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BULGARIAN FILM 1988-2018: CROSSING 
BORDERS, CONQUERING TERRITORIES

Ingeborg Bratoeva-Daraktchieva 1

Institute of Art Studies, BAS
ingeborgbratoeva@gmail.com

Abstract: This paper analyses Bulgarian post-communist cinema in terms of  
interpretations of  identity. The text is based on the hypothesis that during the post-
war period, film production in Bulgaria is marked by three identity crises. The first 
crisis results from the establishment of  aesthetics of  Socialist Realism in the 1950s. 
The second crisis reflects the general crisis in ideologies in the 1970s, and the third 
crisis (after 1990) is caused by the process of  globalization. 
Bulgarian cinema reacted to the third crisis by developing two narrative models: In 
search of  the lost identity (re-evaluation of  the recent past), and In search of  landmarks 
(reflexion towards the present). Both models originated from an artistic style named 
in Russian chernukha, whose Bulgarian version I call vulgar realism.
According to Anderson, the cinematographic process constructs sociological landscapes 
into which film narratives are situated. Thus, the theme of  national borders became 
important in post-communist Bulgarian cinema. In this regard, two films, Border 
(1994) and The Judgment (2014), which pertain to the representation of  national 
borders as metaphorical spaces, are analyzed.
In terms of  making, the paper explores the development towards the European 
practice of  co-production and the so-called non-national film. Co-production poses 
the problem of  cultural identity on a new level. The key question that Bulgarian 
filmmakers face today is whether they will manage to preserve the Bulgarian identity 
in their films.

Keywords: identity, post-communism, vulgar realism, cultural globalization, co-
production, non-national film, metaphoric places, Border (Granitsa), 1994; Letter to 
America (Pismo do Amerika), 2000; The Judgement (Sadilishteto), 2004

The goal of  this paper is to outline and analyse the development of  
Bulgarian cinema from the start of  the transition at the beginning of  1990s 
until now, in terms of  the ways in which it addresses and interprets identity 
problems on ideological, thematic and stylistic levels.

The central presumption of  my research is that, following the social dy-

1    Dr. Ingeborg Bratoeva-Daraktchieva is a Professor in the Screen Arts Department at the 
Institute of Art Studies. Research areas: history of Bulgarian and Balkan cinema, European 
cinema and art-film. Author of the books: ‘Bulgarian Feature film – from ‘Kalin the Eagle’ 
to ‘Mission ‘London’ (2013) and ‘European Cinema – Global and Local’ (2013). Member of 
FIPRESCI (The International Ferderation of Film Critics). Award of the Union of Bulgarian 
Filmmakers for Film Criticism, 2007.
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namics, Bulgarian film development from the second half  of  the 20th century 
until today is marked by three identity crises. The first crisis, which takes place 
in the 1950s, results from the establishment of  socialism and Socialist Real-
ism as an aesthetic system. The second crisis, in the 70s, reflects the general 
crisis in ideologies, and the third crisis, from the 1990s until present time, is 
caused by the process of  globalization. 

The main hypothesis about identity crisis as a driving force in development 
of  the post-communist period is chosen to avoid ideological clichés of  the 
totalitarian past in the interpretation of  facts and works and, at the same time, 
it aims at entering the big debate on cultural identity in a globalized world. It 
should be noted that the concept of  crisis is not used in exclusively negative 
sense. Rather, the developments in post-totalitarian Bulgarian cinema are an-
alysed in their ambivalence: as a painful destruction of  familiar structures of  
self-identification and, at the same time, as a period of  purification, a crucial 
step towards new possibilities and courses. The process, which began after 
the fall of  the Berlin Wall, can be an advance to the far-reaching globalization 
process. This provides a unique perspective on the role of  Bulgarian cinema 
in the construction of  cultural identity at the turn of  the new millennium. 

The first identity crisis in Bulgarian society began immediately after the end 
of  WWII and related to the forcible establishment of  the new social order of  
Soviet-type totalitarian socialism. Because of  this process, Bulgarian film was 
turned into an object of  social engineering. The main mission of  the post-
war silver screen in Bulgaria, flickering in the closed world of  totalitarianism, 
was to make the audience accept and identify with totalitarian socialism.

The second identity crisis was part of  the general crisis in ideologies which 
began in the mid-1960s and reached its culmination in 1968 with the student 
protests in the West and the Prague Spring in the East. At that time, this pe-
riod was regarded as the most dramatic one after the end of  WWII: it was a 
period which saw the rejection of  old ideologies, the sweeping student pro-
tests, the hippie and anti-war movements, and the attempt for a “socialism 
with a human face”. 1968 was also the year when the Club of  Rome gathered 
to discuss global problems for the first time, and the term globalization was thus 
used officially for the very first time in history. Analysed from this standpoint, 
the crisis of  the 1960s can also be perceived as a beginning of  the process of  
European unification and an advance towards global integration.

In terms of  historical development, the 1970s were perhaps the most 
significant and productive period of  Bulgarian filmmaking so far. Films of  
that period, however, outlined a process, which would become complete only 
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after the beginning of  a new century. The 1980s, on their part, are important 
since they represented a bridge between a transitional decade of  outstanding 
achievements and the major changes on the threshold between two centuries.

From the 90s of  the 20th century until present day, Bulgarian cinema 
went through its third identity crisis. It related to the major social changes at the 
end of  the 1980s and the unification of  Europe as part of  the globalization 
process. The establishment of  the identity crisis as the main theme in Bulgarian 
filmmaking was a new stage in the relationship between the screen and social 
reality. Bulgarian cinema reacted to the third identity crisis by developing two 
narrative models. I call the first model, which is connected to the re-evalua-
tion of  the recent past, In search of  the lost identity. The second model, a reflex-
ion towards the present, I have defined as In search of  landmarks. These models 
originated from the predominate narratives of  the entire Eastern European 
cinema and their unsuccessful variants set up a highly distorted social-critical 
trend and an artistic style named chernukha (Isakava, 2012). I call its Bulgarian 
variant vulgar realism. 

In the 1990s, Bulgarian film production faced the challenge to re-eval-
uate the aesthetic heritage of  Socialist Realism. Unfortunately, this process of  
re-evaluation did not follow the line of  artistic achievements already drawn 
by Binka Zhelyazkova, Rangel Vulchanov, Georgi Djulgerov and Gueorgui 
Stoyanov. The films about the forcible establishment of  the communist re-
gime such as I Want America (Iskam Amerika) 1991; The Well (Kladenetsat) 1991; 
Vampires, Spooks (Vampiri, talasami) 1992; Canary Season (Sezonat na kanarchet-
ata) 1993; Sulamith, 1997 and After the End of  the World (Sled kraya na sveta) 
1997), only reversed the old formulas of  social realism.

Pic. 1 Dzift (2009, Bulgaria), director Yavor Gardev
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This might be because the fiercest demolishers of  social-realistic mod-
el in Bulgarian film such as Angel Wagenstein, Ivan Andonov and Kiran 
Kolarov were directors who had worked hard in the past to create this model. 
It is only with Dzift (2009) of  Yavor Gardev and The Color of  the Chameleon 
(Tsvetat na hameleona) 2012 of  Emil Christov that an aesthetic re-evaluation of  
these themes is achieved.

The third identity crisis was caused by the globalization process. Cinema, 
as part of  audio-visual culture, is probably the art most affected by globali-
zation. What is more, cinema is an instrument for cultural globalization. In 
this respect, I focus on identity problems in film from the standpoint of  
overcoming the cultural isolation. 

Generally, cinema has a well-defined ability to promote concepts of  com-
munity and belonging and to create identities. The cinematographic process 
constructs sociological landscapes (Anderson 1991: 30) into which film narratives 
are situated. As Tom Conley has suggested, ‘cinema is the privileged geopolitical 
medium because it is at once topographical and geopolitical, and no less at once local and 
global’ (Conley 2013: 1). The notion of  borders and their presentation plays 
a key role in this process. Alexander Kiossev affirms that […] ‘the “territory” 
is anything but empty for arbitrary cognitive projections. Today, just like centuries ago, it 
is full of  people who clearly recognize their shared characteristics and stable belonging. For 
centuries, various ethnic, linguistic, confessional, cultural, and other groups have drawn and 
redrawn borders through this territory […], and in one way or another they have tried to 
impose rigid models of  identity on their members’ (Kiossev 2002: 173).

One of  the main themes in post-communist Bulgarian film is the theme 
of  national borders as places of  confrontation and interaction, represented 
in different in various aspects of  their metaphoric meaning. This theme was 
introduced to Bulgarian filmmakers by the communist cultural engineers as 
early as 1952 when Our Land (Nasha zemya) by Аnton Маrinovich came on 
screen. This is the first Bulgarian feature film shot after World War II which 
takes place in a border area, specifically on the Bulgarian-Turkish frontier. 
It was followed by The Border (Granitsata), 1954, by Nikola Minchev; Mister 
Nobody (Gospodin Nikoy), 1969, by Ivan Terziev, whose action is related to an 
illegal border crossing and Nona, 1973, by Grisha Ostrovsky.

Border (Granitsa), 1994, by Ilian Simeonov and Christian Notchev, and 
The Judgment (Sadilishteto), 2014, by Stefan Komandarev are two post-commu-
nist reflections on the topic borders, shot at turning points of  borders’ percep-
tion, depiction and understanding. These two films present national borders 
not only as liminal areas, but first and foremost as metaphorical spaces of  
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intense interaction between the political and the private. In the Introduction 
to the book Frontiers of  Screen History. Imagining European Borders in Cinema it 
is outlined that: ‘As a medium, […] cinema has contributed to mental redrawing of  
borders in various ways, and it offers paths for spatial imagination’ (Merivirta etc. 2013: 
6). According to Tim Edensor ‘Borders enclose a definable population subject to a 
hegemonic administration in the form of  a discrete political system holding sway over the 
whole of  this space [...] These borders are also imagined to enclose a particular and separate 
culture, a notion which is articulated by hegemonic ways of  differentiating and classifying 
cultural differences’ (Edensor, 2002: 37). 

Ilian Simeonov and Christian Notchev started shooting their movie Bor-
der in 1993, in the year when Bulgaria joined the European Cinema Support 
Fund (EURIMAGES) and Bulgarian filmmaking was included into the Eu-
ropean cultural space. Therefore, the heroic character of  the border guard, 
traditionally construed in Bulgarian communist culture as an embodiment of  
the encapsulation of  the country from the outside world was switched over 
to the type of  an antihero. The border-guard celebrated during the commu-
nist period as a courageous executor of  frontier trespassers, in the 1990s 
was condemned as a criminal. The plot of  the film tracks the process of  the 
slow degradation of  a young border soldier into a murderer. Alternatively, 
in the end of  the film another frontier guard enters the mine field, prepared 
for the trespassers, converting himself  into a disturber and dies, symboli-
cally destroying the closed territory and opening up Bulgarian space to the 
big world outside. Furthermore, Simeonov and Notchev contribute to “the 
remapping of  space” through new cinematic practices and new politics of  
representation which, according to Rosalind Galt, emerged in European film 
in the 1990s (Galt 2006: 230). The two directors addressed their film to their 
own generation, to the forced participants in the crimes of  the communists 
and their victims.

Twenty years later Stefan Komandarev in The Judgment, 2014, addressed 
his reflection on the border-topic to the next generation, to the so-called 
‘children of  transition’, a new audience asking merciless questions to bring 
out the buried guilt of  their fathers. The Judgment deals with the crimes of  the 
totalitarian regime, the criminalization of  life in present-day Bulgaria and the 
illegal immigration which are interwoven in the complex relationships of  the 
former border guard Mityo (Assen Blatechki), his son Vasko (Ovanes Toro-
sian) and an ex-captain of  the border troops, turned into a trafficker of  illegal 
immigrants (Miki Manojlović). Their personal relationships are presented so 
intensely that the spectator, captivated by private stories, imperceptibly enters 
the significant public debate about one of  the most hideous, still unrecog-
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nized and unjustified crimes of  the communist regime – the state-ordered 
killings of  fugitives from the Eastern Bloc. The film suggests that today’s 
smugglers, who profit from illegal refugees from the Middle East striving in 
the opposite direction, are the same people who thirty years earlier executed 
defectors to the free world without trial. According to Komandarev’s movie, 
their crimes then and now are identical, revealing a total disregard for human 
dignity and life. The same people, products and authorities of  the repressive 
communist apparatus, are accountable for the deaths that occurred in the 
border areas at the communist time and at the present. From this point of  
view the title of  the film is symbolic, not just a geographical indication of  
a real space in the Southern Rhodope Mountains, but first and foremost a 
challenging association of  judgment and retribution. The director of  pho-
tography, Krasimir Andonov, created the visual symbolism of  a transitional 
space with impressive landscape panoramas. ‘The film features many breathtaking 
views of  the mountains – so many, in fact, that one could say that nature becomes the third 
protagonist of  the movie’ (Vahermägi 2014). This is an artistic choice, which con-
tributes considerably to the metaphoric meaning of  the work.

Regarding the development of  the notions and representations of  the 
national borders in Bulgarian film after the end of  communism, we may con-
clude that their depictions as metaphorical spaces of  interaction between 
the political and the private are clearly determined by the changing political 
context – the mental landscapes, drawn on screen by Bulgarian directors are 
situated rather within ideological than within geographical boundaries. Same 
approach is evident also in to date the last screen works on the topic, Inches 
from the Ground (Na pedya ot zemyata), 2016, by Maxim Genchev and the short 
film Dobri, 2016, by Orlin Milchev.

The third identity crisis in Bulgarian cinema resulted also from the collapse 
in production, or in other words, the end of  state-run film production. After 
1991, Bulgarian films have been made by private film production companies, 
which compete for partial public funding. In this context, the middle gener-
ation of  directors such as Andrey Slabakov, Ivaylo Hristov, Iglika Trifonova, 
Ilian Simeonov, Kostadin Bonev, Milena Andonova and Stanimir Trifonov, 
were given at last a chance to make their film debuts in the 1990s. Krassimir 
Kroumov, Dimitar Petkov, Petar Popzlatev, Lyudmil Todorov, Ivan Tcher-
kelov and Svetoslav Ovcharov made their sophomore films in the first decade 
of  transition period. This generation of  directors understood the identity 
crisis as an important catalyst for the development of  Bulgarian cinema.

Yet the most significant factor in this development was Bulgaria’s joining 
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the European Convention on Cinematographic Co-production, and conse-
quently, the access that our filmmakers gained to Eurimages – the Europe-
an Cinema Support Fund. In this context, the term European non-national 
film became extremely impor-
tant. It was created by EU bu-
reaucrats because of  the role 
co-productions were expect-
ed to play in the formation 
of  a single European cultural 
space. This term defines the 
model through what it is not 
and does not give any infor-
mation about its essence. In 
my opinion, the term multina-
tional is more accurate and ap-
propriate. 

Co-production, in terms 
of  its production principles, 
influences the cinematic aes-
thetics and poses the problem 
of  cultural identity. The key 
question that Bulgarian film-
makers face today is whether 
they will manage to preserve 
their Bulgarian identity in their 
films. The answer to this ques-
tion depends on the Europe-
an vision of  the preservation 
of  national cultural identities. 
The first encouraging exam-
ple of  successful collaboration 
of  this type appeared at the 
beginning of  the new Millen-
nium, Letter to America (2000), 
a co-production between Bul-
garia, the Netherlands and 
Hungary, which I consider to 
be a turning point in Bulgari-
an cinema of  the new centu-

Pic. 2 Letter to America (2000, co-production), director 
Iglika Triffonova

Pic. 3 Hindemith (2008, Bulgaria), director Andrey Slabakov

Pic. 4 Moon Lake (2009, co-production), director Ivan 
Stanev
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ry. Director Iglika Triffonova 
shows on screen characters 
who search for their identi-
ty through folklore but at the 
same time, she understands 
national culture as a treasure 
which must be shared with the 
world. To her, going back to 
the roots makes sense only if  
it helps the modern individual 
find his/her place in the global 
world. 

Bulgarian film is increas-
ingly becoming a point of  in-
tersection between universal 
values and the Bulgarian con-
ception of  the world. Andrey 
Slabakov with his films Wagner 
and Hindemith (both absurd 
comedies) and Ivan Stanev 
with Moon Lake (an art film) 
give up national specificities 
and, each in his own style, take 
the next steps towards greater 
universality in Bulgarian cine-
ma.

The youngest generation 
of  film directors in Bulgaria 
came to light at the turn of  the 
new century with the film Mila 
from Mars (Mila ot Mars) 2004 by 
Zornitsa Sophia. Those who 
made their debut in the next 
decade, like Kamen Kalev, the 
Chouchkov brothers, Tsveto-
dar Markov, Dragomir Sholev, 
Ljubomir Mladenov, Kristina 
Grozeva, Dimitar Kotsev – 
Shosho, continued the trend 

Pic. 6 Mission “London” (2010, co-production), director 
Dimitar Mitovski

Pic. 7 Tilt (2011, co-production), director Victor Chouch-
kov

Pic. 5 Mila from Mars (2004, Bulgaria), director Zornitsa 
Sophia
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set at the end of  the 1980s by Ivan Cherkelov, Lyudmil Todorov and Petar 
Popzlatev, namely to juxtapose ‘pieces of  life’ in a non-linear narrative. 

The films of  young Bulgarian directors are not explanatory. They do 
not comment – they either simply observe, concentrating on everyday life, or 
make genre films. Good examples of  the latter are the films Mission London 
(Misiya London) 2010 by Dimitar Mitovski and Tilt (2011) by Victor Chouch-
kov. 

In addition, imitations of  American film genres have been produced such 
as Forecast (Prognoza), 2008, by Zornitsa Sophia– a hybrid between beach-party 
film and narrative surf  film, and HDSP (2010) by Cvetodar Markov whose two 
plot lines are like two separate genre-films – gangster movie and High School Mov-
ie. In Bulgaria, Hollywood film types are loaded with social involvement and 
authorial claims. The globalized media context hinders some of  the young 
Bulgarian directors to examine the identity question in depth. This causes the 
biggest problem of  the new Bulgarian film – the lack of  well-formed tenden-
cies and a distinctive national style.

Yet, a certain stability in public funding in the last two decades, the par-
ticipating in various international projects, the emergence of  independent 
filmmaking and a series of  international awards give hope that Bulgarian cin-
ema will have its new global chance.
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RETHINKING NATIONAL IDENTITY 
CRISES IN BULGARIAN ANIMATION 
AFTER 1989: THE NEW GENERATIONS

Nadezhda Marinchevska1

Institute of Art Studies, BAS
nadiamarin@abv.bg

Abstract: The paper focuses on the transition, a key notion, which marks the radical 
political and social changes after the fall of  the Berlin Wall. Substantial alterations in 
the Bulgarian nation’s mental attitudes and the dramatic shifts in Bulgarian filmmak-
ing and animation are discussed. The next emphasis is put on the identity crisis Bul-
garian animators were experiencing in the 1990s. In that decade, established authors 
stuck to the well-tried models they themselves had developed as early as the 1960s 
and the 1970s. Bulgarian animated film failed to fit in the new discourse of  the society 
and art processes were crisis-ridden: no fresh ideas, no new art forms were in place. 
A marked change occurred as late as the turn of  the twenty-first century with the 
release of  a multitude of  films by young authors. Young people are easily addressing 
communicative animated forms, humour and entertainment with globalisation of  
images being their natural way of  self-expression. Still they do not even try to touch 
such topics as Bulgarian national character preferring ‘foreign’ mythologies and leg-
ends. 

Keywords: Bulgarian animation, identity crisis, transition, young generations, sym-
bolic language

The fall of  the Berlin Wall in 1989 put a symbolic end to the totalitarian 
communism in the countries of  the former Soviet Bloc, unleashing signifi-
cant political, social, economic and cultural changes. At the same time, the 
keen desire for cardinal reorientation of  societies towards new values moved 
in different speeds: sometimes crawling idle, breaking hopes and placing a 
line of  opposition between large social groups. The year 1989 is conditionally 
accepted as the point of  change. The processes of  a more or less obvious 

1    Dr. Nadezhda Marinchevska is a Professor at the Screen Arts Department, Institute of Art 
Studies, BAS, Sofia. A long-standing lecturer at the National Academy for Theatre and Film 
Arts and the New Bulgarian University. Author of the books: Bulgarian Animation 1915–1995 
(2001), Frames of Imagination. Aesthetics of Animation Techniques (2005) and Animation Hybrids 
(2015). Winner of the Union of Bulgarian Filmmakers’ Award in Film Theory category (2006) 
and the Bulgarian Film Academy’s Award for Film Criticism (2014). A jury member at numerous 
international film festivals.
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opposition can be easily observed in the countries of  Soviet-type totalitarian 
communism in Eastern Europe since the end of  the 1940s. In the mid-1980s, 
the Gorbachev lecture on Glasnost and Perestroika (Transparency and Recon-
struction) largely ‘let the genie out of  the bottle’ and it had greatest impact 
not only on the political and economic structure of  societies but also on 
journalism, humanities and the arts.

From the perspective of  the past 30 years, a more objective assessment 
of  the processes taking place in society and the arts can be made. The notion 
of  transition as a key word can be evaluated from a new point of  view. Nikolay 
Iordanov argues: ‘Today we are aware that the cliché transition from totalitarianism 
to democracy, although true, is not enough to express the specifics of  the time after 1989. 
Some researchers question the existence of  a common paradigm of  the transition, that can 
explain the changes taking place in different parts of  the world’ (Iordanov 2016: 14).

Bulgaria has its specific peculiarities. The publicly declared by all social 
groups orientation towards democracy, pluralism and liberal values in the 
1990s often turned out to be mere rhetoric, while the real processes made a 
slow and contradictory progress. Regardless of  the hesitant change, however, 
today the firm European orientation of  this country is a fact. The start of  
the process was given by the adoption of  a decision to join EU by the Grand 
National Assembly in 1990 and was accomplished in 2007 by the vote of  
the European Parliament. But while political events can be riveted to a cer-
tain date, the processes in societies and socio-cultural attitudes were evolving 
smoothly and with overtaking or delaying speeds. In this sense, the notion 
of  transition today sounds more like a feature of  the past (the 1990s) than an 
adequate definition of  the state of  society and art. Bulgaria is now fully im-
mersed in the world’s global problems – from financial crises to terrorism and 
migration. On this point, Nikolay Iordanov writes: ‘In this sense, 2000 can be 
seen as a marker of  an internal division of  the period from 1989 to 2015 not only because 
it awakens the feelings of  fin de ciècle and the new millennium, but above all because the 
dominant features of  the public attitudes the turn of  the twenty-first century are different’ 
(Iordanov 2016: 17).

Other concepts that are related to the post-totalitarian development of  
culture and the arts are the concepts of  crisis and identity crisis.

The radical change in the functioning, production and financing of  art 
in comparison to the state-controlled and censored art of  the communist 
era, actually led in the 1990s to a crisis situation in which the notions ‘pro-
ducer, curator, sponsor’ and others were still vague and full of  contradictory 
content creating a real and objective crisis situation. On the other hand, the 
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identity crisis, which many Bulgarian artists went through, was a painful con-
dition, which sometimes lasted for more than a decade. Regarding Bulgarian 
cinema, Ingeborg Bratoeva-Daraktchieva views its totalitarian and post-total-
itarian history through the prism of  three crises of  identity, the last of  which 
started in the post-1989 period. However, the notion according to her does 
not contain only a negative meaning: ‘Rather I understand this social state (identity 
crisis) in its ambivalence, both as a painful destruction of  customary structures of  self-iden-
tification and as a period of  purification as a moment of  a leap into new developments and 
opportunities. Changing identity is a process of  re-valuing values and social reintegration’ 
(Bratoeva-Daraktchieva 2013a: 16).

The identity crisis affected not only the creators, but the society as a 
whole. The events’ explosive emotionality after the fall of  the Berlin Wall 
pulled the rug from under everyone – both from under the opponents of  the 
former regime and from under the nostalgists who no longer felt comfortable 
in the new times of  ‘democracy’. For almost half  a century, the nation, enthu-
siastically or hypocritically, had adopted the imposed Soviet ideological model. 
Almost three generations have ‘adjusted’ their lives (and creativity) according 
to the then-existing rules. Suddenly, the disappearance of  the social roots to 
unify the nation around was felt dramatically by a certain part of  Bulgarians. 
Nikolay Iordanov wrote: ‘The Bulgarian society at the end of  the twentieth century has 
long since ceased to be traditional, it is not even fully aware of  its traditions, since the totali-
tarian practice for almost half  a century has transformed the national history and weakened 
the collective identity, weakened the feeling of  a community…’ (Iordanov 2016: 22).

This dramatic state of  ambiguity, the loss of  the sense of  self-identifica-
tion, the inability to find common values and language in the divided into ‘blue’ 
and ‘red’ society, continues to some extent to the present day. And although 
our country is more dependent on globalisation processes in the world than 
on the old ideological mantras, the psychological gaps in the socio-cultural 
attitudes do not yet allow the nation to think of  itself  as a single entity. ‘In 
Bulgaria’, Iordanov writes, ‘the crisis of  public consciousness continues relatively longer 
than in other Eastern European countries, almost until the end of  the 1990s, because for 
a part of  the population, especially for the older generations the crises have become a modus 
of  living for the whole period’ (Iordanov 2016: 23).

All the specifics of  this social process hold true for the Bulgarian ani-
mation, although here in particular distinctive specific aspects occur. Even in 
the time of  totalitarian communism, our animation has not been subjected to 
censoring pressure. It much more freely, compared to feature film, succeeded 
in providing a wide scope for self-expression to its creators. The clichés of  the 
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so-called Socialist Realism hardly affected our animated film. Modern graphics 
and neo-vanguard styles have flourished since the 1960s and 1970s. Bulgari-
an animation developed ‘Aesopian language’, the metaphor, the ability to tell 
subversive stories with vivid visual means. The absence of  dialogue in most 
of  the films placed the Bulgarian authors mostly out of  the focus of  the ide-
ological drones. That was why the Bulgarian animated film was more radical 
in its criticism of  the regime and society, of  the national mentality than it was 
possible for the feature film. The animation language is based on the symbol, 
metaphor, visual tropes and individual artist’s ‘hand’. After 1989, it would be 
logical to assume that the animators would continue without any problem or 
drama their creative quests started in the totalitarian period. This particular 
part of  the Bulgarian artistic elite was never firmly pressed by the ideology 
and successfully engaged with the global process – through the World Anima-
tion Film Festival in Varna, the considerable amount of  international awards 
and the audience’s love.

Unfortunately, reality turned out to be quite different in the 1990s. The 
identity crisis did not overlook the animators. If  many Bulgarian artists in the 
other fields of  art were yet to explore the new to them thematic areas of  indi-
vidualism (in opposition to the collectivist mantra of  the Socialist Realism), if  
they had for the first time to evaluate the contradictions of  pluralistic thinking 
or postmodern constructs, to most Bulgarian animators this was already a 
mastered field which had already been shown: the brutality of  the rulers, the 
sexuality, the sarcasm about the superiors – all the taboos from the times of  
the totalitarian regime. But what does a creator do when taboos have been 
lifted?

The crises (eco-
nomic, financial, or-
ganizational, etc.) 
as well as the identity 
crisis in Bulgarian an-
imation film resulted 
from three main rea-
sons – two of  them 
were common to 
other arts, the third 
was specific.

Obviously, the 
first reason for the cri-Pic. 1 Nikolay Todorov's  scetch to The Bagpipe, 1982, directors Henry 

Koulev and Nikolay Todorov
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sis situation of  Bulgarian animated cinema was in the overall change in the 
way the filmmaking was funded, produced and administrated. Just a few years 
after, Bulgarian cinema began to be referred to as a ‘cultural industry’. This 
was quite new and incomprehensible for the times of  1990s. Then, the state 
budget withdrew from the total funding of  Bulgarian culture. Bulgarian Cin-
ematography state-run company closed down, the state-funded Boyana Film 
Studio and Sofia Animation Film Studio literary in a day dismissed all their 
directors, writers, artists, animators, etc. The newly established National Film 
Center immediately declared its ambition to introduce a new policy in financ-
ing the Bulgarian filmmaking. The aim was to implement an anti-monopoly 
programme of  film production, not linked with the studios. The idea was to 
share the risks of  possible failures among more ‘players’ in the process. The 
risks were thus shared by all the players: by the authors – whether they would 
recruit a producer; by the producers – whether they would fall into debt hav-
ing an undistributed film, by the state – whether it would allocate taxpayers’ 
money to a pseudo-national culture. But ideas are one thing, and the ineffec-
tively working mechanisms are a different kettle of  fish. At the very begin-
ning, the producer’s figure was viewed with some dose of  amazement by the 
artists. What does he/she do? And how? One of  the Bulgarian distinguished 
directors Radoslav Spassov then commented: ‘The private production was born. 
People from different cinematographic professions became producers. And they all had no 
money. The domestic market was taken over by private distributors and representatives of  
powerful US majors’ (Spassov 1999). 

The second reason for the deepening of  the crisis in the 1990s in the field 
of  cartoons was totally unexpected. Until that moment, Bulgarian animation 
had a wide access to its viewers. The animated film had always enjoyed a wide 
range of  fans, and sometimes the Bulgarian audience accepted it as a reve-
lation. For example Donyo Donev’s The Three Fools / Trimata glupatsi (1970) 
had become a film phenomenon. The Bulgarian nation even self-identified 
itself  with these (non-heroic) cartoon characters. In the early 1990s, however, 
Bulgarian animated film fell down into a complete isolation from its audience. 
The short films which traditionally forewent the main show in theatres were 
quickly replaced by advertising blocks, the TV broadcasters (including the 
National one) were unable to insert Bulgarian animation into their new pro-
gramme schemes and the market was swept away by the powerful flow of  the 
Disney Empire. The total commercialisation of  culture left no room for the 
performance of  art-films. Most distributors did not even include short films 
in their marketing strategies. Unfortunately, this is still the case today. The 
cardinal change in audience’s attitudes, the mass enthusiasm for previously 
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forbidden trashy turbo folk (called in Bulgaria ‘chalga’) turned to be a major 
problem. Today, through alternative channels for accessing the public such as 
new technologies, internet sites, various online platforms, and partly festival 
and specialised screenings, animation producers are making some efforts to 
overcome this crisis. Unfortunately, they fail to generate any financial result. 

The third reason for the crisis of  identity in animation is very specific and is 
rooted in the very nature of  cartoon art. I have already mentioned the tradi-
tion – a metaphorical, powerful visual cinema, addressing explosive messages 
in a form that can be interpreted on many levels. Films that require an intelligent 
viewer to succeed in decoding the signs and messages. Bulgarian art-animation 
has already enjoyed international prestige, but also gained a circle of  loyal ad-
mirers in Bulgaria. The determined in the communist times orientation of  Bul-
garian animation towards festival screens rather than towards the mass audience 
turned out to be crucial in the 1990s. Even the most communicative part of  
the Bulgarian animation, such as Donyo Donev’s films, also relied on the par-
able, the absurdity, the visual challenge. The changes since 1989 have, however, 
have completely remodelled the communicative situation and the paradigms of  
‘speaking’ in society. The 1990s were a time of  acute publicity, direct political and 
journalistic battles and fierce accusations against the ‘enemy’. ‘The straight text’, 
and not the metaphor, defined the discourse after the fall of  the Berlin Wall. In 
real life, this even took the physical form of  ‘club-wielding confrontation’. For its 
part, the fierce opposing in the media got the direct form of  the ‘Russia–America’ 
conflict (and the Cold War vocabulary remained in use, just changing sides). The 
Bulgarian people were divided by the ‘either/or’ choice. Only a few years later, a 
softer option would be adopted by society: ‘the alternative of  Europe, which does 
not confront Russia directly’. In this context, an art such as animation, which has 
always relied on metaphor, symbolism, absurdity or subtext, was clearly incapable 
of  fitting into the rage of  such a direct antagonism. Our feature film has been 
quicker to release some ‘black’ gangster works in the 1990s, exploring the aes-
thetic language of  devastation. Ingeborg Bratoeva-Daraktchieva even called this 
trend ‘vulgar realism’ (Bratoeva-Daraktchieva 1913a: 287). Bulgarian animated film, 
due to its artistic and subtle nature was driven out of  the running by the extreme 
and brutal attitudes of  society.

After the fall of  the Berlin Wall, however, the national integrity was a ques-
tioned concept in the Bulgarian society. With no national doctrine in place, per-
sistently sabotaged by the media, analysts and politicians branding the Bulgarians 
as ‘tough guys (‘mutras’), credit millionaires, poor retirees, yuppies, beautiful, ugly, 
young, old’, etc., it was perhaps an objective obstacle to an artist to ‘choose’ his/
her version of  what it was to be a Bulgarian at the turn of  the twenty-first cen-
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tury. Obviously, in the age of  globalisation and the Internet many of  the original 
(patriarchal) values have irrevocably gone into the past. But what came to replace 
them? Hence, the identity crisis deepened: the metaphorical nature of  animation 
confronted the directness of  time, and the language of  time was ‘negative, paranoid, 
and potentially loaded with psychosis’, in the words of  Rumyana Delcheva (Delcheva 
1996).

The development of  the Bulgarian animated film, both in quantity and 
quality (with some rare exceptions), hit a historical low in the early 1990s. The 
inertia to complete the films started in the state-run Sofia Animation Film Studio 
continued for some time. But new ideas that should appear in the conditions of  
freedom of  speech and lack of  censorship did not occur. The only exception was 
Zlatin Radev’s Canfilm / Konservfilm (1990), but it was made entirely during the 
totalitarian period. Several works such as Henry Kulev’s The Gorgone / Gorgonata 
(1993), Zlatin Radev’s Shock (1996), or Anna Haralampieva’s The Tenth Circle / De-
setiat krag (1998) won international awards but the whole art process in animation 
was somehow obscure and could not centre around a unifying idea or a general 
attitude that mocks, accepts or compares Bulgarian national mentality with other, 
new values.

The revival did not set in until after the 2000s, as Bulgarian artists gradually 
emerged from the state of  crisis. The key notion transition somehow also faded 
out. However, as far as the interpretation of  national identity issues is concerned, the 
authors still took to it with some fear and uncertainty. The exception was Stoyan 
Dukov’ series where the different episodes are titled as different months of  the 
year, a continuation of  his wonderful film February / Fevruari of  1978, based on 
Yordan Radichkov’s motifs. In the new versions, however, neither the absurdity 
of  the prototype nor the quality of  the animation are the same.

The most successful films of  the last two decades are definitely open to-
wards the Western culture developing modernistic and postmodernistic lessons. 
(Yellow / Zhalto, directed by Ivan Russev, 2001; Sunday Evening / Nedelia vecher, 

Pic. 2 Yellow by Ivan Russev, 2001 Pic. 3 Father by Ivan Bogdanov, 2012
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dir. Kalina Vutova, 2002; 
Anna Blume, dir. Vessela 
Dantcheva, 2009; Fellinic-
ita, dir. Andrey Tsvetk-
ov, 2009, The Lighthouse 
/ Farat, dir. Velislava 
Gospodinova, 2012; The 
Day of  the Bleeding Gums 
/ Deniat na karvavite vent-
si, dir. Dimitar Dimitrov, 
2014, Mark and Verse / 
Shtrih i stih, dir. Ivan Bog-
danov, Boris Pramatarov, 
Dmitry Yagodin, Asparuh 
Petrov, Milen Vitanov, Bo-
ris Despodov, 2015; Father 
/ Bashta by Ivan Bog-
danov, 2012, etc.). Logi-
cally, it was the new gen-
erations of  artists, who 
were trying to integrate 
European values in the 
arts more fully. They are 
the bearers of  a different 
point of  view, which is not 
so closely anchored in the 
Balkan Peninsula as was 
the case in the starry years 

of  the Bulgarian animation school. In her book European Cinema: Globally and 
Locally, Ingeborg Bratoieva-Daraktchieva widely commented on the resistance 
of  many theorists to define and adopt the concept of  ‘European identity’. In this 
respect, Bulgarian animation seems to be an exception again, showing how young 
authors identify themselves with European cultural values, even though the latter 
are sometimes as distant in time as almost a century. This process is natural for 
the new authors who do not think their films as a kind of  opposition against so-
cialism that is already history. They even do not care to challenge the established 
traditions of  the school (as it was the case with the Bulgarian ‘rebel animators’ of  
the mid-1970s). An indicative work of  this trend is Anna Blume, a film based on 
the 1919 poem by the dadaist Kurt Schwiters and on a surrealism-inspired visual 

Pic. 4 Anna Blume by Vessela Dantcheva, 2009

Pic. 5 Siringa by Penju Kiratsov, 2012
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concept. Revitalising the ‘old’ modernism, Vessela Dantcheva offers a new per-
spective as a young Bulgarian author – a citizen of  the world. The film was made 
in co-production with Germany and this fact was (and still is) a rare occurrence 
too.

Curiously, even when turning to mythological or folk motifs in the 2000s, 
Bulgarian animation directors prefer to explore European (‘foreign’) traditions 
rather than our own ‘native’ ones. To compare, the situation in feature film is 
different. Ingeborg Bratoeva-Daraktchieva writes: ‘By pointing out the cultural het-
erogeneity of  modern Europe, postmodern scholars refuse to refer both to the Judeo-Christian 
cultural tradition as a possible historical reference to the common European identity and to the 
Greco-Roman tradition that draws the most ancient and the deepest layer of  European culture 
(Eco 2010: 315-317). Instead, they prefer to ‘illuminate and articulate the social and political 
concessions of  modern Europe’ (Bratoeva-Daraktchieva 2013b: 10).

Bulgarian animation in this sense continues to develop its styles asynchro-
nously and not exactly in tune with the feature film frames of  dynamics. Just 
for example, the mythological stories preferred by some Bulgarian animators in 
this century are mostly based on European antiquity. Sometimes the antiquity is 
transformed through a later Western European interpretation. Pencho Kunchev’s 
film The Moon with the Blue Eyes / Lunata sas sinite ochi (2001) is a cartoon adaptation 
of  ‘The Books of  Billitis: A Book of  Ancient Love’ by Pierre Louÿs, a nine-
teenth-century writer from France, where the erotic passion between two young 
women is dissolved in nature, the sexual allusions are created by the movement of  
the landscape, the branches, the river flow, the fish, the beetles, the lizards... Penju 
Kiratsov’s Siringa (2012) refers in an analogous way to the mythology... but to the 
Greek one. Possibly, these references to foreign cultures are part of  the natural 
process of  learning and exploring the tradition of  ‘the other’. But at the same 
time, this almost complete absence of  a new analysis of  the national character 
and mentality is also a sign of  a still ongoing crisis of  national identity.

Paradoxically, some animated films based on the Bulgarian and Balkan tra-
dition and folklore come from ‘outside’, created by Bulgarian directors working 
abroad. The world-famous animator Theodor Ushev has based his surrealistic 
Sonámbulo (2015) on the unparalleled music ‘Opa, hey’ by Kotarashki (Nikola 
Gruev), visualised by references to Juan Miró, Picasso and other Western Eu-
ropean artists, and inspired by a poem by Federico García Lorca. Ushev’s Os-
car-nominated, Blind Vaysha / Sliapata Vaisha, 2016, (on Georgi Gospodinov’s 
story) also uses the rhythms of  Kotarashki, but interprets much more original 
Bulgarian images borrowed from the Medieval icon or its ‘cheap’ version of  the 
linoprints and engravings which were widely distributed in the Bulgarian homes 
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Pic. 6. Sonámbulo by Theodor Ushev, 2015

Pic. 7 Blind Vaysha by Theodor Ushev, 2016

Pic. 8 Background from The Golden Apple by Dimitar Petrov, 2018
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in the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. The London-educated Bulgar-
ian animator, Dimitar Petrov released a pilot episode of  the Golden Apple / Zlat-
nata yabalka series. He also incorporates stories and visual motifs from Bulgarian 
folklore. On the other hand, the author himself  says he was influenced by Eyvind 
Earle and the popular Samurai Jack series. So he stylised Bulgarian national motifs 
combining them with a famous world graphic aesthetics.

It begs the question of  why the sense of  Bulgarian identity and integrity 
comes from abroad rather than from domestic Bulgarian animators...
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Abstract: Georgian film has always been distinguished for its great cinematic tra-
ditions and achievements: since the turn of  the twentieth century from the 1920s 
onwards, when the Soviet regime was established in this country. In the Soviet period, 
the best pictures of  Georgian films were appreciated around the world for their true 
artistic merits. With the collapse of  the Soviet Union and the Soviet film industry 
system, development of  local filmmaking faced many challenges. 
Indeed, the situation resulted in radical changes in everything, including filmmak-
ing. The traditional sources of  financing were closed, old Soviet structures were de-
stroyed, and new film companies and small studios sprang up. The works of  young 
film directors dominated that period. These films were not commercial but prob-
lematic. Their authors wanted to touch upon the pressing questions, but frequently 
in vain because they tried to do that using profoundly innovative methods, what was 
incomprehensible to the audience. 
This paper deals with the abovementioned problems of  Georgian film and its first 
steps in the new era of  national independent film industry, which had exceptional 
peculiarities and tendencies, in most cases very experimental, but unsuccessful. 

Keywords: new era, transformation, collapse of  old system, new film studios, young 
filmmakers, escapism, emigration, problems in distribution

Georgian film has always been distinguished for its great cinematic tra-
ditions and achievements: since the turn of  the twentieth century from the 
1920s onwards, when the Soviet regime was established in this country. In the 
Soviet period, the best pictures of  Georgian films were appreciated around 
the world for their true artistic merits. With the collapse of  the Soviet Union 
and the Soviet film industry system, development of  local filmmaking faced 
many challenges.  This was common for the film industries of  all former So-
viet Union republics. The governments of  these countries were stubbornly 
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convinced that film studios should move towards self-financing. ‘However, the 
increase in armed conflicts and the economic crisis have reinforced instability and it is to be 
feared that, in the republics, the blossoming of  national cinema may shortly be no more than 
a memory’, wrote film historian Jean Radvanyi in The Oxford History of  World 
Cinema (Radvanyi 1996).

The decline in the different fields, financial crisis, civil resistance and war 
actions in several regions of  Georgia accompanied the independence. Some 
political, social and economic problems had a serious impact on everyday life 
and the future of  the national film too. Since 1991, a transition period began 
with many difficulties. 

Indeed, the situation resulted in radical changes in everything, includ-
ing filmmaking. The traditional sources of  financing were closed, old Soviet 
structures were destroyed, and new film companies and small studios sprang 
up. The main film studio, Kartuli Filmi (Georgian Film) was transformed 
into a film concern and three years later, into a joint-stock company but this 
change could not help to produce more interesting productions.

Unfortunately, historical films, the production of  which needed a lot 
of  money, the musical melodramas and comedies, which were very popular 
among the Georgian audience, have not been made. Some of  the directors 
and actors were forced to go abroad and continue their career there, some 
went to TV companies, and others left the film industry forever. Only a small 
number of  professionals stayed there and dedicated their talent to the devel-
opment of  the national film. Amateurs appeared too.

Naturally, most of  such kind of  people could not make sense of  film 
business, which greatly prevented the further steps of  the film industry to-
wards new conditions, perfecting the generational changes, adapting the cre-
ative personnel to the new challenges. And so, Georgian film suffered a crisis 
that could not be overcome in a short time.

National film began the transition to the commercial model of  financ-
ing, which helped to promote banal, cheap film projects. Such products were 
uninteresting and tasteless. They abounded in subjects, which had no artis-
tic merits (Shubashvili 2005, part I: 19). This assessment accurately reflects 
the situation in the Georgian film industry of  the early 1990s. Works of  the 
young film directors dominated that period. Many of  them had graduated 
from the local film school, Georgian Shota Rustaveli Theatre and Film State 
University, a good alternative to the famous Moscow VGIK. These films 
were not commercial but problematic. Their authors wanted to touch upon 
the pressing questions, but frequently in vain because they tried to do that 
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using profoundly innovative methods, which were incomprehensible to the 
audience. They featured antiheroes, re-evaluation of  values, pessimism. The 
border between reality and convention was erased. Many of  these filmmakers 
wanted to present peculiar interpretations of  contemporary life and in this 
way, they had forgotten that the greatness of  the national film was in its sim-
plicity, sincerity, and straightforwardness.

It is a fact that most of  the fiction films made in the 1990s were fraught 
with worthless metaphors, subtexts, and search, which probably only their 
directors understood (maybe even they did not). It is amazing that all actors, 
cameramen, scriptwriters and so on desired to be film directors. For many 
subjective or objective reasons, they failed to succeed in most of  the cases.

Similar topics appeared in student films too. It was a kind of  competi-
tion among the future filmmakers. They centred their attention on various so-
cial and economic problems, such as unemployment, idleness, drug addiction, 
alcoholism, etc. They believed that only such films could show the everyday 
problems of  the young generation and did not realise how they spoiled their 
starting positions of  coming into the film industry. Only the works of  two or 
three student filmmakers were reliable and memorable. 

It turned out that in the country there were neither American studio sys-
tem experience nor European film industry experience. Suddenly all film di-
rectors offered themselves as producers too. They were aware that the young 
independent state could not provide funds for their film projects and applied 
to private organizations, which were not interested in paying money for these 
projects.

It brought in a new practice: new-made directors/producers usually sold 
their own apartments, houses, villas, lands to get the money for their new 
film project, and then they shot some nasty films, showing them to their 
friends, relatives, neighbours and few colleagues, who called them ‘genius’, 
and satisfied with their ‘masterpieces’ accurately kept them at home, thinking 
not about distribution. It is clear, that Georgian film market did not exist in 
those years, because two or three movie theatres could were not enough for 
that, but these directors/producers even never tried to enter neighbouring 
or other countries’ film markets, they did not establish any connections with 
foreign film distribution companies.

German film historian Thomas Elsaesser perfectly illustrated the situa-
tion in the film industry of  post-Soviet space and emphasised that ‘the newly 
independent states emerging from the former Soviet Union (Georgia, Belarus, Ukraine) 
have had more or less catastrophic consequences for these countries’ respective film cultures. 
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All of  them used to have an official film industry centrally administered. The filmmaker 
was, in certain crucial respects an employee of  the state, and thus did not have to pursue 
his or her production funds either through commercial production companies or via the box 
office. Since the end of  Communist rule, however, this central funding has fallen away, 
and the profession has been struggling to reorganize itself  along market lines’ (Elsaesser 
2004: 70).

A film is a product of  the film industry and needs to be sold. This simple 
truth has been forgotten at that time in Georgia. Everyone wanted to present 
their films at the international film festivals, where he or she could win a pres-
tigious award (or awards) so that a foreign producer could take interest and 
invite him or her to a film project. Of  course, in rare cases, it really happened, 
but not for everyone.

The shooting processes of  some films were prolonged for years and 
during such a period the subject of  the film plot had lost its actuality and sen-
sitivity. In such situations, the crewmembers frequently left the group and the 
director was forced to find new members to continue working on the film.

All of  this was accompanied by a variety of  technical problems, which 
resulted in the disruption of  the material-technical base and the failure of  the 
film industry. For this reason, filmmakers switched to video, then to the dig-
ital technology. Certainly, such rebuilding required new education and qual-
ification, which Georgian film workers had not. The film laboratory of  the 
Georgian Film Studio could not function properly (and finally, it was closed), 
so local filmmakers and producers had to travel to Russia, Ukraine, Czech Re-
public or Turkey for film processing and postproduction. Everything needed 
additional financial resources.  

It should be noted that at that time the attitudes towards film criticism 
were strained. It is true that never before has there been much love for film 
critics and especially on the directors’ side, but in the 1990s this tendency 
gained a very vicious character in Georgia. If  some critic had written any 
notes about a film, the director of  this film, the producer and even the script-
writer–they all deemed such a critic to be their archenemy. 

In 1992, the International Film Festival Golden Eagle was founded, 
which was supposed to be biennial. Unfortunately, due to financial difficulties 
and organizational problems, this film festival did not last long.

The National Television Film Studio worked more actively and was re-
named Georgian TV Film Company. This studio made some interesting mu-
sical, documentary and feature films. Considerable contribution to the pro-
motion of  this company’s production was made by young directors. Unlike 
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them, the production of  the Film Studio of  Documentary and Science Films 
deteriorated year by year and by the end of  this decade, this studio produced 
only one or two short films. Its management team was unable to find suitable 
investments, failed to get in touch with foreign colleagues, organise copro-
ductions and so on.

Unprepared and inexperienced Georgian filmmakers faced many new 
challenges, which led to various problems. The national film faced new prod-
ucts and creative tasks and had to solve everything in a short time.

Georgian film of  the 1990s gradually moved away from the poetic and 
fable forms, the place of  the romantic heroes was occupied by representa-
tives of  a particular society, in most cases, the representatives of  the bottom 
and all film production was characterised ed by a sense of  despair, confusion, 
fear and complete chaos. New Georgian film only then began an independent 
life, and therefore a new era set its imprint on its development.

From the second half  of  the 1990s onwards, it was often said that Geor-
gian film and film culture have died. Within the few years of  independence, 
it was impossible to use everything to adapt to the contemporary foreign 
cinematic standards, to rebuild the thematics at once. The real leaders of  the 
Georgian film had studied and analysed the novelties and challenges in order 
to meet the next century with new expectations.

Despite the abovementioned problems, there have been achievements 
at the international level. Some Georgian films received top awards at the 
international film festivals in Thessaloniki (Greece), Berlin (Germany), Lo-
carno (Switzerland), Pesaro (Italy), Avignon (France), Varna (Bulgaria), 
etc., yet, the greatest achievement of  Georgian national film was the Geor-
gian-French-Russian-Belgian-Ukrainian-German coproduction by Nana 
Djordjadze, A Chef  in Love (1996), nominated for Oscar in 1997.

By the end of  the 1990s, the establishing of  Georgian National Film 
Centre was launched. This organisation, with the financial assistance of  the 
government, was supposed to take charge of  the processes in film industry 
and its further development, to protect copyright, guarantee the independ-
ence and freedom of  creative activity, to improve technological, information-
al, production and educational bases, and so on. For this purpose, a legislative 
initiative was developed, which was introduced into a law in December 2000 
and soon the Georgian National Film Centre began its work. After that, new 
horizons emerged and many things had changed for the better.



Transition, Crisis, Identities, Typologies34

References:
Elsaesser, Thomas. European Cinema: Face to Face with Hollywood. Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2004
Dolidze, Zviad. Georgian Film. Short History. Tbilisi, Tsitsinatela, 2017 (in Georgian)
Radvanyi, Jean. Cinema in the Soviet Republics. In: The Oxford History of  World 
Cinema. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996
Shubashvili, Archil. History of  Georgian Film (Short Course). In: Georgian Filmmak-
ers. Tbilisi: University of  Theatre and Film Press, 2005 (in Georgian)



Post-Totalitarian Cinema in Eastern European Countries: Models and Identities 35

30 YEARS OF POST-COMMUNIST CINEMA 
IN ROMANIA DIVIDED INTO FOUR 
PERIODS

Marian Ţuţui1

George Oprescu Institute of Art History 
of the Romanian Academy, 
Hyperion University in Bucharest
mariantutui@gmail.com

Abstract: Like any film industry in an ex-communist, after 1989 Romanian saw a 
strong crisis of  adaptation to the market economy, which resulted in a dramatic de-
crease in film production, so that in 2000 no full-length features were made, ani-
mation disappeared for a decade, there was a dramatic decrease in the number of  
cinemas and recognition of  the need to subsidise domestic film production.
After 2001, beginning with Cristi Puiu’s film Marfa și banii (Stuff  and Dough), critics 
from everywhere, both favourable and unfavourable, have noticed a new way of  mak-
ing cinema, later called the New Romanian Wave, which has caused changes in the 
aesthetics and concept of  fiction film. The most important feature of  the New Wave, 
in addition to technical features such as direct sound and hand-shot, is a new type 
of  sombre drama and realism. In this respect we can speak of  four periods: transi-
tion (1990–1994), crisis (1994–2000), revival (2001–2007) and the age of  producers 
(2007–). 

Keywords: Ex-communist country, transition, subsidy, animation, Romanian New 
Wave. 

New Institutions 
In 1980, Romania made 30 feature films (maximum production during 

communism). It should be noted that in the 1980s Romania produced 100 
short animations and 300 documentaries per year. In 1989, 25 films were made 
and in 1999, no less than zero films! After that little by little the production be-
gan to rise again: in 2008, 14 full-length feature films, while in 2010, 19 films, 
etc. On the other hand, the number of  cinema theatres evolved from 338 in 
1938, to 3,300 in 1960 and 68 in 2010! 

1    Marian Ţuţui is a leading film researcher in the field of the history of film in the Balkans. Since 
2017, he is a professor of film studies at Hyperion University in Bucharest and since 2014 he is a 
researcher at George Oprescu Institute of Art History of the Romanian Academy. He is author of 
three books: Manakia Brothers or the Image of the Balkans (2005), A Short History of Romanian 
Film (2005, 2018 in China) and Orient Express. Romanian and Balkan Film (2008).
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After the fall of  communism (December 1989), the seven studios (in-
clusively a studio specialised in documentaries, one in animation and another 
one belonging to the army) decayed and finally gave their last breath. A new 
system was needed and taking the French CNC as a model, the Romanian 
National Film Centre and a unique film fund were established in 1994. It took 
almost a decade for the Romanian CNFC to become really functional. In the 
late 1990s, with a lesser governmental participation in the film production 
and during a time when the local currency was continuously depreciating it 
was almost impossible to make a full-length feature in Romania. The most 
dramatic moment was in 1999 when no Romanian film was produced. It was 
finally understood that the French system of  financing had to be adopted, 
but it was as late as 2000, when the CNFC grant began to cover 50% of  the 
budget and even more for debutants. On the other hand, the local currency 
became stable and the film fund did not depend anymore on the government 
(with the exception of  a small sum in 2006) but began to be fuelled by fees on 
televisions, videotapes, etc. 

The national film fund has become stable. By 2008, it has accumulated 
about €10.5 mln. With the economic crisis, the funds went down to €7.7 mln 
in 2010. Thus, film production in the last eight years increased from 18 films 
in 2003, to 21 in 2004, 20 in 2005, 18 in 2006, 12 in 2007, 9 in 2008, 18 in 2009 
and 19 in 20102. The average is 17 films a year. One can speak of  a production 
revival as in the last year of  communism, 25 films were made on a yearly basis3. 

The transitional period took place between 1990 and 1994. Although a 
difficult period in terms of  funding, older filmmakers such as Dan Piţa and 
Lucian Pintilie received two awards in Venice, in 1992 and 1998 respectively. 
Dan Piţa received the Silver Lion in Venice for Luxury Hotel (Hotel de lux), 
while Lucian Pintilie received the Grand Special Jury Prize for Next Stop Para-
dise (Terminus Paradis). 

The period between 1994 and 1999 was one of  a crisis, when film pro-
duction decayed so much that in 1999 no film was made in Romania!

The third period began in 2000 with a reorganisation and adaptation of  
the National Film Centre.

2     During communism Romania produced most long feature films in 1980: 30 long feature films. 
In 1989 they made 25 long feature films. See Elefterie Voiculescu, Buftea jubileu. Adevăruri din-
tr-un semicentenar de vise, Ed. Arvin Press, Bucureşti, 2005, p. 78
3     In 1938 Romania (with a population of 18 million inhabitants) had 436 cinema theatres with 
149,000 seats. See Boabe de grâu, apud Cinefile, 1/ 2010, p. 29. In 1989 there were 620 cinema the-
atres with more than 200,000 seats and 4,000 equipments for screening 16 mm films in the villages.
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Maybe it is not a coincidence that in 2001 was released the first film 
announcing the Romanian New Wave, Stuff  & Dough/ Marfa şi banii, directed 
by Cristi Puiu. Another dramatic moment was in 2003, when young directors 
among whom Cristian Mungiu and Cristi Puiu, wrote a protest letter to CNFC 
in which they signalled that some of  the jurors had their own film projects in 
the competition and they have voted for them to be funded. Obviously, the 
system of  holding the competition for funding was changed. Yet, even today 
the system has flaws, such as a successful director being advantaged even as 
a producer or even if  such a director submits a film to a category of  films he 
has never done. On the other hand, by taking into account the awards in the 
last 10 years young filmmakers took revenge on the old generation.

It was also a time when one could feel a great need for producers and 
scriptwriters, as well as for new faces on the screen, that is new actors. Some 
of  the most active scriptwriters died (Eugen Barbu in 1993 and Titus Pop-
ovici in 1994) and it took some time for the newcomers to make their way. 
In 2001 and the subsequent years scriptwriters like Tudor Voican, Răzvan 
Rădulescu (he presently also directs), Andreea Vălean and Alexandru Baciu 
appeared almost out of  the blue. First of  all they had to prove that street 
language was suitable for cinema and then that in ordinary reality they could 
find stories that could make a good film. Director Cristi Puiu and scriptwrit-
er Răzvan Rădulescu with Stuff  & Dough were the first to win such a battle. 
Director of  photography Silviu Stavilă was probably the first to use long takes 

Pic. 1 Still from Stuff  and Dough (2001), the first film of  the Romanian New Wave
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and a portable camera in Stuff  & Dough but Oleg Mutu did it both for Cristi 
Puiu in The Death of  Mr. Lazarescu/ Moartea domnului Lăzărescu and for Cristian 
Mungiu in 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days. We should also add Liviu Marghidan 
(California Dreamin’, Tales from the Golden Age/ Povestiri din Epoca de Aur and Med-
al of  Honour/ Medalia de onoare) and especially Marius Panduru, who proved he 
could handle both minimalism (The Way I Spent the End of  the World, 12:08 East 
of  Bucharest, Police, Adjective, If  I Want to Whistle, I Whistle) and lavish reconstruc-
tions of  a historical period in The Rest is Silence. 

With the contemporary dramas of  modest budgets, are we dealing with 
an adaptation of  content to the funds or vice versa? The filmmakers included 
in the Romanian New Wave have never produced a manifesto and have al-
ways considered themselves as individuals with similar tastes and aspirations. 
As Cristian Mungiu puts it: ‘The approaches are too different and there is no program. 
However, there is a group of  youngsters who could make another kind of  films, more 
modern, nearer to the rhythm of  life nowadays, closer to the public and visible as <more 
real>. But I do not know how many people wish this change! (…) I hope that the young 
will have in the beginning the wisdom to understand that first of  all they do not compete 
with each other but they have as common goal to offer an alternative, to replace a mentality, 
a style of  thinking and a way to create. Later on, rivalries will become unavoidable but 
it would be wonderful if  solidarity functioned at least in the beginning’4. Therefore, we 
can conclude that their common aesthetics can be a result of  some economic 
constraints. Shooting the present and the surroundings is obviously cheaper 
than reconstructing the past or sending a crew to some distant locations. 
Moreover, Eastern filmmakers have noticed that their societies in transition 
are hard to live in but spectacular to render and their contrasts stylistically 
turned into an antithesis and an oxymoron while the absurdities and mal-
functions of  the system became sometimes sources of  irony and black hu-
mour. Their films impressed the juries and were generally liked by the West-
ern audience. I daresay such wave of  general liking was brought by a wind 
of  change. The opening of  the Western European borders to the Easterners 
and the globalisation led to another change described by Dina Iordanova: 
‘The discourse on place is no longer a prerogative of  the ‘centre’ reflecting on its “margins”. 
What formerly was deemed to be a ‘periphery’ is endowed with new vitality that challenges 
the traditional narratives of  locale and movement and replaces them with new takes on 
place and itinerary’ (Iordanova 2001). Cristi Puiu rejected the advantage of  a 
certain exoticism and to be labelled as an East-European filmmaker. He even 

4     Marius Chivu, Nu vreau sa fac filme la kilogram. Interviu cu Cristian Mungiu, see 
www.revista22.ro/nu-vreau-sa-fac-filme-la-kilogram-446.html
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expressed his preference for an anti-commercial cinema: ‘This is the commercial 
recipe: after a week of  labour you go to the movies, watch Steven Seagal saving the world 
and return home serene. What about when he does not save it; now you’ve got a problem! 
Commercial cinema cannot solve your own drama (Mihăilescu 2008). Two years later 
he added: ‘There are several films which bother me and I think they show things wrong 
and impose rather noxious perspectives. Therefore the kind of  film that I make becomes 
rather an answer, a proposal’ (Iftimie 2010).

In terms of  aesthetics, unlike other films in the Balkans, the films of  the 
Romanian New Wave are united by a realist, almost documentary, austere and 
minimalist style rather than by black humour. 

The new kind of  film needed, of  course, new actors. After 1989 two Ro-
manian actors were able to become international stars even before the ascen-
sion of  the local films: Maia Morgenstern (b. 1962), an actress cast in films 
by great directors such as Theodoros Angelopoulos, Márta Mészáros and 
Mel Gibson or Marcel Iureş (b. 1951) who played in Interview with the Vampire: 
The Vampire Chronicles, Mission: Impossible, The Peacemaker, Amen, etc. The most 
important actors of  the New Wave are Dorotheea Petre, Andi Vasluianu, An-
amaria Marinca, Dragoş Bucur, Mimi Brănescu, Vlad Ivanov, Ozana Oancea, 
Bogdan Dumitrache, George Piştereanu, Clara Vodă, Maria Popistaşu, Ana 
Ularu and Maria Dinulescu. Among them Dorotheea Petre and Anamaria 
Marinca, who has received prestigious awards for their acting: a prize in 2006 
in Un certain regard in Cannes for her interpretation in How I Celebrated the End 
of  the World, and a BAFTA in 2004 for her role in David Yates’ Sex Traffic. 

The directors, directors of  photography and actors were all graduates of  
UNATC (National University of  Theatrical Art and Ion Luca Caragiale Cin-
ema) with the exception of  directors Cristi Puiu who studied in Geneva and 
Ruxandra Zenide, a graduate of  FAMU in Prague. Cristian Mungiu, however, 
does not recognize UNATC or Romanian film tradition as important: ‘I do not 
think there is a Romanian film school, unless you mean that I did film school in Romania. 
(...) If  you shake a little Romanian cinema, only a few titles and pieces of  films remain’ 
(Mironică 2004).

Forming producers took longer. Finally, the system encouraged some 
directors to become producers (Corneliu Porumboiu and Cristian Mungiu), 
while others entrusted producership to their wives (Cristi Puiu, Alexandru 
Solomon and Tudor Giurgiu) or to their brothers (Cătălin Mitulescu). Even 
forming directors specialised in documentaries took some time. Alexand-
ru Solomon originates from a director of  photography, while Florin Iepan 
comes from television. 
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Lack of  audiences and lack of  genre diversity 
With 89,000 sold tickets 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days was in the top 20 

of  the first-time released national feature films between 2006 and 2010 by 
admission. It was followed by If  I Want to Whistle, I Whistle with 51,000 admis-
sions and Tales from the Golden Age I with 28,000 admissions. We have to add 
that an important percent of  spectators of  4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days was 
due to the travelling cinemas in some Romanian towns that no longer have a 
cinema theatre. On the other hand, Slumdog Millionaire the number one box-of-
fice European film of  2009 had no more than 41,000 admissions. Even after 
Romania’s admission to EU, American films still dominate the Romanian film 
market. In the last five years, about 200 films were released a year (50% of  the 
total of  films, while the European ones represent 30% and the domestic ones 
reach up to 20%) but by far they sell most tickets. In 2009 Ice Age: Dawn of  the 
Dinosaurs sold 334,000 tickets while the following year Avatar reached up to 
610,000 spectators.

In comparison with other countries, the figures are modest or even neg-
ligible. Indeed, in 2010 Romania had only 68 cinema theatres with 194 screens 
and 50,733 seats 5. In 2010 there were 6,508,747 admissions to 427 films, 
which mean an average of  0.3 admissions per inhabitant9. 4 Months, 3 Weeks 
and 2 Days is only the forty-seventh of  all national films originating from Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe6. 

One cannot say, however, that Romanians nowadays do not attend shows. 
In 2011. Transylvania International Film Festival (TIFF) held in Cluj-Napoca, 
sold more than 60,000 tickets in ten days for 220 films from 45 countries7. 
Indeed, TIFF is the largest and best Romanian film festival while Cluj-Napoca 
is the fourth largest Romanian city, with a population of  300,000. The same 
year 40,000 people attended a concert of  The Scorpions in the same town8. 

5     In 1938 Romania (with a population of 18 million inhabitants) had 436 cinema theatres with 
149,000 seats. See Boabe de grâu, apud Cinefile, 1/ 2010, p. 29. In 1989 there were 620 cinema the-
atres with more than 200,000 seats and 4,000 equipments for screening 16 mm films in the villages. 
6     In USA there is an average of over 4 admissions per inhabitant each year in the last decades. 
See www.unesco.org/culture/industries/cinema/html_engl/prod.shtml
7      In  this  top  the first five films are Turkish and  the sixth  is Polish. The first sold 4.7 million 
tickets and the sixth almost 2 million tickets. Practically, among the first 50 films there is only one 
Czech film and the Romanian 432 while the rest are from Turkey and Poland. See Kanzler, Martin 
The circulation of European co-productions and entirely national films in Europe 2001 to 2007, 
https://rm.coe.int/09000016807835ee
8      In  this  top  the first five films are Turkish and  the sixth  is Polish. The first sold 4.7 million 
tickets and the sixth almost 2 million tickets. Practically, among the first 50 films there is only one 
Czech film and the Romanian 432 while the rest are from Turkey and Poland. See Kanzler, Martin, 
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Before 2004, Romanian films 
have also received prestigious 
awards, but they hardly made it to 
the Western European American 
screens. As for Eastern Europe, 
new Romanian films could hard-
ly make it on the Russian market; 
4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days was 
ignored in Bulgaria9, but was suc-
cessfully shown in Croatia. In 2009, 
according to critics’ Top 10 of  the 
best films of  the decade released in 
Croatia, there were three Romanian 
films: 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days 
was ranked second (after Crouch-
ing Tiger, Hidden Dragon), The Death 
of  Mr. Lazarescu was ranked and Po-
lice, Adjective was ranked tenth10. 

We can conclude that the real 
problems are the small number of  
the surviving cinema theatres and 
the impact of  all Romanian films on the domestic audience. It is obvious 
that less than 51,000 seats in cinema theatres will not make Romanian films 
profitable. Even the constant growth of  the market of  home videotapes can-
not help enough. A more rapid change can happen in the taste of  Romanian 
audience. Presently the average Romanian spectator is no longer attracted 
even by popular genres such as crime or comedy even tackled by the box-of-
fice champions of  the communist time, directors Sergiu Nicolaescu and Geo 
Saizescu11. A partial explanation may be that this time the two directors have 
lost their breath and Nicolaescu’s crime films Survivor/ Supravieţuitorul and 
Poker and Saizescu’s comedy Pacala Returns/ Păcală se întoarce respectively are 
bad. We can blame  the young directors that even during the post-modern 

The circulation of European co-productions and entirely national films in Europe 2001 to 2007, 
https://rm.coe.int/09000016807835ee
9     See www.ftr.ro/70000-de-spectatori-la-filmele-de-la-tiff-49215.php
10     See http://www.agerpres.ro/english/index.php/component/k2/item/173.html
11    See  www.dailybusiness.ro/stiri-lifestyle/40-000-de-spectatori-la-concertul-scorpions-de-pe-
cluj-arena-69207/

Pic. 2 Poster of  Transylvania International Film Fes-
tival (2017)
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period they disregard the ‘genre films’. Traces of  a thriller are, however, dis-
cernible in Stuff  & Dough, as well as in 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days. The latter 
indeed becomes a thriller especially when the friend of  the pregnant student 
tries to get rid of  the foetus. Cristi Puiu’s film is rather an anti-thriller because 
the director does not focus on the masked individuals who follow the car of  
the youngsters and we can see them again dead from the moving car together 
with the main characters. Expectably, Corneliu Porumboiu’s Police, Adjective 
is also not a real policier but one told in a pace reminding of  real time. On 
the other hand, we deal with the very definition of  policeman, which makes 
him different from the one in American films. A policeman is supposed to 
enforce the law, not to question it and be a moralist. An Austrian magazine 
has recently used Ästhetik der Echzeit (The Aesthetics of  Real Time) as a title 
of  an article about Cristi Puiu’s Aurora (Landsgesell 2011). The author even 
used the expression ‘slow-motion film mode’. Indeed, Puiu’s story about a serial 
killer that surprises the audience with its denouement but during three hours 
the camera focuses on details that other films consider unimportant. Cris-
tian Mungiu’s debut feature West/ Occident (2002) was an elaborated comedy 
compositionally similar to Nae Caranfil’s Sundays on Leave/E pericoloso sporg-
ersi (1993) but obviously also to Rashomon or Pulp Fiction. The stories of  at 
least three characters ingeniously mingle as genuine alternative scripts on the 
theme of  debauchment and wish to emigrate. After seven years the director 
returned to comedy with Tales from the Golden Age (writer Cristian Mungiu, dir. 
Hanno Höfer, Răzvan Mărculescu, Cristian Mungiu, Constantin Popescu and 
Ioana Uricaru). He said that ‘Tales… is a film made on purpose for an audience who 
consider cinema mainly as entertainment (…) After all, in case that even a film like Tales 
from the Golden Age is not able to pull the viewer out of  the house, it simply means that we 
have to resign ourselves to the idea that the custom of  going to the movies has disappeared 
in Romania and we, the filmmakers have to think what to do next in such circumstances’ 
(Bălaşu 2008) 

Former young directors became producers  
The fourth period began in 2001 and lasts till nowadays. In 2001, Cris-

ti Puiu and Tudor Giurgiu became the producers of  their own films, Stuff  
and Dough and the short Traffic respectively through the firms Mandragora 
and Libra Film respectively. This new stage began shaping more visibly in 
2004–2007, when one by one they were followed by Cătălin Mitulescu with 
his company Strada Film in 2004, Cristian Mungiu with Mobra Film (2005), 
Corneliu Porumboiu with 42 Km Film in 2006 and documentary filmmaker 
Alexandru Solomon with HI Film Productions in 2007.
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In running their pro-
duction companies Puiu, 
Giurgiu and Solomon were 
helped by their wives, Mit-
ulescu by his brother, while 
Porumboiu depended on 
the money of  his wealthy 
father, former soccer refer-
ee. Beside bring successful 
directors, all of  them be-
came over time significant 
producers. At a time when 
Romanian filmmaking was 
missing film producers, they could fill in this niche and become producers 
due to their skills as directors of  fiction films, with the exception of  Alex-
andru Solomon, director of  several good documentaries. They could even 
produce TV series and documentary films although they had no experience 
in such production. Before 2001, they could hardly benefit from the funds 
of  the Romanian National Film Centre due to the influence of  the older di-
rectors. Now the situation is similar again but this time to their advantage as 
films directed or produced by these six directors win almost all funding com-
petitions in Romania. Obviously, the six directors who have become produc-
ers have also been able to prove their talent as producers who contribute to 
the debut or success of  other Romanian and even foreign directors or offered 
services for shooting important foreign films. Thus, Mandragora and Cristi 
Puiu contributed to the successful debut of  Marian Crişan with his Megatron 
(Golden Palm in Cannes for Best Short Film in 2008); Mobra Film and Cris-
tian Mungiu produced films by Nae Caranfil and debutants Ioan Uricaru and 
Anca Miruna Lăzărescu; Cătălin Mitulescu and Strada Film produced Florin 
Şerban’s If  I Want to Whistle, I Whistle (Silver Bear and Jury Grand Prix in Ber-
lin, 2010), as well as Ruxandra Zenide’s Ryna (2005); Alexandru Solomon and 
especially his wife Ada Solomon’s HI Film Productions produced all films by 
Radu Jude, inclusively Aferim! (Silver Bear for Best Director in Berlin, 2016), 
as well as Călin Netzer’s The Medal of  Honor (2009) and co-produced Maren 
Ade’s Toni Erdmann (nominated for Best Foreign Language Film and winner 
of  six European Film Awards in 2016), while Libra Film and Oana and Tudor 
Giurgiu produced Peter Strickland’s Katalin Varga (Silver Berlin Bear in 2009). 

Directors and their families involved in the same films, is not new to 
Romanian filmmaking. We can even witness the continuation of  a tradition 

Pic. 3 National Film Centre in 1938. It looks the same now-
adays.
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if  taking into account the fact that under communism and even in the first 
decade after the fall of  communism major directors such as Dan Piţa, Mircea 
Daneliuc and Mircea Muresan, as well as scriptwriter Eugen Barbu made 
most of  their films starring their wives and lovers. 
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Abstract: The problem of  ‘the other’, ‘the foreigner’ in the Bulgarian culture and subse-
quently in national film has undergone different transformations and taken on new 
dimensions over time. It is of  paramount importance to see how this image of  ‘the 
other’ is contaminated with national stereotypes for better understanding and trac-
ing the processes of  globalisation and Europeanisation of  modern post-totalitarian 
Bulgarian film. After the perestroika, the fall of  the Berlin Wall and the collapse of  
the USSR and the Eastern Bloc, Bulgarian film industry took a new path that once 
again had to overcome mental barriers in the minds of  developed Europeans. The 
cinematic artefact offered a unique opportunity not only for interpretation of  a for-
eign world, but also for rearranging its own cultural values. Articulating the image of  
‘the foreigner’, Bulgarian film constructs new fields, working with different cultures: 
European, American, even Asian and on different problems (on genre diversity) from 
the distant and recent past, and from the present. 

Keywords: otherness, Bulgarian film, post-socialism, Europe, globalisation, transna-
tionalism, Asia, new models

The dialogue between identities in the global and contemporary cine-
matic processes is definitely interesting, complex and multifaceted. And it 
can become an increasingly attractive subject of  research in the context of  
globalisation, the transformation of  the concept of  national film and the ev-
er-expanding idea of  cross-cultural reception. The term ‘otherness’ is also encom-
passed within a broad framework of  different thinking, which has a specific 
colour and aspect, depending on the subject of  the picture and its origin 
(whether it is national or a co-production). Individual film industries transmit 

1     Andronika Màrtonova is a film critic, researcher and university educator in Asian film. Assoc. 
Prof., PhD, Head of Screen Arts Department,  Institute of Art Studies, BAS; author of numerous 
critical and research publications on Asian film, world and Bulgarian film cultures. One of the main 
archival focuses of her work is related to Bulgaria and its cross-cultural communications with the 
Far East in different historical pasts: before WWII, Socialism and the post-totalitarian period; vis-
iting lecturer at National Academy for Theatre and Film Arts and the Sofia University ‘St. Kliment 
Ohridski’, Bulgaria.
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different status and weight in the negotiation of  otherness, depending on the 
topicality of  the problems that dominate the film product culture. ‘The term is 
initially used here to denote that which resides outside the margins of  the dominant cultural 
representations, outside the social symbolic order’ (Plate 1999, 3).

In the context of  Bulgarian post-totalitarian film, the dispute and the 
discourse of  otherness is most often found in the paradigm of  the foreign-
er, that other, which is beyond our Bulgarian identity. The dominant focus 
is understandable and is a result of  the historical processes that Bulgaria is 
going through. In the current paper we will take this issue as a first step of  
a more extended study, having in mind that otherness has a different, not 
inconsequential faces, and they are being also exposed sporadically in screen 
representations. Closing the aperture in the study, we will put an accent on 
something completely fresh and new in our latest film production over the 
last decade: the appearance of  dialogues and even identifications with the 
narrative film’s characters from the Far East cultures. This article seeks to 
outline the possible and potential discursive fields in whose methodological 
and theoretical framework we could analyse the post-totalitarian Bulgarian 
feature film. The field is provocative because it constantly enacts – just like 
in the duality of  Yin and Yang – with many dichotomous pairs. One of  them 
is a very well presented fine play on words: ‘imaging otherness’ and ‘imagining 
otherness’ (Ibid., 1999, 3-13), since the other / the alien / the foreigner is both de-
picted and imagined. The visual (ergo aesthetic) and sense power of  the film 
allows us to work very well with the duality of  this construct, which generates 
a series of  ambiguous readings and symbols. The twosome author/viewer2 is 
also an essential part of  the dialogue with cultural diversity, as in the contem-
porary age we are witnessing increasingly globalised audiences, an active user 
of  over-, trans- and even supranational pictures coming from the European 
film. ‘In its contested position between national and supranational interests the study of  
European cinema can be seen to mirror the central debate of  the European project more 
generally, namely to negotiate and reconcile the desires for cultural specificity and national 
identity with the larger ideal of  a supranational community’. (Bergfelder 2005, 316).

The post-modern era is far more than a Pandora’s box, especially in the 
recent years where waves of  refugees provokes the emergence of  new themes 
and stories in world cinema. Migration has two dimensions to it: centrifugal 
and centripetal. And it can also be static, in the psychic and/or soul’s prison. 
The migrant as an our own, the migrant as an extraneous; the migrant having 

2     Regarding the audience and the national viewer of contemporary Bulgarian films, see the study 
by Donev 2018 and the critical article by Martonova 2014.
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returned to their home country or as a resident of  a new, second country; 
the migrant as a temporary resident; the unfulfilled migrant (where migra-
tion remains a status quo of  imagination and yearning); the feeling that you 
are a migrant in your own country and in your own culture without leaving 
it… These are still hot topic areas that are articulated in many screen works 
and academic studies3. The alien could be everybody in fact: a stranger, an 
intruder, a neighbour, a wife, accidentally fallen... and so on. But his cinematic 
appearance and existence gave birth to another level of  narratives. Some are 
truly original. Others are plain with banal. The oppositions and the tensions 
arisen in the dichotomous pairs between ‘imaging otherness’ and ‘imagining oth-
erness’, our own / extraneous, self / the other, we / outsiders, author(s) / spectators(s) 
has also a vivid charge and potential for cogitation. But could we always talk 
about contradistinction and strain? Could we think those dual constructs in 
the area of  identification? Questions that we could not answer right now, but 
at least we can mark units for further analysis.

In general, the idea of  ‘otherness’ is like an ocean in which different cur-
rents flow. To a large extent, it is also central to the humanities, even funda-
mental to the constructions of  societies based on the balance / imbalance be-
tween majority and minority. The group and individual identities are determined 
by the ethical, cultural, religious categories that shape the human stereotypes, 
attitudes, behaviours, and mentality. They all play a significant role in thinking 
who we are, where we are, what we want or do not want to be, how others 
see us, how we see others, how we would or (not) want to look in the eyes of  
others. And what we would have been if  we were different.

Film is perhaps the richest art opportunity, in which the dialogue pro-
voked by the idea of  ‘otherness’ finds its specific expression. Marina Grishak-
ova emphasises that ‘The rich semiotic potential of  the screen as a “mirror” being trig-
gered in the film art’ (Grishakova 2013). She argues the psychoanalytic approach 
to film theory, and especially the theory of  Jacques Lacan, expressed in his 
essay The Mirror Stage (1949)4, are the most appropriate tool in thinking of  the 

3     Here, perhaps, we should emphasise that in European film and on the screen of the former 
socialist countries the issue of migrants and migration is a specific subject of analysis. (See Clarke, 
2005, 279-294). There  is a point of  intersection, but also distinctive differences between certain 
industries and co-production models. The regional, local, definitely influences the tracts and this is 
an indisputable fact. Balkan and Central European film have their own approach, individual manner 
and voice on the topic of migration, which is de facto historically conditioned and is the subject of 
another study.

4     In fact, the term ‘otherness’ was initially rooted in psychoanalysis, and its connotations had 
been subsequently expanded by other aspects, disciplines, authors and approaches.
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collision between identities. Because ‘the film image is perceived as “incomplete coun-
terpart” of  the reality. Contemporary theory approaching Freud’s re-formulated Lacan 
doctrine. According to Metz, the existence of  cinema is entirely dependent on the activity 
of  the imaginary and unconscious motives or fantasies that it generates in the viewer. Film 
images give to viewers access to their own subjectivity through identification, voyeurism and 
fetishism’. (Ibid.) And, as clearly seen, Grishakova’s thesis corresponds per-
fectly to the duality of  imaging - imagining. We see ourselves thanks / through 
/ despite it being to others. They are the mirror. Film is a mirror of  reality. 
At the same time, the reflected image is not always 100% true, albeit illusory, 
to look like this5. Perception and identification are the long way to form the 
dialectic of  the image with truth and authenticity. That is why we have (not)
recognition6, acceptance, rejection, duality, (not)completeness, alienation, etc. 
from what we see.

Lacan uses so appropriate the powerful symbol of  the mirror7, whose 
surface accommodates all kinds of  interpretations related to the reflection 
and their definitely important, even fatal consequences: completeness/frag-
mentation, distortion, erasure, idealisation, fraction. ‘The other is my (purely) 
unconscious’ (Kristeva, 1988, 271), but the image of  difference may hide our 
true face of  identity. Following this analogy, film also produces the narrative’s 
consequences in the dialogue about our own/extraneous construct.

The issue of  identity in Bulgarian film as a theoretical problem is widely 
discussed in our film studies through the prism of  the national film industry. 
Identity takes different forms during the development of  our national histor-
ical film, has different dimensions, directions, scales and representations on 
screen. Basically it tries to answer the question ‘who are we?’ and to legitimise 
the nation before the world. In order to be properly understood, we must 
emphasise that the dichotomous constructs of  our own / extraneous, self / the 
other, we / outsiders, the Bulgarian / the foreigner depicted on the screen are also 
inherited from the Bulgarian literature, drama and ethno-cultural specifics 
of  our mentality. The concentrate of  self / our own accumulate and stratify 
tension, coming from them /extraneous / the other. This projection can lead to 
deepening or overcoming our own ethno-complexes as well as rationalising 

5     We are seen in the mirror, but we perceive subjectively the reflection, which is why it is not 
100% true.
6     It can also provoke a series of emotional reactions: neutral attitude, joy, admiration, but also 
horror, disgust.
7     Naturally, here we can think about Francis Bacon and his concept of human understanding as 
‘a false mirror, which … distorts and discolours the nature of things by mingling its own nature with 
it’, therefore experience dominates the mirror.
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national traumas and crises. 
The screen activates meta-visualised accumulated knowledge that had 

already created imaginary pictures in people’s minds of  what the World is. It 
is the gateway to access the other, to cultural diversity, to a different modernity, 
or even to different ... primitivity.

The reforms of  the Tanzimât in Ottoman Empire, the processes of  
the Bulgarian National Revival, and subsequently, the development of  the 
country in the Post-Liberation period, were accompanied by an accelerated 
process of  self-identification of  the national culture. Despite the fact that the 
Bulgarian culture led a closed existence within the Ottoman Empire until the 
Liberation, it was constantly reproducing the comparative model of  ‘own – 
foreign’, which was conditioned by historical processes. The feeling of  ‘the 
other’, ‘the foreign’, and the ‘not-mine’ always had threatening and negative 
connotations, especially when it came to the Oriental world in the context of  
a confined cultural community as the Bulgarian one had been for a long time. 
However, the European ‘other’ was not in this pejorative position, and this 
feeling deepened after the Liberation. On the contrary, Europeanness was an 
example to be followed, especially since Bulgaria viewed itself  as part of  the 
Balkans, the Slavic family, and last but not least, the Orthodox Christianity.

The impulse towards a high comparison with Europe and the pursuit of  
catching up as fast as possible brought along another phenomenon: everything 
foreign coming from the developed societies of  the Continent was received 
positively. If  Europe was interested in the East (e.g. the ‘infectious’ Japanese 
culture), this meant that Bulgaria should also follow this example and turn 
their curious eyes towards the unknown, the distant, and the exotic. In the 
late nineteenth and the early twentieth century Bulgaria had to establish its 
identity to the world, while simultaneously attempting to establish the identity 
of  unfamiliar so far cultures in its own spaces. On the other hand, there was 
another mental barrier in the minds of  developed Europeans: the marked 
value opposition Europe-the Orient8, where the latter was synonymous with 
backwardness, primitiveness, simplicity, provincialism, and may even go be-
yond the Balkan borders. The main question that rationally posed a challenge 
to the reforming Bulgarian culture was how to communicate with the world.

To Bulgarians, Europe became an imperative measure of  comparison, 
even in the aspect of  self-irritation, criticism and sarcastic ridicule of  the na-

8      For more  on  the  topic  in  comparison with  other  cultures  and film,  see  also  the  studies  of 
Yezernik 2013, Doncheva 2010, Todorova 2009, Aretov (1995, 2001), Danova 1995, Tsoncheva 
2013.
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tive cultural self, which is easily visible in Bulgarian literature9. 
The national culture image remained unstable for a long time and need-

ed continuous building, rethinking and evidence that it existed, furthermore 
in a significant way. The transition to creating a new image adequate to the 
European world was undoubtedly not an easy task for the Bulgarian society.

The images of  our own / extraneous, self / the other, we / outsiders, Bulgarian 
/ foreigner were placed in the working regimes of  cultural legitimation.

At the same time, images were formed as reflections of  the different 
types of  contact with foreignness, defined by Lydia Mihova (Mihova 2001, 
62):

 Acceptance of  the foreign model and detachment from its  
  own;
 Acceptance without breaking;
 External imitation;
 Transfer to the own model.

‘Valuing the image of  foreigner depends on the degree of  knowledge, understanding or 
misunderstanding of  his or her culture and attitudes. Knowing him/her results in thinking 
of  him/her as his/her own. The more strange, the more distant exotic is the image of  the 
alien, the more definitely positive or negatively marked is the image of  him/her as anoth-
er’ (Mihova 2001, 57). 

Under socialism, however, the cultural legitimacy was dominated by the 
ideological and the dogmatic platform of  the socialist construct. Through 
film, spectators had to identify themselves with their comrades-communists, 
and the alien was uncompromisingly defined as the capitalist enemy. The ed-
ucational role of  film was put solely in the context of  ideological propaganda, 
following the leading experience of  the fraternal Soviet regime. Film culture, 
as the main tool of  the governmental propaganda, became the conveyor of  
unambiguous political messages and mass public agitprop. The basic aim was 
aesthetical education of  the working people, indoctrinating the revolutionary 
ideas of  the new society and confirming the achievements and creative power 
of  the socialist habits.

Among the ideological identification were the brotherly socialist coun-

9     The titles of Bulgarian classics such as “Krivorazbranata Tsivilizatsiya” / “The Phoney Civili-
zation” by Dobri Voynikov (1871) and Bay Ganyo by Aleko Konstantionov (1894–1895) perfectly 
illustrate this statement.
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tries, the so-called People’s Democracies. Here fell also the Far East countries: 
mainly China, North Korea, Vietnam, Laos, Kampuchea (now Cambodia). 
But the feature-length Bulgarian films of  that period did not play with the 
proximity of  distant identities, leaving this privilege to documentary film10.

In the contemporary post-totalitarian Bulgarian film, the configurations 
of  otherness have been transformed into completely different dimensions, 
some of  them related to catching up, (re)discovery, reproach, and new per-
spectives of  interpretation (the latter holds especially true for the historical 
communist past and its narratives). Modes of  this communication have a 
particular relevance in the context of  our film culture because screen imag-
es were included in new cultural models. The film artefact offers a unique 
opportunity not only to interpret the foreign world, but also to rearrange 
own cultural values. Through the articulation of  the image of  ‘the foreigner’, 
Bulgarian film constructs new fields to deal with the different problems (on 
genre diversity) from the distant and recent past (e.g. Thou, Who Are in Heaven, 
After the End of  the World, Bulgarian Rhapsody, A Journey to Jerusalem, Bay Ganyo 
on His Way to Europe, And God Came down to See Us, Enemies, A Farewell to Hem-
ingway, Monkeys in Winter, The World is Big and Salvation Lurks Around the Corner, 
Heights, etc.); and from the present: A Letter to America, Footsteps in the Sand, A 
Voiceover, The Foreigner, Mission London, Victoria, Three Days in Sarajevo, etc.

In a wider context, the contrasts between the self and the other, alien are 
a working formula, effectively and attractively articulated in Bulgarian fea-
ture film, both full-length and short. Therefore, a too local representation of  
identities often stands the risk of  being misunderstood by a wide range of  
non-national audiences.

On the other hand, the context expansion and the bringing out the nar-
rative from regional issues into the frame of  multipurpose signification takes 
film artefacts on another perceptible level, perhaps more apprehensible in the 
fields of  Balkan and Southeast European film. A much more difficult task is 
to find an adequate position of  the universal messages that could skilfully dia-
logise with the global screen and audiences.

In the recent years, several Bulgarian cinematic works have put into the 
space frame some kind of  new artistic enactment with many different and 
even unrecognised identities, along with their visible stereotypes, patterns and 
models of  representation: the well-known Bulgarian identity starts dialogising 

10     Research on this subject in the context of the screen dialog between Bulgaria-China, Bulgar-
ia-DPRK was made by Martonova 2016, 2018, 2019.



Transition, Crisis, Identities, Typologies52

through screen with Far East (in 
general plan) cultures and unfamil-
iar Asian characters. This is defi-
nitely something absolutely new to 
the national cinema, i.e. to realise 
original themes and stories on the 
Bulgarian-Asian axis, to introduce 
totally unused, even attractive per-
sonages, often even in an absolute-
ly non-Bulgarian cultural environ-
ment.

In fact, these films are exactly 
in these two directions11:

1.   The first variant of  realisa-
tion: the confrontation between 
the Bulgarian and the Asian 
identities in the context of  our 
contemporary and post-totali-
tarian reality:

Yellow dog (2012, dir. Maria 
Nikolova, Bulgaria, debut 27`)

Taiji12 (2014, dir. Rossen An-
dronov, Shin Fei; independent co-
production, Bulgaria/China, 60`)

A picture with Yuki (2019, dir. 
Lachezar Avramov, Bulgaria-Japan, 
debut, 110`)13.

To these features, however, 
we’d add a documentary, noting 
that the new Bulgarian documen-

11     In a broader perspective, they are analysed in the article Did Asia finally become interesting 
to Bulgarian film? [„Става ли най-накрая Азия интересна за българското кино?”. // Stava li 
nay-nakraya Aziya interesna za balgarskoto kino?] – see Martonova 2018. 
12     This is our first and so far only example of the so-called sinophone film (Chinese-speaking, 
transnational cinema of Chinese diasporas around the world, a new term in Asian film studies). See 
Shin 2014. 
13     Interview with film writer Dimitar Stoianovich and director Lachezar Avramov – see Mar-
tonova 2019.

1 Poster from Yellow dog (2012, Bulgaria), director Maria 
Nikolova

2 Taiji (2014, co-production), director Rossen An-
dronov and Shin Fei
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tary film has not yet hit upon 
the idea of  talking to the Asian 
Diasporas in our country. It’s 
high time to articulate this 
cross-cultural situation on 
screen. The 60-minute docu-
mentary by Elisaveta Manolo-
va and Zhana Popova Moon-
cake14, 2006 is an exception.

2.   The second variant 
of  realisation is the unprec-
edented deep immersion in 
the distant Asian territories 
with other aesthetic conven-
tions, where the worldviews 
and behaviours are far from 
the European and Western 
values, and of  course, in their 
compendium generate other, 
supranational and categorically 
universal meanings and mes-
sages:

Outlying (2014, dir. Rado-
slav Sharapanov, Bulgaria, 11`, 
shot in Hong Kong),

All Bulgarian shorts by 
Yana Lekarska, shot in South 
Korea:  Bridge (2016), November 
will be May (2017), Here and now 
(2018)

The full-length Àga (2018, 
dir. Milko Lazarov, Bulgaria/
Germany/France, 96`) shot in 
the Republic of  Sakha (Yaku-
tia). 

14      It is interesting to note that the theme of Chinese Diaspora was developed by Vox Populi 
Documentary Theatre Studio in their production Invisible No. 2: Fu dir. Neda Sokolovka. See also 
Popova’s survey (2012).

3 A picture with Yuki (2019, co-production), director 
Lachezar Avramov

4 Outlying (2014, Bulgaria), director Radoslav Sharapanov

5 Bridge (2016, Bulgaria), director Yana Lekarska
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In her analysis of  
the crises of  identity in 
the evolution of  Bulgar-
ian film, Prof. Ingeborg 
Bratoieva-Daraktchie-
va15 repeatedly claims 
and emphasises that in 
the dynamic era of  glo-
balisation we are now 
talking about the deteri-
oration of  modern cul-
ture in general, and the 

concept of  national film 
is becoming more and 
more problematic as the 
identity on screen is con-
structed in a completely 
different way, adequate-
ly corresponding to the 
idea of  multiculturalism 
and the hot debate on 
cultural pluralism. The 
introduction of  co-pro-
duction models creates 
prerequisites for an active 
dialogue between the tra-
ditions of  individual film 
industries. In contempo-
rary film we talk more 
and more in the context 
of  supernatural, trans-
national film and style, 
global film culture and 
hybrid cultural identities. 
‘While it is still possible to 

15     See  Bratoeva 2004, 32-34;  Bratoeva-Daraktchieva, 2008, 42–47; Bratoeva-Daraktchieva 
2009,  297-303; 

6 November will be May (2017, Bulgaria), director Yana Lekarska

7 Here and now (2018, Bulgaria), director Yana Lekarska

8 Àga (2018, co-production), director Milko Lazarov
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identify dominant themes in one or other national film industry, the obligatory ‘design’ of  
a nation in its own film increasingly recedes to universalism. This holds true for Bulgarian 
film of  the last decade.’ (Bratoeva-Darakchieva  2013, 259).

Film and television as mass media are a free zone of  contact between 
different arts (still, film is syncretic), of  a dialogue between cultures, artists 
and phenomena. The screen art easily decentralises cultural identity by open-
ing it boldly out. Co-productions provide a great opportunity for diffusion 
of  different cultural strata and specifics. Film also has the unique chance 
of  going beyond its own national and regional markets, festivals and well-
known (autochthonous) viewing territories and of  crossing borders, reaching 
beyond and over the national fields of  screen communication to get across 
to new global spectators appropriately defined by Arjun Appadurai with the 
term ‘de-territorialized viewers’ (Apadurai 2006, 15).
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Abstract: After the festival and commercial success of  Steven Soderbergh’s Sex, Lies 
and Video (1989), independent film and filmmaking became a hot topic also in film 
studies and academic film criticism. In this paper I’m trying to propose a preliminary 
framework for studying contemporary Bulgarian independent film. Its first major 
characteristic is the impossibility of  being identified only with the art cinema. In the 
US and elsewhere in the world ‘independent film’ does not necessarily mean ‘art film’, 
just as ‘mainstream’ is by no means synonymous with Hollywood. In this respect, 
every Bulgarian film produced outside the state funding system, the public television 
channels and the big commercial broadcasters fully deserves to be characterized as 
‘independent’. Nevertheless, productions realised outside the funding models are fol-
lowing their own specific models of  production and possess various creative, cultural, 
and artistic features that place them in different categories. In current Bulgarian film 
environment, the possibilities of  low-level film production are one of  the most im-
portant factors of  change. They will foster not only the participation of  an increasing 
number of  filmmakers in the actual film production process but also the establishing 
of  independent film as an important factor, which can improve the official film pol-
icy.

Keywords: independent film, public funding, art cinema, genre cinema, Bourdieu, 
digital filmmaking, audience

This text is part of  a larger project, in which I will attempt to identify 
and explain the major characteristics of  contemporary Bulgarian independ-
ent filmmaking.

Therefore, I will not dwell here on the clash of  definitions regarding the 
term ‘independent’ applied to filmmaking. During the 110-year history of  
independent film, countless definitions have been offered. After the festival 
and commercial success of  Steven Soderbergh’s Sex, Lies and Video (1989), 
independent film and filmmaking became a hot topic also in film studies and 

1    Alexander Donev, PhD, is a Specialist at the Screen Arts Department, Institute of Art Studies, 
BAS. Research fields: film studies, film marketing, history of film industry. Author of the books: Ask 
the Audience (2018), Film Independents. From Edison to Netflix (2019). Visiting lecturer in film 
studies at NATFA (Sofia).
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academic film criticism. Thousands of  articles and papers are published dis-
seminating a wide range of  approaches to contemporary independent film. 
Still, most important to me is which of  them best correspond to the current 
developments in Bulgarian film landscape. 

In this sense, it would be important at the beginning of  this paper to 
try to define briefly contemporary Bulgarian independent filmmaking. Its 
first major characteristic is the impossibility of  being identified only with 
art cinema. In contemporary independent film—in the US and elsewhere in 
the world—‘independent film’ does not necessarily mean ‘art film’, just as 
‘mainstream’ is by no means synonymous with Hollywood. In principle, the 
core distinction with regard to the main source of  funding for production 
remains, and in this respect, every Bulgarian film produced outside the state 
funding system, the public television channels and the big commercial broad-
casters fully deserves to be characterised as ‘independent’. As usual, among 
the different pictures of  this type, produced in Bulgarian conditions, there 
are feature films, financed primarily through various models of  sponsorship, 
product placement or other forms of  commercial commitment. Some of  the 
most successful at the box office independent films are distributed by com-
panies, which are subdivisions of  the largest Bulgarian commercial television 
channels. This marketing model gives serious advantages to the advertising 
campaigns of  such works and greatly facilitates their contact with the audi-
ence.

In any case, however, it is undeniable that the public funding system, 
which is guided and dominated by the National Film Center Executive Agen-
cy, based on financial resources of  about BGN15 mln (€7.67 mln) per year, 
is the dominant model for the organisation and power distribution in current 
Bulgarian filmmaking. It is quite normal that productions that do not receive 
full (if  any) access to these resources are deemed to have adopted a certain 
alternative attitude that traditionally in the film industry is called ‘independ-
ence’. 

Here, we must also pay special attention to Geoff  King’s principle re-
mark that this type of  filmmaking may be located in different areas of  the in-
dependent spectrum, ranging from the avant-garde to the periphery of  Hol-
lywood (King 2006, 75). This idea is based on the concept of  Pierre Bourdieu 
on ‘the field of  the cultural production’. The French sociologist elaborates his the-
oretical view based on an analysis of  the developments in literature, the-
atre and fine arts in France in the second half  of  the nineteenth century 
(Bourdieu 2004). This is exactly the time when large commercial publishing 
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houses are being established and they functioned actually in the same way as 
major Hollywood studios about half  a century later. It is common knowledge 
that these studios recreated the prototype of  the first vertically integrated 
companies in film business, the French Pathé Frères and Gaumont. On the 
other hand, in the field of  fine arts in that period, the Selection Committees 
appointed by the authorities selected works for the extensively advertised 
general art exhibitions (Exposition Universelle). They were organised by the 
powerful City of  Paris Municipality and the participation in such exhibition 
guaranteed secure und lucrative sales. Any outcast artist, rejected or refusing 
to cooperate with the main authorities in the field of  cultural production 
was doomed to be independent and poor. As an alternative to the official 
exhibitions since 1884, the first Salon des Indépendants appeared. Based on 
his analysis, Bourdieu defines the field of  cultural production as a system 
of  relations between different institutions of  art, market and power and the 
creation of  works of  art as a result of  their concrete relationship of  consent 
or resistance. In this sense, independent art always seeks to break down the 
established artistic norms that are reflecting certain social, commercial and 
power positions.

For practical reason I’m inclined to accept the most open definition, 
produced by the organizations of  independent filmmakers. For example, in 
the summer issue/2003 of  Filmmaker magazine, published by the East Coast-
based IFP (Independent Filmmaker Project), the current range of  indie 
filmmaking is defined as follows: ‘Independent film has always been about alter-
native points of  view, whether they be expressed in experimental approaches or through 
crowd-pleasing comedies’ 2. The non-profit Film Independent, organizing the In-
dependent Spirit Awards, the most renowned awards for independent films, 
has as only restrictions the length of  at least 70 minutes and the budget: ‘cost 
of  completed film, including post, should be less than $20 million’ 3.

This is the right moment for one more proviso to be added. Contem-
porary Bulgarian filmmakers are oversensitive to financing issues. They are 
much less concerned with questions such as their contact with the audience, 
the impact of  their films on society, and still less, whether their works are 
attuned to the latest film trends. Money is the main problem, and the attitude 
to money sets the dividing line.    

2      https://filmmakermagazine.com/archives/issues/summer2003/features/25_faces.php  - 
(accessed 27.February 2019) 
3              https://s3.amazonaws.com/SA_SubForm_etc/2019_SAsubmissions_RulesRegs_073018.
pdf - (accessed 27. .February 2019)
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This is the reason why Bulgarian independent films are equated with 
films that have not used state financing. I will choose to define them as 
‘self-financed’, though I am fully aware of  the fact that this definition is not 
quite correct. Productions realised with competition-based support from the 
National Film Center are also, in a way, ‘self-financed’, inasmuch as under the 
Film Industry Act, their budgets are provided through the financial plans of  
their producers. To these films, state support provides only part of  the total 
funding, as a rule, not more than 50 percent. Most of  these films, and precise-
ly the more costly ones, have in fact received 70 to 80 percent of  their budget 
from the state. In these cases a film can be produced almost entirely through 
public funding, and the producer may even gain a concealed ‘profit’ from the 
subsidy. Moreover, state funding on the part of  the National Film Center, as a 
rule, excludes the exercise of  creative control, and in many cases, any control 
at all.  In view of  such a management of  state financing, we cannot qualify 
films produced in this way as independent in the usual sense of  the term. 

Nevertheless, productions realised outside these models of  subsidising 
are following their own specific model of  production and possess various 
creative, cultural, and artistic features that place them in different categories. 
I’m not attempting in this paper to outline a basic typology of  genre and style 
for all independent Bulgarian productions. I will focus only on feature films 
that have been one way or another distributed or presented at festivals, in 
view of  the popularity of  these works and because they enable distinguishing 
a certain number of  aspects of  independent filmmaking.    

Here I will discuss in chronological order some independent films made 
in the three decades since 1989. But before doing so I should mention that 
before this period, in the time of  Socialism, independent filmmaking was in 
fact inexistent. We could very loosely assign to the category of  ‘independent’ 
certain debut and student films produced during the 1980s that had eluded 
the control and censorship of  the state. In general, the films produced before 
the nationalisation of  1948 can also be qualified as independent. With some 
five or six exceptions, all 58 Bulgarian feature films produced before that 
year were made through private funding provided by their creators, who were 
both the movie directors and producers of  the films. 

Here is the distribution by decades of  the independent Bulgarian films 
made in the last 30 years: 1992–2000: 5 pictures; 2001–2010: 9 pictures; 
2011–2018: 37 pictures.

We can make a telling comparison with the number of  Bulgarian nation-
al films that in the same periods received public funding from the National 
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Film Center, Bulgarian National Television, and European funds: 1991–2000: 
36 films; 2001–2010: 66 films; 2011–2018: 69 films. In all, there have been 51 
independent feature films vs. 171 publicly financed ones. 

One doesn’t need all the fingers on one hand to count the self-financed 
films of  the 1990s that have been produced and achieved some form of  
distribution. Two of  them, A Bullet to Heaven (1992, Kurshum za raya) 
and Bird of Prey (1995, Hishtna ptitsa), were financed through bank loans, 
and the third, The Diary of a Madman (1996, Dnevnikat na edin lud) was 
financed through the revenues from the advertising business of  the produc-
tion company Chapline Films, managed by Krum Manoilov. Of  the films 
made during that decade, it is worth noting also two direct-to-video produc-
tions directed by Stanislav Donchev: Wanted (1999, Tarsi se) and Experts 
(2000, Eksperti). Filmed while the director was still a student at the Film De-
partment of  the New Bulgarian University, they had some festival screenings 
and limited video distribution. The two films, which are modern youth stories 
presented as crime films, have a pleasantly amateurish outlook and prefigure 
the two parts of  Rapid Response Corps (Korpus za barzo reagirane), also 
independently produced by the same director in the current decade. 

A Bullet to Heaven (based on short stories by Nikolay Haytov) differs 
in no way from the second rate historical productions of  the preceding dec-
ade in terms of  its message and professional skills. Yet, this was the very first 
film to have been started and completed in the new economic and political 
situation. It was theatrically released on 1 May 1992. The first film produced 
with public funding under the National Film Center rules, La Donna e Mo-
bile, reached distribution only at the end of  December next year.  But A Bul-
let to Heaven was released in a period when society was mainly preoccupied 
with the radical transformation issues and the cinemas were flooded with 
American independent and Hollywood action movies long forbidden to the 
Bulgarian audience. This made it impossible for the film to attain the public 
interest it aimed for.  

Bird of Prey is unique among all Bulgarian independent films made af-
ter 1989. The plot of  this thriller is set in an unnamed country, but mid-1990s 
Sofia has been used as a background. The film was purely commercial and 
made for export, as evidenced by the participation of  the popular Hollywood 
stars of  that time: Jennifer Tilly, Richard Chamberlain, Lesley Ann Warren, as 
well as the well-known Bulgarian actors Mariana Dimitrova, Antony Genov, 
and Yavor Milushev. There is no data available on the film’s final grossing, 
but all the indications are that it did not recoup much of  its investments, 



Transition, Crisis, Identities, Typologies64

which can be supposed to have been at least $3-4 mln. The reasons for its 
unsuccessful distribution lie in the trivial screenplay, the director’s uninven-
tive work, and the lack of  experience on a very competitive international film 
market.

The Diary of a Madman is artistically the most ambitious of  all the 
self-financed films of  the 1990s. Black and white, experimental, it’s a screen 
version of  the theatrical production of  Gogol’s short story, staged by Marius 
Kurkinsky. At that time 27-year old, he was already a popular actor and thea-
tre director. In a very stylised way, the film comments on the social chaos and 
moral crisis of  modern times. 

Of  the nine independent films of  the next decade, the most successful 
were Mila from Mars (2004, Mila ot Mars) and Eastern Plays (2009, Iztoch-
ni piesi). They proved that the self-financing model in Bulgarian filmmaking 
is able to produce works that carry greater artistic impact and social sincerity 
than most films funded through the state budget. These two were among the 
Bulgarian films best liked and most viewed by the local public during that 
decade.

Three other debut low-budget films display considerable artistic ambi-

Pic. 1 Bird of  pray (1995, Bulgaria-USA), director 
Temístocles López

Pic. 2 Eastern Plays (2009, Bulgaria-Sweden), di-
rector Kamen Kalev
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tion: Hunting Park (2009, 
Loven park), The Wooden 
Lake (2010, Darvenoto eze-
ro), and Moon Lake (2009). 
While the first two are mini-
malist black and white exercis-
es of  young authors making 
their first attempts at a full-
length movie, the third, a par-
ticularly ambitious film, was 
with the highest budget and 
most experimental. Moon 
Lake is the debut feature film 
by Ivan Stanev, a theatre di-
rector with experience in vid-
eo art, who works in Berlin 
and Paris.

Among the well-estab-
lished directors experiment-
ing in independent filmmak-
ing is Georgi Dyulgerov, who 
made You’re So Pretty, My 
Dear (Hubava si, mila moya) in 2004. It 
presents four monologues of  real-life fe-
male convicts, spoken and played by four 
actresses. The film was the director’s at-
tempt to return in a minimalist style to 
the sources of  his great filmmaking suc-
cess Advantage (Avantazh, 1977).

Holding a special place among 
the films of  this decade is another de-
but feature, Alekso Petrov’s Baklava 
(2007). The movie is a mix of  various 
genres, styles and cinematic approaches, 
but most importantly, it is a passionate 
attempt, made in the very year of  Bul-
garia’s accession as a full member of  the 
European Union, to unmask the hypoc-

Pic. 3 Mila from Mars (2003, Bulgaria), directed by Zornitsa 
Sofia

Pic. 4 Hunting Park (2009, Bulgaria), director Lyubomir 
Mladenov

Pic. 5 You’re So Pretty, My Dear (2004, Bulgar-
ia), director Georgi Dyulgerov
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risy of  a society that closes 
its eyes to numerous social 
problems. These problems 
are ranging from violence 
against children in orphan-
ages to the drastic inequal-
ity, poverty and depressing 
vulgarity in everyday life. 
Due to the bold advertising 
campaign preceding its the-
atrical release, the film was 
subjected to a prosecutor’s 
investigation for child por-
nography, and its release 
was allowed as late as April 
2011. 

Of  the different types 
of  independent filmmaking 
of  that decade, two films 
came closer to the main-
stream, being directorial 
debuts of  26-year-old Niki 
Iliev and 54-year-old Mak-

sim Genchev. In the next decade, both of  them would be the most prolific 
directors/producers of  self-financed films: Iliev with 3 films, and Genchev 
with 4. Iliev’s debut was Say Hello to Dad (2007, Kazhi zdravei na tatko), 
a stage-to-screen adaptation of  a contemporary Bulgarian play. The film 
betrays a certain lack of  professional self-confidence and is flawed by some 
cliché approaches, but demonstrates the author’s desire to address a wider 
audience in discussing moral issues. Genchev also brings literary works to 
the screen, in this case, Elin Pelin’s classical novel The Geraks (2008, Ger-
atsite). This ambitious film production is quite amateurish in most cine-
matographic aspects, a fault that frustrates the director’s intention to allude 
to the breakdown of  the modern family under the brutal impact of  the new 
Bulgarian capitalism. 

The gradual increase in the number of  self-financed films during the 
2000s was due to the return to relative normality in society and filmmaking 
after the chaos of  the 1990s. Another reason for their greater frequency 
was in that digital filmmaking technology was becoming increasingly acces-

Pic. 7 Moon Lake (2009, Bulgaria), director Ivan Stanev

Pic. 6 Baklava (2007, Bulgaria), director Alexo Petrov
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sible. At a time when all state-financed Bulgarian productions were shot on 
35 mm film, of  the independent ones, only Moon Lake was produced in this 
way. The rest were digital.

The broad dissemination of  digital filmmaking was a strong factor 
in the increased production of  self-financed films during the next decade: 
an average of  4.5 independent films per year versus 8.5 publicly funded. 
Another stimulus to this trend was the great success with audiences of  
supported by the National Film Center Mission London (2010, Misia Lon-
don,). This contemporary satirical comedy, whose plot takes an interna-
tional turn, demonstrates the potential that the underdeveloped and under-
screened Bulgarian film market has to generate large revenues. Even half  
of  the revenues from Mission London, was enough for the filmmakers to 
finance low-budget productions (costing approximately €100-150,000). The 
only condition is that they must target the national public eager for cinema 
entertainment. More than half  of  the independent films produced in this 
decade were distinctly mainstream. About a third of  the rest, similar to the 
typical indies of  the 1990s, addressed young audiences and displayed mod-
erate artistic qualities. Against this backdrop, a very few films strove to de-
velop experimental and 
art approaches.

The widely ac-
claimed The Lesson 
(2014, Urok) stands out 
as unique among the 
independent Bulgari-
an films of  the decade: 
without pointless in-
cursions into art house 
territory, the film imple-
ments a modest and re-
sponsible creative concept. It combines restrained minimalism in its nat-
uralistic portrayal with an accurate social analysis of  the menacing break-
down of  present-day Bulgarian society.

Among the productions oriented towards the mainstream, the most 
successful in achieving their end were the satiric grotesque Operation 
Shmenti Capelli (2011, Operatsia Shmenti Capelli), with over 180,000 ad-
missions; Niki Iliev’s comedy melodramas Living Legends (2014, Zhivi 
legendi), with over 90,000 admissions, and The Foreigner (2012, Chuzh-

Pic. 8 The Lesson (2014, Bulgaria - Greece), directed by Kristina 
Grozeva, Petar Valchanov
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denetsat ), with 56,000; the action 
comedies A Gun, a Suitcase, 
and Three Smoking Fuel Tanks 
(2012, Pistolet, kufar i 3 smur-
dyashti varela); the two parts of  
Rapid Response Corps ((Kor-
pus za barzo reagirane, 2012 and 
2014), and the school children ex-
ploitation dramedies 12th grade 
A (2017, 12 А) and Attraction 
(2018, Privlichane); the animat-
ed comedy Bulgar: The Movie 
(2014, Bulgar: Filmat), and the 
pseudo-historical epic Deacon 
Levski (2015, Dyakon Levski). 
The other half  of  the films made 
with an ambition for box office 
success more or less failed.

The most impressive pro-
ductions in the indie category 
were Laura from Morning until 
Night (2011, Lora ot sutrin do 
vecher); Adultery (2014, Prely-

ubodeyanie) and No One (2016, Nikoi). They achieved middling success 
with their specific audience, but no particular international visibility. 

None of  the works that display obvious art house pretensions were 
able to much impress the local film critics or the international festival com-
munity. This clearly indicates the limited creative potential of  the Bulgarian 
independent filmmaking.   

The most successful genuinely independent by style works were creat-
ed predominantly by directors making temporary forays into it when they 
are unable to otherwise finance projects that they hold dear. Such are the 
abovementioned films by Zornitsa Sofia, Kamen Kalev, Grozeva and Val-
chanov. 

Using this model of  financing are two works currently in progress: 
Svetla Tsotsorkova’s Sister (Sestra) (her sophomore after Thirst (2015) and 
the debut feature A Dose of Happiness (Doza shtastie) by Yana Titova. At 
least a dozen another self-financed productions are planned for theatrical 

Pic. 9 Attraction (2018, Bulgaria), director Martin 
Makariev
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distribution during 2019. Some of  them most probably will be the next 
favourites at the national box office.

In any case, the most important marker of  defining truly independent 
film is, however, the position of  the filmmaker towards the power fields 
of  the authority. When we use the term ‘independent’, we always are con-
fronted with the question ‘independent from what’. In Bulgarian film situ-
ation, independence is determined not in connection to the institutions of  
the state power responsible for the development in the society but to its 
negative models and practices implemented in the organisation and man-
agement of  the film funding system. In this regard, one of  the trends dom-
inating the development of  contemporary independent film and motivating 
the stands of  Bulgarian filmmakers, critical of  the official position taken by 
the National Film Center, is the willingness to substantially reduce produc-
tion budgets and turn to sources of  financing other than the institutionally 
regulated. And this is one of  the most distinctive characteristics of  inde-
pendent film in every historical and national situation. In current Bulgarian 
film environment, the opportunities for a low-budget film production are 
among the most important factors of  change. They will foster not only 
the participation of  an increasing number of  filmmakers in the actual film 
production process but also the establishing of  independent film as a driv-
ing force which can change the official film policy by overcoming the flaws 
of  the selection procedures and improving the allocation of  funds. Thus, 
independent film, owing to its nature, can prove an effective factor in re-
sistance to and active transformation of  officially dominating models for 
production, distribution and exhibition.
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MACEDONIAN FILM AFTER THE FALL OF 
COMMUNISM 

Atanas Chuposki1
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Abstract: The paper explores the characteristics of  Macedonian feature films in the 
period after the fall of  communism. Using the works by Macedonian authors of  the 
last three decades and a brief  analysis of  the produced films, this is an attempt for 
a synthesis which brings to the conclusion that Macedonian film has significantly 
increased its production compared with the previous period, which is mostly due to 
the greater number of  majority and particularly, minority co-productions. After the 
political changes and the country’s independence, only a handful of  directors from 
the previous generations continued their work, while numerous younger directors got 
the opportunity to make their debut films. As for the subjects of  the films, it can be 
concluded that although there are historical pictures, films rarely make critical reviews 
of  the communist past. On the contrary, the focus is on contemporary subjects, por-
traying individuals trapped in ethnic, war and transitional labyrinths. Undoubtedly, 
the dominant theme of  the Macedonian feature films in the last three decades is a re-
flection on the relations between Europe and the Balkans, i.e. Europe vs. Macedonia. 

Key words: film, communism, post-communism, Europe, the Balkans, Macedonia 

Under the influence of  the ‘velvet’ and not that ‘velvet’ revolutions in 
Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and Romania in 
1989, which led to the fall of  communism in Eastern Europe and in the re-
publics that were part of  then SFR Yugoslavia, in 1990 there were political 
changes that resulted in communism’s fall and the introduction of  a parlia-
mentary democracy. In the following year, 1991, the Republic of  Macedonia 
declared independence and left the Yugoslav federation. 

In the period since then, understandably, Macedonian film as well as 
society in general, underwent major changes. First, in the stead of  the single 
state-run film production company, Vardar Film in Skopje, several independ-
ent film production companies were set up. Second, despite the not particu-
larly impressive economic performance of  the state, as well as the objective 

1    Dr. Atanas Chuposki is a senior film historian at the Cinematheque of Macedonia. He’s lecturer 
at the University of Audiovisual Arts, European Film, Theatre and Dance Academy, Skopje and 
University American College, Skopje. Research areas: film studies – Balkan and East European 
film. Author of the book: Christian images and symbols and narration in the films of A. A. Tarkovsky 
(2012); books of poetry and short stories; screenwriter and director of several documentary films.
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historical difficulties (the wars in the former Yugoslavia, the UN embargo on 
neighbouring Serbia, the name dispute between Macedonia and Greece, the 
Greek embargo on Macedonia, the NATO intervention in Kosovo, the six-
month war with the Albanian guerilla in 2001, etc.), in the period from gain-
ing its independence onwards. In less than thirty years, Macedonian film, in-
cluding international co-productions, succeeded in producing around ninety 
feature-length films and numerous documentaries, short and animated films, 
which is an impressive number for such a small film industry as the Mace-
donian one, especially when compared to the number of  films produced in 
Macedonia under communism: 37 feature-length films in 37 years, from 1952 
when the first Macedonian feature-length film Frosina was made, to the com-
edy Weekend of  Deceased Persons of  1988. 

In this paper we will discuss the characteristics of  Macedonian cinema 
in the period after the fall of  communism, which in this case coincides with 
the state’s independence; we will mention the names of  the most important 
authors and briefly analyse the most important films. For the sake of  brev-
ity, this paper will only focus on feature-length films. For easier navigation 
through the maze of  Macedonian film, we will use the names of  the most 
distinguished Macedonian after the fall of  communism as signposts. 

The old masters
If  the main characteristic of  Macedonian of  in the time of  communism 

was their preoccupation with historical topics, so that out of  the abovemen-
tioned 37 films, as many as two thirds dealt with the historical past, in the 
period after the independence, although historical pictures were also made, 
the focus is on contemporary times and the portrayal of  individuals trapped 
in ethnic, war and transitional labyrinths, while several younger directors had 
the chance of  making their own films. Notably, unlike the film industries in 
Eastern Europe, Macedonian filmmakers have dealt very little with a critical 
review of  the period dominated by the communist ideology. Instead, what is 
constant in numerous films is the interest in current socio-cultural phenom-
ena, i.e. a reflection on the relations between Europe and the Balkans, i.e. 
Europe vs. Macedonia.

The first film made after the Republic of  Macedonia achieved independ-
ence, was Tattoo by Stole Popov, son of  one of  the founders of  the organ-
ised Macedonian film industry after WWII, documentary and feature film 
director Trajche Popov. Stole Popov is a director who even in the period of  
communism left an indelible mark on Macedonian filmmaking, i.e. after his 
successful start with three exceptional documentaries, awarded in Yugoslavia: 
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Fire (1974), Australia, Australia (1976) and particularly, Dae (1979), which was 
awarded in Oberhausen and until now has been the only Macedonian doc-
umentary nominated for an Oscar, in 1981 Stole Popov directed the feature 
with an ‘Aegean’ theme, The Red Horse, based on a story and script by writer 
Tashko Georgievski, while in 1986, based on a script by the renowned Serbi-
an screenwriter Gordan Mihić, he made one of  the best films in Macedonian 
film history so far, the iconic Happy New 49, an exceptional drama which 
delicately tells the story of  life in Macedonia in the years immediately after 
WWII, in the turbulent period of  the infamous Resolution of  the Informbiro. 

Thus, Stole Popov is in fact one of  the rare Macedonian filmmakers 
who worked both before and after the fall of  communism. The 1991 Tattoo 
(writer: Montenegrin-born Mirko Kovač ) is a prison movie telling the story 
of  a wrongly convicted man, probably one of  the most popular Macedonian 
films, some of  whose lines have become iconic movie quotes. In 1997, in his 
book Macedonian Film, Russian film historian and connoisseur of  Macedonian 
film, Miron Chernenko, wrote: ‘Popov’s film immediately draws a line not only under 
cinematic art in the Republic of  Macedonia, but also under the topic of  recent history as 
a subject for artistic representation and research. In any case, he leads us to the dawn of  
self-awareness of  Macedonian film in the new circumstances’ (Chernenko 1997: 186).

For the time being Stole Popov has made two more features: the 1997 
Gypsy Magic, writer Vladimir Blazhevski on a ‘gypsy’ theme that was very 
popular at the time because of  Kusturica’s films; and in 2014, after a 17-year 
hiatus, he made one of  the most expensive and top-of-the-line projects in 
Macedonian film history so far, the three-hour post-modern Western parody 
of  the past, of  the time of  the insurgents and the Uprising on St Elijah’s Day, 
To the Hilt, based on a script by playwright Goran Stefanovski, written 20 or 
so years ago. 

Branko Ivanovski – Gapo, along with Stole Popov, Dimitrie Osmanli, 
Kole Angelovski and Vladimir Blazhevski, is a Macedonian director, who has 
made films both before and after the fall of  communism. Branko Gapo was 
the most prolific filmmaker when it comes to feature films. In the commu-
nist era, he was one of  the most privileged authors who managed to make 
as many as five films, mostly on historical topics: Days of  Temptation (1965), 
based on Kole Chashule’s play Darkness, a film about the assassination of  rev-
olutionary Gjorche Petrov in Sofia; the rebellious, noirish Time Without War 
(1969), writer Simon Drakul; A Shot (1972) based on a story by Dimitar Solev, 
a movie about the murder of  Bulgarian police inspector Emanuel – Mane 
Machkov in Skopje in WWII; then, probably his best film, The Longest Journey 



Transition, Crisis, Identities, Typologies74

based on the documentary book From Debrca to Diyarbekir and Back and the 
script by writer Petre M. Andreevski, a historical fresco about the convicts of  
the Uprising on St Elijah’s Day; and the film Time, Waters based on a story and 
the script by Jovan Strezovski, an imaginary epic that chronologically tells the 
story of  the inhabitants of  two fictitious western Macedonian villages under 
the Serbians within the Kingdom of  Yugoslavia, followed by the Italian fas-
cist rule in WWII all the way to the Yugoslav/Macedonian communist rule 
after the war. 

In the period after the fall of  communism, Branko Gapo made only one 
film, his sixth and last feature, the melodrama Macedonian Saga (1993), writer 
Simon Drakul. In 1997, the abovementioned Russian film historian Miron 
Chernenko wrote that this was a tragically impossible love affair reminiscent of  
Romeo and Juliet: ‘one of  the saddest in the world, because it is well-known that there 
is nothing sadder than the story of  Romeo and Juliet, particularly if  they are split not only 
because of  social and class prejudice, which is easily surmounted even in such patriarchal 
areas as Macedonia’s mountains, where the film takes place, but because of  the simmering 
ethnic and confessional conflict…’ (Chernenko, 1997, 187).  

Dimitrie Osmanli, like Branko Gapo, made his career as a theatre and 
film director mainly within the previous political system, while after the fall 
of  communism and the country’s independence he made only one feature 
film. 

He was the first graduate in theatre directing in Macedonia and the first 
director from Macedonia who had the opportunity to make a feature-length 
film:  A Quiet Summer (1961), the first Macedonian comedy which takes place 
on the shore of  Lake Ohrid. Until then, between 1952 and 1961, the Macedo-
nian films were made by visiting directors from across the Yugoslav republics 
with a more developed film industry: Vojislav Nanović, France Štiglic, Žika 
Čukulić, Žika Mitrović, Branko Bauer. 

After the comedy A Quiet Summer, writer Belgrade-based Frida Filipović, 
director Dimitrie Osmanli, focused solely on contemporary subjects, made in 
1967 the impressive psychological drama Memento (writers Jovan Boshkovski, 
Tashko Georgievski), inspired by the disastrous earthquake that hit Skopje in 
1963; and the social drama Thirst in 1971 (writer Zhivko Chingo). 

After the fall of  communism, Dimitrie Osmanli made in 1995 the mel-
odrama Angels of  the Dumps (writer his son Tomislav Osmanli), a reflection 
on the transition that Macedonian society was experiencing at the time. Ana-
lysing the film, film historian Miroslav Čepinčić wrote: ‘The search of  the past 
and the lost meaning of  life underlies this film, on and around which T. Osmanli and D. 
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Osmanli fastidiously create this panopticon of  marginalised people with lost lives. They 
live in illegal shanties by the dumpsite, in drab and sometimes completely dehumanised 
surroundings’ (Čepinčić, 1999: 318). 

Popular Yugoslav actor and theatre director Kole Angelovski, at the 
pinnacle of  his acting popularity, got the chance in 1973 to make his debut 
feature film, writing his screenplay based on Zhivko Chingo’s fiction, the 
excellent black and white family drama Father (We Are Cursed, Irina), without a 
doubt one of  the best films in the history of  Macedonian film so far. 

Fifteen years later, in 1988, he directed the witty comedy A Weekend of  
Deceased Persons, an adaptation of  Mile Popovski’s popular play, with an im-
pressive cast of  actors from the then Yugoslavia, the last Macedonian film 
made in the communist era. 

Twenty years after that, in 2017, Kole Angelovski made his first feature 
film after the fall of  communism, the comedy Ah, My Love, based on the 
eponymous play that was successfully played on stage, with the ambition to 
bring back comedy to the silver screen, however, despite his evidently good 
intentions, the quality of  his debut film Father has not been surpassed. 

The New Wave
Milcho Manchevski is undoubtedly the best-known and internation-

ally recognised director from Macedonia. This is certainly due to the success 
of  his debut feature Before the Rain (1994), where he is the scriptwriter, a story 
that prophetically hints at the ethnic conflict between Macedonians and Alba-
nians, and which due to the topic, the director’s artistry and the film’s artistic 
merits, has received the Golden Lion at the Venice IFF 1995. That same year 
it narrowly lost the Oscar for best foreign language film to Nikita Mikhalkov’s 
Burnt by the Sun and until today it is the only Macedonian feature film ranked 
among the best five at this prestigious film competition. 

With his next film Dust (2001), where he is the scriptwriter, Milcho Man-
chevski reaffirmed his reputation as the most intriguing name in Macedonian 
film. Unsurprisingly, Dust, the first Macedonian ‘eastern’ with Joseph Fiennes 
as the lead, i.e. a historiographic meta-fiction, an excellent western parody of  
the days of  the insurgents, whose story slightly resembles the script of  the 
film made later, To the Hilt, which was granted the privilege of  opening Venice 
IFF. This film re-examines the relationship between history and reality, at the 
same time deconstructing storytelling in a post-modernist manner by inter-
twining historical periods in the narrative.

After Dust, which is the pinnacle of  his oeuvre, and, from the point 
of  view of  film production, the pinnacle of  Macedonian film history, Man-
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chevski, who lives and works in the USA, wrote the scripts of  and made 
the less successful psycho-social dramas Shadows (2006), where director of  
photography is the renowned Italian cinematographer Fabio Cianchetti; and 
Mothers (2010), films which re-examine complex human relations. In Mothers, 
a triptych comprised of  three narrative wholes, Manchevski, in addition to 
the two feature parts included a documentary story on a then hot topic: the 
Macedonian serial killer from Kichevo. 

In 2017 Milcho Manchevski made his latest film, the urban New York 
fairytale Bikini Moon, this movie, however, did not have a Macedonian co-pro-
ducer. 

Across the Lake is Antonio Mitrikeski’s debut film (1997), writer Tashko 
Georgievski, and is one of  the rare Macedonian films that re-examines the 
communist period, but—in Albania! The film is based on a true story, which 
was the subject matter also of  a documentary, which Mitrikeski made in 1991, 
The Love of  Kocho Topencharov, telling the romantic story, where the lead charac-
ter leaves his hometown of  Ohrid for the sake of  his beloved one and goes to 
Albania, where he ends up in the infamous casemates of  Enver Hoxha under 
suspicion of  being a Yugoslav spy. 

Mitrikeski’s sophomore film, the ambitious Like a Bad Dream (2003), 
based on the play and script by Dejan Dukovski, could be said to be a crit-
ically intoned film essay on the topic of  the relations between the Balkans 
(Macedonia) and Europe: by using the techniques of  treating the subject of  
the Other, these relations are constantly reflected in each other. In this film, 
where two narratives intertwine for a moment and then separate once again, 
the story, through typical, generalised characters, tells about the bloody fratri-
cidal wars in the Balkans, and the issue of  European consciousness of  them. 
At the same time, it metaphorically underscores the colonialist attitude of  
contemporary Europe towards the Balkans and Macedonia.  

Mitrikeski’s third and latest film, the social drama Children of  the Sun 
(2014), screenwriter: previously mentioned Serbian Gordan Mihić, did not 
live up to the expectations and will be mostly remembered for the skilled 
photography of  Polish cinematographer Jarek Szoda.

Ivo Trajkov is a producer and director living for some time now in the 
Czech Republic, where he has made numerous well-accepted films and TV 
projects. In 2004 he made his debut Macedonian feature The Great Water, 
based on the novel by Zhivko Chingo, writer Vladimir Blazhevski, which was 
awarded the Golden Palm at the Valencia Festival of  Mediterranean Film. 

The Great Water is one of  the few Macedonian films that critically reflect 
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on the communist past through the eyes of  a boy from an orphanage. In 
a realistic narration this film tells the story of  the eternal struggle between 
good and evil, presented here through the clash of  the Stalinist society and 
the yearning for the ‘great water’, a metaphor for the longing for freedom of  
men suppressed by inhumane varieties of  the dominant social mentality. 

After The Great Water’s huge success, Ivo Trajkov made one Ger-
man-Macedonian and three Czech-Macedonian co-productions: the charm-
ing black and white road movie Film (2007), for which he wrote the script; 
the metaphysical drama Wingless (Sozercanie) in 2009, written by Ivan Arsenyev 
and Jan Štehlik, based on the short story by Czech writer Božena Němcová; 
the German-Macedonian co-production made in Berlin, filmed seemingly in 
one long, dynamic, action-packed 90-minute shot titled The Berlin Project; and 
his latest film Honey Night (2015), based on the novel by Czech writer Jan 
Prohaska, a satire that re-examines Macedonia’s communist past in a specific 
manner. 

Vladimir Blazhevski is the youngest director of  those who made films 
before and after the fall of  communism. He lives and works in Belgrade and 
in 1987 wrote the script based on the eponymous play by Goran Stefano-
vski and made the multiple award-winning in Yugoslavia urban drama Hi-Fi, 
about the clash of  generations–a ‘partisan’ and a ‘rocker’.  It was 24 years later 
that he had the opportunity to once again make a feature film in Macedonia, 
although in 1992, in neighbouring Serbia he wrote and directed the film Boule-
vard of  the Revolution.

Punk’s Not Dead (2011) is a black comedy/road movie (writer: Blazhevski) 
that opens up several hot topics in Macedonian society through a realistic 
discourse about some aging punk-rockers: the reality of  transition, the mar-
ginalisation of  sub-culture, interethnic relations between Macedonians and 
Albanians, as well as the behaviour of  the representatives of  the so-called 
‘international community’ in Macedonia. In 2018 Blazhevski made his latest 
feature film, the Macedonian-Serbian-Slovenian-Kosovar co-production Year 
of  the Monkey, a black humour, political satire that makes fun of  the current 
political situation.

Darko Mitrevski and Aleksandar Popovski debuted together on the 
silver screen in 1993 with the student omnibus film Light Grey. In 1998 to-
gether they made the post-modernist sci-fi film Goodbye, 20th Century, after 
which they continued working independently. 

In 2004 Darko Mitrevski wrote and directed a post-modernist parody 
about the crazy Balkans, Bal-can-can, an allegorical road movie tragicomedy 
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that was the audiences’ favourite. It was a film about the quest which in a 
humorous, post-modernist narration full of  intertextual references to reality 
or texts on culture, as well as quotes from various films, tells the story of  the 
twenty-first-century Balkan countries and peoples after the disintegration of  
Yugoslavia and the end of  the recent Balkan wars, at a time of  erosion of  
moral and ethical values and loss of  human dignity. 

In 2012, Darko Mitrevski wrote the script, inspired by true events, and 
made his latest film The Third Half, with melodramatic elements about the 
Holocaust of  Skopje Jews in WWII, when Macedonia was part of  Bulgaria. 
It is also a story about the history of  football in Macedonia and the fate of  
German coach with Jewish origins Rudolph Spitz, who was in Skopje at the 
time. The Third Half  caused quite a media stir in Bulgarian society due to, as 
they claimed, biased and one-sided representation of  historical events. 

In 2012, this film opened the major ICFFF Manaki Brothers in Bitola. 
The debut and only feature by theatre director Aleksandar Popovski, Balkan 
Is Not Dead, based on the eponymous popular play by Dejan Dukovski, who 
also wrote the script, closed that edition of  the festival. The film tells in a 
post-modernist manner the story of  the end of  the Ottoman rule in the Bal-
kans; the picture, however, did not succeed in leaving the pattern of  a theatre 
play. 

Mitko Panov is a film director who has been living and working in Swit-
zerland for quite some time now. After making numerous documentary and 
short films, in 2009 he finally had the chance to write and make his debut fea-
ture, The War Is Over, a family drama about a family of  Kosovan immigrants 
in Switzerland, fully filmed in Albanian and focused on the European-Balkan 
relations. 

In 2018 he wrote and directed his sophomore feature, a Macedoni-
an-Swiss-Irish co-production, with the support of  Eurimage, the action dra-
ma Witness, with Bruno Ganz in one of  the leading roles. The film once again 
reflects on the relations between Europe and the Balkans (Macedonia), telling 
the story of  an employee at the Hague Tribunal who seeks justice for the Bal-
kans and gets tangled up in complex social and private relationships. 

Teona Strugar Mitevska is one of  the two ladies on our list of  Mace-
donian directors who have made four feature films.

In collaboration with her sister Labina Mitevska, an actress who gained 
fame playing a role in Milcho Manchevski’s Before the Rain, who in addition to 
acting is also the producer of  all her works, made in 2004 her debut, How I 
Killed a Saint, an urban family drama about a dysfunctional middle-class family 
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from Skopje of  the early 2000s. The film is a parable about the horrors of  
life in an ethnically divided transitional society on the verge of  ethnic clashes, 
where lies, false moral, corruption, violence and roughness prevail. The film 
story relies on the model of  anti-colonial criticism and is partly based on sev-
eral true events of  2001: the murder of  a NATO soldier with a cinder block, 
the war of  the Albanian guerilla on Macedonian territory, the transfer of  St. 
Clement of  Ohrid’s relics, etc. 

Teona Mitevska’s sophomore movie, I Am from Titov Veles (2007), which 
she wrote, is a family lyrical story about three sisters from the town of  Veles 
and takes place in the transitional 1990s, in the setting of  an iron foundry, 
which has been polluting the air and seriously threatened people’s health for 
years. 

Teona Mitevska’s third film, The Woman Who Brushed Off  Her Tears, which 
she wrote and made in 2012 with Victoria Abril in the lead, is an example of  
women’s writing and is a story about two women, mothers, from different 
cultural milieus whose worlds intertwine in an unexpected way. 

Her fourth and latest film, When the Day Had No Name, written by direc-
tor Mitevska and Bosnian screenwriter Elma Tataragić, was inspired by true 
events, the unsolved murder of  four teenagers, killed near Skopje on Easter 
eve 2012.  

After making several TV shows and TV series, short and documentary 
films, in 2007 Igor Ivanov-Izi made his debut feature film, Upside Down, 
based on a novel by Venko Andonovski, who also co-wrote the script. It is 
an urban story with fantastic elements and pop-culture symbols such as rock 
music, comic books, soft drugs, about the life of  young people in Skopje in 
the early 1990s, about the totalitarian policy influencing their lives. 

His sophomore and latest film The Piano Room (2013), based on the play 
by Zhanina Mirchevska, who also co-wrote the script with the director, is a 
chamber piece that takes place the early 2000, in a hotel room with a piano 
in Skopje. 

Svetozar Ristovski lives and works in Canada. He made his debut fea-
ture Mirage in 2004, co-writer Grace Lea Troje. The story of  a lonely 13-year-
old boy, a talented poet becomes a thief  and murderer in the terrible transi-
tional environment of  a provincial town. 

After his Macedonian debut, in 2010 he made his Canadian debut, Dear 
Mr. Gacy, a story about serial killer John Wayne Gacy. 

In 2015, once again in collaboration with Grace Lea Troje as a co-writer, 
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he made his latest film, Lazar, a drama that once again portrays the life of  
people on the margins of  Macedonian transitional society, during the refugee 
crisis that affected both the country and Europe. 

Aleksandar Stankovski is a renowned painter and comic book author, 
who has also made several video and TV projects and animated films, as well 
as two experimental feature films, which he also wrote and partly animated: 
the parody of  a spy thriller Maklabas in 1998 and the psychedelic journey 
through historical periods with actors and animation in Summit of  Shamans in 
2004. 

One Film
It is a frequent occurrence in Macedonia for directors to wait for years 

for a chance to make their feature debut. Thus, many authors have made only 
one film with a quite uncertain future for their second project. 

In 2005, Sergej Stanojkovski, after several short and documentary 
films, wrote and made his only for the time being feature film, Contact, an 
atypical love story about two young people, total outsiders who have not 
found their place in society, one of  them just released from prison, the other 
just released from a psychiatric hospital, who meet and fall in love after a 
series of  events. 

In 2006, theatre director Vlado Cvetanovski, weiters: his brothers 
Ljube Cvetanovski and Jordan Plevnesh, made his only feature film, The Se-
cret Book, a road movie, a quest movie, which through broken, fragmented, 
post-modernist narration, characterised by a certain multi-genre hybridism, 
(pseudo)quotations and in some instances, parody, tells a story set in two 
different historical periods, one on top of  the other: the Balkan (Macedoni-
an) and European (French) Middle Ages, referring to the secret teachings of  
the Bogomils, Manichaeans and Cathars; and the Balkan (Macedonian) and 
European (French) twentieth and twenty-first centuries, using allusions to the 
Balkan and the world geopolitics, i.e. deployment of  international military 
missions in the Balkans and the roles of  the USA and Europe in policy-mak-
ing across the world and the Balkans, it metaphorically tells a story about the 
eternal quest of  the ‘secret book’ by committed people, which, as the protag-
onists conclude at the end of  the film, can be found only in one’s own heart. 

Aneta Leshnikovska is a producer and director who lives and works in 
the Netherlands. The only film she made as a director and screenwriter was 
Does It Hurt? (2007), or the first Balkan film in Dogme style, a low-budget 
experimental film which follows the aesthetic principles of  the Dogme 95 
manifest and using many acting improvisations tells the story that looks into 
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the aspects of  making a film and friendship. 
Sasho Pavlovski, a producer and director of  several documentary and 

TV films, made in 2011 his debut and only feature, This Is Not an American 
Movie, a post-modernist, self-referencing, meta-fictional, meta-cinematic par-
ody, partly told in off-tone. It studies the process of  film narration and the 
use of  film techniques, mostly editing, as well as acting and screenwriting 
skills, in the creation of  a film story, while the film protagonists are aware of  
themselves, i.e. they know they are characters in a film and act accordingly.

Screenwriter and TV director Slobodan Despotovski, after waiting for 
many years to make his debut, in 2015 wrote and directed the chamber psy-
chological drama Word.

Goran Trenchovski, who is primarily known as a theatre director with 
numerous short, documentary and TV films, made in 2016 his debut and only 
feature film, Golden Five on a script by several writers, inspired by a Bratislav 
Tashkovski’s novel and based on a true event–the murder of  five students 
from Strumica, supporters of  the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Or-
ganization and the idea of  independent Macedonia in 1951, which was a real 
hit with the audiences, the first film in Macedonian film history that explicitly 
deals with the issue of  the crimes perpetrated by the former Yugoslav com-
munist authorities as well as with the issue of  treason. It is the first film that 
speaks of  the need for reconciliation between the opposing sides, the left and 
the right in the Macedonian national and political movement. 

Visiting Directors
In the era of  communism numerous directors from the neighbouring 

Yugoslav republics came to Macedonia as visiting directors, particularly in 
the first stage in the establishing of  the institutional filmmaking. After the 
country gained independence, some European directors worked for Mace-
donian films. 

Thus, Turkish director Erbil Altanay made in 1996 the urban tragicom-
edy Self-destruction, a social drama, writer playwright Sashko Nasev. The film 
sheds light on the disintegration of  families in a society in transition, featur-
ing characters from a Skopje suburb. 

In 2001, Belgian director Jan Hintjens made the film Revenge (writer 
Slobodan Despotovski), a Macedonian-Belgian co-production, which studies 
contemporary Western Europe’s stand on the centuries-old Balkan tradition 
of  blood feud. At the same time it also looks into the (in)ability to reach 
understanding between two different cultures: the European and the Balkan. 
The film has two storylines and takes a look into humanity and inhumanity, 
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trust and betrayal, simultaneously telling two stories which take place in two 
different historical periods: in the present, a young Turkish man from Mace-
donia comes to Brussels with the intention of  getting revenge for a murder 
committed long ago, and in the past, exploring ethnic, social, religious, polit-
ical and human aspects in the relationship between two impoverished Mace-
donian brothers, Christians, and three rich Turkish brothers, Muslims, under 
the Ottomans in Macedonia. 

In 2016, renowned Croatian actor Rade Šerbedžija, who acted in sev-
eral Macedonian feature films, together with his son, director Danilo Šer-
bedžija, made the film The Liberation of  Skopje, based on the play by Slovenian 
playwright and theatre director Dušan Jovanović, who co-wrote the script. 
This Macedonian-Croatian-Finnish co-production is yet another film about 
the Holocaust of  the Skopje Jews in WWII. 

The younger generation
Out of  the younger generation of  Macedonian directors who have made 

one feature film, the following deserve a mention: Shqipe Duka, who wrote 
and directed the film Father in 2010, about the relations in a patriarchal Alba-
nian family in Macedonia; Arben Kastrati, who wrote and directed The Land 
Between Borders, about the Albanian-Yugoslav relations in the last decade under 
communism; and Kastriot Abdili and his Macedonian-Kosovan co-produc-
tion The Return (2015), which portrays an Albanian family in Macedonia, who 
have lived in Germany for a long time, and takes a look at the intertwining of  
old and new, traditional and modern, western and Balkan. 

In 2012, several young directors made the omnibus film Skopje Remix 
of  nine independent stories about the city of  Skopje, bout the city’s urban 
setting in a quasi-comical and quasi-black comedy manner, the common de-
nominator between them being love and the legendary radio Kanal 103.

Three of  the directors who worked on the omnibus managed to make 
their own feature films. In 2015, Darijan Pejovski, in cooperation with Igor 
Ivanov-Izi, wrote the script and directed a psychological thriller about the 
implications of  domestic and sexual violence, Three Days in September; in 2016, 
Vardan Tozija wrote and directed the exceptional and fierce urban drama 
Amok; in 2018 Gjorche Stavrevski wrote and directed the urban comedy 
Secret Ingredient, very popular with the audiences. 

International minority co-productions
In addition to co-productions where the majority part was Macedonian, 

in the period of  the country’s independence there were several films made 
with minority Macedonian participation. 
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In 1998, renowned Serbian director Goran Paskaljević made the film 
Powder Keg, based on the eponymous play by Macedonian writer Dejan Duk-
ovski, also a co-writer, a film exploring the violent environment in transition-
al Belgrade of  the early 1990s. 

In 2001, renowned Bulgarian director Ivan Pavlov, screenplay by fa-
mous poet and screenwriter Konstantin Pavlov, made the Bulgarian-Mace-
donian co-production Fate as a Rat, a contemporary urban drama about the 
miserable life in a small Bulgarian port town. 

The following year, 2002, distinguished Bulgarian director Kostadin 
Bonev, writer Macedonian Mile Nedelkovski, made the film Warming Up Yes-
terday’s Lunch, a film with two storylines, in the present and the past, portraying 
an old revolutionary and partially pro-Bulgarian Macedonian family, where 
dramatic events of  great importance to Macedonia’s twenty-century history 
are shown: the Serbian occupation after WWI, the annexation by Bulgaria in 
WWII, the activity of  partisans in the war, the raising to power of  commu-
nists after the war, the labour camps in Goli Otok, as well as the survival of  
once ruling communists even after the fall of  communism. 

In 2006, famous Croatian director Rajko Grlić made The Border Post, 
an adaptation of  a novel by Ante Tomić, who also co-wrote the script, with 
the participation of  Macedonian, Croatian, Serbian, Slovenian and Bosnian 
producers, as well as producers from Great Britain and Austria. The Border Post 
tells the story of  a forbidden love between a YNA soldier and the wife of  a 
YNA officer in the period immediately before the disintegration of  multieth-
nic Yugoslavia, as well as the specifics of  the mentality prevalent in the army: 
sycophancy, the attempt to keep alive the cult to the communist leader Josip 
Broz Tito, although he has been dead for a long time, as well as the disagree-
ment of  the younger generations of  ‘Yugoslavians’, raised in the western 
rock and roll spirit, with that situation, which leads to the film’s tragic finale. 

The Film Fund of  the Republic of  Macedonia was established in 2008 
and later it was renamed Film Agency of  RM, an institution that addition-
ally stimulates co-production projects. Thus, in the period 2009–2 018 there 
were about thirty international co-productions with minority participation 
and with Macedonian co-producers. 

Conclusion
In the conclusion we can repeat that Macedonian film in the period after 

the fall of  communism, the change in the political system and gaining the 
country’s independence, has significantly increased its production in compar-
ison with the previous historical period, which is mostly due to the greater 



Transition, Crisis, Identities, Typologies84

number of  majority and particularly minority co-productions. Also, just a 
few directors from the previous political period continued to work, while 
numerous younger directors had the opportunity to make their debut films. 
As for the subjects of  the films, it can be concluded that although there are 
historical pictures, films rarely make critical reviews of  the communist past. 
The accent is put on modern times and portrayal of  individuals trapped in 
ethnic, military and transitional labyrinths. Without a doubt, the dominant 
topic in Macedonian feature films in the last three decades is the reflection 
on the relations between Europe and the Balkans, i.e. Europe vs. Macedonia. 
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Abstract: This paper focuses on the dynamic and crisis decade of  Bulgarian Film 
immediately after the political changes in the autumn of  1989. That time of  decay 
and uncertain steps in new unfamiliar directions has not passed by Bulgarian film 
industry; a time of  painful reappraisal, loss of  identity, doubts and chaos, but also of  
laying new, modern foundations of  film production in a democratic Bulgaria. A dec-
ade of  clarification and tormenting quests led to catharsis for Bulgarian filmmakers.

Keywords: film, identity crisis, film market, aesthetic models, market economy.

Back in 1989, with the fall of  the Berlin Wall and the Eastern Bloc re-
gimes overthrown, Bulgaria, one of  the Communist-controlled states, joined 
the revolutionary wave known as the Autumn of  Nations, which resulted in 
ousting dictator Todor Zhivkov on 10 November 1989.

From that day onwards, the transition to democracy and market econ-
omy was launched, in other words, total political, social, economic, legal and 
cultural changes were initiated. Chronologically, decades earlier, Lenin was 
aware that the art of  motion pictures could be used as a powerful propa-
ganda tool, which was why feature films and documentaries were extensively 
promulgated the Bolshevik regime. For this reason, film industry was entirely 
state-run across the Eastern Bloc. The government acted as a regulatory and 
complementary body, ruling what kind of  films should be produced, which 
should be put on the shelf, which should be released and which should be 
banned for ideological reasons.

1    Dr. Alexander Staykov is an Assistant Professor, Screen Arts Department, Institute of Art 
Studies, BAS. His thesis dealt with Marketing profile of Bulgarian film industry in the period 2005–
2015. Research areas: business aspects of film industry, the communication field of film and its 
audiences. Holds a Master’s degree in Cultural Studies from the University of Sofia; Master of 
Finance from the University of National and World Economy.
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When the process of  privatisation and demonopolisation was launched 
on 20 September 1991, Bulgarian motion pictures were entrusted to the Na-
tional Film Center, an executive agency of  the Ministry of  Culture. The state-
owned enterprise Distribution of  Films closed down on October 19, 1994. 
A year earlier, in 1993, “Sofia Film LLC” took over the assets and liabilities 
of  the municipality-run Kinefikatsia. In 1996, the same company was trans-
formed into a state joint-stock company, under the Ministry of  Culture.

These were actually the three significant changes that outlined the new 
path. The government was no longer in control of  the main segments of  the 
industry, especially of  the production and distribution, which conformed to 
the new political, legal, and market conditions in Bulgaria. Many production 
and distribution companies were set up; Bulgarian companies became repre-
sentatives of  some of  the major international film companies, but until 1997, 
the government was still controlling film screening.

A negative effect of  the transition was the contradiction between ad-
ministrative measures and creativity, which led to serious turmoil in the film 
industry. Moreover, piecemeal reforms were carried out without an overall 
timeline vision, and the results were disastrous. From being a privileged in-
dustry under the socialist regime, film industry was neglected and ignored. 
This was a logical consequence of  the political and economic chaos in Bul-
garia in 1996, a period marked with a large number of  bankruptcies, hyperin-
flation, civil discontent, and institutional instability. Film production suffered 
over 80% reduction in creative staff. Experienced filmmakers struggled to 
find jobs, a large number of  professionals permanently left the industry, and 
many film directors also couldn’t find their way forward. Problems in film 
production resulted in film screening problems. Private equity distribution 
companies were inconsistent with the state-run movie theatre network.

Bulgarian cinema found itself  in a situation of  institutional collapse: 
telling statistics shows the number of  films produced in that period: ‘21 films 
in 1990, 16 in 1991, 5 in 1992, 8 in 1993, 6 in 1994, 2 in 1995, 5 in 1996, 4 
in 1997, 3 in 1998, and 3 in 1999’ (Donev 2018: 179). Due to the lengthy 
technological process of  film production, 1990 and 1991 were sluggish and 
concerned projects launched before the political changes. Bulgarian film pro-
duction shrank to an average of  4–5 films a year. The decline in this decade, 
compared to the previous one was by about 80%, and that is the reason why 
many analysts refer to it as a collapse. If  we ignored this comparison, we 
could rather depict this period as an artistic pause or creative stupor. The Na-
tional Film Center, based on a French model and established in 1991, failed 
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to re-establish the production rhythm of  the past. This proves to be a key 
symptom, demonstrating how structural changes in Bulgarian film industry 
impacted the mental attitudes of  filmmakers. In 1992, the film Bullet for Par-
adise by Sergey Komitski, was released, becoming the first Bulgarian feature 
film, produced entirely on a market-based model with private funds in the 
form of  a bank loan. This, however, was rather an exception. By the end of  
the 1990s, the general model of  making productions was based primarily on 
public funding.

The multifaceted morphology of  film makes it an adequate litmus test 
both in the public context of  that time and in the subjective mental experi-
ences of  the individuals involved in it. This is why through the prism of  film 
it becomes evident that, despite the collapse of  communism, the elimination 
of  censorship, and the emergence of  complete creative freedom not only in 
Bulgaria, but also in other Eastern European countries, we never witnessed 
a turbulent cultural upheaval. Socialist Realism disappeared, and its massive 
hull left a vast empty symbolic space that nothing could fill. There was prac-
tically no transition, but rather a sudden ending, a pause or a lull, and then a 
new beginning.

This lack of  continuity seemed to leave Bulgarian filmmakers in limbo. 
It is only logical then that in this state of  instability, the spontaneous reaction 
was one of  radical denial of  all things related to socialism. It was a 180-de-
gree pendulum swing, but within the same thematic framework. The paradox 
was brilliantly described by Prof. Ingberg Bratoeva-Daraktchieva in her book 
Bulgarian Film Art. From Kalin the Eagle to Mission London:

‘In the 1990s, Bulgarian film continued to develop mostly according to socialist ste-
reotypes. Bulgarian directors were in fact much more attached to this style than they would 
admit. They interpreted the recent past by swapping the positions of  protagonists and an-
tagonists, and by filling the formulas 
of  Socialist Realism with its oppos-
ing subject matter’. Daraktchieva 
2013: 257)

From a psychological 
perspective, the creative re-
flex of  Bulgarian directors was 
understandable, as the loss of  
stability and identity crisis sug-
gested reverting to the famil-
iar. Some works illustrating the Pic. 1 The Canary Season (1993, Bulgaria), director Evgeny 

Mihaylov
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above, are as follows: Vampires, Goblins 
by Ivan Andonov, The Well by Docho 
Bodjakov, I Want America by Kiran 
Kolarov, The Canary Season by Evgeny 
Mihaylov, Shrovetide Sunday by Radoslav 
Spasov, and Fire by Rumyana Petkova. 
Of  course, this attitude did not turn 
Bulgarian filmmaking of  the 1990s into 
a single-sided phenomenon. In Prof. 
Daraktchieva’s opinion, this approach 
was more characteristic of  authors of  
the older generations, who were pro-
fessionally formed during the Socialist 
era, and who honed their artistic style 
making numerous films. Some young 
authors followed this model. This is 
the case of  the 1994 debut film Border 
by Ilian Simeonov, Christian Notchev. 
The border guard, who during the So-
cialist era was revered as a powerful su-
perhero, was dethroned in this graphic 
picture. The film’s cast included a large 
number of  young at the time actors, 
who became icons over the years.

Other pictures of  that period that 
deserve special attention are the 1993 
picture Something in the Air by Petar 
Popzlatev, based on Konstantin Pav-
lov’s screenplay, and the 1996 Belated 
Full Moon by Edouard Zahariev, which 
turned out to be his last film. Something 
in the Air is an interesting intellectual 
exercise on the subject of  the existen-
tially suffocating period of  oppression. 
In the form of  absurd drama, it suc-
cessfully tackles the artistically difficult 
task of  expressing the physical sensa-
tion of  nonsense, doom, and suffoca-
tion, as a result of  a life under oppres-

Pic. 2 Border (1994, Bulgaria), directors Ilian 
Simeonov and Christian Notchev

Pic. 3 Belated Full Moon (1996, Bulgaria), director 
Edouard Zahariev

Pic. 4 Emigrants (2002, Bulgaria), directors Ly-
udmil Todorov and Ivaylo Hristov
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sion. The other film was great Bulgarian director Edouard Zahariev’s swan 
song. It is a story about the vulnerability of  human nature and the fragile 
relationships in a time of  disintegration of  value systems, which fill up the 
characters with an endless sense of  pain and loneliness.

During the second half  of  the decade, a new subject matter emerged, 
related to the Bulgarian mafia world. The dismantling of  the totalitarian state 
and its repressive bodies had its negative side effects, and one of  the key ones 
was that organised crime quickly took advantage of  the new situation. De-
mocracy in Bulgaria came with the ugly face of  racketeering, extortion, kid-
napping, contract killings, and the total abdication of  state and law. The big 
screen abounded in brutality and violence. In some cases, it took the form of  
cheap imitation of  Hollywood action films, and in others, it imitated films of  
greater artistic value. The gloomy spirit of  the 1990s was represented by an 
ever-increasing escalation of  crime that made Bulgaria an ugly, insecure and 
traumatic place. Here belong The Mirror of  the Devil by Nikolay Volev, The Tail 
of  the Devil by Dimitar Petkov, Emigrants co-directed by Lyudmil Todorov and 
Ivaylo Hristov, Fate as a Rat by Ivan Pavlov, and The Assistant by Iliya Kostov.

The first decade after the collapse of  the communist regime in Bulgaria 
was a time of  extreme changes and a state of  chaos. The uncertain first steps 
towards democracy proved to be a turbulent process. Bulgarian film made no 
exception. Having been previously entirely dependent on the socialist state, 
it seemed to have simultaneously perished with it, only to cathartically re-
emerge and explore new horizons. This, however, came at a high price: the 
result was a severe fallout between the art form and its audiences. Attendance 
of  Bulgarian films plunged dramatically, not only because of  the diminishing 
network of  cinemas, but also because of  the thematic orbits in which the au-
thors gravitated during that period. It took Bulgarian film more than ten years 
after 2000 to slowly regain audiences’ trust, and to consolidate itself  over the 
course of  the second decade of  the new century. Some of  the pictures made 
in the 1990s, were remarkable, and some could be described as ‘failed exper-
iments’. After almost perishing, Bulgarian film found its new stories, its new 
themes and its new authors, only to emerge reborn in the twenty-first century. 
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Abstract: A Romanian comedy feature and a Bulgarian documentary released in the 
same year (2010) share a title, Europolis, and an inspiration taken from the reference 
to Eugeniu Botez’ 1933 novel about the port of  Sulina. The convergence of  interests 
shows the contemporary relevance of  the notion of  ‘Europolis’ existing not at the 
centre of  the continent, but on its Eastern periphery. Where the post-totalitarian con-
text is one of  European construction, the ongoing transnational interest in images 
of  the deserted port city, since 1 January 2007 the easternmost locality of  the ‘new 
Europe’, has particular relevance. This paper looks back at the post-1989 history of  
Sulina on screen, in particular Anca Damian’s documentary Porto-Franco 2000, and 
identifies commonalities in the visual representation of  the swamps, wetlands, and 
derelict infrastructure of  this city deserted by history. Furthermore, there is a com-
mon tendency to interpret the 1930s novel as ‘prophecy’, and hold Sulina up as a 
synecdochic sign or harbinger of  European decay. Within the intertext generated by 
these films, however, we argue that the representation of  the natural habitat of  the 
Danube delta as earthly paradise could strike a different, more optimistic note as an 
indication of  a European future.

Keywords: Post-totalitarian cinema, documentary, year 2000, environmentalism, 
Danube delta, Europolis

Introduction
‘Sulina is an emblem of  evacuation, a film set in which the takes were made 

quite a while ago, and the troupe, on leaving, abandoned the scenery and cos-
tumes and wings’.

Claudio Magris, Danube, 1986

The word ‘Europolis’ implies centrality, cosmopolitanism, and utopia. This 
paper first of  all takes stock of  the films that have represented Sulina, the minor 

1   Alex Forbes obtained his Ph.D. from the University of Aberdeen in 2016. Since then, he has 
addressed the 2nd and 3rd International Conferences on Balkan Cinema in Belgrade and Bucharest 
respectively, as well as other conferences in the UK and Europe. He is the author of an article on 
cinema and Jan Patočka’s philosophy for the Prague-based journal Contradictions/Kontradikce. 
Taking in categories such as European Crisis, Balkan cinema, and the post-Cold War, his work also 
engages with theoretical scholarship that seeks to expand the definition of ‘Europe.
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Danube port once nicknamed ‘Europolis’. What do these films have to say about 
the city’s history and its present state, can they explain why this city near Europe’s 
Eastern border was seen as symbol or synecdoche for the continent, and can it 
continue to be that today and in the future?

This paper originates from taking note of  two films released in the same 
year, by filmmakers from Romania and Bulgaria, having the same title and having 
as their principal subject the town of  Sulina. Both films, furthermore, draw on 
the history of  this small port on the Danube delta, since 2007 the easternmost 
locality of  the European Union. Situated at the mouth of  one of  the three nav-
igable branches of  the Danube delta, it has the particularity that there is no road 
or railway, making it accessible only by water. Having a population of  less than 
3,700 today, the town is barely more than half  its size in its pre-war heyday. Both 
films refer to Sulina’s double decline: the port thrived up to the 1930s, but after 
the Second World War changes to shipping arrangements made it a shadow of  its 
former self. The decline of  Socialist Romania in the 1980s brought further eco-
nomic hardship, while since the revolution of  1989 the institution of  democracy 
has had no success in restoring to Sulina the prosperity it once knew. 

There are three aims to this study: first of  all, simply to take note of  the 
history of  this small and apparently unremarkable town on screen. The second 
is to raise the question of  why, at the beginning of  the present decade, it coin-
cidentally was the subject of  a renewed interest reflected in its representation in 
contemporaneous films. Thirdly, these films raise the paradoxical notion of  an 
isolated, provincial and limitrophic place as a central and cosmopolitan ‘Europo-
lis’. The films locate this concept between utopia, dystopia, and anthropological 
reality, approached from the post-totalitarian angle, insofar as both films contain 
abundant reference to the post-communist condition.

Europolis (Cornel Gheorghiţă, 2010)
Cornel Gheorghiţă’s debut feature film is a journey film, moving between 

Eastern Romania and the West of  France. The French-Romanian co-production, 
a comedy with surreal elements, is bookended by sequences shot from the prow 
of  a boat travelling through the Danube delta to Sulina, using some of  the back 
channels and canals and avoiding the main shipping lane. 

This generates images of  semi-primordial wilderness surrounding a town 
itself  presented as only half  orderly, isolated, and in the control of  an ad hoc local 
mafia. In this environment, the slacker Nae lives for his illicit relationship with the 
sister of  a local nightclub owner, his small boat, and his ageing mother. Before the 
narrative begins, the film takes a moment for nostalgic regret towards Sulina’s for-
mer prosperity, and its immortalisation in the 1933 novel Europolis, by Jean Bart.
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Informed of  the death in France of  his 
long-lost uncle Lucas, Nae takes his mother 
across the continent with the belief  that he is 
to inherit a fortune. Once they have reached 
the Brittany coast, Nae and his mother en-
counter their late relative’s brother-in-law, who 
informs them that, in fact, they have inherit-
ed only debts. The twist is that Nae’s uncle 
was married to a Ghanaian woman, and that 
her brother has brought back from his home 
country an enormous wooden coffin in the 
form of  a donkey, in which Lucas wished to 
be buried. While his mother deeply regrets 
that Lucas had already been cremated, Nae 
decides to evade his uncle’s debts by driving 
across Europe in his late uncle’s Citroën CX estate car, with the coffin on the 
roof  and, the most important as far as Nae is concerned, an immaculate modern 
sailing yacht on the trailer. The journey is, of  course, doomed. Leaving the Schen-
gen zone and crossing into Romania, Nae’s attempt to use his uncle’s identity doc-
uments is a predictable failure, and from that point on he, his mother and their 
goods are at the mercy of  the Romanian customs officials. True to the protago-
nist’s imagination, the latter prove to be total-
ly corrupt and interested only in seizing the 
valuable boat and classic car. The film ends 
with Nae’s mother’s funeral, back in Sulina, 
with Nae himself  even more directionless and 
disillusioned than when the narrative began.

Europolis: The Town of  the Delta 
(Kostadin Bonev, 20102)

If  the perennially unfortunate Nae 
is the fictional avatar of  the port’s decline 
and decay, then the omniscient narration of  
Europolis: Town of  the Delta, written by Vladi 
Kirov, spells out that nostalgic outlook to 

2    The date of the film has been the subject of controversy. I refer to films by the year of their 
public release. The earliest  release date  I am aware of  is 13th May 2010. Marian Ţuţui’s Orient 
Express  cites  the film’s year of  release as 2010. Professor Ţuţui was  involved  in  the Romanian 
national film archive’s supply of footage for the film and his name appears in its credits. I am happy 
to correct my attribution if readers wish to present evidence of the film’s being released in 2009.

Pic. 2 Europolis: The Town of  the Delta (Ko-
stadin Bonev, 2010)

Pic. 1: Europolis (Cornel Gheorghiţă, 
2010)
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the viewer. Elaborated through a series of  interviews with Sulina residents, 
Kostadin Bonev’s documentary pieces together a narrative whose themes, 
like those of  Gheorghiţă’s rambling comedy, begin with Jean Bart’s 1933 nov-
el and trace a path of  1930s heyday and subsequent endless decay, through 
the Second World War, Communism, and present-day corruption. Released 
in the same year, the two films appear to supplement each other, with Kirov’s 
documentary furnishing invaluable context to the unaware viewer of  Ghe-
orghiţă’s comedy. Kirov’s voiceover iterates the facts of  Sulina’s exceptional 
and extraordinary history. Here, I will summarise that history with the assis-
tance of  an article by Petruţa Teampău and Kristof  van Assche (2007).

Disputed territory between the Russian and Ottoman Empires during 
the nineteenth century, the Danube delta was brought into Western Europe-
an influence after the Crimean War. A European Commission of  the Dan-
ube was established, and for the next seventy years there was an ongoing 
civil engineering project to create and maintain a safe shipping channel into 
the Danube delta. The headquarters of  the Commission were located in the 
hitherto unremarkable locality of  Sulina. In the 1920s and early 1930s, the 
harbourmaster there, a Romanian engineer by the name of  Eugeniu Botez, 
wrote a series of  novels based on his experiences. The last of  these, Europolis, 
was published under the pseudonym Jean Bart, and considered his master-
piece. He died a little over a year after completing the novel, which describes 
the fractious cosmopolitanism of  Sulina in the its heyday, under the uneasy 
control of  the European Commission. 

Like Gheorghiţă’s film, the documentary Europolis fixates on the idea 
that 1930s Sulina was a utopia. One interviewee early in the film describes the 
city as ‘paradise’. The structuring concept of  the novel is the not-very-com-
fortable living together of  representatives of  the nations of  Europe, from 
the United Kingdom eastwards to Turkey, sharing one living environment 
under the auspices of  a European Commission, no less. The European Com-
mission of  the Danube, indeed, is referred to throughout as the ‘European 
Commission’ or simply, the Commission. The implication, then, is that the 
small port at the Eastern boundary of  Europe is, in fact, a synecdoche for 
the continent itself. Furthermore, Kirov’s voice-over script emphasises the 
idea that Jean Bart’s novel constituted a prophecy. Indeed, the final chapter 
of  Europolis concludes with an account of  the Danube channel silting up and 
the port becoming abandoned. In the logic of  this film, that means that the 
novel takes on the role of  a prediction of  the current state, not just of  the 
post-totalitarian fringe of  Europe, but of  the continent as a whole. ‘With the 
death of  Europolis,’ claims the voiceover, ‘Europe will be slowly dying in pain’.



Post-Totalitarian Cinema in Eastern European Countries: Models and Identities 95

Should we extrapolate that it is here that the interest of  these films of  
the beginning of  the present decade lies? Were they, in their turn, prophetic 
extensions of  the prophecy of  Jean Bart, and is it the privilege and the curse 
of  the limitrophic regions of  Europe to serve as harbingers of  its forthcom-
ing death? A more hopeful outlook on the Danube delta’s role as a symbol 
of  the future of  Europe is possible, and begins by taking note of  the identifi-
cation of  Sulina with ‘paradise’. Not only an interviewee in Europolis is heard 
to make this connection, but also the author of  the film’s voiceover, who has 
also published a novel, set in the Danube delta entitled Cartography of  Paradise.3 
Within the delta’s cinematic representation since the year 2000, it is not the 
city of  Sulina that appears paradisial, but rather the swamps, creeks, channels, 
reeds, and inhabitants of  the delta itself  that surrounds Sulina and appears 
ready to incorporate the crumbling city.

Jean Bart, the contemporary and the nostalgic
Gheorghiţă’s and Bonev’s Europolis share a narrative of  prophecy and 

fulfilment, of  endless decline from which there is no bottom. Rather, all of  
Europe would have been what Sulina was, and all of  Europe will be what 
Sulina is now. When considering the two films as part of  a shared visual his-
tory of  the representation of  a locality on screen, we might note that Sulina’s 
heyday is represented, more than with period documentary footage, by un-
credited scenes from Paul Călinescu’s Porto-Franco, a 1961 screen adaptation 
of  the Jean Bart novel. While cheery cabaret scenes are borrowed to reinforce 
the notion of  pre-World War II Sulina as paradise that was not really Eugeniu 
Botez’s picture of  the seedy, crime-ridden port, nor of  Călinescu’s faithful 
adaptation. 

Reading Europolis today, the contemporary nature of  the novel’s con-
cerns may stand out more than its evocation of  the cosmopolitan and vibrant 
life of  1920s Sulina. In its depiction of  the squabbles and tensions between 
communities inhabiting the same territory, between religious groups, nation-
alities, and language communities, between elites and masses, and between es-
tablished and recently-arrived populations, the book seems to be of  our times 
just as much as its own. Its description of  the Danube port may no longer 
be true: ‘out of  this gateway passes wheat, and into it passes gold’ (Botez, 1933: 304). 

On the other hand, where it depicts Romanian dockers threatening to 
strike rather than allow a Greek to join their ranks, it speaks to contemporary 

3    I  am  grateful  to  Prof.  Ingeborg  Bratoeva-Daraktchieva  for  bringing  this  connection  to my 
attention.
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concerns about migration, precarious working condition, the free movement 
of  labour, and nationalism. It is easy to understand why the author felt it nec-
essary to publish this novel under a pseudonym, as it pulls no punches in its 
representation of  the flaws, hypocrisies, and blind spots of  each one of  the 
communities it represents. This is particularly the case with its depiction of  
the French, German, and British elite of  the European Commission, whom 
the author would have encountered in his working life, as Harbourmaster of  
the port. In the novel, they are depicted as an isolated, cloistered collection 
of  individuals, blissfully unaware of  the seedy reality of  transactions between 
Romanians, Greeks, Turks, and other nationalities inhabiting the same space, 
but a different world. Here again, the impression is of  a critique that cuts 
directly to problems faced by Europe in the present day, even if  the people 
involved are no longer compelled to share a limitrophic space such as the 
Danube port.

Călinescu’s film adaptation might have the capacity to reflect this con-
temporary resonance of  the novel. In fact, however it takes fewer risks. Fo-
cusing on the romantic narrative, the foibles of  the European elite in the 
city become more straightforwardly comical than cynical, and the narrative’s 
incisive and expository power of  the tense contingency of  multicultural co-
habitation is lost. One might note, however, that the Sulina that Călinescu 
puts on screen is not that of  the 1930s, but was filmed on location in the port 
at the beginning of  the 1960s, during the Communist era that Bonev’s film, 
along with a number of  his interviewees, unconditionally condemn. 

A visual vocabulary of  the Delta swamps
Coming after the depredations of  both Communism and post-com-

munism, one understands the unambiguously nostalgic attitude displayed by 
Gheorghiţă’s and Bonev’s films. Yet the visual language of  both films appears 
to have an antecedent in a film that takes a more detached, more contempla-
tive outlook on the decay of  Sulina, namely Anca Damian’s 2001 documen-
tary Porto-Franco 20004. 

Regarding Damian’s Porto-Franco, more to the point, both the more re-
cent feature films that I am discussing here owe a debt to these thirty con-
templative minutes of  footage and voice-over. The opening sequence of  
Gheorghiţă’s Europolis, consisting of  point-of-view shots taken from a boat 
travelling through the Sulina canals, certainly owes its debt to Damian’s cin-

4    This somewhat obscure film is referenced in Marian Ţuţui’s Orient Express, and can be seen 
online.



Post-Totalitarian Cinema in Eastern European Countries: Models and Identities 97

ematography, emphasised by a similarity in sound design. The almost total 
lack of  any diegetic sound, replaced by prolonged synthesiser tones with the 
addition of  electronically-generated echo effects, is common to both. The 
visual material too, in which the swamp plants and water become mirrors that 
do not return the implicit human gaze emanating from the camera, repeat 
each other here. Whether by improvisational accident or intentional imitation 
is not of  any great interest for present purposes. Nonetheless, the cinematog-
raphy of  Europolis: The Town of  the Delta, by Konstantin Zankov and Dimiter 
Mitov, also records not only the people of  Sulina, and its built environment, 
but also strays to take in the surrounding canals and swamps; re-iterating a 
visual vocabulary to be found in Damian’s film5. 

There is a further link between Bonev’s and Damian’s films, in the person 
of  Sulina resident and painter Cristian Bălea. The court jester of  the empty 
metropolis, Bălea’s derisive commentary on the condition of  Sulina and the 
morbid avarice of  its residents is probably the most interesting soundtrack 
in Bonev’s documentary. For Anca Damian, too, visibly younger and a little 
more approachable in demeanour, he represents a wry observer, the surro-
gate of  the viewer, or perhaps the director. In the city but not of  it, observing 
with critical distance even his own post-communist involvement in drugs and 
prostitution, Bălea’s dry cynicism might even recall that of  Eugeniu Botez 
himself.

Whether the evidence of  similar artistic sensibilities drawn to a particu-
lar locale, or of  a conscious imitation of  the forgoing film, the way in which 
these three filmmakers turn their cameras away from the city and on to the 
wilderness of  the Danube delta is, in my eyes, the most powerfully suggestive 
element of  their evocation of  the history of  Sulina’s decline. In choosing to 
represent what the European Environment Agency has described as the sec-
ond largest wild habitat in the European Union, sheltering rare and unique 
flora and fauna (EEA, 2002), these films gesture towards that which can en-
dure in the Danube Delta, which is not a thriving and bustling human civilisa-
tion, but rather an older force on whose timescale the rise and decline of  the 
European Commission for the Danube looks like a matter of  a few seconds. 
For Damian’s film, this is a place that does not follow the rules of  human 
time, and the lack of  roads and railways is an indication that a certain civilisa-
tional development simply never reached here. While in the wild environment 
of  the Delta ‘every second seems to repeat the creation’, the place is so isolated that 

5    Much more so than in Thomas Ciulei’s Asta E, contemporary with Damian’s film, but much 
more centred on interviews with the inhabitants, not of the town of Sulina, but of the delta itself.



Toponyms, Migration, Gender98

one interviewee notes that on arrival in Sulina ‘I felt as though I had been deported’. 
Indeed, Bonev’s documentary makes reference to Sulina as a place of  internal 
exile for political prisoners released by the Communist regime. 

Europolis before and after Europe
For Anca Damian, however, the exile would end up being a voluntary 

one, a desirable retreat from a civilisation whose values, in the end, amounted 
to little by comparison with the timelessness of  the Delta, ‘well fed with the 
vitality given to it continuously by the wilderness of  nature’. The search for a more 
poetic response to the present condition of  Sulina is reflected in the incon-
sistency of  development plans, which attempt to restore Suilna’s economy, 
as Teampău and Von Assche note. They identify an ‘elitist’ discourse on the 
possibilities for economic revival, and a speech from the local authority stat-
ing ‘not out of  marsh or fish will the life of  other times be revived; we have to give back to 
Sulina its greatness as a Danube harbour’. I believe that such an attachment to the 
past is characteristic of  the 2010 films that I’ve looked in this study, and that 
one can say of  their regard on Sulina, along with Teampău and Von Assche: 
‘The almost mythical prosperity of  the Danube Commission period is being projected into 
the near future—when Sulina will be a “European” city—in a kind of  cyclically replicat-
ing fate. If  the Europeans came once and made Sulina the beautiful, rich city it was, they 
can do it again’ (Teampău and Von Assche, 2007: 268).

Pic. 3 Cristian Bălea in Europolis: The Town of  the Delta Pic. 4 Cristian Bălea in Porto-Franco 2000
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In Gheorghiţă’s Europolis, the sense of  this desire is strong, even if  it 
is hidden beneath a veil of  irony. Opening sequences of  the film include a 
prominent depiction of  the EU’s twelve-starred flag, its blue colour reprised 
in a blue-orange complementary colour contrast that runs through much of  
the film. Even as the disillusioned protagonist Nae looks out over the inactive 
harbour at sunset and exclaims ‘such a Europe!’, he conveys the film’s yearning 
for a lost, cosmopolitan, prosperous Sulina, and Romania, rather than the 
post-communist decay they see themselves surrounded by. Europolis: Town of  
the Delta opens with a sequence of  shots made inside the former European 
Commission building, showing a battered paperback copy of  Europolis left on 
a table. The voiceover includes quotations from the novel, and in a sequence 
visiting Sulina’s cemetery, shows the grave of  Princess Ecaterina Moruzi, the 
real-life inspiration for the main character of  the novel. At the end of  the 
film, the voiceover claims that the ‘evacuated, lost town has fallen asleep in a sad 
dream, with no more hopes for a better future’. 

In its visual representation of  the ‘paradise’ that surrounds the town, 
however, I would argue that the film works against the despondent conclu-
sion that its voiceover makes. Read in intertextual connection with Porto-Fran-
co 2000, the references to Jean Bart’s prophecy of  the port’s silting up and 
abandonment hint more towards the natural forces at play in this environ-
ment, which in turn suggests may a forward-looking way of  thinking Sulina. 
In place of  Jean Bart nostalgia and the desire to make Sulina great again, Da-
mian concludes her voice-over with a comment about the tides, flowing and 
returning to where they came from ‘to mirror when we will have gone’. Hinting at 
the ultimate passing of  humanity, the film raises the question of  care for the 
environment. It is therefore interesting to note the pre-eminent role of  envi-
ronmental sustainability at heart of  another project that adopts the Europolis 
title, namely that outlined by Svetlana Hristova in a recent volume of  studies 
on ‘Culture and development in European cities’. 

I acknowledge in passing that the term ‘Europolis’ has a life beyond its 
reference to Jean Bart and Sulina. There are, for example, a film production 
company, Europolis Films, a business park just outside Bucharest, and a bus 
designed by Iveco. Nonetheless, I insist on the connection between the evo-
cation of  an environmentally sustainable ‘Europolis’ and the representation 
of  the city that was christened with that name by Eugeniu Botez, and has 
been filmed many times more than its present size and importance might 
suggest. Among these films, I point to Anca Damian’s in particular because 
of  the theme that runs through it, more or less uniquely. Of  the films I’ve 
discussed here, it alone has some capacity to validate what Svetlana Hristova 
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claims, namely that ‘the idea of  Europolis—as an epitome of  the potential of  the Eu-
ropean compact, human-sized cities to achieve a balanced urban growth addressing human 
needs, and based on the caring capacity of  nature—is still alive. It is a city in process, a 
sustainable city in development, a learning city capitalizing upon the European culture as 
a fundamental asset’ (Hristova, 2015: 51).

Recollection of  the cosmopolitan Europe in miniature that Jean Bart 
evokes in Europolis is indeed valuable in the present European context, and 
for a number of  reasons. Not least of  those is the evocation of  rapid con-
struction and equally rapid obsolescence and decay at a peripheral point that 
became, for a time, a centre of  attention, before fading into obscurity, left 
with incongruous relics of  its former status. The novel carries forward a pro-
phetic evocation, within a confined space, of  anxieties and tensions that do 
indeed structure Europe today. The novel is built on exposition of  the com-
plex coexistence of  cultural mores, religious communities, national allegiances, 
the profit motive, and those using illegal means to attempt to appropriate 
some of  that profit for themselves. It creates situations of  cultural conflict 
that cannot fail to recall those that emerge in contemporary Europe, in a way 
few settings in the 1930s could do.

In responding to this work, however, rather than focus on decline and 
nostalgia, or the idea that that which is past can somehow be recreated the 
same as it was before, I think that the representation of  present-day Europ-
olis on film has the capacity to direct instead towards such a hopeful, for-
ward-thinking goal as Hristova presents. Its evocation of  a landmark in liter-
ary ‘culture’, would, in this interpretation, serve as a marker to orient thinking 
towards the means of  survival of  the coming ecological disaster. If  ‘Europe’ 
is to have future meaning, perhaps it will be this, and not the attempt to re-
turn to or reconstruct the false image of  a glorious past.
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Abstract: With the fall of  the Berlin Wall, Eastern European countries have entered 
a period of  transition at all levels. One of  the greatest problems that these coun-
tries face is the constant emigration of  young and educated professionals to Western 
countries, looking for a ‘better life’!
In Serbian film, this topic is not the classic one, based on economic migration where 
they leave in search of  a better-paid job. It’s not even about the conflict between tra-
ditional and contemporary, or patriarchal and new.
Emigration of  young people from Serbia has received a specific meaning during the 
dissolution of  Yugoslavia, UN sanctions, hyperinflation, which are all associated with 
not being able to properly cope with the transition process. Aesthetic achievements, 
awards at domestic or international film festivals, as well as ratings are very different, 
but one has to applaud the courage to depict such stories on film, the stories that all 
of  us in Serbia have lived.
The second group of  films was produced after 1999 and the bombing of  Serbia by 
the NATO alliance. It is interesting that this event has again raised the question of  
emigration in Serbia. 
Is it time to re-examine the achievements of  these films? To establish them within 
Serbian cinema, and compare them to films from neighbouring countries, as well as 
to examine their success on the international scene is the main topic of  this paper.

Keywords: Serbian film, production, transition, migration of  young people

Looking for a better life in another place, another country or even con-
tinent is an eternal human dilemma contained in the question: stay or go? If  
we decide to go, it becomes a life drama because we are leaving the familiar 

1    Radenko Ranković, is a Professor at FDU on Department film and TV production. Research 
areas: film production, history of cinematography in Serbia. Author of the books: ‘Yugoslavian 
cinematography 1945-1951’ (2004); author, editor of the ‘Lexicon of film and television (1993. 
1997). Producer, screenwriter and director for film and TV: Production manager on feature films 
‘Dorotej’ (1982), ‘Battle on Kosovo–1389’ (1989), ‘Three Summer Days’ (1997), Art director at 
Festival of feature films ‘Novosadska Arena’ (1997-2001), for TV: Film and Dreams – onirisam at 
films (1999), ‘Short film story’ (2014-2019).
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behind, and we are facing the unknown, we are leaving our homes, we are 
leaving those who are closest to us whether back home or in their graves. 
We are leaving our habits and customs. That road is paved with challenges 
that await all those who decide to take it. History is littered with anecdotes, 
memories, stories, and novels mostly by those who have succeeded. Howev-
er, the number of  those who could not make it is far greater, those who are 
still searching and waiting for their opportunity, those who have reconciled 
with their fates, or those who dream of  their homeland and of  coming back. 
Those human fates are what potentially great film stories are made of.

In Serbian film, in the aftermath of  WWII, the theme of  migration was 
usually present in stories about moving from the countryside to the city. One 
of  the first, and probably the best, films in Serbia or ex-Yugoslavia that dealt 
with that topic was The Extra One (1962), a love story of  two young people 
Malena and Mihailo, played by the great Serbian and Yugoslavian actors Mile-
na Dravić and Ljubiša Samardžić. Their love story begins in the countryside, 
continues as a series of  humorous situations at a work action and has a happy 
end but not in the city, they return to their village, she as a trained seamstress 
and he as a tractor driver. Then, the following films were made: Countryman 
(1963), Come and Stay (1965) and others. Even in the most popular film of  
that period, I Met Some Happy Gipsies Too (1967) the protagonist Tisa wants to 
pursue her happiness by moving to Belgrade, but she quickly returns home. 
From that body of  work evolves a group of  films about people from the Ser-
bian countryside emigrating to Germany and France to find work, and their 
individual destinies and conflicts with children who seek to fit in the new 
environment. Most notable among them are Aller Retour (1978), The Second 
Generation (1982), and Early Snowfall in Munich (1984). The loss of  hope for 
a new and happier life ‘over there’, the loss of  family connections, the loss 
of  children, and tragedies that followed them have become the hallmark of  
these films.

The migration that is depicted in the abovementioned examples from 
Serbian film is purely for economic reasons. There are no political causes, 
no migration to pursue better education, or some third reason. How about 
today?

With the fall of  the Berlin Wall, the countries of  the Eastern Bloc have 
entered a period of  transition on every level. The borders have opened, and 
changed. The one-party system has been replaced by a multi-party system. 
Large state-owned companies have been changing very slowly, and the mar-
ket could no longer accept their business model. The social peace of  the pop-
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ulation used to be modest but stable, and then it crumbled with the opening 
of  the market. The offer of  better goods in the stores has been countered 
by the low purchasing power. A new kind of  managers has appeared, many 
public affairs, new social and moral values have come to the front, and a new 
extremely wealthy social class emerged and gained power over night.

In that period in Serbia, in the late eighties, the middle class began its 
decline and quickly lost all its power and influence. This culminated in the 
very painful and tragic disintegration of  Yugoslavia, UN sanctions, hyperin-
flation. In circumstances like these what kind of  future could young people 
hope for, what were the options for their survival? The once numerous mid-
dle class could only hope to use its waning influence to help their children 
move abroad. Another large group of  population from SFRY that had lost 
almost everything would seek a chance of  a better life in Serbia. Once again 
the topic of  migration of  young people became topical. The constant outflux 
of  young and educated professionals is a big problem for Serbia and other 
Eastern European countries. They move abroad in search of  better-paid jobs, 
of  opportunities for professional development and advancement, but also 
for a ‘better life’!

Serbian film has bravely taken on the challenge of  depicting the lives of  
young people and their emigration stories, with respect to a specific problem: 

a) Transitions in Serbian society,
b) Disintegration of  SFRY, UN sanctions and hyperinflation,
c) And finally, NATO bombing of  Serbia.
Due to this specificity, it will be easier for me to present an analysis 

of  the films based on these topics if  I separate them in three groups, and 
present the films chronologically within those groups, based on the year of  
production:

a) Films that deal with the problem of  transition in Serbian society. This 
problem has not been directly dealt with in the works that talk about painful 
departures. It is skipped or marginally mentioned, but those are the films that 
tell about young people who have emigrated for various personal reasons. 
They arrive there, start their careers, and a new life, and then a day comes 
when they have to ask a very painful question: Why? Where am I? What am 
I doing? And especially: Stay or go back?

The theme of  migration of  young people has been present in Serbian 
film for more than forty years. At first emigrating together with parents for 
economic reasons, and then for personal reasons like professional develop-
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ment, love, adventurism, independence from parents, or better life. There is 
no doubt that the problem was exacerbated by the social and political cir-
cumstances of  the early nineties. It was a time of  grave uncertainty, which 
they sought to rescue themselves from. They wanted to go to safer places 
that offered better living conditions, leaving behind their aging parents, lovers 
waiting for their return, friends they miss, a once carefree life... they haven’t 
fully adjusted to the new environment after all. 

–The first film in this group is Tomorrow Morning (2006) directed by Oleg 
Novković. It tells the story of  a young man called Nele (Ulis Fehmiu) who 
comes from Canada to marry his fiancée Maja whom he had met in Canada. 
His encounter with parents and friends that had remained in Belgrade turns 
from a happy event into a genuine drama contained in the following question: 
Who did better? Nele who left for Canada or his friends who stayed behind? 
Remembering the old ‘happy’ days of  youth only opens the already fresh 
wounds and poses new questions. The truth is painful, because nothing is as 
it used to be!

–The next film is Huddersfield (2007) directed by Ivan Živković, adapted 
from a stage play that featured the same cast. Igor, the protagonist, returns 
home after having spent eleven years in England, in order to spend some 
time with his old friends from a small provincial town. The encounter starts 
off  with the joy of  being together again but morphs into a painful examina-
tion of  their lives. None of  them have achieved the proverbial ‘happy life’, 
and this is pointed out to them by their neighbour and peer Ivan (Nebojša 
Glogovac) who has mental problems and who shows them that they have to 
fight for their life.

– Finding one’s way in the new world, or new life has always been an 
inspirational theme, and it is the main theme of  a film called Here and There 
(2009) directed by Darko Lungulov. A man from Belgrade called Mrdja, 
moves to New York, but he doesn’t have the required papers. He believes that 
his new life will make sense only when his girlfriend comes from Belgrade to 
join him. He finds an American, a failed saxophonist, who accepts to go to 
Belgrade for a fee and marry Mrdja’s girlfriend Ivana so that she can finally 
come to New York. In Belgrade, the saxophonist stays with Mrdja’s mother 
and falls in love with her, showing that Belgrade is not a place to be avoided.

– A film that I’m particularly fond of  is Jelena, Katarina, Marija, because 
it is one of  few films from Serbia that have female protagonists. In this case 
polite, well raised, and educated women from Belgrade. Jelena moves to New 
York to escape the bombing of  Belgrade, and there she encounters Katarina 
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and Marija who had arrived there before her. Jelena wants to bring her boy-
friend to New York as soon as possible, and Katarina and Maria are fighting 
to get the paper so as to legalise their stay in the new world. Three unique 
fates and three unique solutions. Katarina marries a gay work colleague in 
order to get the papers. They both solve their problems – she with her papers 
and he with his parents who cannot accept his homosexuality. Jelena, after 
all the troubles decides to leave only a few months before her green card ap-
proval to visit her ailing father, and spend his last days with him. 

– The countryside which used to be at the centre of  economic migration 
in Serbian film has once again taken centre stage in Withering (2013) directed 
by Miloš Pušić. The protagonist Janko has failed to find his way in the city as 
a labourer, because the company he had been working for is barely running 
due to transition. Therefore he decides that moving to Switzerland is the only 
viable solution. However, in order to go there he needs money, not a lot, but 
he still doesn’t have it. He comes back to his village and brings great joy to 
his mother who thinks that he has returned to start his family there. His re-
turn gives hope to the villagers, but he refuses to give up on his intention to 
move away. He sells his best piece of  land where his father is buried to raise 
the money to go to Switzerland and to buy a used Golf  or even a Mercedes!

– There is one more film that deals with the problem of  finding one’s 
way and adapting to a new environment, and it belongs in this group. It’s a 
film titled Nowhere (2017) directed by Predrag Velinović who chose Sweden, 
which is a northern country, often very cold, covered with snow and there-

Pic. 1 Jelena, Katarina, Marija (2012, Serbia), directed by Nikita Milivojević
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fore white. Instead of  finding joy and happiness, the family of  intellectuals 
falls apart. In trying to find something better, they can’t even achieve what 
they used to have. The director decided to make a non-commercial art film, 
aimed at festivals rather than large audiences, which let the film achieve its 
full potential.

b) The films that tell of  migrations caused by the disintegration of  
SFRY, UN sanctions and hyperinflation are much fewer in number, because 
those stories are still being lived, those events and traumas still too fresh, so 
it becomes difficult to find the right solution. 

– The first film in this group is Loving Glances (2003), directed by Srđan 
Karanović, who had been an established director long before he made this 
film, noted for his skill and sensibility. He decided to tell a story about a mis-
take at a matchmaking agency that brought together two young people, a Ser-
bian man who was born in Croatia and studied in Sarajevo, and a girl from an 
ethnically diverse family (Serbian-Muslim) who studied in Zagreb. What they 
have in common is their poverty and the fact that everything they own can fit 
in a plastic bag. Also, they both see the ghosts of  those closest to them who 
have perished in the war, and who still want to lecture them on what’s best 
for them. Love is evident, but happiness awaits a visa that will take them to 
Western Europe. The message is that even the strongest of  love loses against 
nationalism; hence it is best to rescue yourself  by going away!

– Next film is also unusual: The Red Coloured Grey Truck (2004), directed 
by Srđan Koljević. It is a story about a truck lover who cannot get a driver’s 
license because he is colour-blind. One of  his attempts to get a truck takes 
us through a sequence of  absurd situations that coincide with the first days 
of  the disintegration of  Yugoslavia. The road is marked by a series of  darkly 
humorous situations and it ends when the truck lover and a girl he had en-
countered in the process decide to run away from Yugoslavia with their child, 
a black child at that. The truck lover doesn’t mind and says, ‘Never mind, I’m 
colour-blind anyway”.

– In Honeymoons (2009), famous Serbian director Goran Paskaljević tells 
about Serbo-Albanian relations through a story of  two young married cou-
ples who wish to emigrate to an EU country. And at the exact moment they 
find themselves at the border that symbolises the threshold of  the dream life 
in Europe, the murder of  two Italian officers in Kosovo, that they had noth-
ing to do with, prevents their crossing.

– The final film in this group is The Box (2011) directed by Andrijana 
Stojković. It tells of  three friends who see the disintegration of  SFRY as 
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a great business opportunity. They provide a packing service to foreigners 
that want to move out. The business flourishes until the UN sanctions are 
imposed, which destroys their dream of  making money and emigrating to 
Western Europe. Each of  them had a dream of  his own, a rock career, vis-
iting a girlfriend, postgraduate studies, but all that is only available abroad. 
The director decided for a pseudo documentary approach, which successfully 
depicted the shock of  the generation of  young people, who had been used to 
travelling freely, at not being able to do that anymore.

c) The third group of  films deals with migrations that are caused by ‘the 
straw that broke the camel’s back’. Just when we thought that the disintegra-
tion of  the country was over, and when the UN sanctions were lifted, and 
nothing worse could possibly happen, ‘Merciful angel’ happened, the bomb-
ing of  Yugoslavia by the NATO forces. These events were the trigger that 
pushed many people outside of  Serbia. The question of  emigration to an-
other country became the only solution once again. An interesting fact is that 
near the end of  the bombing campaign two feature films began production.

– The first one is The Wounded Country (1999) directed by Dragoslav 
Lazić who chooses an oppressing atmosphere of  a shelter as a setting for 
playing out various situations and human destinies. One of  them is the fate 
of  a father, a university professor, an old school man who shares the fate 
of  his neighbours, worries about his children and suffers his wives criticism 
about not accepting a job offer abroad. This situation is illustrative without 
deeper emotion or meaning, but it still asks the same question: Ggo or stay?

– The other film is Sky Hook (2000), directed by Ljubiša Samardžić, one 
of  the best-known Serbian actors. It tells of  a local basketball star with great 
potential, but potential wasted as a result of  social circumstances. In spite of  
everything he never loses hope and love of  life, and he fights for his little son 
who had lost his ability to speak as a result of  a trauma caused by bombs. He 
struggles to rebuild the basketball court as the bombs are still falling so as to 
raise the morale of  local young people. However, he loses his family as his 
wife decides to leave Serbia.

– Another film is War Live (2000) by Darko Bajić, which combines two 
utterly schizophrenic situations: a film production and bombing. Everything 
goes from bad to worse, and it gets more and more absurd, but also there is a 
personal story of  a producer whose wife wants to leave the country together 
with their daughter. The painful question is of  course, how long can one take 
it, and should one take it or just go away and leave everything behind. Person-
al tragedies are very hard, and decisions are never easy or simple.
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– Finally, there is the film Mamarosh (2013), by Momčilo Mrdaković. It’s 
a personal story about an Americanophile, Pera Ilić who receives his green 
card approval just as the bombing of  Yugoslavia starts. He refuses to leave 
without his mother who is a Russophile. When they get to the border, admin-
istration gets in their way, because Americans don’t recognise the mother as 
next of  kin. Finally, they reach America but Pera’s American dream crumbles 
with all the troubles and problems. 

Aesthetic achievements, awards at domestic or international film festi-
vals, as well as theatre ratings are very different from film to film. One must, 
however, acknowledge the courage to depict on film the stories that we have 
all experienced here in Serbia, with our families, friends and acquaintances. 
The departure of  young people who initiate and then act upon the decision 
to emigrate is related to the problems of  adapting to the new environment, 
nostalgia for one’s birthplace, attachment to one’s parents, as well as inter-
rupted romantic relationships. These are the prevailing themes in the above-
mentioned films, but still each of  them is a unique and different story. The 
disintegration of  family, and the desire to get the young people away from a 
country torn by UN sanctions, NATO bombing is initiated by the parents. 
And this is why these migrations are unique. All of  the mentioned films are 
pictures of  their time, turbulent time when migrations were caused by many 
different reasons. I can freely say that all these films are also documents that 
will remind the future generations a time that looked ‘just like in the movies’.
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Pic. 2 Sky Hook (2000), directed by Ljubiša Samardžić

Pic. 3 Mamarosh (2013), by Momčilo Mrdaković
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Abstract: This article discusses Cristian Mungiu’s film, Beyond the Hills and Abdellatif  
Kechiche’s Blue Is the Warmest Colour – both recipients of  prestigious Cannes film festival 
awards in 2012 and 2013, respectively – as works, where the complicated emotional, 
psychological, and sexual relationship between the principal female duos reflects 
broader political and cultural contexts. In light of  existentialist, psychoanalytical and 
ideological discourses, the article also looks at such iconic works as Ingmar Bergman’s 
Persona (1967), Karoly Makk’s Another Way aka Two Women (1982), and David Lynch’s 
Mulholland Dr. (2001) as the very different the historical antecedents of  the films 
under scrutiny, yet still pointing to the archetypal duality of  what Mikhail Bakhtin 
calls ‘the dialogic territory of  the dance of  identity between mind and body, and self  
and the other’, or between the conscious and the unconscious mind, instrumental in 
the existential strife for authenticity and subjectivity.  

Keywords: subjectivity, authenticity, archetype, dialogic territory, lesbianism, duality, 
identity, facticity, marivaudage

‘What is mind? No matter. What is matter? Never mind’
George Berkeley (1685–1753)

It is certainly significant that in two subsequent years Cristian Mun-
giu’s film, Beyond the Hills/După dealuri (2012) – or BTH – and Abdellatif  
Kechiche’s Blue Is the Warmest Colour/La vie d’Adèle (2013) – or BITWC – were 
nominated for the highest award at the Cannes Film Festival, which the latter 

1    Christina Stojanova, PhD, is a media scholar, specializing in philosophical, ideological, and 
analytical-psychological aspects of fictional representation in the cinemas of Quebec, interwar 
Germany, and of Eastern and Central Europe. Associate professor at the Department of Film, 
University of Regina, and member of Quebec Film Critics Association, she publishes regularly 
in English, French, and Bulgarian mainstream media and sits on international FIPRESCI juries. 
Since 2005, she has contributed 20 chapters to internationally acclaimed academic publications, 
two of which – Wittgenstein at the Movies (2011, Lexington Press, USA) and The Legacies of Jean-
Luc Godard (2014, Wilfrid Laurier University Press, Canada) – she has co-edited. Editor of the 
forthcoming The New Romanian Cinema (2019, Edinburgh University Press, UK), she is currently 
working on monograph about Canadian animator Caroline Leaf.
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did get, while Mungiu (who got the Palme D’Or in 2007 for his 4 Months, 3 
Weeks and 2 Days) had to settle for the Best Screenplay Award. But even more 
remarkable is that the duos of  principal actresses – the Romanians Cristina 
Flutur and Cosmina Stratan, and the French Léa Seydoux and Adèle Exar-
chopoulos – became recipients of  the Best Actress Award ex-aequo in 2012 
and 2013, respectively. Such a rare jury decision, honouring the refined work 
of  the actresses in creating the psychological and emotional dynamics of  
their protagonists, is certainly also recognition of  the directors’ unorthodox 
handling of  this dynamics on both narrative and stylistic level.

In a way, their profound knowledge of  the female spiritual and physical 
world could be explained with the fact that both Mungiu and Kechiche were 
brought up in non-Western, intensely patriarchal environments (Romanian 
totalitarianism and Tunisian Muslim culture, respectively). And, as sensitive 
artists, have developed keen – and as the renowned in-depth psychologist 
Carl Gustav Jung would say, compensatory—sympathy to all things feminine. 
Yet their films belong to the tradition of  such celebrated works, featuring fe-
male couples in close relationship, bordering on or openly homosexual, and 
made by male directors, as Ingmar Bergman’s Persona (1966), Karoly Makk’s 
Another Way aka Two Women (1982) and David Lynch’s Mulholland Dr. (2001).

These films transcend sensationalism and sex-ploitation, and fore-
ground social and cultural mores, which contextualise, but also determine the 
nature of  the relationship. The dynamics within these female couples could 
be defined in light of  what Mikhail Bakhtin calls ‘the dialogic territory of  the dance 
of  identity between mind and body, and self  and the other’, or between subversive 
unconscious desire and the rational laws of  human society (qtd. in Christine 
Ramsay 2013, unpublished). The female protagonists in these films could in-
deed be seen as opposites, both physically and temperamentally, with one of  
them playing the more passive role of  an agent provocateur or a catalyst for 
the active transformation of  the other.

In light of  the Cartesian assumption ‘I think therefore I am’, privileging 
mind over body since the late sixteen hundreds, the heroines of  these films 
embark on their quests in order to be able to also feel and thus be, as well 
as bridge the gaping split, opened by modernity between the rational and 
the emotional, the consciousness and the unconscious, between logos and 
eros. Liv Ullmann’s Elizabeth Volger from Persona, for example—a stunningly 
successful actress, who has come to fully identify with her worldly image, or 
persona – sinks into silence after realizing the devastating abyss, which sep-
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arates her from her neglected feeling function. 2 Having lost her ability for 
empathy, she is unable to handle her despondent teenage son’s love for her, 
nor reciprocate her husband’s devotion. And it is only thanks to her psychiat-
ric nurse Alma (Bibi Andersson) that she retains her wholeness by retrieving 
the feeling aspect of  her personality.

In the highly metaphorical world of  Bergman’s modernist cinema, how-
ever, it remains unclear whether Elizabeth and Alma are two separate person-
alities, who fall in love with each other and merge into one better self, so to 
speak, or whether Alma is Elizabeth’s alter-ego, her repressed, shadow self, 
whom she is finally able to release and identify with, adopting Alma’s open 
and nurturing nature. Moreover, Elizabeth and Alma could certainly be seen 
as a dual projection of  their director’s anima or of  what C .G. Jung calls the 
feminine archetype – with its positive and its negative, constructive and de-
structive sides—which is present in every male psyche (as is the animus, or 
male, archetype present in every woman’s psyche). Anima and animus thus 
help form the syzygy with the contra-sexual human psyche, predicating its 
wholeness and completeness. Such an interpretation has been recently cor-
roborated by Liv Ullmann, who said in an interview that it was her, and not 
his male actors, who was Bergman’s alter-ego (Thurman, 2013: 31).

The female pairs in both Another Way and Mulholland Dr. – and, for that 
matter, those in BTH and BITWC – represent a type of  doubling with wider 
socio-historical and political implications. Indeed, with the advent of  the post 
WWII feminist movements, and under the transformational economic pres-
sures of  modernization, enforced by either Marxist-inspired, Soviet-type re-
pressive regimes or by Western liberal democracies, women have acquired not 
only financial independence and agency, but also, as the multiplicity of  their 
beings-in-the-world (in Heideggerian sense) suggest, have intensified their 
strife for authenticity, subjectivity and freedom through growing interaction 
with the here and now. Seen in light of  Heideggerian philosophy, therefore, 
it is the representation – Ingenuously laid-out and brilliantly enacted—of  
this interaction, which takes these film heroines into the realm of  personal 
individuation. And as Jung would have it – into the realm of  personal indi-
viduation and (if  I may say so) into the world of  the great cinematic art, to 
which their numerous awards testify.

2      Jung’s  theory  of  psychological  functions  –  his  major  contribution  to  the  field  of  general 
psychology  –  introduces  thinking  and  feeling  as  the  two  rational  functions,  and  intuition  and 
sensation  as  the  two  irrational  ones.  For  a  healthy  psyche,  Jung  suggests,  all  four  are  to  be  in 
balance, with one superior, one inferior and two auxiliary ones.
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Yet when their strife 
for authenticity entails an in-
tensive political engagement, 
which trumps homoeroti-
cism—as is the case in An-
other Way – the film becomes 
prone to accusations of  using 
women as ‘devices of  rep-
resentation’ and of  ‘directing 
attention to larger ”universal” 
issues’ which, as Anikó Imre 
has put it in her Identity Games 
(2009: 142), leads to ‘allegoris-
ing’ the lesbian relationship. In 

Another Way such a universal issue that ‘puts collective pressures on the nation’ is the 
lack of  freedom and the suppression of  truth as part of  the ubiquitous totalitarian 
repression (Imre 2009: 142). The controversial investigative journalist Éva – in the 
award-winning interpretation of  the Polish actress Jadwiga Jankowska-Cielak (Best 
Actress, Cannes 1982) kindles the political and sexual maturing of  her colleague 
Livia (Grayna Szapoowska), whom Éva tenderly entices into a forbidden love affair 
during the days of  worse totalitarian repression in Hungary, following the national 
anti-communist uprising in 1956. After subjecting Makk’s film to a ‘feminist “strong 
reading” of  desire’, however, Imre finds it insufficiently capable of  ‘transcend[ing] 
the strict allegorical straight jacket of  national seriousness into which the lesbian 
relationship is forced’ (2009: 142).

In my view, however, the allegorisation – or more precisely metaphor-
isation of  this relationship – is the more honest and adequate approach to 
the subject, undertaken by male and straight female directors (Imre subjects 
Deepa Mehta’s 1996 film Fire to similar criticism of  allegorisation). Other-
wise attempts at playing up what Imre, following Judith Mayne, calls ‘homo-
textuality’ – the uniquely queer specificity of  ‘lesbian disturbances of  specta-
cle’ (Imre 2009: 142) – could invariably expose the director to accusations of  
cultural appropriation, as BITWC – because of  its overabundance of  ‘homo-
textuality’ – was in a number of  articles, published in the British newspaper 
The Guardian between 12 and 15 of  November 2013.

The compelling immersion of  the heroines of  Another Way within their 
immediate political realities opens up the film to a modernist reading as a 
political metaphor, told in Aesopian language, pretty much in the spirit of  
another very successful Hungarian film from that time, István Szabó’s Os-
car-winning Mephisto (1981), where the story of  the rise and fall of  a fa-

Pic. 1. Another Way by Károly Makk (1982)
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mous actor in Nazi Germany reads as a transparent allegory about the fate of  
the artist and artistic freedom under any totalitarian regime, including com-
munism. From such a point of  view, Livia could be seen as a symbol of  the 
Hungarian national spirit, ensnared by the repressive communist regime, in 
its turn epitomized by her high-ranking military officer of  a husband (Péter 
Andorai), while Éva – as her publications suggest – is the force, capable of  
freeing this spirit through the power of  truth she is pursuing both in her sub-
versive writings and in her transgressive sexual orientation.

Such a reading might well seem unbearably trite more than three decades 
after the film’s release, and it is therefore understandable why, unprotected 
by its immediate socio-political context, the lesbian relationship seems stilted 
and hijacked by ‘“universal” issues of  national importance’ (Imre 2009: 142). 
Yet it was this blurring of  boundaries between official and personal body pol-
itics; between sexual and political repression—and not so much homophobic 
indignation – that made Another Way so explosively dangerous for its time and 
precipitated its ban across Eastern Europe, imposed directly by Kremlin. In 
tune with the times – the early 1980s being a particularly bleak era in the post-
war Eastern Europe – the film ends up in tragedy. Livia’s jealous husband 
shoots her in the neck after learning about her affair – and Éva, after being 
rejected by the wheel-chair-confined and confused Livia, lets herself  be killed 
in an attempt to cross illegally the Hungarian-Austrian border.

Unfortunately, the modernist Aesopian language of  Eastern Europe-
an dissident cinema has lost its artistic and political edge (sometimes to the 
point of  incomprehensibility) with the disappearance of  the socio-political 
context that had begotten it, and because of  the wholesale rejection of  the 
postcommunist legacy – good as well as bad. It is then hardly surprising that 
postcommunist cinema in general, and the New Romanian cinema in particu-
lar, has turned away from its metaphorical tropes in favour of  what could be 
called, again following Heidegger, cinema of  facticity, which expresses most 
adequately its characters’ struggle for authenticity or for what Jung would call 
need for ‘individuation’ (Heidegger 1962). 

For Mungiu, Beyond the Hills is the second film in which – by meticulous-
ly observing the facticity of  his heroines’ daily routine – he reveals not only 
their characters, but also the time and place they live in by closely following 
what Heidegger calls the ‘multiplicity’ of  their beings-in-the-world, ‘illustrat-
ed by having to do with something, producing something, attending to some-
thing and looking after it, making use of  something, giving something up and 
letting it go, undertaking, accomplishing, evincing, interrogating, considering, 
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discussing, determining...’ (Heidegger 1962: online). There could hardly be 
a better visual translation of  the being-in-the-world philosophy than Oleg 
Mutu’s attentive, yet detached camera, which brilliantly captures the intricate 
relationship of  the young heroines, caught in the process of  dealing with a 
serious existential crisis.

In 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days, it is the arrangement of  Găbiţa’s clandes-
tine abortion, which her student dorm roommate Otilia (Anamaria Marinca) 
is self-sacrificially seeing through step by difficult step – finding money, 
booking a hotel room, bringing in the abortionist Dr. Bebe (Vlad Ivanov), 
succumbing even to the abortionist’s sexual blackmail, disposing of  the foe-
tus – despite the very real danger of  being legally incriminated if  caught. At 
the same time ‘Găbiţa (Laura Vasiliu) dwells in a stressed-out passivity, which 
lasts until her pregnancy is successfully terminated’. Without even a hint of  
homoeroticism, the two inhabit a traditional model of  conservative patriar-
chal coupledom, where the active, tom-boyish and tireless go-getter Otilia is 
paired with the timidly frail—or maybe cunningly ‘feminine’ – Găbiţa, for 
whom telling half-truths seems to be the only way of  coping with, or rather 
manipulating, the crushing reality of  Ceauşescu’s Romania in the late 1980s. 
The final episode however brings to a head Otilia’s – and the viewer’s – mis-
givings about Găbiţa’s motifs, exposing her as the selfish opportunist she 
really is.

In Beyond the Hills Mungiu does hint upon a possible homoerotic fling 
between Voichiţa (Cosmina Stratan) and Alina (Cristina Flutur), which seems 
to have brought them closely together during their early teenage years at the 
orphanage, but it only remains lurking in the psychological background of  
their relationship. Since BTH situates its narrative between the opposite poles 

Pic. 2. Beyond the Hills by Cristian Mungiu (2012)
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of  what Nikolay Berdyaev, the famous Russian philosopher and self-pro-
claimed ‘religious existentialist’ calls the phenomenal and the noumenal, or 
the material and the spiritual, it is the emotional and temperamental differ-
ences between Alina and Voichiţa that are foregrounded. The general flow of  
their current lives is predetermined by major decisions they have taken a few 
years back, when the impulsive Alina left for Germany to seek freedom and 
the good life, and the down-to-earth Voichiţa joined a Romanian Orthodox 
nunnery. The film opens with the return of  the emotionally broken Alina 
from what seems to have been a misfortune sojourn in Germany, and her 
seeking out Voichiţa in the hopes that the two of  them could realize their 
teenage dreams and build a life together outside the nunnery. Voichiţa, who 
in the meantime has found in the monastic life and its structure the home she 
has craved for, invites her as a guest, but Alina’s neurotic insistence that they 
both leave throws in disarray not only Voichiţa’s daily routine, but also the 
allegiances of  her newly-found faith.

Once again Mungiu construes his narrative as a dynamic triangle, con-
sisting of  the female protagonists Voichiţa and Alina, and the Priest (Vale-
riu Andriuţă), a male character who, like Dr Bebe, becomes the antagonist, 
whose peremptory actions ultimately determine the girls’ fate. Mutu’s camera 
meticulously follows the facticity of  Voichiţa’s beings-in-the-world as a nun 
and as Alina’s friend (and possibly a former lover). Braving the snow and 
cold, she is perennially busy with never ending chores in and around the 
nunnery, where everyone works hard for their daily bread, but still finds time 
to check on Alina and try to pull her from the depression she is sinking into. 
Short of  leaving the nunnery – an idea Voichiţa firmly rejects although it 
seems to be the only way to make Alina happy – she is tirelessly looking for 
ways to help her friend. First Vochiţa enlists the professional help of  the local 
psychiatric ward but, repulsed by the primitive and heartless treatment Alina 
receives, brings her back to the nunnery. She then appeals to Alina’s foster 
parents to take her back, and not only do her efforts fail, but in the process 
it becomes clear they have robbed Alina of  a large sum of  money. Finally, 
Voichiţa turns to the Priest, the nuns’ spiritual leader, who reluctantly takes 
over as the principal decision-maker in the evolving drama.

What follows is a disturbingly realistic illustration of  the banal dictum 
‘the road to hell is paved with good intentions’: the Priest decides to exorcise 
the increasingly erratic Alina from her demons, applying an ancient religious 
ritual, and takes a formal permission to do so from Alina’s retarded brother 
and from Voichiţa. Like Otilia, Voichiţa has to take upon herself  the fate of  
another—this time genuinely helpless – human being and ends up paying a 
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high moral and probably legal price for it. On the third day of  the rite, whose 
harrowing details the film follows scrupulously, Alina suddenly dies, and the 
Priest – along with the nuns who participated in the exorcising, including 
Voichiţa – are taken into custody.

Beyond the Hills, unlike 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days does not espouse a 
clear-cut moral dilemma and, despite attempts to see it alternatively as criti-
cism of  the Orthodox Church, or of  Romanian post-communist society, it 
passes no judgement – moral or ideological – on either, yet offers an extreme-
ly detailed portrait of  both. With the help of  the inimitably realistic facticity 
of  their film, Mungiu and Mutu take the viewers on a unique journey of  
Voichiţa’s emotional and psychological beings-in-the-world, prompted by the 
need to reconcile her love for Alina with her stringent obligations of  a nun. 
Stratan’s Voichiţa is a petite and almost nondescript brunette, whose constant 
motility expresses articulately her fluid psychological states. As a near-perfect 
casting choice, Stratan’s Voichiţa is well counter-balanced by Flutur’s dark 
blonde, tall and handsomely built, but inert – both physically and psycholog-
ically – Alina.

Voichiţa’s emotional trajectory is determined by her empathy for Alina, 
which fluctuates between impatience, annoyance and guilt and is registered 
with remarkable sensitivity for minute psychological details. It is paralleled 
by the trajectory of  her religious devotion, which moves through multiple 
shades of  credulous piousness to outright scepticism, and then back again to 
devotion, this time around prompted not by faith alone, but by the conscien-
tious recognition of  her own guilt for Alina’s tragic end, and by realization 
of  the Priest’s genuine, albeit terribly misguided efforts to help. Voichiţa’s 
emergent subjectivity is signalled by her violation of  the strict monastic code 
in the conclusive episode: dressed in Alina’s beige turtleneck sweater and with 
uncovered head, she enters the police van voluntarily, as a mature person, 
who is ready to face the consequences of  her own actions both as a friend 
and as a nun.

Kechiche follows the emotional and psychological trajectory of  Adèle 
in Blue Is the Warmest Colour in a similarly detailed fashion, influenced richly 
by what connoisseurs of  French literature call marivaudage – a term coined 
either by Diderot and used by Voltaire as derogatory – with reference to 
the plays of  the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French writer Pierre de 
Marivaux. His most famous (and unfinished) novel, La vie de Marianne (The Life 
of  Marianne), whose eleven sections were published between 1731–1741(5), is 
recognized by Kechiche as the biggest influence on his film. This is despite 
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the fact that the film is based on the 2010 French graphic novel Le bleu est une 
couleur chaude by lesbian writer Julie Maroh—both explicitly, by naming it after 
Marivaux’s original La vie d’Adèle – Chapitres 1 & 2/ The Life of  Adèle – Chapters 
1 & 2, and implicitly, by adopting marivaudage as the film’s style.

Kechiche, his cameraman Sofian El Fani and the two actresses have 
achieved that rare rapport between creators and characters, on one hand, and 
between characters and their zeitgeist, on the other. The result is a mixture 
of  subtle metaphysics and bizarre trivialities, which constitute marivaudage, 
known also for its meticulous descriptions of  characters, their environment, 
and their thoughts, conveyed either by the author or in a direct dialogue. It is 
not by chance that the film opens with a senior high-school class in French 
literature, where the students discuss La Vie de Marianne, and it is Adèle, 
the film’s protagonist, who offers the most interesting comments. Thus 
Marivaux’s classic sets the tone of  the film, and defines Adèle as an original, 
romantic thinker, strikingly intelligent and emotionally mature for her age. 
Being her own person, Adèle is pretty much defined by her declared interest 
in ‘thick books’, which accounts for her specific ‘coolness’, along with her 
great looks – for her popularity among her classmates, both male and female. 
With a mixture of  Heideggerian ‘facticity’ and marivaudage, the film then 
follows faithfully Adèle’s evolution into adulthood over a period of  about 
five years or so.

Early on in the film, Adèle’s uniqueness is further emphasized by impli-
cations of  her different sexual orientation, which explains the disappointing 
intimate encounter with a boy from her school, a passionate kiss she shares 
with a cheeky female peer, and culminates in her faithful encounter with 
Emma – an older fine arts student with blue hair – whom she once casually 

Pic. 3. Blue Is the Warmest Colour by Abdellatif  Kechiche (2013)



Toponyms, Migration, Gender122

glimpses in the street and then meets in a gay bar. The intensity of  their rela-
tionship becomes shockingly explicit in the two sex scenes, which last longer 
than any such scenes have before outside pornographic cinema.

The film’s detractors, as mentioned above, as well as its superficial ad-
mirers, tend to play up the sensationalist effect of  these scenes. Within the 
context of  the three-hour-long narrative, however, the sex scenes acquire the 
numinous intensity that distinguishes everything Adèle does. El Fani’s cam-
era, lingering lovingly on Exarchopoulos’ superbly expressive face, captures 
Adèle’s voracious appetite for love and life, which does culminate in the sex 
scenes, but also comes forcefully in her eating, cooking, dressing up, social-
izing. And above all, distinguishes her teaching, which occupies much more 
screen time than any other activity, thus emphasizing her charmingly genuine 
ways with kids as well as her accomplished personality.

Initially, Emma is blown off  her feet by Adèle’s romantic spontaneity 
and spiritual depths, but as they move in to live together and the initial en-
chantment wanes, the couple settles in the (stereo)typically bourgeois roles 
of  Emma, the Artist, who does the painting and the intellectual socializing, 
while the socially inferior Adèle becomes her domesticated partner, who does 
the cooking, the admiring and the listening. Increasingly unable to integrate 
Adèle’s emotional intensity within her daily life, Emma begins to avoid sex 
with Adèle, all the more that she is in the process of  renewing her affair with 
Lise (Mona Walravens), a fellow artist, who is now pregnant, and is both so-
cially and professionally the more attractive companion for Emma.

This turn of  events immensely upsets Adèle, for whom love and sex 
with Emma is a profoundly spiritual experience, and she tries to find solace 
in a clandestine fling with a (male) colleague of  hers. When Emma finds this 
out, she is a bit too quick to throw Adèle out in a humiliating scene. Contrary 
to viewers’ expectations, however, despite of  her unbearable pain, Adèle goes 
on with her life, throwing herself  even more passionately into teaching. In the 
last episode, set a few years after Adèle’s painful rite of  passage into adult-
hood, she emerges as a beautiful and mature, albeit somewhat withdrawn 
young woman, ennobled by the traumatic experience.

In fact, Beyond the Hills and Blue Is the Warmest Colour are treatises on the 
coming-of-age drama of  two extraordinary young women. Thus on one level, 
their relationships could be seen as probings into the emotional, sexual and 
spiritual limits of  a female bonding. Following Bakhtin, each of  these pairs 
could also be seen as engaged in ‘the dance’ of  contemporary female identity, 
engendered by the internal frictions between ‘subversive unconscious desires’ 
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and the ‘rational laws of  human society’, on one hand, and on the other – by 
the externalised battles between self  and the other.

And what is even more intriguing, BTH and BITWC not only come 
through uncannily as doubling on one another on the thematic, stylistic and 
philosophical levels, but also in deploying strategies for attracting the viewer’s 
attention to serious issues plaguing our post-modern world. In BITWC, it is 
the sex-scenes which, in a way of  a showstopper, open a royal road to ex-
ploring the integrity of  mind and body, the phenomenal and the noumenal, 
the spiritual and the material. In BTH, on the other hand, it is the exorcising 
rites—the contrasting opposite of  the metaphysically orgiastic sex – which 
point to the severity of  emotional and spiritual needs that tear at the fragile 
veneer of  rationality and scientific progress.

Among other things, the comparison between the two films bespeaks 
about urgent social issue like the uneven distribution of  wealth in the New 
Europe. Indeed, the cold colours Mutu uses to portray the hard life in a snow-
bound Romanian nunnery, where Voichiţa and Alina face constant challenges 
not only to their human integrity, but also to their physical survival, might as 
well be painting a life on another planet. And it is just a couple of  thousand 
kilometres to the North-West, in Lille, where Adèle and Emma deal with their 
existential problems amidst a comfortable middle-class milieu, and where El 
Fani’s bright colour palette succeeds in turning even blue into a warm colour, 
literally. Yet, despite the glaringly cruel irony of  such a reductive interpreta-

Pic. 4. Blue Is the Warmest Colour by Abdellatif  Kechiche (2013)
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tion, each film does complement the other in revealing a contrasting side of  
female existence in the modern Western world: one mired in poverty, abuse 
and repression, including sexual, and the other steeped in material plenitude 
and hedonism. And yet there is a link that connects Voichiţa and Adèle, and it 
is not only their strife for authenticity and integrity.

Thanks to the ingenuous mixture of  aesthetics and philosophy – rigor-
ously realistic Heideggerian facticity and visually indulgent Marivaudage, re-
spectively – the passionate humanism and spirituality of  Voichiţa and Adèle 
transcend the otherwise indispensable Marxist, feminist, queer and existential-
ist attempts to explain their motifs away with social and psychological argu-
ments. For it is this surplus beyond the ‘cogito’, imponderable and unexplain-
able, that has allowed Beyond the Hills and Blue Is the Warmest Colour to join the 
scantly populated pantheon of  great cinematic works that speak forcefully 
about their life and times, and also to our souls.
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Abstract: This paper seeks to analyse the period of  transition in Serbian film, which 
occurred earlier compared to other Eastern European countries. In that period the 
former Yugoslav Republics started disintegrating and independent producer groups 
completely prevailed and started gathering creative teams around film projects. 
This change has opened doors to new young and educated female producers and 
directors started appearing on the filmmaking scene in Serbia. The most notable ex-
amples of  female producers are: Ivana Mihić, Zoja Todorić, Jelena Mitrović, Snežana 
Penev, Biljana Prvanović and others, who have succeeded in retaining continuity in 
their work. The most notable names of  female directors are: Mirjana Vukomanović, 
Ana Marija Rosi, Mina Djukić, Andrijana Stojković, and especially Maja Miloš and the 
famous Serbian actress Mirjana Karanović.
Serbian films that have been produced or directed by women are in no way strictly 
feminine. They are fresh and different, based on a wide variety of  stories, events in 
different periods of  time, where women are depicted as the pillars of  family that they 
are trying to rescue in these turbulent transitional times, and they themselves are fac-
ing those changes. Or, they are young self-employed women fighting for their place 
in the society and for their own future. 

Keywords: Film production in Serbia, female producers, female directors

Serbia became watched motion pictures just six months after motion 
pictures had been premiered in Paris. The same film programme, shot with a 
cinematograph invented by the Lumière Brothers, was screened in Belgrade 
on 6 June 1896. Ever since then the national film industry had been devel-
oping as the Serbian audience fell completely and utterly in love with the 
moving images, all of  which became quite evident when the first cinemas 

1    Ana Daleore is an Associate Professor, Faculty of Dramatic Arts, Belgrade. She participated 
as a selector in ‘Interaction’ International Student Film Camp; Požega, 2010/12; ‘Film production 
in Serbia and Italy, comparison and collaboration’ workshop, Italian Cultural Institute, Belgrade, 
2014; International Conference on ‘Balkan Film, Balkan Film at Crossroads’, ‘From Nitrate to 
Digital’, Belgrade, 2017. Author of the book, ‘The importance of the star system until the talking 
movies advent’, Culture Center, Niš, 2008.
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opened. Both distribution and screening of  movies were very popular in the 
interwar period compared to film production, which had struggled to estab-
lish its continuity all the way to the end of  WWII. Serbian film industry had 
been developing as part of  Yugoslavian one after WWII, enlarging its cinema 
network, maintaining film distribution at a very high level and achieving re-
markable artistic results.

Between 1945 and 2000 Serbian feature film filmography included alto-
gether 405 films of  in-house production and 144 pictures made in coproduc-
tion with former Yugoslav republics and production companies from differ-
ent parts of  the world2. Although the equality of  the sexes was very much 
proclaimed after WWII, in the years between 1945 and 1982 female directors 
in Serbia were only known by one name, that of  Sofija Soja Jovanović, who 
debuted in 1945 and made altogether 8 feature films by 1969. 

I chose 1982 as a turning point because I believe that the transition in 
the Serbian film industry occurred earlier compared to other countries in 
Eastern Europe. The new Law on Film Industry of  the Republic of  Serbia 
(1982) was enacted that year, which paved the way for independent producer 
groups to equalize their status with that of  the state-run production compa-
nies. Moreover, former Yugoslav republics started disintegrating after about 
ten years and independent producer groups completely prevailed and started 
gathering creative and authorial teams around film projects. On the one hand, 
the change which opened the door to independent producer groups allowed 
movies to be made at a much faster pace and at lower prices, while on the 
other hand, the movies that were filmed were far more modern and more 
adaptable to the European trends in the aesthetic sense, which was warmly 
welcomed by both the local and international audiences. Indeed, this was one 
big organisational change in Serbian film industry which coincided with the 
generational shift which introduced one new, completely different and mod-
ern school group of  film artists, some of  whom graduated from the Faculty 
of  Dramatic Arts in Belgrade, and some of  whom learnt the tricks of  the 
trade at faculties across Europe, such as FAMU in Prague, VGIK in Moscow, 
Łódź in Poland, but also at many other colleges across the USA. This transi-
tional change, however, did not immediately increase the number of  female 
directors and producers, but what it did was that it most certainly represented 
a hint and an introduction into a whole new era as by that year it had been al-
most unthinkable to have female cinematographers or producers, apart from 
female directors, as those occupations were strictly considered male.

2     Filmography of Serbian feature films, 1996 – 2000, Film Institute, Beograd, 2001
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A team composed of  a female screenwriter and director Gordana Bosk-
ov and a female cinematographer Nevenka Redžić Toth emerged in Serbian 
film industry back in 1984 with their debut film What’s up Nina. This is a 
story of  a modern girl who is in the quest for her own identity. She oscil-
lates between two young men, and the inner struggle strongly accentuates her 
dilemma, thoughts and fears. In the following year, in 1985 they shot their 
sophomore film In Prison. Again, the focus was on a woman, an intellectual 
who works as a prison warden in a small town. She is divorced and has a 
daughter who lives with her mother, and her private life is closely monitored 
by people living in that town, which naturally leads to numerous conflicts. 
Both of  these movies were not recognised by the film critics, and so many 
awards that were presented at film festivals simply passed them by. Apparent-
ly, the audience was not ready for films in which young and modern women 
played the central part.

In the late 1980s, a new production trend emerged in the Serbian film in-
dustry in which TV movies filmed on a 16mm filmstrip switched to a 35mm 
filmstrip and were first screened at film festivals and in the cinemas. One 
of  those films was The Pannonian Peak, directed by Eva Balaš Petrović, 
production of  TV Novi Sad. Its fate was almost identical to those made by 
Gordana Boškov.

Disintegration of  the former SFRY, UN Resolution and sanctions most 
certainly affected the Serbian film industry, which did manage to function 
with less movies on board, but the experiences with independent producer 
groups were decisive when it came to maintaining the continuity of  a film 
production.

So it wasn’t until 1997 that Gordana Boškov began to make movies 
again, but this time she filmed her third and last movie, Flashback, which was 
dedicated to the recent harsh events within the former SFRY. This time, the 
leading character is a young man who comes from Bosnia to Belgrade with 
a great trauma suffered in the war, but who overcomes this trauma owing 
to a younger Canadian girl who works at UMPROFOR. The only question 
that still hangs in balance is whether this topic came too early or perhaps did 
Gordana Boškov chose the right approach, which significantly affected the 
end of  her film career?

Much greater success and freshness of  film director self-confidence was 
shown by Mirjana Vukomanović in 1997 with her debut film Tree Summer 
Days. This film talks about current events of  that period, focusing on young 
refugees, who grapple with moral crises, crime, black market and struggle for 
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survival, thus showing that peace can sometimes be harder than the war itself. 
Film critics embraced the film with both hands, the film received numerous 
festival awards and was welcomed by the film audience thus ensuring a new 
promising career to film director Mirjana Vukomanović, but the bombard-
ment of  Serbia in 1999 followed by the overthrow of  the former president 
Slobodan Milošević diverted the entire Serbian film industry to a new transi-
tional path.

The transitional period in the Serbian film industry was in full swing at 
the turn of  the millennium, in which female film directors and producers 
finally found their place in the sun! These changes were in fact a window of  
opportunity for the new, young and fresh filmmakers.

To facilitate the gradual introduction of  female directors and producers 
into Serbian film industry, I will start with young female film directors. Their 
position can be divided into three categories and comprises the opus of  18 
full-length feature films and 4 directions as a segment appearing in omnibus 
films:

– As there were not that many movies that were filmed and since there 
was not that much to offer at domestic film festivals, the Faculty of  Dramatic 
Arts in Belgrade took the opportunity and introduced a new group of  people 
who shot student graduation short films in the form of  omnibus films. Here 
I will only present those omnibus films in which young female film directors 
appear. The first story in the omnibus film called the Crossroads shot in 
1998 was directed by Tanja Brzaković. Even though the number of  enrolled 
female student directors had been increasing from one year to another, only 
two stories were directed by female directors in the omnibus film called Octo-
ber shot in 2011, whereby the first story Graduation was directed by Milica 
Tomović, whereas another, called I Am not Here, by Senka Dokmanović. So 
far, in the last omnibus film Where Is Nadia?, shot in 2013, one segment has 
been directed by Tea Lukač. 

This is not too much, but it is important to emphasise that this can be 
seen as a ticket to their long-length feature films and that we are yet expecting 
their first feature films;

– Female directors, who were unable to become more and much faster 
engaged in the current production, used the experience of  the independent 
production companies in combination with low-budget films. The playwright 
Isidora Bjelica most certainly falls into this category and in 2000 she shot a 
‘trash-camp’ movie called Dorcol-Manhattan. Tamara Drakulić seemed rath-
er interesting and shot her experimental feature film of  the road movie genre 
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called The Swing, and in 2016, her debut feature The Wind as a low-budget 
film, which falls into the category of  those films that reflect the situation. 
Jelena Marković took the initiative both as a female producer and director, 
and even as an actress in her debut film and shot two low-budget films: The 
State in 2013 and Inside in 2015. And to end with, at least for the time being, 
a female dramatist Sanja Savić, who wrote the script, directed and produced 
her debut film called Our Fathers, Mothers and Their Children. This film 
emerged outside of  Belgrade circle of  low-budget films, telling the story of  
an almost impossible love between a Serb and a Bosnian in today’s Sarajevo.

Emerged far away from the mainstream, and apart from a modest festi-
val life, these films did not stand a chance for any kind of  cinematic life. On 
the other hand, the female directors took the advantage of  the new digital 
technology. They hoped that these films would help them to maintain con-
tinuity and would be their ticket to the current Serbian film production. The 
greatest value of  these films is in that female directors showed that some 
other kind of  movies could be filmed as well;

– After 2000, not yet in a larger number, female directors have shot 
6 feature films so far, which is neither too little nor too much, but it can 
be safely said that they are on an equal footing with their male colleagues. 
Starting from female director Duda Ceramilac, who directed the film Virtual 
Reality in 2001, Andrijana Stojkovic who directed the film The Box in 2011, 
the following year two more films emerged: Clip directed by Maja Miloš 
and Ice by Jelena Bajic Jočiić, whereas in 2014 female director Mina Djukić 
directed The Disobedient and finally, in 2016 one of  the most famous Serbi-
an actresses ever Mirjana Kar-
anović appeared in the film A 
Good Wife in a triple role: as 
a screenwriter, the leading ac-
tress and the director;

– Of  all these films, I 
would like to single out Clip 
and A Good Wife not because 
the women are the protago-
nists of  the stories, but be-
cause of  their influence, be-
cause female directors Maja 
Miloš and Mirjana Karanović 
have depicted family problems Pic 1. A Good Wife (2016, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Croatia), director Mirjana Karanović
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brought by the transitional changes occurring both in the society and econ-
omy, and in such a powerful, suggestive and inspirational manner too. They 
showed without prejudice and without arising any kind of  sympathy just how 
brave and daring their leading female characters are, and how they are not 
afraid of  grappling with those changes. They showed just how strong the fe-
male directors in the Serbian film industry are and showed that they used the 
transitional period to their advantage to find their place in the sun!

Female producers entered on a career in the Serbian film industry some 
20 years ago, and I can say without hesitation that they did so out of  pure ne-
cessity to help themselves shoot their own movies. They have not introduced 
any kind of  special novelty into this difficult task of  film budgeting; instead 
they were looking for financial resources from the funds, co-producers and 
sponsors. Female producers showed their female stamina, persistence and 
perseverance in the movie, seeking the most optimal and most creative way 
to get the most from what they have. They have not seen the transition in 
the Serbian film industry as a chance or a way to prove themselves in the film 
production, but to stop and persevere in the filming of  some other, and we 
may freely add, different kind of  movies.

We can also group female producers in the contemporary Serbian film 
industry, who participated in the production of  57 feature films, into several 
categories:

– The first category includes a typical female producer, who has found 
some financial resources, which she would invest in either some specific film 
or specific films. Here we can name female producer Zoja Todorić, who 
achieved impressive results, by making the films listed below:

In 1993, Full Moon Over Belgrade; in 1995, Package, again in 1995 
The Night Is Dark; in 1996, The Boy from the Village Junkovac and in 
2002, The State of the Dead. Other female producers signed per one movie 
only, which means that they did not even dare to start a new project after that 
first experience;

– The second category includes female producers who are also directors 
and by merging these positions they manage to persevere and shoot their own 
films. Apart from Gordana Boškov, other women who fall into this category 
are most certainly Jelena Marković, Mina Djukić and Andrijana Stojković;

– The third category of  female producer includes actresses. By using 
their media popularity, they have most certainly played a significant role in 
the transitional period in finding, first of  all, sponsorship agreements for 
their films. Here we can single out Ivana Mihić, who produced an exceptional 
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number of  films, and I would personally single out Buy Me an Eliot (1998), 
The Mechanism (2000), She Likes Red Star from 2001 and Poor Little 
Hamsters (2003), after which she has never appeared as a producer again. 
As an actress she does appear from time to time, but mostly in TV series. 
In terms of  genre, her films are very diverse, which clearly shows that she 
has wanted to offer somewhat different films to cinema audiences, both in 
terms of  topic and aesthetics. I find the case of  an actress Milena Trobozić 
Garfield very interesting as she moved to America, worked in marketing, and 
produced several theatre plays and two feature films: White, White World in 
2010 and The Homeland in 2015. She is socially very much engaged and tells 
about people who have failed to keep the pace with the transition;

– The fourth category are female producers, who work together with 
their husbands, as a kind of  a family manufacture on a film, and who are en-
gaged in their basic occupations, but also work as female producers such as 
actress Ljliljana Blagojević and her husband, writer/director Sinisa Kovacević, 
with their film Sons of My Brothers (2006) or female scriptwriter Vladisla-
va Vojnović and her husband Miloš Spasojević, cinematographer with their 
films Paper Prince (2007) and Out of the Woods (2017). Their films are also 
a typical example of  an independent production in Serbia;

Pic. 2 White, White World (2010, Serbia, Germany, 
Sweden), director Oleg Novković

Pic. 3 The Woman with a Broken Nose (2010, Serbia, 
Germany), director Srđan Koljević
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– In the meantime, a new group of  young female educated producers 
emerged. These female producers are engaged in big films, which means for 
Serbian living conditions, to produce high-budget films, rich in scenography 
and costumes, in which SGI effects are used to a large extent. I would like 
to single out Biljana Prvanović in this fifth category as she has produced 
4 feature films independently, and in particular Snežana Penev and Jelena 
Mitrović, who have made use of  transitional changes in the Serbian film in-
dustry into their films funded by European film funds such as Eurimage and 
MEDIA in a highly professional and high quality manner. Certainly the most 
successful producer in this category is Jelena Mitrović, who has produced 6 
feature films independently and these are The Trap (2007), The Life and 
Death of a Porno Gang (2009), Solemn Promise (2009), The Woman with 
a Broken Nose (2010), Clip (2012) and Circles (2013). Apart from domestic 
film festivals, all of  these films were highly acclaimed at international film 
festivals as well.

Films produced and directed by women in the Serbian film industry are 
not ‘chick flicks’ in terms of  topics, problems, contents, instead these films 
tell us various stories, they take us through different periods and events in 
which women are portrayed as a strong pillar of  support to the family which 
they try to preserve in turbulent transitional times, and who face these chang-
es themselves and fight for their place in the society and for their future. If  
some feature can be singled out it is the fact that female film directors have 
experimented far more with the movie expression as they were shooting low-
budget films. Although a big step forward has been made, the number of  
female directors is still not at the level we all wish them to be, nevertheless, 
we are still waiting for their other films to emerge. On the other hand, female 
producers are more and more active in the contemporary Serbian production 
of  feature films. In any case, the transition in the Serbian film industry has 
enabled many women to position themselves as film directors and especially 
as female producers, because they are creative and they prosper as proactive 
contemporary film producers.
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POST-TOTALITARIAN DOCUMENTARY FILM: 
THE PERIOD AS VIEWED BY DIRECTORS

Aibarsha Bozheyeva1
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Abstract: The rapid development of  the worldview at the turn of  the twenty-first 
century, especially in the former USSR and Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, Hungary, 
Czech Republic, Romania, etc.), demonstrates the fall of  ideological orientation, the 
obliteration and transformation of  meanings, the shifts in the focus of  attention, and 
the re-coding of  signs in documentary film, while preserving the aesthetic value of  
the work. The article studies the problem of  correlation between real facts wand their 
reproduction in documentary films on the example of  Kazakh films shot on the same 
topic, but in different historical periods. Subjectivity becomes, with time, the most 
reliable evidence of  reality, an imperceptible mark of  authenticity, which is remem-
bered by the audience, and this is especially the case when a director’s representation 
of  reality bears the signs of  a work of  art.

Keywords: picture of  the world, director’s techniques, former socialist countries, the 
events of  December 1986 in Kazakhstan, the image of  the time.

The Problem 
The history of  the former socialist countries over the recent 30 years was 

marked by global events: the collapse of  the Soviet Union, gaining of  inde-
pendence by Eastern European countries, and the establishment and strength-
ening of  new democratic states. All these events were reflected in the constant-
ly changing picture of  the world, the influence that aesthetics of  video and 
the specifics of  television exerted on the artistic, technical and technological 
evolution of  visual arts, and the confrontation between auteur cinema and me-
dia flows in the digital era. The cinematic works conveying the author’s very 
own view of  reality to the audience have become an alternative to the intensely 
replicated ordinariness of  mass media productions in the twenty-first century.

1     Dr. Aibarsha Bozheyeva is an Associated Professor, Department of Motion Picture Art, Tur-
an University, Almaty, Kazakhstan; director of documentary films, TV-programs, social TV spots; 
contributes to numerous critical and research publications in Kazakh, Bulgarian (2015), Austrian 
(2016) and American scientific journals (American Journal of Applied Sciences, 2016). Research 
areas: documentary, film-director`s techniques, cinematic image. 
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Documentaries have always been 
deemed to differ from fiction films in 
that they reproduce objective reality in 
an aesthetically perfect form. Honesty, 
fidelity to the original document, and 
the preservation of  documented facts 
were among the most essential fea-
tures of  a work of  documentary.

The digital revolution and the de-
velopment of  the media, mass com-
munications and, especially, the Inter-
net form the perception of  reality in a 
modern man by making it reproduced 
on a display. According to Anna No-
vikova, a sign system has evolved to 
ensure interaction between a director 

and their audience where: ‘each sign bears colossal informational meaning, and the 
combination of  signs creates the reality of  mass media’ (Novikova 2013: 108). The 
typical features of  contemporary documentary films include the static or dy-
namic reproduction of  reality using certain techniques, and the organic con-
nection between the creative and technological processes with the obligatory 
dominance of  the aesthetic (artistic) aspect. As Andronika Màrtonova puts it, 
‘more broadly, however, there appear new, challenging aspects of  analysis leading to the ra-
tionalisation of  the availability, the joint use of  (joint) experience, alternatives, control, the 
description of  reality, and the visual (discriminatory) discourse’ (Màrtonova 2017: 363). 

The research into the works by the most prominent post-Soviet doc-
umentary filmmakers at the turn of  the twenty-first century deals with the 
visible and invisible components of  an image, as well as the problem of  
aesthetic perception in various aspects: media, culturological, psychological, 
phenomenological, social and political. Of  particular interest is the period 
of  transition (1985-2000) characterised by a leap forward from ideological 
prescriptions to the freedom of  expression and the belated mastering of  
modernist and postmodernist aesthetics.

The great documentaries of  the transitional period in post-totalitarian 
countries combine complex visual images, an integral picture of  the world, 
and unique techniques used to represent reality that are typical exclusively 
of  their authors. The 2010s (the period of  the so-called consolidation of  state-
hood) in many post-Soviet and post-socialist countries has unfortunately seen 

Pic. 1. Symbol of  the former Soviet Empire in 
the Museum of  the Hungarian Parliament. Photo 
by the author of  the article
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growth in the continuously reproduced ordinariness of  mass media products.
The films by Kostadin Bonev, Svetoslav Ovtcharov (Bulgaria), Alexan-

der Sokurov, Victor Kossakovsky (Russia), Sergey Dvortsevoy (Kazakhstan/
Russia), Vladimir Tyulkin (Kazakhstan), Aleksandre Rekhviashvili, Gia Chu-
babria, Salomé Jashi (Georgia), Sergey Loznitsa (Ukraine), Artour Aristakisian 
(Moldova/Russia) and many other directors can be described as a confron-
tation with the media flows of  the digital era by creating auteur documentary 
works.

The objective of  film studies is to identify these works, bring them into fo-
cus, and show their artistic merits in order to preserve the image of  the period 
that will later outline all epic and tragic milestones in the memory of  posterity 
thanks to the unique phenomenon of  filmmaking.

Theory behind the research
Documentary filmmaking is an area of  the art of  motion pictures that 

is tasked to represent actual events, i.e. the authenticity of  the material such 
as documentary shots, facts, phenomena, cinematographic and photographic 
documents, artefacts, and other iconographic elements. Galina Prozhiko wrote: 
‘The evolution of  an “image of  reality” in a screened document does already have its history 
defined as the “history of  documentary filmmaking” and contains a detailed analysis of  the 
successive steps taken by the documentary filmmakers of  the world to master the system of  
reflecting reality on screen in the form of  a chronicle or author’s artistic reflection’ (Prozhiko 
2004: 9). 

The very notion of  documentary filmmaking, as Sergey Sychyov argues, is 
unstable as its meaning changes depending on various factors: ‘Any research into 
documentary filmmaking is complicated since there is no single definition of  this notion. This 
is largely so because the founders of  this form of  art – Dziga Vertov and Robert Flaherty 
– charged the subject of  documentary filmmaking with so many controversies in practice and 
in theory that, starting there, everyone may define this subject as they think fit’ (Sychyov 
2009: 87).

The issue of  relationships existing between actual reality and the reality 
represented in art has led to the emergence of  a whole range of  research work 
from the nineteenth through the twenty-first century into notions such as the 
picture of  the world and the image of  the world. The picture of  the world is an 
individual system of  conceptions each human being has in respect of  the actual 
reality, including of  themselves, other people, various facts, events, occurrences, 
phenomena, time and space, and the physical and metaphysical structure of  the 
world.



Documentaries, Authors, Interpretations138

Oswald Spengler wrote in The Decline of  the West (Spengler 1993) that there 
are as many worlds as people and cultures and that the entire reality may be 
represented in its image that suggests possible ways to understand life. Martin 
Heidegger’s The Age of  the World Picture (Heidegger 1993) suggests that the pic-
ture of  the world is the second world created and put by a human being between 
themselves and reality. Erich Fromm’s To Have or to Be (Fromm 2000) defines 
the picture of  the world as ‘the map of  our natural and social world and our place in 
it’. Carl Gustav Jung in his Modern Man in Search of  a Soul (Jung 1993) names the 
picture of  the world ‘a picture we draw for the sake of  our soul’.

Scholars differentiate between the scientific, mythological (or religious), 
worldview and imaginative pictures of  the world as a form of  public or col-
lective consciousness. If  art is thinking in terms of  images then science is 
thinking in terms of  notions. There are also other concepts that are close to 
the notion of  the picture in the world: the ‘conceptual’ or ‘notional picture’ men-
tioned by Yuri Lotman in Inside the Thinking Worlds (Lotman 1996), the ‘aes-
thetic vision of  the world’ used by Mikhail Bakhtin in The Aesthetics of  Verbal Art 
(Bakhtin 1979), the ‘model of  the universe’ suggested by Sergey Smirnov in The 
Notion of  the Image of  the World and Its Meaning for Cognitive Psychology (Smirnov 
1983), and the ‘image of  the world’ described by Alexey Leontiev in Psychology of  
an Image (Leontiev 1979).

The late twentieth and the early twenty-first centuries are marked by 
changes in the ways reality is perceived: the spread of  film, television and, es-
pecially, the Internet has led to the visualisation of  mass consciousness. The 
image of  time coded in a director’s subjective preferences comes to the fore-
front where it helps to capture transformations in the picture of  the world 
through the director’s very own optics.

Therefore, the principal means to interpret the surrounding reality is not 
the event itself  (numerous facts and phenomena), but the image that, when 
liberated from its source, raises questions as to its connection with the object 
it expresses or purports to express. After all, bearing a resemblance to an image 
means finding it at least, and, when it is found, it is necessary to try not to get 
drowned in it, since the image is connected to an endless flow of  images – 
different and liberated. The relationships between images are, therefore, the 
most unpredictable and difficult to capture.

The earliest studies of  the manifestations of  an inner, invisible or 
half-concealed cinematographic image that is present dynamically behind 
stable and fixed elements, appeared in the first half  of  the twentieth century. 
Sergey Eisenstein wrote that image is born behind the frame as a result of  
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connecting two independent shots (Eisenstein, 1964-1971). There exists a 
notion of  Kuleshov effect: a film editing, or montage, effect, an image be-
hind a shot, the third meaning (Kuleshov 1929). Maurice Merleau-Ponty, in 
particular, viewed image as the circulation of  the visible and the invisible (Mer-
leau-Ponty, 1999). Rosalind Krauss described photography as something be-
hind which the image is present (Krauss 2014). Jean-Paul Sartre wrote about 
image as the place from which the object is absent (Sartre, 2001). Postmod-
ernist works by Gilles Deleuze introduce the notions of  time-image, move-
ment-image, and affection-image (Deleuze 1983, 1985).

The screen per se creates layers of  new meanings that, in various pat-
terns, multiply and transform their content. Moreover, according to the aes-
thetics of  postmodernism, these new meanings are not obligatorily a con-
scious result of  the author’s efforts and are even not always realised by the 
author. However, this ‘unawareness’ does not compromise the impact of  the 
entire paradigm of  meanings on the audience but intensifies it.

Methods of  research
The research uses the historical and complex approaches that combine 

several methods: structural analysis, hermeneutic analysis, semiotic analysis, 
and comparative analysis. A modern researcher views any audiovisual work 
(or any documentary here) as a text. The proper understanding of  texts and 
their interpretation is one of  the most challenging tasks faced by a film schol-
ar, especially as concerns documentary works with deep philosophical mean-
ing and subjective vision of  reality. The artistic potential of  the complex 
approach makes it possible to address many different layers present in the 
director’s subconsciousness, as well as his/her creative background and per-
sonal experience.

The collection of  essays Silence, Screen, and Spectacle analyses the global 
culture of  commemoration of  the modern world, which gets continuously trans-
formed together with the new media. It studies methods to tell, present, 
screen and broadcast the past, post it on Facebook and Twitter, and consider 
it in new contexts (2014). Writing History in the Digital Age considers how the 
new digital technology opens opportunities for the democratisation of  the 
very process of  writing history and ensuring civic engagement of  a historian 
(Doug-Herty 2013). The authors suggest that various multimedia formats 
should be used in works on visual or art history. Walter Benjamin introduces 
Proust’s notion of  mémoire involontaire to explain how the work of  memory 
changes in the modern era. Its main feature is that the information we receive 
about the past comes back in the form of  a trace that, as he believes, cannot 
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be included in the cognitive experience (Benjamin 2013). Cathy Caruth also 
views the trace as the literal representation of  trauma (or traumatic event) 
(Caruth 1996). Denis Kozlov has undertaken an in-depth analysis of  negative 
letters written by Soviet citizens regarding the works by the so-called anti-Sovi-
et authors in the 1950s and 1960s (Pasternak, Sinyavsky, Daniel). An interest-
ing fact is that readers responded not to the works, but to their understanding 
of  criticism and retold texts (I didn’t read, but I know). Kozlov considers read-
ers’ understanding of  what conforms or does not conform to the Soviet literature 
and the appearance of  a Soviet man (Kozlov 2013).

All the above methods or approaches were fundamental to this research 
or inspired it.

Three films about the events of  December 1986: Research and 
analysis

This section of  the article is based on the author’s research she con-
ducted when writing her doctoral thesis on the identification of  the auton-
omous pictures of  the world based on the techniques used by directors in 
Kazakhstan to represent reality in different time spans and in the context 
of  the dynamics of  the picture of  the world. The research work has studied 
differences in the pictures of  the world of  three documentary filmmakers 
from Kazakhstan (Sergey Azimov, Oraz Abishev and Asiya Baigozhina) by 
analysing directors’ techniques used to represent reality in the films about the 
events that happened in Alma-Ata, the capital of  the Kazakh Soviet Socialist 
Republic, in December 1986.

On 16, 17 and 18 December 1986, a demonstration against Moscow’s 
decision to appoint Gennady Kolbin, a person who had no mental or ter-
ritorial relation to Kazakhstan, as secretary of  the Central Committee of  
the Communist Party of  the Kazakh SSR, took place in Almaty, on its main 
square named after Leonid Brezhnev. The participants in the demonstration, 
among whom ethnic Kazakhs – students and young people – prevailed, pro-
tested against the discrimination of  the Kazakh language and Kazakh ethnos. 
The protest grew into clashes with the police and was cruelly suppressed. 
According to official reports, one man died, a television worker who had 
become an occasional victim. There are also allegations, however, that there 
were many victims among the protesters. One of  the versions goes that the 
clashes were provoked by manipulating the consciousness of  the naïve and 
ardent students and fuelled by alcohol and nationalistic speeches. The other 
version is that it was the declaration of  the will of  the progressively thinking 
part of  society. Some people called the participants in the December events 
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‘a crowd of  drunken and stoned, bestial nationalists’. Others believe they fought for 
the independence of  the nation.

Three documentaries were released by Kazakhfilm between 1987 and 
1991: The Most Precious by Sergey Azimov and Vladimir Tatenko (1987), Ver-
sion by Oraz Abishev (1989), and Chronicle of  an Undeclared Demonstration by 
Naana Chankova and Asiya Baigozhina (1991).

The Most Precious (1987)
A year after the events of  December 1986, directors Sergey Azimov and 

Vladimir Tatenko shot The Most Precious, a film where the events were presented 
as undermining the fundamental values of  the Soviet society: the friendship, 
fraternity and unity of  the Soviet peoples. An emphasis was made on tolerance 
and internationalism as the ethnic characteristics of  the Kazakhs. The film 
begins with the chronicle of  a Soviet demonstration on the 1st of  May with 
marching workers, representatives of  different peoples in ethnic costumes, 
people with red flags and signs. In the chronicle, a Kazakh and a Russian are 
holding each other in a friendly embrace, and Dinmukhamed Kunayev, First 
Secretary of  the Central Committee of  the Communist Party of  the Kazakh 
SSR, and government members are standing on the reviewing stand.

The director uses flashback to make contrasting comparison and juxta-
position. In particular, he makes use of  shots from a film with the same name 
released in 1942. During the hardships of  the war when Kazakhstan became 
a place of  refuge for thousands of  Soviet people, a Kazakh woman adopts a 
three-year-old Ukrainian orphan. The film also tells about other people: an in-
ternational family living in Siberia, the head of  which, an ethnic Kazakh, calls 
himself  a Siberian Kazakh, a Russian female, akyn (poetess), who has a perfect 

Pic. 2. Scenes from Chronicle of  an Undeclared Demonstration (1991). Protest demonstration in the main 
square
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command of  Kazakh and performs Kazakh songs; and veterans of  the war 
in Afghanistan of  different nationalities who say they are internationalists and 
value friendship above all.

Juxtaposition is a standard dramatic technique to show the conflict (an 
internal one that grows into an external form), which is demonstrated using 
the form of  the film, the editing of  episodes and shots, the sequence of  imag-
es, the statements made by the participants, their movements, and behavioural 
characteristics. The juxtapositions include: the images of  the characters (inter-
nationalists vs. nationalists), the space and time continuum (the empty square 
vs. the same place during the events), the values (the friendship of  peoples vs. 
nationalism-driven hostility), the perception of  the world (the Soviet picture 
of  the world vs. the hostile picture of  the world contradicting the Soviet val-
ues), Soviet mottos on the demonstration, the kind and happy faces of  people 
of  different nationalities vs. mottos displayed during the December events and 
the aggressive faces of  young people, primarily Kazakhs.

The visual sequence is backed by narration that comments, explains, and 
places emphases. All participants in the film who represent the position of  
internationalism are shot using close-ups. There are details that characterise 
each of  them as a personality, as well as the details of  their stories. The char-
acters that represent the other side lack personification: they are shown using 
long shots, as they are rather a crowd than individuals. No person in the film 
would represent the position of  the government. All participants are ordinary 
people. All the techniques the directors use are persuasive and intend to create 
an unequivocal picture of  the world.

Version (1989)
There is another film about the events of  December 1986, Version by 

Oraz Abishev. The film represents another picture of  the world – an attempt 
of  a weighted analysis of  the events that took place three years ago. It express-
es the director’s position – although soft in terms of  its form, but unequivocal 
as regards its essence. The film was shot before the collapse of  the Soviet 
Union and Kazakhstan’s independence, and this adds importance to the doc-
umentary.

In the context of  the declared glasnost and democratisation of  the society, the 
director’s techniques aim to provide an accurate picture of  the world, which is 
represented by a soft, neutral and questioning position of  the narrator. In the 
film, people having different professions contemplate the reasons for and the 
consequences of  the tragic events. The narrator says that the film is one of  
the versions of  why they happened. Short interviews demonstrate differenc-
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es in opinions. If  in The Most Precious (1987) the government, represented by 
Kunayev as the First Secretary of  the Central Committee of  the Communist 
Party of  Kazakhstan, is absent, in Version two participants describe the events 
from the opposite points of  view: the Soviet officer Daukenov and the nation-
alist composer Kozhakhmet. By contraposing their interviews, the director 
demonstrates the gradually growing confidence that the demands from the 
government were fair: the truthful coverage of  the historic tragedies of  the 
Kazakhs as a result of  collectivisation; the improvement of  the environment; 
the opening of  Kazakh schools; equal rights for the indigenous people to 
study their mother tongue not only in auls (villages), but also in cities and 
towns. Kozhakhmet is shown as a creative personality, an open and honest 
man. After the director builds his image, Kozhakhmet tells, for the first time, 
about the government’s instruction to kill participants in the demonstration. 
The image of  a nationalist collapses entirely by the end of  the film. The direc-
tor uses the technique of  a turn: the audience finds out that the mother of  the 
nationalist Kozhakhmet is Russian. The final episode in the film is open-ended. 
By interviewing teenagers and showing the swelling emotional impersonality, 
the director creates an impression of  the degradation of  the generation that 
has lost its ethnic roots. The audience is not offered a certain opinion about 
the December events, but the position of  the author is that of  a moderate sup-
porter of  the Decembrists. The end of  the film produces an uncertain feeling of  
the question asked and an ellipsis put instead of  the answer.

Chronicle of  an Undeclared Demonstration (1991) 
Naana Chankova and Asiya Baigozhina filmed their Chronicle of  an Unde-

clared Demonstration five years after the events of  December 1986. By the year 
of  its release, the collapse of  the Soviet Empire has become unavoidable. All 
former Soviet republics have gained a national identity. The name of  the film 
by Chankova and Baigozhina emphasises an attempt to offer an impartial and 
objective view of  the events. The chronological order of  the events alter-
nates with the comments of  people who were involved in them. Baigozhina 
managed to interview senior government officials: Gennady Kolbin and Din-
mukhamed Kunayev. The contradictory interpretations aggravate the feeling 
of  understatement, of  the truth covered. The directors present the versions 
of  the December demonstration voiced by the participants in the film, with-
out any commentary of  their own. By excluding their presence from the film, 
however, the authors suggest that the chronicle speaks volumes. These are 
young students, beaten, dragged, and watered from fire hoses. There are also 
girls among the beaten students. In the black and white shots, the blood looks 
like black spots on the white snow at the central square.
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Chankova and Baigozhina also use the technique of  contrasting com-
parison employed by Sergey Azimov in The Most Precious but place different 
emphases. For example, the empty square in their film is the image of  blood 
washed away and the covering up of  the reasons for and the consequences 
of  the events.

The film uses chronicle shootings, recollections of  the participants in 
the demonstration, as well as the participants and organisers of  its crack-
down, and fragments from The Most Precious. The chronicle selected by the 
authors demonstrates their position. They show the faces of  young students, 
the crackdown, beaten young men and girls. The film demonstrates ‘the pa-
thetic approach of  conscious journalism and the oversensitive seismicity with respect to the 
hierarchic dictate, as well as all but conspiratorial behavioural injustice from outside the 
administrative and bureaucratic leviathan’ (Bozheeva 2016).

Bauyrzhan Nogerbek, film critic, believes that ‘Chronicle of  an Undeclared 
Demonstration may be perceived as an absolutely truthful document with the real heroes 
and crowd of  the December events, executioners and victims; it can also be perceived as a 
film offering an artistic image of  a rebellion […]. The sequence of  images in this non-fic-
tion film, which comprises chronicle only, is preceded by quotations from Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez’s works about a rebellion and its crackdown’ (Nogerbek 2007: 382).

Chronicle of  an Undeclared Demonstration is one of  the first documentaries 
that use the techniques typical of  post-perestroika films on similar topics: the 
presentation of  an unprocessed reality, the apocalyptic picture of  the world, along 
with a neutral, detached view of  an observer. This film did not receive a theatrical 
release, but, quoted by many other authors, is still believed to be the most 
accurate reproduction of  the events of  December 1986. This was a totally 
new picture of  the world the audience of  the 1990s got quickly used to. Bai-

Pic. 3. Scenes from Chronicle of  an Undeclared Demonstration (1991)
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gozhina claims that her main task was to avoid the author’s violence against 
the material and to present the event from different points of  view impar-
tially. Yet, the reality shown in the Chronicle, as a testimony to the trauma, has 
not avoided interpretation by its authors that, with time, has become the only 
true one, which almost coincided (decades later) with the official picture of  
the world.

The research into the documentaries shot on the same topic, but in 
different historical periods, considers the problem of  representing reality in 
its deep philosophical understanding that is characterised by the significant 
spiritual and aesthetic influence on the modern society. This analysis of  direc-
tors’ techniques used to represent reality in the three films about the events 
of  December 1986 proves that all the three documentaries use chronicle, but 
select different shots and create different contexts. All the films include in-
terviews, but the choice of  interviewees is different. All of  them are interpre-
tations by their authors of  the same events as viewed in the current political 
context to create a particular picture of  the world. However, a fourth film, 
which would offer a detached and independent reproduction of  the epoch 
and the trace of  the events of  December 1986 in Alma-Ata, is yet to come.

Pic. 4. Scenes from Chronicle of  an Undeclared Demonstration (1991)

Pic. 5. Scenes from Chronicle of  an Undeclared Demonstration (1991). Arrests of  demonstrators. The trial 
and the imposition of  the death penalty
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Table 1 – Comparative analysis of  three films about the events of  December 1986

Film, 
director, 

year

Heroes and antiheroes Values and 
priorities

Directors’ techniques used to repre-
sent reality

The Most 
Precious,
Sergey 
Azimov and 
Vladimir 
Tatenko,
1987

Heroes:
- ‘internationalists’ 
(an adopted child, a 
soldier, the father of 
the dead young man, 
veterans of the Afghan 
war, multiethnic 
families)
Antiheroes:

- ‘nationalists’ (the 
faceless crowd, the 
repentant participants 
in the events who 
serve their sentences 
in prisons)

Tolerance,
international-
ism,
the friendship, 
fraternity and 
unity of Soviet 
peoples

Juxtaposition as the main technique:
- the heroes are shot using close-ups 
and have their own stories
- the antiheroes are shot using long 
and medium shots and deperson-
alised
Space and time of the main location 
(square):
- a demonstration on the 1st of May 
as the image of ‘joy and unity’
- the December demonstration as the 
image of ‘an unruly mob, aggression 
and chaos’
- the deserted square as the image 
of “the realisation of the events as 
negative
- flashback: the adopted child in 
1942 and 35 years later

Version,
Oraz Abi-
shev,
1989

Heroes:
- composer 
Kozhakhmet
- officer Daukenov
Antiheroes: none
Participants in the 

film:
- narrator
- passers-by 
- students

Justice, 
self-identifica-
tion of the na-
tion, the future 
of the young 
generation

Main techniques:
- short interviews (opposing opin-
ions)
- a turn made after the accumulation 
of information: a negative image of 
the ‘nationalist’ transforms into a 
positive image
- an open end, ellipsis 

Chroni-
cle of an 
Undeclared 
Demonstra-
tion, 
Naana 
Chankova, 
Asiya Bai-
gozhina,
1991

Participants in the 
film: 
- witnesses to the 
events 
- students and young 
people
- law-enforcement 
officers
- Dinmukhamed 
Kunayev
- Gennady Kolbin

Finding na-
tional identity, 
patriotism, an 
impartial and 
objective view

Main techniques:
- provocative interviews
- chronicle (crackdown on the 
demonstration, resistance in 
response, the shootings of young 
people being beaten)
- the filled square as the image of 
people’s uprush and the subsequent 
slaughter
- the empty square as the image of 
blood washed away and the cov-
ering up of the reasons for and the 
consequences of the events
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Conclusion 
According to Galina Prozhiko: ‘The time rests on screen not only in the events 

shot but also in the way they are seen and understood by chroniclers. The future gener-
ations of  the audience get introduced to the feeling of  the time through the perceptible 
cinematographic model where preferences such as the closeness of  a shot, the camera angle, 
the methods of  describing a person in the context of  the environment, the principles of  
organising the narration inside a shot and between shots, and the genre structure, among 
others, that are invisible on the outside, are important (Prozhiko 2004: 12).

In the light of  the fall of  the Berlin Wall, the colour revolutions that fol-
lowed one after another and the consequences of  nation-building in the for-
mer Soviet republics (the Rose Revolution in Georgia, the Orange Revolution in 
Ukraine, the Tulip Revolution in Kyrgyzstan), the angle in representing reality 
in documentaries tends to change.

The euphoria associated with the democratic transformations has giv-
en place to new problems: the economic crisis, local wars, and the outflow 
of  people. The information warfare, manipulation of  facts, and the entirely 
different interpretations of  the same events disorientate contemporary audi-
ences.

If  considering the chronicles shot at the turn of  the twenty-first century, 
that are full of  apparent or hidden people’s dramas, tragedies and catastro-
phes, as a trace of  trauma and inevitable death, then, according to Cathy 
Caruth, it is suggested that the theory of  trauma should be put ‘beyond reflection 
on catastrophes, compulsive repetitions and the death drive and translate it into the life 
drive. Then trauma studies would not be confined to theoretical reflections on the figure of  
death that is key for our culture, but – in the historical experience of  the epoch of  moder-
nity – will constitute themselves as a starting point that creates a totally different history of  
survival, life’ (Caruth 2014: 17). 

The comparative analysis of  Kazakhstan’s documentaries shot about the 
same events of  December 2016, against the background of  global changes 
in the country, has revealed different subjective pictures of  the world of  Ka-
zakhstan’s directors in conjunction with the dynamics of  the overall picture 
of  the world. It has also helped to define trends in the techniques the direc-
tors used to reproduce the Soviet picture of  the world, The picture of  the world in 
the times of  perestroika and glasnost, and The picture of  the world in the first years of  
independence and nation-building.

As for the representation of  reality in documentaries shot in the post-to-
talitarian countries during the first quarter of  the twenty-first century, the 
contemporary documentary filmmaking in the former Soviet republics is 
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characterised by a strong influence by the media and communications that 
form a primitive picture of  the world. The author’s internships in Bulgaria 
and Georgia have led to a suggestion that these countries do have a similar 
problem. The main reasons are as follows: 1) the issue of  financing documen-
tary filmmaking, a sphere dominated by established relationships (the most 
successful experience is that of  Georgia, which has developed an independ-
ent structure to find talented young documentary filmmakers and finance 
auteur documentaries); and 2) the issue of  the box office (here, the saddest 
is that directors try to ensure the success of  their films in terms of  both the 
box office and at festivals, and depend on the requirements of  their Western 
partners in co-productions and, therefore, need to compromise their vision. 
The contemporary audience of  the auteur documentary films is smaller than 
that of  mass productions. According to José Ortega y Gasset, the mass-man, 
whose distinctive features are consumption and inertia, began to form in the 
nineteenth century: ‘the basic texture of  their soul is wrought of  hermeticism and indo-
cility; they are from birth deficient of  giving attention to what is outside themselves, be it fact 
or person’ (Ortega y Gasset 1930: 31). Masses that are incapable of  asceticism, 
which is, in the first place, the capability of  doing intellectual work, of  delica-
cy in perceptions, and of  deeds, rule the world although they are incapable of  
managing the progress of  the civilisation. The picture of  the world of  a mass 
society is primitive because of  the inertia inherent in masses. The consumer 
society results, as Ortega y Gasset puts it, in that one’s soul gets obliterated, 
hermetically closed: ‘The individual finds himself  already with a stock of  ideas. He de-
cides to content himself  with them and considers himself  intellectually complete. As he feels 
the lack of  nothing outside himself, he settles down definitely amid his mental furniture. 
Such is the mechanism of  self-obliteration’ (Ortega y Gasset, 1930, 31). The main 
reason for this was, probably, the desire to create ‘a simplified and lucid picture 
of  the world’ for oneself, as Albert Einstein described it (Einstein 1968: 124). 

This suggests that recording the image of  a period without taking into 
account market requirements in the former Soviet and Eastern European 
countries turns into somewhat of  an act of  civic courage for directors who 
make uncompromising auteur films. Among the Bulgarian directors, special 
mention should go, in the first place, to Kostadin Bonev who combines an 
inimitable visual style with the nostalgic theme of  the passing beauty or topos 
as the main character (Letters to the Nether World (1995), Under a Cloud (1997), 
The Patience of  the Stone (1998), Europolis: The Town of  the Delta (2010)). Among 
young documentary filmmakers, Youlian Tabakov undertakes an interesting 
search for the form in his film Tzvetanka (2012) telling the story of  his grand-
mother Tzvetanka Gosheva from her childhood to old years. This is a his-
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torical portrait of  Bulgaria in the twentieth century, with all the commotions 
and losses of  WWII and the consequences of  the socialist totalitarian regime 
shown through the destiny of  one woman.

In China, another country from the former Socialist space, ‘directors from 
the independent movement record the psychological drama in an attempt to modernise the 
nation’ (Martonova 2017: 376).

The research has proven that the picture of  the world represented in 
documentary films is subjective, and this suggests that this genre of  filmmak-
ing should be freed from an ideological role, from the boundaries of  the so-
called cinematographic truth, and move towards the creation of  a philosophical 
picture of  the world as a trace of  the period perceived through the optics of  
the author. Subjectivity becomes, with time, the most reliable evidence of  
reality, an imperceptible mark of  authenticity, which is remembered by the 
audience, and this is especially the case when a director’s representation of  
reality bears the signs of  a work of  art. The experience of  the past demon-
strates the oblivion and transformation of  meanings, the shift in the focus, 
and the re-coding of  signs relative to documentary films of  the past period. 
The image of  time coded in the director’s subjective preferences, which are 
manifested in the techniques chosen to represent reality, comes to the fore-
front. 
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AUTHORIAL INTERPRETATION IN 
DOCUMENTARIES
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Abstract: Re-enactment scenes in documentaries are very popular nowadays. They 
show the transformation of  documentaries into a hybrid of  fact and fiction. That’s 
why some may say re-enactments are a manipulation and do not belong in docu-
mentary films. But first of  all we should focus on other important questions such 
as establishing whether documentaries that feature no re-enactment scenes could 
indeed present a false and manipulative version of  reality. Could a film reflect reality 
so purely that there is no premeditated influence by its crew? If  yes, could we then 
call that an artistic product?

Keywords: reality, art, documentary film, intentions, re-enactments, untruthful, truth 

‘Photographs are valued because they give information. They tell one what there is; 
they make an inventory. To spies, meteorologists, coroners, archaeologists, and other infor-
mation professionals, their value is inestimable. But in the situations in which most people 
use photographs, their value as information is of  the same order as fiction’ (Sontag 1977: 
22).

For a few years now, my efforts have been dedicated to exploring the 
central moments in documentaries (the so-called re-enactment scenes) and 
the transformation of  documentaries into a hybrid of  fact and fiction. I ex-
plore the different aspects of  the topic. Re-enactment scenes might pose 
some challenges. They could serve as a tool of  premeditated falsification and 
manipulation, especially in comparison with stock footage and documents, 
because in people’s perceptions, ‘photographs furnish evidence. Something we hear 
about, but doubt, seems proven when we’re shown a photograph of  it’ (Sontag 1977: 5). 

The same holds true for not just the static images in photography but 
for their moving counterparts in film; their nature is intrinsically the same, 
therefore such are viewers’ perceptions. It creates a process of  automatic in-
ertia where the viewers accept what they see onscreen as the absolute truth. 

1    Dr. Teodora Doncheva is an Assistant Professor at the Institute of Art Studies, BAS. Research 
areas: film studies, documentary film, Bulgarian film. Author of the book The Discreet Charm of 
Advertising (2016). Lecturer at NBU. The Film Critics Guild Award for Best Young Film Critic 
writing on Bulgarian films. 
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This attitude is amplified to the highest degree when it comes to documenta-
ries. It makes documentary film an extremely powerful tool of  influence. Doc-
umentaries are not randomly chosen as favourites when it comes to the power 
of  propaganda, even if  they do not contain actual re-enactment scenes in them. 
Precisely because re-enactment scenes are ‘imported’ into the factual material, 
oftentimes they are the ones subjected to criticism because of  their character: 
non-factual, therefore untruthful—a form of  manipulation.

Despite those concerns, re-enactment is traditionally the audience’s be-
loved time machine. This is the reason for its existence before the invention 
of  cinema. In documentary, re-enactment has been part of  the genre since its 
conception, but nowadays, it is especially commonly used.

I would like to give an example with an interesting re-enactment scene 
from our totalitarian past. Throughout that period, filmmakers flirted with 
re-enactment too. In one of  the films mentioned below, Essay on the Biography 
of  Citizen ‘X’ (Opit za biografia na litseto X), 2015, dir. Vassil Zhivkov, we can see 
stock footage of  a parade held in the early years of  the People’s Republic of  
Bulgaria. The camera is following a tableau: on a massive moving platform 
the wheel of  success is shown symbolically, turned by а Hero of  the Socialist 
Labour in front of  it.

Behind him on the platform, is an assortment of  people in costume: 
workers, pieces of  land, and at the very top, a samodiva (a Bulgarian mythi-
cal creature, a maiden living in the wild), possibly representing fertility. The 
platform is decorated with banners such as ‘Fair peace, enthusiastic labour, 
prosperity’. This tableau is moving with the crowd under the grave gaze of  all 
‘grand players’ of  the Communist Party, including Georgi Dimitrov himself. A 
voiceover says: ‘The most distinguished workers from factories and institutions 
have done their best and beyond for better productivity and for the prosperity 
of  the people. They have accelerated the speed of  our wheel of  success, which 
wheel reactionary individuals with evil minds have tried to stop and reverse. All 
in vain! No one can stop the wheel of  history from turning’2.

Behind the wheel of  successful socialism the said ‘reactionary individuals 
with evil minds’ are shown trying to stop it, but to no avail. 

This is a good case in point of  re-enactment, recorded on celluloid, which 
saw great distribution in Bulgarian documentaries. I am singling it out to show 
that the genre was already traditional decades ago, long before its current pop-
ularity. But our goals are different so we will not divert to exploration of  re-en-

2    Taken from the voiceover’s lines of the movie Essay on the Biography of Citizen ‘X’.
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actment in the past. Instead, let us concentrate on the opportunities the stock 
footage itself  provides for manipulation as well as on the documentary film.

With that purpose in mind, we should focus on other important ques-
tions such as establishing whether documentaries that feature no re-enactment 
scenes could indeed present a false and manipulative version of  reality. Could a 
film reflect reality so purely that there is no premeditated influence by its crew? 
If  yes, could we then call that an artistic product?

In an attempt to address these questions I am going to offer an analysis 
of  several Bulgarian documentary features that largely include the same stock 
footage but differ in their authorial interpretation. Let us begin with films fea-
turing the same protagonist, Todor Zhivkov; they use the same archive material 
with messages placed at the two ends of  the spectrum: Man of  the People (Chovek 
ot Naroda), 1981, dir. Hristo Kovachev, and The Man and the Nation (Choveka I 
Naroda), 2012, dir. Svetoslav Ovtcharov.

Man of  the People is a full-length documentary made on the occasion of  
Todor Zhivkov’s seventieth anniversary. At the time, Todor Zhivkov was the 
General Secretary of  the Bulgarian Communist Party and First Chairman of  
the State Council of  the People’s Republic of  Bulgaria. The film represents 
propaganda in its purest form, praising the Communist Party and the country’s 
leader with borderline adulation and employing mythology, following the Com-
munist doctrine: emphasis on his working-class roots, his fight in the name of  
the Communist Party, his goodness and care for others that knew no bounds. 
The film score by Mitko Shterev, perfectly complemented the picture of  ro-
mantic heroism; it was fittingly reverent in glorifying its protagonist. Poetry too 
raised ‘the people’s son’ to grandeur. The very first words spoken in the film 
praised his ‘humaneness’.

The first stock footage used was of  9 September 1944 where ‘comrade’ 
Todor Zhivkov greets Chavdar partisan brigade. That was also the first stock 
footage used in Man and the Nation by Svetoslav Ovtcharov.

Man and the Nation is a 2012 documentary whose subject is also Todor 
Zhivkov, though now in the post-communist reality, when lack of  political bias 
was allowed. It makes all the difference. Some of  the stock footage used in one 
film appears in the other but the messages are completely different. The con-
text, the narrator’s text, the music—components that also hold importance in 
the building of  a narrative and its message—differ vastly too.

For instance, in the 2012 documentary there are sentences such as: ‘Just 
before the start of  WWII, Zhivkov is free to move as he pleases since the 
government does not view him as a person of  interest. A police report on him 
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laconically states: Not wanted by the police’. In the stock footage featuring Todor 
Zhivkov (mostly photographs and portraits) the narrator talks about him ‘lead-
ing a carefree existence after the Communist Party expelled him and he was 
done with it.’ Again in reference to the Communist Party similar, if  not the 
same, portraits in the 1981 film are narrated as follows: ‘I swear to fight honest-
ly and with dignity to my last breath for the honour to call myself  your soldier!’

Another staggering example showing how archive material lends itself  
to manipulation is presented in the same five seconds of  stock footage of  9 
September 1944. Narrator’s lines and follow-up footage give them drastically 
different meaning. This occurs four times in a row. I am going to show all four 
versions from the Man and the Nation.

The original text from the 1981 film runs as follows: ‘The people have 
risen to fight for their freedom’. The narrator’s text from the 2012 film runs: 
‘Over the years, history concerning 9 September 1944 has been re-written sev-
eral times. (…)’

The earliest version is: ‘The (uprising of) 9 September is a result of  Georgi 
Dimitrov’s work, who planned and orchestrated the day of  the revolution from 
Moscow’. Stock footage of  Georgi Dimitrov is used.

The second version is: ‘Dimitrov is an important figure but the main fig-
urehead is Valko Chervenkov, who put Dimitrov’s decisions into practice’. This 
is followed by footage of  Valko Chervenkov.

The third version: ‘Anton Yugov’s part is crucial,’ followed by footage 
featuring Yugov.

The fourth, most established version: ‘The events took place under Todor 
Zhivkov’s leadership.’ This is how the fourth version is presented in Man of  the 
People. Here, the narrator’s voice from the original film is heard again, telling that 
‘this man has led our party and country for twenty-five years. Twenty-five years 
that are the summit and the peak in Bulgaria’s thirteen-century-long history’.

The footage that follows completely changes the meaning of  what has 
been said and shown in the original source.

Vassil Zhivkov’s film also uses the above stock footage in his film Essay on 
the Biography of  Citizen ‘X’. In all of  them, stock material of  9 September 1944 
is used as well as the familiar images of  the Soviet Army’s arrival in Bulgaria, 
Georgi Dimitrov shaking hands with people in the crowd, Dimitrov signing 
the new Constitution in the Parliament, footage of  parades. It is again obvious 
that even though the footage shows the same thing, the context changes the 
meaning.
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In the pre-1989 film, the material is presented positively. In the new mil-
lennium films, Man and the Nation and Essay on the Biography of  Citizen ‘X’graphy, 
the interpretation is negative. The famous few seconds showing Todor Zhivk-
ov’s jaw hanging – from the day of  the Communist Party’s Board November 
session in 1989, when he was forced to resign, are also part of  the latter film. 
That footage is very popular, because it illustrates quite literally the feeling of  
facing the end of  an era and the setting of  another. 

Those few seconds have been widely used in many Bulgarian documen-
taries. But that fact is not evidence of  filmmakers’ lack of  imagination. It just 
shows the footage as key, capturing a pivotal moment relevant to our past and 
present, hence their widespread use. Their interpretation, however, lies within 
the context of  their presentation, the voiceover, the way the footage is edited – 
these too are elements adding to the message.

The examples speak for themselves. Naturally, documentary film abounds 
in such examples and opportunities for manipulation. Re-enactment scenes are 
not at all a pre-requisite for that. ‘The documentary tradition relies heavily on being able 
to convey to us the impression of  authenticity. It is a powerful impression. (…) We believe that 
what we see bears witness to the way the world is, it can form the basis for our orientation to or 
action within the world. This is obviously true in science, where medical imaging plays a vital 
diagnostic role in almost all branches of  medicine. Propaganda, like advertising, also relies on 
our belief  in a bond between what we see and the way the world is, or how we might act within 
it. So do many documentaries when they set out to persuade us to adopt a given perspective or 
point of  view about the world’ (Nichols 2001: xiii). 

Even though it contains the word ‘document’ as its root, documentary is 
not a pure ‘document’ per se. In English, the terms used are Documentary or 
Non-Fiction, meaning that the claim on ‘realness’ is already contained in the 
word itself. In order to transform a document into a film that bears the signs 
of  an artistic product, however, the authorial point of  view must be included. 
Delivering bare facts, no matter how authentic, turns what we are watching 
into news coverage or an archival document, rather than into a film. ‘John Gri-
erson’s famous definition of  documentary as ‘The creative treatment of  actuality’ 
(Nichols 2001: 24).

In that sense, documentary is not a literal reproduction of  reality, which 
I find positive for the genre because it gives it an opportunity to have its own 
voice. A documentary presents the world (or certain events and people) from 
a particular point of  view—that of  the authors. Something viewers, and even 
producers, tend to forget and consequently, documentary film claims to offer 
pure, undiluted truthfulness. ‘The ability of  the photographic image to repro-
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duce the likeness of  what is set before it compels us to believe that it is reality 
itself  re-presented before us, while the story or argument presents a distinct 
way of  regarding this reality (Nichols 2001: 4). The truth, however, is that ‘Doc-
umentaries may represent the world in the same way a lawyer may represent 
a client’s interests: they put the case for a particular view or interpretation of  
evidence before us’ (Ibid: 4). Therefore, re-enactment scenes cannot serve as 
a litmus test of  truthfulness in a documentary. It can be equally manipulative, 
regardless of  the presence or absence of  re-enactment. Everything is in the 
hands of  the creative team and their intentions.
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THE ARCHIVAL ARTEFACT IN EASTERN 
EUROPEAN DOCUMENTARY AS LOCUS OF 
RECOLLECTION

Raluca Iacob1

Astra Film Festival
raluca.s.iacob@gmail.com

Abstract: This paper addresses the use of  archival artefacts, more specifically arte-
facts from personal archives, in three documentary films from Eastern Europe as a 
means of  creating a connection between the personal narrative and the official his-
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In the film Aw*rah*nyoosh (Ben Neufeld, 2018), the filmmaker attempts 
to re-imagine, alongside his father, what his grandmother’s life was at a labour 
camp during the Holocaust, by using the grandmother’s diary as a starting 
point. The object, the diary in this case, becomes both a point of  connect-
ing three generations of  a family and a mediated collective memory, in Jose 
van Dijck’s concept (2007). In this article, I will look at the use of  archival 
artefacts in documentary films from Eastern Europe, and the ways in which 
the use of  personal archives can constitute a material repository of  cultural 
identity and memory, and whether those moments can function as ‘lieux de 
memoire’ in Pierre Nora’s theory of  memory. Nora uses the concept of  ‘lieux 
de memoire’ to describe the relationship that certain objects, places or events 
can have with the memory inscribed in a group’s collective consciousness. ‘A 
lieu de mémoire is any significant entity, whether material or non-material in nature, which 
by dint of  human will or the work of  time has become a symbolic element of  the memorial 
heritage of  any community’ (Nora 1996: xvii). In the case of  the films under 
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discussion here, I suggest the immaterial (memory) becomes material and 
visible by being intermediated by these objects or spaces that they illustrate 
and embody. It is not only the material objects, that can involve these mne-
monic practices (statues, public square, etc.), but also things which are more 
immaterial, or which can be more perishable, such as photographs, video or 
audio recordings, letters, diaries, etc). 

Reflecting that which Jose van Dijck calls ‘mediated memory objects’ 
(2007: 28), these ‘material triggers of  personal memories’ exist ‘neither strictly 
in the brain nor wholly outside in (material) culture but exist in both concurrently, for they 
are manifestations of  a complex interaction between brain, material objects, and the cul-
tural matrix from which they arise’ (van Dijck, 2007, 28). It is through these–me-
diated memory objects – that my paper takes a special interest in, especially 
in the ways in which they mediate between personal and collective memory. 

The use of  archival footage is quite common in documentaries, em-
ployed most often to offer a sense of  historical authenticity to the subject 
that is treated in the film. As Jamie Baron notes, some ‘found footage documenta-
ries […] contain nothing but skilfully edited archival footage’ (2007, 13-24), an exam-
ple of  which I include a discussion on Autobiografia lui Nicolae Ceauşescu / The 
Autobiography of  Nicolae Ceauşescu (Andrei Ujică, Romania, 2010). On the oth-
er hand Naplófilm, 12 voltam 1956-ban / Diary film, I was 12 in 1956 (Boglárka 
Edvy, Sándor Silló, Hungary, 2006) and Liefde Is Aardappelen / Love Is Potatoes 
(Aliona van der Horst, Netherlands, 2017) use a ‘combination of  archival materi-
als and their own contemporary footage, creating heterogeneous texts that oscillate in their 
relationship to present and past, made and found’ (Baron 2007, 13-24).

Historical figures seen in a different light
For the compilation film The Autobiography of  Nicolae Ceauşescu (Andrei 

Ujică, 2010), the filmmakers watched, selected, catalogued and edited togeth-
er footage from about 260 hours of  video archives. During the summary tri-
al that he and his wife were submitted to, Nicolae Ceauşescu is reviewing his 
long reign in power: 1965-1989. It is an historical tableau that in its scope re-
sembles American film frescos. The film includes footage from the personal 
family collection kept in the national archives, containing unseen footage 
from the Ceauşescu rule. Moments from this personal collection are spread 
throughout the film in part humanising the despised figure of  the dictator 
and in part sarcastically dismantling his inflated cult of  personality politics2. 
As editor Dana Bunescu notes in an interview, the visual representation of  

2     For a more in-depth discussion and analysis of this film see Iacob (2018). 
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each decade of  Ceauşescu’s rule is distinguished by slight differences in the 
film, as the filmmakers decided to infuse each decade with a certain mood 
and identity. The first period ‘emphasized the wide, mood-related angles’ in 
order to ‘construct a relaxed world’, which in turn became ‘subdued once 
Ceauşescu decided that the role of  ideology needed to be “a bit” more pre-
cise, after his visit to China’ (Bunescu qtd. in Filippi and Rus 2014), and the 
use of  personal moments reflects that direction. 

In the first of  such moments the family is seen, around thirty minutes 
into the film, on vacation in the mountains, caught in moments of  person-
al interaction with Ceauşescu embracing at one point his daughter and his 
wife, while in others he is interacting with other family members and a small 
entourage. These personal moments mark a turn from the introduction of  
Ceauşescu and his role as the country’s ruler, to an escalation of  his interna-
tional presence marked by a montage of  archival footage showing Ceauşes-
cu either on foreign visits or receiving the visits of  foreign dignitaries. 

Around halfway through the film, another intermezzo of  personal mo-
ments marks another turn, as international visits give way to internal con-
cerns, as the country experiences a series of  natural disasters. The personal 
moments contain footage of  the Ceauşescu family (and their entourage) 
on a summer holiday, as they engage in a series of  physical activities, swim-

Pic. 1 The Autobiography of  Nicolae Ceauşescu (2010, Romania-Germany), director Andrei 
Ujică
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ming in the sea and playing volleyball. Especially in this volleyball scene, the 
Ceauşescu couple look particularly inept, as they repeatedly and clumsily 
attempt to get the ball over the net, underlined especially in contrast with the 
rest of  the players who are more adept at the sport. 

The third moment is introduced at around the two hour mark and re-
turns at the 2 hour 30 minute mark, with the Ceauşescu family enjoying 
some hunting activities, in the first instance of  bears, and in the second clip 
of  pheasants. This combined with the archival footage that follows–placing 
Ceauşescu at the height of  his authoritarian rule, in the 1980s–suggest an 
underlying of  violence. 

Though short in duration, the inclusion of  these personal moments of  
the Romanian dictator and his family help balance the public, well-known 
image of  Ceauşescu and create a more complex portrait of  the man, with-
out either absolving or demonising him. It is in these ‘mediated memory 
objects’–the filmed footage of  the family on vacation–that the audience gets 
some glimpses of  the man behind the historical cliché, balancing the footage 
of  Ceauşescu the dictator with that of  an ordinary man who inspires not the 
fear of  tyrants, but the ridicule of  bad (and completely unaware) sportsman, 
or that of  a ‘communist aristocracy’3.

An uprising through the eyes of  a child
Diary Film, I was 12 in 1956 is a documentary – using both documentary 

and animation techniques – based on the diary of  a child, written during the 
1956 Hungarian uprising against the Soviet imposed rule. The boy collects 
things. Relics go into a box marked ‘Revolution’, shivers of  glass, leaflets, 
newspaper cuttings, and drawings in his diary, which contain a mixture of  a 
Pest child’s world, a world of  open courtyard corridors, and the history that 
is going on around him.

Using a variety of  film techniques and forms, from archival footage, 
both visual and audio, drawings and animation, photographs, and a strong 
presence of  collage film, the film (re)constructs with the help of  a child’s di-
ary a period of  turmoil in the country’s history. Accompanying assorted im-
ages of  the uprising and of  life in those times comes the voiceover narration 
of  a young boy whose observations more often than not are concerned with 
his immediate reality, including his adventures and playtime with his closest 
friend, more than the faithful or attentive recording of  history. Therefore, 

3     As Ceauşescu’s cult of personality politics exponentially grew in the late 1970s and the 1980s, 
the family–and especially the dictator and his wife–displayed monarchical tendencies. 
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the historical event is mediated in this case through a different kind of  mne-
monic signifier, a ‘lieux de memoire’, which exists in the form of  a young 
boy’s journal as an example of  history from below. 

Following the boy’s chronicle of  events, the film matches his descrip-
tion of  things observed with fragments of  archival footage or animations, 
turning into a surge of  information. It is in the joining between the personal 
‘diary’ and its contained memories, and the collective memory of  the archi-
val material into this documentary film, that the mediated memory of  the 
1956 uprising becomes a locus of  memory re-imagining it from a source that 
would have been overlooked by official history–a twelve year old boy. 

Family memories, between pain and peace
One day, Dutch filmmaker Aliona van der Horst was given her inher-

itance: 6 square meters, one sixth of  a small, wooden house in the Russian 
countryside where her mother grew up. It was as if  life had handed her a 
card she felt forced to play. In Love Is Potatoes she begins a journey into the 
past, back into the childhood of  her Russian mother and her five sisters, all 
of  whom struggled with fear, famine and war in Stalin’s Russia; experiences 
that left them scarred to their very soul. Along with the stories of  ordinary 
people living in the small farmhouse, the filmmaker tells the tale of  Soviet 
terror, immense bravery and a fear that has never left those four walls.

Pic. 2 Diary Film, I was 12 in ‘56 (2006, Hungary), directors Boglárka Edvy, Sándor 
Silló
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We encounter again, in this third film example, an instance in which per-
sonal history intertwines and reflects on official history. Yet, in the film Love 
is Potatoes the memories and personal artefacts are filtered through a second 
generation gaze, containing at once a certain unfamiliarity about the contents 
of  the house–which in itself  is teeming with objects and memories accumu-
lated through the years–as well as a sense of  exploration and discovery. As 
the filmmaker walks into the house for the first time, we see two of  her cous-
ins looking for a piece of  paper in a room that is full of  knickknacks, books, 
and other random objects. At one point, Aliona is given a stack of  letters her 
mother had sent to one of  her sisters, which she proceeds to go through and 
read, reconnecting with her mother’s past. As the camera slowly pans across 
the room, catching fragments of  a past life through photographs and other 
objects, a voice narrates a story of  hardship and poverty, but most of  all of  
hunger. These letters, and all the other objects that Aliona encounters in her 
journey into her mother’s past, become ‘lieux de memoire’, not only for the 
family who share them, but also for an audience who might or might not 
have a connection with what is depicted on screen. However, these mediated 
memories are also a means to come to terms with a difficult past, for as Susan 
Sontag writes in her study of  photography of  war that to ‘make peace is to forget. 
To reconcile, it is necessary that memory be faulty and limited’ (2002: 115). With the 
passing of  time and the perspective being shifted from first person to third 
person narrative, these mnemonic artefacts balance between remembering 
and forgetting. 

Pic. 3 Love is Potatoes (2017, Netherlands-Russia), director Aliona van der Horst 
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In lieu of  a conclusion
To conclude, these three documentaries present different personal per-

spectives in three national contexts of  the last half  a century, each with their 
own approach to the materials and the conditions they are presenting. The 
focus on personal archive gives these films a more humanising, individual, 
empathetic point of  view, and it facilitates an easier connection between indi-
vidual on screen and the spectator in front of  the screen. 
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Latest Bulgarian films increasingly gain international recognition and pop-
ularity. Bulgarian films are now participants on a regular basis in many Europe-
an festivals and often enough receive awards. For example, the debut of  Ralitza 
Petrova Godless (Bezbog) took the Golden Leopard in 2016 at Locarno festival 
as well as the Best Actress Award (Irena Ivanova); ¾, 2017 by Ilian Metev also 
won a prize in Locarno at the Filmmakers of  the Present section; Directions 
(Posoki) by Stephan Komandarev had its international premiere at Cannes 2017 
Un Certain Regard; Hristo, 2016 by Grigor Lefterov and Todor Matsanov won 
the FIPRESCI Young Jury award at Warsaw IFF; Glory (Slava), 2016 by Petar 
Valchanov and Christina Grozeva won the Grand Prix at Zadar IFF, Croa-
tia. Omnipresent (Vezdesashtiat) by Ilian Djevelekov received the Golden Rose at 
Golden Rose ‘2017 at Bulgarian Feature FF, Varna and was the Bulgarian entry 
for Best Foreign Language Film Academy Award 2019. The book-to-film ad-
aptation Heights (Vazvishenie), 2017 by Victor Bojinov, received the Best Balkan 
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Film Award at Sofia IFF and Golden Rose ‘2018. Ága by Milko Lazarov won 
the Heart of  Sarajevo and Golden Rose ‘2018.

This positive trend is first of  all a result of  the more or less stable pub-
lic funding, which was insufficient in the 1990s; and secondly, of  the con-
stant development of  Bulgarian filmmakers, who often work in international 
productions (thanks to Boyana Film Studios owned by the American Millen-
nium Films); very often in programmes of  MEDIA and Eurimages, Bulgar-
ian producers work in co-production with other European film companies; 
Bulgarian screenwriters have the chance of  participating in European events 
such as Script East where advisors help them to polish their screenplays. 
This creates a very competitive environment fruitful for Bulgarian artists. 
2017 was the year with the highest number of  low-budget movies that led to 
a diversity of  film genres: along with social realistic dramas, now we witness 
the emergence of  comedies (Rapid Response Corps / Korpus za Barzo Reagirane, 
2014; Living Legends / Zhivi Legendi, 2014; Holidaymakers / Letovnitsi, 2016); 
melodramas (Bubblegum / Davka za Baloncheta, 2017; Attraction / Privlichane, 
2017; Knockout or All She Wrote / Nokaut ili Vsichko, Koeto Tia Napisa, 2017), 
historical films (Voevoda, 2017, Heights / Vazvishenie, 2017) and even chil-
dren’s films (Lily the Fish / Lili Ribkata, 2017; Smart Christmas / Smart Koleda, 
2017). 

Yet, with all these achievements of  Bulgarian filmmakers, domestic au-
diences ignore the national productions: in 2018, the most popular Bulgar-
ian movie had 120,000 admissions and films like Locarno winner Godless 
was watched by mere 2,000 spectators. So, in this country, award-winning 
movies don’t necessarily mean full cinemas. There is no clear correlation 

Pic. 1 Ralitza Petrova (director of  Godless) with her 
Golden Leopard from Locarno International Film 
Festival, 2016

Pic. 2 Ilian Metev (director of 3/4) with his Golden 
Leopard from Locarno International Film Festival, 
2017
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between the international awards and the interest of  the Bulgarian public, 
because in the last almost 3 decades, audiences have been misled on more 
than one occasion. Under communism, Bulgarian filmmaking was entirely 
state funded, which resulted in restrictions, contradictions and sometimes, 
in tough control, but then again it helped them to develop aesthetic and 
artistic devices, points of  view and visual expression, which the works made 
after the fall of  the regime fall short of. The fact that the state ceased its 
full funding led to a minimum number of  productions, if  any, on a yearly 
basis, to the advantage of  those that not necessarily had artistic qualities: 
films with loose plot, hollow dialogues and untrustworthy characters, hence 
the public mistrust of  Bulgarian films. Yet another cause for the public’s 
reluctance is the overused hackneyed subject of  the moral and spiritual deg-
radation of  the Bulgarian post-communist society, recalling the images of  
misery, corruption, suffering, despair, hatred, aggression, etc. The so-called 
social-realistic movies were the natural ‘reversed’ extension of  Socialist Realism 
film, as Prof. Bratoeva-Daraktchieva observes (Bratoeva-Daraktchieva 2013: 
256-257). The quest for a proper and satisfying explanation of  the past re-
flects in the meaning and vision, leading those contextual layers to a limited 
range of  subjects and narrow psychological insights. In the 1990s, trying to 
pull away from their predecessors, the then young filmmakers, still working 
today, treated the theme of  the communist legacy of  moral degradation in 
every possible way, till they exhausted and bored the public. This transition 
from the old to a new film form helped to develop national poetics and in-
itiate certain trends in characterisation that haunts Bulgarian filmmaking to 
this day. 

It’s again Prof. Bratoeva-Daraktchieva that defines in her History of  Bul-
garian Feature Film the period from the early 1990s till present day as a period 
of  the third identity crisis (Bratoeva-Daraktchieva 2013: 254), with the first and 
the second taking place before the downfall of  the regime. The third identity 
crisis not only equates art with life, representing too literally the surrounding 
reality, but also filmmakers put great efforts to make it, very primitively, so to 
say, on international screen and attract foreign audiences by showing them 
countless clichés and stereotypes, for example in such movies as Godless, Di-
rections, Hristo. In his book Style, Structure, Substance, and the Principles of  Screen-
writing, the American Professor Robert McKee (McKee 2010: 4) argues that 
‘The archetypal story unearths a universally human experience, then wraps itself  inside a 
unique, culture-specific expression. Contrarily, a stereotypical story reverses this pattern: 
It suffers a poverty of  both content and form. It confines itself  to a narrow, culture-specific 
experience and dresses in stale, nonspecific generalities’. 
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Unfortunately, propaganda still 
occurs in Bulgarian cinema, but now 
illustrating in a most radical way the 
decline of  the mind, placing mental-
ly ugly characters with low passions 
in moral and physical synchronicity 
with a distorted atmosphere, causing 
them to commit shameful actions and 
to utter shameless words (Godless, Di-
rections, Hristo). From the drug-addict-
ed, homeless personages selling their 
bodies, because that is the only way 
to survive in Hristo, to the drug-ad-
dicted nurse, stealing ID cards from 
seniors with dementia, to a politi-
cian-police-criminal orgy in Godless to 
a 16-year-old, who’d better prostitute 
and earn money than go to school in 
Directions, ignoring the aesthetic cine-
matic principles, Bulgarian directors 
desperately seek the approval of  for-
eign festival juries, where ugly and gro-
tesque can be misjudged for inspired 
eccentricity. Except for a loose plot, 
unclear story, repetitive scenes, bad 
dialogues and visual redundancy, the 
new national poetics of  Bulgarian film 
establishes a set of  boring, flat charac-
ters. They are even put in the same en-
vironment: the bearded, dirty, vicious, 
repulsive and illiterate marginal is the 

hero of  the contemporary Bulgarian film (Godless, Glory, Hristo). He lives in 
an equally ‘naturalistic’ corrupted environment, where the walls are inevi-
tably covered in graffiti, and plastic bags filled with garbage are scattered 
everywhere, providing dinner for stray dogs. There are several types of  out-
siders in Bulgarian film: the marginal mafioso, the marginal policeman, the 
marginal ordinary guy, always a looser, the marginal politician, the margin-
al woman depicted only as a hysterical middle-aged woman that has been 
abandoned by her husband, or she simply have never had one; the speech-

Pic. 4 Directions (2017, Bulgaria), director 
Stephan Komandarev

Pic. 5 Hristo (2016, Bulgaria), directors Grigor 
Lefterov and Todor Mazzanov

Pic. 3 Godless (2016, Bulgaria), director Ralitza 
Petrova
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less woman; the pseudo-rebel, artistically weirdo; the prostitute or the bitch. 
The two adaptations Heights, 2017 by Victor Bojinov and Voevoda, 2017 

by Zornitsa Sophia, set in the period of  Bulgarian National Revival, still 
demonstrate the typical from contemporary point of  view national poetics. 
The world of  both stories as well as of  their protagonists share the same 
lack of  authenticity. In Heights the public fails to grasp the meaning, nor it 
feels empathy, due to the film’s hollow structure and substance of  story, 
which prevent us from seeing the character arc, nor the so important inner 
journey and transformation of  his over the course of  the telling. Predictably, 
again the bearded, dirty and repulsive hero acts mainly as a hooligan: for no 
dramaturgic reasons at all he attacks, robs, beats people and drinks a lot. The 
film should be about the liberation of  a nation or the archetypal theme of  
freedom, but it has not been achieved in either literal or metaphorical terms. 
The leitmotif  for the ‘heights’ is vague: event after event, it doesn’t lead to a 
logical, purifying end, but rather to a meaningless arrangement of  episodes 
creating in/credible world where nothing has changed at the closing. 

Voevoda, the story of  a Bul-
garian female leader of  rebels un-
der the Ottomans, was conceived 
to follow the life from ‘basket to 
casket’ of  the strong and shrewd 
Rumena warrior. The intent of  
the author to show a compelling 
female character falls apart when 
the visual and substantial clichés 
pour from screen. The new-old 
national poetics inevitably remind 
of  the totalitarian way of  treating 
delicate historical matters visually 
abruptly, but here they are devoid 
of  coherence and a clear storyline. 
The Aristotelian principle of  a con-
vincing impossibility, preferable to an 
unconvincing possibility, is transmit-
ted to a severe didacticism of  the 
true patriot, whose arguments are 
even written on screen to be easier 
memorised. 

Pic. 6 Heights (2017, Bulgaria), director Victor Bo-
jinov

Pic. 7 Voevoda (2017, Bulgaria), director Zornitza 
Sophia
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‘True character is revealed in the choices a human being makes under pressure—the 
greater the pressure, the deeper the revelation, the truer the choice to the character’s essen-
tial nature’ says Robert McKee (McKee 2010: 101). Building a true character 
is fundamental to storytelling. Here, the basic human values that sustain the 
integrity of  the individual are missing. Our flat, emotionally deprived charac-
ters don’t even act: they are dragged along by the tide of  events that are not 
necessarily connected. The new archetypes of  the Post-totalitarian film—
characters and filmmakers alike—the outcasts of  a marginalised society are 
not in the position to make a significant change.

Surprisingly enough, more than 60 years ago in his article Une Certaine 
Tendance du Cinéma Français, François Truffaut speaks of  the then-rewarded 
‘screenwriters’ and filmmakers who, according to him, hate and underes-
timate film as an art. These, as he says, otherwise haughty, but mediocre movie 
moralists, pleasing to the ‘mass audience’ and the lowest of  its audience, force the most 
repulsive heroes to articulate an utterly vulgar dialogues, humiliating them permanently in 
their immorality. In these, supposedly realistic films, the disproportionate psycholog-
ical and moral superiority of  screenwriters over their characters turns even those who are 
not villains into grotesque individuals’ (Truffaut 1954). A passage that still sounds 
very contemporary and relevant to Bulgarian film.

Motion pictures have the power to transform life and that is why Bul-
garian public and artists alike, in search of  their identity, do not identify 
themselves with this clichéd cinematic world inhabited entirely by, according 
to Aristotle, good men shown passing from good fortune to bad or depraved men shown 
passing from bad fortune to good (Aristotle 2013: 31-32). According to the phi-
losopher, this is ‘the least tragic of  all: it has none of  the appropriate features, evoking 
neither pity nor fear nor even basic human sympathy, but outrage’ (Aristotle 2013: 31-
32). It doesn’t lead to catharsis, so doesn’t enrich spiritually, nor educate or 
enhance emotion.

To conclude, Bulgarian public ignores contemporary Bulgarian film, 
because it represents a reality that is not authentically dramatised. A culture 
could not evolve without honest and powerful storytelling (McKee 2010, 37). The 
erosion of  values corresponds to the erosion of  storytelling and vice versa. 
As Robert McKee says, ‘when society repeatedly experiences glossy, hollowed-out, pseu-
do-stories, it degenerates’ (McKee 2010). A tendency in Bulgarian contemporary 
cinema, apparent to international viewers and critics too. One of  the world 
leading film magazines Variety reviews Ralitza Petrova’s movie Godless like 
this: ‘The world — at least the Bulgarian world — is mired in depression, corruption, 
and misanthropy. Love doesn’t exist, even if  sought on occasion. That’s the message of  
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‘Godless’, a film that goes to great lengths to rub the viewer’s face in the joylessness of  life 
in a post-Communist world where nothing has changed. While undeniably consistent in 
how it sticks to its downbeat vision of  a drugged-out medical aide stealing ID cards of  
vulnerable seniors and selling them on the black market, the film’s conviction that every, 
and that means every, degradation must be highlighted unfortunately reveals a distressing 
intellectual immaturity’ (Weissberg 2016).
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Abstract: Unlike full-length films, short feature movies are more often based on 
published short literary works in twenty-first-century Bulgarian film. The first avenue 
for film adaptations is the search of  modern popular authors (Georgi Gospodinov, 
Deyan Enev, Kalin Terziyski, Stefan Kisyov, Radoslav Parushev, Ivan Kulekov): wide-
ly popular and much favoured, well versed in building solid plots. The second avenue 
is delving into Bulgarian classics (by Yordan Yovkov, Elin Pelin, Nikolay Haytov), 
some of  which are even included in school programmes. Yet, how re-creation of  the 
respective historical period should be avoided? Or if  rendering the said period how 
should it be done by using the minim of  artistic devices without it being just window 
dressing? No less are the challenges in the third trend in film adaptations based on 
works by foreign writers (O’Henry, Chekhov, Hemingway). Working poems (Atanas 
Dalchev, Jacques Prévert) into films is interesting, as it seems to pose a greater chal-
lenge to students. The fifth avenue is own small discoveries of  authors, who have 
never been that well established or popular even back in the past (Nikolay Grozny, 
Kolyo Nikolov, Alexander Karparov). Admittedly, my preference is given to the latter 
variant of  Bulgarian short films, because it seems to me to be much more promising 
for proper directorial discovery and open to original solutions, for rereading non-cli-
chéd authors. But even with them the problem is the same: whatever the work at its 
core, it is directorial vision and the ability to visually interpret that have the final word.

Keywords: film adaptation, short film, Bulgarian features 

With so many books devoted to book-to-film adaptations we need to 
clarify the concept and the meaning of  that term to stay focused. ‘Unfortu-
nately, even the strictly theoretical observations and film reviews dealing with the problems 
of  film adaptation fail to find the right balance between the evaluative imperative of  the 
literary viewpoint and the defensive complacency of  film’ (Meretev 2014).

Thomas Leitch says that the long tradition of  research is based most-
ly on whether it is accurate and faithful to the original (Leitch 2007: 1-21). 
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history, arts and media. Assoc. Prof., Department of Mass Communications (2012–), NBU; DSc 
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Image, 2006; Lost in Watching. Barriers to Audiovisual Media, 2011; Transitional Stories about 
Culture and Communications, 2015; editor of ARTizanin monthly (2017–).
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Karen Diehl analyses the meaning of  authorship in adaptations. ‘Formerly, the 
author of  the literary text appeared in adaptations mostly indirectly, by means of  nar-
rative techniques such as voice-over, titles or narrator figures. Those narrative techniques 
are still being used to create an authorial narrative, but now in conjunction with characters 
claiming author status. Through the different ways narrative techniques are employed to 
shape the authorial character and his/her position within the narrative, recent adaptations 
propose different concepts of  authorship. The relationship between literary texts and their 
adaptations to film is thus defined beyond an exchange of  narratives. Instead, adaptation 
potentially becomes an instrument of  cultural critique of  the concept of  the author’ (Diehl 
2005: 89). 

Linda Hutcheon joins the discussion by offering three techniques: ‘tell-
ing’, ‘showing’ and ‘interactive’, treating adaptation as a product and as a 
process (Hutcheon 2006). Hutcheon’s book resonates with the work of  other 
adaptation theorists such as Brian McFarlane, Robert Stam, Thomas Leitch, 
Julie Sanders, and Christine Geraghty; all of  them are unanimous that adap-
tation is a complex component of  any art and it can alter the way in which we 
view various cultural products. Brian McFarlane offers and tests a methodol-
ogy for studying the process of  transposition from novel to film, with a view 
not to evaluating one in relation to the other but to establishing the kind of  
relation a film might bear to the novel it is based on.

‘In pursuing this goal, I shall set up procedures for distinguishing between that which 
can be transferred from one medium to another (essentially, narrative) and that which, being 
dependent on different signifying systems, cannot be transferred (essentially, enunciation). 
The distinction is not as boldly simple as the previous sentence makes it sound, but it is 
simple enough to make one wonder why it has not been pursued in adaptation studies’ 
(McFarlane 1996: vii).

A uniting concept would be to call ‘an adaptation’ any transformation 
of  a literary text onto the silver screen. Oxford researcher Deborah Cart-
mell offers six brief  definitions of  ‘adaptation’: ‘1. Adaptations are exclusively 
cinematic, involving only films that are based on novels or plays or stories. 2. Adaptations 
are exclusively intermedial, involving the transfer of  narrative elements from one medium 
to another. 3. Adaptations are counter-ekphrases. 4. Adaptations are texts whose status 
depends on the audience’s acceptance of  a deliberate invitation to read them as adaptations. 
5. Adaptations are examples of  a distinctive mode of  transtextuality. 6. Adaptations are 
translations’ (Cartmell 2012: 89-97).

In Bulgarian both terms, ‘filmisation’ (ekranizatsia) and ‘adaptation’ are 
common. ‘Filmisation’ may be used both as a general or a specific term, as 
Vera Naidenova considers it in her monograph on the subject (Naidenova 
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1992: 5). 
Many books have been written the other way around after a script that 

has been filmed. Ognian Saparev defines such book-to-film-or-TV show ad-
aptations as ‘literary retelling’ (Saparev 1994, 66). Can we view book-to-film 
adaptations as ’film retelling’ a literary work?

Milena Tsvetkova uses another term, ‘transmutation’: ‘Film-to-film trans-
mutation is a process of  transferring content from one medium to another, transforming 
one medium (format) into another. Transmutation is possible due to the uniqueness of  the 
resources: both book and film are social media by their nature and anatomy, both of  which 
fall within the media communication formula as a communication trinity: media content 
(text) + media (language) + media (format).

Four trends are discernible in the transmutation of  books into films:
1. Undisputed film masterpieces based on undisputed books, i.e. when a quality 

literary work becomes a quality film;
2. Unsuccessful film adaptations of  works with emphatic undertones;
3. Unsuccessful adaptations of  deeply psychological texts or world classics. For exam-

ple, according to a popular axiom, Stephen King is the most popular writer with the worst 
adaptations. Adaptation failure comes usually as a result of  books being principally un-
translatable into audiovisual adaptations, because, as Alfred Hitchcock has put it, books 
contain too many words and each word means something.

4. Successful adaptations of  bad literary works. If  the work is a poem or a fairytale, 
or a short story, ‘added value’ may well occur, when a film expands the concept of  the writ-
ing and builds on it (Tsvetkova 2018).

Unlike full-length films, short feature movies are more often than not 
based on existing literary originals. The prerequisites for this are primarily in 
student tasks: most of  the drama schools include adaptations of  short stories.

Greater diversity in Bulgarian tradition of  writing short stories along 
with taking to significant foreign writers, once again for the needs of  stu-
dent films, also make a difference. Which also contributes to the diversity of  
dramaturgic constructions, styles and types of  dialogue. In addition, fiction is 
supposed to meet the expectations for broadening the insufficient genre di-
versity. As for feature films, spectators notice a serious deficiency in costume 
dramas, children’s films and biopics, while shorts frequently offer attempts, 
whether successful or not, to work in modern genres and make their own 
discoveries.

The first avenue for film adaptations is the search of  modern popular 
authors (Georgi Gospodinov, Deyan Enev, Kalin Terzyiski, Stefan Kisyov, 
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Radoslav Parushev, Ivan Kulekov): widely popular and much favoured, build-
ing striking plots. In this case, in short fiction.

These are Georgi Gospodinov (The Third, Christine, Who Is Waving from 
the Train), Deyan Enev (Paris, The Son, Salty & Sweet, Pawnshop), Alec Pop-
ov (A Stranger’s Footprints, The Service), Maria Stankova (The Minutes after, An-
tigone), Kalin Terziyski (Seven Days), Stefan Kisyov (A Warm November), Rado-
slav Parushev (Anything for You), Ivan Kulekov (Christmas). Relying on fiction 
would hopefully provide stable plots, well developed conflicts and well built 
characters, skilfully executed plot twists. So that the director may focus on 
the rest.

The second trend is turning to Bulgarian classics, some of  which are 
even included in the Bulgarian literature programme at school. These are 
Yordan Yovkov (Solveig’s Song, Seraphim), Elin Pelin (Samodiva), Nikolay Hay-
tov (A Tree Without Roots). Here, however, there are many traps to escape. 
How re-creation of  the respective historical period should be avoided? Or 
if  rendering the said period, how should it be done by using the minim of  
artistic devices without it being just window dressing? For her Solveig, 2017, 
director Yana Titova has chosen Yordan Yovkov’s story Solveig’s Song, titled, 
in its turn, after the popular song from Edvard Grieg’s Peer Gynt. There are 
two points of  reference in this story: the war (the Balkan, the Interallied War, 
WWI?) and the music of  Peer Gynt. The protagonist is a promising violinist, 
but her performance lacks emotions. She is too young to have experienced 
so many emotions and too well bred to face the pain of  the world. That is 

Pic. 1 Solveig (2017), director Yana Titova
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the reason why she finds sadness, compassion, and impending doom in her 
mother’s neighbour bidding her tender farewell to her son going to war. Yana 
Titova meets the challenge of  rendering that historical period by resorting 
to two solutions. The first is the house where the girl plays in front of  an 
audience. Everyone is clad in ball garments and it is this artificialness of  the 
atmosphere that convinces in the lack of  spontaneous experiences, suggest-
ed by the text. The second is the memories of  the soldier as a child and the 
farewell scene. These are not authentic either but blurred by the feelings of  
the protagonist. Thus the practical impossibility or at least the difficulty to 
recreate the world of  the 1910s has been solved by abandoning authenticity 
for the sake of  a more intimate point of  view, through the eyes of  the delicate 
musician. Which is in tune with Yovkov’s sensitivity.

In Seraphim, 2017, Vania Doneva takes another approach. She leaves it 
to Ivailo Hristov in the lead role to bear the brunt of  the world goodness by 
using the scarce funding of  the production to depict the villager’s poverty. 
Admittedly, the director has made the right choice: ‘good man’ on Ivailo Hris-
tov’s face is seen for miles.

Ellin Pelin’s Samodiva, 2014, implies a different approach, as the story is 
replete with mysticism and fabulousness. Director Radoslav Kamburov has 
opted for setting the story in the present, deepening the contrast between the 
reality and the natural setting steeped in mists of  time. Music, in its turn, is 
supposed to accentuate the aura of  poetry. Eroticism is also preserved and 
rendered with discretion in the love scenes.

The trouble with A Tree Without Roots, 2013, is the fact that there was a 
film based on this story by Nikolay Haytov, made by Hristo Hristov in 1974. 
It is very popular and suggests incessant comparisons. That’s the reason why 
director Rouzie Hassanova has opted for a different key. She has abandoned 
one of  the main subjects: aging and the ensuing loneliness; misunderstanding 
with one’s nearest and dearest regardless of  mutual love and has transformed 
the second subject of  the story about the rural-to-urban migration and the 
inability of  elderly people to adapt (Vassil Mihaylov in the lead role is em-
blematic). Rouzie Hassanova’s short is about the migration from Bulgaria, 
and this immediately puts the film in a topical contemporary context. Four 
decades later, spectators feel much more painfully their rootlessness of  immi-
grants cast into a more civilized but foreign society.

No less are the challenges in the third trend in film adaptations based 
on works by foreign writers. What we witness here is unfamiliarity with world 
literature, directors being carried by what is the easiest and the most obvious. 



Visuality, Poetics, Experiments, Audiences180

O’Henry is something of  a beginner’s bible and I’ve watched several student 
films based on The Gift of  the Magi. Why this story? Only two characters: a 
man and a woman, not necessarily young or personable. The dramatic unities. 
A wonderful idea and a lot of  human warmth. The couple is poor (the setting 
may be shabby) and to buy their Christmas gifts to each other, they sell their 
only treasures: he, his pocket watch; she, her hair. Accordingly, they receive 
as gifts an accessory to what they treasure most: a watch chain for him, a 
decorative hair comb for her. So what if  nobody thee days wears a pocket 
watch at the end of  a chain and if  such a chain or a pricey hair comb for that 
matter cost far less than her hair and his watch. The story is beautiful, short 
and positive. Consequently, the shorts feel like school essays and can be used 
in student exercises.

Dramaturgical advantages are also the subject of  a film based on anoth-
er O’Henry’s story, Witches’ Loaves, 2015, dir. Niki Stoichkov. It is more of  a 
genre exercise. Martha Vachkova in the lead role of  a middle-aged and plump 
bakery keeper, overflowing with tenderness and good intentions, shifts the 
accent from the romantic to the comic.

Nadezhda, 2015, dir. Genoveva Krumova, is based on Chekhov’s short 
story A Joke. A man recalls a fleeting affair in a provincial place and an ethe-
real gullible girl with a beautiful name, Nadezhda. Though in the movie they 
ride together a merry-go-round rather than a toboggan, their mismatch is in 
the typical Chekhov’s style, sad and funny at the same instant.

How I Met Neji and Mad Bor, 2015, dir. Georgi Svetlomirov, is based on a 
story by Hemingway that has been well received perhaps for its strange and 
eccentric characters, regardless of  the static action.

Working poems (Atanas Dalchev, Jacques Prévert) into films is interest-
ing, as it seems to pose a greater challenge to students. Wild Thornweed, 2012, 
6’, dir. Smilen Savov, is an adaptation of  Atanas Dalchev’s eponymous poem. 
A storyline can hardly be built, but it is not necessary either. Is the protago-
nist Death or is she Love? Or aren’t they the same thing? There is a physical 
movement bespeaking a troubled soul. White, beauty, light, impossibility.

Here again, however, the lack of  diversity given the treasure trove of  
world literature is almost discouraging. Jacques Prévert proves to be the most 
favoured poet for film adaptation, and the same poem Breakfast serves as 
an inspiration for two films. Sign, 13’, 2006, dir. Vito Bonev, featuring Anna 
Papadopoulou and Penko Gospodinov, silently and objectively prepares us 
for a parting. That same year Metro, 7’, dir. Armando Costantino and Nina 
Boyanova was released about a Prévert’s lost book.
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Morning Coffee, 2016, 16’, 
dir. Ventsi Zankov, is based 
on the same poem, but very 
loosely, because this poem 
underlies only the first epi-
sode of  a total of  three ep-
isodes. The director handles 
the text quite freely, which 
is absolutely and minimalis-
tically subjective to a certain 
point, while Ventsi Zankov 
in the male role in this epi-
sode is almost in shot all the 
time, shifting the focus from 
the cup, the spoon, the sugar. 
The common thing assem-
bling together all three sto-
ries, apart from the line of  
‘three partings preceded by an in-
ner psychological absence of  one of  
the characters’, is in old coffee 
maker, serving as an image 
of  Prévert.

The fifth avenue is their small discoveries of  authors, who have never 
been that well established or popular even back in the past. Andrey Koulev 
opted for an unconventional writer, Nikolay Grozny to make the strange 
hybrid The Nights of  a Lonely Messenger, 2017. This story from Lives of  Idlers 
and Fallen Mystics (Sofia, East-West, 2011) sets ajar a window to an all new uni-
verse of  unusualness and opportunities for making films: indeed, I’d imagine 
it more in animation, but obviously Andrey Koulev is able to render it more 
nuanced.

Sometimes films like A Piece of  the Rainbow, 2008, 13’, dir. Stefan Chernev, 
would be made, based on the story The Boy by Kolyo Nikolov from his debut 
book of  short stories Clouds of  White Light, 1966. ‘A free young story, a story 
about life as an endless adventure, a life that feels like light even when cloudy’ has at-
tracted half  a century later the director to this forgotten writer of  the 1970s. 
The story is very simple: a boy pastures a cow near a motorway, a car passes 
by, and a tyre burst a hundred metres away. The boy offers a helping hand 
and during their friendly chat the driver turns out to be a conductor and 

Pic. 3 Morning coffee (2015), director Ventsi Zankov

Pic. 2 Wild Thornweed (2012), director Smilen Savov
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the country boy turns out to 
know what a conductor is. 
Then the conductor promis-
es the boy comp tickets, and 
the kid in return gives him a 
watermelon from the nearby 
melon field. The car drives 
off  and the boy returns to his 
cow. ‘This is the Bulgarian coun-
try dream of  a touch with the big 
wide world. The young writer has 
rendered this motif, very typical of  
the entire Bulgarian village prose, 
in the simplest possible yet impres-
sive manner and this is the reason 
why it sounds here as an epilogue 
to all the previous versions, and as 
an epitaph for that Bulgaria of  
ours, which is now lost’ (Yanev 
2016, 204).

Or The Patient, 2014, 14 
min, by Kiril Todorov. Based 

on a short story by Prof. Alexander Karparov, a renowned Bulgarian bacte-
riologist, who has developed a new rabies vaccine, and writer, A Doctor Tells, 
full of  mysticism very much like Washington Irving’s early fiction (e.g. The 
Adventure of  the German Student), so unspeakable, clean and complete is the 
horror of  the unusual that a century later it still gives the reader the creeps. 
Kiril Todorov has uploaded the story onto his blog, and so we learn more 
about the literary tastes and knowledge of  the director.

Admittedly, my preference is given to the latter variant of  Bulgarian 
short films, because it seems to me to be the most promising for proper di-
rectorial discovery and open to original solutions, for rereading non-clichéd 
authors. But even with them the problem is the same: whatever the work at 
its core, it is directorial vision and the ability to visually interpret that has the 
final word.

Pic. 4 A Piece of  the Rainbow (2008), director Stefan Chernev

Pic. 5 The Patient (2014),  director Kiril Todorov
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Abstract: The paper seeks to elucidate the specifics of  the visual solutions to some 
post-socialist Kazakh and Eastern European feature films in the period 1989–2018; 
to trace the processes occurring in visual and plastic solutions against a background 
of  rapid historical developments and the advance in cinematographic techniques, 
taking as examples the movies Needle (dir. R. Nugmanov, 1988), Underground (dir. 
E.Kusturica, 1995). 
The aim is to figure out how the visual images in movies reflect their directors’ polit-
ical views of  the developments in their own countries, exposing some thematic and 
storyline similarities.
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The subject dealt with in this paper has been studied by such Kazakh 
film historians as Abikeeva G. O.; Nogerbek B. R.; Berkovoy N. N.; Naury-
zbekova G. T. ; Mukusheva N.; Smailova I. T.; Nogerbek B. B., etc. There 
are also other works treating Kazakh film in the context of  international 
film in terms of  dramatic art and ideas contained in the movies. Closest to 
the subject of  this paper are the works Kazakh Film by B. R. Nogerbek and 
Central Asia’s Film in 1990–2001 by G. O. Abikeeva. A comparison, however, 
between similarities in the visual solutions to Kazakh and Eastern European 
post-socialist feature films in the period 1988–2018 has never been made and 
the author will try to explore these in this paper.
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Zhurgenov Kazakh National Academy of Arts. Her doctoral thesis deals with Visual and plastic 
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magazine; since 2001, lecturer at Department of Film, University of Turan, teaching History of 
Kazakh Film, History of International Film; published over 17 articles in various magazines and 
international conference proceedings. Areas of research interests: visual solutions to movies, 
especially unique features of photographic art; history of international film.
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B. R. Nogerbek in his book, Kazakh Film on the totalitarianism in film-
making draws the following conclusion: ‘Totalitarian film, developed in both market 
(Germany, Italy) and non-market economies (the USSR, the Eastern Bloc countries), has 
… its own film language that allows speaking about totalitarian film as a particular socio-
cultural reality’ (Nogerbek 1988: 2).

For example, the earliest Kazakh film, Amangeldy (1938), dir. Moisei Lev-
in; DoP Nazaryants Hecho, shows in an almost poster-like manner unambig-
uous images of  ‘bad’ and ‘good’ characters. ‘Bad guys’ are all the officials of  
the Russian Empire, while ‘good’ are the political exiles with their open smiles, 
‘open souls’. The smiles, views and talks of  these people are different. The 
‘bad guys’, as a rule, are filmed using mid or wide shots. Amangeldy (Yelubai 
Kozhemyako Umurzakov) as a representative of  the people narrows his eyes 
cunningly; the movements of  his body are sharp; he is a hasty-tempered man 
with a kind soul, cherishing a huge desire to make his people happy and free. 
The exile Egor, as a representative of  Russian peasants, is open-faced, with 
clear eyes looking with faith in the bright future of  all working people. He says 
that Russia, as the Kazakh people’s elder brother, will teach them everything. 
Rich people are presented as grinning, narrowing their eyes suspiciously and 
speaking flatteringly. They don’t trust and betray each other, but rally to sur-
vive and destroy all who fight for the sake of  justice, freethinking and equality. 
In the final shots Amangeldy’s wife, Balym (Shara Zhiyenkulov) becomes his 
right hand by literally shouldering her wounded husband to help him aim at 
the enemies. He asks for a horse to die as a warrior according to the steppe 
tradition, but conforming to the rules and taking care of  his friend, Russian 
Egor (Fyodor Fedorovskiy) says: ‘Lie down, buddy, lie down’. Quite naturally, in 
the movies propagandising the Soviet power, the protagonist, hugely popular 
with the audiences, would sacrifice himself  for the sake of  the people and the 
country. The character, an embodiment of  the Soviet power, readily supports 
the downtrodden by spectacularly rushing ahead of  the cavalry with red ban-
ners, burning eyes and shouts: ‘Hurrah!’

Such were the films across all socialist countries until the fall of  totalitar-
ianism. Film expert and sociologist Victor Kozhemyako said in an interview: 
‘Filmmaking in socialist countries helped to meet monumental challenges: to launch forced 
collectivisation and industrialisation; to considerably improve literacy and educate the society; 
to bring up an all-new young generation. I will refer to one example. In 1929, sociologists 
conducted a survey among young people, which revealed a depressing picture from the point of  
view of  ideologists: only 0.6% of  young men and 1.5% of  girls dreamed of  following in the 
footsteps of  the heroes of  the revolution, while the others wanted to become teachers (10.4%), 
office workers (8.9%), engineers (5.6%) as well as princesses, noblewomen, but never com-
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munists (2.2%) or commissars 
(0.3%). This situation began to 
change purposively and radical-
ly from the early 1930s onwards’ 
(Kozhemyako 2016). All pol-
iticians perfectly understood 
that movies were the simplest 
and the most accessible to the 
masses means of  indoctrina-
tion. That’s why the Commu-
nist orientation in filmmaking 
was intensified across the so-
cialist countries. With the dis-
solution of  the Warsaw Pact 
and the collapse of  the USSR, instead of  in beautiful streets with apple trees 
in blossom, the main character found himself  on muddy roads with his idling 
former classmates indifferent and drinking. The world, for the sake of  which 
churches and mosques had been closed and a whole generation was brought 
up to believe in communism, the Communist Party and the USSR, rather than 
in God, now laid in ruins. The country and the idea indoctrinated from an ear-
ly age, for which many people lived, collapsed overnight. The perspective of  
building communism was lost. With the closure of  factories and plants, jobless-
ness plagued the country. People fell into depression, feeling emptiness inside. 

Artists, being the most sensitive by nature, were the first to depict this 
reality in their works. In the late 1990s, a new generation of  directors appeared 
in Kazakhstan who followed the European film’s example of  how to form the 
frames and took the risk of  showing the reality as it was. G. O. Abikeeva writes 
in her book Central Asia’s Film in 1990–2001: ‘The film Needle became a benchmark 
of  the Soviet film in the last period of  its existence. It legalised the culture of  the Soviet un-
derground art’ (Abikeeva 2001: 260). Needle (dir. Rashid Nugmanov, DoP Murat 
Nugmanov) was released in 1988. This motion picture, featuring rock musician 
Viktor Tsoi, introduced a new character, a lonely nonconformist, which was an 
innovation in itself. The visual solution to the picture was mainly monochrome, 
in predominantly grey and black colours and shades. The scenes on the Aral 
Sea were depicted in an interesting way: taken from nature, they showed local 
people, parched and cracked soil, abundant dugouts, a ship rusting on the shal-
lowing sea floor. The earth itself  seemed like an abandoned ship, where people, 
deprived of  their natural existence and forced to hide behind masks to stay 
true to what they were, died quickly and quietly. But it is exactly here, where 

Pic. 1 Amangeldy (1938, Kazakhstan), director Moses Levin
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the main characters – away from people, laws and cityscapes – are happy with 
the sense of  an unusual freedom and nature. Externally, this feeling of  ease is 
emphasised by the white dress of  the girl, quiet motions of  both characters and 
silent dialogues. There is a frame, like reminiscence or dream of  the Aral Sea, 
where the most part of  the space is occupied by brightly lit blue skies as if  sym-
bolising independence and free thought. The mid shots are in keeping with this 
semantic. The couple’s return to the city is again visually saddened by the base-
ments, deepening the feeling of  unattractiveness. The monochrome environ-
ment, deserted streets, the concrete walls of  the empty pool, all these build on 
the spectators’ feeling of  loneliness. Even multi-coloured autumn leaves don’t 
please with their diversity, giving in to the fall that sets in with its chilliness and 
dampness to replace summer. The director of  photography, using the methods 
of  auteur cinema, such as long takes and slow motion, gives spectators a chance 
of  reflecting on the image; mid shots allow for an emotional choice of  one’s 
own interpretation of  what is shown, along with a visual and plastic image of  
characters, cities, the countryside – cold and uncomfortable like the life of  the 
characters. Even the Aral Sea only deepens Moro and Marina’s feeling of  an 
inner emptiness and disappointment with their emotional disorder, rather than 
inspiring hope in them. Moro is a non-hero on the one hand, and on the other, 
a character, who lives honestly and bravely against a background of  the hor-
rors of  the perestroika. He is a character embodying the understanding of  the 
filmmakers how the desire to go beyond the restrictions imposed by the gov-
ernment should be shown or as one of  Viktor Tsoi’s songs runs: ‘Our hearts ask 
for changes’. The chosen film language has created a new visual and plastic image 
both of  this character and of  the entire 1990s generation. The image of  the 
collapsed country and the tragic stories of  people echo each other. The author 
of  this article associates the main character’s leaving up the Tulebayev Street 
(and the candle lit at his monument there from the final frame of  the film) with 
a reference to the neo-realist film, where road signifies a better future. Moro is 
a symbol of  the time, and the fire lit by him represents the faith in the bright 
future of  a young, naïve and unpredictable generation who were getting up off  
their knees with unbroken spirits. That’s the reason why the director of  pho-
tography’s attention was focused on this scene. After all, as Victor Tsoi said: ‘We 
should free ourselves from the messiness of  life to stay true to ourselves’.

Unlike Kazakh, Eastern European film has always been underlain by a 
special allegorical meaning. Watching Emir Kusturica’s 1995 Underground, spec-
tators see chronicles of  the bombing of  Belgrade; of  the doings of  great par-
tisan Josip Broz Tito; of  newspaper headlines of  his death and funeral. The 
chronicles successfully build on the structure of  the movie suggesting relia-
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bility to this unique parable. 
The music is now cheerful, 
now noisy, nagging at the 
mind and creating a sense 
of  a feast in time of  plague 
throughout the story. The 
movie begins with a ded-
ication: ‘To our fathers and 
their children’. The subtitle 
is: ‘Once Upon a Time There 
Was a Country, and its capi-
tal was Belgrade’. The open-
ing shots show Marko and 
Crni (Blacky) coming home 
in the early morning of  6 
April 1941. A tracking shot 
of  the musicians keeps up 
with the cart carrying them 
home, then the camera 
turns around, gun shots are 
heard and Crni screams: 
“I’ll kill them’, i.e. the mu-
sicians.

Horses, guns, musi-
cians complement each other to show the reckless minds of  the characters. 
The scene with prostitutes in the street, to whom Marko is going, alludes to 
Fellini’s masterpiece The Nights of  Cabiria. Only here the unrestrained night 
fun ends with a morning of  crying of  animals from the Zoo and chronicles 
of  the bombing of  Belgrade. The symbolically constructed scene in which, 
against a background of  the city ruins, the tiger kills the goose nibbling it, 
can serve as a metaphor, as goose in Serbian interpretation signifies peace and 
purity, while tiger stands for power, force, destruction. The visual solution to 
the whole movie is in grey and grey-blue tones (clothes of  minor characters, 
walls, houses). The main ones are dressed in beautiful clothes and costumes, 
often brightly lit (yellowish light as a symbol of  their significance compared 
with the other characters). Crni is a hot-tempered warrior, who in the heat of  
military operations or in the rush of  heroic feats instantly forgets about his 
family, children, home. Such people become oblivious to everything except 
the enemies they must fight. At times he is completely unaware of  what he 

Pic. 2 Needle (1988, Kazakhstan), directed by Rashid Nugmanov

Pic. 3 Underground (1995, Serbia), directed by Emir Kusturica
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is doing until he sees the result (the death of  his son, friend, beloved) and he 
cries, realising the tragedy that cannot be undone. He goes through this again 
and again and grieving, wages war with everyone, sinking deeper and deeper 
into this state of  mind. Marko is a businessman who can make money out of  
everything. He cashes in even on the rescue operation of  his native citizens 
from the aggressors. Now and then he grasps the fact that he acts indecently, 
but is unable to stop due to reasons within and beyond his control, because 
sometimes the odds are against him. Marko’s brother Ivan is the image of  
man in general. Loving and vulnerable, he is unable both to defend his inter-
ests and put up with injustice, and this leads him to his death.

One of  the final scenes of  the film is interestingly solved, visually and 
dramatically: while against a background of  destructive actions of  war, shells 
explode, peacekeepers rush in and Yugoslavs are killed by the bullets of  their 
own compatriots, one of  the characters tells another: ‘Killing your brother is 
an unforgivable sin’. In front of  the ruined church and Jesus Christ turned 
upside down on the cross, Ivan in a grey coat, thrown over a hospital gown, 
slaughters Marko to death with a crutch, for he had nothing else left. This 
scene is shot as ruthlessly and mercilessly as the atrocities that have torn the 
country apart. The visual impression of  the tragedy is enhanced by a giant 
smoke from the fires behind the church. The chaotic ringing of  the church 
bell heralds Ivan’s death, as he is unable to move on with his mind laden with 
sin. A giant white goose flies off  the church, moving slowly through the 
frame, like the faith in the bright future of  Yugoslavia. Perhaps it was because 
of  the filmmakers’ dream of  home that the episode was solved in light tonal-
ities of  the happy island found by the characters where all are young, healthy, 
love each other and forgive offences. Emir Kusturica’s films at first sight 
seem cheerful and exulting like a hymn in praise of  life. His artistic choices 
create an illusion of  a phantasmagoria, while actually he depicts, seemingly 
easily and humorously, tragedies underpinned by burning social issues. This 
Yugoslavian genius, like Federico Fellini, features everything in a grotesque 
form, exaggerating prejudice, grief, joy, love and passion. Very much like 
Charlie Chaplin, in some episodes of  his pictures, there is a undertow of  
gentle melancholy and funny situations from the life of  ordinary people in 
his beloved country. The original visual solution to the movie is in tune with 
the ingenious solutions to the subject and the spatial environment. This is all 
about absurdity, surrealism, the tragedy of  the individual and of  the country 
for that matter. The music is eclectic, absurd, exciting, incendiary and very 
cheerful, perfectly emphasising and complementing the acting, scenery, dra-
matic art, the atmosphere of  the movie and all solution to the subject and 
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spatial environment in general.
To recapitulate the specifics of  visual solutions to Kazakh and Eastern 

European post-socialist feature films of  1988–2018, the situations in film-
making under totalitarianism were identical. Under the Soviet Union, both 
Kazakh and Eastern European films were strictly censored. The censorship 
allowed only those films, where enthusiastic building of  communism was 
vividly, clearly, one-sidedly shown. In the Soviet country people had, first 
and foremost, to love their country, living for its sake, and only then could 
they think of  themselves and their families. Sponging, chest thumping, theft, 
treachery, murder, alcoholism were condemned in these movies and subject 
to punishment by communist courts of  law, ‘the most humane in the whole world’ 
(an allusion to Leonid Gaidai’s Kidnapping, Caucasian Style). Still, in Kazakhstan 
and Yugoslavia there were people taking the risk of  making films on subjects 
they were concerned with. Some of  them hid their criticism of  the regimes 
behind symbols or jokes; others were reluctant to do so. With the establish-
ing of  democracy, filmmakers have become freer in their choices of  subject 
matters and genres, but not all film directors mastered all genres. Currently in 
Kazakhstan, a wide range of  films is made: dramas, melodramas, comedies, 
thrillers and horror movies. Unfortunately, Kazakh filmmakers are incapable 
of  making proper horror movies and thrillers as yet. There is not a brisk 
demand for socially oriented films because such works are screened only at 
festivals, but there is a big general run on entertainment genres, especially 
on domestic comedies and Hollywood productions. Tracing the processes 
in visual and plastic solutions, we find that the new visual forms form an or-
ganic unity with the integrated painting, literature and cinematic imagery. The 
new forms of  visual expression in the post-modern period provide an updat-
ed worldview, new opportunities for a more sophisticated perception of  the 
cinematic image and filmmakers are increasingly turning to mythologisation, 
which has a beneficial effect on the growth of  domestic film production.
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Abstract: The following material discusses the borders of  the term ‘experimental 
film’ in general, it’s transformation through the years and in what sense it could be 
applied to contemporary Bulgarian productions, analysing some of  the typical repre-
sentatives of  the mixed performance-dance type of  new digital shorts.
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While working on my PhD thesis, I stumbled upon the enormous prob-
lem of  defining the notion ‘experimental film’. It is even not quite clear when 
and how it appeared for the first time. Most probably it was used initial-
ly by American authors Lewis Jacobs and David Platt, when in the 1930s 
they launched in Philadelphia a magazine, Experimental Cinema (Brandon 
1978). The magazine existed only a few years, until the Great Depression 
in 1934. About the same time in Europe there was a massive art movement, 
the avant-garde, which actually influenced not only filmmaking. Beginning in 
the 1920s, the avant-garde movement showed most of  the features that we 
usually apply to experimental film, and many authors use both terms until 
now. Specific to the avant-garde are their very clear manifestos and strong 
statements, which they claimed back then and the very short period, when 
most people agree it existed. Maybe we must also consider the distance be-
tween the two continents, as terms possibly differed from country to country 
and culture to culture. We must also have in mind the influences that were 

1    Iosif Astrukov is an assistant professor, Department of Screen Arts, Institute of Art Studies. 
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Visuality, Poetics, Experiments, Audiences194

and still are typical of  the European-American filmmakers. Trends coming 
from Europe to America were not something unusual at the time. But in the 
same time the classical American author of  the 1940s, Maya Deren is usually 
called the ‘mother of  American avant-garde’ (Starr 1976). Whether and how 
the two terms were divided is not very clear. My personal assumption is that 
since then people–both authors and critics–are not able to put clear bounda-
ries to and definitions of  these widely used terms. Yet everyone knows what 
are the directions of  these productions and in many ways they had become 
somehow iconic. This is very well illustrated by the next quote, from the book 
A History of  Experimental Film and Video: Lucie-Smith: Can you give a definition 
of  “avant-garde”?Greenberg: You don’t define it, you recognize it as a historical phe-
nomenon. (Interview with Clement Greenberg conducted by Edward Lucie-Smith, 1968 
(Rees 1999).

In a word, we are free to choose and define the experiments in film. 
But what are the main features of  these productions? 
Since the early black and white experiments till the contemporary digital 

ones, we could see that all of  them are relying on an abstract, nonlinear or 
narrative way of  story developing, if  any plot or story at all, usually without 
words or any speech, with untypical shots, compositions and camera use, etc. 
In short, they are making a movie, which is in most ways out of  the main-
stream. Actually this is also one of  the simplest and widespread definitions of  
experimental film: everything, which is out of  the mainstream. What differs 
today from the original avant-garde movement is the lack of  ideology, of  will-
ingness to push borders and to find new expressions and art language. Today 
we usually see a trend widely promoted at some festivals and because of  the 
easier use of  the new digital technology, we are literally flooded with produc-
tions of  all kind, which pretend to be modern, fresh, new and experimental, 
but they mostly just repeat what we already know quite well. This tendency 
is also clearly visible in contemporary animation: ‘Over the past twenty years 
the animation film festivals boast so called avant-garde films shown in their competition 
programmes. However, quite a lot of  these films can hardly be called “vanguard” because 
a considerable amount of  them copy styles, created decades ago and their artistic energy is 
quite washed out.’ (Marinchevska 2018: 162).

Indeed, not only in animation, coping and mixing styles and visual ref-
erences are very common nowadays. Which actually is one of  the features of  
contemporary art in general: ‘one of  the main characteristics of  contemporary art in 
all genres and forms is the hybrid form of  expression’ (Nikolova 2015: 10). The main 
reason for this is, of  course, technology: it has never been easier not only to 



Post-Totalitarian Cinema in Eastern European Countries: Models and Identities 195

copy certain parts of  other artistic productions, but also to combine different 
arts. Inevitably, this is influencing the analytic work and terms critics try to 
use: ‘Even the term avant-garde is blurred. The digital age turns it in a process without 
boundaries’ (Dimitrova 2009: 7). 

The eclectic approach is the most common today. Art is mixing genres, 
styles, expressions, periods, ideologies and even politics. It is not surprising 
that this foils all the reflective attempts too. There is literally no simple way 
of  covering all this variety of  forms and productions. Or maybe we are just 
not far away yet, from our current trend, to be able to rationalise it. It is quite 
possible that somewhere in the near future, we would see a comprehensive 
and inclusive theory, including and explaining what we create and witness to-
day. And it could be simply a period of  transition or a temporary confusion, 
leading to a different state of  art.

How are Bulgarian productions situated in this multiform field? Certain-
ly there are different opinions and approaches, sometimes on the two oppo-
site ends. As there are no fixed borders and strict definitions, as we already 
saw, there could not be right or wrong opinions. It is all in the context of  
the trends or expressions we are considering. Alexander Donev for example 
qualified in his paper delivered at the conference Post-totalitarian Film in Eastern 
European Countries: Models and Identities, 2018 some feature full-length movies 
such as Diary of  a Madman, 1996 and Moon Lake, 2009, as experimental2. As 
they are more or less unconventional, it is reasonable to put them in such cat-
egory. But I think that the only real experimental productions are in the field 
of  the mixed art productions of  performance-dance film. My opinion wasn’t 
shared by all participants in the discussion on the topic at the same confer-
ence. Ingeborg Bratoeva-Daraktchieva for example is more likely to qualify 
these productions as part of  video art or similar trends. No matter how they 
be named, these short digital films are existing and distributed largely via the 
internet, so I will try to follow some of  them here.

Out of  Stage Project, 20163 by Deyan Parouchev is a black and white short 
movie, about 4 minutes long, structures strictly on dance choreography. He 
uses a simple principle of  combining different places, where the two dancers 
are performing exactly the same movements. The editing is cutting the move-
ments precisely, so that every move is continuing, but at a different place. It is 
not, of  course, something new, but the way he made it leaves a nice feeling of  

2    Donev’s article is published in the present collection
3    https://www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=WP8v9lCidSM (accessed 27 December 2018)
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timeless and airily connection between the two. There is no plot or story, nar-
rative or speech–it is one of  the very clear dance films examples of  the recent 
years. And the choreography is clearly dance, as most of  the new shorts rely 
more on physical performance than dance. The director was born in Bulgaria 
(1982), to a family of  artists, but lives and works in France. This is a common 
practice of  the recent years, and correspondingly, the productions are argua-
bly national. But as the artists themselves are living and feeling global, nation-
ality seems to be shrinking more and more only to a place of  residence. It is 
also a policy of  the art houses and foundations that are offering quite many 
residence programs now, for a certain period of  time, in order for the artists 
to be able to travel and work at different places. Indeed, this boosts creativity 
in general, but also renders the whole field unstable and not very consistent. 
The artist doesn’t feel secure with this system and never knows if  there would 
be another chance. Going back to Deyan Parouchev’s short, it is obviously 
a self-financed project that is somehow continuing his photography project 
under the same title.4 In 2017 he staged an exhibition in Sofia at Plus Tova art 
place, as part of  the Month of  Photography, 2017.5 All photos were black and 
white, made in different places, just like the movies. It is a mixed team: most 
of  the dancers are Bulgarian, but not all of  them. Deyan Parouchev himself  
works on various projects, commercial and art, that are available on his web-
site (http://deyan-parouchev). There he wrote: ‘I appreciate the raw reality of  
everyday life, the fleeting beauty of  those in-between moments, and I do my very best to take 
every picture with that in mind. I want my viewers to relate to my cinematography through 
recognition of  and familiarity with the situations, the emotions, and the energy so much that 
they wonder if  they are looking at a picture of  someone they know’6.

Cages, 20157 by Kristina Zlatanova and Petya Mukova–Petya is also the 
performer, while Kristina is the filmmaker, but both are credited as authors–
is a short film based on the principle of  associations and contemporary 
movement. Below the video on the vimeo platform they wrote: ‘Cages is an 
experimental short dance film, exploring the dual relationship between physical memory 
and cognitive processes. Through combining both cinematographic and dance languages, the 
film observes and reflects on the politics of  space and the way urban environment and life-
style shape our feeling for freedom of  choice. When faced with the possibility to decide, are 

4    http://deyan-parouchev.com/gallery/out-of-stage-project/ (accessed 27 December 2018)
5    http://photoacademy.org/themonth/2017/06/04/out-of-stage/ (accessed 27 December 2018)
6    http://deyan-parouchev.com/about/personal/ (accessed 27 December 2018)
7    https://vimeo.com/129808508 (accessed 2 December 2019)
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we ever free to step out from the routine, or has our lifestyle predetermined our actions?’8.
Starting with some urban shots of  windows and elevators of  buildings, 

which are occasionally mixed throughout the movie, the idea of  contempo-
rary blocks of  flats as cages is clear. The dancer is literary in and out of  a cage, 
but in the open space. The whole idea and association is quite clear from the 
beginning, and as there is no development, the film hovers in the same place 
in a way. The music is also kind of  cycling and combined with the editing, 
in general it feels like repeatedly watching the same thought. This method is 
typical both of  the contemporary dance field and the digital shorts nowadays. 
The authors somehow consciously avoid the developing of  something, plot 
or structure, resorting to deliberate repetition–a loop phenomenon that is 
quite typical. But that brings nothing to the audiences, as it is a widespread 
tendency in all aspects of  our lives, both in culture and everyday life, I feel 
tempted to make a wider conclusion. It seems like our century in general is 
looping on a spot, not moving in any meaningful directions, we are stuck in 
our routine life and staying there till our death. Of  course, it is a matter of  
opinion and observation and is hard to generalise. 

Pieces, 20169 by Monika Ivanova is an abstract short, developed in co-
operation with Atom Theatre.10 The project is part of  the director’s student 
project. Post processed in more dark tones, abstract in structure: we see just 
parts of  movements, places and people; the video leaves kind of  deep feel-
ings and emotions. The whole movie is situated in an ancient city bath, turned 
now into a museum, which the authors successfully use, and the interior and 
the architecture of  the place is an organic part of  the overall impression. 
The authors developed the idea of  women and domestic violence: ‘The idea 
behind Pieces is to study the dependency of  the women subject of  domestic violence, on the 
“aggressor”’11.

Despite the depressing feelings evoked by the film, it is too abstract to connect with 
such concrete topic. Another quote is describing more accurately this short for me: ‘It’s a 
calm cold war, where you’re sat tucked away in the corner of  the room, alone’ 12.

Most of  the film shows one person, a girl, sometimes naked, without 
a face, moving in convulsions in the empty space, or body parts, silhouettes 

8    https://vimeo.com/129808508 (accessed 2 December 2019)
9    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1O9VUyOMnXU (accessed 2 December 2019)
10     http://atomtheatre.info (accessed 2 December 2019)
11     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1O9VUyOMnXU (accessed 4 December 2019)
12     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1O9VUyOMnXU (accessed 4 December 2019) 
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and occasionally groups of  people. The video is also very well shot, creating 
an atmosphere, simple but impressive, and is one of  the good examples of  
the experimental dance films of  the recent years. 

Garden of  Delights, 201513 by Zornitsa Stoyanova is one of  a series of  
shorts she has made. Born in Bulgaria but based in Philadelphia, she showed 
her works while she was part of  a residence programme in Derida Dance 
Center in 2016. Her performance and video works are very personal, inspired 
by her own feelings and experience. As she mentioned after the performance 
and wrote on her website: ‘Since becoming a mother in 2013 her work has focused on 
abstracting the female body, feminist ideas and imagery’14.

In many of  her videos, including Garden of  Delights she is using a simple 
technique of  manipulating the image: duplicating it in post-production. Ever 
since the first time I saw it on a residence screening, it reminds me of  Nor-
man McLaren’s works.15. He once made similar multiplications of  images, and 
stop frame techniques, but of  course having very different and very precise 
effect. While in her videos the effects of  multiplications are rather random, 
without searching for a concrete impact and created much easier, using dig-
ital software. I asked her if  she had seen Norman McLaren’s works and she 
answered in the negative. Still, the overall similarity brings us to the idea of  
repeating processes in art in general. We often see how, whether consciously 
or not, artists recreate the same ideas, concepts and works, but using the 
tools of  their time. The other projects Zornitsa Stoyanova is working on are 
available on her website. 

Dance Movie, 201616 by Kristina Dimitrova is a typical dance video, made 
in the open, on a platform by the sea. The choreography and performance is 
by Petya Stoikova and Jana Pencheva, who are members of  the Dune Dance 
Company and have worked together on many contemporary projects for 
many years now. I use the word ‘typical’ for this video, because the style and 
the way in which it is built are very well known and widely used. Basically, 
what we have here is a strict performance, made in a normal rehearsal process 
and then filmed in a classical way. Spectators feel like watching the perfor-
mance live. There are no the so-called ‘site specific’ experiments, which are 
very trendy nowadays, but there is no purely cinematographic work either. 

13     https://vimeo.com/148670312 (accessed 4 December 2019)
14     http://www.herebegindance.com/bios/(accessed 4 December 2019)
15      https://www.nfb.ca/film/pas_de_deux/ (accessed 4 December 2019)
16    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=of0TsnAg5Tc&feature=youtu.be(accessed 8 January 
2019)



Post-Totalitarian Cinema in Eastern European Countries: Models and Identities 199

The film allows for changing time, places, people, etc. It has invented its own 
language over the years. In this project we can see a well-framed and editor 
choreography, presented as if  live. The overall impression is nice, but maybe a 
little development is missing, which is evident both to dancers and fans, who 
are able to appreciate the pure and simple movement. 

A Daydream and Another Daydream, 201617 are the latest works by Petya 
Stoykova and the abovementioned Dune Dance Company. Petya Stoykova 
has always had passion for dance films and filmmaking. Like most of  the 
performance people, who work in the ‘liveness’ field, where art exists only on 
stage, in a blink of  an eye, they all have a strong desire to capture and preserve 
the moment. Understandably, they see in film/video the only instrument for 
that end. The film debut of  Petya Stoykova and Dune was The Aquarium, 
200518, which was a collaborative work with cameraman Hristo Teoharov and 
editor Stefan Boboychev. In late 2006, Dune organised their first videodance 
workshop, Laboratories for dance and video. They sought to gather people from 
both dance and cinema arts, to show them different dance films and give 
them a chance to make their first dance shorts. Dancer and choreographer 
Rossen Mihailov and director of  photography Ludmil Hristov from NBU 
were leading the project. The participants were mainly students or young 
freelancers, who formed several teams of  dancers, directors and cameramen. 
All the shorts made at the time are available on https://www.youtube.com/
user/DanzBG/videos. The next film Dune took part in was We Love The 
Library, 200819. It is an 8-minutes film, kind of  a mixture between a dance 
short and an ad. In 2012, Petya Stoykova choreographed another film pro-
ject, shot in an old tower, at the railway station. This place, quite small and 
cosy, with a big wall clock and soft daylight inside, has a unique atmosphere, 
a place she always described very emotionally afterwards. The cast was only a 
boy and a girl. Unfortunately, the film was never presented officially, which is 
a regular occurrence with underground productions. 2016 was a special year 
for Dune: they marked their thirtieth anniversary. Petya Stoykova decided not 
only to hold a celebration, but also to make several dance films. That’s how A 
Daydream, 2017 and Another Daydream, 2017 were born. Both films are short 
dance videos (8 and 9 minutes respectively), shot in a week in October 2016, 
in Burgas. Yet they are completely different in styles, visual atmosphere and 
the way they are filmed: the former is calmer, with static frames, while the 

17    https://vimeo.com/203587302(accessed 8 January 2019)
18    https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BoI0dOE9La8 (accessed 8 January 2019)
19     https://www.vbox7.com/play:b324c665&al=1&vid=370625 (accessed 8 January 2019)
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latter is constantly on the move, with handheld camera. A Daydream exploits 
classical ballet, with all its aesthetics, developed through the ages, while Anoth-
er Daydream is based on contemporary dance characteristics. Petya Stoykova 
is the choreographer and director of  the films, in collaboration with me as 
the cameraman, the postproduction was made by Slavi Georgiev, costume 
designer was Petya Petrova. The films were completed in December 2016 and 
premiered at the celebration of  Dune Dance Company’s thirtieth anniversary.

Phase 001, 201820 by Philip Morozov is partly dance, but mostly perfor-
mance video, in which we can see five girls in an empty, ruined hall. It was 
Tsveta Doicheva, who inspired the project: ‘The idea is part of  a bigger process 
and project, which has been maturing for a long time now and for which I am trying to raise 
finds, but to no avail’ 21.

The video is purely experimental, as there is no story, plot, dialog, etc., 
whatsoever. They rely on body language and expression of  movements, both 
on camera and the performers, who are also not connected–there are no 
interactions between them, no strict choreography, you could hardly see any 
relations. It is shot handheld, by Teodor Fichev, who is pursuing the move-
ments quite well. Editing by Emil Granicharov is basically built on associative 
clip-like base. As there is no story to develop, everything is possible and in 
this case, it is held together by the movements and sound. The fnal credits are 
only a label or nickname: TROHI, behind which are Yoana Robova and Peter 
Parmakov. The directors say about the process: ‘We experimented onset with 
everything from punk through Jon Hopkins to Madonna, in order to make 
every girl feel comfortable and bring out their individual characters through 
motions. We edit on referent music and gave the video without any sound to 
Yoana and Peter, who composed the final music from zero’22.

The result is a well-developed symbiosis between frame and sound, with 
precise accents on the right moments. The colour grading is also very well 
made and is absolutely in the contemporary trend of  today. It is somehow 
underlining the deserted hall they use as location. The video starts slowly 
and gradually turns aggressive, which unfortunately, doesn’t develop. It just 
leaves the performers somewhere there, without any clear reference to what 
and why is going on. This is a typical abstract way of  building such videos 
today: the authors rely on the overall impressions, associations, feeling, etc., 

20    https://vimeo.com/256862768(accessed 10 January 2019)
21    https://boyscoutmag.com/2018/02/phase-001/(accessed 10 January 2019)
22    https://boyscoutmag.com/2018/02/phase-001/(accessed 10 January 2019)
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which they try to implement in the images. But as I have tried many times to 
point out, the absolute abstractness leaves the audience nowhere. Somehow 
this could be found in the way the two authors express their feelings about 
the creation of  the video: ‘Philip: I didn’t have any experience in movement kind 
of  directing and the project was very interesting and exciting to me. I liked the freedom of  
expression, which we wanted to explore and the mutual trust we achieved. Maybe it’s a par-
adox, but to me the video has even higher no-dance value. Tsveta: Verbal expression had 
never been my forte. It is interesting how both Philip and Fichev knew what to do, without 
me giving them unnecessary concreteness, it is interesting how Peter and Yoana created the 
music; generally, it is interesting how all got into the initiative’23.

Looking at all above examples and analysing the Bulgarian experimental 
film, most of  the features we see in all experimental shorts globally are dis-
cernible. This is only natural: digitisation brought a universal understanding 
of  the creative processes. No one is alone or isolated: we all are just part of  
the global trends. The difficult question is how and why we see today films 
that have so many features of  or visual connections with the classical works. 
Do we witness a new digital avant-garde or maybe it would be more accurate to 
say that it is a new development, based on similar principles, but not a revival 
in the sense of  reborn values of  the previous century. As there are no com-
mon ideas or concepts that artists share, I don’t think it is acceptable to label 
the new digital productions we see today as some kind of  universal digital 
avant-garde. Or we would have to accept that this avant-garde now is very 
different from the previous one. As Nadezhda Marinchevska points, many 
of  them are coping styles and forms that have been invented nearly a century 
ago. Intentionally or not, the important thing is that they resemble only the 
form, without the ideology once manifested or the will for a breakthrough that 
artists of  the 1920s had. Today we see thousands of  people making art–all 
kinds of  art. All of  them are pursuing and creating their own universes. If  
we accept the label new digital avant-garde, it would be one of  the hybrid arts, 
one of  the many varieties. My experience from both sides–as an artist and re-
searcher–shows that most of  the works today are processes, experiments, and 
group mainly around two basic features–abstractness and emotions. These are the 
main approaches that most of  the artists today rely on. They develop their 
projects on emotional connections, without any plot or story, using abstract 
film language. Based on these features, you find yourself  inevitably on the 
ground of  the avant-garde. But this ground is very slippery sometimes. Why 
so many artists prefer specifically these tools today? Instead of  the classical 

23    https://boyscoutmag.com/2018/02/phase-001/(accessed 10 January 2019) 
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dramaturgical schemes for example? Why there are so many avant-garde-like 
films now, rather than classical ones? It’s hard to say. It could be a trend of  
a kind, willingness to create something modern, unusual, interesting, hard to 
be understand, intentionally vague… Some of  them are obviously pursuing 
festival approvals and prizes, as quite a lot of  them are specifically promoting 
such productions. And of  course sometimes it’s a matter of  simple ignorance 
and incompetence. But in all cases this is forming the physiognomy of  the 
digital short productions we see today. Two other terms are widely used today 
by artists themselves to describe their productions: ‘experiment’ and ‘work in 
progress’. The entire world of  art is, of  course, a never-ending process. Still, 
artists themselves are, more often than not, not quite sure what they have 
achieved. In many situations they are hiding behind these labels. It is quite 
easy to just say ‘this is an experiment’. Yet, even experiments have to set a clear 
goal. Art is always relative and subjective. Still, let’s hope that some day all 
these experiments will become results, or pave the way for new expressions, 
techniques and art.
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FRAGMENTS OF BULGARIAN CINEMA 
FOR CHILDREN. AESTHETICS AND 
COMMUNICATION
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Abstract: The art of  collecting in one whole story the separate images, visual meta-
phors and generalizations, gives to the young viewer a higher level of  aesthetic satis-
faction from the complete screen work. The development of  a young person’s sense 
and ability to filter screen flow, to choose their personal list of  important screen 
works makes this individual a more complete person.
In the present study, I focus my attention on several significant and interesting screen 
examples from Bulgarian children and adolescent cinema, examples that develop in 
an interesting manner the aesthetic and communication questions addressed to con-
temporary films for children and adolescents.

Keywords: contemporary cinema for children and adolescents, aesthetics, technolo-
gy, communication

In the 21st century, the mass media permeate all aspects of  our lives, 
they establish a new environment for communication, reality, even a new en-
vironment for contemporary culture. In their years of  development, children 
fall precisely in the scope of  information created by mass communications, 
which includes all types of  media working in the cultural and information 
space. The selection of  imaging technology and the expected communicative 
connection with the audience is based namely on the typical trends, the study 
of  genetic characteristics, the importance of  external factors, the develop-
ment of  their different skills, etc., of  the chosen age group of  children/
adolescents age group. 

‘How to take into account simultaneously the almost normal manifestations of  ad-
olescent crisis and the aberrations which occur selectively during this period, spanning from 
puberty until the thirties? This is exactly what we tried to address in this book...’ (Dela-
roche 2004: 113). Of  course, this quote is meant mainly as a joke, rather than 

1    Dr. Radostina Neykova is an Assoc. Prof. and Scientific Secretary at the Institute of Art Studies, 
BAS. A long term lecturer in the National Academy for Theatre and Film Arts ‘Krastyo Sarafov’ in 
Sofia. Research areas: cinema for children and teenagers, animation, comics. Author of the books: 
‘Contemporary children cinema’ (2016), ‘Comics on the contemporary screen’ (2009). Director of 
award-winning animated films, researcher and illustrator of children books. 
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an attempt at a conclusive summary regarding the specifics of  cinema for 
children and adolescents. Also, the conclusion of  puberty in one’s thirties for 
some people is only wishful thinking. However, taken from a research point 
of  view, in this study I will focus on some of  the key examples of  screen 
works for children and teens in Bulgaria during the recent years.

Stories and characters created for children and teenagers are numerous. 
The borders between the realistic and fantastic stories blur and maybe exactly 
this intensifies their enormous power. Besides their narrative, characters and 
movement in time and space, the theoretical concepts of  films for children 
and adolescents are usually viewed mainly in two directions: social and psy-
choanalytical. The first one analyses the connection between the narrative 
screen reality and the real one. The second – concentrates its attention on the 
relation between the same fairy-tale film reality and the spectator. 

In analysing the conceptual structure of  contemporary cinema for chil-
dren and adolescents, there are key postulates which are the fundament of  
the aesthetic load of  the content, the relationship at the level of  communi-
cation – author – young viewer, screen – imagination, the juxtaposition of  
real and unreal, fairy-tale fantasies and everyday life. The advancement and 
improvements to contemporary digital technologies facilitate the develop-
ment of  a new type of  interactivity and alignment between direct and indirect 
communication. An especially interesting accent in this context is that it is 
overwhelmingly included exactly in films for children and adolescents, which 
has the most in common with many of  the principles of  virtual reality, in 
order to create a universal character from the viewpoint of  the norms of  
virtual interaction. Young viewers dream and already indirectly achieve “step-
ping through” the frame designating the threshold between the fictional and 
physical reality by immersing themselves completely in the magical, fairy-tale 
world of  imagination, “entering” a new fictional realm. Digital technologies 
provide adolescents with new spaces and a diversity of  options. Namely the 
development of technical equipment, which is often proclaimed as the antith-
esis of  art and spirituality, allow children and adolescents (of  course, without 
excluding an older audience), to “immerse” in the fantasy world of  the other 
“reality”, even interacting directly with it. 

Let’s examine the feature film Smart Christmas / Smart Koleda (dir. Maria 
Veselinova, 2018). The narrative focuses on little Marty who finds himself  in 
Santa’s workshop and manages to upgrade and modernize everything. Then 
a computer error (more of  an oversight) confuses the right course of  things. 
So the boy must realize his mistake, to admit it, to be forgive and Christmas 
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can end with the expected happy end. A classic fairy tale. 
Entering the magical world of  Christmas elves, dwarves and magic, little 

Marty peeks behind the face of  the large wall clock, a reference to the film 
Hugo (dir. Martin Scorsese, 2011). And there he falls into another time and 
space. ‘You must work with 372 letters per minute!’ orders the old captain of  the 
elves, Hardworking. Unfortunately, the combination of  well-made models, 
in line with the style of  fairy tales, often is somewhat mismatched with the 
3D exterior of  Santa’s house in the snow forest. The slight fakeness in the 
vision would distract today’s teenagers, used to technologically perfect block-
busters, such as Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them (dir. David Yates, 2016) 
based on J. K. Rowling’s novel, or The House with a Clock in its Walls (dir. Eli 
Roth, 2018), for example. Maybe the film’s idea of  initial resistance and grad-
ual acceptance of  new technologies and the classical magic of  moments like 
Christmas would somewhat explain using the synthesis of  well-made interior 
décor and a 3D “green screen” image.

And yet, the film’s vision maintain the magic and children remain im-
mersed in the Christmas spirit. Elves dance, sing and joke with one another, 
they fear their boss, they like hot chocolate… ‘The film is about the magic of  

Pic. 1 Smart Christmas (2018, Bulgaria) director Maria Veselinova
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human interactions and how staring too much at the computer alienates us, 2 the crea-
tors say. The warmth and cosiness of  Christmas are well and properly main-
tained. On the other hand, contemporary children might find the slow and 
predictable action too heavy. Children today are used to a faster pace, more 
intensive action and dramatic turns. Slow motion is an interesting technique 
and it works, but only if  sparingly used for a specific purpose. Contemporary 
children, accustomed to the TV commercial expect and seek the option for 
easy deletion, addition, multiplication of  a part of  the image, making easy 
and accessible the construction of  whole fields of  characters, which with a 
slightly changed algorithm manage to move in one direction with a different 
dynamic properties, appreciated as an artistic technique by the human eye. 
Young viewers are so used to this type of  image, that they often remain ex-
ternally indifferent to a screen story where this particular type of  dynamics 
is missing. They are hoping to be swept away by the illusory whirlwind of  a 
dynamic and glamorous screen spectacle, which brings to life their favourite 
stories, characters and plots. 

Maybe the criticisms towards Smart Christmas are a little too much, be-
cause for many years there have been so few goo films for children, that 
each of  them must be tolerated, not criticized. Smart Christmas is a good and 
watchable screen work. As proof  of  it, it got the audience award of  the 36th 
National Film Festival “Golden Rose”, Varna, 2018. 

Going back years, we can mention one of  the first Bulgarian fantasy 
films – Wizards / Magiosnitsi (1999), of  directors Sotir Gelev and Ivan Geor-
giev. The film is about a fantasy world where magic and miracles are a normal 
part of  reality. An overly-ambitious genius’ attempt to take over the world ru-
ins everything. Again there are the classic fairy tale characters such as wizards 
developing their secret magic craft and regular people who only suspect that 
magic exists. The film has 4 episodes, 30 minutes each, with FX DoP Nikolay 
Lazarov and Ivo Peychev. The film’s vision is constructed mostly within the 
scope of  classical filmmaking techniques, such as drawing suitable sets, dou-
ble exposure, appropriate angles, distorting makeup, modeling lighting, which 
emphasizes contrasts, use of  reflectors, models and puppets, etc. It also com-
bines green and blue screen shots, multiple exposures and 3D CGI elements.

One of  the film’s directors of  photography, Nikolay Lazarov, studied the 
contemporary fantasy imaging in his books Art and Technique of  Visual Effects 
(Lazarov 2009) and One Hundred Days behind the Scenes (Lazarov 2000). Apart 

2     http://kino.dir.bg/film.php?id=13380 [accessed 18. 10. 2018]
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from the artistic, he considers also from technical point of  view the moments 
where, ‘it is necessary for the film characters to fly in space or around us, to jump at great 
heights, to walk on tightrope or to run along the edge of  a roof, to swing from high floors 
over busy streets, to pass through fire and water or to run through the inferno of  a gas tank 
exploding behind them…’ (Lazarov, 2000, 9-10). 

The author enumerates a number of  the fairy-tale ‘occurrences’ which 
need specific cinematic techniques in order to deliver a proper and effec-
tive impact on-screen. The screen adaptations of  fairy tales and fantasy tales 
would be unthinkable without using special effects or animation. Achieving 
emotional impact, the necessary does of  drama, the fantasy-loaded fairy-tale 
situation, believable unreal shots in the fully constructed tale, is simply im-
possible without classical or digital manipulation of  the image.

There is an appropriate quote by Bakhtin, that ‘in aesthetics the study of  the 
material structure of  a work as a purely technical one is quite relevant’’ (Bakhtin 1975: 
54-55). The ‘material’ studies in the special aesthetic are incredibly important. 
The material, technique, technology creating a screen character are not the 
primary object of  research in the current material, but at the same time ‘it can’t 
and should not be separated from the aesthetical image’ (Ibid). Every idea carries in 
itself  the most accurate and appropriate technology of  creation, which must 
not blur the ideological, philosophical and esthetical layers of  the fairy tale, 
nor just to slide over the surface of  the fantastic and unreal vision. 

Proper examples of  solving complex psychological issues in the teen-
film are the unconventional Japanese works by Hirokazu Kore-eda Nobody 
Knows (2004), I Wish (2011), Like Father, Like Son (2013). ‘In the fundament of  
the conflicts are placed the minor themes for responsibility, socialization, anxiety, loneliness, 
death, marginalization, alienation, trauma, outsider, the missing parent, the missing, the 
emptiness, betrayal. But also – the hope and belief  in miracle, that something better is going 
to happen’ (Martonova 2016: 61).

Pic. 2 Nobody Knows (2004, Japan) director Hirokazu Kore-eda
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An interesting example of  
а realistic and everyday story for 
adolescents is the bTV series Rev-
olution Z (dir. Dimitar Gochev and 
Zoran Petrovski, 2012-2014). An 
attempt is made to pose the series 
as a musical and romantic dra-
ma, developing around the life of  
young people in Bulgaria. Despite 
its imagery and message being 
sometimes lacking, (which is not 
of  the most importance for a TV 
series), it manages to attract and 
hold the attention of  the teenage 
audience and not only. The TV 
series tells about the emotionally 
charged daily life of  contemporary 
youngsters, who try to make their 
musical dream come true. The 
15-year-olds meet their first social 
and emotional problems, difficul-

ties related to friendship, love, justice, prejudice, competition, be it fair or 
underhanded, and intrigue… the whole variety of  everyday human problems. 
The attempt at their solutions tried to give a comprehensive picture of  our 
contemporary society.

Children and adolescent viewers are one of  the largest target audiences 
for contemporary screen art. Adolescents don’t need to be accompanied by 
an adult to the cinema, they don’t need assistance to find a preferred TV 
channel. Teenagers don’t need to have someone to tell them and to choose 
what is best for them to watch. Or someone infantile to explain to them what 
is happening on the screen and to help along the narrative and vision of  the 
story. Adolescents already have their own taste and preferences regarding 
what they want to watch, and they very well know how to seek and find it. 
Teenagers like and assume as the norm using any contemporary digital means 
in order to enrich the vision and to achieve hyperrealism in the narrative of  a 
screen work. They often seek the opportunity to interact with the screen. All 
these aspects of  contemporary films for children and adolescents, collected 
together, change the properties of  the aesthetic perception and the parallel 
transformation of  artistic communication on-screen. 

Pic. 3 Revolution Z (2012-2014) director Dimiter 
Gochev and Zoran Petrovski
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In the education of  children and adolescents, today’s high-tech tools 
have been used more and more actively. The information studied is now 
taught together with visuals, i.e. the object, phenomenon or process are being 
taught dynamically, happening on the screen in space and time. Today’s young 
people are used to, and even seek and expect, the screen visualization of  all 
elements of  the lesson. But today’s educational process does not stop here. 
Apart from receiving and memorizing this visualized information, students 
are expected to create such screen presentations and interpretation of  various 
moments of  their lesson. Later, when watching films for leisure, in turn this 
makes them more than passive observer, but rather critical creators or editors 
of  different visual forms.

Perhaps a partial solution to the problem of  communication in contem-
porary cinema for children and adolescents and creating a more communica-
tive environment for perception of  screen art by children and adolescents are 
programs like CinEd – European Cinema Education for Youth3, introducing 
cinema studies in school. The program aims to establish European cooper-
ation, to give opportunities of  young people in Europe aged between 6 and 
19 years to discover the wealth of  cinema, to feel their cultural and linguis-
tic diversity, to develop their abilities for critical analysis, for perception of  
screen arts, to receive knowledge and experience in the field of  cinema and 
television.
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CONSTANT STATE OF TRANSITION

Rosen Spasov1

Bulgarian National Film Archive
rosenspasov@banskosp.com

Abstract: After 2000, in a post-celluloid world which Bulgaria is also part of, begins 
the rise of  digital media. New publications specialised in film appear, taking the form 
of  websites and blogs. This intense process is developing fast in quantity and quality. 
Thus film criticism transforms into something new and exciting finding its way back 
to the readers who are also being transformed by the Internet into users.
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The place of  film criticism in current and future contexts has been the 
subject of  discussions since its inception. New technologies and media are 
constantly challenging the profession and inevitably altering its physiognomy. 
Very often the professional film critic has been threatened by the dismissal of  
his position as useless to contemporary spectators. Even in a country like the 
United States where the world’s largest production facilities are, and the film 
market is enormous, there has been recent ‘retreat of  film criticism from the press, 
which proves its reduced market value’ (James 2015: 225). The massive invasion of  
the Internet in all spheres of  life once again brings professional film criticism 
to a crisis. ‘The Internet network quickly introduces new principles in the distribution of  
films and new behaviours by choosing recipient spectator. So it does for films’ commentator’ 
(Naidenova 2013: 396-397).

The Internet has changed life entirely, but the most rapidly changing 
reality is that of  the media, with ever-appearing terms that have to define 
instantly new, unfamiliar situations: blogosphere, media ecosystem, video 
streaming and so on. This development is being studied extensively in the 
parts of  the world where film criticism is still perceived as a profession with 
high prestige, strong image and has its real positions on the media market. 
The directions, in which the debates go, vary and cover a wide range of  
subtopics: from the multitude of  ‘crises’ experienced by the profession since 
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its inception, in order to put the current transformations and upheavals in a 
historical context, through the permanent establishment of  film writers on 
websites, electronic publications and blogs to the latest trends, such as online 
video critique and actively tied consumption of  audio-visual content or ‘con-
nected viewing’ (Holt 2014).

The numerous assessments and views of  the world are part of  the in-
formation noise that intensely and continuously accumulates and spreads in 
space in a different form: web pages, e-publications, blogs, e-mail messages, 
forum comments and opinions, social networks... Sifting a personal set of  
information feeds is a very laborious and time-consuming process of  custo-
misation. A matter of  personal choice, (informed) taste and familiarisation 
with the Internet. Writing (talking) about cinema is part of  this chaotic kalei-
doscope. In the digital age, film criticism is constantly changing along with its 
subject. It is precisely its transfer to the medium environment of  the Internet 
that gives rise to heated debates.

An illustrative example of  the extremely rapid change in the status quo, 
that literally happened before our eyes within less than five years, was the 
interference of  the streaming platforms Netflix and Hulu (and the like) and 
the information giant Amazon in the production of  audio-visual content. 
Originally motivated as a cheaper mean to fill up the niche market, this busi-
ness moves very quickly transforms all similar companies into real alternative 
production facilities.

Moreover, the very users are becoming content producers through sites 
such as YouTube, Vbox, Vimeo and so on. As a result of  these factors the 
media ecosystem changes in a multilayered and mixed way. In video sharing 
platforms, another interesting trend in film criticism is also promoted: video 
reviews and video essays by professionals, but also by ordinary users, who by 
creating their own channel have the opportunity to comment, analyse, eval-
uate or advertise audio-visual content of  all kinds. This audio-visual content 
offers users an alternative to written critical text. The wide range of  oppor-
tunities provided by this new type of  critique is the subject of  another study 
and is yet to be thoroughly analysed. In Bulgaria, this process has already 
begun with the doctoral work of  Yancho Mihailov at the Institute of  Art 
Studies, BAS.

Obviously, the crisis of  modern times requires transformation and ad-
aptation, as well as a certain balance in the attitude towards reality. Time has 
proven that the results of  the complete rejection of  technical and above all 
thought-based innovations are almost always detrimental. At the same time, 
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it is clear that a prestigious profession, such as film criticism, must retain its 
image (as well as that of  its subject) and preserve language and analytical 
thinking, besides the other missions it carries.

‘The witty remark of  a foreign critic about the people, working in mass media for 
cinema, increasingly not having any concern with their own ignorance of  anything that 
happens outside of  Hollywood, seems to apply mostly to countries similar to ours. In the 
big and prestigious daily newspapers of  the countries, that we are increasingly referring to 
as ‘developed’, the style of  the writings on film, although, of  course, updating, is still steady 
and respectful of  its competent analytics’ (Naidenova 2013: 396). This also applies 
to the few remaining specialised print publications, of  course. The perspec-
tive of  Terri White, current editor-in-chief  of  Empire, one of  the world’s 
leading film magazines, published on paper since 1989: ‘Our eternal, some would 
say a noble mission, is to get you closer to the world of  cinema and personalities that matter’ 
(White 2017: 6). Here, one of  the world’s leading specialised print publica-
tions perceives its existence as a mission. By the way, magazines, which have 
stood the test of  time, such as Empire, and still have some positions in the 
print market, are also struggling by all sorts of  means and tricks. They trans-
form the publication’s pages, filling them with interactive capabilities. In this 
way, they make it adequate and attract ‘the internet generation’. In addition, 
the magazine, naturally, has a website and forum as well as an electronic ver-
sion of  each issue.

The practical example of  Empire illustrates the realisation of  a trans-me-
dia dialogue in the digital age. In order to meet today’s expectations of  its 
readers, the transformation of  print media into electronic is running con-
currently with the implementation of  its distinctive features. As I have noted 
many times, the media market in Bulgaria is not potent enough to maintain 
specialised print film periodicals. The actual film reviewing in Bulgaria is done 
by a narrow circle of  specialists who, anyhow, do not have a wide choice 
of  place to appear on the print market. For this reason, the reflection on 
film (films, TV, video, computer games, etc.), professional or amateur, in our 
country is also being transferred to the Internet, in search of  new horizons 
and higher visibility to broader audiences. The early and mid-1990s were the 
years when the Internet was beginning to gain increasing use in everyday life. 
At that time Bulgaria was still at the beginning of  its transition from totali-
tarianism to democracy. The penetration of  the Internet in all spheres of  life 
coincided with the final stages of  this transition (2000-2007) when Bulgaria 
was already a member of  NATO (2004) and EU (2007). These historical and 
temporal coincidences inevitably made the network as an integral part of  
the post-totalitarian context. In Bulgaria, Web 2.0 gained popularity and dai-
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ly application after 1999–2000, together with the development of  adequate 
infrastructure to reach as many consumers as possible. At the turn of  the 
millennium, specialised print film publications were still a vital part of  our 
market. A small number of  them were trying to interact with the network, 
not to mention the transformation into online media.

After 2000, however, in already a post-celluloid world, part of  which 
Bulgaria is as well, the rise of  digital media began. Pages specialised in film 
appeared, as well as blogs with different thematic focuses. This process has 
undergone development with growing intensity and improvement of  quality 
over the past ten years, and they are increasingly finding their place in the 
public domain, increasing their popularity and building a base of  consumers 
and followers, which is a prerequisite for their interaction with practice. Their 
nature will be the subject of  my present ongoing study. For better or worse, 
after the transition from planned to market economy, Bulgarian film criticism 
will have to survive also a transition from paper to electronic forms. Clearly, 
the word transition is the key: both a metaphor and a literalism, a permanent 
state to which those working in the fields of  art and culture in Bulgaria as well 
as in the world alike have to adapt. Therefore, adaptation is also becoming a 
constant process for the modern man, mainly due to the rapid development 
of  technologies and means of  mass communication. The analogue world is 
going digital: spectators, readers, listeners are now users and followers.
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