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PLOT SYNOPSIS: Pedro and Jaibo belong to a gang of delinquents in 
Mexico City They steal from a blind man /Don Camelo), who is 
eventually befriended by a young Indian boy abandoned by his 
father. They mug a helpless cripple and Jaibo murders another 
boy, whom he accuses of treachery. Pedro craves his mother's 
love. She refuses to show him any affection because be is the 
child of rape. She forces Pedro to surrender himself to the author- 
ities. who send him to a reformatory. Jaibo, an orphan, seduces 
Pedro's mother. The two boys meet up again outside the reforma- 
tory. Jaibo steals money entrusted to Pedro by the reformatory 
governor and kills his friend. Jaibo is eventually shot dead by the 
police. 

After the more muted impact of Buiiuel's earliest Mexican 
melodramas, the appearance of /Ar olvidados in IQC~O created the 
same sort of explosion as L'&e d'or in Paris in IQW. and later 
Viridiana in Spain in 1961. Radical intellectuals on the Left at- 
tacked the film for its apparent endorsement of bourgeois values; 
leading Mexican politicians and public figures on the Ri&t called 
for Bufiuel's expulsion from the country (Buiiuel was already by 
now a Mexican national). Jorge Negrete, the star of Grm Casino 
and president of the Actors Union, informed Buiiuel that if he 
had been in Mexico at the time he would have prevented the 
film from being made. Eventually, though, following praise by 
Pudovkin in P r a ~ d a  and the special Critics Award at Cannes, bs 

took its place as one of Buriuel's key auterist films. 
Not obliged to work within the constraints of popular, com- 

mercial forms, Buiiuel avoided a script based on a literary nar- 
rative. abandoned another project (Mi hermanito, j@), and, on his 
producer Oscar Dancigers's advice, preferred instead to make a 
film inspired by newspaper accounts of urban squalor (including 
the detail, reproduced in the film's ending, of a boy's corpse 
found On a rubbish tip), descending into the underworld of the 
rougher parts of Mexico City, accompanied by Luis Akoriza, 
the scriptwriter, and Edward Fitzgerald, the a r t i s  director, 
spending around six months becoming familiarized with these 
areas, and even consulting psychiatrists on the problem of delin- 
quency. In its portrayal of urban squalor t h u g h  the lives of the 
delinquents Jaibo, Pedro, and their companions, and through its 
representation of the abandonment of the little boy later called 
Ojitos ('little big eyes') by his new friends, the film mirrors the 
realities of contemporary Mexican life in a way that highlights 
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the betrayals of successive governments supposedly committed 
to social reform. At the time of the making of the film Miguel 
Aleman was president of Mexico. His presidency (1946-52) 
coincided, as Carl J. Mora remarks (1989: 75), with the Mexi- 
can film industry's Golden Age and a period of economic pros- 
perity that, perhaps inevitably, failed to leave much impression 
on the lives of the very poor. Aleman's presidency is remem- 
bered, among other reasons, for the country's unprecedented 
progress in road-building programmes (Niedergang 1971: 265). 
It was also during his period of office that the University of 
Mexico was founded, but, to 10s de abajo, the illiterate and dis- 
possessed of the time, advances in higher education and road- 
works can hardly have been much consolation. For the lives of 
the most wretchedly poor, even the more socially orientated at- 
tempts at reform by an earlier president, Lizaro Cirdenas, failed 
to make much impression. By the time of the making of Los 
olvidados, Cirdenas's policy of distribution of land to the Indi- 
ans-according to Niedergang, resulting in the transfer of 15 
million hectares to over 80,000 farmers (1971: 272)-had been 
reversed, and Ojitos, the little Indian boy from the country (from 
Los Reyes) symbolizes the defeat of Socialism by the more 
Porfirian instincts of later governments. 

The spirit of Porfirio Diaz lived on in Mexican society, epito- 
mized in Los olvidados by the busker Don Carmelo, his squalid 
appearance and blindness expressions not only of economic and 
biological disadvantage, but of the survival in Mexican society 
of an impoverished, short-sighted, and ultimately destructive 
political ideal. Played by Miguel Inclan, a veteran of melodra- 
matic villainy in Mexican films, Carmelo is Buiiuel's indirect 
attack on 'strong' right-wing government, an uncompromising 
intertextual critique of pro-Porfirian films like Oro's En tiempos 
de Don Porjirio, the most successful film at the box office in 1939, 
starring Fernando Soler, stalwart patriarch of Buhuel's late 
Forties' and early Fifties' melodramas. 

Cirdenas's departure from office, and with him the traces of 
cardenismo's tentative Socialist orientations, led to a more bour- 
geois ethos politically, the restoration of respect for law, order, 
and religion, and a more neighbourly attitude towards the USA- 
tendencies very much reflected in the popularity of 1940s' family 
melodramas and comedies, with their representation of Mexi- 
can realities subservient to ideological processes of denial and 
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Utopianism. In this respect, as Mora has observed (1989), the 
effect of Eisenstein's presence and influence on the Mexican film 
industry following the abortive making of jQye viva Mexico! had 
been of ambivalent value. The lyrical style of Eisenstein, earning 
the approval of the great muralist Rivera and inspiring directors 
like Emilio 'El Indio' Fernindez, led to the creation of images 
of extraordinary beauty, above all in the representation of the 
landscape and of indigenous life, while simultaneously encour- 
aging distortions of contemporary realities through a tone of 
exaggerated celebration and Utopianism. This tendency is per- 
haps most forcefully epitomized by Fernindez's Maria Candelaria .I a film-along with Nosotros Ins pobres (1947)-with which Los 
oluidados seems at some levels to be in dialogue. If Nosotw lospobres 
provides Bu~iuel with his point of departure for an attack on the 
sentimental treatment of delinquency, Maria Candelaria perhaps 
provoked him not only into rethinking the treatment of the In- 
dian-especially through its focus on the romantic couple played 
by Pedro Armendiriz and Dolores del RfoÃ‘hu also into ideal- 
izing the countryside through the Eisenstein-inspired photogra- 
phy of Gabriel Figueroa. Maria Candelaria sees Miguel Inclin in 
another of his villainous roles-this time as the mestizo shop-owner 
whose cruelty is directly responsible for the tragedy befalling the 
poor but noble Indian couple~one that overshadows his version 
of the unsentimentalized blind busker in Los ~tvidados. '~ Dolores 
del Rio, who actually refused to be directed by Buiiuel in D& 
Perjecta (preferring Roberto Gavaldon), is as if also deconstructed 
in Los olvtifados through Estela Inda, her high forehead, smooth, 
tightly-drawn facial skin over prominent cheekbones, and thick, 
curly, raven hair at once recalling and slightly redefining Dolores 
del Rio's finer, slightly more ethereal indigenous features. Estela 
Inda's exhausted, urbanized look-perfectly suited to her one- 
parent family circumstances in the film-gives a rougher edge to 
her aura of full-figured, self-conscious sensuality, the aura of a 
woman whose sexual urges remain undimmed by violation, 
poverty, and death, and whose relations both with her own 
children and with others~especially the id-dominated Jaibo- 
are compromised by none of the more superficial elements sur- 
rounding the star meanings of Dolores del Rio. 

" While not appearing in Los oluidados, Pcdro Anncndiriz is used by Buriuel in 
El brvto, a film that d~constructs his stereotyped heroic r01cs in f i l m  like Maria 
Cadelaria, Dislinto amanecer, Flor silvestre, and so on. 
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In films like Maria Candelaria and Flor siluestre these qualities 
find their visual correlations in the photography of Gabriel 
Figueroa, whose lyrical Big-Sky Utopian New World landscapes 
are deliberately ignored in Los oluidados in favour of an i m a g e  
still aestheticized~of urban deprivation. The nearest that the 
film allows him to get to capturing the shapes and patterns of 
nature comes in a scene where huge cactus plants force their 
way into the frame, stressing in the foreground the urgency and 
violence of sexual desire. Nothing here, then, of the reedy 
riversides and cloud-embroidered horizons of Maria Candelaria, 
most shots demanding lighting and composition that comple- 
ment the wasteland ambience of Mexico's dispossessed. 

These demystifying processes are inspired by a subversive, 
part-realist, part-stylized narrative rooted mainly in European 
but also, to a lesser extent, in Hollywood forms of Expressionism 
and, more generally, in the traditions of the Gothic (not just 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century English and American clas- 
sics by Poe, Lewis, Maturin, the BrontEs, and so on, but also 
their Hispanic variants in Quevedo, Goya, Rulfo, Cortizar, and 
others), all here given a sort of menacing quality inherited from 
one of Bufiuel's favourite painters, Zurbarin (Bufiuel @a: 51). 

Reality is constantly under pressure here from unreality, as 
scenes demanding extremely stylized aesthetics reflect on and 
question the prevalence of others that seem, superficially, to 
bear out the film's prologue, where the incidents of the narrative 
about to unfold are said to be based on real people living in real 
cities. Many critics-e.g. Buache (1973) and Oms (1987)-have 
drawn attention to the parallels between Los oluidados and other 
delinquent-narrative films. Los oluidados could even be read as a 
critical commentary, above all, on the Hollywood films in this 
genre. I t  begins with a prologue reminiscent, in some ways, 
of the one in Boys' Town (1938)-'This is the story of Father 
Flanagan and the City for Boys that he built in Nebraska. There 
is such a place as "Boys* Town". There is such a man as Father 
Hanagan'-but even here the emphasis is different. While Holly- 
wood prefers a dramatic, individualized tone, Bufiuel opts for 
dispassionate, matter-of-fact documentary. As for narrative, 
whereas Hollywood mediates a romantic ideology in which, 
through the mechanisms of the patriarchal law (especially reli- 
gion, in the form of Spencer Tracy's Father Flanagan, operating 
with the help of the other pillars of society: the press, social 
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services, police, and capitalist enterprise), delinquents are cured 
of their deviant behaviour, Los oluidados offers no such optimism, 
affirming that even when individuals wish to reform, circum- 
stances often conspire against them. So, Pedro seeks redemp 
tion, but Jaibo returns to destroy him. 

The references to 'personajes autenticos' ('real characters') 
and the visual style of the documentary opening in Los oluidados 
(reflected in films like ~ ' & e  d'or, Las Hurdes, and La F ihe  monte 
d El Pan) fulfil a desire not only to expose the horrors of contem- 
porary living, but also to gesture playfully and ironically, even 
in this darkest of films, at realist or neo-realist forms of film- 
making (especially as characterized by Rossellini and De Sica in 
Italy) as well as to meditate self-consciously on the relations 
between film and viewer. 

The tensions between realism and fantasy, involving playful 
narrative and structural subversion, can ultimately be related to 
Bufiuel's fascination with the marvellous or fantastic elements of 
the ordinary, a tendency shared with some of his Latin Ameri- 
can literary contemporaries, above all Cortizar (one of whose 
stories, Las Mhadas, he had planned to film). This is a tendency 
perhaps ultimately best understood through Freud's thoughts --I  

in 'The Uncanny' (~ggo),  which also help clarify the film's pre- . 
occupations with the vicissitudes of family life. 

Bufiuel's constant remarks about a preference for a cinema of 
mystery and imagination undermine his own concessions to 
documentary and realism. Even at the end of his life, he was 
insisting that Surrealism was always something characterized 
not just by morality and revolution but also by poetry (Bufiuel 
g 8 s k  132). In his lecture 'El cine, instrumento de poesia' 
('Cinema, Instrument of Poetry'), Bufiuel remarks: 'El misterio, 
elemento esencial de toda obra de arte, falta, por lo general, 
en las pelfculas' (ibid. 184) ('Mystery, the essential element of 
every work of art, is generally absent from films'), going on to 
refer, with less than total approval, to the influence of neo- 
realism: 

El neorrealismo ha introducido en la expresi6n cinematogrifica algunos 
elementos que eoriquecen su lenguaje, pero nada mas. La realidad 
neorrealista es incompleta, oficial; sobre todo razonable; pero la poesia, 
el misterio, lo que completa y amplia la realidad tangente, falta en 
absoluto en sus producciones. Confunde la fantasia ir6nica coo lo 
fantastic0 y el humor negro. (ibid. 186) 
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(Neo-realism has introduced into cinematographic expression certain 
elements which enrich its language, but nothing more. The reality of 
neo-realism is incomplete, official; above all rational; but poetry, mys- 
tery, all that completes and enlarges tangible reality, is completely 
lacking in its products. It confuses ironic fantasy with the fantastic and 
black humour.) 

The impact of neo-realism on Los olvidados cannot be dismissed 
as easily as Buiiuel would like. Nevertheless, it is also undeni- 
able that its contribution to the film is, to use Buiiuel's word, 
'completed' by the work of dream and fantasy. Neo-realism's 
origins lie in the ruins of German and Italian fascism following 
the end of World War 11, meeting a need felt by Italian intel- 
lectuals on the Left to 'break with the cultural heritage of fas- 
cism and in particular with rhetorical artistic schemata which 
seemed to bear no relation to life as it was lived' (Cook fed.) 
1985: 36). It promoted an aesthetics, not by any means uniform, 
of visual authenticity, depending a great deal on location shoot- 
ing, the use of non-professional actors, and thematics strongly 
informed by commitment to social reform, focusing on ordinary, 
everyday human experience. In  this respect Los olvidados often 
parallels, say, Ladri di biciclette (1948) or Roma, citti aperta (1945). 
Jaibo and Ojitos are played by non-actors, there is a great deal 
of location shooting, and the film carries a message-not per- 
haps at its deepest levels-about social injustice. But in its 
evocation of the realities of the barrios bajos, or poorer areas, of 
Mexico City, Los olvidados moves beyond the prose of documen- 1 tary into the poetry of the Mexican Gothic, transforming dross 
into metaphor, the ordinary into the fantastic, the known into 
the unknown and disturbing. The process is already in evidence 
in one of Buiiuel's youthful literary pieces, Suburbw (1923): 

Suburbios, arrabales, casas ultimas de la ciudad. A este conglomerado 
absurdo de tapias, montones, casitas, jirones mustios de campo, etc. se 
refieren estos motivos. . . . El bostezo inacabahle del suburbio, sus ojos 
riveteados y marchitos, son siempre el maleficio tremendo de la 
ciudad. . . . Los habitantes han sido victimas del mordisco rabioso que 
les produjo el alma del suburbio. (Buiuel 1g8zb: 91-2) 
(Slums, outskirts, last houses of the city. This refers to that absurd 
conglomeration of walls, hillocks, little houses, dried up bits of field, 
etc.. . .The endless yawn of the slum, its eyes fringed and withered, 
are always the tremendous maleficence of the city. . . . The inhabitants 
have been victims of the rabid bite of the slum's soul). 
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Aranda claims (1975: 254) that this piece was written under 
the influence of nineteenth-century realist texts, but, even if he 
is right, its impact is made through metaphors (yawns, eyes, etc.) 
that provide a double focus on observed reality-seen through 
the perspectives of reason and the imagination-a process espe- 
cially in evidence for the shooting of location and other scenes 
in Los olvidados. Buiiuel himself draws on Breton to clarify the 
process: 'Lo mas admirable de lo fantastic0 es que lo fantastic0 
no existe, todo es real' (1982b: 186). ('The most extraordinary 
thing about the fantastic is that the fantastic does not exist, 
everything is real.') 

Buiiuel stresses that his commitment to fantasy and mystery 
does not imply repudiation of the preoccupations of ordinary 
daily life, affirming Breton's view that Surrealism is a sous- as 
well as a sur-realism, in which reality itself is the focus. One of 
the most striking ways in which Los olvidados reflects the ordinary 
realities of everyday life concerns its use of demotic language, 
above all in the discourse of the gang of delinquents, establish- 
ing an identity of rebelliousness, solidarity, or difference for the 
boys. Buiiuel's films focus on the ordinary relations between men 
and women, but they do so through the complex processes of 
mystery and fantasy, metaphor and imagination. His films use 
the language of creative discourse, not of simple documentary.15 

In  Los ohidadas the mysteries of human experience, the affront 
to the bourgeois order, and the explorations of family life are all 
expressed through melodramatic processes mediated through the 
Gothic mode. According to David Punter (1980), the Gothic is 
a complex term which, in its specific definition of novels written 
between the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nine- 
teenth centuries, calls to mind a poetics of terror, lugubrious 
settings, supernatural events, persecuted heroines, monsters, 
vampires, and werewolves. Yet the term has greatly broadened 
its horizons to cover twentieth-century writing both in English 
and in other languages, spreading into the cinema, above 
all into German Expressionism and Hollywood and British 

l5 Moncgal emphasizes this point: 'Bu6uel es ante todo un poeta. No solo antes 
dc ser otra cosa, porque su vocation frustrada fuera la de escritor, sino por haber 
aplicado a su obra cinematogrifica una conccpcion est6tica que desarroll6 en el 
cjcrcicio dc la literatura' (1993: 15). ('Bu6ucl is first and foremost a poet. Not only 
primarily because his frustrated vocation was that of a writer, but also because 
of having applied to his film work an aesthetics developed from the practice of 
writing.') 
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Hammer Horror. Partly taking their inspiration from the poetics 
of nineteenth-century novels, horror films sometimes retain the 
period settings, but they also sometimes resort to a contempor- 
ary environment for the representation of the monstrous. In both 
types, as in contemporary literary texts, there is a characteristic 
taste for saying and showing the unspeakable or the unwatchahle, 
for transgression against taboo, for chaos over order, for chal- 
lenges to the social order, and for confusions between natural 
and socialized forms of human bebaviour, all expressed through 
a black humour and a form at odds with realism. Not in the 
strictest sense a horror film-because devoid of a sufficient 
number of necessary generic elements-bs olvidados nevertheless 
shares many of the drives and features of Gothic literature and 
horror films. 

In dwelling on the monstrous and routine horrors of daily life, 
the film relies-sometimes indirectly Â¥(throug its dehumanized 
setting, its interest in sexuality and violence, and through its 
concern with perception and audience response) but sometimes 
also directly (especially in the scene of Pedro's dream about his 
mother, Juliin, and J a i b o ) ~ o n  the orthodox elements of the 
mode.'= Los olvidados demands consideration as part of Bufiuel's 
wider, Sade-dominated attraction to the mode, an interest that 
led to a film script forged out of Mathew Lewis's The Monk 
(1796) (used as the basis for a film by Ado Kyrou, not by Bufiuel 
himself, in l g p ) ,  and to others, like Le F a n t h  de la liberte', where 
Bufiuel includes a scene from a story by Bkcquer, in which 
Gothic elements make their presence felt. Abismos depas im,  too, 
is not just a family-centred melodrama but also-its originally 
gloomy, chilly, northern setting transferred to the southern, 
desiccated, overheated world of Mexican society-perhaps 
Buiiuel's most powerful engagement with Gothic. But while, 
with its unaltered nineteenth-century setting, its howling gales, 
passion-crazed characters, violence, and necrophilia, Abismos de 
pasion (Buiiuel's version of Wuthering Heights) abides more strictly 
to the norms of the prototype, Los oluidados, with its contem- 
porary settings, seems more interested in the exposure of what 

Agustin Sanchez Vidal describes Pedro's dream about his mother like this: 'Es 
n a  pcsadilla que Bu6uel maneja habilfsimamente, jugando con todo el potcncial 
Tacional afectivo (y traeico) del Edipo' (1984: 130). ("It's a nightmare which Buiiuel 
controls brilliantly, playing with all the irrational, emotional and tragic potential of 
the Oedipus complex.') 
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Freud described as the 'uncanny' elements of ordinary daily 
life. 

Freud's essay on 'The Uncanny', like so much else of his 'd 

work, lies at the heart of Buiiuel films. The references to severed 
hands there must at least be partially responsible for the recur- 
rence of the motif in Un chien andalou and El &gel exterminador. 
More specifically as regards this film's thematics, Freud's inter- 
est in eye symholism-inspired by an analysis of Hoffmann's 
tale about the Sand-Man-is as crucially relevant as the essay's 
larger argument about contradictory feelings of security and 
insecurity arising from attitudes towards the known and the 
unknown." Freud's definition of the uncanny as 'that class of 
the frightening which leads back to what is known of old and: 
long familiar' (1990: 340) prompts a further thought that the 
uncanny also arises from the projection of unconscious fears and 
desires onto one's surroundings and the people with whom one 
comes into contact. As Rosemary Jackson puts it, 'Frightening 
scenes of uncanny literature are produced by hidden anxieties 
concealed within the subject, who then interprets the world in 
terms of his or her apprehensions' (1981: 64-5). 

The film's interest in perception-reflecting the emphasis of 
both Gothic art in general and Freud's essay on the uncanny in 
particular-highlights the patterns of metamorphosis through 
which the ordinary, familiar settings, objects, or people encoun- 
tered in normal daily life become transformed into sources of 
anxiety or dread. This is a pattern endlessly repeated elsewhere. 
Nazarm, for instance-a film stressing but also ironizing and 
questioning the benevolent impact of Christianity~shows Beatriz 
sometimes visualizing, through Nazarin's Christ-like example, a 
benign redeemer. Yet at one crucial point, in a dream, she sees 
a sinisterly contemptuous and laughing Baudelairean Christ, her 
repressed hostility and sexual obsessions transforming the famil- 
iar portrayal of the Good Shepherd into an unfamiliar-yet also 
familiar to her unconscious-figure of menace. 

In Los oluzdados, subjective shots and repeated dependence on 
eye and eye-related imagery force the viewer to see the familiar 
as strange or, more accurately, as projections of repressed strange- 
ness and disturbance. This process of metamorphosis reaches 
its most complex formulation in the film's use of mist-m-scene, 

" Eye imagery is also very much a feature of Surrealism. See e.g. E~uard (1939) 
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animals, and women characters. The cramped, over-populated 
shack dwellings of the local residents, wasteland open spaces, 
shadowy, narrow streets in nocturnal scenes, and the overhang- 
ing presence of the huge unfinished building-perhaps the most 
powerful image of the uncanny, in its skeletal framework expos- 
ing an inner structure of steely indifference and menace at the 
centre of a cruel and minatory social world-are all projections 
of disturbance and unease, a revelation of the darkness at the 
heart of modern urban living. 

Like the physical structures, the film's various animals-dogs, 
donkeys, and birds (a dove, hens, a rooster)-belong to this 
pattern of Kafkaesque metamorphosis. For instance, dogs mys- 
teriously appear in the night to follow Ojitos and Pedro after 
their encounter with Juliin's father. But what seems ordinary 
and unexceptional here later becomes, through montage and 
dress, disturbing and eerie. Sometimes this has a darkly humor- 
ous quality, as when, while Pedro's mother and Jaibo make love 
indoors, the camera cuts to the two dancing dogs, their kitschy, 
human, clown-like costumes and posture providing wry com- 
mentary both on the animal desires of the unseen love-making 
couple indoors and on the irrationality and absurdity ofinstincts 
that gratify while making clownish fools of lovers.18 On other 
occasions this process has a much more sinister dimension, as 
when, right at the end, a dog runs over Jaibo's dead body. 

The donkey, too, becomes through context not just the harm- 
less, friendly creature of Nativity Christmas cards or stories by 
Juan Ramon Jimknez or Robert Louis Stevenson, but also a 
figure of surrogate motherhood-her teats sucked dry by the 
famished Ojitos-for Peter-Pan-like boys looking for absent 
mothers and mother-substitutes. After Jaibo kills Pedro at night, 
it is the donkey that alerts Meche to what has happened. Aware 
that there has been some disturbance in the shack that has led 
to the animals' release, Meche urges her grandfather to take 
action. As the grandfather and Meche carry Pedro's corpse on 
the back of a donkey heading for the rubbish tip, the movement 
of the group in long-shot very much recalls-as Marcel Oms 
persuasively suggests (1987: 116)-the flight into Egypt of the 
Holy Family. In retrospect, therefore, Pedro becomes a darkly 

' The dog as symbolic commentary on human love-making returns in Tristq, 
when, prior to the seduction ofhis ward, Don Lope ejects his dog from the bedroom. 
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ironic evocation of the sacrificial Holy Child and Meche the 
normally recognizable and familiar, or heimlich ('canny'), Virgin- 
surrogate, her complicity in an act not of maternal care, but 
precisely its opposite, of cowardice and betrayal-taking Pedro 
to the rubbish tip to avoid questioning by the police-revealing 
the hidden menace of a child not exempted from the contagious 
evils of material circumstances. 

But perhaps the most complex use of animals involves the 
appearances of various types of bird. If in his films insects are 
Butiuel's most characteristic non-human actors, birds (appear- 
ing menacingly, for instance, in LeJournal d'unefmme de chambre 
and Abismos depasiin) are his most threatening ones. He himself, 
off-screen, confesses his contradictory attitude to birds: 

sentfa rechazo. Un ave de cualquier clase, un iguila, un gorrion, una 
gallina, 10s sentia como elementos de amenaza. :POI qu&? No se. Es 
algo irrational, relacionado quizi con mi infancia. Pero las aves 
nocturnas, sobre todo un buho, o una lechuza, me resultahan simpaticas, 
me atraian. (Perez Turrent and de la Colina 1993: 51) 
(I felt repulsion. A bird of any species, an eagle, a sparrow, a hen, I 
felt them as threatening elements. Why? I don't know. It's something 
irrational, connected to my childhood perhaps. But nocturnal birds, 
above all owls, I liked, they attracted me). 

In El angel exterminador, a woman who emerges from a cup- 
board which has been turned into a temporary lavatory by the 
trapped guests exclaims that she has seen the countryside, an 
abyss, and a hawk. Butiuel explains this remark autobiographi- 
cally by saying that in the Aragonese village of Molinos where 
he grew up there used to be a wooden lavatory on a precipice, 
looking down over the abyss. One day, while relieving himself 
there, he saw a black hawk fly past. The detail has its bizarre 
Surrealistic place in the claustrophobic ambience of El &el ex- 
terminador. But it is also another indication of a wariness of birds 
finding its obsessive expression in a film. Surprisingly, perhaps, 
in view of Goya's threatening owls and other owl-like monsters 
(e.g. Caprichos nos. 36,43,61, and 72), nocturnal birds appealed 
to him more. But daytime bird monsters are also as common in 
Goya (e.g. Capricho no. 75, Disparate no. 13) as in Bosch's night- 
mare bestiaries. Paradoxically, day birds are for Butiuel the 
nightmare creatures, but whatever ultimate explanations may 
be appropriate for an understanding of the psychopathology of 
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their director, Buhuel's films use birds in varied patterns re- 
lated to Freud-inspired but also socially determined notions of 
the uncanny. The association of birds with violence or death is 
a commonplace of Western art (e.g. Hitchcock in Psycho or The 
Birds), but for Butiuel the most immediate sources might well 
have been, beyond Goya and Bosch, mythological and classical 
traditions (e.g. Jupiter as swan, etc.) and Lorca's references to 
cocks in the Romancero gitano (1928), especially in the poem about 
the piquetas delgallo. The identification of birds and sexuality also 
occurs in Spanish slang, where 'pijaro' means 'penis', and women 
of no shame are said to be 'mas puta que las gallinas' ('more 
whorish than a hen'). When one adds to these the memories of 
his upbringing in Aragon, among them those concerning boys' 
fears as they were relieving themselves about having their testi- 
cles pecked by birds, there is clearly enough of a potent mixture 
of visual and verbal sources here to make even the most hard- 
ened Surrealist squeamish about most species of bird. The asso- 
ciation of birds with sexuality is reinforced by the further nuance 
that huevos ('eggs') is also Spanish slang for 'testicles'. 

In Los oluidados these associations of birds with violence, death, 
or sexuality only become clear following recognition of their 
perfectly normal, logical presence in the shanty-town homes of 
the dispossessed in Mexico city. Animals often provide the in- 
habitants of the slums with their sources of livelihood. Chickens 
offering their eggs, or asses and goats their milk, ensure the 
survival of their destitute owners. Yet this cheek-by-jowl exist- 
ence is spared even the slightest shred of sentimentality. The 
cohabitation of animals leads not to some pastoral idyll of crea- 
tive or more natural human behaviour guided by instinct, but to 
an even more raging appetite for violence and destruction. Not 
even Pedro, described in the report by the warden of the re- 
formatory as being fond of animals, flinches from bludgeoning 
two chickens to death in a displaced attack on all the figures of 
authority who have ever failed him. All the animals belong to a 
perfectly normal, familiar mise-en-scene, their qualities of unease 
only becoming apparent through projection onto them of re- 
pressed desires and anxieties. I n  every case Buhuel underlines 
their relevance to the dialectic of the uncanny through their 
identification with processes of perception reminding the audi- 
ence of the transformation of places into settings made inhospi- 
table not just through poverty and desolation-the result of 
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political indifference on the part of successive Mexican govern- 
ments in the Forties and Fifties-but also through psychological 
disturbance. 

Developing Freud's 'comments on perception in the essay on 
the uncanny, Rosemary Jackson (1981: 45-6) refers to the regu- 
larity with which fantasy-another mode, related to the Gothic, 
with which Los oluidados has much in common-is often charac- 
terized by obsessions with perception or vision, associations which 
are frequently related to sexually defined traumas or desires. I n  
Los oluidados the assault on the viewer's eye-a strategy traceable 
in Bufiuel's work as far back as Un chien andalou, and continuing 
right up to the end with the attacks on Mathieu's field of vision 
by his femme fatale mistress Conchita in Cet obscur objet du dc'sir- 
should therefore be read as a gesture of specifically sexual as 
well as of more generally social significance. This act of aggres- 
sion is given its most dramatic form when, at the reformatory, 
caught sucking an egg by his fellow inmates, Pedro hurls its half- 
eaten remains at the camera lens through which the detached 
spectator has been observing the scene. The violence of the gesture 
recalls, as Marcel Oms notes (1987: 116), the offence, originat- 
ing in Un chien andalou, against bourgeois perceptions of reality. 
Additionally, Pedro's furious delivery of the egg, which splatters 
all over the camera lens, attacks simultaneously the perspective 
of all who watch or judge him and his own eye, his own percep 
tion, which has blinded him-not, as in the story of Oedipus, for 
actually loving and being loved by his mother, but for trying 
vainly to love and be loved by her, an appeal for affection re- 
warded only with rejection and betrayals both by the police and 
his friend Jaibo. The behaviour of Pedro's mother accords with 
Estela Welldon's view that, whereas men's perversity is usually 
expressed through aggressive behaviour against others, women's 
perversity is normally manifested either through various forms 
of self-mutilation or through assault on their own children, who 
are regarded as extensions of their own bodies (1992: 8). The 
mother in Los oluidados also exercises power and acts perversely 
towards her own child. Her monstrous apparition in the dream 
seems to concur further with Kristeva-inspired theories of horror 
as abjection, especially as regards the representation of the 
monstrous-feminine (Creed 1993) in which the female monster 
appears as castrator and not, following classic Freudian theory, 
as castrated, as dreaded agent, not victim, of mutilation. As 
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Pedro's mother approaches him-seductively, menacingly-the 
raw meat she thrusts towards him is also readable at this level 
as her torn vagina, the object simultaneously of terror and desire. 
Yet since his mother's denials andrejections stem from her 
violation as a teenager by his anonymous father, the film gives 
a relatively sympathetic focus to this Mexican Medea, contex- 
tualizing in social and sexual terms the origins of her unbending 
hatred for her son. Like Oedipus he plucks out, albeit figuratively, 
his own eye, symbol of sexual as well as other types of knowl- 
edge, and hurls it at the viewer, a gesture of rage and defiance 
aimed equally at his mother-and, through her, all mothers- 
and at the social, moral, and metaphysical order of which he is 
the helpless and (invoking Freud's explanation of eye symbolism 
in the essay on the uncanny), in various senses, the castrated 
victim. 

Yet as Jaibo and Pedro are friends-despite the violent end to 
their friendship that sees Jaibo kill Pedro-and could even be 
regarded as each other's alter ego, the eye is also Jaibo's, removed 
not by Jaibo's id-dominated but by Pedro's super-ego-led side of 
their double personality. While Jaibo never compromises his 
self-centred desires, Pedro constantly seeks accommodations with 
the world of what Lacan has termed the Symbolic (1970: 89- 
97). Like the significantly named Ojitos, who constantly seeks 
his absent father and submits himself to the law of the stern 
patriarch Don Carmelo, Pedro also looks for the approval of 
surrogate fathers, constantly gravitating towards figures of male 
authority, such as the owner of the forge or the warden at the 
reformatory. In contrast, Jaibo represents pure transgression, 
compromising others, indifferent to the suffering caused by his 
behaviour, remaining true only to his own self-centred desires, 
reaching back for a pre-Oedipal, Imaginary self, contemptuous 
of the Symbolic order from which he seems convinced that it is 
virtually impossible to be released. 

When the blind man mutters the first two words of the prov- 
erb 'Cria cuervos . . .' ('Raise ravens.. .')-the rest, '. . . y te 
sacarin 10s ojos' (t. . . and they will peck out your eyes'), left 
unspoken-we become more than ever convinced that his blind- 
ness represents, beyond a physical defect, not just a refusal to 
see the world as it really is, instead of through the banalities of 
Porfirian prejudice, but also the revenge of the forces of the 
Imaginary returning, in yet another addition (spoken, not seen) 
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to the film's aviary of doves, hens, roosters, and now ravens, t o  
pluck out the eyes of a social reactionary. The bird imagery i n  
his song-'Mas si el dolor hacia tus puertas llega I Y si anida en 
tu pecho un cruel sufrir . . .' ('But if sadness calls at your door 
I And if a cruel suffering nests in your breast. . .')-stresses this 
further significance, even though he himself remains unaware 
of it. 

Bufiuel's own dismissive remarks about Don Carmelo's repre- 
sentation of pet phobias about blind people19 fail to undermine 
the force of the character as a target for the film's assault on the 
politics of authoritarianism and prejudice.m But, as Carlos Saurz's 
Cria cuervos (1975) points out in its intertextual commentary on 
Los oluidados, the brood of ravens who return to cause such dam- 
age to their masters are not content with settling political scores. 
They also seek revenge for the havoc caused by sexual distur- 
bance and repression. This is, of course, the sense in which 
references to eyes in Hoffmann's 'The Sand-Man' are mentioned 
in Freud's 'The Uncanny': 'he puts the eyes in a sack and car- 
ries them off to the haI&moon to feed his children. They sit up 
there in their nest, and their beaks are hooked like owls' beaks, 
and they use them to peck up naughty boys' and girls' eyes' 
(quoted in Freud 1990: 349). 

The twinning of Jaibo and Pedro, as two sides of the conflict 
between the forces of the Symbolic and the Imaginary, leads to 
the exposure of the female as another of the film's sites of the 
uncanny. In some ways Los oluidados reproduces, once more in a 
film by Butiuel, the ambience of Sade's The 120 Lkys of Sodom 
(1785), a place committed to transgression of taboos of all types: 
on this occasion it is not just, for instance, attitudes towards 
physically handicapped individuals like the blind man or the 
cripple that are subverted, but also in particular the incest taboo. 
Even the cripple is related to the thematics of perception, since 
the wooden box he uses as transport has 'me mirabas' ('you 
were looking at me') written on one of its sides. 

As many have remarked, the attitude of both Pedro and Jaibo 
-two more sons of La Chingada, film equivalents of Octavio 
Paz's orphan-myth explanation of Mexican history (1991)- 
towards Pedro's mother is one largely motivated by the repulsion/ 

' For his unsympathetic attitude towards the blind, see Butiuel (198311: 272). 
For Victor Fuemes the attack on Came10 is an attack against the Father (1993: 

107). 
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attraction felt towards the 'other'. When Jaibo looks at her wash- 
ing her legs and feet, he is drawn to her erotically, an attraction 
that eventually leads to their sexual union, but in a way that 
summons up images of his own mother, a 'family romance' fan- 
tasy through which the mother, dead or perhaps only absent, 
has become in his imagination an altar Virgin Mother. This 
transgresssion of a most sacred taboo leads not only-after the 
gratification of sexual desire-to rejection by the mother of her 
lover/son, but also ultimately to death. As an id-driven charac- 
ter, Jaibo can say and do things denied to Pedro. On the other 
hand, Pedro's dreams release desires repressed in his uncon- 
scious. From this point of view, what is particularly striking in 
the famous dream sequence that has so engrossed its many 
commentators is that the dream narrative in which Pedro is 
approached by his mother, at first without and then with that 
piece of glistening raw meat, is prefaced by the descent of a 
chicken from the top to the bottom of the frame, chicken feathers 
also a little later on in the sequence floating in slow motion 
across the camera's field of vision to obscure the view. The dream 
is the film's most unmistakable moment of Gothic-a corpse 
flowing with blood, chiaroscuro lighting, whistling winds, thun- 
der, a diabolical, sexually self-conscious Madonna, provocatively 
lifting her skirts and approaching, in slow motion, her vulner- 
able boy-child-calling up what Karen Homey in a discussion 
of wider issues calls via Freud 'men's dread of women' (1967: 
133-46). The chicken and chicken feathers emphasize the at- 
mosphere of dread, especially of sexual dread. Pedro's attack on 
the chicken at the farm and his mother's vicious assault on a 
rooster that constantly harasses the hens (the latter incident also 
rightly seen by Gwynne Edwards (1982: 99) as a reconstruction 
of Jaibo's murder of Juliin) are clearly charged with sexual 
meaning. Whenever roosters or hens appear elsewhere in the 
conscious lives of the characters, they become projections of 
repressed unconscious desires and anxieties, especially those 
associated with the breaking of the incest taboo, thus contribut- 
ing to the film's creation of an ambience of the uncanny." The 

" For all his devotion to the authoritarian politics of Porfirianism, the blind Don 
Cannclo may be another symbol of all who break this taboo. His blindness may be 
not just a comment on his failure to see through the tyrannies of authoritarian 
politics. Have his eyes been peeked out by the avenging forces of patriarchy for 
transgressions against a sexual law? 
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ghostly appearance of the mother in the dream and her forbid- 
ding presence in the rest of the narrative as a figure of dread and 
cruelty suggest, furthermore, a projection of what Sara Kofman 
has called a feeling of uncanniness in the face of the 'abrupt 
reappearance of what one thought had been overcome or lost 
forever' (1985: 56). What men reject in themselves they project 
onto women. The feminine, the maternal in the male, is dis- 
placed onto the female who, through no fault of her own (the in- 
cident of Pedro's mother's violation stressing the point) i , s turned 
into an image of dread, of familiarity made unfamiliar, kept a t  
a distance in a context of socially constructed, unapproachable, 
uncanny entrapment. For Karen Homey, the pubertal boy al- 
ready 'fears in women. . . something uncanny, unfamiliar and 
mysterious' (1967: q~). For Bufiuel, as well as forJaibo, Pedro, 
Ojitos, and Don Carmelo, women, failing to reach the standards 
set by the demands of a family romance, become instead the 
uncanny monsters of frustrated desire.22 

22 In her excellent book on Hitchcock, Tania Modlesb (1988) considers the 'un- 
canniness' of the female body in Vtrlip. 


