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After the Dictatorship: La frontera (The Frontier – aka The Exile), Ricardo Larraín, Chile, 1991.
1. The Chilean Dictatorship.

In some respects the military dictatorship under General Augusto Pinochet which held power in Chile from 1973 to 1990 seems akin to that which occurred in Argentina, indeed the two are often considered together as though a single political phenomenon. Although this is true in some respects – authoritarian bureaucratic rule, severe repression, political murder by organs of the state, “disappearance,” censorship of the arts and the institution of neo-liberal economic policies – there are differences which are significant and which suggest that we should read the two national experiences somewhat differently. What is interesting from our point of view is the way in which these differences are reflected in the two films, La frontera and Veronic Cruz. At the same time there are larger overall historical and cultural forces at work which do unite these two bloody and painful periods, of which more below.

As we have already seen, the Argentine dictatorship of the late 1970s took place during a period in which the elected Peronist party, never an ideologically coherent body, was being torn apart by internal strife between left and right wing factions. This strife featured violence on both sides and threatened the country with civil war; to some extent it could be said that such a state already existed. The military took over to impose order and with the support of a large section of the population (largely the middle class). Of course their version of ‘order’ turned out to be a fascistic tyranny that achieved nothing of value for Argentina and lasted only 5 years. Although the question of achieving justice for those murdered by the regime was never satisfactorily settled (not to mention the victims of the leftist guerrillas – they are not mentioned usually, although not many of the guerrillas survived), the return of democracy left the military with very little political influence. As a consequence film-makers were encouraged to make films about the dirty war and although Veronico Cruz is a gentle, understated film, its critique of the regime is clear and damning.  Other films such as The Official Story (1985), The Night of the Pencils (Olivera, 1986) and Garage Olimpo (Bechis, 1999) depict the horrors in ways which leave little to the imagination.  
In Chile the government of Salvador Allende had been democratically elected and had served for three years. It pursued socialist policies which were intended to redress the grave inequalities of Chilean life and which received wide support among the poor. Although Allende’s policies resulted in severe economic difficulties for Chile, the same could be said of other governments that were far less radical. The military coup that overthrew Allende was a bloody affair, backed by US money, equipment and ‘expertise’. The Pinochet regime lasted until 1990; under international pressure Pinochet agreed to a plebiscite and the opposition won. He reluctantly agreed to step down, but only on condition that he remain head of the army and that no-one was prosecuted for human rights violations that occurred during his rule. Thus he remained a threatening and powerful figure in the country’s politics and, as a consequence, the return of artistic freedom was much more tentative in Chile than in Argentina and film-makers were by no means encouraged to revisit critically the recent past. Thus the critique of the regime in our film, La frontera, is more oblique than its Argentine counterpart. 
As always when the artist feels constrained regarding what he can say, he finds an outlet in metaphor; our reading of Larraín’s film will be guided by the search for, and interpretation of metaphor, and we shall find it a rich field in this respect.  Of course the film is about the past, about seeking a past that was hidden, a history that has been stifled. It is about the need for memory and history as bases for identity. And, like so many Chilean narratives, it is about exile. 
     The overall context of both these South American periods of tyranny, along with similar episodes in many other  countries of the region, contains a number of more general factors that we should note. The Spanish conquest left South America with populations divided along class and racial lines. Vast land-holdings are in the hands of a few white owners. Economic under-development left a small number rich and privileged while the mass of the people lived in great poverty; this was particularly the case for the indigenous who were invariably driven from their lands (and still are). The ruling or elite class is very largely white. The military officer class is similarly composed.  It is common to hear middle and upper class whites in some of these countries speak openly and without reservation of their contempt for the indigenous population, whom they regard as inherently inferior and neither worthy nor capable of equal status. The politics of this class is, of course, inherently conservative in the sense of wishing to preserve a status quo which is to their advantage. They tend to retain a loyalty to the Catholic Church. The Church has a mixed history in Latin America; the Jesuits campaigned to protect the indigenous population, but they were expelled in the C18th. ‘Liberation theology’ took up the cause of the poor in the C20th., but the official stance of the Church has been conservative and their attitude towards socialism, which they rightly see as anti-religion i.e. Marxist, or at least Rationalist, has been unreservedly hostile. Given that Catholic theology regards the next world as infinitely more important than this one, this has led to a tendency to support a right-wing extremism whose devotion to ‘tradition’ espouses Catholicism as well as Nationalism and militarism. 
In its extreme form the right adopts the cult of death. The Nazi SS had the death’s head (skull) as their cap-badge.  This has taken on a particular character in Spain itself  (the Spanish Falange movement fought for Franco; their cry was “Viva Muerta”) and the countries of South America; the name that we have given this form is, of course, Fascism. This term tends to be used somewhat loosely but essentially Fascism is a political philosophy developed in the C19th. which took the teachings of Darwin and applied them to relations between classes and races, arguing that the emergence of social elites and dominant colonial powers was due to inherent superiority and that the ‘survival of the fittest’ would ensure the evolution of ever superior human beings in the pursuit of ‘progress.’ It is not difficult to see the consequences of this theory (Social Darwinism – falsely claimed to be scientific*) in racism, imperialism and the preservation of class distinctions of all kinds. Fascism is totalitarian, anti-democratic and functions through the operation of a corporate state. Marxism was, of course, the countervailing theory** and the conflict between the two characterized much of the politics of the C20th. The first large scale open conflict between the two ideologies took place in Spain in the 1930s. The Spanish Civil War broke out when the right (Nationalist) refused to accept the victory of the left (Republicans) in the election of 1936. The war ended in 1939 in victory for the Nationalists (Fascists) under General Franco, who ruled Spain until 1975. His rule was characterised by bureaucratic authoritarianism and the usual catalogue of repression, murder and disappearance. Democracy was not restored until his death. It is not difficult to see the parallels between this aspect of Spanish history and culture and events in its former colonies in South America. This similarity is one of the themes of La frontera. 
(*Contemporary genetic science has destroyed Social Darwinism’s claims to scientific and intellectual legitimacy.
**We should note that democracy is the antithesis of both these political forms, but its survival does seem to depend on the existence of a reasonably highly developed economy that reduces inequality to bearable levels, although the experience of India, post independence, seems to be an exception in this respect. The existence of a welfare state is effective in this regard; this also depends on a developed economy.)
The final overarching factor influencing the politics of the world in the second half of the C20th. was, of course, the Cold War. Essentially a conflict between two ideologies, capitalist and communist, and their super-power representatives the USA and the USSR, the conflicts between rich and poor in Latin America became caught up in this confrontation. The result was a tendency for the USA, in keeping with the Monroe Doctrine, to regard South America as its own ‘sphere of influence’ over which it had to maintain political and economic hegemony. As a consequence the USA consistently gave financial and military support to the Right throughout the continent. The consequences of this aspect of Latin American history have been grievous indeed, resulting in an enlargement of what should have been essentially local and small scale conflicts and the imposition of brutal and extreme and largely futile ‘solutions’ on political problems that are at root economic and cultural. One of the most egregious consequences of these extreme solutions is that they impede the creation of culture, often deliberately, creating lacunae*** which subsequent artists, writers and film-makers have to fill. La frontera is an example of this need to fill a cultural vacuum in historical memory. 
(***lacuna: a gap or space in culture – an ‘empty page’ in the book of history – a missing step in a narrative.) 
2. This Week’s Reading.

As usual Skidmore & Smith give us an outline of the period in question. They take us from the Allende presidency, through the military coup, to the return to democracy and the end of the century. It may be considered that the aspect of Allende’s policy that did most to provoke the revolt of the Chilean elite (and the USA) was land reform and the nationalization of industries. It may also be noted that increasing wages without increasing production simply leads to inflation (ie the value of money depends on the quantity of goods available for it to be spent on; if wages double but production remains the same, prices double ie the value of money is halved.) Also, all government programmes for the alleviation of the lot of the poor must have the support of the middle class (alas).

Deborah Shaw’s chapter on La frontera is based on the notion of discovering a past, knowledge of which has been repressed, in order for memory to be acknowledged and the history written, out of which national identity can continue to be constructed. This theme may be more overt in the film with which it is twinned, Amnesia (Justiniano, 1994) but it is clearly present in Larraín’s effort also. She pays particular attention to the denial of history in the immediate post-dictatorship period, noting the lingering influence of Pinochet and the military hierarchy. She notes the way in which La frontera departs from strict realism in some respects; it should be noted that surrealism and even fantasy can be sources of metaphor in otherwise realist texts, a technique used in the ‘magic realist’ novels that Latin America made its own. She suggests that the Diver is such an metaphor, his searching of the ocean bed for the ‘hole’ that he believes plays a role in the recurrent tidal waves that engulf the town clearly being non-realist.  His return to the ocean when the wave arrives at the end of the film, together with his lack of a name, give him a mythic quality as far as Shaw is concerned. Of course his search is below the surface – a search for that which has been hidden or suppressed – the metaphor is clear. Below the surface lies repressed memory, the past, the roots of identity, all the things of which Chilean culture has been deprived by the regime and which must now be brought to the surface again. Shaw draws attention to the theme of exile and the way in which Ramiro learns that exile is a condition that can be confronted and overcome by finding relationships with a place and its people no matter where. She interprets the tidal wave as relating to fascism although one might suggest that, since it occurs regularly it might also stand for the very movement of history, in the face of which we are all largely helpless; it may also be considered as time itself, before which all things fall eventually. Shaw sums up her interpretation thus:
Both The Frontier and Amnesia search for a direction for the future of their country through an exploration of the past.  . . . The Frontier explores the condition of exile; . . . Ramiro learns lessons relating to nature and relationships, and he learns how to read the past from present circumstances. He becomes a new man in the frontier land, able to take an active role in a Chilean democracy.  . . . The Frontier does not demand retribution, does not name the guilty; rather it tells of personal survival and the importance of solidarity between victims of the forces of violence.

    Each film, then, employs different strategies to examine recent history. . . . both . . . dramatize the need to confront the past and tell stories that have been silenced and denied. They call for the past to be brought into the present to allow progress and the creation of a future free from violence and oppression.   (100) 
3. Reading La frontera.    
La frontera is one of those rare and precious movies that bridged the (supposed) gap between popular and serious cinema. (You will not be surprised to learn that I do not accept that this ‘gap’ has to exist.)  That is to say it achieved both box office success and critical acclaim. Of the film’s serious intent there can be no doubt; its subject could not have been more serious in the Chile of the 1990s. At the same time its style is realist; it deploys continuity editing, always a necessity in the cinematic presentation of popular drama. Its narrative form is straightforwardly linear – there are no flashbacks or other temporal complexities in its construction despite its theme of the recall of the past and the recording of memory. The quality of cinematography is high and the depiction of the Chilean landscape is compelling throughout. However, as noted above, certain aspects of the action of the film depart from ‘realism,’ the behaviour of the Diver being the most obvious.  
The tone of the film is serious, but at the same time it has the lightness of touch made necessary by the need to avoid provoking Pinochet, still an influence in the background to Chilean life at the time of the film’s release. Thus the film’s authority figures, the hapless Delegate and his marginally more resourceful secretary, are presented not as ruthless murderous tyrants, but rather as bumbling no-nothings in charge of a community that has no need of their offices and takes little or no notice of what they say and do. As various critics point out they are presented as comic figures, a kind of Laurel and Hardy duo who find themselves in a ‘fine mess’ and entirely without guidance from above.  
The film deploys irony in a number of ways, always a useful weapon in the armoury of the subtle satirist. The theme of the film is exile: the Delegate and his assistant are as much exiles as any of the film’s other characters. The power that they represent is so distant as to be beyond communication and they are thrust onto their own inadequate resources to deal with problems created elsewhere for reasons they do not understand. The irony is compounded; they respond angrily to their isolation from the powers that be, but do not know how lucky they are in that respect. Thus the film contrasts with Veronico Cruz: although Argentina’s province of Jujuy is neglected, the power of the Junta is all too apparent and felt very painfully in that remote place.  
As noted above, the film focuses on the theme of exile. Ramiro is a relegado, an internal exile, punished for protesting the disappearance of a teaching colleague in his home city of Santiago, the Chilean capital.  Chile is a ‘long thin’ country running down the western side of the Southern Cone; it lies between the Andes and the Pacific Ocean. At its southernmost tip it reaches Tierra del Fuego, in remote Patagonia, the border of which Chile has disputed with Argentina from time to time. The film is located on an island, cut off from the mainland and reached only by a ferry designed for the transportation of pedestrians, cattle and carts, rather than automobiles. There is a sense in which the journey to this backland area is a journey into the past and this acts as a metaphor for the film’s cultural purpose, indeed it is as if the very island itself is in exile from the mainland. But in this case the exile is a blessing rather than a curse.
Ramiro finds that exile is a matter of being parted from the people you love. His ex-wife and his son are lost to him; they too are in exile from Chile and live in Holland. His son knows Holland as home and feels in temporary exile while visiting in Chile. Ramiro begins to lose his sense of exile when he falls in love with Maite. Both she and her Father are exiles from Spain. Don Ignacio fought for the Republic in the Civil War: the film makes the Spanish connection very clear. The old man equates Spanish and Chilean fascism, albeit he finds the latter lacking in ruthlessness for not having Ramiro shot. He is locked into the past, exiled from the very present itself. For him there will be only one release. When the tidal wave engulfs him, Maite chooses to stay with him. Chile’s connection with Spain and its deathly past must be broken. 
The priest, Father Patricio, can also be seen as an exile. The Church has sent him to minister to a people who cling to the old ways; he admonishes Ramiro to respect the local beliefs and therefore has to do so himself. When Fr. Patricio prays in private he does so in English; is he even more of an exile than at first appears? The religious syncretism evident in the film relates to the wider culture also. Hilda, the curandera or healer, practises the old religion of the Mapuche. She cures Ramiro of his fever and also treats his burned hand (how did he get this burn? Was he tortured – some critics have suggested this interpretation which would be a further example of the film’s cautious touch in referring to the brutality of the regime.)  But she drives herself around in an old car – the old and the new come together to form a new hybrid culture – this is what syncretism means. The Mapuche are more closely in touch with nature and Hilda reads the signs that indicate the coming tidal wave; the birds flying away, the dogs barking. Both she and the priest warn the people in their own ways; when the people are marooned on the cemetery hilltop, Mapuche and Christian prayers are said simultaneously. Both appeal to mythic sources of comfort and succour.  The metaphor is of a Chile in which Criollo and Indian have an equal share and the old and the new come together. 
Only the Diver seems not to be an exile: in fact he seems equally at home on land or in the sea. When he turns to the ocean to meet the wave it seems that he must be lost, but we are not shown his demise or his corpse; if we read the Diver as a trope of magical realism, then his return to the sea is a return to his ‘natural’ element.  His, and Ramiro’s  exploration of the sea-bed is a metaphor for the exploration of a lost past. They find the toy that had belonged to Maite’s child and her recognition of it brings her the kind of release that certain knowledge of death can bring. They also recover the statue of the meeting of the liberators, San Martin and Bolivar, symbolizing Chile’s fight for the liberty that the Pinochet regime has betrayed. 

Ramiro learns that exile is a matter of the heart and of one’s relations to one’s fellows. Even though he loses his new love, he takes his new knowledge into the future. He sees that his duty is still to protest and he does so in a most public manner – on TV. Of course this is a moment of reflexivity for Larraín and the film itself. The TV man wonders if they will be allowed to broadcast the protest: Larraín must have wondered the same thing about his film as a whole: he too protests. In protesting he takes part in the process of retrieving the suppressed past. The new Chile of democracy cannot accept itself unless it is permitted to write its own painful history. Even if justice cannot be served, the verdict of history can be written; from that there is to be no escape. 
4. This Week’s Extracts.
(i) The ferry. Two worlds, the old and new. The bumbling officials – gentle satire of tyranny. 
(ii)  Hilda the Curandura, the healer – and her car – two worlds. The burn – torture? No-one asks. 

(iii)   The Diver. Non realist. The Wave, the hole, the rainbow- symbol of the covenant (no more 

       flood? But there will be.) Hope of future freedom? The view over the bay. Nature.

(iv) Don Ignacio – keeping the past alive – but it is a prison for him. Connection to fascism and 

       the Spanish Civil War.

(v)  Music and dance. Protest. Becomes a member of the community. Gentle and amusing  

    example of typical Latin American homosociality.
(vi)   The Liberators. Ramiro is freed but wishes to stay. His exile is over in both ways. He dives 

          and seeks the past. The birds fly away. 

(vii) The wave. Don Ignacio freed at last.   Maite will not leave. The people flee the flood. Two 
       religions  pray – syncretism.  
(vii) End of film – protest. Reflexivity.
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