
REVIEW 
From Prof. Dr. Ivan /Ivo/ Ivanov Draganov, Sofia, "Neofit Rilski" Str № 61 on the 
competition for the academic position of Associate Professor in Film Studies, Film 
Art, and Television (Bulgarian Documentary Cinema), professional field 8.4. 
announced in Official Gazette No. 60 of 29.07.2022 for the needs of the Screen Arts 
Department of the Institute of Art Studies, BAS. 
 
In the competition for the position of Associate Professor in Film Studies, Film Art, 
and Television at the Institute of Art Studies at BAS, professional field "Theatre and 
Film Art"- 8.4 there is one participant - Assoc. Dr. Teodora Stoilova - Doncheva. In 
the competition she presents a monograph entitled: "BULGARIAN 
POSTATOTALITARIAN DOCUMENTARY FILM - METHODS, TRENDS, 
AUTHORS, FILMS, ANALYSIS".  Dr. Teodora Stoilova - Doncheva has already a 
long and versatile enough practice and I can say that she has mastered the subject she 
writes about. Her creative biography includes important professional positions as a 
scriptwriter of documentaries and feature films, chief scriptwriter of TV series and 
producer. This experience is supported by her studies at Sofia University in Cultural 
Studies and her practice in film and television. Several publications support her 
attempts to make theoretical sense of her professional experience.  Her 2016 
dissertation, "Bulgarian Television Series of the 21st Century", has made a great 
impression.  
What is the structure of the monograph? It contains an Introduction, Three Chapters, 
Conclusion, Appendices, Bibliography, Index of film titles, Index of names. The 
three chapters also contain subheadings. 
- The Introduction presents the subject of documentary cinema from 1944 until the 
changes in 1989. In it, Dr. Teodora Stoilova-Doncheva covers the complex 
relationship of the government with documentary cinema. In fact, she gives a very 
convincing, concise, and clear overview of the efforts of the authorities, their 
ideological matrix of so-called socialist realism and the imposition on artists to show 
only propaganda of new ideas subordinated to the key Soviet experience.  The 
author's analysis of the power of documentaries, which without falling into the cliché 
of dissident films were responsible enough to be fair to reality, is very accurate. I 
regret that she did not include in her study, strong in its analysis and impact, the films 
of Oscar Kristanov, who had an extraordinary sensitivity for the so-called poetics of 
the everyday. It is important that, the introduction sets out her thesis to the problem of 
the place and importance of documentary filmmaking, particularly in the 1980s, its 
role as a harbinger of the events that the filmmakers foresaw and that were to come. I 
would title this part of her introduction “Rumor of Rain”. I agree wholeheartedly with 
her observation that, with few exceptions, the days of documentary filmmaking in the 
1980s will not return. 
The first chapter, entitled THE NEW TIMES, presents a historical overview of the 
transition to a market economy in cinema. With many quotations and excerpts from 



various interviews, Dr. Doncheva has summarized the shock of the changes. The 
euphoria of the abolition of ideological freedom is replaced by the anxiety of 
financial stagnation. In 1991 there were funds to produce only one film. What 
happened? Here's what. It is an economically biased and financially inefficient anti-
crisis measure to shrink spending on culture and education in a period of crisis. In 
Bulgaria, in addition to the film production studios, the cinema theatres were 
privatized and thus the real market for cinema was destroyed, and there was talk of a 
market economy. Apparently, the government (then and now) refuses to realize that 
the basis of any society is religion, culture, education, art, and science, and these 
cannot be not bought or sold. At least not the way it is done in this country.  Culture 
is by no means the indispensable glue of the nation and the condition of its prestige, 
but it is deliberately politically and financially belittled along with science and 
education. This is what I read into the subtext of this chapter of the monograph. 
In subchapter 1.1 “The Films of the New Decade”, Dr Theodora Stoilova-
Doncheva has done a huge amount of work - she has managed to watch all the 
documentaries of the 1990s and make sense of them with the help of critics she has 
interviewed. She analyses the processes in cinema from the distance of time, using 
concrete examples and authors. It is to the author's credit that she has been able to 
highlight the most significant documentaries and reveal the trends they outlined. Her 
observation about the obsessive gaze on minorities, all sorts of marginals and other 
exotic members of the social periphery during the first stage of the 1990s being an 
attraction for foreigners is very true. On several occasions she subtly but clearly 
articulated the new dependency already emerging - that of money. The conclusion is 
clear - financial dependence has replaced ideological dependence. At the same 
time Dr. Teodora Stoilova-Doncheva gives a very positive assessment of the films of 
Yuli Stoyanov, Asen Vladimirov, Svetoslav Ovcharov, Kostadin Bonev, Eldora 
Traikova, Adela Peeva, Anna Petkova and Malina Petrova, scriptwriter Vladi Kirov, 
as well as the remarkable films about important events in our recent history by 
Atanas Kiryakov and Stanimir Trifonov, but also the films of Zdravko Dragnev and 
the trio Jackie, Johnny, and Charlie. These are people who did not leave the half-
submerged ship of cinema and managed to bring it to calmer shores. In fact, it 
supports the thesis that documentary cinema at its best is the unofficial history of 
Bulgaria. Future generations will learn more from it than official, highly politicized, 
pseudo-historical sources. Her analyses are made precisely, as befits an important 
scholarly work. 
In subchapter 1.2, “Thematic Cores, New Genres and Trends in the New Decade 
2000-2010. Cultural and Political Context. Financial Methods” Dr. Teodora 
Stoilova-Doncheva starts with the changes that have occurred in Bulgaria mainly in 
relation to our accession to the European Union.   She analyses the processes of the 
new century, focusing on the funds received by Bulgaria from the pre-accession 
funds, some of which are directed to the audiovisual industry and enable professional 
performances. According to the author, this is also noticeable in people who have set 
up technology services companies under European projects. Very correctly, she notes 



the increased levels of funding for cinema, not failing to point out that film schools 
produce too many directors and cinematographers. 
Dr. Doncheva discusses two emblematic private feature films: Zornitsa Sofia 
Popgancheva's Mila from Mars and Kamen Kalev's Eastern Plays. (Dr. Martichka 
Bozhilova's dissertation at the NATFA "Krastoy Sarafov" also sheds light on the 
production of this type of low-budget films).  
Dr. Stoilova-Doncheva pays special attention to the presence of Bulgarian 
documentaries at international festivals, noting the merits of directors from the older 
generation as well as the presence of very young colleagues who impressed with their 
first films. With a great understanding of the subject, she analyses the new techniques 
in documentary filmmaking based on new technologies and low budgets. 
The author's opinion is that our documentary cinema has transcended the regional 
framework and won sympathy and awards at international festivals with its 
interpretation of universal problems and specific techniques. Her analysis of the films 
of director Ivan Mladenov - one of the most significant documentary filmmakers 
before and after the changes - is very impressive. Of course, Dr. Doncheva pays 
attention to all those who deserve to be mentioned in such an important and 
representative academic work. 
She gives deserved attention to the tandem of Assen Vladimirov and Eldora Traikova 
who have created wonderful films, to Svetoslav Ovcharov who has been dealing with 
historical topics for decades, to Oleg Kovachev. And this means an important trace in 
our cinema art and culture. 
In subchapter 1.3 “Thematic Cores, New Genres and Trends in the New Decade 
2000-2010. Cultural and Political Context. Funding Methods. Festival Trends 
and their Reflection on Bulgarian Films” Dr. Teodora Stoilova-Doncheva 
continues her research on the development of documentary cinema influenced by new 
technologies. It is true that digitalization has radically changed not only the modes of 
production, which are more conservative, but also the way of perceiving audiovisual 
production. The author discusses this phenomenon. I would point out that a film 
viewed on a smartphone, or a watch is a form of technical entertainment, something 
like the rides in the so-called 'amusement parks'. This type of viewing results in 
young viewers having some idea of what is going on in the film, but not a full and 
clear picture of it and its overall content. What they have watched they can hardly 
tell... 
A major focus of sub-chapter 1.3 is the presence of our films at international and 
national festivals. Things are complicated, in my view national critics and audiences 
should be a priority, although many filmmakers address their film to certain types of 
festivals around the world. And as we know there are about 7,000 of them, which 
somewhat devalues their importance and prestige.   
In chapter two, “Main Cinematic Methods, Trends and Problems in Bulgarian 
Post-totalitarian Documentary Cinema”, the author has systematized some of the 



most typical features and creative techniques in documentary cinema after the 
changes in 1989. 
               She has identified three main characteristics: reenactments in historical 
documentaries, hybridity in documentary cinema and authorial manipulation. 
 In subchapter 2.1 “Aspects of the Nature and Aesthetics of Documentary 
Cinema”, Dr. Theodora Stoilova-Doncheva looks for common features in different 
types of cinemas with an emphasis on fiction and documentary cinema as a starting 
point. She proposes that since they are part of the art of cinema, it is reasonable that 
they borrow expressive techniques from all types of cinemas. One can argue this 
point about the neglect of genre boundaries and those of art forms, but this is the 
result of an overly liberalized postmodernism. And eclecticism as a style and a genre 
is within reach. The author correctly makes this qualification and refers to an opinion 
expressed by Prof. DSc Petya Alexandrova. Reenactments have acquired the status of 
an irrevocable device, especially in films with historical themes, but at the same time 
they raise the question of manipulation. Therefore, Dr. Doncheva sets as an important 
aesthetic task to search for the characteristics of authenticity. 
In subchapter 2.2 “Credibility in Documentary Cinema” Dr. Teodora Stoilova-
Doncheva analyses and comments on the extremely important issue of the objective 
and the subjective in cinema - the intersection of the problem of credibility. She 
defines very precisely her conclusion that it is the subjective that turns film material 
into a film with a position and corresponding views. This is a starting point to a 
higher level of her reflection, namely on the morality and value system of the author. 
In my opinion, this sub-chapter has a great significance for the whole academic work, 
because it rests on a value system basic for every person and even nation and a 
morality consistent with it. In her judgments, Dr. Theodora Stoilova-Doncheva 
concludes that reenactments are often more correct to the viewer than mere 
manipulations of pictorial material brought into the fabric of the film arbitrarily and 
for the convenience of its author. Dr. Doncheva's theses are important because we as 
a people have no shared values, and this a priori breeds distrust, suspicion, even 
hatred. 
In subchapter 2.3 “On Reenactments in Documentary Cinema”, Dr. Teodora 
Stoilova-Doncheva raises three key questions related to the aesthetics of documentary 
cinema and the combination of feature film techniques in documentary film. She 
poses the important theoretical question of whether the hybrid form leads to the 
creation of a new cinematic language. A complex, theoretical question. that has yet to 
be answered.  
The author has precisely examined the general cultural context and concludes that 
nowadays, unfortunately, reenactments of historical events and places are used in a 
butaphoric way.  We have all witnessed such shenanigans, which at best reach the 
level of a tourist attraction. Dr Theodora Stoilova-Doncheva does not give a definite 
answer for or against reenactments, at least because of the different aesthetic results, 
and this is the reasonable position in this case. 



In subchapter 2.4 “Reenactment in Historical Documentaries as a Feature of 
Contemporary Film Language”, Dr. Doncheva continues her analysis of hybrid 
forms. In this subchapter she starts from Dziga Vertov's manifesto for pure 
documentary cinema. The author also finds hybrid techniques in Vertov's work but 
does not point them out. Ultimately, her conclusion is that reenactment as an artistic 
device has already entered the contemporary postmodernist vernacular in a big way, 
and it is unnecessary to question it.  The problem is not in it, but in the butaphoric-
looking staging due to lack of sufficient resources, and possibly talent. In the 
documentary about Dobri Fabrikhijata, for example, there was a shot of a Turk with 
matching fez and scarves riding a horse under an air conditioner. The credibility of 
the staging was immediately totally compromised. 
In sub-chapter 2.5 “On the Reception of the Audience and their Expectations” 
the candidate Dr. Doncheva discusses a major issue in socio-cultural aspect - the 
expectations of the audience. Unfortunately, I am missing a few more words here 
about the absence of film marketing as a scientific and applied tool, especially since 
the Institute of Art Studies is the place where Dr. Alexander Staikov defended his 
dissertation on the topic. Dr. Doncheva mentions in this chapter something very 
important: “through reconstructions all film narratives acquire fairy-tale dimensions”. 
The fact that people love fairy tales and seek them out needs a separate study, the 
important thing is that she has it in mind especially in her being a screenwriter and 
producer. Another important point she makes is that historical documentaries are very 
watchable. This is an important benchmark for the artistic committees at the National 
Film Center and I wonder when and which director will finally have the courage to 
do the marketing about what kind of films viewers need. Of course, if we want to win 
back the national audience…   
In subchapter 2.6 “The Peculiarities of the Postmodern Era” the author discusses 
the processes of globalization in a social and political context, which is necessary. At 
the same time, I miss a brief analysis of globalization in aesthetic terms. She states 
that the films that are seen in Bulgaria do not have a festival reception and gives 
examples. I would specifically like to support her point that portrait films have an 
important cultural mission. They show personalities who have managed to overcome 
their own interest in favor of the public interest, defend their views and positions on 
important moral and socio-political issues.  
In sub-chapter 2.7 “National Identity According to some Bulgarian Historical 
Documentaries” Dr. Doncheva touches upon an important and very difficult topic. It 
is such because every person feels a priori wronged by fate (especially valid in the 
Balkans) and searches for his heroic identity in ancient stories. The more ancient, the 
more fertile for legends and myths. On the other hand, our history is often written by 
political "weathervanes" not so fair to the facts. Documentaries have been a 
corrective to historical fabrications presented as fact from the source. Therefore, I say 
that Bulgarian historical documentaries at their best are the "unofficial history of 
Bulgaria". The author has examined this phenomenon, and her conclusion is a bit sad 



- it often happens that authors obligingly slide on populist theses and clichés to 
satisfy someone's sick claims and not least to serve the powers that be. 
In subchapter 2.8 “Towards the Modern Approach - With Good Intentions”, Dr. 
Doncheva does not hide her optimism regarding hybrid forms. In her opinion, the 
development of technology will lead to a mixing of types of cinemas and the 
boundaries will be blurred. VR and the infatuation with new audiovisual technologies 
will lead to the very demise of documentary pictures. The question I have is where 
does this leave the documentary as an audiovisual archive for future generations? 
What will reenactment film look like in 30-50 years in the eyes of future 
documentary researchers? And what will it be - objective archival material or 
subjective creative interpretation? And the other danger is an escalation of the 
possibilities for manipulation in the interpretation of reenactments...now and in the 
future. These may be side effects, but scholarly researchers should anticipate them. 
In sub-chapter 2.9 “The Professional Community in Bulgaria and 
Reenactments” Dr. Teodora Stoilova-Doncheva has taken the trouble to look for 
arguments of documentary filmmakers for and against reenactments in documentary 
cinema. The opinions, as expected, apply arguments in either direction. For me, the 
most interesting is the opinion of directors and cinematographers, and I definitely 
miss the opinion of the cinematographer of the film The Bookseller. But, even so, 
these interviews provide a broader palette of assessments, and this enriches the 
scholarly work. 
In Chapter 3 PEAKS, subchapter 3.1 “Author's Interpretations in Documentary 
Cinema”, the candidate Dr. Doncheva makes an academic analysis of several 
selected films and proves that the same material depends entirely on the author's 
interpretation. With precise details she compares the messages in the documentary A 
Man of the People by dir. Hristo Kovachev, 1981, and The Man and the People, dir. 
Svetoslav Ovcharov -2012. After 1990 the political situation in the country has 
changed cardinally and the first film, which is from the years of organized socialist 
enthusiasm, looks historically, politically, and aesthetically helpless due to the lack of 
the characteristic 1981 propaganda pathos and enthusiastic hysteria around the 
1300th anniversary of the establishment of the Bulgarian state. On a very thorough 
and precise analysis she has compared on the line of objectivity and subjectivity of 
the author's interpretations the films Saga of the Lost Opportunities by dir. Ralitsa 
Dimitrova, which is subjected to a critique and the magnificent film of Assen 
Vladimirov Victim of Pawns.   To it she adds an analysis of the film Attempt at a 
Biography of Face X by Vasil Zhivkov. These examples serve her to show how 
different perspectives and the general political and socio-cultural context influence 
the subject matter studied by different documentarians with generally the same 
historical archival film material. 
In subchapter 3.2 “Confessional Documentaries in Bulgarian Documentary 
Cinema” and 3.2.1 “The Role of the Personality in the Film The Beast is Still 
Alive the candidate continues to enter the inner world of documentary filmmakers, so 
to speak into their creative laboratory. In the first film Red, Too Red, the author 



Bozhina Panayotova searches for the truth about her family. The fact is that in the 
totalitarian state many people collaborated with the former State Security and now 
hide this. Some voluntarily, others were coerced. In this case, the author sets out to 
find the truth about her parents, whatever it may be...Dr. Doncheva directs our 
attention to this film without passing judgment. 
Similar is the case with the film The Beast is Still Alive by Mina Mileva and Vesela 
Kazakova. Dr. Doncheva makes an academic analysis of the film, the circumstances 
under which it was created, and enters the inner world of the two co-directors. Mina 
Mileva's film is very personal, largely confessional. In it, she reveals her carefully 
guarded secret about the repression of her grandfather Anton Milev and engages in a 
dialogue with him in absentia about life, personal dignity, hidden truth, false political 
decoration, and the differences between Asian-style communism and 
Eurocommunism. In general, Dr. Theodora Stoilova-Doncheva reminds us of Julius 
Fucik's famous phrase: "People, watch out!". In these two short subchapters, Dr. 
Doncheva analyses the authors' interpretations of the totalitarian regime and answers 
the question to what extent we have examples in this direction and how we make 
sense of them. I would just like to add Jackie Stoev's harrowing documentary about 
his mother: Confessions of an Old Communist. The film is from 1992, STF "Ekran". 
In sub-chapter 3.3 “The 'Journeys' in Bulgarian Documentary Cinema” Dr. 
Doncheva in her thorough analysis of the film Whose Song Is This? by director Adela 
Peeva, through the controversy on the topic of whose folk song is this, brings up the 
metaphor that here on this Balkan peninsula even folklore is a bridge that divides 
rather than unites. Nobel laureate Ivo Andrić has grasped this with his novel The 
Bridge Over the Drina. The case study of the song "Clear Moon..." confirms Andrić's 
conclusions. In this sense, the general political and socio-cultural context now and 
here in the Balkans are very accurately defined and analyzed by Dr. Doncheva. What 
to do - a powder keg that even a song can blow. 
In the Conclusion Dr. Theodora Stoilova-Doncheva summarizes her extensive and 
very serious academic work. One sentence in it reflects her efforts: Although there 
are definite common features, one can by no means speak of the entire post-
totalitarian period as a homogeneous period.  She reveals the characteristics in a 
conscientious examination of almost all the nuances in the films, their various 
character traits, and the trends they reflect. As with her dissertation, Dr. Doncheva 
has interviewed fellow film critics and in so doing has provided a broader and deeper 
view of the causes and characteristics of the general state of Bulgarian post-
totalitarian, documentary cinema. 
As you can see, dear colleagues, the topic mentioned in the title is covered in its 
general framework and specific manifestations. And quite naturally, it is here that we 
find the main academic contributions of this work. A detailed review of the 
significant facts and events in the history of post-totalitarian documentary cinema is 
presented, and for the first time a quantitative and qualitative analysis of our 
documentary films after the changes is made, with high academic and applied value.   
Analyzing the problems of post-totalitarian documentary cinema, the candidate has 



answered the essential question, which I define as the most important: What is 
happening in Bulgarian documentary cinema after the changes?  A question that has 
an important aesthetic, artistic and socio-cultural aspect and is related to changes in 
creative thinking, viewer's consciousness, changes in the way of perceiving cultural 
messages in the era of digitalization, private television, and social networks, which, 
by the way, are developing all over the world. Dr. Teodora Stoilova-Doncheva does 
not spare some sad aspects of the development of our documentary cinema, which 
speak of conformism, inexplicable fear of Someone and internal self-censorship. 
Why this happens is hard to guess... 
Dr. Doncheva has 22 publications in the specialized press and 10 citations of her 
publications. In addition, there are 15 publications accompanied by an annotation. 
This academic work is very valuable from the point of view of the history of 
Bulgarian film studies and the history of our documentary cinema. 
 
The above-mentioned positive assessment of the qualities of the academic work 
“Bulgarian Post-Totalitarian Documentary Cinema. Methods, Trends, Authors, 
Films, Analyzes” I have no critical remarks. 
  
Due to all stated above, in conclusion I would like to stress once again the academic 
achievements of the candidate and the specific contributions of the monograph under 
review. I am convinced that they fully meet the high requirements stipulated in the 
Act on Development of the Academic Staff in the Republic of Bulgaria and the 
indicators in the registry of NACID. That is why I take the liberty to recommend to 
the Scientific Council at the Institute of Art Studies, BAS to accept positively the 
candidature of Dr. Teodora Emilova Stoilova-Doncheva and to elect her to the 
academic position of ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR. 
 
 
 
14.12.2022 г.                                                      Reviewer: 
                                                                        (Prof. Dr. Ivo Draganov) 


