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Popular Nostalgia

On Alternative Modes of Popular Cinema
in Post-1989 Czech Production

Francesco Pitassio

Some 25 years have passed since the 1989 power transition called the
Velvet Revolution; a time-span during which Czech film production, dis-
tribution and consumption changed radically. Among the most relevant
processes affecting the region were: Czechoslovakia’s split in two separate
nations, each with its own audiovisual markets and laws; the abrupt trans-
formation of a subsidised state industry into a private one; the shift from
state-control of film imports to a free market in which US film produc-
tions prevailed and many European products disappeared; radical shifts in
the media scenario, including the emergence of private TV broadcasters,
a significant drop in film attendance and the development of multiplexes.
Despite all of these major changes, outside of the Czech Republic there has
been very little research produced on them. Moreover, in what research
has been produced, the focus is often on issues of authors and style, with
related attempts to trace lineages connecting the golden era of the Czech
and Slovak New Wave to the less highly regarded present time.! An issue
that is paramount to free-market audiovisual production appears to have
been overlooked: the production, circulation and consumption of popular

cinema.
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Rather than taking the term ‘popular cinema’ for granted as a self-
evident notion and moving forward from there, I would like to propose
some intertwined concepts as well. First, the notion of popular cinema
should simultaneously encompass both its market and its anthropologi-
cal values, as Dyer and Vincendeau have done when examining Furopean
popular cinema.? They use this two-fold approach to look at how successful
a product is in terms of consumption, and in what ways it conveys tradi-
tional, pre-technological forms of (folk) culture.

Second, the notion of popular cinema that I rely on is not based exclu-
sively on the close reading of films.* Instead I argue that greater attention
needs to be paid to circulation. John Fiske has reminded us that popular
culture is not self-sufficient, because instead of creating completed struc-
tures of meaning embedded in the text, dissemination and use are cru-
cial determinants, as popular culture refers to and provokes meanings and
pleasures that are ‘relevant to everyday life’ For this reason I would like to
bring forward here the importance of the notion of ‘everyday life}’ as rep-
resented in popular films.

Third, I argue that the issues Toby Miller has raised when referring to
popular cinema remain valid. Namely, the fact that the reflections on pop-
ular cinema might benefit greatly by including within their scope objects
such as institutional policies and legal frameworks. Furthermore, the very
notion of popular is transient, as it is coined under specific historical cir-
cumstances and by specific agencies, among which film criticism played
and in part still holds a relevant role. Finally, opening the scope of research
beyond authors and style enables a reading of individual films to connect
in a rigorous and effective way to the society from which they emerge.
Miller has criticised the lack of engagement within film studies on a num-
ber of fundamental points, including: ‘(i) A lack of relevance in the output
of cinema studies to both popular cinema and the policy-driven discussion
of films; (ii) a lack of engagement with the sense-making practices of criti-
cism and research conducted outside the textualist and historical side of
the humanities; (iii) a lack of engagement with social science’s

Increasingly, film studies are connected to social science; nonetheless,
much remains to be done in the examination of policies and sense-making
practices as means of creating Bourdieu’s ‘distinction’ By the term ‘distinc-
tion, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu referred to the strategies social
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classes adopt to create aesthetic taste as a way to take advantage of their
cultural capital and therefore aspire to social mobility, particularly when
such capital is disjointed from economic capital.” Individual products are
qualified as distinctive by agents such as film criticism, praise for particu-
lar kinds of films, and institutions that finance film productions because
of their acknowledged aesthetic, cultural and somehow political value. In
consequence, such films, and related film-makers, are recognised as cul-
turally palatable, and viewing and appreciating them creates a distinction,
that is, increases the viewers’ cultural capital. Factors such as institutional
policies and film criticism are influential in determining both highbrow
and popular cinema production and consumption. I claim that contempo-
rary Czech cinema offers two different kinds of popular cinema: traditional
popular genres, such as farce, and production that is allegedly ethically and
aesthetically engaged, the output of established auteurs.® In this regard, the
notion of popular culture coined by scholars in early cultural studies calls
for revision. In point of fact, a political and critical value is attached to the
notion of popular in the work of scholars such as Raymond Williams and
John Fiske, both influenced by Marxism, through their peculiar reading of
Italian intellectual Antonio Gramsci’s writings.® Fiske singled out popular
culture in 1989 as ‘made by various formations of subordinated or disem-
powered people out of resources, both discursive and material, that are
provided by the social system that disempowers them." Given the major
shifts and changes in both social structures and media practices during the
intervening decades, I suggest that the people producing popular culture
be considered as encompassing a wider social scale than Fiske’s ‘subordi-
nated or disempowered people. Since social classes as conceived in tradi-
tional sociology seem not to find adequate reflection within contemporary
society, and access to resources does not necessarily determine audiences’
consumption of popular culture, we should think of popular cinema as
a product that is alternatively top-down and bottom-up, meeting a wide-
spread demand, reflecting deeply rooted cultural motifs and circulating
across a broad media platform.

My focus here begins with film production in the mid-1990s and extends
into the first half of the 2000s’ first decade. This period, which was charac-
terised by major international achievements such as an Academy Award for
Kolja (Kolya, 1996), occasioned temporary, specific modes of production,
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a particular media scene and contemporary alternative notions of popu-
lar cinema. My reasons for choosing this time-span are related to major
shifts in the framework defining film production and related activities in
the Czech Republic. On the one hand, new laws were implemented after the
collapse of the state-financed film industry in the early 1990s, as happened
in an analogous way in many former socialist bloc countries.!! Regarding
Czechoslovakia and later the Czech Republic, I refer to laws 241/1992 and
273/1993. The first one established the terms of state support to the film
industry, namely the Stétni fond Ceské republiky pro podporu a rozvoj
Ceské cinematografie (Czech Cinema Support and Development State
Fund), a typically European institution fostering audiovisual production
considered relevant to the national culture. The second law gave juridical
consistency to the post-1989 organisation of audiovisual production and
aligned the national audiovisual market to that of the Western European
countries, bringing forth private TV broadcasting and home video and hav-
ing some major consequences for film exhibition.”” In 1993 the Cesky lev
(Czech Lion)" award was established, a national acknowledgement founded
by film producer and director Petr Vachler and based on the template of
the American Academy Award.* On the other hand, the first decade of the
twenty-first century marked a period of turmoil for the film industry, as
attempts to revitalise the now-feeble state support policies failed and one
of the major national producers, the Czech national broadcasting channel
(Ceska televize), reduced its involvement in film production.

When compared to its regional counterparts, Czech cinema after the
Velvet Revolution benefited from a unique situation: despite the dramatic
drop in admissions from 1989 to the mid-1990s, falling from above 50 mil-
lion to fewer than 10 million per year,”® and despite the contemporary and
constant increase in admittance prices, Czech audiences always showed
their appreciation for national film production by consistently and mas-
sively attending the screenings of Czech films. In the years summarised
below, the highest grossing films — first on the Czechoslovak, and since
1993 on the Czech market only - were all national productions: in 1991
Tankovy prapor (The Tank Battalion), in 1992 Cerni baroni (The black bar-
ons), in 1996 and 1997 Kolya, two years in a row, in 1999 Pelisky (Cosy
Dens), in 2001 Tmavomodry svét (A Dark Blue World), in 2003 Pupendo, in
2005 Romdn pro Zeny (From Subway with Love), in 2006 Ucastnici zdjezdu
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(Holiday makers), in 2007 Vratné lahve (Empties), in 2008 Bathory (Bathory:
Countess of Blood), in 2009 Libds$ jako Biih (You kiss like a god), in 2010
Zeny v pokuseni (Women in temptation), in 2011 MuZi v nadéji (Men in
hope), and in 2013 Babovfesky. These films were all Czech. Moreover, from
2000 to 2013 Czech cinema held a market share within its national borders
that ranged between 20.5 per cent in 2000 and 39.7 per cent in 2008, the
sole exception being a 10.1 percent share in 2002.'° Czech cinema benefits
little from state financial support, is little-known beyond the national bor-
ders and does not do too well at international film festivals;'” nevertheless,
the national audience appreciates it as part of a widespread appreciation
for national culture. Eventually, this has produced a deadlocked situation,
as characterised by film scholar Jan Bernard: ‘Since 1989 Czech cinema
is in great part a valued product on a market that cannot afford it"® The
reduced size of the Czech market does not provide enough revenue for
the greater part of individual productions to recover their costs, despite
the fact that the national product performs fairly well on the domes-
tic market. Consequently, many companies have a precarious existence.
Nonetheless, Czech cinema is a popular cinema indeed. I would like to
add another reflection regarding this assertion: during the examined dec-
ade, the national TV broadcasting channel was the main film producer, as
many observers have remarked," while also playing a relevant role in fos-
tering a specific mode of popular cinema: an allegedly auteur production.
Other agencies, namely film criticism and awards such as the Czech Lion,
often sanctioned this strategy. What came into being in this specific period
might be termed ‘popular art-house production; thanks to the Ceska tel-
evize support, blending the search for a wide audience with the reference
to established national aesthetic, political and moral values.

Popular art-house production conflates three main features: a narra-
tive dominant in film representation through carefully conceived scripts; a
reflection on national history from a worms-eye view, as ordinary people
experienced it in everyday life;° a notion of auteur as a ‘humanist artist’
focused on humanity’s supreme values rather than on artistry or intellec-
tual concerns. Accordingly, the director is less a personality developing his
or her expression through a reflection on cinematic representation and
its means, and rather is someone achieving artistic identity by portray-
ing through clear narratives the fate of (mostly stereotypically masculine)

219



Popular Cinemas in East Central Europe

Czech everymen. Among the products of such production values are the
highest grossing films in the chosen period in the Czech Republic: Kolya,
Cosy Dens, Musime si pomdhat (Divided We Fall, 2000), Rebelové (Rebels,
2001), A Dark Blue World, Pupendo. As emerges from this list, those pri-
marily responsible for this production are film director Jan Svérék and his
father, Zdenék Svérak, as both actor and scriptwriter; director Jan Hiebejk;
and screenplay writer Petr Jarchovsky.?' Ceska televize co-produced all the
above-mentioned films set in the historical past, and the Cinema Support
and Development State Fund supported such films. Producers such as
Jaroslav Kucera (for Ceskd televize) and Ondrej Halada (on the cinema end)
played paramount roles. All these films place at their core masculine Czech
John Does who are forced by the hardships of history to test themselves
and their nation. A variation on this theme are the narratives in which a
child or adolescent observes the contradictions of adulthood within his-
torical processes, as in Obecnd Skola (The Elementary School, 1991) and
Cosy Dens. These films promote a model of popular cinema based on the
notion of ordinariness: everyday people confronting enormous historical
events - World War II, anti-Semitism, Stalinism and Neostalinism - by
retreating into their own privacy and enduring. When considered from the
perspective of film genre, all of these films display a blend of comedy and
drama as the most viable option to convey tragic events through the lens of
everyday life: an experience conceived of as human, permanent and before
and beyond history.

Furthermore, such narratives have two major advantages: they refer
to a shared national experience and convey a pedagogy - they teach how
things were for ‘common people’” By moulding history into tragicomedy,
they downsize knowledge into a viable product for both TV broadcast and
international sales, as the involvement of British producers in both Kolya
and A Dark Blue World illustrates. The conflation of the national past,
humanism - which has often been referred to as the typical Czech toler-
ance (laskavost) and is circulated abroad as ‘irony’- and linear narrative
create a popular product circulating beyond theatrical exhibition: most
of the titles already mentioned were broadcasted and achieved significant
success in terms of market share?

Finally, this template resonates with past cinematic heritage: the least
critical members of the Czech New Wave (for example, Jiti Menzel) became
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renowned for their tragicomic look at history. Furthermore, tragicomedy
removes contradictions, or at least looks at them through a benign lens;
accordingly, it produces non-divisive narratives. It is not accidental that all
of the above-mentioned films depict a wide spectrum of social and politi-
cal behaviours and through the storytelling process bring them all together.
A large number of these narratives are collective, that is, they are embodied
by alarge group of people as a way to cope with differences, and they depict
an image of the nation as an organism that is enduring historical shifts.**
Here, history is brought back into a domestic and private arena: the house
around which all the events revolve, down-scaling major dramas to human
feelings. It is not only a way to reduce world tragedies to laughable mat-
ters but also a way to avoid a confrontation with international film genres
and preserve a national lineage which meets a popular demand. Rendering
past experience is a way to maintain a cultural and cinematic heritage that
is rooted in popular audiovisual consumption, as screenwriter Jarchovsky
explained in the mid-1990s:

After the experience with Bolshevism we cannot produce alle-
gories on the now-ruling early days of capitalism, with which
two or three different generations of people are totally unfamil-
iar [...] This is the reason why some more challenging films
turn back to the past, which we, however, look at from a new
perspective. Authors [of Czech films] would like [...] to start
over {...] but paradoxically they refer to a situation that they
know only in a mediated way. Accordingly, they take as reality
(as a verified reality) genres such as, for instance, the American
crime movie or action movie, and they just don’t care about
how that reality is applicable here.”

A good example of this kind of production is Cosy Dens. Set between
December 1967 and August 1968, that is, during the Prague Spring and its
brutal ending at the hands of Polish, East German, Hungarian, Bulgarian
and Soviet troops, the film tells the story of two families. The Kraus family
is ruled by a former World War II aviator (Jiff Kodet), an embittered hero
representing nostalgia for the democratic traditions of the interwar repub-
lic and opposition to the socialist state. The second family, the Sebeks,
is more varied and warm, but the father (Miroslav Donutil) is a military
officer who glorifies whenever possible the great achievements of socialism.
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The nine months between Christmas and the Soviet invasion are seen from
the vantage point of Michal Sebek (Michael Beran), an adolescent whose
first, unlucky, love is Jindfiska Kraus (Krystyna Novakova), the girlfriend
of his friend Elien (Ondfej Brousek). This latter is the well-off son of par-
ents who presumably have been favourably introduced to the Communist
party hierarchy, as they are living in the USA and sending Elien gifts of
Western goods, which provoke Jindfiska’s admiration and Michal’s envy,
Elien has international friends in his dormitory, and he screens French and
Hollywood movies for them. After Mr Kraus becomes a widower, he soon
marries Michal’s aunt, a teacher at the school where her nephew, Jindfiska
and Elien are pupils. Divided national identities, memories and experience -
such as those belonging to committed Communists and dissidents, parents
and children - are thus reunited. On the night the wedding is celebrated,
Soviet tanks enter Czechoslovakia and bring to an end both the Prague
Spring and Michal’s hopes of love: the newlyweds and Jindfiska flee to the
UK. Conceived as a TV production, Cosy Dens is replete with references
to late 1960s everyday life: popular songs, goods, objects, clothes punctu-
ate the narrative. History is an ordinary matter and has little to do with the
dramatic processes. The forced resignation of Stalinist President Antonin
Novotny and the subsequent election of Ludvik Svoboda are reduced to
a quick change of the portraits displayed in public buildings. The narra-
tive space is scaled down to a few streets in Prague 5, where the story is
set. The Soviet invasion is downsized to the acoustic vibrations that the
invaders and their vehicles produce on the model aeroplanes Mr Kraus
has constructed. Cosy Dens’ narrative sympathises with heart-broken ado-
lescents, makes fun of Michal’s father’s boasting glorification of socialist
achievements and looks with compassion at Mr Kraus’s broken and out-
dated democratic hopes, all the while depicting from a distance the drama
of the Soviet invasion.

Cosy Dens epitomises tragicomedies representing the national past:
these films offer a rendition of problematic past periods that is rooted in
everyday, domestic experience conveyed by a linear, causal narrative. Such
productions receive sanction through the award that the Cesk4 Filmova
a Televizni Akademie (Czech Film and Television Academy) bestows
annually.?® They represent top-down popular culture, as the Czech Lion
award and institutional policies promote and support these products,
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which nonetheless meet widespread demand. To summarise: state institu-
tions support this kind of film on the basis that they mirror national cul-
tural values, that is, crucial moments in national history and their intimate
humanism; the national broadcasting channel co-produces and later on
broadcasts them; the media milieu bestows awards on them; and estab-
lished critics praise them. However, even though all this seems to conjure
up a high-brow, well-designed institutional policy, the national audience
enjoys and appreciates these products.

Side by side with this ‘popular art-house production’ is a traditional
popular one, maintaining such national literary, theatre and film genres as
the fairy tale and the farce. This trend includes popular comedies, such as
Trhala fialky dynamitem (She picked up the violets with dynamite, 1992),
Konec bdsniku v Cechdch (The end of poets in Bohemia, 1993), Byl jednou
jeden polda (There Once Was a Cop, 1995), or fairy tales such as Princezna
ze mlejna (The Watermill Princess, 1994) and Jak si zaslouZit princeznu
(How to Deserve a Princess, 1995). These films often rely on professionals
already active in the 1970s and 1980s, such as Vit Olmer, Jaroslav Soukup,
Dusan Klein, or Zdené¢k Trodka.”” Frequently they are serial creations, with
one film following another, based on the same simple plot, set, characters
and title. If one of the characteristics of popular culture, as Fiske puts it,2*
is not being self-sufficient, these films fit perfectly into the notion. On the
one hand, they often reference foreign film genres in order to imitate or
make a parody of them, as in Byl jednou jeden polda, Byl jednou jeden polda
II: Major Maisner opét zasahuje (There Once Was a Cop: Major Maisner
Strikes Again, 1997) and Byl jednou jeden polda ITI: Major Maisner a tancici
drak (There once was a cop: Major Maisner and the dancing dragon, 1999),
which ape the Police Academy series. On the other hand, they create a
serial universe whose components always refer to previous episodes. Most
of these films exhibit a very loose narrative structure built around a suc-
cession of trivial gags and jokes: rather than a consistent and motivated
narrative thread, traditional popular films line up scenes that are almost
self-contained. Finally, they show a grotesque universe, in the sense that
Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin attributed to the notion; that is,
revolving almost entirely around the body and sexuality?® and evoking an
implausible corporeal world, engorged with secretions, sexual intercourse,
masquerading and magic. The farcical universe ignores likelihood and
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prefers supernatural solutions, inasmuch as they are needed to advance
storytelling.

However, the world of farces and fairy tales is no less self-centred than
the one exhibited in historical tragicomedies: the same familiar places,
faces, situations repeat, and so does a blatant repulsion exhibited towards
foreigners and sexual difference.’ These products frequently figure among
the ten highest grossing films and sometimes top the ranks.* Established
film criticism scorns such productions as lacking any feature that would
qualify as film art. In the period from the mid-1990s through the twenty-
first century’s first five years, film critics awarded another prize together
with the Czech Lion, the Ply$ovy lev (Plush Lion), which was bestowed
on the worst Czech film of the year. For three years in a row, this ‘award’
went to a series of films directed by Zdenék Troska: Kameridk 1 (2003),
Kameridk 2 (2004) and Kameridk 3 (2005).* For his part, Trodka was no less
disdainful towards the established media elite, and he left the Czech Film
and Television Academy in 2002, as he disagreed with the handling of the
national film awards.*®

Set in the imaginary South Bohemian village of Kamendkov, Trogka’s
series presents the comic adventures of Pepa, chief of the local police, his
wife Vilma, and the village inhabitants. Although this latter group includes
all social classes, the films depict a society whose members share the same
experience: an eternal present. The three films all start with an external
view of Pepa’s house, a subtitle indicating a day of the week, or in the case of
Kameridk 3 the more metaphorical ‘Everyday’, followed by a scene of sexual
intercourse between Pepa and Vilma. The village seems to exist outside
history; and yet there is nothing outside the village, as all the situations
take place within its boundaries. Time does not affect its inhabitants, since
at the end of the first film a magic fountain is found, providing those who
benefit from it with extraordinary sexual energy. The few people who join
the community in the subsequent films are marked as sexually and/or eth-
nically ambiguous: a homosexual aristocratic and a group of Roma.

Historical tragicomedies and popular farces could not look more dif-
ferent: the former being based on a clear narrative, renowned historical
periods and psychologically motivated characters, and directed with an
allegedly auteur; the latter composed of a series of gags set in a timeless
place, with characters little more than rough sketches and a very simple
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mise-en-scéne. However, a number of features are shared, and in my
opinion these constitute a deeper layer, defining Czech popular culture.
First, the world revolves around the family or a community; both are
internally varied and conflictual but coalesce when facing intrusion from
without. This same structure is also maintained in other major box-office
successes, such as Holiday makers, in which a group of Czech people go
on vacation to the Adriatic shore but never interact with anybody outside
their group.*

The second shared feature is that the storytelling glorifies and pivots
around the Czech man in his plebeian persona, whether it be Pepa in
Kameridk or an apparently more refined version such as Oliver in From
Subway with Love. Recently, scholars such as Mazierska, Kristensen and
Naripea have discussed post-communist cinema and culture as post-
colonial, emerging from a past made up of Soviet dominion but also enter-
ing one of new, globalised interdependence.® If we admit that post-1989
Czech cinema is a post-colonial one, not least because it emerged after 40
years of Soviet control, we might also draw some conclusions about the
strategies it makes use of, in order to define its specificity against past and
present external hegemonic powers. In fact, Czech cinema looks conde-
scendingly at uncultivated colonisers, be they contemporary Americans
as in From Subway with Love, or Russians in an earlier time, as in Cosy
Dens and Kolya. Czech films exhibit a no less contemptuous regard for
Czechs who emigrate abroad, as in Teddy Bear and Beauty in Trouble.
These narratives project the Czech type as a white man who is natural and
sexually powerful when confronted with decadent Westerners, and whose
cultivation is made clear against the gross grain of imperialist nations.

Third, both kinds of popular cinema tighten up social bonds by depict-
ing unanimous communities enduring social or historical transforma-
tions. A paramount strategy to achieve what might be termed a ‘palatable
past’ is nostalgia, as produced through goods. Works such as Cosy Dens or
Rebels revolve around nostalgia for lost objects of the 1960s and depict the
characters’ dreams of consumption. These same dreams - sexual and eco-
nomic - lie at the core of successful comic teen-pics such as Snowboardici
(Snowboarders, 2004) or Rafitci (Rafters, 2006), which update traditional
farces. If popular culture has to do with peoples desires and meanings,
then these films display objects of desire.
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Finally, when looking at the circulation of these films, it is indeed telling
to discover their second life in TV broadcasting, Tragicomedies are part
of a media diet prolonging TV serials of the Normalisation era, fairy-tale
films and farces. For instance, in 2000 Cosy Dens held the highest share (67
per cent!) when CT1 (Cesk4 televize 1) broadcasted it, but in the same year,
Tticet pFipadii Majora Zemana (Major Zeman's thirty cases), a reprise of a
popular serial of the 1970s, was also among the Top Ten shows.* In 2001
Zdenék Troska’s fairy tale The Watermill Princess II enjoyed similar success
(66 percent), followed by a contemporary fairy-tale serial.”” In 2002 Rebels
was the second most popular broadcasted program, and The Watermill
Princess and The Watermill Princess II were sixth and eighth respectively.®
Just a year later, CT1 launched a new serial, Nemocnice na kraji mésta po
dvaceti letech (Hospital at the end of the city after twenty years), a sequel to
avery popular TV serial of the late 1970s/early 1980s.” What emerges from
alook at national broadcasting in the selected period is its consistency with
1970s and 1980s popular culture. Coherence was produced through the
persistence of specific genres, such as the farce and the fairytale, and the
continuity in the careers of individual filmmakers, such as Zdené¢k Troska
or Zdenék Svérak. It was also achieved by repeating successful programs or
films from the past, or by producing sequels fostering a related popular cul-
ture. Finally, this consistency was nurtured through a nostalgic look at the
past, releasing the nation from past accountability and coping with guilt
and suffering through narratives of reconciliation, such as those offered in
Cosy Dens or Pupendo, or in analogous TV shows.” This popular culture is
conceived as proudly national, and it cuts across divides between high- and
low-brow forms.

By way of conclusion, I would first like to highlight the fact that in
the chosen period both high- and low-brow films were successful in terms
of attendance. However, they are also revealed to have become popular
by perpetuating anthropologically meaningful cultural and consumption
forms: an appreciation of plebeian characters; a reluctance to include any-
thing not identified with the national experience, leading to open xeno-
phobia in a number of occurrences; a focus on closely packed social groups
that endure the external circumstances that affect them. Second, we might
notice an attempt to detach national culture from previous experiences by
fostering a self-critical look at past media production: an attempt supported
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through institutional policies (the Cinema Support and Development State
Fund), realised through institutional agencies (Czech national television)
and praised by established organisms, such as film criticism and national
film awards. These agencies not only confer merit but also disavow tra-
ditional popular products, for example, through markers as the Plush
Lion; they intend to nurture an updated and cultivated popular culture,
as opposed to the trivial productions belonging to the Normalisation era
or to private TV broadcasting, and namely in the period I am here focus-
ing on." Nonetheless, if we evaluate popular media practices, both in film
theatres and in TV broadcasting, the two kinds of popular culture reveal
themselves to be close. Finally, if popular culture is tightly connected to
everyday life, we should not disregard the fact that both kinds of popu-
lar product make reference to a previous culture which appears to be still
very present in popular consumption, through TV shows, remakes, sequels
and home video products. Moreover, both types of popular product hint
at goods, habits and social formations that are embedded in the national
experience.

In one of the most hilarious scenes in Cosy Dens, Mr Sebek gifts the new-
lywed couple with a set of plastic spoons produced in the former German
Democratic Republic. When presenting the gift, he explains: “These are
no usual spoons!” The groom, the bride and all the banqueters stir their
coffee with the brand new spoons, which melt in the hot liquid. A plastic
spoon is the central image on the film poster and on the DVD menu, and
Mr Sebek’s punch line continues to resonate. They were definitely lousy,
cheap, everyday objects - and therein lies their enduring popularity.
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19 (accessed 19 May 2015). The above mentioned Association of Film
Distributors offers statistics also referring to the years 1998 and 1999.
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czechrepublic (accessed 19 December 2015).

229



18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26,

27.

Popular Cinemas in East Central Europe
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and A. Trossek (eds), Via Transversa: Lost Cinema of the Former Eastern Bloc
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be found in Jan Culik, Jacf jsme. Ceskd spoletnost v hraném filmu devadesdtych
a nultych let (Brno, 2007).
This has been the case of the fairytale Princezna ze mlejna II (The Watermill
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aspx?c=A040218_174915_filmvideo_jup (accessed 15 May 2015); Jitka Grafovd,
‘Nejhor$im filmem roku je druhy Kametidk, MF Dnes, 24 February 2005,
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and Collective, Studie vyvoje éeského hraného filmového dila, pp. 5-6.
See Ewa Mazierska, Lars Kristensen and Eva Naripea, ‘Postcolonial theory and
the Postcommunist World, in E. Mazierska, L. Kristensen and E. Naripea (eds),
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2003_celkove/50_nejsled_ct1_2003.pdf (accessed 20 May 2015).

See Irena Carpentier Reifovd, Katefina Gilldrovd and Radim Hladik, “The
way we applauded: how popular culture stimulates collective memory of the
Socialist past in Czechoslovakia - the case of the television serial Vyprivéj and
its viewers, in A. Imre, T. Havens and K. Lustyik (eds), Popular Television in
Eastern and Southern Europe (London and New York, 2012), pp. 199-221,
This emerges quite clearly from the harsh discussions held in the forum of
the daily newspaper MF Dnes, which I mainly scrutinised in the first dec-
ade of the twenty-first century. In such forum, Tro$ka is repeatedly judged as
an idiot, or addressed as ‘Comrade, and his fans are characterised as passive
viewers of the private TV channel Nova. See ‘Diskuse ke ¢lanku ‘PlySového
lva md Troskiiv Kamendk, MF Dnes, http://kultura.idnes.cz/diskuse.
aspx?iddiskuse=A040218_174915_filmvideo_jup (accessed 21 May 2015).
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nation deserves to experience genocide. See http://www.csfd.cz/film/316428-
babovresky/ (accessed 21 May 2015).
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In his discussion of the significance of the collapse of communism in
Europe, Michacl Kennedy writes: ‘It is a cliché. The world was dramati-
cally transformed in 1989, much as it was in 1789 or 1848. Political and
economic systems and everyday lives were radically changed. Transition
typically names this epoch whose two mantras - from plan to market and
from dictatorship to democracy - anchored a new liberal hegemony in the
world and especially in Eastern Europe’’ The mantra metaphor implies that
the economic and political transition is not a process that can be ration-
ally planned and executed. Indeed, these transformations have not pro-
ceeded as smoothly and predictably as expected. Slavoj ZiZek comments
on the utopian expectations of post-communist societies after 1989, ‘they
wanted free-market democracy while also retaining the previous social
security provided by the planned economy of communism.? The socio-
political reality of post-1989 Poland, like that of any other country within
the former Eastern Bloc, has been far removed from such a utopian vision.
Hence, collective frustration, disappointment and a feeling of things being
‘inadequate’ rapidly followed the initial euphoria caused by the political
turnover.® Cultural production, including popular cinema, has responded
to the conflicting forces acting upon post-communist society.
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