
Film for thought – Nazarin. 
 
In Luke 9:23 we read: Then he [Jesus] said to them all: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves 
and take up their cross daily and follow me.” 
 
Alongside Akira Kurosawa Luis Bunuel is my favourite film director who died in 1983 at the age of 83. 
 
He was in the Surrealist Movement which started in the 1920’s, was centred in Paris and was led by Andre Breton. 
Bunuel spent time with these people and made two films with the artist Salvador Dali. Surrealism was a revolutionary 
movement that questioned reality through writing and the arts, especially challenging the Bourgeoisie. He left the 
Surrealist Movement in 1932 after joining the Communist Party in Spain; he felt the two were incompatible. 
 
During the Spanish Civil War, when people drove around Madrid with bed mattresses tied to their car roofs so as to 
avoid being shot by a sniper, Bunuel marched the streets dressed as a high ranking officer barking orders at bewildered 
soldiers. Or he would dress as a Nun (bear in mind that he had a heavy moustache) and ordered soldiers around as well 
– they did what they were told. 
 
He made films in Spain (1932-37), then America (1938-45) and in Mexico (1946-1965) before returning to Spain from 
where he had previously been banned entry. His films ran on a tight budget and needed to be turned around in as little 
as 30 days. Therefore, very few of them run over ninety minutes. One, “Simon of the desert”, only lasts forty-five 
minutes as the money ran out. It finished strangely and abruptly but is still one of the most captivating religious films I 
have ever seen. 
 
Whilst “Nazarin” is a straight-forward film many of Bunuel’s films are some of the strangest and most wonderful you will 
see. In the book “Cinema Divinite” we read one line descriptions of many of them starting with the most famous short 
film ever made: 

o Un Chien Andalou: A short surrealist film, which begins with a woman’s eye being sliced by a razor. 
o L’Age d’Or: An anti-clerical dream in which two lovers are constantly interrupted. 
o The exterminating angel: Guests mysteriously unable to leave a dinner party descend into bestiality and 

cannibalism. 
o Diary of a chambermaid: A sexy chambermaid uncovers the sexual, social and religious tensions of a provincial 

family. 
o Simon of the desert: St. Simon Stylites, atop his desert column, resists the temptations from a hermaphroditic 

Satan. 
o Belle de Jour: A bored bourgeois wife works as a prostitute during the afternoons. 
o The discreet charm of the  bourgeoisie: A dream-like film in which bourgeoisie wanting dinner are repeatedly 

frustrated. 
 
The film magazine “Sight & Sound” listed its top 250 films of all time in 2012 and six of Bunuel’s were on the list 
 
Bunuel is certainly seen by the established church as blasphemous. When asked if it was intention to blaspheme in his 
films, Bunuel responded, “I didn’t deliberately set out to be blasphemous, but then Pope John XXIII is a better judge of 
such things than I am.” He does however point the finger, or camera, at the corruptness and hypocrisy of the Church 
and, what he sees as its absurdity. 
 
Bunuel is often cited as one of the world's most prominent atheists. In a 1960 interview, he was asked about his attitude 
toward religion, and his response has become one of his most celebrated quotes: “I’m still an atheist, thank God.”[ But 
his entire answer to the question was somewhat more nuanced: "I have no attitude. I was raised in it. I could answer 
“I’m still an atheist, thank God.” I believe we must seek God within man himself. This is a very simple attitude." Critics 
have pointed out that Bunuel's atheism was closely connected to his surrealism, in that he considered chance and 
mystery, and not providence, to be at the heart of all reality. 
  
Seventeen years later, in an interview with the “New Yorker”, Bunuel expressed a somewhat different opinion about 
religion and atheism: “I’m not a Christian, but I’m not an atheist either, ... I’m weary of hearing that accidental old 
aphorism of mine ‘I’m not an atheist, thank God’. Its outworn. Dead leaves. In 1951, I made a small film called ‘Mexican 
Bus Ride,’ about a village too poor to support a church and a priest. The place was serene, because no one suffered from 
guilt. It’s guilt we must escape, not God.” However in 1982, Bunuel had reaffirmed his atheism in his autobiography “My 
last sigh”. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Atheism
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Bunuel had wanted to make “Nazarin” for over ten years and did in 1959. It is from the novel by Benito Perez Galdos 
and tells the story of Padre Nazario, a Roman Catholic priest of Spanish heritage, living austerely in a hotel on the poor 
side of town. Bunuel’s characteristic irony is shown as the camera captures the name of the hotel – The Inn of the 
Heroes. Is Nazario; this quiet, gentle man who carelessly gives away what little he has, to the point of not caring 
whenever his room is burgled a hero? Whatever your verdict he does demonstrate understanding and compassion for 
those he encounters. 
 
The film won the international prize at the Cannes Film Festival. It appeared on the approved list of films issued by the 
Vatican to mark the centenary of cinema (this is all the more remarkable as several of Bunuel’s other films were banned 
by the Vatican!). But it didn’t win a prize much to the relief of Bunuel. He genuinely didn’t want to be patted on the 
head by the Church. He hated people trying to work out what he thought his films meant (often because he didn’t 
know!). It also irritated him that some saw the film as a self-rehabilitation on his part. 
 
The final scene shows Nazario holding a pineapple. Is it a piece of fruit or a metaphorical hand grenade destroying the 
so-called important issues of established religion? 
 
Bunuel: Blasphemer or one through whom God spoke and still speaks today? You be the judge, of the film but not the 
man… 
 

Neil Durling. 


