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Expanding Universe

From the Ethnic Food Store to Blockbuster’s

Dina lordanova

This essay traces various proactive ways in which the foreign and the exotic enters
the public discourse and takes a place within the film culture of the West. I call
this process an ‘expanding universe’. It is similar to the ones that led to the
current embracement of ethnic food fares or world beat rhythms. It does not yet
sell as successfully as the foodstuffs or the CDs; but it is likely to grow in
popularity. It already manifests itself in a wide range of phenomena in
contemporary cinema — from clandestine international video distribution,
through new international production partnerships and pathways followed by
diasporic filmmakers, to specific narrative elements found in recent features from
around the globe. I will track it down from the shelves of the neighbourhood
ethnic grocery to the fixtures at a centrally located Blockbuster.

The ‘expanding universe’ finds expression in filmmaking which displays
articulate interest in exploring faraway places, in interacting with barely known
peoples, and, in general, in making new localities imaginable. Contrary to the
earlier pattern, Europe and North America are no longer the main arena where
forces contend or events unfold and where filmmakers and their protagonists
imagine themselves. New worlds come into existence. Formerly marginalised
places now become legitimate settings for film action. A new culturally significant
space is being constructed to allow members of the growing community of global
migrants to overcome the brandmark atmosphere of lost homelands and re-
experience themselves in a meaningful and coherent universe.

The evidence which I can offer brings together for discussion a range of different
phenomena, each one highlighting yet another aspect of the ‘expanding universe.’ I
will first discuss work in film and cultural studies which acknowledges the trend and
studies its various aspects. I will then outline some mechanisms of clandestine
distribution of international cinema in the context of Western cultural policies. And
in a discussion of a number of recent films I will show that world cinema has already
produced a critical mass of works giving expression to the ‘expanding universe’, a set
of practices and films which influence and change cinematic culture.



Expanding Universe

Expanding universe — film and cultural studies

To study the multifaceted phenomenon of the expanding universe in cinema
requires an approach that would take into consideration a whole complex set of
diverse factors and processes — the variety of film texts of different genres,
languages, and styles, as well as the variety of channels these are being distributed
through, and the range of reception patterns. Traditional research paradigms,
like political economy or ethnographic audience studies, can only touch on some
of these aspects. If we commit to moving within the existing research paradigms,
it is highly unlikely we will ever come to see the rich, versatile and
multidimensional dynamism which I have undertaken to roughly outline here.
Only an uninhibited and imaginative combination of approaches bringing
together speculative cultural studies and film studies proper with anthropology of
consumption, sociology of diasporas, alternative media studies, and research into
policies regulating minorities and media, can lead to the creation of the cross-
disciplinary methodology which is needed to grasp the dynamics of the
expanding universe of cinema and video.

A growing body of writings in film, cultural and critical studies are directly
relevant to what is to be accomplished. Studies that looked into Third World
cinemas in the 1980s, like the ones by Roy Armes (1987) and John Downing
(1987), were the first ones to draw attention to the dynamics of international
cinema. In the 1990s, a number of edited volumes in film studies (Friedman 1991,
Naficy and Gabriel 1993; Martin 1995; Sherzer 1996; Bernstein and Studlar
1997) focused on mainstream or independent US and international cinematic
texts dealing with the cross-cultural construction of the ethnic, the other, the
exotic, and with the effects these texts had on the respective diasporic cultures. In
each one of these volumes, the authors paid special attention to distribution
channels, consumption patterns, and reception issues.

Works in cultural studies approached artistic practices and cross-cultural
consumption, focusing on reception patterns in a range of visual media — from
feature film through TV programmes to home videos. Even when concentrating
primarily on textual analysis, these studies looked at an eclectic blend of factors
making up the production, distribution and reception context which was now
becoming a primary subject of exploration. As Gina Marchetti noted, this
analysis was equally informed by extratextual factors, like ethnic and cultural
history, production information and community reception, and provided a way of
opening a discussion of the interrelationship of community, ideology and
cinematic representation (Marchetti 1992: 285).

My work was particularly influenced by three important studies which discuss
culture and cinema. First, Ella Shohat and Robert Stam’s landmark Unthinking
Eurocentrism (1994) insisted that the entrenched Eurocentric construct needed to
be defeated in favour of a multicultural education and gave a powerful motivation
for further explorations. Shohat and Stam approached the task of unthinking
Eurocentrism by deconstructing mainstream Hollywood representations of the
exotic and the foreign.
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Like them, I believe that the Eurocentric construct needs to be defeated in
favor of a multicultural education. But I have chosen to tackle these same
processes the other way around, approaching from the periphery, taking off from
the realms of the exotic and the foreign and exploring how the margin has
developed mechanisms to detach itself and lessen its dependency on the centre.
My undertaking is to bring into the spotlight the abundant but still lesser visible
evidence of obsolence of Eurocentrism which I am finding in a large number of
recent works of international cinema.

Second, it was Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1993), talking about people
standing between two great cultural assemblages, blackness and Europeanness,
and tracing the mutations of the inherently double consciousness which
characterizes any diasporic existence. Like him, I believe that ethnic absolutism is
no longer relevant, and like him, I am constructing my study subject in a
transnational reality.

The third study with a strong informative influence was Arjun Appadurai’s
Modernity at Large (1996). Appadurai outlined modernity as a ‘rupture that takes
media and migration as its two major, and interconnected, diacritics’ (1996: 3).
To them, he adds another diacritic, the imagination, which he proclaims the third
constitutive feature of modern subjectivity, shaped by the joint effects of media
and migration. Like him I believe that ‘electronic mediation and mass migration
mark the world of the present not as technically new forces but as ones that seem
to impel (and sometimes compel) the work of imagination’ (1996: 4). The
phenomenon of the expanding universe which I discuss here is being constructed
precisely as such an act of imagination, one which is made possible by the
workings of migrations and media.

Focusing exclusively on audio-visual media, studies such as Hamid Naficy’s on
Iranian exile television in LA (1993), Marie Gillespie’s of the viewing patterns of
British-born Hindu youths in Southall, England (1995), or Dona Kolar-Panov’s
of the reception of wartime home videos by Croatian and Macedonian
expatriates in Perth, Australia (1997) all represented pieces in the jigsaw puzzle
that put together concepts of homeland, migration, exile, identity transformation
and permanence amidst a flux of cultural change. These studies managed to take
into account the enormously important trajectory of specific diasporic dynamics
in the creation, mediation and reception of audio-visual texts. Australian authors
Cunningham, Jacka and Sinclair (1998) stressed the growing cultural
heterogeneisation which they witnessed, and called for an extended cross-cultural
textual analysis and research into audiences and reception which would permit
insights into the complex diasporic cultural dynamics. They insisted that Benedict
Anderson’s concept of imagined communities is reapplied in this new context. In
a subsequent study, Cunningham and Nguyen ventured to realise this call by
studying the media of the Vietnamese diaspora in over seventy population centres
across the United States, Europe, Asia, and Australia (Cunningham and Nguyen
1998).

Many of these studies acknowledge that ongoing technological
transformation leads to substantial changes in avenues of dissemination and
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reception of audio-visual products, increasingly lessening the impact of spatial
discontinuity and remoteness, and allowing the creation of cultural communities
which don’t necessarily inhabit a shared ternitory. Cable and satellite broadcasting
have been embraced by diasporic groups, and public access channels, wherever
available, have been actively used by ethnic minorities. East Indian Zee TV is part
of a special cable package deal in Britain, and the prevailing North African
orientation of French TV5 which is broadcast to the Frankophone community
across the globe suggests the scope of its targeted audience. There is a burgeoning
world of alternative international distribution of videos, parallel to the
Hollywood-controlled mainstream, to which I devote a special section below. The
internet, with its unique capability to disseminate information and simultaneously
allow for individual interaction, has vastly enhanced the formation of new
diasporic communities over a short time-span. This is clearly wisible in the
exponential growth of Usenet discussion groups and web-sites maintained on
servers physically located in one country but targeting audiences scattered around
the world. Due to the deterritonalization which the internet reinforces, migratory
movements and geographical dispersal no longer disrupt the communication
between those who have stayed and those who have left. On the contrary, the
internet occasionally makes it possible to turn the displacement from a limitation
into an advantage and allows for new exchanges to take place and new
communities to come into being. All these technological developments are a
subject of study by communication scholars today (see Goulding 1998; Jones
1995; Kellner forthcoming). Soon I expect to see a body of works which will not
only register these new developments but will provide reliable figures and analysis
which will take into consideration the multi-dimensional and diverse impact that
these new communication channels have on today’s audiences.

None of the existing studies, however, have offered a framework which takes
into account the interactions between the various diasporas in the making and
their cultural practices and representations. The most that has been
accomplished has been to take up one channel of cross-cultural activity and study
it in detail. What is yet to be done is to find a way to track down the expanding
universe as it reveals itself in the interactions between various communities and
the ways these interactions are represented.

The clandestine video

* Somewhere in the faraway steppe of Mongolia, a shepherd and his family
gather around the TV in their yurt to watch Rambo. The scene is in Urga/ Close
to Eden (Nikita Mikhalkov, France/Soviet Union, 1991), a film about a

displaced Russian truck driver in the Chinese part of Mongolia.

+ A box-office girl takes off her panties for a quickie with the balding cinema
manager, and gets an orgasm while looking at a Zerminator poster on the wall.
The scene is in Romanian Patul conjugal/Conjugal Bed (Mircea Daneljuk,
Romania, 1993), a saga of post-communist drabness.
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* At this same time, in the upscale New York suburb of Westchester, an old
Chinese man is watching a Shaolin mowvie and then switches to a traditional
opera while his American daughter-in-law tries to concentrate on her writing
in the adjacent room. The high-pitched Chinese singing coming from the TV
set drive her completely mad, so the old man has to put headphones on. A
stranger in the wasteland of American suburbia, this man’s only link to home
are the videotapes which his son rents for him somewhere in Chinatown. The
scene is from Tui shou/Pushing Hands (Ang Lee, Taiwan, 1992).

And so it is. While Hollywood continues its commercial crusade, from the
Warner Bros. and Disney stores in upscale malls in Singapore to the sidewalks in
Jakarta covered with Leonardo di Caprio posters, Western cities get a less visible
but nevertheless vital supply of foreign entertainment products. Here ten volume
Indian costume epics of romantic love and suffering stand like soldiers on parade
in the corner of the ethnic food store ready to be picked up, next to the freezer
with frozen samosas. Vietnamese variety shows are for rent next door to the take-
out that sells spring rolls in rice paper and lemon grass pho. Wherever there is an
ethnic grocery, there is a selection of videos in the respective language alongside
the respective foodstuffs — Korean features alongside the kimchi, Polish films
alongside the flacky, Mexican videos alongside the tamales.

While an attempt to obtain reliable trade figures describing the economic
parameters of this vernacular cross-cultural audio-visual dynamics may prove
quite a laborious exercise, to verify the existence of the elaborate network of
international video distribution takes just a stroll in the mixed ethnic
neighbourhoods in some big North American cities. On Danforth in Toronto and
Halford in Chicago, for example, one can get a wide selection of videotapes from
Greece alongside Latin American and Irish stores that carry audio-visual
materials from the respective countries. If one wants Indian films — just go to
Devon in Chicago, where between the Assyrian-Persian and the Russian-Jewish
neighbourhoods, the Indian strip offers the best selection of Hindu entertainment
on tape. In the vicinity, one can find videotaped performances from Tirol in
Austria, and videotapes of Russian songwriters Vysotski and Okudzhava. In the
Chinese videostores on Spadina in Toronto one may be in trouble to
communicate in English but one can come across most incredible gems of
Chinese filmmaking, and the Italian and Portuguese neighbourhoods with their
wide selection of audio-visual entertainment are within a few minutes walk from
there. )

Entertainment businesses catering to immigrants are thriving. All major
immigrant groups have their own video distribution operation, such as the German
Video Service in Indiana, Polart in Sarasota, Florida (Polish), Video El in London,
Ontario (Czech), or Mastro in Toronto (Italian). Further, there are at least three
Chinese distributors in California and two in Canada, a number of semi-legal
Russian language vendors out of Brighton Beach and LA, and many Indian ones.
The largest operation in Bollywood entertainment, Erosentertainment maintains
offices in New Jersey and London and operates both in theatrical distribution in
35 mm throughout the USA, Canada, the UK and the West Indies, as well as sells
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videotapes to all possible destinations through the secure server of their fast-
loading web-store (<http://www.erosentertainment.com>). Many of these do
not maintain stores but only operate through mail-order, and occasionally their
tapes are very cheap. The price seems to depend on whether it is a legal or illegal
operation, and there is an equal amount of business on each side of the line. The
established distributors of foreign films comply with standard entertainment
industry contracts, the biggest one being Facets in Chicago, a clearinghouse which
also releases videos from Latin America, Europe and Asia under its own label.
Other well respected operations are California Newsreel, specialising in African
cinema, or Mongrel Media in Toronto, responsible for the release of many Iranian
titles. At the same time, there are many semi-legal distributors who can get
virtually everything, in most cases taped from TV in the particular country and
then delivered overseas. As a general rule, these last operations flourish in cases
when the copyright legislation of the source country is obsessively restrictive —
like, for example, the new Russian copyright law (1996) which not only severely
restricted the chance of new Russian films to gain distribution but was also
applied retroactively and led to the withdrawal of the rights on many important
Soviet titles that were readily available until 1996. As a result the films that were
withheld for copyright reasons get distributed nevertheless, only illegally.

Where the operation is a videostore (as opposed to a mail-order which allows
for niche marketing) it is rare to find serious titles on the shelves. Rather, the
holdings mostly correspond to whatever is considered entertainment by the
respective community. Brazilian videostores in Toronto, for example, have
everything you may wish in the telenovela genre, but it is very rare for them to
carry any of the films of Carlos Diegues or Bruno Barreto. Japanese stores are
full of comics, manga and other entertainment videos but if you are looking for
a Mizoguchi title, this is not the place. How about a Theo Angelopoulos in a
Greek videostore? Forget it.

Serious foreign titles are released by reputable video distributors such as New
Yorker or Kino in the US, or Artificial Eye and Tartan Video in the UK, and can
normally be found in specialised videostores that primarily cater to an audience
of intellectuals. Occasionally mainstream commercial videostores located near
specific ethnic neighbourhoods buy some of these titles as they happen to be the
only ones subtitled and distributed through the mainstream channels which such
videostores purchase from. Depending on the demand, some videostores even go
a step further and introduce a section of films in the language of the immigrants
living in the area — both for rent and sell-through — an extraordinary move as such
titles they can buy only from the respective ethnic mail-order distributors who are
rarely on their official list of suppliers. Each mainstream videostore in Austin,
Texas, for example, has an extensive Latino selection. A fumbo Video in Vaughan,
north of Toronto, carries a large selection of Italian titles. Depending on the area,
the section would be Chinese, Egyptian, or Filipino.

Why don'’t I provide trade figures that would allow me to tell what fraction of
the video distribution is carried out via these channels? Measuring the extent of
these cross-cultural processes is something that I am planning to work on next,
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once I figure out an approach which would allow me to make such measurement
meaningful. The politico-economic interpretative tools we currently have at our
disposal cannot ensure that an interpretation will penetrate any deeper than the
available scattered numbers will allow it to. The figures which we can obtain may
supply useful evidence and can definitely cast some light on the dynamics of this
under-researched trade. Compliance with figures, however, may also confine us to
numbers and data and effectively prevent us from going beyond the strictly
measurable. It is this dependency on available figures that turns many of the
political economists into sceptics who only see the daunting corporate expansion
of late capitalism and who divert their eyes as soon as a non-measurable
alternative process glimmers on the horizon. Even if they want to see such
alternative processes, they are precluded by the very nature of their methodology
from giving them a proper acknowledgment. The next step is to incorporate the
strengths of traditional political economy within a new approach that will allow
us to take into consideration impacts and interactions which are difficult to
measure.

Cultural policies, immigrants and films

Different Western countries engage in a variety of public service endeavours to
make audio-visual materials available to immigrants. Toronto’s public library
system, for example, uses census data about the range and frequency of various
languages spoken in particular neighbourhoods to provide a respective selection
of videos in these languages at the local library branch. In an average Toronto
public library, besides the English and French videos, there are films in Bengali,
Tamil, Greek, Mandarin, German, and Italian. In Britain, where ethnic enclaves
of one ethnic group dominate the multicultural landscape of a particular city
(Pakistani in Bradford, Indians from Africa in Leicester, Caribbean in Bristol),
access to such materials is secured mostly through publicly funded community
centres.

These examples seem to suggest that the availability of foreign language films
depends on the government’s take on ethnic diversity management. But only to
some extent. The American laissez-faire and the Canadian official
encouragement of multiculturalism have produced compatible results. Melting
pot or commitment to multiculturalism, in either case multiple ethnic
communities continue to exist alongside each other, mixing and assimilating only
occasionally, but more often remaining confined within their own separate
worlds. In the American case, the isolation is further enhanced by overzealous
niche marketing of entertainment products, not only calling for segmentation of
the ethnic markets but also relying on it — a strategy which at the end reasserts the
ethnic groups as discrete: Latinos, Blacks, Asian-American. In the Canadian case,
the isolation is enhanced by the preoccupation to preserve the balance within the
‘vertical mosaic’ and to secure each group is granted rights of access to specific
cultural products allowing the preservation of a unique cultural identity. In either
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case, the ethnic subcultures remain at the periphery of mainstream culture. Even
when there is a breakthrough, it is usually one resulting from personal endeavours
of individual artists and should not be read as co-optation of cultural practices of
a given ethnic community into the mainstream. Alienation seems to be furthered
by the fact that within most administrations, cultural practices of ethnic
minorities and immigrants are not overseen by the central cultural
administration. Rather, these most often fall under the jurisdiction of special
ethnic/heritage departments which leaves them stranded and effectively excluded
from mainstream culture.

Whatever the policy provisions, immigrant groups have shown themselves to
be quite self-reliant in creating entertainment opportunities for themselves.
Ethnic organisations often hire theatres for particular screenings, and some even
maintain regular schedule of shows, often in under-utilised old buildings or
community centres.

In England, for example, mainstream theatrical chains routinely schedule
Indian films. In addition to the specific cinema theatres in the respective ethnic
neighbourhoods (there is one in the city where I live, called Bollywood),
mainstream distributors operating chains like Odeon or Warner Brothers in the
UK make available their theatres for ethnic-specific entertainment in the cities
with the significant percentage of Hindi-speaking population, like Southall or
Leicester. Periodically one advertises an ‘Indian movie night’, starting at 1 1pm on
Saturday and running through the next morning, a weekend marathon featuring
one after another three three-hour long Indian epics. As a rule, however, these are
not translated into English and appear in the local theatre listings only mentioned
as ‘Asian movie’. Occasionally events organised by ethnic communities become
quite popular, and in the past decade there has been a proliferation in ethnic film
festivals showcasing recent films from the given region. In Chicago, for example,
at the Polish film festival one can see more films than in Poland itself, and the
Chicago Latino Film Festival showcases the best of the yearly production from
the subcontinent. The target audiences of these festivals, however, like the Jewish
film festivals (New York, San Francisco, Toronto, etc), are mostly second and third
generation immigrants.

The occasional foreign films that make it into mainstream or repertory
theatrical distribution are rarely marketed to the respective ethnic communities.
When picking up a foreign film, distributors still nurture some hopes to attract
wide immigrant audiences. Exhibitors, however, have long ago ceased to link
interest in foreign films with one’s place of origin by default. If a film from a given
country happens to play in theatres locally, only a few immigrants of the
respective nationality actually turn out to see it. Why? Partly because these films
have not been as widely advertised as the Hollywood releases that happen to play
in town at the same time. Partly because they are marketed through media that
target educated audiences (the review sections of the newspaper, the free
alternative newspaper, posters and flyers at campuses). Partly because only a
fraction of the immigrants happen to be the people who would see this same film
in their home country. It is not logical to expect that an ethnic immigrant, say a
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Serb, who only watched patriotic turbo-folk music videos and action-adventures at
home would end up in a theatre when a subversive and serious Serbian film is
playing, like Lepa sela lepo gore/Pretty Village, Pretty Flame (Srdjan Dragojevic,
Yugoslavia, 1996) which ridicules the basic tropes of nationalist rhetoric.

Further, immigrant audiences do not reveal special interest in films that tackle
the immigrant experiences of others, and as a rule the whole range of ‘migration’
films remains largely unknown even to the members of the very ethnic group that
happens to be their subject. Films like E/ Norte (Gregory Nava, USA, 1983), about
the ordeal of Guatemalans who sneak into the US via Mexico, are regularly used
in film and sociology courses, but remain unknown to many Mexicans coming to
California. Pakistani expatriates are rarely familiar with British productions
looking at their experiences, such as My Beautiful Laundrette (Stephen Frears, UK,
1986), Brothers in Trouble (Udayan Prasad, UK, 1995), or My Son the Fanatic (Udayan
Prasad, UK, 1998). Arabs in France do not know of films tackling racism and
intolerance, like Thé au harem d’Archiméde/ Tea in the Harem (Mehdi Charef, France,
1985), La Haine (Mathieu Kassovitz, France, 1995), or La vie de Fésus (Bruno
Dumont, France, 1997).

These films, however, are seen and known of. They are part of the official
cinematic culture of the respective countries and have impact on the respective
public discourse. They bring the issues of the expanding universe to the attention
of wider audiences. I will point out some particularities in the creative paths of
‘ethnic’ directors working in the West, and then explore various manifestations of
the expanding universe in the works of international cinema. I will look at the
growing importance of location as a narrative element, at the interest in itinerants
and diasporas in the making, and at the representations of interacting
marginalities.

‘Ethnic’ filmmakers

The directors who come from a distinct ethnic background usually quickly
emancipate themselves from the vernacular ethnic periphery. Nevertheless, they
carry knowledge and cinematic visions that have come into being at the
intersection of domestic and overseas traditions and which they now bring to the
general spectatorship. It is often the case that the films of these directors remain
largely unknown within their own communities. Their works, however, make
awareness of the semi-clandestine world of ethnic enclaves and vernacular
entertainment an inseparable part of the cinematic culture which no longer
ignores but incorporates their visions.

Directors who come from an immigrant background or are immigrants
themselves often gain popularity with films showing awareness of ethnic
subcultures and experiences of migration and marginality — take Tony Chan’s
Combination Platter (Tony Chan, USA, 1993) about Chinese illegals in Flushing,
New York, or Boris Frumin’s Black and White (Boris Frumin, Russia, 1992) about
an aspiring Russian medical student and a black man on Manhattan’s Lower East
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Side. Sometimes, though, directors retain their interest in marginality but choose
to reflect on the experiences of other minority groups — like Polish Richard
Bugajski whose first Canadian-made feature was Clearcut (Canada, 1992) about
the environmental struggle of native Indians in British Columbia, on the Pacific
Coast.

Directors of Indian and Pakistani background born in the West approach the
experiences of the respective ethnic groups by inevitably focusing on the hybrid
nature that mark the interactions of their own generation. Masala (Srinivas
Krishna, Canada, 1991), about Indians in Toronto, mixes Western and
Bollywood style cinema, and offers a take on Canadian politics, suburban
consumerism, international terrorism, local racism, and Krishna worship. The
protagonist of Guru in Seven (Shani Grewal, UK, 1997), a hip Punjabi dumped by
his British girlfriend, engages in an escapade of sexual encounters with women of
various ethnicities.

The trajectory of some of the most successful ‘ethnic’ directors, however, has
been to take off with films exploring the respective ethnic communities and
cultures and later on to move to suppressing ethnic overtones in favour of tackling
problems of the dominant culture.

Cairo-born Canadian-Armenian Atom Egoyan’s debut was Next of Kin
(Canada, 1984) about Armenians in Montréal. Nearly a decade later, in his
Calendar (Armenia/Canada/Germany, 1993), Egoyan created the image of
Armenia as remote and incomprehensible and subverted the idealised concept of
imagined homelands. He has since been making films exploring trauma and
alienation in an all-Canadian context, like Exofica (Canada, 1994) and The Sweet
Hereafter (Canada, 1997).

Taiwanese Ang Lee started with films featuring Chinese and Taiwanese such
as Pushing Hands (1992), Hsi yen/ The Wedding Banquet (Taiwan/USA, 1993) and
Yinshi nan nu/Eat, Drink, Man, Woman (Taiwan, 1994), and after directing a period
adaptation of Jane Austen (Sense and Sensibility, UK/USA, 1995) made a
perceptive film about the crisis of the American middle-class in the 1970s, The Ice
Storm (USA, 1997).

Some of these directors are split between independent and mainstream
filmmaking. Hong-Kong-born Wayne Wang entered the world of American
indies with Chan is Missing (USA, 1982) and Dim Sum: A Little Bit of Heart (USA,
1984) about Chinese in San Francisco, then seemed to be heading for a
mainstream career with his weepy adaptation of Joy Luck Club (USA, 1993) but
soon thereafter switched back to independent fare in Brooklyn neighbourhood
flicks like Smoke and Blue in the Face (both USA, 1995). Indian Mira Nair, director
of acclaimed Salaam Bombay! (India/France, 1988) came to the US and made
Mississippr Masala (USA, 1991) about an East African Indian immigrant girl and
a black man in the American South. She since seems to have moved on to
mainstream filmmaking, by first shifting her interest to other minority groups
within the American context in The Perez Family (USA, 1995), about Cuban
immigrants to Miami, and then by seeking cheap popularity with the overtly
commercial and much criticised Kama Sutra: A Tale of Love (India, 1996).
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In the late 1990s, films made by two directors of different ethnicity started
appearing at festivals. The phenomenon is too recent to call it a trend but the very
fact of these non-traditional cross-cultural collaborative efforts is noteworthy.
Here, I beieve we may be encountering a new manisfestation of hybridity where
one or even both directors are willing to give up a clear-cut ‘ethnic identity’ for
the sake of pursuing concerns which seem to matter beyond the given culture
they are supposed to belong to. A Korean and a Tadjic director worked on Parvoz:
zambur/ The Flight of the Bee (Min Biong Hun and Jamshed Usmonov,
Tadjikistan/Korea, 1998), set in Tadjikistan and looking at the difficult relations
in a village where remnants of feudalism and communism clash with the
burgeoning new capitalist attitudes. A Belgian and a Mongolian director made
Nohot oron/State of Dogs (Peter Brosens and Dorjkhandyn Turmunkh, Mongolia/
Belgium/The Netherlands/Denmark/Finland, 1998), set in Mongolia and
showing vestages of traditional practices intersecting with modernisation
tendencies. A Russian émigré worked alongside a French Canadian on
Clandestins/ Stowaways  (Nicholas Wadimoff and Denis Chouinard,
Switzerland/Canada/France/

Belgium, 1997), set on a ship sailing from Liverpool to Newfoundland and
exploring the illicit migratory paths of East Europeans and the forces shaping
their new diasporas.

Unlikely people in improbable places

The importance of location equalling the importance of the protagonists was,
until recently, a feature in the work of a selected few high profile filmmakers, such
as Wim Wenders or Jim Jarmush. Wenders made location a narrative element in
his early films such as Alice in den Stadten/Alice in the Cities (Germany, 1974), and
maintained it as a trend through Paris, Texas (Germany/France, 1984), Der Himmel
iiber Berlin/ Wings of Desire (Germany, 1987) to Lisbon Story (Germany/Portugal,
1994). Jim Jarmush used Memphis (the location of the film’s events) to define the
narrative in his Mystery Train (USA/Japan, 1989), and continued this practice with
the stories that happened to five taxi drivers around the world, from New York to
Helsinki, in his Nght on Earth (USA/Japan/Germany/France, 1991).

More recently, however, a much larger and diverse number of filmmakers are
making the location a leading narrative element in their films. In these recent
works, location is often used as the backdrop for unlikely visitors, and is
particularly important in films where protagonists from one peripheral place end
up in another periphery. Film allows the opportunity for people from remote
places to come together in the same frame. These unusual displays of
traditionally remote people and places are the building blocks of a visual
inventory for a new reality, one that comes into existence as a result of the
workings of the mediated imagination of people living on the move. In Out of
Rosenheim/ Baghdad Café (Percy Adlon, Germany, 1988) it was the Mojave desert
which defined most of the things that happened to the Austrian protagonist.
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Examples of films that bring together people and locations in non-traditional
combinations can be found in the films by the Kaurismiki brothers and by Wong
Kar-Wai. In Cheun gwong tsa sit/ Happy Together (Wong Kar-wai, Hong Kong, 1997)
the director featured Hong Kong gay men in Buenos Aires who dreamed of
travelling to the Iguazu falls down South. In Leningrad Cowboys Go America (Aki
Kaurisméki, Finland/Sweden, 1989) the director followed a rock band from
Karelia touring downtrodden towns across the Southern States, in Amazon (Mika
Kaurismiki, Finland/USA, 1992) the director took his Finnish protagonist to the
Brazilian rainforest, and in Sombie ja Kummitusjuna/ Jombie and the Ghost Train Mika
Kaurismiki, Finland, 1991) the director took his Finnish protagonist to Istanbul.
A kildum klaka/Cold Fever, (Fridrik Thor Fridrikssen, Iceland, 1994) was set in
Iceland and had a Japanese protagonist travelling through the frozen landscape
in search of a place to perform a traditional Japanese Buddhist ceremony for his
parents who had died in a plane crash over the island. In Genghis Blues (Roko Belic,
USA, 1998) a blind blues musician of Cape Verdean extraction living in San
Francisco travels to the Tuvan steppes in the far East of the former Soviet Union
to experience first hand the traditional singing of the Tuvas. In Nir Finbar
JSorsvann/ The Disappearance of Finbar (Sue Clayton, Ireland/Sweden/UK, 1996) the
Irish protagonist searching for his friend Finbar followed leads that took him to
Lapland in the far north of Sweden, where he ended up in a dive called Finn Bar.

In other films, the driving motive of the narrative is a mere longing for a
place. Salmonberries (Percy Adlon, USA/Germany, 1991) was set in Alaska but
evolved around the vivid mental image of Berlin. The female protagonist of
Mississippt Masala was an Indian from Uganda whose family had been forced to
migrate to the US by Idi Amin Dada’s regime. Born and raised in Africa, she had
never been to her imaginary homeland of India. Her boyfriend, an African-
American, was dreaming of another imaginary homeland — Africa. To him the
Indian girl, herself longing for India, was an embodiment of Africa, a place he
himself was longing for. In Chocolat (Claire Denis, France/Germany, 1988), set in
Cameroon, the French protagonist encountered a black man from Chicago who
had taken the utopian pilgrimage and returned to Africa, the place of his dreams,
to only see himself surrounded by indifference.

Interest in itinerants and diasporas in the making

Traditionally, migration has often been explored through painful and disquieting
experiences; one cannot possibly migrate without experiencing disturbance and
pain, and this is what films have predominantly focused on in the past. Changing
places has been looked upon as something undesirable, something bringing harsh
confrontation and trouble. This is clearly visible, for example, if one looks at the
number of films focusing on the migration of Turks. The anxiousness of village-
city migrations has been explored in some of the national cinema’s masterpieces,
such as Yilmaz Giiney’s Sirii/Herd (Zeki Okten, Turkey, 1978) or At/ Horse (Ali
Ozgentiirk, Turkey, 1982). The bitter experiences of penetrating into the fortress
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Europe have been depicted in films like Otobus/The Bus (Tung Okan,
Sweden/Turkey, 1974) featuring illegal immigrants left on their own in
Stockholm, who do not dare to leave the vehicle and venture into the unknown
territory of the Western metropolis, and later on in Reise der Hoffnung/ fourney of
Hope (Xavier Koller, Switzerland/Turkey, 1990) showing the denigration of
Turkish migrants in the Alps. Adaptation and displacement are further
problematised in the work of Tevfic Baser. His 40 Quadratmeter Deutschland/40
Square Meters Germany (Tevfic Baser, Germany, 1986) tells the claustrophobic story
of the Turkish bride of a Gastarbeiter confined to a tiny one bedroom apartment.
Baser’s protagonists are condemned to live in perpetual painful displacement
explored in his further films Abschied vom falschen Paradies/ Farewell to a False Paradise
(Germany, 1989) and Lebewohl, Fremde/ Farewell, Stranger (Germany, 1991).

Moving around can lead to disquieting experiences, but staying in one place
is no longer possible. Everyone is on the move, everyone is displaced. Nations of
traditional emigration are turning into nations that host immigrants (Ireland,
Poland, Pakistan, Albania). Deterritorialisation, exile, journeying, border-
crossings, living in diasporas, growing awareness of instability and change are all
relatively new features of this reality A new understanding of migration
gradually comes into place. The older localities change, and new ones, never
heard of before, obtain validation. Worlds that were unlikely to touch or collide
now intersect and overlap. The cinematic imagination empowers the
marginalised migrants to imagine themselves as pieces in the diverse mosaic of
the global universe.

The world of migrations and constant mixing of traditionally isolated spheres
pushes many filmmakers into exploring diasporas in the making. The changing
place of the Russians, for example, has attracted scores of filmmakers who follow
the formation of this new diaspora — from Israeli Clara Hakedosha/Saint Clara
(Israel, Ari Folman and Ori Sivan, 1996) and Dutch Vaarwel Pavel/ Farewell, Pavel
(Rosemarie Blank, Netherlands, 1999) and Siberia (Robert Jan Westdijk, The
Netherlands, 1998), to Hungarian Bolshe Vita (Ibolya Fekete, Hungary/Germany,
1996) and Greek From the Edge of the City (Greece, Constantine Giannaris, 1998).
No longer marked by straightforward resentment to the dominance of the
Russians, instead these works reveal a mixture of love-hate attraction, or even
sympathy and nostalgia for the specific Russian kitsch and worn-out revolutionary
symbolism.

The migration of Albanians in the 1990s triggered the interest of filmmakers
in a number of neighbouring countries, thus bringing together the filmmakers
themselves into a specific cinematic-diasporic community. Albanian migrant
protagonists appeared in recent films from Greece (Ap to Hioni/From the Snow,
Sotiris Goritsas, Greece, 1993; Mirupafshim/So Long, Christos Voupouras and
Yorgos Korras, Greece/Bulgaria/Cyprus, 1997), Yugoslavia (Strslien/Hornet,
Gorcin Stojanovic, Yugoslavia, 1998), and Italy (Lamerica, Gianni Amelio,
Italy/France, 1994; Ospiti/Guests, Matteo Garrone, Italy, 1998). Migrating
Albanians have featured in every film of Greek Theo Angelopoulos from the
1990s, appearing as silent people crowded in train wagons in 7o meteoro vima tou
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pelargou/ The Suspended Step of the Stork (France/Greece/Italy /Switzerland, 1991),
then as groups of silent men crossing desolate mountain valleys in 7o vlemma tou
Odyssea/Ulysses Gaze (Theo Angelopoulos, Greece/Italy/France, 1995), and as
silent silhouettes climbing the barbed wire fence at the misty border in Mia
eomotita ke mia mera/Eternity and a Day (France/ Greece/Italy, 1998). The list of
recent films from around the globe that feature displaced Bosnians is much
longer.

Many of the films in the international spotlight of the 1990s display interest
in travelling groups or migrants. Tony Gatlif’s Latcho Drom (Tony Gatlif, France,
1994) tells the history of Gypsies migrating through space and time from
Radjastan through Istanbul and Bucharest to Andalusia and subverts the
traditional idealisation and stylisation of this ethnic group, simultaneously
celebrating migration as a lifestyle. Mohsen Makhmalbaf’s colourful Gabbeh
(Mohsen Makhmalbaf, France/Iran, 1996) also looks at itinerants.

Other films focus on the actual journey. Clandestins (Nicholas Wadimoff and
Denis Chouinard, Switzerland/Canada/France/Belgium, 1997) explored the
painful journey of a group of stowaways who sail through the Atlantic locked in
a freight container. A Russian is destined to spend this claustrophobic journey
alongside a streetwise Gypsy boy, a destitute Romanian mother, and a couple of
desperate Arabs, all longing for the promised shores of Canada, all inferior
outcasts. Taking off from somewhere in the Southern hemisphere, in La nave de los
suetios/ Ship of Dreams (Ciro Diran, Columbia/Venezuela/Mexico, 1995) another
freight of stowaways sails toward the same utopian paradise. Bosnians and
Cubans, Kurds and Guatemalans — the world is on the move.

Interactions of marginalities

Defying traditional narratives where a positive hero is the one who strives to get
out of a restrictive peripheral environment and to move to whatever is perceived
as the socially or geographically desirable centre, more and more films focus on
the interactions of characters who move within a periphery and who interact
between themselves without the need to be upwardly mobile. The dispossessed
and the marginal encounter people like themselves, equally marginal and
dispossessed. These encounters put them at ease with their own inferiority and
allow them to dare imagining themselves as subjects of new fulfilling experiences.
They interact and bond in ways that are mutually empowering in a restricted but
gratifying way.

The existence of multiple culturally significant worlds is recognised and the
Eurocentric construct (according to which validity can only be obtained in
relation to the West) 1s critically reconsidered. Immigrants mix with members of
the local ethnic groups and with sexual minorities. In My Father is Coming (Monica
Treut, Germany, 1991), set in New York, a young German aspiring actress who
makes a living as a waitress and shares a flat with a gay friend falls in love with a
recent transsexual. In Fai pas sommeil/I Can’t Sleep (Claire Denis, France/
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Switzerland, 1994), set in Paris, a Lithuanian immigrant ends up involved with a
mulatto musician and his transvestite brother. In Tudja Amerika/Someone Else’s
America (Goran Paskaljevic, France/UK/Germany/Greece, 1995), the
Montenegrin immigrant’s son marries a Chinese-American, and they all dance to
flamenco music. In Bolshe Vita, set in Budapest, two displaced Russians get
involved with equally displaced Western girlfriends. Hungary is probably the best
site to explore the new dimensions of Babylon: no one understands a word of
Hungarian, everyone talks a language of their own. But they perfectly understand
each other — because each one tells how awful it has been to live in one’s own

country.

It is not without tensions, of course. The marginal spaces of metropolitan
slums or sleepy provincial towns, depressing places that would drive anyone to
leave as soon as possible, are now turning into hotly contested territories. Made
by an exiled Serbian director, Gorilla Bathes at Noon (Dusan Makavejev, Germany,
1993) looks at a Russian army major who stays behind in East Berlin after the
withdrawal of Soviet troops. He quickly turns into an outcast, hanging out at a
Trabant junkyard, sleeping amidst Kalashnikov-trading mafiamen, and
occasionally stealing food from the zoo animals. Eventually he gets involved with
a young German woman, but after sex at her place they are surprised by her Arab
husband, who chases the Russian away shouting ‘Auslander raus!’

In Broken Enghsh (Gregor Nicholas, New Zealand, 1996) a young Croatian
immigrant to New Zealand falls in love with a Maori teenager while secretly
marrying an illegal Chinese to help him immigrate, and has to face the racist
outrage of her father.

In Western (Manuel Poirier, France, 1997) Nino, a sensitive ‘Russian from Italy’
as he describes himself, hitchhikes around the French countryside alongside a
displaced Spaniard from Catalonia, both ostracised, both speaking in heavily
accented French, their only friend a Cote d’Ivoire-born inhabitant of Bretagne,
whose French is also marked by an accent, only one of the colonies.

Conclusion

In these many ways the expanding universe claims a presence within the public
discourse and gradually begins to play a subtle role in transforming the dominant
film culture.

To support this, I will give one more example which I myself witnessed in the
Fall of 1997. On a rainy night I entered a Blockbuster store downtown Seattle, and
could not believe my eyes: the wall opposite the entrance, the best display space
in the store, carried the inscription ‘Hot New Foreign Films’. It featured mostly
new releases, like Sergei Bodrov’s Kavkazskyj plennik/ Prisoner of the Mountains (Sergei
Bodrov, Russia/Kazakhstan, 1996) about Russians in Chechnya, Theo
Angelopoulos’s Ulysses Gaze about an exiled Greek filmmaker played by Harvey
Keitel travelling across the troubled Balkan lands, globetrotting German Wim
Wenders’s Aufzeichnungen zu Kleidern und Stidten/Notebook of Cities and Clothes (Wim
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Wenders, Germany, 1989) looking at the work of his favourite Japanese fashion
designer, and Peter Greenaway’s Pillow Book (Peter Greenaway, France/UK/
Netherlands, 1996), in which Vivian Wu is a Japanese woman who migrates to
Hong Kong and falls in love with a non-returning European. The wall had on
display many other of the films of the expanding universe — the sarcastic Irma Vep
(Olivier Assayas, France, 1996) featuring Hong Kong’s star Maggie Cheung
amidst an inferiority-complex-ridden bunch of Parisian filmmakers, the newly
released classic Walkabout (Nicholas Roeg, UK/Australia, 1971) about white and
aborigine teenagers in the Australian outback, and the dreamlike Nostalghia
(Andrei Tarkovsky, Italy/Soviet Union, 1983) about a displaced Russian poet in
Italy. And, of course, it had The English Patient (Anthony Minghella, USA, 1996)
— what more mainstream than that — based on a novel by Sri-Lankan-Canadian
Ondaatje, bringing together Hungarians, Arabs, Sikhs, and Germans, and set in
North Africa and provincial Italy.

How commercially viable was this display from the point of view of the
Blockbuster corporation? For how long would they allow the manager of this
store to test extravagant fantasies strikingly incompatible with the principles of
no-nonsense-profit-making? I would not dare to guess. But it is a fact that the
whole world was there, on this artsy strip downtown Seattle, on display at
Blockbusters, near Borders with their growing foreign film section, and next door to
the Tex-Mex cantina, the condom parlour, the Tibetan restaurant and the sushi
bar. It all looked like an enlarged new age replica of the shady groceries where
ethnic foodstuffs and herbal cures share the shelves with clandestine videos from
faraway countries. While scholarship was still taking time to recognise and
explore the entertainment offered beyond traditional channels, in this trendy
Pacific city the ethnic grocery had become a model for prime time out.

Dina Iordanova is a native of Bulgaria, and currently teaches at Leicester Unwersity in the UK.
She works primanly in Balkan and East European film and media studies. Her book Film,
Mass Mediation and the Balkan Cirisis s _forthcoming,
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