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LT223: Latin American Cinema.

Third Cinema
Memorias del subdesarrollo (Memories of Underdevelopment):
Tomás Gutiérrez Alea (1968).

1. Initial Reading.  The Course Outline recommends 4 initial readings that between them provide an outline introduction to this part of the course. Stephen M. Hart’s introductory chapter in A Companion to Latin American Film indicates the parameters, as it were, of film production in Latin America in the period from 1960 to the present. He suggests that we may divide this into two distinct categories; State funded ‘revolutionary’ or ‘post-colonial’ film and market capitalist ‘popular’ film. Although these categories are crude in the extreme they do help us to interpret the changes in film form and technique that have taken place; whether it is the case that ‘political’ film has failed to be ‘popular’ or vice versa is an issue that should concern us as we view our two Cuban movies. 

(Note that Hart includes a chapter on Memorias del subdesarrollo in his book. If you read this [I do not recommend it] note that he seriously misreads the plot, a fact that undermines the authority of his analysis.  He asserts that Sergio and Hanna were lovers after Sergio’s wife left Cuba. This is quite wrong: they were together before he married. When she went to New York she wanted him to go with her and become a writer; he could have gone with her but chose inaction rather than risk and decision, even for love. Quite how Hart could have misread this is hard to imagine.)

Solanos and Getino published their celebrated essay “Towards a Third Cinema” in 1971. However Memorias del subdesarrollo was first viewed in 1968, the year that the Argentine pair produced their revolutionary documentary La hora de los hornos (The Hour of the Furnaces). We may therefore consider the two texts as contemporary. “Towards a Third Cinema” is quite clearly a passionate revolutionary polemic, informed by Marxist notions of dialectic materialism and resting, inevitably (and some would say fatally) on the notion of the creation of the New Man, no longer alienated from his true nature as a member of a universal brotherhood by the class system imposed upon him by the Capitalistic economic order. For Solanos and Getino the cinematic output of the developed world, dominated by Hollywood, carries within its narrative structures and textual practises the ideology of Capitalism and its associated neo-colonialism, the twin yokes under which Latin American societies have laboured since the end of the Spanish Empire. Third Cinema therefore will reject these structures and practises to produce a cinema which speaks to the people of Latin America in their own terms and of their own lives. This, they believe, will lead to revolutionary action, the overthrow of capitalistic society, an end to neo-colonialism and the establishment of socialist societies. These societies will, however, be based on notions of national identity,  rather than international brotherhood. It is Nationalism that will overthrow Neo-Colonialism. That the revolution will, of necessity, be violent, is taken for granted; the whole language of “Third Cinema,” its film-making practises, the projection process, the effect of the films and the reactions of their audiences are all prescribed in language that can only be described as military. For Solanos and Getino the cinema must go to war on the injustice and oppression of the “First” World’s relations with the “Third.” All of this might seem to be the height of romantic optimism were it not for the fact that Cuban Revolution had already occurred. 

Michael Chanan’s “The Changing Geography of Third Cinema” was written for Screen magazine in 1997. The historical perspective that this allows enables Chanan to place the original Solanos and Getino manifesto in the context of the 1966 military take-over of power in their native Argentina. It should never be forgotten that Cuba is unique in Latin America in establishing and maintaining an authoritarian regime based on leftist principles. There 

have been any number of Latin American dictatorships elsewhere, but they have all been right-wing, not to say fascistic, in character. Chanan goes further in his analysis of the “phenomenon” of Third Cinema, pointing out that a radical, indeed revolutionary cinema need not be the product of the “Third World.” Indeed the concepts of “First” “Second” and “Third” cinema’s relate, if at all, not to the country of origin of the film itself, but to its ideological character, a character expressed in its narrative structure and signifying practises. “What determines third cinema is the conception of the world, and not the genre or an explicitly political approach.” (10) It is for this reason that Chanan concludes his essay thus: 

What we need now is a new geography.” (22)

 Of course he leaves open the question of what this new geography might be, unless we return to an earlier passage: 

The real issue lies elsewhere, in the perennial problem about the relationship, or rather mismatch, between theoretical endeavour and the terrain of praxis. This is part of the problem: if the question is the practise of third cinema, then this is not conducted according to a theory; it responds to everyday circumstances. And this applies to both means and ends, both the political target and the route taken by the process of production. 

  The original third cinema was premised on militant mass political movements of a kind which hardly exist any longer, and upon ideologies which have taken a decisive historical beating. Third cinema can only survive if it recognises that it comes from the margins and the interstices. Margins and interstices are different but closely related spaces. They are global in their interconnections. . . .   the universe of representational spaces in which their [third cinema film-makers etc] work is received, the point of reception, is polyvalent. The global conditions of postmodern culture make it possible for margins and interstices across the globe to become aware of each other.  (22)

We might note that the above remarks predate the growth of the internet, blogging, conferencing, informal personal communications, downloading of film to DVD, digital video recording via camera and mobile phone and so on, and the extent to which these technical developments intensify the process outlined above. A case could be made for suggesting that the boundary between margin and centre is eroding and that “interstices” also are proliferating in ways that currently escape regulation. The rise of right wing radicalism in the USA and its world wide Islamic counterpart, the two mutually dependent  hostile ideologies that have colonised the space created by the end of the “Cold War” also introduces an entirely new element into the notion of what the concerns of “third cinema”  might be. 

   Charles Berg outlines the principal stereotypes that inform and distort our readings of Latin American texts of all kinds, especially film. He points out the fact that many of these have their origin in racist conceptions most powerfully depicted in Hollywood movies. 

2. Titles.  While it is necessary for non-Spanish speakers (myself included) to have translations of film titles (and dialogue sub-titles) it is to be preferred that we stick to the Spanish when referring to main titles as this indicates a respect for that of which we ourselves remain lamentably ignorant. However if students insist on using English versions they will not be penalised. It is important to note that titles in Spanish only use an upper case letter for the initial word  (and any proper name) and that some letters, e, a, n, o, i, u, may take an accent: for examples see above – film title, director’s name.  Be careful about these details.

3. Historical Background.  Skidmore and Smith (Modern Latin America) outline Cuban history post-Columbus, concentrating on the twentieth century and on the Cuban revolutionary campaign of the late 1950s. They analyse the way in which the Island’s dependence on sugar cane agriculture helped to create a deprived rural labour force (as opposed to a rural peasantry) and how the part-migratory nature of this section of the population brought it into contact and alliance with the urban proletariat in a way that did not occur elsewhere in Latin America. It was this combination of urban and rural poor that proved susceptible to the promise of egalitarian reform as proposed by the revolutionaries, whose leadership consisted of educated middle class idealists, disgusted by their country’s subservience to the US and outraged by the inequality and injustice that they saw all around them. The extent of US dominance of Cuban affairs, both political, cultural and economic is made clear. 

After a guerrilla campaign lasting several years and fought largely in the Sierra Maestra Mountains to the east of the island, the position of the Cuban dictator, Fulgensia Batista, became untenable, especially as he had clearly lost the tacit support of the US government under Eisenhower. Batista resigned on New Year’s Eve, 1959 and left the country. The revolutionaries, under Fidel Castro, entered Havana and established their new regime. This evolved fairly rapidly into an authoritarian Marxist dictatorship, with Fidel (as he became generally known) as its leader. A CIA led attempt in 1960 to dislodge the regime by military force proved to be a fiasco (the “Bay of Pigs invasion”). Cuba turned increasingly to the Soviet Union for economic support (especially since the US had embargoed Cuban trade). In 1962 the Russians moved to install medium range ballistic missiles in Cuba. The US forced them to back down but the world held its breath as it contemplated the possibility of nuclear war. (“Cuban Missile Crisis”).

Fidel Castro and the revolution have survived. Despite the imprisonment of dissidents and the poor state of the Cuban economy there has been no meaningful internal challenge to the Cuban Revolution. Poverty is less extreme than it was and its effects are mitigated by a sense of equality that is quite new in Cuban life. Education is free and of good quality in Cuba; the Cuban health service is a model for the continent (and the US); Cuban doctors appear in many Latin American countries, assisting the most deprived areas. Above all perhaps, the unrelenting and exaggerated hostility of the US* has proved to be the Revolution’s most valuable asset. As in all Latin American countries it is Nationalism** that motivates the nation’s politics and serves to provide a basis for identity; and this means anti-Americanism. 

The question that remains for Cuba is what will happen when Fidel dies? He is 83 now; and Cuba is the last Communist country left. If Vietnam and China have taken the Capitalist road, will Cuba be far behind?

* The idea that the US has anything to fear from Cuba is, of course, absurd. However a lot of US capitalists and Cuban bourgeois exiles want their money back. 

** The significance of Nationalism is made apparent in Mikhail Kalatozov’s 1964 film celebrating the revolution and promoting its mythology after the manner of Eisenstein. The film is entitled Soy Cuba (I am Cuba).  

4. This week’s Other Reading.

Michael Chanan’s analysis of Memorias del subdesarrollo is taken from his book The Cuban Image: Cinema and Cultural Politics in Cuba. Chanan concentrates on the film’s “fragmentation of images and representation” which he suggests is “breaking down the vocabulary of its own existence.” He argues that this technique reflects the fate of Sergio, the intellectual who finds that the revolution destroys the social and economic parameters on which his identity was constructed and who cannot find a role for himself either in the new Cuba or in flight to the USA. 

Nancy Berthier concentrates on the wider implications of the film and its depiction of the dilemma of the intellectual in any kind of changing society. Since all societies, including those of the so called “First World” have undergone continuous, rapid and in some ways radical change in the past 4 decades, a process which shows no sign of slowing down, Berthier suggests a wider relevance for Gutiérrez Alea’s movie, while not in any way removing it from its Cuban historical context. She reminds us that in his “Words to the Intellectuals” (1961) Fidel Castro “guaranteed freedom of expression to artists provided they did not develop counter-revolutionary propaganda.” (100)  She also mentions the formation of ICAIC (Instituto Cubano de Arte e Industria Cinematográficos), the body set up by the revolutionary government to promote not only the Revolution, but Cuban “cultural credibility” and identity generally.  Berthier argues that for Gutiérrez Alea “The individual story is meaningful only if it connects with history,” (101) and she reads Sergio accordingly. She analyses the way in which Sergio’s identity has been constructed on the basis of European models and how this no longer applies in a society that has undergone, not just a revolution, but a Cuban revolution. Cuban or European? This is the dichotomy that lies at the heart of so much Latin American discourse of identity. It is important to note that Alea considers it necessary for Cuban cinema to be critical of the Revolution from the inside: “We must support the necessity of criticism as a necessity for the survival of the Revolution,  . . .  If we do not become aware of our problems, we cannot solve them.” (103) 

John King’s “Cuba: Revolutionary Projections” is an outline of Cuban film production history from the Revolution in 1959 to 1990. It remarks on the popularity of cinema in Cuba and of the success of “home made” films. It opens with Che Guevara’s remark about “. . . revolutionaries coming who will sing the song of the new man . . .” and finds it necessary to point out that the “new man” has yet to turn up. Throughout the article one senses the inescapable tension between the regime’s passionate commitment to the Revolution and the inevitable desire of the film-makers to express themselves without restraint. King seeks to establish a perspective on this tension by quoting the following figures comparing pre-revolutionary statistics and those of 1988: life expectancy 57 to 74: infant mortality per thousand 60 to 13.3: doctors 1 in 5000 to 1 in 400: literacy 76 % to 98%: primary school enrolment 56 % to 100%. 

5.  Tomás Gutiérrez Alea: (11/12/28 – 17/04/96).  Gutiérrez Alea is generally regarded as Cuba’s finest director, an appellation that at once throws up the tension at the heart of so much of his work – his identity as a cinematic auteur in the individualist tradition that is contradicted by the revolutionary socialist concept of the primacy of the collective – the people as a whole, or at least the working class. (But then the contradictions of revolutionary society, like those of any other kind, are what help to make it of interest to film-makers and their audiences: I have noted elsewhere the split between the essentially nationalist nature of Cuba’s revolution and the internationalist theoretical position of Marxism – but even the Russian Revolutionaries found this – they called it “Revolution in one country.”)

Gutiérrez Alea had a long career as a film-maker, predating the Revolution by some 20 years. However, like so many Cuban intellectuals he was a supporter of the Revolution; the state of Cuban society in the 1940s and 50s made this more or less inevitable. He threw his talents into the task of making films that were both supportive of the Revolution and critical of its shortcomings, as his two films of the course will clearly show. 

His filmography lists 25 titles as director, from El Faquir in 1947 to Guantanamera in 1995. The list includes Esta tierra nuestra (1959), Asemblea general (1960), Historias de la revolución (1960), Muerte al invasor (1961), Muerte de un burócrata (1966), and La Última cena (1976). He was associated with ICAIC for many years and was its first director. He spent two years in Rome with the Italian Neo-Realists and their influence can be detected in his work.

6. Memorias del subdesarrollo.  Although made in 1968 the film is set in the period 1961-2, during which the Revolutionary government was establishing itself, debating the forms  and structures the new society should adopt, setting in motion programmes for the relief of some of Cuba’s long standing social problems and resisting the attempts of the US to dislodge it from its new-found position. This was the period that saw the Bay of Pigs invasion, substantial flight of members of the Cuban bourgeoisie and, ultimately, the Cuban Missile Crisis. The subdesarrollo (underdevelopment) to which the title of the film refers may at first be thought to refer to the condition of Cuba’s economy, the weakness of which lay at the heart of most analyses of Latin American political instability. However as we watch Sergio’s reactions (or lack of them) to the historic events unfolding around him, in some cases represented to us by actual documentary film footage, we are drawn to consider the state of his emotional, moral, psychological and political development as it becomes clear that he is the focus of the film and that the Revolution provides him with his context. How developed is Sergio? – that is the question.

The trope of “underdevelopment” can also be read in the appearance and style of the film itself. Like the neo-realists, Gutiérrez Alea and the early revolutionary cineastes tried to make the underdeveloped state of their film-making industry a signifier in itself. The use of black and white, a certain inadequacy of definition due to antiquated film stock  and the intercutting of newsreel footage all add to the sense of an underprivileged group revelling in their disadvantages or, if you prefer, making a virtue of necessity. This aspect of the film expresses the Revolution’s aspirations; its faith that, armed with revolutionary fervour, ideological concepts, and sheer good will Cuba can use its underdevelopment as an inspiration and a foundation on which to build a new order of society. At the theoretical level this very state of underdevelopment shields Cuba and its revolutionaries from the snare of filmic “perfection” on the Hollywood model with its invisible technique, ideological mystification based on the suspension of audience analytical awareness, and necessary reinforcement of the very Capitalist and bourgeois individualist values that the Revolution rejects. 

7. This Week’s Extracts.  

1. Start of the film. ICAIC. Music, dancing, energy, passion, violence. Hand held camera, lack of formal editing technique, documentary look, no establishing shots – a rejection of Hollywood style. Jump cut to airport scene of bourgeois leavers – rejecting the Revolution and flying to the USA. Newsreel type footage but involves fictional characters – no clear distinction between the “real” setting and the narrative. Temporal complexity – linearity rejected. Sergio’s wife is leaving – but he stays. Does this mean that he supports the Revolution? Does he have commitment? How does the breakdown of his marriage affect him? 

2. In Sergio’s apartment – affluent, bourgeois, European in style. What do I do now? Write? Find out if I have anything to say. Telescope – he prefers to look – detached. “Have I changed or has the city changed?” He is bored – no dynamism, no motivation. He wants observe history as if he could escape being part of it.  He feels “above” the life of the city and its people; he is the flaneur, the voyeur; but history permits no detachment when the Revolution comes.

3. Sergio walks through the city. He regrets the change that has occurred – Havana is no longer “The Paris of the Caribbean.” Sergio cannot accept what history is doing to his world – but he remains “to see what will happen.”  Faces – male, female, young, old. “What meaning do their lives have?” “What meaning does my life have?” “But I am not like them.” He fails to see that the Revolution is the meaning of these lives whether they wish it not (most do) – including his own. He must join or leave. He does neither. Freeze frame of Sergio – and fade. He is frozen and will fade – style conveys meaning. 

4. Pablo analyses the situation – draws his conclusions and acts accordingly. He is a bourgeois and he knows it and accepts it – he will leave for the US. The political prisoners; the dialectic relationship between the individual and history and between the individual and the group. Newsreel used in fiction film: the problem of “history” – who writes it? who interprets it? Alea justifies the Revolution by reference to torture and brutality but knows that he is using newsreel selectively – like the men in the ICAIC cutting room with their censored sex scenes. The individual’s rejection of group responsibility despite the adoption of group identity and project.

5. After the “Literature and Underdevelopment” conference Sergio walks across a bank white space – he is isolated and his world lacks contrast and definition. As he gets nearer the camera he goes out of focus and then disappears altogether. He is isolated – as a detached individual he is nothing. How to get rid of underdevelopment – by action – by the Revolution (possibly) – but not by detachment and isolated individualism. 

6. At Hemingway’s. “Hemingway conquered his fear of death but not of life.” Sergio fears both. (Fidel and the Revolutionaries fear neither.) Rene Villareal – Hemingway’s servant – the colonialist relationship – the US master and his “underdeveloped” Cuban servant. But this is precisely the relationship that Sergio has with Elena. He says she cares about nothing but this is not true – she cares about life and action. He is the one who cares about nothing. He missed his chance of love when he let Hannah go, choosing instead to stay and run the Factory that his father gave him – the bourgeois option, putting material wealth before love and human relationships.  

7. The “Missile Crisis.” History – newsreel. Fidel’s defiance. His passion, energy, action and faith. Compared with Sergio’s emptiness and despair. Fidel – “Patria o muerte.” Sergio – “This island is a trap.”  Montage sequence intercuts Sergio’s inaction with the military action in the city. He looks through his telescope at the dawn as the city (and the world) waits. Without commitment the intellectual is useless.

8. Conclusion.  While the Cuban context of Memorias del subdesarrollo is obviously something we need to consider, what makes the film even more significant is the generalised nature of its theme – the role of the intellectual and the tension between objectivity and commitment, contemplation and action.  

9. Next Week’s Film.  Next week’s film is very unusual and viewing will definitely be enhanced by reading it up in advance. 
John Cant.
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