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Introduction 

When a scholar of film first hears the name, “Luis Buñuel,” the genre of Surrealism is 

most like immediately evoked in his or her mind; however, how exactly did Buñuel 

become known as a Surrealist filmmaker and how fitting is this label? This research is an 

investigation of the links between Buñuel’s art and Surrealism from the beginning of his 

film career throughout his later Mexican films. The investigation examines exactly what 

constitutes work as Surrealist in terms of construction, goals, ideology, and politics.  It 

also examines Buñuel’s personal perceptions and connection to the Surrealist movement 

and how his first two works were a direct function of Surrealism. Finally, the research 

elaborates on the echoes of Surrealism that linger in Buñuel’s later works that were 

primarily commercial and national films, not Surrealism proper. The sources demonstrate 

Buñuel’s connection to the Surreal in spite of the extensive changes in genre and 

demographic he faced.  

Sources 

Breton, André. "Manifesto of Surrealism (1924)." Manifestoes of Surrealism.  Trans.  
 Helen R. Lane & Richard Seaver. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press,  
 1969. 1-48. Print. 
 

This is a primary source, originally released to the public in 1924, in which André 

Breton becomes a catalyst for the Surrealist movement by defining its philosophy. 

He relates Surrealist art to dreams—the production of the subconscious that 

springs about latent meanings that only our imagination can provoke. Breton 
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rejects the logical conventions that bind art and claims truth can only come with 

the imagination flowing freely. He demonstrates this with examples of automatic 

writing and explores the precursors to Surrealism that existed in other art forms 

before he wrote this piece. This primary source is important because Breton was a 

prominent leader (he was mentioned in Buñuel’s autobiography as the leader) of 

the Surrealist movement, and his thoughts on Surrealism that were expressed in 

this piece guided the genre’s work as well as Buñuel’s art and philosophy. 

Buñuel, Luis. "Surrealism." My Last Breath. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,  
 2003. 101-127. Print. 
 

My last breath is Buñuel’s autobiography, which sheds much light on his relation 

to cinema. In this chapter of his book, he states his relation to the Surrealist 

movement in art, politics, and social groups. Buñuel explains that what attracted 

him to the Surrealist movement was his desire for destruction. He relished in 

tearing away at the ideology of the bourgeois and systems of imperialism. Buñuel 

establishes the irony in this because he and many other Surrealists belonged to the 

bourgeois class themselves, and, in a way, wanted to destroy the world that gave 

them privilege.  Buñuel explains his moral system while creating Surrealist work 

as rejecting all existing values, exulting passion and scandal, and accepting all 

images that came from his imagination. The source, which gives details on the 

creation of his first two films, is a personal statement on what the Surrealist 

movement was to Buñuel and how he acted within it. 
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Evans, Peter. "An Amour Still Fou: Late Buñuel." The Unsilvered Screen:  
Surrealism on Film. Eds. Graeme Harper & Rob Stone. London: Wallflower 
Press, 2007. 38-48. Print. 
 
The Unsilvered Screen is a collection of essays written by members of 

international academia. This essay is written by Peter William Evans, who is a 

professor at the University of London that wrote several books and essays on 

topics in film. His essay demonstrates that, though the political force of 

Surrealism died, Buñuel kept Surrealism very much alive in his later work. His 

essay demonstrates how Buñuel implemented Surrealism into his work by 

emphasizing “amour fou.” His use of illogical, dangerous, strange, sometimes 

incestuous, and sometimes sadist/masochist love and sexual attraction relates to 

the Surrealist belief that untamed passion is the driving force of humanity and not 

logic. The usage of such passion also stresses the darker side of the primal human 

condition—something the Surrealists loved to explore. This source is another 

example of how Buñuel brought Surrealism into a commercial market.  

Matthews, J. H. "Luis Buñuel: The Surrealist as Commercial Director." Surrealism and  
 Film. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1971. 138-150. Print. 
 

The University of Michigan Press, a small press that publishes a wide range of 

materials within the Social Sciences and Humanities, published this book. It’s 

author, J.H. Matthews, is a scholar who concentrated his studies within Surrealist 

art. His book takes a broad approach to studying Surrealism and film, but the 

pages selected for study give specific insight into how Buñuel created work that 

was commercial and also Surrealist.  He focuses on Buñuel’s work in Mexico—a 

period in which he could not make films of his complete choice due to the 

commercial atmosphere. Matthews explores the ways in which Buñuel 
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implemented Surrealism by inserting dream sequences into films, rejecting 

camera distortions, using a revelatory attitude to bourgeois systems, and opposing 

realism and glorified the poetic. This source demonstrates that even under the 

constraints of the commercial market, Buñuel still implemented the Surreal. 

Muñoz, Ernesto R. "Genre, Women, Narrative." Buñuel and Mexico—the Crisis of  
 National Cinema. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003. 80-110. Print. 
 

The publisher of this book, University of California, is one of the largest 

university presses in the world with an extensive scholarly literature published on 

film. In this book, Muñoz investigates the ways in which Buñuel made films for a 

Mexican demographic to reflect a Mexican demographic yet still maintained 

usage of Surrealism. In the forth chapter of his book, he examines the ways in 

which Buñuel’s Mexican films, Susana, La hija engaño, and El rio y el muerte 

contain Mexican themes and style and also aspects of Surrealism. He examines 

the ways in which Buñuel used traditional Mexican form to an extent that it was a 

parody of the form itself, exposed the darker side of the conscious of traditional 

Mexican characters, invalidated traditional bourgeois and patriarchal powers, and 

explored irrational violence. All of these are Surrealist techniques, but, he argues, 

Buñuel executed them in a way that was distinctly Mexican. The source clearly 

demonstrates Buñuel’s mixing of national cinema with Surrealism.  

Papanikolas, Theresa. "Towards a New Construction: Breton's Break from Dada and the  
 Formation of Surrealism." Surrealism, Politics and Culture. Eds. Donald LaCoss  
 & Raymond Spiteri. Aldershot, Hants, England: Ashgate, 2003. 37-51. Print. 
 

The anthology Surrealism, Politics, and Culture, published this essay within its 

series of essays written by a wide range of academic figures that situate the 

Surrealist movement within a historical and political context. This essay 
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distinguishes Surrealism from Dadaism, making it clear that Surrealism was not 

merely the French form of Dada. It explains that Surrealism was inspired by 

Dadaism, but was consciously not a continuation of the Dada movement. It 

examines Breton’s break from Dadaism due to Dada’s complete investment in the 

destructive and scandalous. Surrealism became about the destruction of existing 

bourgeois conventions in order to create a release and synthesis of deeper, 

unconscious art rather than simply scandal. The source’s clear distinction between 

the destruction-based Dadaism and the creation-seeking Surrealism is an 

important distinction for understanding the basic objectives of Surrealist work and 

for analyzing the Surrealist product, specifically the Surrealist work of Buñuel. 

Richards, Rashna Wadia. “Unsynched: The Contrapuntal Sounds of Luis Buñuel’s L’Age  
 d’Or.” Film Criticism 33.2 (2008/2009): 23-43, 91. ProQuest Research Library.  
 16 Feb. 2013. 
 

Film Criticism, which is the third oldest film journal in the U.S. and a product of 

Allegheny College, is the publisher of this article, which draws on an extensive 

amount of sources to make its argument. In the article, Richards argues that not 

only are the visuals in L’Age d’Or Surrealist, but the sound within the piece is an 

equal example of Surrealist work. The writer states that while much of the 

industry was converting to sound for purposes of realistic synchronization, 

Buñuel took a distinctly Surrealist approach by rejecting synced, naturalistic 

sound. He claims the contrapuntal sounds result in a Surrealist revolt against the 

convention of the realistic diegetic world and that the use of incoherent and 

meaningless speech within the film degrades the idea of voices of authority and 
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language itself. This source justifies Buñuel as a Surrealist not by his visuals, but 

by his sounds.  

Russell, Dominique. “Buñuel: The Gag, The Auteur.” Canadian Journal of Film Studies 
18.2 (2009): 45-65. ProQuest Research Library. 16 Feb. 2013. 
 
Canadian Journal of Film Studies, Canada’s leading academic peer-reviewed film  

journal, published this article. In the article, Russell analyzes Buñuel’s use of  

humor as a specifically Surrealist technique. He defines the “gag” in Buñuel’s 

film as a moment that thwarts the audience’s expectations and draws the viewer 

out of the diegetic world by breaking the portrayal of realism within the work. He 

explains how these uses of incongruence with expectations and classical cinema 

left the audience amused and also displayed the Surrealist belief in breaking 

conventions and creating shock. This source explains Buñuel as a Surrealist by 

demonstrating that even his humor was avant-garde.  

Sandro, Paul. "Crises of Narrative Consumption." Diversions of Pleasure: Luis Buñuel  
 and the Crises of Desire. Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1987. 71-88. 

 Print. 
 
This book was published by Ohio State University Press, which publishes a 

varying degree of scholarly material and distinguished scholarly journals. In its 

fifth chapter, Sandro analyzes the ways in which Exterminating Angel and The 

Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie disrupt traditional narrative consumption. It 

examines the difficulty of the audience’s consumption as they sift through 

repetitive shots, unclear and complicated character plots, a circular structure of 

events, and a poetic function of language that inhibits the flow of logical 

narrative. Sandro also argues that this stylistic decision is a compliment to the 

satirizing of the obsessive consumption of the films’ bourgeois characters. Both of 
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these comments are important because the attack on the bourgeois and the 

mutilation of conventional narrative consumption demonstrate Surrealism’s 

resounding effect on Buñuel’s style well after his break from Surrealism proper.  

Short, Robert. “The Politics of Surrealism, 1920-36.” Journal of Contemporary History  
 1:2 (1966): 3-25. Print. 
 

This essay was published in the Journal of Contemporary History, a quarterly 

peer-reviewed journal that publishes  scholarly articles and book reviews 

examining twenty and twenty-first century history. This essay examines the 

political ties Surrealism had to the left wing parties of post-war Europe.  It 

explains how the revolutionary nature of Surrealism, one that broke the mind out 

of bourgeois conventions, was thought to have the potential to inspire political 

revolt. The work examines why the failure of the Surrealists in the leftist political 

movements due to the artists’ inabilities to work for or within a rational system, 

their lack of commitment, and disagreement with the fascism that resulted in the 

communist party.  This source situates Surrealist work in its historical climate, 

revealing its political objectives and failures that can be useful while analyzing 

Buñuel’s films and career as a whole. 

Thiher, Allen. “Surrealism’s Enduring Bite: Un Chien Andalou.” Literature/Film  
Quarterly 5.1 (1977): 38-49. ProQuest Research Library.  16 Feb. 2013.  
 
Salisbury University published this article through Literature/Film Quarterly, 

which served since 1973 as a forum for scholars and writers to discuss intellectual 

artistry. In this article, Thiher analyzes Un Chien Andalou to argue why it is a 

work of Surrealism Proper. He states that it is a Surrealist piece because it violates 

the conventions of the classical cinema, completely breaking free of clear time 
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and place, causal narrative, and an ending of closure. The author also analyzes the 

film’s black humor, use of violent desires, sexual motifs, and illogical image 

juxtapositions as instruments in creating a Surrealist film.  This source clearly 

identifies Buñuel as an important Surrealist director from the beginning of his 

career.  

Williams, Linda. "Surrealist Film and the Imaginary." Figures of Desire: A Theory and  
 Analysis of Surrealist Film. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981. 41-52.  
 Print. 
 

Published by the University of California Press (mentioned in above source), 

Figures of Desire is written by Linda Williams, a known film scholar. In the 

chosen section, Williams makes important statements on the function of the image 

and imagination in Surrealist film.  Linda explains how the image in Surrealist 

film appears as it would in a dream. She claims that Surrealism displays bizarre 

images with minimal distortions because it allows the viewer to interpret it as 

reality for one split moment and only after the visceral effect sets in does the 

viewer try to process the image through logic. This image consumption relates to 

how the sleeping mind takes the dream as reality, and the conscious mind then 

processes it with logic upon awakening.  This source is important not only 

because it gives a sense of how to construct a Surrealist film, but also because it 

directly reflects on Un Chien Andalou and L’Age d’Or as examples of this 

method.  

 

 

	  


