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When I was asked by the editors of  KinoKultura to prepare a special issue on “Serbian” cinema, I was assigned a bittersweet task. This was yet another reminder that Yugoslavia, the country of my birth and my childhood, which I remember so fondly and loved so deeply, was no more. 

Although I was born in Belgrade of a Serbian mother and a Russian father, I never considered myself either Serb or Russian, but Yugoslav, as did so many of my generation. Even though scholars, political observers and nationalists of all stripes may try to tell us that Yugoslavia was an artificial construct, the country was an important player from the end of WW II through at least the 1970s not only in the geo-political sphere, but in the cultural one as well. Nowhere was the idea and reality of “Yugoslavia” more fruitful than in its cinema. 

While the first home-grown Serbian feature film may have been made as early as 1906 (as one of the contributors points out), a full-fledged cinema industry, with its recognizable propaganda and nation-building functions, was only created after the end of WW II in Tito’s Socialist Federated Republic of Yugoslavia. (The pre-WWI Kingdom of Serbia had became part of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes in 1918 and had been renamed the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1929.) As in the Soviet Union, government support of the cinema industry, for all of its ability to censor, sometimes ferociously, the final “product”—the film—had a beneficial effect as well. 

Yugoslavia produced, especially in the 60s and 70s, but also in the 80s and 90s films and filmmakers who could compete on the world stage: Aleksandar Petrović, Dušan Makavejev, Goran Paskaljević and Emir Kusturica—to name just a few. And films that won awards at festivals, and sometimes world-wide acclaim, often had cast and crew representing the best talent in the various republics. 

The bringing together of creative talent from all the republics of Yugoslavia in creating a 

“Yugoslav” cinema industry and a “Yugoslav” cultural identity in some ways parallels the development of “Soviet” cinema, particularly since the 1960s when raw talent from many of the Soviet republics came to Moscow to be educated in the State Film Institute (VGIK) and to acquire a “Soviet” cultural identity. (I will never forget Rashid Nugmanov, the talented and controversial young director of the Kazakh New Wave of the late 80s, saying at a film 

conference in either the very late 80s or early 90s that he considered himself a “Soviet” 

filmmaker. And that had nothing to do with politics, since his 1988 film  The Needle ( Igla) deconstructed Soviet experience and mythology.) However, Tito’s break with the Soviet Union in the late 40s and Yugoslavia’s politically “unaligned” status thereafter allowed Yugoslav filmmakers, unlike their Soviet counterparts, not only to work together, but to travel and to be educated abroad (creating the influential “Prague School”), and to be a part of the larger European artistic community. For the countries behind the Iron Curtain, Yugoslavia—and Yugoslav cinema in particular—represented creative freedom and a “window to the west.” 

So what happened to “Yugoslav” cinema? And where is “Serbian” cinema in all this? Within post WW II Yugoslavia Serbia was the largest constituent republic, with the largest film audience, and largest film production. As Ana Janković Piljić points out in her article here, a healthy majority, some 549 out of a total of 890 films made in socialist Yugoslavia, were Serbian productions or co-productions. Nevertheless, the official country of production, the entries to foreign festival, the “national” designation for the films, was “Yugoslavia.” I am not sure that many outside of Yugoslavia knew in the 1980s that Rajko Grlić was a Croatian and Srdjan Karanović a Serbian filmmaker. The government’s now discredited and much ridiculed policy of 

“brotherhood and unity” of the different peoples of Yugoslavia really did take root within its film world (as it did in the Soviet Union), and its loss was keenly felt by filmmakers who, after the breakup of Yugoslavia, found themselves in separate, at times, warring countries. As some of the texts in this issue point out, recent Serbian films have seen a purposeful “reclaiming” of the Yugoslav cinematic heritage, bringing together, for example, famous actors from different republics, as, among others, Goran Marković does in his 2008 film  The Tour (reviewed here). 

So when did Yugoslavia stop being Yugoslavia? This is not an easy question to answer. The de-facto breakup took place in 1991, as most of us know, when, in turn, Slovenia, Croatia and Macedonia declared independence, followed in 1992 by international recognition of Bosnia and Hercegovina, leaving Serbia and Montenegro (and the autonomous provinces of Vojvodina and Kosovo) in the “rump” state of Yugoslavia, renamed in 1992 from the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia to the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The U.S., for example, insisted in the 1990s on calling the two remaining republics Serbia and Montenegro and not Yugoslavia, when the country officially called itself Yugoslavia until 2003, becoming first the Union of Serbia and Montenegro, and then in 2006, the independent state of Serbia. (I personally came across the Alice-in-Wonderland bureaucratic madness in the naming of my country when the U.S. passport office refused to give me a new passport in 1995 with country of birth as “Yugoslavia,” and insisted on “Serbia and Montenegro,” which I, in turn, refused to accept. So for ten years I carried an American passport that had only the city of Belgrade listed as my birthplace, with no country at all, which for me represented a real as well as symbolic erasure of Yugoslavia.) And when did Yugoslav cinema end and Serbian cinema begin? I am acutely aware that what should follow is, by rights and in all fairness, a description of what happened in all the republics of the former Yugoslavia, but my assigned task here is Serbia. Hopefully there will be future issues of  Kinokultura on Croatian, Slovenian, Bosnian and other, now Balkan, cinemas. One thing is for certain: the country’s breakup had a deleterious effect on its cinema industry and often, unfortunately, on the quality of films subsequently produced—a story repeated all over the former eastern bloc countries and in the post-Soviet states: movie theaters closed, audiences 

shrank as did film production. As the largest of the studios and industries within Yugoslavia, Serbia fared better and began its revival sooner. It is perhaps the only country in the region where Serbian films had, along the usual western, read Hollywood, imports, good box office. 

Approximately a quarter of some million and a half viewers in 2007 went to see domestic films. 

Now around 15 films are annually produced in Serbia, far outpacing the production of any of the other former republics of Yugoslavia. 

And despite the fact that officially films produced in Serbia continued to list the country of production as Yugoslavia until 2003, one could really say that Yugoslav cinema, as the world knew it, ended with the country’s breakup in 1991 when the collaboration that made it 

“Yugoslav” was no longer possible. Or at least it was to be a different Yugoslav cinema centered basically only in Serbia. But as several of our contributors have pointed out, after the traumas of the 90s, a so-called called “New Serbian Cinema” emerged at the beginning of this century and millennium.  It is, in fact, primarily to this “New Serbian Cinema” that this issue is devoted. 

What is not being raised in this discussion, and in this issue, is the whole question of the relevance of  the designation of a “national” cinema in a world where, increasingly, small countries can only co-produce films, often with a number of other countries, where funding comes from the European Union to whose membership so many of the former eastern bloc and former Yugoslav republics, now countries, seem to aspire, where the directors themselves live in many places and have many identities (Kusturica for example), and where casts and crews are multi-national, and even the films themselves multi-lingual. But this is not the case in Serbia. 

Right now, judging from the kinds of films made in Serbia today, and judging by what Serbian critics write about them, it seems very important to carve out a new national identity for Serbian cinema, to attempt to match the glory days of former Yugoslav cinema, and to “reclaim” the Serbian filmmakers’ rightful place within that cinema. 

It is important to note at this point what this issue on Serbian cinema is NOT about. It is not about Yugoslav cinema before 1991 (even if produced in Serbia), and not about its major, highly acclaimed filmmakers, whether Serbian by nationality or not. The history of that cinema is well-known and there is a substantial extant literature on it in English beginning with Daniel J. 

Goulding’s expanded classic study,  Liberated Cinema: The Yugoslav Experiment, 1945-1991. 

   Much has been written aboutthe life and films of Emir Kusturica, arguably the most acclaimed recent filmmaker, certainly in terms of world-wide reputation and awards, and sheer notoriety, whose career spans the Yugoslav, Bosnian, and Serbian cinemas. Two books, again in English, deserve mention here: Dina Iordanova’s  Emir Kusturica (2002) and Goran Gocić’s  The Cinema of Emir Kusturica: Notes from the Underground (2001). The period of Yugoslavia’s breakup and the cinema of the 90s is covered by Dina Iordanova (again) in her 2001 study:  Cinema of Flames: Balkan Film, Culture and the Media and most recently by Pavle Levi’s  Disintegration in Frames:  Aesthetics and Ideology in the Yugoslav and Post-Yugoslav Cinema (2007). It is noteworthy that the cinemas in the region of the former Yugoslavia are now geographically reconfigured as part of “Balkan” cinema and not only designated as “post-Yugoslav.” 

In preparing this issue I asked the well-known and highly respected film specialist Miroljub Vučković of Film Center Serbia, also the Program Director of FEST (the long-standing international film festival in Belgrade), to help find contributors in Belgrade. Ever energetic, Mr. 

Vučković in turn suggested that this was a rare opportunity to co-edit a dual language, English-Serbian, Film Center Serbia publication of younger Serbian scholars, critics and filmmakers reflecting upon recent Serbian cinema. He invited and selected the writers, while I worked on editing and revising the translations of some linguistically and theoretically very challenging Serbian texts.  Introducing Youth: Self-Reflections on Serbian Cinema (Uvodjenje mladosti: Sami sebe naslikati)  appeared at the very end of 2008, and the articles found here are versions of a number of those texts, further revised, at times shortened, with parts retranslated and re-edited by me. I am very grateful to Mr. Vučković for providing the Serbian voices from Belgrade, an eclectic group who discuss genre, the grotesque, social horror, popular cinema, postmodern auteurist cinema, the influence of American film, woman as “other” and Serbia as “other,” and the movement from the hard-hitting, often outrageous, dark comedies, the inheritors of the Black Wave to the recent so-called “rosy” wave of  lighter films for audiences hungry for escape from the trauma of war and bombing and the resulting political, economic and social instability of modern-day Serbia. I may not always agree with their interpretations, and I suspect that the 

“death of the patriarchal” in the “New Serbian Cinema” may be overstated, but I find the application of contemporary film theory an interesting phenomenon as young critics try to move away from both “socialist” and “realist” criticism. 

The second part of this issue, containing the reviews of individual films, was commissioned by me from scholars and critics both “over here” and “over there”—in some cases I recommended a film, in others the reviewers made their own suggestions. The reviews are meant to complement the films that are discussed in the articles and to highlight the most recent production of 2008 

and 2009, which was not covered in the articles. The aim was to present a wide spectrum of new Serbian films, rather than choose what might arguably be the best or best-known ones. I hope that, together, these articles and reviews offer, not only an overview of the state of contemporary Serbian cinema and society, but also new insights into individual films and filmmakers, many of whom are in fact, worthy continuators of the best traditions of Yugoslav cinema. 

The Dionysian Past and the Apollonian 

Future of Serbian Cinema (Žilnik, Kusturica, 

Dragojević) 

By Goran Gocić (Belgrade)  

© Goran Gocić, 2009  

Probably the dichotomy most relevant for understanding Serbian cinema (and Serbian culture, as well as its relation to the ruling global model) is Nietzsche’s division of art into Apollonian and Dionysian.[1] The Serbian affinity or immersion in a Dionysian type of culture postulates something uncultivated and wild in content and, in plain language, messy in form. 

Simultaneously, in its dirtiness and rawness also lies its vitality, its relentless and uncontrolled power. That applies both to the content (which is the basic selling point of Serbian culture in 

foreign markets) and to the original, but uncultivated form—the so-called “black wave”that appeared in the 1960s in Serbian cinema with collage editing strategies, Brechtian shouting of paroles, picaresque, absurd or surreal plots and the fetishizing of marginal groups.The unbridled, surreal collage strategy in the films of Dušan Makavejev—which would turn out to be a key Serbian contribution to European cinema—was generated from pure improvisation and need. 

When the already shot feature material was found to be too short in  Love Affair, or the Case of the Missing Switchboard Operator ( Ljubavni slučaj, or tragedija službenice PTT, 1967), the resourceful Makavejev filled in some documentary material in order make the film longer than sixty minutes. He squeezed the maximum from relatively bad working conditions, that is, he included bad installations and a broken string in his most successful collage:  WR: Mysteries of the Organism ( WR: Misterije Organizma, 1971), the anti-stalinist docu-drama on Wilhelm Reich, sprinkled with archival material and nudist sketches. 

 Social Horror, a Manifestation of the Dionysian Pole Another concept essential for understanding Serbian cinema can be unofficially named “social horror.” Social horror was generated by crossing the Dionysian concept with strong social/political satire and a type of theater of cruelty. Through social horror Serbian cinema channeled the suffering of the so-called “little man,” and Serbian filmmakers found a safety valve for a trenchant liberal criticism of communism. The quintessence of social horror remains the Serbian Black Wave from the 1960s, but it continued to reproduce later: in the 1980s it captured the difficult economic and political crisis, while in the 1990s it delved into the wars of Yugoslav succession. Its screenplays marked a string of sobering facts: horrors of the suburban underworld, maladjusted poor folks, pariah ethnic communities, petty (rather then career) criminal subcultures and other social outcasts.[2] 

Just as the majority of Serbian films are “war” films  (the so-called “partisan”  film being the most representative Serbian film genre), so the majority of Serbian films can also be classified under the meta-generic term “social horror” (including, apart from the Black Wave, brutal social/political satires made more recently, anti-war films and black comedies). Simply put, through Serbian history/cinematography is unmistakably woven that middle-European existentialist thread: the cruelty of social and historical circumstances that fatefully corrupts heroes and destroys their destinies. 

The basic question is whether the audience wants to know the tough, sobering truths about itself, that are expressed in social horror. Apparently, squaring this circle was solved by the best Serbian dramatic writer Dušan Kovačević, who would continue the tradition of the great Serbian comedy writers. He would cultivate and develop social horror in a sublimated, absurd, multi-layered, more digestible style—and still in a typically Serbian version of black humor. Thanks to the miraculous pairing with the directing of Slobodan Šijan, one of his plays and one short screenplay would grow into masterpieces.  The Marathon Family ( Maratonci trče počasni krug, 1982)and  Who’s Singing Over There ( Ko to tamo peva, 1980) will be remembered as most significant moments in Serbian cinema.[3] 

The contemporary residue of  social horror are sagas of drug addicts, begun in films such as  Just this once ( Još ovaj put 1983, Dragan Kresoja) and the more radical,  Landscapes in the Mist ( Pejzaži u magli, 1984, Jovan Jovanović). In the 1990s drug abuse, combined in film  with 
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pyramid-scheme banking and street crime, will become a social constant in Serbia in films such as   Three Summer Days ( Tri letnja dana,  1998) by Mirjana Vukomanović,  The Absolute Hundred ( Apsolutnih sto, 2001) by Srdan Golubović and  Virtual Reality ( Virtuelna stvarnost, 2001) by Ratiborka Ćeremilac. 

No one, not even the creators of the Black Wave, could predict that their maxims would one day become the norm: firstly the norm of contemporary Serbian cinema through social horror, and later also the formula for the Serbian existential breakdown. Films about petty, charming con men would be replaced by films about career mafiosi. The underworld would not be an anomaly anymore, as immortalized in the theatre of cruelty films:  Rage ( Do koske, 1996) by Slobodan Skerlić,  Cabaret Balkan ( Bure baruta, 1999) by Goran Paskaljević,  Wheels ( Točkovi, 2000 )  and The Mechanism ( Mehanizam, 2002) by Djordje Milosavljević. The rats would awaken, and the hard-working, quiet, and respectable world would move out of film and the media, remaining present in the public arena only as a statistic.[4]  

Žilnik: Dionysian Content and Style 

Želimir Žilnik (the only “black wave” director who is still making films) is the best in caricaturing the lawlessness of “badly” made cinema. Žilnik’s opus rests on extreme carelessness in form: a reporter’s camera, the asymmetrically composed shot, basic technology, amateur actors, improvised dialogues and so on. When this is combined with the uncommon presence of outcast, marginal, sexually and politically alternative lifestyles and unbridled Dionysian content—we get a filmmaker who probably most thoroughly incarnates in film the Dionysian ideals of Serbian culture. 

In dedicating himself to the labor market and sub-

themes within it Žilnik’s variant of  social horror has a smiling face whether he covers unemployment in  Unemployed People ( Nezaposleni ljudi, 1968) and  Hot Salaries ( Vruće plate, 1987), emigrants in  Second Generation ( Druga generacija, 1986),  Fortress Europe ( Tvrdjava Evropa, 2001), and  Europe Next Door ( Evropa preko plota, 2005)  or sexual sub-cultures in Early Works ( Rani radovi, 1969), and  The Marble Ass ( Dupe od mramora, 1995). Striking is the readiness of the director, who is now in his sixties, to react quickly to micro-social and macro-political changes, for which his economical and speedy filming is an ideal option. 
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Apart from the prejudice that films on the Roma might in some way compromise the Serbian cinema industry, the facts in the case are proving  the opposite to be true. The Roma are, at least where the Balkans are concerned, the guardians of the Dionysian mood and the pagan, eastern unruliness in music and in cinema. One might say they make Serbian cinema competitive on the world scene, and play a significant role in the tradition of Serbian cinema—from the abovementioned classics of Petrović, Šijan and Kusturica, all the way to documentary hits such as Pretty Diana (Boris Mitić, 2003) and  The Shutka Book of Records (Š utka— knjiga rekorda, Aleksandar Manić, 2005), and the feature films:  Gucha—Distant Trumpet ( Guča, Dušan Milić, 2006),  Hamlet ( Hamlet, ciganski princ, Aleksandar Rajković, 2007) and Žilnik’s docu-dramas on Kennedy Hasani. 

In the first decade of the new millennium, Žilnik 

discovered one of his heroes. Following the life of the charismatic Roma, Kennedy, year after year and film after film-- Kennedy Goes Back Home ( Kenedi se vraća kući,  2003),  Kennedy Lost 

 & Found, (Gde je bio Kenedi dve godine? 2005), Zilnik once again refreshes his well-known themes: unemployment-emigration-sexual sub-cultures. The culmination is  Kennedy is Getting Married ( Kenedi se ženi), where the young Roma, deported from Germany back to Serbia, now wants to emigrate from Serbia by hook or crook. In  Kennedy is Getting Married, the best Serbian film of 2007, an odd balance is established between hilarious comedy and bitter social horror. 

Kusturica: Dionysian Content, Apollonian Style 

Ideally, the Dionysian force should be, as much as possible, captured in the plot, the atmosphere, or set design, in the method of work with actors/players and the pristine, unmessy, professional Apollonian elements should be found in the film’s form, but without compromising the film’s authentic energy. The champion of such bold synthesis in Serbia is Emir Kusturica. He has used his culture in a raw, authentic version of folk wisdom, aphorisms and proverbs, combining it with film knowledge and formal competence rarely seen in the region. His success, aided by his considerable production and promotion abilities, was quite unexpected. 

Kusturica’s third film, the pagan Gypsy saga  Time of the Gypsies ( Dom za vešanje, 1989) resonated most strongly with social horror, perhaps even marking its apex. It established direct connections with the local film tradition on the one hand (firstly in its extreme, Dionysian approach to content), and global mythological patterns on the other. Precisely this  ethno combination between local themes and global transposition (most obvious in his “baroque” 
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trilogy  Time of the Gypsies-Arizona dream- Underground) would bring him world fame. In retrospect, Kusturica can also be called a Serbian director: he worked with Serbian actors from the very beginning— When Father Was Away on Business ( Otac na službenom putu, 1985) was also a co-production between Bosnia and Serbia--and he subsequently shot a total of five feature projects in Serbia. Strangely enough, he has been more supported (and imitated) abroad than in the region of the former Yugoslavia. 

Encouraged by the critical and commercial 

success of his comic-book hyperbolic, historical tragi-comedy  Underground ( Podzemlje, 1995) as well as the Gypsy slapstick  Black Cat, White Cat ( Crna mačka, beli mačor, 1998, his commercially most successful feature), Kusturica decided to settle in Serbia and, with a help from a Serbian crew and actors, apply that matrix in his following films  Super 8 Stories,  Life is a Miracle and  Promise Me This ( Priče super osmice, Ž ivot je cudo and  Zavet, 2001, 2004 and 2007 respectively). 

His thesis of the healing, therapeutic effect of the Dionysian, Rabelaisian hyperbolic, physical comedies, in which the antagonist, vital as nature itself, is castrated, delegated to shit, and ritually neutralized may be right. But unfortunately, the truth in its stubborn application regardless of the story, does not guarantee either success with the audience or aesthetic accomplishment. 

Dragojević: The “Rosy (Pink) Wave” and the Apollonian Current Miserable due to the effects of the war and violence in the neighborhoods and (in a modified version) the wars and violence on television, the Serbian audience in the post-Dayton-Agreement era, the second half of the 1990s, started to wail desperately for something quite the opposite—at last in cinema. In the new millennium, an increasing number of box office successes have been comedies, in the first place comedies without recognizable black and/or absurd ornaments, that is, romantic and/or juvenile teenage comedies. A genre, nick-named the “rosy (pink) wave” 

(“ružičasti  talas”) was started by Srdjan Dragojević in 1992 with the box office hit  We are Not Angels ( Mi nismo andjeli).[5] 
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Dragojević’s controlled Dionysian attempt 

 Wounds ( Rane, 1998) would connect with social horror and the criminal thematic from the war and post-war years, while a direct confrontation with the wars of Yugoslav succession would be immortalized in his cynical masterpiece,  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame ( Lepa sela lepo gore, 1996).  The latter film, highly professionally shot in Apollonian language but employing Dionysian passions, is about people who strayed accidentally into the war and faced their demons during a siege. Not only would it reach much farther than the major Serbian war titles—

 Deserter ( Dezerter, 1992) by Pavlović and  Vukovar Poste Restante ( Vukovar – jedna priča, 1994) by Boro Drašković—but it would, along with  Underground, establish itself as the most striking Serbian film of the nineties. 

The most persistent, and, at the box office, most 

successful champion, if not the hero of the “rosy” genre of teenage comedy is Radivoje “Raša” 

Andrić, who dedicated his whole output to it in  Three Palms for Two Punks and a Babe ( Tri palme za dve bitange i ribicu, 1998),  Dudes ( Munje, 2001) and  When I Grow up, I’ll Be Kangaroo ( Kad porastem biću kengur, 2004). Just like Andrić, Miloš Radović, in his surreal  A Small World ( Mali svet, 2003), and Miroslav Momčilović, in his impressive  Seven and a Half ( Sedam and po, 2006) work in a recognizable Belgrade key and with the aid of juvenile humor. 

These would be not only the best Serbian films in their respective years, but also untouchable blockbusters. 

The End of Social Horror and the Glorious Genre Future 

The young lions of the Serbian film scene want change, and they want it now. They maintain that the penetration of contemporary genres into Serbian cinema is inevitable, and they find their ideals in the professionalism of Apollonian authors, genres, industries, and aesthetics. The 

makers of  Ringeraja ( Ringeraja, Milosavljević, 2002),  An Almost Ordinary Story ( Skoro sasvim obična priča, Miloš Petričić, 2003) or  We are Not Angels 3: Rock & Roll StrikesBack ( Mi nismo andjeli 3:  Rokenrol uzvraća udarac, Petar Pašić, 2006) for example, are horrified by the local 

“uncultivated” technique and/or the tradition of the messy shot. Instead they step into an intertextual relationship with mainstream Hollywood cinema. The successful embodiment of the Apollonian ideals is disputable in these titles; the final results threaten to alienate such films from the domestic audience, while not endearing them to the foreign one. 

This is also proven by the Serbian film emigrants from the 1990s. The expected results across the ocean either did not materialize (Slobodan Šijan, Stevan Pešić and Srdjan Dragojević), or in the best case, the films made in the U.S. by Serbian filmmakers turned into relatively barren hybrids, a criss-cross between quasi-Dionysian art and Apollonian conditions:  Twilight Time ( Suton, 1982) and  Someone Else’s America ( Tudja Amerika, 1995, Paskaljević), and  The Savior ( Spasilac, Predrag Antonijević, 1998). 

The generation of Serbian filmmakers of the 1990s would be educated at home but, open to influences from abroad (especially American ones), would seek inspiration elsewhere. Both the Black Wave and the so-called “Prague school” filmmakers (of the 60’s and beyond), in spite of the few innovations they introduced, had clearly based their work on the Serbian cinematic (dominantly Dionysian) traditions. For this new generation, disappointed by the barren chauvinism of the 1990s, this example does not hold. They are expressing their apolitical stance by burying the resilient, politically engaged, social horror. 

The rejuvenated “rosy wave” would console the distraught masses up and down the unlucky post-Dayton 1990s and beyond, gradually replacing the bitter examples of social horror with the war in the background from the first half of the 1990s as witnessed by such films as:  A Night in my Mother’s House ( Noć u kući moje majke, 1991) by Žarko Dragojević,  Dark is the Night ( Tamna je noć, 1995) by Dragan Kresoja, and the best among them,   Better than Escape ( Bolje od bekstva, 1993) by Miroslav Lekić. Even the Serbian economy since 1995 is lingering between the laws of liberal market and tribal community, which are parallel, respectively, to Apollonian and Dionysian principles. 

Social horror itself branched out, growing in unexpected directions and almost withered—

transforming slowly, but safely into the fully-fledged, generically defined horror in  Déjà vu ( Već vidjeno, 1987) by Goran Marković,  Sacred Place ( Sveto mesto, 1990) by Djordje Kadijević,  Full Moon Over Belgrade ( Pun mesec nad Beogradom, 1994) by Kresoja,  T.T. Syndrome ( T.T. 

 Sindrom, 2002) by Dejan Zečević, and  The Devil’s Warrior ( Šejtanov ratnik, 2006) by Stevan Filipović. Aside from an attempt to open up the film market, the appearance of classical horror can be explained by a need for a stronger kind of catharsis from the one we in Serbia were used to in formerly less troubled times. 

The groundbreaking year for Serbian cinema, then, was not 1991—the year of socialist Yugoslavia’s break-up. Only after the signing of the Dayton Agreement in 1995 one can note the sudden penetration of American (Apollonian) influence, which is to a degree parallel to a penetration of the liberal market principles into Serbia and the English language into its public sphere. Even the 1999 NATO intervention only managed to slow down but not to stop this trend 

as attested by films such as  The Wounded Land ( Ranjena zemlja, 1999) by Dragoslav Lazić,  Sky Hook ( Nebeska udica, 2000) by Ljubiša Samardžić,  War Live ( Rat uživo, 2000) by Darko Bajić, and  The Land of Truth, Love & Freedom ( Zemlja istine, ljubavi i slobode, 2000) by Milutin Petrović. 

Judging by existing examples, Serbian film stands the biggest chance for success abroad with its home-grown, Dionysian variants and unexpected syntheses, as in the films of Makavejev, Žilnik or Kusturica. Judging by the success of dominantly Apollonian opuses at home, like are those of Bajić or Dragojević, a radical metamorphosis of Serbian cinema (and Serbian economy and culture) is more than a theoretical possibility. 



Notes 

1] Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Birth of Tragedy, Out of the Spirit of Music, London: Penguin, 1993. 

2] Demonstrations in Kosovo in the 1980s also left their trace on cinema: Srdjan Karanović’s A Film with No Name (Za sad bez dobrog naslova, 1988), A House by the Tracks (Kuća pored pruge, 1988) by Žarko Dragojević and The Hornet (Stršljen, 1998) by Gorčin Stojanović heralded the larger-scale crisis. 

3] The latter was officially inaugurated by the short-lived Serbian Film Academy as the best Serbian film of all times. 

4] Many would desire to become criminals like the heroes from the film Young and Healthy as a Rose (Mlad and zdrav kao ruža, 1971) by Jovan Jovanović, or to become bar singers from a film And God Creates... a Bar Singer (I Bog stvari kafansku pevačicu, 1972) by Jovan Živanović, or to become the killer who disappeared without a trace from the film I Even Met Happy Gypsies (Skupjači perja, 1967) by Aleksandar Petrović. 

5] The sequel from 2006 was also number one at the box office. Perhaps there is some poetic justice in the fact that the third part of the "rosy" (pink) wave’s pioneering work was produced by the Serbian television channel Pink. 

The Aesthetics of Paranoid Realities in  The 

 Land of Truth, Love and Freedom and  South 

 by South-East by Milutin Petrović 

By Ivana Kronja (Belgrade)  

© Ivana Kronja, 2009  

Milutin Petrović (b. 1961) is the most distinguished and practically the only representative of the independent  auteur cinema in Serbia.[1] Petrović has something that can be called a rich pop biography behind him. He graduated film directing from Belgrade’s Faculty of Dramatic Arts (FDU). Himself a member of a pop band Heroes (Heroji),he directed music videos for other bands in the 1980s; he directed the TV show  Popovanje, dedicated to urban culture; in the 1990s he directed a theatre production of a cult musical,  Trinidad,  and shot ads for the  Saatchi & Saatchi agency. He completed a documentary  Special Upbringing ( Specijalno vaspitanje, 1987), the TV-series  Home, Sweet Home ( Dome, slatki dome) and a TV movie,  Telephomania ( Telefomanija). 

Petrović’s feature debut  The Land of Truth, Love and Freedom ( Zemlja istine, ljubavi i slobode, 2000), in which he served as director, co-writer and co-producer, is nominally a war drama which won several prizes. The most distinguished is the Fassbinder Prize at the 49th Mannheim-Heidelberg International Film Festival, after which Petrović won a Jury Prize at the Sochi Film Festival, the  Grand Prix of the 7th Festival of Auteur Cinema in Belgrade, the FIPRESCI prize for the best Yugoslav film in 2000, as well as a prize for the screenplay at the Festival of Screenwriting in Vrnjacka Banja. The next Milutin Petrović feature, the political psycho-thriller South by South-East ( Jug-jugoistok, 2005), was also noticed in Serbia and abroad, even though, in our view, it did not have enough exposure, especially in our midst. That is why we will dedicate an extensive analysis to this film. In his latest work,  Agie and Emma ( Agi i Ema, 2007), Petrović has turned to a genre rarely seen within the new Serbian cinema—children’s movies—

managing to keep his  auteur’s signature in that project as well. 

The Aesthetics of Paranoid Realities 

All of Petrović’s films appear to be easily understood at first sight, but it turns out they are extremely complex both in meaning and in artistic method. One could say that a motif of paranoid realities runs in more or less obvious form through all three films. As far as aesthetic treatment goes, they are molded by carefully thought-out  postmodernist  technique both in writing and directing. 
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In  The Land of Truth, Love and Freedom  the story takes place in three separate time periods, that is, in three separate planes of reality. The first is established at a Belgrade lunatic asylum during the 1999 bombing. A young man (Boris Milivojević), ex-editor of the Radio Television of Serbia’s regime-backed propaganda, is taking a Rorschach test. His co-sufferer is an ex-communist executioner, Rade, played by Rade Marković, whose memories are “played” by excerpts from a film  The Miraculous Sword ( Čudotvorni mač) by Vojislav Nanovic, 1956). In that film—in which Marković also stars—a knight wins a tournament and the princess’ hand in marriage. These excerpts from  The Miraculous Sword create the third, most distant plane of reality. 

The young man is tormented by guilt because of the service he has done for the regime, and the psychiatrists are having a hard time making his diagnosis. While bombs are falling, to the horror of doctors and patients, a sympathetic doctor Vanja (a real-life model and a university graduate with a degree in psychology, Vanja Govorko) gives the test to the young man. Looking at cardboard with blotchy images, the young man starts to construct a fictional story, which comes to life in front of our eyes. In that, second plane of reality, the main characters are young people who live double lives: a student, Biljana (Biljana Srbljanović, playwright) and a student, Djordje (Djordje Andjelić, musician), a married woman, Mirela (Mirela Pavlović, actress) and a family man Milutin (Milutin Petrović, the director himself). They use these social roles as a front in order to indulge in crimes—prostitution and murder. 

The two pals, Djordje and Milutin, are contract killers, who call their routine “scenarios.” They kill their best friend, “Fatso” (Milorad “Debeli” Milinković, himself a filmmaker). Out of pity, Djordje treats Fatso to a visit by a prostitute from the agency “Penguin,” which is a fake boutique. That is how Djordje finds out that his girlfriend, Biljana, is a “whore” and kills her on the spot. As the end of the film is approaching, we see that the hospital personnel are actually characters from the young man’s story. The film’s finale, in which the young man “enters” the idyllic green fields (analogous to similar space at the end of  The Miraculous Sword) where he meets the now “good” Biljana, is escapist. The young couple stays together with blessings from old Rade who adds: “Now, children, you know what the sharpest weapon is—the Truth.” The 
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film closes with a medium-close up shot of the young man, who thumbs his audience along with an impudent expression on his face. Does that mean “You will never learn the truth?!?” 

In  South by South-East, which is, according to the filmmaker, a Balkan answer to Hitchcock’s classic,  North by Northwest, a famous ex-Yugoslav actress, Sonja Savić, comes from Slovenia to Belgrade in search of her abducted child. A police inspector is involved in this affair, together with members of the highest echelons of the community—from secret services to the politicians in office, spies, foreign diplomats and domestic ministers. 

Both films deal with the theme of multiple realities and manipulation of reality, which cuts through all layers of events, from the general and the political to the personal. What is a dream, and what is reality? What is a fact, and what is a fabrication? Which side is conspiring, and, finally, who is  crazy  and who is  sane?  The matter becomes more complex due to Petrović’s use of authentic public personalities who keep their own names in both films. 

Interestingly, the third Petrović film,  Agie and 

 Emma,[2] raises questions about conflicting realities and uses extra-filmic references. The two basic realities which are confronted in this film are the world of children and the world of adults. 

A lonesome boy  Agie (Stefan Lazarević) meets Emma (Milena Dravić), a lively old lady in whose special world all those freedoms, joys and thoughts that belong to the world of children are still alive. In good measure, this is also a film for adults, a film about the transition of a society into a market economy and individualism, about social stratification and the dominance of an emotionally cold, bureaucratic elite that Agie’s parents belong to. Milena Dravić, one of the most renowned Yugoslav and Serbian actresses, as Emma, while riding in a bus on the way to the Wax Museum, tells little Agie: “This is where Wax People live.” She points her finger to the Parliament building (which “acts” the role of the museum in question, which, by the way, does not exist in Belgrade). 



The meaning of these paranoid, parallel realities in Petrović’s films has a dual origin. Firstly, in spite of the obvious narrative stylization and  the filmmaker’s inclination towards formalism, reflected in the film’s accented, easily deciphered  structure, Petrović’s films are directly engaged and socially critical. Emphasizing conspiracy as a principle of reality, Petrović and his co-writers, Petar Jakonić in the first and Saša Radojević in both films, offer an open critique of the political manipulations, corruption and the collapse of  moral values, all of which have shaken the new, globalized world order as well as a tiny part of it, the Serbian society. 

In a political sense these films are a testimony to an era that s collapsing (Tito’s Socialist Yugoslavia and post-Titoist Yugoslavia) and the vacuum which is created between it and the 

time yet to come. That vacuum is filled with uncertainty and a free flow of different ideologies, which, when combined, result in chaos and destruction (Serbia in the 1990s). On the other side of this abyss there is, however, the globalizing face of capitalism, which ruthlessly imposes its own rules. Petrović’s films are set precisely in this interspace at the end of the authoritarian government, the "idyllic" time of socialism, and the uncertain world future. “There are no more texts which could be defined by a single cultural and political orientation; nowadays, other kinds of texts are created, in which a variety of influences are appearing like actors on a scene who, through processes of discovery and rediscovery are establishing new identities” (Falkowska 1998: 133). Precisely this plurality of texts, in constant search for a stable identity which, of course, is missing, is an essential attribute of Petrović’s work. Perhaps that is why Petrović, in his third film, strives to find refuge in a children’s fairy tale, which is also permeated with a melancholy of an adult spiritual emptiness. The grim neighborhood where Agie’s temporary abode (but not home) is located, the deserted bare ground in front of Emma’s “castle in Spain,” 

are also reminders of the ideological desert and devalued political conceptions of the Yugoslav-Serbian past, now replaced by liberal capitalism and  the global “end of history.” 

On the other hand, the theme of  reality  as an uncertain and elusive category—that is, the impossibility of establishing true reality—is typical for postmodern theory and art, to which Petrović’s films stylistically belong. The following elements make the first two works by Petrović emphatically postmodern: several parallel courses of action which include the same characters with different identities; versions of events which exclude each other; presenting the black and white sides of a hero with equal plausibility (contrary to the usual “good” vs. “bad” 

guys); emphasizing the film’s form and structure; mixing  black and white with color images; quotes and paraphrases of Hollywood classics in a modified, Balkan context; extending the meaning of a film by employing personalities from  public life who bear their own names in it, apart from the use of professional actors, and so forth. 

Petrović and Radojević keep reminding us of the nature of cinema as a means of representation, and ‘the presence of the absent’ which it brings. This is achieved in an extremely unusual way. 

The leading roles in both films are given to Serbian film directors of both a younger and older generation: Milutin Petrović, Milorad Milinković in  The Land of Truth, Love and Freedom; Milutin Petrović, Puriša Djordjević, Radivoje Raša Andrić, Srdan Golubović in  South by South-East, while the screenwriter and critic Saša Radojević, the manager of the Yugoslav Cinematheque Dinko Tucakovic, and film actress Sonja Savic, who plays herself, all act in the invented narrative of  South by South-East.  This directly points to what theoreticians Jean-Louis Boudry, Christian Metz and others call “cinematographic apparatus,” which comprises everything from social and economic spheres, the technical base and conditions of screening, to the film itself as a text and the “mental machinery” through which a viewer accepts the concept of cinema (Kaplan 2000: 12 and Nevena 2006: 291-303). Frequent professional discussions on the fine points of cinema history (led by the editor from  The Land of Truth, Love and Freedom and psychiatrist from  South by South-East),[3] as well as the frequent recalling of films, the quoting of film scenes, even the singing of film music by many characters (from killers in  The Land of Truth, Love and Freedom to Djordjević in  South by South-East)—all contribute to the same effect. 
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Apart from real people and the stories from the world of cinema, Petrović gives a number of dramatic parts to persons who carry some weight in the local context. They stand for the political and cultural allegiance to the “urban” and “pro-western,” in contrast to the isolationist, politics of Milošević. He thus manages to deconstruct our usual notions of the “real,” showing us existing reality as a  film, and our everyday reality as  fiction. In  South by South-East a psychiatrist explicitly says: “That is the biggest problem:  reality does not exist, there are just films that nobody watches.” 

 South by South-East’s tagline was: “It is not a 

question whether you are paranoid, but whether you are paranoid enough.” This tagline inverts our usual concept of normality and proclaims paranoia a legitimate and even preferred state of consciousness. A scene with a lecture given by a British Balkanologist at Belgrade’s Faculty of Philosophy, placed almost in the middle of the film, also refers to that. The man elaborates the course of Serbian and Balkan history between the 19th century and today as an obscure rotation of the uprisings of warlords, kings and dynasties, followed by bloody assassinations and the suspicious involvements of the secret services, all the way to the assassination of premier Djindjic. It is a paradox that precisely this story, which tells us that any explanation is equally possible, is used here as a cornerstone, as a narrative matrix which gives us a sense of security. 

Around that pivot a nostalgic-paranoid plot thickens. 

Both versions of the story— first, about Sonja who imagines that she has a child with a minister, and the old socialist Secret Service which uses that fact to put the regime under pressure; an second, about Sonja who really has a child with the minister (or perhaps with the President himself), a child abducted by foreign secret services—are equally functional; the filmmaker favors neither version. Essentially, the film has two endings: Sonja who gains freedom for herself and her daughter, and Sonja who ends up in a lunatic asylum. 

Mysterious players (the filmmaker Puriša Djordjević, Sonja’s “brother” who is a famous terrorist) are being killed or exposed, while state servicemen (policemen, the minister) keep their positions. A tabloid TV-show at the end of the film, done as a music video with puppets made in the likeness of the politicians and players in the story, shows the real face of globalization and the economy of manipulation, where every serious subject is turned into a daily entertainment spot. A puppet of Boris Tadić, who would go on to win re-election in February 2008 as president of Serbia, is prophetically dominant in this video from this 2005 film. However, the key to the film does not lie in the  plot, which, by itself, could be fairly simply defined as "‘post-socialist 

thriller." The filmmakers strive to resist the ideology of  post-socialism. [4] The key to the film is found in the deconstruction of  woman as  symbol of nation, in, according to Lacan, the /real/ 

woman who  does not exist, or, in Foucault’s language, a woman “gone mad” as a nation gone mad. 

In the heart of the plot but also in the center of the film’s iconography, is the icon of Yugoslav urban film from the 1980s, the actress Sonja Savić (played by Sonja Savić herself). The profiling of Sonja’s character is extremely complex and works as a symbol on several levels which interact with each other. Here Sonja Savić is an embodiment of the socialist Yugoslavia, a memory of “the golden 1980s” and the sheltered life led in the former state. On the other hand, she is “clairvoyant” and, standing in a tunnel at the beginning of the film, she “sees” the upcoming misfortunes and murders that would take place after Yugoslavia’s break-up—the abduction and death of the politician Ivan Stambolić, his mafia-style murder, the assassination of Zoran Djindjić. Thus, as a witness of the suppressed truths, she also represents an embodiment of the current, devastated Serbia. 

Finally, Sonja is a  mother, who fights for her  female child. Thus the doubling of the gender of mother and child presents Sonja as the archetypal mother figure, a  symbol of the nation. 

Throughout the history of art and religion an image of woman, especially mother, appears as a mighty psychological symbol. Representing a nation with a female figure is also one of the conventions in political iconography: apart from the visual representation, a female character as a 

“motherland” symbolizes unity and the “natural” role of the nation as the mother to all of “us” 

(Minic 2004: 50). 

The symbolism of Sonja as motherland is underscored at the very beginning of the film, when she enters Ivan Mestrović's imposing war monument on Avala, representing the vitality and strength of the Balkan woman. The eight gigantic figures of women are there to symbolically compensate for the death of the warriors in the two Balkan wars and the First World War, and to give hope for new births. The eight Caryatides are mothers, wearing traditional dresses representing the various regions and peoples of Yugoslavia.[5] But that symbol is deeply endangered when, running away, Sonja arrives for a meeting arranged at the Kalemegdan Fortress, the most important Belgrade site[6] with a thousand-years-old history. There she meets the male statue of the Victor, also the work of Mestrović, a well-known symbol of Belgrade, erected after the World War One in 1918. In one moment, a biplane used for crop spraying becomes a macabre flying object that attacks Sonja, in a postmodern quote of the notorious scene from  North by Northwest (1959, Alfred Hitchcock). At the film’s very end, after the music video, Sonja ends up in the lunatic asylum, together with the hero of Petrović’s previous film. 

What is most interesting in this film and continually fascinating is that the woman as “nation” is systematically located in the context of architecture, which means both culture and history. 

Through Sonja and her search/flight we go through all the key phases of the historical meanderings of the Serbs in the 19th and 20th centuries. From the beginning to the end of the film the heroine (whose identity is broader than just an individual one), is systematically bound to key topoi and monuments of urban architecture: the Monument to the Unknown Hero on Avala; the destroyed Avala TV Tower (bombed by NATO forces in 1999), an architectural miracle and once the pride of Belgrade; Hotel Moscow on Belgrade’s main street; the 

Kalemegdan Fortress and statue of the Victor; the Army Headquarters Building also demolished during the NATO bombing in 1999 and, finally, a very modern glass building in Belgrade's beautiful walking street, as Serbia of the future. This complex iconic construction of the film with the archetypal image of woman given through places of huge symbolic meaning have a direct impact on the Serbian viewer’s subconscious. Here, one should single out exquisite photography of Predrag Bambić. 

The idea of “woman-nation,” carried through symbols of the ideology of “yugoslavism” found both in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia and in socialist Yugoslavia, and through symbols of the defeated Serbian nationalism, is then deconstructed, decomposed and left open. The authors are offering us two choices: one is positive, and can be found in the appreciation of the female principle, the principle of life, extended to a female child. The other offers an image of the nation converted from heroic mother into a woman “gone mad,” into a body of a “non-existent” nation which has “gone mad.” It is a nation which is searching for its identity because it cannot determine itself historically and politically. On top of the filmmakers’ demonstrated screenwriting and directing mastery in almost impeccably assembling the film’s material—

following their postmodern aesthetics, their ideological and critical ideas—the cultural meaning of the  city  as symbol of national identity in perpetual genesis, and  woman as the soul of the nation and the city, rounds out the  auteurist vision of  South by South-East in an innovative and culturally far-reaching manner, rarely seen in Serbian cinema. 

 Translated by Goran Gocić with Vida Johnson 

Genre Films in Recent Serbian Cinema 

By Dejan Ognjanović (Belgrade)  

© Dejan Ognjanović, 2009  

1. Background 

To speak about genre in Serbian cinema is dubious for several reasons. Above all, it has not been either recognized or (re)valorized in Serbian cinema. Way back, in the days of socialist Yugoslavia, Serbian filmmakers dominated in the open application of genre models in their works in comparison to colleagues from other republics. However, the dominant Marxist aesthetics and ethics in the best case underestimated such films or regarded them with contempt, or, in the worst case, with open animosity. In Tito’s Yugoslavia genre was considered a western concoction which did not have anything to do with our society of self-management, the original economic concept of Yugoslavia. One of the most influential domestic theorists claimed that genre is inherently alien to our experience of the world and the values of our society. In the local setting, it can only exist as an intruder, as a foreign body violently incorporated in somebody else’s milieu, as argued, for example, by Severin Franić, a correspondent of the prestigious Bosnian film magazine  Cineaste ( Sineast) and the editor of a Serbian film magazine  YU Film Today (YU Film Danas).  According to this stance, genre cinema is, in our conditions, in the best 
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case an expression of fashion, leading us down the wrong path, and in the worst case, a potentially dangerous ideological and aesthetic subversion. 

Because of such convictions, whole genres were 

almost automatically deemed “ideologically unsound.” Fantasy, in any form, was outlawed because of its distance from mimesis, which makes it too free to conceal unwanted messages through ambivalent images and metaphors. Fantasy was also unwanted because, if based on authentic domestic folk and fairy tales, it could damage the fragile balance of the “brotherhood and unity” doctrine. They could remind one of the past in which Yugoslav peoples did not live under the one unifying (neo)-mythology of socialism but in accordance with beliefs that corresponded to their respective, authentic national identities. As a result the only true Serbian fantasy film to this day was produced way back in 1950— The Miraculous Sword (Č udotvorni mač, Vojislav Nanović). 

Science fiction did not have a solid enough base within the local cultural climate. But it could also dangerously suggest the future (or an alternative present) in which the dictatorship of the proletariat and communism did not exist at all, or had a different shape, which might disrupt the unifying image of a sacrosanct ideology. More sinister forms of fantasy were also undesirable because there was no place for horror within the parameters of the bright present and the rosy future of Tito’s social engineers. In a society where “rocking the boat” was extremely dangerous, any genre based on fear and shock was unwelcome.[1] A similar reasoning applied to thrillers, which might deal with crime, perversion, and corruption in a society that exclusively portrayed itself in totally utopian terms. 

Due to such circumstances, as well as the specific social and economic situation unfavorable to the development of a large film industry—a genre cinema industry in a serious sense—three dominant genres within Yugoslav cinema remained: comedy (most often family, rarely youth comedy), social drama and—the partisan film. The last was generated as a specific sub-genre of war cinema, in which World War II (the period establishing the new, communist Yugoslavia) was used as background for a specific mixture of naive ideology and generic stereotypes, which were used to “sell” the viewer this ideology more smoothly and less noticeably. In the case of partisan films, the simplification of historical events had been tolerated by genre reliance on foreign-made war and action movies. Some of their themes and motifs (special forces on mission, sacrifice for a higher cause, and so on) were more than suitable for glorifying periods 
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and heroes which, in any case, became—through literature, music, even cartoon strips—the basis of a neo-mythology of the people’s war of liberation. 

2. Front-line Fighters 

As for the genres which could be considered “western” and therefore undesirable, their presence can be found in thrillers by Žika Mitrović from the 1960s or horror films by Djordje Kadijević from the early 1970s. However, these films were not given due attention (at the time when they were created) nor have they been re-valued later. Thus, they remained more or less isolated footnotes in the opus of their authors, not numerous enough or connected enough to form a current or trend. Therefore, there was no need to deal with genre films on a theoretical level until the beginning of the 1980s. A wave of younger filmmakers appeared at that time, filmmakers who were not ashamed to show their love and knowledge of (above all American) genre cinema. 

That trend made a grand entrance into Serbian 

cinema through the films of Slobodan Šijan.  Who’s Singing Over There ( Ko to tamo peva, 1980) which merged a comedy of characters with the set-up from  Stagecoach (1939, John Ford) and an iconography more typical of an American western then of a Serbian setting (that is why the film was shot at the Deliblato sands [2]).  The Marathon Family ( Maratonci trče počasni krug, 1982) brought into Serbian cinema the rarely seen iconography of a pre-World War II (and, as such, pre-communist) Serbian provincial town, which is equally indebted to the American slapstick and crime films of the 1930s. Finally, in his generically most radical film,  Strangler vs. Strangler ( Davitelj protiv davitelja, 1984), Šijan boldly performs a sort of genre travesty, which is a 

"horror comedy," relying on the authentic background of the youth rock culture of 1980’s Belgrade as much as on the psycho-horrors of Alfred Hitchcock, Mario Bava and Richard Fleischer. 
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Another distinguished and acclaimed filmmaker 

looked to genre as an essential means of expression, at the same time that Šijan did. Goran Marković was among the first filmmakers who successfully merged the social engagement of auteur cinema with the style of genre cinema. His  Variola Vera (1982), even though based on a true event about a small-pox epidemic in 1972 Belgrade, actually possesses the clear structure of catastrophe films (from the sub-genre of epidemic films) with a number of scenes directed in accordance with the conventions of horror (Ognjanović, “Goran Marković”). Even though the author’s intention clearly was to denounce a sick society, the presence of genre could not be ignored. But only after Marković’s films, a powerful cry was raised by critics against genre cinema, led by the above-mentioned Franić:  Variola Vera  is one of the first typically “American films in a Yugoslav manner.” That did not mean anything but a film which, in adopting the same basic criteria which made the American film industry thrive, above all in a dramatic and formal sense, is, as a result, impoverished, deprived of something human and authentic.... (Franić 1982). 

Judgments like this testify to the animosity which this type of film had to expect in Serbia even after Tito’s death. This animosity was, like the quoted sentence shows, based on an assumed dichotomy between the so-called  auteur and “genre” cinema. That dichotomy, according to its backers, was deemed insurmountable. It was believed that the presence of genre almost automatically turned the authentic, creative  auteur into a vampire and reduced everything to clichés. 

Similar attacks followed five years later, when Marković completed his purest genre film,  Déjà Vu ( Već vidjeno, a.k.a.  Reflections, 1987). It was perceived a film of excess when it was released, since it generically belonged to horror. However, the undeniable qualities of the film, and the fact that it was made by a respectable director with many prizes, resulted in a solid reception by critics and audience alike. As an indication that the climate for genre films was somewhat changing is the fact that  Déjà Vu won a number of awards at domestic festivals, including the Big Golden Arena  (Velika Zlatna Arena) for best film at the National Film Festival in Pula, the Golden Arena for male supporting role, (Petar Božović) and female starring role (Anica Dobra). 

Its genre foundation was verified by the fact that it was the only domestic film that was cited in a prestigious foreign publication dedicated to horror. It was covered in the second edition of  The Overlook Film Encyclopaedia: Horror (Hardy 1995: 412), and included in a list of the top hundred European horror films by the British Film Institute (Ognjanović, “Déjà vu”). At that time, at the end of the 1980s, it seemed that genre cinema was riding on the winds of fortune, which were suddenly replaced by the winds of war. 
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3. The Young Lions 

In a list of titles, produced in the last days of socialist Yugoslavia, genre was most often half-present, in a sense that pure genre films were not made. In some cases, it was a question of an authentic appropriation of a genre in accordance with the director’s own aesthetics (Djordje Kadijević); in others, a more or less successful mix of genre and engaged cinema (Goran Marković); still, in others, generic concoctions and light fare (Slobodan Šijan). In any case, the directors’ ambitions have always been greater than simply making a genre film, and the above noted filmmakers often maintained a distance from the term “genre”—a distance that can be only partly explained as a way of seeking protection from expected criticism. Avoidance of genre cinema should be seen in light of the true ambitions of the filmmakers themselves. Goran Marković explicitly admitted it by saying: “What I’ve done was to misuse the elements of genre; I’ve never made a real genre film, primarily because I wasn’t capable of doing so, and but also because I didn’t have the need to explore the possibilities of one genre to its final conclusion.” 

[3]  

A few relevant directors of the younger 

generation, who do not feel they have to justify their means of expression built on genre cinema, appear in Serbian cinema in the 1990s. Moreover, in that period—marked by major social upheavals, civil war, economic sanctions, the NATO bombing campaign, etc.—we can find the first filmmakers who embraced genre cinema without shame. The most prominent among them were Srdjan Dragojević, Dejan Zečević and Stevan Filipović. Generally speaking, one could notice a gradation in the presence of genre in these three filmmakers: while Dragojević used genres as needed, standing with one foot in a genre, and with the other in so-called “festival” 

cinema, Zečević’s dedication to genre purity and consistency has very rarely shown any pretension towards arty style and engagement, traces of which are visible only in his latest film, The Fourth Man ( Četvrti čovek). Filipović is the only one among the three, who boldly and without reserve is committed to creating unpretentious and entertaining mainstream cinema. 

Srdjan Dragojević started his career with the teenage comedy  We Are Not Angels ( Mi nismo andjeli, 1992), the last cult film made in Yugoslavia which broke apart that very year. With its stylized ambiance and a string of loony, eccentric characters, that teenage comedy represented a noticeable shift in comparison to the (very few) previous examples of that sub-genre in Serbian film. 

In the following two Dragojević films genre elements were less consistently and “cleanly” 

applied. In  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame ( Lepa sela lepo gore,1996) and  Wounds ( Rane, 1998) he 
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opted for a more ambitious concept of engaged cinema which would deal with the reality of Serbia in the 1990s (the civil war in Bosnia, in  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame; the criminalization of Milosević’s Serbia in  Wounds). 

It is precisely the elements of black war comedy 

that made  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame acceptable to audiences, even though it dealt with a far from cheerful story inspired by real events. That movie, as well as other black comedies that abound in the Serbian film industry, can indicate some of the reasons why a “pure” genre is impossible in Serbia as well as unnecessary: the tragic historical circumstances in this region often lead to absurd situations which lay bare the very being of the people. It seems that the perfect genre for talking about “us, here” is neither tragedy nor comedy, but tragi-comedy. 

Something similar to that was expressed by Dejan Zečević in 

an interview: “I personally think that, in principle, horror is a western invention, a genre which definitely comes from the west, but I also think that here, the two genres which are most suitable to the atmosphere of our environment are either the absurd black comedy or horror” 

(Ognjanović,  In Hills, Horrors). Zečević is the biggest exponent of genre in new Serbian cinema. 

His  T. T. Syndrome ( T. T. Sindrom, 2002) was certainly a noted and well-done example of Serbian horror from the “slasher” sub-genre. That movie mirrors a whole string of models, ranging from the early films of John Carpenter and Tobe Hooper to the horror-thrillers of Italian filmmakers like Dario Argento and Lucio Fulci. 

 T. T. Syndrome was the first Serbian horror film whose creators did not feel the need to mask this unpopular genre with the presence of others, more popular with the Serbs (comedy, above all), or to claim literary classics as an alibi, or to present it as a vehicle for global metaphors. The film’s primary aim is to entertain, frighten and horrify its target audience in a way that is usually done with horror films made in the west. Unfortunately, its destiny at the Serbian box office has sent a warning message. Its failure to attract a wider audience (or win awards at domestic festivals) showed that the local cinemagoer is not too keen on pure horror, one without a mask of irony on the one hand, or drama, on the other. In spite of all that,  T. T. Syndrome has been screened at 
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numerous foreign festivals that cultivate genre cinema—Brussels, Sitges, Luxemburg, Neuchâtel, Ravenna, Trieste—but its obscure status at home did not help it launch a new stream in Serbian cinema. 

For the Serbian audience, Zečević’s  Buy me an Eliot ( Kupi mi Eliota, 1997), an attempt at a highly stylized black crime-comedy with grotesque characters and situations in the spirit of the popular comic-strip,  Alan Ford,  was even more hermetic. If, from the fate of some of Zečević’s films, one can draw a lesson about the status of genre cinema in Serbia, it would be that here it has always been risky to stray too far from the recognizable milieu and everyday characters. A step away from a comedy of manners (which Šijan, at least in his earlier works, skillfully managed to merge with genre elements) and a step towards overt stylization, fetishizing and film-buff quotations often led to limiting communication with the audience. At best, these titles reached cult film status, which in the Serbian cultural sphere does not mean a lot. 

That is why one shouldn’t be surprised by Zečević’s commercial, but also artistic success when he reached for a genre which addressed a larger target audience than did horror or exotic black comedies. His film  The Fourth Man (Č etvrti čovek, 2007) is a thriller set in the milieu of Serbia in transition, torn between the burden of the past (recent wars in the region) and an uncertain future (society in turmoil, torn between socialism and capitalism, east and west…). The story deals with a member of the Secret Service who wakes up wounded and suffering from amnesia. 

He then slowly gathers together the pieces of his identity through a jigsaw puzzle of mystery tied to the killing of his wife and son. For Zečević, this premise is yet another template for a homage to western models. However, one has to admit that his attempt to make a Serbian version of  The Bourne Identity (2002) is, to say the least, interesting as an indicator of how the genre can be used for a relevant and authentic story based in the Serbian milieu and Serbian reality. 

In this respect, equally encouraging is  The Trap ( Klopka, 2007) by Srdan Golubović, where the thriller is recognized as an adequate genre for a story of Serbia in the jaws of crime and corruption. Both a domestic and a foreign viewer can identify with the characters and situations in that film, where genre serves as a shortcut to the archetypes of universal stories and human 
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situations.[4] The moral dilemmas posed before the heroes of  The Trap are familiar to everyone and have been dealt with in cinema often enough. It is, first and foremost, the spiraling into crime out of the best of intentions, in an attempt to save the life of a family member, or from desperation which is a product of both social circumstances and genre conventions. 

A similar situation and the same genre—the thriller—can be found in an earlier Golubović film, The  Absolute Hundred ( Apsolutnih sto, 2001), a fine parable about the breakdown of human values in post-war Serbia. The plot concentrates on an athlete who, after he has won a gold medal at the world competition in rifle shooting, is recruited as a sharpshooter who becomes a killing machine in the war. An innocent man in a whirlpool of circumstances, which he cannot control and which, at the end, against his will and almost unnoticeably, turn him into an agent of the forces of evil and destruction is a motif that imbues these thrillers. It does so in a cinematically striking way, indirectly and without much preaching, but, very clearly, saying a lot about its time—in which many apparently good people were overnight turned into murderers. 

At the opposite pole is Stevan Filipović, a young 

filmmaker who, so far, has shot only one film:  The  Devil’s Warrior (Š ejtanov ratnik, 2006). This is an unapologetic mélange of genres in which fantasy, teenage comedy and horror alternate. The energy and dedication emanating from this low-budget film manage to bring fresh air into a deadly-serious industry, among other things, by force of the film’s untarnished honesty. 

Unfortunately, the bad distribution and marketing of this film, among other factors, attracted too few people into the cinemas. Its destiny raises another important issue, and that is the meaning of pure genre, that is, mainstream cinema in a country where the theater network is practically decimated. Although this is a perfectly legitimate type of artistic expression, well received by critics and audiences alike, the destiny of a film not tailored to festivals and without a strong foreign crossover potential, presently remains uncertain in the Serbian film industry. 

From everything already stated, one can conclude that the Serbian industry, with the breakdown of the society in which ideological, Marxist criticism and the corresponding way of thinking were dominant, has been released from the stigma of genre cinema as an inferior type of expression. Younger filmmakers grew up watching American films, but living in a cultural setting far from the American way of life and burdened by problems much different from those they saw on the screen. They managed, however, to recognize in genre motifs and actions the alphabet of a language that could be universal if thoughtfully merged with authentic sensibility. 

The roots of such methods were visible and are still valid in the films of Šijan and Marković from the 1980s. They bore fruit at the end of one, and the beginning of another 

century/millennium in the works of Dragojević, Zečević, Golubović and Filipović in the abovementioned titles. This has demonstrated the untarnished validity of genre cinema, but only when it is used as a powerful means for expression and not as an end in itself. 

 Translated by Goran Gocić with Vida Johnson 



Who’s Afraid of Alice in Wonderland? 

By Ana Janković Piljić (Belgrade)  

© Ana Janković Piljić, 2009  

If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense. 

Nothing would be what it is, because everything would be what it isn't Lewis Carol in  Alice in Wonderland 

When we speak about the cinema industry of one country, or of one people, it requires defining certain concepts (nation, statehood, cinema industry), and placing them into a certain context (historical, geographical, political, representational). In other words, it requires knowledge of the history of the people and a history of cinema in a much broader sense. When Serbia is in question, all this becomes very complicated if someone does not know the circumstances of the Balkans.The story of the “new Serbian cinema” begins with ground zero in the year 2000. Of course, the adjective  new discloses that a history of the state and its cinema had already existed before that year; “Serbian cinema” had, indeed, existed before 2000. 

The history of the cinema industry in the Balkans began precisely here, in Serbia, as early as 1896. Only five months after the first cinematograph projection in Paris, Andre Carre, a representative of the Lumière brothers, screened an almost identical program of moving pictures in Belgrade’s theatre,   The Golden Cross ( Zlatni krst). Carre was also the first man to actually shoot films in Serbia. At that time, there was great interest among foreign film producers in events in Serbia since this country has never been boring. 

That is how historically significant films were created—such as  The  Assassination of the Serbian Royal Family ( Ubistvo srpske kraljevske porodice) by the brothers Pathé, which has not been preserved. It was filmed immediately after the coup d’état in 1903. The first preserved film document about our state was made in Belgrade in 1904,  The Coronation of the King Peter I of Serbia ( Krunisanje kralja Petra I Karadjordjevića) shot by Arnold Muir Wilson and released September 1904 in Belgrade. 

The first Serbian feature film was  In the Kingdom of Terpsichore ( U carstvu Tepsihore), made by Ernest Bošnjak in 1906 which unfortunately has also not been preserved. The second feature The Cheerful Blacksmiths ( Raspoloženi kovači) by Alexander Lifka is lost as well, while in 1911 

the owner of a Belgrade hotel and the  Paris cinema, Svetozar Botorić with Ilija ‘Čiča’ 

Stanojević, founded  The Union for the Production of Serbian films ( Udruženje za snimanje srpskih filmova). That same year, two additional films,  The Life and Deeds of the Immortal Leader Karadjordje ( Život i dela besmrtnog vozda Karadjordja) which has survived up to this day and  Urlih of Cetinje and Vladislav Hunyadi ( Urlih Cetinjski i Vladislav Hunjadi) were made. The director of these films was Ilija ‘Čiča’ Stanojević and the cinematographer was Louis de Beery. 

The following year, 1912, De Beery, in a production of the brothers Savić, would film another feature  The Pitiable Mother ( Jadna Majka). In Novi Sad, during the World War I, in 1915, Vladimir Tomović shot the films  The Saviour ( Spasilac) and  The Detective as a Thief ( Detektiv kao lopov), before he was drafted and killed in battle. During this brief period, when the abovementioned films were being made, there were two Balkan wars and one world war. This is how exciting it was in the land of Serbia, which, after 1918, became a part of the first Balkan country—The Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. 

The official history of Yugoslav cinema industry is launched with the film  Slavica in 1946, after another war, World War II and the creation of Yugoslavia. The genesis of cinema in this region is directly related to the founding of the new Balkan state of Yugoslavia, and cinema is thus involved in establishing the new country’s mythology. In spite of this unpromising basis for the creation of cinema, shortly afterwards, in the 1950s, Serbia already had directors like Vladimir Pogačić who could stand on equal footing with major European filmmakers. One of the paradoxes of film in Socialist Yugoslavia (1945–1990) was that—in spite of significant pressure from the authorities and ensuing censorship especially in Serbia, nevertheless, out of a total of 890 completed titles, 549 were produced in Serbia or were Serbian co-productions. And then there was the fatal year 1990 and a new war. As always, cinema foretold the historical course of events: the last national film festival in Pula and its collapse meant the beginning of the civil war in Yugoslavia.[1] 

As far as 1990s were concerned, it was a decade of war and horrors and an attempt to continue the existence of filmmaking and cinema. Apart from all the mentioned and unmentioned cinematic paradoxes in Serbia, film has always been a messenger of what was to become history, and not the other way round. And then... the year 2000, when new Serbian cinema gained its independence, six years before the state did in 2006. 

In western countries with developed film industries “independent cinema” usually implies a larger degree of production freedom, both financial and creative. However, in the communist countries, especially in Serbia before 2000, each attempt to make an independent film presented a mission impossible, something no one would even think of attempting. What was it that the 

“New Serbian cinema” became independent from? Serbia became independent from the dictatorship and terror of Slobodan Milošević’s regime, which had pushed the country into war and isolation that lasted 15 years, culminating in the NATO bombing of 1999. Serbian cinema liberated itself from ideological terror and censorship—from the political “purges” of the cinema industry, which had forced the intellectual elite into mental and physical isolation, whereby an authentic filmmaking spirit had became only an individual half-censored creative endeavor. 

Above all, independent cinema started to free itself from the financial constraints which 
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controlled the cinema industry of the different Yugoslavias that disappeared and reappeared between 1990 and 2000. 

The Demise of Patriarchy in New Serbian Cinema  

Since 2000, as Serbia was coming to grips with its 

reduced political and economic clout, and its growing awareness of the necessity to negotiate with international norms and institutions (NATO, EU, UN…), it was clear that the new state was searching for a new identity. It was very telling that the first independent Serbian film appeared precisely in 2000. A new decade of “fighting for independence” in a literal and symbolic sense commenced with the premiere of the film  Dorcol-Manhattan ( Dorćol-Menhetn) in the Theatre of the Yugoslav Cinemathèque (by the way, the oldest cinemathèque in Europe).  The film was obstructed in every way and at all stages of production and postproduction.   The fast and sudden fall of Milošević gave everything, including the distribution of this film (even outside the country) a new context.  Dorcol-Manhattan  is a teenage comedy about the bombing of Serbia, viewed from a “female perspective.” It was written and directed by a woman—which for Serbia was also a precedent. Isidora Bjelica, a provocative and subversive author of many books, plays, and shows, dealt a blow to the stuffy domestic and the hypocritical foreign cinema by completing one of the lowest-budgeted films ever made. This film was the beginning of a new trend in Serbian cinema that would develop in the future and that now, several years later, has culminated in the eagerly awaited film  Tears for Sale ( Čarlston za Ognjenku,2008). 

A new tendency in Serbian cinema is the creation of a new identity of statehood through a female subject—making a unique “counter film” which represents a subversion of the patriarchal discourse within Serbian cinema by using a specific feminocentric narrative. Even though this new type of “counter film” that introduced a few women filmmakers (directors and scriptwriters) was a major advance since the year 2000, the new narrative would become typical not only for women filmmakers. The feminocentric narrative and its self-ironic subversive potential is something that is leading to a real rejuvenation of the new Serbian film art. 



The eventual withering away of the patriarchal discourse in the new Serbian cinema since 2000 

(especially with the founding  of the joint state of Serbia and Montenegro and finally the independent Serbian state) does not just reflect the post-communist climate, where it would be a normal part of the process in each national cinema industry after the break-up of Yugoslavia. The unique death of the patriarchal in the new Serbian cinema, represents also a break with the Milošević regime in Serbia and a broader liberation from authoritarian government and any kind of dictatorship. In the new Serbian cinema industry this “feeling of death” is born of the frustrations with the past which had accumulated during the 15-year-long regime of President 

Slobodan Milošević, a regime that brought isolation, a purposefully staged war, and major setbacks in people’s belief of controlling their destiny, even into the distant future. This relationship of the “objectified” Serbia and Milošević represents the subordinate-dominant relation typical of patriarchal discourse. 

Alice, You Are the Other – in Relation to Us 

During the 1990s Serbia was recognized and not only within its borders as an “object.” On the global map of the world, under different governmental structures and economic systems, Serbia became, and then stayed positioned as a problematic “Other:” the “other” of Europe, the “other” 

of the US, even sometimes the “other” of the Balkans themselves. 

Some internal factors contributed to the isolation and destabilization of the country during the 1990s—corruption, hyperinflation, autocracy (the terror of one man under the disguise of a multi-party system) and finally, the transition. Apart from those, there were external factors among which one is particularly important: the creation of a media image of the “Unwanted Serbia” in the world (by the biggest world media, in justification of their sometimes openly biased politics). An important role in this process was played by film as an international medium. 

The Balkan identity in Hollywood films (firstly Serbian, then within the wider Slav identity) is turned into a stereotypical hostile and crude male terrorist, a contract killer or evil agent in a political thriller. These stereotypes were generated as part of a larger process—the building and/or representation of an identity through the process of making someone “The Other” (typical for Hollywood film narrative). 

Woman as “other,” Serbia as “other”  

In contrast to the above mentioned process of positioning the “Otherness” of the Balkans (and/or Serbia) within Hollywood cinema as an “Unwanted Other,” the national identity of Serbia in domestic cinema of the 1990s has been represented by woman’s passive role within the patriarchal structure of the family. The frequently used narrative of  a Balkan wedding[2] in domestic films during the 1990s introduced the bride who takes a completely passive and humiliating role in her own wedding (which is everything but her own) within the hierarchy of power where someone else has total authority over her life and destiny, and she must consciously yield to such conditions. This narrative came to represent all relationships where the powerful determine the destinies of the less powerful, including, as we are beginning to understand, the passive and humiliating position of Serbia within the European hierarchy. Representations of national identity in the female characters of the 1990s like the above mentioned brides (victims of their own weddings) were created within a still unchanged, “natural,” patriarchal system. 

Generally in cinema, motherhood and sexuality are two strictly divided aspects of female representation within the patriarchal discourse. Serbian film most often drew a clear line between two stereotypes: the mother and the whore. A woman-mother, put in the context of war generated an archetypal media image of a mother—a woman shrouded in black who all her life had been old (like some sort of mental exercise, this image has been training young girls from an early age to be aware of their destiny). A woman-wife is always passive in the family structure while her other representations operate in domains ranging from “voluntary whores” to those that 
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are made such by rape, and are thus on the lowest level within the hierarchy of power. Mental and physical barbarism reflected in these relationships is always the same even though it appears in two variations; crime and violence on one hand, and “banality” on the other—reflecting the difference suggested by Guy Debord between “integrated spectacular” (typical for the Western democracies) and archaic surviving of tyrannical forms which, a while ago, was typical for the communist countries. [3]  

Since 2000, by force of change from ethnic to territorial cultural policy, new female representations, set in feminocentric discourse, have opened an “uncontaminated” field in which the complex structure of identity can be researched, and have begun a negotiation of new meanings. The death of the patriarchal in the new Serbian cinema means the beginning of the real process of breaking with the past, which demands an uncompromising reassessment. It was necessary to liberate oneself from the “ideology of consensus” (whether it was left or right) and the moralizing, euphoric discourse typical of the war cinema of the 1990s. Instead of films which persistently tried to give answers to current political intrigues, there was a need to replace them with “an analytical uncompromising stand” which takes the negative into account. And that stand, incidentally, is now marked by – woman. It is of the utmost importance that, apart from the media appropriations and power relations, we should not forget to arm ourselves again and again with the “discourse” of life. Since the dichotomy between the left and right wing is now irrelevant, a political culture in which no one takes the blame becomes inadmissible. These feminocentric narratives appear as a totally negative diagnosis in the form of a provocation which in the first place refers to the collapse of ex-communist European countries, but also to the anxious narcissism of the west and our whole civilization. The new “counter” film as an antidote against the “deep crisis of the patriarchal” of both systems, east and west, uses a procedure by which it grafts on something implicit, something we accept as beneficial – that comes from the other gender (one should also read—from other culture, other mentality). 

Dealing with gender issues and a new kind of 

feminocentric narrative concerns first of all the melodrama (as the female genre  par excellence) as well as the thriller (as a male genre  par excellence). Grotesque, comical or totally twisted melodramas and melodramatic comedies, through their heroines – who are active subjects, moving forces and bearers of action, from whom sexuality exudes as a basic moving force—in a way represent the opposite of the classic, patriarchal film narrative. Films such as  Dorcol-Manhattan (2000),  Take a Deep Breath ( Diši duboko, 2004),  Tomorrow Morning ( Sutra ujutru, 2006) invite estrangement and  Tears for Sale ( Čarlston za Ognjenku, 2008) could be the real manifesto of the new Serbian “counter” cinema. Hybrid thrillers such as  South by South-East ( Jug-Jugoistok, 2005) or, for example,  The Fourth Man ( Četvrti čovek, 2007) also settle very 

successfully the score with the past, aided by a (very un-usual) woman who becomes the bearer of new values and whose preservation is thus worthy of sacrificing one’s life. A few films such as  The Fourth Man directed by Dejan Zečević and co-written by Boban Jeftić, partly touch upon this new sensibility. Even though it is a thriller, a real Serbian neo-noir,  The Fourth Man uses its femme fatale as a kind of Mary Magdalene, because, by saving her life, everything that is human and truly moral and should continue to live after the hero, is saved, while the hero himself, through the act of self-destruction, closes the circle of the committed evil. 

It is important to note that this type of narrative is used by two Montenegro-produced films from the period of the state union of Serbia and Montenegro. The first is  We are Packing the Monkeys Again ( Opet pakujemo majmune) directed by Marija Perović and written by Milica Piletić who, in the spirit of the Belgrade school, convey this trend to the Montenegrian cinema. The second film  A View from the Eiffel Tower ( Pogled sa Ajfelovog tornja) directed by Nikola Vukčević and written by Irena Kikić Stojković, has a clear agenda to announce the new statehood in the character of Marija with pathetic pronouncements such as “She is Montenegro.” The irony is—or perhaps isn’t—that a very patriarchal milieu, such as Montenegrian, would begin its statehood and cinema production with three films ( the Holly Trinity)— In the Name of the Father and the Son ( U ime oca i sina),  We are Packing the Monkeys Again and  A View from the Eiffel Tower. 

Dorcol-Manhattan 

One could ask the following question: What is the answer to an absurd, barbaric act such as the bombing of a city? The choices are few and time is plentiful. The answer is—sex.  To the absurdity of barbarism, the response is the female orgasm. 

 Dorcol-Manhattan, named after two city centers that of Belgrade and of New York, is a modest, avant-garde film—play, in the genre of “teenage comedy.” It is about, as the credits indicate, one special “Serbian-American friendship.” The film is an answer to the bombing of Belgrade by the U.S., but from a completely different, dominantly female viewpoint. Two couples, living at the two above-mentioned locations, defend themselves from their own subordination by practicing never-ending sex. 

The slogan “Only Sex Saves the Serbs” instead of the notorious national catchphrase “Only Unity Saves the Serbs” is ridiculing the idea of Serbian unity as an empty word. Camp in its approach, the film pokes fun at the society of lies and simulations by excessive visualization of porno paraphernalia, and ridicules the “longing” for national allegiance and patriotism from a 

“safe” position abroad, with its excessive emphasis on personal freedoms and phony friendships—all typical of the diaspora mentality. 

Ambitious heroines in a delicate and frustrating situation, who would simply kill for an orgasm, incessantly try out all kinds of positions, even a lesbian relationship, while they are looking for a way out of the “we don’t know what to do” situation. Through their lives a kitsch compilation of motifs is paraded, such as Andy Warhol, Coca-Cola, an American flag, a typical rug from Pirot, Serbia or the famous folk story of the Kosovo maiden in which cannabis becomes a part of Serbian history witnessed by (as always when history is in question) Serbian epic poetry which 

“decidedly claims” that the Kosovo maiden was “constantly high.” Another frequent practice—
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the falsifying of Serbian history with the aid of epic poetry, is here given endless ironic treatment. 

Coming to different conclusions about the same event (the outcome of the war)—the couples exchange places. The Belgrade couple leaves for New York certain that we have “lost the war,” 

while the New York couple comes back to Belgrade happy that we “won the war.” Neither pair finds a solution and the moment it finds itself on the other side, it panics—because there is no real way out. A complete travesty of the emigrant’s identity in this movie ridicules both the local hypocrisy and the process of turning the Balkans into the “Other” within the Hollywood narrative as noted above. 

 Take a Deep Breath  

 Take a Deep Breath ( Diši duboko) by the director Dragan Marinković and screenwriter Hajdana Baletić for the first time brought to the Serbian big screen a lesbian relationship as an aspect of the female to female bonding whose subversive power within a patriarchy means a total liberation from all possible constraints. To a large extent, this film has been suppressed from the Belgrade public scene even though it is far from a “backward community’s manual for gay relationships”—as some have interpreted it. If  Take a Deep Breath were a pamphlet generated with the aim of gay propaganda—it would definitely not be, like other films with such tendencies, so essentially provocative and delicate. Besides, it would definitely not be 

“different.” 

Saša, the film’s heroine, plans to immigrate to Canada with 

her boyfriend and is determined to “escape from everything.” But this turns out to be just a path to a traffic accident which radically changes the course of events. Lana, her boyfriend’s sister, arrives in Belgrade from Paris. A strong bond forms between Lana and Saša, which turns into a love affair. This “relationship” becomes some kind of reverse side of Narcissus’ mirror, because it reflects the stumbling of the heroines, the parents, and the whole society over their own false values. Female bonding, and its subversive aspect within the patriarchy, completely materializes only when the relationship between Saša and her mother changes, causing their total sexual 

liberation. (The supportive mother who is finally sexually liberated thanks to her daughter is notably played by Mira Furlan, a major film star in socialist Yugoslavia. This film marks her comeback to the Belgrade cinema scene.)  

Escapism, as it usually happens, is not the solution. The two heroines, Saša and Lana, do a bungee jump with their bodies joined, which symbolizes the subversive power of the female bonding’s homosexual aspect. Breaking the cinematic taboo of the patriarchal discourse suggest that the will to live when we start to breathe again presents something which few of us really want. Serbia and Europe still have no courage for a jump like that. 

 South by South-East  

 South by South-East, directed and written by Milutin Petrović and co-written by Saša Radojević, is a meta-film (about the relationship between film and reality), and that is why this thriller is shot as a documentary, subverting the “naturalness” of that genre. Such a method causes estrangement and constantly forces the viewer into reassessment: reality in Serbia is a thriller for which we are never paranoid enough. 

The film is dedicated to one of the best Serbian actresses, Sonja Savić. In a complex and meta-cinematic way she represents the narrative itself and plays herself. As a victim of a showdown between the old and the new regime, she is simultaneously in real life and in the film. She comes to Belgrade from Slovenia after a long exile trying to save her abducted child. The child’s father is the current Serbian minister of foreign affairs. It is as if Sonja dances a tango while she is playing a game of seduction with the authorities, secret services, terrorists, and police. The biggest figure from the shadow of the former regime, who is behind the abduction, is played by the filmmaker Puriša Djordjević. He says that “Sonja is not a simple pop tune. Sonja is a tango,” 

referring, at the same time, to one of his films in which Sonja starred.[4] 

Nobody is sure any more if the child exists at all. Belgrade through Sonja’s eyes changes its meaning, and we see every event through its reverse side, as an event behind the scenes. 

Belgrade is a “set” on which a film about our fake reality is being made. True reality is found only in films, and only with their help we can shed some light on things. That degree of subversion of our political reality is possible only through Sonja’s body and the multi-layered meanings it carries (moving through the abstract space of Belgrade) as well as through her referential position as an icon within the Serbian cinema. 

Sonja is contrasting the two heroines whose sexuality is a recognizable sort of “prostitution by agreement” from our cinema history and who represent the old distribution of power within the patriarchal discourse. Sonja’s combination of motherhood and sexuality represent a real subversion of meaning. She is so dominant that she does not only expose all heroines around her to irony, but heroes as well, and she has no one to “share her film with.” The body of the detective’s daughter (who signed an implicit pact of prostitution with the one who has the power) becomes a map on which her professor “the foreigner” literally draws geographic positions. 

Bosnian mountains on the breasts, south by south east on her stomach, while a hand slides towards her crotch – Big Mother Russia. On the other side, implicit prostitution and stultification 
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of Christine “who is emancipated” is made so banal that it casts her out to the margins of the plot throughout the movie. 

A detective who is investigating the case seeks help from his friend, the psychiatrist. Even though the film is called  South by South-East the psychiatrist reckons that  North by Northwest is not “his friend’s film” and looking for an adequate film as his answer to his friend’s dilemma, chooses a domestic title  Strangler vs. Strangler ( Davitelj protiv davitelja) in which, of course, Sonja acts. This film makes us ponder Serbian cinema and look for our identity on the right spot. 

The whole idea of Petrović’s “counter” film  South by South-East could be summarized with the phrases the psychiatrist uses to explain to his detective friend an absurd situation of the existing Serbian cinema in a non-existent state: 

In this country reality does not exist. There are just films. Unfortunately, nobody is watching them.”And through Sonja’s character:  “ She is not crazy. They are just trying to put our whole cinema industry in an asylum. 

 Tomorrow Morning 

 Tomorrow Morning ( Sutra ujutru, 2006) by the 

director Oleg Novković and screenwriter Milena Marković, nominated for an Oscar in 2007 in the best foreign film category, was shot in the manner of  Dogma95. Done in brief shots like a documentary, it is more than distressingly subversive of everything we ever thought we knew about ourselves and others. This film makes a travesty of the Serbian emigrant community in a new and harrowing way. A young man comes from Canada for a few days and organizes his wedding. His “illusions,” fabricated only as a reason to come back “to his country,” will be dispelled. His country is the great love that he left behind, a girl called Sale (who bears in the Serbian language a male nickname and is a part of the male society, played by Nada Sargin), who indulges in self-irony to the very limit and who decides not to exist. For her, there are no compromises. Sale is a body full of wounds, abortion being the worst. All the traces are erased with the baby, so that all memories and the “purified life” of the suppressed catharsis can continue. 
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From the moment the young man comes back, 

Sale is constantly balancing on a thin edge where her sexuality, and she herself, at the same time are at the center of the narrative (completely determining the course of events), and completely exteriorized from the narrative (she cannot do anything to change the course of events). The restrained but intense acting, where all relevant moments are taking place in pauses, in active silence, in jerks of a body which tries to “speak”—discloses silence as a resistance and not-doing as an ancient subversion of meaning. Sale does not depart, does not arrive anywhere. She simply is. And he exists only during those four days while he was a part of her. Upon his return to Canada, everybody goes back to their own non-existence. The nostalgic sound of old Yugoslav rock, four days of escape into true existence, can last in some time warp, “just this night”—until Tomorrow Morning. 

And lastly...  Tears for Sale 

The manifesto of the new “counter” cinema is apparently writing itself and brings us to  Tears for Sale ( Čarlston za Ognjenku,2008). This is a film whose premiere was eagerly awaited (for five years) and which should represent a big turning point in Serbian cinema. (The premiere of the film was a few days after the deadline for the Serbian publication of this article.) This is how the story goes in the land of miracles, based on the screenplay and exciting trailer: Once upon the time, two sisters lived in a village without a single man... And then they took the matter in their own hands and set off to hunt down a real man. But also... to hunt for real love, and for a song. ( Tears for Sale) 

The outlaw sisters would solve some “female issues” which men are simply not up to. The Great Goddess, the two sisters’ grandmother and the  spiritus movens of their actions, is played by another big star of Serbian stage and screen, Olivera Katarina. A  femme fatale of her time, she had also been a prisoner of the cultural asylum called Serbia. In short, the Little Goddess’ sharp words are addressed to the hardened patriarchate: 

Don’t you move from that car! Do you hear me, Arsenije? You are a sissy, Pokrp is a snake pit, and this is female business! 
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As far as the director’s method is concerned, the only thing left for us to do is to impatiently count the days before the premiere of the long-awaited project in which we hope that, finally, in Serbia, beside the Tango, we will have a round of Charleston. 

A female body, like a new statehood, merges 

identity and difference, but does not make them mutually exclusive. By emphasizing the female orgasm as the pinnacle of female sexuality, but in combination with motherhood, a new identity is realized, a new female subject in the process of creation. Hers is an identity that has to stay present as a speaking creature (a part of history) in a symbolic sense. Simultaneously, she should do it without stopping being a bearer of the reverse side of that language, the para-language, its subversive components. “Conditioning” (phallocentric phantasms) and “false promises” (male impotence) become insufficient solutions for heroines of the new Serbian cinema—in a word, for all of us. 

Great Goddesses and Mothers of Serbian cinema industry like Sonja Savić (as the mother in South by South-East), Mira Furlan (Saša’s mother in  Take a Deep Breath) and Olivera Katarina (as a grandmother in  Tear for Sale) represent the perfect, delicate synthesis of motherhood and sexuality within and outside narrative cinema. Their appearance means two things at the same time. It is the foundation of new female representation within the narratives. Outside cinema, they are a reflection of the nostalgia for the best in the history of Serbian cinema. 

The motto of this new “counter” film is instinctive subversion of representations of national identity within the domestic cinema up to the end of the 1990 as well as a subversive answer to representations of the Balkan identity as an inferior one, or “Other” in the Hollywood cinema (and in the films of a large number of European directors filming for the American market) through a self-ironic or camp heroine. That kind of narrative moves, decodes, damages and creates anew obvious but false meanings, putting the viewer into completely new and unexplored viewpoints, making him/her negotiate new meanings. The identity of new statehood became a 

“female matter.” Peculiar feminocentric narratives of the “counter” cinema have put female pleasure in the center, insisting on sexuality through the female orgasm and the merging of sexuality and motherhood in one inseparable union. They sail through the world of lies and delusion, the world of camp and the surreal in order to get “behind” the meaning, through the 

self-ironic female dream, to expose the rottenness of the falsely apparent order of things. From that (as from any other dream) we can awaken... if we want to, of course. 

 Translated by Goran Gocić with Vida Johnson 

How We Loved America: The Significance of 

Rock’n’roll and American Movies in the 

Serbian Film Industry 

By Ivan Velisavljević (Belgrade)  

© Ivan Velisavljević, 2009  

In the mid-1990s, a whole generation of Serbian film critics was engaged in the defence of American cinema. In 1995, when Emir Kusturica’s  Underground was released, a film critic for a Belgrade magazine  Time of Enjoyment ( Vreme zabave), Goran Terzić, refused to watch the film which won the  Golden Palm  in Cannes. He sarcastically described the “enemies of American cinema”—critics who used to defend Kusturica inspired by his anti-Hollywood views and relevant today in the wake of the symbolic “burial” of  Live Free or Die Hard, 2007, at Kusturica’s Kustendorf Festival in 2008. 

One can say that the dialectic “for and against American/Hollywood cinema” and the ambivalence towards it in Serbia since 1991, have been perpetually leading Serbian film, polarizing it and pushing it forward and back. At least this used to be the case, as in the last few years the situation in film criticism and practice has changed somewhat. Of course, the concepts of “American,” “genre” and “Hollywood” cinema are too broad, but the source of the stated dialectic lies in the fact that these notions have not been defined, that they are imprecise or too simplified, and often colored politically and ideologically. Rock’n’roll and genre cinema, two important attributes of the American film industry—combined with a broadly taken notion of Americana, which has been an inspiration to many Serbian filmmakers—are the basic elements of this relationship. 

The Foundation of Criticism 

The abovementioned film critic belongs to the generation of the so-called “Pajkić group” (a problematic grouping which brings together a number of original individuals who write film criticism in the shadow of one man). The name is Nebojša Pajkić, professor of screenwriting at Belgrade’s Academy for Dramatic Arts (FDU), who has been an inspiration to and professor of this group of critics, and editor of magazines and collections of essays. For the Serbian public this name has become synonymous with the first generation of critics, cinematically educated, authentic film buffs, ardent defenders of genre cinema, especially American. In socialist Yugoslavia this kind of cinema was characterized as “kitsch” by the mainstream critics (often without valid arguments or an elementary knowledge of facts), because it was not in their 

opinion, engaged, mimetic and serious enough; these were the demands of the then-dominant 

“Marxist criticism” supported by the government. Dejan Ognjanović talks about this in the introduction to his book  In Hills, Horrors: Serbian Horror Cinema, (U brdima, horori: Srpski film strave, Niš, 2007). 

The “Pajkić” generation had quite a different approach: very well educated in cinema, through the miracle of video-tapes in the 1980s, they were finally in a position to carefully watch genre films. They disturbed the prevailing opinion about film in Serbia with the premise that genre and author, entertainment and art were not conflicting concepts, something that, until then, had been taken for granted. With numerous articles in journals, books, and a key collection of essays,  A Light in the Dark: The New Hollywood ( Svetlo u tami: Novi Holivud, 2002), these critics presented their own heroes: John Milius, Walter Hill, Brian De Palma, Larry Cohen, Philip Kaufman, George Romero... 

In fact, American filmmakers were dominant in forming the taste of these critics: in their opinion, the only industry that could match America’s was Hong Kong cinema. Their fascination with American directors could be seen in two random samples. A book by Aleksandar D. Kostić, Field of Dreams ( Polje snova, Belgrade, 1997—the title relates to Kostić’s personal taste, personal  field of dreams in cinema) has a typical American image on its cover. It is a picture of two young men in front of Jimmy Hendrix’s grave from the film  Singles (1992, Cameron Crow). 

The book contains articles mostly about American directors—John Badham, Ron Shelton, Michael Mann—and rock’n’roll and jazz in cinema (again, mostly American variants). 

Likewise, the first issue of the magazine  Happy Ending ( Hepiend, Belgrade, 1996, edited by Pajkić) contains articles on John Woo and transvestism in cinema (with mostly American examples like Ed Wood and Andy Warhol), while the critic’s list of ten favorite films, on the last page of the magazine, contains, with the exception of John Woo’s  The Killer (1989), exclusively American titles. 

A few related questions arise: First, why was the "Pajkić" generation so fascinated by American (and) genre cinema? Second, why did they consider the most relevant directors those American filmmakers who had not, even in their own country, been treated very seriously or reverently, for example, John Milius, Abel Ferrara and John Carpenter? And how did their critical views influence films that were produced in Serbia after this generation of film buffs reached their zenith, that is, between the mid-1990s and the present? 

The answer to the first question partially lies in the perpetual influence of the famous generation of the French New Wave probably on all the film critics in the world, but especially European ones. Interpreting the American film industry, the largest and most popular in the world, revalorizing the author, discovering new names and polemicizing with American critics such as Andrew Sarris—all this indeed presented a challenge for a Serbian critic who finally had the opportunity to see all these films multiple times and to analyze them in detail. A part of the answer also lies in the debt to the postmodern age and theory in addition to the critics being fed up with socialism’s didactic demands that cinema should be a part of high culture and that it should primarily look up to the European canonized  auteurs such as Ingmar Bergman, Federico Fellini and Andrei Tarkovsky. (One of the essays in  A Light in Dark was called“Why I like Steve Carver, and not Ingmar Bergman”). 
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The answer to the second question is somewhat more complex. It perhaps partly lies in the rebellious, non-conformist, even “loser” status shared by the above-mentioned directors in the American industry, with John Milius leading the group. The Serbian genre cinema buff, a rebel in the world of socialist realism and  highbrow culture could identify easily with that status. The society in the former Yugoslavia, liberal compared to other “communist” countries, in the 1980’s had a great rock’n’roll scene, a more liberal economy than the eastern bloc countries, and was already infected by the myths of individual freedom, the free market, the abundance and other joys of American capitalism. The importing of American cultural goods, including a McDonald’s restaurant which opened in Belgrade in 1989, was not obstructed. No wonder that the young critics wholeheartedly embraced this spiritual baggage. 

It is also indicative that in Serbia in the beginning of 1990s, at a time of the departure of communism and the preparation for a market economy, as well as a time of awakening nationalism—Hollywood and Hong Kong, two very “patriotic” and anti-communist industries in their dominant ideology, with right-wingers such as John Milius, were in fact the source where the young critics formed their taste in films. 

The Walls of Practice 

As we can see, the first elements that Serbian directors 

and critics of this orientation adopted from the American film industry were rock’n’roll iconography and the spirit of rebellion. The process had already started in the 1980s with the film  The Promising Boy ( Dečko koji obećava, Miloš Radivojević, 1981), whose screenplay writer was Nebojša Pajkić himself. Rock’n’roll and beat music intermittently appear in earlier Serbian cinema, such as  When I’m Dead and Gone ( Kad budem mrtav i beo, 1967) by Živojin Pavlović,  The Naughty One ( Nemirni 1967), by Kokan Rakonjac,  First Degree Murder ( Ubistvo na podmukao i svirep način i iz niskih pobuda, 1969) by Žika Mitrović, and others.  The Promising Boy is a story of a youth prophetically named Slobodan Milošević, a strange synthesis of director Miloš Radivojević’s creative obsessions and the aesthetics of the French New Wave in the first half of the movie, and the subculture iconography of American rock’n’roll cinema—
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bikers, rock bands, parties, arty characters, homosexuals and self-destruction—in the second half. 

The second film with a similar rock’n’roll 

attitude ,   The Fall of Rock’n’roll ( Kako je propao rokenrol, 1989), again had Pajkić on its team (as a scriptwriter), as well as a part of the crew from  The Promising Boy (the composer, for example). This omnibus film by then-young directors and writers has since gained a cult status. 

In the first story, through a clash between local folk music, which was the road to fame, and rock’n’roll, whose time was up—a true demise of rock’n’roll during the so-called Wars for the Yugoslav succession is foreseen. Through that, it is obvious what, actually, rock’n’roll really meant for the hip Belgrade circle of filmmakers and artists—a spirit of rebellion of the young, smart, urban, different and critical people against peasant, populist culture which was speedily flooding the ruling discourse. Unlike Sarajevo, where rock’n’roll always went hand in hand with the folk spirit and especially Balkan folk music (the reading of rock’n’roll which generated Kusturica), Belgrade offered more westernized, New York-type of "good entertainment" created by urban types who did not have much to do with the "crowd." 

The eighties also produced the two following films, which featured members of one of the best Serbian rock band—Ekaterina Velika:  Black Maria ( Crna marija, 1986, Milan Živković), a story of the rise and fall of a rock band, and  Taiwan Canasta ( Tajvanska kanasta, 1985, Goran Marković). The break-up of Yugoslavia in the beginning of the 1990s brought the film  We are Not Angels ( Mi nismo andjeli, 1992), a debut feature by Srdjan Dragojević, one of the most popular Serbian box-office hits, a cynical romantic comedy in which an Angel and the Devil are fighting for the soul of a bohemian city dweller and womanizer Nikola.  The Black Bomber ( Crni bombarder, 1992, Darko Bajić), done under the notable influence of Walter Hill’s stylization in Streets of Fire (1984), is the story of a radio journalist whose provocative show and conflict with the police causes political demonstrations in Belgrade. 

 We are Not Angels summarizes the experience of Belgrade's post-new wave punk aesthetics. By combining the urban spirit, humor and stylization, based on thoughtful use of kitsch, and playing with the genre conventions of romantic comedy—it was successful with audience and critics alike.  The Black Bomber, on the other hand, made allusions to the cult Belgrade radio station B92. With its open rock’n’roll iconography and aesthetics, the music of The Electric Orgasm ( Električni orgazam), one of the most important Belgrade rock bands, and the appearance of numerous personalities from the Serbian rock scene of the day,  The Black Bomber laid claims to being “the movie of the generation”—but it failed, though gloriously, both in quality and with the audience. 
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With such a “thin” heritage of rock’n’roll film, 

and rare and distant models in using Hollywood formulas in Serbia (as in films of Žika Mitrović in the 1950s and 1960s), but with film buffs’ big appetites and their tastes formed on Americana, as Serbian filmmakers and young critics  in large numbers turned into filmmakers—Serbian cinema entered the second half of the 1990s and the new millennium. At the very edge of this period, another work of the rock sensibility was created— The  Package Tour ( Paket aranžman, 1995), again an omnibus of three student films based on a screenplay of Djordje Milosavljević, a member of the Pajkić group and a fan of Michael Mann. 

The heroes of this omnibus come from rock bands 

and the storylines of  The  Package Tour were created under the influence of John Dahl and Frank Zappa. This movie introduced two young directors, Srdan Golubović and Dejan Zečević, who would become among the most successful in handling genre patterns and using the language of Hollywood cinema. This film also introduced the scriptwriter and future director Djordje Milosavljević who was persistent in his attempts to make a good Tarantino thriller. It sounds peculiar, but it would take another decade to make the next rock’n’roll film in Serbia— We are not angels 3: Rock’n’roll strikes back ( Mi nismo andjeli 3: Rokenrol uzvraća udarac, 2006), co-written by Srdjan Dragojević and Dimitrije Vojnov. That movie toys with a comedy of errors: soul-selling, mistaken identities and the hardships of a rock band, all sub plots within the folk-rock conflict. 

On the other hand, the Tarantino-virus infected the Serbian film industry as well: Quentin Tarantino bore the same attributes as the Pajkić group—a film fanatic, drowning in video tapes, a fan of genre and trash cinema.... And he managed to become perhaps the most influential American director of the 1990s, recognizable precisely for his self-conscious use and revitalization of the stylistic patterns of American kitsch films. Looking at him, Serbian film 
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authors saw their chance. Srdjan Dragojević was the most inventive.  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame ( Lepa sela lepo gore, 1996) and  Wounds ( Rane, 1998) presented him as an already mature author who, in the first place, knows perfectly well contemporary American war films (by Francis Ford Coppola and Oliver Stone) as well as MTV aesthetics and the thriller, mastering their expressive potentials. These two films brought him major success in the US and a two-year contract with Miramax, during which, unfortunately, he did not manage to make a feature film in Hollywood. 

Other films sought the formula of a good little movie in 

the manner of "chamber" thrillers:  Rage ( Do koske, 1998) by Boban Skerlić, with a lot of Woo-Tarantino shoot-outs, violence and foul language, as well as  Wheels ( Točkovi, 1999) and  The Mechanism ( Mehanizam, 2000) by Djordje Milosavljević—are all glorious failures.... Far more successful, at least on the international festival circuit (the FIPRESCI prize in Venice and World Prism in Santa Barbara), was  Cabaret Balkan ( Bure baruta, 1998) by Goran Paskaljević. 

Fragmenting its dramaturgy into ten stories, it commented on the dead-end “spiral of violence” 

of Balkan/Serbian reality. 

After 1999: Goodbye America, Good Morning America 

The fascination with American films and Americana which grew out of film criticism gave only partial results in film practice. That realization combined with other, historical reasons—such as the NATO bombing of Serbia in 1999, the fall of Slobodan Milošević’s regime in October 2000, which triggered a painful process and eventual change of the social order, that is, the process of transition and brutal privatization—influenced the attitude of young Serbian critics and film authors towards American cinema and the U.S. in general. Uncritical adoration grew into cautious consideration and critical re-evaluation. 
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At first, the western was the most suitable genre 

for such a process. Golubović’s  Absolute Hundred ( Apsolutnih sto,  2001), was a western with a revenge motif about two brothers, two marksmen, one who is a step away from becoming a champion, and the other who used to be a champ, but became a drug addict who sold his shooting gallery and owes money to criminals.  One on One ( Jedan na jedan, 2002) by Mladen Matičević is a story of a basketball player who also faces a showdown with criminals. Both films mirror the time in which they were made: the problem of criminal gangs, of a disappointed generation growing up under Milošević, of keeping one’s pride, and major economic upheavals. 

At the same time, a new generation of critics and film authors steps on the scene with a concept of the New Serbian Cinema. But their role models are a little different, more eclectic, more international and less “Americanized:” Dimitrije Vojnov, one of the most distinguished authors of that generation, lists five titles pivotal for the New Serbian Cinema, only two of which are American productions. These are  Irreversible (2002, Gaspar Noe),  Visitor Q (2001, Takashi Miike),  Hot Fuzz (2007, Edgar Wright),  American History X (1998, Tony Kaye) and  The Last Boy Scout (1991 Tony Scott). 

Having absorbed the experience of the “Pajkić group,” but far more careful in their approach to American and Hollywood cinema (even though still madly in love with it), disappointed by the situation in the national film industry, but with youthful energy invested in its change, these critics and filmmakers come at the moment when the Serbian film industry produced a few intriguing titles made under the influence of the American cinema. The first is  Film noir (2007), directed by D. Jud Jones (alias) and Risto Topaloski, an animated, full-fledged thriller based on American noir and the video game  Max Payne (2001), completely in English and with little indication that it was shot in Serbia. The second, called  The Trap ( Klopka, 2007) by Srdan Golubović, a Serbian film which made the short list for the Oscars, is also a thriller, with a storyline similar to that of  John Q (2002). The third is  The Fourth Man ( Četvrti čovek, 2007), a spy thriller by Dejan Zečević, on the footsteps of  The Bourne Identity (2002).  The Fourth Man brought to Serbian cinema the first, in terms of genre, relevant treatment of the provocative subject of the National Security Police and the first film of its kind seriously taken by the public and the critics. 

Only time will show whether in the dialectics surrounding the influence of American and Hollywood cinema in Serbia the thesis and antithesis of Americana are finally overcome in a productive synthesis. It would mean that Serbian cinema, if it lives up to this potential, is looking at an upsurge and return to its glory days when Serbia was the leading film industry in the region. 

 Translated by Goran Gocić with Vida Johnson The Rise and Fall of Serbian Pop Cinema  

By Dimitrije Vojnov (Belgrade)  

© Dimitrije Vojnov, 2007  

Serbian cinema became known in international circles primarily because of the artistic accomplishments of certain filmmakers and their success at film festivals. Precisely these works were the first ones to represent Serbian cinema in theaters abroad. In the context of the international cinema market once, when Serbian pop cinema was part of the bigger Yugoslav film industry, it was well known for its WWII action films done in the style of adventures or westerns. Usually they were distributed in the west in shortened, exploitation, “grindhouse” 

variants, with emphasis on the action and with reduced dramatic and political detail. Behind the Iron Curtain, they were seen as examples of very liberal mainstream cinema. There, Serbian populist comedies were also very popular. Eastern audiences were not used to such an anarchic approach to everyday life in a socialist country, so they were perceived as exotic and courageous. 

Unfortunately, it seems that the Serbian filmmakers never managed to fully take advantage of the potential of the eastern markets. 

However today, in theaters around the world, Serbian films are present only in the works of Emir Kusturica and afew other directors such as Srdjan Dragojević, Srdan Golubović, Srdjan Koljević or Uroš Stojanović, whose films have managed to reach foreign theaters as western co-productions. However, apart from films by Kusturica, in foreign markets there is practically no demand for Serbian cinema. This shows that Serbian cinema has not been able to formulate an aesthetics which could be fresh and interesting to a foreign audience. For an impoverished industry such as the Serbian cinema, perhaps it is unrealistic to expect a larger presence in theaters around the world. However, it is a fact that the Serbian film industry acquired regional leadership precisely through its ability to make films which communicate with a wide audience. 

Serbian film remains atypical in the world market as one of the few industries outside Hollywood—like the Indian for example—which dominates box office on its own turf. 

Sometimes the tastes of the international festivals and the Serbian audience overlap, and then the foreign audience can see the films which are also shown in theaters in Serbia. Sometimes this is not the case. That’s why it is important to analyze different aspects of Serbian pop film and to theoretically sift through some titles which, apart from reviews upon release, typically are not subjected to any deeper critical thought. 

Successful Themes 

Apart from the tradition of box-office success, which helped it dominate over imported films, Yugoslav cinema had another specific tradition. In spite of the critics’ general resistance to commercial and populist films as carriers of bad taste and compromise, in spite of the fact that 
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among the Yugoslav box office hits one could find various examples of populist kitsch, it also often happened that quality films with high artistic ambitions scored well at the box office. 

Moreover, at one moment in 1978, the classic work of Lordan Zafranović,  Occupation in 26 

 pictures ( Okupacija u 26 slika), managed to reach the status of the number one box office hit in the history of socialist Yugoslavia. This is a formidable achievement for a film with a specific Viscontian aesthetics that dealt with brutal events from World War II and the fascist occupation of Dubrovnik. 





 Occupation in 26 pictures  was replaced on the “best ever” box office list of the socialist Yugoslavia a few years later, by a  par excellence Serbian populist comedy  Tight Skin ( Tesna koža, 1982). Since the latter film stayed on top of that list until the break-up of socialist Yugoslavia, it will be remembered as the most-watched Yugoslav film. However, that symbol of cinema populism conceals a considerably more complex picture of the Yugoslav film market, where, occasionally, films with high artistic ambitions managed to achieve a lasting presence. 

The beginning of the 1990s, the time of wars and 

crisis, provoked a specific reaction in Serbian filmmakers. Many thought that such a time of crisis should produce movies that pay a tribute to it. One of the most commercial directors in the history of the socialist Yugoslavia, Zoran Čalić, notorious for his populist comedies where he often used parody, the traditions of youth cinema and a Rabelaisian treatment of the clash between village and town, at the beginning of the war shot his first serious melodrama with a war theme:  The Tear and Her Sisters ( Suza i njene sestre) .  It was one of the few misses he made and surely the biggest flop of his career. 
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 Pretty Village, Pretty Flame ( Lepa sela lepo gore, 1996)—number one in the Serbian box office in 1996—by Srdjan Dragojević can be seen as the key Serbian film of the 1990s. With the black humor of the most successful Yugoslav art house films, with technical perfection and elements of spectacle which rivaled earlier partisan films, it tells the story of growing up and of the civil war in socialist Yugoslavia. This film had pointed political overtones and it is interesting that in Serbia, it was mostly perceived as anti-Serbian, while in the region it was considered a pro-Serbian film which, by default, should have had disastrous effect on the box office receipts. Yet, the film proved to be a big hit in Serbian movie theatres. In the former Yugoslavia and the region, it managed to transcend all the barriers politics imposed on communication via cinema. 

It seems that the energy of Dragojević’s film, 

expressed through powerful  mise-en-scene, casting based on actors’ personalities, humor, and iconic points that do not burden the basic narrative—together worked against the perception of the movie as a political statement. Moreover,  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame has became part of the iconography precisely among those who were its subjects, even those that were strongly criticized, such as nationalists, naïve provincial yokels, drug addicts and petty criminals. It seems that  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame in the end did not become an instrument of ideology even though it carried that function as well. It was experienced as an energetic portrayal of traumatic events, with energy that was absorbed without an ideological bent. 

 Wounds ( Rane, 1998) by Srdjan Dragojević, was an equally energetic story. It dealt with the consequences of the wars in Serbia itself, and with the growing up of young delinquents. 

Dragojević’s film was simolar to French movies of the time, such as Mathieu Kassovitz's  La Haine (1995) and  Assassin(s) (1997), with equal success at festivals and box office, but with the additional criticism of Slobodan Milošević’s regime. Precisely because of the clash with the regime, this film did not manage to reach the desired attendance as its advertising was halted, but it can still be considered on all accounts a Serbian blockbuster. Again, the energetic treatment of the subject matter that contained a criticism of a certain milieu—in this case the criminal underworld—was very attractive to the audience. Again, Dragojević’s film did not function as an ideological instrument, but became some kind of code of conduct among young delinquents just like Coppola’s  The Godfather was for Italian Mafia or De Palma’s  Scarface for young Afro-American gangsters. 
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 The Fourth Man ( Četvrti Čovek, 2007) by Dejan 

Zečević was a thriller which strongly rested on titles such as  The Bourne Identity,  Se7en,  Angel Heart and  Memento. In a structural sense these films can be seen as a matrix,   par excellence,  for commercial cinema. Based on such concepts of dramaturgy, Zečević turned the Serbian secret services, organized crime, tycoons and war crimes into his themes. Despite adopting the idioms of American mainstream cinema, this film was a success at the box office precisely because of the elements of reality it brought into the genre mechanism. Moreover, both the audience and the critics recognized this as a key element in the reception of this film, even though Zečević’s procedure and previous opus, strictly tied to genre, suggest that his primary concern was to create a Serbian variant of a genre film. 

We can thus conclude that with these three hit films the reception of the political content turned out to be the opposite of the authors’ intentions, just as the energy of the expression of genre defied the author’s control. We can also conclude that the audience preferred the traditional, authentic Yugoslav genres (black comedy, partisan films), over the traditions of Hollywood formulas. Moreover, some influences of European and independent cinema, after integration into Serbian cinema, communicated with audiences. Similarly, a critical view of real life and political engagement turned out to be more effective when placed in the background than when they were among the prime concerns of the authors. 

The Imaginary Present  

 We Are Not Angels ( Mi nismo andjeli, 1992) [1] by Srdjan Dragojević was a film which takes place in the hyper-stylized reality of Belgrade with 

stylistic postulates laid down by earlier films of Goran Gajić, the television works of Milutin Petrović, the video clips of Yugoslav post-punk bands and the whole counter-culture, which, in the last days of socialism had strong incursions into the mainstream. In 1992, conditions were ripe for that counter-cultural design of a “swinging” Belgrade found in music videos and student films of the 1980s to become understandable to the widest audiences. 

Apart from very rich stylization on all levels of cinematic expression, the dramatic matrix of the film is actually simple and universally comprehensive.  We Are Not Angels is a teenage comedy about unwanted pregnancy, a frequent motif in youth cinema, also a trigger for one of the most lasting franchises of Yugoslav cinema, the so-called  Žika’s Dynasty ( Žikina dinastija, 1985). In its synthesis of clear and fresh stylization, in the charismatic leading roles of Nikola Kojo and Branka Katić, in its functional use of music of the then teenage retro-pop group  The Vampires ( Vampiri), in the fresh slang which was on that occasion introduced, and in his skilful balancing between the tradition of American pop culture and the Serbian milieu—Dragojević created a mainstream film of the highest artistic and commercial value. In the best way, it integrated the already existing traditions of youth cinema and merged them with avant-garde solutions which traditionally refresh mainstream film. 

 We Are Not Angels 2 ( Mi nismo andjeli 2, 2005)—the box office leader in 2006—is an ambitious sequel, which, thanks to the first part, did very well at the box office. However, critics and audiences alike deemed it to be an exploitation of the fame of the outstanding first film, which did not measure up to its cult status. Objectively speaking, in many segments, the second film has qualities superior to the first one, and is more in sync with world trends then was the initial version. It is, however, obvious that in  We Are Not Angels 2  the tradition of the American pop film prevailed over the traditions familiar to our cinema goers. Resistance to the sequel as a concept is surprising, bearing in mind that Yugoslav film, even before the Americans, accepted the concept of sequels as far back as the 1960s, with sequels of hits such as  Captain Lesi ( Kapetan Lesi) and  Vesna.  It is a fact that during the 1980s, there were several franchises in Yugoslav film. In the sequel, the stylized present, more akin to American suburbia than to Serbian reality, with a lot of radical scenes of social deviations, was not accepted, and the film was criticized because of its distance from realism, which is precisely the quality for which the original was acclaimed. 

The third part of the successful series  We Are Not Angels, though released only a year and a half after the second, was envisaged as a total resetting of the franchise. Even in the title itself, the accent was not on the title  We Are Not Angels 3,  but on the acronym  A3, and the subtitle Rock’n’roll Strikes Back. The film was directed by Petar Pašić, a director with experience in the world of commercials and music videos, while Srdjan Dragojević appeared as producer and screenwriter. 
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The audience and the critics largely perceived the 

film as an improvement over the second part, but one could say that its being part of a serial turned out to be a disadvantage.   A3 was envisaged as a teenage comedy based on the matrix of the Prince and the Pauper fairy-tale, which at the end of the 1980s had several incarnations in the U.S where heroes switched bodies and therefore, age, sex, race and class. In  A3 bodies and positions are switched between a young rock musician and a famous folk singer who, for success, sells his soul to the Devil. The abundance of musical numbers drawn from the milieu in which the movie took place, practically turned it into a non-diegetic musical. However, the critics showed an aversion to this approach, because they did not see the film as a musical, but as a conventional teenage comedy. The story is set in the hyper-stylized environment of the music industry where the rigid setting of parental home, the rock’n’roll alternative and the turbo-folk industry were stylized to the extreme. Still, inside that stylized universe, the film is still connected to reality, as well as the contemporary economic and political situation and the history of the region. 

The resetting of the  We Are Not Angels franchise was done in the same manner as with Nightmare on Elm Street, where, after the two initial films, Wes Craven passed the baton to younger directors and every new sequel, apart from  Freddy Kruger, has had new young heroes. 

However, Serbian audiences did not accept that kind of franchise transformation and showed that it missed the earlier characters, which clearly explains the attitude of the Serbian audience towards the industry of film sequels. In the final score,  A3 was second at the box office in 2006 

in Serbia, immediately after  Da Vinci Code (Ron Howard), and the most-watched Serbian film of that year. Even though it had just one sixth of the admissions of the second part, it can still be considered a solid scorer. 

 Rage ( Do koske, 1998) by Boban Skerlić was a stylized thriller set in a criminal milieu, which anticipates  The Big Hit (Kirk Wong), a US production that, two 
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years later in a similar hyper-stylization, tried to tell a very similar story. However, while  The Big Hit did not do well at the American box office,  Rage  scored solidly in Serbia. It did so in spite of its stylization and the fact that the reality of the Serbian crime scene was considerably more exciting than this stylized interpretation, which attempted to embrace the design of Walter Hill’s  The Warriors and some of the mythic themes of Tarantino’s  Pulp Fiction  which were not justified by the realistic script of Srdja Andjelić. 

In 1998, a new director was introduced to the Serbian audience, one who would become a reference point in commercial cinema.  Three Palms for Two Punks and a Babe ( Tri palme za dve bitange i ribicu) was the first film of Radivoje Andrić. The principles of the American B-movie were used to define the aesthetics of low-budget comedy dealing with contemporary Serbian life in comic book fashion, growing out of the post-new wave aesthetics previously established by Srdjan Dragojević. In this film, the distance from realism is obvious not only in the comic book stylization of costumes and sets but also in the abandonment of the heroes’ moral dilemmas, the simplification of their motives and relations. These defined a very unpretentious style of expression which attracted audiences that year. A similar line would be pursued in 2002 when Dead Cold ( Mrtav ladan) by Milorad “Debeli” Milinković (Fatty) was shot and screened with great success. The highly conceptualized paraphrase of Hitchcock’s  Trouble with Harry here is treated in similar comic book manner. 

 Dudes! ( Munje) by Radivoje Andrić—the box 

office leader in 2001—represented a continuation of the aesthetics initiated in  Three Palms for Two Punks and a Babe;  however this was a highly conceptualized story, set in one night, with considerably more coherent visual expression.  Dudes!  also carried a political message, as it was advertised as a film destined to start the era of post-Milošević cinema; it had strong support of the public and the media, especially Radio and Television B92, the station that had been pivotal in the resistance to the Milošević regime. The distance from reality was embodied in its stylized portrayal of nightlife, with comic book simplifications of characters and relationships. Again the author of the screenplay is Srdja Andjelić, and again we can say that the text itself, in its essence, is more realistic than the directorial approach. 

 When I Grow Up I’ll Be A Kangaroo ( Kad porastem biću kengur), the next film by Radivoje Andrić, script by Miroslav Momčilović, was released in 2004. It was a Jarmush-type comedy composed of three interwoven stories about a Belgrade neighborhood. The solid commercial success of this film was probably due to Andrić’s reputation after  Dudes! , but it illustrated how flexible were the criteria for what the Serbian audience considered commercial. In this film there 
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is a mild romantic swerve and a relaxation of the relationships depicted in a milieu of marginal characters and losers, considerably more brutal in reality. 

 One on One ( 1 na 1, 2002) by Mladen Matičević is a Serbian variation of a ghetto film, also strongly stylized. Here, the apartment blocks of New Belgrade do not look like their specific Eastern European counterparts. They are depicted like a battleground from a Walter Hill movie,[2] his  The Warriors  and  Trespass, where tough, street basketball is played, gangs drive around in Cadillacs the sounds of hip-hop reverberate. Even though such stylization is far from authentic, Matičević’s film rings true on emotional and ethical levels. The audience, together with the critics, supported the clearly western morality and asceticism of Matičević’s film which, through directing, costume and sets considerably changed the realistic starting point of Srdja Andjelić’s screenplay. (This also happened to Andjelić’s screenplay for  Rage, which was also hyper-stylized, even though the text itself did not suggest it). 

Finally,  A Little Night Music ( Mala noćna muzika, 2002) by Dejan Zečević was a phenomenon completely apart. It was made in a very popular genre of the simplified and stylized gross-out comedy, a genre with which the domestic cinema had much success, especially in the work by Zoran Čalić, Dragoslav Lazić and Milan Jelić. But its quality did not match its commercial success. In his film, Zečević mostly referred to American models such as Peter and Bobby Farrelly. Bearing in mind that Serbian gross out comedy has its own tradition with its own boundaries, the end result is closer to Jelić’s sex farces. A Little  Night Music was also shot on the model of low-budget cinema with large commercial ambitions which it fulfilled completely. 

Imaginary History 

 The Black Bomber ( Crni bombarder) by Darko 

Bajić today stands as an example of “yesterday’s future.” It was a futuristic film from 1992 

which talked about the future that in the meantime has happened, and was not as dystopian as this film suggested. However, in the narrative itself, Bajić uses a futuristic setting to describe events which had already happened, that is, he uses the imaginary future to interpret the past. 

The past that Bajić chooses as his subject is the city of Belgrade during the opposition and student protests of 1991, the riots and the demonstrations in which the independent media had a pivotal role. Stylistically, Bajić relies on the concept of set and costume design used in  Streets of Fire (Walter Hill) and bases his characters on the trail of then-popular films of Allen Moyle, Times Square and  Pump up the Volume which brought a specific anti-establishment charm into the American cinema of the time. Bajić’s trump cards were the stars, the most sought-after actors in Serbian film at the time, the use of appealing urban slang in dialogues, spectacular scenes of street fighting and the rock’n’roll soundtrack done by the most eminent musicians. A similar American film was made in 1997— Strange Days (Kathryn Bigelow). Set in the days of millennial fever on the eve of New Year’s Day 2000, the latter film was really about the demonstrations by blacks after the beating of Rodney King. 

 Tito and I ( Tito i ja, 1992) by Goran Marković is a comedy about the traditional “March to Tito’s Birthplace,” attended by the winners of the literary competition “Do I love Comrade Tito and Why,” held in elementary schools in Yugoslavia. The film was partially based on the director’s own childhood experiences, and it was released in 1992 riding on a wave of powerful demystification of Tito’s personality cult.  Tito and I shows Tito’s rule through a series of events alternating between dark and dynamic, almost cheerful ones. They are accented by the rhythm of exotic music, and the story unfolds seen through the eyes of a boy reaching puberty, with abundance of his naive and shrewd comments. The film is a coming-of-age comedy, spiced up with political elements (recognizable in the region as well as on the international scene) and it became a big success in the region [3] as well as at foreign film festivals, winning awards in San Sebastian and getting a theatrical release in the US and France. 

 Premeditated Murder ( Ubistvo s predumišljajem, 1995) by Gorčin Stojanović is a melodrama based on a novel by Slobodan Selenić, with two parallel story lines. One is set in the present and is about a love affair between a young Belgrade woman and a Serb from Croatia who was receiving medical treatment after being wounded in the war. The second story line is set in Belgrade after World War II and is about a love triangle with a brother and sister—the decadent offspring of a rich family which met its demise after the communists came to power—and a young communist policeman who was infamous in their circles. In  Premeditated Murder, the historical context of post-war Belgrade is romanticized in the spirit of the then current revalorizing and rehabilitation of the so-called bourgeois spirit that, at that time was considered to have a great unrealized potential. This, mostly imaginary, historical milieu resonated well with the audience since it offered a picture of Serbia which had the potential to develop into a modern European state, that at the moment of the film’s release was an elitist sort of escapism. 

Miroslav Lekić’s The  Knife ( Noz, 1999), was based on the novel of Vuk Drašković, one of the most popular leaders of the Serbian opposition. Even though it was a work of fiction, it was perceived as his ideological manifesto, since its subject was the suffering of the Serbian people—unacknowledged in communist times. Thus such an artistic interpretation of historical facts can be treated as a kind of ideological fiction. The film was initiated with the strong support of state institutions [4] run by Drasković’s party and his rich financiers. It was surely the most ambitious cinema spectacle in the last days of Milošević’s rule, and since it was an adaptation of a novel by an opposition leader, the fate of the movie was even more bizarre. Lekić’s directorial work did not manage to elevate to epic proportions this, in essence, simple melodrama about two 
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babies switched at birth. Despite the large budget the film did not reach the expected monumentalism, yet it was a big box office hit nevertheless. Its commercial effect was boosted by the dramatic potential of the storyline, as well as the political context from which the film emerged and the engagement of the political forces in its promotion. Even though the influence of politics on Serbian cinema has already been elaborated, this is the first example after Tito’s death that one work was so closely tied to a political personality. 

 Barking at the Stars ( Lajanje na zvezde, 1998) by Zdravko Šotra is an escapist adaptation of Milovan Vitezović’s popular novel about growing up in the 1960s, which, in 1998, scored exceptionally well at the box office. It was started as a TV movie only to grow into a cinema blockbuster and practically launched director Zdravko Šotra into cinema after his lengthy reign on the small screen. It was a classic nostalgic generation film whose escapist capacity was obvious, since it was a movie about the carefree 60s, filmed at the time when Milošević’s regime went into its final act with the beginning of the war in Kosovo. In Serbia, the 1960s were, of course, a very tense historical time, continuing a very painful post-World War II period but also foretelling the oncoming struggles in the political leadership and the student protests, as well as various pressures on artists. There was not a word about any of this in the film. Moreover, Šotra goes so far in turning “cool Yugoslavia” into a fetish so that in his movie his heroes in a stroll around Belgrade at one point even met the Nobel-prize winning author Ivo Andrić. One atypical detail in this film is that it is one of few films about growing up, in a nostalgic setting, where the director at the time the film takes place was actually older than his heroes. 

 Zona Zamfirova ( Zona Zamfirova, 2002) and 

 Ivko’s Fete ( Ivkova slava, 2005), also by Zdravko Šotra, were two mega-hits based on the well-known prose of Stevan Sremac, which construct an imaginary history of the transition from the 19th to the 20th century in Serbia. The late epoch of the rule of the Obrenović dynasty is presented as an idyllic, conservative milieu where the heroes are preoccupied with being witty, with their different idiosyncrasies and, of course, with love. Perhaps these two films were the most paradigmatic for a blockbuster formula in transitional Serbia. The works were released in 2002 and 2006 respectively, with hyper-stylized historical settings, dialogues in a practically incomprehensible archaic southern dialect, almost forgotten today, and a directorial style closer to outdated television formulas than to contemporary mainstream cinema. 

However, these films not only animated the audience which did not regularly frequent movie theatres; they seem to be the first films to attract a certain type of viewer, especially older people. 

The archaic stylistic approach did not even deter the younger audience who showed exceptional affinity towards these movies, so we can confidently claim that these two films broke all existing 

conventions for successful commercial films. The author himself ascribed the success of his films to their escapist character: they were not tied to daily events and painful history but were located in an imaginary, care-free Serbia. Regarding the style, he explained the success of his directing procedure by saying that he, unlike his younger colleagues, tells stories with ease, without insisting on generic and ideological points. 

 The Robbery of the Third Reich ( Pljačka Trećeg Rajha),another film by the prolific Zdravko Šotra, was a hit from 2004 but it did not reach the expected box office, so unusual considering the gigantic successes of  Zona before and  Ivko’s Fete  after.  The Robbery of the Third Reich was a comedy about con-men during World War II which follows the very successful formula of Balkan Express ( Balkan ekspres, 1983) by Branko Baletić.  Balkan Express was a box office hit, generated a sequel and a TV series, and dealt with the period of the Nazi occupation in a de-ideologized manner, using the endemic wittiness of the Serbian rogues in fighting against Nazism. Even though the film was more spectacular than  Zona, and the heroes used standard Serbian language, it did not manage to reach the audience, and paradoxically, was dismissed precisely for all the technical inadequacies which were totally ignored in  Zona. In this film, the occupation is shown as a comic-book story with Nazis as rigid and naive bad guys, while Serbs are shrewd and courageous rebels who regularly outwit them. One atypical element of stylization which may have cost this movie some attendance was having the Germans actually speak German. The fact is that in the tradition of war cinema, all film industries are at pains to form a policy on this, so there is an equal number of films where heroes speak their own respective languages and those where everyone speaks one language. Šotra chose the first principle and ended up with a film a third of which is in German with subtitles. Serbian audiences traditionally do not like such hybrids, and in the majority of the most popular films about World War II German dialogue is either reduced to minimum or Germans are shown as members of the German minority in Vojvodina and are therefore able to speak Serbian. 

 Goose Feather ( Jesen stiže dunjo moja) by Ljubiša Samardžić released in 2004 was set in an imaginary Vojvodina, a region that has always been treated by the Serbian public as Serbia’s link to western European culture, since it had been a part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and took over its architecture and institutions. Unlike  Zona, which used southern stereotypes about forbidden love where nothing can separate the lovers,  Goose Feather is about unrequited love, where a passionate Serb decides to leave his great love in order to marry a local heiress, moreover, an Austrian. Ipso facto,  Goose Feather tried to be a melodrama of unrequited love with an abundance of elegiac elements, a high death rate among the characters and frequent slips into alcoholism and destruction. This concept of melodrama, quite the opposite of the unbridled joy of life in Šotra’s  Zona, did manage to reach the audience. This was aided by the title which was taken from a traditional folk song previously immortalized by the most popular Yugoslav songwriter-performer Djordje Balašević.[5] The film also scored solid attendance, getting the nickname “northern Zona” and even managed to generate a sequel. The sequel, taking a cue from the trilogies  Back to the Future (Robert Zemeckis) and  Lord of the Rings (Peter Jackson) closed with an open ending which not only left the destinies of the heroes inconclusive, but additionally complicated them with a so-called  cliff-hanger ending. 

 Black Gruja and the Stone of Wisdom ( Crni Gruja i kamen mudrosti, 2007) by Marko Marinković is the cinema version of the popular TV series which has had two successful seasons 

on Serbian television. The concept of the series, even the title itself was a clear play on words on the title of a well-known British series  The  Black Adder,  very popular in socialist Yugoslavia. 

 Black Gruja and the Stone of Wisdom is an attempt to deal with Serbian history in a similar manner and to demystify and to parody the period of liberation from the Turks, beginning in the early 19th century. However, the film itself did not offer a coherent reinterpretation of history but dragged the whole story into verbal improvisation, Rabelaisian excess, commenting on present-day political events and introducing a string of disillusioning details. The result is a film practically bereft of noticeable ideological potential, with a very confused stand on history and moreover, badly crafted. Its success at the box-office [6] can only be explained by the popularity of the television series which made it recognizable and attractive to the audience. 

What is typical of countries in transition is their attitude to history. In transitional states history is considerably less predictable than the future since the transition is usually preceded by regimes which used history to canonize their own positions. In Serbian cinema however the revision of history did not enjoy any particular success in film if it was based solely on history. On the other hand, comedies set within historical contexts were successful. With the end of the Milošević rule, escapist stories were especially popular, set in an idyllic milieu of Serbia under the Obrenović dynasty in the late 19th century. 

Flops 

Even though a “flop” means that a film did not manage to realize its potential and to convert it to box office, which puts into doubt its influence on the audience, we should try to survey examples which claimed the idioms of pop cinema without reaching the desired results. 

The concept of  She Likes Red Star ( Ona voli zvezdu, 2001) by Marko Marinković was that of an escapist youth sport film about a young man who was a talented biologist and a good soccer player, with a prospect of playing for  The Red Star, the most popular Serbian soccer club. The film takes place in an idyllic present, with simplified relationships and pushy morality based on rules of good upbringing, fair-play, and science. The fate of the project was similar to the fate of the trilogy  Goal which FIFA, Adidas and Disney envisaged as a series of theatrical films about a young soccer player. Only the first part ended up in movie theaters, while others were released directly on DVDs. 

 Almost an Ordinary Story ( Skoro sasvim obična priča) by Miloš Petričić was an attempt to implement concepts of Hollywood romantic comedy in a Serbian setting, following the screenplays of Nora Ephron.  Almost an Ordinary Story ended up as derivative, static, with dialogues which seemed as if they were copied from subtitles of some American romantic comedy and cinematography which looked more like a commercial then a feature film. Such drawbacks were the reason the movie failed to communicate with the Serbian audience, and had an unexpectedly low box office in spite being treated in the public forum as a novelty. 
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 The Devil’s Warrior ( Šejtanov ratnik, 2006) by 

Stevan Filipović can’t be treated as a flop if we keep in mind its total box office in the given circumstances and the status it obtained. However, because of the modest earnings, one cannot group it with the indisputable hits discussed above.  Devil’s Warrior trails titles such as  The Goonies (Richard Donner) and  The Monster Squad (Fred Dekker). It tried to make a synthesis between teenage coming-of-age comedies and a plot with elements of horror. This type of horror is not seen in American output today even though during the 1980s, Hollywood was pivotal for these films. In its approach to characters and social circumstances,  Devil’s Warrior took an honest stance, occasionally politically incorrect, with a lot of street-wise authenticity and charm. 

It was resting on urban esotery which is a characteristic of Serbian genre variants such as Strangler vs. Strangler ( Davitelj protiv davitelja, 1984) by Slobodan Šijan. A very interesting segment of  The Devil’s Warrior is an imaginary history of the Serbian people and state which is shown in flashbacks and refers to the history of the monster from the title. It is actually a paraphrase of the portrait of historical personalities from the work of our eminent art historian and director Djordje Kadijević of the TV film  The Death of Karadjordje ( Karadjordjeva smrt, 1983) and TV series  Vuk Karadžić (1987). 

In terms of production, The  Devil’s Warrior followed the DIY (“do-it-yourself”) philosophy—a fact that was abundantly used in the film’s advertising campaign. The insistence on its genesis outside of production clichés, in low-budget, often home-based conditions, connects it with Roger Corman’s concept of filming. It is inherent to that genre and an often used trump card, especially if one bears in mind that some filmmakers, such as Robert Rodriguez, built their whole careers pushing the DIY style. However, such formula, which made  The Goonies and  The Monster Squad movies for all times and the  Blair Witch Project a worldwide hit, could not boost the attendance of  The  Devil’s Warrior in Serbia over a third of the figure needed for a Serbian blockbuster.[7] However, this film gained the reputation of a generational cult work, critics were receptive to it, and in the end, in the annals of Serbian film it will be remembered as a very successful debut. 

At first glance, one can conclude that in the Serbian milieu the Hollywood pop matrix does not work and apparently this matrix does not manage to communicate with the Serbian audience. 

However, the situation is somewhat more complex and should not only include the attitude of the audience towards the matrix but the production's and crew's capacities to put certain clichés onto practice, as well. On the one hand, Serbian pop film organically rejects the Hollywood matrix in part because it possesses its own patterns, which are present, but have been insufficiently researched in order to become fully formulated and realized. On the other hand, the Hollywood matrix also implies the American way of life, the English language and a different kind of acting, all unavailable in Serbia. 
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It is important to point out that, in a genre sense, Hollywood and Serbian cinema have different perceptions of mainstream film. A few genres that are within the American mainstream are avant-garde in Serbia—thriller and horror are the best examples. Similarly, in Serbian cinema, technical perfectionism does not mean much to the audience since the critical mass, which makes the difference between blockbusters and flops is composed of viewers who are not regular movie-goers. They do not follow films on a regular basis and therefore cannot relate to the virtuosity of the production. Serbian pop film thus has its own rules, and thus, it is not surprising that it only occasionally overlaps with what is considered internationally relevant. 

The Demise of the Serbian Pop Film 

Apart from objective economic reasons that led to the crisis in Serbian film production, there are a number of aesthetic reasons why Serbian popular film has strayed in recent years and cannot regain the place it once had. One of the reasons is the large impact of television filmmakers on mainstream cinema, which brought a number of bad televisual influences to the big screen. 

Today, in the American mainstream one can say that television—in some segments superior to Hollywood productions—is responsible for the renaissance of cinema. In Serbian circumstances it is the opposite—television is inferior to film and brings it down to its own level. 

Moreover, films have become too local, and too 

few have managed to mobilize a demographic segment broad enough so that one could talk about a real box office hit whose energy is transmitted further. Clashes between urban- rural, pretentious-banal, high and low budget have split the audience. Since Srdjan Dragojević’s Wounds,  Serbian film has not produced a title which gained unified support in all circles. 

In fact, ever since 1998, Serbian cinema has managed to produce some very successful films but not real hits, if by hit we deem a film with enough energy to truly mobilize all segments of the audience. In earlier times, Serbian cinema had that ability to create a synthesis of communicative values, high box-office, ideological relevance, and quality in what were fundamental pop films and the basis of Serbian cinema’s domination in the region.  Until that synthesis is again attained, Serbian cinema will move even further away from its onetime status as an independent and sovereign cinema industry, and will come closer to the status of a colonized industry which only partially fulfils the needs of its audience. 

 Translated by Goran Gocić with Vida Johnson 

 

Notes 

1] The film was distributed in 1992 in irregular conditions and a part of distribution took place in 1993, so the enormous success of this film was established on video and television. 

2] The presence of Walter Hill, as a permanent reference in this text is interesting. As far as Yugoslav cinema is concerned, he is one of the most respected filmmakers, and his influence in the region is probably bigger than anywhere in the world. 

3]  Tito and I, as well as  We Are Not Angels, was released in 1992 and apart from theatres it was exploited heavily on video and television. Thanks to the latter, it gained a cult following. 

4] Drašković’s political party Serbian Renewal Movement (SPO) was in control of the Department of Culture of the City of Belgrade, which remained the second most relevant source of financing of Serbian cinema after the Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Serbia. 

5] Balašević was mentioned as a co-screenplay writer at early stages, only to withdraw from the project before the shooting commenced. 

6]  Black Gruja and the Stone of Wisdom was number one in 2007. 

7] There is no strict definition of blockbuster in Serbia. However, internal criterion of the industry is that a blockbuster is a film which passes the 100 000 admittance mark. 
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This text is an attempt at analyzing recent Serbian cinema’s image of history through the aesthetic category of the  grotesque. One can ask immediately: what are the reasons for reducing a variety of historical experiences to a single, seemingly separate, concept? Are the  distorted, unusual,  funny,  caricatured, but also  freakish and  monstrous—which would be some of the outward qualities of grotesque—really the prism through which Serbian filmmakers in the past fifteen years have seen and interpreted the protean face of history? 

I would say that the grotesque is a considerably deeper, multi-layered experience of reality then the one suggested by the abovementioned qualifiers. Aiming to pinpoint the essence of the grotesque in art, Wolfgang Kayser in his authoritative study  The Grotesque in Painting and Poetry [1] among other things, notes that the grotesque is an alienated world where the structure of our reality is abolished, and along with it, the things which used to be familiar and intimate, suddenly disclose something alien and mysterious. We are seized by dread as our world shows itself to be apparition appearing to dreamers. The creator of the grotesque, according to Kayser, neither can, nor should establish some sense. However, he also concludes that  giving  shape to the grotesque is an attempt to restrain the demonic in the world. 

These points from Kayser’s study give us some of the basic assumptions for elaborating the meaning of the grotesque in recent Serbian cinema. Alienation, dread, abolishing the known world, a dream-like quality, the absurd, an attempt to subdue the demonic—are some of the key themes and procedures of interest to Serbian filmmakers. It seems that the directors—from Makavejev, Radivojević and Drašković, to Kusturica and Dragojević—find those lucid moments in which they can fathom the hidden essence of history and historical time precisely in the grotesque’s destruction of order and in the comical/horrific experience of losing one’s ground. It is as if, at least for a moment, they need to pull our common-sense ground out like a rug from under our feet of sobriety and reality, in order to talk about the century behind us through a twisted, oneiric illumination. 

Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus in  Ulysses  tells us that history is a nightmare from which he trying to awaken.This sentence hides one of the passwords of modernism: the modern artist’s desire to escape from historical time into the landscape of his own imagination. It seems that Serbian filmmakers, in one post-historical (non)time (in Serbian also meaning “bad weather”), after the destruction of the communist empire and the established order, consciously and intentionally are immersing themselves in the nightmare of history. They strive, unlike Joyce’s hero, to discern the truth in its grotesque images. 

In the following analyses of concrete works I will try to establish the meaning of grotesque elements, in some instances through particular scenes, in others, through characters or the plot as a whole. 

Comrade Lenin’s Headache:  The Gorilla Bathes at Noon ( Gorila se kupa u podne), directed by Dušan Makavejev, 1993. 
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The Soviet officer Lazutkin (Svetozar Cvetković), the hero of 

 The Gorilla Bathes at Noon, miraculously left behind in Berlin when his army withdrew after the fall of the Berlin wall is, during his bizarre wanderings, haunted by unusual dreams whose protagonist is no other than the leader of the October Revolution (played by the actress Anita Mančić). In the last dream, comrade Lenin is complaining to our hero about his headache, caused by the bullet buried in his scull when he was shot by Fanny Kaplan. At that moment, the devoted Lazutkin makes a hole in Lenin’s bald head with his bare fingers and manages to extract the bullet. [2] Here, the grotesque functions as satirical comedy: Lazutkin’s dreams are interwoven with documentary shots of the removal of Lenin’s monument from East Berlin. The marble head of Vladimir Ilyich, cut from the pedestal in reality, and his apparition, suffering from headache in the hero’s dream, are interconnected here. 

The oneiric nature of the image, its unexpected, illogical quality and black humor – all this underscores a special kind of grotesque. An important episode from the biography of the October Leader is distorted by the logic of a dream; “history” is thus transformed into a grotesque theatrical piece. Nightmare is another face of “history,” Makavejev suggests – and, what is more interesting, in the banal lives of individuals, that very nightmare is often interspersed with erotic daydreams, tied here to the charismatic image of the Leader. 

Evil Spirits in the Robes of State Security:  Introduction to Another Life ( Uvod u drugi život), directed by Miloš Radivojević, 1992. 

 Introduction to Another Life is an adaptation of a novel with the same name by Mirko Kovač, who was also the scriptwriter for the film. As in his other works, his acute sense for black humor and fantasy adorns Kovač’s narrative with a simultaneous and perpetual quest for signs of the other-worldly in concrete historical time. Here, grotesque expression functions to expose the monstrous role of the communist heritage. Kovač’s narrative, combined with the minimalist and original directing of Miša Radivojević discloses that it is precisely the early history of Josip Broz Tito’s Yugoslavia, marked with absolutism and the crimes of the state security forces, that makes an ideal terrain for the appearance of other-worldly forces, above all those that belong to the 
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Prince of Darkness. Evil spirits, ghosts of the dead, satanic black masses – all these demonological props brilliantly describe the period of early communist rule. 

Through the characters of Rodin (Aleksandar Berček), a captain in the state security organization and his superior, an evil spirit incarnated in the figure of a major in Tito’s secret service (Predrag Ejduš), the grotesque in Radivojević’s film manifests the eerie and the demonic that is often hidden behind the idea of historical progress and its agents. With a stylized type of acting, masks, make-up, reduced lighting, and chamber-like ambiance, the demonic principle of 

“history” is embodied and made concrete in one epoch. Apart from all the horror and monstrosity carried inside the protagonists of this drama,  Introduction to Another Life possesses a subtle sense of humor and the high spirits of a fairy tale, without which, dealing with the forces of darkness would not make much sense. Kayser’s idea that the grotesque is an attempt to restrain the demonic in the world is thus confirmed. 

The Three Witches from Vukovar:  Vukovar, Poste Restante (Vukovar, jedna priča), directed by Boro Drašković (1994)  

In one short sequence of Drašković’s film, in the 

thick of battle, a wounded hero, a soldier in the Yugoslav People’s Army (played by Boris Isaković) is wandering around Vukovar, a city demolished in the recent war. Three women come by (played by Olivera Marković, Sonja Vukičević and Aleksandra Pleskonjić). They look and comport themselves strangely, shrouded in smoke from the near-by charred remnants of war. 

They tend to his wound, and one of them says: “Which idea is today worth bleeding for, besides one’s monthly period!” The other asks him: “When you cook a pig that ate a man, what are you eating, pork or human flesh?” In these apparitions, perhaps the wounded soldier’s mere hallucinations, it is not difficult to recognize an allusion to the three witches in  Macbeth. Setting Shakespeare’s witches on the charred remains of the levelled Vukovar, the filmmaker creates a grotesque based on shared cultural heritage, or, based on what Foucault in postmodern discourse would call the “fantasy of the library.” These three fortune-tellers of Macbeth’s fate, in Drašković’s film (together with the sounds of Mozart’s  Requiem in the background) in fact, question the total heritage of western civilization – while facing the ruins of one baroque city. 

“A Monkey is Entering the Tank, it’s a Catastrophe:”   Underground ( Podzemlje), directed by Emir Kusturica (1995). 

[image: Image 45]

The elements of grotesque in Kusturica’s 

 Underground do not surface just from the Monty-Pythonesque modeling of characters and their actions. Together with the writer Dušan Kovačević, Kusturica consistently puts into practice, on several levels, a grotesque subversion of historical reality. The first is the mixing of animal and human life (which will culminate with the “evolution” of one monkey into an excellent tank driver). On the second level, there is a bizarre synthesis of documentary and fictional material. 

On the third, there is an unexpected mixture of the music soundtrack and the documentary shots—for example, the shots of Ljubljana’s, Zagreb’s and Belgrade’s last goodbye to Tito are persistently underscored by the song  Lili Marlene. And that can be labeled as some sort of 

“montage of attractions,” somewhat similar to that applied by Makavejev in his most famous films. But while the dethroning demonstrated by Makavejev is primarily blasphemous, a dethroning of historical fetishes, gods in human shape—the derision which Kusturica, thanks to unforeseeable grotesque combinations, puts into practice in  Underground – has to do with the totality of the “historical process.” History as the Grand Narrative and the gigantic stage of an incessant tragic farce in  Underground is removed from its throne, exposed as a fraud, a theatrical piece with a few false actors. [3] If we come back for a moment to Kayser’s terminology, we can say that Kusturica  alienates  the world of history from us, disclosing its totality to us as something  alien, eerie and  absurd. 

The Pink Mask of Death:  Wounds ( Rane), directed by Srdjan Dragojević (1998). 

Even in this unrelenting film, dedicated to the phenomenology of the necrophiliac “culture” of Milošević’s Serbia, the grotesque should not be sought in concrete characters and situations. It should be looked for in the world ruled by the logic of kitsch in its very essence – in a bizarre coupling of everybody and everything, to the most cynical and most perverse degree. The socialist realist architecture of New Belgrade residence blocks is synthesized with glitzy iconography of chetnik-partisan patriotism; petit-bourgeois fetishes are mixed with the “turbo-folk” insignia of the new class; idols of communism are exchanged for idols of the nation, the underground, and sexuality; the wounding, murders, and burials become a part of show-business, and robbery a part of the national myth. Analogous to the world of Pedro Almodovar, in Dragojević’s film the grotesque, a manifestation of kitsch in its essence, reveals itself as the intoxicating mask of death. A golden charm with a crucifix is not by accident the central icon of Wounds and its symbolic core. It speaks of an eerie ability, the perverted “alchemy” of a 

community and a system of values, which can turn the source of life into its own shadow, and then into death. 

In summary, one can see that the grotesque, even within the narrow framework of newer Serbian cinema, possesses various tonalities, various shapes, and different meanings. From a satirical comedy ( The Gorilla Bathes at Noon) to a war film ( Vukovar Poste Restante); from fantasy ( Introduction to another Life) to meta-historical fiction ( Underground) – the grotesque is a basic expression of discord, agitation, and chaos. It is perhaps a far echo of the primordial chaos, during which, according to legends, cannibalistic rituals of “eating the gods” were performed. On the other hand, in the grotesque we can see an effort of the creators to give shape to that primordial restlessness and discord and to bring these into some kind of relation with our existence. The grotesque is always a sort of metaphysical subversion, the loss of the ground of everyday reality under our feet. Also, it is an active, critical stance towards history and its ghosts. 

One should especially point out that the abovementioned films continue in the tradition of a grotesque perception of the modern world, which was a quality present in the work of some of the most distinguished Yugoslav filmmakers in the “golden years.”These are Dušan Makavejev in  Innocence Unprotected ( Nevinost bez zaštite),  W.R. Mysteries of the  Organism (W .R. 

 Misterije organizma (1971), Živojin Pavlović  in   The Awakening of the Rats ( Budjenje pacova, 1967), Saša Petrović  in  It Rains in My Village ( Biće skoro propast sveta, 1968),  The Master and Margarita ( Majstor i Margarita, 1972),  Živko Nikolić in  Beasts ( Bestije, 1977),  The Unseen Wonder ( Čudo  nevidjeno, 1984), Lordan Zafranović in  The First Waltz ( Prvi Valcer, 1971), Sunday ( Nedjelja, 1969),  The Fall of Italy (Pad  Italije, 1981), Krsto Papić in  The Saviour (Izbavitelj, 1976), Djordje Kadijević in   Butterfly Woman ( Leptirica, 1973), Rajko Grlić  in  In the Jaws of Life ( U raljama života, 1984), Boro Drašković  in  Life is Beautiful ( Život je lep, 1985), and Slobodan Šijan in  The Marathon Family ( Maratonci trče  počasni krug, 1982). 

In that tradition, the spirit of humor and the carnivalesque atmosphere are recognizable, and at the same time there is questioning of the monstrous and the terrifying emanating from the Moloch of History. Even though in film encyclopedias there is no entry for  grotesque, in Serbian film it is fairly domesticated, almost as much as in Becket’s dramas, Kafka’s stories, or Brueghel’s and De Chirico’s paintings. It teaches us, just like the nature of cinema, to be somewhat more cautious towards reality and somewhat more humble towards dreams. 

We can also find the elements of the grotesque in the concrete social and historical conditions of the newer Serbian cinema, as in the works  Tito and I ( Tito i ja) by Goran Marković,  Marble  Ass ( Dupe od mramora)  by Želimir Žilnik,  Pretty Village, Pretty Flame ( Lepa sela lepo gore) by Srdjan Dragojević,  Cabaret Balkan ( Bure baruta) by Goran Paskaljević,  The Land of Truth, Love 

 & Freedom ( Zemlja istine, ljubavi i slobode) by Milutin Petrović,  When I Grow up I’ll be Kangaroo ( Kad porastem biću Kengur) by Radivoje Andrić,  Seven and a Half ( Sedam i po) by Miroslav Momčilović... It is a shame that the film  Boomerang ( Bumerang) made in 2001 based on a novel by Svetislav Basara, a writer who is the most distinguished representative of the grotesque in contemporary Serbian literature, was a total failure. 

 Translated by Goran Gocić with Vida Johnson 
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