
Introduction

Iciar Bollaín (Madrid, 1967), actress, scriptwriter, director and 
producer, is one of the most striking figures currently working in the 
Spanish cinema, and the first Spanish woman filmmaker to make 
the Oscars shortlist (2010). She has performed in key films directed 
by, among others, Víctor Erice, José Luis Borau, Felipe Vega and Ken 
Loach. Starting out as assistant director and coscriptwriter, she has 
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2 The cinema of Iciar Bollaín

gone on to make four short films and five feature films to date, all 
but one scripted or coscripted by her. She is also one of the founding 
members of Producciones La Iguana S. L., a film production 
company in existence since 1991. Her work raises questions about 
authorship, female agency and the mediation in film of social issues. 
It also highlights the tensions between creative and industrial priori
ties in the cinema, and national and transnational allegiances, while 
prompting reflection on the contemporary relevance of cinéma engagé.

Bollaín’s contribution to Spanish cinema has been acknowledged 
both by filmgoers and the industry. Te doy mis ojos (Take My Eyes, 
2003) is one of a handful of Spanish films seen by over one million 
spectators, and was the first film made by a woman ever to receive a 
Best Film Goya Award (Spanish Goyaequivalent) from the Academia 
de las Artes y las Ciencias Cinematográficas de España (Spanish Film 
Academy).1 Recognition has also come through her election to the 
Executive Committee of the College of Directors and Scriptwriters of 
the SGAE (Sociedad General de Autores y Editores) in July 2007, and 
to the VicePresidency of the Spanish Film Academy in June 2009.2 

The varied range of Bollaín’s contribution to Spanish cinema, and 
the extent to which she is directly involved in key roles associated with 
filmmaking, inevitably lead to speculation on the extent to which she 
may be regarded as an auteur. The issue of film authorship, of course, 
remains an item on theoretical and critical agendas – perhaps now 
not generating so much of the heat of the immediately poststructur
alist days – and must be addressed here. Identifying clear patterns 
of authorial intention in Bollaín’s films is, however, problematic. We 
are long past the stage when discussion of film authorship could 
indisputably declare the director to be the unambiguous organizing 
presence of a film. In thinking through questions of authorship in 
relation to Bollaín’s work, my emphasis avoids the notion of what John 
Caughie has termed a ‘selfexpressive individual’ (Caughie, 1981: 11), 
preferring instead analysis of the historical and discursive organiza
tion of Bollaín’s work, its generic and formal patterns (e.g. sound and 
vision, formal and thematic motifs, or narrative structures), as well 
as its relationship with the audiences it reaches and the issues raised. 
Early poststructuralist accounts of authorship were useful correctives 
to untheorised notions of authorship – even predating, as Román 
Gubern notes (Gubern, 2005: 15), the claims of Cahiers du Cinéma 
– and necessary reminders of the collaborative nature of film produc
tion, but their originality lay in exposing the unconscious ideological 
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mechanisms that determine authorial choice. Since Barthes and 
Foucault, and those who continue to draw on their legacy, especially 
on the latter’s comments on the ‘author function’ (i.e. the separation 
of the notion of ‘author’ from the reallife author) (Foucault, 1991 
(1984)), writing on film has been reclaiming ground lost too cheaply 
in recent theoretical skirmishes. As Rob Stone points out (Stone, 
2007: 2), discussion of film has ‘become an increasingly complex 
subject of analysis, incorporating industry and audience studies, film 
theory, history and contextual studies’ to the point where the notion of 
a film as the product of a director’s genius has lost much of its original 
auteurist appeal. No longer pinning responsibility on the director as 
the sole source of creative energy in a film, current writing on film 
cannot, however, avoid accounting for the authorial voice that, along 
with and shaped by all attendant internal and external, conscious and 
unconscious pressures, establishes the distinctiveness of any given 
film. As Núria Triana Toribio points out, authorship is often used as 
a term of approval, endorsing certain types of films, while marginal
izing others (those made, for instance, by more ‘popular’ filmmakers 
or by women) (Triana Toribio, 2003). Even so, prestige directors like, 
for instance, Saura, Erice, Borau and Gutiérrez Aragón, all made 
films (often with the same cinematographer, producer, actors or 
scriptwriters) attempting to represent or to challenge the realities of 
late dictatorship, but the films of each of these directors has an unmis
takable look and set of priorities. El espíritu de la colmena (The Spirit of 
the Beehive, 1973, Spain), for instance, with its stillness, fantasy and 
painterly elements, could not possibly be the work of, say, Borau, a 
director given to a pacier, often more genredriven style.

But the many industrial and artistic elements that end up producing 
a film are now more than ever before borne in mind together with 
directorial input. And, even where a director emphatically leaves his 
or her signature on a film, the contribution by other members of 
the team will complicate the question of its authorship. Acting, for 
instance, has been read by scholars like John Fell as a type of author
ship (Fell, 1976 (1975): 154). In some instances, an actor contributes 
to the artistic decisionmaking on a film. In others, even when the 
actor has only minimal production input, the notion of authorship 
remains valid because of the performer’s star meanings that help 
shape audience expectations and response.

Equally, where offscreen meanings do not dramatically contra
dict dominant trends in a filmmaker’s creative practices, these are 
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liable to add to the overall pattern of authorship. This is the case of 
Bollaín. Although this is not the place for a full account of her public 
offscreen image, some awareness of her active and visible involve
ment in a variety of current social and political causes is relevant to 
considerations of her work, as these undoubtedly affect the ways in 
which audiences perceive it. Bollaín, for instance, was one of the first 
filmmakers to participate, in 2005, in FISahara, the Sahara Inter
national Film Festival organized by fellow director Javier Corcuera 
in support of the Saharawi refugees, who since 1975 have lived in 
camps in the middle of the Algerian desert, and has offered her 
continuous support to the cause via participation in activities such 
as the ‘Columna de los Mil’ campaign in February 2009. She has 
also backed the ‘Rebélate contra la pobreza’ (‘Rebel against Poverty’) 
initiative that denounces the failure by wealthy governments to fulfil 
promises to the poor, reading the ‘Manifiesto Pobreza Cero’ (‘Zero 
Poverty Manifest’) with writer Rosa Regás in Madrid on 21 October 
2006. She was one of the actors who contributed to the fundraising 
activities organized by the Fundación AISGE (‘Artistas, Intérpretes, 
Sociedad de Gestión’ (‘Artists and Interpreters Society’)) in 2008 in 
support of fellow actors fallen on hard times, singing a solo song 
for the collaborative Un rayo de sol (A Ray of Light) CD, as well as 
appearing in the musical videoclip of ‘Tengo el corazón contento’.3 
She also videointerviewed a number of influential women such as 
Michelle Bachelet, Mary Robinson, María Teresa de la Vega, Amelia 
Valcárcel and others during the ‘Mujeres por un mundo mejor’ 
(‘Women for a Better World’) Forum celebrated in Valencia in 2010, 
an initiative linking European, African and Latin American women.4

These activities, read in connection with her artistic output, have 
often earned approval. Bollaín was given the Premio Alfa 2007 by the 
Club de Artistas Solidarios (CAS), ‘for sympathy shown throughout 
her career towards problems suffered by various sociallyexcluded 
groups in our country’.5 But they have also sometimes drawn criticism 
from those opposed to the involvement of artists and intellectuals in 
political causes (e.g. Vázquez Alonso, 2004). These contradictory 
reactions invite reflection on traditional disputes over the boundaries 
between life and art, and the extent to which – if at all – the latter 
should be put to the service of social or political causes. In this light, 
questions of reception, therefore, also deserve attention. Bollaín’s 
films have often been ‘adopted’ as key texts for debate by women’s or 
antiracist associations. Is this an example of cinema as an instrument 
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5Introduction

of consciousnessraising and social change? Who are the audiences 
for Bollaín’s films? How and by whom are her films received? 

Bollaín’s public persona is also created via her writing. In addition 
to her own film scripts, she has authored a book on Ken Loach’s films 
as directly experienced during the shooting of Carla’s Song (1996, 
UK, Spain, Germany) in Scotland and Nicaragua (Bollaín, 1996a). 
She has also written at length on her own experience of filmmaking. 
For example, together with coscriptwriter Julio Llamazares, she 
wrote Cine y literatura. Reflexiones a partir de ‘Flores de otro mundo’, 
on their joint experience of working on the film (Bollaín and Llama
zares, 2000). Other shorter pieces on specific aspects of the making, 
financing, exhibition or reception of cinema include ‘Cine con tetas’ 
(Bollaín, 1998), ‘El cine no es inocente’ (Bollaín, 2001), ‘En un lugar 
del Sáhara …’ (Bollaín, 2005a), ‘José Luis Borau. El señor venga, venga’ 
(Bollaín, 2005b), or ‘Si no hubiera cine español’ (Bollaín, 2008a). 

Her journalistic articles on other topics include a regular byline 
in 2006 for the journal 20 minutos (accessible on www.20minutos.
es), writing on issues like ethnic changes in contemporary Spain, the 
influence of the Church, excessive cars in the city, violent videogames, 
domestic violence in Turkey, or child abuse (Bollaín has explained that 
the experience became quite stressful, in view of readers’ expectations 
about her range and approach to chosen topics). She has also written 
a short story, ‘Dios existe, a veces’ (Bollaín, 2008b), and has expressed 
her interest in writing a novel in the future (Bollaín in Villena 1997). 

Consideration of Bollaín’s work must also, finally, include refer
ence to her association with Producciones La Iguana S. L., since 
the aesthetic as well as sociopolitical leanings of this production 
company inescapably help orientate the viewer towards an impres
sion of a certain kind of filmmaker. Bollaín’s links with La Iguana may 
be as revealing in assessing her films as those between other directors 
and the studios or production companies backing them: Luis Lucia’s 
wonderful but largely conformist melodramas for CIFESA, Buñuel’s 
partnership with the more progressive Filmófono, Félix Sabroso and 
Dunia Ayaso’s indebtedness to the Almodóvar house style in their 
El Deseoproduced films, or Juan Antonio Bayona’s and Sebastián 
Cordero’s when produced by Guillermo del Toro.

Authorship, then, remains a slippery concept, regulated by on and 
offscreen factors, conditions of production and audience reception. 
Mindful of the term’s complexity, and at all points noting her relevant 
additional involvements, the remainder of this introduction focuses 
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on the three main areas of Bollaín’s work as a filmmaker: as actress, 
director and producer. 

Acting

Iciar Bollaín’s debut in filmmaking was as an actress in Víctor Erice’s 
El Sur (The South, 1983, Spain), where she played the teenage Estrella, 
a daughter intrigued by her father’s mysterious past. Her performance 
in that film earned widespread approval and continues to be regarded 
as a career landmark, having created the template for the roles with 
which, with a few exceptions, she would mainly be identified. These 
draw on her appearance, persona and ability to portray modern, 
active, intelligent women, often with a political or social conscience, 
relatively untouched by the ephemera of taste and fashion. Such 
qualities clearly appealed to the directors who cast her in thought
provoking films. Her Republican militiawoman in Loach’s Land and 
Freedom (1995, UK, Spain, Germany, Italy), and her whistleblowing 
undercover agent in Borau’s Leo (2000, Spain), to mention only two, 
typify her skills as an actress. The latter, her most sustained role to 
date, acknowledges these attributes, and teases out of them some 
of the perverse tendencies that sometimes accompany headstrong 
intelligence. In the former, the Bollaín character’s capacity to punch 
her weight with her male comrades and to stand no sexist nonsense 
from peers or superiors comes as no surprise to anyone familiar with 
her well documented offscreen ideological allegiances and public 
visibility. Conversely, this knowledge may unsettle the audience when 
she appears in roles that contradict her usual range, such as her brief 
appearance in Rabia (Rage, Sebastián Cordero, 2010, Mexico, Spain, 
Colombia), where she plays someone she describes as ‘una señorona 
así muy pija y frívola’ (‘a frivolous upperclass lady of leisure’) (Díaz 
and Mejías, 2010).

Bollaín’s gravitas is not, however, denied humour. In interviews, 
her face always seems ready to break into a smile. Her warmth and 
candour come across both on and offscreen. These qualities even 
characterize her playing of the radical, assertive fighter Maite in Land 
and Freedom, in whom Bollaín’s approachable and funloving person
ality – more clearly highlighted in films with relatively muted political 
content such as Un paraguas para tres (An Umbrella for Three, Felipe 
Vega, 1991, Spain) or Tocando fondo (Rock Bottom, José Luis Cuerda, 
1993, Spain) – also shines through.
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Even when playing against type, as in Un paraguas para tres, a film 
that demands comic, as distinct from her more characteristically 
serious, acting skills, smartness more than looks is what is called for 
and what she does best. Having somewhat offbeat star appeal, she has 
eschewed glamour and has instead developed professional qualities 
that have turned her into one of the most dynamic of contemporary 
actresses, avoiding the specularized appeal of, say, Penélope Cruz, 
Maribel Verdú or Paz Vega, and embracing instead a more androgy
nous and ambivalent – perhaps more ordinary – image of the modern 
Spanish woman. In her role in Sublet she plays a selfreliant young 
Spanish girl newly arrived in New York City. In Nos miran (They’re 
Watching Us, Norberto López Amado, 2002, Spain, Italy), she is the 
levelheaded, supportive wife of a police inspector (Carmelo Gómez); 
in La noche del hermano (The Night of the Brother, Santiago García de 
Leániz, 2005, Spain), she plays a sensible and protective doctor; and 
in Cuéntame (cómo pasó) (Tell Me (How It Happened), TVE1, 2001–
ongoing, Spain), the hugely popular TV series about a family living 
through the 1960s to the Transition and beyond, she is a happy, deter
mined woman who, very much in line with Bollaín’s radical persona, 
has fallen foul of the system and finds herself in one of Franco’s jails 
(five eposides in 2006–07). 

Prior to this TV appearance – described by Isabel Gallo as ‘un cameo 
de lujo’ (‘guest star spot’) (Gallo, 2006) – Bollaín had undertaken 
small TV parts in Miguel Servet, la sangre y la ceniza  (Miguel Servet, 
Blood and Ashes, José María Forqué, TVE, 1988, Spain), Los pequeños 
burgueses (The Petit Bourgeois, Antonio Páramo, TVE, 1989, Spain), 
Una gloria nacional (A National Glory, Jaime de Armiñán, TVE, 1993, 
Spain) and No sé bailar (I Can’t Dance, Juan Tebar, TVE, 1992, Spain). 
These roles were important stages in the development of her acting 
career. Indeed, her brief appearance in Miguel Servet made her realize 
she lacked technique as an actress, a discovery that persuaded her to 
seek professional training: ‘I happened to take on a very small role in 
a TV series on Miguel Servet and I realized I didn’t know how to play 
a character from another century. I felt there had to be a way of doing 
this. … So I learned to isolate the sequences, to study the character and 
to do some research at home.’ (Bollaín in Heredero, 1997b: 212–13)

All in all, Bollaín perfectly illustrates the extent to which the actor 
becomes what, in a book on the art of film performance, Assumpta 
Serna has called a ‘historical document’, i.e. the expression of collec
tive meanings, the channel through which are conveyed models of 
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behaviour established by the culture of any given society (Serna, 2002 
(1999): 209). The actor’s art, created through speech, gestures, actions 
and appearance, is informed by dominant and marginal  ideologies. 
Richard Dyer (1979: 3), Christine Geraghty (2000: 185) and others 
have argued this ‘structured polysemy’ emerges from a mosaic of 
interacting processes that include journalistic references, public 
appearances and a variety of other formal, informal or private sources 
of information. Their comments, largely related to Hollywood and 
British cinema, are equally applicable to Spain where, in recent years, 
national and international scholars have theorized Spanish star study.6 
Significantly, though, Carlos Aguilar’s account of the star system in 
Spain, where he includes Carmen Maura, ángela Molina, Imanol 
Arias, Antonio Resines, Maribel Verdú, Charo López, Marisa Paredes, 
Victoria Abril, Antonio Banderas, Javier Bardem, and Penélope Cruz, 
makes no mention of Iciar Bollaín (Aguilar C, 1998: 48). But, though 
no icon of glamour, Bollaín is clearly a screen actress who has already 
made a huge impact through her appearance in a range of films, some 
hugely significant, others less so. As she herself argues in referring 
to her choice of actors when casting her films, while beauty is not 
always a necessary qualification for stardom, charisma, intellect or 
some special quality, is vital to hold the audience’s attention for an 
hour and a half (Bollaín, 2003d). 

In judging any individual performance, John O. Thomson’s ‘com  
mu   tation’ test is also useful. If we imagine substituting another 
actress, for example, Maribel Verdú, for Iciar Bollaín in, say, Leo, 
the focus and texture of the role clearly changes. The substitution, 
though, need not be restricted to the exchange of one actor for another. 
Considering variations of pace in bodily movement, or of vocal tone 
and texture, would also pinpoint the distinctiveness of any specific 
emphasis an actor gives to a particular performance. These various 
aspects of performance amount to what, highlighting the potential 
for meaning in every detail of look and gesture, Barry King calls the 
‘hypersemioticisation’ of the film actor (King, 1985: 41). 

Analysis of star performance is most challenging in social realism. 
In certain genres and modes – say, melodrama, horror or the musical 
– where hyperbole and even caricature are seldom out of place, 
consideration of performance is perhaps less complicated. In realistic 
performance, on the other hand, it is important, as Paul McDonald 
remarks, to look in ‘invisible’ acting for the construction of believ
ability, truthfulness and realism. Only, perhaps, when confronted by 

Santaolalla_Bollain.indd   8 04/04/2012   15:38



9Introduction

overacting does an audience appreciate the subtlety of an understated 
performance (McDonald, 2000: 31). Bollaín’s skill in restrained acting 
has been praised by many, including José Luis Borau:

It is often stated that the best background music or the best photography 
of a film are those that are unnoticed. Well, the same – even more so – 
can be said of acting. We go to the cinema to enjoy the characters, to have 
fun, suffer with them, believe in them completely, never to admire at 
each moment how well they are played . . . The audience wants people of 
flesh and blood, fresh, direct, witty or repugnant, but true to life. Actors 
who don’t seem like actors, who don’t come across as professionals. 
Girls who one day discover, to their ashtonishment, their names on the 
walls of their father’s house, or who become militia women, or who have 
the bad luck to trap the man they really like. Actresses like Iciar Bollaín, 
in short. (Borau, 2006)

Bollaín certainly has special qualities as an actress. These have been 
recognized by her peers, by the industry and through various awards 
(for Sublet, El mejor de los tiempos, La balsa de piedra, Leo). Her many 
achievements as an actress, however, have been steadily eclipsed in 
recent years by her accomplishments as a director.

Directing

As Bollaín herself has explained, progression from acting to directing 
was greatly helped by seeing close up her friend Chus Gutiérrez at 
work on Sublet (1991, Spain), the film that saw her in her first leading 
role: ‘It was great working with Chus in New York. It was the first 
film she directed. I connected with her when I saw her take charge 
of a crew of forty people for the first time (as she’d only made shorts 
before) to express what she had in her head. Also, she was behind, 
and I was in front, of the camera almost throughout. … the feeling 
of making the film and seeing her pushing the dolly was intense’ (in 
CamíVela, 2005: 51).7

Learning firsthand from directors like Chus Gutiérrez the neces
sary skills and techniques of direction, provided the firm basis for the 
launch of her own projects. Films directed by Bollaín are recogniz
able above all by their issues: broken homes in Hola, ¿estás sola? (Hi, 
Are You Alone?, 1995, Spain), immigration in Flores de otro mundo 
(Flowers from Another World, 1998, Spain), domestic violence in 
Te doy mis ojos (Take My Eyes, 2003, Spain), industrial sabotage and 
the balancing act between domestic and career responsibilities in 
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Mataharis (2007, Spain), the consequences of neoliberal practices on 
poor, indigenous communities in También la lluvia (Even the Rain, 
2010, Spain, France, Mexico).

In all, barring the latter (scripted by Paul Laverty), she has been the 
main driving force behind the script for films that in every case were 
her own projects. Having written in a variety of genres and modes 
from an early age, Bollaín has nevertheless found scriptwriting a 
lonely art, and has sought sympathetic collaborators to help shape 
the subjects close to her own heart (Bollaín in Martialay, 2003: 132): 
Hola, ¿estás sola?, with only a little help from Julio Medem, was almost 
entirely scripted by her, Flores coscripted with Julio Llamazares, Te 
doy mis ojos with Alicia Luna and Mataharis with Tatiana Rodríguez.

A female director focusing, with the exception so far of También 
la lluvia, on what might be regarded as womencentred themes, 
involving female protagonists, and collaborating on two films with 
women writers, Bollaín has often been categorized as a ‘woman’s’ 
director, a label that she has often found restrictive. So, as well as 
through the filter of ‘death of the author’ perspectives, her films raise 
questions about the extent to which they are classifiable as examples 
of ‘women’s cinema’. 

The 1990s saw the emergence of a crop of young filmmakers that 
the media was eager to classify under a common label, hailing the 
phenomenon as a sign of generational renewal.8 A striking feature 
of this new generation was its domination by women. So, along
side Daniel Calparsoro, Agustín Díaz Yanes, Alejandro Amenábar, 
Fernando León de Aranoa, Julio Medem, Alex de la Iglesia and Manuel 
Huerga, to name only a few, a sizeable number of women’s names 
began to surface.9 Within a year of the release of Hola, ¿estás sola?, 
various female directors also brought out their first feature film – e.g. 
Azucena Rodríguez, María Miró, Marta BalletbòColl, Mónica Laguna 
and Eva Lesmes. A few others – Chus Gutiérrez, Gracia Querejeta and 
Isabel Coixet – released their second or third. While only three women 
directors had been active during the 1980s – Pilar Miró, Josefina 
Molina and Cecilia Bartolomé – by the end of the 1990s this number 
had increased roughly tenfold. Almost as striking is that this figure 
more than doubled the number of women directors working in the 
Spanish film industry from the beginning of sound until the end of 
the 1980s: only twelve altogether (Heredero, 1998: 9). Unsurprisingly, 
the media insisted on highlighting this trend: all these statistics were 
repeatedly quoted, the directors invited to roundtable discussions or 
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joint media interviews where the spotlight fell on their gender, and 
their films were read as feminine or feminist texts. 

Right from the start, commentary on Bollaín’s first film, Hola, 
¿estás sola? focused on the fact that it had been made by a young, 
woman director, and its value was routinely assessed in relation to 
those two decisive factors. It has been seen as a paradigm of women’s 
cinema, so much so that some critics have regarded it not only as 
representative of a different type of filmic discourse, but as a film 
that, according to MartínezCarazo, divides audiences along gender 
lines (MartínezCarazo, 2002a: 78). Whether one agrees with this 
kind of drastic, clearcut division or not, it is clearly one that some 
insist on. Like most of her fellow women directors, however, Bollaín 
has been wary of this compartmentalization, warning of the dangers 
of ghettoization: ‘It’s as though the press needs stereotypes: before it 
was brilliant youngsters, then young Basques and now girl directors. 
In the media everything is consumed at great speed and labels are in 
constant demand’ (Bollaín in Heredero, 1995).

Bollaín’s caution is paralleled by the concerns raised by Teresa de 
Lauretis, prominent among feminist theorists writing on women’s 
discourse in film and literature, who claims that to insist on identi
fying a feminine or female aesthetic is ‘to legitimate the hidden 
agendas of a culture we badly need to change.’ (Lauretis, 1998: 178). 
These comments are helpful in the light of further remarks made 
by Bollaín, where she has continued to touch on the subject of films 
made by women and the audiences they address:

 [W]hen we presented [Hola, ¿estás sola?] at the Valladolid Film Festival I 
had another surprise … I realized I was not treated as a filmmaker or as 
someone who directs films: I was considered a woman who directs films, 
and the interviews always started along those lines …. In some discus
sions we found women who were angry with us [women directors]. We 
were accused of making different films, from another perspective, only 
to deny this when asked. We were accused of denying difference instead 
of affirming it. I found myself more than once trapped by this contradic
tion: I am an equal making films, but I make different films. And things 
were even more complicated when we tried to define difference: is our 
cinema more intimate, more subtle, more sensitive? … Can we make 
action films? – a question posed by more than one journalist. Or are our 
films about personal relationships? To think about such matters was like 
treading the shifting sands of female stereotypes: the more you moved 
the more you sank. (Bollaín, 2001: 14 and 15)
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Continued reflection on the subject has led Bollaín to the conclusion 
that, though still unconvinced by the division of directors by gender, 
perhaps the perspective adopted in her films vis-à-vis female charac
ters sets them apart from their roles and construction in films made 
by others: ‘Does Spielberg make films for men? … It would be absurd 
to make films only for women …. When they talk to me of a female 
sensibility, I am suspicious. Perhaps we do make films differently. In 
my films the female characters rely on themselves, the point of view 
is theirs. We don’t see them through men’s eyes’ (Bollaín in Fuente, 
2003).

In later years Bollaín appears to have taken a more relaxed attitude 
to classification as a director who makes women’s films. She is a 
founding member (in 2007) and Secretary of CIMA (Asociación de 
Mujeres Cineastas y de Medios Audiovisuales (Association of Women 
in Film and Audio Visual Communication)), and has been outspoken 
on the issue of the discrimination of women in the Spanish film 
industry, as at the 2010 launch of the book edited by sociologist Fátima 
Arranz (Arranz, 2010), where she claimed that the study ‘confirma las 
peores sospechas [sobre la discriminación de la mujer en todos los 
ámbitos del cine] y las ha superado’ (‘confirms the worst suspicions 
[on discrimination of women at all levels of filmmaking] and even 
surpasses them’). 

So, while Bollaín obviously and understandably harbours misgiv
ings about narrow categorization, her work is undoubtedly regarded 
by many as prototypically feminist. She was awarded the 2010 
‘Comadre de Oro’ (‘Golden Female Friend’) prize by the feminist 
association ‘Tertulia Feminist Les comadres’ in February 2010, for ‘her 
special sensitivity as a director and actress concerned with the terrible 
problems faced by women, as well as for expressing her feminist and 
social commitment through her cinema’ (n/a 2010). In this context, 
to what extent, then, is it valid to catalogue her films as examples 
of a ‘women’s cinema’? Is there such a thing as an écriture feminine 
of film? An answer to the question of a ‘woman’s cinema’ remains 
elusive. How, for instance, does one classify films directed by Kathy 
Bigelow? Are they somehow unwomanly because they are interested 
in horror, adventure, mystery and war? Is it not more productive to 
say of Bollaín’s films not that they avoid certain subjects, or that they 
concentrate on womendefined issues, but that they are the work of 
an intelligent director who endows her female characters with agency, 
and who avoids the clichés of femininity? There are, after all, examples 
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of films directed by women both in Spain and elsewhere that hardly 
challenge the ideological assumptions of the times in which they were 
made. Does Bollaín’s sex necessarily make her a spokesperson for 
women’s issues and a female sensibility in filmmaking, or does it load 
her with an unwelcome burden of (female) representation? Are there 
affinities with the work of earlier women directors such as Pilar Miró 
and Ana Mariscal (also an actress, scriptwriter and producer), and 
contemporary ones like, say, Isabel Coixet, Chus Gutiérrez, Helena 
Taberna, Laura Mañá or Patricia Ferreira? De Lauretis argues that, 
in discussing ‘women’s cinema’, it is important to progress from 
analysis of images to ways of seeing, to processes of identification 
with character, image or situation as seen from the woman’s point of 
view (Lauretis, 1998: 180). But even this – i.e. proving that a particular 
film addresses its spectators from a female perspective – is, according 
to de Lauretis, not straightforward. 

Furthermore, if Bollaín’s films, in common with some of those 
made by the 1990s generation of women directors, represent 
women’s experience more faithfully than may previously have been 
the case in the history of the Spanish cinema, equally, they reveal a 
complementary tendency that cuts across gender and nationality, and 
align themselves with the work of some of the great social realists of 
the cinema. In this respect they belong to a tradition characterized 
perhaps above all by the films of Ken Loach, whose regular script
writer, Paul Laverty, with whom Bollaín worked on Land and Freedom 
and who scripted También la lluvia, is also her longterm partner and 
father of their three children. If Loach’s work makes him hardly a 
man’s man director – given his unswerving focus on issues of polit
ical and social justice (e.g. Carla’s Song [1996, UK, Spain, Germany]), 
economic exploitation (Bread and Roses [2000, UK, France, Germany, 
Spain, Italy, Switzerland]), the plight of homeless women (Cathy Come 
Home [1966, UK]) – mutatis mutandis Iciar Bollaín deserves consid
eration as a director with more than narrowly femaleorientated inter
ests, even if those interests are necessarily approached from a female 
point of view. 

In their balanced treatment of subjects, Bollaín’s films are usually 
seen as examples of what is referred to as ‘cine social’, a trend of 
social realist filmmaking that became particularly noticeable from the 
1990s onwards in Spain, with films like Barrio (Fernando León de 
Aranoa, 1998, Spain), Solas (Alone, Benito Zambrano, 1999, Spain), 
Pídele cuentas al Rey (Ask the King, Antonio Quirós, 1999, Spain), El 
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Bola (Pellet, Achero Mañas, 2000, Spain), Los lunes al sol (Mondays in 
the Sun, Fernando León de Aranoa, 2002, Spain, France, Italy), Tapas 
(José Corbacho and Juan Cruz, 2005, Spain, Argentina, Mexico), 
Heroína (Heroin, Gerardo Herrero, 2005, Spain) and many others.10 

But, as many filmmakers, theorists and critics have pointed out in 
discussions of all such films, realism, of the social or any other variety, 
is a complex term. Chus Gutiérrez, for instance, draws attention, from 
a filmmaker’s point of view, to this complexity: ‘How can one talk of 
realism in a medium where absolutely everything is manipulated? 
Reality and cinema have everything and nothing in common. On the 
one hand, the great majority of, if not all, the stories that are told are 
born from reality … On the other, the manipulation is so great, so 
global, that an hour and a half of celluloid has nothing to do with an 
hour and a half of the life of the person who pays the ticket and sits in 
a seat.’ (Gutiérrez, 1996: 55)

So, as Rodríguez Merchán argues, realism might be more usefully 
approached from another angle, and not exclusively from the point 
of view of the relationship between truth and lies: questions of credi
bility or verisimilitude in relation to style may prove more productive 
(Rodríguez Merchán, 1996b: 47). Credibility is indeed a hallmark of 
Bollaín’s films. The care and attention she devotes, for instance, to 
gender violence, female independence or cultural exchanges make 
her films ring true, and there is nothing shallow or opportunistic in 
the treatment of these complex subjects.

Equally, in addition to their mediation of contemporary social reali
ties, her films are also to some extent indebted to a variety of indig
enous and foreign genres – such as road movies, buddy movies and 
thrillers – and wider, transcultural narrative trends. Thus, to force 
them into specific frameworks is to reduce their potential for appeal 
across constraints of gender, age and background. As theories of 
identification increasingly stress connections with situations rather 
than exclusively with characters or locations, Bollaín’s films can legit
imately claim to speak to all audiences concerned with public and 
private definitions of selfhood.

Producing

Iciar Bollaín’s desire for control over her creative work as a director 
is matched by a need for involvement in another key area of cinema: 
production. Like various other filmmakers, she has clearly felt that 
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familiarity with production – as well as experience in acting and in 
scriptwriting – has enabled her not only to come to grips with all 
aspects of film direction but also to involve herself in what has tradi
tionally been even more than other areas in cinema a male preserve. 

With the exception of También la lluvia, all of Bollaín’s directed films 
have been produced partly by Producciones La Iguana S. L., founded 
in 1991 by Santiago García de Leániz, partnered by Juan Butragueño 
and herself. Since then, the company has produced a TV documen
tary series (TV Hike Rutas de Europa (TV Hike European Routes, 
coproduced with five European companies, 1991–1993)), short films 
such as Entretiempo (In the Meantime, directed by Santiago García 
Leániz in 1992 and starring Bollaín), and her own Los amigos del 
muerto (Deadly Friends, 1994) and Amores que matan (A Love that 
Kills, 2000). It has also produced short documentaries, like 100% 
cubano (100% Cuban, ángel Hernández Zoido, 1993) and Cerca del 
Danubio (Near the Danube, Felipe Vega, 2000), as well as the award
winning featurelength documentary El tren de la memoria (Memory 
Train, Marta Arribas and Ana Pérez, 2005). 

As Santiago García de Leániz explains, Bollaín joined La Iguana at 
an early age because right from the start she had worked with serious, 
‘sesudos’ (‘brainy’) directors who familiarized her with the intricacies 
of filmmaking, an education that made her anxious to be more than 
an actress, and eager for involvement in other aspects of filmmaking 
(Versión Española 1999). Bollaín has stated that her association 
with the company, her desire to be a producer, has been crucial to 
her development as an actress and director: ‘I wanted to know … a 
little more than the work of film actor as exclusively restricted to the 
shooting. Films begin well before and finish well after that. For that 
reason I decided to get involved in La Iguana, to have the opportunity 
to follow projects from closer up.’ (RenoirPrincesa, 1995) Bollaín’s 
words here are very similar to comments by Carlos Barbáchano on the 
role of the producer: ‘His/her work begins before everyone else who 
will be involved in the film knows that it’s going to exist, and it ends 
when all those who’ve participated have forgotten about it.’ (Carlos 
Barbáchano, quoted in Jacoste Quesada, 2004: 121) And indeed, 
production involves, as Cabezón and Gómez Urdá outline, legal and 
budgetary considerations, preproduction planning, contracting of 
personnel, the preparation of location and studio shooting, the post
production processes of editing, publicity, promotion, distribution 
and exhibition, TV and DVD rights and, increasingly, forging links 
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with other organizations to share the costs and promotion of films 
abroad (Cabezón and Gómez Urdá, 2004 (1999): 12–13).

Bollaín’s determination to acquaint herself with different aspects of 
filmmaking as a complement to direction follows a path already taken 
by other women directors. The first woman to combine producing and 
directing was Rosario Pi (1899–1967), the founder of Star Films, and 
the director of the legendary El gato montés (Wild Cat, 1936). She was 
followed by Ana Mariscal (1923–95) who, despite identification with 
conservative – even openly Francoist – attitudes, is a fine example 
of a forceful entrepreneurial filmmaker. A forerunner of Bollaín’s, 
even more so perhaps than Rosario Pi, Mariscal was an extremely 
successful 1950s actress prior to her work as a director and producer 
(she cofounded Bosco Films, a company that would bring out her 
own films and those by other directors).11 

Reacting against a maledominated industry not always responsive 
to subjects of appeal to women, female directors have increasingly 
opted in recent times for launching their own careers as producers 
in order precisely to make, and encourage other women to make, 
films more responsive to women’s interests. These include, in recent 
Spanish cinema, Cecilia Bartolomé, Ester García and Isabel Coixet. In 
America, female stars frustrated by the limited opportunities available 
to them formed ‘Women in Film’ (WIF) in 1973, whose aims resemble 
those of the UK’s Women in Film and Television (WFTV), and of the 
recent equivalent organization in Spain, the ‘Asociación de Mujeres 
Cineastas y de Medios Audiovisuales’ (CIMA), set up in 2007.12 

Despite the growing influence of women in the Spanish film 
industry, Jacqueline Cruz notes that finance remains a problem. 
Though generally treated no differently from men when seeking 
funds for firsttime films, women complain of discrimination when 
applying for economic support on subsequent projects (Cruz, J, 2008: 
8–9). Inés París, for instance, has drawn attention to this practice, 
claiming that there are no grounds for a commonly held view that 
female, more than male, directors prefer to make small, intimate 
films, and that only a lack of funding restricts her and other women 
to modestscale work and prevents them from embarking on the kind 
of project that only a larger budget would allow: ‘I, for example, would 
love to go to Africa and make a film about female explorers, but I 
don’t know whether I’ll ever have the funding to do so’ (in CamíVela, 
2005: 369). Interestingly, Bollaín has indeed managed to do just that, 
filming the bigbudget coproduction También la lluvia, starring Gael 
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García Bernal, in distant foreign countries (Bolivia and Mexico, as 
well as Spain), an achievement of course only made possible on the 
back of previous critical and commercial successes. 

Bollaín has explained that her experience as a producer at La 
Iguana, along with her acting, enabled her to have a more compre
hensive view of what is entailed in the making of a film: ‘La Iguana is 
a project driven by three people who want to direct, but the one who 
has a more ‘global’ vision of cinema, the true filmmaker who, as well 
as directing can simultaneously bear in mind the actor, the budget, 
and the laboratory is Santiago, undoubtedly the best producer of the 
three.’ (Bollaín in Heredero, 1997b: 217)

Bollaín’s characteristically generous acknowledgement here of 
Santiago de Leániz, a producer who has yet perhaps to reach the 
levels of national and international recognition of other independent 
producers such as Elías Querejeta, Fernando Colomo or Enrique 
González Macho, makes no mention of the socially conscious ethos 
of the films produced under his leadership, and which so faithfully 
reflect Bollaín’s own interests. Every production company has a house 
style and thematic priorities. José Luis Borau’s El Imán is distin
guished by an eclecticism of generic and indirectly political commen
tary. Pedro Almodóvar’s El Deseo, launched in 1985 with Matador, 
perhaps the most wellknown of all production companies in Spain, is 
famous for its highly polished, colourful, glossy, visual and thematic 
inventiveness in comedies and melodramas, and in a host of other 
films directed by others with shared interests (e.g. Guillermo del Toro, 
Daniel Calparsoro, Isabel Coixet). Lola Films, headed by Andrés Vicente 
Gómez, one of the most successful producers of the past thirty years 
or so (responsible, for instance, for Fernando Trueba’s 1992 Oscar
winning Belle Epoque), sees itself driven as much by the box office 
as by top quality filmmaking standards. González Macho’s Altafilms 
S. A., coproducer of Bollaín’s Flores de otro mundo and Te doy mis 
ojos, identifies itself mostly with European, highquality independent 
cinema, which it has supported since the company’s beginnings in 
1969, and continues to do so through its involvement, as a share
holder, with the prestigious Renoir cinemas. Sogecine, which copro
duced Mataharis, is renowned for making films with some of the most 
illustrious names in recent Spanish cinema – including Alejandro 
Amenábar, Alex de la Iglesia, Julio Medem, Fernando León de Aranoa 
and Vicente Aranda. Less established production com panies include 
Morena Films, coproducer of También la lluvia, Ventura Pons’s Films 
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de Rambla, and smaller companies like Arrebato Films, that defines 
itself on its website as a ‘young and vital company, eager to tell stories 
and get things done’. 

The recent rash of production companies in Spain over the last 
twenty years or so is, in its own way, as significant as the emergence 
of new directors and performers. As Gonzalo Tapia, Secretary of the 
Asociación de Nuevas Productoras (ANP, created in 1995) and one 
of the founding members of La Iguana, put it in the mid 1990s: ‘In 
the film world people talk of new directors and new actors, but not 
of new producers. … One of our chief aims is to represent this group 
of new producers and to make people aware of their importance as 
fundamental elements of the Spanish audiovisual industry. We are 
the regeneration of the established producers.’ (Tapia in R. G., 1995)

Among these varied production companies, La Iguana occupies a 
distinctive position. As García de Leániz once explained, in response 
to a question on the company’s scale of values, La Iguana was born 
out of a vocational desire to be involved in filmmaking: ‘Our aim 
has always been to make films. We are not tempted by commer
cial  opportunities to make publicity, or video films, or distracting 
involvements.’ He added that, though aware that resistance to such 
 temptation makes survival more difficult, the effort is worth it as a 
way of ‘maintaining focus’ (García de Leániz in Versión Española, 
1999).

Without the commercial distraction to which García de Leániz 
refers, films produced by La Iguana have regularly concentrated on 
addressing issues of importance for Spanish and European cultural 
memory. For instance, El tren de la memoria, perhaps the most inter
esting of the La Iguana documentaries, follows the MadridNurem
berg journey taken by a Spanish 60 year old woman in memory of 
the one taken forty years earlier along with other emigrants exiting 
an impoverished country to find work in more prosperous parts of 
Europe. Like El tren de la memoria, Cerca del Danubio, an interview 
with two survivors of Nazi death squads in Mauthausen, Austria, also 
delves into the past, to set the record straight. 100% cubano considers 
the even more isolated position of a country in the wake of the fall of 
communism in Eastern Europe. Arguably, the vaguely trans national 
drive and focus of the company is traceable even in its choice of name: 
an American animal, Itzamná, or iguana, was for the Mayans the 
crucible of the origin of all things and, in its most positive dimension, 
it is taken to symbolise ferocity, composure and determination. These 
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are qualities that might well be applied to many of the films produced 
by La Iguana, Iciar Bollaín’s among them. 

Bollaín’s immersion in all aspects of filmmaking has undoubt
edly helped her deliver remarkable films typified by formal fluency, 
convincing performances and compelling themes. This holistic 
approach has been her trademark: ‘It’s all filmmaking. Either in front 
of or behind the camera, it’s all about telling stories.’ (Bollaín in Díaz 
and Mejías, 2010) Taking its cue from Bollaín’s words, this volume 
is divided into two parts: first, ‘In front of the camera’ addresses her 
work as an actress; second, ‘Behind the camera’ considers her direc
tion of short and fulllength feature films.

Notes

 1 Prior to this landmark, other women had earned Best Director – Pilar 
Miró in 1996 – and Best New Director – Ana Díez in 1989, Rosa Vergés 
in 1990 and Angeles GonzálezSinde in 2003. Since then, the Goya for 
Best Film has been awarded only for a second time to a film directed by 
a woman: La vida secreta de las palabras (The Secret Life of Words, Isabel 
Coixet, 2005, Spain). 

 2 The Academia de las Artes y las Ciencias Cinematográficas de España – 
unlike the Real Academia Española and the Academia de San Fernando, 
where women are largely conspicuous by their absence – has given 
women prominent roles over the last decade or so, having in recent times 
been presided over by four women: Angeles González Sinde (2006–09), 
Mercedes Sampietro (2003–06), Marisa Paredes (2000–03) and Aitana 
SánchezGijón (19992000).

 3 See www.youtube.com/watch?v=IAW0c8fjkQY
 4 See /www.xnafricanasyespaolas00b.es/
 5 See www.mpazm.net/premiosalfa/MPAZM_premiosalfa_2007.pdf.
 6 See Aguilar and Genover (1996), Triana Toribio (2000, 2003: 84–92), 

Evans (2002), Stone (2004), and Perriam (2003, 2005, 2007).
 7 Bollaín would later collaborate with Chus Gutiérrez as Assistant Director 

on Sexo oral (Oral Sex, 1994, Spain) and as coscriptwriter on Poniente 
(West, 2002, Spain).

 8 For statistics, see Heredero and Santamarina, 2002: 44–64.
 9 For a survey of directors who emerged in the 1990s, see Bentley (2008).
 10 For a thorough discussion of the nuances associated with the terms ‘cine 

social’ and its supposed equivalents ‘social realism’ or ‘social issue films’, 
as defined by Julia Hallam and Margaret Marshment (2000), see Jennifer 
Rutherford’s unpublished PhD Thesis (Rutherford, 2009: 51–9). Ruther
ford also draws attention to the fact that ‘cine social’ has tended to be 
derided by Spanish critics as ‘TV issuedriven movies rather than proper 
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cinema films’ (Vidal, 2006: 185), or seen as excessively didactic and guilty 
of a ‘timid realism’ (Quintana 2005).

 11 See Núria Triana Toribio’s thorough discussion of Ana Mariscal’s career 
in Triana Toribio (2000).

 12 Further information on these associations may be found on their respec
tive websites: ‘Women in Film’ (www.wif.org/), ‘Women in Film and 
Television’ (www.wftv.org.uk/wftv/) and ‘Asociación de Mujeres Cineastas 
y de Medios Audiovisuales’ (www.cimamujerescineastas.es/). In a press 
release on the occasion of its 2nd conference (5–7 May 2010, Santiago de 
Compostela, Spain), the organizers of CIMA explained that their aim is 
‘to create a forum for debate that gives a voice and visibility to European 
women working in film and TV, and to form a European network’ (EFE, 
2010b). The press release also announces the drafting of the terms of 
reference – named the ‘Carta de Compostela’ (‘Compostela Letter’) – to 
serve as a basis for all activities relating to audiovisual matters.
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