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Introduction: through feminine eyes

Parvati Nair and Julian Daniel Gutiérrez-Albilla

The purpose of this volume is to critically examine the work of Hispanic
and Lusophone female filmmakers. In paying homage to the creative work
of these women directors, we want to start by alluding to another creative
practice which functions as a metaphor that is associated with the realm of
the feminine: weaving. If weaving has historically been seen as a marginal
craft practised by women, our critical project self-affirmatively rescues
this creative practice from its marginal status and uses it as a metaphor
that describes the process of bringing this project into existence. In other
words, this volume ‘weaves’ several ‘threads’ by working at the intersec-
tions between feminist film theory, gender studies and film practices by
women in Latin America, the US, Portugal and Spain. As is well known,
feminist film studies in the Anglo-American academy, highly influenced by
the pioneering psychoanalytically inflected work of Laura Mulvey (1975),
have primarily concentrated on the way in which women are represented
in dominant cinema, namely that of classical Hollywood, as objects of a
cinematic gaze that is ideologically shaped by the hegemony of patriarchy
and heteronormativity. Although, since the 1980s, there has been significant
research in feminist film studies celebrating non-mainstream and avant-
garde cinematic practices by women, as well as directors working in more
marginal areas such as exploitation cinema, using a wide range of theoreti-
cal and methodological frameworks, there is as yet very limited scholarship
on this vital aspect of the study of Hispanic and Lusophone cinemas. The
limited research in the field of Hispanic and Lusophone female filmmak-
ers has concentrated on empirical approaches that are primarily based on
compilations of interviews with these female filmmakers, without estab-
lishing conceptual and theoretical frameworks for interpreting such filmic
practices. The focus of this volume is less on an empirical and/or exhaus-
tive documentation of Portuguese, Spanish, Latin American and US Latino
films made by women than on the critical and theoretical implications of
pertinent films with regard to the study of each contributor. This volume
does not attempt to trace a history of cinematic practices directed by women
in Latin America, Portugal, Spain or the US, or a history of feminist film
criticism in the Anglo-American academy or in Latin America, Portugal
and Spain. Instead, using films directed by women during the twentieth and
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twenty-first centuries as case studies, this volume concentrates on issues of
critical discourse and debates and filmic or cultural representation, thereby
seeking new ways of approaching the complicated status of Hispanic and
Lusophone female identities and subjectivities through filmic and theoretical
analyses and offering critical interventions and theoretical interrogations in
existing scholarship. The pioneering works of Susan Martin-Marquez, Sight
Unseen: Feminist Discourses and Spanish Cinema (1999), or Ofelia Ferran’s
and Kathleen Glenn’s edited volume on women’s narrative and film in
twentieth-century Spain (2002) applied a feminist film theoretical perspec-
tive to films directed by women in Spain. Although this book pays tribute to
the invaluable research carried out by these authors and editors, it intends
to establish a strong transnational and comparative emphasis on films made
by women in Portugal, Spain, Latin America and film practices made by
US Latina filmmakers. We include a chapter on Chicana cinema, namely
the cinema of Lourdes Portillo, as this is an area that has yet to be given its
due place within the Hispanic cinematic canon. The book also points to the
current necessity to work at a transnational level by establishing resonances
and disjunctions between films made by female filmmakers on both sides of
the Atlantic. As Helena Lopez argues in Chapter 11, ‘the digital revolution,
together with the transformation of industrial capitalism, has resulted in an
intensification of transnational economic, political and social structures, in
turn resulting in both the erosion of the old notion of the modern nation-
state and the global circulation of flows, of financial capital, commodities,
information, people and images’. Hence, to return to the metaphor that
opened this volume, it is the ‘weaving’ of all these ‘threads’ that allows us to
create our own ‘tapestry’: a critical study that both fills a gap in and extends
the field of Hispanic and Lusophone film studies.

Rethinking the terms ‘Hispanic’ and ‘Lusophone’

It is important to question, then, the starting points that necessarily
frame the cultural parameters of this project: the terms ‘Hispanic’ and
‘Lusophone’ that bring with them the haunting of Empire and of long
histories of violence and exploitation, with an attendant subsuming of the
local and the indigenous. Our aim is most definitely not to corroborate
these echoes from the past, nor, indeed, to perpetuate them. Yet, we are also
aware that these very terms cover vast geopolitical tracts and also that, in
their persistence through and beyond the collapse of Empire, they further
carry within them the seeds of resistance and renewal. The Hispanic and
the Lusophone have come to denote not merely the extension of imperial
Iberia, but also the claims to recognition of that which is hybrid and evolv-
ing, dissonant perhaps, but also dynamic. For different political reasons and
evolving over different time-spans, this is so both in the Iberian Peninsula
and in the Americas. They denote the transformation of elitist culture
imposed by the ideology and practice of Empire and the pervasive legacy
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of colonialism to an engagement and creativity that flows back and forth
across cultural, historical and economic circuits that continue to connect
Spain and Portugal with the Americas. In their evolution from the impe-
rial agenda, these terms have turned fluid and transatlantic, mediating
between the Iberian Peninsula and its languages and cultures, on the one
hand, and the diverse and enormously vibrant cultural milieux of its former
colonies, on the other. Cinema plays a crucial role here and, when seen in
terms of the filmmaking of women, marks out the assertion of the doubly
marginalised in innovative ways. The result, as we see in the chapters to
come, has been a vast and rapidly expanding mosaic of cultural innovation.
In addition, as Paul Julian Smith emphasises in Chapter 1 of this volume,
Spanish and Latin American cinema is currently relying on the system of
co-productions between these two geographical regions in the face of the
economic and cultural globalisation that is associated with our neoliberal
societies. This system of co-productions has enhanced the cross-fertilisation
of ideas across the Atlantic, as well as contributing to problematising the
idea of what constitutes a national cinema. While the work of these film-
makers will be considered within the Portuguese, Spanish, Latin American
and Latino contexts from which they arise, defined as these are by Hispanic,
Luso-Brazilian and Latino cultures, the volume establishes productive
connections between film practices across these geographical areas by
identifying common areas of concern on the part of these female ilmmak-
ers. The volume also pays attention to the heterogeneity of the different
socio-cultural contexts in which these film practices by women emerge. This
book thus explores the transcultural connections, as well as the cultural
specificities, that can be established between these Spanish, Portuguese,
Latin American and Latino contexts within and beyond the framework of
the nation state. Our volume thus attempts to trace the historical connec-
tions that can be mapped vis-a-vis the production of films made by women
and the process of social emancipation of women in societies that have been
historically associated with a patriarchal and even heteronormative ideol-
ogy. To focus, therefore, on Hispanic or Lusophone women filmmakers is
not to predetermine the contours either of such cinema or of the perspec-
tives of such a grouping of filmmakers. Instead, it is to query and to explore
this shifting arena, starting first of all by turning to the historical. For it is
precisely the haunting of Empire that, as previously mentioned, resonates
in the Hispanic and the Lusophone, as well as with regard to the position
of women in such ideological contexts, and so it is to this haunting that we
must first turn.

The haunting of empire and patriarchy

The spread of the Iberian empire, concomitant as it was with the Catholic
Reconquest of 1492, was predicated on religious grounds. Catholicism
accompanied, and indeed supported, the harnessing of the Americas to
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the political and economic benefit of Spain and Portugal. The conquest of
America meant that the languages and cultures of Iberia became common
currency across the Atlantic and, more importantly, that the values and
social norms of the colonisers were transported and imposed upon the
locals, often in ways that were stultifying to women in particular. No doubt
one of the better known of these cultural phenomena is that of marianismo,
or the socio-religious cult of Mary that imposes idealised gender stereotypes
on women, which has played a determining role in the evolution of gender
long after decolonisation. In turn, this has led to a complex web of politics
that must be noted. As Hanna Herzog and Anne Braude note (2009), it is
particularly in postmodern contexts, where the unfinished and splintered
projects of modernity overlap confusingly with tradition, that gender,
religion and politics are most enmeshed. If, on a global scale, this is most
apparent in the margins of hegemonic cultures, then, within these spaces,
it is once again the crevice or the margin (i.e. the margin of the margin) —
gendered, this time, and very commonly peopled by women — that displays
the complex entanglements and turmoil of gender, religion and politics.
Equally, these are also the loci of resurgence, whereby marianismo, particu-
larly in today’s ‘post-feminist’ context, ceases to be the passive acceptance
or imbibing of the stereotype and turns instead into the fertile ground from
which a resurgence of gender propositions can be formulated (Montoya
et al., 2002). In this context, feminism and feminist theory play a pivotal
role in the triggering of new ways of imagining and performing gender.
Cinema, as a medium of the masses, offers ample scope for delineating and
envisioning new possibilities for gender. As Steve Marsh and Parvati Nair
state, ‘films open up a panorama of experience that temporarily transports
the cinema-goer away from private, domestic routine to public, global
horizons and in that movement lies the disturbing power of film’ (2005:
3). Filmmaking by women becomes, as we shall see in this volume, an
important route to exploring what lies outside of and beyond the stereotype
through reflexivity on violence and conflict, and through visual and narra-
tive explorations of migration, exile, subjectivity, history or individual and
collective memory.

In opening a space for filmmaking by women, it is perhaps also worth
noting that the politics of gender, whereby women have traditionally been
disempowered, apply in similar measure across Hispanic and Lusophone
contexts. There is little doubt that, on both sides of the Atlantic, the hold
of religion on society translated into an entrenched patriarchy and a dis-
placement of women as political and social agents. This, in turn, has had
serious economic repercussions for women. In Spain, for example, the
belated emergence of even the most basic legal rights for women in the
wake of almost four decades of dictatorship (from 1939 to 1975), such as
those of divorce or ownership of finances, to name just a few, coincided
with the sustained, if limited, emergence of women filmmakers. As Maria
Cami-Vela states, the first generation of women filmmakers to emerge in



