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INTRODUCTION: WHAT THE CURTAIN WAS HIDING

The Iron Curtain was a useful concept for the people who drew it and an inconvenient one for the filmmakers who lived behind it. On the Western side of the curtain, the assumption was that socialist cinema was propaganda — party-approved, ideologically correct, aesthetically inert. This assumption was wrong. Not completely wrong: there was propaganda, there was party approval, there was ideological correctness. But there was also Vera Chytilova making Daisies, which the Czech censors banned for depicting the wanton. There was Georgi Daneliya making Kin-dza-dza!, which is a science fiction satire of Soviet bureaucracy so precise that it required only a desert planet and color-coded trousers to make its argument. There was Andrzej Zulawski making Possession, which the British Board of Film Classification put on the Video Nasties list, and then Na Srebrnym Globie, which the Polish government shut down mid-production because it was too something — too dark, too critical, too expensive, the specific reason varying by who you ask.

The conditions that produced this cinema were the conditions of constraint: limited budgets, ideological supervision, censorship apparatuses of varying competence. What filmmakers did with these conditions was one of the great creative responses to limitation in cinema history. They made allegory. They made surrealism. They made genre films that carried more weight than the genre required because the weight was the only place the political content could go. A vampire film about class consumption. A show trial satire so accurate it was banned for a decade. A crematorium worker who embraces fascism in a film released the year after the Soviet tanks rolled into Prague.

This volume covers four countries across roughly thirty years of Eastern Bloc cinema: the Soviet Union, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary. It covers everything from genuine masterpieces to deeply strange minor works, from films that influenced 2001: A Space Odyssey to films that were banned before anyone outside their country of origin could see them. Some of these films were made by directors who were imprisoned for making them. Some were made by directors who found the censorship a useful creative constraint. Some were made by directors who did not care what the censors thought and were proved correct when the censors turned out to be on the wrong side of history.

The curtain came down in 1989. What was behind it is still being discovered.
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CHAPTER 1: KIN-DZA-DZA! (1986)
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The Planet Where Your Trousers Are Your Passport

TAGLINE: "Ku." (this is the entire word. it means everything. context determines which thing.)

[image: ]

Georgi Daneliya made Kin-dza-dza! in 1986, three years before the Soviet Union began its terminal collapse, and the film functions as a diagnosis so precise that the patient had not yet identified its own symptoms. Two Soviet men — a Moscow construction foreman named Mashkov and a student musician named Gedevan — are accidentally teleported to a desert planet called Pluk after a street encounter with a man holding a teleportation device. Pluk has a caste system, a bureaucracy, a system of social deference enforced with casual violence, and a single word — ku — that serves as greeting, acknowledgment, apology, threat, and everything else language is required to do. Sound familiar?

THE PLOT (ku)

Pluk is a dying desert planet whose civilization has organized itself around a rigid hierarchy. Chatlanes — the upper caste — wear red or yellow bell-bottomed trousers. Patsaks — the lower caste — must perform a squatting gesture called the koo whenever addressing a chatlane. The penalty for failing to koo is an electric shock administered by a device called a pepelats, which is also the name for the planet's spacecraft, which are rusty metal objects of considerable antiquity and questionable airworthiness.

Mashkov and Gedevan are classified as patsaks on arrival, which means they owe koos to everyone with the right trousers. They need to find a teleportation device — a tsak — to get home. Tsaks are extraordinarily rare and controlled by the chatlane class. Matches, however, are the planet's most valuable currency, and the two Soviets happen to have some.

The film follows their attempts to navigate Pluk's bureaucracy, acquire the necessary permissions and devices, and return home. They are helped and hindered by two local chatlanes — Bi and Uef — who are charming, unreliable, and have a relationship with the planet's ruling class that is complicated by their possession of two foreigners who do not understand the rules.

The rules become increasingly elaborate and increasingly satirical as the film progresses. The planet has a social hierarchy based entirely on trouser color. It has an official culture consisting of two songs. It has a ruling class that lives on a different planet because Pluk itself has become uninhabitable. The parallels with the society Daneliya was living in are not subtle. They do not need to be. The censors apparently missed them.

BEHIND THE MADNESS

Daneliya had made his reputation in Soviet cinema with warm humanist comedies — Mimino, Autumn Marathon — that the authorities approved of. Kin-dza-dza! was a departure in form but not in spirit: the warmth is still there, expressed through the developing friendship between the two Soviets and their unreliable chatlane companions. The satire of Soviet bureaucracy and social hierarchy is expressed through the planet's rules, which are the same rules operating under different names.

The film was made by Mosfilm, the Soviet state film studio, which required the film to pass through the standard ideological review process. The review apparently did not notice that a planet whose caste system is based on trouser color and whose ruling class has abandoned the planet they have ruined was a description of the Soviet Union. The film was released. It became a cult classic. The Soviet Union collapsed three years later.

The two chatlanes — Bi and Uef — were played by Evgeny Leonov and Yuri Yakovlev, two of the Soviet Union's most beloved comic actors. Their performances give the film its warmth: these are people who are trapped in an absurd system and have made their accommodations with it in the way that everyone in an absurd system eventually makes accommodations, and they are neither heroes nor villains for doing so.

Kin-dza-dza! has a devoted international cult following that has grown since the Soviet Union's collapse made the satire legible without the insider knowledge the original audience possessed. The word ku has entered Russian slang. Daneliya later made an animated remake. The original remains the definitive version of its argument.

WTF MOMENTS

	The koo — the squatting gesture of deference that patsaks must perform when addressing chatlanes — is introduced early and deployed constantly throughout the film. By the midpoint, the gesture has become so normalized within the film's internal logic that the audience performs the normalization along with the characters: you accept that squatting is the correct response to social hierarchy. This is the film's most disturbing achievement, and it requires no special effects.

	The pepelats spacecraft are rusty metal objects of roughly coffin dimensions that fly through space using a mechanism the film treats as mundane. They require fuel — specifically, a substance called lutz — and the bureaucratic process of obtaining lutz involves the same permits, queues, and official stamps that obtaining anything in a Soviet bureaucracy involved, applied to spacecraft refueling on a desert planet. The joke is that the process is indistinguishable.

	The planet's official culture consists of two songs. These are not good songs. They are the songs that exist because two songs were determined to be the required number of songs, and the requirement was met, and no one has questioned the requirement since. The characters play these songs on request with the resignation of people who have accepted that two songs is what culture is.

	Bi and Uef — the two chatlanes who become the Soviets' unlikely companions — have a relationship dynamic that the film presents as natural and that is the relationship dynamic of two people who have been navigating an absurd system together for long enough that the system's absurdity has become invisible to them. They help the Soviets not because they are good but because the Soviets have matches. This is the most honest depiction of Soviet-era social relationship in the film.

	The ruling class of Pluk has abandoned Pluk because Pluk has become uninhabitable and moved to a better planet. They control Pluk from a distance. The people left on Pluk continue to organize their society around the preferences of the ruling class that has left them. This is presented as the natural order. The film does not comment on this. It does not need to.


THE "KIN-DZA-DZA!" DRINKING GAME

	Drink every time someone performs a koo and you involuntarily assess whether the hierarchy required it.

	Drink when the bureaucratic process of obtaining something on Pluk is indistinguishable from the bureaucratic process of obtaining the same thing in Moscow.

	Drink every time ku is used and the context determines a meaning that no single word should be required to carry.

	Drink when Bi or Uef demonstrates that their assistance is contingent on the Soviets' match supply.

	Drink when the planet's two official songs are performed with the energy of people who have accepted that two songs is sufficient.

	Finish your drink when the ruling class's relationship to the planet they have abandoned is revealed and you recognize the arrangement.


AWARDS WE'RE GIVING IT

	Best Satirical Use of Trouser Color as a Class System in Soviet Cinema.

	The Ku Award: for a single word required to carry the communicative load of an entire language.

	Most Accurate Depiction of Soviet Bureaucracy Disguised as Desert Planet Sci-Fi: passed by censors who apparently did not notice.

	Best Spacecraft That Is Also a Commentary on Soviet Infrastructure: the pepelats.

	The Georgi Daneliya Award for Making a Film About the Collapse of the Soviet Union Three Years Before the Collapse of the Soviet Union.


* * *
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CHAPTER 2: VIY (1967)
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Gogol's Nightmare, Made Real

TAGLINE: "Three nights with a witch's corpse. He should have left after the first." (invented — the seminary student's professional obligations complicate the decision)

[image: ]

Nikolai Gogol wrote the story Viy in 1835, and it is one of the foundational texts of Slavic horror: a seminary student named Khoma Brut who shelters for a night with an old woman who turns out to be a witch, who rides him through the sky, who he beats to death in a panic, who transforms in death into a beautiful young girl, and who requires him — by the dictates of her dying request and the seminary's institutional authority — to pray over her corpse for three consecutive nights while the things she summons from the darkness try to get through the circle he draws around himself. Konstantin Yershov and Georgi Kropachyov adapted it in 1967 with practical effects that were the most technically ambitious in Soviet cinema history and that remain, by the specific standard of what they were attempting, extraordinary.

THE PLOT (three nights, increasingly worse)

Khoma Brut is a seminary student of average piety and above-average appetite for vodka, neither of which is adequate preparation for what the film is about to do to him. Separated from his colleagues during a journey, he takes shelter with an old woman who rides him through the night sky like a horse while chanting incantations — a sequence the film presents as nightmarish fact rather than Khoma's dream. He beats her with a piece of wood. She dies. She transforms into a young woman of startling beauty. He runs.

The young woman is the daughter of a Cossack sotnik — a military commander — who has sent for a seminary student to pray over her corpse for three nights, as custom requires. The seminary assigns Khoma. He attempts to decline. The seminary's institutional authority and the sotnik's physical authority are together more persuasive than his reluctance.

The first night: Khoma draws a circle, prays, and the corpse rises. He holds the circle. The corpse cannot cross it. Dawn comes. He survives.

The second night: the witch's power grows. The things outside the circle multiply. He holds the circle. Dawn comes. He has aged visibly.

The third night: she calls Viy — a gnome-like creature of immense age whose eyelids reach the ground and must be raised by others to reveal eyes that kill anything they look at. Khoma looks. This is the instruction you are given at the beginning of the night and the instruction no one has ever successfully followed.

BEHIND THE MADNESS

Viy was the first Soviet horror film — the genre had been officially discouraged as ideologically inappropriate, on the grounds that socialist society should not fear the supernatural because the supernatural did not exist. The decision to adapt Gogol provided ideological cover: Gogol was a canonical Russian literary figure, the story was folklore rather than horror, and the supernatural elements could be framed as the superstitions of a pre-revolutionary peasant society being depicted rather than endorsed.





	The first-night sequence establishes the film's formal approach to horror with a compositional confidence that most horror films never achieve: the circle, Khoma inside it, the corpse rising in the background, the space between them charged with a tension that the camera manages through framing rather than editing. It holds. It holds longer than comfort allows. It holds until you accept that something is going to happen in this frame, and then it does.

	The witch riding Khoma through the sky is presented as physical fact — he is running on all fours, she is on his back, they are airborne over a nighttime Ukrainian landscape of impossible beauty — without any attempt to bracket it as dream or hallucination. Gogol wrote it as fact. The film films it as fact. The choice to treat folklore as literal rather than metaphorical is what makes the film horror rather than fantasy.

	The transformation of the old woman into the beautiful young girl is achieved with an in-camera technique that is still not entirely explained and that produces an effect more unsettling than any digital transition could achieve. The old body and the young body are the same person. The film shows the shift. How it shows the shift is the film's best-kept technical secret.

	Viy himself — when he finally appears in the third night — is a practical construction of considerable size operated by multiple puppeteers, with eyelids that hang to the floor and are raised by assistants. When the eyelids are raised and the eyes are revealed, the camera cuts to Khoma's face. We do not see what Khoma sees. We see what Khoma's face does when he sees it. This is the correct editorial decision and one of the great horror cuts in cinema.

	The creatures that surround Khoma on each night are progressively more numerous and more elaborate, tracking with the witch's growing power and Khoma's diminishing resistance. The third night's assembled creatures — flying, crawling, hanging from the church's architecture — were filmed with every practical technique available to the production and constitute a vision of folk horror that Gogol described and the film exceeds.



	Drink every time the film holds on a composition longer than genre convention would allow and the hold is correct.

	Drink when Khoma's face registers something the camera has decided not to show you.

	Drink each night: once for surviving the first, twice for surviving the second, do not finish the third.

	Drink when a practical creature effect achieves something that makes you glad it was practical rather than digital.

	Drink when Khoma reaches for the vodka and you understand that the vodka is doing meaningful work.

	Finish your drink when the eyelids are raised and the camera goes to Khoma's face instead.



	Best Practical Monster Construction in 1960s Soviet Cinema: Viy, operated by multiple puppeteers.

	Most Correct Editorial Decision: cutting to the face rather than showing what the face is seeing.

	The Gogol Fidelity Award for Treating Folk Horror as Literal Fact Rather Than Peasant Superstition.

	Best Three-Act Escalation Structure in a Single-Location Horror Film.

	First Soviet Horror Film: Viy (1967), using Gogol as ideological cover for the supernatural.
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