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Mad Love and Melodrama in the Films of
Burniuel and Almodoévar

Marsha Kinder
University of Southern California

Part I: An Overview: Comparing the Incomparable

If you ask anyone in the world to name a Spanish filmmaker, the two
names you are most likely to hear are Luis Buiiuel and Pedro Almodévar,
for they have had both the greatest critical success and the greatest notori-
ety worldwide. I am thinking, for example, of the famous image from
Buiuel's Un chien andalou (1928), where a woman's eyeball appears to be
sliced open by a straight-edge razor wielded by the filmmaker himself (an
image that has become an icon for surrealism though it was based on one
of his own dreams), and the scandalous sex scene between Victoria Abril
and Antonio Banderas in Almodévar’s /Atame! (Tie Me Up, Tie Me Down,
1987), which helped spawn the NC17 rating system in the USA. In both
cases, these scandalous images were embedded within the familiar trap-
pings of melodrama.! )

In this essay, I will argue that this rare combination of subversion and
accessibility is rooted in these filmmakers'’s reliance on l'amour fou (mad
love), a scandalous erotic passion oblivious to social restraints and thereby
threatening to the bourgeois order, and on their placement of this danger-
ous passion at the heart of melodrama—the most ubiquitous popular genre
that cuts across most cultures, periods and media and is capable of being
hybridized with other genres in a wide array of tones. Though both film-
makers create a provocative dialogue with popular Hollywood melodra-
mas (embracing, stealing, transforming, parodying their story elements
and conventions), they both develop the distinctive Spanish inflection of
the genre that enables their work to be so challenging and accessible at the
same time. AsIargued in Blood Cinema:

Melodrama can work, on the one hand, as a
reactionary escapist genre that naturalizes the
dominant ideology by displacing political issues onto
the personal plane of the family, as in the case of most
popular Hollywood genres and of the popular cinema
made under Fascist regimes in Italy, Germany, and
Spain. On the other hand, it can function
subversively—either through excess and
contradictions that are part of the genre itself or
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through radical innovations by a wide-ranging group
of practitioners. .. [including] Luis Bufiuel [and ] Pedro
Almodovar.... As Spanish philosopher Ortega y
Gasset observed of Wagner (whose Tristan and Isolde
frequently provided the subversive melos for the
deeply ironic melodramas of Bunuel), ‘In Wagner,
melodrama reaches its highest exaltation. And as
always happens, when a form attains its maximum
its conversion into the opposite at once begins.”?

No matter what other genres their films are combined with (comedy, satire,
documentary, horror, avant-garde or porn), the sheer excesses of l'amour
fou at their center help push their narratives into the familiar terrain of
melodrama.

Because of space limitations, I will focus my comparison on two pairs
of films—Bunuel's Viridiana (1961) and Almodévar’s Hable con ella (Tallc
to Her, 2002), two masterworks whose similarities are not so immediately
apparent, and Belle de jour (1966) and !Atame! (Tie Me Up, Tie Me
Down, 1989), whose emphasis on female sexuality provides a clear basis
for comparison. Yet, this combination of mad love and melodrama can be
found in many of their works over the full arc of their respective careers:
from their scandalous debut provocations— Bufiuel's Un chien andalou,
1928, and Lage d’or, 1930, and Almodévar’s Pepe, Luci Bom y otra chicas
del montoén, 1980, and Laberinto de pasiones, (Labyrinth of Passions,
1982)—where l'amour fou is most outrageous and the melodramatic con-
ventions most blatantly parodied; to many of their best films over several
decades— EIl (1952), Tristana (1970), and Cet obscur objet du désir
(That Obscure Object of Desire, 1977) in the case of Bufiuel; and Entre
tinieblas (Dark Habits, 1983), Matador (1986), La ley del deseo ([Law of
Desire, 1987), Mujeres al borde de un ataque de nervios (Women on the
Verge of a Nervous Breakdown, 1988), Tacones lejanos (High Heels,
1991), La flor de mi secreto (The Flower of My Secret, 1995), and La
mala educacién (Bad Education, 2004) in the case of Almoddévar.

Before turning to a discussion of their films, I want to briefly compare
their lives in order to suggest some basis for a few key similarities and
differences. A few glaring distinctions immediately come to mind—differ-
ences in class (Bufiuel's roots in the bourgeoisie, and Almodévar’s in the
working class); in sexuality (Bufiuel's aggressive heterosexuality despite
his closeness to Lorca and his astute observation that “all the surrealists
were handsome,” and Almodévar’s open homosexuality despite his com-
mitment to sexual mobility); and in life experience (Bufiuel's as a nomadic
filmmaker working in exile, where he had to deal with commercial pres-
sures; and Almodévar’s commitment to working in Spain where he enjoys
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total artistic freedom).

There are also striking parallels. Both were born in a provincial village
within Spain: Bunuel in 1900 in Calanda, in the Aragonese province of
Teruel; Almodévar in mid-century (1949 or 1951) in Calzada de Calatrava,
near Ciudad Real in Old Castille. Both of their families moved to a larger
city when they were very young: Bufiuel's to Zaragoza, the capital of Aragon,
when he was three months old, though they continued visiting Calanda;
Almoddvar’s to Extremadura, a deprived region bordering Portugal, when
he was eight years old.* Both attended Catholic school: Buniuel with the
Jesuits, and Almodévar with the Salesian and Franciscan fathers. Although
they both rebelled against this training, they each retained a Catholic infra-
structure in their works, which intensified their subversive edge and their
representation of sexuality, for both claim religious repression makes sex
more exciting, As young men, both left their families and moved to Madrid
at a key moment in cultural and political history: Bufiuel at age 17 in 1917
(at the end of WW1) to attend the Residencia de Estudiantes, where his two
closest friends were Dali and Lorca, and where he became part of the
legendary generation of ‘27; Almodovar atage 16 in 1969 (a time of student
uprisings worldwide and a political state of emergency in Madrid), where
he got a job at the telephone company and became an important figure in
la movida. Even within Spain, both saw themselves as provincial outsid-
ers who came from the margins and whose distance gave them a clearer
vision of how to subvert the center, and they both chose the sexuality at the
heart of l'amour fou as the pressure point for leveraging the transformative
power of their marginal position.

Buniuel and Almodévar both emerged with an outrageous film de-
but—each with a pair of notorious works that were deliberately designed
to deviate from other filmmaking conventions and immediately attracted
attention: Un chien Andalou (1928) and Lage d’or (1930) for Buiiuel (and
his Spanish collaborator Salvador Dali) that immediately became notori-
ous for their scandalous images, non-linear narratives and politicized sac-
rilege and thereby eased their entry into the surrealist movement; and
Pepi, Luci Bom and Other Girls on the Heap (1980) and Labyrinth of
Passions (1982) for Almodévar, two films from la movida in the early
1980s, which brought his transsexual literary avatar Patty Diphusa and a
comic array of dopers and sexual predators to the screen and soon be-
came midnight cult movies in Madrid. Despite their flagrant violations of
narrative conventions, at their emotional core all four films played off the
erotic excesses of melodrama with a pair of lovers consumed by unre-
strained passion. And all four invited their viewers to read these scandal-
ous films politically—as a challenge to the prevailing bourgeois order. As
Bunuel put it in My Last Sigh:
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