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1. The Regional Shades of Noir
Over the last decades, the noir genre has

proved to be one of the most power-
ful catalysts of the processes of geo-cultural
regionalization. The flagship of this process
of drawing or redrawing symbolic fictional
charts is epitomized in the global success
of the “Nordic Noir” brand. The association
of the two terms speaks volumes about the
convoluted co-evolution of geographical
and fictional imagination. On the one side,
the North is a magnet of different symbol-
isms, from the most archaic, or archetyp-
al, closely associated with the most Wag-
nerian layers of the European collective
imagination (and not only), to the intense
suggestions of rational cooperation and
physical and moral cleanness that construe
the Scandinavian world as one of the main
repositories, if not embodiments, of the
promises of utopian modernity.'

At the same time, it has been assumed
and demonstrated through applied re-
search that the emergence of this cultural
brand was not purely spontaneous, was not
simply a “natural” convergence of social,
economic, and imaginary factors, but that
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it entailed the expertise and the coordi-
nated funding policies of an organization
such as the Nordic Council.? A fact which
illuminates the complex interplay between
different stakes such as identity building/
branding; economic cooperation (in the
field of creative industries, seminal to what
some theoreticians perceive as the rise of a
whole new global creative economy?); and,
last but not least, regional security policies.
It is highly relevant that the symbolism
of the North exposes a cultural solidar-
ity among the countries in the area that
transcends the conventional boundaries
of the economic and security internation-
al organizations. The label covers both EU
(Sweden, Denmark, Finland), and non-
EU countries being part of the so-called
European Trading Agreement (Norway,
Iceland), and both NATO countries like
Norway, Denmark, and Iceland, and coun-
tries, such as Sweden and Finland, that tra-
ditionally presented themselves as neutral
until the recent Russian aggression against
Ukraine, which determined a dramatic re-
setting of their options.

But this political-cultural Northern
arabesque is itself interspersed with the
complex fictional meanings of noir. While
the multi-layered innuendos and refer-
ences of the “Nordic” semantic compound
has been attentively and competently ex-
plored,* the equivalent and concomitant
complexity of the genre modifier was far
less investigated. The noir compound en-
capsulates, not only by means of sugges-
tions, but also by explicit references or di-
rect quotations, a whole history of literary
and filmic means of expression, from the
French discovery and original reworking of
the poetics of American hardboiled novels

and films of the 1930s through 1940s, to

Caius Dobrescu

the different neo-noir waves of the 1970s,
and since — with their strange bland of rad-
ical progressivism and radical pessimism
concocting an aesthetics of underground
anarchy.’ The new power of absorption of
the noir modifier does not manifest itself
only on the vertical axis of history. The term
seems equally well-endowed to congregate
suggestions and narrative features that
render inoperative the classical distinction
between the investigative fiction proper,
and the noir focused mainly on decadent
criminal transgressions.® At its end, Nordic
functions not only as a geographical-the-
matic, but as an aesthetic-formal modi-
fier such as “neo” or “post,” in addressing
a flexible network and miscegenation of
tendencies, including subgenres such as:
“damaged detective” fiction, hardboiled,
murder mystery, psychological thriller,
crime fiction (and non-fiction), historical
murder mystery.

'The upsurge of the Nordic noir, with
the impression of regional cohesiveness
and expressive coherence that it generat-
ed, at least from a distance, set in motion
a whole range of emulative or challenging
responses, the most visible, if not articulate
of which is, probably, the “Mediterranean
noir”. The interesting thing about it is that
it didn’t originate through the institution-
al networks and policy and market mech-
anisms which produced Nordic Noir, but
that the notion, and the popular charisma
surrounding it, is due to a sort of grassroots
emergence. Actually the most articulate
expression of a notion of Mediterranean
noir comes from an essay of Jean-Claude
Izzo, who was at the same time one of the
staunchest promoters of French region-
al crime fiction with detective stories set
in the distinct human and geographical
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landscape of Marseille.” It is important to
note 1zzo’s subtle oscillation between his
literary province of affinity and election,
his zerroir, to use the suited French notion,
and a vision of noir that would extend not
only to other romance languages and au-
thors (Italian and Spanish for the most),
but also to Greece, and last but not least to
the African coast of the Mediterranean, to
the area that the French call Maghreb. It
is typical for the emerging notions of area
noir to bring together a sense of encom-
passing multiculturalism with the flavours
(down to the sensory experience of, say lo-
cal cuisine) of a very specific “aboriginal”
place.® Another feature of this Euro-re-
gional resurrection of the noir, clearly visi-
ble also in its Mediterranean variety, is the
symbiotic relation not only between litera-
ture and film, which is largely characteris-
tic also of the preceding waves of the genre,
but between literature and television, more
precisely between the serial crime novel
and the television series, and even more
specifically by the small, or limited series
(as tested also in the case of the work of
Izzo, whose commissaire Fabio Montale has
been impersonated in 2002, in a three epi-
sodes miniseries, by Alain Delon).

It is against this background that I
will try to weigh the conditions of pos-
sibility and the chances of emergence of
East-European noir. Obviously this area
cannot count on the support of integrat-
ed funding policies, as it is especially the
case of the Scandinavian world, neither
on a pre-existent articulated unifying
mythology, as it is the case with both its
Northern and Southern counterparts. The
consistency of an area that was construed
as a unit in a negative manner, by means
of Soviet occupation and oppression, and
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that was perceived from the outside as a
land of grim hopelessness should be highly
disputable. Nevertheless, it seems that pre-
cisely this Cold War past overridden with
fear, frustration and sombre uncertainties,
might become (and even might have been,
for all that matters) the hotbed for the
emergence of a distinct species of noir.

2.'The Elusive East-/Eastern
Europe

Geographically, Europe is an elusive

continent, if a continent at all. You
just have to look for it on the map: while all
“normal” continents are clearly defined by
their water borders, Europe has a massive
and rather ambiguous land interface with
what we use to call “Asia.” Therefore, Eu-
rope has always been first of all a cultural
concept, not a geographical one, and fluc-
tuated continuously according to the point
of view of those who defined it. What is
true of Europe as a whole, is even more so
of Eastern Europe.

The notion “Eastern Europe” origi-
nated in the 18th century, when the West-
ern part of the continent, supposedly hu-
mane and enlightened, pitted itself against
its indefinite Eastern counterpart, prone to
superstition and tyranny. The Romanian
historian Constantin Iordachi notes:

The cold war, with its iron curtain
metaphor, has triggered the most re-
cent perceptions of Eastern Europe
as different from the rest of the con-
tinent. Nevertheless, the history of
the otherness of Eastern Europe has
been older than the post-World War
IT order. Responsibility for this conti-
nental divide can be traced back to the
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thinkers of the French Enlightenment
who wrote about Eastern European
otherness in their attempts to con-
struct “the modern Western identity.”

In time this mental divide became
weaker and weaker and by the turn of the
20th century the Western and Eastern
parts of Europe seemed to concord in point
of institutions and cultural legacy. This pro-
cess was disrupted by the two world wars,
at the end of which a new “Eastern Eu-
rope” emerged. This time, the notion desig-
nated the European countries dominated
by the Soviet Union. This new geo-polit-
ical design included the Baltic area (Lith-
uania, Latvia, Estonia), East-Central Eu-
rope (East-Germany, Poland, Hungary,
Czechoslovakia), and the South-Eastern
Europe (Romania, Bulgaria, and, with a
special status, since they were not directly
subjected to Soviet military control, Yugo-
slavia and Albania).

The East-West relations are one of
the most obvious areas where the Europe-
an identity seems to be a clearly unfinished
business. Since the massive EU accession
of countries from the eastern part of the
continent, a sense of divide between the
newcomers and the ‘old” Europe is being
preserved at almost all imaginable levels
of interaction (economic, political, so-
cial, journalistic, academic etc.). Even the
Federal Republic of Germany, where the
integration efforts of the former German
Democratic Republic have been massive
and generously sponsored, society seems
not to have turned into a completely func-
tional melting pot.

But generally all these assumptions
are grounded in the sentiment that we
know what we talk about when we talk
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about “Eastern Europe”. In fact, the men-
tal map of the EU inertially reproduces the
pre-1989 geo-political divide between a
Western and an Eastern bloc. The notion
as such follows the exact contours of Sovi-
et expansion and domination, uncritically
sliding from the evidence of their common
experience of Communist ideological col-
onization to the assumption of “natural”
cultural affinities and bounds between the
involved countries and peoples. This con-
servative vision is usually countered by the
liberal view that the label “Eastern Europe”
is an external imposition with which the
Europeans from the eastern part of the
Union are far from being comfortable since
it recalls not only the recent history of So-
viet domination, but also a deeper history
of subjection to imperial powers.

The question of the differences be-
tween the two sides of the European
continent (and Union, for that matter),
presumed as persistently divided by their
different Cold War legacies, doesn't go
unchallenged from both the Western and
Eastern perspectives. In a 2019 study, Ste-
fan Lehne, a German senior fellow of the
Carnegie Europe foundation, states that:

Many of the claims about the EU’s
East-West divide do not stand up to
closer inspection. Much of the divide
exists more in political rhetoric, news-
paper columns, and think tank articles
than in concrete EU policy. This does
not mean that the problem should
be taken lightly. Even if the divide is
more psychological than substantive,
it nonetheless affects the relationship
between older and newer member
states and has an impact on policy
decisions.™



Exploring/Inventing East-European Noir. An Attempt to Modelling Historical Transformation

This attitude is, as expected, far more
common among scholars with Estern Eu-
ropean origins.

Within the same debate organ-
ised by Carnegie Europe, the position of
Lehne is seconded by the Slovak politician
Tom4s Valdsek, in robust terms such as the
tollowing:

There is little evidence of a “conserva-
tive East”and “liberal West.”In reality,
attitudes toward religion, divorce, and
abortion paint a mixed picture. Latvia
and Estonia are among the Europe-
an nations least defined by religion,
while Greece is second only to Poland
in opposing abortion (which remains
illegal in Malta). [...] This is not to
say that generalizations and myths are
unique to the relationship between the
East and the West. A popular French
quip before Spain’s accession to the
EU held that “Africa starts at the Pyr-
enees.” And disagreements between
Europe’s North and South during the
2010-2011 euro crisis generated a fair
deal of venom, which could easily re-
turn if the economic crisis deepens.™

At the semantic level, there is also an
obvious tendency in producing new, and al-
legedly more politically correct denomina-
tions, such as: Central Europe (mainly with
respect to the so-called Visegrad countries),
East-Central Europe, East-Europe, eastern
European (with an apparently less infamous
small “e”), Central and Eastern Europe.*?

All this foggy imaginary and termi-
nology shows a profound indecision be-
tween two perspectives on the notion and
collective memory of Eastern Europe. On
the one hand, one that sees it as the artificial
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lumping together, initially through the
pressure of Communist imperialism, lat-
er on as a consequence of the dismissive
arrogance of Western Europe, or the lack
of cultural sensitivity of European bureau-
cracy, of nations or cultural regions quite
different from one another.”® On the oth-
er hand, an area knit together by what the
Germans call “Ostalgie”, Eastalgia, not for
Communism, but rather for the popular,
alternative, and underground culture that
developed in spite of the ideological grip
on public life and civil society.™*

The rejection of the denomination of
Eastern Europe has to do with expert anal-
ysis of the diverse historical, economic or
political analysis of the evolutions in the
area.” Nevertheless it is strongly connected
to the patchwork map of mutual prejudices
characteristic of the whole area. With re-
spect to this, noted Polish sociologist Alek-
sander Gella premonitory reminded, at the
very beginning of the epoch of transforma-
tions meant to overcome the homogenizing
legacy of the Soviet domination:

There were several instances of grow-
ing animosities and negative stereo-
types among those nations. Since
1620, when the Czechs lost their
in-dependence and their nobility was
extinguished, both Hungarian and
Polish nobility had treated the Czechs
and the Slovaks as only an anonymous
mass of peasantry. Hungarians had
looked down on all Slavs, including
Poles who had their country mined,
and lost their independence. Roma-
nians in the eyes of Hungarians and
Poles represented an artificially cre-
ated nation. Czechs, as soon as their
middle class became richer than its
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counterparts in Poland and Hungary,
expressed their contempt for snobism
and the tradition of nobility in neigh-
boring countries. Thus, each nation in
this region had one or another feeling
of contempt for each other.’

At the same time, a sense of cultural
affinity and/or historical co-evolution, nur-
tured from the above mentioned memory
of a common, overt or covert, subversion of
Soviet ideological colonialism, is still per-
ceivable in the impetus behind the emer-
gence of different forms of regional co-
alescence. The most well-known initiative
of this kind is the Visegrdd Group, which
was founded in 1991 and reunited Poland,
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia. After the
1993 secession of Slovakia, the group mor-
phed to a quadripartite structure. While it
is presumable that the Visegrad Group is as
congregational as it is divisive, since it not
only enhances regional cooperation, but also
implicitly advocates for an advancement in
structural development, if not for a form
of cultural superiority of “Central Europe,”
other initiatives, especially on the lines of
security and defence policies, stretch much
turther the limits of regional cooperation.
It is the case of multilateral formats such
as the Bucharest Nine — B9, the Three-Seas
Initiative — 3SI, the Lublin Triangle, or the
Poland-Ukraine-UK trialogue."”

In the following I propose that the
study of the specific forms of manifesta-
tion of 7oir fiction in this geographical area
could contribute to an evaluation of the ex-
tant and the limits of what could be called
an East-European symbolic cohesion. I will
operate with an extended understanding of
fiction, based on the extended understand-
ing of the textual narrative that includes
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not only literature, but also (and, in this
case, mainly) cinematic/televisual forms of
expression. The weight of these elements
will vary according to the epochs that I
survey: cinema and literature will be on the
forefront when analysing the origins of the
phenomenon in the Communist epoch,
while television, and especially television
series will reverse the balance when deal-
ing with the post-Communist evolutions
of what could be termed as “East-Euro-
pean” noir. This shift of balance is due, on
the one hand, to the nature of ideological
control of Communist regimes, which
watched television with an even closer eye
than literature and cinema, therefore al-
lowing for the latter a wider liberty in both
form and content; and on the other hand,
on the huge impact of public and private
television after the fall of Communism, a
prominence consolidated by the techno-
logical and distributional revolutions of
VoD platforms of the 2000s.'®

It should be added that the incursion
in East-European territories might also be
relevant for illuminating a dimension of
the noir, central to all its local and region-
al manifestations, even if not theorized as
such. Since its dawn, the noir genre was
connected to utopian visions — even if in an
oblique and antiphrastic manner. Its struc-
tural pessimism combined with its sense
of poetic justice both amended the aspi-
ration, and perpetuated the nostalgia of a
just society. This theme is clearly percepti-
ble in the Nordic and Mediterranean Noir.
Nordic Noir is directly nurtured from the
tension between the global perception of
Scandinavian welfare state as utopia came
through, and the dire pressures and con-
tradictions of the last decades.” Mediter-
ranean Noir bears the marks of its origins
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in the neo-noir and the neo-polar of the
1970s, born, in most of the Euro-Mediter-
ranean “West” (France, Italy, Spain) from
the failure of and nostalgia for the 1968
revolutionary prospects.?’

The East-European fate of the noir
and noir-compatible fiction confirms this
twining of the genre with utopianism, but
from a totally different angle, unfamiliar to
the West-European cast of mind. The noir
elements of the Communist era expose a
whole spectrum of mediations between
ideological orthodoxy (which is to say re-
sidual, institutionalized utopianism) and
the need for entertainment and of a sense
of personal freedom. The emergence of the
noir after 1989 tells an opposite story: not
of tactical, more often than not cunning
adaptation to a hostile utopian environ-
ment, but of a large variety of attempts of
absorbing in artistic and moral terms of lu-
cidity and plausibility the utopian core of
the project of a united Europe.

In the following, I will propose a mod-
el of the evolution of noir and noir-com-
patible forms of popular art that originates
within specific conditions of a cultural
production subjected to an overall Marx-
ian-Leninist or
ideological monitoring, and ends up with
efforts of adapting to the sophistication of
contemporary cultural markets and to the
challenges of European integration.

nationalist-Communist

3. Noir in Communist Eastern
Europe: What Made It Possible?

Countries with different histories and
cultures were brought under the ho-
mogenizing pressures of the Soviet mod-
el of totalitarianism. Accordingly, across
what was then called the “Communist
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camp,” the noir genre, in cinema, television,
and literature, bore the marks of the same
type of ideological control. The manners in
which the creators coded and the audiences
decoded these genre productions manifest-
ed a strong family resemblance everywhere
on the wrong side of the Iron Curtain that
divided Europe. In this part of the pres-
ent inquiry, I will explore the antecedents
and affinities, in terms of the presence of
elements of the noir genre, which set the
premises for the contemporary East-Eu-
ropean Noir. The survey will cover three
perspectives on the emergence and evolu-
tion of noir-compatible film and television
series in pre-1989 Eastern Europe:

COLD WAR “NOIR” AND SO-
CIALIST “GREY” — discusses the nego-
tiations between the noir genre and the
official Communist ideology;

ALTERNATIVE NOIR - exemplifies
the ways in which filmmakers engaged in
subverting the ideological control over the
arts reshuffled elements of the noir genre;

POPULAR NOIR - focuses on the
elements of the noir genre that permeated
the entertainment industry of the Social-
ist countries and took roots in the popular
cultures of the region.

3.1. Cold War “Noir” and Socialist
‘(Grey”

lassical Soviet propaganda movies

such as Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship
Potemkin (1925) closely reminded the film
noir. The aesthetics of black and white cin-
ema was seen as instrumental for the Com-
munist vision of history as class struggle.?'
It served to advocate socialist egalitarian-
ism by opposing it to the reversed image of
cynical and exploitative capitalism.?



20

After World War 11, this filmic lan-
guage based on sharp contrasts was extend-
ed to an Eastern Europe now dominated
by the Soviet Union.”® But irrespective of
their ideological commitment, spy fictions
trained East European publics in decoding
the rhetoric of noir movies. This process
is suggested by the following comment of
film critic Tudor Caranfil on the Roma-
nian genre movie 7he Secret of the Cypher/
Secretul cifrului (1960), based on the nov-
el A Star Will Fall at Midnight/La miezul
noptii va cadea o stea (1957), by the pro-
paganda author Theodor Constantin, and
directed by Lucian Bratu (incidentally or
not, an alumnus of the Moscow Unional
Institute for Cinematography):

The mystery is amplified by the chiar-
oscuro, by the anguishing spots of light
that break the darkness even in the in-
nermost of the feudal castle, full of traps
and of shadows on the walls skilfully

captured by the camera.**

This visual language resonates with
historical Expressionism, which used
powerful contrasts and ingenious light-
ing techniques in order to codify intense
opposite passions. Generally, the epito-
me of Socialist spy fiction was the Soviet
production Seventeen Moments of Spring/
Semnadtsat’ mgnoveniy vesny (1973), based
on the novels of the highly controversial
journalist Yulian Semionov® and directed
by Tatyana Lioznova. The series followed
the infiltration of a heroic Soviet spy, icon-
ically impersonated by Vyacheslav Tik-
honov, into the highest ranks of the Nazi
party and the German military.?® But, in
fact, the Soviet production was preceded
by the very similar Polish spy series Stawka
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wigksza niz zycie/More than Life at Stake
(14 episodes, 1968-1970).%” Also Bulgar-
ian fictional counterespionage enjoyed a
certain international opening, if not actu-
al success, with Avakoum (or Habakuk, in
Western appropriations) Zhakov, the char-
acter created by author Andrei Gulyashki
in 1959, who even defies and eliminates a
James Bond who, in the title of the respec-
tive novel, Avakoum Zakhov vs. 07, lost the
first O of his secret indicative 007 because
of copyright laws.?

The filmic representation of crime as
such evolved with great difficulty in the So-
cialist camp. “Militia” narratives (called so
because in Communist countries the bour-
geois “police” was replaced with allegedly
popular “militias”) constantly hit against
the problem of alluding to crime-gen-
erating circumstances in a society from
which, according to the state propaganda,
economic exploitation, the quintessential
source of moral decay, had been uprooted.
After the death of Soviet dictator Joseph
Stalin, this tyrannical idealism was some-
what tailored to everyday reality, and the
public acknowledgement of the existence
of “non-antagonistic” contradictions in-
herent to “Socialist reality” made possible
the emergence of crime, as different from
espionage fiction.”

The classic Cold War noir evolved
into what we could call the Socialist gris.
'The notion of film gris was used by Thom
Andersen for Hollywood movies of the
1950s with a strong leftist agenda, on ac-
count of their “depressing” effect,”® and the
notion could be usefully adapted to what
Bulgarian critic Vladimir Trendafilov calls
“Sotscrime”,?!
phase of self-assured national Communist
governments in Eastern Europe. In their

the crime narratives of the
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case, “grey” should point to a limited but
obvious overcoming of the black and white
moral philosophy of Stalinist noir, trans-
lated in characters with more complex mo-
tivations and psychologies; but also, and in
spite of the previous, the preservation of a
certain moralistic narrative “greyness.”?
This is how a population of public
force detectives, with barely a personal life,
welding parochial common-sense with
Socialist official ethos, took over Eastern
European television programs.* Particu-
larly morose, but uncommonly enduring
was the series Police: Dial 110/Polizeiruf
110, produced in the German Demo-
cratic Republic from 1971 until 1989.3
On Czeckoslovak television crime fiction
was iconically illustrated by the series 30
Cases of Major Zeman/30 pripadii majora
Zemana, running between 1974 and 1979,
produced by the Central Editorial Office
of the Army, Security and Defence of the
Czechoslovak Television.® The series was
notorious for presenting the massively per-
secuted dissent movement that emerged
after the 1968 Soviet military crush of the
reform experiments known as the “Prague
Spring” from the smearing perspective of
the official propaganda.*® More humane,
but still strictly confined to the official
ideological canon, was the Polish counter-
part of Major Zeman — the Captain To-
masz The Owl Sowa, from the 1965 series
Captain Sowa on the Trail/ Kapitan Sowa
na tropie. In later years it was revealed that
the series, though intended to run for more
than 40 episodes, ended after the first sea-
son of eight because the lead actor, Michat
Szewczyk, refused to go on with scripts
that in his view were completely lacking
in credibility and dramatic skills. This ap-

pears to be the only recorded case of an

East-European thespian to overtly raise
moral and aesthetic objections against a
filmic or televisual production in which he
or she was directly involved.*

3.2. Alternative Noir

en pressured to the extreme by the
official ideology, East-European lit-
erary authors could resort to the samizdat.
'The notion, which in Polish literally means
“self-publication,” referred to the multipli-
cation and distribution of texts through
improvised means considered illegal un-
der the Communist law.*® But this escape
was hardly available to filmmakers, who
could not access the necessary infrastruc-
ture and resources outside the state-con-
trolled institutional frames. Nevertheless,
they attempted to circumvent ideological
orthodoxy, both by approaching sensitive
topics, and by employing unconventional
means of expression. An alternative culture
emerge in this way, which articulated an
overt or covert discourse of social criticism
sometimes employing elements commonly
associated with noir narratives.” Since the
sphere of film and television fiction was
under a tight scrutiny, it is not surprising
that some of the most interesting exper-
iments with these expressive means are
to be found in non-fiction, documentary
films.

Apparently, the noir universe was
closely associated with documentary aes-
thetics since its very emergence.” Consid-
ering classical American noir productions
such as He Walked By Night and The Na-
ked City, both made in 1948, Jason Mittell
points to a number of striking affinities
with true crime non-fiction films con-
temporary to them: on-location shooting,



22

urban crime narration, shadowy black-
and-white photography, and a commit-
ment to gritty realism.*

If Mittell calls the above mentioned
variety of noir movies “semi-documen-
taries,” the Yugoslav and Polish so-called
“Black Waves” of the 1950s and 1960s
tended, conversely, to make documentaries
“semi-fictional”. They progressively inte-
grated epic nuclei, convoluted characters,
the off-screen narrative voice, dramatic
filmic cuts, and even the “dark” topics of
classical noir.* In order to have an idea
of the approach of the historical Black
Wave, let’s follow the description made
by Norwegian scholar Bjern Serenssen of
a suggestive fragment of the famous 1957
documentary Article Zero/Paragraf Zero by
Polish director Wiodzimierz Borowik:

A dramatized scene of the murder of
a prostitute follows as an introduction
to an explanation of the only way the
police can act on prostitutes and pimps
- the crime functions as a pretext for
a raid on the hotels, cafes, and streets,
and the suspects are brought in.*

According to Sanja Lazarevi¢ Radak,
such elements are to be found also in the
fiction films of the Yugoslav Black Wave, for
instance when approaching the topic —high-
ly sensitive from the perspective of Socialist
ideology — of homosexuality.* The Serbian
film historian rests her case on experimen-
tal productions such as The Rats Woke Up/
Budjenje pacova (dir. Zivojin Pavlovi¢, 1967),
Plastic Jesus (Lazar Stojanovi¢, 1971), WR:
Mysteries of Organism/ W.R. - Misterije orga-
nizma (dir. Dusan Makavejev, 1971).

The radical neo-realist agenda and

language of the “Black Waves” of the 1960s
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was rediscovered by the “new waves” of the
post-Communist epoch, in Hungary, Ro-
mania, or Estonia.* The first post-Com-
munist generation of East-European di-
rectors recycled expressive and expositive
means that directly or indirectly celebrated
the heritage of the historical Black Waves

film-makers.*

3.3. Popular Noir

ven if the level of ideological ortho-

doxy varied among the ruling Com-
munist parties of Eastern Europe, most
of them experimented at some point with
limited forms of market economy.

One of the consequences of this pseu-
do-liberalism was the toleration, if not
active promotion, of commercial fiction,
cinema, and television. The main supplier
of commercial popular culture was, ines-
capably, the “capitalist” West.* The former
Yugoslav Federation was especially open
to importing Western popular culture
(a phenomenon Serbian scholar Radina
Vucetié¢ termed “Coca-Cola Socialism”*%).
But Western, and especially US, television
series were broadcasted by national public
televisions almost all over Eastern Europe.

Under the direct influence of the
West, the Communist countries also as-
pired to produce their own version of
crime fiction. Popular reception generally
mocked the ideological stereotypes meant
to sooth the suspicions of the political su-
pervisors, while genuinely enjoying the
thrill, mystery, and suspense of such cul-
tural commodities.*” Accordingly,

detective films could at once serve state
purposes — by demonizing criminality
and associating it with the corrupt
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capitalist West — and also undermine
the official morality promoted by the
socialist state, by depicting an under-
ground world that was not supposed
to exist at all under socialism.*®

In order to reduce the ideological pre-
text to a minimum, Socialist filmmakers
could adopt one of the following strategies:

a) to place the plot in a historical
context safely distanced from the Com-
munist takeover. Such examples would be
the Czech crime mystery Dissolved and Let
Out/ Rozpustény a vypustény (1984), set at
the turn of the 20th century’; or the se-
ries of movies displaying the adventures of
Commissioner Moldovan, a detective of the
pre-Communist Royal Romanian Police,
investigating in the early 1940s, at a time
when the country was collapsing into Fas-
cism (1972, 1974, 1978, 1981). The charac-
ter and the period atmosphere of these films
were obviously inspired by the American
series The Untouchables (1959-1963), widely
popular in Romania at that time.

b) to place the plot in a Western
country.”? An early example of this is the
Romanian 1962 production Zhe Famous
702/Celebrul 702, based on a theatre play
by Alexandru Mirodan: a dark satire with
anticapitalist propaganda overtones with
a completely US setting. Another version
of this strategy was the parody of Western
crime fiction. Let’s take, for instance, the
‘Hungarian Piedone’, which naturalized
the character notoriously impersonated by
Italian swimmer turned actor Bud Spencer
(1980, 1982, 1986). My personal all times
favourite of this species is a parody of the
cult figure of the New York police detective
Theo Kojak in Kojak in Budapest/ Kojak
Budapesten (1980, dir. Sindor Szalkay),
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which “reveals” that the famous character
was not Greek-American, but born Hun-
garian, as “Kécsag Janos”.*®

There was also the possibility of di-
rectly adapting works of crime authors
from the Western world. An impressive
example of this kind is the long romance
between the Czechoslovak television, later
on Czech and Slovak televisions, and the
work of Patrick Quentin (a collective pen
name reuniting four American authors).
Between 1968 and 2003 this special rela-
tionship resulted in no less than seven TV
adaptations, all preserving the American
setting of the original novels.”* Another
interesting case is the one of Latvian di-
rector Aloizs Brends, who “might have
been influenced by the genre conventions
of the 1930s American crime films” and
“popularized the American detective writ-
er James Chase to the Soviet audience with
the three-part made-for-T'V series Mirage
(1983) based on Chase’s novel The World in
My Pocker (1959).%

¢) to combine the historical setting
and the Western system of references, as
is the case of the Czech comedy Adela
Hasn't Had Supper Yet/Adéla jesté nevecerela
(1978), a parody of classical detective fic-
tion placing the American private eye Nick
Carter (invented in 1886 by Ormond G.
Smith) in the mock-noir context of early
1900s Prague. By the way, the eponymous
Adela is not a young lady, but a huge car-
nivorous (actually men-eating) plant.*

True crime TV shows offer anoth-
er great example of popular culture swal-
lowing and digesting an ideological-ped-
agogical format. In Czechoslovakia, such
programs existed since the early 1960s,
and were also introduced in Poland in
the 1980s. But the textbook case is the
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Hungarian  program  Bluelight/Kékfény,
hosted form 1964 through 1989 on the
public television by charismatic crime jour-
nalist Laszlé Szabo. The huge popularity of
this monthly show was most certainly due
to its detachment from official pedagogi-
cal goals. A 1969 article that appeared in
the Radio and TV Guide of the Hungarian
public television contained the following
mission statement:

“Real crime is always different from
crime borne out of someone’s imagination.
We, the creators of Blue Light, are con-
vinced that there is nothing more exciting
and fantasy-filled than real life, even if that
life takes place in the underworld”.”’

In other Eastern European countries,
true crime programs were introduced only
after the radical political turn of 1989. In
contemporary Romania, for instance, no
domestically produced crime fiction could
match in longevity and impact the true
crime program 7The Investigations of Com-
missioner Antonescu/Anchetele  comisarului
Antonescu (2015-). The show incorporates
re-enactments of actual murders closely
reminding the classical noir techniques,
thereby replicating, consciously or not, the
recipe that made the historical success of
the Hungarian Bluelight.

4. Born Again Noir in East-

European Post-Communism

hrough the 1980s the Soviet dom-

ination over Eastern Europe began
to falter. On the one hand, there were
the drastic shortage of consumer goods
and the Communist monopoly of power.
The frustration with these circumstances
boiled over, especially in Poland, with the
strikes coordinated by the free trade union
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Solidarnosé, “Solidarity.” On the other hand,
the politics of “restructuration”, Perestroi-
ka, and “transparency”, Glasnost’, initiated
by the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbatchéy,
created the perspective of economic and
political reforms.

The fall of the Berlin wall on 9 No-
vember 1989 marked the beginning of the
end for the military and ideological par-
tition of Europe. Soon after, the so-called
German Democratic Republic was reunit-
ed with the Federal Republic of Germany.
The Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and
Slovenia acceded to the European Union
in 2004, followed by Bulgaria and Roma-
nia, in 2007. Croatia joined in 2013. But
these inspiring evolutions were parallel
by tragic ones: the dismemberment of the
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (1992)
caused a decade of ethnic wars (1991-
2001) that brought to mind the crimes
against humanity of WWIL.

As far as noir thrillers and mysteries
are concerned, critics in most of the region’s
countries noted a post-Communist revival
of the genre, with its multiple varieties.*®
There were some attempts of advertising
an East European noir on the model of the
Scandinavian success story, but, to this day,
they were rather marginal, and lacked the
support of something similar to the Nordic
regional cooperation, being almost exclu-
sively focused on Polish examples.”” How-
ever, in the second part of our survey, we
will explore the imprint on noir film and
television of the conflicting evolutions of
the post-Communist era. Our inquiry will
take into account the way in which con-
temporary East-European noir address the
three temporal axes, past, present, and fu-
ture. Accordingly, it could be distilled into:
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RETROSPECTIVE NOIR - fic-
tions that tackle those aspects of the re-
gional history whose exploration, and even
mention, was prohibited under the Com-
munist censorship;

INTROSPECTIVE NOIR —fictions
that hold a mirror in front of post-Com-
munist societies, exposing their conflicts
and failures, while concomitantly aspiring
to support their democratic reconstruction;

PROSPECTIVE NOIR - fictions
that explore and assert a new, fully Euro-
pean, identity of Eastern Europe.

4.1. Retrospective Noir
Dealing with the ghosts of the past is

a main concern for Eastern Europe-
an cinema and television. Crime formats,
as well as neo-noir aesthetics, seem par-
ticularly fit to approach the dark side of
national and regional memories.®® Film-
makers realized that the consolidation of
the democratic spirit of the post 1989-era
called for a serious examination of threats
coming not only from the persistence of
totalitarian mental habits. The resurrection
of an unrepentant pre-Communist ex-
treme nationalism had also to be carefully
considered.

The self-aggrandizing rhetoric of
Communist propaganda generally pre-
sented local Fascisms in quasi-mytholog-
ical terms, and reduced them to simple
reflexes of German Nazism. The official
populist and nationalist rhetoric of Com-
munist regimes, on the one hand, and the
hardships of everyday life in a regime of
repression and radical economic austerity,
on the other stimulated Eastern Europe-
an peoples to see themselves exclusively as
victims and martyrs. This more often than
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not obnubilated a past when the ethnic
majorities of the region marginalized and
repressed with impunity Jewish or Roma
minorities

The rising tide of right- and left-wing
extremism in pre-WWII Yugoslavia is
rendered, in terms highly relevant for the
entire Eastern Europe of that era, in the
Serbian crime period series Balkan Shad-
ows/Senke nad Balkanom (2017-). Another
example of period noir that passes judge-
ments on history valid for the whole re-
gional context is the Hungarian produc-
tion Budapest Noir (2017). Based on the
first of the like-titled series of novels by
Vilmos Kondor, the film evokes, starting
from the fictional 1936 killing of a Jewish
young woman, the birth of vicious anti-Se-
mitic fantasies that, far from being restrict-
ed to Hungary, were to plague many other
parts of Eastern Europe. In a similar vein,
the movie 4 Grain of Truth (2015), based
on a novel by acclaimed author Zygmunt
Mitoszewski, ponders on the eftects of the
toxic influence of pre-WWII anti-Semi-
tism on Polish contemporary society. But
the most complex and notorious Polish ex-
ample of dealing with a past ridden by eth-
nic tensions (given its circulation through
numerous translations) is offered by the
historical crime fiction of Marek Krajews-
ki, hereby presented in a nutshell by Sebas-
tian Chosinski:

Krajewski made Wroclaw the place of
action for his novels, or rather - Bre-
slau, because his books tell about the
times when the capital of Upper Sile-
sia was within the territorial borders
of the Weimar Republic and then the
Third Reich. Similar attempts were
made with us in the 1980s, but not in
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literature, but in film. It is worth men-
tioning the excellent horror of Jacek
Koprowicz “Medium” or the funny
series of Pawel Pitera “Na trouble ...
Bednarski”, whose action was placed
in the Free City of Gdansk at a time
when the Nazis took over. Was Kra-
jewski inspired by these films? It seems
very likely, although it would be rath-
er difficult to find in Eberhard Mock
similarities to the inspector Selin
from “Medium” played by Wtadystaw
Kowalski [...]. He is much closer to
the heroes of the American black de-
tective story, which, moreover, is diffi-
cult to consider as an accusation.®!

Noir and heist formats are also em-
ployed for revealing the sham justice sys-
tem of the Stalinist 1950s in the Czech
movie In the Shadow (2012) and the Roma-
nian-American Closer to the Moon (2014).
Two other films, the Polish I'm a Killer/
Jestem morderca (2016) and the Hungarian
Strangled/A martfiii rém (2016) deal with
the paradoxes of trying to catch serial kill-
ers in Socialist states that obstinately re-
tused to acknowledge the very possibility
of their existence.

The World Turned on Its Head/ Svét pod
hlavou (Czech Republic, 2016) looks at the
Communist 1980s from a highly unusual
angle. The Czech series combines police
drama with science-fiction in a remake of
the BBC hit Life on Mars. The plot of the
British series — a young contemporary po-
lice detective inexplicably transported to
the 1970s — gives the Czech adaptation the
opportunity to explore the clash of Com-
munist and the post-Communist mental-
ities. A similar mixture of detective noir
and Sci-Fi is masterfully put to work in
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the Polish Netflix series 7983 (2018). This
year becomes the landmark of an alterna-
tive course of history, in which the Polish
Communist system survived to these days
through an alliance with the Catholic
Church and through economic reforms
ironically alluding to what, in our world,
we use to call “the Chinese way.”

The Romanian series 7he Reluctant
Detective/Detectiv fird voie (2001), follows
the Kafkaesque intersections of investi-
gative journalist Andrei Mladin with the
obscure interests of the secret police, be-
fore and after the fall of Communism. The
series is written by and based on the novels
of George Arion, the most celebrated Ro-
manian author of crime fiction.

Noir formats have also been used for
approaching the unification and secession
processes that occurred in Eastern Europe
soon after the fall of Communism. The
unification of Germany was suggestively
presented in television productions that
joined detective teams from the Western
series Crime Scene/Tutort,and its East-Ger-
man counterpart Dial Police: 110/Polizeiruf
110.? On the segregationist side, the 1993
dissolution of Czechoslovakia inspired
films such as the Czech Red Captain/Rudy
kapitdan (2016) and the Slovak Kidnapping/
Unos (2017). The consequences of the dis-
memberment of the Yugoslav Federation
on the lives of real people are extensively
explored in the Croatian noir series Rest
in Peace/Pocilavi v miru (2013-2018). Dis-
heartening memories are brought to life by
the investigations of a young female jour-
nalist into the anonymous graves found
in the backyard of a prison put up for

demolition.
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4.2. Introspective Noir

omanian-American political scientist

Vladimir Tismaneanu wrapped up
the evolutions of post-1989 Eastern Eu-
rope under the notion of “the reinvention
of politics.”® What he meant by this is
the reassertion of the polis, of the political
community and civic solidarity.

After 1989, crime film and television
played a role in igniting the debate over val-
ues, goals, and means of collective action.
'The noir genre was particularly relevant in
this context, with its historical record of
bringing its audience to openly confront
painful social conflicts and disfunctional-
ities. Kriss Ravetto-Biagioli captures the
general atmosphere while pointing to a
couple of significant achievements of the
early East-European noir, interestingly
contrasted in point of the representation of
class and power relations to concomitant
Russian productions, equally sophisticated
from the purely artistic point of view:

Numerous films from Eastern Europe
visualize the transition from repres-
sive Socialist systems to unrestrained
capitalism. Some of the best examples
of the emergence of capitalist crim-
inal culture are Srdan Dragojevi¢’s
Rane (The Wounds, 1998) Luzik’s
Otkraina and Goran Paskaljevic’s Bure
Baruta (Cabaret Balkan, 1998). Un-
like Aleksei Balabanov’s Brar (1997),
which glamorizes violence within a
moral framework, or Pavel Lungin’s
Oligarkh (Tycoon, 2002), [...] Rane
and Bure Baruta point to the contra-
diction within such representations.
They illustrate how discourses of le-
gitimacy and righteousness collapse
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into an economic discourse, and how
young Eastern European men, disil-
lusioned with the failure of previous
generations and accustomed to vi-
olence and corruption, are attracted
to, and influenced by, mostly Western
icons of machismo, organized crime,

and gangsters as symbols of material
wealth.%*

Let’s quickly go through some of
the hottest issues on the social agenda of
East-European noir, picking some telling
examples on the way:

s Unemployment, one of the main
problems of the restructuring economies of the
region. 'The Romanian film 7v0 Late/Prea
tarziu (1996), or the Czech HBO mini-se-
ries Wasteland/Pustyna (2016) use a crime
plot in order to expose the social tragedy
of mining areas where mines were abruptly
closed.

*  Corruption of the public institutions.
'The Estonian series Alpine Cabin/Alpimaja
(2012) imagines very realistically the im-
plication of the national government in an
international scheme of sportsmen doping.
The Closed Circuit/Uklad zamkniety (Poland
2013) and Why me?/ De ce eu? (Romania
2015) are two strikingly similar inquiries
into the corruption of the justice system,
while the Hungarian X/eXploited (2018)
looks into the corruption of the police
torce. The Croatian series Conspiracy/Urota
(2007) stages an inquiry into the assassina-
tion of a fictional Croatian prime-minis-
ter, while actually alluding to the real-life
assassination of Serbian prime-minister
Zoran Dindi¢ in 2003.

*  Tbe emergence of extreme right hate
speech and hate crimes. The Slovakian By a
Sharp Knife/Ostrym nozom (2019), and the
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Polish The Hater/ Sala samobdjcow. Hejter
(2020) treat the topic with fictional means,
while the 2013 Judgement in Hungary doc-
uments the actual judicial proceedings
against a criminal neo-Nazi group that
targeted victims from the Roma minority.
*  Organized crime. The major refer-
ence on this is the series Undercover/Pod
Prikrtie (2011-2016) which ran for five
seasons on the Bulgarian national televi-
sion. While attending a remarkable Eu-
ropean and global circulation, Undercover
became, in its country of origin, a real so-
cial phenomenon, sparkling a fiery debate
on the contacts between the local and in-
ternational mafia and national politics. The
Balkan drug cartels are also the hot spot of
Serbian series Rage/Besa (2016),% but also
of films due to directors coming from the
apparently much more peaceful and stable
Slovenia, as is the case of Damjan Kozole

in Spare Parts (2003), which directly
addresses human trafficking and the
question of borders in the New Eu-
rope, and in Slovenian Girl, which
tackles the question of prostitution
within the setting of the capital, Lju-
bljana in 2008 (the year of Slovenian
presidency over the European Union),
with motorcades sweeping through
the city and the concentrated presence
of international politicians showcas-
ing the glamor of the new Europe.®

Organized crime is equally the focus
of three series produced by HBO Europe:
Shadows/Umbre (Romania 2014-2019),
Golden Life/Aranyéler (Hungary 2015-
2018), and Blinded by the Lig/yts/glepnqc
od swiatel (Poland 2018). The series Zhe
Pleasure Principle (2019), co-produced by
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Poland, the Czech Republic, and Ukraine,
raises the seminal question of regional co-
operation (and of the tragic consequenc-
es of its absence), in effectively backfiring
on the transnational scourge of human
trafficking.

*  Civic solidarity — on the bright side.
The Polish series Ultraviolet (2017-2019)
creatively uses the criminal plots in order
to enhance the values of social collabora-
tion. The investigative functions are exer-
cised here neither by a lonely rider, nor by
a police squad, but by a group of concerned
citizens with perfectly ordinary lives, con-
nected exclusively via internet.

4.3. Prospective Noir

We spoke about how East-Europe-
ans look at their past and present
through the lenses of noir fictions. Let’s
consider now the last temporal perspective
left uncovered: the future. How do noir TV
series and films partake in creating — and
asserting — new East European identities
on a continental and global stage?

The process begins with symbolic
self-empowerment, with gaining con-
trol over one’s own image in the public
sphere. The European series with greater
international prestige are undoubtedly the
Western ones. Therefore, the most influ-
ent representations of Eastern Europe and
Eastern Europeans are those circulated by
Western filmmakers.

The role massively attributed to male
Eastern Europeans in Western crime fic-
tions is the one of cruel macho perpetra-
tors. As for the feminine stereotype, the
powerless and more often than not muted
victim of human trafficking usually carries

the day.
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The answer of East-European film-
makers to West-European stereotyping is
three-fold:

* by striving for complete integra-
tion through crime productions that would
appear as banal-European as possible;

* by attempting to inject West Eu-
ropean formats, such as the crime, gang-
ster, or heist movies/series, with a distinctly
local content;

* by defying not only the social and
ethnic stereotypes of the Western Europe-
an noir, but also its narrative conventions,
in an attempt of creating original forms of
quality crime fiction.

'The aspiration to banal European-ness
is obvious in run-of-the-mill police pro-
cedurals that closely follow the format of
US, UK, French or German productions.®’
'The regional champion of canonical police
series seems to be the Czech public televi-
sion, which, according to film critic Martin
Svoboda, “literally pours one after the oth-
er, and it must be said that when looking
at their viewership, this whirlwind makes
sense.”® An explicit form of will-to-in-
tegration is also to be found in the faith-
ful remake of West European series. That
would be the case of the Polish 7be Crime/
Zdrobina (2014-2015), which is a remake of
the Swedish 7he Sandhamn Murders (2010-
2020), or of the Romanian HBO production
The Silent Valley/Valea Mutd, that translated
the plot of the Norwegian series Eyewitness
(2014) to a Transylvanian setting.

The creative absorption of Western
formats is obvious in series that begin as
remakes, but then decidedly stride away
from the model. Even from the first of its
three seasons the Hungarian Gol/den Life/
Aranyéler (2015-2018) gave clear signs of
creative independence from the Finnish
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Easy Living/ Helppo elimd (2009-2011),
that it was supposed to emulate. This is also
the case of the Romanian Shadows/Umbre
(2014-2019), which began as a remake of
the Australian series Small Time Gangsters
(2011) but, beginning with its second sea-
son, embarked on a totally original nar-
rative, rooted in domestic social realities
and popular culture. Significantly enough,
there is at least one example of TV format
that was imported by foreign producers
from an East-European country: the rights
tor the Ukrainian series Sniffer/ Nyukbach,
telling the story of a freelance investigator
that solves crime mysteries based on his
unflinching confidence in his overdevel-
oped sense of smell, have been sold to 11
other countries, among which France, Ja-
pan, Bulgaria, Estonia.®

The Polish-Czech-Ukrainian copro-
duction The Pleasure Principle (2019) takes
localization to the next level and offers an
original dramatization of transnational
police cooperation alternative to the state
of the art coverage of the topic by the fa-
mous Danish-Swedish 7he Bridge (2011-
2018). The aspiration of Polish producers
of opening up to the world is obvious also
in their adaptations of American crime au-
thors. This is the case of the series Ultra-
violet, based on the non-fiction book 7he
Skeleton Crew: How Amateur Sleuths Are
Solving America’s Coldest Cases (2014) by
the American non-fiction author Debo-
rah Halber. Another example is the Polish
Netflix series The Woods/W glebi lasu (2020),
which is an adaptation of a novel by the
reputed American author Harlan Coben.

Finally, I will evoke the daring man-
ner in which East European auteur cinema
experiments with noir. One of the main
representatives of the globally renowned



30

Romanian New Wave, Cristi Puiu, uses,
and at the times intentionally misuses, noir
conventions in two of his films: Stuff and
Dough/Marfa si banii (2001) and Aurora
(2010). Hungarian experimentalist Gy6rgy
Piélfi gives in his 2002 film Hiccup/Hukkle a
mind-blowing reinterpretation to the no-
tion of “rural noir”. Estonian acclaimed di-
rector and script writer Kadri Kéusaar em-
ploys different shades of noir in her crime
dramedy Mother/Ema (2016). Interna-
tionally famous Polish director Agnieszka
Holland directed the highly unusual noir
movie Spoor/Pokot (2017), based on a novel
by the 2018 Nobel laureate for literature
Olga Tokarczuk. Bosnian director Denis
Tanovi¢, holder of an Academy Award for
Best International Feature Film, has tried
his hand at the noir genre in the high-
ly original Croatian HBO series Success/
Uspjeh (2019). Last but not least, I want
to mention the visually fascinating Hun-
garian feature animation Ruben Brandt,
Collector/Ruben Brandt, a gyijté (2018),
directed by the Slovenian Milorad Krsti¢,
which weaves an intricate crime plot in the
world of international art theft. The men-
tion of this film is the perfect grand finale
for our survey of prospective noir: Ruben
Brandt could be seen as the quintessential
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spherics, also conveys a certain dignity.
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collective challenge. Once proven, the ca-
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can be seen as generally European, and
generally human, counts as an irrefutable
evidence for the complexity and dignity of
East-European societies in general.
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