Women in New Balkan Cinema:
Surviving on the Margins

Dina lordanova

No matter that internationally the Balkans are taken as an entity,
the Balkan nations themselves do not share a feeling of togetherness. The
cultural products of various Balkan countries can rarely be considered as
creations of a group of peoples who consciously explore the same
“chronotope.” The culture of each Balkan country stands for itself, and
today there is not much artistic exchange between the nations in the re-
gion. This is particularly true in the field of cinema. The cinemas of Bul-
garia, Romania, Greece, former Yugoslavia, and Albania are insular, par-
ticularly to each other.! This isolation is probably due to language barriers,
or to long-standing ethnic hostilities. Only if a film makes it in the West,
like Manchevski's Before the Rain, Kusturica's Underground, or
Angelopoulos’ Ulysses Gaze, is there a chance that it would be shown in
the neighboring countries. But when that happens, the realization arises
that the Balkans share, and that they have always shared, a very similar
experience. The problems are the same: isolation, patriarchy, the legacy
of communist regimes, the volatility of the post-communist reality, and a
special ethnic harmony that is now endangered by mismanaged politics. It
becomes clear that in spite of the insulation, common preoccupations and
interconnectedness mark the thematic and stylistic features of Balkan cin-
ema.

It is not a surprise, then, that in the new cinema of the Balkan
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countries one observes similarities in theme and style. These similarities in
the narrative and cinematographic approaches extend also to the depic-
tion of female protagonists. This study, based on exploration of recent
films from ex-Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Romania, will show that shared
preoccupations lead to similar treatment of the female characters, thus
asserting a concept of the Balkan woman.

At the same time, it should be stated right at the beginning: In
recent Balkan filmmaking the interest in women'’s problems does not serve
any feminist cause. All movies which will be discussed here are made by
—men. Not only because in the Balkans filmmaking is still a male-domi-
nated profession.? Traditionally, prominent male directors have been mak-
ing sincere efforts to create subtle and complex female images, routinely
writing leading roles for women rather than relegating them to supporting
parts. Still, women’s issues per se do not dominate the interest of these
filmmakers. They rather tend to use female images as a medium to ad-
dress other issues, such as oppression in interpersonal relations, social
injustice, and political hardship. Since usually women'’s characters were
conceptualized as marginal, the introduction of female protagonists al-
lows the filmmakers to exploit the limitations that mark women’s fates.
Exploring women allows the filmmakers to touch on the issues of margin-
ality and otherness in today’s cultural discourse: issues that they consider
more general and important than any feminist calls to pay more attention
to the questions of gender.

Roughly three categories can be distinguished in new Balkan films
dealing with female characters:

a) films dealing with female sexual identity in traditional patriarchal settings;

b) films exploring the crippled lives of women under totalitarianism:

c) films portraying women coping with the tough post-communist times.
Each category merits separate consideration. Virgina by Srdjan Karanovic,
The Goat’s Horn by Nikolai Volev, and Kuduz by Ademir Kenovic deal
with patriarchy and female sexual identity; and I will consider them first.
Then I will discuss Docho Bodzhakov's The Well and Evgeni Mikhailov’s
Canary Season as typical movies that use victimized female protagonists
in their analysis of totalitarianism. Finally, I will consider Mircea Daneliuk’s
Conjugal Bed and Lucian Pintilie’s The Oak, two films which concentrate
on the hectic and unattractive lives of contemporary Balkan women.

The very fact that women are made protagonists suggests atten-
tiveness to their concerns. At the same time the way female images are
explored reiterates more or less traditional approaches: considering
women'’s fates is only a device to making allegorical statements about other
issues that the filmmakers believe are more important.
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Patriarchy: Tradition and Contemporary Reality

Virgina, one of the last Yugoslav movies, deals with issues of
sexual identity in the traditional patriarchal society of the Balkans. The
story, set in the Bosnian mountains of the late 19th century, concentrates
on the fourth girl born to a couple without sons. To have only daughters is
considered a curse in the village, and the family feels disgraced. In order
to save his reputation the father vows to raise this daughter as a boy, a
“virgina,” as they call her: a female passed off as a male. The mother
does not object; in fact, she blames herself for not bearing a boy. As the
peasant wisdom puts it, it is “better to be a rooster for one day than a hen
all your life.”

Virgina

The parents take great pains to ensure that no one knows that
young Stephen, as the child is named, is actually a girl; even its sisters, it
seems, are unaware of its sexual identity. Stephen runs with the boys,
works in the fields with the father, and is expected to behave as a man in
every respect. It remains an open question, however, how Stephen him/
herself feels about his/her gender, since sooner or later s/he will have to
acknowledge that s/he is different from the boys in the neighborhood. S/
he tries hard to please her father by playing the tomboy.? Occasionally s/
he experiences spontaneous longing for the doll of a girl or sudden physi-
cal attraction to a buddy.

When the crucial moment of puberty approaches the female na-
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ture can no longer be suppressed. Virgina’s father may not want her to be
female, but she wants it, and in the end, her rebellious celebration of femi-
ninity is both moving and convincing. The momentous call of Virgina's
feminine essence proves stronger than her whole upbringing. She trium-
phantly asserts her true identity in a tragic but liberating move. She even
induces another “virgina”— an adult villager— to think of revealing him/
herself, by unwrapping the bandages that flatten her/his breasts. This grown
up virgina, who has been painfully avoiding discovery for years, now en-
viously admires Stephen’s liberation.

The imagery in Virgina recalls the Taviani Brothers’ Padre Padrone
with its stark and beautiful mountains, big pale sky, and the gray nuances
of rocks, trees, and stone houses. Mountains again provide a spectacular
backdrop for another recent film from the Balkans that explores sexual
identity: The Goat's Horn (1994, dir. Nikolai Volev) from Bulgaria.* The
film captures the smooth, poetic landscape of the Rhodopi mountains, an
area populated with Bulgarians and Turks, and simmering with centuries
of ethnic and religious tensions.

The story is classically simple. It is set in the years of Ottoman
domination of the Balkans. The wife of Karaivan, the protagonist, is bru-
tally raped and killed by three Turks. Devastated, Karaivan retires into the
wilderness, taking along Maria, his young daughter. For years father and
daughter live in complete seclusion, rarely seen by anyone and consid-
ered savage and unruly by the local community. Karaivan becomes so
protective of Maria that he raises her as a boy. Further, he wants her to
become as strong as a man so she can avenge her mother’s death. She is
supposed to kill one by one the men who raped her mother, using a sharp-
ened goat’s horn as a weapon.

Maria, however, is so feminine by nature that it turns impossible
for her to Kill. She is more preoccupied with her bursting sexuality than
with her father’s dreams of vengeance. She even commits the sin of falling
in love with a young shepherd who, worst of all, happens to be a Muslim.
The father finds out about the lover and kills him, enraged. Desperate at
the loss, Maria lets herself be killed, leaving the father devastated and
alone.

The original short story by writer Nikolai Khaitov that provides
the plot for the movie stresses Karaivan's desire to use his daughter as a
weapon of vengeance. But only men can avenge properly. The father
encourages the daughter to take a male identity by forcing her to wear
men's clothes, cutting her hair short, destroying all mirrors, throwing away
all “female gadgets,” such as “distaffs, scissors, needles,” and teaching her
to shoot and climb rocks (Khaitov, 82). The first film adaptation of The
Goat’s Horn (1972), unanimously considered one of the masterpieces of
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Bulgarian cinema, contains almost no dialogue, depicting tongue-tied
people living in harmony with the sounds of the wilderness whose loneli-
ness bears a suppressed passion for love. The 1994 remake, in contrast,
aims at a clearly articulated, psychoanalytical interpretation of sexual iden-
tities, stressing the unconsummated incest relationship of the father and
daughter. The incest theme, playing off the misshapen sexual identity of
Maria, leads to a tragic confrontation provoked by the murder of her lover.®

British-educated director of The Goat’s Horn, Volev consciously
exploits the psychoanalytically charged plot to create a movie falling within
the contemporary discourse on sexual identities. Virgina’s writer-director
Karanovic also mines his subject skillfully, with full awareness of the cur-
rent Western interest in investigations of the gender identity. In the case of
both directors’ visions of the female nature, however, there are points that
are not so convincing. Maria of The Goat’s Horn, for example, just cannot
kill since being a woman by definition makes her horrified by any act of
violence. In Virgina, the revelation of the genuine female identity of the
protagonist is triggered by the longing for a doll she just cannot suppress.
According to Volev, women and violence are mutually exclusive concepts,
and according to Karanovic, dolls are such an integral part of the female
essence that they even possess the power to decode a femininity that has
been systematically repressed.

If one takes gender identities as socio-culturally determined con-
structs that are not so deep-seated in human nature, both Virgina and The
Goat’s Horn raise some other questions, too. Would it not be logical, for
example, to expect Stephen, who was raised as a boy, to experience at
least some interest in girls as the opposite sex? (An interest which would
be of a homosexual nature in this case.) But no such experience is ex-
plored in the film. Maria’s heterosexual libido is so overwhelming that it
directs all her impulsive actions. This suggests that the sexual identities of
Virgina and Maria have remained untouched by the efforts of their special
upbringing. They have not, it seems, seen the world through a boy’s eyes
even for a moment. It is the powerful attraction to the opposite sex that in
both cases unleashes the transfiguration of the confused adolescent boy
into a blossoming young woman. Their heterosexual assertiveness is so
unshakable that it looks suspicious (and can even be interpreted as
homophobic).

With their explorations of strong female characters confronting
patriarchal traditions, Virgina and The Goat’s Horn stake out important
new territory in the cinema of the Balkans. In neither movie, however, do
the issues of sexual identity spring from situations in which women spon-
taneously explore their own selves. Rather, the gender assertions occur
only when the women are challenged by paternalistic forces tampering
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with nature.® In both movies the protagonists are forced into being male,
and they resist. Thus socially constructed dependencies such as patriarchy
are critically dissected by declaring gender an integral and invariable part
of human nature, deeper than any social constructs. In other words, while
the filmmakers critique patriarchal traditions, they do not ultimately ques-
tion one of the cornerstones of patriarchal thinking: the allegedly natural,
absolute nature of the “feminine.” It seems that Karanovic and Volev want
to cash in on the interest in topics dealing with sexual identity, but being
aware that the modern-day discourse on gender identities is not enough,
they still pay some tolls to a homegrown Balkan homophobia and mi-
sogyny.

Gender roles in today’s Balkan patriarchy are further explored in
Kuduz (1990), a film by the Sarajevan Ademir Kenovic. Based on a real
life story, it is a contemporary take on the conventions of male-domi-
nance. The protagonist, Kuduz, has recently been released from prison.
Acquaintances think it would be a good idea if he would start a family, so
they introduce him to a “matching” woman, Badema, who has a past
history of promiscuity and an extramarital daughter. But both are Muslim.
Badema has lived as a Gastarbeiter in Germany, and her emancipation is
demonstrated in her outward appearance, yet she remains conscious of
her homeland'’s patriarchal conventions. Thus, when the couple discusses
marriage on a date prearranged by matchmakers, Badema wears tight
pants instead of the loose Muslim “shalvar”; she smokes and behaves
confidently; everything in her demeanor suggests that she is a modern
woman. At the same time, she does not seem disturbed by Kuduz's stern
warning that “one marries only once.” She easily accepts his stiff patriar-
chal demands, which at first are only roughly outlined. Only later do his
demands become edicts.

Kuduz and Badema marry. He makes a caring father for her child.
In due time, however, Badema commits adultery, and as a result, Kuduz
kills her. He abducts the child and escapes. The local people and relatives,
outraged, chase Kuduz and kill him at the film’s conclusion.

Badema'’s increased gender confidence and self-esteem make
Kuduz look anachronistic. She stands for her own sexuality; she asserts
her own freedom (no matter how controversial and how promiscuous she
may have been). Thus, she undermines patriarchy. Unfortunately, in the
Balkans this is still accomplished at the peril of a woman'’s life. Far more
unfortunately, it is unclear how Kuduz’s creators feel about this situation.
They seem to sympathize more with their sentimental, patriarchal pro-
tagonist, who is presented as a victim of the “system,” than with the sub-
versive headstrong female, who is depicted as a callous and unapprecia-
tive rebel.
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Paradoxically, while the women of the past (Virgina, Maria) are
presented positively as assertive and strong, when it comes to depicting
modern women, directors seem to find more appeal in creating female
images of passive martyrs. At least, this seems to be the case when one
looks at films that deal with the totalitarian period.

Totalitarianism: Endurance in the Name of the Children

The wave of films depicting the traumas of the Stalinist years marks
an important tendency in the new Balkan filmmaking. Until recently it was
impossible to work on film projects dealing with the legacy of totalitarian-
ism. Today, in contrast, many filmmakers eagerly venture into plots ex-
ploring this period of post-war history. Critics have observed, however,
that filmmakers often try to tailor their post-Stalinist stories to fit current,
revisionist ideologies, and as a result, many recent films about the period
end up serving only ad hoc political needs without really providing deeper
explorations on humanistic or historical topics (Najdenova).

Two Bulgarian movies can serve as a good example. In both The
Well and The Canary Season the protagonists—casualties of totalitarian-
ism—are female, and their oppressors—agents of totalitarianism—are male.
The socio-historical-ideological clash between good and evil surfaces as a
clash between the sexes, with innocent female victims and evil male per-
petrators. Female sexuality is depicted as passive and submissive while
male sexuality is exploitative, violent, and excessively carnivorous. Both
films span the 1950s and '60s; both deal with family tragedies; both criti-
cally depict the traditional patriarchal mentality of the Balkans.” The men,
strong and ambitious, are members of the “new class” of communist rul-
ers. They are the ones who dictate and oppress. The women, politically
indifferent, are the ones who submit and remain passive in their personal
relations. They mostly have mastered the art of suffering and endurance.

The Well (1990) was one of the first post-communist releases.
Written and directed by Docho Bodzhakov, it tells the story of a village
teacher, a young widow whose husband gets killed after the communists
take over Bulgaria in 1944. The widow is forced to raise her daughter
alone. Angel, the communist leader who was responsible for Maria's
husband’s death, is also a single parent, raising a son. He takes advantage
of his strong non-punishable position, rapes Maria, and over time contin-
ues forcing her to have sex with him, until finally she commits suicide.
After her death Angel takes the wretched eight year old daughter to an
orphanage in town. He wants the girl far away from his son, who has
become strongly attached to the girl.
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Ten years later Daria, the daughter, returns: she has become a
juvenile delinquent interned by the militia. Daria looks so much like her
mother that Angel, who is still in charge of everything in the village, feels
strongly attracted to her. Daria, however, feels genuinely in love with her
childhood friend, Angel’s son. Their affair remains purely platonic, while
she soon falls victim to the sexual appetites of the father and has to endure
his unsavory caresses. Daria attempts suicide. Angel decides she is a trouble-
maker and has the militia take her away. His son makes a last attempt to
keep her in the village, but in vain. Daria is carried away, passive and non-
resistant, into a future that promises more grim ordeals. Thus, the amoral
promiscuity of the communist destroys not only the mother but the daughter
as well, further compounded by the tragedy of the son.

The imposed and accepted victimization, endurance, and passiv-
ity of the women in The Well can also be found in The Canary Season ®
Lili, the film’s protagonist, is a single mother whose 20 year-old son con-
fronts her, requesting to know the identity of his father. A battered mother,’
she accepts the challenge and gradually tells him the story of her terrible
ordeal, which the filmmakers narrate with flashbacks to Lili's past. In the
flashbacks, set in the 1950s, Lili becomes the rape victim of a Comsomol
activist, is forced to marry him, and is subsequently exposed to all sorts of
humiliations. She is sent to a concentration camp, where she witnesses
the myriad horrors of communist “correction” efforts. Eventually she is
locked up in a mental hospital where the guards subject her to sexual
advances. Finally released, Lili comes to the conclusion that most of her
fellow citizens have become servants of the system that destroyed her life.
To her living means simply enduring the despair.

In both The Well and The Canary Season, women are silently
and gradually tormented, mostly through their sexuality. They become
victims of violent sexual assaults, even in relationships that they seek of
their own free will. Communism is shown to have created a “twisted kind
of masculine bravery” (Young).!? This way, however, an old cliché from
communist-era films persists in post-communist filmmaking. Back then it
was about morally superior communist women falling victim to the per-
verted and excessive sexual appetites of capitalists and fascists. Today the
sexual villains are communists, bestially promiscuous and lacking any moral
values. The new works just play the old tune, hoping that viewers' com-
passion for the fate of defenseless women will accept the political message
that comes along. Filmmakers feel compelled to tell the depressing stories
of people whose lives were destroyed by communist persecution. Whether
they do this merely to be ideologically correct or out of sincere conviction
is a matter beyond the scope of this study. Regardless, there is nothing
new in the scheme of the contemporary scenarios: innocent and helpless
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women get victimized by brutal and amoral men who are not only en-
dowed with masculinity, but also have political power and control all pos-
sible forms of redress.

Harsh Realities of Post-Communist Times: Survival

When it comes to films depicting women in today’s post-commu-
nist reality, the story is more or less about endurance once again. Oppres-
sors, however, are not personified by individual villains, nor even by an
evil political force. The predicament now comes from the turmoil of the
new social reality. The lesson for women is that they must learn to adapt
to the harsh, new circumstances. Perhaps the best examples of these strat-
egies of survival are to be found in some recent works of the Romanian
cinema.

The Oak, directed by veteran Lucian Pintilie,!! suggests that
women are tougher then men. It is set in 1988, shortly before the fall of
the Ceausescu regime. The sense of the approaching end of the corrupt
totalitarian kingdom is in the air. The father of Nela, the female protago-
nist,'? is a retired Securitate colonel, dies in a downtrodden apartment in
Bucharest. Then Nela, who is an educational psychologist, takes a night-
marish journey to a provincial town where she has accepted a job working
with gifted children. During the journey she is gradually surrounded by
growing chaos, confronted with the turmoil of the last days of the declin-
ing Ceausescu empire. Once Nela reaches the dirty industrial town where
she will work, she gets raped by a group of men. Contrary to expectation,
her rape does not become a major topic in the film: it figures as just an-
other episode of the grim routine. American critics all seem to wonder
why the rape does not become a central device of the plot. Michael
Wilmington claims that it is difficult to “feel much” for Nela's character
because she endures the gang-rape with such stony resignation. Stanley
Kauffmann notes, “She is no more emotionally troubled by the rape than
if she had been in a minor traffic accident.” From a Balkan point of view,
however, the film's treatment plays quite differently: unfortunately, rape is
an everyday reality in today’s Balkans, and it would be an unaffordable
emotional luxury for Nela to allow herself to be devastated by this experi-
ence. If Pintilie had let his protagonist experience the trauma of the rape
more extensively, the movie would not only seem implausible, but it would
fail to deliver its message. Nela does not have many choices about how to
survive; her “stony resignation” is not a trait of her character, but rather
the only attitude that she can take if she is to go on living.!?
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In the hospital where Nela ends up, she meets a “mischievously
defiant” (Wilmington) doctor whose life is at least as chaotic as hers. Within
hours Nela and the doctor become the closest of friends, and by the evening
—Ilovers. There is nothing romantic or sentimental in their love affair. One
even wonders if it could be called a love affair at all. The intimacy is based
more on their social marginalization than on sexual attraction.'

The Oak portrays a post-communist type of woman: a strong
survivor who faces the challenges of tough times but has the persistence
to be herself. This is probably the only recent Balkan film that depicts a
woman who is entirely in control of her sexuality, who does not let herself
be looked upon as a victim (although she may even be one sometimes),
who does not let herself be exploited by patriarchy (although she lives in a
society which is patriarchal in its roots), and whose sexual relations are not
promiscuous, although her lovers may be numerous.

The reality of Romania of the late 1980s and the 1990s shocks,
as is evident in the utterly gloomy The Conjugal Bed (Romania, 1991, Dir.
Mircea Daneliuk), * which “uses the well-worn metaphors of prostitution
and insanity to suggest a society near collapse” (Holden). '® This pessimis-
tic film tells the story of the odious cinema theater manager Vassile, who,
unable to adapt to the sweeping social changes, gradually turns insane,
committing suicide at the end. Vassile is not an appealing character, but
neither are the two women in the film—Carolina, his wife, and Stela, first
a box office cashier and then prostitute.

Throughout the movie Carolina is unemployed, dishevelled, noisy,
and pregnant with an unwanted child. She mourns the Ceasuescus and
would like to see communist times return. But she also seems to adapt
well to the new realities. In an effort to make some money she rents the
family home to a film crew shooting a hard core porno piece. This type of
enterpreneurship is what is needed to survive in the new times, the film
suggests. Symbolically, she also survives the hard-to-watch assault of
Vassile, who becomes totally unadaptable and hostile to everyone after a
brief incarceration in a mental hospital. The outcome of this probably
most violent scene in post-communist filmmaking!? is paradoxically re-
versed to enhance the sense of chaos: Vassile, the aggressor, ends up a
fragile victim, while Carolina, the formal victim, gets off safely.

Everybody in The Conjugal Bed speaks about starting a busi-
ness, be it selling balloons or shooting porn. Everything is now called a
“business company.”'® Stela the cashier becomes a prostitute, or rather
she enters an “escort business” run by her husband. Under communism,
Stela was merely promiscuous. While she was still working at the cinema,
she used to have sex with Vassile, at that time her boss. Now, in a situation
where one’s own body is the only capital available for venturing into the
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new capitalism, her promiscuity is exploited as a business asset. Stela also
survives, and appears in the film’s grim epilogue as a run-down toothless
prostitute. Like Pintilie, Daneliuk also seems to share the belief that women
adapt better then men to today’s tough times: they handle the bleak post-
communist realities successfully, they are masters of whatever there is still
to come.

The Conjugal Bed

In How We Survived Communism and Even Laughed, Croatian
feminist journalist Slavenka Drakulic portrays Balkan women as suruvi-
vors, well-versed in endurance. It is the idea of survival contained in the
title that made the book so popular. Communism was something to en-
dure, to survive, Drakulic claims, and this seems also to be the basic claim
of Balkan film directors such as Bodzhakov and Mikhailov, who deal with
the fates of women from Stalinist times. Directors such as Pintilie or Daneliuk
make this same claim for the contemporary Balkans, as we see from their
long-suffering heroines.!

The protagonists of Virgina and The Goat’s Horn were also op-
pressed, but the oppressor was easy to identify, and in both cases it hap-
pened to be the father, or, more generally, patriarchy. In today’s realities
paternalism and patriarchy have taken new shapes, and social institutions
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play the oppressor’s role. The issue is no longer the suppression of gender
identity, it is a specific gender ostracism that limits women’s choices. Women
can endure suffering passively (Lili of Canary Season, Daria of The Well),
or can become unsympathetic outcasts (Badema of Kuduz, Carolina and
Stela of The Conjugal Bed), but if they decide to fight for themselves they
will have to be risking their lives (Nela of The Oak).

Some time ago len Ang claimed that contemporary European
cinema has “to learn how to marginalize itself, to see its present in its
historical particularity and its limitedness, so that Europeans can start re-
lating to cultural ‘others’ in new, more modest and dialogic ways” (28). All
the movies analyzed here come from the Balkans, a cultural periphery of
Europe so marginal that it is often even left beyond Europe’s semantic
borders. All these films are made by directors who are conscious of the
marginality of their own cultures and of the “historical particularity and
limitedness” of their plots and narratives, and who know how to make
these an asset. They are aware of the established stereotypes in represent-
ing the Balkans and play around them in different ways. By choosing to
depict women as their protagonists they challenge the viewer to go one
step further in exploring the “other.” They are neither closely familiar with
the current feminist discourse, nor committed to it. They draw on women's
issues such as gender oppression, exploited sexuality, patriarchal tradi-
tions, and feminized poverty only in the wider context of “the margin.”
Their primary concern is to show the historical limitations and marginality
of the fates of their protagonists, and thus to contribute uniquely to the
discourse of Europe’s marginality from their own position on the margin.

Notes

1. In spite of the fact that in the field of film scholarship there are
a few studies dealing with the cinema of the Balkans as a whole, the con-
cept of “Balkan cinema” is fairly artificial, since there is no real exchange
of ideas and artifacts among these countries. (See for example Stoil, Michael
Jon. Cinema Beyond the Danube. Metuchen. N.J: Scarecrow P, 1974.)

2. | am only aware of one recent “feminist” movie out of the
Balkans: the Bulgarian Burn, Burn, Little Flame (female screenwriter - M.
Tomova; female director - R. Petkova, and female DP - Sv. Ganeva), which,
although it has a female protagonist, is rather focused on issues of ethnic
conflict.

3. Marta Keler, the young actress whose performance critics find
“straightforward and honest, without frills and fanciness” (Canby), received
the European Felix award for 1991.
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4. Considered a Bulgarian classic, the original film version of The
Goat’s Horn was made in 1972 by the late Methody Andonov from a
short story by Nikolai Khaitov. The new version was directed by Volev in
1994. According to Ronald Holloway, “the tale of vengeance in The Goat’s
Horn, honed to a ballad or legend by centuries of storytelling, may have
had its roots in ancient Thrace” (57), and “the film is made in the style of
ancient tragedy.” (164).

5. The beloved one is a Turk only in the 1994 remake of The
Goat’s Horn, not in the original story and in the 1972 adaptation. Appar-
ently Khaitov, who worked on the script, agreed with (or even suggested)
the change, thus bringing the interpretation up-to-date and stressing the
topic of “the Other” in which the current Bulgarian nationalist discourse
quite often is assigned a Muslim identity.

6. If one looks at the general picture of Balkan filmmaking, how-
ever, there is no systematic discourse about female gender identity, and
women in traditional society are pretty much depicted as devoted shad-
ows of their men. Albanian director Kujtim Cashku’s Ballad of Kurbini
(1991) is a good example.

7. Further, in both cases father and son end up entangled in a
deadly confrontation, the son symbolizing good forces and the father—
the evil ones. The destruction of a father-son relationship again suggests
the profound crisis of patriarchy which is of such importance in the Balkan
tradition. Raising children in inhuman conditions is another populist myth
of bravery that is explored fully in these films.

8. The DP for the film is one of the few East European women-
cinematographers, Eli Yonova.

9. The absurdity and amorality prevails in the film from the very
beginning: the son prevented his mother from being raped, but was then
imprisoned for beating up the rapist. Upon his release from jail, he came
back home only to find his mother living with the rapist. A similar confron-
tation of mother and son is the basis for the dramatic conflict of the Roma-
nian anti-utopian fantasy-tale Hotel de Lux (1992, dir. Dan Pita).

10. In The Canary Season we also see some brutal and inhuman
female prison guards who ruthlessly torture the female prisoners. Many of
the camp scenes are reminiscent of the Polish films The Interrogation (1982)
and Surveillance (1984), as if borrowed from these films. It is possible,
however, that the Bulgarian filmmakers were not familiar with the Polish
movies.

11. The most recent work of Pintilie, An Unforgettable Summer,
also features a female protagonist (Kristin Scott-Thomas) but deals with
the ethnic variety of the Balkans, set in 1925 on the Romanian-Bulgarian
border in Dobruja.
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12. Played by Maia Morgenstern, who received a Felix award for
Best Actress in 1993 (Salcuseanu). The actress also has the female lead in
Angelopoulos’ Ulysses’ Gaze (1995).

13. Critics also cannot help wondering at some typically Balkan
behavior and negative emotions such as “contagious hatred” and “scorn
and contempt for authority” (Taylor).

14. Wilmington claims that “few protagonist couples in modern
cinema can seem so outrageously nasty and unpleasant” as Nela and
Mitica. “Compared to their deportment, the psycho lovers of a movie like
True Romance are sun-smitten love-puppies.”

15. The most recent work of Daneliuk is the 1995 release of an
anti-utopian satire, Senator’s Snails, which was also an entry of the offi-
cial competition at Cannes that year.

16. Here is how the film was classified by the American critics:
“Bed” suggests a desperate-in-Bucharest variation on the sort of smugly
coarse domesticity that “Married . . . With Children” has made popular
among complacent lowbrows in the American television audience. It should
also be endorsed on sight by everyone who thrills to the excesses in such
movies as Natural Born Killers and Pulp Fiction, admired in some quar-
ters as fearless, if brutal, social satire (Arnold).

17. In a domestic assault scene that surpasses the terror of similar
scenes in the Strawdogs and Clockwork Orange, Carolina, who is in the
sixth month of her pregnancy, is repeatedly and violently stabbed in the
belly, then suffocated with the clothes-line, whereupon a nail is hammered
in her skull.

18. One can find interesting depictions of Romanian prostitutes
approaching men in Kaplan's Balkan Ghosts and Codrescu’s Hole in the
Flag. According to Anderson, the film is “a bitterly sardonic romp through
post-Ceausescu Romania where sex is money, money is sex, money is
money and totalitarianism is a fond memory.”

19. These two films illustrate the claim that graphic sex and vio-
lence have become an inseparable part of post-communist filmmaking. It
is mostly because they were banned from the screen during communist
times, but also because East European filmmakers often believe, keeping
in mind the success of American films, that these are the features that
attract wider audiences. Sex and violence in The Oak and The Conjugal
Bed, however, are a necessary part of the narrative, which cannot be said
about many other works of recent filmmaking from the Balkans .

Filmography:

The Canary Season. 1993, Bulgaria. Written and directed Evgeni Mikhailov.
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Camera Eli Yonova. With Plamena Getova, Paraskeva Djukelova, Petar
Popyordanov.

The Conjugal Bed. 1991, Romania. Dir. Mircea Daneliuk. With Gheorge
Dinica, Lia Bugnar.

Goat’s Horn. 1994, Bulgaria. Dir. Nikolai Volev. Based on Nikolai Khaitov.
With Elena Petrova and Petar Popyordanov.

Kuduz. 1990, Yugoslavia. Dir. Ademir Kenovic.

The Oak. 1991, Romania. Dir. Lucian Pintilie. With Maia Morgenstern
and Razvan Vasilescu.

Virgina. 1991, Yugoslavia.Written and directed by Srdjan Karanovic. With
Marta Keler.

The Well, 1990, Bulgaria. Written and directed by Docho Bodzhakov. With
Lyuben Chatalov, Vanya Tzvetkova, Petar Popyordanov.
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