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Abstract 
 
 

In this project I will explore how Spanish visual culture (in addition to select works of art from 

other European nations), especially but not solely Spanish Baroque painting and the works of Francisco 

Goya, inspired the filmmakers Carlos Saura and Victor Erice in their depiction of late Francoist Spanish 

society. Additionally, I will interpret how these two directors, whose acclaimed work changed Spanish 

cinema in the 1960s and 1970s, specifically embody Francoist Spain in their characters and settings.  

 In my exploration of artistic influences on Saura and Erice’s embodiment of Francoism, I will 

analyze three films, in order of their theatrical release:  The Garden of Delights (1970), directed by Carlos 

Saura, The Spirit of the Beehive (1972), directed by Victor Erice, and Cria Cuervos (1975), directed by 

Saura.  My method for analyzing each film includes my allusion to specific works of art that I consider as 

influential to Saura and Erice, whether on a conscious or subconscious level.  Each film, in my view, 

evokes images that play an important role in Spanish visual culture, and the nation’s collective memory.  I 

will discuss The Garden of Delights primarily within the context of Hieronymus Bosch’s eponymous 

painting, as well as Goya’s Duel with Clubs.  I will analyze The Spirit of the Beehive, the film which I see 

as most evocative of painting, primarily within the context of Baroque and Romantic painting, and how 

the two styles’ contrasts are evoked in the film’s indoor and outdoor scenes, respectively.  I will show 

how Cria Cuervos, filmed as Franco lay dying, primarily evokes Goya’s Saturn and Velazquez’ 

portraiture. 

 I conclude that (primarily) Spanish visual culture influenced Saura and Erice’s embodiment of 

their repressive society and effectively aided the auteurs’ symbolistic subversive filmmaking. 
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Preface:  The Embodiment of Death  

He who bases or thinks that he bases his conduct--his 
inward or his outward conduct, his feeling or his 
action--upon a dogma or theoretical principle which 
he deems incontrovertible, runs the risk of becoming 
a fanatic.  

- Miguel de Unamuno, The Tragic Sense of 
Life.1 

 

On October 12, 1936, a day celebrating the discovery of the “New World” by Christopher 

Columbus, in a crowded room full of fear, a respected old philosopher stood up to a morbid, crippled 

jingoist and expressed an opinion that ended his career.  The Basque-born Miguel de Unamuno, a linguist, 

former classics professor, rector of the University of Salamanca, and founding member of the Generation 

of ’98 literary movement, which aimed to revive Spanish culture in the wake of the country’s final 

humiliation (the loss of all vestiges of its empire in a war against the upstart United States), was asked to 

participate in the ceremony for the Dia de la Raza.  The three speakers preceding him were a conservative 

priest, an extreme monarchist, and a Castilian bigot opposed to Basque and Catalan autonomy, and all 

three delivered fiery orations eliciting frenzied cheering from the crowd.  Also in the crowd was General 

Jose Millan Astray, founder of the Foreign Legion.  Hugh Thomas notes that “His black eye-patch, his 

one arm, his mutilated fingers made him a hero of the moment.”2 After the final speaker, Professor 

Francisco Maldonado, ended his diatribe with an explanation that Fascism would clean Spain of impure 

minorities, “a man at the back of the hall cried the Foreign Legion’s motto: ‘Viva la Muerte!’”  Thomas 

vividly recounts the ensuing scene: 

Millan Astray then gave the now usual rabble-rousing slogans: ‘Spain!’ he cried.  
Automatically, a number of people shouted ‘One!’ ‘Spain!’ shouted Millan Astray again.  ‘Great!’ 
replied the audience.  To Millan Astray’s final cry of ‘Spain!’ his bodyguard gave the answer 
‘Free!’  Several falangists, in their blue shirts, gave a fascist salute to the sepia photograph of 
Franco which hung on the wall over the dais.  All the eyes were turned to Unamuno, who it was 
known disliked Millan Astray and who rose to close the meeting and said: 

 
All of you are hanging on my words. You all know me and are aware 

that I am unable to remain silent. At times to be silent is to lie.  For silence can 

																																																								
1 Miguel de Unamuno, Tragic Sense of Life, trans. J.E. Crawford Flitch (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1954), 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/14636/14636-h/14636-h.htm.  
2 Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War (New York: The Modern Library, 2001), 486. 
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be interpreted as acquiescence… [at this point he addressed Maldonado’s 
speech]. 

 
He paused.  There was a fearful silence.  No speech like this had been made in nationalist 

Spain.  What would the rector say next? 
 

Just now… I heard a necrophilistic and senseless cry:  ‘Long live 
death.’ And I, who have spent my life shaping paradoxes which have aroused 
the uncomprehending anger of others, I must tell you, as an expert authority, that 
this outlandish paradox is repellent to me.  General Millan Astray is a cripple.  
Let it be said without any slighting undertone.  He is a war invalid.  So was 
Cervantes.  Unfortunately there are all too many cripples in Spain just now.  
And soon there will be even more of them, if God does not come to our aid.  It 
pains me to think that General Millan Astray should dictate the pattern of mass 
psychology.  A cripple who lacks the spiritual greatness of a Cervantes is wont 
to seek ominous relief in causing mutilation around him.3  

 

Millan Astray could not countenance that Unamuno, who was neither a republican nor a 

nationalist (and, in fact, was a man who in the early thirties thought the Falange might bring order to a 

Spain on the cusp of anarchy or Bolshevism), rose and admonished the general’s use of horrific injuries in 

promoting a cult of death and rejecting any discussion addressing the tragic meaning of the incipient civil 

war. The menacing general responded with, "Death to intelligence! Long live death!"  Unamuno famously 

concluded with a short explanation of why Millan Astray and his ilk will win (because of sheer force), but 

will never convince the people that they are right.  At this point, Franco's wife quickly escorted Unamuno 

out of the auditorium as Millan Astray and his blue-shirted supporters fumed.4   

 

Three months before, on July 17, 1936, the Spanish Civil War began with a rebellion led by 

General Francisco Franco of the Army of Africa, resulting in the forcible seizure of Spain’s bases in 

Spanish Morocco and the Canary and Balearic Islands (generals seen as potentially hostile to the 

Republican government had been posted in these remote, isolated locations).  In the subsequent weeks, as 

some parts of Spain joined the rebellion and others remained loyal to the democratically-elected 

government, there was little room for debate in the areas respectively held by right-wing nationalists, led 

																																																								
3 Ibid., 487. 
4 Jensen points out that most accounts agree that it was only the intervention of Frano’s wife that prevented Millan Astray from 
attacking Unamuno:  R. Geoffrey Jensen, “Jose Millan Astray and the Nationalist ‘Crusade’ in Spain,” Journal of Contemporary 
History 27, no. 3 (1992): 425. 
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by the CEDA (Confederacion Espanola de Derechas Autonomas) political coalition and the militant 

Falange group (the fascist party, which derived its name from the Roman “phalanx”5), and the republican 

government (which included pockets—or in Barcelona’s case, whole cities—devoted to anarchism and 

Communism).   After the 1936 election, in which the Popular Front left-wing coalition won the 

parliamentary elections, Spaniards became entrenched. Thomas Garciano Goni, a conservative Army 

officer remembers that “At that time we couldn’t stand each other.  Divisions and tensions had reached 

such a point that even seeing a socialist, not to mention a communist, was the same as seeing the Devil.”6  

Across the ideological divide, the Madrid anarchist newspaper, CNT, published an editorial spurring 

violent action against the “bourgeois” “murderers of the people,” declaring that, “… it is necessary to 

purify with fire.  Exactly.  We must burn much, MUCH, in order to purify everything.”7  Such sentiments 

proved prophetic in Europe’s first modern civil war. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
5 “Fascism” itself derives from the Latin fasces, which was an axe surrounded by a bundle of rods tied to it, used during the 
Roman Republic as a symbol which represented the people’s ties to the all-powerful state. 
6 “Episode 1: Prelude to Tragedy” at 35:55 in the documentary series Granada Television International. “The Spanish Civil War” 
Filmed [1983] YouTube video, 52:00.  Posted [August 2011]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x7S9XcDMkdA  
7 From an editorial under the headline “Popular Justice. The Fascist Murderers Must Fall,” quoted in Paul Preston, The Spanish 
Holocaust: Inquisition and Extermination in Twentieth Century Spain (New York:  W.W. Norton, 2012), 262. 
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Introduction:  The Sleep of Reason 

It is necessary to spread an atmosphere of terror.  We 
have to create the impression of mastery…Anyone 
who is overtly or secretly a supporter of the Popular 
Front must be shot. 

- General Emilio Mola after declaring 
martial law in Pamplona, July 19, 1936.8 

 

Our imperial trajectory, interrupted with the failure 
of our core Spanish integral Catholicism, and the 
regimes which failed due to currents contrary to the 
feeling of Spain’s mission, is discovered in the 
glorious resurgence of the artistic form lost between 
foreign frontiers. 

- Manuel Sanchez Camargo, playwright, in 
his 1939 pamphlet, “The painting of 
yesterday, today, and tomorrow.”9 

 

 

The Spanish Civil War, which I will briefly discuss below, resulted in a thirty-seven-year 

dictatorship, made possible by the war’s unique timing.  Francisco Franco, who would be known as the 

“Caudillo” throughout his reign, was fortunate to have defeated his rivals in May of 1939, five months 

before the start of World War II.  As such, Spain was not burdened with being involved in that 

conflagration; it was also able to ignore the Cold War for almost two decades.  Closed off politically and, 

consequently, culturally, from the rest of Europe through the mid-1950s, Franco kept Spain in a sort of 

time warp, in which intellectual diversity was nearly impossible.  Despite a brief easing of extreme 

censorship in the mid-1960s, the dictatorship created an official narrative that legitimized undemocratic 

rule and forbade dissent.  Full freedom of expression was not possible in Spain from 1939 through 

Franco’s death in 1975.10  Because of this “pact of silence”11 dissenters could only express their views in 

																																																								
8 Thomas, 249. 
9 Paula Barreiro Lopez, “Reinterpreting the Past:  The Baroque Phantom during Francoism,” Bulletin of Spanish Studies 91, no. 5 
(2014): 720.  My translation. 
10 Virginia Higginbotham, Spanish Film Under Franco (Austin: University of Texas Press ,1988), 15.  There would be an ebb-
and-flow in regard to the severity of censorship, including a remarkable level of freedom in the mid-1960s, which I will discuss 
in the context of the three films. 
11 Mercedes Maroto Camino, Film, memory and the legacy of the Spanish Civil War (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 4. 
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an implicit, symbolic fashion.  A new generation of filmmakers did so by showing the crippled Spanish 

state and the resulting crippled Spanish society through their characters’ embodiment of Francoism, 

republicanism, and anti-nationalism.   

In this project I will analyze how two Spanish auteurs, Carlos Saura and Victor Erice, embody 

Francoist Spain while evoking five centuries of Spanish visual culture in three films they made from 

1970-1975, within a period known as tardofranquismo (Late Francoism).  In Saura’s The Garden of 

Delights, a rich industrialist loses his memory (and possibly sustains brain damage) in a car accident 

during an outing with his mistress.  His avaricious family attempts to revive his ability to think lucidly 

and remember in which Swiss bank accounts he has secretly deposited the family’s fortune.  The family 

members try to restore his memory by acting out events in his life going back to childhood.  In Erice’s 

The Spirit of the Beehive, two young girls growing up on the Castilian plain in 1940 are unknowingly 

affected by the direct aftermath of the Civil War.  After they watch James Whale’s Frankenstein, brought 

to their village by a traveling cinema, they imagine that a maquis (a member of a postwar anti-Franco 

resistance militia) hidden in an abandoned barn near their house is Frankenstein’s monster.  One of the 

girls briefly befriends the man.  That night, he is found by the army and summarily executed.  The film 

explores the horror of war through the girl’s confusion and trauma that result from the man’s death, and 

through the girls’ father, an aloof misanthrope whose only preoccupation is beekeeping, and who most 

likely is repressing his dashed political hopes for a republic.  In Saura’s Cria Cuervos, three young girls 

confronting the death of their parents live in a modern Madrid just months away from the end of Franco’s 

dictatorship.  One of the girls, obsessed with death, conjures her mother in the form of a ghost.  Her 

mother’s ghost accompanies the girl throughout the film, beginning in the opening scene in which the girl 

imagines that she has just poisoned her father, an officer who is having an affair with his best friend’s 

wife.  The film, through flashbacks and through scenes in which the girls dress up and act out their 

parents’ relationship, presents the corruption of the Francoist state by depicting adultery, cancer, dying 

and death, decadence, and lost innocence.   
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I will use these three films in realizing the dual purpose of this project.  First, within the contexts 

of politics and Spanish visual culture, I will examine what Saura and Erice’s direction and 

cinematography indicate about the working condition of artists during the dictatorship, and how art from 

the past, especially but not solely Spanish Baroque painting and the work of Francisco Goya, inspired 

scenes depicting embodiment while aiding the auteurs’ symbolistic subversive filmmaking.  Second, I 

will analyze how Saura and Erice in the three films present the crippled state of post-Civil War Spain 

through the use of three interrelated themes/methods: the films’ characters’ embodiment of nationalism 

and republicanism through the stereotyping of strength and weakness; the presentation of the past as an 

unfinished condition whose events and people assume a tangible quality through reenactments, ghosts, 

and apparitions; and the representation of Spanish society’s impaired condition and its struggle with self-

identity through the characters’ physical disabilities and psychological trauma. A thorough understanding 

of Saura and Erice’s work, and possible artistic influences therein, requires familiarity with the legacies of 

two seemingly unrelated eras in Spain’s history:  the Civil War (1936-1939), and the Golden Age (the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries). These two eras are not only similar in their political extremism, but 

they are both mirror images of the essence of post-Reconquista Spanish history, an essence whose 

principal components are paradox and tragedy. 

 

Us-and-Them 

During the unusually caustic United States presidential campaign of 2016, former Vice 

Presidential candidate Sarah Palin, echoing numerous iterations of a recognizable form of polemical 

exhortation, admonished Republican voters opposed to Donald Trump, warning “You are either with us 

or against us.”12 In a representative republic like the United States, Palin’s statement can easily be 

dismissed as mere rhetoric.  In civil wars, however, as Stanley Payne and Jesus Palacios explain, the 

																																																								
12 Nick Gass, “Palin rips Never Trump Republicans,” Politico, last modified July 1, 2016, 
http://www.politico.com/story/2016/07/sarah-palin-attacks-never-trump-225031  
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influence of all-or-nothing, winner-take-all extremism has taken an increasingly dangerous turn in 

modern times: 

In earlier times, European civil wars were fought between opposing factions to gain relatively 
limited objectives, often no more than a change in rulers.  In the twentieth century, however, they 
became revolutionary contests that took on a new and apocalyptic character, each side seeking to 
create a new society and a new cultural order.  A revolutionary civil war was not simply a political 
contest but a conflict of ultimates about society, religion, and culture, perceived as demanding a 
total and uncompromising solution.13 

 

Such attitudes were not entirely new, since, as the authors point out, they were forged in the 

Terror phase of the French Revolution.14  There followed, however, relative calm in the Western world 

for over a century. Then came the First World War, and extreme polemicism accelerated to a fever pitch 

in the subsequent decades, leading to political chaos in several European states, and, of course, a second, 

even worse World War.  V.I. Lenin’s declaration that “each man must choose between joining our side or 

the other side”15 was made less than twenty years before the Spanish Civil War began. In the Bolshevik 

Revolution, such words were meant to be taken seriously, since refusal to do so could (and often did) 

result in violent consequences.  By the time of the Spanish nationalist rebellion of 1936, Benito Mussolini 

had been in power in Italy for fifteen years, having declared “All within the state, nothing outside the 

state, nothing against the state,”16 and Adolf Hitler, having ruled Germany for three years, had already 

stated that, “The art of leadership consists of consolidating the attention of the people against a single 

adversary and taking care that nothing will split up this attention.”17  With the latter two leaders as allies 

and the Soviet Union as an adversarial participant during the Civil War,18 Franco came to understand the 

																																																								
13 Stanley G. Payne and Jesus Palacios, Franco: A Personal and Political Biography (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2014), 200. 
14 Ibid. 
15 V. I. Lenin, On Culture and Cultural Revolution, (Rockville, MD: Wildside Press, 2008),155. 
16 This oft-cited quote was part of a speech Mussolini gave to the Chamber of Deputies in 1927 (quoted often, but rarely cited); 
see Jeffrey Thompson Schnapp, et al., A Primer of Italian Fascism (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2000): 66.  The best 
source on the general history of fascism I have found is Stanley G. Payne, A History of Fascism 1914-1945.  Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1996. 
17 Alan Bullock, Hitler: A Study in Tyranny (New York: HarperPerennial, 1991), 19.  Hitler was greatly influenced by the 1920s 
German political philosopher Carl Schmitt, who was the most prominent promoter of exclusionary nationalism in the early 
twentieth century. 
18 Thomas, 621; 905-906. 
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need for both autocracy and extreme nationalism.19  Manichean thought and rhetoric, dormant for a 

century at the state level, were now the common political currency of much of Europe.  Unamuno’s stand 

in the ancient Castilian university city was all the more unique, then, given the swift implementation of 

ideological rigidity in both sides of Spain; it was a notable exception to displays of outright, fear-based 

ideological views within a partisan arena.  

 

The War and the Dictadura 

The war itself, fought from the day of the generals’ uprising until the allied antifascist forces 

surrendered on April 1, 1939, is often seen in the context of the rise of fascism and communism in Europe 

in the 1930s.20  This superficial view neglects the conflict’s deep domestic roots, based in complex local 

and regional issues.  Some historians argue that the social, cultural, and political disagreements that 

culminated in the war originated in the Middle Ages, and that aspects of feudalism, having lasted in Spain 

into the twentieth century, motivated an uprising among poorly treated peasants and workers.21  In 

addition to the plight of the poor, a middle class emerged at the turn of the century seeking political 

freedom through the establishment of a representative republic.  After the Civil War, the victorious 

Nationalists suppressed the yearnings of the laboring poor and the secular political goals of the middle 

class through an authoritarian dictatorship that promoted traditional Catholic family values and the 

maintenance of a social hierarchy based in religious, economic, and militaristic traditions.  What Franco 

implemented was neither classic fascism22 nor traditional monarchical-inspired conservatism.  It was its 

own system, in which the caudillo played competing right-wing forces off each other while courting 

																																																								
19 The Soviet Union was not truly internationalist in scope by the 1930s.  Stalin was a Soviet nationalist; the “socialist republics” 
that made up the USSR were dominated by Russia, and Russian culture was forcibly implemented throughout the union. 
20 An excellent brief summary of the war, placed within the context of contemporary artistic and literary movements, is found in 
David Archibald, The War That Won’t Die: The Spanish Civil War in Cinema (Manchester: Manchester University Press 2012), 
2-9.  A longer yet very detailed but still brief account is Helen Graham, The Spanish Civil War: A very short introduction 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
21 Anthony Beevor, The Battle for Spain (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 2006), 3. 
22 Which would be a form of “corporatism,” discussed in Payne, A History of Fascism, 38-39.  



 

 9 

foreign supporters in the guise of an anticommunist Cold Warrior.23  Franco’s dictatorship, then, 

maintained the continuity of paradoxical politics inherent in Spanish history.  Francoism promoted 

traditional Catholicism while allowing for the growth of Opus Dei, an organization focused on economic 

liberalization.  And Franco courted the United States but at first rejected American consumerist values 

and the ethos of commercialism (until the 1960s). Such liberal concepts would have contradicted the early 

phase of his rule, the dictadura (from the war’s end until 1955, when Spain joined the United Nations) the 

foundations of which were Nacionalcatolicismo (an official, mutually beneficial relationship with pre-

Vatican II Rome) and hispanidad, a vaguely-defined yet initially rigid notion of Spanish exceptionalism.24 

The Franco regime’s approach during the dictadura necessitated a strong degree of social and cultural 

control.  Only through repressive measures could the state successfully ignore, and suppress public 

acknowledgment of the real situation in postwar Spain. 

 

Awakenings  

In The Hive, Camilo Jose Cela’s character-filled novel about society in the depressed Madrid of 

1943, citizens reckon with “a world in which everything has gone wrong,” suffer from being dead inside, 

blindly lead lives of mindlessness and complacency, despair that “this thing called inspiration must be… 

deaf and dumb,” and lament a life full of “a kind of sorrow” in which “hearts do not ache.”25 Spanish 

society is presented collectively as lacking in understanding toward its place in the post-World War II 

world.  Unsurprisingly, Cela’s work did not reach a Spanish audience; despite its author’s moderate right-

wing affiliation, the novel was published in Argentina in 1951. Such a negative, and realistic, portrayal of 

modern Spanish society could not be tolerated in literature, just as it would not (for more than a decade) 

be possible in film.  There would be no Italian neorealist-style Spanish cinema until the late 1950s.  

																																																								
23 Stanley G. Payne, The Franco Regime (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), 381.  An excellent brief analysis of 
Franco’s brand of dictatorship is found in the chapter “Spanish Fascism… A Strange Case?” in Stanley G. Payne, Spain: A 
Unique History (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2011). 
24 Tobias Locker, “The Baroque in the Construction of a National Culture in Francoist Spain: An Introduction,” Bulletin of 
Spanish Studies 91:5 (2014), 657-671; 660-661. 
25 Camilo Jose Cela, The Hive (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Young, 1953), 5; 12. 
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Instead, Franco’s promotion of hope for the future was firmly rooted in the “Golden Age,” an era in 

Spain’s distant past, in which culture was not produced to lament one’s fate on earth, but rather to glorify 

the suffering of those who gave their lives for God.  Franco was wise to appropriate Golden Age visual 

culture, for the era includes some of the nation’s most famous painters (such as Velazquez) and writers 

(such as Cervantes).  At the same time, evoking the Golden Age would set a dangerous precedent for 

Franco, for a nation’s treasures are appreciated, and claimed, by citizens of all political stripes. 

In 1623, the Sevillian painter Diego de Velazquez applied for the position of royal painter in 

Madrid with a portrait (Fig. 1, which shows a later version of the lost initial portrait)26 of the recently 

crowned monarch, Philip IV (r. 1621-64).27  His portrait, a no-nonsense depiction of the young king, 

																																																								
26 Diego Velazquez. Philip IV, 1628.  Oil on canvas.  198 by 101.5 cm.  Madrid: Prado National Museum.  Accessed April 2, 
2017.  http://www.maurizioarfaioli.net/tag/philip-iv-of-spain/.  
27 Jonathan Brown, Painting in Spain 1500-1700 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 111. 

Fig. 1 Fig. 2 



 

 11 

conservatively dressed, his recognizable Hapsburg chin raised confidently, is what one would expect from 

a court painter.  Less conventional was Velazquez’s interpretation of the Adoration of the Magi (1619; 

fig. 2).28  When I first saw the painting, it struck me as having mannerist elements.  

Velazquez’s paintings, both located in the Prado Museum in Madrid, were among countless 

works glorified by the regime in the posguerra.  Locker points out that “The new leadership found in the 

Baroque the past that it wanted to retrieve… it would use references and strategies from that period to re-

shape Spain’s national culture in accordance with Francoist ideology.”29  “Baroque” is a rather loose term 

here.  The era recalled by Franco was broader than its label as used by historians, as Locker explains: 

“The focus of this specific understanding of the Baroque during Francoism was the so-called “Golden 

Age,” a term referring to the (historically acknowledged) cultural heyday of Spain… during the country’s 

dominant position in Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth century.”30  Franco’s use of imagery and 

culture from Spain’s glorious early modern past is yet another paradox worthy of exploration in the 

context of Saura and Erice’s films.  They, too, would refer to art from the same era, albeit to a different 

end.  Locker notes that “the Baroque was regarded by the regime and by oppositional forces as an 

intellectually convincing concept.”31 The idea that a totalitarian government and its dissidents might use 

the same propaganda tool is not so strange when one considers the dynamic nature of art criticism and 

interpretation.  Although Velazquez is rightly a Spanish national treasure, and conservatives used the 

Baroque “to promote the ideal of a Christian empire,”32 Haro-Garcia and Diaz-Sanchez illustrate the 

range with which one may interpret the same artist, let alone work of art:  

In 1960, homage was paid to Velazquez, on the third centenary of his death, in several ways, from 
historical revisionism to contemporary aesthetic tributes to the master… Just as on the third 
centenary of the appearance of El Quijote in 1905, when both conservatives and radicals paid 
homage to Cervantes, in 1960, initiatives to celebrate Velazquez were organized both by the 
regime and the dissidents.  The Ministerio de Educacion Nacional… published two extraordinary 
interdisciplinary volumes on the painter… The second volume is a compilation of historical texts 
written by authors from Pacheco to Unamuno.  In general, all these texts claim that Velazquez 

																																																								
28 Diego Velazquez, The Adoration of the Magi.  Oil on canvas.  203 by 125 cm.  Madrid: Prado.  Accessed April 2, 2017. 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adoration_of_the_Magi_(Velázquez). 
29 Locker, 657. 
30 Ibid., 663. 
31 Ibid., 660. 
32 Ibid., 658 
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was, first and foremost, a modern artist.  He embodied the intellectual concept of the modern 
artist, and, therefore, he was seen as a painter of existence and not of nature.33 
 
Lest these critics appear to us today as hasty opportunists grasping at straws in their rejection of 

partisan right-wing ownership of their country’s artistic heritage, consider what Jonathan Brown, the 

preeminent modern hispanist art historian, writes about the Adoration and its creator: 

… [Velazquez’s] break with an existing local stylistic tradition must be the most radical in the 
entire history of Renaissance and Baroque art.  His Adoration of the Magi comprises a collection 
of very ordinary people cast in the roles of the Holy Family and the Three Kings.  In this painting, 
the distinction between the world of the spectator and the world of the holy personages is almost 
entirely obliterated, as if the artist were using a shock technique to emphasize the moment when 
the son of God consents to become a man.34 
 

Velazquez, in Brown’s view a painter of “entirely original creations,” then, certainly was unusual 

for his time.  Despite the Franco regime’s efforts to present a hegemonic Baroque Spanishness, Velazquez 

was still unconventional.  And if, when convention was the order of the day, the official museum catalog 

boasted of this vaunted painter’s originality, artists of the 1960s could afford some hope that they, too, 

might freely interpret modern society in a manner fresh and uninhibited. 

 

Spanish Cinema from the Dictadura through the Apertura 

Franco’s gilded Baroque revival façade, of course, was not a representation of reality.  A painting 

which more appropriately reflected the Golden Age of the Francoist fantasy would have been Antonio de 

Pereda’s ironically wistful, gently elegiac The Knight’s Dream (year unknown; Pereda lived from 1608-

78; Fig. 3).35 Most likely painted after the successful Dutch Revolt against Spain ended in 1648, the work 

shows a knight sleeping on a table adorned with worldly possessions, symbolic of what Spain had gained 

in the past two centuries and was now starting to lose.  An angel holds a banner reading, in Latin, 

“Eternally it stings, swiftly it flies and it kills,”36 representing the futility of vanity.  Given its probable 

																																																								
33 Noemi De Haro-Garcia and Julian Diaz-Sanchez, “Artistic Dissidence under Francoism: The Subversion of the Cliché,” 
Bulletin of Spanish Studies 91, no. 5 (2014): 746. 
34 Jonathan Brown, Painting in Spain 1500-1700 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 106-108. 
35 Antonio de Pereda.  The Knight’s Dream, undated.  Oil on canvas.  152 by 217 cm.  Madrid: Museo de la Real Academia de 
Bellas Artes de San Fernando.  Accessed April 2, 2017.  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antonio_de_Pereda. Subsequent details 
from this painting are from this online source. 
36 Aeterne pungit, cito volat et occidit. 
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timing, the painting best reflects Schneider’s observation that “The vanitas theme occurred… [during] a 

time when most countries were completely ruined by the expenses of the war, so that the worthlessness of 

their national budgets and small fortunes accumulated by individuals had become all too obvious.”37  It 

also serves as a memento mori, despite its lack of an hourglass, a common feature of artworks reminding 

us of our brief earthly existence.  On the table crowded with acquired treasures Pereda places a human 

skull which the knight would see immediately upon awakening, as it is in his direct line of sight, as well 

as a half-enshrouded globe, which in my view symbolizes the temporality of both human life and imperial 

conquest.  As I will show in subsequent chapters, the three films themselves are mementos mori for 

Francoism.  Like the knight’s dream, Franco’s view of a resurgent culturally imperial Spain was a 

delusion.  We will never know if Pereda’s knight woke up in delight or fright.  We do have vivid 

accounts, on the other hand, of the real state of Franco’s somnambulists.  

																																																								
37 Norbert Schneider, Still Life (Cologne: Taschen, 2003), 79.  Schneider is referring to the Thirty Years’ War (1618-1638). 

Fig. 3 
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The Spanish people in the posguerra may as well have been living while dreaming, for, if one 

were to learn about Spain solely from state-sanctioned newsreels (the Noticiarios y Documentales 

Cinematograficos, or NO-DOs)38, one might think that the country was experiencing a patriotic 

renaissance precipitated by the nationalists’ victory in the civil war.  As novels from the time, memoirs, 

and later cinematic narrative feature films show, Spain in the 40s and 50s, when Saura and Erice came of 

age, was in a state of regression.  The lack of clarity among the Spanish population in the posguerra 

would be borne out by numerous accounts of Franco’s era, and would eventually be deliberately reflected 

in the “Spanish New Wave,” a film movement whose existence would have been unthinkable in the 

Franco regime’s first decade.  Starting in the mid-1950s, however, new ideas were expressed by a 

generation that experienced the war as children, and the unthinkable became a budding if tenuous reality.  

How did this happen?  The vicissitudes of Spanish politics and society that precipitated a shift from the 

dictadura to an apertura (“opening”) are myriad, but they all point to Franco’s principal concern: his own 

survival.  If, to survive meant to liberalize, then so be it, conservative monarchists and hardcore falangists 

be damned.39  

 

1956: Salamanca 

Spanish cinema is still one of painted dolls.  The 
problem with Spanish film is that is has no problems.  

- From the opening statement of the Initial 
Talks on Spanish Cinema held in 
Salamanca, May 14-19, 1955.40 

 

In 1956, something extraordinary happened, and, in keeping with the paradoxical nature of 

Spanish society, it took place in Salamanca, where Unamuno was deposed from his university post, where 

																																																								
38 The fascinating history of these propagandist film reels is told in Patricia M. Keller, Ghostly Landscapes: Film, Photography, 
and the Aesthetics of Haunting in Contemporary Spanish Culture (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 24-85. 
39 Liberalization being important for three principal reasons:  Normalizing the relationship with the West and the United States; 
joining the UN; and acquiring direct financial assistance from the U.S. in exchange for military bases. See Stanley G. Payne, 
Fascism in Spain (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2000), 405; 430. 
40Higginbotham, 27. 
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Francisco Franco was named Generalissimo in 1936,41 and where the Nationalists established their de 

facto capital during the Civil War.  Here, among halls which once held classes attended by knights 

returning from fighting the Reconquista eight hundred years before, a group of young non-conformist 

filmmakers met to discuss the sorry state of Spain’s cinema.42 One of the group’s leaders, Basilio Martin 

Patino, described the mood more than forty years later: “There was real desire for change.  It was all shit, 

and had to be changed.  Our way of thinking was maybe a bit inexperienced, immature.  One thing’s for 

sure, there was a will I’d describe as democratic.”43  Among these budding directors was the 23-year-old 

Carlos Saura, who was eager to participate in a new movement tasked with challenging the banal, insipid, 

state-sanctioned cinema of the dictadura.  Within that restricted world, the most popular film to date was 

Raza (1941), which justified “the Nationalist rebellion before God and History,”44 and was based on a 

novel written by Franco under a pseudonym.  Saura’s view, echoed by others who participated, was a 

promotion of honesty through auteurship: “We were all ready to make low-budget films, even no-budget, 

if need be.  I was, at least.  But always with the freedom to do what we liked.”45   

Such meetings were taking place all over Europe, the results of which would explode onto the 

screen in the late 1950s and early 1960s in the New Waves of various countries, most notably France and 

Italy, but also in places as diverse as Britain and Czechoslovakia.  The idea that such a movement could 

succeed in Spain (and, more importantly, outside Spain, for international recognition was the vehicle for a 

cinematic movement’s success and legacy),46 however, was inconceivable to the attendees. First, there 

was the government’s scrutiny of cinema which presented Spain in anything but a positive light. As in 

any totalitarian state, forms of culture had to reflect an official narrative, and, although one could argue 

that even in free, democratic countries such as the United States there was considerable manipulation over 

media and entertainment during the Cold War era, in Spain, as in the Soviet Union, there was no room for 

																																																								
41 Thomas, 411; A group of generals decided on Franco’s supreme command in Salamanca; the order was signed in Burgos. 
42 The group included future important filmmakers such as Jose Luis Borau, Basilio Martin Patino, and Mario Camus. 
43 De Salamanca a Ninguna Parte, directed by Chema de la Pena (2002; Barcelona, Manga Films, 2003), DVD. 
44 John Hopewell, Out of the Past: Spanish Cinema Under Franco (London: British Film Institute, 1986), 84. 
45 De Salamanca… 
46 Hopewell, 66. 
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even subtle subversion through the early 1950s.  What was permissible?  Higginbotham lists “Civil War 

films, historical extravaganzas… religious films, and… folklore musicals.”47  In 1955, Death of a Cyclist, 

a film which signaled a (slight) thaw in state restrictions over freedom of expression, debuted to domestic 

and international audiences. Luis Garcia Berlanga’s melodrama was on the surface a film about the tragic 

consequences of a hit-and-run accident, in which a working-class cyclist is killed by a bourgeois 

university professor.  But, just as in contemporary films by Fellini and Rossellini, Berlanga’s mix of 

neorealism, class conflict and sardonic humor pointedly ridicules the well-connected urban establishment. 

In one particular scene, insecure elites at a party engage visiting American government and corporate 

representatives in an embarrassingly sycophantic manner, then privately ridicule the United States before 

going on to gossip about each other, drunkenly contorting their faces into hideous grimaces.48  Such a 

skewering would be de rigeur in France and Italy, often administered by auteurs whose puncturing of the 

bourgeois bubble was a cheeky exercise in self-deprecation. In Spain, however, despite Berlanga’s 

background,49 he was taking a risk, since, in a conservative authoritarian state, the middle class is a sacred 

cow; additionally, the film openly (albeit subtly) ridicules Americans, upon whose government Spain 

depended for international political recognition and thus economic opportunity. 

 Berlanga’s film, then, was a start.  In fact, it especially impressed Carlos Saura, who shared in 

“the shock of Spanish film students… when they realized that ‘you could make movies in the street with 

ordinary people.’”50  Actually showing poor neighborhoods juxtaposed with opulent villas was not 

enough of a statement in the minds of Salamanca’s attendees, however, possibly due to Berlanga’s 

narrative structure.  Death of a Cyclist featured scenes influenced by neorealism, but it was not radical.  

Berlanga had one foot in the “cine de papa” (the French term for pre-New Wave cinema) and the other in 

formulaic melodrama, perhaps with one toe dipping into the just-bubbling waters of the nouvelle vague.  

																																																								
47 Higginbotham, 18.  She goes on to explain that “All these film genres represented Spain as it was in the past. They upheld and 
reinforced the traditional views of church and fascist state to which Franco’s victory gave the force of law.” 
48 Death of a Cyclist, directed by Luis Garcia Berlanga (1955; New York: Criterion Collection, 2008), DVD. 
49 He was from an affluent but Republican family.  He volunteered for the “Blue Division,” fighting along Nazi Germany, to 
prevent his father’s execution.  “Luis Garcia Berlanga,” The Daily Telegraph (London, UK), Nov. 18, 2010. 
50 Higginbotham, 26. 
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As another young director, Miguel Picazo, explains, the Salamanca group wanted “to make critical films, 

films that talked about real problems.”51  Death of a Cyclist was not Bicycle Thieves.  But how could 

Bicycle Thieves be made in Spain?  For one thing, the participants’ persistence at the conference paid off, 

and the state, in a wise attempt in curbing outright public protest, agreed to funding the filmmakers’ art 

through an expanded Institutio de Investigaciones y Experiencias Cinematograficas, the main film school 

in Madrid.  Its effect is summarized in De Salamanca a Ninguna Parte, a documentary about the 1955 

congress and its legacy: 

When the government realized that there was too much freedom at the school, it replaced the head, 
who stifled expression and even postponed classes and expelled students…  Remarkably, the 
students went on strike, refusing to attend class until a new replacement head was found.  The 
strike succeeded beyond their hopes.  The students “got rid of the head, and got a new classroom 
building, and 35 mm cameras” [Miguel Patino interview within documentary]…   The students 
wisely chose Jose Luiz Saenz de Heredia, who was part of the regime, to head the school.  Saenz 
was sympathetic to their cause; his presence allayed the government’s fear of subversion, and 
averted its suspicion.  Four years later, a proper school was built and dedicated.52 

 

 From that point on, outright repression gave way to cautious permissiveness, and the smarter 

auteurs would soon circumvent Franco’s more “open-minded” officials and make covert yet bold 

statements about their society and culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
51 De Salamanca… 
52 Ibid. 
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Chapter 1 

Dystopia in Decline:  Carlos Saura’s The Garden of Delights 

 
What interests me most in the Spanish middle class 
are the contradictions which can be observed. We are 
dealing with a country which is being quickly 
transformed, where technocracy has become 
important but where attitudes are still very close to 
what they were in the Middle Ages. The conception of 
religion, of family life, of the way in which a mother 
should bring up her children, the idea that the man is 
the head of the family ... none of these assumptions 
have been questioned. 
- Carlos Saura, 197453 
 
We are all born naked, and yet, as we begin to grow 
up, it pleases Destiny to vary us, as if we were made 
of wax.  Then, we are all sent down various paths to 
the same end: death. 

- Camilo Jose Cela, La Familia de Pascual 
Duarte54 

 

What is cinema but an embodiment of an idea? And what are actors but the embodiment of the 

human form of an idea?  If we were asked to watch parts of a favorite film and write down what comes to 

mind as select scenes arise, chances are that, upon recognizing a face, we would exclaim, “It’s Princess 

																																																								
53 From an interview in Positif, quoted in Katherine Kovacs, “Loss and Recuperation in the Garden of Delights,” Cine-Tracts 4, 
nos. 2-3 (1981): 45. 
54 Camilo Jose Cela, The Family of Pascual Duarte (Champaign, Ill.: Dalkey Archive Press, 2004), 13. 

Fig. 4 Fig. 5 
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Leia!” or, more in tune with a character that influenced Saura and Erice, “There’s Antoine Doinel as a 

child!”  I argue, then, that one’s identification of who one sees on screen would reflect the characters the 

actors represent, and that, in such iconic scenes (Figs. 455 and 556), one would not immediately shout, 

“Carrie Fisher!” or “Jean-Pierre Leaud!” 

Is it not the same with painting?  When we see a portrait, we see the human being portrayed, not 

the artist’s representation of the person.  We see the character, who, in the case of painting, may be an 

actual real person.  Why do we “know” what Henry VIII or Martin Luther looked like, but not Henry II or 

Hildegard von Bingen?  Paintings starting in the fifteenth 

century are, to modern eyes, so realistic in their depictions 

of figures of their time that, would Henry VIII somehow 

transport himself to our time, he would undoubtedly be 

denied his identity unless his image mirrored Holbein’s 

depiction (Fig. 6).57  For the same reason, if Star Wars: A 

New Hope were remade, fans of the film would no doubt 

reject whomever was chosen to play Princess Leia, since 

Carrie Fisher, in their minds is Leia.  Embodiment, then, is 

in my view crucial to both cinema and painting.  Just as 

with every creative humanist58 endeavor, the imaginative impulse over time pushed painters and 

filmmakers to explore both tangible realities and abstract ideas in their works.  One may recognize 

Napoleon in Goya’s colossus even if it is never identified as representative of the Little Corporal, just as 

Wajda’s Danton may be seen as admonishing the dogmatic nature of Polish communism despite its being 

set during the French Revolution.  In both cases, politics and war are embodied in human forms within a 

																																																								
55 Still from Star Wars (detail), accessed April 2, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FTBAeXPd8nk  
56 Still from Les Quatre Cent Coups (detail), Accessed April 2, 2017,  http://frenchculture.org/film-tv-and-new-
media/events/jean-pierre-leaud-retrospective-film-society-lincoln-center  
57 Hans Holbein, Henry VIII, 1540.  Oil on wood.  88.5 by 74.5 cm.  Rome:  National Gallery of Antique Art.  Accessed April 2, 
2017.  http://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/bio/h/holbein/hans_y/biograph.html.  
58 I use this term here in a broad sense; it is not in opposition to any spiritually-motivated artistic expression. 

Fig. 6 



 

 20 

creative work of art; allusion and metaphor deliver powerful dissenting statements; and, the viewer is 

required to know something of what is being addressed, lest the true meaning not be understood and the 

art work be taken at a limited, if not still moving, face value.  Carlos Saura combined art, dissent, and 

subversive symbolism in his filmmaking in the mid-1960s, and, by the time his seventh feature film, The 

Garden of Delights was released, he became a master director of thematic embodiment. 

 

Carlos Saura: Praised, Ostracized, Tolerated 

 The Garden of Delights’ title clearly illustrates Saura’s recognition of the critical role visual 

culture plays in how a society sees itself, past, present, and future.  The title also serves as an excellent 

starting point for my analysis of the three films, since, as the viewer quickly realizes, Saura uses it 

ironically.  In this chapter, I will show how, in my view, the film subtly evokes the painting while 

embodying Spain at the start of the tardofranquismo era. While not explicitly evoking the Hieronymus 

Bosch painting for which it is named, Garden successfully skewers late 1960s Spanish bourgeois society 

by literally embodying its inability to exhibit genuine love, kindness, and social responsibility. Rather 

than employing a traditional narrative plot, Saura uses various scenes-within-scenes in depicting the life 

of Antonio Cano, the owner of a lucrative family business, who has nearly lost his ability to speak, write, 

and remember.  As he gradually recovers from his physical impairments, his personality changes. At the 

start of the film, during which members of Antonio’s family pretend to help him, the viewer sympathizes 

with Antonio, as the recovery of his memory only serves to fulfill his family’s avaricious ends.  In re-

created scenes from his childhood, we see a traumatized little boy, whereas in Antonio’s hallucinations 

we see the horrific consequences brought on by a traumatic brain injury.  As Antonio recovers, however, 

the viewer realizes that, as patriarch of a successful family in Francoist Spain, Antonio is actually a 

classist, misogynist sadist, undeserving of sympathy.  The film ends with a surreal scene in which all 
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members of the family, confined to wheelchairs, roll aimlessly through the Cano estate’s garden, which is 

certainly not one containing any true delights.59   

Saura’s early work, while not as abstract as Garden, was, especially for Spanish cinema of the 

time, both original and provocative.  His career in narrative filmmaking60 began with Los Golfos (1959; 

The Hooligans), about a group of young loafers, one of whom tries to escape poverty by training to be a 

bullfighter.  There is no record that the radical Italian director Pier Paolo Pasolini saw the film, although it 

is possible;61 to me Saura’s presentation of misspent youth presages the characterizations in Mamma 

Roma and Accatone.  In 1960, Saura made headlines by arranging for Luis Bunuel’s return to his native 

country.62  The result, Viridiana, was a victory for Bunuel 

but a disaster for Franco’s Spain, which seemed to have 

allowed Bunuel to get away with what the Vatican saw as 

outright blasphemy.63 Franco’s government disassociated 

itself with the film, and sidelined Saura, who would have 

remained persona non grata until perhaps Franco’s death 

were it not for a change in information ministers in 1962, 

which led to a more open attitude toward Spanish cinema.64  

This second chance led to La Caza (The Hunt), a downward-

spiraling fever-dream in which members of a hunting party 

turn on themselves with murderous consequences.  La Caza 

was a barely veiled metaphor of the evils of the Civil War, 

																																																								
59 David Archibald writes that “the filmmakers… embed the civil war within a critique of the Spanish industrial ruling class, 
which is also evident in the film’s conclusion.” (Archibald, 94). 
60 He had directed two low-key travel documentaries before his first feature film. 
61 Pasolini was on the jury which awarded Saura’s La Caza (The Hunt) a Silver Bear for Best Direction in Berlin in 1966 (Marvin 
D’Lugo, The Films of Carlos Saura:  The Practice of Seeing (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 67); I have not been 
able to find out if Pasolini reviewed Saura’s earlier work. 
62 Bunuel was from the small Aragonese village of Calanda, a place where, Bunuel famously wrote, “the Middle Ages lasted until 
World War I.”  Bunuel left Spain in 1937 and spent most of his career in Mexico. See Hopewell, 7; 17-20; 24. 
63 Marsha Kinder, Blood Cinema: The reconstruction of national identity in Spain (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1983), 287. 
64 D’Lugo, 43.  In this shuffle, the new minister appointed Jose Maria Garcia Escudero as director of the film division. 
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and certain scenes recall Goya’s Disasters of War etchings (Figs. 765 and 866). Saura had come a long way 

from Salamanca. 

Participants in the now-storied 1955 meeting and the resulting state-funded film institute must 

have felt like men catapulted into quicksand.  On the one hand, the young filmmakers vowed to use 

cinema to, as Miguel Picazo exclaimed, “change reality, which we didn’t like” through “critical films, 

films that talked about real problems.”67  On the other hand, the budding directors found themselves in 

opposition to what D’Lugo calls “the ideological project of Francoism,” which was, “from the very start, 

the resurrection of a hypothetical utopian past in which the true Spain, heroic and religious, was 

distinguished against the background of a heathen and heretical Europe.”68  It is little wonder that the 

excellent documentary covering that time period is titled De Salamanca a Ninguna Parte (From 

Salamanca to Nowhere).  “Nowhere,” is also a close English translation of the Greek word utopia (no-

place, phonetically close to eutopia, “good place.”)69  As I will argue in this chapter, Garden depicts 

Franco’s intended utopia, based in a false vision of a Spain that never was, as a dystopia.  The film 

embodies the consequences of what half of Spain considered a reactionary, violent rebellion.  The 

Republic came into existence peacefully; Francoism did so in the form of a coup d’etat. In choosing to 

name the film for Bosch’s near-eponymous painting, Saura implicitly illustrates the notion of Francoist 

Spain as a living nightmare where what is on the surface conceals complex, paradoxical realities. In 

addition to comparing the film to Bosch’s painting and showing how Saura presents the embodiment of 

Francoism, I will illustrate how the film looks to the past in its allusion to Pereda’s The Knight’s Dream 

																																																								
65 In this plate, 69th in the series, we see a corpse in a tomb, its hand having written Nada (“Nothing”) on the tombstone before 
death.  This shows the futility of war, just as La Caza illustrates the futility of civil war. Fred Licht analyzes this “furthest point in 
Goya’s desperation” in Goya: The Origins of the Modern Temper in Art (New York: Harper & Row, 1983), 146.  Image:  
Francisco de Goya, The Disasters of War, Plate 69 [detail], after 1814-1815 (published 1863).  Etching, burnished aquatint, lavis, 
drypoint, and burin.  New York:  Metropolitan Museum of Art.  Accessed April 2, 2017. 
http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/381410 
66 Still from La Caza, Accessed April 1, 2017.  https://savoirsenprisme.com/numeros/05-2016-les-espaces-du-
malentendu/esthetique-du-double-et-regard-predateur-dans-la-caza-de-carlos-saura-1966-et-the-deer-hunter-de-michael-cimino-
1978/.  
67 De Salamanca… 
68 D’Lugo, 16.  The framework for censorship established by Franco is detailed in Higginbotham, 7-17. 
69 Hans Belting, Hieronymus Bosch: Garden of Earthly Delights (New York: Prestel, 2005), 108. 
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while evoking a haunting Goya painting that represents strangeness and hopelessness, arguably Saura’s 

vision of Spain’s future if the present of 1970 continued without significant changes.   

Depending on one’s political view, Francoist Spain was a fulfillment of an inevitable, correct 

Spanish national culture, or a twisted quasi-fascist political anachronism.  Francoism itself cannot be 

easily discussed in the context of Bosch’s painting, but its symptoms as depicted by Saura certainly can.  

It helps that Saura chose to relate the film to a painting that is the most enigmatic in the history of art.70 

Not only have scholars debated whether the painting depicts a utopia or dystopia (or both!)—an argument 

paralleling rhetoric about Spain itself from the 1940s to the 1970s—but there is the fact that Bosch was, 

with his countrymen, a victim of Spanish conquest, his native Brabant taken into the Habsburg (later 

“Spanish”) Netherlands before he painted his great masterpiece.  Similarly, the republic in which Saura 

was born was, in a sense, taken over by rebels who sought to revive, culturally and societally, if not 

politically,71 the empire that had existed over four hundred years before, during Bosch’s time.  

 

Remembrance 

Saura decided to make The Garden of Delights in the wake of several rapidly succeeding scandals 

in Spanish cinema in the 1960s, in which three directors were censored (and essentially banned) by the 

state for overt references to the Civil War and Franco’s repressive politics.72  These events were a 

blessing in disguise, for they forced Spanish filmmakers to engage in a new manner of creatively 

surreptitious subversion.   

Since my investigation of each film focuses on embodiment within the context of artistic 

influence and evocation, I will not analyze each entire film.  Although Garden is one of the least written 

																																																								
70 Bosch’s work is usually referred to as The Garden of Earthly Delights, which was not chosen by the painter himself.  In fact, 
Joseph Leo Koerner reveals that this title was a variation on a provisional name given to the painting in 1889! See Joseph Leo 
Koerner, Bosch and Bruegel: From Enemy Painting to Everyday Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 182. 
71 Franco was choosy in regard to what aspects of Golden Age Spain were crucial to his rule; the monarchy was not one.  
72 D’Lugo (94-95) summarizes the offending films: “Josep Maria Forn’s La respuesta… dealt with student unrest and 
generational conflict… Carlos Duran’s… science fiction film Liberxina 90... which depicted a resistance movement… and, 
finally Basilio Martin Patino’s Canciones para despues de una guerra… an astute invocation to the audience’s memory of the 
hardships of the postwar period and the infantilization of the Spanish people.” 
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about films Saura made, there are several excellent critical treatments;73 Marvin D’Lugo’s insights are 

especially helpful for my purposes.  D’Lugo reveals the death of Juan March as the incident that 

influenced Saura in creating Antonio’s character. March, “the notorious privateer and industrialist who 

helped bankroll the July 1936 military uprising against the Republic,”74 uttered last words which Saura 

would also have Antonio say in his oneiric re-creation of his accident near the end of the film: “My head, 

my head. Do what you want with my body, but don’t touch my head.”75  D’Lugo’s key insights include 

his view that Antonio’s father’s attempts at reviving his son’s memory are “synonymous with the process 

of ideological coercion of the Spaniard by state apparatuses,” and that the state “holds the individual’s 

mind as well as his body captive.”76  By the end of the film, with its final image “frozen to produce a 

tableau effect approximating a contemporary version of one of Bosch’s panels,” D’Lugo sees the garden 

as “the space of represented trauma” which “addresses the spectator rather than the characters.”77  My 

reading of D’Lugo’s elaboration of that point is that the movie is Saura’s filmic version of Bosch’s 

painting.  It is not as elaborate, of course, but its parallel is (as I will discuss below) undoubtable.   

 

The Garden of (Earthly) Delights? 

The basis for Antonio Cano’s recovery is his being made to watch, from his wheelchair, a series 

of scenes from his childhood, recreated by his family, acquaintances, and hired actors.  His father 

organizes these short, evocative plays with the goal that, as he watches and travels back in time, his 

memory is awakened.  Ultimately, the family’s hope is that he fully recovers, so that he may save the 

family from bankruptcy by accessing the family fortune, hidden in Swiss bank accounts that only he 

knows about.  In a possibly tongue-in-cheek reference to what Saura is doing as a filmmaker, Antonio’s 

																																																								
73 See Archibald, 82-98. Also insightful but not entirely relevant to my argument is Katherine Kovacs’ interpretation. 
74 Ibid., 96. 
75 Ibid., 97. 
76 Ibid., 99. 
77 Ibid., 106. 
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father, in the film’s opening scene, tells the family members, dressed in 1920s fashion while recreating 

the world of Antonio at age five, “What is important are the symbols.”78   

Two questions immediately come to mind when considering Saura’s multigenerational fantasy.  

First, why did he give his film the near-eponymous name used for three centuries for Bosch’s double-

sided triptych?  Conveniently Saura provides a (rhetorically, at least) direct answer: “The title (of the 

painting) corresponds with what is narrated in the film. It is coherent with the painting ... the painting 

suggests something of the movie.”79  Antonio’s father’s comment buttresses this affirmation. 

The painting in question (Fig. 9),80 measuring 87’ x 153’, was completed by Hieronymus Bosch, 

who was most likely commissioned by Englebert II of Nassau in 1516.81  A wooden triptych, in its closed 

form it shows an eerie, translucent sphere, considered the earth by some scholars, heaven by others (Fig. 

																																																								
78 The Garden of Delights, directed by Carlos Saura (1970; Los Angeles: Connoiseur Video Collection: Tamarelle’s International 
Films, 1998), VHS (00:07:00).  All screenshots and quotes from The Garden of Delights, The Spirit of the Beehive, and Cria 
Cuervos will include a timestamp in the HH:MM:SS (hour, minutes, seconds) format.  For Garden, I am not able to include 
seconds, as the format and equipment I used to watch the film prevent me from doing so (the film is only available with English 
subtitles on VHS tape).   
79 Kovacs, 50. 
80 Hieronymus Bosch. The Garden of Earthly Delights, 1490-1500.  Grisaille, oil on wood.  205.6 by 386 cm.  Madrid: Prado.  
Accessed April 2, 2017.  https://www.museodelprado.es/coleccion/obra-de-arte/el-jardin-de-las-delicias/02388242-6d6a-4e9e-
a992-e1311eab3609. All subsequent images (including details) of this painting are from the Prado website.   
81 Reindert Falkenburg, Hieronymus Bosch: The Land of Unlikeness (Zwolle, Netherlands: Waanders, 2012), 271.  Falkenburg 
explains that there is no certainty regarding the painting’s provenance, but that Englebert, the uncle of the Count of Nassau 
(Henry III), had likely ordered the painting, given his education and tastes.  

Fig. 9 
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10).  When opened, the only thing scholars 

generally agree on is the general nature of 

the three panels.  On the left, Bosch painted 

a sort of creation scene, usually referred to 

as “paradise” in much of the literature.  It is 

an unconventional depiction of God, Adam, 

and Eve; the two humans are not close 

together, and God is portrayed in the image 

of Jesus Christ (this was not unheard of, just 

unusual).82  Many scholars agree that it 

shows an Eden in which no Original Sin is 

committed, which helps explain the possible 

meaning of the middle panel.  Here we see the garden of earthly delights.  Or do we?  Hans Belting 

convincingly explains this conundrum: 

While it does not depict the Paradise portrayed in the left-hand panel, it does not show 
the earthly world either.  What could be the setting for this scene of naked people indulging in 
sexual play, riding on birds or creeping through strawberries? In this counter-image of civilization, 
humankind lives in nature and is at the same time a part of nature.  The landscape of Paradise in 
the adjacent panel is continued here. Yet, as anyone familiar with the Bible would know, the 
human race did not people the earth until after Adam and Eve were driven from the Garden of 
Eden. In other words, the artist prevents the spectator from allocating the scene in the central panel 
to any time or place in the Biblical history of the world.  Bosch was appealing to the viewer’s 
imagination, calling for everyone to undertake his or her own personal interpretation of this 
panorama of repeated motifs, free of any notion of a time sequence linking the three pictures on 
the inside of the triptych.83 
 

																																																								
82 Falkenburg, 67-71. 
83 Belting, 56. 
Falkenburg (14-15) has a similar if more wide-ranging reading regarding the painting’s paradox:  it “does not easily comply with 
an ecclesiastical setting or religious function,” despite its religious inspiration and themes.  It shows creation but omits Original 
Sin.  It depicts prelapsarian humanity and Hell, but what is in between is a mystery:  is the central panel heaven?  If it is temporal 
life, it does not resemble Earth.  Or is it a utopian vision, a fantastic mirror image of what could have been on earth, perhaps the 
result of humanity’s avoidance of temptation in the Garden of Eden?  Even this last possibility sparks controversy:  is it a 
“Paradise of lust”?  The moment before the Last Judgment?” 

Fig. 10 
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If the central panel is not the known world, is it a utopia?  Or perhaps a dystopia?  On the surface it seems 

that the humans who people the scene are enjoying a carefree, hedonistic existence. But, look closely…  

There are several instances of confused or trapped people, obviously uncomfortable with their condition 

and without any means of 

control in addressing their fate 

(e.g. Fig. 11).  Perhaps 

“delights,” which definitely has 

a double meaning (e.g. the 

people in Fig. 12 seem to be 

enjoying themselves) could also be taken ironically?  If one considers the 

latter possibility as the more valid, then the connection Saura makes is 

unmistakable, since the Cano family, despite the occasional temporal joy, is 

not one characterized by delight.  Finally, there is the panel on the right, about which there is no 

disagreement regarding its depiction as a punishing underworld.  It shows that, despite the unconventional 

trajectory taken by Bosch’s subjects, the end, as will be so directly alluded to in Baroque art, is the same 

for all, and for all who sin, it is an inextricable state of eternal horror.  

The second question, which arises from the first, and, despite Saura’s declaration, critics have not 

spent enough time considering, is: Does Saura reference the painting in the film?  Agnes Petho, whose 

fascinating article on cinematic adaptations of the painting features the work of Silvano Agosti, Stan 

Brakhage, and Lech Majewski, thinks not:  

…though alluding to Bosch’s painting in the title, [Saura’s film] is connected to it only 
metaphorically, creating a hellish portrayal of contemporary Spanish society in which a paraplegic 
man is tormented by his money-hungry relatives and his own Buñuelian hallucinations, 
culminating in a final surreal scene of the whole family crippled and circling the garden in their 
wheelchairs like mechanical dolls.84 

 

																																																								
84 Agnes Petho, “The Garden of intermedial delights: cinematic ‘adaptations’ of Bosch, from modernism to the postmedia age,” 
Screen 55, no. 4 (2014): 473-4. 

Fig. 12 

Fig. 11 
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I see Petho’s wonderfully concise summary of Garden as too dismissive regarding the 

connections between Bosch’s tryptich and Saura’s film.  Although Saura does not include actual tableaux 

vivants from the painting,85 I find more than metaphor in certain situations and scenes vis-à-vis its 

inspiration; there are no exact recreations, per se, but what I call visually parallel allusions, in which what 

Saura conjures is deliberately in tune with scenes from the painting while retaining Bosch’s enigmatic 

quality. I see Saura doing the same thing as a director as what Walter Bosing sees in the work of the 

painter “Bosch confronts us with a world of dreams, nightmares in which forms seem to flicker and 

change before our eyes.”86 Further, I will show how Saura’s referencing of the painting conforms quite 

well to Katherine Kovacs’ comprehensive analytical framework for what Antonio “sees” in his past, 

present, dreams, and “future.”  Kovacs explains that “The film is constructed in such a way that sequences 

taking place on these five different narrative levels are juxtaposed and combined in ever new and startling 

combinations.”87  She is referring to how the spectator sees the world through Antonio’s eyes, on two 

planes: the worlds of reality and dreams.  In the “recreated past,” Antonio watches his family recreate 

scenes from his childhood and adolescence.  The present includes these scenes, but not for Antonio; at 

first he barely acknowledges his current place and time.  In the “evoked past,” Antonio remembers events 

																																																								
85 Unlike, for example, Majewski’s incredibly composed The Mill and the Cross (2011) about Pieter Brueghel the Elder’s The 
Procession to Calvary (1564). 
86 Walter Bosing, Hieronymus Bosch: Between Heaven and Hell (Cologne: Taschen, 1987), 7. 
87 Kovacs, 47.  While her excellent analysis of the film is original, her identification of the five planes comes from Saura’s script. 

Fig. 13 
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in his life (filmed with the “current” Antonio standing in as his younger self).  In the “oneiric world,” 

Antonio experiences violent fantasies in which he, or others, are threatened or harmed.  Finally, the “real” 

“future” involves the realization that Antonio will never recover, whereas in the oneiric “future,” Antonio 

imagines all family members and acquaintances as an aimless group of wheelchair-bound mutes.  She 

provides a helpful diagram (Fig. 13),88 which “shows Antonio in relation to these different narrative 

levels” for the reader to reference in consideration of her analysis.  

 To me the most obvious deliberate mirroring of an actual image from the painting comes in the 

film’s opening credits, a three minute-long scene which I also see as connected to Pereda’s The Knight’s 

Dream.  The film begins with a shot of what appears to be an abandoned warehouse, which we later learn 

is a large storage area on the Cano property.  Strange, ominous buzzing is heard in the background as the 

camera pans over heaps of haphazardly-deposited bits of machinery.  One knows not what to make of this 

collection of scrap, especially since the viewer does not see the room again until much later in the film, 

and at that point it has, to me, a very different meaning.  In the opening, however, we see an unusual, 

large spherical object with a hole in the middle (Fig. 16; 00:01:00).89  Anyone familiar with Bosch’s 

painting knows exactly what this is (Fig. 15). At the same time, one does not know what it is at all! This 

great mystery surrounding Bosch’s painting, then, is evoked in Saura’s seemingly disconnected 

																																																								
88 Kovacs, 47. 
89 For screenshots, I will include the timestamp within the parenthetical figure reference instead of in these footnotes. 

Fig. 14     Fig. 15      Fig. 16 
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introduction.90  Falkenburg argues that the Paradise (left) panel, may not represent the work of God at all, 

but rather a “Great Artificer,” and that the pink “Fountain of Life” (detail; Fig. 14) therefore does not 

“resonate with the creator, but with his adversary.”91 This Fountain of Life is echoed in the middle panel 

(Fig. 15); Falkenburg’s two key observations on its meaning are crucial to my interpretation of Saura’s 

message and how it may be contextualized within the meaning of Pereda’s painting: 

The foremost vignette of [the “Lord Artificer’s”] rule is the large fountain in the center of the 
garden. Its overall shape, more clearly than the ‘Fountain of Life’ in the Paradise panel, recalls 
traditional representations of a crossed globe, as it can be found in late-medieval representations of 
Christ as Salvator mundi. This traditional sign of imperial power seems to lend its shape to a blue 
sphere that is crowned with an elegant compound column…92 

 

Saura, too, must have seen the blue sphere as indicative of an animating force in the painting, for 

he opens the film with his version of this object.  Unlike in Bosch’s work, however, the sphere is not in 

the center of the garden but among the industrial detritus on the Cano 

property, an allegory to the destructive nature of the family’s greed, as well as 

an ominous sign of what the future (and the film) portends.  The overall scene 

is an industrial-age steel-and-glass memento mori, that in the preindustrial 

pastoral age would have been encapsulated within the image of a human skull 

(as it is in The Knight’s Dream; detail, Fig. 17).  In my view Saura is saying 

that all things come to an end, even “indestructible” objects built by man. To 

extend this metaphor further in the context of Falkenburg’s concept of the 

blue sphere as globus cruciger, by the end of the film, the Cano family’s 

company, standing in for the entire class supporting Francoism, is in 

shambles, just as Spain itself was by the time of Pereda’s painting (to which we may compare the half-

covered globe, a sign of empire’s end; detail, Fig. 18).  The family’s money, hidden in Switzerland and 

																																																								
90 One may, as I have, experience a similar feeling at the beginning of David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive, with the seemingly 
irrelevant opening credits featuring silhouetted sock-hop dancers followed by the opening accident scene along the hilltop road. 
91 Falkenburg, 83, 168. His theory regarding the presence of evil in the Fountain of Life has to do with the owl, which was often 
used in the late Middle Ages to represent the Devil. 
92 Ibid., 168. 

Fig. 17 

Fig. 18 
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inaccessible (due to Antonio’s loss of memory) recalls seventeenth century’s Spain dependence on over-

mined gold and silver in the New World, now nearly worthless due to inflation caused by greedy over-

production.  Although we may think that the family’s situation will improve with Antonio’s recovery, it 

only gets worse, for, as he regains his “true” nature, we see his self-serving ambition as the specific 

reason for the family’s downfall.  In the same way, the right-wing rebellion’s progression into a 

totalitarian regime represents the modern downfall of the Spanish people.  

Just as with Bosch’s triptych, I read the film as separated into three sections, each corresponding 

with the artist’s strange variation on creation, temporal life, and hell.  If, per Falkenburg, Bosch intended 

for Adam and Eve to not have left the state of innocence, might one find the same intent in Saura’s 

presentation of Garden’s protagonist? The film starts with Antonio, at the age of “five,” being punished 

for an “unspeakable act,” which his parents see as a sign of dark behaviors to come in the boy’s life.  At 

the same time, Antonio is not led out of Eden right away.  He is punished, but quickly forgiven.  In the 

next scene, at the age of eleven, we see a still-innocent Antonio, recovering from sickness, visited in his 

extravagant bed by his aunt (whom we later learn is most likely his actual birth mother).  Everything in 

this scene is bright, sweet, and pleasant.  Antonio awakens in a large, well-lit room decorated in subtly 

patterned white wallpaper.  There is sweet, lilting instrumental music playing from a radio.  His aunt, a 

vision of slightly corpulent, undulating grace, floats in wearing silks and linen; her first action is to open 

the large paneled windows and allow a gentle breeze to fill the room.  She then gives him his medicine, 

caresses him, and kisses him on the mouth.  Given what we find out about who his “aunt” actually is, 

perhaps Antonio’s downfall lies in this incestuous intimation, especially since, in the next scene, during 

the recreation of his first communion, the Spanish Republic is declared (as it was on April 14, 1931). 

From this point on, the film, in adding a hellish dimension through Antonio’s oneiric digressions, 

forgoes a chronological analogy to the painting and alludes to both the Garden and Hell panels. It is in the 

recreated first communion scene, in fact, that Antonio embodies a figure in Bosch’s painting, something I 

had not considered until I read a passing aside by Francois Geal, in which he sees Antonio as “the 
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melancholy tree-man figure” (Fig. 19) in the Hell panel.93 Geal does not expand on this thought, but in the 

context of what the Tree Man may represent, it is a convincing idea. Belting sees the figure as a 

selfportrait of Bosch, whose “expression of irony and… slightly sideways gaze [constitutes] the signature 

of an artist who claimed a bizarre pictorial world for his own personal imagination.”94 Falkenburg sees the 

Tree Man as melancholic; in my view, this sad, broken figure is in direct contrast with the Tree of Life in 

the Paradise panel.95  (see Fig. 20; to the right of the tree is Adam, whose blank gaze Antonio resembles at 

the start of the film when he is brain-dead and, thus, “innocent.”)  The Tree Man is one of two prominent 

figures Bosch places in Hell (the other being the human-eating-and-excreting bird). I became convinced 

that Geal is correct in his musing when I reconsidered the priest’s sermon in the recreation of Antonio’s 

first communion: 

																																																								
93 Francois Geal, Onze films de Carlos Saura, cineaste de la memoire (Lyon: Aleas, 2006), 60. The translation is mine. 
94 Belting, 38. 
95 Falkenburg, 130-133. (Or, what Falkenburg interprets as possibly being the Tree of Life). 

Fig. 19 Fig. 20 
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Antonio, look at the trees and the plants of the countryside, and see how they grow and produce 
from within, flowers, foliage, and fruits… In the end, the tree is known by its fruit, for a bad tree 
cannot bear good fruit.  And so it is with man, Antonio… He is beaten by the winds… and only 
with very deep roots… can he endure the hurricanes and the storms.  And only by resisting the 
hard winters—and scorching summers… can the tree grow strong and healthy, perpetuating its life 
and beauty, and thus bear sweet and tasty fruit… From a tree with diseased roots, what fruit can 
we expect?  Only tasteless, sour, and full of worms… Thus in one’s deeds, kindness and 
perfection, lie in the purity of intention which is the root. 96 

 

Upon first viewing, one may immediately find a metaphor in Antonio’s character flaws; further 

digging may yield an allusion in which Saura praises moderation and condemns the senseless passions on 

both sides of Spanish politics in the 1930s (“… resisting the hard winters—and scorching summers”).  In 

the context of Geal’s comment, however, I am convinced.  Aside from Falkenburg’s analysis, one needs 

only look closely at the Tree Man and see a hollow figure standing on cracked, knobby “legs” that 

conform to “diseased roots” (he is also standing in wooden rowboats; he is literally at sea).97  And, in the 

Tree Man’s sad backward glance, we may see the brain-injured Antonio looking back on the day when his 

political conscience awakened, and he learned from his father to oppose the Republic.  After the 

Republican extras storm the church during the reenactment, Antonio arises from his wheelchair for the 

first time.  This physical sign of progress ironically signifies the end of an innocent childhood and the 

start of a tainted adulthood.  In taking sides, Antonio becomes a tree with diseased roots, and instead of 

deeds of kindness and perfection, Antonio, in whose memories we see a man who certainly does not have 

purity of intentions, bears fruit that is “tasteless, sour, and full of worms.” 

 

Antonio Cano as an embodiment of Nationalist Tyranny 

 In the three films in my study, the stereotypical view of Spanish nationalism is best seen in two 

male figures: Antonio in Garden, and Anselmo in Cria Cuervos (Chapter 4).  Both characters embody 

confident, traditional father figures who are not loving family men but rather opportunist authoritarians 

whose misogyny and disregard for children reveal the duplicitous nature of the fascist paterfamilias. This 

																																																								
96 Garden (00:27:00-00:28:00) 
97 I thank Dr. Donna Zapf for this observation. 
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is embodied the most by Antonio, since we are privy to the principal moments in his childhood, early 

career, and present position as a business leader and respected father. While Antonio’s embodiment of 

Francoism is not evocative of Bosch’s painting, I am including these examples here as a way of analyzing 

his character more widely, before I return to what I see as three oneiric scenes representing the Hell panel.   

Antonio is first shown in a negative light through a flashback in which he visits his father, Don 

Pedro, in the family plant, having just graduated from business school.  Rejecting his father’s present of a 

trip to the U.S. in which he can learn about modern business practices, Antonio is asked what he wants 

instead.  He points to his father, who is sitting in his comfortable executive’s chair behind a large desk, 

and declares, “What I want is to sit right there!”98 A second glimpse into Antonio’s true self comes about 

three-quarters of the way through the film in a scene set in the present. Antonio is about to meet with the 

company’s board of directors for the first time since his accident.  In this crucial meeting, the board will 

decide if Antonio is to stay on as the company’s head.  As one of his nurses helps him get dressed, in 

view of his father and wife Luchy, Antonio reprimands the nurse for choosing the wrong tie for him to 

wear.  As she recoils in fear, Antonio, who is obviously not yet physically recovered, sternly stammers, 

“You’re fired, fired!”99  The camera pans to the elder Cano, who is overjoyed that his son is finally “all in 

character.”  Later, near the end of the film, in a scene in which Luchy takes Antonio to Aranjuez, the 

national park were they first wooed each other, Antonio has recovered enough to resume treating his wife 

with contempt (we know that Antonio has not treated her well because of his infidelity and her allusion to 

his disrespect toward her; in fact, while walking to the park, she confides in him that “If you don’t recover 

completely, I won’t mind it at all.”)100  As the two take a canoe out on the park’s lake, Antonio tries to 

knock Luchy off the boat with an oar while monotonously repeatedly screaming “An American 

tragedy!”101  Although he is too weak to knock her into the water, Antonio’s social regression through 

physical recovery is now complete.  Whatever sympathy the viewer had for him evaporates.   

																																																								
98 Garden (01:08:00). 
99 Ibid. (01:16:00) 
100 Ibid. (01:25:00) 
101 Ibid. (01:27:00) 
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Dark as night and cold as ice102  

 In addition to recreated flashbacks, Saura places viewers in Antonio’s mind’s eye as he “sees” 

three horror-inducing apparitions, each which I argue conform to an image from Bosch’s Hell panel.  In 

the first, Antonio, sitting in the garden, looking off in the 

distance, sees himself racing in his wheelchair unrestrainedly 

and unwillingly across the yard, ultimately crashing over the 

edge of a reflecting pool and falling face-down in the water 

(Fig. 21; 

00:20:00).  This 

conforms to a 

figure on a 

makeshift boat 

in Bosch’s Hell, 

breaking 

through the ice in an icy death (Fig. 22). In the second 

apparition, Antonio imagines an army of knights riding 

through the forest at the edge of the property (Fig. 23; 

00:38:00).  In a close-up shot of his face, we see first 

intrigue, then terror, as the knights close in on him.  He 

“escapes” by entering the house and aimlessly entering a series of rooms, only to find “safety” in the 

unwelcoming bedroom of his spoiled son, who teases him about his disabilities.  There is a small group of 

tormenting knights on the chase near the infernal horizon in Bosch’s panel (Fig. 24).  In the third such 

scene, Antonio imagines two groups of shield-wielding boys facing each other in a field at a close 

																																																								
102 Belting’s (38) description of Bosch’s Hell panel. 
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distance, throwing rocks at each other (Fig. 25; 00:57:00).103 Despite injuries and deaths, the boys 

continue automatically pelting each other with rocks, disregarding the consequences.  Among many 

scenes of violence in Bosch’s Hell, there is one of what appears to be two groups of naked people 

clubbing each other in the dark 

landscape (Fig. 26). These 

progressively violent images possibly 

serve as a warning to Antonio:  He will 

die unpleasantly (the pool) if he 

recovers without reforming his old-

fashioned views (the knights) and 

renouncing mindless ideology (the 

fighting boys).  Alternately, the scenes 

serve as a metaphor for a mindless and 

futile war originating in the Middle 

Ages, and resulting in needless carnage 

and, contextualized through Bosch’s painting, eternal damnation. 

 

Blood Feud 

 While I am satisfied in comparing the film to Bosch’ painting, all within the context of The 

Knight’s Dream, I would be doing my own research a disservice if I did not include here a brief but 

crucial digression regarding one more painting Garden evokes, from the hand of a man whose work I also 

see as key to all three films.   

In contrast to Bosch and Pereda, much of Francisco de Goya’s late work, in part because of its 

moodiness, has a monochromatic quality.  “In art there is no need for color,” the Aragonese painter once 

																																																								
103 I accessed this screenshot on February 10, 2017.  http://toysandtechniques.blogspot.com/2013/03/el-jardin-de-las-
delicias.html.  For this figure and Fig. 29, I decided to use this source for clarity of image. 

Fig. 25 
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wrote.  “I see only light and shade.”104  In 1820, in his third year recovering from an illness that nearly 

killed him, Goya painted fourteen frescoes not intended for public viewing on the walls of his rambling 

country estate outside Madrid.  In one of these paintings, Duel with Cudgels (Fig. 27),105 Goya, who 

already had addressed the senselessness of violence in his War etchings, shows two men, buried to their 

knees in mud, clubbing each other in the midst of what appears will be a slow bout of carnage from 

which, as Hagen observes, “it remains unclear whether even the victor will be able to extricate 

himself.”106   

 When I first saw Garden, I immediately found an allusion to this painting in a scene which 

Antonio “sees” two groups of boys, one wielding yellow shields, the other red, arrayed opposite each 

other menacingly.  At the time of my initial reaction, I had not known that Saura did in fact recreate this 

very work in a previous film, his unsuccessful second feature, Llanto por un bandido (Lament for a 

Bandit, 1964).  In that film, two bandits engage in a duel that mirrors the painting almost exactly, down to 

the participants’ clothing and the hilly terrain behind them (Fig. 28). D’Lugo analyzes its significance by 

contrasting Goya’s painting to Saura’s interpretation, arguing that: 

… the dramatic intensity of the life-or-death fight that Goya depicted with bold and violent 
pictorial strokes is absent from Saura’s scene as it quickly becomes apparent that the outcome of 
the duel will not be decided by a single blow by either man, but by a protracted, antiheroic 
bludgeoning of one or the other fighter during a period of minutes of possibly hours.  Between the 
suggestion of a heroic combat to the death, which one has become accustomed to expect from 
historical adventure films, and the slow, tedious battle enacted before our eyes, we begin to sense 
the basic discrepancy between socially shaped expectations of representation and the events that 
those conventions are meant to enunciate.107 
 

While I disagree with D’Lugo’s interpretation of the implied swift death Goya depicts in the painting, I do 

agree with D’Lugo’s view that, in how I read it, describes what is most missing from the public eye 

regarding war:  the actual sight of conflict, in all its blood and gore.  One reason I doubt that the fight 

Goya shows ended quickly is that the man on the left had already been clubbed, and is shown bleeding 

																																																								
104 Philip Hofer, Goya: The Disasters of War (New York: Dover, Publications, 1967), 2. 
105 Francisco de Goya.  Fight to the Death with Clubs, 1820-1823.  Mixed method on mural transferred to canvas.  125 by 261 
cm.  Madrid:  Prado.  Accessed April 2, 2017.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fight_with_Cudgels#/media/File:Francisco_de_Goya_y_Lucientes_-_Duelo_a_garrotazos.jpg.  
106 Rose-Marie Hagen, Goya (Cologne: Taschen, 2003), 74. 
107 D’Lugo, 50. 
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profusely from the side of his head. He did not die from that blow, and will most likely defend himself 

as much as possible before succumbing to the ultimate consequence of this bludgeoning; in my opinion, 

Saura must have been at least subconsciously evoking this painting, for there is a close-up of one of the 

boys that is almost a mirror image of Goya’s man on the left (Figs. 29 (00:58:00) and 30).108  The boy is, 

as the man in Goya’s painting will be, no longer standing.  In fact, he is most likely dead.  A child killed 

through inexplicable wanton violence would not have been filmstrip material during a war, just as coffins 

																																																								
108 Fig. 29 accessed February 10, 2017.  http://toysandtechniques.blogspot.com/2013/03/el-jardin-de-las-delicias.html.  
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carrying dead soldiers are rarely if ever shown on television in the United States today.  When there is an 

exception, and the public sees the actual meaning of war, incredulity leads to outrage.109   

 The relentless back-and-forth sallying of projectiles represents the cycle of violence upon which 

the war began.  On July 12, 1936, a Republican lieutenant in the Assault Guard shot at a Guardia Civil 

funeral procession.  The Republican was killed in return.  Republicans sought out the leader of the 

nationalist opposition Jose-Maria Gil Robles; not 

finding him, they assassinated Jose Calvo Sotelo, a 

member of the anti-Republican right-wing faction in the 

Spanish parliament.110  Such vengeful actions would continue for three years, and, one-sidedly, long after 

the war ended.  The civil war, then, was like a medieval blood feud perpetrated through violent actions 

that, years after the war ended, endured despite the obscuring of the conflict’s original sins.   

To Muller, the most plausible meaning of Goya’s painting also involved civil unrest (if not 

outright civil war) plaguing Spain in immediate post-Napoleonic post-Congress of Vienna Europe, in 

which supporters of republican government were everywhere suppressed by a European coalition of pro-

monarchist forces.  Muller summarizes the editorial from the most prominent newspaper in Spain, El 

Censor, published while Goya would have been working on the painting: 

… it was stressed in 1821 that Spain’s people desperately needed to build rather than destroy 
themselves by supporting destructive hatreds.  It was argued further that differences of opinion 
and doctrine must be given a peaceful hearing, following which the people would select the most 

																																																								
109 The most recent, well-documented example I can think of is the photograph showing a dead Syrian boy who washed up on the 
Turkish shore in September, 2015. 
110 Thomas, 196-198. 
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rational solutions and exercise their choices through elected representatives.  For whatever the 
outcome of any internecine contest, all would have to coexist within one native land.111 

 

When The Garden of Delights was submitted to the censorship board, it was held for seven 

months, then released with few cuts.112  The censors did not think such a film would cause much of a stir, 

since its slow pace, allegorical framework, and dull setting would deter audiences.  By dismissing the film 

in this manner, they ignored its most potent quality: it is a direct indictment of the civil war’s mindless, 

extrajudicial origins, and its Francoist legacy. 

 

Darkness and Light 

As Spain became a more open society in the early 1970s,113 artists were finally able to carefully 

confront the past.  An early indication of this new approach is best expressed by Antonio’s father as he 

explains to the actress playing his wife that “It has to be remembrance.”  The difficulty in finally coming 

to terms with suppressed ideas is seen in the censors’ attitudes and the filmmakers’ use of recreated and 

imagined memories.  Their greatest achievement is seen in their presentation of the “pact of silence’s” 

crippling legacy, through their treatment of their characters’ physical and psychological states. 

Saura also shows the tortuous nature of childhood in Garden, in the opening scene, in which 

Antonio is wheeled in front of his father and “mother” (an actress) and is scolded by them.  Their 

punishment is to lock him in a dark room with a large pig.  He is told “In there, there is a pig that is going 

to eat up your little hands and your little feet.” (The family actually forces a shrieking pig through the 

house and then wheels Antonio in the room with it).  Although Antonio’s daughter urges Don Pedro to 

stop the torture, he retorts, “You know nothing!”114 as if to say that children are best taught by force.  

After the distraught Antonio is removed from the room, limping in his wheelchair, his “mother” 

administers a “pardon,” through a sign of the cross and a kiss on the forehead. 

																																																								
111 Priscilla E. Muller, Goya’s “black” paintings:  truth and reason in light and liberty (New York: Hispanic Society of America, 
1984), 96-97. 
112 D’Lugo, 106-7. 
113 Maroto Camino, 19. 
114 Garden (00:07:00); the previous quote is from the same timeframe.   
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The possibility of losing limbs to a pig is an ironic start for a character that cannot use either at 

the beginning of the film. Left to the mercy of his family members, Antonio’s recovery is based in 

retracing the steps he took in his life up to this moment.  Although there are hints that Antonio does not 

want to repeat these steps, he does not have a choice, because he would not have had the freedom to 

develop differently during Francoist Spain.  Thus, Antonio’s paralysis is a metaphorical depiction of 

Spanish political and societal stagnation.  In a short scene ignored by critics but in my view crucial, 

Antonio, while being taught to write his name by the head nurse, is forced to use his right hand, though he 

repeatedly automatically attempts to write with his left.  Aside from the obvious metaphor of nationalism 

as “correct” (especially since Antonio will use his right hand for absolute authority, through his signature) 

and leftism as wrong, there is yet another hint of an as yet undeveloped, uncorrupted human choosing an 

instinct that feels right but forcibly steered in the opposite direction.  Later, finding such lessons futile, 

Antonio furiously signs his name and scrawls ovals across multiple sheets of paper he crumples up and 

discards on the ground. 

The Garden of Delights presents Francoism as a system rooted in the corruption of childhood.  

The next two films I discuss show the regime’s subsequent effects on children.  The first, set during the 

bleak postwar era, literally embodies Goya’s observation that “the sleep of reason produces monsters.”  

The second, filmed and released as Franco lay dying, offers a glimpse into a hopeful future for Spain’s 

traumatized children. 
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Chapter 2 
 
The Spanish Paradox in Chiaroscuro:  The Spirit of the Beehive 
 

My country, my beloved country!  Who but a native can 
understand the delight I took in again beholding thy streams… 
Yet, as I drew nearer home, grief and fear again overcame me.  
Night also closed around; and when I could hardly see the 
dark mountains, I still felt more gloomily.  The picture 
appeared a vast and dim scene of evil, and I foresaw 
obscurely that I was destined to become the most wretched of 
human beings. 

- Mary Shelley, Frankenstein115 

I had one [a brother], nearly the same age as I, who was the 
one I loved best, though I had great love for all of them, and 
they for me; we used to sit together and read saints’ lives.  We 
were deeply struck by the statement in what we read that 
punishment and blessedness were forever.  We discussed this 
very often and we enjoyed repeating over and over: “forever, 
forever, forever.” 

- Saint Teresa of Avila, The Life of the Sainted 
Mother Teresa of Jesus; quote abridged by Miguel de 
Unamuno116 

 
 
 
 Perhaps because of his controversial views on sexuality, politics, and religion, the reactionary 

mid-century French novelist Henry de Montherlant has long been out of favor.  The New York Review of 

Books, however, in the same spirit as one who may appreciate Caravaggio’s paintings without wanting to 

have made the acquaintance of their creator, reissued Montherlant’s cynical masterpiece Chaos and Night 

in 2009.  In this 1963 novel, Don Celestino, an exiled Spanish anarchist, resides as a living paradox in a 

Paris he hates.  He strolls the streets of the French capital, not as a pleasure-seeking flaneur but rather a 

critical pessimist who disparages everything and everyone he encounters; he writes scathing letters to 

newspaper editors, promptly filing them away without the desire that they ever get published; and he rears 

his daughter, Pascuelita, as a Spaniard in a foreign land, forbidding her to assimilate with Gallic culture or 

(God forbid!) associate herself with her now-fellow countrymen.  To Don Celestino, he and his daughter 

cannot become French; instead, he wants the impossible:  to once again live with Pascuelita in his native 

																																																								
115 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (New York:  W.W. Norton & Co., 2012), 49. 
116 Miguel de Unamuno, Aunt Tula/La tia Tula, trans. Stanley Appelbaum (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover Publications, Inc., 2005), 3. 
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land as members of a representative democracy.   As much as Don Celestino despises his place of refuge, 

what truly horrifies him is returning to his homeland for a visit, a risk he decides to take despite his fight 

against the nationalists during the Civil War.  In an exchange echoing Victor Frankenstein’s doubting 

lament in Mary Shelley’s novel above, Don Celestino grasps the meaning of his return:  

The frontier: at 8.50.  Another thirty-five minutes before the land of fear.  It was his own country 
that was the land of fear.  For the first time, or almost.  But it was not he, Celestino, it was his old 
age that was afraid:  pale fear, as sudden and brutal as a heart attack or an epileptic fit.  He, more 
somber with every second that passed, scenting prison and death from afar, as the picador’s horse 
scents the bull, and trembles.117 

  

Don Celestino, descended from the Pyrenees, gripped by fear, could now also “hardly see the 

dark mountains.”  What makes the passage so innately moving, however, is what comes next, as 

Celestino, in the midst of his apprehension of possible impending doom, observes his daughter’s 

contrasting mood: 

She, more and more carefree and gay.  Each in his own world, utterly sealed off from the other.  
His, the world of the Civil War and its shattering memories.  That she should be excluded from 
this world, remain exiled from it—that was only natural; though it was none the less one more 
reason for making her a stranger in his eyes.  But that she should remain totally insensitive to his 
fears!  That he should have to conceal them from her, so as to avoid her sneers!  She would say to 
herself: ‘What a bore he is with his fears!  If his country frightens him, why is he going back 
there?’  Or even: ‘What a bore he is with his death!’  A man in danger is like a sick man:  he is a 
bore to everyone.  He knew that all too well.118 
 

These observations offer a double-sided perspective for both parties: Celestino’s thoughts 

embody futility and desperation, but also caution and experience.  Pascuelita’s attitude represents 

innocence and naivete, but also embodies the spirit of postwar youth; not having had to witness the 

horrors of war, Pascuelita neither recognizes nor fears what is inherent in war’s legacy.  Having come of 

age in a rebuilt state under the safety of the Marshall Plan, the United Nations, and NATO, she expects 

protection under the law, everywhere.  Amazingly for Don Celestino, when they get to Spain, no one 

cares who they are or that they are there.  There are no state agents tailing them through Madrid.  There is 

no ambush by the secret police, no unannounced interrogation.  But there is also no clandestine anti-

																																																								
117 Henry de Montherlant, Chaos and Night (New York: New York Review of Books, 2009), 149. 
118 Ibid., 149-150. 
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nationalist movement.  There is no ideology.  There is just the Francoist state and its docile, obedient 

citizenry.  The adults, half of whom were Republicans before and during the civil war, are to Celestino 

indistinguishable from Franco’s supporters.  And the children are of a new apolitical generation, more 

concerned with consumerism than emancipation.  It turns out that Celestino’s fears are confirmed, but not 

in the way he expected.  His return to his native land yields a depressingly bland conformist façade; what 

is underneath is not something for an anti-nationalist to exploit.  As the title of an excellent Alain Resnais 

film with similar themes—in which two former anti-nationalist exiles in France concoct, and then 

abandon, a plan to return to Spain and start a counter-revolution—indicates, la guerre est finie.119   

Montherlant’s novel and Resnais’ film both show the futile hopes of Spaniards in exile abroad.  

Interestingly, there were few novels and films from the 1940s until the early 1970s depicting the 

experiences of Spanish “inner exiles,” the anti-nationalists who remained in Spain after Franco’s 

victory.120 In the case of cinema, Mercedes Maroto Camino, in her comprehensive survey on Spanish 

exiles in film, indicates that through the 1940s, 50s, and 60s, anti-nationalists, exiles, and maquis were 

always presented negatively in Spanish productions.121  Thus, there was no pro-Republican cinematic re-

creation of the immediate post-Civil War era, a time of fleeting hope among anti-nationalists for a 

counter-rebellion (domestic or organized by the anti-fascist participants of World War II).  The first 

instance in which a Spanish director sympathetically addressed both inner exiles and anti-nationalist 

rebels122 was in a film that can hardly be described as “positive” in its overall aesthetic and mood.  Victor 

Erice’s enigmatic, melancholy El Espiritu de la Colmena (The Spirit of the Beehive, 1973) was at the 

same time a subdued and an extreme response to the notion that Spaniards, in the wake of the economic 

miracle of the 1960s (like those encountered by Celestino in Chaos and Night), could now breathe easily 

and look forward to a bright, progressive future.  From its start, the film evokes a fairy tale, introducing 

																																																								
119 This film (The War is Over), starring Yves Montand, is worth watching not only for its wonderful direction and suspenseful 
plot, but also for its depiction of lost hopes for a free Spain so late in the Franco era.  The film was released in 1966! 
120 For a comprehensive study of such works, see Paul Ilie, Literature and Inner Exile: authoritarian Spain, 1939-1975 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980).  
121 Maroto Camino, 17; 43-73.  
122 Ibid., 20. Maroto notes Beehive is “the first sympathetic presentation of a possible maquis on the screen.” 
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the viewer to the village of Hoyhuelos, where, “Once upon a time,”123 two young sisters experience a 

poor and austere yet pleasant childhood:  they attend a single-sex school in a crumbling building; they 

have pillow fights; they pray before bed; they see movies when the traveling cinema comes to town; and 

they spend most of their time playing outdoors.  This idyllic experience sours after the girls see 

Frankenstein.  The film’s influence manifests itself differently on the older Isabel and the younger Ana.  

Isabel takes to tormenting the family cat and faking her death (I will discuss these scenes in my 

conclusion), as well as repeatedly jumping through a raging bonfire in the family’s courtyard.  Ana sneaks 

off to see a man who is hiding out in a large stone barn near their house.  Their estranged parents, in the 

meantime, lead depressing lives of muted solitude.  Their father spends most of his time tending to his 

beehives.  Their mother frequently rides her bicycle to the village train station to deliver letters to which 

she never gets responses.  Despite the traumatic events which make up the film’s turning point, which I 

will discuss below, the girls’ parents remain as they are.  The viewer is left with a feeling that, while 

Isabel and Ana may or may not have a future, their parents never will.  Given the principal preoccupations 

of the film’s director, it is no surprise that the film offers no catharsis, and that its open-ended conclusion 

leaves the audience with an experiential understanding, if it chooses to interpret it as such, of the legacy 

of political repression. 

 

Victor Erice:  The Enigmatic Auteur 

 Victor Erice’s childhood was dominated by what would become his life’s obsessions: the cinema, 

ghosts, death, and the concept of the past.  Born in 1940, Erice grew up in San Sebastian, famous for its 

seaside casino, which was used as a cinema after the military dictatorship of Miguel Primo de Rivera 

closed its gambling halls in 1924.  “I ask myself what might have become of those ghosts that many of us 

thought we saw at night, wandering about the environs of the casino,” Erice narrates in La Morte Rouge, a 

																																																								
123 The Spirit of the Beehive, directed by Victor Erice (1972; Irvington, N.Y.: Criterion Collection, 2006), DVD (00:01:36). 



 

 46 

melancholy autobiographical documentary he made in 2006.124  If one were to replace a few terms, one 

could transpose Erice’s continued musings to post-Civil War Spain, just as one could see his thoughts as 

symbolic of the effective end of the Spanish Empire at the turn of the twentieth century: “The ghosts of 

gamblers and croupiers, of waiters and cooks, of musicians and variety artists, anonymous dead folk 

mostly, dissipated into the nothingness, like the monumental building they once inhabited.”125  Erice’s 

love of cinema was shared by an adult population whom the director would later realize had a very good 

reason for needing an escape from the real world, a place which had just experienced the greatest 

concentration of human violence ever known.  In the context of a “scary” Sherlock Holmes film his 

fellow moviegoers had just seen, Erice reminisces that 

… in this instance, fear spread far beyond the screen, its echo resounding in the atmosphere of a 
devastated society.  On the one hand, due to the bloodletting typical of a civil war; on the other, 
due to the effects of a recently ended world struggle.  While an emotionally benumbed population 
sought refuge in the imaginary world of the cinema, there wasn’t a continent on the planet in those 
days spared from having to recount its dead and missing on the battlefronts, in the bombed cities 
or the extermination camps.  Did that universal sorrow weigh somehow on the heart of the boy, 
who, together with his sister, seven years older than him, walked towards the penumbra of the 
cinema to see the first film of his life?  Who can say?126   

 

 If it did not weigh on him at the age of eight, it certainly would less than two decades later.  Linda 

Ehrlich notes that “Erice identifies strongly with his generation of postwar youth born into a society of 

cataclysmic changes.”127  Too young to attend the Salamanca Meetings, Erice studied at the Instituto de 

Investigaciones Cinematograficas in the early 1960s.  After making short films in the early 1960s, his first 

foray into narrative cinema was an episode in the avant-garde triptych film Los Desafios, (The 

Challenges, 1969).128  A methodical perfectionist, Erice would not complete another project until 1970; it 

would be the high point of his career, and, to some, the greatest Spanish film ever made.129 

 

																																																								
124 La Morte Rouge, directed by Victor Erice (2006; Barcelona: Rosebud Films, 2009), DVD.  The entire narration is available as 
“La Morte Rouge: A Soliloquy” in Linda Ehrlich, The Cinema of Victory Erice: An Open Window (Lanham, Md.: The Scarecrow 
Press, 207), 296-300. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Ehrlich, 6. 
128 A controversial avant-garde film pitting American and Spanish gender archetypes against each other. 
129 Roger Ebert, The Great Movies IV (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016), 217. 
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Real and symbolic orphans130 

Three years after Saura’s Garden appeared, Victor Erice submitted his first full-length feature, 

The Spirit of the Beehive, to the government censors.  Set in in a small Castilian village the year after 

Franco’s victory, the film begins with a subtle message regarding cinema’s importance in effecting 

change: the story shows how two young girls are first introduced to the wonders of film when an itinerant 

cinema operator brings Frankenstein to their town.  Although Beehive is set in 1941131, I am discussing it 

after Garden because I did not want to begin my study with a deliberate reflection of the past.  In fact, in 

considering the disillusionment anti-Francoists felt about contemporary Spain in the late 60s and early 

70s, a view which Saura brilliantly and subversively expresses in Garden, one may better understand why 

Erice looks back to the 1940s; it is as if he wants to show, in barely perceptible terms, the atmospheric 

origins of the dictadura. 

A slow, pensive period piece, Beehive takes us back to the past to better understand the present 

that was 1973.  If Garden answered the question, “Who are we, in Spain today?” Beehive addresses “How 

did the Civil War shape us?” (Just as Cria Cuervos, in the next chapter, ventures a guess at “Where are 

we going?”).  Lest my question be misleading, Beehive is less a film about the Spanish Civil War than 

either Garden, Cria, or several other productions of the time.  In fact, it has such an unconventional 

narrative and enigmatic storyline that domestic audiences did not know what to make of it.132  Its only 

allusion to the war is the presence of what seems to be a maquis133 in hiding, in an abandoned farm 

building across the train tracks from where the girls live.  As with a handful of films from this era, 

however, Beehive can be viewed on several levels; its surface conceals a rich trove of cultural and 

political messages.  Vicente Molina Foix argues that “More than a picture on the Spanish civil war, 

																																																								
130 Erice’s description of how he sees himself and his fellow directors.  Victor Erice, “Writing Cinema, Thinking Cinema…” in 
Ehrlich, op cit., 268. 
131 A title in the film indicates that the film is set “sometime around 1940”; from its cover image I was able to track down the 
issue of the news and culture magazine Mundo that Fernando reads in his study: it is from September 14, 1941. 
132 Even some critics did not want to try, such as Roger Ebert, who praises the film’s depiction of traumatized childhood but 
pointedly states that reading into the film’s political messages would read like a “term paper.” 
133 The maquis, anti-nationalist partisans who hid in the hills of Spain and who were hunted down by the Franco regime and 
usually executed without trial, were still active in 1940, and would be until the mid-1950s. (Maroto Camino, 4; 17; 29). 
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[Beehive] could be… a film on the obligation to make oneself stay away from the reality provoked in its 

characters by the civil war and its political aftereffects.”134 For my purposes, the film embodies Spain’s 

Civil War legacy in two ways: It addresses internal exiles such as the maquis, as well as Republicans who 

found themselves having to continue living under a government that had effectively declared them unfit 

to live; and, it demonstrates the war’s effects on children, who experience the conflict’s aftermath through 

the social repression and poverty pervasive in the dictadura period.135  Several studies explore these ideas 

in the context of politics, history, psychology, and philosophy.  I will focus on the film primarily in what I 

see is its relationship to Baroque and Romantic painting. By doing so, I will argue in this chapter that 

Erice, evoking the painting style of chiaroscuro, crucial to the Baroque period, which Luis Cuadrado’s 

cinematography so much resembles, literally and metaphorically employs light and shadow in embodying 

the post-Civil War era’s restricting atmosphere.  Conversely, I will argue that in outdoor scenes evoking 

the sublime mysteriousness inherent in Romantic painting, Erice puts forth the idea that the natural world 

may provide an antidote to man-made imprisonment. While subdued in its narrative style, the film draws 

from a deep well of visual effects in its depiction of what inner exile can do to a family, and what hope 

there may exist for freedom.  

 

Painting and Cinema 

 An entertaining debate between art lovers may be started with the following question:  Which 

painting from the early modern or modern era best illustrates solitude?  There is, of course, no correct 

answer; there may be as many answers as there are paintings of saints, philosophers, hermits, monks, 

wanderers, or maybe even mere lonely-looking portrait sitters.  For the purpose of this present study, I 

will submit two very different works from the two eras of painting I find most germane to Erice’s film: 

																																																								
134 Vicente Molina Foix, “The War behind the Window: Notes on The Spirit of the Beehive” in Linda C. Ehrich, ed. The Cinema 
of Victor Erice: An Open Window (Lanham, Md.: The Scarecrow Press, 2007), 107.   
135 The era from Franco’s victory in 1939 through the late 1950s; this period was followed by the apertura (opening) era, during 
which the Spanish government embraced economic liberalism and incremental social progress (For the origins, and ultimate 
failure of, the apertura vis-à-vis Spanish cinema, see Sally Faulkner, A Cinema of Contradiction: Spanish Film in the 1960s 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006), 3-4 and Hopewell, 83-85; 96. 
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the Baroque and the Romantic.  In Rembrandt van Rijn’s Philosopher in Meditation (1632; Fig. 31),136 we 

see an example of joint solitude.  A seated pensive man stares at the floor while a woman who may be his 

servant or his wife tends the fire.  Rembrandt’s use of light, in my view, is comforting; it allows the 

viewer to feel the heat in the room.  Conversely, in 

Caspar David Friedrich’s Wanderer Above the Sea of 

Fog (1818; Fig. 32),137 a lone man standing on jagged 

rocks contemplates what I venture to guess is something at least on its surface very different from what 

Rembrandt’s philosopher is thinking.  Like the Dutch master’s work, the German Friedrich uses light to 

convey atmosphere: the wanderer is in an undoubtedly cool setting; the viewer may feel some discomfort. 

Do film directors use light in the same manner?  Fig. 33 (00:52:42), a still showing the interior of 

the family’s house in Beehive, answers this question unequivocally in the affirmative.  One may be 

tempted to initially reject a direct comparison, however, given painting’s static nature vis-à-vis film’s 

dynamism.  Conversely, one might say, “look at this film still… it is like a painting!”  In this study I 

argue that stills from each of the three principal works I discuss are indeed like paintings.  But I do not 

																																																								
136 Rembrandt van Rijn.  Philosopher in Meditation.  Oil on wood.  28 by 34 cm.  Paris: The Louvre.  Accessed April 2, 2017.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosopher_in_Meditation#/media/File:Rembrandt_-_The_Philosopher_in_Meditation.jpg.  
137 Caspar David Friedrich.  Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog, 1817.  Oil on canvas.  98.4 by 74.8 cm.  Hamburg:  Hamburger 
Kunsthalle.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wanderer_above_the_Sea_of_Fog#/media/File:Caspar_David_Friedrich_-
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want to relegate my comparison to one in which still filmic images are compared to still paintings.  After 

all, common within art criticism is the idea of motion in painting.  In fact, it was the illusion of depth and 

motion that differentiated painting in its “rebirth” in the fourteenth century from its preceding two-

dimensional fixed nature.  At the same time, it is common to see a film referred to as a “work of art” in 

cinema criticism, an observation which implicitly refers to a complete film rather than the parts that make 

the sum.138  I see that observation as relating not to motion per se, but time itself.  In his discussion of 

Erice’s third film, The Quince Tree Sun (El Sol del Membrillo, 1993),139 Steven Jacobs observes that 

To Erice, Lopez’s [the artist painting a tree] favourite theme is the expansion of time, and that is 
something that can be captured by the language of cinema.  In an essay on ‘the approximation of 
cinema and painting,’ Erice stated that painting and cinema are two different languages with 
common elements: painting can express or represent time, but cannot contain it.  This power to 
contain time is reserved for the cinema.140 

 

																																																								
138 In an extreme case which buttresses this argument, Andrei Sokurov’s Russian Ark (2002) depicts tableaux vivants, live 
recreations of acclaimed paintings in St. Petersburg’s Hermitage Museum, shot in the museum, all in one take. Sokurov’s 
intention must have been to present his work in such a manner that was supposed to prevent the viewer from looking away, as 
one would not look away from a painting; had Sokurov’s film included cuts, one might be more tempted to pause the film or even 
step away for a few moments. 
139 This documentary about the time-consuming process the artist Antonio Lopez Garcia uses in painting a tree in his yard was 
Erice’s last feature-length film. 
140 Steven Jacobs, Framing Pictures: Film and the Visual Arts (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), 61.  Jacobs quotes 
Ehrlich’s interpretation of Erice’s essay “Cine y Pintura.”  See Ehrlich, 9 (her introduction, “Objects Suspended in Light”). 

Fig. 33 
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 In Beehive, Erice contains time through deliberately long takes of activities or events which in 

other films might be expressed in seconds.  At the same time, his painterly photography expresses the 

timeless message the film conveys.  There is something melancholy in Erice’s “containment” of time.  

Despite Beehive’s slow pace, one gets the feeling that it is a filmic memento mori.  It expresses the notion 

that the clock is ticking for all of us, despite the paradoxical feeling we occasionally have that time stands 

still.  I find that Erice’s evocation of this deeply moving realization, as well as his direction of Luis 

Cuadrado’s soft cinematography, conjures images created in the Baroque era of painting, a much older 

but equally bittersweet visual culture. 

 

The original painters of light 

Starting in the 1650s, the Dutch painter Johannes Vermeer produced dozens of domestic scenes, 

mostly set in what appeared to be the same two rooms, depicting one or two persons engaged in various 

leisurely and professional activities, or household chores.  Many of these works feature a window on the 

left side (to the right of the sitter), through which soft sunlight enters the room.  In fact, a most evocative 

phrase one may use in describing Baroque painting—Vermeer’s style and period—could be “The Age of 

Sunlight Entering Rooms.”  Paintings from the seventeenth century spanning Europe, from the 

Fig. 34 
Fig. 35 
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Netherlands to Italy, revel in light-bathed inner spaces.  Lest one think that this description suggests 

universally “happy” or lighthearted scenes, compare Vermeer’s “Officer with Laughing Girl” (Fig. 34)141 

to his “The Cartographer.” (Fig. 35)142 Art historians often begin books or chapters on the Baroque with a 

discussion of what the style is not, rather than what it is.  I will dispense with that discussion by providing 

the online Merriam-Webster definition of the term: “of, relating to, or having the characteristics of a style 

of artistic expression prevalent especially in the 17th century that is marked generally by use of complex 

forms, bold ornamentation, and the juxtaposition of contrasting elements often conveying a sense of 

drama, movement, and tension.”143  

When I first saw Beehive I immediately thought of Baroque painting, specifically the work of 

Johannes Vermeer.  I am neither original nor unique in this observation.  In one of the more specific 

analyses, Molina Foix briefly places Beehive and Erice’s other full-length narrative fiction film, El Sur 

(The South, 1983) in the context of the kind of light Vermeer and Caravaggio use, respectively: 

From the point of view of the lighting, which seems so defining in all of Erice’s works, The Spirit 
of the Beehive recalls the light in traditional seventeenth-century Dutch painting, a light made by a 
few, almost uniform, contrasts; a dull light that would respond to that extinguishing, to that 
muffling that all passions and all the intertwinings between the different characters have in the 
film.  In clear opposition, precisely, is the luminescent trope that defines El Sur, based on 
enormous amounts of contrasting light.  In that sense, if the first film recalls the luminous 
atmosphere of a Vermeer painting, El Sur would have a composition more in line with the painting 
of Caravaggio and his school—chiaroscuro, tenebrous paintings.144 

 

Although I agree with Molina that El Sur is more “tenebrist” than Beehive,145 I do not agree with 

his separation of the two films through the style of Baroque light they evoke.  I see Caravaggio’s 

influence on Beehive in two ways:  the hue with which light enters the rooms is at times more reminiscent 

																																																								
141 Jan Vermeer.  Officer and Laughing Girl, ca. 1657.  Oil on canvas.  50.5 by 46 cm.  New York:  The Frick Collection.  
Accessed April 2, 2017.  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Johannes_Vermeer_-
_De_Soldaat_en_het_Lachende_Meisje_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg.  
142 Jan Vermeer.  The Cartographer, 1669.  Oil on canvas.  51.6 by 45.4 cm.  Frankfurt:  Staedel Museum.  Accessed April 2, 
2017.  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Geographer#/media/File:J._VERMEER_-
_El_geógrafo_(Museo_Städel,_Fráncfort_del_Meno,_1669).jpg.  
143 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/baroque 
144 Vicente Molina Foix, “The War behind the Window: Notes on The Spirit of the Beehive” in Ehrlich, op. cit., 109. 
145 In my view, while I do not find El Sur to be a better film than Beehive, I find it more “watchable”; that is, I would watch it 
more often than I would Beehive.  An in-depth study of the two films within Molina Foix’s Vermeer-Caravaggio framework 
would be a worthy effort.  
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of The Calling of St. Matthew 

(Fig. 36)146 than in the paintings 

of Vermeer; and, Caravaggio, in 

my view painted the most 

powerful representation of St. 

Jerome, whose legacy casts a 

long shadow in this film (as I 

will discuss below). If Johannes 

Vermeer is the painter par 

excellence of this type of setting, 

it is not one of his works but 

rather Caravaggio’s 1599 canvas 

that I see as the most memorable painted example of light entering a room.  The Jansons describe the 

work as having a naturalism inspired by the Renaissance done in a new style in which light is the primary 

vehicle for artistic expression.147  Helen Langdon presents Caravaggio’s effective use of contrast in the 

painting.  In its subject, she praises the “lightness of gesture and expression with ritual.”  In its meaning, 

she sees “the clarity of Caravaggio’s contrast of shapes and forms” as an embodiment of “the simplicity 

of Christ’s words.”148  

Just as with Caravaggio in his painting, 

Erice considers both aesthetic and symbolic use 

of light in his direction of Luis Cuadrado’s 

cinematography (Fig. 37; 00:08:01).149  That 

																																																								
146 Caravaggio.  The Calling of St. Matthew, 1600.  Oil on canvas.  322 by 340 cm.  Rome:  San Luigi dei Francesi.  Accessed 
April 2, 2017.  http://www.bc.edu/bc_org/avp/cas/his/CoreArt/art/bar_cvggo_calling.html.  
147 Horst Woldemar Janson and Anthony F. Janson, History of Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2000), 529. 
148 Helen Langdon, Caravaggio: A Life (New York: Random House, 2012), 175. 
149 Image accessed April 2, 2017.  https://wondersinthedark.wordpress.com/2015/10/08/5-the-spirit-of-the-beehive-1973-
directed-by-victor-erice/. I used this screenshot from this particular website, as it effectively highlights Erice’s use of light. 

Fig. 37 

Fig. 36 
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Erice evokes painters with very different outlooks does not take away from the director’s effective use of 

chiaroscuro, since the various works I see as motivating his scenes are the means toward the same end.  

Vermeer’s work, for example, is completely unrepresentative of Counterreformation Baroque sacrificial 

idealization, since he was neither a Catholic nor a southern European.  But as a painter working in the 

seventeenth century, he was aware of the power of light in painting and how its use is key to realistic 

representation.  Furthermore, although the subjects one sees in the Dutch masters and the Spanish (and 

Italian Baroque) are generally unrelated, there is a sense of melancholy in both movements, which is 

generated by the artists’ use of light.  Erice uses the same sensibility cinematographically in his 

embodiment of anti-nationalism through his presentation of solitude, spiritualism, and sublimity.   

 

The Embodiment of Anti-Nationalism  

 Victor Erice’s embodiment of anti-nationalism, even in the nearly-impenetrable, enigmatic 

fashion he achieves with Beehive, would be more difficult to accomplish than Carlos Saura’s subversive 

embodiment of nationalism.  The Garden of Delights, along with Peppermint Frappe (1967), also by 

Saura, are the best films I have seen from the tardofranquismo150 era in which characters critically 

represent Francoist figures.  In Peppermint, a conservative middle-aged doctor (played by Jose Luis 

Lopez Vazquez, who portrayed Antonio Cano in Garden), exhibits a split personality: mesmerized by 

modern marketing, he clips advertisements depicting trendy women out of fashion magazines, sadistically 

cutting through faces and body parts in composing senseless collages.  He does this while listening to 

records of traditional Catholic hymnals sung by an austere chorus. At other times, the picture of a caring, 

virtuous gentleman, he tidies his office and dotes on his young, chaste female assistant.151  Eventually, his 

sadistic side wins out, and he murders his best friend and his girlfriend after she rejects his advances.  The 

message is clear:  the old guard, whatever its pious façade, is the same as it ever was: lecherous, 

																																																								
150 The last years of Franco’s dictatorship; roughly 1969-1975. 
151 This was undoubtedly Saura’s homage to the protagonists in Bunuel’s Viridiana (1960) and Tristana (1970), both played by 
Fernando Rey; both characters first appeared as moral traditionalists, only to reveal themselves as unscrupulous seducers. 
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unscrupulous, and, ultimately, homicidal.  The doctor’s action evokes the ending of Saura’s The Hunt 

(1965), in which tension between friends who are members of a hunting party is relieved through a 

bloody massacre in which they turn their rifles on each other.  To a discerning eye, metaphors for 

Francoism abounded in these, and other152, films of the late 60s and early 70s. Nationalism, then, was 

easier to embody than anti-nationalism, since directors like Saura would have had to, against their will, 

treat anti-nationalists with disdain in order to avoid the censors’ scrutiny.153   

How, then, could a director introduce a sympathetic embodiment of anti-nationalism in a film and 

get away with it?  The answer comes in the form of Fernando, the father in Beehive.  Played by Fernando 

Fernan Gomez, Fernando154, whom I take for a repressed republican who has given in to the new regime 

(he lives in what appears to be the only nice, large house in the village), is by far the most enigmatic 

character in the three films I principally discuss in this study. Despite his mysterious nature, I also see 

Fernando as the most obvious anti-nationalist, precisely because he is not obviously anti-nationalist.  We 

first see him wearing a full-body beekeeper’s suit.  Although he spends most of his time tending to his 

bees and writing in his diary, Fernando does interact with his daughters in a scene in which he teaches 

them how to pick mushrooms in the forest.  Comfortable in nature, Fernando allows himself to freely 

teach his children a useful skill. He also alludes to the definite but elusive freedom nature offers.  When 

his daughters point to a faraway wooded mountainside, Fernando tells them that it is too far to reach.  He 

amends his statement with, “We’ll go someday,” and, putting his index finger to his lips, conspiratorially 

adds, “But first you have to promise… never to tell your mother.”155  Within the context of the immediate 

posguerra, the mountains offer two meanings:  they may allude to the border with France, and freedom 

outside of Spain.  Or, they may refer to the hiding place of the maquis, who were fighting a futile battle 

for freedom within Spain.  Contrasted with Fernando’s interaction with the outdoors, his home life is like 

																																																								
152 Saura was not the only director protesting Francoism through symbolism at the time; notable examples from other filmmakers 
include Jaime de Arminan and Jose Luis Borau. 
153 If censors complained about characters like Julian (in Peppermint) and Antonio, Saura could explain that they were not 
representatives of nationalism, but merely characters with mental disorders. 
154 All main characters in the film share the same first name as the actors who play them. 
155 Beehive (00:43:40). 
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an imprisonment.  There, he interacts very little with anyone, especially his wife, who is seen abandoned 

night after night as Fernando spends hours in his study writing about the mysterious life of bees.  He is a 

depressing representation of a man who has lost his spirit. One may question my argument at this point: 

how could Fernando be “the most obvious anti-nationalist” when Beehive features a fleeing maquis, on 

the surface a more anti-Francoist character?  To explain this, I will first place the maquis in the context of 

the literary work (and its cinematic interpretation) that provides the intellectual framework for Erice’s 

story:  Frankenstein. 

In Beehive, Erice uses the film Frankenstein to conjure the past.  As with most versions of the 

1820 novel, James Whale’s famous 1931 adaptation is not true to Mary Shelley’s work.  In the film, 

Victor Frankenstein is shown as a mad doctor who harnesses lightning to animate the monster he creates, 

who then escapes and unintentionally kills a little girl in an Alpine village.  The townspeople track down 

the monster and burn him alive.  Understandably, Ana and Isabel are especially moved by the scene in 

which a friendly-looking monster plays with a little girl on the shores of a lake.  Although the resulting 

scene, in which the monster drowns the girl, is not shown, we know Ana and Isabel are deeply affected by 

it.  Watching the villager carrying the limp girl in his arms on screen, Ana whispers to Isabel “Why did he 

kill her?” Her older sister responding, “I’ll tell you later.”156  That night in their bedroom, the girls light a 

candle and pray, “by the sign of the holy cross, free us from our enemies, Lord our God.”157  There is also 

a sacred quality to their candlelit conversation as they face each other in separate beds, preparing for 

sleep.  “Why did he kill the girl, and why did they kill him later,” asks Anna.  Isabel responds, “They 

didn’t kill him, and he didn’t kill the girl.”  After telling Ana that “everything in the movies is a trick,” 

she says, “Besides, I’ve seen him alive… in a place I know near the village.”  What she says next sets in 

motion the film’s turning point: “People can’t see him.  He only comes out at night.”  Ana: “Is he a 

ghost?”   Isabel: “No, he’s a spirit.”  This is an important distinction.  A ghost is a representation of what 

is dead, which comes back to haunt a people (in this case, the political republic).  A spirit is still alive, 

																																																								
156 Ibid. (00:20:35). 
157 Ibid. (00:21:01). 
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and gives people hope of a return of something better.  To underline this idea, Isabel tells Ana that 

“Spirits don’t have bodies.  That’s why you can’t kill them”158 In other words, the idea of political 

freedom cannot be eradicated.  Erice’s critique of the victorious nationalists’ violent campaign to 

eradicate any remaining Republicanism and a call for a restoration of democracy is embodied through the 

fate of the maquis whom Isabella thinks is Frankenstein’s monster, and whom Ana briefly befriends.  

Like Frankenstein’s monster, the man, regardless of his actual or perceived crimes, is executed without 

trial, introducing Ana to a horror outside the movie screen.  What is never told in the story, because, to 

evade censorship, Erice could not tell it, is who the man actually is and what he has or has not done.  

This mystery helps buttress my argument regarding the distinction between Fernando and the 

escaped man in the context of the embodiment of anti-nationalism.  Leaving aside the notion that the man 

may not even be a maquis, but perhaps a fugitive criminal who wears a stolen soldier’s full length coat (a 

theory I find completely implausible) I argue that, whereas the maquis of course would have been an 

obvious anti-nationalist before 1939, he is in Beehive a remnant of what he once was, and even of what he 

represents, precisely because of actions he is forced to take.  In his human form, the maquis is a running 

dead man.  It is his spirit that signifies the undying yearning for democracy and freedom extinguished by 

the nationalist forces.  When he is shot, his spirit remains, but he, the maquis, is not there to literally 

embody it.  Fernando, conversely, through his actions, most obviously embodies postwar anti-nationalism 

because he, either deliberately or through force from the state, does not participate in postwar Spanish 

society.  His physical presence does not construe a complete presence, because he cannot be himself.  If, 

as Isabel tells Ana, ghosts die but spirits do not, then the maquis, no longer an active anti-nationalist in 

body and action, becomes one in death.  Fernando, through body and action, is a stunted anti-nationalist.  

In his death, conversely, he will be a ghost, not a spirit, since his actions were passively rather than 

actively anti-nationalist. Fernando will never be free; his children, may, but not until thirty-five years after 

the film was set, at which point they will be roughly Fernando’s age.  

																																																								
158 This and the preceding quotes: Beehive (00:22:25-00:23:05). 
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The inner exile as a distorted mirror of Francoism’s visual spiritualism 

I see all three movies I analyze in this project as being related to Goya’s work to varying degrees 

and on varying levels, and to the unifying Pereda painting, The Knight’s Dream (Fig. 3).  Each film is 

also related to a specific work or 

work that is neither of these.  

Garden of course referenced 

Bosch, and, as I will argue in 

Chapter 4, Cria evokes Diego 

Velazquez’s most famous 

painting.  Beehive, however, is 

most influenced not by one 

particular work, but generally by paintings of the Baroque and Romantic styles.  That being said, there is 

one specific subject of Baroque-era painters that is seen in the most poignant direct artistic image in all 

three films, an unidentified painting of St. Jerome that is visible several times in Fernando’s study; it is 

also the most appropriate work of art Erice could associate with a repressed eremitic Spanish republican 

in the immediate post-civil war years.   

I have identified Fernando as the embodiment of postwar anti-nationalism; I will now explain 

how Fernando’s internal exile, in more than one sense of the word, mirrors the ubiquitous image of St. 

Jerome throughout art history, but particularly in the Baroque period, an era used by Franco in his attempt 

to boost Spaniards’ esteem as the inheritors of a glorious past.  We first see the painting in an early scene 

in which Fernando comes home from tending his bees (Fig. 38; 00:15:02).  He has just been told by his 

maid to “come down out of the clouds,” in response to Fernando asking if there is anything to eat (in the 

exchange the viewer is made to understand that Fernando does not keep regular dining hours; we see in 

subsequent scenes that he does not keep regular hours of any sort).  The next time we see the painting, 

Fernando is sitting at his desk late in the night (Fig. 39; 00:26:25); a voiceover narrates what Fernando is 

writing: 

Fig. 38 
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Someone to whom I recently shown my glass beehive, its movement like the main gear wheel of a 
clock—Someone who saw the constant agitation of the honeycomb, the mysterious, maddened 
commotion of the nurse bees over the nests, the teeming bridges and stairways of wax, the 
invading spirals of the queen, the endlessly varied and repetitive labors of the swarm, the 
relentless yet ineffectual toil, the fevered comings and goings, the call to sleep always ignored, 
undermining the next day’s work, the final repose of death in a place that tolerates neither sickness 
nor tombs—Someone who observed these things, after the initial astonishment had passed, 
quickly looked away with an expression of indescribable sadness and horror.159 

 

 

The beehive, for Fernando, is in my view 

a metaphor for postwar Spain.  It is a 

place where the people, like drones, 

relentlessly toil without joy, and then die.  

As Fernando makes these observations, 

he strikes a similar pose to St. Jerome 

(Fig. 39); Erice obviously presents a 

parallel.  What could these two seemingly different men have in common? 

One of the most heated literary controversies of the sixteenth century involved Spanish Jesuit 

censorship of Erasmus of Rotterdam’s translation and criticism of the work of St. Jerome.  Whereas the 

Dutch Catholic humanist sought to portray Jerome as a promoter of learned contemplation of the New 

Testament, Erasmus’ detractors maintained that Jerome’s work should be considered in a solely spiritual 

light, not within the context of a form of scriptural erudition.160  As in any culture war, participants are 

wont to claim the “correct” interpretation of a given movement’s original figures.  And Jerome was not 

just any man; among Roman Catholics, he is one of the most important Church Fathers, for he first 

translated the Bible from the Greek language of its first three centuries of distribution into the fourth-

century modified language of Rome; Jerome’s translation would henceforth be known as the “Latin 

																																																								
159 Beehive (00:26:32-00:27:37) 
160 Hilmar M. Pabel, “Sixteenth-Century Catholic Criticism of Erasmus’ Edition of St. Jerome,” Reformation and Renaissance 
Review 6 no. 2 2004: 231-262, 232.  The critics went too far, and were silenced by French church leaders.  Jerome indeed was a 
wide-ranging scholar who cited the classics in his writings on Scripture. 

Fig. 39 
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Vulgate” Bible.  Jerome was also known for his ascetic solitary life in a desert south of Antioch, in Asia 

Minor, where he went after his education and early theological work in Rome.  There, unencumbered by 

outside distractions, he studied both secular classical philosophy and Judeo-Christian theology; 

eventually, he was summoned back to the Holy See, where he translated Scripture.  In an apocryphal tale, 

Jerome, while in the desert, saved a lion from infection by removing a thorn from its paw.161 In painting, 

he is usually shown with a Bible, a crucifix, a human skull, and a seated lion.  Jerome would become 

known as the patron saint of translators, librarians, and encyclopedists.162 

 Given the fantastic details of St. Jerome’s life, contrasted with Fernando’s dull existence, I argue 

that there must be more to the relationship between St. Jerome and Fernando than their shared pensive 

reclusiveness.  Clues to this relationship may be found in examining Fernando’s character in the context 

of how St Jerome has been depicted by painters in select works.  Art historians may argue over which 

portrayal of Jerome is the most “famous” or “correct.”  I would hope there is little argument, however, 

regarding which 

Jerome painting is 

the most Baroque. 

That honor goes to 

Caravaggio, whose 

St. Jerome Writing 

(Fig. 40),163 features 

what I see as the 

most dramatic use of 

chiaroscuro in the 

																																																								
161 Some scholars, including those of Spain’s Golden Age, see this story as having to do with St. Gerasimus, not St. Jerome. (See 
Jose de Siguienza, The life of St. Jerome, the great doctor of the church, trans. Mariana Monteiro (London: Sands and Co., 1907), 
514. 
162 Walter John Burghardt, “St. Jerome: Christian Scholar,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, last updated Feb. 2, 2017.  
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Jerome.  
163 Caravaggio.  St. Jerome Writing, 1606.  Oil on canvas.  116 by 153 cm.  Rome:  Galleria Borghese.  Accessed April 2, 2017.  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caravaggio_-_San_Gerolamo.jpg.  

Fig. 40 
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history of painting.  On the surface, one may argue that Caravaggio paints Jerome in such a contrasting 

light to symbolize both the scholarly importance and spiritual purity of his solitary work: he is enveloped 

in darkness, which signifies the outside world, which is irrelevant; what is relevant is illuminated:  the 

Bible, which he is presumably reading; his writing instruments; and the human skull.  But what if the 

blackness represents something deeper?  In his Commentary on Ezekiel, Jerome reminisces about visiting 

the catacombs in Rome, and how this experience affected him in terms of light and darkness:  

When I was a youth… it was my custom on Sundays… to make tours of the tombs of the apostles 
and martyrs… Everything was so dark that the prophet’s saying, ‘Let them go down to living 
hell,’ seemed almost to have been fulfilled.  Here and there a ray of light admitted from above 
relieved the horror of blackness, yet in such a way that you imagined it was not so much a window 
as a funnel pierced by the light itself as it descended.  Then we would walk back with gingerly 
steps, wrapped in unseeing night, with Vergil’s line recurring to us, ‘Everywhere dread fills the 
heart; the very silence dismays.’164 

  

I propose that Jerome’s 

“dread” parallels Fernando’s 

“horror” in his writing about the 

beehive, and that Jerome’s 

dismaying silence parallels 

Fernando’s “sadness.”  In that 

context, perhaps Caravaggio’s 

darkness is representative of a 

“living hell,” just as the world outside of his study is for Fernando.  Additionally, there is the skull, 

prominently used as a memento mori throughout the history of painting.  In Christian iconography, the 

memento mori may be used in two ways:  it is a counterweight to vanity, as seen in Pereda’s painting; 

related to this, it serves as a reminder that the temporal world is fleeting while the eternal world, entered 

through salvation, is forever.  Fernando, for whom there is no indication of religious experience, must feel 

a different agony than Jerome.  Although, like Jerome, he is sustained through intellectual work, unlike 

																																																								
164 Quoted in Jerome, Commentary on Galatians (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2010), 131. 

Fig. 41 
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Jerome, he does not anticipate eternal salvation; Jerome’s struggle is temporal; Fernando’s pain is eternal.  

Instead of relegating St. Jerome solely to Fernando, Erice allows us to consider a generational contrast 

between the father and his daughter, in a scene in which Ana sits at Fernando’s desk (Fig. 41; 00:57:35).  

Here Erice has her looking in the same direction as the saint.  Instead of broodingly scribbling her 

thoughts on paper, however, Ana is happily employing a typewriter.  Not only does this action present a 

contrast between the traditional and modern worlds, but it suggests a better future for the girls than that of 

their parents. 

 

Punishment and Blessedness 

 The image of St. Jerome is the strongest but not the only link between Baroque painting, the 

Francoist revival of the Gilded Age, and the theme of 

solitude.  In the film, a possible fugitive maquis jumps off 

a train and takes refuge in a barn near Ana and Isabel’s 

house.  Our first encounter with the maquis (Fig. 42; 01:10:25), seen through Ana’s eyes, evokes Jusepe 

de Ribera’s Dream of Jacob (1639; Detail, Fig. 43). 165  Not only is there a striking aesthetic resemblance 

between the two men, but the connection provides a profound contrast with Pereda’s sleeping knight (Fig. 

3).  Jacob’s vision, in which he sees angels descending a ladder from heaven, is very different from the 

																																																								
165 Jusepe de Ribera.  Dream of Jacob [detail], 1639.  Oil on canvas.  179 by 233 cm.  Madrid:  Prado.  Accessed April 2, 2017.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacob%27s_Dream#/media/File:El_sueño_de_Jacob,_por_José_de_Ribera.jpg. Click link or see 
Prado website for full image. 

Fig. 42 Fig. 43 
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knight’s dream, just as the maquis’ hopes differ from the Francoist regime’s objectives.  It is the contrast 

between individual freedom and imperial domination; it is the difference between humility and vanity.  It 

is also one of three images I associate with the brief but powerful story of the fugitive guerrilla fighter.  

The next two illustrate Erice’s restrained response to post-Civil War ideological cleansing, and, in my 

view, place the maquis in a messianic light. After the war, identified republicans were persecuted, and 

leftist resistance guerrillas still in the country were summarily executed.166 In a tender scene in which Ana 

first meets this man, she hands him an 

apple, which he eats voraciously.  In 

subsequent clandestine visits, Ana brings 

him honey, bread, and her father’s jacket, 

which holds the pocket watch Fernando 

uses while beekeeping.  After Ana 

bandages the maquis’ injured leg, which 

he has injured jumping off the train, the 

man foreshadows his own death through 

a magic trick with which he makes the 

pocket watch disappear, as if to show 

that his time is up.  As he does this, he 

smiles, and Ana smiles back.  At the 

scene’s end, after Ana has left, the 

camera focuses on the barn as night falls.  

Small flashes of light reflect from inside 

the barn (Fig. 44; 01:13:48) as we hear the man’s execution in a scene so simple that it perfectly captures 

the matter-of-factness of postwar official vigilantism.  In less than two minutes of film, Erice portrays 

																																																								
166 Maroto Camino, 27 

Fig. 44 

Fig. 45 
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universal love, and its ruthless defeat.  The execution scene is one of two connections with painting I will 

make in this study in which the scene does not visually resemble the evoked work.  The maquis’ 

execution, steeped in the irrationality of the unequivocal partisanship of the posguerra167, parallels an 

injustice that occurred in Spain more than a century before, immortalized in Goya’s stylistic The Third of 

May 1808 (1814; Fig 45).168  In that painting we see a peasant about to be shot by faceless Napoleonic 

French soldiers.  Widely thought to illustrate a Christ figure, the peasant’s position renders his death as 

representative of a universal sacrifice for and of the Spanish people.  The connection I make between this 

peasant and the maquis may seem forced, were it not for the next scene, in which Fernando is summoned 

by the Guardia Civil to a makeshift morgue, where he is asked to identify the maquis’ body, since 

Fernando’s effects were found with the man in the barn (Fig. 46; 01:15:36).  According to Scripture, 

before Christ was resurrected, his body was viewed.  Keeping the maquis’ execution in its Goya-esque 

context, and considering Frankenstein as a novel whose protagonist experiences a resurrection, I could not 

help but be reminded of Andrea Mantegna’s Lamentation of Christ (1480; Fig. 47).169   

																																																								
167 It is arguable that the maquis was no longer a harm to the regime, since he was on the run from the state rather than 
participating in an active offensive against it.  The government could not have just arrested him and sentenced him to prison (thus 
making a public statement regarding not only what would happen to maquis, but also allowing them to come out of hiding and 
surrender), however, because of the Francoist “pact of silence,” in which any mention of the Civil War or anything associated 
with it was forbidden. 
168 Francisco de Goya.  The Third of May 1808, 1814.  Oil on canvas.  268 by 347 cm.  Madrid: Prado.  Accessed April 2, 2017.  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:El_Tres_de_Mayo,_by_Francisco_de_Goya,_from_Prado_thin_black_margin.jpg.  
169 Andrea Mantegna.  Lamentation of Christ, ca. 1480.  Oil on tempera.  68 by 81 cm.  Milan: Pinacoteca Brera.  Accessed April 
2, 2017.  https://static.independent.co.uk/s3fs-public/thumbnails/image/2012/09/20/16/5460384.jpg.  

Fig. 46 Fig. 47 
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 Placed on its back on a table in the same room where Frankenstein was screened to the village, 

parallels between the maquis and the monster, and the Francoist state and Dr. Frankenstein, are inevitable.  

Like the monster, the maquis was once human; now he is dead.  To indicate his recent demise, the maquis 

is still wearing one of his socks, which I see not as carelessness but rather as a commentary more on the 

state’s lack of respect for the maquis’ humanity.  

In the next scene, we see the “resurrection,” of both the maquis and the monster, when Ana, whose shock 

at realizing what happened to the maquis after she returns to the barn to find the man’s blood-spattered 

makeshift bed of hay, runs away into the woods.  At night, she “meets” Frankenstein’s monster, first by 

seeing him in her own reflection in a stream, then in person, as he appears next to her.  He kneels down 

next to her and touches her shoulder, and the two exchange smiles.  Unlike the monster in the film (and 

the novel), this monster does not harm the little girl.  She is found the next day, asleep by the ruins of a 

large building.  In keeping with the idea that the maquis is the monster (as Isabel tells Ana earlier in the 

film), and that the monster is not a ghost but a spirit, then we may surmise that the maquis’ spirit is 

present in the forest, and he has kept Ana safe.  Further, one may see Frankenstein’s monster as 

“resurrected” in a positive light, just as the maquis, whom we last see dead on the table, has, like Christ, 

been resurrected as a spirit associated with salvation. 

 

The Melancholy Temporal and the Sublime Eternal 

My initial reaction to Beehive’s aesthetic was firmly rooted in its evocation of the Baroque.  Repeated 

viewings, however, yielded a remarkable revelation, which became clearer when I considered the film’s 

relationship to Frankenstein and the environment in which Shelley’s novel was written.  I have found 

enough evidence to argue that Erice (consciously or not) employs “Baroque” images in the film’s interior 

scenes, while employing the visual aesthetic of Romanticism in his filming of the outdoors.  I think Erice 

takes this approach for two reasons: first, I associate the film’s interiors with the stifling repression that 

was Francoist Spain (I will expand on this argument in the next chapter with Saura’s Cria Cuervos), 

whereas the exteriors suggest freedom in several ways; second, I find in the interiors an association with 
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the traditional past, whether secular (as seen with Vermeer) or spiritual (e.g. paintings of St. Jerome), 

suited to a pensive submission to the grandeur of human civilization or God, whereas the exterior scenes I 

associate with a radical unknown, better suited to the appreciation of nature through the crucial 

contemplation of the sublime, a key aspect of Romanticism.  Instead of a protracted section on the 

possible symbolism of each allusion to Romantic painting I have found in the film, in the next two pages I 

will present a table  that I believe sufficiently illustrates the fascinating connections one might make 

between Romanticism and Beehive (Figs. 48-57).170  It is in these images that both the mystery of the 

ambiguous world that is Francoist Spain in 1941 is best seen, as well as the tenuous hope that one day 

nature will take its course and outlive human folly.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
170 Caspar David Friedrich. The Cemetery Entrance, 1825.  Oil on canvas.  143 by 110 cm.  Dresden: Gemäldegalerie.  Accessed 
April 3, 2017.  http://www.wga.hu/html_m/f/friedric/4/401fried.html.  
Caspar David Friedrich.  Man and Woman Contemplating the Moon, 1824.  Oil on canvas.  34 by 44 cm.  Berlin: Nationalgalerie.  
Accessed April 3, 2017.  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caspar_David_Friedrich_-
_Mann_und_Frau_in_Betrachtung_des_Mondes_-_Alte_Nationalgalerie_Berlin.jpg.  
J. M. W. Turner.  Mountain Study: A View in North Wales, 1799.  Watercolor and graphite on paper.  247 by 418 cm.  London: 
The British Museum.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-mountain-study-a-view-in-north-
wales-tw0385.  
 J. M. W. Turner. Rain, Steam, and Speed, 1844. Oil on canvas.  91 by 121.8 cm.  London: National Gallery.  Accessed April 3, 
2017.  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Turner_-_Rain,_Steam_and_Speed_-_National_Gallery_file.jpg.  
Caspar David Friedrich.  The Abbey in the Oakwood, 1810.  Oil on canvas.  110 by 171 cm.  Berlin: Alte Nationalgalerie.  
Accessed April 3, 2017.  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caspar_David_Friedrich_002.jpg.  
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Ana and Isabel run home after seeing Frankenstein 
(00:20:38).  They live in a dark, decrepit stone house, 
most likely built in the seventeenth or eighteenth century. 

Caspar David Friedrich, The Cemetery Entrance, 
1825.  The family’s house is like a tomb. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Ana and the “monster,” illuminated by the moon, in the 
forest (01:26:35).  It may the forest the children see on a 
far-off mountainside while they are out picking 
mushrooms in an earlier scene.  The forested mountain is 
symbolizes freedom. 

Caspar David Friedrich, Man and Woman 
Contemplating the Moon, 1835. (Detail) 

Figs. 
48-57 
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Fernando tells Ana and Isabel that the mountains 
represent freedom, but that they are too far away to 
walk to (00:43:43). 

J.M.W. Turner, Mountain Study:  A View in North Wales 
(1799) 
 

 
 

Ana and Isabel spend time listening for the oncoming 
train with their ears to the tracks; it is from a freight 
car one of these trains that the maquis arrives 
(00:49:07). 

J.M.W. Turner, Rain, Steam, and Speed, 1844.   
Turner shows a dark train invading a serene countryside.  
In the film, the train, in bringing the maquis, who will 
later be executed, to the village, Ana is first introduced to 
the horror of death. 

 

 

 

This unidentified ruin is where Ana is found after her 
encounter with “Frankenstein’s monster” in the forest 
the night before (01:27:10). 

Caspar David Friedrich, The Abbey in the Oakwood, 
1810. 
Both images suggest the impermanence of the manmade 
as compared with the permanence of nature.  Aditionally, 
I see both images as indicative of the loss of power, and, 
in Spain’s case, empire. 
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What can and cannot be seen 

In Beehive, images, photographs, and works of art symbolize different aspects of the posguerra 

based on where they are displayed.  In the makeshift cinema, a private building open to the public, 

Whale’s Frankenstein is projected on a wall. Through such celluloid fantasies, the villagers may briefly 

escape their mundane lives.  In the family’s house, a private building closed to the public, we see an 

image of St. Jerome and a lithograph showing an angel guiding a child.  These images show that in the 

intimacy of individual lives, the only hope for salvation is spiritual. In the village school, a public 

building used to instruct the nation’s children, we see on the wall at the front of the classroom Franco’s 

portrait, below a crucifix.  It conveys the message that, while salvation is found through Christ, the 

assurance that Spaniards have for this salvation was achieved through the Caudillo’s efforts at preserving 

the Church for the Spanish family.  In contrast to this message, Erice presents the best physical allegory 

for Spain’s obliviousness during the era between the end of the war and tardofranquismo is a scene set in 

that very classroom, where the teacher uncovers a two-dimensional human model in front of the room, 

whom she calls “Don Jose.”  Immediately to the right of the model, a large crucifix and a photograph of 

Francisco Franco in military uniform hang on the wall.  She asks the children to place “organs” on the 

model’s frame.  The children seem enraptured, undoubtedly because they have just watched Frankenstein 

in the makeshift cinema, and now they see the assembling of a body in a different light.  After all of the 

organs are placed on the model, the teacher points out to the class that something is missing.  The students 

do not seem to know what that is, until the teacher asks Ana.  With some help from Isabel (whom the 

teacher reprimands for speaking out of turn), Ana responds, “the eyes.”  The scene ends quickly, but the 

dissent is unmistakable:  the victorious nationalists have installed an authoritarian, unseeing government, 

backed by the Church, in control of the education system, yet not able to see the Civil War’s monstrous 

legacy on their country. 
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Climax without catharsis 

In embodying the Civil War’s effects on the inner exiles and their children, Victor Erice makes a 

covert but strong statement about time, politics, and generations.  Only a year after Franco’s victory, the 

village atmosphere gives the impression of the community’s 

immemorial nationalist allegiance.  Erice, through Cuadrado’s 

cinematography and his use of images reminiscent of Baroque 

interiors and the mysterious natural world of Romantic painting, 

magnifies this permanence by giving the impression that, especially 

for Ana’s family, time stands still.  In Fernando and Teresa, we see 

two incomplete adults whom we know will never truly live again.  It is tempting, over forty years after 

Franco’s death, to knowingly smile at Unamuno’s prediction in Salamanca, just before he was led away 

by Carmen Polo, that “You will win… but you will not convince.”171 Unamuno was correct, but did it 

matter for men like Fernando and women like Teresa?  It is instructive that, midway through the film, as 

Ana looks through her parents’ photo album, we see Fernando as a young man posed next to none other 

than Miguel de Unamuno (Detail, Fig. 58; 00:51:35).  In the subsequent pictures Ana looks at, we see her 

young parents posing happily in what is presumably pre-civil war Spain, a country that no longer exists.  

Fernando’s writing on the life of bees, in which he marvels and recoils at the wonder and horror of nature, 

can also be read as symbolic of what happened to Spain not at the point at which Fernando is writing, but 

rather the Spain of 1970 when Erice was filming and his initial audience was watching.  The “constant 

agitation… mysterious, maddened commotion… teeming bridges and stairways” and the swarm’s 

“relentless yet ineffectual toil” may indicate modern Spanish society, which replaced the burdens of the 

civil war and its legacy with the frenzied, action-filled yet soulless life of tardofranquismo.  What would 

Erice’s Fernando have thought if he left his domestic prison for a trip to the city a quarter-century after 

																																																								
171 Paul Preston, The Spanish Civil War: Reaction, Revolution and Revenge (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006), 217. Unamuno 
pointed out that victory would be achieved through “brute force,” but that “to convince means to persuade. And to persuade you 
need something which you lack: right and reason.  It seems to me pointless to ask you to think about Spain.” 

Fig. 58 
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the story is set?  Perhaps something akin to Montherlant’s Don Celestino, whose first impressions of 

Madrid since fleeing Spain make a climax without catharsis: 

In Madrid the rebels were lost in the crowd; he was unaware of them; he was aware only of 
himself, so that he had the feeling that he alone suffered from the misery of Spain—that he alone 
was right, the only just man. ‘For twenty years I have suffered because of the sufferings of my 
country, and perhaps these sufferings do not exist. I should no longer suffer, but now I suffer 
because my country did not have it in itself to undergo these sufferings.  Once more I was 
mistaken.’ In these streets full of the pseudo-blind, he thought he was the only genuine one.172 

  

Through Erice’s enigmatic direction, Fernando and his family powerfully embody post-civil war 

victimhood.  Fernando, doomed to spend his life in silence and gloom, is not even afforded the comfort of 

completing his thoughts.  After he writes the passage on the beehive, he dismissively crosses out much of 

what he wrote with his fountain pen.  As if to echo Unamuno, Fernando no doubt regrets the power that  

… language exerts over our thoughts, for anything that we care to express has to be clothed in 
worldly garb, those words, images, phrases that are our common heritage.  Language, which on 
the one hand is said to govern our thoughts, on the other hand places severe limitations on what 
we can express.173 
 

Ana and Isabel, the unmoored children of vanquished parents, live an imaginative, inquisitive 

childhood that is neither joyful nor unhappy. Seemingly very different from Antonio Cano’s children, 

they are alike in that they all face an 

uncertain future.  Unlike Antoino’s 

children, their future is not one of bodily 

entrapment, but of unknowable mystery.  

This point is especially seen in the film’s 

final scene, in which Ana opens the 

windows in the house’s sitting room, and 

for the first time we see the haunting cold light of Romantic painting, rather the melancholy light of the 

Baroque, enter the room (Fig. 59; 01:36:07).  In the final film I look at in this study, Carlos Saura 

																																																								
172 Montherlant, 163. 
173 Miguel de Unamuno, The Mist (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000), ix. 

Fig. 59 
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proposes a third way for Spain’s children, by having three girls embody the Spain to come after the 

caudillo’s death. 
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Chapter 3 

The Children of Saturn: Cria Cuervos 

Spain is a vast stage set for a tragedy, a tragedy 
beyond the capacity of the actors to perform.  They 
are like cardboard men without passions or ideals, 
who appear ludicrous decked out in their heroic 
trappings. 

- Ramon de Valle-Inclan174 
 
‘There are twenty-nine million of them, and they are 
well known to be a race who sacrifice their lives 
easily.  But not one of them has risked his life to 
assassinate Franco.’ 
Ruiz answered (he had often done so in reality): 
‘And what will come after him?’ 
‘Nothing!’ he hissed back, in the tone of a bad-
tempered child.  Then, realizing that this was not, 
after all, enough, he added: ‘We shall see.  But at 
least he will have gone.’ 

- Henry de Montherlant, Chaos and Night175 
 

 

In 1501, Here Diego Rodrigues Lucero, the Inquisitor for the diocese of Cordoba, convinced of a 

Jewish conspiracy aimed at replacing Christianity with Judaism throughout Iberia, began a “reign of 

terror” in Andalusia.176 Presumed guilty, anyone accused of having Jewish blood was burned at the stake.   

“The persecution reached its climax,” Cecil Roth writes, “when 107 persons were burned alive on the 

charge of having listened (not necessarily with approval) to the addresses of a certain Bachelor of 

Divinity named Membreque, who was accused of attempting to propagate the teachings of Judaism.”177 

The excesses shocked even members of the nobility and clergy, who appealed to the Holy See.  Not 

unlike the paranoid Joseph McCarthy and his House Committee on Un-American Activities in the 1950s, 

Lucero doubled down, accusing even respected archbishops of being secret Jews and the landed nobility 

																																																								
174 Ramon Maria del Valle Inclan, Lights of Bohemia, trans. John Lyon (Warminster, UK: Aris & Phillips, Ltd., 1993), 20. 
175 Montherlant, 163. 
176 Cecil Roth, The Spanish Inquisition (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996), 60. 
177 Ibid. 
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of worshipping in hidden synagogues on their estates.  The Archduke of Castile, after suspending the 

Inquisition’s operations, died suddenly, which led to his wife Juana’s descent into madness. Roth tells us 

that King Ferdinand the Catholic, despite dismissing Lucero in 1512,  

… true to the “pious cruelty” which Machiavelli considered the outstanding feature of his 
character, had remained convinced of the enormous importance of the Inquisition as an instrument 
for consolidating the loosely knit Spanish kingdom and maintaining the central authority of the 
Crown.178 
 

“Pious cruelty,” whether religious or political, in Spain’s Golden Age, was most common not in 

the home kingdom but rather its newly acquired possessions in the “New World.” Forty years after 

Lucero’s purge in the south, the priest Bartolome de Las Casas published The Destruction of the Indies, 

his indictment of the nature of Spanish conquest, which he witnessed on the island of Hispanola.  A 

typical passage reads: 

…the Spaniards ascend the Mountains by force (for the Indians were naked and unarm'd) 
Proclaiming Peace, if they would desist and lay down their Arms, which the Indians no sooner 
heard, but quitted their Childish Weapons; and this was no sooner done but this Sanguinary 
Spaniard sent some to possess themselves of the Fortifications, and they being secur'd, to attaque 
the Indians. Thus they, like Wolves and Lyons, did rush upon this flock of Sheep, and were so 
tired with slaughter, that they were forced to desist for a while and take breath, which done, the 
Captain commands them to fall to it again at the same bloody rate, and precipitate all that survived 
the Butchery, from the top of the Mountain, which was of a prodigious height; and that was 
perform'd accordingly. And the Witnesses farther declare upon Oath, that they saw the bodies of 
about seven hundred Indians falling from the Mount at one time, like a Cloud obscuring the Air, 
who were all broken to pieces.179 
 

Undaunted by such accounts, Las Casas’ contemporary, the jurist Francisco de Vitoria, created 

the philosophical framework for the legitimacy of conquest through his delegitimizing indigenous 

peoples’ right to their own land, by questioning their sanity while exaggerating their bellicosity:  first,  he 

states that, since the natives are “close to being mad… they are unsuited to setting up or administering a 

																																																								
178 Roth, 62-63. 
179 http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/20321/pg20321-images.html; In 1656, a translation of Las Casas’ work was published 
in London under the title The Tears of the Indians: Being an historical and true account of the cruel massacres and slaughters of 
above twenty millions of innocent people; committed by the Spaniards.  English readers gleefuly ridiculed the deeds of Spanish 
Catholics.  At the same time, of course, England was embarking on its own imperial project in which millions of innocent native 
people would die throughout the world. 
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commonwealth both legitimate and ordered in human and civil terms.”180 Second, in what would become 

the basis for his ultimate justification for Spanish conquest in the New World, Vitoria introduces the 

notion of the natives’ provocation of defensive war through their denial of Spaniards’ rights to travel, 

trade, and preach.181  Vitoria thus qualifies his justification for both secular and spiritual contact with 

Indians by recommending the “reasonable” precondition that Spaniards “remove any cause of provocation 

by reasoning and persuasion.”  Since it should thus be assumed by all (including “barbarians”) that there 

is a universal “law of nations” that allows for a variety of contact (thereby invalidating any “ignorance” 

excuse), there should be consequences for breaking that law.182   

I begin this chapter with these dichotomous accounts of “Golden Age” Spanish religious and 

political thought for three reasons:  First, the two examples I provide, which illustrate the creation of the 

“other” in society, and the subsequent justification for punishing that group, are crucial to understanding 

how Spain consolidated political power at home and geopolitical power in the Atlantic world in the era” 

later championed by Civil War-era nationalists and Franco’s regime.  Second, the inhumane treatment of 

the “other” in Spanish history, in addition to legitimate and exaggerated notions of Spanish brutality, 

helped create the notion of the “Black Legend,” which Edward Peters describes as 

An image of Spain circulated through late sixteenth-century Europe, borne by means of political 
and religious propaganda that blackened the character of Spaniards and their ruler to such an 
extent that Spain became the symbol of all forces of repression, brutality, religious and political 
intolerance, and intellectual and artistic backwardness for the next four centuries.183  
 

Third, these accounts illustrate that, although the established triumvirate of ecclesiastical, monarchical, 

and military power dominated most of Spanish history since the end of the Reconquista, it was, to a point, 

an empty triumphalism, given the cycles of success followed by spectacular failure so prominent in 

Spanish history.  Pereda’s warning in The Knight’s Dream (Fig. 3) was not heeded by future generations 

of leaders.  Additionally, despite the myth of one united Spain, so desperately sought both by obscure 

																																																								
180 Francisco de Vitoria, De Indis (On the American Indians) in Anthony Pagden and Jeremy Lawrance, eds., Vitoria: Political 
Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 238. 
181 Ibid., 278-9; 284. 
182 Vitoria, De jure belli (On the Law of War), in Ibid., 302-304. 
183 Edward Peters, Inquisition (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 1989), 131. 
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charlatans like Lucido and powerful forces like Tomas de Torquemada and King Philip II, there was 

constant dissent throughout the country’s history, not by outsiders, which could be easily dismissed, but 

by native Spaniards.  As such, one could see, for example, Las Casas’ condemnation alongside Vitoria’s 

approbation; Picasso and Dali’s radical modern art alongside resurging Carlism in the 1920s; and the fact 

that Bunuel could film Viridiana in Madrid in 1960.   

 

The Spanish Paradox and the “Children of Franco” 

My frequent encounter with similar observations from many historical and literary accounts 

indicate that such paradoxes are inherent in Spanish society.  Posguerra Cinema increasingly depicted the 

contradictory nature of life in Spain starting in the mid-1950s.  In works of fiction, this condition among 

ordinary citizens took a form that represented a split within characters’ thoughts, values, and behavior.184 

Marsha Kinder illustrates this condition through the concept of dual personalities. To Kinder, this 

psychosocial consequence of trauma is especially present in children.  Writing about The Spirit of the 

Beehive in “The Children of Franco,” an article addressing the effects of the dictatorship on Spain’s 

young filmmakers, Kinder observes: 

Under the pressures of a war that divided the nation, the family, and the individual, that generation 
of impressionable children would respond to repressive patriarchs with love and fear, entertaining 
distorted fantasies of heroic allegiance and rebellious patricide, dividing the self into victim and 
monster.  The children of Franco would turn out to be the children of Frankenstein.185 

 

 I have alluded to this with both Garden and, as Kinder does, with Beehive.  Garden is most 

illustrative of children’s distorted fantasies, both in how Antonio’s children perceive their family and in 

their relationship toward their father.  The children participate in the reenactment of their father’s past, 

which is more a farcical tragedy than a sympathetic rendering of childhood happiness.  Their allegiance to 

their father is ironically heroic; they yearn for his recovery so that they may inherit his money.  

Rebellious patricide is seen in their superficial caring for and outright insolence toward their father, as 

																																																								
184 Examples abound.  Cela’s work especially shows this.  In cinema, the films of Luis Garcia Berlanga, especially El Verdugo 
(The Executioner, 1963) come to mind, and, of course, Saura’s films. 
185 Marsha Kinder, “The Children of Franco in the New Spanish Cinema,” (Quarterly Review of Film Studies 8, no. 2, 1983), 60. 
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they realize that he will not regain the crucial memories key to their financial well-being.  I read Kinder’s 

observation, in the context of Beehive, in a more subtle, symbolic manner.  Neither Isabel nor Ana 

actively resent or fear their father, but they do exhibit signs of distorted heroic allegiance and unwitting 

rebellious patricide.  While Ana listens respectfully as Fernando teaches them how to pick mushrooms, 

she later puts his life at risk by giving the maquis his coat and pocket-watch.  Fernando could have been 

sentenced to death for aiding or harboring a treasonous fugitive.  Additionally, while I see Ana as a victim 

of both Franco and her parents, whose ascetic misanthropic existence can only create uncertainty for a 

child, Isabel becomes a monster as the film progresses: she chokes the pet cat almost to the point of 

strangulation, then applies to her lips the blood from her finger, which is clawed by the frantic feline as it 

tries to escape; she fakes her death, causing Ana to brood the entire evening before she runs away from 

home; and, she gleefully leaps through a fire with other children in the courtyard, in a scene evocative of 

medieval pagan rituals.   

In this chapter I discuss Carlos Saura’s Cria Cuervos (1975), filmed as Franco lay dying, and 

released soon after his death. Like Beehive, Cria is about sisters.  Ana, Maite, and Irene, however live a 

very different life than Erice’s Ana and Isabel.  They spend most of their free time listening to modern 

pop records and playing in the urban park across the street; their room is decorated with images of 

Western visual culture, such as Peanuts characters; they attend a private Catholic school; and, they have a 

maid who takes care of them.  At the same time, they are neither spoiled nor malicious, like the children 

in Garden.  Saura presents the three sisters as the victims of, but not willing participants in, bourgeois 

excess.  The trauma of losing both parents affects the children in different ways.  Ana, also played by 

Beehive’s Ana Torrent, provides the film’s most complex characterization of a young person living in a 

paradoxical world, with which she responds accordingly: at one point, she comforts her grandmother, 

while later, she offers to poison her; visiting her family’s rich friends on their estate, she finds a pistol, 

and, when asked to return such a dangerous weapon to its place, she points it at her aunt; in one moment, 

she pretends to “shave” with her father’s brush and razor, while in another she takes part in a dress-up 

game with her sisters in which the three re-enact one of their parents’ past arguments involving their 
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father’s philandering.  Near the end of the film, Ana attempts to “poison” her aunt, Paulina, with what 

turns out to be baking soda.  She awakens from her sleep, has breakfast with her older sister Irene, who 

recounts a nightmare, the symbolism of which I will discuss below, and happily walks to school.  In this 

last scene we hear the catchy but melancholy pop song “Porque te vas,”186 which the girls listen to 

throughout the film.  After 105 minutes of tension and paradox, Saura presents an inkling of hope and 

change for a society held hostage for four decades. 

I will analyze Cria’s themes below within the contexts of Kinder’s reading of Frankenstein, 

Saura’s embodiment of Francoism, and the dawning of the post-Franco era, while continuing my study of 

how painting and Spanish visual culture influence Erice and Saura. I will support my analysis in four 

ways:  First, I will present the characters Ana, Maite, and Irene as the children of Saturn, and, in doing so, 

continue my exploration of Goya’s influence on the films in this study.  Second, I will argue that 

Velazquez’ most famous painting, which inadvertently signaled the end of the Golden Age, relates to 

Cria’s signaling of the end of the Francoist era.  Third, I will show how Franco’s use of photography 

represents a transitional period for Spain.  Finally, I will argue that Saura’s evocation of Baroque 

portraiture is an unexpected symbolic harbinger of a dawning era of individualism for the last generation 

to spend its childhood weighed down by the “Black Legend.”  

 

The Black Legend’s last Progeny 

In a statement so oft-repeated that it is now the de rigeur cliché when analyzing the legacy of 

violent rebellion, the eighteenth century French journalist Jacques Mallet du Pan observed that, “like 

Saturn, the revolution devours its children.”187  The sentence which precedes this vivid conjuring of 

insane horror introduces the simile by describing a state in which the revolutionary power has lost 

political control and thus “has no other means of holding the reins of government, but a choice of 

																																																								
186 “Because you are leaving.”  Performed by Spanish singer Jeanette, the song became famous after Saura used it in Cria. 
187 Jacques Mallet du Pan, Consideration on the Causes of the French Revolution (London: J. Owen, 1793), 90. 
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violences.”188  It was not the first 

time the monstrous, nearly 

unspeakable principal action 

within the myth of Cronos 

(Saturn to the Romans) was 

invoked in literature, just as it 

would not be the first time  the 

myth was portrayed in painting 

when Goya included it (Fig. 

60)189 in one of the fourteen 

“Black Paintings” series, of 

which Duel with Cudgels is a 

part.  Unlike depictions of the act from the Baroque era, however (e.g. Rubens, fig. 61),190 Goya does not 

restrain his brush; the image speaks for itself.  As for its allegorical meaning, Robert Hughes sees Goya’s 

Saturn as the direct influence on Dali in his painting Soft Construction with Boiled Peas (1936; Fig. 

62),191 which Hughes considers, “rather than Picasso’s Guernica” as “the finest work of visual art inspired 

by the Spanish Civil War.”192  

There is nothing in these films that directly evokes Goya’s painting, except that all three show 

how twentieth century Spanish society negatively affected its children.  “In what sort of society would the 

fathers eat the young?” Hughes asks. “Surely, one in which the old perceive the new as a deadly threat: a 

																																																								
188 Ibid. 
189 Francisco de Goya.  Saturn, 1820-1823.  Mixed method on mural transferred to canvas.  143.5 by 81.4 cm.  Madrid:  Prado.  
Accessed April 3, 2017.  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Francisco_de_Goya,_Saturno_devorando_a_su_hijo_(1819-
1823).jpg.  
190 Peter Paul Rubens.  Saturn Devouring a Son, 1636-1638.  Oil on canvas.  182.5 by 87 cm.  Madrid:  Prado.  Accessed April 3, 
2017.  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Rubens_saturn.jpg.  
191 Salvador Dali.  Soft Construction with Boiled Peas (Premonition of Civil War), 1936.  Oil on canvas.  99.9 by 100 cm.  
Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soft_Construction_with_Boiled_Beans_(Premonition_of_Civil_War)#/media/File:SalvadorDali-
SoftConstructionWithBeans.jpg.  
192 Robert Hughes, Goya (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2004), 383. 
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society so reactionary that “tradition,” imagined as the absolute reign of total authority, is worth 

murdering for.”193 At the same time, Spanish society in the 1970s was only perceptively reactionary at the 

state level, and in a superficial sense, through its visual culture, the role of the Catholic Church, and the 

official narrative found in its media.  As I have 

noted above, the real Spain was roiling: the old was 

not only giving way to the new, but neither the old 

nor the new were as they seemed.  As the saying 

goes, “The future ain’t what it used to be.” Given 

this, Fred Licht’s contextualization of Goya’s 

Saturn is instructive: 

Of all the pictures in the cycle, Saturn 
Devouring One of His Sons has proved the most 
essential to our understanding of the human 
condition in modern times, just as 
Michelangelo’s Sistine ceiling is essential to 
understanding the tenor of the 16th century.  If we accept Apollinaire’s definition of all modern art 
as “convulsive,” then surely we have here the first image that corresponds to the definition of 
modern art laid down by one of the leading critics of our age.  The convulsive nature of the 
painting has made it into an emblem of our time.194 

  

If we are to consider Licht’s interpretation, then Goya’s painting may be a reference for Cria in 

its Francoist context, but not a complete parallel.  Licht explains that Goya, unlike, say, Rubens, does not 

present the Saturn myth as an understandable moral tale in which chaos is replaced by order.  Instead, 

with Goya’s work, “Everything is inexplicable, everything is enigmatic and menacing, speechless with 

horror… The instinct of attack is raised to a universal principle:  Chaos is the origin and the end of life.  

Madness is rendered in the distraught vocabulary of madness.”195  There are shades of this nihilistic 

pessimism in Cria, most notably with Ana, the film’s main character, and her attempts at using poison. 

The daughter of bourgeois parents, one of whom we later find out is a right-winger (he fought alongside 

																																																								
193 Ibid. 
194 Licht, 167-168. 
195 Ibid., 169. 
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the Nazis in the Blue Division in World War II), Ana lives in a large, comfortable house in a leafy Madrid 

neighborhood.  The film begins with Ana descending the stairs to investigate the light coming from under 

the door of a ground-floor room.  Behind the door, we (and Ana) hear her father, Anselmo, having a heart 

attack while engaged with an attractive woman, whom we later find out was Anselmo’s late wife’s best 

friend. After the fearful mistress hastily leaves the house, Ana enters the room, studies her father’s corpse 

without emotion, then takes a glass which is one quarter-filled with a white powdery liquid to the kitchen 

and washes it in the sink.  We later realize that Ana thinks she has poisoned her father.  Later in the film, 

we see that Ana also wishes to poison her grandmother (out of sympathy) and aunt (out of hatred) as well.  

We see in these desires a more universal manifestation of the Francoist cycle of violence.  At the same 

time, Saura’s message regarding Ana’s patricidal act, in my view, is clear: if you get rid of the tyrant 

(Franco; Saturn), you restore the hope for a moral order.  Saura could not know what was to come; nor 

does the future Ana.  But, as Don Celestino says in a fantasized conversation he has with his acquaintance 

Ruiz in Chaos and Night, “At least he will have gone.”196  In Licht’s own alternate reading of Goya’s 

possible motivations for presenting Saturn without any “redeeming” qualities is his assertion that Goya 

may have combined the Greek myth with contemporary tales of the “blood libel” superstition, in which it 

was thought that Jews killed and ate Christian babies.  As an enlightened liberal, Goya “Perhaps… was 

concerned instead with representing a pictorial metaphor of blind fear which engenders recriminatory 

terror which in turn breeds more brutality, just as the superstitiously believed story of the Jews killing 

babies caused the countless bloody massacres of Jews.”197 This interpretation, in its duality, provides an 

excellent parallel:  Saturn represents general human cruelty and the evil of war; “recriminatory terror” is a 

symptom of civil war, especially the Spanish Civil War.  The legacy of this terror survived late into 

Franco’s regime, and could affect anyone; it was directly to blame for Saura’s need to covertly represent 

the hatred inherent in the regime in the first place, lest he be punished violently. 

																																																								
196 Montherlant, 163.  See quote in context at the top of this chapter. 
197 Licht, 170. 
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I also see the possibility of a more direct interpretation of Ana’s perceived killing of her father 

(we later discover that the white powder Ana uses is not poison but baking soda).  The Roman myth of 

Saturn is based on that of the Greek Titan Cronus.  Cronus eats his children, fearing that they will one day 

overthrow him, just as he did his father.  His wife Rhea, tired of having her children eaten, tricks Cronus 

with a large stone wrapped in swaddling cloths, making him think that he is eating his son Zeus.  When 

Zeus grows up, he forces Cronus to throw up his brothers and sisters; the siblings overthrow the evil 

Cronus.  There are several clues in Cria, which I will analyze within the context of possible artistic 

influences for Saura, that allow for Ana’s role as the savior of Spanish society through her overthrow of 

Anselmo’s Saturn.  To show this, I propose considering the reverse meaning of two well-known Spanish 

paintings; doing so will help me present Cria as a film composed not just of paradoxes, but of outright 

reversals on behavioral, psychological, and visual levels. 

The first relates to the image of Ana viewing her recently dead father’s body (Fig. 63; enhanced 

for brightness; 00:05:45).  Ana’s father lies on the bed, torso exposed, head thrown back, lips apart, his 

eyes wide open.  In my view the scene unmistakably evokes artistic interpretations of the lamentation of 

the Christ, or pieta, yet something is off.  Many things, for that 

matter.  Unlike typical lamentation paintings, such as Jusepe de 

Ribera’s 1637 version (Fig. 64),198 Ana does not stand in for the 

																																																								
198 Jusepe de Ribera.  Pieta, 1637.  Oil on canvas.  264 by 170 cm.  Naples:  Certosa di San Martino.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:José_de_Ribera_058.jpg.  

Fig. 63 

Fig. 64 
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Virgin Mary, nor does Anselmo represent Christ.  Ana, for one, is utterly unemotional; she does not 

lament her father’s death.  She is neither mournful nor happy.  If anything, she is curious.  Anselmo’s 

eyes are not calm and shut, but open and full of fear.  There are neither representations of angels nor 

accompanying mourners in the room.  To me this reversal signals that, unlike the death of the Christ and 

his subsequent ascension, through which humanity is saved, the death of Anselmo, like the death of 

Franco, provides Spanish society with bewilderment and uncertainty.  Like Ana, Spain will not know 

Fig. 69 

Fig. 68 

Fig. 70 

Fig. 67 

Fig. 66 
Fig. 65 
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what to do when Franco dies.  Ana literally washes her hands of her father.  How would Spain do so in 

regard to Franco?  

When the time comes for the visitation of Anselmo’s body, the situation is even more awkward 

than his death.  Assembled in a dark parlor near the foot of the stairs are Ana, her older sister Irene, her 

younger sister, Maite, her aunt Paulina, who is now in charge of taking care of the children, and her 

grandmother, who has come to live with them and Paulina.  Also present are members of the military and 

other visiting guests.  After the camera shows Paulina leading the children into the room, we see a shot of 

Anselmo in his open casket (Fig. 65; 00:13:51).  Paulina asks the girls in succession, starting with Irene 

(Figs. 66-67; 00:13:41; 00:13:47), to kiss their father one last time.  Ana, refusing to do so, is scolded by 

her aunt; she takes refuge by the side of her mute grandmother, whose face betrays a smile (Fig. 69; 

00:14:37).  After Irene lifts Maite to the casket so that the youngest daughter may kiss the corpse, the 

woman with whom Anselmo was having an affair at the time of his death walks in with her husband.  At 

this point, the camera zooms in on the grandmother, whose face is set in a decisive frown as she 

protectively comforts Ana, who has taken refuge by her side (Fig. 70; 00:15:16).   

Although there are panning shots of different parts of the room, and close-ups likely shot from the 

entryway, most of the scene is shot from where Anselmo’s casket would be (Fig. 68; 00:14:02).  In 

keeping with my theory of the reversed meaning of images at the start of this section, I find the visitation 

scene evoking what has been referred to by some art historians as the greatest Spanish painting of all time 

(if not the greatest painting), Las Meninas (The Ladies in Waiting) by Diego Velazquez.199   

 

Waiting Girls and Ladies-in-Waiting 

Diego Velazquez (1599-1660), the contemporary of King Philip IV (1605-1665; r. 1621-d.), was 

royal court painter during a time in which—whether he realized it or not—Spain began its decline as a 

																																																								
199 Jonathan Brown recounts that, when King Charles II showed Luca Giordano the work in 1700, the Italian painter exclaimed, 
“’Sire, this is the Theology of Painting,’ by which he meant to convey that just as theology is superior to all other branches of 
knowledge, so is this picture the greatest example of painting.”  (Jonathan Brown, Velazquez: Painter and Courtier (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1986), 260). 



 

 85 

continental and imperial power.  The Treaty of Westphalia, signed in 1648, is best known as the 

document that addressed the concerns of the participants in the pan-European Thirty Years’ War.  It also 

sealed the fate of the two principal antagonists of the Eighty Years’ War, a conflict which pitted Spain’s 

Dutch colonies against their Iberian conquerors.  With Spain’s loss to France in the greater conflict came 

its forced recognition of an independent Dutch Republic.  What seemed an impossibility just twenty-three 

years before, when the Spanish re-taking of the Dutch city of Breda was immortalized by Velazquez, was 

now the first of many dark realities reflecting the wistful lesson Antonio de Pereda presented in his 

Knight’s Dream. By the time of Westphalia, Velazquez was renowned for his depiction of Philip, his son, 

the prince Carlos Baltasar, and the various characters attending the court, from visiting nobles to jesters.  

He also made notable paintings of subjects great and small, from Pope Innocent X to poor Madrid slum-

dwellers and a variety of dwarfs.   His uncontested masterpiece, Las Meninas, was the culmination of 

everything the native of Seville had learned in more than forty years of painting.  

Completed in 1656, the work (Fig. 71)200 shows the Princess Infanta Margaret Teresa, the first 

child of Philip IV, attended to by her maids (her meninas, also referred to as ladies-in-waiting).  She is 

surrounded by several other figures, including her widowed chaperone and two dwarfs.  Intriguingly, 

Velazquez himself is in the painting to the Infanta’s right, looking straight at the viewer.  The question 

that has baffled the work’s observers since it was made is: who are the viewers the painter is 

acknowledging?  This is not a trick question if one considers that, at the rear of the painter’s studio is a 

mirror reflecting the image of King Philip IV and his wife, Queen Mariana.  The inevitable next question 

has led Jonathan Brown to write that “Few paintings in the history of art have generated so many and 

varied interpretations as this, Velazquez’ culminating work.”201  Brown explains: “The problem concerns 

the question of whether the mirror reflects the image on the canvas or the imaginary presence of the 

monarchs outside the picture frame.”202  Is Velazquez looking at “us,” the physical painting’s real 

																																																								
200 Diego Velazquez.  Las Meninas, 1656.  Oil on canvas.  318 by 276 cm.  Madrid: Prado.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Las_Meninas_01.jpg.  
201 Jonathan Brown, Velazquez: Painter and Courtier.  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986): 253. 
202 Ibid., 259. 
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viewers, or “them,” the subjects he himself is painting in the painting, who have caught everyone in the 

room by surprise with their visit?  Additionally, if the king and queen are present, does the mirror show 

the visiting royals, or Velazquez’s interpretation of them on his canvas?  I continue with Brown’s 

Fig. 71 
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interpretation, as he is considered the preeminent scholar of Spanish Baroque painting.203 “The mirror 

unquestionably reflects the surface of the canvas upon which Velazquez is creating a double portrait of 

the monarch and his consort,” Brown explains.  “Yet this does not mean that the king and queen are 

present in the studio only by implication.”204  Brown points to the subjects’ poses in affirming the king 

and queen’s presence205; he also notes that another art historian who is an expert on dogs in paintings 

noted that Philip brought his favorite dog with him on walks through the Alcazar, and that the dwarf’s 

nudging of the pet with his foot indicates that his master was there.206   

Brown’s interpretation of the king’s presence is germane to my argument regarding how the 

visitation scene in Cria evokes Las Meninas, aside from its aesthetic parallels: the family and guests are 

reacting to Anselmo’s presence in the room, as the characters in the painting are reacting to the king’s 

visit.  The camera’s point of view allows us to see the parlor from the same point of view that we see 

Velazquez’ studio.  Then there is the duality of the characters’ gaze.  In the painting, they may be looking 

at “us,” but most likely at “them,” the king and queen, who are positioned in “our” place, on the 

“outside.”  Their expressions are dignified, borne of love or at least true respect for their monarch and his 

wife.  In Cria, the characters are not only looking at Anselmo’s corpse; Anselmo, after all, stands in for 

Franco, and for the paedophage Saturn.  Thus, they look at him with a mixture of awe, bewilderment, 

horror, and even sardonic humor.  In its meaning, the scene is a reversal of the painting. Anselmo’s 

visitation evokes fear and loathing.  The king’s visit generates pleasant surprise.  To go one step further, I 

propose that Saura and his work be considered in relation to Velazquez and his painting.  Contrasting a 

1970s dissident filmmaker with a mid-seventeenth century court painter is not as strange as it may seem, 

given the cultural and political context in which both artists worked.  Brown writes that Velazquez, in his 

quest to be both a painter and a gentleman, “two mutually exclusive ambitions… devoted himself to the 

																																																								
203 See, for example, https://www.ceeh.es/en/publicacion/art-in-spain-and-the-hispanic-world-essays-in-honor-of-jonathan-
brown/ 
204 Brown and Carrido, 184. 
205 Ibid. 
206 Ibid. 
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service of the king, the one person who had the power both to advance and reconcile his artistic and social 

aspirations.”207  Velazquez compromised some artistic freedom by choice, to gain standing in society.  

Conversely, Saura’s quest was to be an auteur and a representative of societal—if not political208—

freedom.  Instead of compromising his art for the state, he went as far as he could to oppose Franco 

without putting himself or his craft in peril.  Thus, unlike Velazquez, he devoted himself to rejecting the 

service of Francoist Spain, since he not only did not want his artistic and social aspirations advanced 

through falsehood, but, as demonstrated by Cria, he knew his Spain was coming to an end.  For someone 

like Velazquez, the Spain of King Philip IV was permanent, as well as infallible.  Ironically, Velazquez’ 

painting is a ray of light despite impending disaster.  Saura’s film emits gloom in the face of a bright 

future. 

 
Francoist Interiors 

In 1975, of course, Spaniards could not predict the good times to come.  In fact, Cria Cuervos is 

darker both in mood and filming than Saura’s Garden and Peppermint Frappe.  It is a cinematography 

that represents societal unease.  Cria begins in a dark nineteenth-century house whose solid wooden 

beams support thick stone walls and a heavy green-tiled roof.   Ana descends a creaking staircase (Fig. 

72; 00:03:29) into the forbidding gloom of the ground-floor hallway, barely lit by dim streaks of light 

stretched across the steps.  Only later does the viewer realize that it is the middle of the afternoon in a 

bourgeois Madrileno neighborhood (Fig. 74; 00:05:13).  Why does Saura present Ana’s house in such 

obscurity?  It is certainly not representative of how bourgeois and upper middle class settings are shown 

in this era of European cinema.  It shows, instead, that interior environments can embody the nature of 

their societies.  The Ekdahl mansion in Fanny and Alexander, for example, is plush, vibrant, and when 

shown as dark, it is a darkness of enveloping comfort rather than despairing gloom.  (This may be 

contrasted with how Bunuel depicted Spanish interiors—such as the mansion in Viridiana or in the 

																																																								
207 Brown, 264. 
208 Include in this footnote Saura’s statement of how he did not want to make political films per se, but, because he had to express 
his thoughts on Franco’s Spain his films became political. 



 

 89 

Exterminating Angel—to those seen in the 

French or Italian New Wave (the bare yet 

light stony pile in Il Sorpasso; even the 

domestic-style living room of the sanitarium 

in Le Feu Follet is full of light)).  Perhaps 

one reason is that in Cria, as well as Garden 

and Beehive, a house is not merely a 

residence but a type of museum.  As such, I 

find a clue as to these houses’ sinister nature 

in Steven Jacobs’ notion of a “museum as 

mausoleum”: 

... another recurring cliché in cinematic 
museums—the museum as a place of 
death.  In films, museums are often 
produced as treasure chambers 
dominated by spiritual and atavist 
powers… [this association] is further 
encouraged by the fact that museums 
present themselves as sites where 
connections with the past and with death 
are established.   Products of modernity 
and the Enlightenment, and even 
important tools in the formation of the 
bourgeois public sphere, museums are 
buildings where the past is confined.209 
 

In these films, buildings, their 

architecture, and their interiors embody 

Francoism just as effectively as certain characters do.  I also see these structures and their decoration as 

skewed examples of Jacobs’ point about their origin:  the Spanish bourgeoisie may have a flavor of 

modernity and Enlightenment, but these qualities are hidden away.  A traditionalist façade sets the 

societal standard. Of the three films, I find Cria as most representative of this tactic, especially in the 

																																																								
209 Jacobs, 74-75. 
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film’s first third, which represents the past.  Starting with the opening scene, as with Jacobs’ museums, 

“connections with the past and with death are established” through the house’s darkness (Figs. 72 and 73 

and 74; 00:02:2).  As the film progresses, and Saura allows 

light to fill the house, it is still a living museum, with its heavy 

furniture, worn woodwork, opaque lace curtains, and dark rugs.  It is as if Saura wanted to transpose the 

outdoor gloom seen in El Greco’s View of Toledo (1599; Fig. 75)210 or Goya’s The Third of May (Detail, 

Fig. 76), indoors.  

The only rooms not associated with the past are the girls’ bedrooms.  Even the bathroom and the 

kitchen, although not as stodgy as the living and dining rooms, are memory chambers, for Ana’s mother’s 

ghost appears there.  The parents’ bedroom, like the living room, evoke the most memories for the 

characters, as they are decorated with photographs.  At the same time, it is Saura’s use of photography 

that helps bring the characters to life, and, in the case of Ana, understand that there were happier times in 

the past, and that there is hope for the future. 

 

Embodiment and Photography 

In Cria, Saura employs a variety of visual techniques in illustrating the time period represented in 

a given scene.  For the present, he uses live acting; Maria’s ghost is also present in some of these scenes, 

																																																								
210 El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos).  View of Toledo, 1598-99.  Oil on canvas.  121.3 by 108.6 cm.  New York:  
Metropolitan Museum of Art.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:El_Greco_-
_View_of_Toledo_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg.  
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not as a figure from the past acting as she did in the past, but rather as she would if she were still alive 

(for example, she braids Ana’s hair before the girls pay their respects to their dead father).  For the future, 

Saura uses a fascinating technique that I have rarely seen in cinema:  Ana, alone, filmed from her chest 

up, speaks to the viewer from the future, thirty years to be exact (I will discuss this more below).  It is the 

past, understandably, that Saura brings to life in several ways:  We see flashbacks of events featuring 

characters as they may have dressed at the time; we see a different sort of “flashback,” in which a scene 

set in the present is intruded upon by Maria’s ghost, at which point it becomes a re-enactment of a past 

event; the children perform re-enactments of their parents’ arguments, which I will discuss in this essay’s 

conclusion; finally, Saura uses photographs, in a much more evocative way than he had done in Garden 

or than Erice does in Beehive, to illustrate past events and show that the past is not dead. 

When Carlos Saura was in his late teens and twenties, he developed a passion for photography so 

intense that it led him to consider quitting college, traveling throughout Spain shooting pictures, and 

becoming a professional photographer.  In fact, Saura was offered a job at the widely circulated French 

magazine Paris Match, which he turned down, as his interests lay with another, related passion: “The 

movies won out, however, and I’ve never regretted it.  But I never gave up photography.”211  Saura 

remained an amateur photographer, and is work from the dictadura period is nothing short of 

breathtaking. (Figs. 77and 78).212  In 2016, the 

German publisher Steidl published a book featuring 

																																																								
211 Carlos Saura, Vanished Spain.  (Gottingen: Steidl, 2016): Preface. 
212 Ibid, 26; 250. 
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over two hundred photographs he took while traveling through different regions of Spain in the 1950s.  

Saura’s poignant, personal thoughts on the medium, offered in the preface, open a window on his love 

and understanding for visual culture, and helps explain why photography was such an important part of 

Cria over forty years ago: 

It is inevitable that we should feel sadness on contemplating the changes the passage of 
time produces in the people we love, in ourselves, how the clean, clear gaze of children and youths 
disappears, how landscapes and cities are transformed and altered, how places that have a special 
meaning for us disappear, and how we suddenly find ourselves before the photograph of a loved 
one who disappeared one day from our lives and now smiles at us.  Nothing matches photography 
in reviving the memory and recollection: it’s enough to examine a photograph carefully in order 
for a part of the history all of us harbor within us to appear.213 

 
As with his photography, Saura’s films are especially concerned with the world of childhood, of 

which Cria is a prime example; in fact, the film begins from the beginning.  The first image we see in 

Cria, during the credits, is a photograph of Maria and Ana in the hospital the day of Ana’s birth (Fig. 79; 

00:00:14).  Subsequent scenes feature photographs 

of both Ana’s and Maria’s youth (Figs. 80 and 81; 

00:01:49; 00:21:21).  These pictures show not just 

happy protagonists; at one point we see a family 

portrait (Fig. 82; 00:01:22) in which there is little 

hint of a miserable home life. I read Saura’s 

inclusion of the photographs of Ana’s early childhood and her mother’s youth in two ways.  First, they 

may be representative of the theme of happiness as belonging to the past, before the patriarch “killed” her 

mother; I find this also symbolizes Spain before Franco (solely metaphorically, since the scene in the 
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photograph takes place in the early 

1970s).  Second, they show the powerful 

effect photographs can have on a child, 

and how Ana uses the pictures to help her 

not only evoke, but invoke her dead 

mother, whose ghostly visits with Ana, 

while bittersweet, are a far cry from 

Ana’s past experiences as a witness to her mother’s suffering at the hands of her husband. 

 In Cria, the little time devoted to Ana’s father, Anselmo, is enough to echo Saura’s view of 

strong father figures.  We find out in the girls’ reenactments of their parents’ arguments, and in two 

flashbacks, that Anselmo is an army officer who neglects his family because of the amount of time he 

spends in extramarital affairs.  In one such flashback, the mother, Maria, confronts Anselmo one night 

upon his return home.  After he pets her condescendingly, scolds her about her complaints regarding their 

marital status, and rolls his eyes at her suspicions of being ill (a condition from which we know she will 

die), Anselmo tells his wife, “I’m tired of your accusations.  I am the way I am, so just leave me alone.”214 

After she dies, Anselmo continues his affairs, apparently not in mourning of his late wife.  Although the 

strongest expressions of torment from Maria come from flashbacks in which she is writhing in pain in her 

bed, dying from cancer, the most powerful 

contrast between the little happiness she and 

Ana had in the past and her ghostly present 

“self” is seen in a scene in which Ana’s 

mother, in the foreground, sits with a pained 

expression, juxtaposed with a background 

photograph of Ana and her mother smiling 

																																																								
214 Cria Cuervos, directed by Carlos Saura (1975; Irvington, N.Y.: Criterion Collection, 2006), DVD (01:00:38). 
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happily (Fig. 83; 00:54:10).  In these scenes, photographs provide a painful catharsis for Ana, whose 

vivid memories of her mother are enhanced by visual imagery. 

Photographs also play a part in our understanding of the most enigmatic nationalist figure in the 

three films, Ana’s grandmother.  I see the grandmother, who is well-dressed, coiffed, wheelchair-bound 

and unable to speak, as representing what Spain was, or perhaps what it could have been, had her 

generation of upper middle class citizens not have been so quick in rejecting the Republic. The 

grandmother spends most of her time looking out a window facing a garden or in front of a wall upon 

which are tacked dozens of old photographs and postcards.  In a poignant scene, she motions for Ana to 

take down an old picture that includes a person Ana does not recognize, but because the grandmother 

cannot speak, we (and Ana) will never know who exactly it is.  Ana asks her if it is a friend, and the 

grandmother, smiling sadly, nods.  Most likely it is a relative or friend who was killed during the war.  

Her reaction is both a reflection of wisdom and a recognition of the war’s futility, especially since it is not 

the first time in the film that she implicitly 

disapproves of the past or its symbols. 

 When Ana decides not to kiss her father’s 

corpse during the visitation, she takes refuge behind 

her smiling grandmother, who is sitting upright in 

her wheelchair. Does she agree that her son is not 

deserving of respect?  This is possibly answered later in the film, when Ana describes her grandmother’s 

honeymoon while pointing to a picture postcard of a Swiss Alpine lake village (Fig. 84; 00:23:16).  

Although Ana is obviously repeating what her grandmother told her about her honeymoon at another 

time, the grandmother does not respond positively (as she just had while looking at the postcard of the 

mysterious friend).  In fact, she grimaces, and subsequently nods her head when Ana asks if she would 

like to die.  I see this reaction as one of two possibilities:  the grandmother is sad to think of a past world 

that no longer exists, before the war, in a safe, neutral country; or, her grandmother’s memories of her 

honeymoon, and by extension her husband, who ostensibly also was from the officer class, are not 

Fig. 84 
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positive.  The grandmother’s attitude reflects an ossified, regretful society, but above all a silent one.  Her 

inability to speak, and her social class, indicate that Spaniards of her standing and generation live in a 

paradoxical state of constant memory and willful forgetfulness.  Not being able to suppress her memories, 

the grandmother spends much time looking at old pictures.  Realizing the waste that came from what were 

most likely her traditional, militaristic family’s belief in the necessity for the army’s uprising against the 

Republic, she admits that death is an appealing option, even though she understandably cannot bring 

herself to initiate her own death (she refuses to take the “poison” Ana believes she has found in a cabinet, 

which is actually baking soda).  In the scenes with the grandmother, then, Saura’s use of photographs 

serves a different purpose.  The images do not provide catharsis, no matter how painful, for the 

grandmother.  Instead, they remind her how those of her generation and political outlook ruined Spain, as 

well as illustrating for the viewer that Francoist censorship is not relegated to dissenters, but applies to 

regretful nationalists, as well. 

  

Portraits of Hope 

All female characters in Cria Cuervos have been victimized to a degree, from the three girls who 

will grow up without parents, to Maria and Paulina, sisters affected by adultery, to the maid Rosa, whose 

willingness in giving in to Anselmo’s flirtations is unclear.  Of all these women, it is Maria who best 

represents, if not republicanism, the female victims of nationalist attitudes.  Where her officer husband 

wanted to be a martyr for his country, Maria becomes a martyr for purity and true love.  She exists to 

have children and maintain a dignified family, but there is no one to take care of her.  Her disease is like 

the ignorance of Spaniards who (some reluctantly) joined the nationalists, but not because they were 

fascists, but because the unknown quality of liberalism, tainted by the pre-war disorder of the Republic, 

made them afraid.  Unlike Maria, Ana embodies the strength of a new generation.  Throughout the film, 

she makes quick cameo appearances as an adult (played by Geraldine Chaplin, who also plays Maria), in 

which she comments on past events (that we are seeing as happening in the present).  This “future Ana” is 
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shown as a strong, independent woman, from a coming age in which people like her will be freed from 

the social constraints of false family values championed by the hypocritical Francoist society. 

In her several close-up monologues, the “future Ana” directly addresses the viewer (Fig. 85; 

00:45:53).  In this sense, she breaks the fourth wall, addressing us, rather than herself or other characters 

in the film.  What I find compelling is Saura’s choice of background for these scenes.  He could have 

chosen any design, image, or solid color, but what we see is a mid-hued gray each time, evocative of 

portraits especially painted during Baroque era.215  In keeping with film’s contradictory nature, however, 

only a small percentage of seventeenth-century portraits are of women, and even fewer show the sitter 

wearing simple dress.  Velazquez, for example, executed one painting of a child who is not a member of 

the royal family (Fig. 86),216 and one of a peasant woman.  Such subjects are significantly different from 

his others in sex, age, dress, and class (for example, Fig. 87).217  The “future Ana,” on the other hand, 

while sad in her reminisces, is a liberated woman in an unknown world.  Saura could not adorn her 

portrait, because he, like Ana, did not know what 1995 would be like. 

 

Waking Up 

																																																								
215 This type of background is neither exclusive to the Baroque, nor do all Baroque paintings feature gray or beige backgrounds.  
In my research, however, there are more Baroque portraits in which the sitter’s background is undecorated and colored a cloudy 
pale earth tone than in the Renaissance, Rococo, or Romantic periods. 
216 Diego Velázquez. Portrait of a Young Girl, ca. 1640. Oil on canvas. 51.5 x 41 cm. New York:  The Hispanic Society of 
America.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  http://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/listings/2016/velazquez-portraits/portrait-of-a-
young-girl.    
217 Diego Velazquez.  Portrait of a Man, ca. 1630-35.  Oil on canvas.  68.6 by 55.2 cm.  New York:  Metropolitan Museum of 
Art.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/49.7.42/.  

Fig. 85 

Fig. 86 
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Saura named his film for a Spanish proverb, “Raise ravens and they’ll peck your eyes out,” 

thought to have originated in the Middle Ages.  In his study on Spanish cinema, Rob Stone recounts the 

story:    

The phrase ‘cria cuervos y te sacaran los ojos’ is said to originate with Don Alvaro de Luna of 
Castile during a hunting expedition.  In the course of the hunt his party came across a beggar with 
terrible scarring in place of eyes.  The beggar explained that he had raised a raven for three years 
with affection and great care, but which one day attacked him, leaving him blind.  The bon mot 
was Don Alvaro’s reply.218 
 
Anselmo and Maria’s children may have been raised with affection and care, especially by their 

mother, and perhaps even superficially by their father.  Having been raised by the state that was Francoist 

Spain, however, explains Saura’s choice of both the film’s title and the girls’ petty but rebellious 

misbehavior throughout the film.  Or, perhaps Saura chose the title in reference not to his characters, but 

to himself, and others like him, who came of age in a repressive society, and now were finally about to 

peck its eyes out.  An apt metaphor for the Spanish people of 1976 (the year of Cria’s release, just after 

Franco’s death the year before) has them awakening from a nightmare.  Saura brilliantly ends the film 

with Irene telling Ana at breakfast about a dream from which she had just awakened: 

IRENE: We went down one street after another.  Suddenly we were in the countryside.  In the 
distance was a house that looked run-down and abandoned.  The car went up to it.  Two men came 
out, and one of them said, “How was the hunt?”  The man said, “Very good.  Look what I brought 
you.”  They took me out of the car and into the house.  There was a dirty kitchen with a very old 
pan and a few pots.  Then they took me into one of the bedrooms and locked me in.  Later they 
brought me some food.  I wouldn’t eat it, because I thought it had been cooked in that old pan.  
They asked me my telephone number, and I gave it to them, afraid that they would kill me.  They 
phoned, but Mommy and Daddy weren’t in. 
ANA:  Mommy and Daddy are dead. 
IRENE:  Not in my dream.  They were out looking for me.  The man said they would call again in 
half an hour, but if they weren’t in by then, they’d kill me.  I was terrified.  Half an hour later, they 
called again.  They still weren’t in.  They hadn’t gotten back yet.  So they said, “The time has 
come to kill you.”  They tied me to a wooden column.  They put a gun to my temple, and just as 
they were about to shoot, I woke up.219 

 

 We may never know if Saura had the myth of Saturn or Goya’s painting in mind when he 

included these lines, especially the evocative response to the man’s query regarding the other man’s 

“hunt.” A knowledge of Spain’s Black Legend, however, helps generate terrible images of the Inquisition 

																																																								
218 Rob Stone, Spanish Cinema (Harlow, UK: Longman, 2002), 109. 
219 Cria (01:44:34-01:46:35). 
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conjured by the “wooden column,” and the more recent Civil War implied by the gun to the temple.  Most 

importantly, of course, is the statement, “I woke up,” especially since it is expressed by a child whose 

summer vacation has just ended.  In keeping with my view of Cria’s thematic reversals, Spaniards’ thirty-

nine year “vacation” from liberty, and their much longer isolation from the modern world, was itself 

coming to an end. 
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Conclusion:  The Disasters of Civil War 

GRANDMOTHER: Your father held it all in, and that 
poisoned him. But your father didn’t keep quiet. Just 
the opposite. So they were at each other’s throats all 
the time.  They disrespected each other constantly.  
Until one day your father left home.  Or your 
grandfather kicked him out.  That was never clear.  
And it’s been like that ever since.  They entered a 
tunnel with no exit and they’re still there, stuck. 

- Victor Erice, El Sur (The South; 1983)220 
 

‘No other conquest I implore, 
  No other palm my brow to grace: 
Content (‘tis all I ask) restore, 
  And give me back my mind’s lost peace. 
Past joys enhance the present pain, 
And sad remembrance is our bane. 
O would at length relenting Fate 
  Restore the ravish’d hours of bliss, 
How should I hug the charming state, 
And joyful say, what was now is! 

 - Cervantes, Don Quixote221 
 

Francisco de Goya was one of the most productive and versatile artists in Spanish history.  From 

the age of twelve until his death seventy years later, Goya produced hundreds of paintings, drawings, 

etchings, and lithographs.222  Born in 1746, Goya witnessed the upheavals that shook the European 

continent and his native land, as societies forged by the old regimes were challenged by the forces of the 

Enlightenment.  In the Caprichos, a set of lithographs in which Goya skewers Spanish established 

tradition, from unjust peasant working conditions to his compatriots’ wide-ranging prejudices and 

superstitions, he includes an image of a bourgeois man sleeping at a desk (Fig. 88).223  In the gloom above 

the man we see horrible flying creatures.  Expressing his disillusion with the state of European society, 

Goya includes a slogan below the man which declares, “The sleep of reason produces monsters.” A far 

cry from the portraits of nobility Goya had expertly painted in his youth, Goya’s later work shows how 

																																																								
220 Victor Erice, El Sur. 
221 Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, Don Quixote, trans. Charles Jarvis, Vol. 2. (London: J. and R. Tonson, 1742), 91. 
222 A. Hyatt Mayor, Goya: 67 Drawings. (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1974): Introduction. 
223 Diego Velazquez.  Los Caprichos (Plate 43), 1799.  Etching, aquatint, drypoint, and burin.  21.2 by 15.1 cm.  New York:  
Metropolitan Museum of Art.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/18.64.43/.  
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his outlook had changed. In his youth, he experienced the 

world before the French Revolution; now, in his fifties, he 

witnessed its bloody aftermath, in which promises made 

in documents such as the Declaration of the Rights of 

Man and Citizen were broken by Napoleon’s bloody 

ravages through a politically recalcitrant Spain.  The 

Spanish crown was hurt but not destroyed by these 

conflicts.  Rather, as Goya shows in his Disasters of War 

series (e.g., Fig. 89; “There is no one to help them.”),224 

regardless of the reasons for conflict, the real horror of 

war is evident in the suffering of ordinary people and the 

mixture of outrageous brutality and banal passivity in 

reaction to the despicable things which men are capable of doing to other men.  How could such things 

happen, one might wonder, in a new 

world based in reason?  Goya answers 

this in his comment to “The Sleep of 

Reason,” in which he elaborates by 

stressing that it is imagination buttressed 

by reason that allows for a modern, 

progressive world.225  As Sarah C. 

Shaefer explains, just as imagination 

without reason leads to superstition -- 

																																																								
224 Francisco Goya.  The Disasters of War, Plate 60.  Etching, burnished aquatint and burin on ivory wove paper with gilt edges.  
13 by 17.9 cm.  Chicago:  The Art Institute of Chicago.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  
http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/artwork/124913.  
225 Sarah C. Shaefer, “Goya, The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters.”  Accessed at 
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/becoming-modern/romanticism/romanticism-in-spain/a/goya-the-sleep-of-reason-
produces-monsters  

Fig. 88 

Fig. 89 

Fig. 89 
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which, in its organized doctrinal state may lead to abuse at the hands of an established Church -- cold, 

dogmatic reason without imagination allows for the Jacobin Terror,226 forced  “democratization,” and, in 

my view, the “dictatorship of the proletariat,” fascism, and, ultimately, totalitarianism.  In such a world, 

where the light of hope for mankind’s freedom from centuries of political, economic, and social 

repression is dimmed by the very illuminating instruments developed for its liberation, abject cynicism is 

bound to emerge.  It would, of course, with Voltaire, long before the Revolution, in which the eponymous 

anti-hero of his satirical masterpiece, Candide, un-ironically advances the naïve philosopher Pangloss’ 

dictum that “all is for the best in the best of all possible worlds.”227  Half a century later, Goya’s ability to 

show the reality behind the façade that was the Age of Reason emerges during his shift to Romanticism, 

and is strikingly evident by the time he creates his Black Paintings.  Writing about those thunderous, 

abysmal, mysterious murals, Sarah Symmons notes that, 

Although these murals summon up the impression of Goya as a morbid fantasist… the 
mythological subjects and contrasts between elegant beauty and grotesque ugliness must have 
endowed the rooms with extraordinary brilliance and grandeur when they were first painted.  The 
confrontation between male and female figures, and the subjects of old age and death, may strike 
an appropriate note of finality in the artist’s long career.228 
 
Themes involving contrasting modes of thought and characterization, highlighting “elegant 

beauty and grotesque ugliness” play a significant role in the art, literature, and cinema of most societies.   

For Spain, I find the use of contrast as the crucial unifying thread in the nation’s fabric, which if it were 

literally woven would undoubtedly contain the greatest example of chiaroscuro of any European nation.  

Despite the masterful tenebrism of my personal favorite painter, Caravaggio, I find that technique 

unmatched in the work of the Spanish Baroque masters Jusepe de Ribera (Fig. 90: St. Paul the Hermit, 

1647)229 and Francisco de Zurbaran (Fig. 91: St. Francis in Meditation, 1639).230  Goya himself, in an 

																																																								
226 Ibid. 
227 Un-ironically for Candide himself, of course.  The reader immediately understands the laughable irony of such a ridiculous 
statement. 
228 Sarah Symmons, Goya (London: Phaidon Press, 1998): 297. 
229 Jusepe de Ribera.  St. Paul the Hermit, 1647.  Oil on canvas.  130 by 104 cm.  Cologne: Wallraf-Richartz Museum.  Accessed 
April 3, 2017.  https://www.wikiart.org/en/jusepe-de-ribera/st-paul-the-hermit-1647.  
230 Francisco de Zurbaran.  St. Francis in Meditation, 1635-39.  Oil on canvas.  152 by 99 cm.  London:  The National Gallery.  
Accessed April 3, 2017.  https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/francisco-de-zurbaran-saint-francis-in-meditation-1.  
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extreme moment of rhetorical exaggeration, stated “In art there is no need for color.  I see only light and 

shade.”231 Such a profound visual culture illustrating the paradoxes of humankind through the effects of 

light and shadow should not be taken on its face: it is representative of deep societal divisions, and 

significant political and economic strife.  

One of Franco’s greatest challenges was holding power in a society of such contrasts.  

Amazingly, he did so not by mitigating the contrasts, but allowing them to fester for as long as possible.  

An excellent example of this paradox in the context of economics is illustrated in a flashback to Antonio’s 

technocratic speech in Garden, given at a banquet and reported in the Spanish press, which contains 

themes that significantly differ from his traditional conservatism:  

For I believe that the worker must realize that he isn’t an anonymous piece in the production 
process… this demands on our part greater attention to the opinion and needs of every worker… 
apart from the moral satisfaction a man might feel in being consulted and listened to… there is a 
practical advantage… [to] ideas which we should consider, apply, and properly reward.232   
 

																																																								
231 Hofer, The Disasters of War, 2. 
232 Garden (01:13:00-01:15:00). 

Fig. 90 Fig. 91 
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In the next scene, Antonio “fires” his nurse for perceived insolence (she suggests the wrong 

necktie for him to wear at the company’s board meeting).  This illustration of Antonio’s contrasting 

attitudes was not done for cinematic effect.  Paul Preston, writing in 1976, pointed out that, “… there still 

exist major contradictions between the attempt to maintain economic modernization within the context of 

a political system whose proudest boast is that it has eliminated the enlightenment from Spain.”233  In 

order for Spain to join the Western nations, it had to abandon its Spanishness.  But Spanishness was the 

foundation for Francoist culture and society. 

Spanish recalcitrance in the face of change was nothing new.  The disastrous consequence of 

Spain’s stubborn refusal to accept progress for all it was worth, rather than confining its benefits to 

monarchical and ecclesiastical interests, was felt in the seventeenth century by its greatest writer, as Hugh 

Thomas reveals:  

Cervantes, writing when the economic consequences of the furious Spanish pursuit of grandeur 
were being already felt, made Don Quixote, the greatest character in Spanish literature, the 
archetype of the knight errant in search of vain glory; and the quixotic maintenance of a medieval 
set of judgments in the new world of post-renaissance Europe swiftly became the mark of the 
country which had been the first to reveal the real New World beyond the Atlantic.234 

 

What might such contrasts do to a people?  The answer may be found in the obsession with injury 

and death, which in Spanish art is illustrated through characters’ physical and psychological disabilities.  

Because the culture addressing these tragedies is Spanish, however, these themes are not presented in a 

straightforward fashion.  They are shown as part of a particularly Spanish form of grotesque humor. 

 
Representation of Spanish Society through Physical Disability and Psychological Trauma 

I found Goya’s Saturn as most helpful to my interpretation of Cria, but it could relate to each 

film.  In Garden, I connect the painting with Antonio’s spoiled children, having been “devoured” by 

arrogance and greed.  They succeed in “killing” their father, but not to their benefit.  In Beehive, set in the 

																																																								
233 Paul Preston, Spain in Crisis: the evolution and decline of the Franco regime (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1976), iv. 
234 Thomas, 48-9. It was Bunuel who famously said that in Calanda, his hometown village, which Saura used in homage as part 
of the setting for Peppermint Frappe, “the Middle Ages lasted until World War I.” (Quoted extensively, including in Gwynne 
Edwards, A Companion to Luis Bunuel (Woodbridge, UK: Tamesis, 2005): 18). 
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1940s, Saturn is still eating his children.  Although I argue that the final scene brings little Ana 

enlightenment, it is an individual, not a societal awakening. What Saturn and other works I have 

mentioned do is provide a certain context for the mode in which the directors express Spanish societal 

contrasts in their films.  This mode, by which Saura and Erice have their characters engage in absurd 

scenes-within-scenes, as well as seemingly unconnected sub-plots, leads me to expand on Marsha 

Kinder’s identification of a key concept used by some anti-Francoist filmmakers.  Kinder argues that, 

starting with the Italian immigrant Marco Ferreri in the early 1960s, a few Spanish directors were 

influenced by the concept of esperpento, developed by Ramon de Valle-Inclan (1866-1936), a Spanish 

“modernist playwright and novelist from the Generation of ’98 who claimed his satire derived from Goya 

and Quevedo.”235  Esperpento is a literary style which mixes tragedy and comedy, and the beautiful with 

the grotesque.  In his introduction to Valle-Inclan’s acclaimed play, Lights of Bohemia, John Lyon 

explains Valle’s understanding of the “enormous gap between myth and reality in Spanish life”: 

He sets out to undermine the illusions of grandeur, heroic myths and inflated rhetoric which had 
clung to the Spanish psyche since the days of empire.  These included the implicit belief in having 
a privileged historical destiny or in being the standard-bearer of imperishable values supposedly 
rooted in the national character of the Catholic tradition.  The juxtaposition of this heroic 
mythology with the unheroic realities of contemporary life is perhaps the most consistent unifying 
feature of the… esperpentos or “grotesques.”236  
 
Kinder illustrates how Valle-Inclan and his writing style would be attractive to subversive 

directors: 

Despite earlier claims of being a Carlist, Valle-Inclan was greatly admired by leftists for mocking 
the military, the monarchy, and the church for opposing the dictator Primo de Rivera, who ruled 
Spain in the 1920s.  His satiric plays were revived in the 1950s by university students who saw 
him as a key figure in the Spanish avant-garde.  Although he was Spanish, Valle-Inclan assumed 
the image of an outsider so that he could more effectively demythicize Spanish illusions and 
destabilize the so-called reality within the previous realistic conventions.237 

  

																																																								
235 Kinder, Blood Cinema 
236 Ramon Maria del Valle-Inclan, Lights of Bohemia (Warminster, UK: Aris & Phillips, Ltd., 1993): 4.  Immediately preceding 
this analysis, Lyons quotes Valle as declaring, in 1916, that, “We are no longer a race of conquistadores and theologians, and yet 
our language continues to sustain that fiction… the baroque hyperbole, imitated from Latin when it was master of the world, still 
survives in our language.” 
237 Kinder, 95. 
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Aspects of this style abound in Garden and Cria; Beehive is not as vivid a filmic example of 

esperpento, but, in addition to its inclusion of an actual human (but inhuman) monster, it contributes to a 

list of grotesque, seriocomic qualities seen in all three films: the presence of ghosts, horrific daydreams, 

nightmares, sinister fantasies, family dysfunction, violence among children, dead or disabled authority 

figures, dead and injured animals, ridicule of the Church, military, and bourgeoisie, greed, lust, avarice; in 

short, a general indictment of a failing society.  I see Saura and Erice especially evoking esperpento 

through their characters’ physical disabilities and displays of psychological trauma, which highlight the 

identity crisis many Spaniards faced from 1939 on.  

Part of this crisis includes the difficulties of childhood in a society obsessed with death.  We catch 

a glimpse of this in Cria in a scene in which the girls play hide-and-seek during a visit to the country 

house of Nicolas and Amelia, their parents’ aristocratic friends (Paulina has taken them there).  During 

the game, the sisters hide behind trees while Ana “searches” for them without moving, as if from a 

position of power.  When she “finds” them (including tricking the youngest sister Maite by telling her she 

saw her behind a tree when she had not), she orders them to die (Fig. 92; 01:14:22).  Maite is afraid of 

Fig. 92 Fig. 93 

Fig. 94 Fig. 95 
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cheating.  I find Maite (Fig. 93; 01:14:29) and the eldest sister, Irene, in this scene representing the 

maquis who hid in the northern forests as fugitives after Franco’s victory.  Irene’s “death” (Fig. 94; 

01:14:56) indicates that she was aware of war images. After lying on the ground for a sufficient amount 

of time, Ana “resurrects” the girls after muttering a Catholic prayer (Fig. 95; 01:15:10).  This represents 

the view that the maquis were godless, and had to be saved.  It also suggests that Ana’s generation is 

capable of acknowledging and forgiving past mistakes.  In a similar scene in Beehive, Isabel pretends to 

die after hitting her head on a windowsill (Fig. 96; 01:00:40).  She lays on the floor motionless as Ana 

tries to “resurrect” her to no avail.  After Ana leaves for help, Isabel gets up, and is not there when Ana 

returns.  Upset at Isabel, Ana decides to no 

longer play with her and seek out the 

“monster.”  She befriends the maquis, only 

to visit the barn the next morning and see 

the wall stained with his blood.  At this 

point, to Ana death is no longer a trick but 

a very real experience. 

Saura also shows the tortuous nature of childhood in Garden, in the opening scene, in which 

Antonio is wheeled in front of his father and “mother” (an actress) and is scolded by them.  Their 

punishment is to lock him in a dark room with a large pig.  He is told “In there there is a pig that is going 

to eat up your little hands and your little feet.” (The family actually 

forces a shrieking pig through the house and then wheels Antonio 

in the room with it).  Although Antonio’s daughter urges Don 

Pedro to stop the torture, he retorts, “You know nothing!” as if to 

say that children are best taught by force.  After the distraught 

Antonio is removed from the room, limping in his wheelchair, his “mother” administers a “pardon,” (Fig. 

97; 00:08:00) through a sign of the cross and a kiss on the forehead, a religious ritual similar to the “last 

rites” Ana administers in Cria.  

Fig. 96 

Fig. 97 
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The directors’ displays of these characteristics are especially powerful because they are presented 

subversively; the films’ use of esperpento, evident in the above examples and countless more, allows for a 

covert presentation of Spain’s crippled postwar state.  Despite a loosening of restrictions during 

tardofranquismo, and Franco’s imminent death, censors forbade criticism of the state and explicit 

sympathy for republicanism as late as 1976.238 Such repressive conditions were nothing new in Spanish 

history.  They were present from the era of the 

Reconquista; their legacy is still felt today.  In regard 

to visual culture and the evocation of Goya, they 

loom large in the nation’s consciousness, and even in 

foreign representations of Spain’s tortured political 

past.  An excellent example illustrating this legacy 

emerged in 2012, when the New York Review of 

Books reissued Valled Inclan’s Tyrant Banderas, a 

fever-dream of a novel about an imagined nineteenth-

century Latin American dictator.  The publishers 

chose for the cover image a modern interpretation of 

Goya’s Saturn, Exchange of Devouring (2004), by 

the Japanese artist Yasumasa Morimura (Fig. 98).239  

Once again, we are treated to a monster committing 

an unspeakable act, all in the context of Spain’s 

Golden Age legacy.  

 

 

																																																								
238 Maroto Camino, 74. 
239 “Tyrant Banderas.” New York Review Books.  Accessed April 3, 2017.  https://www.nyrb.com/products/tyrant-
banderas?variant=1094933017.  

Fig. 98 
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Visual Culture and Spanish Memory 

Spanish films from the 1970s added to one of the richest visual cultures in world history.  Going 

beyond the study of literature and traditional history, and considering cinema, along with painting, 

drawing, and photography, allows for innumerable opportunities in studying a nation’s development, 

assessing its status at a particular time in its history, and comparing and contrasting different historical 

periods in its history, even over centuries.  I find that cinema is especially powerful in exploring a 

culture’s meaning.  It is the medium that combines the most elements possible in evoking a sensory 

conjuring of the past.  When watching a film, one sees, reads, and hears.  Motion needs not be perceived; 

the viewer experiences it, often in real time.  And, as with literature, film keeps something hidden that 

forces the viewer to use his or her imagination.  For a child, especially, an experience with cinema can be 

life-changing.  In a beautiful recollection about his first cinematic experience, in which he sees a woman 

murdered on screen in a British adaptation of a Sherlock Holmes story, Victor Erice observed that  

It was there, in the midst of what the vast majority thought of as a pastime, that the boy discovered 
that people died; and, furthermore, that men were able to kill other men.  During the screening, 
with a sense of curiosity that momentarily overcame his fear, searching for an explanation, he kept 
watch on the faces of the spectators.  Attentive but unmoved, they seemed unaffected by the 
deaths that were taking place in front of their eyes.  It wasn’t indifference in their faces, but 
something else…the unanimous attitude of the adults had to be the consequence of a pact they had 
all agreed to, and which involved staying quiet and continuing to watch. Because all of them 
possessed one feature in common:  they knew something he didn’t, a secret that explained 
everything.  Uncovering it was the disturbing adventure to which he felt drawn by a force superior 
to his will, the one which caused him to glimpse the other face of fiction: a black hole in the fabric 
and unfolding of reality, down which the entire innocence of the world had gone.240 

 
This very moment was undoubtedly with him when he made Beehive, and I find what must be 

Erice’s recreation of that moment in a scene near the beginning of the film (Figs. 99-100; 00:19:41; 

00:18:21); It is the moment when Ana and Isabel are first confronted with the idea of senseless murder.  

Children, death, memory, cinema.  Victor Erice and Carlos Saura interwove these elements in creative 

ways, producing works of covert dissent for which, in Spain, there would not be a need in the decade 

following their release.  At the same time, our exploration of these films today not only continues to shed 

light on how human creativity responds to adverse social and political conditions, but also illustrates the 

																																																								
240 La Morte Rouge. 
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endless connections one may make when exploring a 

nation’s visual culture.  I hope future scholarship 

continues in considering these three films, and others 

from the tardofranquismo era, in relation to art, 

photography, and literature.  Additionally, exploring these 

works within the context of contemporary cinema from 

other cultures would be fruitful.  For example, a side-by-side study of Saura and Michelangelo Antonioni 

would be fascinating.  Lack of space prevents me from comparing Garden and the Italian master auteur’s 

Red Desert (1964)241 here.  Likewise, Erice’s El Sur, while made after Franco’s death, deserves much 

more study than it has gotten so far.  Its enigmatic narrative, sublime cinematography, and melancholy 

spirit in my view match those qualities in Beehive, and should be near the top of any list of best Spanish 

films ever made.  Finally, it would be interesting to see more studies of painting’s possible influence on 

																																																								
241 I choose this film because its protagonist, played by Monica Vitti, is a woman with a brain injury who navigates a soulless 
industrial landscape and equally banal social situations. 

Fig. 99 

Fig. 100 
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filmmakers’ work.  One may perceive that modern visual culture has relegated painting to history’s dusty 

attic.  Recent cinematic works, such as The Mill and the Cross (2011)242 and Mr. Turner (2014) show 

that, even in our technologically complicated, ever-changing world, in which a barrage of images 

constantly bombards us across numerous media, the legacy of Brueghel, Bosch, Caravaggio, Velazquez, 

Vermeer, Friedrich, and Goya endures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																								
242 An especially austere film which features spectacular tableaux vivants highlighting details of Pieter Brueghel the Elder’s 1564 
painting The Procession to Calvary. 
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