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Uruguayan Cinema, 1960-2010: Text, Materiality, Archive. By Beatriz Tadeo Fuica. 

London: Tamesis. 2017. Pp. 192. ISBN: 978-1855663190 (HB) 

 

This detailed survey of Uruguayan cinema over a fifty-year period is a welcome addition to 

the body of English-language scholarship on Latin American filmmaking. This is not simply 

because it is the first monograph in English to address this area, but thanks, rather, to the 

admirable depth of research it evinces: there are numerous references to email exchanges 

with directors and anecdotes of trips to scattered and fragmentary archives. To have gathered 

such a significant quantity of heterogeneous information in a single volume is a major 

achievement. Indeed, Tadeo Fuica’s scope is very broad, and perhaps excessively so. The 

book argues for ‘the importance of broadening the concept of cinema’ (p. 147), contending 

that it is ‘productive to take into account diverse and disparate films and contexts of 

production’ (p. 146), especially when analysing cinemas without a well-established film 

industry. ‘Cinema’, then, for Tadeo Fuica, encompasses media from VHS, Super 8mm and 

35mm to digital video, with much in between. In the book’s introduction, the author proposes 

a two-pronged approach: a focus on ‘the place Uruguay occupies within Latin America and 

its interactions with the rest of the world’ (p. 7), married to an analysis of the ‘meaning 

embedded in the materiality […] of films’ (p. 13). In setting out this framework, the 

introduction proposes the intriguing notion of ‘palimpsestic copies’ (p. 19) to describe the 

traces of political and cultural context left by shifts in a film’s material support.  

 

Such is the ambition of this approach that the book’s subsequent structure, though brilliantly 

conceived, cannot quite deliver on the promise to ‘rethink the changing nature of the concept 

of cinema’ (p. 21). Nonetheless, there is a great deal of import to be gained from the 

following chapters, each of which focuses on a particular historical period and on a particular 



technology of cinema. Chapter 1 covers the years 1960-73, and discusses how the tensions 

between Uruguay’s European aspirations and its Latin American realities  shape the avant-

garde aesthetics of works such as La ciudad en la playa (Musitelli, 1961). Chapter 2, 

‘Cinema by and against the Dictatorship’, takes a novel approach to filmmaking under 

dictatorship in the Southern Cone, emphasising the diversification of filmmaking practices 

and highlighting the role of state-backed enterprises alongside independent artists in the 

period 1973-1985. The following chapter, ‘In Transition’, addresses the years from 1985 to 

2000, and proposes that the ‘transition’ at stake was not simply to democracy, but also to a 

neoliberal economic model, and to a new structure of funding for cinema (p. 81). Given the 

prominence of similar arguments in recent works of cultural criticism in Chile, it is 

something of a surprise to find no acknowledge of existing debates around the polyvalence of 

the term ‘transition’ here. The final chapter, ‘Negotiating the Local at the Beginning of the 

Millennium’, suggests that while documentaries made in the period from 2000 to 2010 

negotiate the tensions between memory and forgetting in relation to the dictatorial past, 

fiction productions of the same era are more concerned with the tensions between artisanal 

filmic practices and the international circulation of cinema.  

 

The structure of each chapter is similar: an introductory section provides a deft and detailed 

overview of the historical and political context, and then two or three case studies engage in 

close analysis of specific productions. This latter section, in each case, moves towards a 

discussion of the (often fragmentary and decaying) materiality of the works analysed. So 

much ground is covered that the relationships between these elements is not always easy for 

the reader to discern. Tadeo Fuica’s analysis of the aesthetic and formal qualities of the films 

sometimes stops short of rendering explicit the full implications of its claims, in order to 

move somewhat abruptly to a description of the work’s current material conditions. Beyond 



the broad (and effectively made) claim that better archival arrangements are needed, the 

intended relation between aesthetics and materiality is not always apparent. This difficulty 

stems in part from a relative lack of theoretical ambition: while the book’s introduction draws 

on the work of Laura U. Marks, Michel Foucault and others, these ideas find little explicit 

echo in subsequent chapters. Where engagement with relevant theory occurs in conjunction 

with close analysis (as in the evocation of Walter Benjamin’s notion of allegory on p. 78), 

this can be rather brief and general. Given the book’s welcome focus on the implications of 

cinema’s shifting material supports, it is surprising not to find engagement with work such as 

D.N. Rodowick’s The Virtual Life of Film, whose arguments might provide a useful 

supplement to the claims made here. Similarly, the arguments that Tadeo Fuica advances 

about the ‘unfinished […] national discourses’ (p. 151) of Uruguayan would benefit from 

more substantial examination of relevant conceptual frameworks than is offered here. 

Strikingly, the author appears aware of this limitation, simultaneously invoking and labelling 

as ‘over-cited’ (p. 34) Benedict Anderson’s work on national identity and imagined 

communities.  

 

If the book’s theoretical claims lack clarity, though, the value of its contribution to the study 

of Uruguayan cinema is not thereby necessarily diminished. Indeed, the number of 

unanswered questions posed by the book’s meticulous excavation of cinematic material 

serves principally to prove one of its concluding claims: that the study of Uruguayan 

filmmaking is very far from being complete. The research underpinning this book will prove 

a crucial resource for future students and scholars of cinema in a country that, as Tadeo Fuica 

shows, is much more than the Switzerland of South America.  
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