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El perro negro

Transnational Readings of Database
Documentaries from Spain

Marsha Kinder

The Way In

This chapter brings two of my seemingly disconnected research areas together —
writing on Spanish cinema and producing database documentaries (online and in
museums) as archival cultural histories. They come together in El perro negro:
Stories from the Civil War (The Black Dog, 2005), a documentary film on the Spanish
Civil War by Hungarian media artist Péter Forgics, with whom my Labyrinth
Research Initiative on database narrative previously collaborated.

In this chapter I read El perro negro in two contexts: first, as an historical
documentary on an iconic Spanish topic (the civil war), made by an Hungarian
outsider during a period when Spain was deeply engaged in a “national reconcilia-
tion” project called “the recuperation of historical memory”; and second, as a
transnational database documentary with striking similarities to two other archival
cultural histories made by Spaniards on topics outside of Spain, José Luis Guerin’s
Tren de sombras (Train of Shadows, 1997) and La niebla en las palmeras (The Mist in the
Palm Trees, 2005) by Carlos Molinero and Lola Salvador. I show how transnational
readings of films not only reveal traces of the national specificities they combine
but also accentuate rather than minimize the differences between them.

As I argued in Blood Cinema, the national is always a contested construct,
challenged both from within, by the local or micro-regional cultures whose
distinctiveness it suppresses, and from without, by the larger macro-regional for-
mations, such as European or Spanish-language media in the case of Spain (Kinder,
1993). These micro- and macro-forces function as transnational entities, which,
like rival national cultures, challenge this particular configuration of the national
but, unlike those rivals, also undermine the very concept of the national itself.
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the warning, it can happen if we are not aware of it, as it happened in the last
decade in Yugoslavia. (Forgacs, 2005)

My major attempt is to work with private history, which is a kind of alternative to
public history. ... My country, Hungary, had four revolutions, four counter-revolutions,
two big wars, and that means a constant identity crisis for the population. Everybody
had to forget what he was to be something new. (Forgacs, 2005)

What does it mean to read the Spanish Civil War through the experience of
another culture and period, as occurs in El perro negro? Many would argue that the
best cinematic treatments of the Spanish Civil War have been made by Spaniards
with close access to personal memories of this traumatic national event. Only La
vieja memoria (Old Memory, 1977), a fascinating three-hour documentary by Catalan
filmmaker Jaime Camino, comes close to addressing the complexity of the politi-
cal conflicts on both the Nationalist and Republican sides and to exposing the
contradictions between the current memories of participants and what archives
actually show.

Yet, other praiseworthy films about the civil war have been made by Europeans
who normally work outside of Spain: transnational films that were admired by
Spaniards and celebrated worldwide. One thinks of Frédéric Rossif’s feature-length
documentary Mourir & Madrid (To Die in Madrid, 1963), winner of the Jean Vigo
Prize and an Oscar nominee which was made during Spain’s Francoist era by a
Yugoslavian-born émigré to France, or, in the realm of realistic fiction, Ken Loach’s
Land of Freedom (1995), which tells the story of David Carr, a member of the
Communist Party of Great Britain who joins the good fight in Spain and survives.
As lifelong leftists, Loach and Rossif both privilege the Republican side, but their
films speak to the specific political moment in which they were produced. With
Franco’s appointment of Manuel Fraga Iribarne as the new minister of information
and tourism in 1962 a fresh cultural period of apertura was opening in Spain, which
made 1963 a good year for Rossif to remind the world of the political legacy left by
the Spanish Republic. And in the wake of the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union,
shortly before the defeat of Felipe Gonzalez’s Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol
(PSOE), or Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party, by the right-wing Partido Popular (PP)
— the People’s Party — in Spain’s March 1996 general election, Loach’s film showed
why the ideals of anarchy and communism were still worth defending.

There were also short films made during the civil war, such as With the Abraham
Lincoln Brigade in Spain (1938; 18 minutes) by Henri Cartier-Bresson and Herbert
Kline, which raised money to bring members of the brigade home to the United
States and pay for their medical care. And in the field of photojournalism, three
great Buropean photographers documented the civil war for leftist journals in
France (such as Ce soir and Regards or for popular US magazines such as Life) as
they participated on the Republican side: Robert Capa (Endre Ern6 Friedmann,
1913-1954), who was born in Budapest like Forgics; Chim (Dawid Szymin
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