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In his seminal essay !e Myth of Sisyphus, the French existentialist Albert 
Camus grappled with the subject of !nding meaning in the heavy burden of 
life. He postulated that if life is merely a series of crises, then the logical end 
to life would be suicide, since such a life would not be worth living. "us, he 
likened human fate to that of Sisyphus, a character in Greek mythology who 
was condemned by the gods to roll a heavy rock up a mountain, only to see 
that rock tumble back down, rendering his titanic e#orts futile.
$
Such themes permeate the work of another humanist, Alejandro González 
Iñárritu, the Mexican-born !lmmaker now living in Los Angeles. In all of 
his !lms, from Amores Perros to last year’s Biutiful, the hero struggles with 
the essence of life. For all of Inarritu’s subjects, life is a heavy burden, and the 
choices they make are grave.
$

ALEJANDRO
 GONZÁLEZ IÑÁRRITU 
— 
      CINEMA
OF CRISIS

FOR THE FIRST TIME IN THIS CANDID INTERVIEW THE  
OSCAR-NOMINATED MEXICAN FILM MAKER TALKS AB-
OUT THE INFLUENCE OF EXISTENTIALISM ON HIS WORK.Author: Eugene Rabkin



196

STORY TITLE INSERT

197

CINEMA OF CRISIS

“When I was young, I read Sartre and other [existentialist] books that 
made me think about the existence. !ese books a"ected me,” said Inarri-
tu during our interview in the lobby of the Mercer hotel in Soho. He was 
having breakfast, protected from the outside world by the posh surround-
ings, in which he, a child of lower-middle class parents, still feels a bit uncom-
fortable. He was wearing a navy-and-gray knit hoodie, and his face, framed 
by dark curls, breathed with relentless energy. !at morning, Inarritu’s 
words, his English sometimes supplemented by Spanish, seemed to play catch-
up with his racing thoughts.
#
!e protagonist in Biutiful, a street hustler named Uxbal, embodies the 
existentialist question: is life worth living if it is nothing but a constant  
struggle? !e $lm is the record of Uxbal watching his life fall apart. He is 
separated from his two small children while dealing with his bipolar wife. As 
a middleman in the counterfeit luxury goods trade, Uxbal oscillates between 
paying o" the corrupt police and reluctantly exploiting the Chinese and 
African illegal immigrants. He is also diagnosed with terminal cancer. 
#
“!e $lm could be titled ‘!e Passion of Uxbal,’ ” said Inarritu. “It’s a scruti-
nizing journey to $nd light, to explore human beings, to understand human 
nature in the worst conditions. And that’s what existentialist writers do; 
they put an ordinary man into extraordinary conditions and observe what 
happens. !at’s exactly what I like on the intellectual level.”
#
Uxbal is played by Javier Bardem, whose droopy, forlorn eyes go to vast 
depths in order to re%ect the weight of the world he drags behind him. He 
is the modern day Sisyphus. Yet, carry on Uxbal must, not because he is 
condemned by gods, but because he is bound by duty to those around him. 
He is a fundamentally moral man forced by his circumstances to do immoral 
things. And this con%icting nature is exactly what Inarritu wanted to depict. 
“I like Uxbal,” he said. “!e more contradictory and unpredictable character,  
the more I like it. I don’t like congruent characters. I also like to be incongru-
ent in order to be straight with myself.”
#
Uxbal is a caretaker, a role traditionally reserved for women and into which 
he is pushed by fate. On top of taking care of the kids, he has to protect the 
illegal immigrants from the police and from their own exploitative bosses. 
He becomes a center of a microcosm where everything is interconnected.  
“I have two kids. I know how hard it is for a man to take care of them,” said 
Inarritu. “In a way, it’s not in our nature, men. We really have to work at 
being caretakers. And Uxbal has to take care of the kids, of the Chinese, of 
the Africans. Everybody depends on him, but he also depends on everybody. I 
always thought that he is like a big oak with all these numerous roots that we 
cannot see, but when it falls down all the roots are exposed. It’s like observ-
ing one tree in the woods falling down and the incredible noise it makes, and 
that’s how complex a single life is.”
#
Although Inarritu calls Biutiful his $rst true tragedy, all of his $lms carry a 
tragic element. Fate is always at work against his characters. Circumstances  
out of their control render their plans pointless, give their best intentions 
the worst possible consequences, or maim or kill them outright. !e fortu-
itous nature of tragedy is present in Amores Perros, where a car crash ties the 
entire story together, as it does in "# Grams. An accidental shooting is also 
the backbone of Babel. For Inarritu, tragedy is omnipresent. “I am impacted 
every day by tragedy from the news that come from my country,” he said. 
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“EVERY DAY THERE IS TRAGEDY. I AM NOT 
A NEWS JUNKIE – I TRY TO KEEP MYSELF 
AWAY FROM AND NOT BE INTOXICATED 
BY NEWS. BUT WHEN I SEE IT, I KNOW 
THAT THERE ARE EIGHTEEN KILLINGS 
EVERY DAY IN MEXICO, AND THAT THEY 
CUT OFF HEADS AND TORTURE AND KILL 
CHILDREN, AND I FEEL SCARED ABOUT 
WHAT WE ARE BECOMING, AND HOW THIS 
TRAGEDY IS USED IN A CYNICAL WAY TO 
PACKAGE NEWS FOR CONSUMPTION.  
I AM IMPACTED BY THAT.”
!

"e tragedy of Uxbal is that his fate spurns him, that the things that are 
unknown or out of his control make him responsible for other people’s 
calamities. Speaking of the #lm’s plot, Inarritu said, “I remember the day 
that I realized that all the Chinese must die. I was in a little house I have in 
the countryside, where I go sometimes for two weeks and lock myself in to 
think. It was an evening. I was stuck, and suddenly this image appeared, and 
I thought, ‘Fuck, he kills them.’ I did not invent this; it came to me. I was 
mad, shocked, excited. I know that all this evil moves in a spiral that at some 
point no longer makes sense, and that is tragedy, a spiral without possibility of 
stopping it. So, the Chinese had to die.”

One of the most obvious parallels with existentialism in Inarritu’s work is the 
question of god. Is there a god that provides meaning to this life, or are we 
alone? If there is a god, why does he allow the most despicable acts to occur? 
Dostoyevsky, who is sometimes called the father of existentialist literature, 
posed a similar question in his novel, !e Brothers Karamazov, in the famous 
exchange between the two protagonists, Alyosha and Ivan. "is test of faith 
is something that Inarritu grapples with, most notably through Benicio del 
Toro’s character, Jack Jordan, in "# Grams. Jordan is an ex-con who becomes 
a born-again Christian upon his release. His faith is ardent and absolute until 
it is shaken to its core by an accident. Jordan drives a big $x$ pickup embla-
zoned with “Jesus Christ” on its back window that he won in a ra%e. “See that 
truck,” he says in the beginning of the #lm to a troubled street kid whom he 
is trying to put on the right path, “God gave that to me.” But the truck turns 
out to be a murder weapon that god puts in his hands. As Jordan drives home, 
he accidentally runs over and kills a father and two little girls. All his found 
meaning in religion and god is gone in a &ash.
!
In Biutiful, Inarritu also explores the world of the supernatural. Uxbal has 
a gi' – he sees the spirits of the departed. One of his gigs is making peace 
between the souls of the recently deceased and their relatives. A suspect yet 
highly pro#table way to do business money in the Catholic Spain, the subject 
is nevertheless treated by with respect. “Uxbal is a character who is a humble 
street guy who has this gi'… or a burden. He’s not a mystic, just a guy who has 
this ability,” said Inarritu. While in Spain, researching the #lm, Inarritu had 
met with several psychics. “I had three-four interviews that really made the 
hair on my hands stand,” he said. “"ey were serious people, not interested at 
all in money or recognition. And they are not those people with rooms full of 
candles. Some of them are primitive on the intellectual level, and others are 
very smart. But you can feel when something is real, and I was impressed. And 
the bad news is, life doesn’t end with death. It’s just a start of another, painful 
journey, and that’s when you just say, ‘Fuuuuck!’”

!
Inarritu himself is con&icted about god. He does not belong to a faith, but 
he is a product of Mexico, a country where religion is practiced with fervor. 
Inarritu approaches god on the spiritual and intellectual level. “I am of two 
minds about god,” he said. “I do think that there is something out there. It’s 
hard for me to explain. I don’t believe there is somebody. God of the concep-
tion is such a force, it’s more like a state of mind, like consciousness; sometimes 
I have experienced it or sensed it or felt something beyond my understanding. 
I truly believe there is a being that is out there that we cannot portray, because 
than it wouldn’t be good. It’s a matter of quietness, of silence. "at exists.” 
!
God is also a fascinating intellectual challenge for Inarritu. “Sometimes I am 
attracted by it and sometimes I am repelled by it,” he said. “Sometimes I have 
to resist not believing, and sometimes I completely lose my faith and I rage. 
But I have to say, I refuse to believe that our environment is a consequence of 
fusing cells and that we come from monkeys. I resist saying that everything is a 
coincidence. I believe that less than I believe in the existence of god.”
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!
Life.

Inarritu was born in Mexico City in "#$%. He has a brother and three sisters. 
His father inherited a small bank from his grandfather, but lost it through 
&nancial machinations and had to go to work at a fruit market to make 
enough money to get by. “My father was a hard worker,” said Inarritu. “He 
worked from four in the morning to &ve in the evening. I learned from him 
to be a warrior, to never give up, and to be afraid of failure. My fear drives me 
to be a perfectionist because I know what it is to fail and the consequences of 
failure. Which is not to say it’s a good thing; it’s quite traumatic, actually.”
!
Inarritu spent his childhood and adolescence in a lower-middle class neigh-
borhood, the kind depicted in his &rst feature &lm, Amores Perros. His father 
was not religious, but his mother was a passionate Catholic, and so Inarritu 
was sent to a Catholic school. He did not much like the moralistic, highly 
restrictive education he was subjected to, but he admits that it did him some 
good. “'ose people threw me the right questions, morally and existentially,” 
said Inarritu. “What is good, what is wrong? 'at education gave me perspec-
tive and dimension to understand the easy, optimistic way of life — you do 
good and you go to heaven — that justi&es our pain with the a(erworld. ” 
!
When he was seventeen, Inarritu packed up his life into a rucksack and got 
himself hired on a commercial ship that went across the Atlantic. “'at trip 
really marked me,” he said. “I always say that if you want to write a novel 
or make a &lm, go buy a ticket around the world.” Inarritu’s pay was one 
thousand dollars for the entire year for washing the deck, but he got to go into 
every port in Europe and some in Africa, and that’s all a young man ready to 
take over the world could want. “I had a lot of energy at the time, and was kind 
of a prick,” he said. “I was in a dangerous territory; I wanted to eat the world 
and I did not have a lot of ethical questions to ask myself.” 'ere wasn’t much 
to do on the boat in the o) time, and he immersed himself into smoking hash, 
watching movies, and reading. “I remember reading Proust, Joyce, 'omas 
Mann, even Herman Hesse,” said Inarritu. “Reading Siddhartha when I was 
seventeen just blew my mind. I also read a lot of Cortazar and Borges. In  
this period my mind and my physical experience expanded incredibly. 'is  
is when I discovered existentialist literature, which was forbidden in the 
Catholic school. 'ey took away Steppenwolf, because they said it would 
damage me. And they were right.” 
!

“ EXISTENTIALISM MADE 
ME THINK ABOUT THE 
NONSENSICAL NATURE 
OF EXISTENCE, ABOUT 
HOW WE ARE NOTHING ”

Whereas the Catholic teaching o)ered a ready-made path 
to salvation, existentialism did no such thing. “Existen-
tialism made me think about the nonsensical nature 
of existence, about how we are nothing,” said Inarritu. 
“It was a very depressing time in my life, I have to say. Now I am 
able to separate myself and look at it on the intellectual level. 
But, of course, these things are always impregnated in my &lms. 
It’s who I am and it’s how I think — I cannot do it any other 
way.”!  A(er a thoughtful pause, he said with a smile,!  “'is is 
the &rst time I am mentioning this, because I have never realized 
how heavily existentialism has in*uenced my &lms.” 
!

When Inarritu got back from his yearlong trip, he went back to Mexico 
City. He wanted to be a musician, but he never had an opportunity to go to 
a university to study music. Instead Inarritu got a job on the radio. For &ve 
years he was a host of a three-hour long radio show.!  “'at was incredibly  
useful,” said Inarritu, “because I learned to entertain people, to talk to people, 
to make stories and to feel the rhythm of music.”
!
Inarritu’s road to &lm-making was a long one. He studied theater for three 
years under the acclaimed Polish–Mexican theater and &lm director,  
Ludvik Margules. Simultaneously, he started a production company making 
commercials that Inarritu wrote himself. “Creating these short pieces was 
an incredible school,” said Inarritu, “because I wanted to be a &lm direc-
tor, and these were good exercises.” In "##+, he wrote and directed his &rst 
half-feature, a thirty minute &lm, which aired on Mexican television.  
A(er this, Inarritu started thinking of making a full-length feature &lm 
about Mexico City. At the time he met a screenwriter Guillermo Arriaga, and 
together they worked on the stories out of which Amores Perros was born.

'e &lm became an instant sensation among the &lm critics and earned the 
Cannes and the Oscars nominations. All of his subsequent &lms have been 
nominated for an Oscar in some category.! Benicio del Toro and Naomi Watts, 
who starred in !" Grams were nominated in ,--.. Babel, starring Brad Pitt 
and Cate Blanchett, took the Oscar for the best picture in ,--/. It also got 
Inarritu the Cannes prize for the best director. 'ere is no doubt that Biutiful 
is heading in the same direction.
!
Despite the overwhelming critical success Inarritu is frustrated with Holly-
wood. “Sometimes I feel that there is no sense in doing &lms,” said he. “It feels 
humiliating to spend two-three years on a &lm and then to have to prove your 
worth in that &rst week when the &lm comes out. You have to make millions 
that &rst Friday night – otherwise, next! It’s the brutal reality of the medium. 
Before, tough &lms were in the cinema, and their reputation would slowly 
spread by the word of mouth, and then it would gain steam by the fourth week 
or so. 'ere is no time for that now. 'ey’ve got a six hundred people waiting 
list to replace you. 'e sad thing about the business is that it depends so  
much on money. 'at’s what really makes the whole thing toxic and there is 
sadness in the &lm industry right now. I have many friends who are painters, 
photographers or musicians, and there is certain lightness in them that we 
don’t have. Of course they struggle with politics in the art world, but it’s di)er-
ent. We are under the rule of the dictatorship of corporations, worse than the 
Soviet rule. 'ey don’t have faces, dogma, god, beliefs. It’s just fucking money.”
!
Yet, Inarritu perseveres in his career as a &lmmaker. “I feel like I don’t have 
a choice,” he told me. “I have to do it, like a kid has to paint, or you have to 
write. It’s in my nature. At the bottom of my heart I feel things. Besides, I 
don’t know how to do anything else. In order to pay the rent, I don’t have any 
other skills. In the pragmatic capitalist world I am absolutely useless.”
!

“ SOMETIMES I FEEL 
THAT THERE IS NO 
SENSE IN DOING FILMS ”
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Biutiful.
 
All of Inarritu’s !lms until now have had fragmented narratives and inter-
twining stories. He was so worn out by the end of !lming Babel, having to 
manage shoots in the opposite ends of the world and directing actors in di"er-
ent languages, that he decided that his next picture would have a linear struc-
ture and be in his native Spanish. 
#
But the central, existentialist themes remain at the core of the !lm — it seeks 
meaning where o$en there is none to be had. %e main character, and the 
setting were born out of momentary experiences and had their own trajec-
tories. Uxbal came to Inarritu’s mind a$er listening to one of Ravel’s piano 
concertos in the fall of &''(. “%at same morning,” Inarritu wrote in the essay 
about the !lm, “a character knocked on my head’s door and said, ‘Hola, my 
name is Uxbal.’ During the next three years, I would spend my life with him.”# 
#
%e character was born, but Inarritu wasn’t quite sure where to place him. 
“It wasn’t until one year later, while I was walking in the El Raval section of 
Barcelona, that everything made sense,” he wrote. And thus, the stage was 
set.#  But you won’t see much Gaudi and other postcard shots in Biutiful.
Inarritu is not interested in the sedated beauty of conventional, touristy sites. 
Instead, he shows the sordid underbelly of the city, the dilapidated immigrant 
neighborhoods, and the ugliness and the poverty all of which is magni!ed by 
the skillful cinematography of his longtime collaborator, Rodrigo Prieto. 
#
Inarritu wanted to depict the contemporary world that is forever being 
reshaped by immigration. %e setting could have been New York or Paris or 
London or any other cosmopolis to which those from third world countries 
)ock to for a better life. %e !lm shows the abhorrent conditions of the sweat-
shops where illegal immigrants are exploited in order to satisfy the develop-
ing world’s insatiable consumption. It also shows a fate more terrible than the 
sweatshops which is that of going home. %e depiction of the sweatshops, the 
underground bunkers where these people make do with straw mattresses and 
a blanket are vivid and raw. “I went on two police raids in Barcelona to get 
those people out, and I saw their condition with my own eyes,” said Inarritu.
#
Having lived for nine years away from Mexico, Inarritu is not alien to the 
immigrant experience. Sometimes, he still does not feel at home in Los 
Angeles, even though it’s a stone-throw away from his country. “I think as 
an immigrant, although a privileged, a !rst class immigrant,” he said. “But I 
always say that there is a consciousness of an immigrant no matter what your 
work or social status is. We are geographical orphans and that creates certain 
awareness, a di"erent observation of reality. Because you are out of your 
environment, your perspective on things creates a di"erent approach to them. 
I am very curious about and close to whatever is going on with people that are 
looking for the same thing. What I have realized a$er exploring this territory 
many times – in ‘Babel’ with a piece on the Mexican border, and now, while 
doing research in Europe in these Chinese and Senegalese communities – is 
that all immigration journeys depart from the same territory, which is pain. It 
is the pain and the frustration of not being able to get a job, to live life with a 
sense of dignity, to be persecuted by religion or politics. %at is why I respond 
to it as a universal phenomenon.”

And yet, for all the pain that Inarritu depicts in his !lms, there is always 
redemption at the end of the road. It is not a senseless, meaningless kind 
of pain. %e title of the new !lm, Biutiful, is emblematic of that. Surely, it 
is the misspelled, the maimed, injured beauty, but beauty nonetheless. “I 
think life has a huge light,” said Inarritu. “In Mexico, to take a country 
in crisis, it’s true that there is a lot of shit happening now in the worst way  
possible. But, ninety nine percent of things that happen on earth are beautiful.  
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So, today there is a beautiful morning in the Chiapas, there is a father 
somewhere taking his kids to school, and so on. In all this mess, life and 
universe and nature create beauty. You go to the forest and you see how  
incongruent everything is, how chaotic it is, but there is order in that chaos. 
So, I truly believe there is beauty to be found amidst all this horror.”
!
Camus proceeded to undo his hypothesis by saying that what allows  
Sisyphus to carry on are the moments of rest during which he experiences  
calm and beauty, while following the tumbled rock down the mountain. 
“Each atom of that stone, each mineral "ake of that night #lled mountain, 
in itself forms a world. $e struggle itself toward the heights is enough to 
#ll a man’s heart. One must imagine Sisyphus happy,” he wrote. And thus 
Uxbal does not roll his rock up the mountain in vain. “$at’s the point, it 
is possible to #nd beauty in pain,” said Inarritu. “Why? I don’t know. But, 
is it possible to #nd beauty in those poor communities around the world? 
Yes. It’s heroism, profound, human, ethical, powerful heroism among people 
who are struggling, surviving atrocities and at the end for me in the rules of 
the tragedy, where basically everything will collapse and you cannot escape 
your destiny, the tragic hero will have to purify himself. And this puri#ca-
tion means redemption. I wanted to express that puri#cation through Uxbal, 
who knows that he is dying, and yet he is still working, worrying about his 
kids and #nding love and forgiveness and compassion in the worst circum- 
stances possible. Under its ugly skin, the #lm is profoundly beautiful. I 
was very conscious about not judging the Chinese, not to say that they are 
just exploiters. All of them are fathers, they all have to feed their children.  
All of them are struggling with this society, with this system that is killing us 
all. And that’s it. $ere is beauty in it — yes, I think so.”

“ WHAT I HAVE REALIZED…
IS THAT ALL IMMIGRATION 
JOURNEYS DEPART FROM 
THE SAME TERRITORY, 
WHICH IS PAIN.”
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