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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Intercultural cinema and Balkan hushed histories

Dina Iordanova*

Film Studies, University of St Andrews, St Andrews, UK

Everybody in the Balkans has fought against everybody else and has practiced
the assimilation business at some point. The official history books of each
Balkan nation tell the past in a way that implies idiosyncratic and often self-
serving approaches to reconciling conflicting historical records of contested
events. The narratives of displacement and assimilations that have taken shape
as part of bigger historical processes are usually contested and remain
suppressed in official historiography. They are regularly avoided in public
discourse yet are nonetheless kept alive in oral history and are tackled in
anthropological writing. Films that address these issues are considered highly
awkward. In my paper I will look at the cinematic representation of some of
these ‘hushed histories’ from the Balkans, concerning forgotten forced
population movements, linguistic coercion and identity curtailment. I will
consider several important and politically sensitive cinematic texts made across
the region, all of which address the divided state of the nation whose discourse
they are tackling (e.g. Crno seme/Black Seed, Yugoslavia/Macedonia, Kiril
Tsenevski, 1971; Mera spored mera/Measure for Measure, Bulgaria, Georgy
Dyulgerov, 1981; Taxı̀di sta Kı̀thira/Voyage to Cythera, Greece, Theo
Angelopoulos, 1984; Kalı̀ patrı̀da, sı̀ntrofe!/Welcome Home, Comrade!, Greece,
Lefteris Xanthopoulos, 1986; Bulutlari beklerken/Waiting for the Clouds, Turkey/
France/Germany/Greece, Yesim Ustaoglu, 2004). These films are contentious
because they often depict events that take place on foreign territory people that
are de facto foreign subjects. The directors of these films believe that issues of
identity can be addressed adequately only by including in the national narrative
the experiences of those whose lives have been, for one reason or another, spent
outside of the (shifting) nation-state borders of their respective countries.

Keywords: intercultural cinema; Balkan film; memory; personal history;
nationalist historiography; transnational studies; representation of people,
places, objects

Intercultural cinema is not sanguine about finding the truth of a historical event so
much as making history reveal what it was not able to say. (Laura Marks, The Skin of
the Film, 29)

An aging peasant woman, Ayse, who lives in the mountains above Turkey’s Black
Sea coast, begins talking in an incomprehensible language in Yesim Ustaoglu’s
Bulutlari beklerken/Waiting for the Clouds (Turkey/France/Germany/Greece, 2004).
It is gradually revealed that she descends from a family of Pontian Greeks who were
displaced during her teenage years. Most members of her family died during the
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flight, she alone was saved by a Turkish peasant family and raised as a Turk, with a
new name and identity. Now in advanced age Ayse/Eleni can no longer resist the urge
to go back in time, haunted by a horrible guilty memory of having given up on her
little baby brother. Her inquiries take her to various places; she learns, to her
astonishment, that the brother has miraculously survived and now lives in Athens.

Toward the end of the film Ayse travels to Greece and tries to reunite with her
brother. He is no longer young, in his 60s, and has built a large family in the city. He
is not particularly thrilled by the appearance of this Turkish woman. Her arrival is
disturbing his peace: he does not remember her and does not need the memories
that she brings along. He treats her with barely suppressed animosity.

In the final scene of the film, brother and sister are seated at a table; he talks her
through a pile of pictures. He shows her photographs of his leaving the orphanage,
then a photograph with the girl who would eventually become his wife, then
photographs of the family with their first child, him at the door of his shop, then
with the second child, then at his son’s wedding, then with the grandchildren, and so
on. Then the brother puts the pile of photographs down, turns to Ayse and tells her:

Here, all my life is recorded in these pictures, all my family members can also be seen in
here. You are not in these pictures; you have not been part of my life. How can you
come out of the blue, tell me you are my sister, and expect me to embrace you?

With trembling hand, Ayse passes on to him a ruffled pale photograph which shows
a family: the mother, seated, holds a young baby boy, the father and two older
sisters standing beside her. It is this sole photograph that she can present as
testimony to her story; not much to offset the overwhelming pile of well-
documented family history that he has just demonstrated to her. Yet it is this sole
photograph that disturbs his neatly pieced narrative that weights at least as much as
all other photographs of his life.

Waiting for the Clouds is one of the films that I would like to talk about here, one of
the many intercultural films that deal with some dimension of the ‘hushed histories’
that circulate in the Balkan realm: stories of displacement and assimilation that are
largely absent from official annals but live mostly in oral history and vernacular
reports, stories evolving at the peripheries of a peripheral region, a number of small
narratives and subplots that go in different directions and do not quite line up to the
overarching whole, stories that do not fit into the rough outline but remain hidden,
forgotten, relegated to oblivion (Figure 1).

Like many families in the region, my own family has one of these stories: about
the migration of my grandmother Kostadina, a Slav woman from Aegean
Macedonia, whose family left their place of origin and settled in the Kyustendil
area of Bulgaria in the mid-1920s. At the age of 19 Kostadina gave birth to my
father, then to his sister, and then died prematurely at the age of 36 in 1949. We
only have one photograph of her – a sole ruffled and pale picture – and I know next
to nothing of her parents or siblings. Like many families of the region, my older
relatives never spoke about the reasons of the consequences of migration and
displacement and kept the stories of scattered families and lost friends hushed
forever.
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It is not as if we asked for these stories. In most cases my generation did not
even know about the tragic dimensions of broken lives and migrations, so we could
not be particularly inquisitive, taking the reality of hushed family histories for
granted.

It was only with time that I gradually came to recognize that many areas in the
Balkans are sites of intercultural memory, full of hushed histories that come with a
daunting scarcity of record. Different ethnic groups have inhabited them at
different times; earlier settlers have had to leave to open up space for others, who
have come to settle in their place, deleting the memory of prior presence. The
memory of the migrating ancestors has been hushed and effectively destroyed
among the descendants. The signs of former presence have been deleted; even if one
undertakes to visit the original places it is impossible to identify details, as names
have changed and records have been disposed of. Wherever one turns, one
encounters the same story: sole private pictures against a wealth of later records
that tell a different story and obliterate the clandestine realities recorded on these
old single documents.

In this text I would like to explore the cinematic representation of some of these
‘hushed histories’ from the Balkans and scrutinize the idiosyncratic iconography
and narrative tropes that are being used interculturally, thus transcending national
confines and addressing the issues in a pan-Balkan manner.1 These hushed histories
may come from different parts and relate to different memories, yet they are
identical across the region in that they all refer to a memory of a blissful
multicultural coexistence, to people whose presence has been obliterated from
memory.

Many of the intercultural films in the center of my attention are politically
awkward, either because they bring up issues that would rather remain buried, or
because they look into stories set in neighboring countries, thus inevitably passing
judgment over the politics of neighbors. These films are contentious because they
often depict events that take place on foreign territory and track protagonists that
are de facto foreign subjects. Yet in the Balkans issues of identity can sometimes be
addressed adequately only by including in the national narrative the experiences of
those whose lives have been, for one reason or another, spent outside of the
(shifting) nation-state borders of their respective countries.

I am interested in the representation of ‘history for losers’: films where the story
is told from the point of view of those who have been overpowered, and pushed
aside by the winners. Often these are films about supporters of failed causes and lost
struggles, about exiled groups, about protagonists who have remained outside of
the flow of history who nonetheless have persevered in their faith and belief, thus
serving as a reminder that history could have evolved differently. These films try to
tell a story containing multiple ‘ifs …’ and conditional pathways. They keep asking
who is forgotten and why, and explore history from the point of view of those
whose trajectories have been hushed away from memory.

In this study, I refer to films that qualify as ‘intercultural’, to take the term that
Laura Marks introduced in her important book The Skin of the Film in 2001. Using
material from Middle Eastern Arab language cinema and talking of films that
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address similarly hushed personal stories, often linked to displaced Palestinians or
Armenians, Marks theorized intercultural films as a specific type of cinematic
practice. Made in contexts that cannot be confined to a single culture, intercultural
films tell stories where historical tension between cultures is of key importance for
the very existence of the story. In order to make their points, intercultural films rely
first and foremost ‘on idiosyncratic, personal narratives, because these provide a
slim thread back into the strata of history’ (Marks 2001, 30).

‘Intercultural cinema by definition operates at the intersections of two or more
cultural regimes of knowledge’, Marks writes. ‘These films and videos must deal
with the issue of where meaningful knowledge is located, in the awareness that it is
between cultures and so can never be fully verified in the terms of one regime or the
other’ (24).

The relationship between cultures is mediated by power, she points out;
inevitably the dominant regime ‘sets the terms of what counts as knowledge’. Artists
who venture into working with the hushed intercultural histories face a complex
task. They must ‘dismantle the official record of their communities’ first, and then
‘search for ways to reconstitute their history’ (Marks 2001, 24, 25). In many of the
intercultural films, the restorative act is closely correlated to a deconstructive one,
for it’s necessary to sketch the framework of colonial histories that hold the
minority stories before those stories can emerge and be told in their own terms. But
no simple truth is uncovered even after the deconstruction of the framework is
accomplished. What emerges instead is a highly intimate narrative of personal
trajectories, loss and pain.

In order to make sense, intercultural films are compelled to build on the
postulates of dominant historical discourse. But they do this mostly for the sake of
breaking away from universally acknowledged truths. Most of these films include a
‘moment of suspension’ which temporarily defers the official discourse and replaces
it with a fragile new narrative, an ‘emerging discourse’ which searches for its own
voice. It comes with the realization that the lost histories ‘are lost for good’, yet it
opens up a new memory, one of personal senses and memories, one of hushed
histories, more visceral or ‘haptic’, experienced with the senses, to use Deluze’s term
(Marks 2001, 25, 26).

This intercultural cinema of hushed histories is not limited to the Balkans or the
Middle East. In fact, one can discover it everywhere where political upheavals have
led to displacement and population exchanges, and to the concurrent proliferation
of suppressed personal stories not matching the narrative that comes to dominate.2

Films that focus on international hushed histories include Jirı́ Menzel’s Czech I
Served the King of England (2006), addressing the case of displaced Sudetten
Germans, or Srdjan Karanovic’s Loving Glances (2003) and Mirjana
Vukomanovic’s Three Summer Days (1997), looking at impoverished refugees from
across Yugoslavia who flocked to Belgrade in the mid-1990s, bringing along a few
possessions and a lot of memories.

Most films about hushed personal histories, however, have been made around
the partition of India. On the one hand, there are films like Ritwik Ghatak’s,
usually featuring Bengali refugees affected by the partition, who carry their personal
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stories and pain, starring longingly to the unattainable back home over the river
Padma (as seen in E-Flat, 1961) or the skies of Bengal (Cloud-capped Star, 1960).
On the other hand, there are more recent films that tried to overcome what could be
perceived as cryptic references by telling the story of partition in the more
mainstream terms of broken loves, forced displacement and curtailed identities (as
seen in more straightforward depictions of intolerance and ethnic cleansing of clear
popular address such as Deepa Mehta’s 1947: Earth (1998), Jamil Dehlavi Jinnah
(1998) and Sabiha Sumar’s Silent Waters (2003)). Like the films of India’s partition,
Balkan films telling hushed histories are made in different countries and thus belong
to different national cinematic traditions, yet they all tell the same intercultural
story of suppressed identities, exile and displacement.

Everybody in the Balkans has fought everybody else and has practiced the
assimilation business at some point and then has conveniently obliterated
wrongdoings from memory. The history books of each Balkan nation tell the past
in a way that uses idiosyncratic and often self-serving approaches to reconciling
records of contested events. Each one stresses on what has been done unto them,
while simultaneously remaining silent on what they have done to others. This
process of selective obliteration is well summarized by Robert Stam and Ella Shohat
in their Flagging Patriotism:

National histories, like individual lives, inevitably mingle good and bad, innocence and
guilt. Yet some historians ‘angelize’ their own country’s history while demonizing that
of other countries. Historians can always cherry-pick their examples so as to cast
national history in a completely positive or completely negative light. […] Historical
writing proliferates in examples of tendentious accounts of national history, where the
‘whitewashing’ of one history goes hand in hand with the ‘blackwashing’ of another.
(Stam and Shohat 2007, 12)

The narratives of displacements and assimilations that have taken place as part of
bigger historical processes in the Balkans are often contested and remain suppressed
in the region’s official historiography. They are regularly avoided in public
discourse yet kept alive in oral history and tackled in anthropological writing and
intercultural cinema. The unwanted facts have not been completely deleted; they are
tucked away somewhere safely, abroad or in a dusty archive, or hushed in the minds
of the individuals to whose lives they matter. Yet the stories that have been
banished from memory persist, they cannot disappear altogether.

As a Bulgarian, for example, I had no idea that part of my nation’s history had
been a Nazi-sanctioned occupation of territories in Greece and Yugoslav
Macedonia during World War II, as no teacher or history textbook had ever
clearly spelled this episode out. So I was truly taken aback when I started coming
across films from these countries, which depicted the bloody Bulgarian occupiers.
All I had ever heard about until then were stories of Bulgarians suffering slavery
and assimilation campaigns; there had never been any mention of my compatriots
having acted in a way perpetrating violence or assimilation. So when I saw a recent
BBC documentary featuring interviews with peasants now inhabiting the former
Armenian-populated areas in Turkey who had never heard of any Armenians
having lived there, let alone of genocide, I was not particularly surprised. True, they
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came across as shockingly ignorant; it seemed unbelievably arrogant that they
would deny knowledge of the long-suffering ethnic group that had populated these
same lands. Yet I was fully able to understand their naive ignorance: like so many
others around the world, they were living with the local version of ‘whitewashed’
history.

Historians largely agree that a multi-way ethnic cleansing was committed early
in the twentieth century and around the time of World War I and the Balkan wars
before the ‘exchange of population’ that took place in the 1920s and the 1930s
which was presented as an efficient and smooth process thus obliterating the
memory of problems and injustice (Mazower 2005, 335–55). People in many Balkan
countries only now begin hearing different versions of what happened in the
decades of the Ottoman Empire’s aftermath and of the ‘steady stream of Muslim
refugees fleeing from the ethnic cleansing in the new Balkan republics’ (Pamuk
2006, 221). Only now one becomes conscious of past ethnically diverse realities, of
lost multiculturalism and assimilation campaigns.

The alternative history writing, in such context, is usually relegated
to scrapbook-type projects closer to anthropologists’ chronicles of the vernacular.
This type of historical chronicling includes the works of controversial and contested
authors like Greek Elias Petropoulos (exiled to France) or Anastasia Karakasidou
(working in the USA), or forgotten chroniclers like the Istanbul historians described
by Orhan Pamuk (Istanbul, 2005, 145–7). Their writings usually report on stories
that have been pushed out of the range of desired and welcome memories: stories
implying ethnic impurity or concerning forgotten forced population movements,
linguistic coercion and identity curtailment. The work of these authors is regarded
more like unreliable ethnography driven by suspicious motives and is normally not
recognized as a valid source for the study of history; while respected internationally
in their own countries they face denunciation.

Many defining experiences are deliberately avoided in the public discourse of
various Balkan nations. The story of earlier peaceful coexistence of multiple
ethnicities is often suppressed in favor of narratives that present the multicultural
past as ethnically pure, this way securing freedom from possible irredentist claims
from neighboring countries. The containment of memories of diverse ethnicities or
ideologies often takes place in the name of building an alternative, better reality:
Armenian victims are not mentioned in the name of building a strong and cohesive
Turkey, the embarrassing Balkan wars are not extensively discussed in the names of
building Balkan unity, Croatian Ustasa atrocities are hushed in the name of
Yugoslavia’s Brotherhood and Unity project, the exiled Greek democratic fighters
and the dispersed Greek children are not spoken about in the name of developing a
prosperous and united Greece, and the stories of post-World War II concentration
camps like Goli Otok, Belene or Makronisos are muted in the name of creating the
impression of understanding and cooperation.

The degree to which this selective obliteration of memory has taken place in the
Balkans is unmatched, accompanied by a triumphant narrow-minded populist–
nationalist historiography foregrounding the importance of positive memories. The
unwillingness of the Turkish state to acknowledge the Armenian genocide is all but

10 D. Iordanova



one example of an attitude that plays out in many other parts of the region, where
other groups, whose stories have ended up in oblivion, have also been forcibly
resettled, made to flee or destroyed. Many of these past mandatory migrations and
assimilations are still regarded as taboo topics today; any attempt to re-open the
pages of undesirable memories encounters a brisk adverse reaction.

Here is where intercultural cinema comes in, carefully treading in putting
forward the private histories that offset official narratives. Its main ambition is to
show personal journeys of discovery of alternative, more personal narratives, which
often does not agree with the official record of events. Often these are stories that
perpetrators have long forgotten but are remembered by those who were affected
and assimilated, who were turned into refugees or political exiles, who became parts
of the forced migration referred to as ‘population exchanges’. Inevitably, these films
are politically inconvenient, touching on topics that even today are met with hushed
awkwardness or open aggression. The majority of films that tell hushed histories
have not circulated particularly widely (hence, Marks notes, the very act of each
viewing of these films ‘adds to the meaning of the work’ (20)). The audiences for
these films are small and have a more intricate and intimate relationship with the
films than the audiences in mainstream cinema. Many come across as particularly
cryptic, as the events they discuss are no longer part of the favored system of
historical knowledge even if they have taken place fairly recently. And indeed, this is
the case with films such as the Yugoslav Black Seed (Crno seme, 1971), which shows
the ordeal of Slavic Macedonian fighters on a remote Greek island or Welcome
Home, Comrade! (Kalı̀ patrı̀da, sı̀ntrofe!, 1986), which focuses on a community of
Greek exiles into Hungary, both stories linked to events from the aftermath of
World War II. Many episodes in these films come across as excessively obscure, as
they can only make sense to those familiar with the hushed story and remain
inaccessible for general viewers.

As there are so many of these hushed histories across the Balkans, I can only
look at some examples. My attention here is mostly to films that qualify as
‘intercultural’ because they address issues that awkwardly transcend national
borders and undermine established regimes of historical knowledge by dismantling
the commonly known story and temporarily reconstituting a surreptitious highly
personal account. One of the specifics of these Balkan films is that, even where
produced with foreign financing, they are made by filmmakers who are not émigrés or
displaced but are based in the region and whose creative practices, therefore, differ
from the ‘interstitial’ and ‘accented’ production mode described by Hamid Naficy
(2001), which is widely perceived as prevalent in intercultural cinema.

I keep returning mostly to three films that are specifically intercultural. They
focus on narratives of protagonists whose personal truth ends up at odds with the
prevailing system of knowledge; the dramatic tension comes from the need to
restore the legitimacy of hushed narratives of their lives. The Yugoslav Red Horse
(Crveniot kon’, Stole Popov, 1981) deals with the fate of a member of the Slavic
minority of Aegean Macedonia in Northern Greece after the end of World War II.
Exiled for years to the Central Asian part of the Soviet Union, he returns more than
two decades later to witness the failure of leftist ideas and the destruction of Slav
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ethnic identity in his native lands (Iordanova 2006b, 207–17). The Greek Voyage to
Cythera (Taxı̀di sta Kı̀thira, Theo Angelopoulos, 1984), follows a similarly exiled
Greek leftist fighter who, after many years’ exile in the former Soviet Union,
attempts what will become an abortive reunification with his family in Greece. He
never manages to reconnect with what has become of his native country over the
decades of absence and ends up displaced and isolated. The Turkish Waiting for the
Clouds (2004) deals with the attempt of an assimilated Greek woman to reconnect
with her long lost family in Greece.

Drawing on Deleuze’s concept of the time-image, Marks argues (2001, 42) that
cinema necessarily pulls the viewer between objective and subjective poles, between
accepting and reflecting upon a given image. In intercultural cinema, she remarks,
there is an additional and fairly politicized ‘suspicion of the image’, as it is one that
includes both the weight of dominant history and a thin layer of alternative
personal stories. Here ‘still or thin-looking images are ultimately the richest’, and
even though the image is barely a beginning, its extension into a narrative must be
hesitant, or suspicious by default, inviting the viewer to make sense by drawing
upon subjective resources.

I will explore three main pictorial categories that mark the intercultural cinema
of the Balkans and form the base of the ‘suspicious’ narration in hushed histories:
person, place and object. The recurring image related to person is the image of an
elderly man returning from exile; the recurring image of place is the one of an
isolated mountainous village; and the recurring image of object is the one of some
fragile record (like the photograph in Waiting for the Clouds).

Person

Two types of protagonists figure prominently in the intercultural cinema of Balkan
hushed histories. One is the village woman, usually clad in black and bearing long-
suppressed secrets. We see her in Angelopoulos’ first feature, Anaparastasi
(Reconstruction, 1970), as Ayse in Waiting for the Clouds and in the Bulgarian–
Macedonian co-production Podgryavane na vcherashniya obed (Warming Up
Yesterday’s Lunch, Kostadin Bonev, 2002).

Yet the image that most powerfully opens up the ‘suspicion of representation’ is
the one of the returning exile, often a Greek leftist fighter, who has been forced to
spend many years abroad and finally dares to return (or revisit) in the context of
some amnesty. Unlike the Westernized protagonist who descends from ‘the
civilization’ to explore the barbarity of the Balkans in the travelogue-type films
about the region (see my Cinema of Flames, 2001), this man comes from some more
peripheral country which he would not have chosen if fate had not propelled him to
it (Ukraine, Russia, even Kazakhstan). He is old and tall, an outsider whose
shoulders are hunched and whose temples are white. He has not been around for
many years and now, wearing a long coat, he walks through empty streets. He looks
around yet his eyes are turned inwards, to his memories; he stares at the people who
meet him yet looks through them. A wandering stranger, he has been abroad a
lifetime, he has built a life and has fathered children elsewhere, has raised them and
has seen them leave the house. Now he is back, trying to reconnect with the family
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he has left behind, to realize that his early children have grown up and gone about
with their lives without him, that to them he is a stranger whose life is elsewhere
indeed. After so many years they no longer feel the pain of rupture; they are no
longer angry with him, just numb and disillusioned. What was meant to be the core
of his life has taken place without him; he no longer belongs and can never truly
return. One of these exiled leftist Greeks, who returns in search of an imaginary
homeland is seen in Voyage to Cythera, another one in The Red Horse, and a similar
figure appears, albeit briefly, in Waiting for the Clouds. In their absence things
have moved on in a direction they could not have foreseen. They soon realize that
they no longer understand the county they have left behind, that theirs is a utopian
journeying toward an eternally evasive place, which only exists in their innermost
memory. These displaced fathers never manage to reconnect; they never fully arrive,
they never take off their coats and are always ready to leave.

Such lonely figures are familiar from other intercultural narratives of diaspora
and return. Those who take the path of exile (be it forced or voluntary) have
difficulties reconnecting at a later point, as the life they have left behind has gone on
in a different direction. Daniel Liebeskind’s Jewish museum in Berlin shows this
concept very well: the path of the exile and the path of the Holocaust originate at the
same point, but then diverge and lead to completely different outcomes at the end.

The impossibility to reconnect upon return is the leading motif in Edgar Reitz’s
first Heimat series, even though the story here is centered on a voluntary exile, not a
forced one.3 Paul, the protagonist, simply goes out for a drink one night and does
not return. Having disappeared without a trace, only years later his family learn
that he went to America. He attempts to return at one point between the two wars,
but is not allowed to disembark the ship. It is only in the part called Der Amerikaner
(1945–47) when, after World War II, he comes back. Wearing a coat all the time
during his screen presence, as if about to leave at any time (which he does at the end
in a rush), he remains a foreign presence throughout. His mother is still there to
welcome him but when she dies peacefully Paul does not even stay for her funeral.
It is not clear if he reconnects at all with his sons; he certainly does not try to
do so with Maria, the estranged wife, who cannot forgive even if she does not
confront him.4

The narrative trope of the returnee brings along the moral problem of someone
disappearing (for whatever reason) and then trying to re-enter the same
environment much later. It often is a doomed effort. The protagonist is no longer
one of the people he has left; even if not openly discussed, the prevailing feelings are
those of guilt and bitterness, and of estrangement and apathy.

The returnee in Balkan intercultural cinema practices his quiet disapproval of
the way in which the place has evolved. As he has not been present, however, he has
no right to comment and interfere; he is an outsider full of pain and sorrow. This
stance of removing oneself quietly is seen also in Angelopoulos’ Weeping Meadow,
the first part of his Trilogy: the young protagonist goes to America but never
manages to earn enough to bring his young family over. His sons grow in a difficult
time; they end up taking opposite sides in the civil war and both are killed. The
father is enlisted in the US army and dies fighting in Japan. It is a story of dispersal
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and loss, permeated with sadness. Like in the other stories, it proves impossible to
restore earlier conditions or to return.

Place

Many intercultural films feature the city, where ethnically diverse groups settle, live
and pass away over time. So at first glance it appears that the logical choice for an
iconographic exploration would be to focus on the cinematic metropolis, one like
Istanbul (which Peter Aspden wrote of as ‘the city’),5 as seen in intercultural films
such as Heads or Tails (Yazi Tura, Ugur Yücel, 2004) or the acclaimed documentary
Crossing the Bridge (Fatih Akin, 2005). Or one could choose Izmir (formerly
Smyrna), a legendary place, mostly known from films featuring the ‘megali
catastrophe’ (‘great disaster’) footage of the burning waterfront in 1922, also subject
of Nikos Kounduros’ film 1922.

The true site of memory in Balkan intercultural cinema, however, is the
unnamed desolate village, usually tucked somewhere far away in the mountains: a
place that cannot possibly make a difference to the stream history but that matters a
lot to the bearers of hushed narratives. The monotony of village life is more
emotionally charged and eventful than the dynamism of any metropolis. The village
is deserted, but it is precisely its forsaken status that makes it so important and
places it in the core of the protagonists’ identity.

The dream of return to the village acquires mythic proportions (like the house
keys to which Palestinian refugees are seen clinging on to after generations in
displacement). The village is the center of the universe. Here is where the family
home, and the house (often in ruins), is located. This is the site to where one travels
immediately on return from exile. It is the site of dreams, where all identity strands
converge. If one ventures into the metropolis, it is only for the sake of sorting out
tensions originating in the village.

These few stony acres, this hut, this shed matter more than all other assets that
the protagonist may have acquired since leaving. It is a symbolic value that
surpasses all material gain. The stony road that leads to the village, the glimpse of
the semi-ruined home into which the returnee would settle (as seen in the
Macedonian Before the Rain), is a staple in the iconography of Balkan intercultural
films. In Waiting for the Clouds the village has been the place of life for the
protagonist all her life, the same in Warming Up Yesterday’s Lunch. It has all begun
here; it has all got to end here as well, thus the return to the village is a key trope in
all hushed histories. Lefteris Xanthopoulos’ Welcome Home, Comrade! features the
life of a village in Hungary where an exiled community still sticks together and
dreams of return after three decades in forced exile, and then the idealized image of
returning to the village in Greece.

Having returned to the village, the character of The Red Horse attempts to fit in
and cultivate the land after so many years, to face the hostility of relatives who see
him as a traitor and to find that those who share his beliefs are isolated from public
life. The protagonists of most of Angelopoulos’ films also return to the same kind of
mountainous secluded village, cut off and facing a silent denouncement that lurks
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from behind closed gates and dark windows. This is the setting of his first film,
Reconstruction, and then the destination for the heroes of Ulysses Gaze,6 or The
Weeping Meadow.7 In Cythera the exiled returnee comes back to see himself
immediately adversely judgmental of his fellow-villagers who are about to sell off
and move away. He makes a desperate attempt to work the land but soon realizes
that, not having taken part in the events leading to the village’s decline, he has got
no right to interfere in the way things are bound to end. Even more, he is partially
responsible for the downward slope. People like him are held silently responsible:
for having gone away, for having made homes for themselves elsewhere, for having
turned into hushed histories. The forsaken and isolated character of the contested
place augments its idiosyncratic importance for identity.

Record

Writers like Naficy (2001) and Vidal (2006) have stressed the importance of the
letter as a key iconographic element of intercultural and accented cinema. In the
case of Balkan intercultural cinema the most important memory image seems to be
a fragile photographic or cinematic record, maybe because many of the most
contentious memories refer to a period from early in the twentieth century when the
photographic/cinematic medium was already in place and was widely used in
documenting reality.

Historians have provided extensive evidence of the massive deletion of records
that has taken place at various times and in the name of various causes. Mazower
talks of changing the feel of Thessaloniki by altering names of places, streets, shop
signs (Mazower 2005, 302); I personally witnessed a campaign that involved forced
change of personal and place names in Bulgaria during the assimilation campaign in
the 1980s. Many more Balkan campaigns have been driven by desire to oust a
certain historical ethnic presence, with the aim to suppress the multi-ethnic feel and
substitute it with an image of an eternally present ethnic homogeneity.

The pale photograph in Waiting for the Clouds plays an important role in this
context. Wrapped up in a handkerchief and summarizing Ayse’s hushed history,
this easily destroyable sole piece of evidence powerfully overturns the neatly pieced
narrative of the brother whose life has not been burdened by suppressed memories.
A singular faded photograph in the shaky hand of an old woman stands against the
overwhelming systematic record of tidy linearity and consistency of mainstream
history.

No more than a semi-destroyed image of mythical value can be juxtaposed to
the commanding silencing and denial of multicultural conviviality amidst the ethnic
hatred that reigns over the Balkans in Angelopoulos’ Ulysses Gaze. A., the
protagonist, is a world-weary American film director of Greek descent (Harvey
Keitel), who travels through the troubled region in the 1990s in an attempt to
develop long lost film footage shot by the pioneers of cinema, brothers Manaki.
Having documented the lost togetherness of happy multicultural coexistence, their
reels show women peacefully weaving together on a riverbank.

The protagonist wanders through the Balkans in the hope that recovering the
image of conviviality to which the reels attest could help healing present-day
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intolerance. The meandering journey takes him to war-ravaged Sarajevo where an
old cineaste holds the secret to unveiling the images from the revered reels. Amidst
all apocalyptic destruction, there is hopeful anticipation that this record of hushed
happier histories will rise to powerfully confront the gloom and the hatred. It is a
moment of hope that forgotten fragile images can defeat the prevailing universal
despair. But is such retrieval of hushed histories viable at all? Within the next hour
the keeper of the image is killed on the lawless streets and the hopeful protagonist
remains alone, staring into a blank glimmering screen. The revered footage no
longer matters; it has been revived for a short-lived second appearance, but it is
soon irretrievably lost amidst all war and destruction. Most importantly, those to
whom it could make a difference have been destroyed as well.

The fragile record may not change the mainstream discourse, yet it can awake
awareness of a multiplicity of possible narratives and historical pathways.

The intercultural films of Balkan hushed histories do not seek to revise and establish
an ultimate truth about the events behind the story, they rather focus on presenting
the subtly personal dimensions, on the way these events have affected the lives of
the protagonists and have made them engage into a personal discourse that may
diverge significantly from the official one. Like the intercultural films discussed
by Marks, many of these texts confront the historical imagination ‘by showing
what stories cannot be told through either official histories or individual
remembrance’ (29).

Ayse’s trembling hand, reaching out with the pale photograph, undermines not
only the official discourse that wants the memory of persecuted Pontian Greeks
obliterated; it equally powerfully protests against the self-sufficient and confident
personal story of the brother who is reluctant to accept and embrace the hushed
suffering of his seemingly irresolute and confused yet committed elder sister.

Notes

1. On the issue of pan-Balkan narrative and iconographic aesthetics see my preface to the
edited volume Cinema of the Balkans (2006a).

2. For important remarks linking the Balkan partitions and population exchanges to other
historical experiences see Robert Hayden (1996). In relation to cinema and periods of
transition and population exchanges see Jaikumar (2006).

3. In a 1984 interview with Bernd Eichinger director Edgar Reitz says that his original idea
was to develop a single film based on a story called ‘Der Man der wegging’ (‘The Man
who Left’). He wanted to make a 90-minute film but soon realized this was a much bigger
story that eventually turned into the core of a whole family saga (cover of the German video
release of Heimat I, part 3).

4. Maria’s behavior is profoundly different from the tenacious loyalty displayed by the
exiled man’s wife in Voyage to Cythera.

5. Discussing the understated yet potent presence of Greek heritage in Turkish Istanbul
today, Aspden notes: ‘the small corners of Greekness inside the city can make themselves
heard, and blend into the cosmopolitan mix with a mixture of exuberance and
doggedness. Walk down the city’s main shopping street, Istiklal Caddesi, and you will
hear the tinkling of Greek music coming from every other record shop. There are Greek
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restaurants, where the kebabs are miraculously turned into souvlakia, and subtle herbal
digressions from the local norm resonate with patriotic fervour’ (2005, 22).

6. A., played by Harvey Keitel, returns to the lonely house on the river bank near the burned
down village where quintessential identity revelations take place.

7. The flooded village, reminiscent of the one from Alexander the Great (1980), and the
house where one can only take refuge on the upper floor, are key images here.
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Menzel, 2006).
Jinnah (UK/Pakistan, Jamil Dehlavi, 1998).
Loving Glances (Sjaj u ocima, Serbia and Montenegro/UK, Srdjan Karanovic, 2003).
Measure for Measure (Mera spored mera, Bulgaria, Georgy Dyulgerov, 1981).
Reconstruction (Anaparastasi, Greece, Theo Angelopoulos, 1970).
Red Horse, The (Crveniot kon’, Macedonia, Stole Popov, 1981).
Remake (Bosnia-Herzegovina/France/Turkey, Dino Mustafic, 2003).
Silent Waters (Khamosh Pani, Pakistan/Switzerland/France, Sabiha Sumar, 2003).
Stolen Eyes (Otkradnati Ochi, Bulgaria, Radoslav Spassov, 2005).
Sweet Movie (Canada/France/West Germany, Dusan Makavejev, 1974).
Three Summer Days (Tri letnja dana, Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, Mirjana

Vukomanovic, 1997).
Trilogy I: The Weeping Meadow (Trilogia I: To Livadi pou dakryzei, Germany/France/

Greece/Italy, Theo Angelopoulos, 2004).
Ulysses Gaze (To vlemma tou Odyssea, Germany/UK/Greece/France/Italy, Theo

Angelopoulos, 1995).
Voyage to Cythera (Taxı̀di sta Kı̀thira, Greece, Theo Angelopoulos, 1984).
Waiting for the Clouds (Bulutlari beklerken, Turkey/France/Germany/Greece, Yesim

Ustaoglu, 2004).
Warming Up Yesterday’s Lunch (Podgryavane na vcherashniya obed, Bulgaria/Macedonia,

Kostadin Bonev, 2002).
Welcome Home, Comrade! (Kalı̀ patrı̀da, sı̀ntrofe!, Greece, Lefteris Xanthopoulos, 1986).
Yazi Tura (Heads or Tails, Turkey/Greece, Ugur Yücel, 2004).
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