Bulgarian Cinema Today: Seventeen Years after the Changes

By Bojidar Manov (NATFIZ, Sofia)
In its almost 100 years of history, Bulgarian cinema has gone through three significant periods. From the first semi-professional feature and documentary films created early in the century until 1948, it developed as a free enterprise of small private film companies, producing films with plots derived mostly from Bulgaria’s national literature. The creative teams (film directors and cameramen) had no special film education and screen actors were most often theater performers with no experience in film acting.

The second period came after World War II with the establishment of the communist regime in Bulgaria, when the entire film industry (production, distribution, cinema theaters) was nationalized. The state exerted ideological control over film production through its censorship mechanisms and imposed new themes and filmmakers. However, considerable funds were allocated on an annual basis for the development of cinema. This regular funding permitted filmmakers to acquire necessary skills and expertise, and to become professionals within a relatively short period of time. New staff members were educated at film schools in the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and—as of 1973—also in Bulgaria. This resulted in an annual output of 25 feature films for the distribution network and as many more films for the national TV, plus lots of documentaries and animated films. Thus, parallel to the purely propaganda themes supporting the government and the established ideology, there appeared also a number of highly artistic films with psychological, existential, or romantic plots that gradually won a good name for Bulgaria’s national cinema not only within the country but also at a number of international film festivals. The 1970s marked the strongest period in the development of Bulgarian cinema during this period, achieving its crowning success with films on the theme of social migration from the villages to the cities, and featuring the everyday life of ordinary people and the problems of the young generation.

The most recent period in Bulgaria’s film industry began after the great political changes of 1989 and the fall of the Berlin wall. Film production became once again a free enterprise with partial government support. However, in the context of the serious economic crisis that followed, and faced with the cutthroat competition of Hollywood commercial cinema, the Bulgarian film industry entered into a grave crisis with minimum output and a loss of audience interest. Only recently, after seventeen years of painful transition, is the industry making an attempt to find its way back to audiences. The new films, made and distributed in the conditions of a free market economy, reach out in a more communicative way, while simultaneously endeavoring to keep a specific cultural identity in balance with the processes of globalization and in pace with the new realities of a global audio-visual environment.

Twelve Years of Drifting
After the upheaval of 1989, Bulgarian national cinema welcomed the new uncensored mode of existence with relief. At the same time, however, it had to restructure itself to adapt to thoroughly different principles of economic behavior and to get in line with the new reference points of production, distribution, and marketing. The state monopoly on filmmaking, distribution, and exhibition, which survived for 51 years after nationalization in 1948, turned out to be a slow, painful, and depressing factor in the process of readjustment. The film industry quickly found itself on the brink of survival and the number of new films declined sharply. An unwanted side effect was a decline in artistic quality. During this period of crisis (which still persists), feature and animated filmmaking were most affected, while documentary filmmaking turned out to be more resilient—a lot more resistant and adaptable to the changed conditions.

The most important changes took place in 1990-91, when the production of new films in studios—like Boyana (motion pictures), Vreme (documentaries and popular scientific films), Sofia (animation), and Ekran (TV films)—was frozen and when whole creative teams (directors, cameramen, artists, screen writers, composers, and various other skilled technicians) were laid off. Newly emerging private producers started making efforts to set up independent businesses. Often these were people with neither experience nor funds, who had to work in an environment lacking any enforceable legislative framework. Some films that had been started under state monopoly were completed by private films. The first genuinely independent productions were released in 1992; these were Sergei Komitski’s Bullet for Paradise (Kurshum za raya) and Ralitsa Dimitrova’s documentary film The College (Kolezhat). The fundamental change in production conditions affected the economic basis of filmmaking, but—as one could expect—the artistic quality of the new films also suffered significantly.

The system of partial state funding (on competitive principles), distributed out of the scarce budget of the newly set up National Film Center, limited what producers could undertake, a situation that imposed creative compromises on directors. Co-productions involving foreign support—predominantly coming from the French National Film Center or Eurimages—regularly displayed substandard quality. Only two such co-productions—first time directors Ilian Simeonov and Hristian Notchev’s The Border (Granitsa, 1994) and skilled veteran Georgi Dyulgerov’s The Black Swallow (Chernata Lyastovitsa, 1997)—reminded viewers of the genuine artistic achievements of Bulgarian cinema.
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It was no wonder that the years immediately following the lifting of long-standing ideological and thematic restrictions saw the release of a number of films that sharply criticized communist ideology and the ills of totalitarianism. All these films— Docho Bodzhakov’s The Well (Kladenetsat, 1991), Krassimir Kroumov’s The Silence (Mulchanieto, 1991), Ivan Andonov’s Vampires, Spooks (Vampiri, talasami, 1992), Evgenii Mikhailov’s Canary Season (Sezonat na kanarchetata, 1993), and Radoslav Spassov A Day of Forgiveness (Sirna nedelya, 1993)—represented diverse genres and styles, ranging from heavily tragic stories to light-hearted satires. They all, however, tried to offer an in-depth analysis of the issues of totalitarianism, of repression, and of the destiny of the individual during the various periods of communist dictatorship. Each film searched for its specific truth, yet all of them abounded, in one way or another, with poster-like proclamations, political platitudes, and, ultimately, with artistic feebleness. Regrettably, important new themes—the profound social and cultural changes, the deep cataclysms of the turnover, the jolts of the economic crisis, the psychological torment of individuals, and the stressful conditions of the transitional period—remained unexplored in feature films. Apparently, Bulgarian cinema could be diagnosed as suffering from “acute dramaturgic insufficiency.”

Skillful professional screenwriters and serious novelists grew estranged from filmmaking because of the failures of the production system and chronic underpayment, or were driven away by the arrogant egotism of directors searching to write scripts themselves. This resulted in a whole wave of films that were insignificant, small, old-fashioned and often extremely pretentious and unwatchable, such as Marius Kurkinski’s Madman's Diary (Dnevnikat na edin lud, 1993), Petar Popzlatev’s Something in the Air (Neshto vav vazduha, 1993), Krassimir Kroumov’s The Forbidden Fruit (Zabraneniyat plod, 1994), Ivan Tscherkelov’s Thundering Stones (Tarkalyashti se kamani, 1995) and Glass Marbles (Stakleni topcheta, 1999), and Andrey Slabakov’s Wagner (1998)—for which all of the directors wrote their own scripts. Only certain titles—such as Lyudmil Tododrov’s Emilia’s Friends (Priyatelite na Emilia, 1996), Ivan Pavlov’s Starting from Scratch (Vsichko ot nula, 1996), Ivan Nichev’s After the End of the World (Sled kraya na sveta, 1998), Stanimir Trifonov’s Battle for Wolves (Hayka za valtsi, 2000), Iglika Triffonova’s Letter to America (Pismo do America, 2000), and Dimitar Petkov’s The Devil’s Tail (Opashkata na dyavola, 2001)—crossed the standard threshold for good cinema and succeeded in communicating something to the audience, thus reminding us that there were still good things about our cinema. These films tried to halt Bulgarian cinema’s accelerating downfall and to regain the trust of audiences. Indeed, audience’s trust has always been the most important concern and the only remedy against disaster.

Luckily, while feature films failed, some documentaries managed to take hold of genuinely important issues of the period and to reflect partially some of the key problems of the time. Bulgarian animated cinema, which had won a reputation as a national school in the past, practically vanished because of elaborate and costly production processes; the best animators either left the country or had to earn their living by rendering services to foreign commercial productions. Thus, the late 1990s ended with a true collapse of Bulgarian cinema, whose output declined to 2 or 3 films per year, and by 1999 was down to an incredible “nil” for new feature films!

Recovery after a Stroke
Following the severe transitional shock and after twelve years of drifting, Bulgarian cinema looks like a person who has survived a stroke—alive, yet having to learn again to walk, to talk, and to express oneself coherently. The discouraging situation of the mid-1990s lasted until 2003. This was a period of time when talking about a national cinema would come across as almost obscene: the mood in the industry was gloomy and depressed, and speaking of achievements or hopes was inappropriate; all talk was of collapse and resignation, and neither exhilarating incantations, nor sporadic upsurges could change the overall dismal atmosphere.

No one in the world of Bulgarian cinema cherished illusions that a revival or nostalgic resurrection of past models was possible. Nonetheless, it was clear that if Bulgaria’s cinema was to survive after the “stroke,” it could only do so by bringing itself to make better films, to convey simple yet authentic messages, to show humanism, a positive attitude, and a respect for the audience. And if, as the saying has it, God helps the talented, the miracle of recovery could happen! It is true that sceptical Bulgarians would rather repeat a different saying—“God is far above, the King is far away.” But then, only the first part of this pessimistic saying was true, as at least “the King” was now in sight (the former Bulgarian king, Simeon II, was at that time a Prime Minister of Bulgaria). It was becoming crystal clear that the state could and should take care of the national cinema rather than preside indifferently over its demise and watch the film industry fight desperately to save itself from drowning. 

So far, however, no one but Baron Munchausen has managed to be rescued by dragging himself out of the water by pulling on his own hair. Some urgent decisions concerning Bulgarian cinema were needed to provide a workable economic basis for funding national filmmaking. It was not only about the limited granting of state funds, but also about moderate allotments for the distribution network, for the ancillary video and DVD markets, and for privately owned exhibition facilities.

After extensive discussions and consultations, and as a result of various individual or joint efforts, a decision was finally reached to establish a more permanent filmmaking unit at Bulgarian National Television. Nowadays ten percent of the TV network’s annual budget is allocated to the newly established Center for TV Films, where featurettes, TV serials, and some documentaries have already been shot and where co-production projects of independent producers are being supported. This new approach is in its early days, yet it already creates the feeling that there is some order and system in place, and that some continuity may be in store. The next decisive step was (at long last) the adoption of the Law on the Bulgarian Film Industry in 2003, which helped create a stable economic basis for financing national filmmaking. Apart from general ideas and some reasonable practical provisions, the new Law finally stipulates a particular annual amount from the government budget (six million Bulgarian lev, equivalent to slightly over three million Euro), which is to be allocated specifically for film production. A new regulatory body—the National Cinema Council, consisting of twelve members and including distinguished film directors, critics, producers, distributors—was established in order to optimize and develop all aspects of Bulgarian cinema.

Naturally, these regulatory measures alone could not possibly change the overall trend, nor could they immediately bring about a radically new situation. At the same time, the most active cineastes (scriptwriters, directors, producers) have managed to find their way in the new environment, to overcome the confusion and lack of significant artistic ideas, to find the right channels to certain European funds (Media, Eurimages) or other foreign co-production partners. Thus, slowly and painfully, about two to three years ago we started seeing some early signs of recovery, accompanied by hope-raising revival tremors and other stimulating symptoms suggesting recuperation after a severe stroke.

Some of the few feature films produced at that time were screened at international festivals: Emigrants, Kostadin Bonev’s Warming of Yesterday’s Dinner (Podgryavane na vcherashniya obyad, 2002), Teddy Moskov’s Rhapsody in White (Rapsodiya v byalo, 2002), and Krassimir Kroumov’s Under the Same Sky (Pod edno nebe, 2003). Some even came back with wonderful awards: Zornitza Sophia’s Mila From Mars (Mila ot Mars, 2004) was a kind of “first swallow,” with a number of international awards including the Grand Award from Sarajevo 2004, bestowed by a jury chaired by Mike Leigh. The same success came the very next year to Georgi Dyulgerov’s Lady Zee (Leydi Zi, 2005). Even though not as fortunate on the festival circuit, good films were produced by other directors from the intermediate generation: Svetoslav Ovcharov’s A Leaf in the Wind (List otbrulen, 2002), Stanimir Trifonov’s Burning Out (Izpepelyavane, 2004), and Krassimir Kroumov’s The Meaning of Life (Smisalat na zhivota, 2004). The year 2005 marked the triumph of young Vessela Kazakova, who received the best actress award in Moscow for Radoslav Spasov’s Stolen Eyes (Otkradnati ochi, 2004), shortly after winning a Shooting Star award at Berlinale 2006.
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This slow accumulation of new works was building up in a way that allowed for growth in new directions. It appeared that we had finally sunk to the very bottom and that there we had found solid ground that allowed us to push up and, in a quest for a breath of fresh air, to get out of the abyss. By the look of it, this vitally important breath of air became attainable only in 2006, when about a dozen new films were ready to leave the cutting tables, and half of these were good! Skilled director Kiran Kolarov returned to the screen with The Rebellion of L. (Buntat na L.), Krassimir Kroumov continued work on his trilogy about the cataclysms in present-day Bulgarian village life with Night and Day (Nosht and den), Ilian Simeonov surprised viewers with his sophisticated artistry, philosophic shades, and marginal characters in Warden of the Dead. The 41st International Film Festival in Karlovy Vary 2006 turned into a resounding Bulgarian triumph with Ivan Cherkelov and Vassil Zhivkov’s Christmas Tree Upside Down (Obarnata elha) getting the Special Award of the Jury, chaired by Serbian director Goran Paskaljević. Milena Andonova’s debut feature Monkeys in Winter (Maymuni prez zimata) received the best film award in the East of the West category. Great expectations for future festival distinctions are set also on Investigation (2006), the second film of director Iglika Triffonova.

Meanwhile, Bulgarian documentary cinema, which overcame the crisis much more easily and almost never lost momentum, also had some impressive achievements. Adela Peeva’s Whose is this Song? (Chiya e tazi pesen, 2003), a very good film about the complicated ethnic and cultural situation in the Balkans, was among the seven films nominated by the European Film Academy. For two consecutive years, director Stefan Komandarev won the biggest documentary award at the GoEast Festival in Wiesbaden with Bread over the Fence (Hlyab nad ogradata, 2002) and Alphabet of Hope (Azbuka na nadezhdata, 2003). Furthermore, the charming psychological portrait in Andrei Paunov’s Georgi and the Butterflies (Georgi and peperudite, 2004) not only traveled around to twenty festivals and won several prestigious awards, but it also became the first Bulgarian documentary ever to get commercial distribution in Austria and Germany.

One way or another, after twelve years of drifting since 1989, Bulgarian cinema reached the 21st century, hesitating and lacking a clear perspective. Five years later, the situation seems to be taking a turn toward a long expected revitalization. There are raised expectations for the thorough stabilization of the cinematographic process in Bulgaria, including film production, financing, and distribution; integration with the European market; technological modernization, training, and education. The ultimate objective is that Bulgaria’s cinema will eventually become part of the global audio-visual cultural network.

For the time being, however, аll we have is the hope for revival. Bulgarian filmmakers and critics still frequently remember the sorrowful statement that Bernardo Bertolucci made about Italian cinema when he described it as a cinema that “has a great future in the past.” Are we going to let these words be proven true again, or shall we make a rational effort to overcome their painful irony?

© Bojidar Manov, 2006 

Source: http://www.kinokultura.com/specials/5/manov.shtm
Bulgarian Cinema

By: Dimitri​s Psahos
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The title will change of course. So…Bulgarian cinema, why is this a long-vanished cinematic country even amidst the Balkan unison? I am not capable of informing you all about the complete plights or benefits of Bulgaria’s 20th century history but from what I know, Bulgaria’s entity was divided in three parts throughout the 20th century. In the early years, it suffered a major economical and diplomatic breakdown after the Balkan Wars’ destructive aftermath, it later was empowered by Tsar Boris III’s dictatorship until the end of WWII which (along with every single Balkan country except Greece) came under the sphere of influence of the Soviet communist agenda. Bulgaria today is part of the NATO and of the E.U. constitution even if for 60 years there was a huge monopoly between democracy and communism (and a still unattached, maligned judicial system) and yet, its artistic achievements are rarely talked about beyond its borders and perhaps only through a Balkan-related homage and / or retrospective of literature, music, fine arts exhibitions etc.

It’s unfortunately extremely difficult to uncover information regarding biographies and lifetime oeuvres from almost all Bulgarian directors, actors / actresses, cinematographers and other valuable contributors due to the ignorance of sites and of academic cinema journals neglecting this region as is the case with many neighboring ones. I’ll post any available information about Bulgarian cinema and I’ll accept any sort of assistance to that matter:

The Goat Horn by Metodi Andonov (1972)
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Notable directors:

Binka Zhelyazkova
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Binka Zhelyazkova was born on July 15, 1923 in the town of Svilengrad, Bulgaria. She studied theater at the National Theater Institute in Sofia. For a brief time she also studied theater direction at VGIK, Moscow, with theater professor Lobanov. Upon graduation she began working as an assistant director at the National Film Studio in Sofia. Her career as a film director began in 1957 when she co-directed her first feature film Life Goes Quietly By… with her husband Hristo Ganev.

At the end of the 1950s Binka Zhelyazkova was one of the few women in the world making feature films. Her career developed during the period of socialist realism in Bulgarian cinema, which demanded the presentation of an idealized image of life as if it were a reality. This was to be done by means of simple plots and positive heroes. But hers was a counter-cinema to the accepted socialist realism, often challenging the restrictive rules set by the Communist ideological machine.

Binka Zhelyazkova’s style was influenced by Italian Neo-Realism and the French New Wave, as well as Russian Cinema. The poetic and metaphoric imagery of her films often prompted critics to compare her to Fellini and Tarkovski. Her distinctive directorial style along with her perfectionism and nonconformism won her the label, “the bad girl of Bulgarian cinema”.

During her career she directed seven feature and two documentary films. Four of her nine films were banned from distribution and reached audiences only after the end of communism. She was the director of the Bulgarian section of Women in Film, an organization created in 1989 after the international women in film conference, KIWI, in Tbilisi, Georgia. She stopped making films after 1989, which coincided with the fall of the communist regime in Bulgaria. For some time after that she remained active in the women in film organization but soon completely withdrew from public life.

From http://www.binkadoc.com

The Unknown Soldier’s Patent Leather Shoes by Rangel Vulchanov (1979)
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This list is under construction which will be filled with photos and videos as with the Greece list. A short film list as of yet but with my promising output within a month or so with submissions and such, I’m hoping for new stuff to come up. Anyone who has any suggestions / information, please let me know!

Missing films from The Auteurs aka MUBI
Advantage by Georgi Djulgerov
The Attached Balloon by Binka Zhelyazkova
The Barrier by Christo Christov
Dangerous Charm by Ivan Andonov
De Facto by Donyo Donev
The Hare Census by Eduard Sachariev
Heroes of Shipka by Sergei Vasilyev
King for a Day by Nikolai Volev
Knight Without Armour by Borislav Sharaliev
The Last Summer by Christo Christov 
Letter to America by Iglika Triffonova
Measure According to Measure by Georgi Djulgerov
On a Small Island by Rangel Vulchanov
The Peach Thief by Vulo Radev (submitted)
The Racket by Nikola Rudarov
The Swimming Pool by Binka Zhelyazkova
The Unknown Soldier’s Patent Leather Shoes by Rangel Vulchanov
Vaskata by Borislav Sharaliev
Villa Zone by Eduard Sachariev
Warmth by Vladimir Yanchev
The White Room by Metodi Andonov
Wrathful Journey by Nikola Korabov

Source: http://mubi.com/lists/13834
CANARIES AND BIRDS OF PRAY: THE NEW SEASON OF BULGARIAN CINEMA 

DINA IORDANOVA 

THE INDUSTRY 

The recent changes in the Bulgarian film industry are no exception to the pattern established for all East European countries: ceased government funding, empty studios looking for foreign film crews, the disappearance of domestic films from the wide screen, armies of unemployed film professionals. There was a significant drop in the number of movies produced between 1991 and 1993. More recently, however, a greater number of features have been released annually. During the years of communism (1944-1989) a total of 594 feature films were produced. Production peaked at around 25 features yearly in the mid-eighties. In the nineties, with varying degrees of success, the yearly number of films has been mostly in the teens. 

Even if Sofia has not become as popular a shooting site as Prague, it nonetheless has managed to attract a number of international co-productions. The king of B-movies, Roger Corman, made Crisis in the Kremlin in 1992, and is continues to use the Boyana Studios occasionally. More movies are either in production or about to be shot on location in Bulgaria by foreign directors such as Italian Francesco Rosi, British Tony Palmer, Serbian Goran Markovic, French Alain Naum, and Russian Vasiliy Livanov. In a drive to attract more foreign crews, the National Film Center published a Shooting Guide that includes information on locations, facilities, costumes, services and professionals for hire, legal, financial copyrights, customs, and taxation. The latest project, rarely mentioned in the West, is the gigantic set for this year's Cannes winner, Emir Kusturica's Underground, built in Plovdiv by Chaplain Films: a production that created temporary jobs for many unemployed workers at the city's bankrupt plant for metal constructions. 

Everybody in the film industry seems to have been hit by financial difficulties. Although secondary studios still exist, they do not manage to keep their staff busy. The central film studio at Boyana has an extensive stock of wardrobe and props, but the land of the studios has been reclaimed by its former owners, and its future is problematic.1 The animated film studio is still state property, but it functions as a combination of state-run and private enterprise. Under its new director, Ivan Stoyanovich, the studio has requested the protected status of a national institution. Many well known animators work abroad (Zlatin Radev, Velislav Kazakov, Rumen Petkov), while at home, animators Donio Donev, Anri Kulev, and Stoyan Dukov compete for funding. Due to serious financial problems the Cinemateque has no real chance to get a new building, and thousands of yards of archival footage (121 702 tapes of which 6790 features and 748 unique Bulgarian tapes) is kept in an inappropriate storage place. The cinemateque can barely pay its FIAF membership, has ceased publishing activities, and has no new acquisitions. Only two computers are available for electronic cataloguing.2 Many actors are unemployed. Some earn their livelihoods in other walks of life: Velko Kunev, a well-known comedian opened a pizzeria, and Stoyko Peev, the star of the 1980s historical super production Khan Asparukh, is now running a seafood restaurant, while moonlighting at the Army Theater. Stefan Danailov, who in the past played the leading communist character in the TV sequel On Each Kilometer, recently appeared as a leader of an anti-communist gang conspiring to kill Gorbachev in Roger Corman's movie. Formerly a member of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, Danailov has been now invited to play a Mafia boss in the next round of the Italian TV miniseries, Octopus . 

The traditional link between production and distribution is no longer in place. After the almost total destruction of the centralized exhibition system, the market now is controlled by new private enterprises: Rainbow Films, Sunny Films Entert., Bright Ideas, DP "RF", RadiVision. There are only 319 cinema theaters, Sofia has 15. More than 90% of the films shown in theaters are American imports. American films accounted for the ten top grossing films in 1994. A surtax on ticket prices for American films, which would go as subsidies for national filmmaking, is currently under discussion. According to a recent poll, 88.7% of the all Bulgarians did not see any Bulgarian feature in 1994, and only 4.7% saw even one.3 The most watched Bulgarian film for the past few years - Bay Ganyo Goes to Europe (dir. I. Nichev) - attracted only 810, 545 viewers. 

Pirate imports dominate not only the video, but also the 35 mm prints market. In July 1995 legislation was passed that criminalizes copyright infringement and provides for prison terms and fines. According to Boriana Neykova of the National Film Center, the Bulgarian video distribution industry was valued at $ 40 million in 1994, but only a tiny part of this operation is lawfully licensed.4 

At the XXIInd film Festival in Varna (30 Sept.-7 Oct., 1994) the Golden Rose was awarded to The Goat's Horn, directed by Nikolai Volev, the jury award went to Mihail Pandurski for Golgotha, and the animation award -- to Anri Kulev. In 1994 the Union of filmmakers launched their own "Oscars" in 14 categories. Awards were given to honor the achievements of the past several years: best film to You, Who Are in Heaven by Docho Bodzhakov, best director to veteran Rangel Vulchanov. 

The copyrights issues seemed to have been resolved with the passing of the copyrights bill in August 1993, but the law is still not effectively enforced. As late as February 1995 the National TV was airing Bulgarian movies without paying royalties to the filmmakers, claiming that copyright protection does not apply retroactively. In the period 1990-1995 Bulgaria Film Enterprise has sold movies abroad and has transferred the money to the Ministry of culture instead of to the authors. Some filmmakers have declared their intention to sue for royalties. 

The reform of the industry and the production principles started with the March 1991 closing of TSO Bulgarian Cinema which was directly funded from the state budget. In June 1991 a National Film Center was created as an alternative to centralized film production, although their funding still came from the state budget. In October the NFC adopted bylaws and regulations for producers, that were updated in 1994. For the period since its creation the seven-member expert commission of the Center has voted funding for more than 30 feature films, but only about half of these have been completed. In 1994 the total allocated to film projects was 54 million leva (less than a million $ U.S.). The 1995 budget for cinema is 80 million leva, and the average subsidy for a movie is 10-15 million leva.5 Roughly 75% of the subsidies that NFC awards go to features, 13% to documentaries, and 12 % to animated features. In animation the subsidy covers around 75% of production costs, and in documentaries around 55%. In feature film, however, the subsidy only provides for around 40% of the production needs.6 The funding is supposed to cover 80 % of the costs, but while the subsidy is 6-8 million, the expenses run at 15-17. Furthermore, the subsidy comes in leva that inflate constantly, but the cost is calculated in dollars, without taking into account the rate of inflation. To the date the filming starts the subsidy has often depreciated to 30%, and producers have to look constantly for matching funds. 7 

Bulgaria joined Eurimage in early 1993 and the essential dependency on this pan-European subsidy body is gradually becoming apparent. Since 1995, for projects assisted by Eurimage, NFC will be providing 40% in matching funds. Thus almost no project can be filmed without first being granted support by Eurimage. 

The role of the producer is gaining a growing importance. Filmmakers realize that they have to learn the basics of fundraising in their search for monies, mostly from abroad. Director Ivan Nichev and his wife turned producers for the Bulgarian-Italian co-production of Love Dreams, based on Stefan Zweig. Director Petar Popzlatev claims that the East European cinemas cannot attain the interest of Western viewers because they keep repeating the topics of existential fear and uncertainty of the recent past and do not come up with new subjects.8 Popzlatev chose to turn producer, and has worked on several Bulgarian-French co-productions. According to Pavlina Zheleva of NFC, it is too early to speak of really independent producers, since out of 130 registered producers only about 10 are really active.9 

The shrinking funds for filmmaking have caused a generational conflict between older filmmakers, who often prove unable to adapt to the new workings of the system (in fundraising especially), and the younger pushier filmmakers, who have to enter the scene in these difficult times. Often directors are unhappy with the producers' principle in film production because it abandons ideological considerations for the sake of the market. 

Who receives funding is an important issue, and it cannot be denied that there are instances of preferential treatment. The ones who are affected by the restructuring, however, have not remain silent. In a series of four large publications in the newspaper Bulgarski Pisatel, Lyubka Zakharieva alleged that there was a plan for the deliberate destruction of the Bulgarian cinema. She described the background of total devastation: a drastic drop in the number of movies produced, in the number of cinema theaters and spectators; a 230% increase in ticket prices; no sales of films to foreign countries; and problems with copyrights, financial abuses, fishy distribution deals. The opinion of the Union of Bulgarian filmmakers was never taken in consideration, and some producers were given preference by the NFC. Zakharieva questioned the methods and mechanisms of awarding subsidies and the ways members of the commissions deciding on subsidies were selected. According to her, the ones responsible for the crisis in cinema industries were the new players close to the powers-that-be.10 Her allegations were reprinted in abbreviated form by the popular weekly 168 Chasa, thus reaching wide audiences. The weekly Kultura got involved in the conflict, opposing Zakharieva's allegations and indicating that her articles were suggested by people affected by the restructuring.11 Independently of this controversy, film critic Lyuba Kulezich scrutinized the die-hard habit of secure government funding and criticized the poor results of movies that were funded preferentially and were made with almost 100% state money.12 

THE FILMS 

In spite of all problems, movies do get released. The general picture of the new Bulgarian cinema, however, lacks stylistic unity. What Ronald Holloway described in his 1986 book on the matter as "poetic cinema" is no longer in place.13 The variety of genres and styles is eclectic, starting with the science-fiction film The Father of the Egg (Anri Kulev, 1991), the action film A Bullet for Paradise (Sergei Komitski, 1992), and the satirical Vampires, Spooks (Ivan Andonov, 1992), through the absurdist The Forbidden Fruit (Krassimir Krumov, 1993), the melodramatic La Donna e Mobile (Nidal Algafari, 1993), the period adaptation Love Dreams (Ivan Nichev, 1994), and the nostalgic I Want America (Kiran Kolarov, 1991) and ending with the more or less poetic Day of Forgiveness (Radoslav Spassov, 1993), Fatal Tenderness (R. Vulchanov, 1993), and Something in the Air (Petar Popzlatev, 1993). 

There have been a few trends in the topics that filmmakers have decided to explore lately. Along with the intensification of the current Balkan conflicts, Balkan filmmakers have started choosing "the Balkans" as a topic, focusing on the stubbornness, the irrational hostility, the narrow-mindedness, and the Byzantine Balkan mentality. Some recent films indirectly explore the ethnic sores of the Balkans and try to explain how present conflicts became so tense and unresolvable. 

One of the examples is the 1994 remake of The Goat's Horn (Dir. Nikolai Volev). The film captures the smooth landscape of the Rhodopi mountains, an area populated with Bulgarians and Turks and simmering with centuries of ethnic and religious tensions. It is set in the times of the Ottoman yoke and tells the story of Maria, who is raised as a boy by her father in order to avenge her mother's violent death. She achieves vengeance, killing, one by one, the Turks who raped her mother, using a sharpened goat's horn as a weapon. One day, however, Maria falls in love with a young Muslim shepherd and discovers her feminine nature. The father finds out about the lover and kills him. Desperate at the loss, Maria commits suicide, leaving her father devastated and alone. 

Considered a Bulgarian classic, the original film version of The Goat's Horn was made in 1972 by the late Methody Andonov from a short story by Nikolai Haitov, a writer who has the reputation of being an outspoken Bulgarian nationalist. The first film adaptation contains almost no dialogue, depicting tongue-tied people living in harmony with the sounds of the wilderness. The remake, in contrast, stresses the unconsummated sexual relationship of father and daughter. British-educated director Volev consciously exploits the psychoanalytically charged plot to create a movie falling within the contemporary discourse on sexual identities. The incest theme plays off the misshapen sexual identity of Maria. The tragic confrontation provoked by the murder of her lover is made even more intense, since the dimension of ethnic differences is added to the original plot. In the original story the beloved one is Bulgarian, but for the 1994 remake he has been changed into a Muslim. Apparently Haitov himself agreed with (or even suggested) the change, thus bringing the issues up-to-date politically. 

Another film, however, attracted much more attention than the tale The Goat's Horn. The TV mini-series Burn, Burn Little Flame (Dir. Rumyana Petkova) also is set in the Rhodopi mountains, and spans over two decades, from the 1970s and 1980s, thus touching on more recent problems of the Muslim population of the region. The protagonist is a young Bulgarian girl who volunteers to teach Russian in the fictional village of Mogla. There she learns to value the archaic lifestyles of the isolated population. She also becomes an accidental witness to a number of human rights abuses, starting from little acts of coercion and culminating in a violent assimilation campaign. Along with the local doctor, she ventures to reveal the truth about the coercion and human rights abuses committed against the defenseless villagers. 

At the October 1994 festival of Bulgarian film the movie had received the award of the critics. It was shown on TV only four months later -- over several evenings in February 1995 -- and triggered a scandal in the mass media. There were reports of unrest in Mugla, the shooting location, and in the surrounding villages. Reportedly, the Pomaks (ethnic Bulgarian Muslims) felt offended by the depiction of their lifestyles as archaic, which they found so exaggerated that some of them spontaneously broke their TV sets.14 The most outspoken critic of the film was Boyan Sariev, a Christian priest from the Rhodopi region, who is involved with converting Muslims to Orthodoxy. According to him the movie incorrectly depicts the Rhodopi population as a wild tribe, and thus creates ethnic tensions. In his opinion, the film served foreign (allegedly Turkish) interests. 15 

From the provinces, the reactions against the film spread to the capital as well. The chair of the Parliamentary security commission Nikolai Dobrev was reported as saying that the movie poses a threat to national security.16 Klara Marinova, Chair of the Media commission of the Parliament took a stance against the film as well.17 According to other critics, too many movies focus on the problems of the minorities, but none on the problems of the majority of ethnic Bulgarians.18 

Allegations of a conspiracy followed. Funding for Burn, Burn, Little Flame was provided by Bulgarian TV, NFC, Foundation 13 Centuries Bulgaria, and Open Society - Sofia. The involvement of Open Society, however, became a cause celebre for the nationalist critics who suggested that this organization's goal is to promote hostile Islamic interests in the Orthodox Balkans. They pointed out that in Macedonia it was Open Society again that financed the creation of the controversial Albanian language University in Tetovo, which was supposed to prove the conspiracy allegations. The activities of the foundation were compared to growing cancer metastases. 19 

The President Zhelyo Zhelev engaged in the debate about the film on the opposite side.20 So did Evgenia Ivanova, an intellectual who is trying to fight nationalism. According to her, the scandal around the film was manipulated by nationalist-minded political circles21 The confrontation was so serious that the TV had to cancel a scheduled documentary showing a Thracian shrine where Christians and Muslims pray together, since it was considered that it might deepen the conflict. 

The fact that the movie was considered worthy of an award by the critics widened the gap between intellectuals and mass audiences. Malina Tomova, the writer, said in an interview that the film was a "metaphor of the metaphysical guilt which the Bulgarian intellectuals have decided to take responsibility for." Since at that time intellectuals could not interfere with the brutality in their society, they suffered the humiliating fate of staying silent about injustices that were committed. Thus it was Tomova's intention to use the film to express a genuine remorse for the human rights abuses that Bulgaria committed against its Muslim population in the mid-eighties.22 

The revival process was never openly and frankly discussed, and the authors of Burn, Burn, Little Flame intended to challenge the Bulgarians and open a discussion about the confrontations of the recent past. Their intention, however, was not welcomed by the populist-minded press. Daily 24 Hours, for example, wrote that while Bulgarians naively repent for imaginary human rights abuses they have committed, members of minority groups allegedly affected by the abuses actually write letters to protest the concept of the film.23 Repenting was not the right thing to do according to M. Boycheva of nationalist weekly Bulgarski Pisatel. If Bulgaria was to repent for alleged sins against the Muslims, she claimed, Turkey ought to offer similar works of art first, repenting for the 500 yera-long bloody Ottoman rule in Bulgaria.24 

Burn, Burn, Little Flame gradually turned into the most discussed film of the past several years. Although some listed it among the 12 top films of Bulgarian cinema,25 most critics had reservations with regard to its artistry. Initially the project had been to film the memoirs of screenwriter Mailna Tomova as a young teacher in the Rhodopi mountains from the early 1970s, who, among other things, also recorded the confessions of Bulgarian Muslims. Tomova's stay in the Rhodopi and her oral history project had taken place long before the "revival process" of the mid-1980s when the Bulgarian government launched an assimilation campaign against the ethnic Turks of the region. The focus of the film, however, was now placed precisely on the clashes from 1980s. Thus the original ethnographic material was subjected to the message insinuating the political guilt of Bulgarians, which was classified by most critics as an unjustified change in the original intention of the film.26 

The strong reaction to the film occurred in the context of many film projects that deal with the simmering ethnic tensions, but do not make it to the widest TV audiences. A World In-Between which premiered in June 1995, is a French-funded documentary by the filmmakers of Burn, Burn, Little Flame, that uses ethnographic material shot during the filming of the series and is intended to counter the reactions against the movie. Somewhere in Bulgaria by Maria Trayanova documents the problems of an ethnically mixed village through the eyes of the children. Another documentary, There, on the top... , deals with the clash between two religious traditions in a hamlet in the Rhodopi. The problems of Gypsies are the subject of documentaries such as Gypsies of the world, unite! by Dimitar Petkov, and The Sparrows of the Human Race by Boyan Papazov. Border (dir. Ilian Simeonov/Hristo Nochev) featured a victimized Gypsy girl. Director Georgi Dyulgerov is about to complete The Black Squirrel, in which the protagonist is a young Gypsy woman. The film is expected to trigger new controversies. 

Assen Balikci , a Canadian visual anthropologist of Bulgarian descent, worked on a different type film project, again concerning the ethnic tensions. He gathered representatives of three ethnic groups: Pomaks, Christian Bulgarians, and Roma in the village of Breznitza in the region of Pirin mountain, taught them ethnographic field methods and camcorder techniques. Then he provided the pupils with video equipment and left them to film whatever they consider of interest over a three-week period. The films that they turned in, as reported by Balikci, revealed an intentional avoidance of the topic of ethnic differences.27 His experiment indicated that Bulgarians seemingly prefer to stay silent about their ethnic problems. 

Not only the ethnicity is in the focus of filmmakers. Another tendency is to make movies about the recent past, to show the atrocities of communism and the traumas of the Stalinist years. It seems, however, that many of these films end up serving only ad hoc political needs in the new political environment of the country, without really providing deeper explorations of historical topics. 

In The Well (1990, Dir. D. Bodzhakov) and The Canary Season (1993, Dir. E. Mikhailov) the clash between historical good and evil surfaces as a clash between the sexes, with good women, who are passive and submissive, and evil male who are excessively carnivorous perpetrators, members of the "new class" of communist rulers. Innocent and helpless women are victimized by brutal and amoral men, who are not only endowed with masculinity, but also have political power and control all possible forms of redress. 

Both films span the 1950s and 1960s, and both deal with family tragedies. In The Well mother and daughter fall victim to the sexual appetites of the protagonist, who is so totally corrupt and amoral that he ruthlessly destroys everybody close to him (including his own brother and son). In The Canary Season Lili, the film's protagonist, is a single mother whose 20 year-old son confronts her, requesting to know the identity of his father. A battered mother, she accepts the challenge and gradually tells him the story of her terrible ordeal, which the filmmakers narrate with flashbacks to Lili's past. In the flashbacks, set in the 1950s, Lili becomes the rape victim of a Comsomol activist, is forced to marry him, and is subsequently exposed to all sorts of humiliations. She is sent to a concentration camp, where she witnesses the myriad horrors of communist "correction" efforts. Eventually she is locked up in a mental hospital, where the guards subject her to sexual advances. Finally released, Lili comes to the conclusion that most of her fellow citizens have become servants of the system that destroyed her life. 

In both The Well and The Canary Season, protagonists are silently and gradually tormented, mostly through their sexuality. As a result, several old cliches from the communist-era films persist, such as the cliche of morally superior communist women falling victim to the perverted and excessive sexual appetites of fascists. The only difference now is that the sexual villains are communists, bestially promiscuous and lacking any moral values. Nonetheless, filmmakers feel compelled to tell all these depressing stories of people whose lives were destroyed by communist persecution, and it is difficult to judge if they do this merely to be ideologically correct or out of sincere conviction. 

The Canary Season was made almost entirely with state funding, and was the official Bulgarian entry to the Academy Awards in 1993. According to Lyuba Kulezich, if the communist approaches to cultural persuasion were still in place, all people would most likely be taken to see it. 28 The special treatment this film project has received is due to the special reputation of its director, Evgeny Mikhailov. Mikhailov was responsible for the famous 1990 recording that overthrew the last communist PM, Petar Mladenov, and under the government of UDF enjoyed preferential treatment as an "active fighter against communism." Thus not only are the moral cliches of communist times reproduced in newer films, some filmmakers still enjoy the privileged ways of the recent past. 

On the other hand, there are some completely new features in the filmmakers' community: for example, the recognition of the viewing interests of mass audiences and the appearance of filmmakers who travel the skys overseas and maintain offices on Sunset Boulevard. The Bulgarian -U.S. co-production Bird of Pray is a case in point. It is a Hollywood-style erotic thriller that received 980,000 leva in state subsidies, also received American money, and was shot in Bulgaria. It is expected to gross at least among the top ten for the year. The film, which was released in the U.S. in August, was scripted by Bulgarian Boyan Milushev (who also stars in the film) and directed by American Temistocles Lopez ("Chain of Desire"). Set in the bleak reality of post-communism, it tells the story of a man bent on revenge who kidnaps the daughter of his enemy only to fall in love with her.29 

While productions like Bird of Pray may set the Bulgarian cinema on the new track of Hollywood-bound cinematic ambition, it is still to be seen whether or not the movie will make it at the box office. Still, there are journalists who believe that the writer of the film will be the first Bulgarian to get at least a nomination for an Oscar, if not the Oscar itself.30 
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Bulgarian Cinema? (a chat room on BG cinema)
Tristan P. Teshiga​hara (8 months ago)
I’m been mulling this one over for a while. Is there a film industry in Bulgaria? and if so are there any unique, individual visionaries working within the industry? The only name that I seem to remember is Binka Zhelyazkova. Any input would be useful.

Dimitri​s Psahos (8 months ago)
I am preparing a Bulgarian list Tristan, so it might come in handy. Truth be told, Bulgaria (along with Albania) are one of the few talked Balkan industries and it’s a shame because from the little I’ve seen, there are MANY hidden auteurs there e.g. Metodi Andonov (Goat Horn which was later remade again in a Bulgarian film), Christo Christov ( A Tree Without Roots and his Berlin competition Cyclops), Vulo Radev (the amazing Peach Thief), I wish I could watch films of Zhelyazkova now that you mention her since she was the first woman who was engulfed to the world of Bulgarian cinema. Item One by Boyan Danovski is another one I’m seeking out. Plus, Bulgaria wasn’t as plagued as the rest of the Balkans, from Romania to Greece, so maybe it’s the ignorance of publishing companies that’s enhancing this obscurity for this cinematography. That and it’s possible that many themes around Balkan-based films are usually about topical, specific situations and not particularly popular references like the drama, satire or meditation of other countries / directors. I cannot explain it otherwise.

Great entrance for a new thread, I was thinking of compiling a list of neglected cinema countries / threads. It’s such a pity that not even widely available torrents exist for Bulgarian films and only luck encounters! There is however a Bulgarian animation in SurrealMoviez, talking about new films to check!

kenji (8 months ago)
I’ve long wanted to see Zheliazkova’s The Attached Balloon, (have just seen a short clip), along with so many other films from Bulgaria that are unavailable; the neglect is astonishing. I’m really looking forward to Dimitris’ list. I’ve got a useful book on Eastern European Cinema, and David Cook’s History of Narrative Film is excellent, but it’s a subject i’d love to get to know properly. The Peach Thief and Goat Horn may be the most famous classics as mentioned by Dimitris. I’d like to see The Unknown Soldier’s Patent Leather Shoes (Vulchanov). I did book a holiday to Bulgaria, it’s long interested me, but it was cancelled for some reason and we ended up going to Turkey instead

Bobby Wise (8 months ago)
I saw “The Glass River” (2010) by Stanimir Trifonov this year. It was sort of a Bulgarian “DaVinci Code”. Not so interesting in terms of form and content, but interesting just to see what’s going on in contemporary Bulgarian cinema.

Chasing Butterf​lies (8 months ago)
I know next to nothing about Bulgarian cinema. So, am eagerly looking forward to Dimitris’ list and all your recommendations. Thanks to Dim and Kenji I’ve already got quite a few on my watchlist. Keep them coming!

TREN DE GARSAS (8 months ago)
i really want to see christo christov and todor dinov’s icon stand!
kenji, got a link for the attached balloon link? i’d so love to see even a little bit….

anyone mind if i just post a few links so that when i’m looking for them in future i know where to come?

Binka Zhelyazkova - http://www.dinaview.com/?p=933
bulgarian cinema - http://stason.org/TULARC/travel/bulgaria/12-1-Bulgarian-Cinema.html
new bulgarian cinema - http://www.kinokultura.com/specials/5/manov.shtml (this is the first text of the current file)
new bulgarian cinema - http://www.kinokultura.com/specials/5/holloway-iordanova.shtml
i want to know more about this so-called poetic cinema that encompassed bulgaria and georgia and parajanov etc…looks like i’ll have to buy ron holloway’s book.

kuxa kanema (8 months ago)
oh I am quite interested by this my housemate is half Bulgarian and when she goes to Bulgaria she always brings me back a few dvds so I have built up a little collection, which will hopefully keep growing! None of them have subs but I get her to translate as the film proceeds.

My first film i saw is Letter To America by Iglika Tiffonova, 2001. Ivan’s best friend, Kamen, is dying in an American hospital. Since he’s denied a visa to the USA and can’t stay by his side in his last moments, he decides to set off for Bulgaria countryside, taking the camera Kamen has given him. After some time, he writes her a very special letter, telling all about the places and characters he meets on his way, witnesses to a time which is bound to be forgotten. Whilst by no means a a masterpiece the film is an interesting study of death and spirituality.
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The wonderful The Unknown Soldier’s Patent Leather Shoes is my favourite Bulgarian film and reminds me of some of those other great Eastern Europe directors such as Jancso and Illyenko. For no apparent reason, while looking, in his mind he gets back to his childhood in the little Bulgarian village, he grew up in. Different rites, different traditions and still he finds something in common. He recalls the people he knew, he feared or admired. He ponders over that life of no brilliance, where people plough, harvest, marry and die, celebrate or grieve. Miracle are also worked, conceived in a unlimited child’s imagination.
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Ikonostaset by Christo Christov is another amazing film. In late 19th century, a carver-cutter arrives in a little town to make the iconostasis of the newly built church. He is being accommodated in the house of a respected family. He is working slowly because of his love for the daughter of his hosts. The film reminded me very much of Tarkovsky and some of the black and white images are a site to behold.

I am planning to see I have the Peach Thief,Vulo Radev, the Goat’s Horn ,Metodi Andonov, King For A Day, Nikolai Volev. Those films are all available on smz

I have also just recieved three Bulgarian films. Two by Eduard Sachariev, The Hare Census, 1975, and Villa Zone, 1973. Both films look really interesting. Both films are social satires and were highly praised at the time but have slipped into obscurity.The other film is Kombina, 1982 by Nikola Rudarov an atmospheric thriller set in the world of crime and drugs trafficking.

kenji (8 months ago)
The Peach Thief is a masterpiece, it has some fine gliding or swift camerawork, a la Kalatozov, but always in the service of its intimate story, really if this was from a rich and powerful country it would be a firm part of the international canon. It has some similarities with La Grande Illusion, but very much its own stamp on love, marriage, war, militarism, class, trans-national friendship and i like how the (changeable) weather sometimes reflects the mood.

in this clip we have just a short glimpse of the Attached Balloon - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=siEfWhMw0v0&feature=player_embedded
oh i’d love to see Hare Census, and Iconostasis

Matt Parks (8 months ago)
CANARIES AND BIRDS OF PRAY: THE NEW SEASON OF BULGARIAN CINEMA -  http://www.utexas.edu/ftp/depts/eems/Bulgarian.html
Dimitar Petkov’s Opashkata na diavola - http://www.kinoeye.org/02/10/ivanova10.php
TREN DE GARSAS (8 months ago)
thanks kenji!


Allegorical Expressionism:
The most talented
directors of the first generation — Rangel Vulchanov, Binka Zhelyazkova,
Hristo Ganev and Hristo Piskov — partially influenced by la politique des
auteurs, partially trying to create their own way of expression not easily
susceptible to censorship, defined with their early works a “cinema of
poetics”, a poetic realism which was compared with Italian neo-realism,
with the Polish School of Andrzej Wajda and Andrzej Munk, and with the
Hungarian films of Zoltan Fabri. The milestones of that Bulgarian School
were: On the Small Island (1958), We Were Young (1961), Sun and Shadow
(1962), The Peach Thief (1964), The Attached Balloon (1967) and Iconostasis
(1969). Later on, in the seventies, in the age of political cynicism and 
disillusionment, the language of the Bulgarian cinema of poetics
deteriorated from its lyrical stance to much a more allegorical and ironic
one. The philosophic and moral parables, political allegories and bitter
satires proved to be the most durable genre in the last two decades. The
Hare Census (1973), Cricket in the Ear (1976), Cyclops (1976), The Swimming
Pool (1977), Panteley (1978), With Love and Tenderness (1978), The Roof
(1978), Short Sun (1979), Barrier (1979), Illusion (1980), The Big Night 
Bathe (1980), White Magic (1982), Last Wishes (1983), Where Are You Going?
(1986), Exitus (1989) and Thou Which Art in Heaven (1990) are just a few
examples of this steady trend, while some of the most acclaimed works of
the seventies — The Advantage (1977) and The Unknown Soldier’s Patent
Leather Shoes (1979) — were late bloomers of the classical poetic realism
from the first period
so, i want to see all of these…..

kevin hackney (8 months ago)
I have a book called INTERNATIONAL FILM PRIZES: AN ENCYCLEPEDIA where it list films Golden Rose awards as well as the Bulgarian Film Critics jury for national film in a given year. Need List?

TREN DE GARSAS (8 months ago)
well kevin, if you can spare the time…

also,anyone know why i can’t get this to go beyond 6 mins? 
torture!

Ikonostasat
Tristan P. Teshiga​hara( 8 months ago)
Wow, this is a handful. Thanks everyone! I can’t wait for your list Dimitris – definitely belongs to the neglected cinema countries list.

Tristan P. Teshiga​hara (8 months ago)
Wow, this is a handful. Thanks everyone! I can’t wait for your list Dimitris – definitely belongs to the neglected cinema countries list.

Angel (8 months ago)
Greatest films by the Union of Bulgarian Film Makers in connection with the 100 anniversary of cinema (1994):

1. Kozijat rog (1972, Metodi Andonov)
2. Kradetzat na praskovi (1964, Vulo Radev)
3. Avantazh (1977, Georgi Djugerov)
4. Na malkiya ostrov (1958, Rangel Vulchanov)
5. Mera spored mera (1981, Georgi Djulgerov)
6. Lachenite obuvki na neznayniya voin (1979, Rangel Vulchanov)
7. Privarzaniyat balon (1967, Binka Zhelyazkova)
8. Posledno lyato (1974, Christo Christov)
9. Prebroyavane na divite zaytzi (1973, Eduard Sachariev)
10. Byalata staya (1968, Metodi Andonov)
11. Ritzar bez bronya (1966, Borislav Sharaliev)
12. Tyutyun (1962, Nikola Korabov)

I only know three of them and without a doubt #1 and #2 are true classics.

Dimitri​s Psahos (8 months ago)
Need to catch up on Christov as I said and Korabov for what it’s worth, I think we have a few Bulgarian films in the database besides the often-mentioned ones, kudos to anyone who added them. Thanks Angel for informing us on that list.

Still, yet again…a list of 10 films and only from another lesser-known country. Has it become a fashion that only popular lands like Italy, U.S.A. and other “Goliaths” should be allowed to list a top 100 list of their films (and most of the time, not all films remain the same) or the neglected nations don’t regard their cinema as worthy as the “biggies”?

Angel (8 months ago)
You’re right, something that everyone should learn is Hollywood/AFI’s ability for self-promotion.

Rossen Kuzmano​v (8 months ago)
The problem some which people might have with Bulgarian cinema is that sometimes parts of films are related to a context – whether political or cultural. However, there certainly are some great films coming from my small country.

The Peach Thief is one of the first films I ever saw – in a cinema in Sofia that is still open and shows some great films from time to time. I should watch it again, thanks for reminding me. 
Tyutyun (Tobacco) is another of my favorites, the book is great as well. Nevena Kokanova is magnificent in it.

As of films from recent years – off the top of my head I can recommend Eastern Plays by Kamen Kalev and the films of Andrey Paounov – Georgi And The Butterflies and The Mosquito Problem and Other Stories. 
It is hard to find Bulgarian films, especially with English subtitles – but send me a message to let me know what you are looking for and I will try to help.

Dimitri​s Psahos (8 months ago)
I created a short yet developing Bulgarian Cinema list, I hope it attracts more attention since recent threads here have been a fucking academic / hipster monopoly.

Mike (8 months ago)
I saw Zift (2008) Director is Javor Gardev. One of my favorites of this year, Great Noir

Bobby Wise (8 months ago)
Fucking academics. How dare they associate themselves with ideas like “education” and “intelligence”.

Dimitri​s Psahos (7 months ago)
^ Spare your pseudo-criticism Wise and learn what cinema is.

Bobby Wise (7 months ago)
I’d like to learn, but I’m afraid that would be a pseudo-academic activity, and you wouldn’t be pleased. So I guess I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.

Alex (7 months ago)
In the past 5-6 years there is a resurgence of publishing “old” films to DVD in Bulgaria and many people have grown extensive digital collections. My own is around 20 and growing. One Bulgarian torrent site that used to have films is www.zamunda.net, but I am not sure if it can be accessed from outside Bulgaria. Another choice is to check vbox7.com for short clips.

During my last visit, I picked the following DVDs

Momcheto si Otiva – 1972 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0267756/
Dami Kaniat – 1980 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0169731/
Lavina – 1982 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0277793/
Vchera – 1988 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0170783/
The Goat Horn – 1972 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0068814/ 
Osadeni Dushi – 1975 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0169731/
Avantaj – 1977 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0077190/

I also picked the now hugely popular Eastern Plays – 2009 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1426361/

Other films on the top of my mind are: The World is Big and Salvations Lurks Around the Corner – 2008 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1178197/ Mila from Mars 2004 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0416032/ by the popular young director – Zornitsa Sophia.

Last but not least this came out in April : Mission London 2010 – http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1127702/ directed by Dimitar Mitovski, who does most of the ads on TV. Some years back be became popular with this short: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l-NV4mO65w8

p.s. A list from wiki for the ones with time to spend:

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Bulgarian_films

Alex (7 months ago)
Bulgarian National Film Archive has a wide selection of stills from most of the 20th century Bulgarian cinema.

LINK: http://bnf.bg/en/gallery/

p.s. The site as an English version
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