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Nuestro Cinema can’t but accept, on good terms, a cinema capable of freeing us 
from today’s ideological poverty. That is, a cinema with depth, with an open mind, 
with social content. A cinema that is not the current one, which is in the hands of 
those who are interested in a mass ignorant of what cinema could teach them. We 
need a cinema that approaches thoroughly the social theme, the documentary 
theme without falsifying it, and the educational theme from a sincere point of 
view. 
 

--Juan Piqueras in Nuestro Cinema, 1932. 
 

To create the vision of Catalonia; to fill the eyes of our young with images so that 
every corner of our land is learnt. Here is a honorable function for the cine-
amateur under the refuge of an autonomous Catalonia. 
 

--Guillem  Díaz-Plaja in Cinema Amateur, 1933. 
 

The classes that govern our country are not interested in providing the people with 
effective pedagogical instruments -and cinema is one to the greatest extent. They 
prefer to leave them in their ignorance, since the greatest the lack of education, the 
greater is the level of slavery. This is a fact that everyone can see, and it would be 
useless to pretend otherwise. 

--Mateo Santos in Popular Film, 1931. 
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DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT, CHRONOLOGY, AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 
 
 My dissertation project analyzes noncommercial film cultures in Spain from 1926 to 

1936, focusing on the pedagogical efforts of nontheatrical, educational, and political 

filmmaking, as well as institutional developments associated with these movements. More 

concretely, I examine the complex dynamics of representation fostered by film as a tool for 

cultural and social progress in a country that was desperately looking for new models of 

political organization and modernization. In particular, I look at how film journals, film-clubs, 

festivals and congresses -amongst other cultural expressions- fostered nationalist and 

internationalist imaginaries in which the interests of very different social actors paradoxically 

converged.  

These histories show with particular force the multifaceted role of film in the shaping 

of the cultural, social, and political tensions that erupted violently in the Spanish Civil War and 

subsequent World War II. Throughout the four chapters of my thesis I show how 

noncommercial cinema was relevant in all aspects of Spanish film culture, mobilizing an 

alternative pedagogy of images through production, distribution, exhibition, and criticism. 

Specifically, my project will address the following research questions:  

1. What kind of noncommercial film cultures emerged in Spain during the interwar period, and 

how did they relate with similar developments worldwide?  

2. In what ways did they connect and depart from commercial film culture, and what 

reflections on the nature of film itself did they incite? 

3. What was the social and political importance of these cultural expressions? 

4. What conventions and established geographies in film studies are altered by the inclusion of 

these materials in scholarship?  
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Chronology  

I have chosen to begin the chronology of my project in 1926 for several reasons. 

Firstly, in order to fully understand the rapid development of Spanish film culture throughout 

the 1930s it is necessary to analyze key previous cultural and political developments. 

Throughout the 1920s Spain developed its own avant-garde in many fronts, including painting, 

literature, poetry, film, but also science and education (Batllori 2000, Fuentes 2006, Metchild 

2005). This pedagogical impulse was fueled by a nationalistic desire to leave behind the 

country's “failed empire” stigma, starting anew as a “modern” European nation (See Tuñón de 

Lara 1977, García Delgado et al 1993, Marías 2003, Carrión 2013). 1926 was also the year when 

Luis Araquistáin, writer and socialist politician, commissioned the documentary film Qué es 

España/“What is Spain”, which was conceived as a showcase of Spanish intellectuals, 

researchers, and educators to promote the image of the country abroad. On the other side of 

the political spectrum, the Primo de Rivera dictatorship (1923-1930) attempted to revive the 

old glory of the “Spanish race” through megalomaniac projects such as the Universal 

Exposition of Barcelona in 1929, and the Ibero-America Exposition in Seville that same year.   

In the following years people like Luis Buñuel and Ernesto Giménez Caballero 

(delegate of Spain in the first International Congress of Independent Film at La Sarraz in 1930) 

would create the first film club devoted to avant-garde movies (Cineclub Español, 1928-1930), 

becoming as well noncommercial film directors themselves -Buñuel directed Un Chien Andalou 

in 1929 and Las Hurdes in 1932, and Giménez Caballero shot Noticiero de Cineclub  and Esencia de 

Verbena in 1930 (Bonet and Palacio 1983). After the fall of the Primo de Rivera dictatorship in 

1930 and the inauguration of the Spanish Second Republic in 1931 film culture experienced an 

incredible effervescence, with numerous journals, film-clubs, production companies, 

congresses, and even festivals appearing in a very short span of time. It was, so to speak, a 
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golden age for noncommercial film culture, given the weakness of the Spanish commercial film 

industry and the importance of amateur, documentary, educational, and militant initiatives in 

the cultural sphere of the time. My thesis attempts to show how these developments helped 

prepare the ground for the cultural centrality of the Spanish context for leftist internationalism 

during the Civil War (1936-1939), which many scholars have analyzed (Gubern 2009, García 

López 2013, Sánchez Biosca 2006). These developments also influenced the film culture that 

emerged after the war, especially in relationship to counter hegemonic and anti dictatorship 

movements. For my part I decided to end the project in the first months of the conflict, since 

the Fascist rebellion opens a tragic and vast chapter in Spanish history that unfortunately 

exceeds the reach of a 300-page thesis.  

 

THEORETICAL BASE 

 

I have chosen these two images to introduce the theoretical base of my thesis since for 

me they encapsulate perfectly the spirit behind my research project. In the first image a boy 

stares curiously -from the outside- at a bookstore's window display, where one finds a 

publication on Communism, a book on queen Isabel II (who was overthrown by the first 

Spanish Republic in 1868), and the newspaper Mirador, which became one of the main outlets 
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for film criticism in Catalonia, and organized a film club under the same name during the 

1930s -showing Battleship Potemkin to the intellectual elite. The second image captures the 

ecstatic faces of a group of children in a remote Spanish village as they watch a film –either a 

Charles Chaplin or Mickey Mouse short or an instructional film according to testimonies. The 

screening had been organized by the Misiones Pedagógicas/”Pedagogical Missions”, an 

“illustrated” project developed by prominent intellectuals during the Second Spanish Republic 

to bring culture -including literature, theatre, film, painting, and photography- to remote areas 

of the country (see Mendelson 2005, García Alonso 2013). 

 Both images reflect the cultural effervescence of a society that was experiencing an 

accelerated pedagogical impulse in all fronts, with the hope of leaving behind decades of failed 

modernization attempts. This “expanding culture” -to use Raymond Williams’s term- 

assimilated an array of national and international referents with no precedent in the country’s 

history (Caudet 1993, Tuñon de Lara 1977). But the photographs also convey the complexity 

of this leap forward; the ambiguous relationship between culture, indoctrination, mass, and 

politics, that plunged the country into a dynamic of increasing radicalization and social tension. 

Until what point was the mass just “looking” from outside the glass window or towards the 

improvised screen set up by enthusiast cultural “missionaries”? In other words, what space and 

position did popular classes –the vast majority of the population in a deeply unequal society- 

occupy in this pedagogical impulse?  

In this sense, cinema was seen by many educators, intellectuals, critics, and politicians 

as the most appropriate pedagogical instrument to “enlighten” the population, given the 

elevated levels of illiteracy and the ability of the medium to captivate amazed audiences (Sluys 

1925, Ferrés 2008, Camarero Rioja 2013). Moving images also served writers as source of 

inspiration, and numerous poems, books, and theatre plays included cinema as a way to 
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connect with the actuality of Spanish society (Moriss 1980). Such conception of film as an 

educational resource attached to the reality of the population greatly departed from the purely 

commercial interests in creating a Spanish film industry, but it also carried issues of elitism, 

representation, indoctrination, and agency. My thesis theorizes this problematic through three 

distinct pedagogical practices related to film culture; political pedagogy, social pedagogy, and 

cinematic pedagogy.  

1. Political Pedagogy: film criticism and the national-popular 

As with most neighboring contexts, the relationship between cinema and politics in Spain 

gravitates around three interconnected issues; national identity, class struggle, and education. 

The coincidence of cinema’s emergence with the symbolic loss of the last overseas colonies -

Cuba, Philippines and Puerto Rico- in 1898 known as the “great disaster” also has to be taken 

into account. The new medium appeared in Spain as the country was facing its indisputable 

failed empire nature. With the disappearance of the last remnants of the glorified colonial past 

-except parts of Morocco- Spain faced a bipolar position as a peripheral actor in industrialized 

Europe with a nonetheless rich and influential cultural past. Different political and cultural 

actors began to theorize and discuss the direction Spain should take after this turning point, 

and cinema played a central role in the construction of this new and uncertain national project. 

Film criticism, for instance, was paramount in the politicization of Spanish intellectuals, 

inspired by figures such as Henri Barbusse and his influential Le couteau entre les dents : aux 

intellectuels (1921), as well as the work of Léon Moussinac for the Communist newspaper 

L’Humanité (See Barnard 2000, Hogenkamp 2003, Vignaux 2011). To analyze this process of 

politicization, I follow Antonio Gramsci’s writings on the formation of intellectuals and their 

relationship with the national-popular, specifically to address the complex relation between 

intellectual elite, education, and popular classes in Spain (Gramsci 1992, Borg et al. 2002).  
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My thesis theorizes that most aspects of 1930s film culture embodied the anxiety of a 

dominant class faced with the reality that public life suddenly had to be shared since; “the mass 

has decided to advance itself to the foreground of the social plane, occupying the spaces, using 

the tools and enjoying the pleasures previously reserved for the minority” (Ortega y Gasset 

2009). These words are from Ortega y Gasset’s The rebellion of the masses, a hugely influential 

1927 publication in which the Spanish philosopher analyzed how society was being affected by 

the growing participation of popular classes in public space. Ortega picked up on the fears of a 

worried elite that saw how the spaces that used to house their artistic pleasures—theaters, 

salons, concert venues—were now overcrowded by popular classes. The book created an 

intense debate amongst Spanish intellectuals regarding the relationship between minority, 

mass, and culture. Some believed—in line with the idea of modernity as an iron cage of 

mediocrity and conformity (Berman 1998)— that an intellectual elite had to necessarily guide 

the easily manipulated mass, while others—such as José Díaz Fernández—defended a populist 

cultural inclusion of the masses as a key element in the transformation of Spanish society 

(Díaz-Fernández 2013). This tension will necessarily inform the critical analysis of the sources 

I gather throughout my research. 

As I have mentioned, such debates permeated film criticism, which became increasingly 

politicized throughout the Spanish Second Republic. In the absence of local films that 

reflected the drastic changes in Spanish society –and the tensions associated with these 

developments- film criticism became predominant over film production per se. In my thesis I 

use the Spanish interwar example to theorize a conception of “film culture in the absence of 

film production” that provides a more suitable framework of analysis for geographical contexts 

that didn’t have a strong film industry. By shifting the attention from image production to 

discourse production around images, a different dimension of film’s political pedagogy 
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emerges, rooted in everyday practices beyond the theatrical screen. My model will be Raymond 

Williams’s work on the “ordinarily” nature of culture, and the sense of cultural spheres as 

common resources permeated by structures of feeling (Williams 1989, 2007). His idea that the 

politics of moving images could go either way –towards a new order or a recuperated old 

order- is also key to understand the struggles for political and cultural hegemony in 1930s 

Spain -for instance between Marxist critics and bourgeois amateurs. This struggle between new 

and old orders fiercely competed for control of the “national means of expression” (Ramón J. 

Sender 1935), a conflict that tragically escalated from the politico-cultural realm to the 

battlefield of the Civil War from 1936-1939.  

2. Social Pedagogy: noncommercial film and cultural politics  

Following on the heels of political pedagogy, and certainly intertwined with it in many 

ways, is the social pedagogy put forward by amateur, militant, and educational film cultures 

throughout the 1920s/1930s.  If one thing is consistently missing from most histories of 

Spanish film -beyond sparse mentioning- is the complex role that moving images have played 

in the struggles for cultural and social hegemony throughout the country’s history. What kind 

of society was reflected in the different noncommercial practices analyzed? What processes of 

indoctrination and exclusion took place?  

Once again, the work of Raymond Williams provides a suggestive framework to 

answer these questions, given his understanding of film as a cultural expression inseparable 

from the social and political structures that model a society in any given moment, especially 

traditions, institutions, and formations. In this sense, a comprehensive history of Spanish 

cinema during the Second Republic from a cultural studies perspective, which includes the 

relation of dominant and oppositional social groups with tradition, “a deliberately selective and 

connecting process which offers a historical and cultural ratification of a contemporary order” 
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(Williams 1978) is much needed. 

The chronology of this thesis and the subject matter also calls for an evaluation of 

Spain’s coming to terms with modernity, and the role moving images had in the process. 

Amongst the numerous accounts of cinema and modernity (for instance Leo Charney and 

Huyssen 1986, Berman 1988, Vanessa R. Schwartz 1996, Pomerance 2006, Marcus 2010, 

Casetti 2008), I find Miriam Bratu-Hansen’s interpretation through the lens of Sigfried 

Kracauer and Walter Benjamin (1994, 2011) the most suggestive, especially for her complex 

view on mass culture, public sphere, and intellectual elites. See for instance;  “The cinema is a 

signature of modernity for Kracauer not simply because it attracts and represents the masses, 

but because it constitutes the most advanced cultural institution in which the masses, as 

relatively heterogeneous, undefined, and unknown form of collectivity, can represent 

themselves as a public.” (1994).  This idea of looking at the social imbrications of film culture 

outside of movie palaces is paramount to understand the social pedagogy put forward by 

instructional documentaries, bourgeois amateur films or proletarian film clubs analyzed 

throughout my thesis. 

3. Film Pedagogy: surpassing the avant-garde horizon 

As I explain in the description of my research project, one of the questions that this 

thesis wants to answer is how an alternative to commercial film culture was imagined 

throughout the mid 1920s/1930s in Spain. Most film historians would probably look into 

avant-garde film culture, mention the work of Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dalí -mainly Un Chien 

Andalou- and conclude by lamenting the lack of further relevant developments. But as I have 

stressed throughout previous pages, there were indeed many more advances in the 

noncommercial direction, although one has to think, and look, beyond the avant-garde and its 

romantic history of creative Davids against commercial Goliaths. In this sense, I understand 
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the numerous pedagogical efforts to train amateur filmmakers, documentary operators, or 

critical and politically conscious spectators as a film pedagogical impulse that challenged 

commercial film culture tout court, envisioning new uses for the medium.  

Indeed, the canonization of noncommercial cinema into a group of well-known avant-

garde filmmakers obscures other film experiences that radically altered film culture in many 

contexts. For instance, how do we account for the presence of Ernesto Giménez Caballero –

director of the key cultural journal La Gaceta Literaria, the Cineclub Español film club, and 

representative of Spain in the International Educational Cinematographic Institute in Rome- as 

Spanish delegate in the First International Congress of Independent Film at La Sarraz (1930), 

and the effects it had over film culture in Spain? Not to mention critic Juan Piqueras, director 

of the journal Nuestro Cinema -epicenter of Spanish radical film culture- who was delegate in the 

following congress in Brussels, ultimately falling out with avant-garde circles in Paris for their 

lack of “social” commitment. Arising from this is a larger problem of how to approach 

alternative institutions created by critics or bourgeois amateurs in search of a different role for 

moving images in society. In Malte Hagener’s account of the role that the avant-garde played 

in the emergence of film culture we find an example of the predominance that the term has in 

explaining any such developments: “The avant-garde could be held responsible for the 

naturalization of the documentary as a genre and for the foundation of film archives in 

different countries, for large-scale government support for cinema in virtually all European 

countries, for the establishment of film theory as a field of its own, and for the emergence of 

art house cinemas.” (Hagener 2007).  However, subsuming these developments under the 

rubric of the avant-garde risks, among other things, obscuring the particularities of the varied 

relationships of these groups and institutions to state and economic power.  

My thesis shows how a variety of film practices that coexisted, intersected, but also 
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departed from what we have historically termed the avant-garde were present in all of the 

realms listed by Hagener. Firstly, amateur and educational cinema fostered an urge to 

document traditions, places, industrial processes and political events with their lightweight 

equipment. This documentary tradition was recognized in both amateur and professional 

festivals. Secondly, prominent amateur filmmakers wrote the first institutional framework for 

film in Catalonia, with plans to establish a national archive, library, and an official newsreel. 

Thirdly, amateurs and film critics were actively involved in the fight to implement film in 

education, with critic Guillem Díaz-Plaja organizing the first university cinema course in 

Barcelona in 1932. Lastly, they created successful alternative exhibition spaces such as film-

clubs and small theatres, as well as journals in which filmmaking tips, theory, aesthetics, and 

transnational exchanges were discussed.  

I suggest, then, to look past the avant-garde in order to understand how vernacular 

filmic practices, including film pedagogy and the creation of an alternative cultural sphere to 

the commercial circuit, were widely discussed in the interwar period beyond the usual 

modernist intellectual elites in Paris and the like. In this regard I am inspired by the New 

Literary History special issue “What is an Avant-Garde?”, which poses such question as a 

“productive site for methodological and historical invention, and not merely a monument to 

the glorious past of radical art” (Eburne and Felski 2010). In other words, one has to take into 

account the transformative spirit of the avant-garde as creative horizon, but also understand 

how this impulse was present in many other practices that surpassed it. With this idea in mind, 

new genealogies of 1930s film culture emerge, some of them crucially connected to later 

developments in documentary or militant cinema, as well as radical film criticism. 

 Finally, I also explore how the characteristics of the Spanish context –with a small film 

industry, meager resources, but impressive citizen enthusiasm- favored the emergence of self-



 12 

taught nonprofessional and noncommercial film practices. Numerous examples of film 

pedagogy can be found in journals, film societies, worker clubs and other initiatives. This 

impulse to “learn” the medium and its possibilities beyond professional use provides a 

different interpretative framework to approach film culture of the interwar period. 

 

IMPORTANCE OF THE TOPIC 

In recent years, Film Studies scholarship has popularized the concept “Useful Cinema” 

to analyze the social, political, and cultural relevance of the medium beyond commercial films 

(see Dan Streible et al 2007 or Wasson and Acland 2011). Scholars have began to reconstruct 

the underrated effect that both institutional and nonprofessional film initiatives had in the way 

modern life was experienced and imagined in the first decades of the 20th century. Likewise, 

New Cinema History has emerged in the last years as a turn away from Film History as solely 

the study of films, to also focus on cinema as a site for social and cultural exchange (Elsaesser 

2004, Chapman et al 2007, Maltby et al 2011, Biltereyst 2012).  

To this note, the Spanish context has been completely overlooked by such scholarship, 

despite cultivating a vibrant film culture that was very much connected with international 

networks of moving image circulation. Take for instance the pedagogical missions of the 

Spanish Second Republic in the 1930s, which, inspired by similar experiences in Europe, 

travelled to remote areas of the country and showed films in villages that didn’t even have 

electricity. Or the widespread Catalan amateur film movement, which enthusiastically 

documented life with the first available consumer cameras, and organized the First 

International Amateur Film Congress in 1935. Deemed an inconsequential and peripheral 

country, scholars have missed the historical relevance of Spain as a failed empire caught 

between different national and internationalist desires, becoming a testing ground for the 
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political tensions that would soon erupt violently in Europe. Moreover, an in depth account of 

film’s political importance- from a transcultural perspective- in the social order of the country 

remains to be articulated.  

Ultimately, my thesis shows how distinctive features of this overlooked cultural history 

both complement and challenge current scholarly assumptions about the relationship between 

visual culture, politics, and mass entertainment in the first decades of the 20th century, which 

tend to be overwhelmingly based on commercial films. Firstly, my thesis adds to recent 

scholarship on the social importance of film beyond theatrical screens, for instance as a 

pedagogical device (Polan 2007, Oregon et al 2012), artistic avant-garde (Hagener 2007, 2014), 

or political instrument (Grieveson et al 2011, Jay and Ramaswamy 2014). Secondly, it does so 

from a transnational perspective, focusing on how film culture was already conceived through 

international exchanges and conversations from its inception, even in supposedly isolated 

contexts such as Spain. Thirdly, it provides a much-needed assessment of how film, mass 

culture, and class related beyond the commercial screen through a series of practices –amateur, 

documentary, militant criticism- largely overlooked by previous film scholarship.   

 

CONTRIBUTION TO THE FIELD 

My research project is informed by the desire to better understand the relationship 

between moving images and the sociopolitical tensions that characterized the interwar period 

of the 1920s and 1930s. In this sense, scholarly work has focused on a quite narrow 

understanding of “film” as movies exhibited in commercial cinemas, leaving out a wide array 

of cultural practices and encounters through which people mediated their experience of 

modern life. I will fill an important scholarly gap in Film History that is culturally but also 

sociologically and politically relevant. At the cultural level, it unearths a wealth of practices 
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such as amateur, militant or educational film experiences that have been overlooked by 

knowledge production. These practices are sociologically relevant because they reveal the 

importance of film in the construction of new social spaces and relations in the first decades of 

the 20th century. Lastly, this research project explores the role of militant and bourgeois 

filmmaking in the charged political context of pre civil war Spain and Europe, adding to the 

much-needed studies on the origins –sometimes paradoxical- of modern political filmmaking. 

This interdisciplinary conception of Film History is inclusive of both local and international 

networks of cinema circulation, offering a new transnational perspective on the subject matter. 

 

PRIOR RESEARCH ON THIS TOPIC 

The divide between theoretical and historically dominated methodologies between Spanish 

and English-language scholarship has created two different narratives for Spanish cinema. On 

the one side there is the more theoretical “cinema and modernism” argument -which explores 

the role of cinema in Spain's modernity, both before and after the dictatorship. It has been 

mainly used by English-language scholars such as Jo Labanyi (2013), Jordana Mendelson 

(2005), Marsha Kinder (1993) or Sandie Holguín (2002), but also by some isolated cases in 

Spain such as Joan Minguet Batllori (2000), who analyzes the intersections between cinema, 

modernity and the avant-garde in Catalonia. On the other side, we have the Spanish-language 

purely historicist account of how Spanish cinema developed throughout the 20th century -the 

pioneers, cinema industry, important directors, stars, relationship with other arts, etc- 

exemplified by the work of Román Gubern (2009), Julio Pérez Perucha (1997), García 

Fernández (2002) or José Caparrós Lera (2007).  

Amongst the film cultures left in the shadows -or barely researched- we can include avant-

garde, amateur, educational, industrial and militant or political filmmaking. Surely there is a 
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scarcity of research objects, but it seems that most Spanish film scholars assume that such film 

cultures just didn’t exist or weren’t relevant enough. In this sense, they seem to agree with Juan 

Antonio Bardem’s 1955 description of Spanish cinema as “politically inefficient, socially false, 

and intellectually negligible” (Mckenzie 2015). It is true that forty years of dictatorship 

repression didn’t favor the emergence of an easily identifiable politicized noncommercial film 

culture, but this doesn’t mean that we can’t find relevant examples if we look beyond the usual 

circuits. In the same way, the Primo de Rivera dictatorship (1923-1930) and turbulent first 

years of the Second Republic up to the Civil War (1931-1936) posed numerous obstacles to the 

development of an alternative film culture beyond the stereotypes advocated by Spanish 

commercial films, but this didn’t prevent its precarious development through different 

channels such as film clubs, journals or public educational programs. To answer Bardem’s 

words, Spanish cinema may have eventually become inefficient, false, and rickety, but it 

certainly tried not to be so, and it’s the role of film historians to research such attempts.   

Instead, film historians in Spain have focused majorly on commercial fiction films as their 

research objects, only mentioning in passing key histories such as the relationship between film 

and education, the amateur film movement of the 1920s and 1930s, the emergence of film 

clubs and Marxist film criticism before the Civil War, other engagements with foreign film 

cultures such as Italy or USA, or militant film in the midst of anti-Franco struggles. Even 

Vicente Benet, who wrote the first comprehensive cultural history of Spanish film (2012), after 

working with Tom Gunning at University of Chicago as a visiting scholar, focuses 

overwhelmingly on commercial films. For instance he devotes only ten pages -from a total of 

495- to the film culture explosion beyond theatrical settings of the first years of the Second 

Republic, focusing instead on the commercial film production of the time and its ambiguous 

relationship with the social and political reality of the country.  
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Regarding English-language scholars, to the best of my knowledge only Jordana 

Mendelson (2005) and Sandie Holguín (2002) have looked extensively beyond commercial 

films in their research. There have also been some isolated accounts such as Alison Sinclair’s 

chapter “Elitism and the cult of the popular Spain” (in Timms and Collier, 1988)- which 

analyzes the conflictive relationship between intellectuals, elitism, and popular cultural 

expressions. In any case, they all tend to focus on canonical avant-garde artists like Luis Buñuel 

or Salvador Dalí, showing the fixation with particular names and events in Spanish film history 

by English-language scholars. The work of underground militant collectives during the 

dictatorship, alternative circuits of production and distribution during the first years of 

democracy, and proletarian cinema experiences are still majorly invisible to the North 

American academy. These blind spots, coupled with Spanish-language scholarship’s own 

idiosyncrasies, have left the relationship between cinema and politics beyond the commercial 

screen largely under-researched, sparsely theorized, and inadequately historicized.  

For instance only a few isolated scholarly articles have dealt explicitly with the relationship 

between film and education during the Spanish Second Republic. Most of them belong to the 

research project Cine Educativo y Científico (Proyecto I+D+I HAR 2010 – 17094), funded by the 

Spanish Ministry of Culture from 2010 to 2013. The project is based on a comparative analysis 

of educational cinema in Spain, Argentina and Uruguay until 1960, and offers the first 

comprehensive history on the subject matter, emphasizing the interconnected nature of 

educational cinema, documentary, and propaganda during the interwar period (Ortega Gálvez 

2013). It published a special dossier –“Cinéma éducatif en Espagne”- in the journal Cahiers de 

civilisation espagnole contemporaine in Fall 2013, with contributions from scholars such as Fernando 

Camarero Rioja, María García Alonso, or María Luis Ortega Gálvez. 

The dossier is an invaluable point of departure for future research on the topic, but much 
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more work remains to be done. Indeed, beyond such efforts the beginning of documentary 

filmmaking in Spain -which is deeply tied with pedagogical advances in education and science 

as well as amateur cinema- is usually only mentioned in passing, or focused on specific 

directors such as Luis Buñuel, Carlos Velo or Fernando Mantilla (Redondo Neira 1971, Román 

Gubern 1977, Fernández Anxo 1996). For instance, despite identifying 35 Spanish 

documentaries shot in 1935 alone, film historian Román Gubern devotes most pages on the 

issue to Buñuel’s Land Without Bread, and the work of Velo and Mantilla. Even Documental y 

Vanguardia (Torreiro and Cerdán 2005), the most well known book on documentary 

filmmaking published recently in Spain, mostly ignores the documentary tradition before the 

Civil War. There is, then, no comprehensive analysis of how this documentary tradition 

emerged, why it adopted a characteristically pedagogical role, and how did it influence future 

filmmaking practices.  

 Likewise, the importance of film journals and critics in the cultural milieu of the 

Second Republic has received little scholarly attention. Aítor Hernández Eguíluz published a 

detailed –and very useful- survey of film related newspapers and journals during the Second 

Republic (2010), which unfortunately remains at the –very important but incomplete- level of 

strict historical description. It thus leaves aside the analysis of critical discourses and 

international connections fostered by such publications, something that we do find in David 

and Carlos Pérez Merinero’s book on Nuestro Cinema journal (1975), albeit from a rigid Marxist 

orthodoxy.  

 Only quite recently have scholars began to look into issues such as intellectual circles 

or the cultural politics of institutions. For instance Román Gubern devoted a book, Buñuel, los 

años rojos (2009), to the relationship between Luis Buñuel and the Spanish Communist Party 

(PCE), uncovering a wealth of information about the politicization of film culture before the 
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Civil War. Another very recent example is Marta García Carrión’s account of the relationship 

between national identity and cinema during the 1920s and 1930s (2013), which focuses mainly 

on commercial films, but also includes an exhaustive analysis of the way film criticism reflected 

the political debate over cinema and nationalism. The book foregrounds the importance of 

what critics and intellectuals wrote about cinema and politics instead of only discussing how 

particular films reflect these issues, which has been the common approach until now by 

Spanish film historians. 

Finally, save for a few sparse mentions, amateur cinema has been directly erased from 

Spanish film scholarship, except for Josep Torella’s short history of the movement (1965), 

written more for small gauge enthusiasts themselves rather than scholars. In the same 

direction, the Catalan government published an institutional book on amateur cinema in 

Catalonia (Tomàs i Freixa 2009), which provides a useful historical overview of the medium 

since its inception in the 1930s, but avoids any cultural, social or political interpretation, 

treating it instead as a “curious” vernacular tradition of little importance.  

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 The nature of this research project asks for an interdisciplinary and transnational 

approach that blends historical, sociological, and political approaches and materials. As a result, 

my methodology will be based on two phases; 1) extensive archival work and 2) subsequent 

critical historical analysis of materials. I have located a series of archives throughout Spain and 

abroad that hold extensive information on the every day cultural, social, and political life of the 

vibrant 1920s and 1930s. Their films, graphic materials, journals, newspapers, letters, and 

official documents allow for a reconstruction of a much more nuanced cultural history when 

read in conversation with each other.  



 19 

Archival Work 

 The study of Spanish film culture of the 1920s and 1930s requires detailed analysis of 

primary sources. I have already conducted preliminary research on the topic, finding a vast 

amount of information that needs to be academically articulated. Unfortunately the 

consequences of the Civil War and fear of political retaliation meant the destruction of 

countless key documents- such as the Juan Piqueras archive and many noncommercial films 

commissioned by the Republican government for instance- although many more survived and 

are housed today in archives throughout Spain. In this sense, to fill in the gaps created by the 

destruction of these materials we have to rely on secondary sources, testimonies, and other 

primary sources. Also, if we follow what Eric Smoodin (2014) calls the archival turn of the 

discipline –“[…]a new consideration of the materials we might use for writing history and to 

our sense of institutional relations in that history”, we have to take into account how 

unexpected research objects can illuminate forgotten aspects of film culture. These include, for 

instance, amateur, industrial, and scientific films, official institutional documents or political 

pamphlets. To better organize my research I have identified three general areas of research: 

print, graphic, and moving image sources.  

Print sources 

These include journals, pamphlets, newspapers, books, conference proceedings, private 

and public letters, official institutional documents, and secondary sources. Take for instance 

the Marxist journal Nuestro Cinema (1932-35), which had a clear transnational vocation and 

circulated a proletarian cinematographic imaginary through advertisings, film stills, editorials, 

and articles from Béla Balázs, Sergei Eisenstein, Ilya Trauberg, Vsevolod Pudovkin, Joris Ivens, 

León Moussinac, Georges Méliès, René Clair, and Spanish critics and writers such as Juan 

Piqueras, Rafael Sender, César M. Arconada, Luis Buñuel or Josep Renau. The importance of 



 20 

the journal, and others such as Octubre, Orto, Nueva Cultura, or Popular Film for interwar leftist 

film culture has been repeatedly downplayed by most film historians. I have also identified 

other relevant journals such as Cinema Amateur and Mirador, which represented the interests of 

bourgeois amateurs and elitist intellectuals respectively. Regarding institutional documents, I 

will look at the official cultural policies of the Spanish and Catalan governments, as well as 

proceedings from events like the Ibero-America film congress in 1931, or Spain's participation 

in the first International Congress of Cinema and Education in Rome in 1934, and the 

available issues of the Revista internacional del cinema educativo (Spanish version of the The 

International Review of Educational Cinematography). Amongst the archives to consult there is the 

Filmoteca Española and Biblioteca Nacional España (Madrid), Filmoteca Catalunya, Arxiu 

Nacional Catalunya, and Pavelló de la República (Barcelona), the Centro Documental de la 

Memoria Histórica (Salamanca), the Media History Digital library (online), the OSA Archivum 

(Budapest), or the International Institute of Social History (Amsterdam).   

Graphic Sources 

The film culture of the 1920s and 1930s is inseparable from other visual media such as 

photography, posters, graphic design, and painting. Although they will not form a central part 

of my argument, they provide important information on the different visual regimes that 

coexisted in Spain, and how different artistic realms permeated each other. For instance poster 

designer Josep Renau created the artwork for most Soviet and proletarian films introduced in 

Spain, and contributed to Nuestro Cinema, Orto, Octubre, and Nueva Cultura. Likewise, the work of 

Gabriel Casas and many other anonymous photographers during the Spanish Second Republic 

provides an essential account of the social, cultural, and political milieu in which my thesis is 

contextualized. Archives include the Arxiu Fotogràfic de Barcelona, MNAC Museum, and 

Arxiu Nacional de Catalunya (Barcelona), Biblioteca Nacional de España and Reina Sofía 
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Museum (Madrid).  

Film Sources 

 As elsewhere in Europe, innumerable materials were lost in Spain during the turbulent 

first half of the 20th century, so any film history from the time will be necessarily incomplete.   

On the other side, shifts in the discipline towards noncommercial materials have begun to 

unearth films practices previously ignored by scholars, especially regarding educational films 

and its connections with documentary filmmaking. For instance the recent restorations of Qué 

es España (Luis Araquistáin, 1926) -which provides an overview of the most important 

intellectuals of the time and expresses Spain’s desire to become a modern European nation- or 

Almadrabas (Carlos Velo, 1933) -an educational documentary of artisanal tuna fishing in the 

south of Spain- show an interest by public authorities in recovering film heritage beyond 

commercial films.  This trend, though, advances at a very small pace, amidst funding cuts and 

surprising reservations from archives to fully open their collections to researchers -not to 

speak of the public. Throughout my preliminary research I have established a fluent 

relationship with archivists from the Filmoteca Catalunya (Barcelona) and Filmoteca Española 

(Madrid). In the future I plan to do the same with Ciné-Archives (online film archive of the 

Parti Communiste Français), Cinemateque de Toulouse and the Centro Sperimentale di 

Cinematografia (Rome), in search of materials that prove the relevance and scope of interwar 

noncommercial film in Spain.  

Critical Analysis 

 Once these sources -print, graphic, and moving images- have been consulted, I will 

analyze the connections between them, with special attention to how can they be traced to 

similar developments worldwide, what was their relationship to the social and political realms, 



 22 

and what can they add altogether to our understanding of film culture. So far most of these 

materials have been read in isolation, according to their own national framework and without 

following the international connections they were part of. Therefore, through careful critical 

historical analysis, this research project will trace these connections from a local, national, and 

transnational perspective, offering a more complex view- based on the Spanish context- of the 

sociopolitical influence of film in the interwar period.  

 

CHAPTER BREAKDOWN 

Introduction - Mobilizing cinema: the emergence of film culture in Spain (1929-1936) - 

This introductory section highlights the quite overlooked vibrancy and scope of Spain’s 

film culture from the end of the 1920s up to the beginning of the Civil War in 1936. It will 

contextualize this cultural explosion in the country’s radicalized public sphere, with different 

ideologies -bourgeois liberalism, socialism, anarchism, communism, fascism- competing for 

political, social and cultural hegemony. The aim is to insert the Spanish context into 1930s film 

scholarship, from which it has been largely excluded, showing how it can illuminate new 

perspectives on the emergence of film culture, the avant-garde, film education, and cinema 

beyond the commercial screen. This will open the ground for Chapter one, which focuses on 

the transnational connections of interwar leftist film culture. 

Chapter 1 - International leftist film criticism and the pedagogy of images - 

In this chapter I will contextualize Spanish noncommercial film cultures of the 1930s 

in the generalized attempt by filmmakers and critics worldwide to explore the possibilities of 

the medium beyond the commercial screen. I will use texts by critics Harry Potamkin (US), 

Leon Moussinac (France), Umberto Barbaro (Italy), Dziga Vertov (USSR) and Juan Piqueras 

(Spain) to explore how their different projects resonated amongst each other, creating an 
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incipient network of international film criticism that rejected purely commercial film culture, 

advocating instead for a transformative film pedagogy at the service of social change through 

the creation of film societies, journals, worker clubs, and different cultural organizations.  

Chapter 2 - Film criticism and ideology - 

Emphasizing this circulation of revolutionary thought during the 1930s, chapter two 

focuses on how radical political thought and aesthetics were introduced in Spain through film 

criticism and theory. It focuses on a circle of Marxist intellectuals who called for a 

transformation of Spain's film culture from an anemic version of Hollywood to a new cinema 

devoted to social change. In the absence of relevant political filmmakers at the time, figures 

like Juan Piqueras, Antonio del Amo, Mateo Santos or Cesar M. Arconada became the center 

of an alternative film culture project radiated from the pages of journals such as Nuestro Cinema, 

Pueblo, Mundo Obrero, Popular Film, or Octubre. They successfully introduced Soviet cinema, 

Agitprop, and social documentary into Spanish cultural circles, paving the way for the 

proliferation of proletarian film clubs and revolutionary film screenings during the Civil War.  

Chapter 3 - A bourgeois regime of vision: 1930s Catalan amateur cinema - 

Contrasting the openly politicized film culture discussed in chapter 2, I will continue 

my assessment of noncommercial film culture in Spain with the overlooked, but highly 

relevant, bourgeois amateur film movements of the time, which begun as a series excursionist 

clubs that ended up organizing international amateur film contests and congresses. Of special 

importance was their elitist rejection of commercial cinema and their defense of amateur 

cinema as guarantor of the artistic essence of cinema. This chapter will explore how the 

inclusion of these amateur materials in film history allows us to rethink accepted narratives on 

the emergence of moving image culture. In this sense, it also revises the negative categories -
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nonprofessional, noncommercial, nontheatrical, amateur- used by scholars to approach such 

materials, offering instead a positive categorization as formations that had a “significant and 

sometimes decisive influence on the active development of a culture (Williams 1978).  

Chapter 4 - Institutionalizing cinema and education in Spain - 

In this final chapter I analyze how the importance of film as a pedagogical tool -in all 

its different forms explored until now- coalesced in a series of institutional policies on cinema 

and education in Spain. The politics of this relationship between film and education will be 

fleshed out through two different case studies. Firstly, I focus on the institutional cultural 

policies of the Spanish Second Republic and its project of top-down “enlightened” education, 

epitomized by the work of the “Pedagogical Missions” and its ambiguous position towards an 

education of mass “without inciting social revolution” (García Alonso 2013). Secondly, I 

analyze how the Catalan Autonomous government attempted to use cinema to construct a new 

national imaginary, conceiving one of the first comprehensive institutional plans for cinema 

after the USSR and Germany.  

Conclusion - Rethinking film history beyond commercial film- 

The conclusion will summarize the different overlooked film cultures analyzed 

throughout the chapters, in order to suggest a reevaluation of canonical Spanish film history, 

which has focused overwhelmingly on commercial fiction films. It also insists on the benefits 

of rearranging the overall map of knowledge production in film studies, including previously 

ignored networks of film production, distribution, and exhibition. 

TIMELINE TO COMPLETION 

• First chapter by May 2016 (version for Specialization Examination) 

• Introduction by September 2016 (research conducted over the summer) 
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• Second chapter by January 2016 (will ask to teach in Fall semester) 

• Winter 2017 research in Spain for Chapters 3 and 4 

• Chapter 3 by May 2017 

• Chapter 4 by September 2017 

• Conclusions and revisions during Fall 2017 (will ask to teach in Fall semester) 

• Submission to Cinema Department by January 15 2018 deadline 
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Almadrabas (Carlos Velo, 1933) 

Aigua (Joan Salvans, 1932) 

Aurora de Esperanza (Antonio Sau, 1937) 

Carne de Fieras (Armand Guerra, 1936) 

Celuloide Colectivo (Oscar Martín, 2009) 

Chapaev (Georgi Vasilyev and Sergey Vasilyev, 1935) 

Diaris (Joan Salvans, 1924) 

Estampas (Jose Val del Omar, 1932) (Pedagogical Missions) 

España 1936 (Jean Paul Le Chanois, 1937) 

El Perro Negro (Peter Forgacs, 2005) 

Groza (Vladimir Petrov, 1934) 

K Sobitiyam v Ispanii Newsreel (Román Karmen and Boris Makasséiev, 1937-39) 

Kuhle Wampe oder: Wem gehört die Welt? (Slatan Dudow, 1932) 

Komsomol (Joris Ivens, 1933) 

La Ciudad y el Campo (Carlos Velo and Fernando G. Mantilla, 1934) 

La Aldea Maldita (Florían Rey 1929) 

La Malcasada (Francisco Gómez Hidalgo, 1926) 

Land without bread (Luis Buñuel, 1932) 

Laya Films Newsreels (1936-1939) 

L’home important (Domènec Giménez i Botey, 1935) 

Magyar (Delmir de Caralt, 1930) 

Memmortigo? (Delmiro de Caralt, 1934) (Key Catalan amateur film) 
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Noticiario de Cineclub (Ernesto Giménez Caballero, 1930) 

Qué es España (Luis Araquistaín and Cayetano Coll i Cuchí, 1926) 

The Spanish Earth (Joris Ivens, 1937) 

The Road to life (Nikolai Ekk, 1931) 

The End of St. Petersburg (Vsevolod Pudovkin and Mikhail Doller, 1927) 

Un Chien Andalou (Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dali, 1929) 


