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"The story revolves around a man whose wife has committed
suicide and appears to him as a ghost. The ghost follows him
everywhere, under the bed, under tables… After seeing the ghost
so frequently, the man begins to resemble her, becoming more and
more feminine, in a spiral in which we discover that he was never
really married and that what is really going on is his personality
doubling and a schizophrenic game."
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Raúl Ruiz

THE TANGO OF THE WIDOWER

Actor, Luis Alarcón

During 2016 and 2017, while researching and
post-producing The Wandering Soap Opera, a film
directed by Raúl Ruiz in 1990 and completed
under the direction of filmmaker Valeria
Sarmiento, we learned about the existence of
footage from other unfinished projects by Ruiz.
Among them, a set of 35mm rolls of THE
TANGO OF THE WIDOWER (El Tango Del
Viudo), his first feature film, filmed in 1967, kept
in the cellar of an old cinema in Santiago de Chile.
In a news article of the time, Ruiz referred to the
obstacles that made it impossible for him to
finance the film’s audio post-production: "The
future will be responsible for giving this movie sound,
which today is being stored silent."
In plain sight, what could define the film is the
rescue of Raúl Ruiz's first feature film, filmed at
the young age of 27. However, if our observation
digs a little deeper, we realize that there are
instances that transcend this basic analysis, in order
to understand its essential foundation as a work
whose creative process was frozen for more than

fifty years (1967-2019), quite a long time for the
original footage to go from the set to the editing
room; which today boasts the artistic direction of
Valeria Sarmiento, filmmaker, film editor, and
widow of Ruiz; and whose development has
completed several stages.
During 2018, a group of people born with
profound deafness, who are also experts in reading
facial, lip, and body language, deciphered the
dialogues of the actors on screen. With a certain
degree of success in this complex work, the literary
script was rewritten with playwright and
screenwriter Omar Saavedra Santis, which allowed
us to distance ourselves from the film in order to
find its right tone. Ruiz referred to THE TANGO
OF THE WIDOWER as an experimental film
that showed different humorous situations of
Chilean reality, immersed in a horror-fantasy film,
where a widowed teacher is haunted by the
"collective" ghost of his wife.
Already in the editing room, Valeria and her team
gave definitive form to the dialogues, and realized

that the characters inhabit their city in an era that
seems more like a timeless village, expressed in the
dead times of underdevelopment. This generates a
narrative atmosphere in which certain ever-present
elements in Ruiz’s films appear by surprise, and
which in this film (his first feature) are already
being incubated, such as: the permeability between
the life of the living and that of the dead, where
ghosts are presented in flesh and bone, inhabiting
reality in a trivial and everyday way. There are also
characters that are one and many at the same time,
in a game of constant personality splitting. There
are also some codes born from the magical
thinking of the Mapuche people and of the Island
of Chiloé in the south of Chile, a usual source of
inspiration in Ruiz’s cinematic universe.
The found footage is completely chaotic in
composition, full of short repeated fragments from
previous scenes, like sharp pieces that have no
connection to one another, an inaccessible and
evanescent nightmare, populated with inverted
images, both in terms of frames and the reversion
of cadences. In addition to this, there are other
fragments of scenes, with new shots that show a
different point of view of the same scenes repeated
previously.
Valeria Sarmiento wanted to connect the concept
of this filmic enigma with the disorting mirrors
that her husband liked so much. She lucidly
remembers a handwritten text in one of Ruiz's
notebooks, where he generically describes his
intention to give a film a spiral structure but
intervened by a "narrative mirror", so that the film

somehow makes the viewer revisit previously
watched scenes, but in a different sensory
experience, delivering new symbols which are
redundant in form but not in content.This text has
been key to deciphering this mysterious footage,
and has articulated the structure of THE TANGO
OF THE WIDOWER in two parts: the first is the
original, and the second is its double, seeking to
produce a new narrative territory that provides
ideas for a new language and new interpretations.
Musician Jorge Arriagada, an eternal collaborator
of Valeria and Raúl, upon seeing one of the first
cuts of THE TANGO OF THE WIDOWER, was
so enchanted that he delivered mock-ups of
different musical sonorities, from symphonic to
minimalist, ultimately finding the element that
would define the sound identity of the image: a
sonata composed for a chamber orchestra of
handsaws played with a metal bow and theremin.
Finally, we would like to point out the enormous
national and international interest that has arisen
from the completion and premiere of The
Wandering Soap Opera, a film that was shot by
Ruiz in 1990, but like THE TANGO OF THE
WIDOWER was not finished. Only twenty-seven
years later, in 2017, it was released worldwide at
the 70º Locarno International Film Festival
International Competition, continuing its journey
through the most important film festivals in
Europe, Asia, the United States, and Latin America,
always accompanied by Valeria Sarmiento and the
production company POETASTROS.

"Since Raúl died in August 2011, I haven't stopped dreaming about him. Every
time I close my eyes, I remain alert to signs of a parallel kind of life, a life in which
Raúl and I continue to live together, with some arguments, fights, and we also
continue to understand each other as friends and companions, sometimes we walk,
listen to music, look out the window, cook, and above all ... we talk about thousands
of things. And it's true: [my] dreams have been my relationship with Raúl after his
death. Every time I go back to delving into the endless notebooks, diaries, and the
theatrical, opera or film projects he left unfinished, or that just remained as initial
gestures of his creation, this dialogue that I continue with him resonates while I sleep.
In the case of The Tango of the Widower, I detect the same poetic, philosophical and
critical intentions of Raúl as always, only in a pure state, as with a new toy, within
the spaces of the house he still shared with his parents, Mrs. Olga and Don Ernesto.
For me, completing his first feature film is a way to materialize this dialogue that
comes directly from the world of dreams, where we make films as if following
improvised cooking recipes, and invent with the elements that we have at hand.
That's why neither he nor I will ever stop filming.
The Tango of the Widower will become a foundational piece in the puzzle of his
work, which already exceeds more than 120 films.”
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Valeria Sarmiento, Co-Director.
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Raúl Ruiz is Chile’s most internationally
recognized filmmaker, and is considered one of
the greatest experimental directors and film
theorists of all time.

raúl ruiz

Filmmaker

From 1973 on, he lived in France, where he
made most of his more than 120 films. He was
born in 1941 in Puerto Montt, Chile, and died in
Paris on August 19th, 2011.
In 1969, he won the first of many international
awards, the Golden Leopard at the Locarno
International Film Festival, for Three Sad Tigers.
In 1986, he received the prize for Best Director
at the Paris International Film Festival. In 1997,
he was awarded the Golden Bear at the Berlin
International Film Festival for Genealogies of a
Crime.
In 2010, Mysteries of Lisbon won both the Silver
Shell for Best Director at the San Sebastian
International Film Festival and, in France, the
Luis Delluc Prize for Best Film. In 2011, Ruiz
was presented with an honorary doctorate by
the University of Valparaiso in Chile.
In 2016, the Cinémathèque Française in Paris
presented a two-month, 80-film retrospective of
Ruiz’s work. Later the same year the Cineteca
Nacional de Chile mounted a 20-film
retrospective in Santiago.
En 2017, The Wandering Soap Opera had its world
premiere in the International Competition of the
70th Locarno International Film Festival, where
it was awarded the Independent Critics' Prize
for Best Director. It was also awarded at the Mar
del Plata Film Festival in Argentina.

Filmmaker

valeria sarmiento

Valeria Sarmiento (Valparaíso, 1948) studied at
the Film School of the University of Chile, and
married Raúl Ruiz in 1969, with him she
collaborated artistically until his death in 2011,
editing many of his films.
As a director, she has made more than 20 films,
including documentaries and features. Many
have received important international accolades,
among them Nôtre Mariage (Best First Film, San
Sebastian, 1984) and Linhas de Wellington
(chosen to represent Portugal at the 2013
Academy Awards).
She has lived in Paris since 1973, but travels
often to Chile, where she has shot several films.
A frequent theme in her work is the situation of
women in a misogynistic culture, revindicating
their point of view of historical events.
In 2017, she completed The Wandering Soap Opera,
which had been filmed by Raúl Ruiz in Santiago
in 1990. The film had its world premiere in the
International Competition of the 70th Locarno
International Film Festival, where it was awarded
the Independent Critics' Prize for Best Director.
In 2018 she directed The Black Book, written by
Carlos Saboga, which had its world premiere at
the San Sebastian International Film Festival.

poetastros

POETASTROS is born from the
fusion of the work experiences of
Galut Alarcon, filmmaker,
screenwriter and film editor, and
Chamila Rodríguez, actress, director
and executive producer.
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