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I’d like to start with a worrying phrase, that terrorism makes good entertainment. Or at 
least, that’s what filmmakers using terrorist plots like to think. They have good reason for 
thinking so, as terrorism or the threat of  it is a staple of  most news screens. Terrorism 
offers an easy spectacle, it offers drama and it offers tension. There are excellent 
opportunities for action sequences and shoot outs, and terrorists make splendid villains 
in many thrillers. However, things get a bit more uncomfortable the closer you get to 
home. So, for example, British and Irish cinema tend to downplay the spectacle of  the 
Troubles in favour of  drama, and the neat division between heroes and villains is 
replaced by complex and conflicted characters. For as we know, the definition of  a 
terrorist depends very much on your point of  view, and if  you are aiming your film at a 
home audience you need to take that into account.  

Let’s think of  a classic example, the film Odd Man Out, directed by Carol Reed, starring 
James Mason and released in 1947. This film gave rise unsurprisingly to conflicting 
opinions and even questions in Parliament, but treats the politics of  the IRA lightly and 
obliquely. The bulk of  the film features Mason as the central character Johnny McQueen 
who, mortally wounded in a shoot-out, wanders through the streets of  Belfast. There's 
no investigation of  why he ever joined the IRA, and no consideration of  what the IRA 
might mean for the people of  Northern Ireland: it’s a personal and sometimes surreal 
drama, a Via Dolorosa as his life ebbs away. A more recent example, The Crying Game, has 
the central character Fergus, played by Stephen Rea, question the wisdom of  shooting 
the soldier they’ve abducted: his openness and flexibility, suggested by his love affair with 
the sexually indeterminate Dil, is in direct contrast to his colleague Jude, the hardliner 
who won’t deviate from the IRA mission and who comes across as a racist harridan. 
Other films question both sides of  the political divide: The Boxer and Some Mother’s Son 
foreground the personal costs of  the IRA campaign, while Resurrection Man critiques the 
violence within the Protestant community. The British tend not to come out of  these 
films too well, though: British troops and police often appear as violent and bigoted, 
possibly even corrupt on occasion, from the early days of  the conflict in The Wind that 
Shakes the Barley to more recent times such as the 1993 release In the Name of  the Father, 
based on the autobiography of  Gerry Conlon of  the Guildford Four.  

Some of  these films have caused similar controversy to Odd Man Out, but while the 
emphasis on personal stories in these films elides some of  the complexities of  the 
conflict, they do give some idea of  the dilemmas faced by many – a far cry from 
Hollywood. An example of  the latter is Patriot Games, a Harrison Ford vehicle in which 
Ford’s character, having saved an aristocrat from a terrorist attack, saves his family from 
the personal vendetta of  an IRA man. Another example is The Jackal, the remake of  the 
iconic Day of  the Jackal, and featuring Richard Gere as an unlikely IRA man, Declan 
Mulqueen. Mulqueen is released from prison temporarily to help find the Jackal, a 
professional assassin, and save American’s First Lady from assassination. There is even a 
Basque terrorist in this film, Mulqueen’s former lover Isabella who has now apparently 
retired and been reduced to the role of  mother and lover (though old habits die hard: she 
reappears at the end to help Mulqueen defeat the Jackal). Isabella is a rare example of  a 
Basque terrorist, even retired, turning up in a Hollywood film; but Basque and Spanish 
cinema have paid much more attention to the phenomenon, and what they have done is 
the subject of  this talk, as some background for the film Lasa eta Zabala which will be 
shown at the Cornerhouse later. I’m going to get back to the idea of  personal stories, but 



first let’s consider how there came to be a separatist conflict in the Basque Country in the 
first place.  

The Basque Country is a region, or a country, depending on your point of  view, that is 
currently divided by the border between France and Spain. The history of  its relations 
with Spain is a long and complex one, but Basque nationalism in its modern form was 
founded by Sabino Arana at the end of  the 19th century: the political, party he formed is 
still going strong today. Basque terrorism as we’re familiar with it is due to resistance 
against the dictatorship of  General Francisco Franco, who was no fan of  cultures such as 
the Basque one: he introduced repressive measures in the area once he came to power, 
such as banning the use of  the Basque language. Basque resistance to the Franco regime 
originally consisted of  small acts of  sabotage, or gestures of  protest such as replacing the 
Spanish flag flying over police stations with the Basque flag. Things gradually turned 
more violent with armed bank robberies in an attempt to secure funds, and the situation 
escalated after an incident in 1968. One member of  the Spanish Civil Guard was shot 
dead in a shoot out, while one of  the ETA members involved was hauled from his car 
and shot in cold blood. The latter lit the blue touchpaper and so began a conflict that 
would last 48 years. Franco died in 1975, and Spain subsequently underwent a largely 
peaceful transition to democracy. But there were small pockets of  resistance, and ETA 
was the longest lasting. Since the Basque Country was not yet an independent nation they 
felt the struggle should continue: indeed the separatist violence intensified in the 
democratic era, while ETA itself  experience schisms and splits until finally they 
announced a permanent ceasefire in 2011. Although many people in the Basque Country 
and Spain had felt some sympathy to ETA during the dictatorship, public support ebbed 
away considerably after the democratic transition, and come the Madrid train bombings 
of  2004 ETA’s thunder was being increasingly stolen by foreign competitors. It is not 
insignificant that nowadays the word terrorist is usually preceded by the word 
‘international’. 

Where does cinema come into this? Many nations have drawn up policies to promote a 
national cinema, for various reasons, including protecting a film industry from American 
dominance or sometimes to compete with it. Such policies may also aim to promote a 
national culture at home and abroad, or foster supposedly national values. In the Basque 
case, filmmakers got going from the early days of  cinema, with a strong strain of  
recording Basque culture and folklore. This continued right up till the end of  the Franco 
era, with the main predecessor of  the democratic era, Ama Lur (Motehr Earth), a 
documentary recording folk traditions and offering a portrait of  the Basque Country as 
an idyllic rural region. Franco’s regime was quite happy with such films despite his 
suspicious attitude to regional cultures generally, as films like this had little to do with the 
pressing sociopolitical issues of  the day: they were exercises in quaintness as far as the 
regime was concerned. 

This changed radically after Franco's death: while in Spain there was a chance to explore 
a new found sexual freedom and the tensions of  a country attempting to rip up the rule 
book, the early years of  democracy saw a strong call for Basque cinema to be used to 
foster a sense of  nation and of  national values in this new situation, whatever they were. 
Some former ETA members even became involved in the Basque film industry. Thus 
cinema of  the late 70s and early 80s tends to embrace some form of  Basque nationalism, 
exploring the legacy of  the struggle against Franco and the questions the new Basque 
autonomous region – as it subsequently became – would face in this new era. However, 
as democracy in Spain started to take root, many people within the Basque Country 
began to question ETA’s campaign of  violence. And with this questioning the stories 
turn increasingly personal, as in films about the Troubles in Norther Ireland. 



Increasingly, too, Spanish funding began to mix with the Basque, funding more interested 
in promoting culture and selling Spain abroad than in the reconstruction of  a small 
nation it preferred not to recognise. 

We've got a good example of  this process in a director whose work is reasonably 
successful in Spain. He’s not at all well known in the UK but who’s produced some 
intriguing work that’s worth knowing better. This is Imanol Uribe. Uribe’s first feature 
length film was a documentary called El proceso de Burgos or The Burgos Trial. The trial in 
question occurred in 1970, when sixteen ETA members were tried for the murder of  a 
police commissioner, a notorious torturer. There were demonstrations in support of  the 
accused across Europe, and even the Pope called for clemency. Uribe’s film is a series of  
interviews with the people involved in the trial. As films go, it's hardly riveting, but it 
achieved two things. One was that it allowed Basque nationalists to reflect on their past 
at the start of  a new political era; the other was it fostered a tendency in Basque cinema 
towards documentaries already hinted at with Ama Lur. Uribe moved next to the 
docudrama format, similar to what we find in Lasa eta Zabala. This is La fuga de Segovia or 
the flight from Segovia. The film is a dramatised reconstruction of  the escape of  several 
ETA members from Segovia prison where they were serving sentences. One original 
member of  the escape actually took part in the film and went on to have an acting career. 
La fuga functions as a thriller: will the prisoners get away or not? In fact, they by and large 
don’t. The film is framed in a way that encourages our identification with the prisoners – 
and this is stressed by the prison scenes in which the prisoners suffer the petty revenges 
of  the warders. One example is of  the marriage of  one of  the nationalists in prison – the 
strip search his bride has to undergo in order to appear at her own wedding is 
deliberately drawn out not so much for prurience but to empathise with the humiliation 
she feels. 

So, clearly these are films that take the part of  ETA members to some degree. They also 
reflect the Basques as a collective, working together for a common goal. But Uribe’s next 
film, La muerte de Mikel (The Death of  Mikel), is an early example of  a questioning of  
ETA’s position. Mikel is a Basque nationalist who dies in mysterious circumstances after 
coming out as gay. The film suggests the hypocrisy of  the nationalists, who initially offer 
Mikel to chance to stand as a candidate in local politics: they rescind the invitation after 
his sexuality becomes clear, then use his funeral as an opportunity for a nationalist 
demonstration. Shades here of  The Crying Game as you can see, as Uribe’s focus changes 
from a collective solidarity to an individual’s struggle between his sexuality and his 
membership of  a Basque community. The inability to resolve this leads the death in the 
film’s title. Ten years later, Días contados (Running Out of  Time) was another hit film for 
Uribe, about a Basque terrorist who jeopardises the mission he’s on after falling in love 
with a junkie while undercover. Again, we have a personal conflict between political 
struggle and sexual choice, and again it leads to the death of  the central character. Uribe’s 
film career drifted away from narratives set in the Basque country, and he’s known 
increasingly for heritage films, dramas and literary adaptations, though occasionally 
Basque characters do pop up in his films from time to time. 

Uribe’s career parallels the desire of  the most successful directors to turn away from the 
problems of  the Basque Country to make films about other stories. Spanish cinema took 
an increasingly commercial turn during the 1990s and younger Basque filmmakers were 
in the vanguard of  a new approach to cinema that emphasised popular narrative and 
genre. And some of  the most notable films about the Basque Country in the last few 
years move away from the specificities of  the terrorist conflict – or at least, those that 
can get the funding to be screened and exported beyond the Basque Country itself. A 
recent example is 80 Egunean (In 80 Days), about the relationship between two middle 



aged women, a relationship that includes but is not confined to same-sex desire. Or 
consider Loreak (Flowers), a drama about three women whose lives intersect through 
their relationship with one man: the crisscrossing of  their lives is marked by the flowers 
of  the title. This film has just been announced as the Spanish nomination for Best 
Foreign Film at the Oscars: the ironies of  such a nomination are described by Rob Stone 
thus: ‘Is Loreak a Basque film and can a Basque film – especially a Basque-language one – 
also be Spanish? Can a high-profile film of  indubitably Basque identity such as this be 
contained within the ideas and limitations of  a Spanish national cinema?’ Loreak’s 
producer has argued that the use of  the Basque language gives the film an exotic touch 
that will please the Americans. We shall see. Both these films are personal stories that 
have nothing to do with Basque nationalist politics: they both just happen to be filmed in 
the Basque language. The political is now personal in Basque cinema. 

It's worth pausing to consider that terrorism is now even acceptable comedy material.  
Ocho apellidos vascos, a hit comedy released in Spain last year, that draws on two sets of  
stereotypes, one of  which is a Basque set. Simply put, the story deals with a young man 
from the south of  Spain who falls in love with a Basque girl, and tries to pretend to be 
Basque to please her nationalist father. Basque nationalists would be horrified to discover 
that the English title of  the film is A Spanish Affair, since Spanish is the last thing they 
wish to be. However, the film includes references to terrorism that now suggest 
terrorism as a matter for comedy rather than serious comment. The literal title is Eight 
Basque Surnames, a reference to an early tenet of  Basque nationalism – the purity of  
your Basque heritage was indicated if  your grandparents’ surnames were Basque rather 
than Spanish. This early belief  has clear racist overtones, the fear of  being polluted by 
Spanish blood, and for many years Basque nationalists followed such policies. Now, 
however, Basque nationalism is the butt of  humour, and the Spanish public loved it: a 
sequel is being released this very month called Ocho apellidos catalanes (Eight Catalan 
Surnames) that will presumably take pot shots at Catalan stereotypes. The Basque version 
has reputedly encouraged tourism to the Basque Country. The Basque Tourist Board has 
got in on the act with a website, Ocho destinos vascos or Eight Basque Destinations. 
According to Spanish daily El País, the film was a hit in the Basque Country as well. It 
raises the question as to whether we can finally laugh at the Basque problem, as the 
English-language version of  El País put it. 
  
However, the subject of  terrorism hasn’t totally disappeared, and the documentary 
tradition I mentioned earlier has done much to keep the subject alive. The most 
controversial of  these was La pelota vasca or Basque Ball, directed by Julio Medem, who 
led the way in arthouse cinema in the 1990s, with films such as The Red Squirrel and Sex 
and Lucia. La pelota vasca offers a series of  edited interviews in which different people 
(politicians, artists, historians, clergy and so on) give their opinions about different 
aspects of  the Basque conflict. Many people reacted furiously to the documentary as 
justifying terrorism, including one government minister who condemned it sight unseen. 
In a peculiar action the Spanish Government asked the London Film Festival not to 
screen La pelota vasca and when the festival said it would go ahead with the screening, the 
Spanish government withdrew the funding they normally provided for screening Spanish 
films at the festival. Medem was declared persona non grata at the Spanish Embassy in 
London, an astonishing response – suggesting he could not, like other Spanish citizens, 
call on the embassy for help and protection if  necessary while in the UK. I’ve taught this 
film to students, who are often bewildered by the documentary’s in-depth discussions 
about arcane details of  Basque history. Either the Spanish government seriously 
overestimated British’s citizens’ awareness of  the Basque conflict or they were simply 
being spiteful to one of  their own citizens. 



La pelota vasca nonetheless maintains the line of  documentary suggest by Ama Lur and El 
proceso de Burgos. But even here, there is evidence of  a more recent turn to the personal. 
Asier eta biok (Asier and Me) s a simple, crowdfunded documentary about two childhood 
friends: one grows up to become an actor, and the other joins ETA. The actor decides to 
make a documentary to try and understand why his good friend has signed up to 
something he himself  finds appalling. And with this I come to Lasa eta Zabala (Lasa and 
Zabala) which deals with one of  the most notorious cases in the fraught relations 
between the Basque Country and the Spanish state. It involved two young ETA activists, 
Joxean Lasa and Joxi Zabala. Lasa and Zabala disappeared while in Bayonne in France in 
1983. Twelve years later their bodies were finally identified. They had been killed and 
buried in quicklime: the bodies were found two years after their disappearance, buried 
hundreds of  miles away in the area of  Alicante, but then lay unidentified for ten years. It 
became clear that the two men had been tortured for some time before they were killed. 
The only crimes Lasa and Zabala had ever committed were bank robberies, a crime with 
violent potential; but we tend not to torture and execute bank robbers without trial. 

The reason why the case of  these unidentified remains was reopened was not simply 
because of  the deaths of  two young separatists but more particularly because their 
murder were carried out by Spain’s Civil Guard, under orders from members of  the 
Spanish government. The latter had greenlighted the setting up of  a counterterrorist 
movement, the Grupo Antiterrorista de Liberacion, or Antiterrorist Liberation Group – 
commonly known by their acronym, GAL. By 1995, when controversy about GAL was 
at its height, the revelations of  their involvement in the torture and murder of  Lasa and 
Zabala was part of  a set of  legal processes that brought the government into disrepute, 
and at least one former government minister was sent to prison. The Spanish Prime 
Minister Felipe González was implicated: though his awareness of  and consent to GAL 
operations has never been proved his reputation has suffered. Many police officers also 
went to jail. And it was the opportunity for a Spanish magistrate to make his name – 
Baltasar Garzón, known to us in the UK as the man who later attempted to extradite 
Chile’s General Pinochet to Spain from his British hideout, in order to try him for crimes 
against Spanish citizens. The continued sensitivity around the Lasa Zabala affair is 
indicated by the problems encountered by the director Pablo Malo when filming, such as 
the official refusal to allow the filming of  the torture scenes in the spot where the real 
ones took place. 

Basque cinema has by now developed away from the high hopes of  the nationalists in 
the late 70s and early 80s, through a period of  greater efforts at reaching a wider 
audience through commercial and genre cinema, to an emphasis on film festival fare like 
80 Egunean and Loreak. Lasa eta Zabala seems to merge many of  these movements. It 
retains the sense of  Basques fighting for justice against the Spanish oppressor, and aims 
to give the Basques the moral high ground, so that we learn little as to why the two young 
men were targets for torture. Malo hopes the film will follow the lines of  British and 
Irish cinema trying to deal with the history and legacy of  the Northern Ireland conflict, 
and that of  course takes us back to my starting point. Lasa eta Zabala is an effort to set 
the record straight, a way of  ensuring that the perpetrators of  torture and murder are 
recognised for what they are. As the films makes clear at its end, justice in this case still 
leaves a lot to be desired. But as with films such as Some Mother’s Son or In the Name of  the 
Father there is a chance to redress wrongs in the minds of  the public at least. Yet the film 
also aims at a genre narrative. Malo describes this as a political thriller, which it certainly 
is, but to me it also has overtones of  a judicial thriller, where much of  the plot involves 
tricky legal machinations on the part of  both sides. And the film has its central character, 
the lawyer Iñigo Iruin, who existed in real life but apparently does not resemble his 
fictional counterpart. And Iñigo has his own personal trauma to confront and overcome: 



I’m not going to tell you what it is, but this personal touch again reminds us of  how the 
personal comes to question the political. 

It is a terrible thing that a democratic government approved a policy in which people are 
tortured and killed without trial, and the scenes of  torture in the film make it clear how 
terrible the policy was. After pictures of  atrocities such as Abu Ghraib we may be inured 
to such ideas. But this film suggests that for all the changes of  the past few decades 
Basque cinema has never quite lost the habit of  worrying away at the conundrum of  
terrorism.  As the Basque Country gets used to a new era of  peace there are clear signs 
that both Basque and Spanish cinema are making efforts to offer the world a wider 
panorama of  the Basque Country, to show that Basques are about more than terrorism. 
Yet the nationalist struggle has been at the heart of  Basque history for over a century: 
Lasa eta Zabala suggests there are still stories to be told, both personal and political. 


