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BASTERRETXEA’S FACTORY:
NOTES TOWARD A 
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Through a study of the relationship between film and 
production, and more specifically, between film and the 
figure of the factory, we present a proposal for interpret-
ing Basque cinema from a 'constructive' perspective. 
The starting point is the film Operación H (1963) by 
Néstor Basterretxea and the need understand the prob-
lems involved in the ways in which community has been 
conceived in Basque film.
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1 Gilles Deleuze, “Capitalismo e schizophrenia,” Tempi moderni 
12 (1972): 51.

2 Román Gubern, in his much-cited Historia del cine [History of 
cinema] released in numerous editions, calls our attention to 
the history that precedes the invention of motion pictures. It 
is a history filled with other inventions—some just as impor-
tant as cinema, such as photography—that point to activities 
associated with play, distraction, or melancholy, activities 
that via their “disfunction” bring about the appearance of an 
Other gaze. This is a protohistory of film understood as a gaze 
that suspends the direct relationship between mechanism 
and discipline. We might recall, for example, the importance 
of French inventor Joseph-Nicéphore Niépce (1765–1833), 
“withdrawn and of idle disposition… absorbed in his expe-
riments,” who succeeded in capturing the first photograph; 
optical toys and games based on retinal persistence; or the 
cinematograph mechanism that occurred to Louis Lumière 
“during a night of insomnia”; Román Gubern, Historia del cine 
(Barcelona: Anagrama, 2014), 16–20.

To say that [the subconscious] is produc-
tive means we no longer treat it as we have 
until now, as a sort of theater representing 
a privileged drama. We think of the subcon-
scious not as a theater but rather as a factory.1

FILM AS A FACTORY OF DESIRE

Cinema is the result of an experiment that 
during moments of leisure or recreation in-
vents a way of looking in those zones where 
the factory or the train—those key figures in 
the processes of modern industrialization—
cannot see.2 In what follows, I propose a study 
of Basque cinema that creates a dialogue be-
tween film and the factory, taking as a point 
of departure Néstor Basterretxea’s (1924–
2014) cinematic production from the 1960s, 
particularly the short film Operación H (1963). 
For Basque cultural production, the 1960s 
were a particularly transformative moment 
emancipating culture from the imaginative 
horizons of turn-of-the-century Basque na-
tionalism.3 The way in which art and produc-
tion embrace one another in Operación H, from 
the perspective of the factory, is especially 
original in this sense since, as I will analyze 
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in what follows, there are very few Basque 
cultural objects centered on factory life. With 
a conceptual analysis that details some of the 
emblematic points of the relationship be-
tween film and the factory throughout the 
history of cinema, the main aim of this article 
is to consider, via the concept of the factory, 
the possibility of a “constructive” perspec-
tive in Basque cinema. This proposal inevita-
bly requires that we note that the factory, as 
a space of work and category of thought, has 
undergone considerable modifications in the 
last fifty years, modifications that film has 
amply documented. The first two sections 
of this article provide a conceptual and con-
textual framework for my relational study of 
film and the factory.

The German filmmaker Harun Farocki of-
fers in his work a point of departure that is 
crucial for a dialogic consideration of the 
relationship between film and the factory. 
In 1995, he created Arbeiter verlassen die Fab-
rik/Workers Leaving the Factory, a visual es-
say that commemorates one of the Lumière 
brothers’ first moving picture projections, 
La sortie des usines Lumière à Lyon/Employees 
Leaving the Lumière Factory in Lyon (1895) [Fig. 
1]. In Farocki’s film, the voice-over positions 
film in a space that is closer to the outside of 

the factory than to its interior, alongside the 
machines of (post)industrial production:

Whenever possible film has moved hastily 
away from factories. Factories have not at-
tracted film, rather they have repelled it. If we 
line up one hundred years of scenes of peo-
ple leaving factories we can imagine that the 
same shot had been taken over and over. Like 
a child who repeats his first word for one hun-
dred years to immortalize its pleasure in that 
first spoken word. Or like Far Eastern artists 
who repeatedly paint the same picture until it 
is perfect and the artist can enter the picture. 
When we could no longer believe in such per-

fection, film was invented.4

Farocki proposes a reading of film as a 
form of expression that contains at its origin 
the site from which to look once the workday 
is over and work is dead. The scenes that he 
compiles over the course of eleven years pro-
ject images of workers leaving the Volkswa-
gen, Ford, and Siemens factories, and they 
show the same sequence repeated to exhaus-
tion: the working multitudes rushing out of 
the factory as though they were propelled 
by a force that expelled them viscerally. The 
dreams of the film industry are projected 
onto this exit. In a sequence from this film, 
Farocki takes us to the exit of an assembly 
line of a canned foods factory. In a 1952 Fritz 
Lang film, Clash by Night, Marilyn Monroe 
meets up with the actor who is her partner 
in the movie, and they walk away from the 
factory eating a bar of chocolate—Lang being 
the same director who demonized industrial 
production and factory work in the classic si-
lent film Metropolis (1927). The camera is po-
sitioned outside of the factory, and it follows 

Fig. 1: La sortie des usines Lumière à Lyon/Employees Leaving 
the Lumière Factory in Lyon (Louis Lumière, 1895).

3 See Elixabete Ansa Goicoechea, Mayo del 68 vasco: Oteiza 
y la cultura política de los sesenta (Iruñea-Pamplona: Pa-
miela, 2019).

4  Arbeiter verlassen die Fabrik/Workers Leaving the Fac-
tory (Harun Farocki, 1995), 33´20´´ – 34´42´´´.
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the couple’s conversation at an intimate dis-
tance as they enjoy the chocolate bar.

Farocki’s hypothesis aims to prove that film 
looks at and proposes bourgeois leisure as de-
sire, leisure that is shot through with a sub-
lime grace based on the culture of stardom. 
In an analysis that grows out of a critique of 
the ideological apparatuses of the state, Slavoj 
Žižek proposes a similar thesis in Sophie Fi-
ennes’s visual essay, The Pervert’s Guide to 
Cinema (2006). Žižek’s essay opens with a 
sequence from Clarence Brown’s 1931 movie, 
Possessed, in which a young working woman 
from the provinces sees a train go by and is 
able to admire from afar the charmed life un-
folding inside the train cars: the preparation 
of a delicious dinner, the ironing of high-end 
suits, a woman wearing lingerie, and a couple 
in formal dress dancing to the rhythm of the 
music; all in the blink of an eye, while the train 
arrives in the village. That is film: glamour 
and leisure as desire’s main assets.5

The factory is not a place that inspires this 
production of desire, which is why film, as an 
industry, has distanced itself from the fac-
tory, according to Farocki. In this way, film 
became the apparatus that throughout the 
twentieth century best articulated the ex-
pansion of disciplinary control over bodies, 
beyond the modern institutional spaces of 
surveillance. If Michel Foucault detailed in-
stitutional spaces such as factories, schools, 
hospitals, and prisons, what Farocki demon-
strates, by positing the Lumière brothers’ 
short as “end,” is that film erases the bound-
ary represented by the factory doors. Film 
inaugurates an era when, independent of the 
inside or outside of the factory, all space is 
a space of control. In his “Postscript on the 
Societies of Control” (1990), Gilles Deleuze 
points out that it is the society of control, of 
open spaces, television, marketing, private 
debt, and consumption, among other things, 
and not the modern disciplinary society, that 
best defines the reach of discipline from the 
1990s onward. Farocki proposes that such 

control was already emerging, in relation to 
cinema, in 1895. 

At the turn of the millennium, essayist and 
artist Octavi Comeron recalls this reading 
when analyzing the creation of Volkswagen’s 
“transparent factory” in 2001. In his 2007 
book Arte y postfordismo. Notas desde la Fábri-
ca Transparente (Art and post-Fordism: notes 
from the Transparent Factory), he describes 
the “factory-theater-museum” nature of that 
space: a “factory” that behind glass panels 
functions in the open, with workers dressed 
in white overalls and smocks constructing 
car parts on parquet floors made of Canadian 
maple (a detail that Comeron repeats sarcas-
tically throughout the text). Factory, theater, 
and museum fuse and constitute one self-
same condition. It is not surprising, then, as 
Comeron notes, that so many factories have 
become museums in recent decades, such as 
the Lumière brothers’ factory itself that pro-
duced photographic plates in Lyon (France), 
the Tate Modern in the old London power 
station, the CaixaForum in the Casaramona 
textile factory in Barcelona, or, in the Basque 
context, the Tabakalera workshop and ex-
hibit spaces in the old tobacco factory in 
Donostia-San Sebastián. 

 

Comeron writes that: 

This reminds us that it is difficult now to 
know to what extent, or in what moment, we 
leave the Factory. Some authors have sug-
gested the term workfare to characterize the 
systematic reduction in the possibility of 
finding viable existential frameworks in the 
nonwork space. And perhaps that is one of 
the images our era offers us: one that in vari-
ous registers tells us that we live, beyond any 

5 The controversial Soviet critic Ilya Ehrenburg used the title 
“Dream factory” for the text that synthesized his own critical 
views on the opiate-like effect of the relationship between film 
and the factory/industry. See Ilya Ehrenburg, La fábrica de 
sueños (Barcelona: Melusina, 2008).  
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workday, immersed in the Transparent Fac-
tory. In the way of life of late capitalist soci-
eties, spectacle, work, and subjectivity exist 
in a state of fusion. The Transparent Factory 
that unfolds in our lives does not have any 
glass panes that clearly define its limits: that 
is its defining trait and what determines its 
phantasmagorical character.6

This understanding of the factory is the re-
sult of a continuity in the development of the 
capitalist economy—the expansion of the fac-
tory into the realm of leisure, visited by global 
tourists. The welfare state, custodian of the 
division of labor, results in a teleological pro-
gression of capitalist expansion, in a life of/in 
work, where absolute sovereignty is not in the 
hands of the state that regulates life and work 
spaces but rather in the hands of capital. The 
Transparent Factory, without segregating the 
workspace, is thus the magnanimous site of 
the “postsovereign” present.7

In this contemporary condition defined by 
postsovereignty, Oscar Ariel Cabezas inter-
prets another classic in the history of cine-
ma that directly relates film to the factory: 
Charlie Chaplin’s 1936 Modern Times. Cabezas 
points out to us another limit in relation to 
this film, and to the film industry in gener-
al: the limit Chaplin’s dissident pantomime 
comes up against upon becoming part of a 
culture of entertainment. Cabezas proposes 
this thesis with regard to Chaplin’s transition 
in this film, from pantomime to song:  

The “Italian operetta” Chaplin sings [at 
the end of the film] foreshadows the society 
of spectacle as hegemon, which offers deliv-
erance from the torment of the disciplining 
of the worker’s body that takes place under 
the control of Taylorist culture. This deliv-
erance cannot take place because Chaplin’s 
criminal beloved is discovered by the police 
and both must flee the restaurant leaving 
behind a visual and humanist trail in their 
wake that indicates that they could have 
remedied their poor, unemployed condition 

through the exhibitive value of their per-
formance. Indeed, the historical-cinematic 
importance of Modern Times is that it con-
tains the historicity of the forms that mani-
fest the relationship between man, machine, 
and musical language that is folded into 
the spectacle of consumption as resistance, 
and, specifically in Chaplin, as resistance 
expressed through pantomime. Nonethe-
less, the passage from industrial culture to 
post-Fordist culture condemns the greatness 
of the filmic pantomime genius to neutrali-
zation or death in the language of dance and 
song subjugated to consumption and to what 
will become the dominant pattern of the en-

tertainment industry.8

Given this parallel development of the 
film industry and societies of control, in a 
space beyond the factory as limit or bound-
ary, we might ask the following questions: 
Does film propose any relationship that 
would differ from this one? Has film created 
moving images that contradict this logic of 
control in which Farocki, Žižek, and Cabez-
as inscribe film? How does this comparison 
between film and societies of control relate 
to the social and economic context of the 
Basque Country?  

I have mentioned Tabakakera as an im-
portant place in this regard, where, in 2015, 
the former tobacco factory opened its doors 
as the International Centre for Contempo-
rary Culture, housing in its 37,000 square 
meters the Basque Film Archive, the offices 
of the San Sebastián International Film Fes-
tival, Elías Querejeta Zine Eskola, the Etxe-
pare Basque Institute, the cultural program-
ming of Kutxa Kultur (linked to the Kutxa 
Foundation), a restaurant that is part of the 

6 Octavi Comeron, Arte y postfordismo. Notas desde la Fábrica 
Transparente (Madrid: Fundación Arte y Derecho, 2007), 43. 

7    Oscar Ariel Cabezas, Postsoberanía. Literatura, política y tra-
bajo (Madrid: Escolar y Mayo Ediciones, 2018).

8    Cabezas, Postsoberanía, 178-9. 
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Basque Culinary Center, and other private 
initiatives. This concept of culture based on 
public and private investment, underscor-
ing traditional/local and global aspects of 
Basque culture (mainly through food with a 
strong local and rural emphasis, and the In-
ternational Film Festival) follows a formula 
that is common in the Basque Country and 
Spain of thinking about culture as the “sub-
limation” of (late) capitalism. A constant 
tension arises at the Centre between projects 
that wish to place the Guipuzcoan coast in a 
global tourism circuit and more local actions 
that construct communal projects support-
ed by the surrounding communities [Fig. 2].9 

The crowning moment of cultural and artis-
tic policies that incentivize the embellishment 

of late capitalism in the Basque Country is 
represented by the Guggenheim Museum Bil-
bao, an emblem at the level of the autonomous 
community and the state (if not globally). The 
transition from industrial capitalism to the 
hegemony of postindustrial leisure and ser-
vice is evident even on the museum’s website: 
“The Guggenheim Museum Bilbao was built 
between October 1993 and October 1997 and 
the site chosen, on a former wharf with port 
and industrial use on a curve of the Nervión, 
represented recovery of the banks of the riv-
er for the city, redeveloping them for culture 
and leisure.”10 It is a widely studied example,11 
one denounced by those who—since Spain’s 
15M if not before—critique the cultural poli-
cies of the state and of the autonomous com-
munities that drive Spain’s installation in a 
framework of globalized consumption.12 Oc-
tavi Comeron, along with art critic Jorge Luis 
Marzo, published a book criticizing the way 
that the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao’s suc-
cess led to widespread interest, in Madrid as 
well as other autonomous communities, in 
cultural centers that would establish Spain in 
the global tourism industry.

What is most relevant in representational 
terms when thinking about and problem-
atizing the relationship between film and 
the factory in the Basque Country is that 
the Basque cultural production that feeds 
global tourism forgets about the factory. As 
Farocki clearly explained in his panoram-
ic analysis of the film industry, the facto-
ry in film does not animate the production 
of dreams, nor has it done so in the Basque 

9 Particularly relevant in this regard is the center’s opening 
event, titled Mañana Goodbye: Grupo de mujeres que traba-
jan juntas (Goodbye Tomorrow: Women Working Together) 
(2015). The center carried out a process of research and 
mediation with artists Marion Cruza and Pablo Marte, with 
the participation of a group of women who used to work in 
the factory, delving into the history of the old Tabakalera. This 
process of mediation culminated in an exhibit showing what 
had been achieved through this collaboration in the form of an 
installation that the public could visit.   

Fig. 2: Female workers leaving the tobacco factory in Donos-
tia-San Sebastián, archival footage featured in opening event 
of the Tabakalera International Centre for Contemporary 
Culture, titled Mañana Goodbye: Grupo de mujeres que tra-
bajan juntas (Goodbye Tomorrow: Women Working Together) 
(2015). The event was the result of a process of research and 
mediation carried out by the artists Marion Cruza and Pablo 
Marte and a group of women who used to work in the factory. 
This culminated in an exhibit in the form of an installation that 
the public could visit.
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case. There is a desire instead for a rural ar-
cadia; the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, for 
example, alludes symbolically to that arca-
dia and the preindustrial economy of fish-
erman in the form of a spectacular titanium 
ship that arises from Bilbao’s inlet as the 
contemporary iteration of a trope that has 
been common in Basque culture since the 
late nineteenth century: the confirmation of 
an “Other” national identity as rural/prein-
dustrial pueblo. Even now, in the twenty-first 
century, the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao 
makes anew the identity Basques have cre-
ated since the late nineteenth century, coin-
ciding with those—doubled “othered”—dis-
courses that a European and North American 
imperial perspective has created since then 
with regard to the Basque people.13

The first important example of this tradi-
tion in film is Mauro Azkona’s 1928 El may-
orazgo de Basterretxe (The mayorazgo of Bas-
terretxe)—based on the costumbrista novel 
Mirentxu (1914) by Jesuit Pierre Lhande—a 
film that exalts pastoral village life and sym-
pathizes with an ideological project rooted in 
Basque nationalism in which the mayorazgos 
represent a continuation of the fueros. This 
movie gave rise to widespread costumbris-
ta ethnographic film, and it would reemerge 
as important in the late 1960s with Ama Lur 
(Motherland) (1968), also directed by Nestor 
Basterretxea and Fernando Larruquert. Even 
earlier than Ama Lur, it is worth tying the pro-
duction of ethnographic film to the figure of 
Pío Caro Baroja, among others, who began to 
produce films in the late 1950s and made sev-
eral documentaries for TVE about the Basque 
Country and Navarra in the 1960s: Deportes 
vascos (Basque sports) (1966), El valle del 
Iraurgui (The Iraurgui valley) (1966), Bertso-
laris (Bertso singers) (1967), and La Javierada 
(The pilgrimage of San Francisco de Javier) 
(1969). This will turn out to be an important 
line of production with several more ex-
amples emerging in the 1970s: Pedro Sota’s 
Nortasuna (Identity) (1978); the short films 

by Antton Marikaetxebarria Rumores de Fu-
ria–Oldarren Zurrumurruak (Rumors of fury) 
(1973), Arrantzale (Fisherman) (1975), and Eu-
skal Santutegi Sakona (Deep sanctuary) (1976); 
and the series Ikuska (1978–1984), a compo-
sition of twenty short films directed by vari-
ous filmmakers that make up a portrait of the 
Basque Country.

Néstor Basterretxea’s Operación H (1963), 
however, situates the gaze within the fac-
tory without demonizing industrial culture. 
The film thus requires that we examine cin-
ematic production that takes that interi-
or space as its point of departure. The short 
film narrates, largely in black and white, the 
functioning of the industrial machines used 
to produce small parts for the automotive in-
dustry. Therefore, it poses a question about 
film on industrial production.  

10 “The Building: The Construction: A Structure of Titanium, 
Glass and Limestone.” Guggenheim Bilbao. Accessed Fe-
bruary 26, 2020. https://www.guggenheim-bilbao.eus/en/
the-building/the-construction.

11 See Anna María Guasch and Joseba Zulaika, eds., Aprendiendo 
del Guggenheim-Bilbao (Madrid: Akal, 2007).

12 It is important to situate this debate, if only briefly, in the 
context of the 1990s with the beginnings of a critique of the 
policies of “desencanto” (disenchantment) in Spanish cul-
ture [Joan Ramón Resina, El cadáver en la cocina: la novela 
criminal en la cultura del desencanto (Barcelona: Anthropos, 
1997) and Teresa Vilarós, El mono del desencanto: Una crítica 
cultural a la transición española, 1973–1993 (Madrid: Siglo 
XXI, 1998)] or what has, since 15M, been called the “Cultura 
de la Transición” (Culture of the Transition) [Guillem Martínez, 
coord. CT o la Cultura de la Transición. Crítica a 35 años de 
cultura española (Barcelona: DeBolsillo, 2012)]. These au-
thors call for a critique of the culture that abandons horizons 
of social transformation and positions itself to a greater or 
lesser extent as guarantor of a bipartisan neoliberal state. In 
the case of the Basque Country, the Culture of the Transition 
has at least two key elements: the proclamation of ETA as the 
“absolute” Evil of Spanish democracy and the resultant defe-
rral of an idea of the Basque Country anchored, as we will see 
in this section, in the use of the symbolic image of the Basque 
arcadia as a commercial fetish.
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THE LEGACY OF VERTOV AND THE 
FILM FACTORY

If we pick back up Farocki’s referen-
tial discussion regarding the relationship 
between the factory and film, it is worth 
specifying that he at no point cites a mov-
ie that is key to understanding this topic in 
the history of film: Dziga Vertov’s Человек с 
киноаппаратом/The Man with a Movie Cam-
era (1929). Russian constructivism—be it in 
plastic, pictorial, graphic, or filmic arts—
is a singular historical manifestation. Its 

avant-garde impulse accompanied the peri-
od immediately prior to and after the social 
projects of the Russian Revolution, and this 
dialogue between the avant-garde and revo-
lution produces an unprecedented site on the 
transformative horizons of Soviet arts. In the 
case of film, Vertov pioneered these experi-
ments and would be followed by Kuleshov, 
Pudovkin, Eisenstein, and Dovzhenko. While 
I mentioned earlier the concept of the “dream 
factory” to refer to the commonplaces of the 
film industry in shaping bourgeois desire, it 
is valuable to discuss the Soviet film context 
using the concept of the “Kino-fabrika” or 
film factory. Critic Viktor Shklovsky, among 
others, used this term to counter the Hol-
lywood concept of the “dream factory”; he 
aimed to break with bourgeois subjectivity 
and think about the incorporation of the sub-
ject into the socialist project.14 Vertov termed 
his work documenting revolutionary real-
ity “the factory of facts” (“la fábrica de los 
hechos” in Joaquín Jordá’s translation). In his 
visual creation, he distanced himself from 
traditional dramatic narratives, with “pro-
fessional” actors, and proposed instead a di-
rect relationship between the moving image 
and (industrial) technological capacity. Ver-
tov was interested in all of the spaces of daily 
life, including factory work. What is more, he 
was interested in the space of the factory as 
constituting a fundamental element in the 
production and creation of intersections that 
drive an open becoming before the camera. 

The first half of The Man with a Movie Camera 
takes place in various work spaces, that is, 
within the spaces of industrial production, 
and the entrance itself to the factory is por-
trayed in the film [Fig. 3]. This interior, indus-
trial work, is not then a place from which to 
distance oneself. To the contrary, the work-
ers—among whom the women have a nota-
bly important role—produce moving images 
creating a filmic syntax that is dynamic and 
open; that is, rather than proposing a struc-
ture that follows any preestablished narra-

13 There is a very close link between the characterization of 
Basque-ness as rural arcadia and (post)modern tourism 
since the second half of the nineteenth century. Joseba Ga-
bilondo is the scholar who has most systematically studied 
the Basque people’s relationship with the rural discourses 
and images that Europeans (French, Germans) and North 
Americans (Hemingway), as well as Basques themselves, 
have created of that community. Gabilondo proposes that 
Basques have constructed a rural image of themselves in 
an attempt to oust a doubly subaltern identity (referring to 
Basques as bearing an “Eastern” remainder as well as the 
mark of the “originary/pure native”) imposed by Europe’s 
imperial projects in the nineteenth century and the United 
States’ in the twentieth but forgetting the irreducible cha-
racter of otherness, as set out by Jacque Lacan. In the impe-
rial discourses of the old Europe, an important practice that 
propagated the image of the Basque Country as paradisial 
arcadia, which Gabilondo studies, is the tourism that saw 
Biarritz and San Sebastián converted into resorts, popula-
rized in the second half of the nineteenth century, and the 
modernization of this touristic aim in the twentieth century 
by various authors and texts (such as Ernest Hemingway, 
for example). However, texts by Basques—images from film 
in this case—end up affirming this doubly subaltern charac-
ter as their own through the rural arcadia that is created 
by leading Basque writers, from Xabier Lizardi to Gabriel 
Aresti or Bernardo Atxaga. See Joseba Gabilondo, “Imagi-
ning Basques: Dual Otherness from European Imperialism to 
American Globalization,” Revista Internacional de Estudios 
Vascos 2 (2008): 152–154 and Joseba Gabilondo “On the 
Global Formation of Andalusian and Basque Cinemas,” in 
Companion to Spanish Cinema, eds. Tatjana Pavlovic and Jo 
Labanyi (New York: Blackwell, 2012).
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tive (be it epic or tragic, with a clear denoue-
ment), there prevails a comparison between 
film and the documentation of reality as an 
archive of images in constant relation. Vertov 
would call these relationships “intervals,” 
referring to “the movement between images. 
On the correlation of some images with re-
spect to others. On the transitions from one 
visual impulse to another.”15 Gilles Deleuze, 
in his analysis of film as movement-image 
(l’image-mouvement) termed this a “total 
system of universal interaction” where a 
space is created for “the real in and of itself, 
the uncovered construction of a nonhuman 
eye and universal montage.”16 Vertov is a key 
referent for Deleuze because he dismantles 
the humanist gaze, proposing the documen-
tary as an open gaze in constant constructive 
interrelation. 

The factory, the factory machines, the 
brick smokestacks, the underground mines, 
the textile machines, are all matter in mo-
tion that in this film fosters infinite dynamic 
relations. The sequence midway through the 
film is unforgettable: the cigarette girl–tele-
phone operator–worker–pianist–typewrit-
er–montage editor are brought together in a 
crescendoing rhythm. This sequence creates 
a relational web in which the camera seeks to 
establish relationships from unprecedented 

perspectives through montage. The cam-
eraman in fact plays a fundamental role in 
the film evincing the relationship between 
aperture and perspective. He appears look-
ing for sites from which to focus his gaze 
on another site or another image [Fig. 4]. As 
Vertov himself makes clear in one of his first 
manifestoes: “Kino-eye is the documentary 
cinematic decoding of both the visible world 
and that which is invisible to the naked eye.”17 

That image of the smokestack of one of the 
factories in The Man with a Movie Camera re-
curs in those films that feature industrial fac-
tories as their protagonists. It also appears in 
Operación H. What is more, Basterretxea’s film 
also cites constructivism in the plastic arts via 
Kazimir Malevich and his 1915 Black Square [Fig. 
5]. But before analyzing these references in the 
Basque Country—with a historical, social, and 
politic context that differs greatly from the one 
that gave rise to the Russian Revolution—it is 
worth beginning by noting that during the past 
decade we seem to be experiencing a revalu-
ation of the constructivist legacy of the years 
immediately prior to and following the Russian 
Revolution. I propose a dialogue with German 
critic Boris Groys who has dedicated himself 

14 Shklovsky summed up his achievements as a screenwriter 
in a 1927 text titled “Film Factory,” and Aleksandr Medve-
dkin, in the 1930s, undertook a project of rural education 
through what were known as Kino-fabrika poezd tresta 
Soiuzkinokhroniki, the trains that transported entire film 
studios throughout Soviet territory to record the construc-
tion of socialism. For more details on the uses and value of 
the “Film Factory,” see Richard Taylor and Ian Christie, eds., 
The Film Factory. Russian and Soviet Cinema in Documents 
1896–1939 (London and New York: Routledge, 1988) and 
Emma Widdis, Visions of a New Land: Soviet Film from the 
Revolution to the Second World War (New Haven and Lon-
don: Yale University Press, 2003). 

15 Dziga Vertov, “Del Cine-Ojo al Radio-Ojo (Extracto del ABC 
de los kinoks),” in Textos y manifiestos del cine, eds. Joaquim 
Romaguera and Homero Alsina (Madrid: Cátedra, 1993), 36.

16   Gilles Deleuze, Cine 1. Bergson y las imágenes (Buenos Aires: 
Cactus, 2009), 224-5.

Fig. 3: Человек с киноаппаратом/The Man with a Movie Camera 
(Dziga Vertov, 1929), workers entering the factory.
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to analyzing that revaluation. His work forms 
part of a wider move to think about art through 
the possibilities of its poetics-poiesis:

[…] contemporary art should be analyzed 
not in terms of aesthetics, but rather in terms 
of poetics. Not from the perspective of the art 
consumer, but from that of the art producer. 
In fact, there is a much longer tradition of 
understanding art as poeisis or techné than 

as aesthesis or in terms of hermeneutics. The 
shift from a poetic, technical understanding 
of art to aesthetic or hermeneutical analysis 
was relatively recent, and it is now time to 

reverse this change in perspective.18

The possibility of considering Basque film 
through a relationship that does not repudi-
ate a priori the tie between film and techné or 
film and (post)industrial technology, arises 
from the interest Groys expresses here, that 
is, an interest in trying to distance ourselves 
from readings that consider art or film to be 
mere responses to an already formed reality, 
and that foster the possibility of considering 
art as a “producer” of reality. 

I am also interested in a second element 
Groys emphasizes. In his readings of Rus-
sian constructivism and other historical 
avant-gardes—he cites in particular Kazimir 
Malevich, Hugo Ball, and Marcel Duchamp—
Groys notes the possibility that he sees in 
those artistic expressions that contemplate a 
new beginning, far from the nihilist stances 
attendant to modernity:

[…] they demonstrated the minimal con-
ditions for producing an effect of visibil-
ity—on an almost zero-level of form and 
meaning. Their works are visible embod-
iments of nothingness, or, equally, of pure 
subjectivity. And in this sense they are 
purely autopoetic works, granting visible 
form to a subjectivity that has been emptied 
out, purified of any specific content. The 
avant-garde thematization of nothingness 
and negativity is therefore not a sign of its 
“nihilism,” or a protest against the “nulli-
fication” of life under the conditions of in-
dustrial capitalism. They are simply signs 
of a new start—of an artistic metanoia that 

17  Vertov, “Del Cine-Ojo”, 33.

18 Boris Groys, Going Public (New York: Sternberg Press, 
2010), 15–16.

Fig. 4: Человек с киноаппаратом/El hombre de la cámara (Dzi-
ga Vertov, 1929).

Fig. 5: Black Square (Kazimir Malevich, 1915), oil on canvas, 80 
x 80 cm, Tretyakov Gallery.
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leads the artist from an interest in the ex-
ternal world to the autopoetic construction 
of his or her own self.19

When assessing Russian constructivism, 
based on Malevich’s degree zero with Black 
Square (1915), for example, or conversely, on 
the vectorial multiplicity Vertov proposes 
with his films, it is worth thinking about how 
to bring those propositions up to date with-
out succumbing to capitalist or communist 
teleological maxims. Upon delving into Ma-
levich’s achievements in particular, Groys 
cites his 1919 text “God Is Not Cast Down” to 
provide evidence of the teleological frame-
work that Malevich wanted to eradicate from 
communism: “Malevich defines both reli-
gion and modern technology (‘factory,’ as 
he calls it) as striving for perfection: perfec-
tion of the individual soul in the case of re-
ligion, and perfection of the material world 
in the case of factory.”20 For Groys, then, it 
is a question of interrupting the teleological 
framework of history projecting an open be-
coming through material flow. He interprets 
Malevich as follows:

Malevich shows us what it means to be a 
revolutionary artist. It means joining the uni-
versal material flow that destroys all tempo-
rary political and aesthetic orders. Here, the 
goal is not change—understood as change 
from an existing, “bad” order to a new, “good” 
order. Rather, revolutionary art abandons all 
goals—and enters the non-teleological, po-
tentially infinite process which the artist can-

not and does not want to bring to an end.21

NESTOR BASTERRETXEA AND THE 
CONSTRUCTIVE BASQUE FACTORY 

I would like to keep this discussion and 
these examples in mind, particularly Ver-
tov and Malevich, for my critical reading of 
what Basterretxea proposes in Operación H. 

Factory machines are the central theme of 
the film, as I have mentioned; it is the prod-
uct of dynamic montage that intercalates se-
quences that present the mobility of car parts 
and shots of various works by Jorge Oteiza in 
a mise-en-scène that includes the interiors 
and exteriors of an industrial factory owned 
by businessman Juan Huarte. It is true that 
the surrounding reality that gave rise to the 
film’s production is diametrically opposed 
to the context of the Russian Revolution. The 
1960s in the Basque Country and Spain were 
marked by a paradoxical tension in cultural 
terms: they were dealing with, on one hand, 
the paradigm of a Catholic, dictatorial culture 
that was conservative in its cultural referents 
and imbued with the “folkloric picturesque” 
associated with Spanish nationalism,22 and, 
on the other, the desire for a cultural apertura 
that would dissociate the image of Spain from 
the retrogression and autarky imposed in the 
1940s and beginning of the 1950s. This tension 
between conservativism and liberalism is ac-
centuated on the regional level if we take into 
consideration that the Basque Country had 
the intense lived experience of what histo-
rians have described as a “second industrial 
revolution, one that was more radical, wide-
spread, and intense than the first … in the 
1880s and 1890s.”23

Due to this industrial context, Operación H 
is not the only film to address the theme of 
manufacturing and the factory in the 1960s 
and 1970s. In fact, Spanish and Basque doc-
umentary film from this era was quite active 
promoting industrial labor and port labor 
in the region. Several segments of the No-
ticiarios y Documentales (“news and doc-
umentaries” or NO-DO) under the Franco 
dictatorship portrayed industrial activity in 

19  Groys, Going Public, 16. 

20  Groys, Going Public, 173.

21  Groys, Going Public, 176.
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the Basque Country. Such is the case of the 
segment “Locomotive construction in Ses-
tao” (626 B, January 6, 1955), “Inauguration 
in Baracaldo of the largest automated elec-
tric oven in Spain” (942 C, January 23, 1961), 
and “Franco visits Altos Hornos de Vizcaya 
[a metallurgy manufacturing company]” 
(1121 B, June 29, 1964). The bulk of the films 
on industry, however, were produced by the 
companies themselves as they created pro-
motional reports and documentaries about 
their manufacturing activities. There are 
various documentaries about the building 
and launching of ships—“Ship 80” (Astil-
leros Factoría Sestao Sociedad Española de 
construcción naval, 1956), “Launching of the 
Zaragoza” (Ángel Ajuria, 1968), “The Gloria 
Training Ship” (Ángel Ajuria , 1968), “The 
Ermua” (Indu Films, 1973), “The Orduña” 
(Indu Films, 1973)—and other that promote 
the manufacturing activites of the cities with 
the highest rates of manufacturing—The 50th 
Anniversary of Astra (anonymous, 1958), Spool 
Factory: Laborde Hermanos S.A. (Olabarria, 
1966),24 The Latest on the Machine Tool (Ángel 
Ajuria, 1966), Mining in Gallarta (Miguel Ángel 
Olea, 1969), Álava (José María Bermejo, 1970), 
A Look at Navarra (Ángel Ajuria, 1970), New 
Paths for the Basque Country (Manuel Pedrosa, 

1970), The Bilbao Estuary, the Forge of Viscaya 
(Manuel Solorzano, 1973), Vizcaya: Progress 
and Reality (José Antonio Ajuria, 1973), In-
dustry and Tradition in Valle del Urola “Azpei-
tia-Azcoitia” (Ferran Llagostera, 1973), and 
Steelworks and Forges in Azkoitia S.A. (anony-
mous, 1974), among others. As the titles make 
clear, the majority of these films adhere to an 
informative and promotional format, which 
projects a productive and depoliticized im-
age of the Basque Country. The films main-
ly consist of very wide shots and mid-shots 
that explain the intense labor of industrial 
production in the region. Independent of the 
technical value that some of these films may 
have, they without a doubt conform to the 
sublimating desires of industrial production, 
and, as a result, to the promotion of Spain as 
a modern and progressive country.

Néstor Basterretxea, in dialogue with oth-
er key referents in Basque art and culture of 
the era—such as Jorge Oteiza and Fernando 
Larruquert, among others—effects an escape 
with respect to this progressive and commer-
cial aesthetic, even though the motivation 
behind the production of Operación H does 
not differ greatly from the abovementioned 
documentary projects. The film is closely tied 
to the manufacturing work of businessman 
Juan Huarte, the son of Félix Huarte, found-
er of Grupo Huarte. Juan Huarte is one of the 
main participants in a conglomerate of com-
panies that experienced a boom in the 1950s 
and 1960s. It was a corporate group mainly 
based in the construction industry but that 
also served the automotive industry: the 
group manufactured clutches and steering 
wheels for the Empresa Nacional de Autoca-
miones and was the chief supplier for AUTHI 
S.A., the company that would become SEAT 
and later Volkswagen Navarra in the Landa-
ben industrial zone. The earnings generated 
by these companies led the Huarte family to 
serve as patrons for many Basque artists in 
this period. They were the main sponsors of 
work by Jorge Orteiza, as well as Ruiz Balerdi, 

22 Alexander Cirici, La estética del franquismo (Barcelona: Edi-
torial Gustavo Gili, S. A., 1977), 53. 

23 Juan Pablo Fusi, “Los años 60: los años de ruptura,” in Arte y 
artistas vascos en los años 60, ed. Koldo Mitxelena Kulturu-
nea (Donostia-San Sebastián: Diputación Foral de Gipuzkoa, 
Fundación Kutxa, 1995), 19. According to Fusi, the Basque 
Country and Navarra’s gross domestic product (GDP) “nearly 
tripled between 1960 and 1972: it went from 195.03 billion 
pesetas in 1960 to 481.058 billion in 1973 (both measured 
according to the peseta of 1975) with a percentage growth 
… of nearly 7% annually,” Juan Pablo Fusi, “Los años 60: los 
años de la rupture,” in Arte y artistas vascos en los años 60, 
ed. Koldo Mitxelena Kulturunea (Donostia-San Sebastián: Di-
putación Foral de Gipuzkoa, Fundación Kutxa, 1995), 20.

24 Film obtained by the Laborde family. The reference to the di-
rector in the film itself is only to the last name Olabarria. 
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Luis de Pablo, and the Encuentros de Pam-
plona (1972), among other undertakings. Juan 
Huarte was also the person to create the film 
production company X Films in 1963, and, for 
their first project, he “proposed that Oteiza 
and Basterretxea create a film about the 
family business.”25 Thus, Operación H is a re-
sponse to a venture that tied together art and 
production, a fact made evident by the very ti-
tle—the H alludes to the first letter of Huarte. 
This close relationship gives rise to the main 
tension in the film when it comes to presenting 
either a sublimation of Grupo Huarte—that is, 
an exercise in sublimating capitalism—or an 
open construction, in poetic terms. 

All of Basterretxea’s cinematic production 
could be read through a historical lens as the 
product of the main tensions that marked the 
social and political context of the dictator-
ship in the 1960s. The very paradox of Fran-
coism’s projecting both an image of Spain and 
the Basque Country as heir to a conservative 
Catholic tradition and at the same time as open 
to the “progress” and a culture of consumption 
is evident in the comparison of the images of 
the factory in Operación H to those of the pro-
cession of the Passion of Christ in Alquézar: re-
tablo de pasión (1966), to cite an example of an 
extreme opposite. In turn, both Pelotari (1964) 
and Ama Lur (1968), his other great cinemat-
ic achievements, which dialogue with the re-
surgence of Basque nationalism, symbolically 
fuel the ethnographic view of the region. These 
films are relevant to the defense of Basque tra-
ditions and the resurgence of the Basque na-
tional imaginary—Ama Lur (1968) in particu-
lar for the iconic status it has taken on26—but 
with the passage of time, we come to see that 
they posit too close of a relationship between 
Basque culture and the rural arcadia.27 

Keeping this context in mind, Operación H 
is a singular film, and critical readings of it as 
early as 1985 are right on the mark in noting 
its value. Santos Zunzunegui (and later José 
Julián Bakedano)28 described the film’s con-
tribution as follows:

The drive to unite art and industrial la-
bor, to relate complex work with the simplest 
work (wood/metal/water), and the integra-
tion of the future (children) are joined in 
a structure that lays out the great virtue of 
being open and non-normative: between the 
empy screen of shot 1 and that of shot 10, the 
true Operation Oteiza unfolds: the education 

of a sensibility.29 

It is inevitable that we speak of both Bas-
terretxea and Oteiza to analyze the film. 
However, it is Basterretxea who took on the 
role of director, although Oteiza collaborated 
with his sculpture and in the editing of the 
film. In addition to recognizing their contri-
butions, we must cite Fernando Larruquert for 
his friendship and contribution as assistant 
director, Luis de Pablo for composing and per-
forming the music—which was highly impor-
tant in the making of the film—Carmelo Ber-
naola for musical performance as well, French 
filmmaker Marcel Hanoun for his work as 
director of photography, and Francisco J. Ma-
durga for his work as assistant cameraman.30

It is not a minor point to begin this anal-
ysis by commenting on the collective aspect 
of the making of this film since it presents 
a significant challenge when faced with the 

25 Carlos Roldán Larreta, “Néstor Basterretxea y el cine. El largo 
viaje hacia Ama Lur,” in Néstor Basterretxea. Lehen oroime-
naren pisua / El peso de la primera memoria / The Weight of 
Early Memories, coord. Equipo Sala de Exposiciones (Donos-
tia-San Sebastián: Diputación Foral de Guipúzcoa, 2014), 64. 

26 Carlos Roldán Larreta, El cine del País Vasco: de Ama Lur 
(1968) a Airbag (1997) (Donostia-San Sebastian: Ikas-
kuntza, 1999). 

27 Even when these films address manufacturing, as does Ama 
Lur, the emphasis is on the poetic way in which the raw mate-
rials of the earth are handled: stone, minerals (iron), and wood. 
The landscape, captured in spectacular very wide shots, takes 
precedence over the factory or industry. 

28 José Julián Bakedano, El conflicto perpetuo (Iruñea-Pamplona: 
Pamiela, 2003). 
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prevailing individualism of how the dictator-
ship understood “artists” and “artistic pro-
duction.” The work of collectives was prohib-
ited, and the Basque Country suffered some 
of the most intense effects of this ban if we 
recall the work stoppage in the remodeling of 
the Aránzazu Basilica in 1954, a project that 
Basterretxea took part in along with Oteiza, 
Eduardo Chillida, Lucio Muñoz, Javier María 
Álvarez de Eulate, and the architects Fran-
cisco Javier Sáenz de Oiza and Luis Laorga.31 
The fact that the short film encouraged this 
collective labor that was previously cut short 
makes it an important site for what in the late 
1960s was already emerging as the principal 
experimental space for Basque art. Howev-
er, though it was a collective undertaking, I 
am also interested in interpreting Operación 
H with regard to the ways in which it is sin-
gular and different from the too-immediate 
relationship posed by Zunzunegui when he 
defined the film as “Operation Oteiza.” It was 
mainly Basterretxea who in his trajectory as 
an artist was inclined to explore a close rela-
tionship between art and design/industry, and 
it is that exploratory streak that largely in-
spired and drove this film—reflecting choices 
closer to the legacy of Russian constructivism.

Basterretxea’s close ties to the world of 
design are theoretically and practically in-
spired by so-called normative Spanish art, 

with the appearance of Grupo Parpalló in 
Valencia (1956), and even more relevant to 
the case at hand, the emergence of Equi-
po 57 (1957), which included some of those 
who made up the Equipo Espacio in Córdoba 
in 1954. Basterretxea was part of Equipo 57 
along with Aguilera Mate, Aguilera Berni-
er, Juan Cuenca, Ángel Duarte, José Duarte, 
Agustín Ibarrola Marino, Juan Serrano, and 
Thorkild Hansen. As various publications 
have noted, this group, along with Grupo 
Parpalló, rebuffed bourgeois individualism 
when it came to artistic production, bring-
ing art closer to everyday life via the crea-
tion of (industrial) objects that were to propel 
the transformation of reality.32 In one of the 
most detailed books on contemporary Span-
ish art published in the past five years, Jorge 
Luis Marzo and Patricia Mayayo note that “[i]
n 1958, Equipo 57 created a design school in 
Córdoba inspired by the New Bauhaus cre-
ated by Moholy Nagy in Chicago in 1937 and 
the Ulm School (Germany) created by Max 
Bill in 1951, both predecessors of a long list 
of centers and design teams that would ap-
pear throughout the 1960s.”33 They also point 
out that the group began to design furniture, 
such as the Erlo chair (1961), handcrafted in 
Córdoba but manufactured on an industrial 
scale by the Cooperativa Danona de Azpeitia 
(Guipúzcoa).34 By this time, Basterretxea was 
engaged in furniture and industrial design, 
in addition to the creation of the trademark, 
for H Muebles in Madrid; he cofounded the 
furniture design and manufacturing compa-
ny Biok in Hondarribia (1958); and by 1966 he 
produced the Curpilla chair—all activities that 
were set in this context defined by temporal 
practices of transformative industrial design. 

Basque artists, particularly Basterretxea 
and Oteiza, could not have been unaware of 
discussions about the relationship between 
art and design. In Quousque Tandem…! En-
sayo de interpretación estética del alma vasca 
(Quousque Tandem…! An essay of aesthet-
ic interpretation of the Basque soul) (1963), 

29 Santos Zunzunegui, El cine en el País Vasco (Bilbao: Bizkaiko 
Foru Aldundia / Diputación Foral de Bizkaia, 1985), 18.

30 Jesús Angulo, José Luis Rebordinos, and Antonio Santamarina, 
Breve historia del cortometraje vasco (Donostia-San Sebas-
tián: Fundación Filmoteca Vasca y Gipuzkoako Foru Aldundia 
– Diputación Foral de Gipuzkoa, 2006), 60.

31 Basterretxea was in charge of the Basilica murals. It was his 
first big job upon his return to the Basque Country, and the 
erasure of those murals with no warning was a significant 
blow. For more, see Anna María Guasch, Arte e ideología en el 
País Vasco (1940–1980): un modelo de análisis sociológico 
de la práctica pictórica contemporánea (Madrid: Akal, 1985).
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Oteiza dedicated an entire page to discuss-
ing Tomás Maldonado, who directed the Ulm 
School of Design (Germany) from 1954 to 
1967. Oteiza and Basterretxea met, in fact, in 
Argentina, Maldonado’s birthplace. Baster-
retxea was living in Buenos Aires when Mal-
donado, along with other Argentinian po-
ets and artists, founded the Asociación Arte 
Concreto-Invención (Concrete-Invention Art 
Association) in 1945. If indeed Basterretxea 
seems to have been influenced by other Ar-
gentinian artists who were less involved in 
what would be the central organization of 
concrete art in the Southern Cone—a key fig-
ure in the group was Emilio Pettoruti, an au-
thor influenced by futurism and cubism—it 
would be unsurprising that he learned of the 
Association while living in Argentina (1942–
1952).35 The Association, as well as other ex-
ponents of concrete art and design in Latin 
America, have been studied as key reference 
points in the idea that art could break away 
from its autonomous place in society to in-
stead serve a po(i)etic function, adhering to 
the legacy of Russian constructivism.

Alejandro Crispiani wrote recently about 
these achievements in the Southern Cone and 
cites Herbert Marcuse in order to locate this 
artistic production in a space where there 
was still the possibility of bringing design 
or industrial production closer to an alter-
native to (advanced) capitalism in the 1960s 
and 1970s—a situation that is harder to come 
across in societies where the culture of con-
sumption is more normalized:

Indeed, liberty depends to a great extent 
on technical progress, on the advancement 
of science. But this fact easily obscures the 
essential precondition: in order to become 
vehicles for liberty, science and technology 
would have to change their current direc-
tion and goals, they would have to be recon-
structed in accordance with a new sensibili-
ty: that of the demands of the vital instincts. 
Then we could speak of a technology of lib-
eration, produced by a scientific imagina-

tion free to project and design the contours 
of a human universe without exploitation or 
oppression. That gay science can only be con-
ceived of after a historic breakage from the 
continuum of domination, as an expression 

of the needs of a new man.36

The 1950s and 1960s presented that op-
portunity for design in the Basque Country 
and Spain, and Basterretxea is a key figure in 
thinking about that possibility. Operación H is, 
along with the pieces created for Biok, a clear 
example of that line of thinking. Keeping in 
mind Basterretxea’s trajectory in artistic cir-
cles closely tied to the design world, as well as 
the quantity of furniture he came to design, 
it is possible that he was person to instill in 
Oteiza an interest in design and furniture.37

The short begins by citing Malevich, who 
with Black Square (1915) established himself 
in the history of art as one of the few exam-
ples of metanoia that open up worlds [Fig. 
6]. Both Basterretxea and Oteiza dedicated 
pieces of their work to Malevich, and so it is 

32 See Paula Barreiro López, Arte normativo español: procesos y 
principio para la creación de un movimiento (Madrid: Consejo 
Superior de Investigaciones, 2005).

33 Jorge Luis Marzo and Patricia Mayayo, Arte en España 
(1939–2015), ideas, prácticas políticas (Madrid: Cátedra, 
2015), 223.

34  Marzo and Mayayo, Arte en España (1939-2015), 287.

35 Xabier Sáenz de Gorbea notes that “[i]n 1946, they awarded 
[Basterretxea] the scholarship for young people in the Free 
School of Altamira, created that same year by men involved in 
avant-garde culture, such as art critic Jorge Romero Blest and 
artists Lucio Fontana, Jorge Larco, and Emilio Pettoruti. His 
learning process was of a piece with his spirit: always restless 
and desirous of knowledge. He studied for barely a year and 
chose as his tutor the painter Emilio Pettoruti (1892–1971), 
from whom he gained firsthand knowledge of cubism, futu-
rism, and German expressionism,” in Néstor Basterretxea. 
Lehen oroimenaren pisua / El peso de la primera memoria / 
The Weight of Early Memories, coord. Equipo Sala de Exposi-
ciones (Donostia-San Sebastián: Diputación Foral de Guipúz-
coa, 2014), 48.   
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unsurprising that an experimental short film 
on a topic so rarely examined in avant-garde 
film would open with a white square against 
a black background. It is the degree zero of 
a new beginning, the possibility of thinking 
about film and Basque artistic expression 
from a constructive, po(i)etic point of view. 

The NO-DOs and the commercial docu-
mentaries made by companies used a fixed 
camera, the very wide shots and mid-shots 
accentuating the workers’ labor, the prod-
ucts, and the facilities. These are descriptive, 
informative films meant to introduce the 
spectator to the factory output. The com-
mercial documentaries worked to enhance 
the image of preexisting factory work. In 
Operación H, the car-part exhibition hall, the 

industrial machine plant, the exterior of the 
factory, and the smokestack do not consti-
tute a landscape but rather images in motion 
that propose suggestive relationships. The 
camera does not choose to portray the fac-
tory statically, via still very wide shots and 
mid-shots. It opts to accentuate motion [Fig. 
7]; there are tracking shots from left to right 
and vice versa, zoom shots that move closer 
to or farther away from the action without 
a central figure—all of which evokes rather 
than frames. The film’s po(i)etic potential 
lies in these evocative games; the images do 
not demarcate or frame the gaze, instead, as 
Vertov put it, they create a cinema of “decod-
ing of both the visible world and that which is 
invisible to the naked eye” (emphasis added).38 
Operación H proposes invisibility as the pos-
sessing the potential for deterritorializing 
the explanatory images of commercial doc-
umentaries, validating the mobile nature of 
film with respect to the reality it captures: 
industrial machinery and the Huarte factory. 

Vertov offered a complete view of reality 
anchored in relationships. Basterretxea, in 
place of relationships or taking them as just 
a point of departure, thinks about film as 
movement and as a way of approaching the 
void, the task of de-materializing or un-il-
lustrating that which is too evident to the 
quotidian eye. Vertov’s impossible gazes in 
high-angle shots that play with the depth 
of the camera to stir up unprecedented re-
lationships, like the shot of the smokestack 
[Fig. 4], here, instead of confirming depth 

36 Alejandro Crispiani, Objetos para transformar el mundo. 
Trayectorias del arte concreto-invención, Argentina y Chile, 
1940–1970 (Buenos Aires and Santiago de Chile: Ediciones 
ARQ y Prometeo, 2011), 387.

37 In Oteiza. Catálogo razonado de escultura, Txomin Badiola 
recalls that by the late 1950s, Oteiza would employ the 
concept of “Metaphysical Furniture,” popularized as “Emp-
ty Boxes,” his later term for them (Alzuza: Fundación-Mu-
seo Jorge Oteiza, 2015), 658–659.

Fig. 6: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 0:16.

Fig. 7: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 4:34.
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lend themselves to creating relationships 
that denote movement and an approach to 
the metanoia introduced at the very begin-
ning with the blank screen. Figures 7, 8, 9, 
and 10 capture two sequences that exempli-
fy this filmic experience. Figure 7 shows the 
sequence of greatest motion in the film with 
a tracking shot from left to right that sweeps 
along a wide factory floor filled with indus-
trial machinery without focusing clearly or 
specifically on any object, machine, or work-
er. Figures 8, 9, and 10 capture the ascending 
and descending motion of the camera de-
picting the factory’s smokestack, the exteri-
or shot of the factory, and the zoom in that 
focuses not on the product or the factory as a 
positive symbol of progress, but on the empty 
horizon, evoked by a simple geometric shape 
(a rectangle); the film proposes movement 
and emptiness in an open becoming, with a 
gesture that reveals all that is yet to be con-
structed and transformed. 

Basterretxea himself proposed that the 
suggestion of a rectangle that forms in the 

clear sky [Fig. 10] was a common figure and 
one of culmination in his artistic work, an 
empty rectangle much like that other basic 
geometric shape explored in the short film: 
the circle [Fig. 11]. 

I’ve never stopped creating and thinking 
because that’s been my life. And it’s been a 
clearing looking upward, above all with sculp-
ture. […] The work of abstraction is work in 
which you remove expressions, remove de-
tails. There is very concrete rigor of concept, 
of not feeling bad because you take out this 
or that, even if it was nice, it’s not what’s the 
most important. And that path of reduction 
is the one that’s taken me in a perfect circle, a 

Fig. 9: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 6:45.

Fig. 10: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 6:51. 

Fig. 8: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 6:28.

38 Dziga Vertov, “Del Cine-Ojo al Radio-Ojo (Extracto del ABC 
de los kinoks),” in Textos y manifiestos del cine, eds. Joaquim 
Romaguera and Homero Alsina (Madrid: Cátedra, 1993), 36.
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circle with no crease inside. And there I am.39

Movement, emptiness, and a play of shots 
are what is singular about this film, both in 
dialogue with and contrast to Oteiza. Instead 
of experimenting with space as the defining 
problem of living in the 1960s—which was 
one of Oteiza’s main concerns—Basterretx-
ea was interested in the possible dialogue of 
shots on a relational continuum, like the play 
of planes he performs in his sculpture:40 

I would say there is an excess of planes, of 
splitting the plane, due to the preliminary 
sketches I do; a third dimension, but it’s not 
hard for me to do, I choose to keep doing it, 
to ensure the work, the gesture, the dynam-
ics, and then add to that, changing the planes 
in space. That is a constant in my work. […] I 
have lived alongside Oteiza, and though I got 
into painting and sculpture with Oteiza, liv-
ing with Oteiza, I am not influenced by him, 
his work has been an interpretative genera-
tion of space, and mine is more a resolution 
of planes…41

In this incessant dialogue between planes 
and shots—planes that open up the three di-
mensions in Basterretxea’s sculptures and 

the shots in Operación H—we can see the leg-
acy of Russian constructivism as well as more 
peripheral traditions, such as concrete art in 
Latin America. We can also note certain land-
marks of modern architecture and design, 
from the facades and interiors of Le Corbusier 
and Walter Gropius to the Ulm School. In an-
other aim at metanoia, architecture appears 
in Operación H as a constructive project with 
shots that capture the empty rectangles of 
the facades [Fig. 12].42 These images cite the 
organicist architecture of Francisco Javier 
Sáenz de Oiza who worked with Basterretxea, 
and also Oteiza, on the Basilica of Aránzazu 
and who built the facades captured in the 
film: the Torres Blancas building in Madrid 
(1961–1969) [Fig. 16] and the Ciudad Blanca pro-
ject in Bahía de Alcudia, Mallorca (1961–1963) 
[Fig. 12]. Regarding the latter, it is worth point-
ing out the reappearance of the clearing open-
ing up a space for transformative relations.

The relationship between art and indus-
trial object or art and architecture dissolves 
in this becoming. In another important se-
quence in the film, a cylindrical piece be-
comes a polyhedron as it is emptied out [Figs. 
13, 14, 15, and 16]. The allusion to the utopian 
ideas of Russian constructivism is inevitable. 
The editing and the main idea of the film are 
related to Nikolai Tarabukin’s formulations 
in his essay “From the Easel to the Machine” 
(1923), where he posited that the bourgeois 
author would meet his demise to become 
what, after the Russian Revolution, Tarabu-
kin called the “productivist master,” with 
a relationship of equality between design-
er and factory worker. Contending with this 
idea, artists such as Rodchenko, Tatlin, and 

Fig. 11: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 3´39´ .́

39 Néstor Basterretxea’s explanation in the documentary made 
by Gentzane Martínez de Osaba and Alexander García de Vicu-
ña, Señales de vida (Marmoka Films, 2014), 1:07:11–1:08:42, 
emphasis added.

40 Gentzane Martínez de Osaba and Alexander García de Vicuña, 
Señales de vida, 46: 47 – 48:40. 
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Lissitzky distanced themselves from the tra-
ditional foundations of the fine arts—mainly 
the easel and canvas—to design and create 
objects that would transform the world. Op-
eración H, with its deliberate suggestion of 
the intersection of creative and factory work, 
takes on these constructivist ideas. 

However, we can also frame this analysis 
in the historical context following the Rus-
sian Revolution and also following Stalinism 
and the concentration camps in Europe. Just 
as Farocki suggests in his movie, film be-
comes a factory of desire in that it looks to 
the place where factory work stops, because 
the factory emerges as the main disciplinary 
space for the proletariat in the earliest stages 
of industrial development. Taking emptiness 
as an object and image in film allows Baster-
retxea to approach the horror of factory and 
project another becoming.

Gérard Wajcman, in L’objet du siècle (1998), 
poses a question about the object that syn-
thesizes doing and feeling in the twentieth 
century, building on its history of wars and 
ethnic extermination. He triangulates the 
questions with Malevich and Duchamp and 
their naked objects (Black Square, 1915, and 
Bicycle Wheel, 1913, respectively), Claude Lan-
zmann with his documentary Shoah (1985), 
and psychoanalysis. For Wajcman, the search 

for the object in the twentieth century, a cen-
tury pierced through its center by one of the 
most atrocious acts of barbarism in the his-
tory of man, attests to the empty object as 
a central site because, on one hand, it reveals 
emptiness as a form of industrial production 
in the concentration camps—“absence as pure 
industrial product”43—and on the other, “emp-
tiness” as a work of art—thinking of the works 
by Malevich, Duchamp, and Lanzmann—ac-
curately precedes and reveals that horror.

In one of the first sequences in Shoah, a 
phantom ride shows the arrival of a train at 
a concentration camp that is in ruins, emp-
ty. The voiceover reveals the atrocity while 
the image demonstrates the emptiness and 
the spectral presence of genocide. Lanzmann 
opts to film the realness of horror through 
the art of emptiness, and not through survi-
vor testimony or the melodrama of trauma. 
In the mnemonic of the twentieth century, 
Malevich’s, Duchamp’s, and Lanzmann’s 
emptinesses do just that: reveal that in ap-
proaching horror there is no possible accu-
rate representation except though empti-

Fig. 12: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 9:22.

41 In Spanish plano has at least two meanings that are relevant 
for our study and could get us closer to Basterretxea’s work: 
1) “plane”, meaning a flat or level surface, and 2) in Cinema-
tic jargon, a “shot”. In our reference, we play on these two 
meanings even though in Basterretxea’s words it is mainly re-
ferencing to the first meaning associated to his drawings and 
sculptural work. Basterretxea’s cinematic aesthetics would 
be imbued of his sculptural practice. Operación H’s montage 
could be interpreted as a translation of the way in which Bas-
terretxea plays with planes in his plastic work.

42 For more on the legacy of modern architecture in the Basque 
Country during the 1920s and 1930s, see the archive and ac-
companying catalogue of the exhibit “Una modernidad singu-
lar. ‘Arte Nuevo’ alrededor de San Sebastián. 1925–1936,” in 
the Museo San Telmo (November 5, 2016–February 5, 2017) 
curated by Peio Aguirre
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ness. And emptiness, I would like to add, seen 
in the rectangle of Basterretxea’s shots and 
in his work in general, is in turn the possi-
bility of creating a new metanoic self, not as 
a tabula rasa that naively forgets the horrors 
of the factory, but as a spectral platform that 
in the possibility of construction recalls and 
makes another self appear.

The end of the short film was conceived 
of, says Santos Zunzunegui, as an allegorical 
nod to the Basque national imaginary. The 
clarity and definition of the figures in black 
and white give way to a final sequence fea-
turing color images of out-of-focus shapes. 

According to Zunzunegui, white, green, and 
red appear on the screen, the colors of the 
ikurrina (the Basque flag), “present without 
being there.”44  Indeed, there are hints of the 
Basque national imaginary [Fig. 17], but rather 
than taking the form of a clear and partisan 
end, it appears in its most elemental form. 
The end of the short film confirms, on one 
hand, movement, mobility, the gesture of 
flight with respect to predetermined places 
and figures; the ikurriña, as Zunzunegui says, 
is present “without being there.” And I would 
like to add that it is present in its degree 
zero in that it shares space with the primary 
colors, which are more intense and stand out: 
the yellow light [Fig. 18], blue [Fig. 19], and 
red [Fig. 20]. From the white square against a 
black background that opens the film [Fig. 6], 
to the shots of rectangles of primary colors 
that close it, Operación H proposes a meta-
noia for Basque art and production: all is yet 
to be constructed and created. And in this 
beginning, workers are not the protagonists, 
as they were in Vertov—a whole community 
smiling as they toil in the factory—instead, 
children are, as we observe parenthetically in 
one of the first sequences in the film [Fig. 21]; 
Huarte inserts between shots of the factory 
a shot of a group of young children running 
through a neighboring field. The future yet to 

Fig. 13: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 5:15.

Fig. 14: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 5:18. Fig. 15: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 6:21.
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come and that which is yet to be build are em-
phasized allegorically, and so appear anew.45 

This analysis of Operación H supports the 
hypothesis that we can understand the film 
as the genealogical origin of constructive 
Basque film, attuned to the Soviet legacy and 
the influence that (industrial) design has had 
on European and American avant-garde move-
ments. It is also a key referent for problematiz-
ing the place of the factory and of industrial 
manufacturing in the Basque Country. The film 
is not interested in confirming any (subaltern) 
identity. The Basque arcadia, the central im-
age of identity politics in the Basque national 
imaginary, is barely featured in the film, and 
when there is a gesture toward the rural im-
aginary—in the shot of a group of children 
running outside near the factory, cited above 
[Fig. 21]—it is in direct dialogue with a wid-
er project of formulating the zero degree of 
any Romantic or national subjectivity. Bas-
terretxea and the group of collaborators who 
contributed to the film rely on two forgotten 
aspects for the final moments of the rural ar-
cadia: entering the factory without prejudice, 
that is, developing ideas based on a conscious 
relationship between art and technology, and 
ensuring that this relationship does not re-
spond to an intention of sublimating or de-
nouncing an already formed reality but to 
become an agent of transformation.

Three years after Basterretxea took us 

to the heart of economic production in the 
Basque Country, José Rivas Rubio made the 
film Eibar industrial (Industrial Eibar) (1966), 
which connected industrial manufacturing 
to Basque cooperativism in the period. The 
documentary opens with the following sen-
tence: “Eibar transformed into a workshop 
where all projects are possible.” Another im-
portant referent, from ten years later, would 
be Antxon Ezeiza’s twenty-minute short film 
Herrigintza (Building a people) (1979). Both 
place themselves in an exceptional frame-
work where cinematographic constructivism 
and Basque cooperativism join together in an 
attempt to consider alternatives to advanced 
capitalism. Therefore, Operación H is a begin-
ning, a po(i)etic proposal to create so as to 
transform the world, a model that we ought 

Fig. 16: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 9:02.

43 Gérard Wajcman, El objeto del siglo (Buenos Aires: Amorror-
tu, 1998), 214. 

44 Santos Zunzunegui, El cine en el País Vasco (Bilbao: Bizkaiko 
Foru Aldundia / Diputación Foral de Bizkaia, 1985).

45 Basterretxea, in the documentary cited above—Señales de 
vida (Marmoka Films, 2014)—explained that he had yet to 
explore the possibilities of filmmaking with characters more 
carefully. The context of the dictatorship must have made that 
possibility extraordinarily difficult. In this case of Operación 
H, that would mean a clearer take on the workers, their wor-
king conditions, and their agency in industrial manufacturing. Fig. 17: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 9:50. 
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to rethink and update. In the process of re-
thinking this model for the contemporary 
moment, rather than romanticizing produc-
tivist gestures on a horizon of predetermined 
expressions and work, “construction” is 
proposed exactly as Malevich understood it, 
in Groys’s words: an expression that “aban-
dons all goals—and enters the non-teleo-
logical, potentially infinite process which 
the artist cannot and does not want to bring 
to an end.”46 Since Operación H, there have 
been various proposals that continue the 
task of considering a strategic non-exit from 
the factory. We could trace, for example, an 

entire history that confirms the interior of 
the (occupied) factory as the space that pro-
duces new ideas for communities that resist 
the culture of consumption and financial 
speculation, from Joaquín Jordà’s classic 
Numax presenta… (Numax presents…) (1979) 
to the Portuguese film A fábrica de nada (The 
nothing factory) (Pedro Pinho, 2017). The 
latter does not refrain from problematizing 
the transatlantic relationships between past 
empires and Latin America. Thus, Operación 
H is able to achieve an effect of metanoia in 
the Basque context.

Fig. 18: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 10:14.

Fig. 19: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 10:18.

Fig. 20: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 10:39.

Fig. 21: Operación H (Néstor Basterretxea, 1963), 4:28.

46 Groys, Going Public, 176.
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A HISTORY FOR BASQUE 
AMATEUR CINEMA: 
ON THE GURE HERRIA SERIES 
(1975-1985) 
BY MARÍA JESÚS "TATUS" 
FOMBELLIDA

INTRODUCTION

Enrique Fibla Gutiérrez 
Centre de Cultura Contemporània de Barcelona / 
Elías Querejeta Zine Eskola

They [amateurs] are to be found off to one 
side of any official version [of history], occu-
pying a space external to the factory, the film 
production studio, the great artist's studio 
and the office; they exist in spaces that are 
thresholds such as hallways, cloakrooms, 
corridors and closets and often find them-
selves to be lacking visibility.1

In the film Jacquot de Nantes (1991), Agnès 
Varda composes a beautiful tribute to her 
husband, the filmmaker Jacques Demy, who 
had passed away the previous year. Based on 
his childhood diaries, Varda focuses particu-
larly on the moment in which Demy's fasci-
nation as a film spectator transmuted into 
the need to create his own films, initially 
using a 9.5mm projector given to him by the 
farming family who took him in during World 
War II, and later on, using an old 1923 Pathé 
Baby camera, purchased at an antique shop. 
For the young Jacquot, just as for any amateur 
filmmaker, cinema had always been that 

which was viewed on the big screen, sitting 
in the darkness of a small theatre dense with 
the heady smell of tobacco smoke, with the 
gentle clicking of the projector always in the 
background. The films came from far away 
and told stories that barely resonated with 
viewers' everyday lives, but which transport-
ed them to an imaginary space in which, for 
a brief spell, they could indulge in other peo-
ple's fantasies. Nevertheless, it was a means 
of expression limited to the spectator's gaze, 
passive or active, but always looking on from 
the other side of the screen. Upon returning 
home from the screening sessions held at 
the local cinema in Nantes, to which he went 
nearly every day, Jacquot would be invaded 
by a feeling of restlessness. Seeing films was 
not enough for him and he was filled with an 
urge to make films. It was an urge that kept 
him awake at night and which filled him with 
excitement at the possibility of becoming a 
filmmaker himself one day.

It was the fortuitous discovery of 9.5, 8, 
Super 8 and 16mm cameras and projectors 
designed for the home cinema market that 
enabled Jacquot, and so many other film en-
thusiasts, to finally put their restlessness 
to bed and achieve what they had secretly 
dreamed of after every theatre screening: 
making movies. They were like artisan ap-
prentices, constrained by technical limi-
tations and learning by trial and error. But 
their hard work paid off. From the moment 
they produced and screened their first few 
seconds of footage, they became filmmak-
ers. Jacques Demy started making movies 
without a camera, boiling 9.5mm Pathé Baby 
reels in a cooking pot to remove the original 
emulsion in order to then draw flying saucers 
directly onto the acetate surface. 

In the 1950s, a fellow member of the Par-
is choir in which he sung told the pioneering 
amateur Basque filmmaker Gotzon Elortza2 

about the expressive possibilities of amateur 
cinema, and invited him to join the local film 
club of which he was a member. Sorely miss-
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3 Vimeo channel of Miguel Ángel Quintana Dufourg, https://
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4 Elías Querejeta Zine Eskola, Artisans of Cinema: research into 
Basque amateur cinema, http://zine-eskola.eus/en/depart-
ments-studies/research-projects/artisans-of-cinema

ing his homeland, from which he had been 
forced to emigrate, and concerned about the 
disappearance of the Basque language and 
popular culture from the public sphere dur-
ing the harsh repression of Franco's dicta-
torship, Elortza decided to film the Basque 
coastline during his holidays, using a 16mm 
camera. He had almost no knowledge of film-
making and learned as he went along, reading 
manuals published by other French and North 
American amateurs. From 1959 to 1964 he 
filmed several movies with voice-overs in the 
Basque language, which later proved key in 
the emergence of an ethnographic movement 
which included filmmakers such as Néstor 
Basterretxea and Fernando Larruquert (di-
rectors of Pelotari in 1964 and Ama Lur in 1968). 

Miguel Ángel Quintana,3 one of the most 
acclaimed amateur filmmakers of the 1960s 
and 70s, recounts how, when we was a child, 
his parents gave him a toy 9.5mm projector 
which enabled him to screen cartoons in the 
stairwell. In the grey reality of life in Spain 
under Franco's dictatorship and during the 
postwar period, this magical device provided 
a window onto other worlds, offering Quin-
tana an escape route within the safety of his 
own home. Quintana’s fascination with film 
therefore entered the domestic sphere, ena-
bling him to establish an intimate relation-
ship with the medium and generating in him 
the same restlessness that had prompted 
Demy to direct his own films as soon as he 
had access to a small gauge camera. If film 
could penetrate the stairwell in a house 
in the Basque town of Renteria and a run-
down garret in Nantes, what was to stop 
amateurs from taking the next step and 
making and sharing their own films with 

their friends and neighbours? 
Quintana took a little longer than Demy to 

start directing his own films. His latent de-
sire to make movies was reawakened when 
he came into contact with the Renteria film 
club, which organised one of the first ama-
teur cinema competitions in Spain in 1965 (in 
which Larruquert participated as one of the 
judges). During the event, Quintana met oth-
er amateurs such as Ángel Lerma, José María 
Lizárraga and Maria Jesús 'Tatus' Fombelli-
da, one of the few women to become a per-
manent fixture in a field that was almost 
overwhelmingly male. The creative urge 
felt by these and other filmmakers found an 
outlet in the so-called substandard film for-
mats and the spread of viewing spaces such 
as film clubs, festivals and workshops, where 
they could share the results of their work. In 
these contexts, there was almost no censor-
ship, meaning that film could be (and was) 
used actively as a tool for creation, observa-
tion, recovery of cultural practices in danger 
of dying out and political activism, without 
too much risk of interference from the police. 
At the end of the 1970s, the amateur movie 
circuit had become a far-reaching network 
connecting Renteria, San Sebastián, Azpei-
tia, Irún ,Vitoria, Bilbao, Lekeitio, Barakaldo, 
Zarauz, Pamplona and Tudela with Barcelo-
na, Badalona, Terrassa, Sabadell, Cuenca, Las 
Palmas, Murcia, Valladolid, Avilés and, be-
yond the border, Cannes (France), Guimarães 
(Portugal), or Lobito (Angola), among others.

The Elías Querejeta Zine Eskola's research 
project Artisans of Cinema: research into 
Basque amateur cinema  has been recovering, 
since October 2018,  the history, names and 
material remains of this space which exist-
ed outside the commercial film industry.4 
Thanks to archival research, the recovery of 
films and documentary material, and oral 
interviews, 32 film clubs have been identi-
fied to date, along with a similar number of 
festivals and 120 filmmakers who produced 
films in the Basque Country between 1965 
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and 1982. Despite its surprising dimension, 
the memory of this movement, which was 
so important to the development of a Basque 
cinematographic culture, is, as historian 
Enzo Traverso puts it, a weak one, of which 
barely a few scattered remains survive in film 
libraries, municipal archives and, mainly, the 
attics and basements of those who partici-
pated in it. The aim of the project is therefore 
to locate and articulate these fragments into 
a strong memory, one capable of conveying 
the same passion and creative energy with 
which amateurs, with hardly any resources 
at all, filmed their movies and organised 
meetings. Such love for film is still palpable 
in the interviews held by the research team 
with Fombellida, Quintana, Lizárraga, Julien 
Julia from Hendaye and members of the Gui-
puzkoa Photographic Society Javier Robles 
and José Manuel Goicoechea. The aim is, in 
short, to give Basque amateur cinema back 
its history, a history made up of a multitude 
of different voices.

One of the most important milestones of 
the project is the recovery of the documen-
tary series Gure Herria (Our Country), filmed 
by Fombellida between 1975 and 1985 with 
the aim of preserving the memory of a series 
of crafts and artisanal activities that were 
slowly fading from the collective Basque 
mindset. While for André Bazin, film em-
balms the moment of change from one im-
age to another, for Tatus, the medium was 
also a means of capturing forever the human 
processes, gestures and rhythms involved in 
the manufacture of a bowl for making junket 
or the manual forging of an axe. Free from 
the obligations and compromises imposed 
by commercial cinema and its profit-based 
criteria, the Gure Herria films were screened 
first in the artisan's own workshop to an au-

dience made up of neighbours from the local 
area. Due to its unique approach and themat-
ic coherence, the decision was made to es-
tablish a specific dissemination programme 
for the series. Nine of the twelve sections that 
together make up Gure Herria (some of which 
are unfinished or with no sound) have been 
restored and digitalised. The other three 
seem to have been lost or perhaps were nev-
er filmed, although we hope to recover them 
one day in order to add them to this digital 
collection. Texts have been commissioned 
from French historian Benoit Turquety, an 
expert in amateur cinema, and Basque artist 
Sahasta Jauregi, in which they reflect, from 
the viewpoint of their respective disciplines, 
on the important place occupied by these 
films in the map of cultural practices carried 
out on the sidelines of official history. 

Amateur cinema developed during Spain's 
transition to democracy in the shadowland 
between the everyday and the extraordi-
nary, between apparently anodyne scenes 
and unique testimonies of a society that was 
changing at a dizzying rate. Unlike today, 
it was an era still unsaturated by images, 
which is why every frame of amateur films 
show something that we would otherwise 
be unaware of in the present, and thus must 
be greatly treasured. Towards the end of Jac-
quot de Nantes, the protagonist and a friend 
search the local landfill site for fragments of 
film discarded by local exhibitors in order to 
start their own collection of forgotten cine-
ma. From this graveyard of fragments, films, 
film clubs, festivals, and amateur filmmak-
ers, two questions arise: Where did cinema 
take place outside commercial theatres? And 
what was it like? 

With this dossier dedicated to Gure Herria 
and with the publication of new digital ver-
sions of nine films of the collection, we aim 
to answer these questions, taking the first 
step towards recovering a history for Basque 
amateur cinema.

5 Enzo Traverso, El pasado: instrucciones de uso: historia, me-
moria, política (Madrid: M. Pons, 2007), 53
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DU CINÉMA COMME ARTISANAT : 
LA SÉRIE GURE HERRIA DE TATUS 
FOMBELLIDA

Benoît Turquety 
Université de Lausanne

Les cinéastes amateurs ont souvent filmé les 
artisans. Dès 1895, deux forgerons au travail 
figuraient parmi les tous premiers sujets fil-
més et montrés par Louis Lumière. Il y a là une 
sorte d’évidence : le travail artisanal constitue 
un sujet idéal et immédiatement accessible 
pour le cinéma. Les corps, les outils et les ma-
chines sont en constant mouvement, mouve-
ment à la fois visuel, spectaculaire, et régi par 
des règles précises. Celles-ci permettent au 
cinéaste d’anticiper les gestes, et donc de ca-
drer avec exactitude et d’organiser l’ensemble 
de son film selon la logique du sujet.

Mais ces règles sont aussi pour partie mys-
térieuses, renvoyant à un savoir-faire aussi 
évident pour les gens du métier qu’énigma-
tiques pour les personnes non initiées. Plu-
sieurs anthropologues et philosophes l’ont 
rappelé  : dans la plupart des sociétés, tech-
nique et magie ont partie liée, jusqu’à parfois 
l’indistinction. L’artisanat est un bon sujet de 
cinéma parce qu’il est visuel et fondé sur le 
geste et le mouvement, mais aussi parce qu’il 
est tendu vers un projet : la fabrication d’un 
objet. Les films de la série Gure Herria de Tatus 
Fombellida le montrent exemplairement : ils 
sont tous travaillés par un profond suspense. 
Le spectateur ne cesse de se demander ce que 
ça va donner, ce qui va sortir du processus 
souvent complexe qui est détaillé devant lui. 
Que l’objet soit connu par avance ou non, son 

apparition finale devant nos yeux comporte 
toujours une part de surprise, voire de sor-
cellerie. La structure du processus technique 
artisanal est déjà une structure narrative.

L’affinité entre cinéastes amateurs et ar-
tisans est en fait plus profonde, et ancienne, 
comme l’a noté l’historien étasunien Charles 
Tepperman.1 Les cinéastes amateurs sont en 
effet eux-mêmes des artisans. Cela est sans 
doute moins sensible aujourd’hui, alors que la 
démocratisation extrême des moyens de pro-
duire des images animées s’est accompagnée 
d’une simplification radicale des procédures. 
Mais au milieu des années 1970, lorsque Fo-
mbellida commence sa série, réaliser un film 
comme Kaiku demande une maîtrise technique 
non négligeable. Il faut savoir cadrer, faire le 
point pour avoir une image nette, exposer 
correctement la pellicule, réaliser le montage 
du film en manipulant la pellicule, prendre 
le son et en faire le montage, éventuellement 
le mixage. Toutes ces opérations mobilisent 
un matériel spécialisé, et toutes doivent être 
maîtrisées simultanément car chacune peut 
entraîner une catastrophe pour le résultat fi-
nal – tout comme, dans Kaiku, chaque coup 
de hache peut ruiner complètement le travail 
accompli jusque là. Ce nécessaire apprentis-
sage technique est l’une des raisons d’être 
des clubs de cinéma amateur, où se forme une 
communauté d’échanges, d’initiation, d’ému-
lation. Les concours, les prix, permettent la 
reconnaissance des maîtrises individuelles 
mais aussi la construction d’un regard expert, 
capable de percevoir la virtuosité d’un mouve-
ment de caméra ou d’un montage.

Le cinéaste amateur partage avec l’artisan 
la fabrication d’un objet, prototype chaque 
fois unique même si ses lois sont sévères, 
et réalisé depuis les matières premières 
jusqu’au produit fini. Fombellida aime cette 
idée de suivre le modelage de l’objet depuis 
les tout débuts  : le kaiku depuis le tronçon 
de bois avec encore son écorce, les chaus-
settes tricotées depuis le cardage de la fibre 
de laine brute. L’objet final doit tenir, être 

1 Voir Charles Tepperman, « Mechanical Craftsmanship: Ama-
teurs Making Practical Films », in Useful Cinema, edited by 
Charles R. Acland and Haidee Wasson, Durham, Duke Univer-
sity Press, 2011, pp. 289-314.



34 · ZINE01

solide et pratique, adapté à sa tâche. Il révèle 
alors l’expertise de son auteur. Ce sont là les 
règles d’appréciation du bel objet artisanal  ; 
elles valent aussi pour le film amateur. À cela 
peuvent s’ajouter parfois des démonstrations 
de virtuosité, qui, inscrites dans l’objet, lui 
confèrent une signature, en font un objet in-
dividualisé, au-delà de l’usage commun, un 
chef-d’œuvre. L’effet kaléidoscopique dans 
Kaiku révèle cette ambition et cette logique de 
démonstration technique.

Si l’artisanat est un bon objet pour le ci-
néaste amateur, il met aussi en jeu, on le voit, 
un rapprochement plus profond, qui implique 
en retour quelque chose comme une mise en 
danger plus intime. Filmer l’artisan c’est ac-
cepter une confrontation des expertises. Le 
cinéaste doit avoir la technicité nécessaire 
pour révéler la technicité du geste de l’arti-
san. S’il enregistre le savoir-faire de l’autre, 
le sien sera aussi jugé en retour. Le processus, 
la gestuelle techniques constituent un ma-
tériau intéressant pour le cinéaste par leur 
dimension visuelle et mobile, mais aussi par 
les défis qu’ils lui imposent. Il faut expliciter 
la technicité du geste, la rendre perceptible 
par le spectateur, et donc en comprendre la 
structure et savoir la rendre par le cinéma. 
Ainsi, Kaiku prend le temps nécessaire pour 
faire bien voir la complexité, la difficulté de 
la technique singulière de découpe de l’in-
térieur du récipient, avec une barre de force 
placée sous l’aisselle qui soutient la barre 
secondaire mobile, portant la lame et dirigée 
des deux mains. Plus tard, le lissage de la pa-
roi est effectué à l’aide d’une lame attachée sur 
un axe à l’extrémité opposée à la poignée : un 
panoramique exhibe la logique technique du 
dispositif. Dans tous les films de Gure Herria, 
Fombellida montre une grande attention aux 
gestes techniques. Cette modestie attentive 
est au cœur de sa démarche, toute orientée 
vers la description, vers l’explication, vers 
la pédagogie de la technicité. Cela implique 
la recherche de clarté dans le montage, mais 
aussi de poésie, car il faut également rendre la 

force et la fatigue dans le corps de l’artisan, la 
sûreté du geste, les précautions et la mémoire.

Ainsi que l’expliquait Marcel Mauss en 1934 
dans « Les techniques du corps »2, l’acte tech-
nique se définit en effet comme acte trans-
mis. Il a été enseigné et appris, repris et raffi-
né, de génération en génération. Ainsi, toute 
technique est essentiellement collective. Elle 
se déploie dans le temps et l’histoire, et par 
tout un réseau de relations qui décrit une 
communauté. Habiter un lieu, c’est interagir 
avec un environnement, mais c’est aussi sa-
voir faire certaines choses que l’on ne sait pas 
faire ailleurs, ou les faire d’une certaine fa-
çon, comme on ne les fait pas dans d’autres 
lieux. La culture matérielle définit un en-
semble de savoirs, qui ont pour trait commun 
d’être transmis de manière non verbale. Il n’y 
a pas de manuel pour réaliser le mamia, caillé 
de brebis traditionnel, ou la xistera avec la-
quelle on joue la pelote basque, la cesta punta. 
Le cinéma, alors, est encore l’outil privilégié 
de cette transmission, permettant de pré-
server de manière non verbale les gestes et 
les processus. Mais en outre, le cinéma est 
lui aussi collectif : projetés à la communauté, 
les films permettent à ses membres de se re-
connaître, de voir leur culture valorisée, pour 
eux-mêmes autant que pour les autres.

Une tension apparaît. La technique est 
collective, mais elle est aussi incarnée dans 
une personne particulière : cet homme, cette 
femme, qui la connaît et sait la pratiquer. Fo-
mbellida doit montrer dans chaque geste à la 
fois sa dimension ancestrale, partagée, mais 
aussi la virtuosité singulière de la personne 
qui, ici et maintenant, en est dépositaire et ac-
cepte d’en faire part devant ce drôle d’instru-
ment qu’est la caméra. Les films s’attachent 
alors non seulement aux mains des artisans, 
mais aussi aux visages, aux corps, toujours 

2 Voir Marcel Mauss, « Les techniques du corps » [1934], Jour-
nal de psychologie, vol. 32, n° 3-4, 15 mars 1936, repris dans 
Sociologie et anthropologie, Paris, PUF, 1950, pp. 365-386.
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inscrits dans des lieux, des maisons ou des 
paysages, qui sont aussi ceux de la commu-
nauté. La délicatesse du montage alterne 
ainsi la description technique du savoir-faire 
avec des plans serrés sur les sourires, les re-
gards concentrés, ou les échanges complices 
entre artisan traditionnel et artisan cinéaste. 
Des deux côtés de la caméra, les artisans sont 
les praticiens de techniques collectives, et en 
tant que tels représentants de leur commu-
nauté. Mais ce sont aussi des individus, qui 
montrent, par l’existence même du film et 
dans chacun de ses plans, quelle confiance il 
a fallu placer en l’autre pour accepter d’être 
filmé et pour accepter d’être celle qui sera 
mise au défi de regarder, de comprendre, et 
de montrer. Dans cette confiance nécessaire 
peut entrer de l’amitié, mais transparaît aus-
si parfois le désir d’épater, de montrer son 
adresse technique, de prouver son autorité.

La bande sonore rejoue tous ces enjeux. 
Comme la plupart des cinéastes amateurs à 
cette période, Fombellida ne tourne pas en 
son direct  : le son est construit après le tour-
nage. Une voix over explique ou contextualise 
le sujet du film : déjà là, le choix de la langue – 
l’euskara – est fondamental. Le film préserve 
la langue comme la technique, mais de surcroît 
l’affirme comme élément de culture, et désigne 
les membres de la communauté comme spec-
tateurs privilégiés du film. À cela, Fombellida 
ajoute sur sa bande sonore des éléments de mu-
sique traditionnelle mais également, presque 
systématiquement, des chants. Le chant, c’est 
la langue et la voix, mais aussi l’histoire et le 
groupe, la ritournelle fredonnée dans la soli-
tude autant que la chanson reprise en chœur 
dans les fêtes. C’est aussi la justesse et la virtuo-
sité, la réappropriation par l’individu, avec plus 
ou moins d’assurance et de brio personnels, 
des traditions de tout le monde. Le chant est lui 
aussi une technique, aussi collective qu’intime, 
comme l’artisanat et comme le cinéma.
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TWENTY-SEVEN ROUTES AROUND 
HACHAS JAUREGI
Liquid notes on the film Aizkora 
(Axe) by María Jesús 'Tatus' 
Fombellida

Sahatsa Jauregi Azkarate

hamarkadak (décadas) The axe workshop 
owned and run by José Ramón Jauregi is lo-
cated in Urnieta's Erratzu neighbourhood. On 
Sunday 24 July 2016, the newspaper Noticias 
de Gipuzkoa interviewed 'Europe's last aiz-
koragile (axe-maker)'.

kredituak (créditos) In 1980, Tatus Fombell-
ida visited the Hachas Jauregi (Jauregi Axes) 
workshop with her cousin and shot the film 
Aizkora. The film features Juan Jauregi and the 
young José Ramón Jauregi and finishes with a 
beautiful folk song dedicated to the forge. The 
work was shot in 16mm. Upon the advent of 
the digital era, Tatus lost interest in film.

pudor I would like to call this text My life 
struck through with an axe. I would like to write 
about Basque families, Basque traditions and 
Basque instruments, based on melodrama, 
passion and exaggeration, much in the style 
of a bachata sung in the Basque language. But 
just in case, and perhaps due to a lack of brav-
ery on my part, the title of this text will not 
be My life struck through with an axe, but rather 
Twenty-seven notes around Jauregi Axes. 

odola (blood) José Ramón Jauregi is cousin to 
my father, José Antonio Jauregi, and the two 
of them are the son and the nephew (respec-
tively) of Juan Jauregi. José Antonio Jauregi 
had two children: Axel Jauregi and me, Sa-
hatsa Jauregi. One son and one daughter, one 
axe and one hacha.

target Three types of axes are manufactured: 
one for chopping wood, one for chopping 
meat and a third for winning competitions.

odola bi (blood II) In the olden days, it was 
common for the profession of blacksmith to 
be handed down from father to first-born 
son, because if more than one son learned the 
trade, then several different forges or work-
shops could be opened up, thereby fostering 
unfair competition in the internal organi-
sation of the nuclear family, most likely re-
sulting in conflict. Following tradition, when 
young José Ramón turned nineteen, the late 
Juan Jauregi passed on to him all the empir-
ical knowledge he had gained throughout 
many years manufacturing axes, and José 
Ramón has been following in his father’s 
footsteps ever since.

no se inmutó (she didn't bat an eyelid) The re-
stored film by Tatus Fombellida, Aizkora, was 
screened in a small room in Tabakalera. José 
Ramón Jauregi was in the audience and after 
the screening, he had a strong urge to share 
some of his experiences with the other spec-
tators. The axe maker said that in the past, 
women were not 'in fashion' as they are now, 
and that his father had been flabbergasted 
once when he had seen two women wielding 
an axe. He was even more astonished when a 
spark landed on Tatus' sweater and she didn’t 
bat an eyelid.

panoplia (panoply) I was recently asked to 
analyse Basque design and I focused on the 
appreciable objects that arose around Hachas 
Jauregi, highlighting not only the axe-mak-
ing process itself, but also everything that 
surrounds it. I started with the sculptures 
located outside the workshop, pieces dating 
from the era in which the forge was used to 
make farming tools by inserting the metal 
parts into stone spheres. The route then con-
tinued through all the different types of axes 
and sharp implements that are kept in dusty 
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glass cabinets inside the workshop, placed 
with the same precision with which the po-
lice display to the media a consignment of 
confiscated drugs. Finally, we talked about 
the merchandising of the Hachas Artesanas 
(Handcrafted Axes) brand. When they pur-
chase a new axe, the company's most loyal 
customers sometimes receive a gift: a small 
ornament in the shape of an axe cutting a log 
and a cap that would not look amiss in the 
video clip released by the band Negu Gorriak 
for its single Radio Rahim.

hiperespezifikotasuna (hyperspecificity) The 
logotype of Hachas Jauregi is a pair of crossed 
axes. When I started asking José Ramón about 
the relationship between his company's logo 
and that of the band Negu Gorriak, he inter-
rupted me, saying that if you look closely, 
you will see that they are different, since the 
Negu Gorriak axes are both the same, where-
as the Jauregi ones are different.

1:1 eskala (1:1 scale) The head of an axe contains 
its bit (or blade) and its eye.

youth culture Muguruza once told me in his 
kitchen that the origin of the Negu Gorriak 
logo was a prison tattoo he had on his arm. 
In those days, apparently, he had been very 
impressed by Malcom X, which is why he 
proudly sported a large cross on his skin. It 
reminded me of Straight Edge’s hands or the 
girls from the Manson family, arriving at the 
trial. All of them had an X tattooed onto their 
skin, as if they were trying to subvert the 
meaning of what could be seen as a symbol of 
stigmatisation; a kind of operation that turns 
the violence that is symbolically provoked by 
the act of marking one's skin into a symbol 
of pride. The first single by the band Korta-
tu also featured a woodcutter (pum!) and the 
second one featured two axes (pum! pum!).

bacalao (cod) Tatus Fombellida was very good 
at explaining how things are made; she was 
a great narrator of process. She explained the 
artisanal procedure using the language of 
film, with the same delicacy and detail with 
which she explained to customers at Panier 
Fleuri how the different dishes on the menu 
were prepared.  People would say to her: you 
can really tell how much you love cooking! But 
she never touched a single pan. 

teknologia (technology) A good aizkolari (as 
woodcutters are known in the Basque lan-
guage) needs to understand both geometry 
and alchemy.

rimbombante (ostentatious) José Ramón con-
tinues making axe blades in the same way as 
his ancestors did 90 years ago: forging, shap-
ing, tempering and sharpening. But unlike 
before, he now uses moulds. Why not use the 
advantages life offers?

odola hiru (blood III) It would be interesting 
to think about the work carried out in the 
Hachas Jauregi workshop from the perspec-
tive of the materials used. Asun Jauregi is 
José Ramón Jauregi's sister. At one point she 
started collecting the pieces of iron that were 
discarded in the axe-making process and, in 
an effort to avoid waste, using them to make 
sunflowers. She was an excellent welder and 
her sunflowers proved very popular. She set 
up a corner behind the forge dedicated to the 
making of sunflowers. José Ramón made tools 
and Asun made ornaments.

boca de luna (moon-shaped bit or blade) There 
are two types of Basque axe. One is known as 
the Basque or Navarrese axe; in addition to 
rounded blades, it also has a slight bulge. The 
other is the Biscayan axe, which corresponds 
to the typical image that comes to mind when 
we think about an axe. The cultural value of 
Hachas Jauregi lies in the fact that the com-
pany continues to produce axes in keeping 
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with their traditional shapes. Indeed, the logo 
aims to reflect both shapes, which is why the 
two axes are different.

forma (shape) In his books Mitología Vasca and 
Gran Enciclopedia Vasca, Joxe Miguel Barandi-
aran listed some of the powers that were attrib-
uted to axes by the Basque animist tradition. 
According to reports from Mañaria, Llodio, Ur-
rialdo, Navarrete, Elduayen and Ataun, farmers 
would hang an upwards-facing axe over the 
threshold of their farmhouse. It was believed 
that axes had the power to attract lightning, 
and if they were hung outside a house, they 
would stop any stray bolt from hitting it. Over 
the doorway to the Hachas Jauregi workshop 
is a metal plate with an embossed image of a 
downwards-facing axe.

zu ez (not you) Two scale perversions featur-
ing axes, shown in two images: the first, a 
souvenir with a motif depicting a small fif-
teen-centimetre axe that José Ramón gave to 
his grandmother and which is now kept in the 
living room of his house; and the second, an 
eight-metre monument in the shape of an axe 
made by Koldobika Jauregi (who, by the way, 
is in no way related to the family) to celebrate 
ETA's ceasefire and disarmament and, in gen-
eral, the entire peace process.

souvenir The vacuum left by the absence of a 
tool's practical function must be compensat-
ed for by its symbolic function.

monumentua (monument) Koldobika Jauregi's 
initial idea was not to manufacture a giant axe 
measuring eight metres that would eventual-
ly become a tree. His initial idea was to tie an 
axe to a living tree, because his aim was to pay 
tribute to those still standing. I think the imag-
inary version that this project generates in my 
mind works better than the actual sculpture in 
Roland Barthes Square in Bayonne.

azalpena (explanation) JAUREGI. URNIETA. 
STAINLESS STEEL AXE. www.hachasarte-
sanas.com

gezurra (lie) Ever since the History Channel 
started broadcasting ‘Forged in Fire’, axes 
have become immensely popular in the USA 
and, particularly, Canada. If we analyse the 
show closely, we see that it combines two 
characteristics that have become a cliché of 
the American way of life: the Do It Yourself 
philosophy and a fascination with weapons. 
Even though this fetishism is beneficial to his 
business, José Ramón is not a fan of the show.

Donostia (San Sebastián) If Basque cinema 
has nominated one official aizkolari-aizkor-
agile (woodcutter/axe-maker), it is the ac-
tor Kandido Uranga. In one of the most ac-
claimed scenes of Julio Medem's film Vacas 
we see him chopping a log before throwing 
his axe up into the air. He also appears chop-
ping wood in the film Amama, by Asier Altu-
na. And as if this were not enough, who plays 
the lead in the film Errementari, by Paul Ur-
quijo? Kandido Uranga of course!

kolpeka (blow by blow) As regards tradition-
al techniques, in the olden days blacksmiths 
would know when the iron or steel was ready 
to be forged, just by listening to the sound it 
made. Depending on the sound of the fire or 
sparks, they knew whether or not the piece 
they were working on was ready to be shaped.

kolpeka kolpeka (blow by blow by blow) Of all 
Muguruza's music, the Kolpez Kolpe EP is the 
only one whose cover does not include figurative 
images. It is the best one. It contains no figures 
but is a masterful exercise in synaesthesia: a 
blow you cannot see, but you can certainly hear.

BDSM If all losses result in some kind of gain, 
then the evocative power of the film Aizko-
ra must be due to the loss of information 



A HISTORY FOR BASQUE AMATEUR CINEMA: ON THE GURE HERRIA SERIES (1975-1985) BY MARÍA JESÚS "TATUS" FOMBELLIDA

ZINE01 · 39

which occurred when it was transferred from 
16-mm film to VHS, and from there to DVD. 
Indeed, that was how I first saw it years ago: 
in DVD format, following all those transmis-
sions and translations. The gleam of the met-
al and the fire shone out of the blurred, dirty 
images, the darkness of the shadows and the 
unlit parts of the screen. The film transports 
you out of the workshop and carries you to an 
unearthly, unworldly place. It is also some-
what reminiscent of Kenneth Anger's films, 
particularly Scorpio Rising and Kustom Kar 
Kommandos. That optical vision that turns 
everything it films into something desirable, 
be it a motorbike, a leather jacket or the head 
of an axe.

Teseoren paradoxa bat (A Theseus paradox) 
See this axe? It belonged to my grandmoth-
er. My mother replaced the handle and I re-
placed the head.

Translation: Diana Draper
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Gure Herria I -  Kaiku
Year: 1977
Running time: 11 minutes 

Gure Herria II - Mamia
Year: 1977
Running time: 8 minutes 

Gure Herria III - Artilezko Galtzerdiak
Year: 1978-1979
Running time: 7 minutes

Gure Herria IV - Herriko Gazta
Year: 1978-1979
Running time: 7 minutes 

Gure Herria VI - Cesta Punta
Year: 1980
Running time: 8 minutes 

GURE HERRIA SERIES 
(MARÍA JESÚS "TATUS" 
FOMBELLIDA, 1975-1985)

watch films online
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Gure Herria VII - Aizkora
Year: 1980
Running time: 7,30 minutes 

Gure Herria VIII – Errota
Year: 1981
Running time: 7 minutes 

Gure Herria IX - Otarra
Year: 1982
Running time: 9 minutes 

Gure Herria XI – Sagardoa
Year: 1982-1983
Running time: 6 minutes, incomplete
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