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Emir Kusturica’s film Underground (1995) begins with the words, “Once upon a time there was a country,” words that signal that we are about to experience a story, a narrative, a fiction, about a nation state called Yugoslavia that was largely a state of mind—an imaginary place constructed of symbols and imagery, myths and martyrs, and other mind-controlling icons required for a government to sustain the abstract concept of nationhood.
The film, which won the prestigious Palm D’Or Award at Cannes in 1995, is an unrelenting, nearly three-hour romp through the history of the Balkans—or, as one reviewer put it, “the collapse of Yugoslavia as imagined by the Three Stooges” (Ridley 1).  Another reviewer described it as the reimagining of “the last six decades of Yugoslavian history as a drunken party followed by a drunken brawl, with about 40 years of sleeping it off in between” (Williams 1).

I would like to describe how the theme of this conference, the “Metamorphosis of Reality,” can be applied to Kusturica’s masterpiece, and how the film operates on two levels of reality: (1) the socio-political level, which explores the metamorphosis of reality as a governing agent, and (2) the metaphysical level that suggests an existential reading of Plato’s “Allegory of the Cave.”  While much has been made of the political subtext of the film, and Kusturica’s controversial (and, it could be argued, misunderstood ) political leanings, relatively little has been written about the philosophical foundation of the film, which might be described as a cinematic realization of  Milan Kundera’s definition of a novel as “an investigation of human life in the trap the world has become.”
The “metamorphosis of  reality” is indeed the surface topic of  the film.  Through the creation of one of the most fantastical set constructions in recent cinematic history—a bizarre, surreal, subterranean world—Kusturica creates an imaginary place that emblematically illustrates the fanatical extremes that Tito and his successors went to in order to keep the Balkan people in the dark by transforming reality for the people they governed, with the aid of all the mind-bending tools available to both artist and propagandist, including fabricated mythologies,  false heroes, distorted histories, state-controlled media, and what one of the characters in the film refers to as “beautiful lies” —plus the manipulative, Pavlovian power of cinema itself.  The various sections of the film are framed and separated by historic news reels manufactured by the propaganda machines of Tito and the post-communist regimes, which, ironically, Kusturica edits and manipulates to serve his own political and reality-distorting purposes.
Kusturica’s hyperbolic cinematic construct is a reminder to the world that Yugoslavia itself was an artificial construct, fabricated by Europeans after World War I—a collection of diverse ethnic regions that were forced into an unnatural state of existence.  

But overt dwelling on the political polemics of the film short-changes the higher existential and metaphysical levels on which the film operates.  From the very opening scenes, it is clear that the film is much more than just another revisionist rendition of life under communism.  Kusturica’s subterranean construct, as the Platonic allusion implies, delves deeper into the inner cave of man, beyond the geo-political labels of Serb, Croat, and Bosnian, or the religious distinctions of Catholic, Orthodox, and Muslim.  
A central trope of the film that also suggests an extra-political reading is that of the metamorphosis of a butterfly—the stage when the insect emerges from the pupa stage, the small dark cocoon it rests in prior to gaining the strength it needs to emerge and spread its wings.  The film’s famous flying bride scene, and the end of the film, in which all the characters emerge from the underground, via the sea, and are united in a paradisical vision, hint at the potential for a magical transformation within the war-weary hearts of the Balkan people.  Kusturica, indeed, not only wanted to expose the evil engineering of governments; he wanted to explore the very soul of the Balkan people—the uniquely Balkan zest for life, with all its bravado and creative passion, that has been repressed for decades by banal conformance to communist dictates.  One might argue that he hoped to release the butterfly in the soul of the Balkan people.

But this metaphorphosis, as we learn, cannot occur in the world according to Kusturica.  His Fellinesque characters blindly careen their way through his dark underworld, incapable of piercing the ceiling that would expose them to the light of the truth, beauty, and goodness. With unflinching candor, his dark tragic-comedy probes the Hobbesian nature of the Balkan soul, which, left to its own devices, becomes a captive victim of the collective libido, driven by a lustful greed, an insatiable, macho appetite for the gusto of life,  and rebellious resistance to order and authority. You can keep the wild Balkan spirit caged up only for so long, Kusturica seems to be suggesting. Tito kept the blanket over the cage for forty years, but once the blanket was lifted, all hell broke loose.  The potential was there for a butterfly to emerge, but instead vampirish bats flew from the cave, resulting in brothers sucking the blood of brothers.

It is at this point that the film transcends the political arena and enters into the philosophical and metaphysical realms. In doing so, it asks questions, as Plato does, about what man is capable of knowing, with his myopic, worldly vision, about his ability to govern himself, and about his alienation from the world of the ideal, and other philosophical queries Plato raises in The Republic about shadowy reality versus the sublime light.  As the film progresses, we watch Kusturica’s phallic-driven characters plummet down an irreversible path of self-destruction.  They remain caught in a Kunderan cage, the trap of the modern world, unable to metaphorphosize their vision of reality or ever emerge from their dark cocoon. 
Kusturica’s ethereal Weltanschauung, nonetheless, remains rooted in and informed by his earthly political views.  Indeed, his frustrations in attempting to achieve a meaningful and rational dialogue with the West on the question of Yugoslavia helped fuel and shape his cinema of the absurd.  In 1992, Kusturica wrote a personal diatribe against Western Europe entitled “Scream,” which was published in Le Monde.  He wrote:

“Europe, the confrontation of the Muslims of Bosnia and Serbs of Bosnia is not authentic, it was manufactured…on the remains of the dead empires that left behind their still moldering ashes. It is maintained by the nationalist movements deprived of any reason.  It's YOUR fire, it’s up to YOU to extinguish it” (Kusturica ).

Perhaps what is most telling about this comment is the tone of frustration, which is underscored by the very title of his diatribe.  Kusturica frequently commented on his frustration with Europe, and the West’s apathetic attitude toward the Balkans.  Underground was born out of this frustration—not only a frustration with Western governments, but a frustration with the self-destructive soul of the Balkan people.  As Tomislav Longinovic observes, Underground foregrounds “the absurdity of Yugoslav  ‘brotherhood’ and unity” (Longinovic 41).  
Much has been made, particularly in his Bosnian homeland, of Kusturica’s controversial political leanings.  Some Bosnians regard him as a traitor for his public anti-Bosnian statements, and what has been interpreted by many as a nostalgic yearning for the former Yugoslavia.  This controversy, and Kusturica’s response to it, has been well documented.  (See specifically Kusturica’s responses to the “hypocrite” charges leveled at him by the French critic and essayist, Alain Finkelkraut, which were published in the pages of Le Monde and Liberation in 1995 (Kusturica and Finkelkraut). Indeed, in the 1990s, Milosevic often used Kusturica for propaganda purposes. ) 
What Finkelkraut and other critics miss entirely in the critiques are the latent existential messages within the film—the human condition of the Balkan people in the 20th Century, the psychic state of a people morally and spiritually bankrupted by Communism, forced into an artificial state of existence—rudderless, amoral, without hope or a future vision.

"You must be stupid to refuse to understand that the fall of the Berlin Wall completely upset these so fragile places, and especially all these small satellite Nazi countries, like Slovenia, Croatia, Hungary…and Bosnia !”,  Finklekraut quotes him as saying in Le Monde.

It easy to understand why most commentary has focused on the political text of the film.  As Aniko Imre points out in the introduction of  East European Cinemas, a refreshingly new examination of post-Soviet film, “films of the region were evaluated by the West, in the West, and for the West on a selective basis, privileging films and directors who took an oppositional stance in relation to communist totalitarianism” (Imre xii).  In other words, Western critics have a predisposition to read Eastern films from a political perspective, and in the context of the continuing Western narrative of the supremacy of the Enlightenment project, democracy, and capitalism. They simply do not know what to make of Kusturica’s  “non-conforming” politics, and miss his larger absurdist vision of the human existential comedy completely.  Western critics have come to believe and accept their own “press” and the cozy history of film studies they have written and forced on the world.

Kusturica’s work plays with the legacy of Soviet Cinema.  His use of montage undermines Sergei Eisenstein’s theory of montage (which was based upon the Marx/ Hegel theory of dialectic materialism, and Pavlov’s mind-control experiments), in that, contrary to Lenin’s dictates, he uses “montage of  attractions” to expose the manipulative power of cinema with the intent of  freeing the Yugoslavian masses from further manipulation.
Joseph Stalin, the great architect of perhaps the greatest imagined nation of all time, understood that art and literature were capable of “engineering the human soul.”   In 1934 he convened the infamous Congress of Writers, and laid out the dictates of Soviet Socialist Realism, demanding that writers and filmmakers put their imagistic and metaphorical powers to work to create a new gospel of reality, according to the grand narrative of communism.
Again, Kusturica, via what might be described as the “montage of absurdity,” uses cinema to  
shock and rehumanize the Balkan soul, even if it means exposing the dark all-too-human flaws of the individual who is  freed from the chains of totalitarianism.
In short, Kusterica attempts to undo the damage that Socialist Realism did to the hearts and souls of the Balkan people.  He uses the power of art and the imagination to expose the deceptive mechanisms that the modern nation state utilizes to metamorphosize reality—via a brash and bawdy cinematic style that in itself is a protest against the anesthetizing aesthetics of Socialist Realism.
The fall of communism upset the propaganda-induced coma of the Balkan people, and brought out their baser, almost pagan instincts.  Indeed, Kusturica affirms in many interviews that his fascination for Fellini, who he admits had a powerful influences on his work, was based upon Fellini’s “paganistic vision of life” (Fuller).  In other interviews, he suggested that he is interested in more than the political story of his people.  “I've always wanted to see my country, the events that unfold,” he stated in a 1999 interview, “and the whole planet in their full complexity [emphasis added], not from the ideological perspective our people were fed during the Communist era, which, I must be honest, introduced the tragedy to my country” (Fuller).

To help us understand and grasp the reality of the Balkan experience, Kusturica employs what might be described as imagineering—a term coined by Walt Disney to describe the work of the creators of Disneyland.  But the underground world he steers us through is much more bizarre and profound than “The Pirates of the Caribbean.”  It is a never-neverland of magical images, ingenious contraptions, creative facades, films within films, and grotesque caricatures, a warped highly hyperbolic view of reality that forces the viewer to think beyond the realm of the ordinary everyday world, to view war in a way that transcends the confines of a CNN special report, and contemplate, be repulsed by, laugh at, and, in a bizarre way, even celebrate the grand human comedy of it all.
His sense of mise en scene is closer in spirit to Hieronymous Bosch than Spielberg.  His sense of humor is Marx Brothers on steroids. He stretches and warps the history of Yugoslavia into at times ludicrous, at times a surrealistic cinematic tapestry that, as with all good art, to paraphrase Picasso, becomes a long rambling hyperbolic lie that helps us understand the truth about the nature of Serbian spirit, governments, the male ego, and a host of other aspects of human existence.

Many critics like to label him the king of Serbian magical realism. A more apt description might be “Fellini meets the Keystone Cops, with Thomas Hobbes running the precinct.”   

The music itself is worth the price of admission. While other directors would be satisfied with non-diegetic background music, tacked on in the post-production process, Kusturica injects the music into his mise en scene by having the equivalent of a Serbian mariachi band follow Blacky and Marko everywhere they go. Its relentless, uniquely Balkan energy fuels the film, functioning as an endless shot of adrenalin for both the characters and the audience. One reviewer described the music as “an army of ducks walking on bicycle horns” (Ridley 2).  

The film’s opening lines reminding the viewer that cinema, like literature, is ultimately about storytelling.  What is the real story of Yugoslavia, and, by extension, modern nation states?  In the postmodern world, as Lyotard suggests, there can be no one answer to these questions. The grand narrative is dead.  All we have left are local stories. Like Homer the story teller in Wim Wenders’ Wings of Desire, with the Underground, Kusturica is playing the role of myth-maker, imagineering the social and political “realities” of recent Balkan history into a fabulous construct that is valid as any attempt at a “historical” narrative.

The two protagonists, Marko, played by the great Serbian actor Miki Manojlovich, and Blacky, played by Lazar Ristovski (who also played lead roles in Goran Markovic's  pubescent reconstruction of Yugoslavian history, Tito and Me, produced in 1993), careen their way through Balkan history.  They are affable scoundrels, united in their love of wine, women, song, and a good old occasional two-fisted donnybrook.  They are also small-time operators in Belgrade’s criminal underworld, which suggests another reading of the film’s title.

The film begins in 1941 with Germany’s bombing of Belgrade.  In typical Kusturica fashion, the devastation of war is portrayed not from the perspective of Belgradians—but from the viewpoint of the innocent animals in the Belgrade zoo, where Marko’s simple brother Ivan is a keeper.   Throughout the film, Ivan’s simplicity, together with the monkey he rescues, serve as foils to Marko’s outrageous duplicity. 

Marko and Blacky decide to join the communist party out of their hatred for the Nazis—and, as it turns out, lust for the red-dress wearing actress named Natalia, who, allegorically speaking, can be read as Yugoslavia’s 40-year flirtation with communism (Williams 2).  When Blacky and Marko meet Natalia, she is courting a German officer—which might also be interpreted allegorically, as a reference to the Croatian Ustashi’s alliance with the Nazi Party during World War II.
The film is divided into three eras labeled, “The War,” “The Cold War, and “The War.”  The first “war” sequence covers World War II, while the latter coincides with the Bosnian conflict of the early 1990s.  As the film progresses, Marko and Blacky follow quite different destinies.   Blacky, driven by a naïve devotion to his fatherland, and earthy Slavic virtues, is the common fighter and worker, while Marko becomes a director of propaganda in Tito’s bureaucratic machine.  In the first part of the film, Blacky and Marko kidnap Natalia, who early in the film is Blacky’s mistress, in the middle of a stage play. Blacky is captured and tortured after single-handedly fighting an inept band of Germans.  In his role as the minister of propaganda, Marko elevates Blacky to a national hero.  He erects a statue in his honor, produces a film about his life as a heroic communist comrade, and exploits him, in classic communistic style, to manipulate the Yugoslavian masses.

To protect Blacky from the Germans, Marko convinces Blacky and his family to hide out in his grandfather’s cellar, which they do, along with other communist partisans in the neighborhood.  When the war ends, and Tito comes to power, Marko becomes fearful that Blacky will emerge as a rival for Natalia, who Marko has managed to seduce while Blacky was underground.  He and Natalia devise an elaborate hoax to convince Blacky and his fellow partisans that war continues to rage above them.
Throughout the film, Kusturica intersperses cleverly edited historical news reel clips, in which Marko is inserted, ala Forrest Gump, as he climbs the corrupt ladder of the Tito regime—suggesting the power of the media in the engineering of the human soul.  

The people of the underground are fed a steady diet of these news reels, along with trumped up radio broadcasts.

Marko and Natalia are able to maintain their elaborate hoax on the cellar dwellers for 40 years, which coincides, of course, with Tito’s reign on Yugoslavia during the Cold War period.  
During that time, life goes on in the underground.  Blacky’s son Jovan is born and raised in the cellar.  He literally never sees the light of day until the very end of the film, and figuratively never sees it at all.  While victims of propagandist suppression, the marvelous human beings who populate this world, in contrast with their duplicitous overseers, are brimming with innocence, hope and zest for life.  They maintain a semblance of order, remain steadfastly loyal to their beloved Tito, create ingenious Rube Goldberg contraptions to help them with their work, and continue to celebrate life and all its great rituals—to the constant accompaniment of the Serbian band, which symbolizes the heart and soul of the Balkan people, the visceral joy of life that keeps them going.  

Their hopes and dreams are perhaps best manifested in the film’s famous “flying bride” scene—which depicts the wedding of Blacky’s son, 
Jovan, and his bride Jelena, the quintessential symbol of hope and purity and all that is good in the Slavic soul.  She is the butterfly wanting to emerge from the dark cocoon of Balkan history.

But in classic Balkan style, the wedding soon degenerates into a bombastic, macho orgy of wild music, drinking, and fisticuffs.  As Dina Iordonova points out, in the Balkans, “a public wedding without conspicuous communal consumption would be considered shameful” (Iordonova 5).  She writes, “Under the celebrations on the surface, however, are multiple layers of interpersonal discomfort, gender inequality, and controversial social dynamics.  The cheerful singing and dancing, the festive outfits and meals, the elaborate rituals and customs only enhance the underlying tensions” (Iordonova 5).  Some chroniclers report that the first Bosnian conflict in the 1990s was triggered when a Serbian wedding procession brazenly paraded through a Muslim neighborhood in Sarajevo.

The rivalry between Blacky and Marko for Natalia is renewed, Natalia gets drunk and blurts out to everyone that Marko’s whole life has been a lie—but quickly admits that he lies so beautifully.  Marko shoots himself in the foot out of self-loathing.  And the monkey commandeers a Soviet tank and blasts a hole in the cellar wall, exposing the never seen world above.
But Kusturica’s black sense of humor is never far behind.  When Blacky, the ever faithful partisan, finally emerges from the underground, he stumbles upon the set of the film that is being made about his life.  He mistakes the actors for real German soldiers, and starts shooting them.   To paraphrase Baudrillard, he mistakes the phony film about his phony life as real: the copy of the copy is mistaken for reality, Baudrillard’s formula for hyperreal simulacra.
But what the harsh reality of daylight ultimately reveals is the hellish reality of war.   Blacky eventually takes up arms in the brutally real Bosnian conflict, creating his own army, commenting to a UN inspector that he is neither Chetnik, Ustashi  or partisan. Marko, who is reduced to a shell of man, without a soul, becomes a black market arms dealer, selling munitions to whatever side has the money. 

In the film’s most horrific scene, Marko is bludgeoned to death by his brother Ivan.  He and Natalia are set on fire in his wheelchair, which circles eerily in front of a devastated church while geese fly in slow motion overhead—a direct allusion and homage, in both style and content, to a scene in Andre Tarkovsky’s great epic, Andrei Rublev, in which a Russian prince sacks the church and village of his brother, a rival prince. 

One could argue that Kusturica seems to be suggesting in the film that, in spite of all his deceptive machinations, Tito’s metamorphosis of reality actually worked very well.  By isolating Yugoslavia from both the West and the East, by keeping them in the dark, he kept the patchwork nation of Yugoslavia, with its many ethnic groups, protected and unified.  Once the monkey blew the hole in the wall of the Iron Curtain, the artifice fell apart. The cold harsh light blinded Plato’s cave dwellers, and ignited the dark passions of the human soul—greed, power, lust, and corruption, and ethnic hatred. 
But in Kusterica’s extended political allegory, hints of deeper metaphysical meaning are ever present.  The Underground is ultimately a film about a cave within a cave within a cave. 
All of the motley carryings-on, all the slaughter of war, political corruption, black market smuggling, whoring and wenching, back-stabbing and the rest of the deadly sins—occur within the confines of a larger, metaphysical cave, the vast absurd world at large, the great rudderless ship of human fools.   
Kusturica evokes Plato’s allegory throughout the film. When Jovan finally emerges from the dark cavern of his birthplace, he mistakes the moon for the sun, a deer for a horse, and a jellyfish for his lost bride.  He is confused and does not what to make of the images of the natural world.   
The inability of each character to see themselves for what they are lead to frustrated, aborted relationships, and, ultimately, irreversible self-destruction.   Platonic relationships are impossible in Kusturica’s world.  The purest of relationships in the film—between Blacky and his son Jovan, Ivan and his monkey, and Jovan and his flying bride—are all doomed.  In the film’s penultimate scene, Blacky suffers the ultimate tragedy of war. He loses Jovan, his only son.  There is something in the human spirit, Kusturica seems to be saying, that makes Platonic unions impossible—a Hobbesian flaw that transcends political reality, a existential condition of modern man who is trapped and alienated in a world run amuck, and, lacks the wisdom or faith required to lift himself to a higher state.  
The motley fools that populate Kusturica’s world are incapable of political stability, or of acting in behalf of the common weal. With their insatiable gusto for life, women, and power, they much prefer the maschimo high they receive from a good old-fashioned face-smashing than a life of domestic peace and tranquility.  They are caught in the existential trap of the modern world, and are pawns of scheming governments, dupes of propaganda, victims of forces beyond their control.  Left to their own devices, they will be men—greedy, self-serving, lustful, conniving—and loving every minute of it.
It’s important to keep in mind that Underground is, first and foremost, a comedy, and that is what makes Kusturica’s world vision so unique. The horrific history of the Balkans has been the subject of many deadly serious novels and films of the tragic genre.  Tragedy is based upon the Classic Greek and Old Testament condemnation-of-man models.  Comedy, by contrast, is quintessentially Christian in that it offers a far more understanding and forgiving view of man’s many sins and imperfections. 

Kusturica is an understanding god of the world he has created.  “These are only men—what do you expect, men who are victims of their appetites, trying to grab all the gusto they can from their preciously few mortal days,” he seems to be saying.   

In the marvelous ending of the film, Kusturica creates still another imaginary place.  The reality of the film metamorphosizes once again, this time to the Yugoslavia of his dreams, a land that breaks away from the mainland of reality, a land in which all sins are forgiven, Blacky and Marko give up their scheming ways, and—interestingly, allow the innate values of womanhood and motherhood to rule the day.  

Just a few frames earlier, we are presented with the brutal savagery of war, with all its vicious ugliness, culminating with brother killing brother. The above ground landscape is scorched, churches have becoming burning ruins, and a crucifix is turned on its head.   And Blacky’s eternal quest for his son is unfulfilled.  But Kusturica doesn’t end there—because his film is more than a black comedy about war. He literally transports the viewer to another realm—via the magic of  Serbian magical realism—to a metaphysical dimension, the realm of hope and religion.  It could be argued that his worldview is essentially Christian (the ultimate metamorphosis of reality), in that everyone in the film is forgiven and reborn (and literally rebaptized in the purifying Aegean Sea as they make the transition from their temporal existence to a paradisical state—an ideal bucolic vision of Yugoslavia (or is it Serbia, or Bosnia?),  floating on a sea of dreams.  
Walt Disney himself, could he emerge from his cryogenic state, couldn’t do a better job of imagineering a small, small happy world—of what the Balkans might have been, had it not been for the dark forces that lurk in the soul of the Balkan people, and by extension, modern man.  
*
*
*
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