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Dr. Teodora Doncheva's habilitation thesis Bulgarian Post-Totalitarian Documentary 
Cinema. Achievements, Trends, Authors, Films, Analyses, published by the Institute 
of Art Studies, BAS (2021), is an in-depth and detailed study of Bulgarian 
documentary cinema of the last three decades. It is the first serious scholarly work on 
the subject to be published forty years after Margit Saraivanova's 1984 study, 
Bulgarian Documentary Cinema - A Stage of Mature Exploration. Dr. Doncheva's 
text was produced as part of the collective project of the Institute of Art Studies Post-
totalitarian Bulgarian Cinema - Models and Identities, funded by the Ministry of 
Education and Science. The monograph, comprising 200 pages of main text and 60 
pages of appendices, addresses a significant and topical scholarly issue and offers an 
original yet in-depth look at the dynamics of our documentary cinema in the complex 
time of transition from a totalitarian to a democratic society. The text is organized in 
three chapters, an introductory part, a conclusion, and a separate appendix with 
author's questionnaires with film critics. The text itself also includes interviews of the 
researcher with creative figures - screenwriters and directors. These surveys and 
interviews, which will preserve for posterity the authentic views of those directly 
involved in the making and interpretation of our documentary cinema, are one of the 
most important contributions of the work and a testament of its uniqueness. Dr. 
Teodora Doncheva's emphasis on the process, on capturing the dynamics of 
immediate development, enables her to approach her research from several different 
perspectives - theoretical foundations, skillful handling of empirical data and various 
methods of film studies, sociology, and cultural studies. It is important to note that 
this research style does not simply leave her at the level of declared research 
intentions but is developed as an original and effectively working academic 
methodology. 
In the Introduction, Dr. Doncheva lays the foundations of her thesis on a brief but 
thorough historical overview of the processes in Bulgarian documentary cinema 
before 1989, with a special focus on the films that would not only prepare the 
aesthetics of the following decades, but above all, on the social dynamics in which 
Bulgarian documentary cinema of the 1980s and 1990s was situated. The films 
screened at the so-called Documentary Tuesdays at the Cinema House, the film 



Breathe, which gave birth to the Committee for the Protection of Ruse, and many 
other examples that immediately prepared social change.  
The first chapter is devoted to a thorough and in-depth presentation of the "films of 
the new time", as the author calls them. Following the chronology, Dr. Doncheva 
analyses the development of Bulgarian documentary cinema in the first two decades 
of the new century, exploring the thematic nuclei, genres and trends defining each 
decade. With her characteristically contemporary worldview, the author pays very 
close attention to the differences in cultural and political context and manages to 
paint a vivid picture of Bulgarian culture, the context in which our documentary 
cinema was created. The cultural and film studies analysis in this chapter is 
complemented by a presentation of the changes and dynamics of film financing 
methods in the country and the implications of this for documentary filmmaking. The 
characteristics of each of the decades are clearly delineated, so this chapter provides 
detailed and well-researched information on the most important developments, both 
for individual important filmmakers and landmark works, and for the most significant 
influences that have defined new paths in our documentary filmmaking. A particular 
academic contribution is the disclosure of the documentary-television production 
interaction and the development of the problem of the place of extended television 
reportage in documentary. Also contributing is the emphasis on the traditionally 
leading role of women filmmakers in our documentary cinema, which places them 
outside the feminist research mainstream and the myth of disenfranchised and 
creatively oppressed women who only gain creative freedom in the early 21st century. 
According to Dr. Doncheva's text, Bulgarian women documentary filmmakers, 
directors and producers have been fighting for freedom in our cinema and defending 
it since the worst totalitarian years. The analysis of the dynamics between the 
financing and socialization of films and the dependencies that determine their 
thematic orientation - the expectations of sponsors and festival policies - is also 
contributory. 
From a theoretical point of view, the most valuable is Chapter Two, titled Key 
Cinematic Concepts, Trends and Problems in Bulgarian Post-Totalitarian 
Documentary Cinema. Starting with a very concentrated but comprehensive 
presentation of the aesthetics of documentary cinema in general, the author moves on 
to the very topical, more than ever in the digital age, issue of credibility in 
documentary cinema. In this way, she establishes a strong logical connection with the 
most interesting and contributory part of her presentation - the detailed analysis of the 
phenomenon of "reenactment", interpreted as part of the contemporary language of 
documentary cinema. The four subchapters in which this theme is developed are the 
first attempt in Bulgarian film studies to clarify theoretically the problem of 
reenactments in documentary cinema. Combining her activity as a researcher with her 
experience as a practitioner, documentary filmmaker, screenwriter of 8 
documentaries, some of which have won awards at international and national 
festivals, and producer of four of them, Teodora Doncheva offers an in-depth 
elaboration on all aspects of reenactment as an element of documentary film - from 
its necessity in the absence of an archive to its hybrid implementation with the means 



of virtual (augmented) reality. It does so without for a moment missing the viewer's 
needs for texture and "illustration" and without ignoring any of the pitfalls that this 
technique hides - virtually imperceptible manipulations of images if developed 
digitally, ideological pathos rather than a quest for verisimilitude and a slavishness to 
the audience's taste. And along with this, he strongly insists that it is "essential that 
films with successful reenactments not be neglected, because in Bulgarian 
documentary cinema this practice is already firmly established and is used extremely 
often" (p. 112). 
The third chapter, Peaks, is devoted to authorship in recent Bulgarian documentary 
cinema and examines in detail some of the landmark documentaries of the 21st 
century: Svetoslav Ovcharov's Man and the People (2012), Vaptsarov. Five Tales of 
an Execution (2013) by Kostadin Bonev, Pawn Sacrifice (2018) by Assen 
Vladimirov, and in detail The Beast is Still Alive (2016) by Mila Mineva and Vesela 
Kazakova, among others. Not only the in-depth interpretations of the specific works 
are contributory and important here, but above all the established, traced, and 
analyzed tendency of a definitive break with the stereotypes of socialist realism in our 
documentary cinema, the overturning of its model and the establishment of a new 
model of auteur cinema, unrestricted by ideological censorship and propaganda 
prescriptions. And it raises the big question of the responsibility of the documentary 
filmmaker, who stands before the public with his personal values and social 
commitment. 
The monograph is equipped with an impressive scholarly apparatus: a detailed 
bibliography (124 sources in Bulgarian and English), a filmography containing over 
200 titles and an index of names and concepts, appendices that make it a serious 
source of information and facts. Dr. Teodora Doncheva's language is rich and lively, 
her writing style both communicative and readable, without these qualities being 
detrimental to the theoretical values of the work. The text of the book Bulgarian 
Post-Totalitarian Documentary Cinema. Achievements, Trends, Authors, Films, 
Analyses is based on clearly formulated theses, original authorial opinions and 
independently drawn conclusions. The exposition is logical and with convincing 
argumentation of the defended views. The book has already attracted considerable 
interest from specialists. 
This is also true of her previous book The Discreet Charm of Advertising. Product 
Positioning on Screen (2016), her numerous articles, some of which have been 
published in journals refereed and indexed in world-renowned databases of scholarly 
information. Dr. Teodora Emilova Doncheva's articles have gained well-deserved 
recognition among the professional community, which is evident from the attached 
list of citations and the 2018 Kamen Todorov Award for Best Young Film Critic. Dr. 
Teodora Doncheva actively participates in the academic exchange of ideas, 
presenting several papers at international and national scientific conferences and 
conferences with international participation. She is a member of the Film Critics 
Guild of the UBFM and has been a member of the Guild's leadership since 2018. 



Along with her in-depth academic work, Dr. Doncheva has been involved in 
significant artistic projects - the already mentioned documentaries, production of 
feature films and three television series, etc.  
Sen Ass. Dr. Teodora Doncheva teaches at New Bulgarian University, where for the 
needs of the BA Film, Television and Show Business program she has developed the 
author's course Documentary and Popular Science Cinema, which she taught in 2020 
and 2021, and the author's course Preparation for master’s Project - Literary 
Screenplay for a 90-minute Feature Film for the needs of the MA Film and 
Television Art program, which she taught from 2019 to the present. 
The required scores for the academic position of Associate Professor have been 
achieved, with scores on the "E" indicator more than double the minimum 
requirements. 
The contributions of the habilitation thesis are the personal work of the candidate and 
are correctly reflected in the contribution statement.  
In conclusion, I would like to state categorically that, given the serious, focused and 
fruitful scientific work and the proven academic, creative and pedagogical abilities, 
Dr. Teodora Emilova Doncheva has all the necessary qualities to occupy the 
academic position of Associate Professor and I confidently propose to the Scientific 
jury to support her candidacy in this competition and to the Scholarly Council of the 
Institute of Art Studies to confirm her to the academic position of Associate 
Professor. I confidently vote YES.  
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