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Producing Un chien andalou:
myths of origin

Our imagination, and our dreams, are
forever invading our memories; and since
we are all apt to believe in the reality of our
fantasies, we end up transforming our lies
into truths.
Luis Buñuel

Luis Buñuel:
When I arrived to spend a few days at Dalí’s house in Figueras, I told him
about a dream I’d had in which a long, tapering cloud sliced the moon in half,
like a razor blade slicing through an eye. Dalí immediately told me that he’d
seen a hand crawling with ants in a dream he’d had the previous night.
‘And what if we started right there and made a film?’ he wondered aloud.
Despite my hesitation, we soon found ourselves hard at work, and in less than
a week we had a script. (Buñuel 1984: 103–4)

Salvador Dalí:
Luis Buñuel one day outlined to me an idea he had for a motion picture that
he wanted to make, for which his mother was going to lend him the money.
His idea for a film struck me as extremely mediocre […] I told him that this
film story of his did not have the slightest interest, but that I on the other hand
had just written a very short scenario which had the touch of genius, and
which went completely counter to the contemporary cinema.
This was true. The scenario was written. I received a telegram from Buñuel
announcing that he was coming to Figueras. He was immediately enthusiastic
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over my scenario, and we decided to work out several secondary ideas, and
also the title – it was going to be called Le Chien andalou. (Dalí 1968: 205–6)

When reading Buñuel and Dalí’s accounts of the production of Un chien
andalou, from script to scenario, shooting, first viewing and promotion, it
is interesting to consider the contexts of these descriptions, which explain
the sometimes shifting, often contradictory, stories of the making of the
film, coloured by subsequent events and disputes, and mythified over time.
Firstly, the film was made with the aim of opening the door of Surrealism
to the two young Spaniards, which explains why the film was cast in an
explicitly surrealist mould, and promoted in line with the principles of
Surrealism, the zealous (mis)application of surrealist precepts by two
model candidates for Breton’s movement. Moreover, Buñuel and Dalí fell
out in 1930 over the making of L’Age d’or, which might explain Dalí’s later
claims to sole authorship of the concept and his downplaying of Buñuel’s
role in writing the script and shooting the film. Since such accounts
privilege individual or intersubjective elements over collective sources, giving priority for example to the role of dream images and an alleged
automatism in the writing of the screenplay, they wilfully obscure the
cultural contexts of the film’s production, and in particular the specifically
cinematic borrowings and quotations. This wider intertextual framework
of the film will be explored in chapter 3. The present chapter will focus on
the conception, realization and reception of Un chien andalou as told by
Buñuel, Dalí and the surrealist group, in accounts which determined to a
large extent subsequent interpretations of the film as quintessentially
surrealist.1

From scenario to screen: a close collaboration
Buñuel and Dalí met in 1920 as students at the Residencia des Estudiantes
in Madrid. Buñuel had enrolled in 1917 for a degree in agronomy which he
soon abandoned to study literature and philosophy, graduating in 1924.
Dalí registered in 1920 at the Academy of Fine Arts. By January 1929,
when they wrote the screenplay, Buñuel had had extensive experience as a
film critic, programmer and assistant, while Dalí was becoming an
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established artist and had written articles on film and photography (see
chapter 3 for further details). Buñuel produced Un chien andalou after two
uncompleted film projects. His original idea for a joint film, based on a
short story by Ramón Gómez de la Serna, was rejected by Dalí (1968: 205),
who considered it ‘extremely mediocre […] avant-garde in an incredibly
naïve sort of way’. The sum of 25,000 pesetas Buñuel received from his
mother for this project was to be used to produce their film.
Whose scenario was it? The statements by Buñuel and Dalí quoted at
the beginning of this chapter present contradictory accounts of their
respective roles in the conception of the film. Buñuel states that the idea
for the film originated in two dream images. He underlines the spirit of
complicity between the two friends, a complicity that dated from their
student days in Madrid. In a letter to their fellow-student Pépin Bello (10
February 1929), Buñuel writes: ‘Dalí and I are more united than ever, and
we have worked together to make a stupendous scenario, quite without
precedent in the history of the cinema. It is something big. You will love it’
(Aranda 1975: 58). In later interviews he repeatedly emphasizes the
collaborative spirit of the enterprise. He declares to Aranda for example:
‘The plot of Un chien andalou is a joint work. On some things we worked
very closely together. In fact Dalí and I were extremely close during that
period […] But the film is mine’ (Aranda 1975: 59). He underlines the
collaboration yet again in his memoirs, when he states: ‘The amazing thing
was that we never had the slightest disagreement; we spent a week of total
identification’ (Buñuel 1984: 104).2
While Buñuel emphasizes the collaborative aspect of the project, Dalí
gives himself the lead role, attributing only a bit part to his collaborator.
He proclaims on more than one occasion his responsibility for the concept, stating that he had written the scenario before Buñuel’s arrival in
Figueras – jotted down on the lid of a shoebox! – and claiming that their
collaboration concerned only minor elements. Although the original
scenario has not survived, Buñuel himself acknowledges Dalí’s ‘protagonism in the conception of the film’ in a letter to him (24 June 1929) written
shortly after the film’s first screening (Gibson 1997: 192). Dalí’s repeated
claims to be the creator of the scenario can be explained not only by the
artist’s characteristic self-promotion, but also as the consequence of his
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later dispute with Buñuel over his contribution to L’Age d’or, and over the
credits for both Un chien andalou and L’Age d’or, where Dalí’s name does
not figure. In a letter to Buñuel dated May 1934, Dalí writes: ‘I have just
seen Un chien andalou at Studio 28, and imagine my stupefaction, my
indignation when I saw that my collaboration is not credited at all. As you
will understand, this is such a gross moral and material wrong that I
immediately put the matter in the hands of a lawyer’ (Sánchez Vidal 1988:
202).
According to Buñuel, he and Dalí wrote the script in six days in
January 1929 at Dalí’s home in Figueras.3 The point of departure of the
script, as recorded in his memoirs quoted above, was the account of two
dream images: his own dream linking a cloud passing across the moon to a
razor cutting an eye, and Dalí’s image of a hand crawling with ants. This,
however, contradicts the fact that he had originally attributed both images
to Dalí, which would seem to confirm the latter’s responsibility for the
concept (Bataille 1985: 29).4 The script was conceived and realized as a
montage of dreamlike images and irrational associations. They accepted
images and gags that came spontaneously to mind, eliminating all logical
associations: ‘Our only rule was very simple: no idea or image that might
lend itself to a rational explanation of any kind would be accepted. We had
to open all doors to the irrational and keep only those images that
surprised us, without trying to explain why’ (Buñuel 1984: 104). Buñuel
gives an example of their working methods:
We chose only those images that surprised us, and that we both accepted
without discussion. For example, the woman grabs a tennis racket to defend
herself against the man who wants to attack her. He looks around for something and (now I am talking to Dalí): ‘What does he see ?’ – ‘A flying toad.’ –
‘Bad !’ – ‘A bottle of brandy.’ – ‘Bad !’ – ‘OK, I see two ropes.’ – ‘Good, but
what is there behind these ropes?’ – ‘The chap pulls them and falls because he
is pulling two large dried marrows.’ – ‘What else?’ – ‘Two Marist brothers.’ –
‘And then?’ – ‘A cannon.’ – ‘Bad!’ – ‘A luxurious armchair. No, a grand piano.’
– ‘That’s great, and on top of the piano, a donkey... no, two rotting donkeys.’ –
‘Fantastic!’ In other words, we conjured up irrational images, without any
explanation. (Turrent and Colina 1993: 30–1)

They thus deliberately and programmatically gave priority to striking
images and non-sequiturs, rejecting conventional storytelling and any
psychological coherence.
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Buñuel and Dalí construct their accounts of the production of the
script in terms of play, free association and the aleatory, according to a
surrealist model, a reference explicitly and repeatedly acknowledged by
Buñuel. His statement in the 1929 preface to the script: ‘Un chien andalou
would not exist if Surrealism did not exist’, is echoed in a text from 1947:
‘Un chien andalou would not have existed if the movement called surrealist
had not existed’ (Mellen 1978: 151–2). Their interest in Surrealism predated 1929. During the 1920s there were frequent exchanges between the
Spanish avant-garde and the Paris surrealist group. Spanish writers and
artists went to Paris (a group of painters, musicians and poets, including
José María Hinojosa and Gregorio Prieto, met regularly at the Rotonde
café in Montparnasse) and Paris surrealists went to Spain to lecture (André
Breton in Barcelona in 1922, Louis Aragon at the Residencia in Madrid in
April 1925). Articles on Surrealism and translations of surrealist texts were
published regularly in Catalan and Spanish avant-garde reviews such as
L’Amic de les Arts. Buñuel had read Sade, Lautréamont and Jarry,
Surrealism’s literary precursors. Dalí’s 1927 dream-paintings have close
affinities with de Chirico and Tanguy’s dreamlike landscapes (Ades 1982:
45). Although in 1927 Dalí notes his resistance to the surrealist exploration
of the unconscious, stating that he values the clarity and objectivity of the
photographic lens over ‘the murky processes of the subconscious’ (Dalí
1998: 13), in the final issue of L’Amic de les arts (March 1929), which he
co-edited, Dalí aligns himself wholeheartedly with Surrealism, quoting
Breton and referring to Benjamin Péret as ‘the most authentic French
poet’.
The surrealist technique consciously adopted by Buñuel and Dalí to
produce the screenplay was that of automatism. It was written in six days,
perhaps in imitation of Breton and Philippe Soupault’s collaboration on
the first surrealist text Les Champs magnétiques, written in 1919 in less
than two weeks in very similar conditions of intense collaboration. They
freely adapted Surrealism’s ‘recipe’ for producing an automatic text or
drawing: take a blank sheet of paper or canvas, clear your mind of any
preconceived theme or story, and write or draw anything that comes to
mind, guarding against the intervention of reason (Breton 1972: 29–30).
Buñuel describes their method:
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We looked for an unstable and invisible balance between the rational and the
irrational that would allow us to understand the unintelligible, and unite
dream and reality, the conscious and the unconscious, outside of any
symbolism […] It was not a question of linking one image to another in
relation to reason or the absence thereof, but simply of finding a continuity
that would be satisfying for our unconscious without detriment to the
conscious, and, moreover, with no direct relation to the rational. In other
words, it was in fact a question of approximating, in theory, what Breton had
defined as the precise process of Surrealism. (Aub 1991: 51–2)

This text recalls Breton’s definition of Surrealism in his 1924 Manifesto of
Surrealism:
SURREALISM. masc. nn. Psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one
proposes to express – verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other
manner – the actual functioning of thought. Dictation of thought, in the
absence of any control exercised by reason, exempt from any aesthetic or
moral concern. (Breton 1972: 26)

Moreover, when Buñuel concludes that the images produced ‘are as
mysterious and inexplicable to the two collaborators as they are to the
spectator’ (Mellen 1978: 153), he is echoing Breton’s comment on Les
Champs magnétiques: ‘To you who write, these elements are, on the
surface, as strange to you as they are to anyone else’ (Breton 1972: 24).
Buñuel and Dalí’s conscious and self-consciously mechanistic
application of surrealist automatic techniques suggests a playful imitation
of automatism. Their combination of spontaneity and lucidity approximates what Dalí was to develop as his ‘paranoia-critical method’, grounded
on the simulation of paranoiac delirium, which replaces automatism’s
passivity with a more active writing process. The claim that the script was
produced quite spontaneously is further called into question when we
consider Buñuel and Dalí’s extensive knowledge of the cinema, and their
experience in film production (Buñuel) and painting (Dalí). Indeed the
deliberate eschewing of rational discourse on the one hand, and the
pastiche and playful quoting of 1920s’ films on the other, suggest that the
film was conceived in a dadaist spirit of pastiche and parody as much as a
genuine surrealist engagement in the exploration of the unconscious. For
surrealist Aldo Kyrou (1962: 16), the film is too ostentatiously automatic:
‘Un chien andalou is a perfectly “automatic” film (and probably the only
one), but I believe automatism is necessary when it liberates the self and
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not when it hides under sometimes flashy adornments. Un chien andalou
is a crafted film, unlike Buñuel’s other films, which are a continuous and
uncontrolled outpouring of the “I” ’. This would suggest that the script
itself is a pastiche of automatism, just as the film, with its conscious and
meticulous montage, mimics the fragmentation and absence of logic of
dream language.
Dalí and Buñuel read the script to their friend Josep Puig Pujades, a
journalist from Figueras, who wrote an article in the local newspaper, La
Veu de l’Empordà (2 February 1929):
The entire film is a series of normal events which give an impression of
abnormality. They are not arbitrary events, since each has its raison d’être, but
the way in which they are linked and cut is deeply disturbing […] You realize
that either you must be amazed by everything, no matter how run-of-the-mill
or commonplace, or by nothing at all. (trans. Gibson 1997: 192).

The title itself was a source of hilarity for the scriptwriters: ‘The title of my
present book is The Andalusian Dog, which made Dalí and me piss with
laughter when we thought of it’ (Aranda 1975: 59). It is an absurd title,
since the viewer encounters neither a dog nor an Andalusian in the film.
They had originally thought of other titles: Vaya marista / Go Marist, El
Marista en la Ballesta / The Marist in the Crossbow, Es peligroso asomarse
al interior/ Dangereux de se pencher en dedans/ It’s dangerous to lean inside
(a perversion of the notice on French trains: ‘Dangereux de se pencher audehors/ Do not lean out of the window), and finally Un perro andaluz, the
title of a collection of poems Buñuel had written in 1927 but never
published. Fellow student and poet Federico García Lorca claimed he was
the origin of the title: ‘Buñuel’s made a little film, just like that!’ he used to
say, snapping his fingers. ‘It’s called An Andalusian Dog, and I’m the dog!’
(Buñuel 1984: 157). According to one critic, the term ‘perros andaluces’
was a term Buñuel and his fellow-students used disparagingly about a
group of Andalusian poets at the Residencia, and the film is read as an
account of their sexual ambivalence and their struggle to free themselves
from their bourgeois milieu (Aranda 1975: 46). Whatever the truth, the
presence of a complex contextual and intertextual network around the title
alone suggests that Buñuel’s claim that it was invented outside any cultural
considerations is difficult to sustain.
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The film was shot in just two weeks (2–17 April 1929), at the Paris
Billancourt Studios and on location at Le Havre for the final beach
sequence.5 Pierre Batcheff (1901–1932) agreed to play the male lead part. A
wellknown actor, the ‘French James Dean of the 1920s’ (Drummond 1977:
78), he had worked with French film directors Abel Gance, Jean Epstein
and Marcel L’Herbier. Buñuel and Dalí were keen to obtain the
collaboration of an established actor like Batcheff in order to attract funding.6 Buñuel had met the actor when he was an assistant to Henri Etiévant
and Mario Nalpas on La Sirène des tropiques / The Siren of the Tropics
(1927). On the same set Buñuel had met Simone Mareuil (1903–1954),
who played the principal female protagonist in his film. The other parts
were played by non-professionals. The androgyne’s role was played by
Fano Mesan, with her bobbed hairstyle and men’s clothes in the garçonne
fashion of the time. Robert Hommet – ‘the young, strong, blonde, squarejawed, German, oozing elegant health’, writes Buñuel in a letter to Dali (22
March 1929) – played the part of the new lover on the beach. The Marist
priests were played by Catalan anarchist publisher Jaime Miravilles and
Dalí, who was replaced by the production manager Marval in the second
shot. Buñuel appears in the prologue, then disappears from the set. In the
park scene, Dalí and Jeanne Rucar, Buñuel’s fiancée, are seen walking away
from the camera. Extras for street scenes and the sequence in the park were
coopted from a local café. The film’s cameraman was Albert Duverger,
who had worked on Epstein’s Mauprat (1926) and The Siren of the Tropics,
and was to work on the set for L’Age d’or the following year. Production
designs were by Pierre Schildknecht, and Rucar was in charge of budget
and costumes.
The property-man seems to have found the list of props needed for
such a short film quite bizarre:
These were some of the things we asked for: a nude model, for whom he had
to find some way of wearing a live sea-urchin under each arm; makeup for
Bacheff (sic) in which he would have no mouth, and a second one in which his
mouth would be replaced by hairs which by their arrangement would recall as
much as possible those of the underarms; four donkeys in a state of
decomposition, each of which had to be placed on a grand piano; a cut-off
hand, looking as natural as possible, a cow’s eye, and three nests of ants. (Dalí
1968: 213)
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In fact, Buñuel had written to Dalí in Figueras (22 March 1929) asking him
to bring some ants back from Spain, with precise details for their transport,
and adding: ‘It depends on you whether I’ll have to use caterpillars, flies or
rabbits in the hole in the hand’ (Gibson 1997: 201–2).
Batcheff’s Paris apartment was used as the film-makers’ base, where
the film rushes were screened with a second-hand 35 mm projector (Tual
1978: 102). They followed the script closely, making only a few changes.
The shooting script was typed in Spanish, with the precise focal length of
lenses for many of the shots (Baxter 1994: 81). Shooting itself appears to
have been quite haphazard, if one is to accept Buñuel’s comments:
The filming took two weeks; there were only five or six of us involved, and
most of the time no one quite knew what he was doing.
‘Stare out the window and look as if you’re listening to Wagner,’ I remember
telling Batcheff. ‘No, no – not like that. Sadder. Much sadder.’
Batcheff never even knew what he was supposed to be looking at, but given the
technical knowledge I’d managed to pick up, Duverger and I got along
famously. (Buñuel 1984: 104)

Although Buñuel states he did not improvise, he did not show his actors
the script, preferring to give them what seemed at times rather odd instructions:
I would simply say to them: ‘Now look through the window. An army is
marching past.’ Or else: ‘Over there is a fight between two drunkards.’ In fact
it tied in well with the scene of the girl playing with the severed hand. The
cameraman and technicians had no idea of the script […] No, I didn’t say I
was improvising. I left out things […] but I didn’t improvise. I knew more or
less what I was going to do. For me the script has always been used as a base.
(Turrent and Colina 1993: 33)

While Buñuel is known to have claimed that he was sole responsible for
the shooting of the film (Aub 1991: 32), elsewhere he acknowledged Dalí’s
role: ‘The film was 50% of each of us […] I did the cutting of the eye and
the ants in the hand, Dalí did the garden scene and the cocktail shaker bell’
(Aranda 1975: 60). However Buñuel played down Dalí’s contribution to
the shooting, maintaining that Dalí arrived on location a few days before
the end of the shoot – a photograph of the cast on the beach at Le Havre
where the closing scenes were filmed is evidence that Dalí was indeed
present on the set at that point – and that his main contribution was the
preparation of the rotting donkeys and two brief appearances on screen
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(Buñuel 1984: 104–5). Dalí himself acknowledged Buñuel’s role as director
and scriptwriter in 1929 (Dalí 1998: 100), but he would later make much of
his own contribution, claiming he was a constant adviser throughout the
shooting, albeit absent from the studio:
[Buñuel] undertook, moreover, to take charge of the directing, the casting, the
staging, etc […] But some time later I went to Paris myself and was able to
keep in close touch with the progress of the film and take part in the directing
through conversations we held every evening. Buñuel automatically and
without question accepted the slightest of my suggestions; he knew by
experience that I was never wrong in such matters. (Dalí 1968: 205–6)

Dalí (1968: 213) also describes his preparation of the dead donkeys’ scene
in full gory detail: he gouged out the donkeys’ eyes, poured glue over them
to give the effect of putrefaction, and exposed their teeth to rhyme with the
piano keys.
The film is seventeen minutes long and has 300 shots, each lasting an
average of three seconds.7 Buñuel is credited with the montage, which was
carried out with great precision. Brunius (1929: 231) notes ‘the simplicity
and the perfection at work in the découpage, the shooting and the
montage, the visible control in the mise en scène’. Fast cutting, established
by Griffith in 1913, had become standard film language by the midtwenties. Several critics have claimed that Buñuel’s model was Louis
Feuillade’s Fantômas or Les Vampires, whose editing was free from special
effects, rather than avant-garde film directors with their technical
complexities.8 However, the film does have unusual camera angles (highangle shots on the cyclist and androgyne) and special effects (slow-motion
shots, dissolves, multiple exposure, superimposed shots), characteristic of
1920s’ French avant-garde cinema. Buñuel and Dalí might well have
wished to pastiche the elaborate technical effects used by avant-garde
directors (see chapter 3 for a discussion of the film as pastiche). To save
money, the special effects were achieved at the shooting rather than the
editing stage. Dissolves were produced by rewinding the film and refilming
on the exposed film (a technique Méliès had used), while fades were
achieved by iris closing shots (Baxter 1994: 81). Credits were done in a
rush, when Buñuel had already left for Madrid after completing the shooting and editing, which no doubt explains the names misspelt or left out.
Actors Simone (‘Simonne’) Mareuil and Pierre Batcheff (‘Batchef’) are
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credited, but neither Buñuel, Mesan, Hommet, Miravilles, Marval nor Dalí
appear in the credits.
The debates and contradictions relating to the contributions of Buñuel
and Dalí to the scenario, script, shooting and editing of Un chien andalou
are not limited to the two main protagonists. A number of film historians
and critics have downplayed or overrated the contribution of one or the
other, a judgement often coloured by the later activities of Dalí or Buñuel.
For example, Aranda (1975: 60) is clearly on the side of Buñuel when he
claims that, if the film is compared with Buñuel and Dalí’s later work, ‘not
only the cinematographic quality, but also all the positive values of the film
are those of Buñuel’. Kyrou (1963: 9) makes a similarly categorical retrospective judgement when he writes passionately about Buñuel’s input and
scathingly about Dalí’s: ‘I am convinced that Buñuel and Dalí were aiming
at different things. Buñuel sought to catch a glimpse of that incandescent
world in which dream and reality mingle in a magnificent gesture of
liberation; Dalí hoped to shock the bourgeoisie.’ The latter’s contribution
is allegedly identified in the ostentation and exaggerated symbolism of
certain scenes, elementary freudianism and window-display tricks. In
contrast, Buñuel’s scenes are characterized as ‘real cries of revolt’, an exploration of ‘latent reality’ beyond satire, aesthetics and jokes. Buñuel,
according to Kyrou, wished to ‘push his scalpel-camera into the open
wound of real flesh’. Dalí’s friend Jaime Miravilles, who played one of the
Marist priests, perhaps best assessed the contribution of each when he
stated that the original idea was without doubt Dalí’s, while Buñuel was
largely responsible for the execution of the film (Gibson 1997: 658). More
important, however, is the fact that the film was the product not simply of
two individuals, but of a cultural and social context, which the film quotes,
parodies and subverts, as will be explored in chapter 3.

Première and reception of Un chien andalou
Even the film’s première generated conflicting reports. Once it had been
edited, Buñuel approached the surrealists Man Ray and Louis Aragon,
claiming that Un chien andalou was ‘perhaps a surrealist film’ (Tual 1978:

