Laugh your heart out at 14th ZFF with Eastern European comedies
A line-up of universal film comedies mocking the governments of Stalin, Tito and otjer ‘nice’ leaders includes a focus on the invisible enemy The Balkan Spy, a bunkered 1952 humoresque Ciguli Miguli and the first ever Soviet musical Jolly Fellows.
Zagreb, 28 September 2016 – After last year’s Zagreb Film Festival audience was scared out their wits by the selection of the finest horror films made in the former Eastern Bloc countries, film historian Daniel Rafaelić this year again rummaged the dusty archives in search of titles that will make the audience – laugh. As a result of this endeavour, the 14th ZFF (12-20 November) is presenting the official programme called Funny Side of Socialism – Eastern European Comedies.
“As the ring of terror behind the Iron Curtain clenched human privacy more and more, cinemas were often the place where such a grim life could be subject to mockery. Laughing at oneself and others at this glorious and now forgotten time of political correctness resulted in some of the finest, also the most universal film comedies that have long grown out of their genre. The comedies mocking the governments of Stalin, Tito and other ‘nice’ leaders are well worth of today’s audience attention,” said the programme curator Daniel Rafaelić, presenting the line-up.
Eastern European comedies section includes several more or less famous recent and not so recent titles. The latest and by far best known film in the programme, The Balkan Spy, directed by Duzšan Kovačević and Božidar Nikolić in 1984, is a humorous take on the quest for ‘invisible enemies’. The story of a paranoid Belgrader, Ilija Čvorović (Danilo Bata Stojković), a reformed Stalinist, and his zealous brother Đuro (Zvonko Lepetić), who had in their heads that their tenant is in fact a terrorist who wants to destroy the country, thrilled audience all over ex-Yugoslavia and is today among the most viewed comedies from the region.
A chance to reach wider audience was not given to the film Ciguli Miguli, a 1952 cinematic humoresque directed by Branko Marjanović and written by Joža Horvat, with original score by Ivo Tijardović. A story about a zealous communist official, led by ideology, who is trying to reform the cultural scene in a town, was supposed to be the first cinematic satire in former Yugoslav post-war cinema, but the high-ranking political officials perceived it as an attack on the communist government and banned it. Its first public TV broadcast did not happen until the late 1980s.
And as Croatian and Serbian filmmakers bravely mocked their respective political situations, their Czechoslovak colleagues skilfully wrapped subtle criticism on the Soviet regime in a satire of American cultural imperialism. Therefore, Czechoslovakia brought us a Hollywood western parody Lemonade Joe (1964), directed by Oldřich Lipsky, named after the protagonist, a gunslinger prone to healthy lifestyle, who arrives to Stetson City and tries to convert the local cowboys from whisky to Kola-loka, a lemon-flavoured soft beverage.
The oldest film in the line-up, Jolly Fellows, directed in 1934 by Grigori Alexandrov, is a Soviet response of sorts to the growing popularity of the Hollywood musical genre and the first such film in the history of Soviet cinema. Kostja, the protagonist, is a modest shepherd who is by mistake invited to a wealthy woman’s party. The plot shows his efforts to start a career as a jazz musician after that. The film was an immense success and many songs became Russian evergreens. The most famous is the title melody, Kak mnogo devushek khoroshikh, whose Croatian version Hvala ti scre (Ja ljubim) became famous in Croatia thanks to the film A Song a Day Takes Mischief Away (Tko pjeva zlo ne misli).
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