipstick 

make him, throughout, look like an understated circus performer. In a sex scene, steam comes off 

the female participant while lights flicker on and off, the energy in the room, one imagines, being 

drawn into the erotic vortex. Nestore (Angelo Orlando), the male participant, says that he was able 

to “fly” during sex with his wife, Marisa (Marisa Tomasi). For both Fellini and Subiela, the circus is a 

space of rebellion. Yet in terms of plotting and structure, as well as the open ending, Fellini’s is a far 

more radical proposal than Subiela’s. In Fellini, protagonism shifts, story follows movement, and 

performance and clowning often take precedence over narrative. Fellini’s films offer no neat 

conclusions to their audiences.  

Figure 3. 

Oliverio eventually passes Alejandra’s test (as pictured above, Figure 3), and after a series of twists, 

Subiela gifts audiences a Hollywood happy ending. The contrast to the bittersweet climax of 

Chaplin’s The Circus, with the love interest married to another man (at the Tramp’s suggestion) and 

our hero left alone on the bare ground where the circus once stood, could not be clearer. At the 

46 On the use of poetry and literature more generally in Fellini’s La voce, see Luzzi (2014 esp. pp. 124-41).  
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climactic wedding Oliverio bequeaths his piranha pit to Joaquín; he wears white for the first time, 

and Alejandra is pregnant, to the disgust of La Muerte. The character Time, leaning against his 

motorbike, looks on approvingly – as far as one can tell through the visor. Despite the magical realist 

trappings, the final reel is that of a traditional film love story, with obstacles overcome and a 

heterosexual couple formed. And yet, the relationship is based on a secret, the advice that Time 

whispers to Oliverio to help him stave off time and Death. We see Oli whisper this to Alejandra at 

their wedding, and although it is implicit that the advice is to continue loving each other, it seems 

that this love cannot speak its name, perhaps for the film’s fear of one cliché too many. With this last 

secret, we given a film with another dark heart, but one that we now implicitly know. Love, it seems, 

is what redeems poetry (and the poet, one might add) from a debased position – as commodity, as 

use value – in contemporary society. It also closes the film and the ending left open in Part 1.   

Conclusion. 
Subiela offers what is ultimately an idealist – and idealized— conception of poetry, not as practice, 

text, or object, but as romanticised essence to which we should aspire, and one which is validated in 

spite of everything by love. Despite the clear presence of actual poems on screen, and Subiela’s 

generally more traditional aesthetics, this idealization of poetry does not differ conceptually so much 

from that of the experimental filmmakers explored in Chapter One, above. With its intermedial, if 

artistically conservative engagement with circus and music videos, Part 2 offers resolution and a 

happy ending for Ana and Oliverio, one which cannot be read ironically or as parody. In the second 

of the films, Subiela is clearer about the importance of poetry; his attempt at a revised gender 

politics comes at the expense of any doubt about the status of the literary genre – the continued 

reliance on avant-garde artistic rebellion translates his earlier politics into something rather less 

violent or radical. Poetry is feminized and the feminine is idealized, even as the film attempts to 

avoid objectifying women. Yet the films are less confident of their own aesthetics – especially Part 2 

– than Fellini’s I Clowns and La voce. Subiela’s work does not shy away from the difficulties and 

contradictions of adapting poetry in film; poetry starts out as material to be used, as a source for 
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inspiration, and becomes an ideal or a value – the “superior way of understanding reality” 

mentioned above – but which requires a love that finds its fulfilment in a Hollywood-style pay-off.  

In spite of all this, El lado oscuro can be seen to foreshadow a number of films in the canon of “New 

Argentine Cinema.” As Quintín (2002: 111) points out, Subiela’s movie looks like a key precursor for 

Juan José Campanella’s 2001 El hijo de la novia. We might also note a crane shot from the River Plate 

ferry, closely echoed in the closing scene, another crane shot from a boat, of Adrián Caetano and 

Bruno Stagnaro’s Pizza, birra, faso (1998). The cutting between still shots of one more or less 

significant object to another that we see in the final credits will form the eye-catching and oft 

analysed opening sequence of Caetano’s 2001 feature Bolivia.47 The role played by poetry in several 

of Rául Perrone’s films, in particular with regard to its exchange value, also picks up on scenes in El 

lado 1, as we shall see. And in Part 2, Subiela brings Pizarnik’s verses to the big screen for the first 

time – they are now a staple of poetry-films, videopoems and documentaries. Furthermore, the 

politics of these films, with all their simplifications and shortcuts, is an outlier in the post-

dictatorship liberal consensus found in filmmakers such as Luis Puenzo, Héctor Olivera, and 

Aristarain, and looks ahead to the nuance and eschewal of overt messages of more recent 

productions. Thus, in his techniques, his exploration of intermediality, his cinematic politics, 

including the focus on the relationship between poetry and value, Subiela helps open the door to 

later filmmakers – Perrone, Fontán, and Nachon and Curotto, as we shall see further on – with their 

more ambitious cinematic languages and further intermedial variations on what poetry is and how it 

can be screened.  

47 See e.g. Gundermann (2005).  
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Chapter Three.  

Regarding the Lives of Poets. On Biopics and Poetic Documentaries.  

Introduction. 
Literary lives have proved a popular subject for filmmakers over the years.48 Poets in particular have 

become the fictionalized protagonists for biographical pictures or historical dramas, and choice that 

immediately raises questions about the intermedial relationship between verse and screen. The 

more hell-raising or tortured the life, it seems, the more likely there is to be a film of it, as in a series 

of examples outlined in this volume’s Introduction, above. The question that occupies this chapter is 

what happens to the literary work when the writer’s life becomes the subject of the filmmaker’s 

attentions. Put another way, if one can tell the life of a poet, what happens to the poetry? As 

Speranza (2002) argues, it is perfectly possible to screen such a story – particularly that of a colourful 

or controversial poet – without producing a “poetic” film, in any understanding of the term. Here we 

look at three films, based on the lives of poets (the second of the categories in the Introduction): Yo, 

la peor de todas (María Luisa Bemberg, 1990), Alejandra (Ernesto Ardito and Virna Molina, 2013), 

and Rosa Patria (Santiago Loza, 2008). All three attempt to recount a poet’s biography in a plausible 

and aesthetically attractive way; but they differ in genre, style, mood and, in particular, the role that 

poetry itself plays in their structure and mise-en-scène. One is a “biopic”; another a relatively 

traditional documentary; the third a documentary that flaunts its playful and performative 

aesthetics. How, we ask, do these films present the work of their subjects? To put it another, more 

literary way, what reading of the poems do they offer? Despite the obvious interest the lives and, 

perhaps to a lesser extent, works of poets hold, their differing ways of “reading” poetry on screen, it 

48 I have previously written about Alejandra in the Introduction (with David M.J. Wood) to a special issue, 11.2, 

of Studies in Spanish and Latin American Cinemas and in Chapter One of Politics and Public Space in 

Contemporary Argentine Poetry: The Lyric and the State (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016).  
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shall be argued, are not necessarily “poetic” in the senses explored by the critics examined in the 

Introduction, above, but are intermedial in a multitude of ways.  

Yo, la peor de todas. 

Yo, la peor de todas is Bemberg’s retelling of the life of the Mexican poet and nun, Sor Juana Inés de 

la Cruz (Juana Inés de Asbaje, 1648-1695), adapted from Octavio Paz’s biography, Sor Juana Inés de 

la Cruz, o, Las trampas de la fe (1982). As John King puts it, the film is an “exploration of a creative 

woman, and perhaps a woman in love with another woman, crushed by powerful men who were her 

patrons or confessors” and demonstrates the filmmaker’s “continued interest in transgressive 

women” (2000, 266). It also displays Bemberg’s fascination with potential spaces of liberty – here 

the convent and within it Sor Juana’s library; in her earlier film, Camila (1984), the rural north-east; 

or in her later work, De eso no se habla (1993), the circus to which the protagonist runs away at the 

conclusion (see Chapter Two).  

Yo, la peor de todas focusses on Sor Juana’s struggles with the Mexican Church hierarchy, and on her 

amorous friendship with her patron and protector, the Vicereine, María Luisa Manrique de Lara y 

Gonzaga, Condesa de Paredes. For Rosa Sarabia, the film offers a “reelaboración” or “restitución” of 

Sor Juana (2002, 121), essentially in feminist terms. Strikingly, Sarabia calls the film, “una propuesta 

antibarroca, en contraste con el movimiento al que su sujeto, Sor Juana, perteneció, aunque los 

versos recitados a lo largo del film respondan al barroco literario, y el uso del chiaroscuro en la 

iluminación de algunas escenas, al [barroco] pictórico” (2002, 122). Such questions of the film’s 

possible reworking of Sor Juana’s life, and of its aesthetic relationship with the baroque, are central 

to my analysis.  

Yo, la peor de todas operates in the genre or sub-genre known as the biopic (or bio-pic). This is not 

an uncontroversial form. For Ellen Cheshire, the bio-pic or biographical picture is “a film that depicts 

the life of a real person, past or present” (2015, 1). Or, as Belén Vidal states, the term “is used to 

refer to a fiction film [i.e. not a documentary] that deals with a figure whose existence is 
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documented in history, and whose claims to fame or notoriety warrant the uniqueness of his or her 

story” (Vidal, 2014, 3).49 Vidal also notes that in “contemporary cinema the biopic is a ubiquitous 

vehicle for prestige projects, and in many ways it has become synonymous with award worthiness 

[…]. Yet the biopic is often perceived as a throwback to old-fashioned modes of storytelling” (Vidal, 

2014, 2). Indeed Vidal acknowledges the many assessments – sometimes by the very practitioners of 

biographical cinema – of the genre as conservative, and producer- or studio-led, in contrast to other, 

more auteur-driven forms. For Vidal, the genre’s “central problem” is what she calls its 

“middlebrow-ness”: “its delivery of consensual pleasures related to formal conservatism and a 

simplified understanding of historical agency and identity” (2014, 20). How might Bemberg, far from 

a conservative filmmaker, counter such claims? One answer, explored below, is in the falling 

narrative arc of the film, in Bemberg’s denial for the audience, at least in the screened action of the 

film, of any sort of happy ending – in contrast to Subiela, as we saw in Chapter Two. Another is in the 

stark, theatrical mise-en-scène she adopts.  

There are, too, particular problems with depicting women’s lives on screen. As Dennis Bingham 

observes, “[b]iopics of women […] are weighed down by myths of suffering, victimization and failure 

perpetuated by a culture whose films reveal an acute fear of women in the public realm. Female 

biopics can be made empowering only by a conscious and deliberate application of a feminist point 

of view” (2010, 10). For Denise Miller, Bemberg clearly answers this call: her “establishing shots […] 

introduce us, not to a convent, nor more generally to the world of women, but to the world of men 

and their power” (2000, 146). The convent, in contrast, is shown initially as “happier, carefree, 

feminine” (146); yet it presents a paradox: “woman’s space, but one hemmed in by men” (149). 

Miller argues that “Bemberg has taken feminist liberties with Paz” (145). In stressing her existence as 

a woman, Bemberg “de-nuns” the protagonist (148) and thus, “[condenses] separate arguments 

49 These are also known as “biofilms.” Vidal observes the “heavy Euro-American slant of biopic studies” (2014, 

23); it is hoped that this chapter will contribute in small part to addressing this slant.  
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[from Paz] to reinforce a feminist theme which is that the nun’s betrayal is a conspiracy of 

misogynist men” (162-63). And while Paz’s Sor Juana is a victim of local religious and political power 

struggles, for Miller, Bemberg’s version is a victim of misogyny (152). As Sarabia puts it, “[s]i la 

comprensión del pasado le permite a Paz entender su presente como intelectual mexicano, a 

Bemberg le sirve para reivindicar para la historia del cine, una imagen de mujer ejemplar, histórica y 

latinoamericana, quien sufrió los avatares de una sociedad masculina y oscurantista” (2002, 121).  

On top of questions related to the portrayal of a woman’s life on screen, there is a further problem 

with portraying a woman writer. Cheshire states, “[t]he creative process and exploration of writers’ 

work is difficult to achieve cinematically. It is hard to make the act of sitting alone writing in a room 

visually or emotionally engaging. Hence the act itself is largely ignored in favour of the complex 

emotional lives of writers” (2015, 9). There are, in Yo, la peor de todas, some scenes of writing, such 

as Juana dictating to her amanuensis; we see occasional shots of her at her writing desk. But in 

general it is her life, rather than her work, that receives our attention. A mention of the writing of 

her poem, the Primero sueño, is used to explain her decision not to seek high office in the convent.50

In the scene in which she signs her abjuration, in blood, the act of writing is emblematic of her 

political defeat and personal renunciation. In Sarabia’s terms, “Sor Juana escribe literalmente con su 

cuerpo pero irónicamente no es la jouissance la que infunde esta escritura final sino la derrota que 

implica el final de la escritura” (2002, 129). Poetry, and writing more generally, motivate and 

illustrate plot.  

In addition, based as the film is on Octavio Paz’s biography, and given that the events take place 

some 300 years in the past, involving a well-known figure (especially in Latin America), the vast 

majority of viewers know how the film ends – with Sor Juana’s death. In this sense, the film is, in 

Vidal’s words, “a form of thanatography or death writing […] as opposed to life writing” (2014, 15). 

50 There is an interesting filmic connection here: according to Frutos Esteban and García-Camino Mateos, the 

Primero sueño contains the first reference to a linterna mágica or magic lantern in Spanish (2003, 27).  
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Perhaps as a result, Yo, la peor de todas is structured with a falling narrative arc – from Juana’s 

moment of greatest fame and success as a writer and intellectual, to her eventual solitude, 

abandonment and death, with her early life appearing in flashbacks. Appropriately, there is a 

starkness, a simplicity, to the film’s mise-en-scène, with its designs by Voytek (Wojciech 

Szendzikowski), known also as a theatrical set designer. As King states, Bemberg “avoided the period 

settings of her previous two films [Camila and Miss Mary (1986)] in favour of an abstract, theatrical 

mise en scène of convent life” (2000, 266). María Donapetry notes that “Bemberg optó por 

decorados y settings [sic] minimalistas y un rodaje de interiores. El efecto inmediato es de tipo 

teatral: los actores cobran particular relieve cuando no hay prácticamente ninguna otra cosa que 

distraiga la vista o el oído” (2000, 170). The contrast to the wide open spaces of Camila or Miss Mary 

is indeed stark. Or, in the words of Miller, “Bemberg […] avoids the temptation of a real convent and 

prefers the even clearer and bolder delineations of an abstract film set” (2000, 140).  

From the opening credits onwards, with their simple white-on-black letters, Bemberg foregrounds 

certain colour effects, especially the chiaroscuro of late renaissance and baroque portraiture, and in 

particular the works of Caravaggio – “a heretical painter,” in John Berger’s words (2005, 82).51 The 

painterly aspects of the film are obvious in the first scene, the meeting between the Viceroy (Héctor 

Alterio) and the Archbishop (Lautaro Murúa). They are shot in profile, in a highly stylised setting, 

with static side-on two shots alternating with close-ups of the pair. The close-ups leave the 

background almost totally obscured, the faces and clothing (for example the Archbishop’s white 

amice; the Viceroy’s collar) picked out against the black. In a profile shot, the bright light of the 

central window plays against the darkness of the rest of the frame. Overall, the scene – a discussion 

of the situation of religion in Europe and New Spain – cultivates a sense of artificiality, of surface, 

and the importance of appearances; it contrasts strikingly to the second scene, inside the vibrant, 

musical community of Sor Juana’s convent. But again, in this more mobile, lively sequence, we have 

51 And see pp. 80-86 for a broader reflection on the use of chiaroscuro in his painting.  
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the intense black-white contrast of the nuns’ habits, and also of the unlit arches in the background 

of the convent courtyard.52 As Michael Renov puts it, chiaroscuro reminds us of a similarity between 

painting and film: the creation of an illusion of depth. Both chiaroscuro and deep-focus photography 

(as we see in Figure 4, below) create an illusion of “three-dimensionality,” in “retinal tension” with 

the “two-dimensional image surface” (1993, 34).  

Figure 4.  

This chiaroscuro, what Monika Kaup calls “the use of extreme light-dark contrasts” (2014, 230), is a 

constant visual motif. It occurs in two-handed scenes, accentuating the drama of exchanges 

between, for example, Sor Juana (Assumpta Serna) and her confessor, Father Miranda (Alberto 

Segado), or the meeting at the bars of the locutory between the nun and her admirer and friend, the 

Vicereine (Dominique Sanda). Moments of colour, for example when the Vicereine gifts Sor Juana a 

bright turquoise feather headdress, are often counterposed to monochrome shots, in this case by 

cutting to a static three-shot of the severe black robes of the Archbishop and his underlings. The 

chiaroscuro effect features too in crowd scenes: as the convent elects a new Mother Superior, a line 

of nuns in black and white habits snakes around the interior, and then up and down stairs, recalling 

the fantastical scenes of the twentieth-century mathematical artist M.C. Escher. We then cut to Sor 

52 Visually, Bemberg’s setting bears a surprising resemblance to the convent school that provides the setting 

for an early classic of Argentine cinema, José Agustín Ferreyra’s Ayúdame a vivir (1936), starring Libertad 

Lamarque as a rebellious convent school girl. The girls’ uniforms, heightened by the black and white stock, and 

the lively crowd scenes, are similar in appearance to early sequences in Bemberg’s film. Lamarque’s character 

is hemmed in by nuns, as well as a series of physical barriers (the walls of the school, the railings around her 

house) but also her controlling brother and a mysterious illness (possibly tuberculosis – Lamarque’s Luisa has a 

persistent cough and at one stage we are shown blood on her handkerchief). Only in exterior settings – a 

(studio-filmed) park where she is courted by her eventual husband (Julio, played by Ferreyra stalwart, Floren 

Delbene), or the (on location) sierras of Córdoba – does Luisa seem to experience freedom.   



122 

Juana, alone in her cell, lit only by a candle, a skull on her desk, in a very Caravaggio-esque memento 

mori that draws on, for example, the latter’s portrait of St Jerome (St Jerome Writing, 1605-6, 

currently housed in the Galleria Borghese, Rome); there is also a resemblance to Georges de la 

Tour’s Mary Magdalene with the Smoking Flame (1640, the Louvre, Paris). When the Archbishop and 

other luminaries discuss Sor Juana’s poetry, we see the black and white tiles of a floor that looks like 

a chessboard. Here, her poetry is as much a plot driver as an aesthetic element, motivating the 

intrigue that will eventually bring her down. Discussing her earlier film, Camila, Bemberg claimed 

that she could not create an adaption from Enrique Molina’s novel on the same topic as it was “a 

prose-poem […] impossible to adapt […] pure language” (Pauls, 2000, 111; also discussed in Tesler, 

2010). Poetry per se, if not incorporated into narrative, appears to be an obstacle for Bemberg’s 

cinema; this might explain her mobilization of a series of theatrical and painterly techniques – 

explored below – throughout the work.   

Bemberg uses the chiaroscuro not just for visual purposes; in addition, we see scenes in which 

colours take on a symbolic value. Prior to the much-discussed kiss between the Vicereine and Juana, 

Dominique Sanda’s character asks Serna’s to remove her veil. Under several layers of white fabric, 

Juana’s bobbed black hair appears, a less well-coiffed version of her style as a lady in waiting (seen in 

flashback), when she enjoyed her first amorous kiss, echoed now with the Vicereine. Black, it seems, 

is the colour of the material, of earthly passion; white that of Juana’s religious calling. Yet as in the 

chiaroscuro, they are inseparable. Soon Juana is heard reading a poem “off,” “Détente, sombra de 

mi bien esquivo” (opening line of Sonnet 165, also known as “Que contiene una fantasía contenta 

con amor decente”; 2004, 86), a piece which precisely foregrounds shadow in moral questions, and 

stresses the importance of (chaste) fantasy and imagination over physical love; its final line, 

meanwhile, speaks of the “prisión” that “fantasía” can build to house the beloved: no small irony 

given Sor Juana’s subsequent cloistering.  
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Darkness, however, frames Sor Juana’s eventual entrapment and death – in later scenes, as the 

convent is beset by sickness, we see Juana alone in her cell, a crucifix and a skull on her desk, books 

and scientific instruments invisible (foreshadowing their eventual sacrifice at the close of the film), 

with only the watery light from the window to illuminate the frame, as the rain falls heavily outside. 

In the final shot, we see her, seated, in full habit, against the same window, in an intense 

chiaroscuro, the camera having panned across her empty cell, before closing in on a medium-shot of 

a seated Juana, her face blank or even traumatised, before the scene fades and an intertitle tells us 

she died soon after from plague. This downbeat ending seems to counter the accusation of providing 

“consensual pleasures,” in Vidal’s term.  

For Miller, in these final scenes: “[t]he chiaroscuro effect of the lighting whitens this halo [around 

Serna] to an intense brightness and renders her […] ‘enchanting’ as an angel” (2000, 167).53 For 

Sarabia, there is a political message to be found here: “[s]i el oscurantismo es el que vence, la luz 

funciona diegéticamente y la escena final se nos muestra a una Sor Juana en completa soledad y 

abandono, en sombras nada más” (2002, 131). One may recall Michel Foucault’s words on 

confession: “[u]ntil the seventeenth century, evil in all its most violent and inhuman forms could not 

be dealt with and punished unless it was brought into the open. The light in which confession was 

made and punishment executed could alone balance the darkness from which evil issued” (2003, 62-

63). Here one sees the connection between chiaroscuro and the religious worldview depicted in 

53 In Cinema 2: The Time-Image, Gilles Deleuze writes about the crossing of literal and figurative borders in 

Cassavetes’s Shadows (1958/59), in particular that between black and white, and between film and non-film 

(for the original version of the film was said to be improvised, only to be remade a few years later scripted): 

“The frontier can be grasped only in flight, when we no longer know where it passes, between the white and 

the black, but also between the film and the non-film; it is characteristic of film to be always outside of its 

marks, breaking with ‘the right distance,’ always overflowing ‘the reserved zone’ where we would have liked to 

hold it in space and time” (2005, 149). 
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Bemberg’s film, as an attempt to balance light and dark; ironically, with Sor Juana’s final confession, 

it seems that darkness has won out. And yet, a final intertitle recognizes her poetry’s renown, with 

Sor Juana today considered the last great poet of the Golden Age. In her review of Yo, la peor de 

todas, Susan E. Ramírez argues that,  

the film does give Juana the poet occasional credit for some brilliant verses that, despite the 

tragedy of her short life, endure and inspire readers to this day. This is the triumph that 

bears remembering, and the downplaying of this triumph is the real shortcoming of I, the 

Worst of All. (1992, 1161)  

Yet it is not the case that Bemberg downplays Sor Juana’s success as a poet – this is the very last line, 

the final statement, of the film. Instead, the film has a clear point to make about the damaging 

effects of patriarchy, and adopts an aesthetic based on the art and theatre of the period.   

Alongside these picturesque elements, Bemberg’s film also draws on theatre. One sees this in the 

sets, by a renowned stage designer, and the inclusion of a diegetic performance of the ending of Los 

empeños de una casa, Sor Juana’s 1683 play of thwarted love and mistaken identities (discussed 

further below). But it is difficult to separate out painterly and theatrical aspects in the movie. There 

occurs a blurring of boundaries between forms – from painting to theatre, via an important visual 

resource in the film, namely the tableau. As King observes, Bemberg explores “painterly, chromatic 

features in a series of tableaux that draw their inspiration from baroque painting” (2000b, 27).54

Miller states that “Bemberg […] keeps her camera still, rendering her tableau effect even more 

pronounced. This effect of an underlined emotional intensity is felt all the more strongly in a modern 

54 The use of tableaux has a notable precedent in the history of biopics, in the shape of Roberto Rossellini’s The 

Rise of Louis XIV (1966), his made-for-TV docudrama. As Vidal writes, “Rossellini knowingly undermines the 

idea of the individual as catalyst of historical change, presenting instead a series of tableaux in which rituals 

and practices in the court of Louis XIV are brought into relief as political acts” (2014, 13).  
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cinema where tableaux are rare” (2000, 158). The tableau is, one must remember, first and foremost 

a theatrical device; here it is turned to filmic purposes, with a strongly painterly feel. The camera 

moves as if over a canvas; the actors pose as if paused on stage. Kaup outlines the different types of 

tableaux that can be seen in the film: “its cinematic stage tableaus, its allegorical tableaus, and […] 

its tableaux vivants” (2014, 227). She adds, “Yo, la peor de todas straddles the paradigmatic 

opposition between the actual theater stage and the illusionist space-time of cinema” (228-29): this 

would be an example of Bemberg’s cultivated intermediality in the film.  

Sor Juana’s poetry features in the film, but in very particular ways, the aesthetics of which can be 

argued to relate to the difficulty of both screening the writing process and “adapting” poetry for 

film. In an early scene, when Sor Juana meets the viceregal couple at a performance of Los empeños 

de una casa in their honour at her convent, the Viceroy quotes from one of her most famous poems, 

known as “Hombres necios” (No. 92, “Arguye de inconsecuentes el gusto y la censura de los 

hombres que en las mujeres acusan lo que causan”; 2004, 71-73). With the Viceroy unable to finish 

the quotation, Sor Juana herself comes into shot, from a reverse angle between the viceregal couple, 

to continue the poem (see Figure 4, above). The shot, as she walks towards the camera, creates four 

planes: the aristocrats; Sor Juana; the actors of the play, chatting together after their performance; 

and the arches of the convent cloisters. It is hard to avoid seeing similarities with Diego Velázquez’s 

Las Meninas (1656, Museo del Prado, Madrid) with its multiple layers and network of gazes. While 

the camera is static, Sor Juana walks into the foreground and into a triangle with the Viceroy and the 

Vicereine. The role of the poem here is more to move along the plot and demonstrate Sor Juana’s 

charming and genial character, while developing in particular the relationship with the Vicereine, 

rather than to showcase the poetry itself. The quotation also overcodes a later, back-shadowed 

encounter between the Archbishop and two plotting nuns, to reveal the former’s hypocrisy in 

accusing Sor Juana of worldliness and immorality – he pronounces the convent to be not a house of 

God but a “lupanar” – while promising material rewards to the conspirators. 
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Poems play a particular role in the development of the relationship between Sor Juana and the 

Vicereine. As Sarabia notes in her study, “[e]l beso [between Sor Juana and the virreina], de 

sugerente imagen visual erótica, explicitaría/condensaría los versos de pasión amorosa que 

escribiera la monja-poeta a su virreina pero dicho sentimiento se invierte y se materializa en la 

virreina, quien toma la iniciativa” (2002, 126). Actual evidence for any romantic attachment between 

the two is non-existent; within the film’s narrative world it is implausible for Sor Juana to seduce or 

make a pass at her protector. Thus the inversion of which Sarabia writes, with the effusive 

sentiments of the religieuse’s admiring poetry instead ascribed to Dominque Sanda’s character, as 

seductress, allows Bemberg to advance her idea of a physical erotic link, initiated by the Marquess, 

between the two women. Again, poetry is used as source for narrative.  

As it happens, the poems that Sor Juana wrote to the Virreina are not included in the film; Sarabia 

(2002, 126) calls this “la ausente lírica dedicada a la virreina.” As Kaup puts it, “[a]gainst [Octavio] 

Paz, Bemberg bases her queer reading of the relationship between the two women on Sor Juana’s 

poems to María Luisa. Curiously, however, Bemberg does not include any of these poems in her 

script, but instead other love poems to unnamed addressees” (2014, 240).55 Bemberg does include, 

though, a redondilla that Sor Juana dedicated to the virreina, no. 84, “En que describe racionalmente 

los efectos irracionales del amor,” (which begins “Este amoroso tormento,” 2004, 67-70). Also 

included is Sonnet 164, “En que se satisface un recelo con la retórica del llanto” (No. 164, 2004, 85). 

The latter is inserted into a narrative arc that takes in a flashback to Sor Juana’s examination by 40 

esteemed academics, via her memory of a particular leaf found in a book, and an earlier flirtation 

(this time with a man). The poem is overcoded by a shift from a reading off-screen as the Viceroy 

imagines Sor Juana’s voice, to a diegetic reading by the Viceroy, who comments on his wife’s ability 

55 Examples of the former would include “Divina Lysi mía” (No. 82,“Expresa su respeto amoroso”, 2004, 62-63).
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to inspire passion in her admirers. Again, a poem is used to spur on the narrative, in particular that 

of Sor Juana’s erotic life, a matter only of speculation for modern viewers and scholars.  

One can conclude then that Bemberg’s film opts for theatre and visual arts as resources, above and 

beyond poetry. What few if any critics have noticed, beyond Sarabia’s passing reference to film 

history, above (2002, 121), is that alongside its literary and painterly intertexts, Yo, la peor de todas

is a film well versed in the archives of cinema itself. To give one example, the shot of Sor Juana after 

her confessor abandons her, following the violent argument with the archbishop, uses a double 

framing – of both the camera and the bars of the locutory. For Sarabia, this double framing “refuerza 

la victimización de Sor Juana” (2002, 130). But for contemporary audiences, particularly those 

schooled in film history, there is another reason for this effect, namely that the sequence and the 

framing, which show Sor Juana hanging at an awkard angle from the bars, recall quite precisely in 

their composition the end of the highly controversial travelling shot in Gillo Pontecorvo’s Kapo 

(1960), in which a female concentration camp prisoner throws herself onto an electrified barbed 

wire fence, dying in a pose that recurs in Sor Juana’s desperate posture.56 Can we not also see, in the 

convent setting, in the public confessions, and in the theatrically constructed sets, references to Carl 

Th. Dreyer’s La Passion de Jeanne d'Arc (The Passion of Joan of Arc, 1928), another tale of a woman 

sacrificed to male religious power (and also a cinematic intertext in the films of Raúl Perrone, as 

explored in the next chapter)? While Bemberg resists the extreme close-ups of the earlier film, the 

use of theatrical settings and tableaux certainly are shared across the decades.  

Similarly, there are further examples, of cinematic self-referentiality: the confessions, the sick-bed 

scenes, and several other sequences, are all already found in the director’s other films, such as 

Camila. The smashing of Sor Juana’s glasses recalls a series of shots involving blindfolds in Camila; 

likewise the scenes of censorship and book-burning, in Camila framed to trace a line from the Rosas 

56 See e.g. Daney (2004).  
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regime to the Argentine dictatorship of 1976-1983. They also foreshadow her last film as a director, 

De eso no se habla (1993), where the book-burning is repeated in a darkly comic tone, as the mother 

of a young woman with dwarfism burns copies of Snow White and Tom Thumb.57 The history of 

cinema, political cinema, and of her own films, underlies the literary, artistic, and theatrical 

references. In a reverse of the expected order, we X-ray the surface of the baroque painting 

recreated in a modern film to find another twentieth-century product: film. Thus another rhetorical 

trope of the Golden Age appears, the chiasmus: film – baroque art – film.  

And yet, to argue that the film overlooks Sor Juana’s poetry would be to risk slipping into clichés 

about fidelity, or about faithfulness to the (poetic) “spirit” of a work or an artist, while at the same 

time overlooking the historical and cultural context of Sor Juana’s own literary creations. In Yo, la 

peor de todos, Bemberg foregrounds the inseparability of verse and drama for the Golden Age stage. 

The Calderonian theatre that Sor Juana inherited and developed used verse just as modern film uses 

the soundtrack, working with rules set out in Lope de Vega’s guide to the new comedy, the Arte 

nuevo de hacer comedias en este tiempo (1609).58 The links between painting and Golden Age 

theatre have long been recognised by critics.59 Intermediality is not a new invention. 

57 It may or may not be worth commenting that Yo, la peor de todas features a brief scene of two dwarves, in 

mock-Aztec dress, wrestling for the entertainment of the viceregal court. 

58 Albeit rules that were slippery and often stretched or even ignored. Los empeños de una casa is like many 

baroque comedias highly polymetric; see e.g. Bryant (1963) for a study of the play’s versification.  

59 As Curtius observes, “[i]n Shakespeare painting plays a quite insignificant role. The same is true of the classic 

drama of the French. Only the Spanish theatre has a vital relationship to the great painting of the nation” 

(1953, 570). See also Curtius (1936). Gómez also notes that, “[l]a interrelación de las artes visuales con el 

teatro alcanza en el Siglo de Oro español [sic] un auge que es sólo comparable al del momento actual. En el 

corpus teatral del siglo XVII abundan las alusiones a obras de arte (pinturas y esculturas principalmente), así 

como a sus creadores (reales o ficticios); no obstante, son sin duda Lope de Vega y Calderón de la Barca los 
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Yo, la peor de todas includes, as noted above, a brief snippet of Los empeños de una casa. Like many 

baroque comedias, it deals with the pitfalls of a world of artifice and artificiality, and crossings of one 

sort or another feature prominently. A key scene of mistaken identities and conversations at cross-

purposes takes place in pitch darkness. Given that Golden Age theatre was generally performed 

during the day, particularly in the corales, actors would have had to mime their blindness for a well-

lit audience that could see – a perfect crossing between light and dark.60 Another important moment 

finds the servant Castaño cross-dressed as the lover Leonor. Mistaken and later resolved identities 

are key features of Golden Age drama, as in the capa y espada dramas of Tirso de Molina. Crossings 

more generally are found throughout Calderón: the world as a dream that is the world, for example 

– the chiasmus again.61 One thinks, too, in art, of Las Meninas, with its exploration of artistic self-

que con más insistencia muestran en sus escritos esta inusitada preocupación por las artes visuales” (1997, 

273); “las alusiones reiteradas de Calderón y Lope a la pintura, y en especial a los retratos femeninos, van 

mucho más allá de lo puramente ornamental. Constituyen reflexiones intertextuales mediante las que se 

subraya la función mimética del arte pictórico, e implícitamente, del dramático. […] Queda reflejada en estas 

obras, por tanto, una constante preocupación (tan barroco y tan actual) sobre la delimitación de la línea 

divisoria entre la representación y el mundo representado, las apariencias y la realidad” (289). From the 

earliest cinematographs, via Orson Welles, to the works of Santiago Loza, this is a central concern, too, of 

filmmakers.  

60 Admittedly this is conjecture, though a conjecture based on the 2004 RSC performance and Golden Age 

theatre practice more generally. Darkness as the cause of mistaken identity also features in Calderón’s El 

médico de su honra (published 1637), when Pedro is mistaken by his wife Doña Mencía for the Prince, Enrique, 

who is surreptitiously courting her; in contrast to Sor Juana’s work, terrible consequences ensue for the female 

lead. 

61 For example both the comedia, La vida es sueño (1636), and the auto sacramental, El gran teatro del mundo

(published 1655, written in the 1630s), explore the possibility of life on earth as essentially illusory, the 

performance of a role, or at least only a preparation or test for a more important role in the hereafter.  
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perception, in a painting whose subject is perhaps its own composition, and the place of this 

composition within the complex political hierarchies of seventeenth-century court life. Its 

background consists of canvases owned by the king, in a series of knowing artistic intertexts. The 

play of looks and gazes, the sense of a court theatre being played out, is found again in Yo, la peor de 

todas.62 The overall effect is that portraiture – baroque portraiture, in particular – comes to 

dominate the image, trumping poetry, to create the film’s striking visual and intermedial effect.

What more baroque trait is there than artistic self-awareness? There is, though, an important 

difference: the Golden Age worldview, found in the plays of Calderón and the verse of Sor Juana, 

was underpinned by religious doctrine, or at least a broadly shared – if vigorously debated – set of 

assumptions about the existence of God, salvation, and an afterlife. There are not available to 

Bemberg; instead, her film rests on her feminist convictions and support for women’s struggles, 

62 In Deleuze’s Cinema 2, he reflects on the links between classic cinema and baroque portraiture. For Deleuze, 

the key figure is Orson Welles, in whose work, in particular through his use of depth of field, one encounters a 

“radical change [to] the very notion of centre” (2005, 138); he thus takes up “a transformation of thought 

which originally took place in […] the seventeenth century […] the baroque age par excellence” (138). In 

Bemberg’s film, it is the use of chiaroscuro and tableaux that call to mind baroque portraiture. One is 

reminded, too, of Foucault’s analysis of Las Meninas at the opening of Les mots et les choses (1966, The Order 

of Things), in which he says, “[n]o gaze is stable, or rather, in the neutral furrow of the gaze piercing at a right 

angle through the canvas, subject and object, the spectator and the model, reverse their roles to infinity” 

(1994, 5); “[t]he entire picture is looking out at a scene for which it is itself a scene” (14). And yet, it is the 

sovereign that plays the key role: the Royal Couple, visible in the mirror at the back of the room, “provide the 

centre around which the entire representation is ordered.” For Foucault, this sets the work in an earlier 

historical period to our own; Bemberg instead displays echoes and similarities between the colonial period and 

today.  
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historical and present day.63 These, perhaps more than the poetry of Sor Juana, are the focus of her 

film.   

Alejandra. 

A more recent portrayal of the life of a poet, and one which differs markedly in its approach to 

Bemberg’s movie, is the documentary Alejandra (2013), by the filmmaking duo Virna Molina (1975) 

and Ernesto Ardito (1972), recounting the short life and brilliant career of Alejandra Pizarnik (1936-

1972).64 Her work is best remembered for the concise, even minimalist poems – some only a handful 

of words – of her early collections, from the late 1950s and early 1960s. These were informed in 

almost equal measure by Decadentism, Surrealism and Existentialism. Her later work, before her 

death from overdose aged 36, includes highly inventive, unpredictable, and sprawling poems, full of 

sexual references and literary intertexts. Molina and Ardito’s film is part of the series Memoria 

iluminada, made by the pair for the Argentine state educational channel, Canal Encuentro.65 The 

show also includes episodes on Adolfo Bioy Casares, Borges, Julio Cortázar, and Francisco “Paco” 

Urondo. Their works combine dramatic recreations, archive footage, animation, and talking heads; 

they also involve a significant amount of research, for example in the case of their documentary 

Raymundo, about the filmmaker Raymundo Gleyzer, given the clandestine nature of his practice 

during the political repression of the 1970s. Ardito has more recently made a documentary on panic 

63 Bemberg also provides a forerunner for a far more radical aesthetic proposal, Nicolás Pereda’s slow, 

reflexive, highly self-referential film based on Sor Juana’s Primero sueño, Todo, en fin, el silencio lo ocupaba 

(Mexico, 2010). Filmed in minimal light, with almost no action, it includes readings from the poem as well as 

discussions of how best to act and film this reading.  

64 Their production company is called Virna y Ernesto. There is also a short film available on Canal Encuentro by 

Santiago Kovadloff, part of the series El camino de las ideas, on Pizarnik available at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MqVfHq-f8ec [accessed 27 May 2020].    

65 It was broadcast in four half-hour parts; there is also a full-length version, slightly shorter in total length.  
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attacks in the modern world (Ataque de pánico, 2017) and together the pair premiered their first 

fiction film, about political activism and adolescent love in 1970s Argentina, Sinfonía para Ana 

(2018). An earlier documentary, El futuro es nuestro (2014) explored similar themes, investigating 

the murders of secondary/high school students at the hands of the civic-military dictatorship.   

Documentary cinema, and in particular documentary cinema from Latin America, has attracted 

much scholarly attention in recent years, alongside the growth of festivals and events dedicated to 

the genre.66 For Bill Nichols, one of the pioneering scholars of the field, there can be “no absolute 

separation between fiction and documentary” (2001, xi). Nichols dedicates much space to 

attempting to define the documentary, but settles instead for calling it “a fuzzy concept.”67 More 

important for Nichols than generic distinctions are ethical and political questions about 

documentary filmmaking practice (2001, xiv-xv). Indeed the telling of a life story is a particular 

problem for the documentary: “evidenciary editing organizes cuts within a scene to present the 

impression of a single, convincing argument supported by a logic. [Shots] contribute to the 

representation of a single process rather than the development of an individual character” (2001, 

30). But a documentary about a person requires different resources. Alejandra combines non-

character driven cutting, for example in sequences that give the context of Pizarnik’s life, with 

attempts to develop the portrait of the writer herself, with montages to accompany readings of her 

poetry. One must also read Alejandra in a context in which documentary filmmaking in Argentina 

has become increasingly nuanced and complex; as Gonzalo Aguilar notes, works by Albertina Carri, 

Nicolás Prividera and María Inés Roque all explore “las dificultades de llegar a la enunciación 

personal sea ésta la primera, la segunda o la tercera [persona]” (2015, 94).  

66 See e.g. Arenillas and Lazzara (eds., 2016) for an illustrative selection of essays; and see also Mestman (2016, 

19-25).   

67 See also Renov (1993, 22): “there has been little research of any sort which can shed light on the governing 

discursive conditions which give rise to what is branded ‘nonfiction’.” 
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How might one make a documentary about a poet that does justice to their poetry? Nichols 

identifies what he calls the “poetic documentary,” a sub-genre or form that he links to experiments 

of the early twentieth-century avant-gardes (2001, 90). This movement “freed cinema from 

replicating what came before the camera to celebrate how this ‘stuff’ could become the raw 

material not only of narrative filmmaking but of a poetic cinema as well” (2001, 88-91). He states 

that in these early experiments, “[t]he idea of photogénie and editing, or montage, allowed the 

filmmaker’s voice to take center stage” (2001, 90). For Nichols, “[t]he poetic mode [of documentary] 

sacrifices the conventions of continuity editing […] to explore associations and patterns that involve 

temporal rhythms and spatial juxtapositions” (2001, 102). Nichols is particularly interested in the 

transformative effect that such works can have, given that the documentary film can be seen as 

doubly indexical (as recorded material and as factual): “[p]oetic documentaries, though, draw on the 

historical world for their raw material but transform this material in distinctive ways” (2001, 103).68

Pizarnik, a writer immersed in Surrealism and the legacy of the avant-gardes, would seem an 

eminently suitable subject for such an approach. But it is not necessarily one that Molina and Ardito 

take, as we shall see.    

Michael Chanan links the poetic documentary to a current that emerged in the post-war era: “A 

crucial element in postwar [sic] documentary before television took it up, to be found in the work of 

independent film-makers like Joris Ivens, Alain Resnais and Chris Marker, was the poetic expression 

of oppositional and dissident opinion” (2007, 6). Such directors rethought approaches to 

documentary, both aesthetically and politically:  

Where the mainstream paradigm [of an impersonal director and supposed balance] is 

weaker and especially when the documentary adopts the stance of the first-person 

68 Again, Renov makes a similar point: there exists the widespread prejudice that documentary or nonfiction 

films exist “at a remove from the creative core of the cinematic art” (1993, 13) – a prejudice that Renov, 

Nichols, Chanan, and others have worked hard to debunk.  
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testimony, it becomes the direct expression of novel social trends and tendencies, like those 

of feminism, the gay and lesbian movements, and other strands of extra-parliamentary, 

solidarity and identity politics. (2007, 7)  

Chanan argues that, “[d]ocumentary is ready to take up the political challenge because politics is in 

its genes, though not always expressed” (2007, 16). He cites the history of experimental and 

politically-engaged documentary filmmaking in the avant-gardes of the 1920s, including German 

Expressionism, and Soviet Montage cinema (2007, 80ff), as well as non-narrative films; and the social 

avant-garde: “[w]hat was common to these positions was the primacy they gave to the photogenic 

and visual poetry as against the subservience of the image to the narrative logic of commercial 

cinema.” He also mentions works from the 1950s, “modest low-key poetic essays by directors like 

[Georges] Franju or [Alain] Resnais in France, or the Free Cinema group in England” (2007, 96). Of 

particular significance is Watt and Wright’s Night Mail (1936): “Night Mail became one of the 

emblematic films of the [British documentary] movement largely on account of its closing sequence 

combining the verse of W.H. Auden and the music of Benjamin Britten. [Georges Sadoul] called it a 

‘film-poem’” (2007, 139). Chanan also notes the connections between John Grierson, the “architect 

of the British documentary movement” (133) and Latin America, for example via a meeting with the 

Argentine political documentary filmmaker Fernando Birri (143).  

Chanan offers a brief history of the documentary movement in Latin America, highlighting the Viña 

del Mar film festival of 1967 (2007, 192-201). Nor can the role of Cuba, and its post-revolutionary 

filmmakers, be overlooked (196ff). In the 1970s, he writes, “Latin American documentary became 

involved in the creation of an alternative audiovisual public sphere at the level of the community 

and its popular organisations, and sharing the same preoccupation to give voice to people normally 

excluded from public speech and outside the political power structures” (203). More specifically, 

Chanan notes the particular situation in Argentina in recent years, in which documentaries have 

indeed taken up this challenge, writing of “the reflorescence of documentary in Argentina in the 
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midst of the country’s nightmare collapse in 2001” (17). The new political cinema has links back to 

the 1960s and 70s, and in particular the work of Raymundo Gleyzer (18). Ardito and Molina’s work 

emerges from this particular conjuncture: “a year after the Argentinazo [of 2001-2], as many as forty 

groups of video filmmakers were working alongside the local assemblies, the workers’ cooperatives 

who took control of bankrupt firms and the women’s groups, all of which came to function with a 

dynamic which is not usually found under capitalism” (Chanan, 2007, 18). Chanan writes of a form of 

“participant reportage” in these films, in which “we talk to each other about us.”   

In her recent essay on “militant” filmmaking, Raquel Schefer identifies practices in which the context 

of filming and screening is an important aspect of the film’s political intervention. She writes of the 

“conjugación del acontecimiento político y del acontecimiento estético en el fulgor de su forma 

fílmica” (2015, 99). Schefer notes that in the works of, for example, Gleyzer, both the nature of the 

theme being dealt with – be it the stagnation of the revolution in Mexico, or workers’ rights in 

Argentina – and the circumstances of production led to innovations in form and technique (2015, 99-

100). For Schefer, in the most interesting recent film and video documentaries from Argentina, “la 

dimensión política se funda sobre la innovación formal y no ya sobre un contenido político explícito 

[…]. Lo político se afirma como subversión formal” (110). Aguilar (2015, 101) also notes the 

importance of a renewed link between filming and political action in recent activist and “piquetero” 

filmmaking, to which Molina and Ardito have strong links.  

As Jessica Stites Mor notes, Molina and Ardito’s background is in precisely such political filmmaking. 

Corazón de fábrica, a documentary from 2008, was made in collaboration with the laid-off workers 

who had occupied and taken over the Zanon ceramics factory in Neuquén, to run it as an innovative 

worker-owned cooperative. The directors’ breakthrough work, Raymundo (2003), a documentary 

about the life of the aforementioned Gleyzer, demonstrates their particular model of political 

filmmaking. They trained at the municipally-run IDAC, or Escuela de Cine de Avellaneda, and their 

early career saw them involved in Kino Nuestra Lucha, an “alternative news source” producing 
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“noticieros obreros” (2014, 164).  Stites Mor recounts the filmmakers’ efforts in 2003 to share 

Raymundo with unemployed and workers groups; this, “demonstrates a key shift in Argentine 

politics of the audiovisual in which activist filmmakers framed a significant national debate and its 

relationship to the evolution of leftist political action in a significant space of civil society, where 

social movements and emerging political identities were coming together in common struggle” (1). 

Stites Mor argues that “Ardito and Molina […] not only documented the repressed experiences of 

factory workers to a larger public but also communicated and interpreted information to the 

workers themselves, both during the process of making their film and afterwards in exhibition 

spaces” (4). Thus they participate in an “ideological shift [that] took place [as] contemporary political 

cinema in Argentina, particularly documentalismo, or activist documentary filmmaking, has become 

an alternative mode of political communication and engagement, one increasingly tied to social 

movements and institutions of the political left” (3). Under the Kirchner and Fernández de Kirchner 

administrations of the 2003-15 period, those institutions grew in importance; one was the state-

sponsored educational channel that broadcast Alejandra, Canal Encuentro.69

69 Stites Mor adds, “[Raymundo]’s production, too, is emblematic of the transnational nature of documentary 

filmmaking in Argentina from the mid-1990s. Ardito and Molina relied on the support of several different 

institutions to produce Raymundo. They received funds from the National Arts Fund and the INCAA early in the 

process; later, in editing and postproduction states, they received funding from the Fondacion Alter-Ciné in 

Canada and the Jan Vrijman Foundation in the Netherlands. Initially, the film was not screened in commercial 

cinemas in Argentina because of industry regulations” (Stites Mor, 2014, 163). As of September 2018, the film 

is available on their own Vimeo page and a DVD is distributed in the US and Canada by Olive Films.   

There is an interesting echo of the British situation, some years earlier; Chanan, writing on documentary film 

of the 1930s and the role of John Grierson observes that, “[s]ince it was plain that such a project would find no 

support from commercial interests, his solution was to see the State itself as the necessary patron for the 

social role of the documentary” (2007, 133). It is also worth noting that Los rubios (Alejandra Carri, 2003), one 
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For Beatriz Flores Gutiérrez, Raymundo,  

is a monumental work of revisionist history. The [directors] see the potential of cinema as a 

revolutionary tool. In Ardito’s words: “We think of film as a bullet that ignites consciousness 

[…].We must serve as the stone that breaks the silence, or the bullet that starts the battle. 

Poetry is not the goal in itself. Among us poetry is a tool to transform the world. (2004, 120, 

ellipsis in original)  

The mention of “poetry” in the quotation is very interesting; it seems to stand in for aesthetics, or in 

the manner of André Bazin, as outlined in the Introduction to this volume, for beauty in general. 

Flores Gutiérrez argues that while there exist “obvious generational differences between the works 

of Gleyzer and Ardito and Molina,” nevertheless “there appears to be an ideological continuum that 

bridges the cause of alternative cinema” (2004: 120). She notes their use of  

emotionally engaging montage; the aesthetic choices are obviously an effort to reach a 

greater audience. […] Their reversed co-option of commercial tactics may even prove 

effective for largely mainstream television markets in Latin America and elsewhere in the 

world. Their artistic choices in favor of access are political choices. (2004, 122) 

One might suggest that this also relates to the means of diffusion, via a state educational channel, 

favouring accessibility over commercial concerns.  

Alejandra’s opening sequence creates the immediate and surprising impression of something from a 

horror film: abstract images in black and white, close-ups and medium-shots of a little girl (a young 

Alejandra, one presumes), and a threatening shadow, perhaps of a hand, stretching over objects, all 

of the most provocative and controversial documentaries in Argentina during this period, was initially turned 

down by the national film funding agency, the INCAA, as the film itself records. 
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accompanied by a dissonant and unsettling score.70 Elsewhere the soundtrack includes music by 

Philip Glass, both the Koyaanisqatsi (Reggio, 1982) soundtrack and selections from his piano music; 

and the French composer, known for scoring Amélie (Jeunet, 2001), Yann Tiersen. But after this 

opening, the film in the main is a mix of talking-heads interviews, archive footage (both motion 

pictures and animated still footage), thematically relevant images with voice-overs, and more or less 

fictionalized reconstructions of incidents from Pizarnik’s life. Some of the latter enter the realms of 

the imagination, for example a sequence in which the child Pizarnik watches a speech by Adolf 

Hitler, emblematic of the persecution that her relatives suffered in Europe and still feared in 

Argentina. Another features the same wide-eyed girl (see Figure 5, below) and a boy who seems to 

play the part of a young Cortázar. This is fiction: the pair only met in later life, and Cortázar was 

more than 20 years older than Pizarnik.  

Figure 5.  

Many unbound motifs in the film fit into what might be called the “poetic” category, or of non-

narrative film: scudding clouds, falling leaves, shadowy black and white interiors, and extreme close-

ups of objects or photographs. Some of the voice-overs, in particular in interviews, use 

unsynchronized, or even non-consecutive sound and image tracks, as if the sound had wandered 

into the thoughts of the one being interviewed. Indeed on several occasions, the image track shows 

a pensive, unspeaking interviewee, while his or her voice continues to be heard. 

In one sequence, during an interview, Pizarnik’s friend Ivonne Bordelois reads from Pizarnik’s poem, 

dedicated by the poet to her, “Sombra de los días a venir” (from Los trabajos y las noches, 1956; 

Pizarnik, 2005, 202). We see a shot of a page from the book; the interviewee from the side; a 

reflection of a statue; the statue itself in what looks like “real” footage; and then the statue in the 

70 For many viewers, Pizarnik’s best-known text would likely be La condesa sangrienta (1966), her 

review/retelling of Valentine Penrose’s life of the infamous “bloody countess,” Elizabeth Báthory.  
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background of an archive photo of Alejandra. What is initially figurative and unbound becomes more 

literal and then firmly rooted in reality – the documentary function is thus underlined.  

The film also works to recreate the atmosphere of the Buenos Aires and Parisian literary worlds of 

the day, in which Pizarnik moved during her career. During an interview with Robert Yahni, another 

friend of Pizarnik, we see interior non-point-of-view shots of the bookshop where they met. As 

Yvonne Bordelois speaks of the latter’s dedication to writing, an actor playing the adolescent 

Alejandra is shown in extreme close-up alongside images of a pen on paper as she writes. This all 

contributes to the impression of a rather literal approach to the poetry: putting elements of the 

writing or its context on screen.  

The documentary includes the only surviving recording of Pizarnik’s voice, her reading of Arturo 

Carrera’s first collection of poems, Escrito con un nictógrafo (1972). As it is played, the camera pans 

in close-up over a still photograph of the reading itself, an incongruous image of Pizarnik sitting bare-

legged holding a parasol, next to Carrera wrapped up in a scarf and large bobble hat. At other 

moments, a voiceover artist reads extracts from Pizarnik’s diaries, letters, and other writings. The 

readings of her work are often accompanied by a child’s-eye-view shot, or close-ups of the young 

Alejandra. These include presentations of the content of her poems: shots of birds to accompany a 

poem mentioning birds; likewise with another that mentions a cat. Often, Alejandra will use a 

montage sequence, frequently in extreme close-up, picking out operative terms from a poem or 

diary extract; the phrase “la niña en el jardin,” a recurring motif in Pizarnik’s poems, drawn from 

Lewis Carroll’s novel Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), is accompanied by a shot of the child 

Alejandra in a garden, and elements of the latter in close-up. As an interviewee reflects on Pizarnik’s 

self-image and sexuality, we see an image of fingernails being painted red. We see shots of a pen on 

paper, or typewriter keys striking, at times in extreme close-up; in one sequence, the voice reads the 

poems as the typewriter works.  
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The film also includes animation, for example in a sequence presenting Cortázar’s whimsical 

collection Historias de cronopios y de famas (1962). This is in keeping with its pedagogical goals, 

Canal Encuentro being funded by the Argentine Ministry of Education. Such aims are most manifest 

in informative sections, for example, an animation explaining Existentialism with reference to Sartre, 

De Beauvoir, and Proust. Thus Pizarnik’s poetry is at once taken quite literally, with semantic 

elements from Pizarnik’s poems recreated as images, and read aetiologically, with poems linked 

through images to important events in the poet’s life, in particular her family background (as a child 

of Russian Jewish émigrés) and childhood.  

What is curious, however, is that in its treatment of other, non-poetic, literary elements, as well as 

literary works not by Pizarnik, the film becomes less literal, and cleaves closer to the avant-garde 

tradition of poetic documentaries; they bear, furthermore, some resemblance to David Bonta’s work 

and the poetry videos discussed in the Introduction to this volume. One section towards the middle 

of the film (near the end of Part II in the Canal Encuentro series) includes a reading, by Cortázar, of a 

section from the novel Rayuela (1963), set partly in Paris, in the literary-artistic circles in which 

Pizarnik came to move in the 1960s. It is also a novel closely associated with Pizarnik because of the 

widely repeated anecdote, in this film recounted by Fernando Noy, that Pizarnik was given the 

manuscript by Cortázar to type up and briefly lost it.71 The reading is accompanied by what might be 

called a free or poetic montage sequence, only vaguely related to some of the content of the piece 

(Rayuela Chapter 32, to be more precise): shots of windows, rain, water running over glass or on 

pavements in extreme close-up, a close-up of a female body. Some of this is bound or literal: as 

Cortázar states, “casi no tenemos ropa,” the camera pans from up close over the buttons of a 

discarded overcoat; the rest is less easily identifiable, for example the animated, more or less 

formless shadows at a window. Strange black and white shapes appear again, later, in a sequence 

detailing Pizarnik’s reaction to her father’s death, the forms seemingly standing for the mental 

71 See also McNamara (2020).  
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turmoil that she underwent but at the same time hard to relate to anything specific in her writing or 

the voice-over track.  

Another sequence, later in the film, details Pizarnik’s friendship with the poet Antonio Porchia. 

Porchia was of Italian origin and moved in more working-class and socially-committed literary circles 

than Pizarnik; as Porchia reads, we see shots of Buenos Aires streets, trees, and for no obvious 

reason a pair of roughed-up trainers hanging by their laces over a telephone wire (albeit not an 

uncommon site in the city).72 This free motif then repeats later, as the actor reads from Pizarnik’s 

letter to Porchia. There is no literal corollary for the image, and no obvious reason it should stand as 

an image of Porchia’s writing.     

Alejandra thus demonstrates the meeting place between documentary and poetry; at the same 

time, with its pedagogical aims and rather straightforward approach to her writing, while it may 

succeed as a compelling and informative work, only some – indeed the most literal – aspects of 

Pizarnik’s poetry itself are communicated. As Nichols (2001, 33) observed, the “poetic mode” of 

documentary “emphasizes visual associations, tonal or rhythmic qualities, descriptive passages, and 

formal organisation. […]. This mode bears a close proximity to experimental, personal, or avant-

garde filmmaking.” But Alejandra has rather more of the “expository mode” (“verbal commentary 

and an argumentative logic”) (Nichols, 2001, 33-34) and even something of the “participatory 

model” (“emphasizes the interaction between filmmaker and subject. Filming takes place by means 

of interviews or other forms of even more direct involvement. Often coupled with archival footage 

to examine historical issues)” (34). If for Nichols “in poetic modalities […] comments hint and suggest 

rather than declare or explain” (2001, 48), then it is clear that Alejandra takes a rather more direct 

approach to its subject matter.   

72 It is said that this is a means used by gangs to commemorate and mark the site of the killing of one of their 

members.  
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Perhaps the most difficult aspects for the film to approach are Pizarnik’s politics, at both the macro 

and the micro level, to be precise her apolitical position; and her relative silence – and the lack of 

documentary evidence – on the question of sexuality. The latter might be considered quite 

unsurprising given the conservative, indeed oppressive, context. On the politics, for example, we see 

archive footage of the bombing of the Plaza de Mayo and the many civilian casualties during the 

coup against Perón of 1955. But the events, although contemporary to Pizarnik’s formative years as 

an artist, are not registered in her work. Another sequence details the so-called “Night of the Long 

Sticks,” when armed police and military attacked students and staff in the University of Buenos 

Aires; yet Alejandra was not involved (one informant notes her general lack of application to formal 

studies), nor did she offer any thoughts on these particular events. They were part of a historical 

context that seems seldom to have concerned the poet herself.73

Bordelois, interviewed in the film, claims that Pizarnik’s critique was more profound than mere social 

commentary, and that her proposal to fundamentally change life and language – drawn from the 

Surrealists and earlier poets such as Arthur Rimbaud – is anterior to and a necessary condition of 

socio-political change. Fernando Noy calls her an “anarquista coronada.” At times, such attempts to 

politicize Pizarnik’s work border on the tenuous. Around three quarters of the way through the film 

(the end of episode three in the series), the filmmakers explore the political context in France, 

Argentina, and the USA, where Pizarnik spent an unhappy time having won the Guggenheim Prize in 

1968. The film uses archive footage of the May 68 protests in Paris and student/anti-Vietnam War 

demonstrations in the US. Then, to accompany an interview with Fernando Noy, in which he talks 

about Pizarnik’s commitment to “la patria del lenguaje,” there are shots of wheat, flies, trees, and 

flowers, unlinked to anything we hear on the soundtrack. We then see shots of bombs falling over 

Vietnam, while Bordelois reads the lines from Pizarnik, “la rebelión consiste en contemplar [sic, for 

‘mirar’ in the text] una rosa hasta pulverizarse los ojos” (From Árbol de Diana, poem 23; Pizarnik, 

73 See e.g. Bollig (2011, chapter 1).  
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2005, 125 – a poem also quoted in Subiela’s Lado oscuro 2). The film cuts to a low-angle medium 

close-up archive shot of a blindfolded prisoner and a US soldier; after that, newsreel footage of 

police violence against students, as Bordelois recounts the experience of writing the phrase on a wall 

in her university office in the US, only to discover later that someone had changed the “se” to “le,” 

turning the act of artistic rebellion and self-fashioning into a violent threat. This, for her, was a sign 

of things to come, which the film illustrates with images of demonstrators in Argentina in the 1970s 

demanding the whereabouts of the “disappeared.” But this connection could not have been made 

by Pizarnik, who died four years before the 1976 coup and is unlikely to have made tacit predictions 

about a subject that did not interest her.  

In a sense, here is the contradiction in Pizarnik’s “political” rebellion: it is all too easily snuffed out by 

state or para-state violence. In Argentina in the 1970s, the sword very often was mightier than the 

pen. Implicitly, Molina and Ardito’s film knows this, and tacitly acknowledges the pitfalls, even the 

futility, of such a purely poetic (and individualist) rebellion, and its own difficulties in recuperating 

her as a political symbol. This is perhaps the central conundrum of Alejandra: how to take a political 

message from the life and work of an avowedly apolitical poet. One cannot make a political icon out 

of Pizarnik without stumbling on her actual politic actions and opinions, which were more or less 

non-existent. She is thus, in contrast to Sor Juana in Bemberg’s vision – who has, after all, the 

advantage of great historical distance – a far more difficult figure to screen politically. If there is a 

politics to be found in Pizarnik, it is in the act of poetic rebellion (and hence her interest to Subiela in 

El lado oscuro Part 1, as analysed in Chapter Two, above), but with a concomitant determination for 

literature not to be drawn into the here-and-now of politics itself. But this requires a closer reading 

of her poetry than the film is able to offer – what Renov calls the “rigorous attention to texts [that] 

can facilitate political understanding” (1993, 20). Conversely, the unbound, poetic sequences, 

punctuate the attempt to read Pizarnik politically, and float free of the film’s vocal track; they also 

contrast with the radical attempts in Caldini’s films (see Chapter One) to use Pizarnik’s work to 

provoke viewers to question our stable sense of vision, while chiming with the work of 
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contemporary videopoets. In this dissonance, there is an echo of other, radical works of political 

documentary cinema. As Renov says of Straub and Huillet’s Introduction to “An Accompaniment for a 

Cinematographic Score” (1973), “Schoenberg’s music, the work of a self-professed apolitical artist, 

becomes the expressive vehicle for an outrage whose moral and intellectual dimensions exceed the 

parochial bounds of politics proper. Yet the collective coherence of the filmic elements remains to 

be constructed by a thinking audience” (1993, 32). That is the role that is left for the viewer of 

Alejandra. A more provocative approach can be found in Loza’s Rosa Patria.  

Rosa Patria.  

Santiago Loza (1971) is one of Argentina’s most prolific contemporary filmmakers, perhaps best 

known for his reflexive fiction Extraño (2003). Rosa Patria is his first documentary, telling the life of 

the poet, activist, and anthropologist Néstor Perlongher (1949-1992). The film won the jury prize at 

the 2009 edition of BAFICI (the Buenos Aires Independent Film Festival) but is not a conventional 

documentary, and Loza plays with both the notion of veracity and the aesthetic staples of the 

genre.74

Although Perlongher is best known as a poet, Loza’s focus is more his activism as a founder member 

of the Frente de Liberación Homosexual, Argentina’s first homosexual rights group.75 Furthermore, 

the documentary takes a performative, even theatrical, approach to Perlongher’s life. From the 

outset, it questions the viability of telling such a story, given the state of the archive, the fallibilities 

of memory, and, implicitly, Perlongher’s own combative attitude to individual identity, based on his 

reading of the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, and his anthropological research into 

“masculine” street prostitution in Brazil. As such, Rosa Patria could be seen as a contribution to the 

74 There is another, more conventional documentary, from the series Soy lo que soy, produced by TN, available 

at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LinNaiusJ3w [last accessed 13 September 2018].   

75 As the documentary notes, Perlongher and others avoided the term “gay.”  
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sub-genre that Clara Kriger calls “el documental subjetivo” in Argentina (2007, 33). The opening 

titles note that the film is a “relato incompleto” of the poet, and of “su persona y aquél activismo.” 

Notable is the mention of Perlongher as a poet, and the subsequent eliding of his poetry in the 

stated subject matter of the film. Jorge García calls Rosa Patria “una suerte de biopic, fragmentario, 

incompleto […] con momentos emotivos y otros cercanos al kitsch” (2011, 53). Luciano Monteagudo 

claims, “[e]l Perlongher que emerge del documental del Loza […] es una figura pasoliniana” (2010), 

without expanding on the implications of the reference to the Italian, although one might imagine 

that this makes reference to Perlongher’s sexually provocative public persona and poetry, as well as 

his unconventional anarchist politics.   

As is common in documentaries, Loza makes use of interviews, with friends and comrades of 

Perlongher, as well as researchers such as Flavio Rapisardi, co-author with Alejandro Modarelli of a 

book on LGBT+ culture in Argentina in the 1970s and 80s, Fiestas, baños y exilios (2001). But the film 

strives to undermine the authority of these talking heads, or at least the typical framings that 

documentaries use to grant protagonism to the interviewee and gravitas to the information 

communicated. In an early sequence, there is a montage of interviews, but they share the 

soundtrack with rather comic acoustic guitar music. The interviews themselves are often shot from 

unusual angles – side-on, for example, in the case of Rapisardi or the poet Arturo Carrera, or slightly 

from behind in one with Sara (Sarita) Torres, Perlongher’s great friend, fellow activist, and “widow” 

(the film’s term). Lighting is also unhelpful: Carrera wears all black, and only his head, with his short, 

white hair, is properly visible. Fernando Noy, in another sequence, is also only partially seen, 

between shadow and a voluminous scarf. Before many of the interviews we see the clapperboard, 

with the announcement of which take it is.76 There are occasional glitches, such as an interview with 

the writer and publisher Rodolfo Fogwill, in which the sound does not initially work, and Fogwill asks 

76 One is reminded of a comment made by Renov: “This is not to say that every documentary must reinvent 

the wheel or leave in the occasional slate to remind the audience that this is, after all, only a film” (1993, 31).  
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a series of questions to the (off-screen but just about audible) director about how he should sit and 

speak. Other interviews “crash” into each other: Flavio Rapisardi’s well-researched account of sexual 

politics in the 1970s is suddenly overlaid with an interview with Perlongher’s friend Osvaldo 

Baigorria. And in some cases, after the clapperboard shuts, a standard front-on talking head cuts 

unexpectedly to a side-on shot, or another similarly awkward angle. Such is the case with the 

interview with Mónica Giraldez (called “la inefable” in the film); she later goes on to tell the viewer 

about her post-mortem visions of Perlongher, having seen him appear in the flames of the hearth 

during a ceremony of the Amazonian esoteric religion, Santo Daime.   

Another factor undermining the usual informative function of the documentary is the setting. The 

interviews, with one exception, occur in what looks like a rather chaotic theatre, in spaces that 

resemble the green room or wardrobe. There are clothes-rails, flats, boxes, various pieces of 

furniture, ladders, and what appear to be props, as if one play has finished and another is about to 

begin. There is one exception, the sequences with Torres and her son, who as a boy knew 

Perlongher, and who are interviewed apparently at home. But again, the camera is too close, too 

low (especially when Torres speaks), canted, or cuts the frame in an awkward way. These interviews 

also reference some of the vagaries of memory and oral history – the son remembers Perlongher 

returning from holiday; Torres corrects him: Perlongher had been in jail.  

As regards the recounting of history, the film highlights further difficulties. One sequence looks at 

violence against homosexuals during the dictatorship. Juan José Sebreli claims that there was no 

specific persecution of gays, and another interviewee tells of being released by the military as the 

FLH did not figure on their list of proscribed organisations; there were no dedicated concentration 

camps for homosexuals. Rapisardi, though, notes the targeted violence against gays and lesbians. If 

homophobia and related aggressions existed before and after the coup, Rapisardi states in his 

interview that there were particular forms of torture reserved for sexual minorities by the 



147 

dictatorship. The problem, he argues, is that CONADEP, the official investigation into the crimes of 

the military, did not distinguish homophobic acts of violence and repression.   

Figure 6.  

The archive plays a key role in the film. This is not an official archive, found in libraries or housed by 

institutions – it is the “intimate, everyday” archive that María Laura Lattanzi sees as characterising 

many contemporary Latin American documentaries (2016, 238), as we see in Figure 6, above. These 

are private, personal documents and photographs shared by the likes of Sara Torres. Osvaldo 

Baigorria shows original copies of letters from Perlongher, when the latter was in Brazil and the 

former in Canada. “Marcelo,” the FLH member whose surname is never given and whose face never 

revealed, shows a collection of flyers, magazines, and newspaper articles that emerged from their 

political activism in the 1970s. Many shots are of his hands, as he shows the items in question.77

Some of the photos, we are told, do not feature Perlongher, as they were taken by him. They are 

shown not in chronological order but as they emerge from envelopes. In the latter case, many of 

these items are visibly falling apart, highlighting the ephemerality of this group and its productions. 

But it is also worth noting that there exists a Néstor Perlongher archive, of his library and papers, at 

the University of Campinas, Brazil, UNICAMP; this is not mentioned in the film. One might hazard 

that this is because of the focus on Perlongher the political figure, and on the use of exclusively 

Argentine informants, for practical reasons, perhaps, to the extent that his literary executor, the 

Uruguayan writer Roberto Echavarren, does not appear.   

Alongside this archive, the film creates another, this time fictional. If close-up shots of hands holding 

documents offer an image of authentic objects from the past, Loza stages a series of vignettes that 

77 The shot is reminiscent of a sequence from an earlier, similarly playful documentary, Gombrowicz, o la 

seducción (Representado por sus discípulos) (Alberto Fischerman, 1986), featuring photos of the Polish exile 

writer in his last days before leaving Argentina. 
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give the initial impression of authenticity but are quickly revealed to be modern recreations of more 

or less plausible scenes from the past. The same three actors appear in sequences that look like 

contemporary Super-8 footage of moments in Perlongher’s life: his infancy; his attraction to a 

workman as a school boy; as an activist in political protests; his time in the offices of the women’s 

magazine Para ti; and his final illness. In a break with chronological order, one, a near tableau, 

depicts Perlongher writing his most famous poem, the epic “Cadáveres” (1984; Perlongher, 1997a, 

111-23), on a bus journey to Brazil in the early 1980s. These sequences create an aura of amateurism 

and with it authenticity – Super-8 footage, with an audible tape reel, in a sepia, almost golden light, 

showing imagined moments from Perlongher’s life and the history of the FLH. Again, there is 

something lightly comical about a number of these scenes: the workman provocatively dipping his 

paintbrush into the tin; or the plastic doll used to stand in for the infant Perlongher. They often 

involve dressing up, or cross-dressing (one actor plays both male and female roles).   

As well as these two archives, one falling apart, another very clearly “fake,” the film creates a series 

of self-referential moments. These include the use of the clapperboard, with a member of the crew 

announcing the take number. In one early sequence, the camera pans from a vertical position in 

close-up over a series of items, scattered seemingly at random on a table. These include a string of 

pearls, perhaps an allusion to one of Perlongher’s many nicknames and aliases, “La Perla”; and also a 

Super-8 camera – perhaps the same one used to film the acted “archive” footage.  

Also worthy of note in terms of mise-en-scène are a number of acted or musical scenes. The songs 

that are performed, by a guitarist and a singer, the two dance routines, and María Inés Aldaburu’s 

readings of Perlongher’s work, are more formally staged, in front of a red velvet curtain or, in the 

case of the songs, on a small demarcated area, a kind of low stage, marked off with drapes and lit 

and adorned with candles or balloons. These sequences, which in the case of the musical interludes 

and the dance routines have only a tangential relationship to Perlongher’s life, occupy an important 

portion of the film’s running time.  



149 

In these performances, there is no particular privilege given to poetry: letters, his scandalous prose 

vignettes “Evita vive” (1983; Perlongher, 1997b, 191-95), and two poems (“La murga, los polacos,” 

1980; 1997a, 23; and “Canción de amor para los nazis en Baviera,” 1980; 1997a, 26-27) are 

performed. There is also a very brief, cursory reading of “Érase un animal” (1980; 1997a, 28), but 

treated simply as an item in the printed archive. The poetry readings by María Inés Aldaburu are 

shot in full-length, straight to camera. Perlongher’s texts are interspersed with others; for example, 

“La murga” begins with a rendition of a Radical party election song, in favour or Arturo Frondizi, a 

hint at the political context, with the return of civilian government and the election of a Radical

president, Raúl Alfonsín, in 1983. As Irina Garbatkzy puts it, poetry becomes theatrical and 

politicised in the film: “[l]os fragmentos de Aldaburu recuperan sonoridades de la época (la marcha 

peronista, el himno a Frondizi, el himno a Evita)” (113). In the first reading of an extract from the 

short story “Evita vive,” we see the actor forget her lines and have to re-start; again, authority is 

undermined. Her reading of “Canción de amor” “crashes” a sequence from an interview with 

“Marcelo,” and begins with her image tripled, with three overlaid shots, the vocal tracks slightly out 

of time. One of the heads disappears as the reading gets underway.  

These readings not only turn the poems into theatrical performances, but also place them in the 

same space as Perlongher’s prose. Performed too against the red velvet background are a pair of 

dance sequences. These accompany a poem (“Herida pierna,” 1980; 1997a, 47-48) and a letter from 

Perlongher. We might speak of these as “unbound” sequences: abstract dance by a muscular topless 

male dancer, over music and readings. What we see on screen is only tenuously related to what we 

hear on the soundtrack. This all contributes to the theatrical, performative aspect of the film, and to 

an erasure of the difference between prose (letters, short stories) and verse: intermediality works at 

the service of the film’s playful attitude to its subject matter and generic boundaries.   

For Eduardo Russo, Loza is strongly motivated by a desire to break with the expected conventions of 

the biographical documentary. As a result, “Loza apela a recursos que sacan partida del diálogo o la 
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colisión: […] arman un raro artefacto que produce no sólo un discurso sobre el poeta y ensayista, 

sino también un universo en ebullición que puede caracterizarse como perlongheriano” (Russo, 

2010, 31). Russo draws attention to the particular presentation of poems in the film, as a form of 

“pequeño teatro” (31). What results from this is the unstable presence of the poet in the film, in 

which rather than any specific work or text by Perlongher, there dominates “una energía que se 

transmiten de forma inquietante, móvil” (Russo, 2010, 31). In this sense, Loza’s film fits with a 

general trend in contemporary Argentine cinema, as Schefer observes: “encontramos objetos de 

difícil clasificación en el paisaje audiovisual contemporáneo, objetos que escapan a la circunscripción 

genérica” (2012, 311). This connects to a particular conception of memory: “una memoria que no es 

completamente subjetiva ni tampoco general” (311). We have then, in Loza’s hands, a view of a poet 

that varies sharply from that found in the films of Bemberg and Ardito and Molina.   

In terms of the film’s content, and its narrative arc, from the outset it makes it clear that the focus is 

Perlongher’s activism. His academic career – including a Master’s thesis in Brazil – is overlooked. 

Although his poetry features, it does so in a theatrical way, alongside his prose. And large elements 

of Perlongher’s career as a poet do not receive significant attention. His role as a theorist, 

anthologiser, and promoter of the so-called neobarroco (or neobarroso, in his coinage) is mentioned 

only in passing. Baigorria states that he was “barroco en las cartas también.” Close to the end of the 

film, Arturo Carrera mentions that Perlongher was reading Calderón late in life, with a view to 

writing “una gran obra barroca,” an auto sacramental, fragments of which were subsequently 

published after his death. The arc of the documentary shifts from the FLH to AIDS and Santo Daime, 

more or less missing out what for literary scholars is perhaps Perlongher’s most important 

contribution – his theorising of the continental literary movement that emerged in the 1980s and is 

exemplified in the writings of Coral Bracho, Carrera, Echavarren, Tamara Kamenszain, and 

Perlongher himself. It is worth noting that all the literary works incorporated – “Evita vive” and the 

poems – are from the 1970s and early 1980s, the very first years of Perlongher’s career as a writer, 

and before his theorisation of the neobarroco.   
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This is not an unproblematic approach to Perlongher’s life and works, and for all the film might flout 

notions of an accurate historical record, Loza’s approach leads to some controversial claims. One is 

that Perlongher’s relatively early death, from AIDS-related illness, was at least in part caused by his 

adherence to the Santo Daime religion, and his refusal of orthodox treatments for HIV. The 

collection of his letters edited by Cecilia Palmeiro (Perlongher, 2016) suggests that this is not the 

case, containing as it does very many references to actual and potential treatments in the wake of 

having discovered his HIV+ status, including AZT in the early 1990s.78

Irina Garbatzky, in the most sustained analysis of Rosa Patria to date, suggests that Perlongher 

provides a way into the story of the FLH: his “biografía resulta el hilo narrativo elegido por Loza para 

contar la historia de la agrupación. A través de la vida de Perlongher, Loza indaga en la genealogía y 

la historia del movimiento” (Garbatzky, 2014, 99). Garbatzky sets the film and its subject matter in 

the context of an emerging “theatricality” in Argentina during the transition to democracy, in 

particular in relation to the public self-expression of minority groups. It is this theatricality, she 

argues, that Loza is attempting to put on screen in his film: “el director encuentra lo político desde 

su saber teatral” (108). She continues,  

Lo teatral permite una forma singular de presentación de los testimonios y los documentos, 

volviendo complejo el riesgo que se trama en toda retrospectiva de heroificar o totalizar una 

historia. Reponer la potencia de su resistencia política supone hacer pervivir la dinámica de 

luces y sombras, de oscuridad y brillo, de incandescencia y vida efímera que transcurrieron 

en medio de la noche de la dictadura. (100-1)  

What Loza’s work avoids, as a result, is any omniscient and potentially dictatorial voice:  

78 Similarly, friends of Perlongher with whom I have discussed his last years also dispute the claim that he 

refused orthodox medical treatment.  
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En este tipo [tradicional] de documentales una voz omnisciente articula la totalidad 

narrativa y se vuelca persuasivamente sobre los hechos […]. Por el contrario, lo que vemos 

es la preparación de un escenario que explicita la idea de artificio y puesta en escena que 

supone la construcción de la historia. (105)  

All of this is in keeping with the director’s stated aims for the film. He claims, as Garbatzky quotes, 

“[e]n la puesta de cámara, en la iluminación, trabajamos como si fuese una ficción. No se trata de la 

verdad, la memoria no es verdadera, es otra cosa, es construcción. La memoria construye; cuando 

vos los escuchás, desde el idilio o desde el desprecio, es una construcción” (110).  

What would have been the risk of a more traditional talking-heads approach? For Garbatzky, it is 

that of “solemnifying” Perlongher. “Para ello, la teatralidad también vendrá, en el film, a desbaratar, 

paródicamente, la narración, mediante una intromisión plástica de la imaginación propia” (112). The 

imagined, reconstructed, more or less fictional sequences function as an alternative to the tableaux 

of Yo, la peor de todas: “Son estampas, producen verdaderos intermezzos, formulando un espacio 

absolutamente complementario a la diégesis narrativa; una alteridad que se refuerza con otras 

apariciones, como la de músicos y bailarines” (113).  

For Pablo Lanza in his analysis – citing the director himself – this is a “documental teatral” (2013, 

158) or, later in the article, opting for a term from Bill Nichols, a “documental performativo” (160). 

As Nichols puts it, the performative documentary tends to “stress subjective aspects of a classically 

objective discourse” (Nichols, 2001, 138); “recent [i.e. 1980s and 90s] performative documentaries 

try to give representation to a social subjectivity that joins the general to the particular, the 

individual to the collective, and the political to the personal” (133). The specifically theatrical aspect 

of the documentary is of particular interest to Lanza. Rosa Patria was filmed over ten days, with 

almost all the interviews taking place in the same place (Loza is well known for his intensive work 

rate). Lanza looks in detail at María Inés Aldaburu’s reading of Perlongher’s works, prefaced as it is 

by the clack of a clapperboard: “Aquí se apela a cierta demostración de lo emocional, intentando 
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poner en escena una actualización de la concepción estética de Perlongher denominada neobarrosa” 

(Lanza, 2013, 162). But does this displace the neobarroco as a literary movement, and Perlongher’s 

work as a poet, as well as an activist? For Garbatzky, the key is found in the erotics of language:  

Si bien existía una relación entre la poética del neobarroso y una erótica de la lengua, como 

señala el testimonio de Fogwill (“Perlongher descubrió la bisexualidad del lenguaje”) —una 

relación destacada por el director en las tomas del bailarín danzando al compás de la lectura 

de Alambres [sic, the poem is from Austría-Hungría]—, la teatralidad de las voces de 

Perlongher residía en la incorporación (y parodia) de tonos históricos y sociales […]. 

(Garbatzky, 2014, 113)  

Lanza meanwhile notes certain practical differences between the performance and the performative 

documentary, perhaps the most important being the repeatability of the documentary, in contrast 

to the ephemeral nature of performance (164). And yet, Lanza concludes that performance is a 

useful concept for thinking about this film, for it links to a particular conception of memory – as 

active, present, fleeting, shared – that the film seems to adopt: “[s]i bien la película recurre a 

múltiples elementos disruptivos con el referente –elementos homologables al concepto de 

teatralidad–, la ambición final del film es la construcción de una memoria genuina e individual de un 

momento preciso de la cultura argentina” (165). What, however, would “genuine” and “individual” 

imply here? Instead, perhaps we could better think of this as a collective and conflicted memory.   

Loza’s anti-identitarian approach to Perlongher is in keeping with the latter’s belief, based in his 

readings of Deleuze and Guattari, that becoming (or devenir) was a far better concept to approach 

human existence than being or identity. In his life and his career, Perlongher constantly moved on, 

from discipline to discipline, from poetic form to poetic form. His final years found him writing an 

auto sacramental, a baroque drama based on his Santo Daime experiences but drawing on Golden 

Age religious theatre, a far cry from his earliest politically allusive, free verse compositions, and 

some way too from any narrow identification of him as a neobarroco poet. In this sense, the 
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playfulness and provocation of Loza’s film captures something of Perlongher’s poetry, something 

that a more straightforward approach might well miss; one might argue that a more ludic approach 

to Pizarnik’s work could bring out aspects of her politics unseen in Ardito and Molina’s film of her 

life. Rosa Patria is as elusive as its subject matter: “deseoso es aquél que huye de su madre,” as 

Perlongher wrote, citing Lezama Lima, in his poem “Herida pierna” (1980; 1997a, 47-48), and 

Baigorria quotes, in the film. That is this film’s reading of Perlongher’s poetry, despite being less a 

poetic documentary than a performative one, and despite the lack of a privileged, or authoritative, 

position for poetry.  

There is a further, rather curious link, between Loza and Bemberg. If Perlongher’s conception of the 

neobarroco owes less to the late baroque of Sor Juana, and rather more to the Góngora of the 

Soledades and the poetry of García Lorca or the prose of Lezama Lima, as well as to the avant-gardes 

of the 1920s and beyond, like Bemberg he took an interest in Camila O’Gorman. Perlongher’s Camila 

(1997a, 77) is radically different to Bemberg’s, relayed in difficult, if not hermetic metaphors, and 

flashes of bodies, fabrics, and animals: a becoming-worm, becoming-earth of the victim of dictatorial 

violence.79 Rather than the catharsis of Bemberg’s film, or the political didacticism of Alejandra, 

Perlongher offers unsettled identities, blurred boundaries, and liquid sensations in his language. 

These are all features that Loza screens in his film of the poet’s life.  

Conclusion.  

The three films in question take markedly different approaches to telling the life of a poet, and 

within that to screening a writer’s verse, though all of them are intermedial in their own way – and 

hint at the much longer history of intermediality in art and literature. Bemberg foregrounds visual 

arts and performance over the written word (including poetry), mixing theatre and painting in her 

recreation of a Sor Juana’s life, in part echoing seventeenth-century intermedial practices. Ardito 

79 See Bollig (2008).  
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and Molina are informative in their approach, privileging didacticism over the literary; in both cases, 

poetry comes to serve a political point. Loza meanwhile is highly playful, as slippery as Perlongher 

was in his constant flights from political or artistic fixity. Bemberg and Loza find surprising ways to 

put their subjects’ poetry on screen, the former through a creative reworking of baroque aesthetics, 

the latter through (self-aware, tongue-in-cheek) performance. Perhaps of the three films, Ardito and 

Molina’s work, constrained by a perceived need to educate their audiences, is most reverent 

towards the poetry of their chosen subject, to which they take a respectful, rather literal, approach. 

Their film reveals some of the contradictions of left-wing cultural alliances and recuperations in the 

Kirchnerista era, in particular the need to re-imagine Pizarnik as a champion of sexual minority rights 

and (anachronistically) post-dictatorship memory and justice.80 The three films thus illustrate very 

different ways to “read” poetry on screen, none of which is necessarily “poetic” in the senses 

explored by the critics examined in the Introduction, above, and at times risks turning poetry into a 

“resource” rather than a work or art. In later chapters we will see filmmakers who take a more 

directly poetic approach in their telling of the lives of poets – in the work of Gustavo Fontán (Chapter 

Five), in particular: poetic films about the lives of poets. In the next chapter, on Raúl Perrone, we 

explore further some of the political implications of the screening of poetry, and intermediality more 

broadly.    

80 In the context of recent cuts to cultural budgets in Argentina, and in particular in the wake of sackings and 

retrenchment at INCAA, one must recall Renov’s words of 25 years ago: “Indeed, the very survival of 

independently produced, state-sponsored art in the United States remains in question” (1993, 21). 
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Chapter Four.  

Poetry-Value-Film in the Cinema of Raúl Perrone.  

Introduction.   

After an earlier career as a cartoonist, Raúl Perrone (b. 1952) has emerged as one of the most 

respected and productive non-mainstream directors working in Argentine film today. From his early 

trilogy (Labios de churrasco, 5 pal’ peso, and Graciadió, 1994-1998), via his ambitious “Tríptico” (Los 

actos cotidianos, Luján, and Al final la vida sigue igual, all 2010), through more improvised pieces 

such as Zapada (2003), all the way to his films of the 2010s, such as P3ND3JO5 (2013) and Favula 

(2014), “El perro,” as he is known, has managed to create works that are both popular and 

experimental, feted by critics and the public alike, all while hardly leaving his native Ituzaingó — a 

small town in the province of Buenos Aires — to shoot or promote his films, more than 40 of them in 

total. Although his oeuvre has received plentiful attention in Argentina it is still to be properly 

evaluated by Anglo-US academia.81

Critical approaches to his work to date have focussed mostly on its DIY ethos and his reworking of 

international genres, from Italian Neorealism to the US slacker comedy, in a local Argentine context. 

However, despite his reputation, and indeed the immediate impression given by many of his early 

films, as a creator of no-budget Argentine slacker comedies, much of his cinema features or is 

underpinned by poetic concerns. This chapter therefore aims to explore an aspect of his work that 

has garnered less critical attention, namely its intermediality and, more specifically, the use of and 

interaction with poetry. To do so, it draws on a small number of studies which have dealt with this 

topic mostly in passing, as well as now classic studies of cinema (including André Bazin), and more 

recent reflections on cinema and literature, in particular the films and writings of Pier Paolo Pasolini, 

a strong presence in the later films of Perrone, in particular Ragazzi (2014) and Corsario (2018). The 

81 There is a 2019 documentary on Perrone’s work, directed by Martín Farina, entitled El prof3s1on4l [sic]. See 

Bernades (2009).   
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former tells a version of the death of Pasolini, spliced with a reworking of the Italian’s early novel, 

Ragazzi di vita (1955, The Street Kids) and the related film Accattone (1961); the latter sees the 

character “Pasolini” visiting Perrone’s home town on a scouting mission. Also to be explored is a 

possibility raised by Nicolás Prividera, regarding the peripheral position of Argentine filmmakers and 

the potential creative possibilities found therein. Furthermore, and in particular in the light 

Perrone’s 2017 film CINICOS, we consider the relationship between cinema, poetry, and value, in 

connection to comments made by Franco “Bifo” Berardi on poetry and exchangeability. Relevant 

here are the remarks on consumerism and culture found in Theodor Adorno’s 1938 essay “On 

Fetish-Character in Music”; while, given the presentation of both poetry and (classical) cynicism (or 

kynicism, in Peter Sloterdijk’s term) in Perrone’s work, Michel Foucault’s comments on the Cynics’ 

practice of free speech or parrhēsia shall also be considered. All of this is linked to wider questions 

about the status and potential of poetry in today’s world, and how these might be mobilized by 

filmmakers.  

A Dog on the Loose. 

An important aspect of Perrone’s filmmaking is his attitude to independence and, in particular, his 

avoidance of official funding or commercial producers and distributors. His early film, Labios de 

churrasco, showed to late-night audiences on a VHS recording at the Lorca Cinema in downtown 

Buenos Aires in the 1990s, eventually gaining something like a cult following. As Agustín Masaedo 

notes, the year of Labios de churrasco’s release, 1994, only 13 other Argentine features were 

premiered, two of which had been made five years earlier, and one of which was also by Perrone 

(Masaedo, 2007, 55). For Masaedo, Perrone is “el padre no reconocido del Nuevo Cine Argentino” 

(55).   

Perrone is a stubbornly independent filmmaker, yet his work has featured in international film 

festivals and has been influential for many directors in Argentina. He won the Best Director award at 

the Buenos Aires Independent Film Festival (BAFICI) for P3ND3JOS in 2013, and his latest films have 
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screened in European festivals, including a retrospective at the 2015 Viennale. The Trilogía was 

made available in a professionally produced box set in 2007; La mecha, his 2003 telling of an old 

man’s futile search for a new wick for a heater, was converted to 35mm film and distributed by 

Pablo Trapero’s production company, Matanza Cine. But in general, Perrone’s filmmaking is ultra-

low budget, quickly shot, and uses a very small crew. The director avoids state subsidies, 

transatlantic co-productions, or the casting of internationally renowned actors.82

Much of what has been written on Perrone so far has focussed closely on his connections to so-

called “New Argentine Cinema”; his DIY-ethos; and the influence of US “slacker” comedies (Richard 

Linklater, Kevin Smith), the latter term used, for example, by Fernando Sdrigotti (2013a, 270, n. 30). 

Nicolás Poppe writes of Perrone’s “estética DIY y […] mentalidad punk” (2015, 149). He notes, too, 

the frequent references to US popular culture and films, “productos de la cultura juvenil global” 

(150). Gonzalo Aguilar (2008) writes of a “brutal costumbrismo” (189) in Perrone’s poetics, with 

comparisons to Wim Wenders and Jim Jarmusch. For Horacio Bernades et al., Perrone is one of a 

number of important early precursors of the “nuevo cine argentino” that emerged in the 1990s and 

early 2000s, “referentes lejanos quizá pero influyentes” (2002, 13)83; in the same volume, Sergio 

Wolf, refers to Perrone as one of the “iniciadores del cambio” in Argentine film, who offers a “re-

lectura […] de los espacios menos frecuentados de Buenos Aires o un retorno a la periferia” (Wolf, 

2002, 30). Perrone’s films “eleva[n] la cotidianidad del suburbio a la condición de suceso o evento” 

(31).84

82 See, for example, the interview with Sdrigotti (2014) and the comments to Cancela (2002). See also Poppe 

(2015, 148).  

83 This point is also made by Manzi (2004, 133-34).  

84 See also Copertari (2004, 153). For Pina (2010), Perrone’s Ángeles is “unos de los prologómenos del cambio” 

in Argentine cinema, marking the shift from the “allegorical” cinema of the 1980s to the “metonymic” films of 

the 1990s.  
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Poppe notes Perrone’s break with the high-budget auteur tradition of post-dictatorship cinema of 

the 1980s and early 1990s, and his links both to Italian Neorealism and radical Latin American 

filmmaking of the 1960s and 80s (Glauber Rocha would be one example).  His early trilogy, set like all 

his early films in Ituzaingó, depicts “una experiencia particular de la intermedialidad [set in] espacios 

que quedan en los márgenes no sólo geográficamente, sino también cultural y socialmente” (Poppe, 

2015, 148) – an intermediality that includes poetry, photography, and pop music. At the same time, 

Nicolás Bermúdez notes Perrone’s divergence from what for many were key tenets of cinematic 

realism in the 1990s, through his use of a number of techniques: “la intervención sobre la textura de 

la imagen […], la permeabilidad del sonido ambiente, la ruptura de la perspectiva clásica, la 

acentuación de la discontinuidad en el montaje, etc” (2009, 2). These methods, however – and here 

Bermúdez is in agreement with Poppe, Jens Andermann, and others – go to create a greater “reality 

effect” in his films (2). Sdrigotti (2013a) writes of the “everyday, unpretentious, sometimes empty 

and repetitive speech of Perrone’s characters” and its contrast to their use of poetry in the early 

films (48). Andermann notes several technical aspects of Perrone’s early films – the use of extreme 

wide-angle, static camera, and long-takes, to create what he calls a “highly elaborate” and 

“composed” impression of carelessness. “By stripping narrative down to its minimal core, what is 

brought to the fore is the poetic potential of situations” (2012, 12-13).  

In an interview with Sdrigotti, Perrone states that his films begin “with a thought, a photo, one of my 

[other] films, some film I remember, a still, an idea” (2014, 311); he adds that “my cinema […] was 

always based in language” (312). This is true too of some of his silent films – P3ND3J05 (2013), for 

example, with its generous use of subtitles; it is also true of the film Tarde de verano (2006) which, 

despite featuring a wordless relationship, between a young Argentine-Japanese woman who speaks 

almost no Spanish, and a young Argentine man who speaks no Japanese, uses subtitled dialogue in 

Japanese to provide key details for the narrative.  
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Perrone and Poetry. 

In contrast to those critics who focus on the DIY, punk or trash aesthetic in Perrone’s films, I would 

like to examine the intermedial presence of poetry, poets, and the work of poets.85 This facet is 

mentioned by some commentators; for Poppe, poetry is the local counterpart to the global culture 

foregrounded in the Ituzaingó trilogy: “el consumo […] en un plano mucho más local y personal, de la 

poesía” (2015, 150). I would question the use of the term “consumo”; instead, one might talk of 

poetry’s use and circulation, both related to its value, as explored below, in these early films. In 

Labios de churrasco, for Poppe, “la poesía tiene un papel mucho más activo [than music] en cómo 

Juan [the protagonist] se relaciona con su novia” (2015, 152). In comparison to the television and 

music the main male characters consume, “la poesía, por otro lado, es mucho más reveladora” of 

their troubled masculine identities (153). For Bermúdez, Perrone’s first trilogy “consiste en emotivas 

variantes de una única línea argumental: la conquista del perdón femenino a la infidelidad 

masculina, perdón trajinado al que los chicos arriban, siempre, a través de la poesía” (2009, 1). 

Perrone himself has commented on “poetic” aspects of his films; here the contrast is drawn to the 

realism with which his work is usually associated: “[a]lgunos críticos me han puesto que soy 

vanguardista en mi forma de hacer cine porque también esas caminatas en mis películas por el 

medio de la calle son así poéticas y a lo mejor no pertenecen a la realidad” (cited in Cancela, 2002). 

Here poetry would relate to narrative technique – the use of unbound sequences – rather than the 

85 It is worth noting that a “trash” aesthetic is one that has been identified in recent Argentine poetry, 

particular in the work of those writers associated with the cardboard recycling publisher Eloísa Cartonera (e.g. 

Washington Cucurto) or the art-collective/space Belleza y felicidad (Fernanda Laguna, Cecilia Pavón); see 

Cecilia Palmeiro (2014). I would suggest that such an approach, similar to readings that focus on the 

imperfections of Perrone’s (early) work, overlooks the very literary nature of works by Cucurto, Perlongher, 

and others. 
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incorporation of poetry itself, but as we shall see poems are a strong presence throughout Perrone’s 

oeuvre. 

Perrone’s first feature-length film, Labios de churrasco (1994), includes what might be called poetic 

performances – declamatory readings – from the central character. As the film opens, Juan (Fabián 

Vena) recites from memory a prayer on the street in Ituzaingó. He is shown in close-up, but side on, 

occupying the right half of the screen. He asks local saints – the Virgin of Luján – and popular 

religious figures – Ceferino Namuncurá – for a “buen día.” The extra-diegetic music comes from Los 

caballeros de la quema (regular Perrone collaborators, for whom the director helmed music videos 

in the 1990s) a rasping vocal over slow, acoustic guitar chords. This prayer repeats twice, later in the 

film, to mark the start of other days. On both occasions, Perrone employs an iris wipe to begin and 

end the sequence. The technique harks back to the origins of cinema, as a basic means of opening 

and closing a shot. It also recalls the Western, marking out Ituzaingó as a frontier territory, and 

foreshadowing the confrontation with the forces of law and order, “El cana” (Carlos Briolotti), the 

local policeman who constantly harasses Juan, Gus, and their friends, a bad sheriff in this modern-

day Western.    

As a number of critics have noted, Juan’s on-off relationship with Pao (Violeta Naón) has the reading 

of what appears to be a love poem as it central feature. What few have noted – although Perrone 

has stated this in an interview, and at least one blogpost makes the point – is the precise nature of 

the poem.86 As Perrone observed, in the early stages of planning for the film, he encountered an 

adolescent love letter in a magazine, including the phrase “Bardearé tus labios de churrasco” (I’ll 

mock your beef-steak lips), which shifted from colourful insults (“sos un búho deforme, paralítico, 

con tu culo de pava gigante”) to a somewhat threatening declaration of love. The text, when written 

86 See the blogpost by “Chinasky” at http://khasmodia.blogspot.co.uk/2006/03/entrevista-ral-perrone-la-

tecnologa_25.html and in particular the comment by “Maria Veronica.”  
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down, is at best a rather uneven imitation of Surrealist and quasi-surrealist Latin American love 

poems, a contemporary vernacular reworking of poems from the 1920s by Pablo Neruda or Oliverio 

Girondo. Yet read on screen, it is transformed: use and context turn the text into a moving love 

poem. Again, Juan is pictured side on, in close-up, but this time with Pao occupying the other half of 

the screen, in front of her house. Juan clears his throat, takes his cigarette out of his mouth, unravels 

his paper, and begins to read. In response to skeptical reactions from Pao, he shushes her, and 

occasionally adds what sounds like a comment on the material (“ojo, eh” or “yo te lo digo de buena 

onda”). He finishes by telling her, “Te quiero mucho,” to which Pao replies, “Yo también te quiero 

mucho”; they kiss, before Pao tells him to wait, as her grandmother is trying to get to sleep inside. 

Then follows the same music that accompanies his earlier prayer, which he repeats while waiting 

outside, adding the request that “the old lady get to sleep quickly.” Juan and Pao are next seen 

inside, in a stop-start-stop love scene aggressively interrupted by “El cana” and a police colleague.  

Importantly, the sequence comes quite soon after another in which Juan, Gus (Gustavo Prone) and 

their friend Mingo (Gustavo Aldana), sit on the kerbside watching an off-screen commotion, a scene 

that bears a striking resemblance in its composition, colouring, and tone to one in Pier Paolo 

Pasolini’s Accattone, as we see in Figure 7, below.  

Figure 7.  

It is followed, as mentioned above, by the police raid. Perrone mentions Pasolini in an interview as 

an influence on his development as a filmmaker: “[a]l principio, cuando era más chico. Me gusta 

Teorema. Era muy chico, tenía 20 años y consumía cine casi de una manera enfermiza” (Cancela, 

2002). Youthful love affairs, poetry, marginality, and the history of political cinema work together in 

one short series of scenes. Both poem and cinematic references – in this case Pasolini – exemplify 

Perrone’s use of found material. The cinematic look of the film – shots and ideas from classic, 

commercial, auteur, and contemporary cinema, reworked in a local setting with mostly non-

professional actors on a minimal budget – is reflected in the use of poetry, in which a found text – 
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and not an especially good piece of writing at that – is transformed into an emotive and effective 

piece of love poetry, when read by Juan.  

In the second film of the trilogy, Graciadió (1997), we find Pao pregnant and in a rather rocky 

relationship with Gus. In a change from Labios, the film is in colour, with a distinctive use of a red 

wipe between scenes – perhaps mirroring the brightly coloured plaid sports coat that Gus wears 

(and also in Labios, but which is filmed in black and white). It tells the ups-and-downs of the couple, 

in particular their run-ins with the law and Gus’s infidelity. Again, a poetry reading is central to the 

narrative. Gus attempts to patch up his relationship with Pao, after she discovers he has slept with 

her cousin. After a sequence in which Gus hijacks the stereo at a local senior citizens club and 

performs an extraordinary dance routine, shown partly in fast forward, and not long after Pao 

discovers that he has cheated on her, we see the two sitting together on the floor of her room. 

Perrone uses a low, static, slightly fish-eye, or anamorphic, shot of the two, side by side. There is 

another iteration of a recurring joke in the film, that Gus has a Zippo lighter without gas. He also has 

a hole in his jacket breast pocket, through which the lighter falls. We see Gus flicking through a book, 

and then a shot over his shoulder. It is an illustrated book, or magazine, with poems along the left 

page, pictures on the right; the first looks a lot like Gus, lying face down by the swimming pool that 

features in the film. Then, from front on, Gus reads the poem, turning occasionally to Pao. There are 

no cuts and the camera remains static. We see her turning to him, her expression gradually 

softening, while an acoustic guitar plays in background (it could be diegetic or extradiegetic): Pao is 

clearly moved. After his reading, Gus changes topic, to discuss a gig they went to, by Los caballeros 

(de la quema). The gig ended in a fight, “Una noche horrible” says Pao, although Gus notes that he 

came out unharmed, in a rather rambling speech about how even as a child being hit left no mark. 

But the point, though, is that night, “Fue la primera vez que hicimos el amor,” as Gus says while Pao 

lights a match off another. With another band, Pao replies, it would have been more romantic; had it 

been the great love singer Valeria Lynch, they would be married, retorts Gus. As Poppe notes,  
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En vez de declamar su propia creación poética para redimirse, Gus le lee a Pao un poema 

que encontró en lo que parece ser una revista de poesía local […]. Los versos evocan el 

poema del episodio anterior [in Labios de churrasco], pero no son del protagonista […]. No 

es decir que Gus revele sentimientos ajenos ni falsos, sino que emplea las palabras de otra 

persona para expresar sus ideas. […] A través de la sinceridad del poema, y también la 

evocación de su pasado compartido, Gus le apacigua a Pao (2015, 154).  

The poem, “Nunca en Domingo,” is a rather Bukowski-esque tale of love and loss:  

Cuando la conoció le dijo: yo soy un tipo jodido, así te voy a amar, jodidamente.  

La primera vez que la tuvo dormida, le dijo al oído sin despertarla: ahora que tengo  

[la llave de tu piel, cierro y me la trago, y quien quiera que me arranque del 

[estómago  

[…] 

Lo único que gritaba, lo que toda la noche aulló fue: si vas a dejarme, ni se te ocurra  

[en domingo, nunca un domingo.  

Un enamorado es un paralítico que consigue una pata de palo y se cree que va a  

[cruzar la cordillera de los Andes.  

[…] 

Al rato se hizo lunes y dos lunes después la había olvidado.  

It is an unlikely text to read to a lover in the hope of demonstrating one’s fidelity, but it touches on 

the intensity of love and the unpredictability of feelings, and Gus’s reading – as with Gustavo Prone’s 

performance throughout the film – charms both spectator and interlocutor. The title of the poem, 

though, is another filmic reference: a Greek movie from 1960 directed by Jules Dassin whose main 

song became an international hit and whose star, Melina Mercouri, won Best Actress at Cannes that 
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same year.87 Ποτέ την Κυριακή (Never on Sunday) tells the story of a free-spirited sex-worker and 

her relationship with a US classicist; the filmic reference, however, may chime more with Perrone’s 

cinematographic formation that with the experiences of the characters, although it is hard not to see 

something of the vivacity of Ilya, Mercouri’s character, in the shape of Gus.  

The sequence is followed by “El cana” patrolling the street, with an extra-diegetic slow whistled 

rendition of the theme tune to “Popeye the Sailor.” The final pre-credits scene sees Gus, Pao and 

Mendo levitate – perhaps a reference to Vittorio de Sica’s 1951 Miracolo a Milano (Miracle in 

Milan), with its concluding and eminently un-realist sequence showing the protagonist and his poor 

neighbours flying into heaven on broomsticks, after their efforts at social reform have been scotched 

by political and economic power. Perrone’s characters too find themselves constantly constrained by 

socio-economic circumstances, of which police repression is perhaps the most visual and frequent, 

embodied in the character of “El cana.” As Perrone himself puts it, his films “hablan de estos anti-

héroes del conurbano quienes, a pesar de la soledad, el desencuentro y otras cosas, logran salir 

adelante y seguir viviendo” (2013, 81). The response is the imaginative use of cultural material; this 

material, too, shows meta-cinematic and inter-textual references from the filmmaker. The 

transformation of found texts into film scripts, the incorporation of poetry readings into a narrative 

film, and – as we shall see below – the foregrounding of photography in film, all evidence the 

intermediality of Perrone’s work.  

In these early films, the poet can occupy a position of some local prestige, called upon by friends and 

acquaintances, like a latter-day Cyrano de Bergerac, to provide poems that will resolve their 

problems in love. In 5 pal’ peso, as Poppe notes, the protagonist, Rolo (Martín Campilongo, credited 

as Campi),  

87 It is worth noting that a dance scene from the Greek film is quite closely recreated in Cenizas del paraíso by 

Marcelo Piñeyro (1997).  
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le encarga unos versos al Poeta de Ituzaingó […]. El soneto endecasílabo [sic] y bien rimado, 

el cual Rolo no puede leer, le cuesta al fotógrafo amateur unas doce fotos de Polaroid. La 

escena representa el distanciamiento de la palabra, y, tal vez como consecuencia, de sus 

propias emociones de Rolo (2015, 154-55).  

Poppe concludes that “la poesía se comercializa cada vez más por los protagonistas masculinos. Ya 

no conectados a la palabra, lo que nos hace humanos, se usa la poesía como un producto de 

consumo a través del cual se puede obtener el perdón” (155). But, at the same time, poetry is not 

sold for money – it is bartered, for another cultural good, and it is still respected – auratic, even – in 

this particular community. It is also worth noting that the photographs are, at best, a strange 

commodity: twelve shots of various cars, parked around the town. Of particular value are photos of 

vehicles that are no longer there – the best Chevrolet in Ituzaingó, for example. On a number of 

occasions in the film we see Rolo taking shots of abandoned or broken-down vehicles; indeed the 

film opens with him escaping an angry confrontation having been caught taking pictures in some 

local tough-guys’ front yard. The exchange between Rolo and the poet, Polaroid photos for a 

handwritten poem, seems to be of two commodities that have only emotional, or affective, value: 

the photos that El poeta de Ituzaingó adds to his collection, and the poem that Rolo reads to Sole 

(Micaela Abidor). What is more, there is an impermanence or ephemerality about both items. Like 

Juan’s poem in Labios, Rolo’s poem is already crumpled when purchased, and seems to be written in 

biro (which of course fades); likewise Polaroid photos, which wear out with time. The commodities – 

such as they are – are fleeting and of emotional, rather than strictly economic, value. We have seen, 

in Chapter Two, Subiela’s interest in the relationship between poetry and value resolved through the 

recourse to love; this is an important aspect to explore in Perrone’s work, as shall be explored 

below, for its political implications are more radical than those found in the films of his predecessor.   

The scene in which we hear Rolo relaying his purchased poem to Sole is filmed very differently to the 

examples of poetry reading we have seen above; having tried and failed to see Sole in person in 
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order to patch up their relationship – like Gus, Rolo has been unfaithful – and narrowly avoided a 

run-in with the law, in the shape of “El cana,” he phones instead. We see a static shot of an 

answerphone – one presumes that Sole is not in. As Rolo’s voice is heard over the speaker – in rather 

less than good quality audio – the camera slowly pans round to Sole, sitting on the floor, in what 

becomes a medium close-up, slightly from above, but at a similar distance to that from the 

answerphone. The poem, despite El poeta de Ituzaingó’s claims, does not appear to be a sonnet, 

either measured or rhymed. Rolo, who struggles to read the poem when it is first presented to him 

at El poeta’s house, performs rather better over the telephone, and one might argue that this 

contradicts Poppe’s assessment, above.  

Yo no sé si entendiste, pero estamos en guerra  

Y ahora pienso solo en tu calambre más filoso 

[…] 

Y más que vale esta refalosa 

saber acuchillarte en los rincones porque 

soy un buen soldado y acá estoy 

esperándote en lo oscuro.   

Again, the poem does not particularly catch the eye (or the ear) for its literary qualities, but in Rolo’s 

performance, and in the effect it has on Sole, even mediated via telephone and answering machine, 

the emotive qualities are key. There are echoes of Subiela’s El lado oscuro del corazón (1992), and 

the readings of love poems by Mario Benedetti and Juan Gelman that it contains; but the quasi-

surrealist elements of the earlier film are absent. Again, it is the use of materials, their role in an 

affecting performance, that count.   

The tone of 5 pal’ peso is more downbeat than that of the previous two films. Gus appears only very 

briefly – it is implied that he and Pao have settled down with their baby. Spectators are denied the 
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happy ending of Graciadió, or even the open ending of Labios, in which Mingo appears to escape 

punishment for murder, and Gus walks away from a watchful “El cana.” Instead, Rolo’s friend Mendo 

(Gus’s sidekick in Graciadió, played by Mauro Altschuler) is shot by a paranoid homeowner into 

whose garden he has jumped to collect a lost football. Yet again, the film addresses the relationship 

between poetry and value. As Bermúdez notes, “los personajes [in the trilogy] no reflexionan sobre 

el valor de trabajar ni se trata de algo que ocupe sus expectativas ni su pasado [...]. [E]l tiempo […] 

no es el del ocio, sino el tiempo a secas” (2009, 3). Bermúdez (2009, 4) adds that the economy in 

which the characters takes part is usually illegal: shoplifting t-shirts or stealing televisions (as in 

Graciadió). In Graciadió, Rolo is an ageing man-child, whose most significant entry into circuits of 

exchange is to swap something with no financial value for a poem that is only of worth to him, to 

resolve his romantic troubles. In these circuits poetry occupies a position of some privilege. Found 

texts can be transformed; poetic performances – as actors read poems on screen – can move to 

tears; and poetry can be swapped for other cultural and affective goods (though not money). This 

echoes, as shall be explored later, observations about poetry and value from the Italian theorist 

“Bifo” Berardi.   

Circuits of Value. 

Even in films without an obvious poetic element, value and circuits of exchange beyond the 

monetary are vital to Perrone’s oeuvre – a concern shared with the films of Eliseo Subiela, as 

explored in Chapter Two, above. La mecha (2003) tells the story of Don Galván (Nicéforo Galván, a 

regular Perrone collaborator, and the director’s father-in-law) an elderly man living in relative 

isolation with his wife, who discovers that his gas heater wick has worn out. The film follows his 

attempts to find a new one, and his slow discovery that the technology he has been using is now 

years if not decades out of date. We accompany Don Galván to a neighbour’s to hitch a lift, and to 

various hardware stores, then an austere lunch at an old and now unemployed friend’s house, to the 

Argentine-Japanese-owned shop where the old man is taken ill and is cared for by the owner and his 

wife. In part, the film is a lament for the fate of those left behind by politics and economics: Don 
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Galván, with no means to heat part of his house; the friend sacked as a taxi driver and unable to find 

work, who announces that, “No hay trabajo en ningún lado”; or the neighbour whose truck breaks 

down on the way to Morón, a slightly larger town to the east of Ituzaingó. Don Galván has to walk 

through woods and fields to reach his neighbour’s house; when he reaches Morón, eventually, a 

hand-held shot from the front shows him walking against the crowds, very visually counter to the 

march of work and consumption. At each of the stores he visits, and then at the ramshackle house-

cum-workshop of one of their former employees, he is told that the product he requires is no longer 

manufactured; he is offered various more modern alternatives, including an electric bar heater (a 

more expensive means of heating a property, one should note, in particular in Argentina where gas 

prices are much lower than electricity). One of the engineers he speaks to comments that, “Ahora es 

todo descartable. Se rompe, se tira.” In the hardware store, the owner remarks, “Si estuviera mi 

viejo… .” It is not clear whether the father is absent or has passed away, but one assumes the latter. 

In comparison to, for example, Carlos Sorín’s Historias mínimas (2002) which tells, in part, the story 

of aged Don Justo’s search for his lost dog, Malacara, there is no epic scale (the setting of Patagonia, 

filmed in panoramic shots) to heighten emotions. The use of a single, hand-held camera reinforces 

this contrast. Don Galván is not romanticized; mostly he comes across as a slightly gruff old man.  

Throughout the film the central character relies on a series of informal favours – “gauchadas,” he 

calls them – lifts, a meal, a massage and some tea from his Argentine-Japanese hosts, at the end. 

These have no financial value in the film, and they contrast to a series of observations about the 

state of the economy in Argentina. On the road to Morón, his driver discusses the circulation of 

Patacones and Lecop. These were emergency parallel currencies issued in the early 2000s to make 

up for a shortfall in (printed) convertible pesos, in particular in the provinces, in order to pay state 

salaries. During and in the wake of the economic crisis of 2001, these circulated alongside the peso, 

as well as other more or less formal alternative currencies, sometimes at a reduced rate to face 

value, though legally equal to the national currency. The character’s observations and their setting 

within a beaten-up truck that soon breaks down, comment clearly on the state of the contemporary 
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Argentine economy. They also suggest, furthermore, a loss of trust in official forms of money; 

instead, characters, Don Galván in particular, come to rely on unofficial networks of support, as well 

the kindness of strangers.  

Economic precariousness and informal modes of circulation – of people, of value, of goods, and even 

of people as goods – are recurring themes in Argentine cinema of the 1990s and early 2000s, 

understandably given the emergence of various improvised forms of economic life against a 

backdrop of political and financial crisis at local and national levels. One might cite the films of 

Martín Rejtman, such as Los guantes mágicos (2003), with its bizarre money-making schemes, 

starting with the magic gloves of the title, and seemingly interchangeable and more or less futile, 

jobs; or Silvia Prieto (1999) with the title character’s pointless efforts at self-improvement – 

entrepreneurship being a key tenet of neoliberal orthodoxy in Argentina and beyond. Rejtman’s 

combination of deadpan comedy and unpredictable plotting captures the instability of the period. A 

seminal film of the 1990s, Pizza, birra, faso (Caetano and Stagnaro, 1998), at once parodies classic 

and contemporary gangster films (Scorcese and Tarantino, in particular) and offers a poignant insight 

into the dead-ends of criminality and indigence in which those bypassed by the economic boom of 

the Menem years found themselves, all filmed with a twitchy, unsettled (and unsettling) camera. 

Andermann (2012), Page (2009) and Sdrigotti (2013a, 2013b) have examined the links between 

cinematic style and contemporary crisis capitalism in these and other filmmakers of the period.  

In a companion film to La mecha, also featuring Don Galván, Late un corazón (2002), we witness two 

characters haggling over the monetary price for a work of tree surgery; official money, and more 

formal economies, are shown to be problematic in a society short on cash and resources, but long on 

resourcefulness. Value – use value, exchange value, and other, more abstract notions – remains 

central to Perrone’s concerns as a filmmaker, in and beyond his works that engage directly with 

poetry.    
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P3ND3J05 and Beyond.  

More recently, as Perrone’s films have moved to an aesthetic inspired by early silent cinema, poetry 

has continued to play a key role, with questions of value expanded to address wider political 

concerns. The decisive change comes with P3ND3J05. In an interview with Sdrigotti, Perrone spoke 

of films from the mid-2010s – including P3ND3J05 and Favula – as having “a new language that 

look[s] like they are made in another period and yet at the same time have to do with the future” 

(2014, 308). Following on from the realist, small-scale Las pibas (2012), P3ND3J05 has been 

described variously as a “Cumbia opera” and as the film that F.W. Murnau would have made 

today.88 P3ND3J05 reworks early black and white cinema for a contemporary audience, featuring an 

electro-Cumbia soundtrack, including remixes of classic rock (Led Zepellin, in particular) and classical 

music (e.g. J.S. Bach), by Nomenombres Wey, Che Cumbe, DJ Negro Dub, and DJ Taz. It is much 

longer than his earlier efforts (2h40), more wide-ranging in scope and scale, and innovative, 

thematically, drawing on both contemporary skate and urban sub-cultures, and aesthetically, with 

its dialogue with the work of Murnau and Dreyer – in particular the latter’s La Passion de Jeanne 

d'Arc (1928, The Passion of Joan of Arc). Perrone makes use of intertitles instead of dialogue, 

extensive extreme close-ups, slow-motion footage, and varying levels of brightness – reflecting some 

of the technical imperfections of 1920s cinema – to create a film that looks very much like an early 

silent work, but with an ultra-modern soundtrack and story – drug dealing, police harassment, and 

the aimless lives of young skaters in suburban Buenos Aires. Features of earlier films, such as the 4:3 

ratio and the visible iris, take on a new significance in this film – rather than marks of a low-budget, 

DIY aesthetic, they instead tap into the early history of cinema, in intermedial, decade-hopping 

fashion.   

Critics have commented on this change in Perrone’s aesthetic around the time of P3ND3J05. As 

Andrés Nazarala states, “[…e]l guiño de Perrone a los orígenes del cine es […] un ataque reverencial 

88 See Sdrigotti (2014, 308) 
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al clasicismo, un gesto rupturista y subversivo” (2016, 24). As Prividera succintly notes, Perrone’s 

proposal, since Labios de churrasco, has been “pensar la tradición universal desde el propio lugar 

(como enseñó Borges)” (2014, 61); I shall explore the reference to Borges below. Of particular 

importance in P3ND3J05 is a citational practice that involves the works of Dreyer, Federico Fellini 

and others, images from whose films are included or recreated; “es la cita misma lo que se vuelve un 

fragmento que ya no tiene valor” (2014, 63, emphasis added). Prividera’s observation is an 

interesting one, and the negative in the statement is at first surprising. The implication seems to be 

that Perrone’s citational practice strips the quotation of its original value, but I would argue that like 

the found (or created) poetry of the earlier films, these citations take on a value of their own in the 

later film. For the film-buff or critic, being able to spot a reference to Dreyer or Murnau adds to the 

pleasure of viewing. But Perrone hints at something else, something implicit in many of Pier Paolo 

Pasolini’s works: that marginalised, indeed criminalised subjects are worthy of more than simply 

representation. As Eduardo Grüner puts it, Pasolini’s “cine de poesía” aims to “poner en cuestión, y 

no meramente ‘representar’, el lugar del Otro como Otro, empezando por la propia realidad” (2017, 

48). Furthermore, these early filmic techniques and idiosyncrasies – the iris shot, the wipe transition, 

the variable brightness – all take on new political meanings in Perrone’s films.89

In Perrone’s work there are constant examples of citation and resignification of the cinematic canon. 

The central image in P3ND3J05 – also used as the film’s poster – of a young skater in a hoody, with a 

lighting effect that recreates a halo, carries a clear likeness to the depiction of the Virgin Mary at the 

opening of Pasolini’s The Gospel according to Matthew (1964); one is reminded too of the later 

sequence in the same film in which Jesus preaches, shot in an intense medium close-up, a shot 

compositionally similar to that in P3ND3J05, where Jesus’s headscarf is visually recreated in the 

young man’s hood. There is also a striking resemblance to a shot from another of Pasolini’s films, 

89 On the portrayal of “the Other” in Pasolini, and in particular the politics of his use of “free indirect” discourse 

(or shots) see Grüner (2017).   
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The Decameron (1970), namely the sequence dedicated to Giotti’s pupil, and the vision he receives 

of the Virgin Mary.90

Prividera’s observations about citations, above, draw on an essay by Argentina’s best-known writer, 

Jorge Luis Borges, “El escritor argentino y la tradición.”91 Here Borges argues against the nationalistic 

proscription of foreign themes and styles. He gives examples of great “national” writers – 

Shakespeare, Racine – who would have been bewildered at the demand to eschew foreign themes. 

Even in the best “national” Argentine works – he gives Güiraldes’s Don Segundo Sombra as an 

example – local themes are no more important than a reading of Kipling’s Kim or Mark Twain’s 

Huckleberry Finn. Borges then goes on to declare that the “Argentine tradition” is all of the western 

tradition, and that Argentines have a right to this, just like any inhabitant of a western nation (2007, 

442): “Nuestro patrimonio es el universo” (443). There is a further claim about the advantages of 

being Argentine: he cites the sociologist Thorstein Veblen, who argues that groups who belong to 

yet are in some way peripheral to a tradition are more capable of innovation – he gives the example 

of Jewish writers in the “cultura occidental” or Irish writers in the English-language tradition (443). 

Argentine writers, likewise, are able to work with any European theme, without superstition or 

reverence.  As Sergio Waisman puts it, “the very condition of marginality –in both a literal and a 

figurative sense—allows Latin American writers to take from any and all traditions with irreverence” 

(2005, 15). Perrone, like Borges, sees the cinematic canon as his patrimony; his approach to it is 

irreverent, intermedial, and highly creative. As we shall see below, there are important political 

90 This image is used as the cover of the BFI DVD/Blu-ray release.  

91 “El escritor argentino y la tradición” was given, originally, as a lecture and then, as an accompanying note 

states, transcribed. It was published in 1953, and then in Sur in 1955, and then from 1957 was retro-fitted into 

Discusión, a collection dated (and first published in) 1932. References are to the version found in the Obras 

completas I. Edición crítica.  
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implications to this stance, which emerge from the filmmaker’s simultaneous engagement with the 

work of Pasolini and the poetic tradition.  

RP-PPP. 

Perrone’s Ragazzi, screened at the Rome Film Festival, deals in unconventional fashion with the life 

and work of Pasolini. As Hernán Sassi puts it, in Ragazzi, Perrone “rinde tributo a Pasolini con el 

mismo respeto y hasta devoción con el que lo había hecho en P3ND3J05” (2017, 117). He continues, 

“Perrone ya no reescribe simplemente a Pasolini; hay en ella una fusión de poéticas y, en lo 

profundo, una simbiosis entre uno y otro” (2017, 134). The film includes as subtitles texts by the 

contemporary Argentine poet Rodrigo Malmsten and Pasolini himself, and is divided into two parts. 

The first depicts the idle days of young people on the streets of what appears to be Córdoba, 

Argentina. Throughout, the variable brightness used in P3ND3J05 is on display; there is a strange 

dream sequence in which a young man sees a seductive female figure who claims to be his mother. 

With no little subtlety, and without dialogue or intertitles, it seems to tell the story of Pasolini’s 

death: we hear some of Pasolini’s words dubbed onto the film, with subtitles; a character (José 

Maldonado) with an Italian car, who bears a passing resemblance to the Italian cineaste, appears to 

offer a young man from the group money for services unknown (see Figure 8, below). A subsequent 

sequence, heavily blurred, depicts an act of violence, accompanied by the noise of a car and sounds 

of a beating, a sequence that recalls a fight in Late un corazón, filmed using very similar sound 

effects (these are generally rare in Perrone’s films). The sequence also rather chillingly echoes 

another violent scene, in Pasolini’s Accattone, in which the protagonist’s girlfriend (Silvana Corsini), a 

sex worker, is beaten by men she had thought were prospective clients, on the beach lit by the 

headlights of a car. Later we see young male suspects detained by the police, and subjected to an 

interrogation, mostly filmed in a grotesque close-up.  

Figure 8.  
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The second part of Perrone’s film is very different. Filmed by a river, it tells – if that is not an 

exaggeration – of a boy’s accidental drowning in the Río Suquía, a popular bathing spot outside 

Córdoba. We are relayed this by a subtitle track which seems to reproduce a TV news interview with 

a witness to the event. A mysterious woman dances, and then lies semi-naked on the floor with two 

of the boys. We see close-ups, often played backwards, of boys and girls jumping in and out of the 

water, or sitting or standing talking at its edge. The digital camera, bright natural light, and effects of 

water, together with extensive use of slow-motion (forwards and backwards) close-ups, create an 

intense gaze on the young people at the river. One long sequence, shot underwater, seems to depict 

the drowning incident mentioned on the subtitles, but the use of rewind conversely appears to 

rescue a boy from his fate.  

Perrone’s film operates, in part, by synthesis. The first act of the film combines sequences 

reminiscent of Pasolini’s Accattone with others depicting the Italian director’s death and its 

aftermath. We see the young suspect sitting on a chair, and after a failed attempt to run, he is 

caught and pinned down by police officers. This recreates, almost shot-by-shot, a sequence in 

Accattone in which the protagonist is arrested and beaten by police. During a later interrogation, 

Accattone leans back against the wall in his chair, his head angled back; a very similar pose is 

adopted during the interrogation scene in Ragazzi (see Figure 9, below). Later, the police interview 

that follows the beating dished out to Maddalena features the extreme close-ups and hyper-

emotional acting that we see in Perrone’s Ragazzi. The second part, or act, also has clear 

connections to Pasolini’s work, both Accattone and the related novel, Ragazzi di vita. Scenes of 

swimming by the river and bridge jumping occur in Accattone; a similar series of scenes, and then a 

drowning to finish, appear in Ragazzi di vita.  

Figure 9. 
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At the same time, the interrogation sequence, which seems to allude to the conviction of Giuseppe 

“Pino” Pelosi for Pasolini’s murder, draws extensively from Dreyer’s The Passion of Joan of Arc.92 As 

Bazin noted, Dreyer’s Passion of Joan of Arc was “shot entirely in close-up” (Bazin, 1967, 103),93

creating thus a “fresco of heads,” a “documentary of faces” (109). In Perrone’s film, Dreyer’s close-

up of Renée Jeanne Falconetti, a single tear falling down the left side of her face, is recreated in a 

similar shot of the young suspect in the interrogation room.94 A related shot, in extreme close-up, of 

Falconetti’s eyes raised (as if to heaven), is also remade with Perrone’s young actor. Other features 

of Dreyer’s film are referenced, or recreated, in Ragazzi: the pan across the panel of judges and 

jurists, mirrored with the police investigators in Perrone’s film; the “warts-and-all” extreme close-

ups of priests and interrogators; or the shot of a priest speaking, or shouting, directly into Joan’s ear, 

instead with Carlos Briolotti (“El cana” in the Ituzaingó trilogy) and here one of the police detectives, 

doing likewise, in accelerated time, to the young man.  

Poetry in Ragazzi is not declaimed or used by characters; instead it is found in subtitles and the 

almost abstract images of the boys and girls by the river, in particular the underwater sequence, 

which recalls Stan Brakhage’s “film poems” and other experimental works. But the relationship 

between the sound and visual tracks and the subtitles is often confusing. At times in Ragazzi the 

image is reversed; for example in one sequence, around 17 minutes in, the brand name Adidas is 

92 The soundtrack to what seems to be Pasolini’s murder contains more than two voices; as such it is consistent 

with most theories about the crime, namely that even if Pelosi was involved, he was not the sole aggressor. 

See Sartarelli (2014, 54-56, n. 82). Although with shorter hair, the young actor who plays the suspect in Ragazzi 

bears a striking resemblance to Pelosi.  

93 This is an exaggeration, but it captures some of the striking visual effect of Dreyer’s film and Falconetti’s 

stunning performance.  

94 The references to Dreyer continue in CUMP4RSIT4 (2016), in which a female character wears a scarf with a 

pattern that recreates chainmail: the close-ups that result bear a striking resemblance to images of Jean d’Arc.  
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clearly seen in mirror-image on a character’s shorts. Speech runs backwards and there is little 

certainty that the subtitles bear any relation to what is being said. Indeed the tone and content of 

the texts—reflections on sex, art and other transcendental themes—are wholly out of keeping with 

the black and white, eminently realistic images displayed. In great contrast to, for example, Eliseo 

Subiela’s films, poetry is not normalized here, as an everyday practice, but rather made to stand out, 

as a striking commentary on the visuals. This, one might argue, offers another celebration of the 

artistic power of poetry, just as 5 pal’ peso foregrounded the cultural importance of the poet, a 

provocative, even unlikely, statement in the contemporary world.    

Pasolini is an important point of reference for Perrone’s films, and this is perhaps because of his near 

unique combination of writing and film. For example, as Stephen Sartarelli puts it, Accattone

“translate[s] some of Pasolini’s literary strategies to the screen, [and] showcases the same 

downtrodden Roman suburbs and their colorful dialect in all their splendor, making a martyr of its 

lowlife pimp protagonist” (Sartarelli, 2014, 40). Particularly fruitful was the dialogue between film 

and poetry in his work. For not only did poetry inform his cinema, but filmic references and 

techniques are strongly present in his poetry, as seen in the Introduction. But Pasolini and Perrone 

share another feature, identified by Emanuela Patti: “la conexión que Pasolini establece en el plano 

representativo entre sacralidad y exclusión de la sociedad burguesa a través de la identificación con 

Cristo” (2017, 47). This is particularly the case in Pasolini’s film of the Gospel, featuring as it does 

“[l]as figuras de estos subproletarios – de las que Jesús representa el emblema” (48). Like Perrone, 

for Patti there is a strong relationship in Pasolini between the sacred and the marginal: “para 

Pasolini, sagrado es lo que se sacrifica, se expulsa, se margina” (Patti, 2017, 49). Pasolini’s 

protagonists tend to meet bad ends, increasingly a feature of Perrone’s films. Patti argues that this 

offers a form of salvation for Pasolini’s characters: “Por otro lado, haciendo morir a todos los 

protagonistas de estas películas (Accattone, Ettore, Stracci, Jesús) Pasolini los ‘salva’ de la sociedad 

neocapitalista, devolviéndoles a esa dimensión ‘otra’ a la que pertenecen” (49). It is not clear that 

the same salvation is available today, in Perrone’s films.  
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Ragazzi includes a citation from Pasolini’s film Teorema, or more precisely from the novel based on 

the film. One of the longer subtitled sequences in Ragazzi occurs in the first part, around 15 minutes 

in. Because of the mismatch between the visual, sound, and subtitle tracks, it is hard to ascribe the 

words to any particular character, but in the sequence in which an older man talks to a group of 

younger men on the steps of the church, it seems to be a speech spoken by Pasolini’s avatar in the 

film:  

Es imposible decir qué clase de grito  

es el mío.  

Es un grito  

en el cual, en el fondo de la angustia 

se siente un vil acento de esperanza,  

o también un grito de certeza 

totalmente absurda. 

[…] 

sea lo que fuere  

que mi grito significa,  

está destinado a perdurar 

más allá de todo fin posible.   

The version used in the subtitles differs slightly from the version published in Argentina, in Enrique 

Pezzoni’s translation. Nor is this scene included in the film version of Teorema, as such; it is, 

however, implicit in the final sequence, in which the paterfamilias (Massimo Girotti), having handed 

over his factory to the workers, strips off in a crowded station. He is then pictured wandering 

through a desert, naked, before releasing, in medium close-up from front on, a tremendous shout, 

which continues as he walks past the camera, and away from it at a similar distance. Teorema is an 

enigmatic work, and the novel of the same name only clears up some of the mysteries. Like 

Perrone’s film, it takes a highly experimental attitude to genre: it is a novel based on a film (rather 
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than the more usual direction of adaptation for literary works);95 it mixes prose and poetry; and it 

contains lists of questions, as well as appendices in the form of italicised verse commentaries on 

events in the story.   

The second part of Ragazzi, as has been mentioned above, echoes strongly Pasolini’s novel Ragazzi 

di vita (1955), in particular its depiction of the riverside leisure of a group of mainly working class 

young men and adolescents. But there is a darker note, for both are coloured by the risk and reality 

of death. The final chapter of Ragazzi di vita is entitled “Lady Death,” and while the vivacity and 

enjoyment of the boys playing in the river, performing dives and somersaults, is typical of the 

attention that Pasolini’s work plays to the male form, the threat of death is never far away. 

Perrone’s gaze is perhaps more chaste – our focus is the face, rather that the torso or groin, and the 

suggestion of male (and homosexual) prostitution that runs throughout Ragazzi di vita is absent in 

the second act of Ragazzi, which deals with a younger group of characters.96 Pasolini’s novel ends 

with the death by drowning of one of its characters, Genesio, showing off his swimming skills in a 

fast flowing river full of garbage. In Perrone’s film, the Suquía is treacherous, and it is, we are told, 

full of junk: environmental concerns are added to youthful misadventure. But the figure of Lady 

Death, mentioned only as a chapter title in Pasolini, is fleshed out as the “Musa misteriosa” by Dora 

Spollansky, a Cordoban actor and filmmaker, who dances with and seduces two of the boys by the 

river.  

Another of the poetic texts included in the film, accompanying shots of the lads playing by the river, 

reads thus:  

Las aguas acarician nuestras pieles 

95 There is, though, a highly lucrative market in novels adapted from films and television in the “young adult” 

and science fiction genres – the Dr Who series of novels would be one of most notable examples.   

96 See the review by Howard (2017) in the TLS.  
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Los peces sentencian nuestros tiempos 

Los cielos se entrecruzan en un instante 

o la poesía de las aguas 

y somos dos, tres, cuatro cuerpos 

The film’s credits do not make wholly clear the authorship of all the texts – it does not seem to be by 

Pasolini – but it is reminiscent of the work of Rodrigo Malmsten, the other author, alongside Perrone 

and Pasolini, credited for the texts included in the film. Again, it is only loosely linked to what we see 

on screen – the boys have been swimming – and unlinked to the reversed and distorted soundtrack. 

But by ascribing this piece of poetry to the boys, it adds a further layer to their presence on screen. 

Marginality, poetry, and cinematic tradition all combine to political effect in the film.   

Perrone goes even further in his exploration of Pasolini’s life and works in his 2018 outing, Corsario. 

The subtitle, “Un poema de Perrone,” reinforces the importance of the poetry-film nexus in his 

recent work. Strikingly, Corsario is filmed with a stenopeic or pinhole camera, giving it a misty, 

distanced look, in particular in its black and white scenes, an effect similar to that found in the final 

part of Llinás’s La flor (2018), filmed using a camera obscura (see the Introduction to this volume, 

above). It is as if another film, of a rather grainy monochrome, had been superimposed over the 

principal image. This is accentuated by the use of matte shots that place one scene on another, and 

create loops and repetitions, for example of boys skating in the park.  

Corsario tells the imaginary story of a visit by Pasolini, or his lookalike (played by Martín Bermello) to 

Ituzaingó, seemingly to cast a movie. After an opening scene in which a series of similar looking 

young actors – many playing cross-gender roles – recite lines from Dylan Thomas’s poem “I See the 

Boys of Summer” to Pasolini and his casting assistant or producer (Alejandro Ricagno), we see the 

director wandering around town. He chats to young men (some played by women), with a 

soundtrack that mixes live (though extra-diegetic) orchestral music – mostly free jazz – and a series 

of recitations, by three different actors, of an Italian translation of Paul Verlaine’s scandalous poem 
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of homosexual love, “Mille et tre” (“Mes amants n’appartiennent pas aux classes riches,” “My lovers 

do not belong to the wealthy classes”).  

Corsario repeats a series of sequences with slight differences: Pasolini walking the streets, alone or 

with one lad or another; a close-up in colour of flowers; adolescents hanging around in parks, skating 

or smoking; and Pasolini filming passers-by with a small handheld camera. Perrone also includes 

citations of his own work: a shot of the sky, with its criss-crossed telephone wires (seen in the first 

trilogy); the wandering lads on the streets of Ituzaingó; or a series of interviews with youngsters by 

the river, a reworking of the same sequence from Ragazzi; and a tableau sequence in colour 

featuring posed, robed actors, citing Caravaggio (who is credited), just as Hierba (2015) cites Manet’s 

Le Déjeuner sur l'herbe (1863, Musée d'Orsay, Paris) and Cosimi – see below – seems to cite 

Rembrandt and other Dutch masters. Corsario takes the figure of Pasolini, and his highly intermedial 

aesthetics, as material for an exploration of marginality and art in peripheral Argentina.  

Decontextualised citation is an important aspect of Perrone’s latest work. Cosimi (2018) is a free 

adaptation of a story by Honoré de Balzac, L’Élixir de longue Vie (1830). Perrone films with period 

costume, luxurious deep colours, highly emotive acting, and backdrops featuring a variety of 

renaissance portraits: a style that one might call “chamber cinema.” Cosimi’s script quotes poems by 

Catullus, repurposed for the film, and includes dialogues on aesthetics, writing and religion, 

reminiscent of G.E. Lessing’s Laocoön and its (pre-cinematic) reflections on the depiction of time in 

art (see Introduction). At the same time, the soundtrack mixes diegetic chamber music with a 

rendition of Morrissey’s “First of the Gang to Die” (2004), sung by three characters sitting on the 

floor in a set up recalling scenes from 5 pal’ peso. There are other modern orchestral and synth 

pieces reminiscent of the German singer Klaus Nomi, as well as an extradiegetic piano instrumental 

version of Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven,” a song previously heard in P3ND3J05. One might 

also note a character called Doña Mecha, a wink to the title of another earlier Perrone film. Cosimi is 

set in a place called Murnau, and although there is a town in Bavaria with that name, it is hard to 
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avoid the nod to F.W. Murnau, whose expressionist cinema is one of the more obvious visual 

references for the film. The overall effect is to create a rich, complex network of art, film, music and 

literature, centred around Perrone’s own catalogue. We see a further example of this self-confident, 

provocative approach to citation in CINICOS, analysed in the next section.   

The Dog Turns Cynic. 

Perrone’s 2017 outing, CINICOS, deepens this connection between poetry and film, and adds a 

further political twist to the Argentine’s cinematic worldview, in particular with regard to questions 

of value. Set in a partly abandoned post-industrial factory, it tells the story of a power struggle 

within a community of downtrodden workers commanded by a despotic female overseer and a 

grotesque, decadent owner-cum-king (Rolly [or Roly] Serrano, recently seen playing “El sapo” in the 

hit TV series El marginal). The bulk of the characters spend much of their time in pointless pseudo-

productive tasks (filing down metal parts with toothbrushes, for example) or squabbling over scant 

resources (especially water – characters lick condensation off machine parts). One spends her time 

in a barrel, like the classical Cynics referenced in the title and the opening surtitles; she is also 

pictured cradling a dolly. There is an aged fortune teller, and the occasional chicken wandering in 

and out of shot. As with many of Perrone’s recent films, the narrative is implied rather than stated, 

but it revolves around the emergence of a potential leader, the elderly poet Ibico (a grizzled and 

emaciated Antonio Cavaso), and of resistance to the status quo. The mise-en-scène is radically 

different from Perrone’s early films, as analysed above. Also of note is the use of professional actors 

– some of whom are relatively well known in Argentina, including María Paula Robles and the above-

mentioned Serrano. 

Two aesthetic features stand out. The first is the film’s dirty, physical, fleshy look, in which semi-

clothed bodies and factory filth mingle and merge. Similarities – perhaps coincidental – to Aleksei 

German’s Трудно быть богом (Hard to Be a God, 2013) have been noted by critics (e.g. Delgado, 

2017), but while the muck and the depravity may look similar, there is a crispness to Perrone’s digital 
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filming which is absent from the murky world of German’s interplanetary dark age. There are other 

sci-fi references; later in the film a character repeatedly stabs a knife between his fingers, as in the 

memorable sequence in Aliens (James Cameron, 1986); soon after, a shot of characters leaning 

against a fence recalls an image of nuclear apocalypse from Terminator 2 (1991).97 CINICOS’s setting 

may also recall that of Lars von Trier’s Dogville (2003), with its stylised warehouse backdrop and lack 

of exteriors. Distopia and sci-fi meet in Perrone’s creation of his cinematic precursors.  

The second feature is the use of poetry. This also echoes German’s film, in which the authorities on 

the distant planet endeavour to snuff out signs of intellectual curiosity, butchering “smart-arses” and 

other educated individuals, who give themselves away by their interest in poetry. As Mónica 

Delgado (2017) notes, “[e]l evangelio de Ibico es la poesía, páginas de poemas que en este universo 

de la fábrica abandonada, se vuelve en objeto preciado y de poder, en elemento de transacción cual 

moneda de oro.” Ibico has a book of poems, pages from which he distributes to his allies and 

followers, which can be used in exchange for food and water. Close-ups on bread, food, and the acts 

of drinking and washing, often using extreme close-ups of parts of the body, accentuate the scarcity 

of these commodities, and the concomitant value of poems on paper within this curious economy.  

Characters read poems and verse throughout the film, indeed almost all of its speech and dialogue 

appears to be quoted from a literary source. The poetry readings are far-removed in style from those 

of Perrone’s earlier films; indeed poetry is not so much spoken or used as declaimed here. At times, 

the high-flying rhetoric of the poems – “Mi nombre es ira” declares an aggressive, angry female 

character – coupled with the expressive performance, clash strongly with the grime and decadence 

of the set. In another sequence, two actors (male and female), close together, deliver lines from 

97 Alongside the Dr Faustus references, the scene also recalls one from David José Kohon’s reworking of the 

Faust legend, set in dictatorship-era Argentina, El agujero en la pared (1982), specifically an exchange between 

the protagonist, Bruno Sánchez (Alfredo Alcón) and the character Mefi (i.e. Mephistopheles, played by Mario 

Alarcón).  
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Marlowe’s Dr Faustus (1592) with great emotional intensity, filmed in hand-held, close-up two shot; 

this becomes a blurry, extreme close-up as they kiss. The framing is aided by Perrone’s use of a 

wider aspect ratio than in many of his previous films (generally in 4:3 ratio). As the characters turn 

away, we cut to a shot of light through water – a non-narrative, almost abstract shot, possibly from 

the point of view of the characters, but also reminiscent of both the harsh spotlights in the factory, 

and the opening of the film which, rather in the manner of Terrence Malick’s Tree of Life (2011), 

depicts the world from outer space in a cosmic establishing shot.  

When the authorities wish to undermine Ibico’s insurgent power, they distribute sheets of verse free 

to the populace, with an announcement over the tannoy that poetry has been returned to the 

people: “¡Gran evento artístico! La poesía vuelve a manifestarse a la comunidad.” Paper then falls 

from an unknown source above the frame, somewhere on the upper level of the factory/warehouse. 

The camera is integrated into the group during these sequences, in among, at times disconcertingly 

close to, the characters.  

By giving away poetry, the authorities seem to remove its quality as a good, that is to say, its scarcity 

– to reduce its value, one might say. But they cannot remove a certain auratic quality that it 

maintains, if not in the film-world’s peculiar economics, then for the viewer, whose emotional 

response is sought by the straight-to-camera performances of poems, and other pieces of literature, 

from Marlowe, Shakespeare, Pasolini, and others; Ibico (the name of the central character), is 

credited too for some of the texts used, in a script penned by Perrone and Damián Zeballos. This 

delivery may remind viewers of André Bazin’s suggestions for a cinematic performance of verse, as 

noted in the Introduction, above; it adds a further layer to the possibilities of poetic performance 

that we have seen above in Perrone’s earliest films.  

Towards the end of the film, the king (Serrano), holding court with his puckish jester, chokes one of 

his followers while declaiming what seems to be a section from Marlowe’s Faust; one of his 

hoodlums appears to be wearing a version of bright red plaid sports coat used by Gus in Labios and 



185 

Graciadió. The puck-like figure holds a book entitled “IBICO,” which the king smells and then casts 

down. The film ends with the death of Ibico’s protector, and Ibico seemingly captured (and possibly 

killed – in a later scene we see a dog eating food from his still body), and a new Christ-figure 

crowned with thorns, as Ibico had been earlier in the film. The final scene shows Ibico dead, while 

one of the faithful (María Paula Robles) embraces his body. 

What are we to make, though, of the role played by poetry in this film? On the one hand, poetry is a 

form of currency, used by a seemingly repressive regime to subjugate its people. It is Ibico’s poems 

that give him the power to resist and make him a central figure in the opposition to the regime. But 

poetry can also be used as a tool for control, when its value in circulation and exchange is imposed 

from above – quite literally given the filming of the rain of poems – or by force – witness Serrano’s 

imposing physical presence and brute force against his underlings. At the same time, poetry appears 

in non-monetised form, as a value that transcends value, in performance. One is reminded of 

Adorno’s words on fetishism in the culture industry: “[t]he more inexorably the principle of 

exchange-value destroys use-value for human beings, the more deeply does exchange-value disguise 

itself as the object of enjoyment” (2002, 296). Adorno’s example is the expensive concert ticket, 

which is enjoyed not because of the music itself, but because of the money required to pay for 

entrance. As Rebecca Lossin puts it, adding an optimistic twist to Adorno’s typically all-encompassing 

pessimism, “Adorno suggested that every pleasure-provoking cultural production that manages to 

emancipate itself from exchange value takes on subversive features” (2017, 108 n.17). “Manages” is 

the operative term – for it is difficult in the contemporary era to achieve this emancipation. For 

Adorno, part of the response would be a certain “antagonism to the audience” (300); this 

antagonism is certainly a feature found in Perrone’s work: CINICOS is a gruelling film to watch at 

times; P3ND3J05, Ragazzi, Favula, Hierba, and other recent films, make almost no concession to 

contemporary commercial standards, or even art-house/festival models, for that matter. Perrone 

himself has cut a confrontational figure; at the opening of the 2016 BAFICI in Buenos Aires, he used 

his Q&A after the screening of Hierba to criticise both contemporary cinema and the festival itself. It 



186 

is poetry that “manages” this feat in Perrone’s films, with the help of his very particular engagement 

with the cinematic canon, especially early silent films.    

CINICOS also chimes in its use of poetry with a recent work by the Italian political activist and 

theorist Franco “Bifo” Berardi, his volume The Uprising. On Poetry and Finance. For Berardi, 

“[p]oetry is the language of nonexchangeability […] an excess of language, a hidden resource […]. 

(2012, 139-40); it “is language’s excess: poetry is what in language cannot be reduced to 

information, and is not exchangeable, but gives way to a new common ground of understanding, of 

shared meaning: the creation of a new world” (147). Of relevance to a film that so clearly engages 

with classical cynicism, Berardi (2012, 159-61) examines Foucault’s depiction of Diogenes and the 

classical Cynics, and the contrast between the ancient concept of truth telling, or parrhēsia, and 

modern-day cynicism; the provocative, shameless, and politically fearless attitude termed “kynicism” 

by Peter Sloterdijk (1988) and others contrasts with the enlightened false consciousness and political 

resignation of the modern-day cynic. It is this earlier tradition that Perrone revives.   

Key here is Perrone’s title. The term “cynic” comes from the ancient Greek word for dog (κύων, 

kyôn); the classical Cynics, with Diogenes of Sinope as their unofficial leader, lived shamelessly, 

publicly, and with the minimum of material requirements, just like dogs.98 In their collection, The 

Cynics (1996), Bracht Branham and Gonlet-Cazé write: 

The Cynics were renowned not only for being frank and direct (e.g. for “barking” and 

“wagging their tails”), or for their skill at distinguishing between friends and enemies (in 

their case, those capable of philosophising and those who were not), but, above all, for their 

way of living in public like dogs, “shamelessly indifferent” to the most entrenched social 

norms. […] Their radical idea of freedom – “to use any place for any purpose” – made the 

98 On cynicism in relation to the poetry of Osvaldo Lamborghini, see Bollig (2011).  
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insulting canine epithet so appropriate to our philosophers that they defiantly claimed it as a 

metaphor for their novel philosophical stance. Or so the story goes. (1996, 4-5)  

The Cynics practiced asceticism or physical training (askesis), living in poverty with few or no 

possessions, and attempting as much as possible to satisfy their bodily needs in public, if not to 

reduce these needs to a minimum. The Cynics sought “freedom from emotional turmoil (apatheia) 

and independence from the outside world” (26). Thus Diogenes paradoxically declared himself a-

polis (without a city), a-oikos (without a home) and cosmopolitēs (citizen of the universe). These 

steps enable the Cynic to engage in parrhēsia (freedom of speech), “fearless laughter,” and 

provocation, especially in the form of “shamelessness […] to shock […] interlocutors out of their 

complacency” (26). A commitment to parrhēsia, often offensive in content, was central to 

Diogenes’s worldview. Parrhēsia is differentiated from rhetoric in that it chooses frankness rather 

than persuasion. In the case of Diogenes, Foucault (1983) suggests that the use of parrhēsia forms 

part of a relationship between life and deed, in which harmony exists between one’s bios and logos, 

specifically parrhēsia alongside “a very public, visible, spectacular, provocative, and sometimes 

scandalous way of life”; it is free speech, or parrhēsia, which is valued above all – and foregrounded 

in Perrone’s recent work.   

Conclusion.  

Perrone, as it happens, has the Spanish word for dog inscribed in his own name; his nickname is “El 

perro”; Sdrigotti’s interview (2014) with him was appropriately titled “A Dog Out on his Own”; in 

Spanish, “Perro solitario” (Lone dog). Dogs feature in many of his films – the comic intervention in 

Labios de churrasco being one of the more memorable moments. But in the title, so close to his 

ethos as a filmmaker, and so linked to his own name, we can see in CINICOS an aesthetic and ethical 

statement on his part. His low-budget, self-sufficient filmmaking; his irreverent, citational attitude to 

the cinematic canon; his intermedial approach to genre, form, and tradition, while maintaining a 

privileged site for poetry in film; his commitment to film – to say – whatever he wants:  these mark 
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out a contemporary filmic cynicism, or kynicism, to use Sloterdijk’s more precise term. This ethical 

and aesthetic position is the basis for films in which the value of poetry – to communicate, to move, 

to express, in ways that cannot be financialized – is stressed time and again. Marginalized characters 

gain gravitas and protagonism in Perrone’s filmic exploration of poetry. Perrone picks up features 

and themes in Subiela’s work and develops them into a cinematic critique of contemporary 

capitalism. His use of poetry questions contemporary understandings of cultural and financial value 

– we see, thus, the political implications of intermediality, in which film works with poetry not as 

material (resource) or (idealized) concept, but as both. The next chapter, on Gustavo Fontán, follows 

this critique into a series of more obviously poetic films, in the many senses explored in the 

Introduction, which like Perrone dialogue constantly with the work of a variety of poets.      
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Chapter Five.  

Eyes Already Open: Gustavo Fontán’s El limonero real and La deuda.  

Introduction. 

Poets and poetry are a constant presence in the early films of Gustavo Fontán (1960). His most 

recent work, however, seems to show a change of focus – to novels and more standard cinematic 

narratives. In what ways, if any, does poetry persist in his filmmaking? Fontán’s 2016 feature film, El 

limonero real, was a significant critical success, and something of a breakthrough for the Banfield-

born director. Reviewers from both the daily press and specialised magazines, in print and online, in 

Argentina and further afield, were almost unanimous in their praise for the director’s most 

approachable film to date, in a career that has included short and medium-length films, and a series 

of detailed, closely observed, almost plotless features such as La orilla que se abisma (2008) and La 

casa (2012).99 Fontán’s career is atypical for a filmmaker: he initially studied engineering, before 

taking a degree in literature. His first published works were as a poet, before he returned to study 

direction and experimental film. In comparison to many of his cineaste contemporaries, he was a 

relative late-starter, beginning in his thirties; at the same time, he has never abandoned his first, 

poetic inclinations. In conversation (Buenos Aires, February 2020) he admitted that he was not a 

cinephile, though did speak of his early influences in film: Buñuel, Tarkovsky, Víctor Erice; and later 

Krzysztof Kieślowski.  

Fontán’s El limonero real is based on the 1974 novel of the same name by the Argentine writer Juan 

José Saer (1937-2005). Saer is well known for his elliptical and hermetic novel of the dictatorship, 

Nadie nada nunca (1980) and his colonial discovery narrative, El entenado (1983). For Ricardo Piglia, 

writing in 1970, Saer was one of a generation of novelists whose work “tiende (a partir del 

99 I have written on El árbol and La deuda for Oxford Magazine, and I am grateful to the editor, Tim Horder. 
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surrealismo) a la poesía” (2016a, 202). Saer’s novels might also be described using a term coined by 

Jacques Rancière, “literary cinematographism” (2019, 47): with their close-ups, tracking shots and 

flashbacks, they have a filmic “look” to them. El limonero real is a novel beloved of Saer’s many 

admirers, or saereanos, an object of near devotion, and one which Fontán himself has stated had a 

profound effect in his own intellectual development, and indeed is his favourite book (Suárez, 2014). 

In an interview with Salvador Biedma, Fontán spoke of his first encounter with Saer, as a university 

literature student. Later, he came to realise that Saer’s key question as a novelist was to do with 

narration: “¿qué es narrar?” a question fundamental to his own work. Furthermore, Saer’s work 

“plantea un encuentro entre narrativa y poesía que me deslumbró” (Biedma, 2016). Elsewhere, 

Fontán has stated that, “Saer fue una inflexión en mi experiencia como lector. El limonero real, el 

primer texto que leí del autor santafesino, me interpeló, fundamentalmente, a partir del 

borramiento, eso entendí después, entre narración y poesía” (Fontán, 2020). Fontán was also 

influenced by Saer’s notes on narrative technique, and in particular his ideas about “la novela 

poética” (Biedma, 2016). On his blog, Fontán wrote that “[h]ay en la obra de Juan José Saer […] un 

interrogante que subyace de modo permanente: ¿cómo acceder a lo real y expresarlo? […] una 

profunda conciencia de que la poesía surge del ‘tratamiento especial dado a la materia real’” 

(Fontán, 2016). This connection between film, poetry, narration, and “the real” is key to Fontán’s 

work.  

As well as their favourable responses, critics are also almost wholly agreed in the view that El 

limonero real is a “poetic” film; for many, it is also “lyrical.” Yet in many regards – plotting, 

characterisation, cinematography – it is (at least at first glance) rather more straightforward than his 

earlier work. It is also, unlike earlier films, based not of the work or life of a poet, but on a novel. 

Fontán’s film poses an obvious question, which this chapter sets out to answer: how can a film 

adapted from a novel be almost universally considered “poetic”? What does such a classification tell 
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us about generic constraints in different art forms, and about intermediality?100 To do so, reference 

shall be made both to critical assessments of Fontán’s work, and to the ideas of the others 

considered as artists and thinkers of the poetic film, including Brakhage, Malick, and Pasolini. I 

address questions of narration, vision and environment in Fontán’s to see how the poetic features 

and interests of his earlier filmmaking persist in his later, more narrative-based works, and how the 

ideas of Saer connect to those of Pasolini and Benedetto Croce, informing Fontán’s view of the 

poetic – “poeticity” or “poeticness,” we might say – in cinema. Fontán, it shall be argued, relieves 

himself of a link to verse itself, a follows a wider, or more capacious, conception of poetry (linked to 

Saer’s ideas about narration), and its relationship with film, one rooted in experience of and 

sensitivity to the world. We can then see how Fontán’s aesthetic continues into his most mainstream 

film to date, La deuda (2019), but within a radical political critique of contemporary neoliberalism, 

alongside a plea – based on the poetry of Saer’s mentor, the Entre Ríos poet Juan L. Ortiz – for 

respect for the difference of the other.  

Fontán’s Poets.  

Fontán and Saer are linked by another figure, the poet Juan Laurentino Ortiz (1896-1978), known as 

Juan L. Ortiz or simply Juanele. Saer was an admirer of Ortiz, and something of a protégé; Ortiz 

dedicated a poem to him on the occasion of Saer’s wedding, in the 1970 collection El junco y la 

corriente (Ortiz, 2016a, 109). Saer wrote of trips that he and younger authors would make to visit 

the poet, and the importance these held for the development of a generation of local writers (1997, 

82-89). The figure of the poet-mentor is prominent in Saer’s novel Glosa (1986), whose story 

revolves around a birthday party for the reclusive poet Washington Noriega, at which none of the 

central characters were present, and also his unfinished, posthumously published La grande (2005) 

100 There is also a chamber opera based on Saer’s novel, written by Ezequiel Menalled and first performed at 

the Teatro Colón’s Centro de experimentación in 2016. Fontán has also adapted Saer’s Nadie nada nunca for 

the screen, although at the time of writing shooting has not commenced.  
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which relates, in part, the efforts of two researchers to reconstruct a local poetic movement similar 

to that which moved around Ortiz. The latter lived in relative seclusion, in the small riverside town of 

Gualeguay, Entre Ríos province, and later in Paraná, seldom travelling, and doing little to court 

literary fame. Ortiz’s poetry is notable for its extraordinary attention to the world around it – for 

precisely the contact with the real that Fontán talks of seeking in his films. In the 1954 collection, La 

brisa profunda, Ortiz writes: “Todas las cosas decían algo, querían decir algo. Había / que tener el 

oído atento y otro oído fino, muy fino, que debía aparecer” (2014, 123). In an interview with Tamara 

Kamenszain from 1970, Ortiz stated, “[l]a poesía es la realización del estado de infancia que debe 

permanecer a través de todas las edades del hombre”; it is an “apertura hacia todo lo que aparece.” 

Poetry is thus a means of openness and discovery: “[h]asta la materia misma puede acceder a lo que 

llamamos vida, y la poesía es el descubrimiento de la realidad interior de las cosas” (2016b, 129). 

William Rowe observes that Ortiz’s poetry adopts a “gaze [that] is close to the people seen” (2000, 

230). For Rowe, “Ortiz makes visible the invisible of the nation,” but without any “narrative of pity” 

or “logic of guilt” (231). In Jens Andermann’s major study of art and nature in Latin America he 

dedicates a section of his final chapter to Ortiz (Andermann, 2018b, 427ff), and observes: “[e]n Ortiz, 

el propio río […] es también el testigo, el espejo vivo que mira, escucha y sueña con las tintilaciones y 

vibraciones que capta de las formas vivas que convergen sobre él: la historia humana, entrevista 

desde el río, es apenas uno más de los rumores que rizan a su superficie” (433). Laura Soledad 

Romero (2019), meanwhile, offers a detailed exposition of the ethics that can be found in the poetry 

of Juanele, which she argues offers a “politics of alterity,” or otherness, in particular in relation to 

the varied presence of animals in his work. The approach to otherness is especially important in 

Fontán’s films, as we shall see.  

For his part, Fontán, directed La orilla que se abisma (2008), a film centred on Ortiz, which uses 

archive footage from an earlier documentary on the poet, Juan José Gorasurreta’s La intemperie sin 

fin (initially filmed in the late 1970s, and then edited in the 2000s), as well as often blurred or grainy 
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shots of the woods and fluvial environment of Entre Ríos province.101 La orilla que se abisma offers a 

striking, and at times deliberately opaque, screening the poetics of Juan L. Ortiz. Opacity is a word 

that describes very well the relationship between Fontan’s work and poetry: just as the screen 

becomes thick with images, as shots are overlaid in La orilla, so does his interaction with poetry 

highlight the way in which language turns thick with its own effects, rather than transparent as a 

medium of meaning, in the work of the poets Fontán admires, in particular Ortiz with his personal 

and historical symbolism. The film is not a documentary, nor a story about Ortiz, nor obviously based 

on any of his poems. Ortiz’s words appear in intertitles, and we hear a reading of one of his poems, 

drawn from an earlier recording. The difference from other films that interact with poets and their 

writing – drawing on its story, as in many versions of epic poems; or including poets as characters, as 

in the work of Eliseo Subiela – is marked. Fontán does none of these things, instead creating a poetic 

film about a poet. Meanwhile, Saer is known fundamentally as a prose writer – firstly a novelist, then 

an essayist, with only one short book of poems to his name. Yet both artists would claim Ortiz as a 

key presence in their work.  

Many of Fontán’s other films contain explicit references to poets and poetry. His early short Canto 

de cisne (1994), filmed with the participation of residents at El Borda psychiatric hospital in Buenos 

Aires, focussed on the life and works of Jacobo Fijman, a poet who spent almost 30 years resident 

101 There is another film about Ortiz, by Marilyn Contardi, Homenaje a Juan L. Ortiz (1994). It differs from 

Fontán’s film in many respects: it is more an informative documentary about Ortiz, both his cult status in 

Argentina and the sad story of the destruction by the dictatorship of his Obras completas. Contardi includes 

interviews with fellow poets and readings, by Juanele and others, of his poems. Those more abstract moments 

tend to resolve themselves as a shot of something related to the poet, be it a printing press or an oven 

(referencing the conflagration that occurred after 1976). Contardi, a key figure alongside Saer in the Entre Ríos 

literary scene that looked to Ortiz as a guide, spent many years in France, in exile, and is herself a poet and 

filmmaker worthy of further study. See the introduction to her work by Monteleone (2018, esp. pp 13-15 on 

the dialogue between poetry and film in her oeuvre).
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there, and is an important presence in Subiela’s work (see Chapter Two). With reference to Canto de 

cisne, Luis Franc contends that “en este trabajo, su estética rudimentaria contiene en germen su 

universo posterior: interiores con mortecinos claroscuros y exteriores despojados, con la emisión de 

textos en off del poeta Jacobo Fijman” (2016). Shot partly in sepia, the film contains sequences 

clearly meant to communicate the alienation and isolation of some of the inmates, taken in a rather 

distant medium pan; yet it also contains close-ups and scenes of tavern entertainment that call to 

mind the bohemian vivaciousness of Fijman’s early poetry.  

El paisaje invisible (2003) is another documentary film focussed on the life and work of the Jujuy-

born poet Jorge Calvetti, who in his last days invited Fontán to film him. Also drawing on poetry, La 

casa (2012), a closely observed documentary detailing the demolition of Fontán’s former family 

home, includes as an intertitle a poem from the Argentine poet Olga Orozco. La casa is, in some 

respects, the reverse of Andrey Tarkovsky’s Mirror (Зеркало, 1975). If the Russian film involved the 

reconstruction of the director’s abandoned family home (Tarkovsky, 2017, 132), La casa depicts the 

literal destruction of Fontán’s. The semi-fictional Elegía de abril (2010), in which actors play the roles 

of, and interact with, real people, is based around the life and legacy of the poet Salvador Merlino 

(Fontán’s grandfather) – a final, posthumously published book, which gives the film its title. La 

madre (2009) includes voice-over texts from the poet Alicia Silva Rey, read by a character as if they 

were the details of a dream.  

Fontán has spoken on a number of occasions about his desire to film Arnaldo Calveyra’s collection 

Diario del fumigador de guardia (1981). Calveyra was another poet from Entre Ríos, close to Saer, 

Marilyn Contardi, and others, although he spent much of his life in France and published many of his 

works first there. Fontán wrote that Calveyra’s collection “transforma lo que lo rodea, lo contiguo, 

una porción de lo real, en poesía” (2014, 146), and of the importance of “luz y agua” in the poet’s 

work. Calveyra’s poetry does indeed work with the “at hand,” turning the everyday experiences of a 

worker tasked with gassing rats on an isolated island into a closely observed reflection on solitude 
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and creativity, in which even the autopsy of a rat can be material for poetry (Calveyra, 2012, 152). 

Notable too are filmic references, for example to an “interminable close up de una cara a la 

intemperie” (154).  

Alongside his engagement with poetry, what marks Fontán’s aesthetic most strongly is its great 

economy. In El lago helado, Fontán wrote of “la necesidad de filmar el mundo de manera más 

inmediata, […] mirar lo que sucede, en el momento que sucede, robar fragmentos del mundo” 

(Fontán and Peirano, 2018, 40) and to “mirar lo contiguo sin mayor intervención que una cámara” 

(42-43). In Fontán’s cinema, resources are limited; stories are minimal; camera movement is kept in 

check; and casts are small, generally consisting of a few non-professional actors. His films are also 

relatively short, rarely running to much over an hour. In his earlier films this relates to his shooting 

method, preferring to return to a location over time, rather than organising a block of shooting. To 

take one example, El árbol (2006) was filmed over two years and Fontán worked guided by the 

seasons. All the action was scripted but deliberately natural, involving only activities that the non-

professional cast would perform in their everyday lives. In a talk given to accompany the screening 

at the BAFICI festival, Buenos Aires, 2013, Fontán described the piece as “cine mirando en lo 

absolutamente cercano.” The actors and crew were mostly relatives of the director, including his 

father as the protagonist, and the house and the tree belong to his own family. The story is very 

simple, indeed it is almost not a story at all: a family have two trees in front of their house. One, an 

acacia, is probably dead: do they chop it down or not? The elderly father says no, perhaps, his wife 

remarks, because he planted the tree to mark their son’s birth and is sentimentally attached to it. 

But this story is almost incidental: the film is more concerned with observation. The film opens with 

a quotation from Juan L. Ortiz and consists mostly of close-ups of faces – not, importantly, reaction 

shots – the tree, and the house; and medium-shots showing slow and limited action and movement 

around the building: the couple eat, discuss a journey, or gently disagree about what to do. Fontán 

uses only natural illumination. This meant that much of the process of filming consisted of waiting – 

for the right light, for a moment suitable for continuity editing, and so forth. In some sequences – 
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water filling the gaps in the patio, the father rubbing his face, or insects crawling in the cracks in the 

wood – the use of close-up and extreme close-up, at times without an establishing shot or any other 

filmic context, makes the image at once abstract and material. That is to say, we can work out what 

is being filmed, but it is the aesthetic impression of the surface that captures our attention, indeed is 

the only thing available to which our attention can be attached, rather than any depth, essence, or 

role in the development of story or character. This, one might argue, is the encounter with the real 

that Fontán so seeks in his cinema.  

El limonero real.  

In an interview with El eco de Tandil, Fontán stated that El limonero real completed the cycle that 

began with La orilla que se abisma and continued with El rostro (2013), elsewhere referred to as the 

“river trilogy” (following his earlier “house” trilogy). El rostro was filmed in black and white with 

16mm and Super-8, in contrast to the usual digital methods that Fontán uses, and as a result there is 

a thick physicality to the image, with scratches and marks, bokeh effect and lens flare. The story it 

seems to tell – of a man’s journey to an island where a family once lived – is partially similar to 

Lisandro Alonso’s Los muertos (2004), but the difference resides in the “imperfection” and 

materiality of the film image itself. In many ways, the almost abstract images that we see – of water, 

of the riverbank, of light and shadow on a forest floor – are more reminiscent of the “experimental” 

films of Claudio Caldini, in particular given the use of now near-obsolete filming equipment (see 

Chapter One).102

102 On Caldini see Chapter One above and, for example Matt Losada: like Fontán, Caldini’s films “participate in 

a quest to transform things— a houseplant, a windowpane, a park designed by Antoni Gaudí—into objects of 

contemplation and elements of a medium that provides access to a vision lost to the modern world” (Losada, 

2013, 75). 
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El limonero real was, Fontán continues, a “desafío más grande” and a “película de otra dimension” 

(El eco, 2016). El limonero real differs from El árbol and other earlier works in many respects. Firstly, 

as has been stated, it is an adaptation, of a well-known work by one of Argentina’s most respected 

writers. Secondly, its budget and scale are much greater than those of his earlier films. Fontán filmed 

in Santa Fé province, in a scheduled shoot over four weeks. Despite being filmed on location, the 

settings, while convincing, are not authentic. There are no interiors and few shots looking in from 

outside; partly this is an attempt to capture a feature of life in the litoral, the Argentine north-east,

namely that people tend to live outdoors. Partly it is because, as Fontán revealed in conversation 

(Buenos Aires, 2020), none of the buildings had roofs, only façades. Fontán worked with an architect 

and a builder to construct the three houses and the tavern where the action takes place. There are 

scenes shot at night, not using just natural light, as was Fontán’s practice in many earlier works. The 

cast consists of a mixture of professional and non-professional actors; perhaps most notable is 

Germán de Silva, as the protagonist, Wenceslao, previously seen as the male lead in Las acacias

(Pablo Giorgelli, 2011) and in a secondary but important role in the international hit Relatos salvajes

(Damián Szifrón, 2014). Also prominent is Eva Bianco, as Rosa, Wenceslao’s sister-in-law, known for 

her work as the female lead in Santiago Loza’s Extraño (2003) and winner of a “Un Certain Regard” 

prize at Cannes for her performance in Los labios (Iván Fund and Santiago Loza, 2010). Alongside 

them are non-professionals cast locally.  

Thirdly, in its lighting, film stock, clarity of image and sharpness of focus, indeed in almost all 

technical aspects, this has much in common with a commercial, albeit-modestly budgeted, feature 

film, on a lesser scale, perhaps, that Martel’s Zama (2017). There is no found material and no 

noticeable interventions or imperfections on the stock. Throughout, we can see what is going on. 

The composition of its shots, including the use of close-ups, medium-shots, reaction shots, and 

establishing shots, would not look out of place in most commercial releases, although more shall be 

said about the make-up of some particularly characteristic takes later, and how they are rather less 

straightforward that they appear at first glance – not least a particular use of the tracking shot.  
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The one aspect that stands out is sound. This is not because of quality: the sound recording is clear, 

crisp, and, when including obvious dialogue, matched, one assumes using standard foley techniques. 

Two aspects – background noise, and the non-synchronicity of soundtrack and action – shall receive 

further comment later on. Finally, El limonero real is plotted in a straightforward, chronological 

order, beginning at daybreak and ending in the early hours of the next day. There are no flashbacks 

or premonitions, little action away from the protagonist, and the two most notable jump cuts (to the 

tavern, when Wenceslao and Rogelio go to collect Agustín; and to the carcass of the sheep, roasting 

over a pit) simply excise “dead” time, free of significant incident, in the narrative.  

Fontán’s El limonero real tells a very simple story that takes place over less than the course of 

twenty-four hours. Wenceslao and his wife live together in an isolated ranch, among the islands of 

the river Paraná.103 It is New Year’s Eve, and they have been invited by their in-laws to spend the 

day. The wife – who is never named, and referred to only as “ella” or “mi hermana” in both the film 

and the novel – refuses, for she is in mourning. We see her stitching a black band onto the pocket of 

Wenceslao’s white shirt. There are simple scenes of their modest existence: lighting a fire, brewing 

mate, picking lemons. Agustín, their nephew, known as “El ladeado” (the twisted one), arrives in a 

row boat to collect them. The wife will not go, so Wenceslao’s travels with him to their in-laws, 

where he spends the day. The extended family lunch on fish; they slaughter and butcher a sheep. 

Wenceslao takes a siesta and swims in the river. With Rogelio, he calls on their other brother-in-law, 

who is a drunk (they are married to two sisters; the third sister is married to Agustín senior, father of 

El ladeado), but he is out, and they have to collect him, passed or knocked out, from the local tavern. 

In the evening, other relatives – mostly unidentified by Fontán’s film – arrive. They eat, converse, 

103 The era is not clear; one character has an automatic camera, but there are no mobile phones visible. 

Costume is near contemporary but also relatively non-specific (i.e. not period dress). In the novel, a 

supermarket in town is mentioned as a novelty.   



199 

and after musicians appear, dance. Later, Wenceslao rows home by the light of the moon. The film 

ends with him sitting outside his little wooden house in the near darkness.    

What little drama we see is based on familial tensions. It is six years since Wenceslao’s wife last 

visited her sister, Rosa: she has been mourning all this time. To all of the relatives, this seems 

excessive. Rosa refers to her sister as mad, and suggests that she should have buried herself, too, 

with her only child, a son who died when working away in the city. Wenceslao remarks that he feels 

guilt for allowing him to leave, and that instead he should have been buried with his son. 

Meanwhile, Rogelio and Wenceslao are keen for El ladeado to be allowed to go to the local town to 

study; Agustín, portrayed as a bitter and vindictive man, insists that his son, who seems to suffer 

from an unspecified disability, perhaps a form of cerebral palsy, is worthless and has even brought 

him bad luck. He should, he remarks at one stage, have drowned him at birth. We meet Agustín 

unconscious at the local bar, where it is implied that he has either collapsed or been punched out 

cold. At one stage, during the siesta, two of the guests sneak away to have sex in the woods. We 

know from the novel that this is a friend of Agustín’s daughters (who it is suggested are sex workers 

in the local town, and perhaps left home because they were abused by their father), with one of his 

sons. Wenceslao watches from a cautious distance.  

Despite the apparent straightforwardness of the story, this is far from a simple film. One of the 

immediate difficulties that it poses, especially for viewers unfamiliar with the novel, is the 

identification of characters. Unlike commercial cinema, Fontán makes little concession to the 

spectator in signalling relationships or kinship. One infers that the elderly couple at Rogelio’s house 

are his parents; one guesses that the young men and women at lunch are cousins, the children of 

the three sisters. But precise relationships, parentage, and indeed names are seldom offered. We 

are not told anything about the men at the bar, and with the exception of El ladeado and Teresita 

(Agustín and Teresa’s daughter) it is singularly unclear whose children are whose. This is something 

that Saer does explain, like almost everything in the novel, at some length. In Fontán, few of the 
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characters are ever named, and many are glimpsed only fleetingly, partially out of shot, or in groups 

where identities are not wholly apparent. It is the disconcerting effect of arriving at a party at which 

no one offers introductions. Dialogue is often very quiet, even inaudible; there are conversations 

that appear clearly in the subtitles, but which are almost impossible to pick out without them. This 

creates a contradiction: unlike Fontán’s earlier work, this is very much a narrative film; but it does 

not try very hard to make its narrative clear or accessible. As Fontán observed in conversation 

(Buenos Aires, 2020), films should not explain too much; that is certainly the case here – it is also a 

feature shared with Perrone’s film, and his vision of film, as outlined in Chapter Four, above. We can 

also identify this trait even in La deuda (2019), in which an important exchange between the 

protagonist and an older women – perhaps her mother – leaves a whole series of questions about 

the relationship unanswered. Fontán stated in conversation that he did not want to know the 

answers.  

Franc argues that the aesthetic of El limonero is to be found in Fontán’s earlier works. This is true to 

an extent, but El limonero is an adaptation not only of Saer’s novel, but also of Fontán’s own earlier 

work. One thinks of Canto del cisne, with its play between close-ups and scenes of communal living, 

be it the residents of El Borda or the convivial scenes within the tavern; this does appear in El 

limonero. Or of the riverside setting and cast of only partially identified characters in El rostro, the 

second film in the river trilogy: again, there is an echo. But in El limonero, the narrative element – 

that we are being told a story – is much stronger. In both La orilla and El rostro, we follow characters 

as they walk through the woods. Certainly in La orilla, and to an extent in El rostro, we do not really 

find out why or where they are walking. The camera follows, often centred on the back of the neck 

of the actor in question. A similar shot occurs in El limonero: the camera follows Wenceslao, 

focussed closely on his nuca, the nape of his neck (see Figure 10, below).  

Figure 10.
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As in the earlier films, we are not afforded a reaction shot or close-up, so have to infer the 

character’s expression; Fontán has criticised the overuse of the close-up in contemporary 

filmmaking: “el abuso sistemático del primer plano [que ha] bastardeado los rostros, 

transformándolos en una galeria de muecas, de gestos impostados” (2012, 283). But in El limonero, 

we do know where Wenceslao is going, and why: he is following Rogelio, firstly to call for Teresa, 

and then to look for Agustín at the bar. Visually the take is different; in Orilla and El rostro, we see 

grainy, unsteady footage. We also find out little, if anything, about the purpose of the walk in La 

orilla. In El limonero, the situation is much clearer: the camera focus and the composition of the shot 

create protagonism for Wenceslao, whereas in the earlier films, they created mystery, or a pure 

aesthetic effect, with no narrative function. Furthermore, with Wenceslao’s bowed head, the 

camera boring into his neck, the effect is that of an emotional weight cast onto his shoulders. It is 

almost as if this resides in the camera’s presence: by the act of watching, and watching from close – 

a feature of Fontán’s films – we load the protagonist with guilt, but also experience some of that 

same guilt as spectators; we also “feel” the camera, to use Pasolini’s term. We share what Fontán 

called the character’s entorno or environment, but not quite his point of view.  

One could also look at the structure, or arc, of the films, for points of comparison. If the stories that 

they tell, if they can be called stories, tend to be very simple, they are also generally told 

chronologically. Flashbacks and other interventions are usually eschewed. It is worth analysing a 

shared feature of El limonero and La orilla. The scenes of rowing or walking through the woods that 

we see in El limonero (as we follow Wenceslao and El ladeado on the way to Rogelio’s place, or 

Rogelio and Wenceslao on the walk to Agustín’s, or Wenceslao as he goes for his siesta) are very 

much present in the earlier La orilla. But rather than a named character carrying out actions that in 

some way contribute to a story, La orilla gives us no information about motivation or backstory. We 

do not know who rows, or why, other than inferring that it is the type of journey that Juanele might 

have taken, or that one might have to take to visit his house. El rostro is similarly unwilling to give 

obvious explanations for the boat journey. And while the most difficult to interpret sequence of La 
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orilla, in which the found footage of the earlier Ortiz documentary is thickly overlaid on the shots of 

the water and the woods, appears to create a dense, almost impenetrable image on the screen, in a 

sequence that might not be out of place in a work by Stan Brakhage, in El limonero, at the same 

stage, we witness the family scenes, in particular the New Year’s Eve dinner. Instead of the opacity 

of La orilla, we see something close to – but not exactly – a family drama. Yet poetry retains a role, 

as shall be explored below.   

Critical Responses to Fontán. 

There are a number of longer academic reflections on Fontán’s films that can allow us to shed light 

on some of the seeming contradictions in El limonero. Laura Martins writes of “un vínculo […] entre 

poesía y cine, una consonancia sutil y amorosamente construida” (2014, 167) in his work. She argues 

that Fontán is able to “traducir” Ortiz’s poetic world based on the notion that “la poesía es visión” 

(167). As well as a poet, Ortiz was also a watercolour painter (“acuarelista” [168]), and this visual 

aspect makes his poetry especially amenable to cinematic “translation.” Drawing on a quotation 

from Juan José Saer, Martins observes that, “[l]o que unifica ambos trabajos, el de Fontán y el de 

Ortiz, es entonces la contemplación o percepción deslumbrada” (171). Both Fontán and Ortiz seek 

and celebrate a form of non-religious grace (gracia), understood as communion with the world 

(172). Martins also notes a curious feature of the soundtrack on some of Fontán’s films: the use of 

“murmullos o susurros indescifrables” (174). She concludes that Fontán acts as a kind of “pedagogo 

de la percepción” (175).  

Joanna Page argues that Fontán’s El árbol details an “ethnographic encounter between generations” 

(2009, 55), his filmmaking characterised by its “self-doubting, contingent, and provisional gaze” (56). 

Page referred to La orilla as “a film that is a meditation on literature [with] almost no words” (2008, 

207); and notes the “complex, shifting textures” of the film, suggesting that “Fontán searches for the 

essence of [Ortiz’s] poetry in the fluvial landscapes and mists of Entre Ríos so closely associated by 

Ortiz with his childhood and so prominent in his verses” (206). Yet the film constantly draws our 
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attention not to Ortiz, or his poems, or even the setting, but to the medium itself, to “the camera as 

instrument of perception, and toward the materiality of film” (206). The use of shallow or blurred 

focus, and the bokeh effect all stress the physicality and opacity of film. These images are 

reminiscent of paintings by Claude Monet or J.M.W. Turner; the film’s “aesthetic matches the 

glistening, evanescent lines and the vapor of this riverine landscape, by dissolving the outlines of 

object through a series of very slow fades and the superimposition of different sequences” (208). 

Page goes on to speak of a form of “haptic perception” in the film, by which she refers to the focus 

on the surface of objects, rather than some real or imagined profundity (216).  

Adriana Cid has written on Fontán’s 2003 film, El paisaje invisible, a medium-length documentary 

about the poet Calvetti. Fontán interviewed the writer, then in his eighties. Cid’s analysis of the film 

and its relationship to Calvetti’s poetry highlights two important aspects of Fontán’s practice. Firstly, 

his creation of moments of silence in the film, what Cid calls “el efecto-silencio” (2013, 71). With 

reference to an earlier study by Ángel Rodríguez Bravo, Cid outlines of the different uses of the 

“efecto-silencio” (syntactic, naturalist, dramatic), and adds a fourth “modality”: the poetic “efecto-

silencio” (71). This is created by the use of a slow moving, or static camera, filming the tired 

movement or stillness of its subject; we see Calvetti remembering, but in silence. The austere poetry 

and prose of Calvetti finds its “justo correlato” in Fontán’s “cine minimalista” (76), Cid thus 

highlighting the subtle intermedial thrust in his work.   

Just as academic articles have highlighted certain poetic features of Fontán’s work, so too have most 

reviews coincided in their appreciation of El limonero real. The reviewer for Abcguionistas wrote that 

“Fontán ha demostrado con su cine tener esa capacidad de convertir relatos en poesía visual” 

(2016). For the critic, Saer was an apposite choice of author in this regard, because of his attitude 

towards generic boundaries: “tenía un objetivo claro y complicado a partes iguales: romper con las 

fronteras entre la narrativa y la poesía” (2016). His film is thus “una oda al paisaje, a la belleza y a la 

poesía” (2016).  
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Gustavo Gros argues that Saer’s El limonero real combines three genres, poetry, novel and essay. Its 

key features are linguistic, that is to say the work that Saer carries out on language itself (through 

repetitions, parodies, speech rhythm, and the use of dialect, for example). Gros analyses the film’s 

proposal thus: “el lenguaje audiovisual, a través de su montaje, puede (debe) ser poético; volver, al 

menos, poéticas imágenes que, a priori, no lo son. El montaje es ‘el lenguaje’; las imágenes y el 

sonido serán ‘lo poético’” (2016). Gros is sparing with some of his praise: “lo poético, sin embargo, 

nunca decrece pero tampoco termina de embelesar.” Yet in his conclusion, he lauds the combination 

of film and literature in the piece: “de todo lo poético que se nutre hasta en lo intrascendente de 

estar siendo en esta vida con más derrotas que victorias.” Roger Koza, meanwhile, asserts that “su 

[Fontán’s] poética es demasiado luminosa para acabarse en el dolor” (2016).  

Edna Aizenberg sees El limonero real as “una película que, como los libros de Saer, no encuentra 

género que la contenga” (2016). Her review praises those elements of the film most in keeping with 

Fontán’s earlier work; she is particularly critical of the casting of Germán de Silva: “[l]o mejor de la 

película sucede cuando la narración lo olvida.” Later, she adds, “Los momentos más bellos, más 

logrados, más nítidos de El limonero real son acaso los menos realistas.” Diego Batlle, meanwhile, 

writing in La Nación, waxes lyrical: Fontán “es inteligente como para no intentar imitar o traducir al 

genial escritor, sino simplemente respetar su espíritu, su esencia, para luego embarcarse […] un 

camino propio” (2016). He adds that the film’s “universe” “remite no sólo al original de Saer sino 

también al lirismo de directores como el maestro iraní Abbas Kiarostami.”  

Reviewing El limonero, Pablo Suárez argues that Fontán has attempted to “capture and convey 

what’s usually referred to as the soul, the guts, the heart of the novel” (2016). The film is marked by 

its “realistic manner, yet with a profound poetic edge.” Even everyday matters in the film are 

“startlingly lyrical,” in Suárez’s assessment. The critic continues an earlier line of enquiry; 

interviewing Fontán, he asked, “Your cinema has been rightfully labelled as cinema of poetry or 

cinema with a strong poetic edge. Where do you find poetry in reality?” Fontán replied thus:  
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I think that what we mean by a poetic edge has to do with the ambiguity of reality. Reality is 

never enunciated clearly in visible terms. There’s always a tension between what I see and 

what I don’t see, and between what I know and what I don’t know. There’s something that 

appears and shows itself, and yet it suggests there’s something else and so it invites me to 

complete it. To me, this is how reality has to be conveyed. To me, the Other is an enigma. A 

space is an enigma. Reality is not necessarily complicated, but it’s always complex. That’s 

why the cinema I can do has to respect and express this conception. (Suárez, 2014)  

The question of adaptation, that is to say the film’s relationship to the novel, is also far from simple. 

Speaking to Salvador Biedma of Página/12, Fontán stated that adaptation required “un doble signo: 

un acto de amor hacia un texto literario y un acto violento por el rompimiento que se necesita para 

convertir el texto en otra cosa” (2016). For Horacio Bilbao, reviewing in Clarín, “Los personajes de El 

limonero real conservan sus nombres, el duelo de Wenceslao está en el centro de la escena […] pero 

es una obra nueva” (2016). The film’s entry in the programme for the Festival del 3 Continents 

concurs: “The Royal Lemon Tree is a poetic essay […] composed like a musical piece of image and 

sound [that] manages to make us forget the original book” (2016). Franc suggested that on the 

evidence of Fontán’s film, “[n]o existe la adaptación; solo la referencia para construir otro lenguaje” 

(2016).  

Thus, summarising somewhat, in both critical and academic studies, it is not clear that we are any 

closer to understanding what it is about Fontán’s work that is poetic. The poetic refers to a literary 

quality of Saer’s work (which some critics thinks he intelligently leaves behind); to its non-narrative 

qualities; or to its realism, its apparent fidelity to film’s indexical function. Critics and scholars alike 

note, and often laud, the poetic, even lyrical qualities of Fontán’s films, including El limonero real, 

yet there is little agreement as to what either of these terms means in practice or describes therein. 

A return to Saer’s work may facilitate some more detailed answers.  
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Saer according to Fontán. 

Saer’s novel also tells a simple story but the version in Fontán’s film is somewhat simpler than its 

source. The basic framework – Wenceslao’s day at his in-laws’ – and the background – his wife’s 

mourning after the loss of their son – are maintained. But Fontán’s screenplay removes three 

important elements of the novel. The first is reiteration. Saer’s novel opens with the words, 

“AMANECE Y YA ESTA CON LOS OJOS ABIERTOS” (1987, 11), and this phrase repeats, half a dozen 

times over the course of the book. Each repetition marks the start of a new version of the story. 

Each iteration moves through the action progressively faster, and takes us steadily further in the 

action, towards the end of the story, with Wenceslao back in bed. The phrase also closes the novel: 

we have either reached another day, or come to another repetition. It is hard to avoid the feeling 

that the latter is true, and that the novel’s approach to time is informed by one of Zeno’s paradoxes: 

we can get closer to the end of the story, but the gap to the end divides infinitely, and we will never 

actually reach it, even though the versions get – roughly speaking – quicker and shorter as the novel 

progresses.  

Fontán, instead, starts momentarily after Saer – with Wenceslao leaving the ranch to visit the 

outside toilet – and ends slightly earlier, with him sitting outside the hut. And he runs through the 

story only once. It is not that Fontán is averse to chronological complexity; La madre contains a 

series of flashbacks and repetitions, while El rostro is told partly in what seems to be a ghostly 

present-past. An early version of the screenplay proposed a repetitive structure, similar to Saer’s, 

but the version that made it to cinemas is more linear. In “Cine y literatura” (2020), Fontán discusses 

his approach to time, based on St Augustine’s idea of a tripartite present, split into memory, the 

perceived present, and expectation – all taking place in the here-and-now – and how this linked to 

both his own cinema and Saer’s novel. He continues, “[e]l tiempo, aunque avanza durante el día, 

está enrarecido para Wenceslao: vive, transita las horas con una soga al cuello.” Instead of the 

repetitions of the novel, Fontán and his crew attempted “entonces, darle espesor al tiempo a través 

de la percepción construida en los desplazamientos que hace Wenceslao” (2020). Fontán keeps all 
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the day’s main events, omitting details and one or two incidents (for example the Joycean sequence 

in which Wenceslao defecates; or later when he finds and smells Amelia’s discarded underwear). He 

also, importantly, omits a number of digressions from the novel: a long and rather picaresque 

sequence in which Rogelio and Wenceslao attempt to sell some watermelons they have harvested; 

or the lengthy, allusive, and quite circular conversations in the tavern that lead to Agustín’s beating.  

Perhaps most notably, Fontán omits two rather strange sequences found in the novel, both 

digressive and both parodying another literary model. One is a first-person sequence, detailing 

Wenceslao’s peregrinations during the depression that followed the death of his son. It reads like a 

criollo Odyssey and is somewhat out of keeping with the tone and technique of the rest of the novel. 

This is omitted entirely in the film, and there is not even an allusion to these events. The second 

omission is of a sequence towards the end of the novel, told as a kind of infantile mock fairy story, 

interspersed with colloquialisms and discourse markers (“¿no?” “imagínense,” “Presten atención”) 

which tells of Wenceslao’s good faith and eventual reward in heaven, where he meets his father and 

son. Again, this is a strange, possibly parodic, and difficult to interpret sequence.104 Fontán’s solution 

is to rework it as a dream which Wenceslao recounts in part to other guests during the dinner, 

although we only hear the briefest snippets of what in most editions of Saer’s novel runs for some 

ten pages. Also omitted is a long sequence at the beginning of the novel in which the young 

Wenceslao’s is taken to an island by his father to go hunting, and is scared by mysterious noises in 

the fog; this incident repeats in the mock-fairy tale. In sum, then, Fontán strips down his source 

material, removing digressions, repetitions, and backstory, but maintaining the central thrust of the 

narrative.   

For Alain Masson, key to the film are its “ellipses” and “diversions” (2017, 74). Gros is critical of this 

approach, seeing Wenceslao’s memories as fundamental: “[e]n la película de Fontán son lo que falta 

104 It is perhaps sequences such as this that lead one contemporary Argentine novelist to refer to El limonero 

real as “un reverendo bodriazo.”  
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y se nota muchísimo. Le quitan mucha entidad a la narrativa” (2016). As a result, “Wenceslao queda 

como medio indolente.” But at the same time, “es una decisión formal de Fontán y quizás, en esta 

decisión, su propio texto se desprenda de la comparación de rigor con la novela.” Manu Yáñez 

Murillo observes that Fontán turns “the radically elongated descriptions of Saer’s novel into a 

ruthlessly elliptical and lucidly hallucinated body of images” (2017, 25); this is a “brave example of 

dialectical cinema” and evidence of Fontán’s “brilliance.” What is clear is that Fontán is far from 

slavish in his approach to the source material, yet at the same time picks out something like a spine 

from within Saer’s far from linear narrative.  

What though of the “poetry” of this film? There are three key areas which give a better insight into 

this aspect and the relationship to the source novel. The first is point of view. Early in the novel, 

when El ladeado visits Wenceslao and his wife, we read an exchange of dialogue between the two. 

The narration, and the boy’s peculiar speech, suggest that he has limited intellectual capacities. We 

then read the following: “En la orilla el río tenía algo de vida. La rama del sauce bajo el cual 

permanecía la canoa verde del tío Layo tocaba la superficie del agua y producía unas arrugas fugaces 

en la superficie” (Saer, 1987, 34). It is not clear that this is meant to represent El ladeado’s thoughts, 

or necessarily be taken from his point of view. It is hard to place words such as “fugaces” in his head. 

Yet at the same time, the phrase “el tío Layo” (i.e. Wenceslao) clearly suggests the boy’s perspective. 

Saer is using something freer than free indirect style: omniscient third-person narration into which 

snippets of characters’ thoughts spill over. Films use point-of-view shots, close-ups, and particularly 

reaction shots, to give us a sense of characters’ inner lives. In the scenes that correspond to this 

sequence in the film, we see a series of rather distanced medium-shots. These have the opposite 

effect to creating association with the character. Yet as Wenceslao and El ladeado row, the camera 

combines close-ups of both of them with shots of the river and the banks. The latter are not point-

of-view shots; rather they are roughly approximate to what one might see from the boat, were the 

spectator placed with the two characters. Similarly, the close-ups are not traditional 180-degree 
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shot-reaction shot sequences. That is to say that like Saer, Fontán is close to, but not identical to, 

standard languages for realism, be they filmic or novelistic.  

A second example of Fontán’s work with point of view can be found in the dinner scene. In the 

novel, after a lengthy sequence told through the eyes of Amelia, the outsider to the family, we enter 

into a dizzying play of looks and gazes, as we see characters watch, react to, and provoke each other. 

Over 18 pages (in the 1987 edition) we read sentence after sentence in which attention shifts from 

one character to another, and characters’ attention shifts from one to another. In Fontán’s version, 

after a number of close-up shots of Amelia’s reactions, there is a series of shots, moving around the 

dinner table, in medium and medium close-up, all shot from a relatively low angle, but with no 

deliberate eye-line matches, and not from a point of view that one could identify with any particular 

character. We are part of the party, but not a specific member of it.  

A second notable aspect of Fontán’s film is its soundtrack. While in technical terms, there is nothing 

lo-fi or low budget about the sound, the filmmaker adopts two resources that complicate the 

viewer’s experience. The first is that there is often a mismatch between the sound and visual tracks. 

In a number of larger group scenes, it is almost impossible to ascribe speech to character. Speech 

accompanies shots of no characters who are speaking, or characters whose mouths are not visible. 

In particular with minor characters, we do not hear them speak often enough to detect distinctive 

voices. There are scenes which are unexpectedly silent, for example when the two brothers-in-law 

arrive at the tavern. Or there is dialogue that we cannot hear, but that, according the subtitles, is 

taking place. Voices are heard that come from outside the shot. During the dance sequence that 

closes the dinner, there is, most surprisingly, no music – the characters move to a sort of hum; in the 

novel, we read of “un ruido vago y febril de voces, de música, de perros, de fuego, de agua, de 

mosquitos” (176). But the film does not allow these individual noises to be picked out. The 

background hum is pierced by occasional high-pitched noises. It could be the noise of insects – 

crickets, one might guess – or just a general buzz. Koza (2016) observes that there there is “una 
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sonoridad misteriosa” which lends itself to “una desnaturalización de la cotidianidad”; he refers to a 

form of “extrañamiento sonoro;” elsewhere Koza describes how “[e]l sonido se independiza de la 

imagen” (2018, 19). Franc detects “un sonido extra, tan sutil que parece lejano, convocado desde 

una dimensión paralela, no distante sino integrada” (2016). Fontán (2020) himself described it thus: 

“no hay sutura definitiva entre la imagen visual y la imagen sonora. El pasado habita el presente.” 

This quasi-extra-diegetic noise is also found, as it happens, in La orilla que se abisma. The overall 

result in El limonero is at least disconcerting. Once again, the film creates a tension, between telling 

a story which the viewer attempts to follow, and creating aesthetic sensations which at once 

enhance and impede our experience – aesthetic, narrative – of the film.  

This sonic effect seems to echo one of the strangest features of Saer’s book, a series of 

onomatopoeia, which become increasingly extravagant, just after the halfway stage: “A veces me 

parece que oigo el zdzzzzz de las mariposas” (1987: 137); further on: “Yo venía zac zac zac zaac 

zddzzzz zac zddzzzzz zac zddzz zzzzac remando” (138). And the, finally, “Zddzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz” 

followed by a third of a page in black and then “aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa” (141). These situations, 

furthermore, have a corollary in Saer’s poetry. In an early poem, he writes 

Ahora escucho una voz que no es más que recuerdo […] 

Escucho el eco de una palabra que resonó 

antes que la palpitación del oído golpeara (2000, 10)  

These voices and noises on the edge of comprehension are what we hear in El limonero: Fontán uses 

a variety of cinematic resources to capture the mysterious, non-linguistic sound effects of Saer’s 

novel.  

The third area worthy of analysis is the use of the long-take. We have mentioned above the 

importance of shots of the nape of Wenceslao’s neck; Franc refers to these as the “plano secuencia 

por medio de una cámara en mano ubicada en la nuca del caminante” (2016). In El limonero these 

include close-ups, albeit moving and from behind. These close-ups are missing in, for example, La 
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orilla. It clear that this shot is a version of something that occurs quite often in Saer’s novel. Early in 

El limonero real, we see the young Wenceslao, “con los ojos todavía demasiado abiertos por el terror 

contemplando la espalda oscilante de su padre” (1987, 31). Later, on New Year’s Eve, we read about 

Wenceslao and Rogelio as they walk. Again, the narration slips into describing Wenceslao’s point of 

view: “Wenceslao ve la espalda firme de Rogelio […] y cómo la nuca de Rogelio comienza a enrojecer 

y a brillar húmeda en las proximidades del cuello” (55). The description has the typically precise 

detail of Saer’s writing; and it also tells us, very clearly, that this is Wenceslao’s point of view. This is 

not the only point of view, of course, in the novel. Fontán’s approach is different: we see Wenceslao 

from behind, from a position not occupied by any character. As spectators, we are put close to the 

action, moved to contemplation by the length of the take, but we do not assume anyone’s role or 

position. Later in Saer’s novel, after lunch, in a further iteration of the sequence, we see Wenceslao 

watching Agustín: “Está mirando la nuca de Agustín” (102); “Wenceslao mira la nuca de Agustín” 

(102-3). The specific exchange, in which Agustín complains about a lack of alcohol, does not occur in 

the film. However, when we watch Agustín in Fontán’s movie, it is not from any particular point of 

view that might be ascribed to a character.   

Also worthy of analysis for its use of the long-take is the scene in which Wenceslao takes a swim. 

This is replayed several times in the novel. On the first occasion, the sequence is somewhat 

dreamlike, even threatening. The water is described as “viscosa, negra, pesada, tibia, enemiga” 

(108). This negative portrayal of the river environment is absent in the film. Later the scene is 

replayed, as Wenceslao throws himself in fully. Further on in the novel, the swimming scene is 

repeated. “Después cuando me zambullí me pareció que era la segunda zambullida del día y no la 

primera” (162). This reads like a joke about the novel’s structure, for the reader has of course 

already witnessed this scene. It occurs only once in the film.  

Figure 11. 
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In Fontán’s film, Wenceslao dives into the water in the heat of the afternoon. Initially we watch him 

in long-shot and medium-long-shot, from behind. We then cut to a camera in the water, and we 

have a long-take from below the surface (see Figure 11, above). There are bubbles in the brown 

water, and light plays between the reeds. The soundtrack includes a high-pitched noise, similar to 

the extra-diegetic noise we have heard earlier; one might imagine that it represents the pressure of 

water on the ears, or sound deadened by the river. The screen then goes dark, presumably as 

Wenceslao stays under the water, his eyes closed. We might compare this to La orilla, and its 

creation of a variety of watery effects. Indeed this liquid aspect features throughout Fontán’s 

filmmaking, from the many shots of the water in El rostro, or the close-ups of rain on the pavement 

in El árbol, or the droplets on windscreen in La deuda. Often what we sees turns into something like 

an abstract image, or a painterly effect. In La orilla, around 36 minutes in, the overlaying of film on 

digital creates an effect like something painted by J.M.W. Turner, as Page notes (above) or in filmic 

terms, like a work by Stan Brakhage. Fontán has written of “la necesidad de abismar el plano, 

tensionarlo hasta su abstracción” (2018, 48). In La orilla, in contrast to El limonero, this is not 

something that might develop plot or character. This echoes a motif in an earlier novel from Saer, 

Nadie nada nunca, in which a character practices for a record at swimming endurance. It recalls too 

the blacked-out section in El limonero real. But the water sequence in Fontán’s El limonero also 

suggests the temptation of death, as if Wenceslao were considering staying under the surface for 

good, at the nadir of his depression. Yet he emerges, and we see eye-level shots across the surface 

of the water. This sequence occurs in the novel, as Wenceslao, naked and a little embarrassed in the 

water, watches his sister-in-law and other relatives returning from their unsuccessful trip to 

persuade “Ella” to come for the evening’s festivities. The abstract shots of the water in Fontán are 

from Wenceslao’s point of view. Given their position in the narrative arc of the film – before the 

vivacity of the dinner and dance – there is a sense that this is a rebirth, a non-religious baptism, for 

Wenceslao – a gift of secular “gracia” from the world, to use Juanele’s term.  
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In one sense, Fontán overcodes a sequence in the novel which does not have the implications it does 

here – that Wenceslao is in some way considering death, but instead emerges into a new life from 

the water. In another, Fontán is simply condensing an idea from the novel: in Saer’s narrative, 

Wenceslao is “reborn” between his son’s death and before the events of the present day. The 

sequence also relates to what critics have called the vitalism – the faith in life – that marks both 

novel and film. Gros (2016) speaks of the “percepción de vitalismo que Saer rescata en su novela.” In 

a section narrated by Wenceslao, we read: “por más agua que usté [sic] eche encima de un fuego, 

siempre hay otro fuego despierto” (1987, 161). There is always a spark of life – and this is what, one 

might imagine, he discovers under the water. One might read this as one of a series of biblical 

references, made more explicit on the screen than on the page: the dead son; the sacrificed/ial 

lamb; cleansing waters and rebirth.  

These sequences exemplify a number of tendencies in Fontán’s film. Firstly, his relationship with 

Saer’s novel, one of what might be called pragmatic fidelity; that is to say, Fontán produces 

something that is recognisably a version of Saer’s novel, but cuts and alters as he sees fit: Fontán is 

not constrained by the novel. Secondly, his adaptation is not just of the novel, but also of techniques 

and motifs found in his own earlier films. And, finally, we have an insight into the complicated 

intermedial relationship between film and poetry in his work – this shall be explored further in the 

next section.  

El limonero as Poetic Film.  

How then might we talk about El limonero real as a poetic film? Below I explore how theoretical links 

to the ideas of both Pasolini and Croce (the latter as read by Saer himself) might permit this 

classification, but before it is worthwhile exploring how Fontán here diverges from other “poetic” 

filmmakers. Firstly, El limonero’s “poeticity” or “poeticness” differs from that of the films made by 

one of the most important practitioners and theorists of “poetry films,” Stan Brakhage, with his 

poetic documentaries and “crisis lyrics.” For Fontán’s work, and El limonero real in particular, lacks 
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the autobiographical element so important to Brakhage’s work. Brakhage told stories about his own 

life and feelings – what he called “moving visual thinking.” It is far from clear that Fontán is doing 

that in this or other works.105

Another poetic filmmaker to whom Fontán has been compared, often favourably, is Terrence Malick; 

Fontán has, at least superficially, no little in common with the US director. Note this description of 

The Thin Red Line from two of its more influential analysts, Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit: “questions 

about the world are coupled with different ways of looking at the world” (2004, 136, emphasis in 

original): this would seem quite apposite for a film like El limonero. For Bersani and Dutoit, Malick’s 

film uses close-ups to show different ways of registering the world, including Pt. Witt’s wide-eyed 

openness to it, a look that “appears to do nothing but receptively register whatever it sees” (161). 

Could this be what Fontán is asking of us, in El limonero real and elsewhere, to be positioned in the 

real world, and to register it “as it is” (175)? Might his films propose that, like those of Malick, “to be 

extraordinarily receptive to the being of the world is perhaps inevitably to be shattered by it” (176)?  

There are many similarities between El limonero and certain sequences in The Thin Red Line: the 

fluvial setting, the aimless walking, or the semi-audible conversations in rural provincial accents. Yet 

the scale of the film is far reduced. Where Fontán differs markedly from Malick is the lack of 

anything that might be called, to use Bersani and Dutoit’s word, “portentous” (131). This is in 

keeping with the scale and scope of his earlier films. Likewise there is a question of point of view. As 

many commentators, especially on web forums and blogs, have pointed out, and in contradiction to 

Bersani and Dutoit’s analysis, it seems that an otherwise very minor character, Pt. Train, provides the 

voiceover for key scenes. What seems to be anonymous can be – via the subtitle track – ascribed to 

105 See the chapter “Stan Brakhage’s Poetics” in Sitney (2015). See also Elder (1998), the major study of 

Brakhage and his links to the US poetic tradition.   
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one character. But in Fontán, there is no such resolution to the mystery of who speaks. Nor could 

one ascribe the film to a particular point of view.  

Curiously, however, Malick provides a link to Juanele. As Sergio Delgado observes, in Ortiz, and in 

particular the long poem El Gualeguay, “El río está siempre allí, no simplemente como un ‘tema,’ 

sino como un impulso latente que compromete todo el esfuerzo poético” (2004, 13). As lyrical or 

symbolist as Ortiz’s poetry may be, it is shot through with narrative – with “la historia” (Ortiz, 2004, 

115) “la ‘revolución’” (126), “lo que se nombraba ‘el destino’” (152) and historical figures, from 

Artigas to Garibaldi. Ortiz’s El Gualeguay is an epic poem of colonisation, resistance, war, and 

independence, all viewed from the point of view of a river – rather as nature is said to view war in 

Malick’s The Thin Red Line. 

More apposite might be the work and ideas of Pier Paolo Pasolini, and in particular his influential 

text on “The Cinema of Poetry,” as discussed in the Introduction.106 Without doubt, there are aspects 

of Pasolini’s ideas and practice that tally with Fontán’s film. In terms of free indirect cinematic 

discourse, one might think of the many shots in Fontán that cannot be clearly ascribed to any 

character, that are within the group but not identifiable in the group.107 We could also suggest that 

there are sequences in which the spectator “feels” the camera. Perhaps this is most the case in the 

scenes that focus on the back of Wenceslao’s neck, with the camera almost a weight on the 

character’s shoulders. But elsewhere, there is also transparency: the camera is a close but 

unobtrusive presence in the boat with Wenceslao and El ladeado, or during the family lunch and 

dinner scenes. The camera is felt far more – as are the act and results of filming – in La orilla que se 

abisma or El árbol, as Page analyses (above). There is too, certainly for those who know Fontán’s 

106 See the Introduction, above, and the chapter “Pier Paolo Pasolini and ‘The “Cinema of Poetry”’” in Sitney 

(2015).  

107 It is worth comparing this with the “integrated sequence shot” pioneered by Jorge Sanjinés and other 

filmmakers attempting to adopt an indigenous/First Peoples’ worldview. See e.g. Wood (2006).  
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earlier work, the possibility of what Pasolini called “another film” behind El limonero real – for 

example how the movie might have been made earlier in the director’s career, with more limited 

resources, or, conversely, as a major studio project. But in terms of the implicitly bourgeois gaze that 

Pasolini criticises, of the choice of characters from within the filmmaker’s own social circle, it is not 

clear that the latter is true of Fontán.   

Perhaps an answer to the question of El limonero as “poetic film” might be found in some of Juan 

José Saer’s own observations, as an essayist, on fiction. In his collection El concepto de ficción, Saer 

reflects on the relationship between poetry and narrative. In an essay on the poetry of Ortiz, from 

1989, he notes that Argentine literature, from its earliest days (for example Echeverría’s El 

matadero, a short fiction framed as a historical chronicle) had been marked by the transgression of 

generic boundaries. He describes Ortiz’s poetry, particularly in his longer poems, as a form of “lírica 

narrativa” (1997, 83). In another piece in the same collection, on Freud, Saer offers a conception of 

poetry that is particularly capacious, related to its classical Greek origins as “making”: “la poesía, que 

no hay que entender en el sentido restringido del verso sino de la creación literaria en su conjunto” 

(1997, 159). This definition is very close to that used by Benedetto Croce (and which informs 

Pasolini’s work on the cinema of poetry). Croce states, “Poetic expression […] gave birth to literary 

expression by fusing itself with extrapoetic elements in a particular and practical combination” 

(1981, 62). In response to the famous assertion by Mallarmé that poetry is made with words, not 

ideas, Croce contests that “poetry is not made with ‘mots’ (vocables) or ‘idées’ (concepts), but with 

poetry itself, with that creation of the imagination that becomes, through its self-creative act, the 

living word” (73). In an essay, from 1968, Saer writes “La poesía es naturaleza, no lenguaje,” and 

further on, “La poesía es ‘hecha por todos; porque está en todos” (231). The citation, of course, if 

from the Comte de Lautréamont, Isidore Ducasse.108 Saer shares with Pasolini, then, a broad 

108 For Piglia, “Saer está muy preocupado por narrar en el presente. Y, por lo tanto, más cerca de la lírica que 

de la narración” (2016b, 100).  
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conception of poetry, implicitly or explicitly based on the work of Benedetto Croce. There is here a 

joint inheritance from Ortiz: in an interview with Guillermo Boido (1976), Ortiz states, “como explica 

muy bien Pavese, y antes Croce y otros, […] la poesía es conocimiento por vía de la intuición, por 

contacto o inmersión en cierto misterio por el que uno se siente tocado o atraído” (Ortiz, 2016b, 

202).  

A further link between Saer and Croce can be found, however, in the former’s engagement with the 

work of Jorge Luis Borges, a perhaps unexpected presence in Saer’s work, but also a popularizer, 

albeit a critical one, of Croce’s ideas in Argentina. This may seem surprising given that for many 

commentators “Georgie” – urban, cosmopolitan, patrician, and politically conservative – is the polar 

opposite to Saer’s more apparent mentor, Juanele. Saer’s discovery narrative, El entenado (1982), 

however, reworks Borges’s 1949 tale, from El Aleph, “Historia del guerrero y de la cautiva,” which 

begins as a reflection on a line found in Croce (Borges, 2009, 1009). In “Borges como problema,” 

Saer opens with a critical analysis of Borges’s attempted refutation, in his essay “La postulación de la 

realidad,” of Croce’s theory of expression (Saer, 1999, 115). A Croce-an conception of the arts seems 

to inform Saer’s subsequent observations about Borges’s aesthetics: “el mismo tema puede ser 

tratado en verso o en prosa con una configuración estilística semejante, o una misma idea poética 

puede ser expresada extensamente en versos regulares o de manera breve en verso libre” (128). 

Borges’s essay “Nueva refutación del tiempo” expresses, argues Saer, “la angustia presente, y tal vez 

preverbal, que persiste detrás de las variadas metáforas” (134). Tellingly, another essay by Borges, 

from 1931, “La postulación de la realidad,” includes a remark on adaptation and genre, referring to 

“las novelas cinematográficas de Josef von Sternberg” (2009, 397), a further example of the generic 

instability that characterises this view of the arts. 

Neither Saer nor Croce is particularly concerned about verse in their theories of adaptation; Fontán, 

in previous works, and in contrast, had focussed very much on verse writers, be it Ortiz, Fijman, or 

Orozco. In practical and theoretical terms, there are differences in the details between Pasolini’s or 



218 

Saer’s ideas and Fontán’s practice. But from the shared Croce-an basis, the writer or the filmmaker is 

free to rework and create. In an interview with Fernando Krapp, Fontán stated, “hay un elemento 

sensible que tiene que ver con la relación con lo real. […] La experiencia es un sustento sensible […]. 

Luego la podés poner en los dispositivos que quieras” (Krapp, 2019). Or, as Saer put it, in a poem 

entitled “El arte de narrar”:  

Cada uno crea 

de las astillas que recibe 

la lengua a su manera 

con las reglas de su pasión 

---y de eso, ni Emanuel Kant estaba exento (2000, 101). 

Fontán’s film is an adaptation of Saer’s novel; of his own earlier work; and it remains true to Saer’s 

intermedial concept of poetry, one that he shares with a key theorist of the cinema of poetry, 

Pasolini – and further back the aesthetics of Croce (as popularized by Borges). This frees Fontán from 

a link to verse itself, to follow a wider, or more capacious, conception of poetry, and its relationship 

with film, one rooted in experience of the world. A key basis for this aesthetic comes from the 

poetry of Juanele, a quotation from whom inspired the following reflection by Fontán: “[f]ilmar para 

volver a mirar lo ya visto, lo contiguo. El milagro, siempre, lo hace la mirada” (Fontán, 2013, 20). 

Fontán’s films go in search of “encuentros con lo real,” to “dialogar con lo real” (21), “filmar 

sabiendo que la forma es la verdadera expresión de nuestro esfuerzo por penetrar el mundo” (21). 

Thus, his El limonero real is also a work in its own right, creatively reworking Saer’s aesthetics in 

dialogue with Ortiz, Croce, and others.  

La deuda. 

This aesthetic – the search for encounters with the real – also informs Fontán’s recent film La deuda. 

Produced by Lita Stantic and the Almodóvar brothers’ El deseo company, and starring recognised 
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actors Belén Blanco and Marcelo Subiotto, among others, La deuda tells a story of social alienation 

and petty theft in contemporary Buenos Aires. The protagaonist, Mónica (Blanco), has stolen money 

from her employer – not, it seems, for the first time. Over the course of a night we follow the 

emotionally distanced lead as she visits relatives, current- and ex-lovers, in search of the money 

needed to repay the debt. While for many viewers this will recall Roberto Arlt’s 1929 novel Los siete 

locos, or indeed the opening of Borges’s “Emma Zunz” (1948) both of which feature an 

embezzlement, there is something in Belén’s nocturnal peregrinations, her emotional distance, and 

her mesmerizingly impassive face that echoes the modern vampire tale, Låt den rätte komma in

(Alfredson, 2008, Let the Right One In). This is not to say that Mónica is a vampire, but her 

instrumentalisation of others, combined with her seeming incomprehension of their reactions, turns 

her into a character with much in common with the mysterious Eli (Lina Leandersson) in the Swedish 

film.   

Despite the circumstances of production and an approach to narrative that is far more accessible 

and comprehensible then any of this previous works, Fontán remains true to his aesthetic principles 

in La deuda. Like his other films, it is both relatively short (just over an hour) and visually sparing. 

Tones of grey and light blue reflect the night-time setting, but also the emotional apathy of Mónica. 

Despite the potential for melodrama, or heightened protagonism for the well-known female lead, 

the film is utterly restrained and told with the most subtle of resources. One key shot is taken from 

inside a car: what begins as a study of Mónica as she stares out at the road on a rain-swept night 

turns increasingly abstract, as we watch the plastic sheeting flapping on a van that travels alongside 

her. The sequence recalls another in Sol en un patio vacío (2017), part of the “Trilogía del lago 

helado,” or frozen lake trilogy – the only other film by Fontán that features shots from within a car. 

In both films, this fragment of the real seems to reflect a moment in which a character’s inner world 

changes. With reference to Sol, Koza writes of “un viaje en automóvil [que] impulsa una 

reorganización poética de los objetos y paisajes percibidos desde el interior del vehículo y los 

sonidos que provienen del afuera [que] están desligados de un naturalismo sonoro” (2018, 20). 
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There is, as it happens, a reference in La deuda to “un lago helado,” as part of a rambling story told 

by a secondary character – possibly Mónica’s mother – in one of the later sequences in the film.  

La deuda is also a drama rooted in modern Argentina. In an interview with Juan Pablo Cinelli (2019), 

Fontán reflected on the harshness of contemporary life, and the role that money plays in our 

alienation from other human beings.  

Me parece que el mundo actual y la derecha que lo gobierna [in September 2019] nos llevan 

a vivir en una realidad cada vez más hostil. Cada vez estamos más desamparados. Esta es la 

sensación que tengo profundísima y no puedo evitar transformarla en la sensación de una 

película como La deuda: que atravesados por el dinero, nos vamos quedando cada vez más 

solos.  

It is often said of contemporary neoliberalism that it obliges individuals to find personal solutions – 

entrepreneurship, self-improvement, resilience – to the very social problems – indebtedness, 

precariousness, isolation – it creates. Mónica’s peregrinations are precisely that: low pay, 

unsatisfying work, and social isolation have to be resolved through what amounts to (middle-class, 

tacit) variants on begging and prostitution. But she is not just looking for money; Mónica’s story is 

not only an attempt to pay back a debt. For Fontán, “Mónica no solo intenta juntar el dinero que 

debe sino que en su acción hay algo inexpugnable que golpea sobre sus vínculos, intentando que 

aparezca algo. Es probable que no lo sepa, pero lo que hace es buscar a ciegas un nuevo mundo.” 

And this is part of a wider critique of the modern economy:  

Lo que el dinero representa en el mundo actual es de una violencia atroz. Entonces juega un 

papel utilitario en la trama: conseguir el dinero que se debe. Pero también se constituye en 

el elemento fundante de vínculos humanos vaciados de amor que se transforman en 

transacciones. […] Y nuestro mundo atravesado por el dinero y las necesidades del mercado 

está imbuido, “llenado” por sentires y urgencias por fuera de todo rasgo humano. Esa 

sensación es muy poderosa para mí. Se trata de un mundo que nos lleva a estrellarnos y el 
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dinero es el elemento vital de esa cosmogonía. Y sí, la película va contra eso. (Fontán, in 

Cinelli, 2019) 

Money is both a theme and a “MacGuffin,” the Hitchcockian object the search for which drives a 

film’s narrative, the pretext for action; a famous recent example would be the “infinity stones” in 

Marvel’s Avengers series. Mónica is far from a sympathetic heroine, and indeed few of the 

supporting characters are necessarily appealing, struck by apathy, inaction, or something like self-

delusion. But there is something especially enigmatic about Mónica, in Belén Blanco’s at once cold 

yet deeply moving performance, and in Fontán’s screening: the director leaves what might be a 

highly revealing exchange between the protagonist and a woman who is perhaps her mother wholly 

inexplicit. Here, a sequence that is ripe for a melodramatic, confessional treatment, with accusations 

and avowals, is left mysterious and mostly unsaid. It is an encounter that offers insights but reveals 

no secrets – that offers contact with the real, but does not simplify or overcode the experience.  

Conclusion.  

La deuda is at once an emotive and urgently political work that draws both on Fontán’s own well-

established film aesthetics, as outlined above with reference to El limonero real and earlier films, 

and his profound link to the poetry of Juan L. Ortiz, with its call for a reconsideration of the ethics of 

the relationship with the other, with their “misterio” (Ortiz 2016b, 202). La deuda likewise raises a 

call to respect the enigma of Mónica and, more broadly, of the other. The relationship that the film 

creates with its protagonist, a search for an encounter that respects the difference of the other, by 

analogy, is that which Fontán strikes between poetry and film, drawing on the aesthetics of Saer, 

Pasolini, and their shared predecessor Croce. The ramifications of this ethics of encounter for 

environmental politics shall be picked up in the next chapter, on Curotto’s film Esteros; those for 

theories of intermediality find further consideration in the Conclusion, below.  
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Chapter Six.  

The Poet as Screenwriter: Landscape and Protagonism in Papu 

Curotto’s Esteros. 

Introduction.  

So far in this volume we have looked mostly at the direct intermedial relationship between poetry 

and film, whereby poems and poets appear on screen. Following on from our examination of the 

cinema of Gustavo Fontán in the last chapter, here we consider a more subtle phenomenon: the 

work of the poet as screenwriter, and how a writer’s aesthetics, if not her words, may appear on 

screen. A superficial viewing might suggest that Gerardo “Papu” Curotto’s debut feature, Esteros 

(Argentina 2016), written by the poet and filmmaker Andi Nachon, follows what is becoming a well-

worn path.109 It is a story of young love and second chances in Argentina’s north-eastern Corrientes 

province. With its lush settings, endearing performances and positive denouement, it echoes aspects 

of recent LGBTQI+ themed Argentine successes on the international festival circuit, such as Plan B 

(Berger, 2009), El último verano de la boyita (Solomonoff, 2009) or XXY (Puenzo, 2007). This is not to 

denigrate a film that has been warmly received by critics and audiences alike: there is much to be 

said for making an engaging issues-based movie, with strong aesthetic values, that transcends 

109 An earlier version of this chapter was published as Bollig, B. (2017), “The poet as screenwriter: Landscape 

and protagonism in Papu Curotto’s Esteros,” New Cinemas, 15:2, pp. 123–39, doi: 10.1386/ ncin.15.2.123_1. I 

am grateful to the editors, Stuart Green and Chris Homewood, and to an anonymous reader. On Andi Nachon’s 

poetry, see also Bollig (2016).  
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national and generic boundaries.110 Esteros thus builds on a growing tradition of what might be 

called, following B. Ruby Rich (2013), “New Queer Cinema in Latin America.”  

Esteros, however, can also be assessed from another angle, that of poetry, for although it is 

ostensibly a love story and a coming-out tale, a focus on Nachon’s contribution reveals the subtle 

politics of a film that touches on land ownership, farming methods and environmentalism in 

Argentina’s agricultural north. Nachon’s poetry is politically engaged in subtle and oblique ways, 

attempting to reclaim public space from the ongoing processes of privatization that marked urban 

development in the 1990s and 2000s in Argentina.111 In the screenplay of Esteros, she turns her gaze 

to rural Argentina. By highlighting the screenwriter’s role, alongside that of the director Curotto, a 

number of apparently otiose leitmotifs and passing remarks come to make sense as part of a 

broader comment on environmental politics in Argentina. Similarly the role of the setting takes on 

greater significance. This relates particularly to changes in agriculture in Argentina and how it has 

affected the Esteros, or wetlands, in Corrientes province, in which the film is set. The Esteros, it shall 

be argued, come to take on a protagonism that is equal to, in places, that of the two male leads. 

While the role of the countryside and other peripheral regions, in particular the coast, in queer 

cinema from Argentina has been highlighted by a number of writers (Venkatesh, 2016; Castillo, 

2015; Oubiña, 2015), few such films have directly incorporated environmental concerns into their 

thematics and aesthetics. Thus a study of Esteros that assesses its links to Nachon’s poetry opens up 

the movie as a work of political critique and environmental engagement, while also connecting to 

the ideas about intermedial relationships explored in the rest of this volume.  

110 On the role of the screenwriter in “social issue movies,” see Beker (2013).  

111 On Nachon’s poetry see e.g. Bollig (2016, chapter 4).  



224 

Esteros and New Queer Cinema.

Esteros is a reworking of Curotto’s earlier short film, also penned by Nachon, Matías y Jerónimo

(2015), in which the two young friends – the same characters, but played by different child actors – 

witness a trans dancer being assaulted by homophobic thugs after a carnival performance.112 The 

short was written and produced after an early draft of the script won the Raymundo Gleyzer Prize, 

awarded by INCAA in 2012, for works in development. The subsequent feature film tells the story of 

two young men, Matías (Ignacio Rogers) and Jerónimo (Esteban Masturini), both from the town of 

Paso de los Libres, in Corrientes province. Close friends as boys, sharing an idyllic and playful 

existence in the countryside around Jero’s parents’ farm, their burgeoning intimacy is broken when 

Matías’s father accepts a job in Brazil. Some 15 years later, the boys are now in their mid-20s: Matías 

is a successful bioengineer, working on transgenic seeds for agriculture, while Jero is a bohemian 

artist and something of a drifter, toying with special effects (model-making, stage makeup) but 

clearly not fulfilling his artistic talent. He is also gay, and out, as is signalled with a close-up five 

minutes into the film of his rainbow wrist band.113 Matías, meanwhile, is in a stable if rather cold 

relationship with a Brazilian woman, Rochi (Renata Calmon). A series of coincidences bring Matías 

and Jero together, and they are drawn to each other emotionally and sexually. Importantly, their 

relationship develops out in the wetlands where they played together in their youth, and where they 

112 Paso de los Libres, close to the borders with Brazil and Uruguay, is one of the few towns in Argentina well 

known for its carnival celebrations.   

113 This is just one of a number of close-ups of hands and especially wrists. Matías and Jero, both as boys and 

men, wear plastic digital watches, adult Jero’s being an eye-catching red. Other than a kitsch detail and the 

development of the boys’ colour palettes, it is also perhaps worth noting that the Argentine company Mistral 

supplied their timepieces for the film, and these play an appropriately prominent role. Such quirks are almost 

inevitable for those making independent films, and rather more forgivable than the outrageous product 

placement in many blockbusters: e.g. see Barber (2015).  
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reminisce and explore their mutual feelings away from other human beings. It is at Jero’s parents’ 

shambling old house, outside the city and on the edge of the Esteros, that they consummate their 

relationship. In a rapid final reel, one that eschews the melodrama that characterized the mood and 

aesthetics of earlier Argentine tales of more or less illicit gay love, such as Otra historia de amor 

(1986, Ortiz de Zárate), Matías splits with Rochi, seeks out Jero and the two seal their reunion with a 

passionate kiss, in the quirky t-shirt and model shop that stands, alongside Jero’s kitschy, rundown 

townhouse, as the most obvious gay-friendly urban place in the film. Intriguingly, it is the 

countryside, both the open spaces of the wetlands and the ramshackle farmhouse of Jero’s parents, 

that provides the stage for their desire; it is the city in which their relationship is formalized, both 

with Matías’s split from Rochi and in the public kiss in the shop. In the denouement, we see what 

Vinodh Venkatesh calls, with reference to Marco Berger’s Plan B, the “possibility of a new Maricón 

poetics in the urban” (2016, 171) – with two “masculine” gay men publically expressing their love in 

the city and in public.114 The Esteros stand, it seems, for desire, whereas the city is where 

relationships take place.  

Critical responses to Esteros frame it as an accessible and enjoyable gay-themed film, and it was well 

received at both the Mar del Plata Film Festival and the Festival Asterisco, an LGBTQI+ event in 

Buenos Aires. Diego Broderson (2017) calls the film a “nueva demostración de la vitalidad del cine 

con temática GLBT [sic] en nuestro país.” Ezequiel Boetti (2017) says it is at its best when the actors 

“respiran y reconstruyen progresivamente su vínculo, y la cámara se pone al servicio de sus 

sentimientos contradictorios y de varios silencios que dicen más que muchas palabras,” with 

“narración convencional pero atenta a los detalles.” 

114 There is also, one might suggest, a certain similarity in story to Berger’s later film, Hawaii (2013), in which 

two former childhood acquaintances meet after years apart, in a similarly rural setting, and discover a mutual 

attraction.  
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Much of its international acclaim came as a result of its presence in festivals, in some cases LGBTQI+-

themed events, such as the Los Angeles Outfest or Toronto’s Inside Out LGBT Film Festival. It won a 

special jury prize and the audience prize at the Brazilian Gramado Film Festival. Gary Goldstein 

(2016) of the Los Angeles Times speaks of “[t]he Argentine import Esteros [… as] a lovely, lyrical 

drama that follows the reunion of two young men who shared their sexual awakening as boyhood 

friends,” with a “tender script” by Andi Nachon. Rebecca Pahle (2016) writes of the film as a “pick-

me-up” for US moviegoers wanting to escape from political reality in the wake of the 2016 

presidential elections, a “modest, sweetly affecting romance,” without melodrama: “though Esteros’ 

story isn’t particularly original, it’s told in an assured, compelling fashion, bolstered by gorgeous 

lensing of the Argentinian countryside from cinematographer Eric Elizondo.” Frank Scheck (2016) 

calls the film “a familiar tale told with lyricism and sensitivity,” praising “Curotto’s assured direction 

and Andi Nachon’s economical, non-melodramatic script,” and Elizondo’s cinematography, which 

“beautifully captures the glories of the Argentinian countryside.” Such reviews steer perilously close 

to labelling Esteros as what B. Ruby Rich called “happy-ending popcorn movies,” or, quoting Stephen 

Holder, “Giddy Gay Lite” (2013, xxiii).  

Critics, then, have mostly been happy to set Esteros in and in contrast to a longer tradition of 

Argentine and Latin American LGBTQI+ films, often explicitly issues-based and in particular related to 

the question of coming out. In 2003, David William Foster could remark that Argentina “has very 

little to offer in the way of specifically marked queer production” (2003, 130); nevertheless, this 

production, or tradition, is growing and of relevance for our analysis.  

Gay characters appeared but did not always fare well in Argentine cinema of the 1980s; earlier 

censorship under the post-1976 dictatorship and other regimes had prohibited the non-critical 

portrayal of homosexuality. An early example is found in María Luisa Bemberg’s divorce drama, 

Señora de nadie (1982), released in the last days of the military dictatorship. It is the unhappy fate of 

the protagonist’s gay friend, Pablo, played by Julio Chávez, to be cheated on and exploited by his 
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Brazilian boyfriend, and then beaten up in the final reel of the film. For Rich, however, the 

character’s “open homosexuality suggests a larger scope of freedom and liberation from social 

constraints” (2013, 152). He offers too, for Foster, a “vivid contrast to the unsavoury machismo of 

Fernando (the protagonist’s husband)” (2015, 26).  

Adiós, Roberto (Dawi, 1985), cited by Paula Jiménez España in direct relation to Esteros, is a 

melodrama, albeit with surrealist touches, about the crisis experienced by a separated father after a 

drunken tryst with a gay friend. It was, as Gus Subero states, “one of the very first films to address 

quite openly issues of same sex desire” (2014, 89) in Latin America, a fact boasted on the DVD back-

cover. Subero goes on to say that the film “portrays the gay man as an artificial subject, a product of 

his own creation and a site of gender ambivalence” (2014, 52). The final scene seems to leave an 

open ending, with an overhead long-shot that sees the protagonist embracing his young son, while 

the friend, Marcelo, walks away, and Roberto’s wife looks on from a taxi. The focus – in terms of 

narrative and filming – is very much on the married man’s dilemma, to which the gay character plays 

a secondary role.  

Otra historia de amor (1986), directed by Américo Ortiz de Zárate based on a script by Juan Carlos 

Brown, tells the story of a young office worker who falls in love with his married male boss, who up 

until that point has shown little or no overt sign of desiring other men. Like Adiós, Roberto, the film 

shows what Subero calls a “predilection for this type of stereotypical maricón” (2014, 52). Another 

melodrama, it nevertheless allows the protagonist, Jorge Castro (played by Mario Pasik) an 

impassioned speech in defence of equal rights in love and relationships, and an upbeat, if contrived, 

conclusion, as the two men decide to set up home together. Its filmic language is wholly 

conventional, its characterizations now somewhat dated, with much in common with Sergio Renan’s 

1974 Oscar-nominated inter-generational office romance La tregua; both the latter film, and the 

novel by Mario Benedetti on which it is based, feature a (largely unsympathetic) gay secondary 

character, the protagonist’s son, Jaime (played by a young Óscar Martínez).  
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Part of the problem with 1980s cinema was generic, with gay characters confined to melodramas or 

crass comedies; Michael Green observes that “[t]he issue of genre highlights yet another 

problematic issue surrounding queer cinema, which is that even indie queer films tend to focus on 

sexuality as a subject, and like ‘women’s pictures’ of Hollywood’s past, they tend to be confined to a 

few genres such as melodrama and romantic comedy” (2013, 33). Venkatesh, drawing a contrast 

between what he calls earlier “Maricón cinema” and more recent works, notes that early gay-

themed films kept “sexual and gender difference at a polite distance from the viewer” (2016, 5).  

In recent years there has been a notable upsurge of Argentine films that sympathetically draw queer 

characters, and movies that treat with sensitivity complex issues around gender and sexuality.115

Rich sees an important predecessor in the 1985 Brazilian-US production of Héctor Babenco’s 

adaptation of Manuel Puig’s 1976 novel, Kiss of the Spider Woman, with its “unprecedented fusion 

of a radical politics of sex with a sexual politics of revolution” (2013, 154). Rich describes the 

emergence of “[a] cinema of nuance and feeling […], a moody landscape of longing and heartbreak, 

with figures who daydreamed and pursued desire wherever it might be found, who upset 

expectation and invaded pop culture” (2013, 167). Venkatesh suggests that there occurred a “turn-

of-the-century boom” in which “queer cinema moves away from the purely visual […] toward a 

cinema of sensation” (2016, 6), “a polysensorial, haptic interaction with the moving image” (7), with 

films that are increasingly tactile, rather than merely scopic or visual (10). These films aspire to 

“provoke […] positive emotions, namely empathy, around gender and sex difference” (14).  

Examples of this emergent tradition would include Anahí Berneri’s Un año sin amor (2005), based on 

a novel-memoir of the same name by the writer Pablo Pérez, which tells the story of a lonely writer, 

115 On the debate around the use of the term “queer” to describe contemporary Hispanic cinema, and 

characters therein, see Perriam (2013, 4–10); on the broader issue of the use of the term in a Spanish-(or 

Portuguese-)speaking context, see Epps (2008). On the term “New Queer Cinema” see Rich (2013, 167-82).  
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struggling to deal with his HIV diagnosis, who discovers self-fulfilment in the leather/BDSM scene in 

Buenos Aires. Robert Deam Tobin notes the film’s “sober […] nonmelodramatic view” (2015, 74) and 

the relative silence of the film on contemporary political matters (73). Edgardo Cozarinsky’s Ronda 

nocturna (2005) depicts the life of a male prostitute, and the risks of his work on the streets of 

Buenos Aires. Dieter Ingenschay calls it “[a] homage to Buenos Aires” (2015, 263) in which “the night 

and the city converge […] into a special kind of film aesthetics” (268), one that draws overtly on 

Wong Kar-wai’s 1997 romance Happy Together. Nachon herself has also worked on the script for the 

recent comedy-drama about a gay couple wanting to adopt a child, starring Rafael Spregelburd, Los 

adoptantes (Gimelberg, 2019). 

XXY (Puenzo 2007) deals with the difficult adolescence of a character, Alex, growing up intersex in a 

small Uruguayan coastal town. For Debra Castillo, it is “a radical Argentine reinterpretation of the 

familiar B-movie genre of the angst-ridden teeny-bopper romance” (2015, 162). Of particular 

importance are its liminal settings, in which borders are both “absolute and crossable” (Castillo, 

2015, 155). Uruguay functions as the “symbolic location of the borderline ‘mundo raro’” (166). 

Venkatesh notes that the family in the film “moved from Buenos Aires to escape the perceived 

problems of rearing an intersexed child” in the city (2016, 114), what he goes on to call the pitfall of 

“(urban) gender hegemony” (118). Instead, the coast and the sea “gesture towards the queer and 

the plural possibilities of leaving heteronormativity behind” (119). Yet it is on the coast that the 

protagonist, Alex, is sexually assaulted by local teenagers, and the film’s albeit ambiguous ending 

implies that the family leave their seaside home partly as a result. The director’s next film, El niño 

pez (2009), explores a romance between a wealthy Argentine young woman and her Paraguayan 

maid. Venkatesh highlights the importance of the “peripheral/rural” in this film (2016, 131) and the 

prominent role played by aquatic spaces in the development of the relationship between the two 

leads (133).   
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In an interview with Manuel Betancourt, Nachon cites El último verano de la boyita (Solomonoff, 

2009) as an inspiration for Esteros. Solomonoff’s coming-of-age story deals with gender assignment. 

It is notable not only for the strong performances of its non-professional leads, but also for the 

striking backdrops of the Argentine pampas, an environment revealed in a series of long- and wide-

angle shots to be at once breath-taking and harsh. Venkatesh notes that Boyita is one of a number of 

recent queer-themed films that “use nonurban spaces” (2016, 16); “through an intimate relationship 

with the marine and the natural […] the principal characters emerge as queer bodies” (16). The river 

is central, in particular its “fluidity […] as an audile-tactile [sic] space” (Venkatesh, 2016, 96). The film 

thus “uses the natural as a semantic precursor of the queer” (107). Mario (Nicolás Treise), the 

intersex character whose difficult adolescence provides the main drama of the film, achieves their 

most notable moment of self-fulfilment and freedom when escaping on a stolen horse. Mario and 

Jorgelina, the juvenile focalizer, experience moments of emotional intimacy, alone together by the 

river, where Mario hides to escape his brutal father and unsympathetic neighbours.  

Also noteworthy is Lucrecia Martel’s La Ciénaga (2001), with its depiction of frustrated lesbian desire 

in rural Salta. Rich notes the centrality of the “northern” (i.e. north-western) setting for Martel and 

other Queer New Latin American Cinema practitioners (2013, xxv). For Rich, Martel is “grounded in 

the north of the country” (Rich, 2013, 179). From Martel’s earlier experiments with home movie 

cameras through to her first feature, “a very queer vision emerged: gazing wide-eyed and 

unapologetically at absolutely everything and listening without judgment to all that is said” (179). 

The film makes ample use of what Oubiña calls “ambiguous boundaries” (2015, 237), both between 

individuals and in the natural and manmade landscape of its settings.   

These films bear witness to a shift from the urban to the rural in setting for dramas about queer 

characters, often explicitly presenting the countryside or the coast, in particular when free of other 
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people, as a more permissive and even erotic space than the city.116 Venkatesh highlights the 

importance of such landscapes for dealing with sexuality; writing of XXY, he states that “the aquatic 

[is] a metaphor for gender” (2016, 130). In Plan B, the riverside near Buenos Aires and the noise of 

water on the soundtrack are key to the men’s growing attraction (Venkatesh, 2016, 162, 164). One 

can see echoes of this attempt to set questions of sexuality and adolescence against striking natural 

backdrops in Esteros.117 The choice of Corrientes province – sandwiched between rivers, flanked by 

Paraguay and Brazil, and with a strong influence from the language and culture of these neighbours, 

in particular Guaraní – as a setting, would be revealing, then. Characters cross borders, be they 

geographical, linguistic or identitarian.  

In its narrative arc, and in the generally muted aesthetic of its urban (as opposed to rural) scenes, 

Esteros has no little in common with the films of Marco Berger. Venkatesh says of Berger’s Plan B, 

there are “no crises of identity, affirmations of sexuality, or a broader politics of desire” (2016, 154). 

Berger’s aim is “escaping identitarianism in favour of intimate, nonpolitical [sic] explorations of 

desire” (Venkatesh, 2016, 169). Curotto’s film, also like Berger’s, features characters who fit the new 

tendency for a depiction of what Foster calls “masculine-looking” gay characters. Although Jero, as 

116 One exception might be Santiago Otheguy’s 2007 La león, a slow, highly reflexive film set in a village on the 

Paraná delta, but one in which homophobia and violence against the sexually different are very much the 

norm. According to Subero, it depicts “masculine-looking” homosexual or queer characters and “challenges 

preconceptions of rural masculinity” (2014, 73); the rural setting, however, is far from idyllic, and is filmed in a 

harsh and unrelenting black and white, in which details are often obscured, like the ill-expressed desires of the 

antagonist, El Turu. 

117 One may also be reminded of Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain (2005), a tragic love story set in Wyoming, 

based on an Annie Proulx short story; see Rich (2013, 186ff). Esteros lacks the melodramatic tone of the earlier 

film, or its physical screening of violence, although one might argue that the former is certainly present in the 

earlier short, Matías y Jerónimo, formative in the production of Esteros.  
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mentioned above, is clearly signalled as gay, and describes himself thus, he is played with restraint 

by a non-gay actor. A key precursor in this respect would be Marcelo Piñeyro’s heist thriller Plata 

quemada (2000), based on Ricardo Piglia’s novel of the same name, with its portrayal of the lovers El 

nene and Ángel (Leonardo Sbaraglia and Eduardo Noriega). Subero writes that Plata quemada 

“naturalised the homosexual relationship between two very masculine gays” (2014, 289). Lema-

Hincapié states that, “the protagonists’ eroticism eludes any rigid or ultimate definition” (2015, 53).  

Esteros is also part of a growing international tradition of “coming-out movies.” Venkatesh writes of 

XXY, for example, as “an exercise in the politics of coming out” (2016, 129). In an interview with 

Jiménez España, Nachon cites Hettie MacDonald’s Beautiful Thing (1996) as an influence. This British 

picture tells the story of the relationship between two teenagers living on a south London council 

estate, overcoming prejudices from their families and classmates. In its memorable closing scene, 

Jamie (Glen Berry) and Ste (Scott Neal) slow-dance together in public to Mama Cass Elliot’s song 

“Dream a Little Dream,” accompanied by Jamie’s mother (Linda Henry), who dances with a female 

friend. As the camera circles the young men, with the sun setting bright in the background, we cut to 

reaction shots of their neighbours on the estate, some bemused, others offended. This dance 

routine is reworked in Esteros, as analysed below. Nachon’s screenplay also shares structural 

features with the earlier British film: two contrasting families, with one character (Jamie, Jero) more 

clearly marked as gay than the other (Ste, Matías), the former with a supportive mother, the latter 

with a critical, unsympathetic father. One might suggest, though, that Esteros lacks what Chris 

Perriam calls the film’s “dramatic-didactic intentions” (2013, 49).     

The reworking in Esteros of this scene, however, is also evocative of a sequence in another film 

dealing with homoerotic desire, Alfonso Cuarón’s Y tu mamá también (Mexico, 2001). In an oft-

analysed sequence, the two male leads, Julio (Gael García Bernal) and Tenoch (Diego Luna) dance 

with Tenoch’s cousin by marriage, Luisa (Maribel Verdú). The three kiss, before Luisa kneels down to 

fellate the boys. The camera moves in to a medium two shot, and then a close-up, and Julio and 
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Tenoch kiss, the realization of Luisa’s claim earlier that the boys’ bravado is merely a cover for their 

mutual desire for each other. The next morning the boys wake up in bed together, Luisa is gone and 

the implicit events of the night before spark a crisis that will end their friendship. This is very visually 

illustrated with Tenoch vomiting outside their hut. Venkatesh calls the sequence “a step in the 

reterritorialization of the Maricón in the coast/nonurban setting” (2016, 140), and notes that after 

the boys (implicitly) have sex, they return to the city as if nothing had happened (146). As Rich 

states, with its ending, “the myth of heteronormative masculinity is restored” (2013, 177). Yet it is 

worth recalling an important feature of the Mexican work. Throughout Cuarón’s film, an extra-

diegetic voice (Daniel Giménez Cacho, later to star in Martel’s Zama) interrupts the narrative to 

comment on, among other things, politics and environmentalism, all issues that the teenage 

“buddy” or road movie – the genre to which the film ostensibly belongs – usually omit from their 

story, but that are present too in Curotto’s film. 

Some 35 minutes into Esteros, we see the young Jero and Matías dancing to a classic romantic 

cumbia track, Los charros’s “Amores como el nuestro” (also known as “Como los unicornios”), with 

Jero’s mother, before a questioning gaze from his father (Pablo Cura, as Roberto) makes Matías 

abandon the trio. Jero dances with his mother (María Merlino), then alone, before Matías rejoins 

him for some horseplay, watched this time more approvingly by his father. These scenes are 

interspersed, through cross cutting, with a relatively static, low-angle hand-held two shot of a 

conversation between the two fathers about their work. The camera position and movement, which 

occasionally leaves Jero’s father (Esteban, played by Marcelo Subiotto) out of focus, or blocked by a 

movement from another character (Matías’s mother, Mariana Martinez, clearing the table, for 

example), creates intimacy and a certain complicity with the men. Matías’s father – married to a 

Brazilian – is contemplating the job offer that will take him to Brazil. He explicitly presents the 

decision as practical, not ideological. It is not, he says, in response to teasing from Jero’s father, that 

he wants to work in “privatizaciones” – an important reality of Argentine economic policy during the 

Menem years – but simply that what interests him is “guita” or cash. Jero’s father jokes to Matías 
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that his “viejo” (old man, father) must be a “troglodita.” Whereas in Cuarón’s earlier film, a three-

way dance will lead to the erotic – yet traumatic – denouement of the love triangle, Curotto’s use of 

the same set-up reveals Jero’s parents’ sympathetic and understanding approach to their son’s 

nascent sexuality, in contrast to the rather disapproving attitude of Matías’s parents, especially his 

father. Perhaps more importantly for our reading of the film, it also hints at the economic context of 

neo-liberalism and middle-class aspiration, very visually inscribed by the Lacoste polo shirt that 

Matías’s father wears (Matías also wears a polo shirt, although unbranded). With Jero’s father, he 

toasts to “los últimos baqueanos del Iberá” (translated in the subtitles as “the last farmers of the 

Iberá”): the lifestyle, and the rural farming idyll, of Jero’s family, is fated to disappear. Matías’s 

father wants to get out while he can. Nascent sexual desire is therefore portrayed against a 

backdrop of economic policy and environmental concerns.  

Both the director and the screenwriter of Esteros stated in a number of interviews that they wished 

the film to escape clichés about sexuality, and also for it not to be labelled as just of gay interest. 

Esteros uses no little subtlety to deal with sexual matters. Given the youth of the actors, Joaquín 

Parada (young Matías) and Blas Finardi Niz (young Jero), two non-professionals chosen in a local 

open casting, certain scenes are of necessity portrayed with discretion.118 We witness only a 

medium-shot from an elevated angle in a low-lit room during what, according to Nachon and 

Curotto, the young actors referred to as “la escena de la paja” (the wanking or jerking off scene). The 

next day, in natural light, a chaste kiss on the lips is shown in two-shot close-up. Sex scenes between 

the two adult men are longer, filmed from close-up but avoiding explicit details, although it becomes 

apparent that there is fluidity in the “roles” that they adopt. Tellingly, they are set in Jero’s parents’ 

farm, and in one case in the same bed in which they were first intimate. In an interview with 

Fernando Sandro (2016), Curotto stated that “me gustan las películas que usan lo LGBT no como 

118 See the interview with Betancourt (2016).  
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algo central, sino para hablar de otras cosas.” While Esteros shares certain features with other 

recent LGBT-themed films – its lack of melodrama; its non-voyeuristic, sympathetic and understated 

portrayal of characters’ sexuality; the presence of “masculine” gay characters; and its lush rural 

setting – in other aspects, it differs. These differences hint at the “otras cosas” the film speaks about. 

What then would be the “other things” that this film investigates?  

The Esteros as Protagonist. 

The clue to the “other story” that Esteros tells is found in a series of seemingly otiose sections of 

dialogue in the screenplay. It is important to acknowledge that these are few, and they are not 

central to the narrative. But in that sense, they stand out in the film, like the “punctum” in Roland 

Barthes’ theory of photography – the discordant or anomalous feature that comes to catch and hold 

the viewer’s attention (Barthes, 2000 [1980]). These references hint at important filmic and poetic 

references for Nachon and Curotto, and the intermedial relationship between film and poetry in the 

film. They also point to the landscape of the Esteros de Iberá as central to the film’s concerns, and 

explain its presence as the work’s title. One might even venture to call the Esteros the protagonist of 

the film, or at least another lead, alongside Matías and Jero. This is apparent in the great amount of 

screen time dedicated to shots of nature and the outdoors, in particular the estuaries and their flora 

and fauna. Many of the images of water, sky or trees are neither point-of-view nor establishing 

shots, nor are they background, and they do not advance the narrative: the landscape plays a role in 

this film and is devoted screen time accordingly. In answer to a question about the importance of 

landscape (“paisaje”), and in particular that of the Esteros, Curotto stated that it was “sumamente 

determinante” (Sandro, 2016), both in terms of the framework to the story and to some of the 

practicalities of filmmaking, in particular, the shots in the wetlands themselves. Elsewhere, he spoke 

of casting two locals because of their “contacto con la naturaleza” and the tone of their voices 

(Jiménez España, 2017). Nachon herself spoke of the Esteros as having “esa cosa de latencia que por 

un lado es la calma y de golpe miras y ahí está el yacaré” (Jiménez España, 2017). The Esteros, with 
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what Jiménez España calls their “paisaje imperdible” and their “cosa de latencia,” in Nachon’s words 

in the same interview, are more a character than they are simply setting.  

Importantly, whereas in the films mentioned above, such as La león (Otheguy, 2007), El último verano 

de la boyita and XXY, nature, and in particular fluvial or coastal landscapes, plays a key role, there is 

no expression, no matter how tacit, of environmental or related socio-political concerns. In Esteros

there is, and it chimes strongly with Nachon’s interests in her poetry. As such, it is important to look 

in detail at those sections in which the screenplay, especially dialogue, asks the spectator to consider 

political aspects of the landscape.  

The first important exchange occurs early in the script. Soon after their reencounter, Jero asks 

Matías about his work. A biologist, he replies that he works on seeds. Jero snaps back a question, 

“¿Transgénicas?” to which Matías replies, again rather curtly, “Simplemente son mejores.” The 

conversation is not developed; yet the reference hangs in the air, and seems to colour their initial 

wariness towards each other. The scene is echoed later, before the two make love, when they 

pretend to be meeting for the first time, as if in a disco, and make small talk about jobs. Jero asks 

Matías what he does: “Biólogo en los Esteros,” he replies. Jero’s profession, he states with a laugh, is 

“Gay.” A hand-held camera, similar to the one that filmed the earlier, childhood dancing scene, close 

to the actors, creates intimacy, in contrast to the more conventional and distanced framing of the 

earlier exchange. What is presented as a potential fissure between the two becomes the subject of 

humour. But it also raises, in passing, the question of genetically-modified organisms (GMOs) in 

agriculture in Argentina, and why a local resident, and specifically a local who has been brought up 

surrounded by traditional farming methods, would resent the imposition of more technologically 

complex methods by outsiders, even an outsider with strong links to the area.   

The second is the scene in which the boys dance, mentioned above, as their fathers discuss work. 

For the purposes of the story, it is just enough for Matías’s family to move away from the region. For 

the development of character, Matías’s father, Roberto’s interest in money might well be enough. 
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But the mention of privatization, and the end of traditional farming in the region, adds flesh to a 

picture of increasing economic pressure on the environment of the region. That Matías goes on to 

work in biotech is yet more revealing of the film’s environmental concerns, although the detail is not 

strictly necessary for the film’s story.    

Third, during a trip to the Esteros, as the young men revisit the places of their youth, Matías recites a 

list of animal names, most of them words drawn from Guaraní. The scene is prefaced by a walk 

through the woods; at one stage Matías picks up a stick and runs it through the leaves. The camera 

position, in a Steadicam shot, which follows the two leads at a short distance, in medium and three-

quarters (see Figure 12, below), seems to draw on the way in which Terrence Malick’s films, in 

particular The Thin Red Line, depict the interaction between characters and setting.  

Figure 12.  

There are shots of spiders’ webs, glinting in the light. Lens flare and out-of-focus shots blur the 

scene. Branches and leaves obscure the characters, until they walk away from the camera (a thick 

branch seems to block its path). Diegetic birdsong takes over the soundtrack. Interrupting the 

movement of our leads, we see a nine-second full-body close-up of a capybara (known locally as a 

carpincho), an almost comic vision of the solid, expressionless animal, shaking itself dry. This is 

followed by a similar length shot of a group of huelleras or cocoi herons. None of these, logically, 

appear to be point-of-view shots. There is something almost documentary about them, especially 

that of the capybara. Then there is short static shot of the surface of the water. This is interrupted by 

the sound of Jero lighting a spliff off-screen. Moments later, the dialogue starts up again, as Jero 

notes that achiras, or canna indica (sometimes known in English as “Indian shot” because of its 

fruits’ resemblance to shotgun pellets), are growing on the surface of the water, despite what his 

mother, Marilú, has suggested. Matías asks if a bird they can see is a carabus, or limpkin, to which 

Jero agrees – look at its little legs (“patitas”) he states. Matías then begins, as he shares Jero’s joint, 

to recite names of flora and fauna, all common to the region, most with their etymologies in 
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Guaraní, and some at greater or lesser risk of extinction: “aguará popé” (crab-eating raccoon); 

“capybara”; “aguará guazú” (maned wolf); “curiyú” (yellow anaconda); “urunday” (astronium 

balansae, a type of cashew tree); “carabiyú” (eugenia pungens, a type of myrtle); and others. Jero 

responds approvingly, as the close-up camera moves from one head to the other, the two characters 

sitting facing each other in a boat on the waters of the Esteros. Except, he adds, that Matías forgot 

the piranhas. We then cut to a long-shot, the two leads together, facing each other, in a boat that 

looks small against the aquatic background, even vulnerable (see Figure 13, below).  

Figure 13.  

Importantly, there is no other human presence, nor even any evidence of previous human 

presences. The two begin to discuss the alligators or “yacarés” in the water.119 This replays a 

conversation from their youth, and the sequence is clearly aimed, in part, to show them picking up 

their relationship where it was broken off many years earlier. But, simultaneously, the time 

dedicated both to shots of nature and to the recounting of the area’s remarkable biodiversity is far 

from central to the development of story or character. After the men’s horseplay in the water, some 

20 seconds are dedicated to three long takes of trees, insects, water and plants; the camera moves, 

as if on the water. The setting sun blurs outlines, and there is more lens flare, before a long close-up 

of an achira plant, as mentioned earlier in Matías’s speech. The sequence shows the men’s growing 

re-found intimacy. But it is no exaggeration to state that we have an observation about biodiversity 

too. This is what is at risk, the film seems to suggest, with the arrival of the farming methods that 

Matías is promoting.   

These lists of animals, furthermore, have an illustrious poetic predecessor – the Entre Ríos poet Juan 

L. Ortiz. In the long poem “Las colinas,” from the 1956 collection El alma y las colinas, we read of the 

“aguará-guazú” and the “aguará-popé” (2014, 190), and in La orilla que se abisma (1970), of 

119 These are not, of course, the crocodiles on Roberto’s polo shirts, but a native species.  
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“carpinchos,” “onzas” and “vizcachas” (2011, 132-33). Similarly in El Gualeguay (1970), we find the 

“capibara,” the “yaguareté” and the “coatí” (Ortiz, 2004, 61) as well as “achiras” (86). As Delgado 

explains, in Ortiz’s long poem El Gualeguay, a poetic history of the region around the river, “el 

paisaje despoja de lo humano y lo requiere, en su ausencia, como condición indispensable” 

(Delgado, 2004, 30). The same might be said of Esteros, in which it is the young men’s growing 

intimacy that directs our gaze towards the flora and fauna of the region, which in turn facilitates 

their closeness. Laura Soledad Romero also notes in Ortiz the “diversos modos de irrupción e 

inscripción de los animales a lo largo de toda su obra poética” (2019, 18). In her conclusion, Romero 

argues that, “[s]e tratará entonces de pensar otro concepto de lo político que halle en la alteridad su 

condición; solo así podrá atenderse a aquello que susurra en la obra orticiana (2019, 26). This 

attention to the other – as we saw in the previous chapter on Fontán, and his connection to Juanele 

–, and especially to the non-human other, is key in the film. It can also be found in Nachon’s own 

poetic work. For example, in her En la música vamos, the title collection from her recent Poesía 

reunida, similar local animals, this time in the setting of the “Delta” appear in the poem, “Visitas de 

colibrí,”  including precisely the “aguará guazú” (2019, 431).  

These three sequences in Esteros, not essential to the narrative or the story, hint at a larger concern, 

to do with environmental and economic pressures on the region, and the wider political context in 

which the action takes place. This is exemplified not just in the attractive shots of wildlife, but in a 

particular relationship between the leads and the setting. Often, Matías and Jero are dwarfed, 

filmed in panoramic wide-angle long-shots that leave them as small, toy-like figures on the horizon 

or against the landscape.120 At other times, as in the scenes of Matías and Jero in the boat, or the 

echoed scenes of the boys, and later the men, floating top-to-toe in the water, we see them 

120 Here one is reminded of Mariano Llinás’s 2008 epic, Historias extraordinarias, and in particular the 

sequence following a character, “H,” tasked to travel a river looking for the obelisks marking an abandoned 

engineering project. 
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physically immersed in and moved by the land and water around them. The beautiful countryside, 

these open, watery spaces are signalled as a site of sexual possibility. The filming – and the framing 

and camera position, in particular – highlights the absence of other human beings. They are not 

watched, neither by parents nor by Rochi, as they are at other potential moments of intimacy, set 

indoors or in the city.   

What is more, these watery scenes will remind many viewers, in their framing and compositions, of 

sequences in Tarkovksy’s Ivan’s Childhood (Ива́ново де́тство, 1962) as the young protagonist 

(Nikolai Burlyayev) and his fellow soldiers make their arduous journey through swamps and rivers. 

Perhaps coincidentaly, Jero’s dog happens to be called Iván.121 How might we read this apparent nod 

to an iconic piece of post-Stalinist anti-war cinema? The reference reinforces a tacit threat of 

violence; one must remember that the short on which it is partly based, Matías y Jerónimo revolves 

around a brutal homophobic assault on a trans dancer, witnessed by the young boys in the earliest 

stages of their relationship, and while their sexualities remain fluid and inchoate. At the same time, 

there is another violence inscribed in the countryside that we so admire in the film, that of agro-

chemical farming practices that threaten this environment. Tarkovsky’s work is also important 

because of a feature identified by Sitney, as discussed at greater length in the Introduction to this 

volume: “[t]he fluidity with which these domains [poetry and cinema] interpenetrate is central to 

Tarkovsky’s concept of poetry as ‘a particular way of relating to reality’” (2015, 74). It is this 

interpenetration that is key here – the interpenetration of Nachon’s poetry, often in subtle fashion, 

through tone, mode of address, cultural references, and a particular approach to time, into the script 

and film, as explored below.  

121 Iván was also the name of Nachon’s own dog, to whom a section is dedicated in the collection Taiga (2000), 

and who features in drawings on the front covers of Goa (2003) and Villa Ballesta-Ñuñork (2003). Taiga – with 

its suggestively Russian name – includes telling references to Warsaw and vodka (Nachon, 2000, 39). 



241 

In an interview with Manuel Betancourt, Curotto cited Terrence Malick as another important 

influence in their research for the film in terms of his skill at “capturing nature.” In the same piece, 

Nachon puts it as follows:  

When it comes to Argentinean films, I think it’s also crucial to move away from the urban 

world, exploring different areas outside of the city. And that the landscape was very 

important – it’s almost part of the characters. […] The setting may seem rather plain, but it’s 

so vibrant and alive, and it’s something the film conveys really well. (Betancourt, 2016).   

The importance of the Esteros de Iberá region in the film should not be underestimated, and it 

seems clear that these references, with the shots of the wetlands and their extraordinary 

biodiversity, are part of the screenplay’s venture into environmental matters. Andrés Cozar Cabañas 

describes the region as “one of the most extensive […] and singular wetlands in South America” 

(2003). Graciela Canziani notes that “[t]he isolation and the inaccessibility of the wetland region 

have, up to now, helped its preservation” (in Canziani et al., 2006, 5). It is in this environment that 

the position of Jero’s parents as traditional farmers in the region is stressed. The isolation of their 

farmhouse is important. It is empty when Matías and Jero arrive, with difficulty, during a storm. A 

number of sequences show problems with gates, or doors, perhaps a “closet” metaphor, but also a 

simple demonstration of the seclusion in which Jero’s parents live. Matías and Jero argue about a 

broken fridge door, for Matías a sign of stubborn technological backwardness in their lifestyle; the 

film, however, strives to preserve this, the house conjuring up happy memories from his youth in 

flashbacks. Furthermore, the time and space that the film dedicates to lush exteriors, in which local 

animals and the distinctive aquatic landscape take momentary precedence over the characters and 

the narrative, work like a visual plea for the preservation of this environment. The specific question 

of transgenic, or genetically modified, seeds in farming in Argentina, however, is a curious one for 

the film to pick up. Whereas the matter is today not uncontroversial in Europe, there has been little 

of the opposition to their use in agriculture in popular circles that has been encountered elsewhere. 
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Part of Matías’s dilemma is not just coming out or leaving his girlfriend. He works for her father’s 

company. It is implicit that abandoning her, and in particular under such circumstances, would be 

fatal for his career.  

What is the particular political and environmental conjuncture at which this film hints and why? 

Peter Newell (2009) has coined the term “bio-hegemony” to describe the power of large agri-

businesses in governing land and fertilizer/seed use, precisely the activity that Matías is involved in. 

“Argentina is the second most significant cultivator of GM crops in the world,” having “embraced the 

technology on the grounds of its export potential” (Newell, 2009, 253–54). “The hegemonic 

discourse regarding agricultural biotechnology is that it represents an important, economically 

significant, socially beneficial, safe, and environmentally benign technology,” he continues (275). 

Strong state support and compliant media have meant that, unlike in Europe, in Argentina GM is a 

“nonissue”’ (277). Amalia Leguizamón (2013) argues though that “the GM soy-based agro-export 

model as currently configured in Argentina is a socially and ecologically unsustainable model of 

national development.” She refers to what some researchers have called the transgenic treadmill, by 

which agro-chemical use and GM crop use cause each other mutually to escalate; with the growth of 

glyphosate (Round Up) resistant weeds, ever higher doses of chemicals are required. Elsewhere, 

Sven Lütticken writes of “the contemporary agro industry and its reconfiguration and patenting of 

living organisms DNA – a New Wave of privatization and exploitation that would not have surprised 

Marx” (2017, 115).122

122 In the feature film El ciudadano ilustre (Cohn and Duprat 2016) there is an extended joke about an amateur 

painting of an idyllic rural scene, but using a box of glyphosate pesticide as a canvas. This is a rare reference to 

such concerns in fictional cinema from Argentina. There is a recent documentary directed by Valeria Tucci 

(2020) about Andrés Carrasco, one of the very first scientists in Argentina to warn about the use of glyphosate. 

And Samanta Schweblin’s award-winning novel, Distancia de rescate (2014) seems also to revolve around a 

case of agro-toxic poisoning in rural Argentina.    
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Norma Giarraca and Tomás Palmisano note the “desplazamiento de la producción familiar” in favour 

of large companies (2011, 279–80). They write of “los problemas de los agricultores que pasaron a la 

soja, los campesinos a quienes se les arrebata la tierra, los trabajadores rurales mal pagos, el trabajo 

infantil” (2011, 286). Miguel Teubal notes in particular the loss of biodiversity (2008a, 74). The 

intensity, industrialization and seeming efficiency of the model mean that “[e]l sector se transforma 

cada vez más en un negocio de unos pocos […]; rápidamente se transforma en una agricultura sin 

agricultores” (Teubal, 2008a, 86). Elsewhere, he too refers to “la desaparición de gran parte de la 

agricultura familiar” (Teubal, 2008b, 7) – precisely the dilemma that the boys’ families face in 

Esteros, especially Jero’s. This has been described by Lorraine Leu (2017), in a slightly different 

context, as “the struggle to stay.”  

This is the reality to which Esteros is hinting: one of increased pressure on the land and a particular 

model of farming, to which Jero’s family seem to be attempting to cling. Matías’s decision is not just 

a choice of partner or to reassess his sexuality. In seemingly idle remarks in the script, we see hints 

that he must also abandon the economic model on which his successful career depends. Esteros

does not tell us what Matías will do after his reunion with Jero. But it does celebrate both traditional 

farming, depicted as an idyll that gave the backdrop to the boys’ youth, and the unique landscape 

and wildlife of the Esteros.  

Esteros and Poetry. 

Esteros’s environmental concerns also chime with Nachon’s poetry, and this provides further insight 

into both the aesthetics and the ethics of the film – what Ian Macdonald has called the “screen idea” 

(2013,1) or “what lies behind what is on screen” (6).123 In an interview with Paula Jiménez España, 

Nachon spoke of the process of writing:  

123 Several recent studies focus on the role of the screenwriter in the filmmaking process. As Craig Batty puts it, 

“[t]he invisible hand of the screenwriter […] physically guides an audience through an emotional journey, 
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Fue un proceso largo, con muchas versiones de guión [sic] y para escribirlo pensé en mi 

propia experiencia de infancia, en mis fines de semana de quinta con amigas, pero más allá 

de eso creo que es algo que todos tenemos: ese momento en que no sos ni niñx [sic] ni 

adolescente y todo es posibilidad y algún aliadx tuviste. 

What of Nachon’s own writing is present in this film? Scheck (2016) praises Nachon’s screenplay, 

and Goldstein (2016) writes of its tenderness. But for those familiar with her poetry, what links can 

be found?  

Nachon’s poetry is extraordinarily filmic, with many of her poems having the feel of cinematic 

sequences or even something approaching a film treatment, along the lines of the fourth category 

outlined in the Introduction to this volume. “Una segunda oportunidad” (Nachon, 2003b, 31) relates 

a more or less trivial exchange in a bar as a series of unsuccessful film shots, its language full of 

references to cinematic techniques: “se filma igual”; “pasar de la secuencia errada / al plano previo.” 

The poem “Las fiestas del mañana” (whose title references the 1967 song “All Tomorrow’s Parties” 

by the Velvet Underground and Nico) traces a bus ride through Buenos Aires, examining both the 

speeding scene outside the vehicle and the glances exchanged among passengers (Nachon, 2000, 

14–15). The poem highlights the visual aspect, perhaps paradoxically, through a mention of the 

addressee’s astigmatism; we follow the bus’s journey in a poetic travelling shot, interspersed with 

point-of-view shots from the second-person who is apostrophized in the poem. “Surf,” found in the 

same collection, examines the moment that the addressee – seemingly in a fit of pique – smashes a 

fish-tank, with predictable and eye-catching results (Nachon, 2000, 20–21). The poem is framed as 

an exasperated monologue, with flashbacks to the tank before its destruction. The ekphrastic effects 

where action is purposely used to manipulate feeling” (2011, 96). Ian Macdonald, in a work on what he calls 

“screenwriting poetics,” coins the term “the screen idea” (2013, 1) to refer to “what you [sic], as the writer, 

think you’re writing on” (4). 
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would lend themselves to filming, and the sequence is rather reminiscent of contemporary music 

videos, in notably intermedial fashion: the clip for the Chemical Brothers’ 2007 track, “The Salmon 

Song,” prominently features a fishtank; Fatboy Slim’s “Right Here, Right Now” (1999) begins with a 

series of aquatic shots, as it traces a comical evolution of humanity; while the wanton domestic 

destruction is a staple of many punk and metal videos. Nachon’s “Surf” also shares the tone of the 

more pointed exchanges between Jero and Matías, such as the moment in which Matías accuses 

Jero of being a “chico bonsai” who has never grown up. In both “Surf” and “Las fiestas” – and much 

of Nachon’s work from the late 1990s and the early 2000s – the gaze, shifting between elements 

within a wider scene, like close-ups picking up details, employing a grammar similar to that of 

classical montage (e.g. Eisenstein, Vertov), is accompanied by the very visual form of the poem, with 

long, drifting lines that cover the page and force the reader’s physical eye to wander, while the 

mental eye pictures the scene. The scale of the poems is reproduced in the grand exteriors of 

Esteros.  

In terms of plotting, Esteros makes use of a series of flashbacks. Movements in time, especially 

analepsis and prolepsis, are central to Nachon’s more recent poetry, not least the collection La III 

Guerra Mundial (2014), in which two lyric voices, seemingly the same person separated in time, 

between childhood and adulthood, enter into dialogue across several decades, from the civic-

military dictatorship of the 1970s and the lyric voice’s childhood, to the present day. In Esteros, 

events in the present – the reencounter between the boys, a visit to Jero’s parents’ farm – spark 

memories of their happy childhood together, and specifically the last summer before finishing 

elementary/primary school, when the boys experienced their first and apparently only sexual liaison.  

The next feature is visual, specifically the link between Esteros’s mise-en-scène and Nachon’s poetry. 

The first example is found in the interior of adult Jero’s house. Full of kitsch objects, in particular the 

film character models – werewolves, aliens and monsters – that he makes and sells, it seems with no 

great financial success, the setting is reminiscent of much of Nachon’s poetry. Witness her use of 
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cartoons and cartoon references: throughout the collection Taiga we see anime-style drawings, by 

Gastón Pérsico; the collection Goa includes the poems “Digimon” and “Peppermint Patty,” named 

after cartoon characters; and the poem “Haida” in the same collection references the “conejito 

duracell” [sic – Nachon often avoids upper-case letters, including in her own signature] (Nachon, 

2003, 50).  

The second example is the presence of science-fiction and fantasy. Jero first reencounters Matías in 

his role as a makeup artist, turning his old friend and Rochi into zombies for a carnival fancy-

dress/costume party. References to fantasy fiction, science-fiction and what might be called other B-

genres abound in Nachon’s work (Bollig, 2016, 157–60, 165–70). In the collection 36 movimientos 

hasta she begins a poem with the phrase, “Lo hacés o no. Pero intentarlo / nunca” (Nachon, 2005, 

63). This a translation of the Jedi master Yoda’s phrase “Do. Or do not. There is no try,” from George 

Lucas’s 1983 sci-fi epic Return of the Jedi. Her collection La III Guerra Mundial riffs openly on 

elements from Orson Scott Card’s Ender series of novels. Plaza Real (2003) is prefaced with an 

epigraph from the science-fiction author Kim Stanley Robinson, specifically a citation from Blue Mars 

(1996), a novel in part about an exodus from Earth in the wake of environmental catastrophe.  

If Nachon is, in her better-known collections and poems, such as Taiga, or her frequently 

anthologized “Surf,” very much an urban poet, other collections, including her recent work, have 

seen her explore spaces away from her native Buenos Aires. Goa includes travelogue poems from 

around the world. Volumen I (2010) features photographs of landscapes, rural open spaces and 

flora, some of which were taken during a journey around Europe. Two shots in particular would not 

look out of place in Esteros: the image of clouds through trees at sunrise or sunset and a picture of a 

blue sky, the bottom left corner of the frame occupied by the top of a tree, with the vapour trail of a 

distant plane in the far background (see Figure 14, below). 

Figure 14. 
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La III Guerra Mundial takes us to the wide open spaces of the Argentine south following a family 

seemingly fleeing either political violence or some other unspecified, perhaps environmental, 

catastrophe. In this sense, while the specific Corrientes setting of Esteros is new to Nachon, it 

constitutes a coherent move within her oeuvre.  

Furthermore, the environmental concerns of the film tally with her very personal approach to the 

lyric form, including her use of the second-person, her shifts between lyric voices and the general 

erasure of an authoritative figure of the poet in verse: the creation, in short, of what has been called 

“a space to be shared by all” (Bollig, 2016, 171). Nachon’s poetry creates mutual, non-individualized 

spaces, part of a protest against the privatization of the commons in Argentina and beyond: “to 

write the experience of commonality” (Bollig, 2016, 155) – and to promote and protect it too, one 

might add. It is this commonality that Esteros seeks to defend.   

Conclusion.  
Esteros’s “screen idea” (Macdonald, 2013, 1) is strongly linked to the thematics of Andi Nachon’s 

poetry. A focus on aspects of the script not strictly necessary for the film to function as a coming-out 

drama shows its wider concerns, alongside its links to contemporary trends in Latin American New 

Queer Cinema. While critics have viewed Esteros as an enjoyable and well-shot issues-based film, if 

one acknowledges and explores the role of the screenwriter, and her collaboration with the director, 

then it becomes clear that the environmental references, which might otherwise be passed over or 

seen as unnecessary, are in fact central to wider observations about the risks of privatization and 

new agricultural technologies. Knowledge of Nachon’s poetry allows greater understanding of the 

film’s themes and aesthetics, and its very particular contribution to the growing tradition of New 

Queer Cinema in Argentina. Like Nachon’s poetry, this movie is a subtle plea against the privatization 

of the commons and in defence of non-violent being with the other – the landscape and its non-

human inhabitants in particular. As Andermann notes, in a passage on Michel Serres, “[e]l entorno 

no humano, abarcado por la mirada paisajística [in Goya], ofrece así una lección de ética 

convivencial, un modelo de cómo coexistir con la diferencia expresada en lo que, precisamente a 
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partir de esa constatación de no-identidad con lo humano, deviene también una imagen externa de 

lo social” (Andermann, 2018b, 14).  

The collaborative approach, her partnership with Curotto, is very much in keeping with the ethics of 

her writing and the film, an ethics of openness and generosity towards the other – something we 

find too in the great poet of Argentine rivers, Juan L. Ortiz. Esteros represents a call for what Leo 

Bersani referred to as “a nonviolent relation to the world that doesn’t seek to exterminate 

difference” (2010, 43). The same might be said of the intermedial poetry-film nexus as 

demonstrated here, and as shall be explored further in the Conclusion. Difference here is not just 

that of sex, gender or even culture: it is of the human and the non-human too.  



249 

Conclusion.  

Intermediality and the Screening of Difference.  

This project started out trying to answer what may seem to be simply an aesthetic question: how 

does poetry appear on the cinema screen? Though a series of close, analytical readings of a variety 

of case studies from the last half century and more of filmmaking from Argentina, and with 

reference to theorists and cineastes from that country and beyond, a variety of answers have been 

given, from relatively conservative attempts to include film as a resource for feature films to 

provocative aesthetic experiments that question the very nature of cinema and even perception 

itself. Furthermore, from aesthetic questions we have moved to explore related and urgent socio-

political issues, from LGBTQI+ rights; feminism across the centuries; political marginalisation in the 

neoliberal age; environmental concerns; to the economics of value, circulation, and money. What 

should be clear from these analyses is the close, indeed inextricable relationship between aesthetic 

questions and such political and ethical matters; it is not that the socio-political over-determines the 

filmmaker’s art, but that formal decisions are never just questions of technique.  

In Chapter One, a close reading of a series of films by Narcisa Hirsch and Claudio Caldini, members of 

the Goethe Group of experimental filmmakers in the 1970s and beyond, fed a wider examination of 

the use of the term “poetic” to describe non-commercial, non-narrative cinema. Theorists and 

filmmakers alike developed an understanding of the poetic that is fundamentally metaphorical, 

dealing with poetics in the broadest aesthetic sense, rather than poetry as a linguistic phenomenon. 

The term “poetic” comes to stand for a variety of characteristics of an experimental film: a first-

person point of view; a non-narrative structure; or even the simple fact of its being an experiment. 

Caldini and Hirsch’s work aims to express what words cannot express (in Caldini’s case with the poet 

Alejandra Pizarnik as an important interlocutor); both also draw on their religious interests, including 

Hinduism, Taoism and Sufism. Their films oblige viewers to reconsider our own powers of vision, 
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provoking multiple reflections on our ways of perceiving the world; intermedial and generic 

instability are central to the filmmakers’ novel and creative approaches to both film and poetry. It is 

interesting to note, by way of an aside, the acceptance of “experimental” aesthetics – in Caldini, 

Hirsch, but also in Gustavo Fontán and Raúl Perrone – by ever larger audiences, and the role that 

modern (social) media play in this.  

Eliseo Subiela presents a paradox: while his films actively cite written poems, they offer a view of 

poetry in his films not as practice, text, or object, but as romanticised essence to which viewers 

should aspire, and one which is validated, in a circumvention of political context, by love. His work, 

in particular El lado oscuro del corazón 2, is highly intermedial, drawing on the circus and music 

videos as well as the ever-present work of poets. Subiela foregrounds some of the difficulties and 

contradictions of adapting poetry in film; poetry starts out as material to be used, as a source for 

inspiration, and becomes an ideal or a value – the “superior way of understanding reality” – but 

which requires a love that finds its fulfilment in a Hollywood-style ending. Despite this ultimately 

conversative approach to poetry, Subiela represents a break with the reigning filmmaking paradigm 

in Argentina, foreshadowing the “New Argentine Cinema” of the late 1990s and 2000s, and showing 

the way to later filmmakers – Perrone, Fontán, and Curotto – with their more ambitious cinematic 

languages and further variations on what poetry is and how it can be screened, albeit in a more 

radical intermedial fashion that found in Subiela’s cinema. 

Chapter Three took a comparative approach to the works of María Luisa Bemberg, Santiago Loza, 

and Ernesto Ardito and Virna Molina, highlighting their different intermedial stances towards the 

work and lives of poets. Bemberg foregrounds visual arts and performance over the written word, 

mixing theatre and painting in her recreation of a Sor Juana’s life, at once modern and echoing 

seventeenth-century artistic practices. Ardito and Molina privilege didacticism over the literary, 

despite a series of more creative “videopoem”-style sequences in their film. Loza chooses a different 

strategy, as playful and slippery as the subject of his documentary, the poet, activist and 
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anthropologist, Néstor Perlongher. The three films thus illustrate very different ways to “read” 

poetry on screen, none of which is necessarily “poetic” in the senses explored by the critics 

examined in the Introduction, above, but all of which take an inventive approach to the relationship 

between traditionally distinct genres and artistic forms.  

In the classical sense of the word, Raúl Perrone, examined in Chapter Four, is a Cynic, albeit a 

modern-day one: independent, happy to operate on the margins of contemporary cultural circuits, 

fearless in his speech, and sharply critical of the truisms and shibboleths of modern moviemaking. 

His filmmaking is low-budget and self-sufficient, while his attitude to the cinematic canon is 

irreverent and highly citational. His intermedial approach to genre, form, and tradition allows at the 

same time a privileged site for poetry, inscribed, yet distinctive in contemporary circuits of capitalist 

exchange. This ethical and aesthetic position is the basis for films in which the value of poetry – to 

communicate, to move, to express, in ways that cannot be financialized – is stressed time and again. 

Marginalized characters gain gravitas and protagonism in Perrone’s filmic exploration and validation 

of poetry – a politicisation of the necessity of independence for this most individual director.    

Gustavo Fontán’s films look very little like Perrone’s but the two directors are united in their 

commitment to a singular vision of how cinema might work. Fontán has something close to an 

obsession with capturing “the real” on screen, filming closely to what is already near at hand, yet 

destabilising the familiar for viewers. His El limonero real takes a novel that, certainly for Argentine 

viewers, feels wholly familiar, and reinvents it as art in its own right, creatively reworking the 

novelist Juan José Saer’s fiction, in dialogue with the poetics of Juan L. Ortiz and the aesthetics of 

Benedetto Croce. His later film, La deuda demonstrates the politics of this aesthetic vision, with its 

call for a reconsideration of the ethics of the relationship with the other against a backdrop of the 

worst dehumanising aspects of contemporary neoliberalism under the presidency of Mauricio Macri 

in the Argentina of the late 2010s; this attitude of respectful encounter is also characteristic of his 

distinctive, intermedial mobilization of the poetry-film nexus.  
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The final chapter, on Curotto’s film Esteros, examined the role of screenwriter Andi Nachon’s poetry 

in the aesthetics and politics of this endearing and profound work. As well as a “coming-out drama,” 

Esteros addresses wider environmental concerns, in a subtle plea against the privatization of the 

commons and in defence of non-violent being with the other – the landscape and its non-human 

inhabitants in particular. Nachon’s partnership with Curotto is very much in keeping with the ethics 

of her writing, with its call for openness and generosity towards the other – something we find too in 

Juan L. Ortiz. The same might be said of the intermedial poetry film-nexus as demonstrated here.  

These chapters speak to a question raised in the Introduction about intermediality and the poetry-

film nexus. It is important to expand previous adaptation-based approaches; instead, an intermedial 

approach allows us to go beyond notions of fidelity, originality, and so forth, following the line 

proposed by Stam and others. Intermediality has clearly been a long-standing feature of Argentine 

cinema, beyond “New Argentine Cinema” or contemporary experimental works and also beyond 

recent critical and theoretical interest. It is important not to overlook films from Argentina in the 

growing Latin American and international corpus of intermedial works – as studied for example by 

Nagib and Jerslev (2014), alongside directors more frequently found under this rubric, such as 

Patricio Guzmán (Chile), Nicolás Pereda or Carlos Reygadas (Mexico), and others. Moreover, there is 

a need to rethink notions of “poetic” cinema – to expand or better define terms related to slowness 

or contemplation, non-montage cinema, or even more vague notions such as “lyrical” cinema. 

“Poetic cinema” instead falls under a broader category of intermedial art. Importantly, films’ use of 

poetry, their engagement with other art forms, is linked to their tacit – or in some cases, as with 

Loza and Bemberg, quite explicit – politics. The cultivation of intermediality, and the methods it 

employs, are closely linked to political context and a film’s interaction with it. One highly revealing 

example, worthy of further study, is the work of the poet and filmmaker César González (aka Camilo 

Blajaquis), who has combined urgent political cinema with poetry and hip hop in his career, and in a 

work like Diagnóstico esperanza (2013), a film about urban criminality in the most deprived areas of 

the Buenos Aires conurbano, finds room for something like a positive message via the medium of rap 
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in the song that closes the film. His most recent work, Lluvia de jaulas, again about deprivation and 

violence in the some of the most difficult socio-economic contexts in Buenos Aires has been referred 

to by Óscar Ranzani (2020) as a “poetic documentary.”124

At the same time, a simple celebration of intermediality as the mixing of forms or blurring of generic 

boundaries risks obscuring the cultural and political networks in which genres and art forms exist; a 

properly political reading of intermedial artworks should be attentive to the subtle encounters – and 

the presuppositions and contexts behind them – that are at work. I close by illustrating this point 

with a final example.  

A Visit from Las poetas.  
As mentioned in the Introduction, the recent documentary film by Laura Citarella and Mercedes 

Halfon, Las poetas visitan a Juana Bignozzi (2019), offers a further exploration of the cinematic 

presentation of poetry. In some respects, the film bears comparison to Loza’s Rosa Patria (see 

Chapter Three), as an examination of the difficulties of screening the life of a recently deceased 

Argentine poet and their work – another example of the second category of filming poetry, as 

outlined in the Introduction.  

Las poetas differs in the addition of an autobiographical element, absent in Rosa Patria, with one of 

the directors, Halfon, on screen for much of the film, and her voice, and that of co-director Laura 

Citarella, prominent, even dominant, in the soundtrack. Las poetas focusses closely on the 

relationship between a younger poet, Halfon, and her friend, Bignozzi, after the latter dies and 

declares the former her literary executor (two other poets, Martín Rodríguez and Martín 

Gambarotta, receive her house and possessions, respectively). Much of the film is dedicated to 

practicalities, both of dealing with this legacy and making a film of the process, at times in relatively 

124 Ezequiel Zaidenwerg has written insightfully, albeit critically, about the persistence of poetry in the present 

day via rap and hip hop, and the somewhat Faustian pact thus taken by the lyric to ensure its continued 

survival, in his (as yet unpublished) NYU PhD thesis.  
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banal terms: an opening sequence features a discussion about how to move a fridge-freezer down 

from the eighth floor of an apartment block. But there is a strong affective charge, in part because of 

the centrality of Halfon, who at times seems overwhelmed by the task that she has been left to carry 

out, and in part because of the on-screen expression of strong emotions – not always sympathetic – 

that Bignozzi inspires in a generation of younger writers who came to know her after her return in 

2004 from 30 years spent in Spain, and before her death in 2015. One sequence sees a group of 

contemporary poets read and discuss Bignozzi’s poems, including what they might have meant for 

her relationship with their generation – a relationship that was intense, if not always harmonious.  

On first impression, Las poetas is playful, self-referential and visually has much in common with 

other films from El Pampero Cine, the film production collective to which Citarella belongs, alongside 

Mariano Llinás, Agustín Mendilaharzu, and Alejo Moguillanksy. One thinks of course of Llinás’s La 

flor (2018) (see Introduction), or Moguillansky’s El escarabajo de oro (co-directed with Fia-Stina 

Sandlund, 2014), the latter an adaptation of both Edgar Allan Poe’s tale “The Gold Bug” (1843) and 

Robert Louis Stephenson’s Treasure Island (1881-2) – seen, as an early credit tells us, from the point 

of view of the pirates. In Las poetas we see the film crew sneaking up on Halfon in a bar; effectively 

taking over Bignozzi’s flat, rifling through possessions and bickering about technical matters; or 

telling Halfon that her efforts at ordering Bignozzi’s archive have been “liquidado” by an expert 

interviewed in the previous scene. These group sequences have no little in common with the 

“Araña” chapter – about an obsessive director falling out with his all-female cast – in Llinás’s La flor. 

Failure is foregrounded in Las poetas: at one stage a member of the crew asks Halfon, “¿Querés 

filmar vos?” There follows a minute or so of out-of-focus footage of piles of books. A recurring 

feature is the use of directorial and cinematographic instructions from off, only some of which 

Halfon manages to fulfill – where to position documents as she examines them, or how to hold the 

book as she reads, for example.  
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As one would expect in a documentary biography, there are interviews, mostly with poets who knew 

Bignozzi. In many cases, these use a very standard filmic language: for example, the poet Martín 

Gambarotta is interviewed in a medium close-up talking-heads shot, with cuts to Halfon’s reactions, 

all obeying the 180-degree rule. Then, however, we cut away to a shot of the (supposedly invisible) 

film crew, looking on rather nervously. This play between earnest registration and ludic provocation 

is central to the film’s aesthetics, and creates a tension that, importantly, is never resolved; the 

possibility that seriousness might turn to laughter never wanes. There are a series of filmic 

references: a pan across a line of elephants looks like a jokey nod to Godard’s Week-end (1967) with 

its absurdly extended line of increasingly chaotic or wrecked cars; later in the film, as Halfon asks 

directions from some senior ladies in their front gardens, somewhere in suburban Buenos Aires, it is 

hard not to recall one of the most painfully awkward sequences in another unconventional 

documentary, Albertina Carri’s Los rubios (2003).  

Like most of El Pampero’s films, Las poetas is heavily voiced and self-referential; the vocal track 

often consists of a discussion about the task of filming. Citarella at one stage comments from off that 

Halfon has too many “obligaciones” – to Juana, to Juana’s “nombre,” and to Juana’s “obra.” The 

result is a schism between film crew and literary executor (who is also co-director): between what 

Citarella calls “registro” and “ficción,” between “Juana” and “las poetas.” This is followed by a 

contrasting voice-over, again from off, by Halfon, complaining about Laura (Citarella)’s interventions: 

the latter sees “escenas” where Halfon sees “documentos”; “película” instead of “archivo.” The first 

two thirds of the film seem to falter on this divide, Halfon making scant progress in her archival 

work, Citarella and crew failing to agree with Halfon on how to proceed. Las poetas asks the 

question of how one can film poetry, at times quite explicitly. While we see the crew at work, we 

hear a lengthy discussion about their role: “¿Como se debería filmar un poema? ¿Cambia si es de 

una poeta muerta? ¿Es distinto si lee un actor? ¿Y si leen poetas? ¿El poema cambia?” We have to 

wait until later in the piece for anything like answers to these questions.  
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The film changes with the entrance of Bignozzi herself, in archive footage, a tall and impressive 

figure striding towards her apartment on a central Buenos Aires street (a version of a shot we have 

seen earlier, alongside another of the film crew trying to capture it, in spite of uncooperative 

passers-by, in a typical moment of self-deprecating humour); and then in sequences in her flat, 

filmed, it seems, by members of the El Pampero group for an earlier piece. With Bignozzi’s arrival, 

Las poetas becomes less about filmmaking, and more about the poet and her work. We are given a 

potted history of her life and career; her books become more visible on screen, her words more 

present on the soundtrack. Shots of the poet in her flat are spliced with more recent footage, after 

her death, for example as Halfon and Rodríguez adopt a similar position in front of the window to 

Bignozzi, years earlier. This hints at a motif that comes to dominate the latter stages of the film: 

doubles and coincidences. Two members of the crew, leafing through Bignozzi’s library, find a copy 

in Spanish of the Russian author and politician Alexandra Kollontai’s The Autobiography of a Sexually 

Emancipated Communist Woman. They discuss the coincidence – a book that Citarella had wanted 

to use for another piece chances to turn up in the film that she is making now. She observes, “la 

poesía sirve para cruzar dos cosas que no se han cruzado. En el cine sería el montaje.” If the earlier 

stages of the film are about the incompatibility of film and poetry (i.e. the impossibility of montage), 

the latter suggest, if not the harmonious resolution of this conflict, or any sublation of the dialectic, 

then possible forms of accommodation or productive exchange between the two – rather like the 

mode of non-resolved montage (drawing on John Kraniauskas’s work) described in Chapter One with 

reference to Caldini. Can the impasse in Las poetas be solved in the way montage creates meaning? 

The comments in the film about bringing things together that would not normally be found together 

suggest an aleatory, chance element that classical montage does not admit, but which can be found 

in the works of the avant-gardes (see Introduction). This is reflected in the (its seems deliberately) 

haphazard progress of the film, mixing scenes and sequences in an often unpredictable or even 

contradictory fashion. Meanwhile the voice-over makes what seems to be a plea for art for art’s 
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sake; Citarella comments, “Nadie sabe qué utilidad puede tener un poema,” to which her colleague 

replies, “Una película tampoco.” “Los poemas no tienen que servir,” replies Citarella.  

From this point there is a change of mood; still playful, still lightly tongue-in-cheek, the film begins to 

give space to the poetry of Bignozzi, to let poetry be, and to concern itself less with practical or 

technical matters, instead giving a series of visual answers, or examples, none definitive, to the 

questions posed above, about how to screen poetry, all left for the viewer to assess. Poetry appears 

in the film in a variety of ways, and it is noticeable that the work of Halfon, a respected writer in her 

own right, is wholly absent. Overlaid intertitles include quotations from Bignozzi’s films as 

introductions to each chapter or act of the film. There are shots of pages from Juana’s books. We see 

a pan across dozens of printouts of poems, interspersed with close-ups, highlighted by Halfon or a 

member of the crew, pinned up around the flat in preparation for their reading. Members of the 

crew read poems, as does Halfon. At one stage Citarella and the cinematographer, Inés Duacastella, 

read a poem in their heads on screen.  

The final reel mixes readings by poets and actors, the latter including well-respected figures of the 

Argentine stage and screen. The poets read in a variety of different settings: Halfon at a desk; Clara 

Muschietti in a park; another group of poets, including the Costa Rican writer Jeymer Gamboa, sit 

around a table in what might be a university library, and make comments on the poems. The actor 

Luis Ziembrowski (who we have earlier seen in the background of archive footage of Bignozzi, 

alongside the writer Washington Cucurto, in the Eloísa Cartonera workshop in Buenos Aires) reads in 

a café, looking down all the time at the book, carefully but with mistakes which he has to go back 

and correct, a curious mix between the puckish, even devilish, and the self-effacing; and another 

actor, Andrea Garrote, declaims sitting in a rather grand wood-panelled interior, by a window, with a 

very elevated style and a look straight to camera to conclude. There is a difference when actors 

read, but differences also exist between actors, and between poets in their readings: the possibilities 

are unlimited.   
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We end in a zoo, as the crew attempt to sneak up on a pair of elephants to film them, in homage to 

Juana’s favourite animal. Overlaid we see the poem “Chau,” a piece by Bignozzi that deals with 

intensity in poetry and the nature of endings, and seems to parody the work of her generation in the 

1960s:  

Había un mundo infalible para escribir poemas intensos [...] 

muchachas crepusculares  

que repartían flores de piedra entre borrachos de prestigio  

y nunca pensaban en el principio 

les bastaban los finales como éste 

(de Regreso a la patria [1989]; in Bignozzi, 2000, 85) 

Las poetas, then, is a film about how to film poetry. One of the answers it gives is similar to Bazin’s 

proposed straight-to-camera reading, with all its potential variations (see Introduction); another is to 

return to the earliest cinematic forms and their use of the intertitle; as seen in Llinás’s La flor, and 

the camera oscura sequences of its final part, early cinema is a keen intertext for members of El 

Pampero. Las poetas maintains poetry’s specificity as a verbal, written form; and film’s as a visual 

medium, but one that, as is often the case in El Pampero’s films, can accommodate a lot of words. 

There is no sense here of a fusion, pace Higgins, between the two media. Like poetry, like montage, 

the film brings these forms together. As with the question about the different ways of reading a 

poem, it provides no conclusive answer. That is the role of the viewer. But it is also a film about how 

to say goodbye, with respect, but not subservience, to someone we love and admire. This 

relationship to the other, of respectful challenge, reproduces that between poetry and film that we 

have been trying to tease out in this volume: the poetry-film nexus as an aesthetics of difference.  
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