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MAKAVEJEV, DUSAN

Makavejev’s most important contribution to doc-
umentary is the innovative technique of associa-
tive montage, which he developed mostly in
feature films made from 1967 to 1975. His visual
commentary on the world’s political and histori-
cal process, straight out of the counter-cultural
zeal of the 1960s, was a profoundly subversive
one, aiming at anxieties at the intersection of
libidinal and ideological indoctrination. He had
a taste for combining Soviet and Nazi propa-
ganda with counter-culture material from beatnik
America. His unique style of political collage, rich
in historical references, impacted radical filmmak-
ing worldwide.

The director started his career as an amateur
cineaste for a Belgrade club, where he directed
several documentaries in the 1950s and collabo-
rated on many others. These early films are a
cross-breed between feature and documentary,
often with topics at the intersection of sexuality
and revolutionary politics, as seen in the 1958
short Spomencina ne treba verovati/Don't Trust
- Monuments where a woman is seen trying to
seduce a monument, overwhelmed by the silent
self-adoring superiority of the marble figure.
While cinema club Beograd produced most of
1950s documentaries, those from the early 1960s
were put out by a variety of key production
organisations across Yugoslavia—Avala, Sutjeska,
Dunav, Zagreb. On some of the Croatian-made
films, Makavejev collaborated with celebrated
poet Vasko Popa and cinematographer Octavian
Miletic; he regularly worked with editor Marko
Babac. By the mid-1960s, Makavejev had to his
credit about twenty experimental shorts and doc-
umentaries, adding to the impressive record of
Yugoslav documentary of this period, which
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included works by directors Vuk Babic, Zelimir
Zilnik, Zivojn Pavlovic, and Lazar Stojanovic.
His best-known film of the period is Parada/
Parade (1962).

Nevertheless, Makavejev’s main contribution
remains the innovative way in which he brought
together the documentary and feature genres.
The features he made in the late 1960s and
early 1970s are marked by an “extensive, het-
erogeneous usage of found footage” (Arthur,
2001: 12). Documentary footage is usually incor-
porated into feature film by adding the docu-
mentary as an extension to the fictional
narrative, normally to contextualize the fictional

‘part. Makavejev, however, ventured into the

realm of associative montage by bringing into
the fictional narrative familiar visual documents
for reexamination and placing them in noncon-
ventional combinations for the purposes of
creating new context. Here, a widely accepted
reading of given documentary footage was sub-
jected to questioning from the individual per-
spective of the filmmaker, who uses the footage
to create a personalized and sometimes subver-
sive vision of “truths” about a given historical
period or social order. In such highly personal
context, “‘objective” historical record is replaced
by associative collage (lordanova, 2001a). (Var-
iations of this approach have been used by
Andrzej Munk in Poland and by Andrei Tar-
kovsky in Russia.)

The first time Makavejev ventured into inter-
secting feature and documentary clips was in
his second feature film, Ljubavni slucaj ili tra-
gedija sluzbenice PTT/Love Affair or the Case
of The Missing Switchboard Operator (1967). In
a scene that was supposed to be the prelude to



a first sexual intercourse, Makavejev had his
Yugoslav protagonists watch TV footage of
revolutionary Russians pushing down church
crosses (from Esphir Shub’s The Fall or the
Romanov Dynasty). By using this seemingly
unrelated documentary footage, Makavejev was
not only setting up a sociopolitical context for
the love story but was also creating a complex
allegory. The challenge to the previously erect
but now falling symbols of the religious estab-
lishment was a visual equivalent to the vulner-
ability of phallic power that the film examined.

These techniques were perfected in the 1968
Nevinost bez zastite/Innocence Unprotected (1968).
in which he used parts of a prewar Yugoslav
melodrama cross-edited with newsreel material
and current interviews. Since its release in 1968,
the film has become a classical example of non-
linear narrative.

Makavejev’s innovative approach culminated

in WR: Misterije organisma/WR: Mysteries of

Organism (1971), a film about American bigotry.
counter-culture, Yugoslav communism, world re-
volution, and sexual liberation. The film opens
with a twenty-minute documentary on the Amer-
ican period in the life of Frankfurt school’s
Wilhelm Reich; it combines feature and docu-
mentary to make a nonconformist statement on
social and sexual liberation, totalitarianism and
imperialism, communism and free love. Among
overlapping subplots that can qualify as fly-on-
the-wall documentaries by themselves, WR in-
cluded a more or less straightforward fictional
narrative featuring a tense love affair between a
Yugoslav female communist activist and a Soviet
ice skater (named Vladimir Ilich, after Lenin).
both protagonists symbolizing two communist
powers at odds with each other. Standing in for
both Wilhelm Reich and World Revolution, WR
was a work of an avant-garde quality, unconven-
tionally structured around a wide array of cine-
matic techniques, mostly musical collages and
associative montages of documentary and feature
film (from documentary footage of crowds cheer-
ing Mao to feature excerpts from a 1948 Soviet
glorification of Stalin, to “shock corridor -style
scenes from an American mental institution).
In his next film, the controversial Western-
made Sweet Movie (1975), the director continued
this type of referencing by using background doc-
umentary footage of the 1941 exhumations of
the Khatyn forest massacre (committed by
Soviets against Polish army officers but blamed
on the Germans).
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The director has saild on many occasions
that to him cinema is “a guerrilla operation”
that is meant to undermine everything ‘‘that is
fixed. defined, established, dogmatic, eternal”
(Arthur, 2001). The Yugoslav Marxist-humanist
group Praxis, and its aesthetics have particularly
influenced Makavejev’s political views, by Amer-
ican avant-garde filmmaking and the 1960s
counter-culture (he has identified Kenneth
Anger as a major influence), as well as early
Soviet montage. Having been exposed to the
works of early Soviet cinema, Makavejev devel-
oped a technique that is influenced by the prin-
ciples of Soviet montage, which he adapts
for his idiosyncratic use. According to Arthur
(2001: 12), by extending the principles of shot-
to-shot montage (“"to encompass clashes of mate-
rial and elements or stylistic properties—fiction/
documentary. interviews/newsreels, black and
white/colour. colour stock/hand tinting, rapid edit-
ing/long takes. classical/folk music’”). Makavejev,
in fact, “radicalized Eisenstein’s categories of
‘tonal” and ‘intellectual’ montage in a manner that
layers intense visceral sensations over historically
resonant particulars.” g

Makavejev also perfected the art of using
stereotypes and humour. Most of his protago-
nists are stereotypical representatives of a cate-
gory such as a Serbian simpleton-strongman, an
indoctrinated stiff Russian lover, a hygiene-
obsessed Texas oil tycoon, a sensually glamorous
Latino singer, or a sexually inhibited Swedish
housewife. But he defies all stereotyping by pla-
cing his protagonists amidst nontraditional asso-
ciative sequences of cultural signifiers, thus
challenging commonplace imagination and con-
ducting an act of antirepression.

As a proponent of radical artistic and political
views, Makavejev suffered a range of censorship
acts throughout his career, both in Yugoslavia
and the West. His work enjoyed such a strong
reputation for controversy that only a few of his
numerous projects were completed, mostly because
of difficulties with financing.

Compelled to work, Makavejev made three
features in the 1980s that did not make use of
his trademark associative referencing of sexual-
ity and politics that troubled the censors so
much (and which, no wonder, were not parti-
cularly successful). He returned to using asso-
ciative political referencing and collages of
feature and documentary footage in Gorilla
Bathes at Noon (1993), dealing with the end of
the Cold War. In the 1990s. he completed an
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autobiographical documentary Hole in the Soul
(1994), produced by Scottish BBC. but failed to
secure funding for a documentary project about
Yugoslavia’s break up. In 2000, he said he
wished to make a one-minute animation that
would evolve around the endlessly changing
Balkan maps.

Film specialists consider Makavejev’'s work a
major contribution to the development of non-
linear narrative and associative montage. Con-
cerned predominantly with issues of sexuality
and politics, his oeuvre remains intricately linked
to the counter-cultural spirit of the 1960s. But he
is also something of a social prophet: In a sub-
plot meant to expose the commodification of
people in consumer society, Makavejev’s Sweet
Movie (1975) opened with a mock live TV show
in which a Texas millionaire was shown selecting
a bride among an eager group of contestants. A
quarter of a century later, an almost identical set-
up played out for real. In February 2000. the Fox
network broadcast live a programme, “Who
Wants to Marry a Millionaire?,” in which prop-
erty developer Rick Rockwell was seen choosing
a bride among a number of finalists and
proposing on the spot. The fictional stereotype
of American kitsch that Makavejev had proposed
twenty-five years ago had now become a feature
of real life.

DiNA OIRDANOVA

See also Documentary Film: Yugoslavia, Zafrano-
vic, Lordan; Zilnik, Zelimir

Biography

Born October 13. 1932 in Belgrade. Attended secondary
school in Novi Sad and graduated in psychology
from the University of Belgrade in 1955. Enrolled
in the Academy of Theatrical Arts in the class of
Prof. Hugo Klain. First worked on amateur shorts in
a Belgrade club in 1953 and has been actively
involved with documentaries since 1958. Worked
also as a TV film editor. a journalist. edited a col-
lection of fairy tales, and co-wrote a comedy. By the
time he made the controversial WR: Mysteries of
Organism (1971), he had become an internationally
acclaimed Yugoslav filmmaker (awards at Berlin,
Cannes, Chicago, Sao Paulo). WR was found out-
rageous by the Yugoslav ministry of culture and
shelved. Further projects did not receive production
approval. As travel abroad for Yugoslav citizens was
not restricted at the time, the director and his wife,
Bojana Marian (musical editor of all his films), chose
to leave the country. Live in Paris, but have also
spent extensive periods working in the United States,
Canada, Sweden, the Netherlands, Germany. Austra-
lia, and Israel. Spent most of the 1990s teaching at

840

various Universities in the United States, from Har-
vard to Berkeley.

Selected Films

1953 Jatagan mala (Yatagan Mala) (Yugoslavia): director

1956 Pecat (The Seal): director, writer

1957 Antonijevo razbijeno ogledalo (Anthony’s Broken Mir-
ror) (Yugoslavia): director, writer

1957 Spomenicima ne treba verovati/Don’t Trust Monuments
(Yugoslavia): director, writer

1957 Boje sanjaju (Colours Are Dreaming) (Yugoslavia):
director

1957 Sta je to radnicki savet (What Is a Worker's Council)
(Yugoslavia): director, writer

1957 Eci pec pec/One Potato, Two Potato . . . (Yugoslavia):
director, writer

1957 Pedagoska bajka) Educational Fairy Tale (Yugoslavia):
director

1957 Film o knjizi A.B.C./The Film About the Book A.B.C.
(Yugoslavia): director, writer

1962 Parada) Parade (Yugoslavia): director, writer

1962 Ljepotica 62/ Miss Yugoslavia 62 (Yugoslavia): direc-
tor, writer

1962 Nova domaca zivominja (New Domestic Animal)
(Yugoslavia): director

1962 Ljubavni slucaj ili tragedija sluzbenice PTT|Love Affair
of the Case of the Missing Switchboard Operator (Yugo-
slavia): writer, director

1968 Nevinost bez zastite/Innocence Unprotected (Yugosla-
via): writer, director

1971 WR: Misterija organizma/WR: Mysteries of the
Organism (Yugoslavia): writer, director

1975 Sweer Movie (France/Canada.Germany): writer,
director

1993 Gorilla Bathes at Noon (Germany): writer, director

1994 Hole in the Soul (UK): writer, director
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