
56 · ZINE04

TWO CASE STUDIES

DEMYSTIFYING PRODUCTION TO 
RETURN CINEMA TO THE PEOPLE: 
THE MINING FILM WORKSHOP 
(BOLIVIA, 1983)

Isabel Seguí   
University of Aberdeen

One of the experiments in radical pedago-
gy and the proletarianization of audiovisual 
media that resonate in an almost mythical 
way in the inner circles of research on Lat-
in American political cinema is the Mining 
Film Workshop (Taller de Cine Minero, TCM) 
held in 1983 in the Telamayu mine in Atocha, 
Bolivia, Potosí Department. This training 
program lasted three months and resulted 
in thirteen short documentaries that can be 
classified stylistically as direct cinema. The 
organizing institutions were the Direct Cin-
ema Training and Research Center (Centre 
de Formation et Recherche Cinéma Direct), a 
member of the French Varan Studios (Ateliers 
Varan) group, in conjunction with the Syn-
dical Federation of Bolivian Mine Workers 
(Federación Sindical de Trabajadores Miner-
os de Bolivia, FSTMB), with the support of the 
state-owned Bolivian Mining Corporation 
(Corporación Minera de Bolivia, COMIBOL). 
The films resulting from this process – made 
by the children of shaft workers from within 
and from below, with no “voice of God” and 
no paternalistic agenda – revitalize, in both 
form and content, the previously known fil-
mography on mining communities produced 
by kindred middle-class filmmakers such as 
the Ukamau Group, Alfonso Gumucio Dagron, 
and Nicobis, among others.

Although, as Miguel Errazu recently dis-
covered, these short films do appear in the 
catalogs of the National Audiovisual Insti-
tute (Institut National de l’Audiovisuel, INA), 

in Latin America there was no knowledge of 
their availability. Thus, for those of us who 
study Bolivian political cinema, they had 
an aura of inaccessibility. In conversation, 
whether in a bar or in an office, it was em-
phasized that this Third Cinema experi-
ence was not about petty-bourgeois wolves 
in workers’ clothing, as were almost all the 
main representatives of the New Latin Amer-
ican Cinema. This workshop would have been 
a “serious” attempt to transfer media to the 
subaltern classes. There will be those who 
think that video was already facilitating or 
was about to facilitate this possibility, but 
film – even in a small format – is serious 
and video is not. Video is for girls or popular 
educators. This is why films are restored and 
video is lost. Hierarchies.

Beyond these obscure references, I knew 
few other details about the TCM. Carlos Mesa 
mentions it in passing in his encyclopedic 
book La aventura del cine boliviano (The Ad-
venture of Bolivian Cinema; Mesa 1985, 213-14). 
However, Mesa was closely associated with 
the process since his Communications stu-
dent at Bolivian Catholic University, María 
Luisa Mercado, had participated in the work-
shop as an instructor hired by the Quechisla 
mining company (Fixed-term service con-
tract between the Quechisla mining company 
and María Luisa Mercado Castro 1983) and, in 
January of 1985, she defended her Bachelor’s 
thesis, written with Circe Araníbar and di-
rected by Mesa, entitled El cine alternativo en 
Bolivia: análisis de dos teorías, dos películas y una 
experiencia (The Alternative Cinema in Bolivia: 
Analysis of Two Theories, Two Films and an Ex-
perience), in which the experience cited is that 
of the TCM (Mercado and Araníbar 1985).

 But I was to confirm this information lat-
er, when I spoke with Mercado thanks to a 
contact provided by Argentine researcher 
María Aimaretti, because it was not until I 
had read the section that Aimaretti devotes 
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to the TCM in her book El video boliviano de 
los ’80 (Bolivian Video of the ‘80s) that I first 
came across a precise historicization of this 
pedagogical experience (Aimaretti 2020, 183-
196). Aimaretti places the project in the con-
text of the eventful life of Alfonso Gumucio, a 
life replete with diverse initiatives. But, with 
her usual rigor, Aimaretti contacted the two 
women hired as local facilitators. It is the 
story of María Luisa Mercado and Gabriela 
Ávila that sparks my full curiosity as a fem-
inist researcher interested in reclaiming the 
voices of women who, like these two, often 
star in events and are present in oral history 
but “disappear” in its translation to written 
form – even though the account may have 
been written by their own thesis director. Or 
precisely because of that.

The serendipity that accompanies any re-
search shone upon us again. Aimaretti was 
aware that the films resulting from the TCM 
were lost (Aimaretti 2020, 190). However, that 
same year, Bolivian filmmaker Miguel Hilari 
posted on Facebook a link to the Varan Stu-
dios website, where three of the short films 
that came out of the TCM had been uploaded. 
Since we knew from Mercado and Ávila’s tell-
ing of events that the TCM resulted in at least 
thirteen short films (Mercado and Ávila 1984, 
60), I contacted Varan’s Paris office to find 
out if they had the rest of the films in their 
archives. Although they initially claimed that 
they had nothing more than what appeared 
online, after months of correspondence, they 
were able to send me links to twelve short 
films. As mentioned above, Errazu would 
later discover through an online search that 
they had always been in the INA catalog, but 
at that point we had already managed to ob-
tain the short films from Varan, and we de-
voured them in fascination.

Miguel Errazu next joined me on the brief 
journey that resulted in this article because 
when Ricardo Matos and Pablo La Parra com-

missioned me to write it, I had just learned 
that I would be co-editing a special issue on 
Super 8 for Sequences and I wrote to him for 
information, in his capacity as an expert, 
about the pedagogical experiences that took 
place in Nicaragua and Bolivia. Errazu shared 
his article “Súper 8 y tercer cine: escenas de 
una extraña correspondencia” (“Super 8 and 
Third Cinema: Scenes from a Strange Corre-
spondence”), back then in press, and togeth-
er we interviewed María Luisa Mercado, who 
shared her thesis and the agreement signed 
in 1983 in Bolivia between Varan and the 
mining association. At the same time, Errazu 
obtained the agreement signed in 1982 by 
the Parisian Direct Cinema Training and Re-
search Center with the National Autonomous 
University of Mexico, which includes the 
signature of Jean Rouch, representing Paris 
Nanterre University. I hope that he continues 
to tell the tale of Varan Studios because their 
global impact remains to be fully elucidat-
ed. I have devoted this space to the details, 
the comings and goings, of my brief search 
because it is important that we understand 
that, just as cinema is a group effort, research 
on cinema, rather than being a solitary en-
deavor, is inevitably a co-creation carried out 
by networks of people united by curiosity, af-
fection and intellectual affinity. 

Returning to the TCM, to briefly contex-
tualize the different factors that led to the 
realization of such an experiment in radical 
cinematographic pedagogy, we must go back, 
on the French side, to the media transfer ex-
periences (with a direct cinema approach and 
using Super 8) initiated by Jean Rouch and 
Jacques D’Arthuys in Mozambique in 1978, 
which, among other things, led to the crea-
tion of the Varan association and its Direct 
Cinema Training and Research Center, whose 
director was D’Arthuys. On Varan’s website, 
its pedagogical methodology is described as 
follows:
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Varan is not a school in the classic and aca-
demic sense: the working methods strongly 
encourage the principle of teaching through 
practice. (…) Varan’s calling was originally to 
enable young directors in developing coun-
tries to learn how to read and write with im-
ages and sounds. It meant giving them the 
opportunity to make films with a restricted 
budget, movies that would escape the in-
vasion of mainstream cultural standards. 
They could then collect archives on popular 
or ethnic memories (Ateliers Varan website, 

English version). 

On the Bolivian side, a number of prec-
edents led the FSTMB to decide on a film 
education project. There were two leading 
figures in this initiative. First, Líber Forti 
(1919-2015), an artist and unionist with anar-
chist ideas originally from Argentina. Among 
the numerous activities he undertook in his 
long and fruitful life in Bolivia is his work as 
cultural advisor of the FSTMB from 1963 to 
1986 (when state mines were closed and pri-
vatized by decree law), a position from which 
he supported all kinds of activities, including 
theater, radio, and film.

Also indispensable was the involvement in 
the mining world of Alfonso Gumucio Dagron, 
who became media advisor for the Bolivian 
Workers’ Center (Central Obrera Boliviana, 
COB) (Aimaretti 2020, 183). This multifaceted 
intellectual, filmmaker and first historian of 
Bolivian cinema was educated in France, and 
combines in his person the learnings of the 
intellectual and cinematographic activism 
of the French left and of the Latin American 
Third Cinema. In the late 1970s, he co-edited 
the book Les Cinémas de l’Amérique latine (Latin 
American Film) with Guy Hennebelle, studied 
with Jean Rouch, and participated in the mak-
ing of a film by Alain Labrousse about a hunger 
strike by mining housewives, which in 1978 
catalyzed the end of the Hugo Banzer dicta-
torship. Gumucio Dagron also actively partici-

pated in Andean militant cinematography, for 
example, in his role as Jorge Sanjinés’ assis-
tant director on the film Fuera de aquí (Get Out 
of Here; 1977). The synthesis of these learnings 
was the theory/praxis developed in his book El 
cine de los trabajadores. Manual de apoyo teórico 
y práctico a la generación de talleres de super 8 
(The Workers’ Cinema. A Theoretical and Prac-
tical Support Manual for the Creation of Super 8 
Workshops). This manual was the fruit of the 
workshop he taught in Nicaragua in 1981, with 
the support of the Sandinista Workers’ Center 
(Central Sandinista de Trabajadores, CST), 
although Gumucio Dagron turned the rath-
er circumstantial and embryonic Nicaraguan 
practice into a solidly articulated theoretical 
proposal following the tradition of his elders 
(Solanas, Sanjinés, etc.). 

The third contribution is the film produc-
tion experience that the miners themselves 
had already had with Bolivian filmmakers 
such as the Ukamau group, with whom they 
co-produced the testimonial work El cora-
je del pueblo (The Courage of the People; 1971) 
and, with Gumucio Dagron, Domitila, la mu-
jer y la organización (Domitila, the Woman and 
the Organization; 1979). The most transparent 
testimony that we were able to find regard-
ing the intentions of the Bolivian mining or-
ganizations in establishing the TCM are the 
general objectives of the agreement signed 
between the union (FSTMB), the company 
(COMIBOL), and Varan. In their entirety:

1. The quest for a cinema that establishes 
the access of the general populace to the 
channels of production of cinematographic 
works.

2. The demystification of the technological, 
economic and artistic aspects of film pro-
duction, in order to return to the people the 
means of expression and communication 
that Bolivian cinema should be, as an in-
strument of liberation outside the elites. 
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3. To break away from the alienation of the 
image of the Bolivian people created by so-
called specialists, by which means we seek 
to allow them to reclaim their own authentic 

image (Film cooperation agreement 1983).

The objective of the Bolivian mining com-
munities was very clear: they wanted their 
image and voice to stop being mediated by 
middle-class intellectuals, the “so-called 
specialists,” whether or not they were allies. 
To achieve this, it was necessary to demystify 
(or “desmistificar”, a beautiful word halfway 
between myth and mysticism that is unfor-
tunately unrecognized by the Royal Span-
ish Academy) film production as regards its 
technological, economic and artistic aspects. 
Nothing less than this.

The general objectives of this agreement 
express the desire to possess the means of cin-
ematographic production and sufficient cul-
tural and technological capital to allow films 
to be made, and also demonstrate, once again, 
the will of the Andean mining and peasant 
communities to free themselves from leftist, 
bourgeois and urban paternalism. This ques-
tioning of technique and language correction 
were also carried out in parallel by some of the 
middle-class Latin American filmmakers of 
the 1980s. The films that emerged from these 
processes are considered to this day to be 
lacking in quality by “so-called specialists.” 
Historiography and film criticism should stop 
using Eurocentric quality criteria with an eye 
to facilitating the creation of stories that in-
clude women and subaltern groups.

I include with this brief article a section of 
the Bachelor’s thesis written by TCM instruc-
tor María Luisa Mercado with Gabriela Ávila, 
in which the methodology of the workshop is 
briefly explained. This and other documents 
are essential in the analysis of this experi-
ment, whose fascinating textual results I do 
not have time to analyze here, but which will 

soon be enjoyed again in Bolivia, returning to 
the place from which they came and to which 
they belong. The issue of the coloniality of 
the archives must be left for later study.

Translation: Kristin Addis
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Documents

1983. Film cooperation agreement between the Centre de 
Formation et Recherche Cinéma Direct de Paris and FSTMB — 
COMIBOL Cultural Agreement (Training, direction and produc-
tion). María Luisa Mercado Archives.

1983. Fixed-term service contract between the Quechisla 
mining company and María Luisa Mercado Castro. María Luisa 
Mercado Archives.
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Patch from the Mining Film Workshop (c. 1983). María Luisa Mercado Archives.

APPENDIX
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Cover, table of contents, and fragments from María Luisa Mercado and Circe Araníbar Chávez’s bachelor thesis (Universidad Católica 
Boliviana, 1985). María Luisa Mercado Archives.
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