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Engelen, Leen and Kris Van Heuckelom (eds.) European Cinema After the

Wall: Screening East-West Mobility. Boulder: Rowman and Littlefield. 2014.

Appearing as part of the series on Film and History from Rowman and Littlefield,
this edited collection tackles familiar European territory of post-Cold War intra-
European mobility, border crossings, and migrant lives in a fresh and highly
competent way. For a book that originated from a conference (held in 2011 at
the highly respected University of Leuven in Belgium where both editors are
based), this volume is amazingly coherent and comprehensive. [t maintains the
same high quality of writing and investigation throughout and manages to cover
the issues both in breadth and in depth. The editors have opted to only have ten
chapters, clearly pursuing quality over quantity and elegance over verbosity. In
short, [ am really pleased with this volume, which makes a great contribution to

the growing literature on these matters.

The book does not - as this is not its subject - complicate the picture by
exploring numerous other films that deal with Asians, Africans and Latin
Americans that also populate Europe’s post-Cold War universe. It stays focused
on movements within the European continent. The authors are a truly
transnational constellation, with contributions mainly from promising early-
career scholars coming from Italy (Locatelli, Pittassio), Czech Republic

(Hanakova), Belgium (Engelen, Van Heuckelom), the Netherlands (Souch), the US



(Gott, Druxes, Stob), as well as from a few ‘transplanted’ ones like Kakasi
(Hungarian based in Ireland), Bruveris (Lithuanian based in Australia), Bazgan
(Romanian based in the US). All authors have solid background in the respective
cinematic traditions and the significant artistic and ideological legacies of the
cinemas of Eastern Europe. Thus, the volume successfully avoids the annoying
trend that | have far too frequently seen elsewhere: to present these cinemas as

only having ‘emerged’ after the end of the Cold War.

In the introduction, the editors offer a wide ranging and competently written
overview of other writing on the subject, and covering the massive body of
works concerned with intra-European migrations. The approach is solidly
transnational, for the most part, and the investigation cuts across borders,
weaving references to filmic narratives together to make points about social
process at large - this is the approach that I much prefer (as opposed to
recycling textual analysis by focusing on a single text), and I am pleased to see it
developed in the majority of chapters here. Among other important aspects,
matters of the representation of Roma, Europe’s biggest transnational minority

group, are being touched on (in Gott’s and Stob’s contributons).

Michael Gott opens with a chapter exploring a number of Francophone films
focusing on migration - indeed, this has been one of the persistent topics in
French language cinema of the past two decades. Angnes Kakasi provides a close
up to similar texts, this time from Ireland, scrutinizing an example of a study of
what I call ‘interacting peripheries’ - where a country producing outmigration

until recently itself turns into an immigrant-receiving country. Massimo Locatelli



and Francesco Pittassio’s contribution builds on Italian material; here I must
specifically commend the discussion of transnational migrant actresses - ‘East
European beauties’ - which I found impressive. Likewise, Helga Druxes
investigation of film featuring mothers that are forced to leave their children
behind when taking jobs abroad to support the family, targets admirably one of
the most difficult issues of our times and the politics of its representation. The
allegorical potential of immigrant labour is, likewise, explored transnationally by
editor Van Heuckelom in his contribution. Two of the essays focus on
representations of migration within specific East European countries: Petra
Hanakova’s discussion of the perceived absence of migratory topics in Czech
cinema, is persuasive. Klara Bruveris’ discussion on selected Latvian films also
offers compelling discussion of the nationally specific background that informs

the social discourse behind her three examples.

Several of the essays, even if not separated, form something like a second part in
that they provide close-ups to specific cinematic texts. And whereas this is an
approach I find limiting, I should confirm that these essays are extremely well
written. Irina Souch’s piece looks into Suzie Halewood’s Bigga Than Ben (2008),
Jennifer Stob’s zooms in on Goran Rebic’s trans-border travelogue Donau, Duna,
Dunaj, Dunav, Donarea (2003), whilst Nicoletta Bazgan's text is on Romanian

director Cristian Mungiu'’s early Occident (2002).

So many films on migration have been made across Europe in the past two
decades, that it seems there is need to consider introducing a specific new genre

within European cinema. In the past decade I have been involved in a number of



networks, volumes, and conferences dealing with the cinema of migration (most
recently in October 2013 in Copenhagen). There is a whole new generation of
emerging scholars who commit to working on these issues. It is likely, therefore,
that the interest in exploring migratory representations will not subside but will
grow further. Given this dynamics, Engelen and Van Heucjelom’s collection has
every chance to becoming a reference for future scholarship. It is a pity,
therefore, to see it only published in hardback and for Kindle (at the outrageous
price of $71.57 /£42.63), especially in light of the fact that more and more
courses where this excellent volume could be meaningfully used are being taught
across subjects like film studies, anthropology, sociology, area studies, European
studies, and so on. At a price like this, another opportunity to raise awareness
and show how the understanding of important social process could be made
accessible to students through the examination of popular culture and films— is

missed.
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