VIEWER’S GUIDE TO NO MAN’S LAND
General Background:

The film takes place in 1993, during the war between Serbia and Bosnia, which was fighting for its independence.  The film earned Danis Tanovic the Oscar for Best Foreign Film in 2001.  Prior to making the film, Tanovic served as a military cameraman for Bosnia, and documented on film many significant battles, including 300 hours of documentary footage of the siege of Sarajevo (www.canoe.ca). 
While the film can be viewed as a straight-forward commentary on the war, the title, basic plot situation (of two men trapped in no man’s land, and another lying on a booby-trapped mine), the not very subtle parodies of CNN and the UN, and other elements suggest that the film is essentially an allegory or parable about modern ethnic warfare.  The characters, while at times exhibit traits of individual personalities, are for the most part stereotypes of the key players in the Balkan Wars—the “professional” Serbian soldier, the rag-tag Bosnian soldier, the bungling, incompetent  UN representatives, and the headline-hungry press (“if it bleeds, it leads,” as one TV reporter once told me).

Tanovic has stated: “I wanted to make a film that explores the paradox of people who are so similar audiences will have difficulty telling the heroes apart—yet these people feel different and alienated.”

While the plot of the film suggests that Tanovic was attempting to present an objective view of the war (recall the argument between Ciki and Nino about who started the war--which is skillfully blocked in a perfectly symmetrical pattern, without favoring either of the actors--that ends with the assertion that whoever happens to be holding the gun wins the argument), the news clips shown on Bosnian TV of Serbian atrocities support an anti-Serbian reading of the film.  (When he returned from LA after receiving his Oscar, thousands of Bosnians lined the streets to greet him as a hero.)
Genre:

The film is in the tradition of dark comedies about warfare, such as Kurt Vonnegut’s Catch 22.
Central metaphors:
The title suggests that the Balkans themselves are trapped in a no man’s land—so long as men like Milosevic continue to perpetuate the vicious cycle of ethnic hatred and revenge.  The Balkans in the 1990s was certainly no place for civilized man to live.  The title also suggests that the Balkans were isolated from the rest of civilization, which was largely indifferent to their sufferings (compare to Drakulic’s description of the well-dressed man, seated next to S. on the airplane, who is reading his paper while his wife reads a fashion magazine), and incapable of providing any real help, as suggested by the ineptitude of the UN, which can’t even speak their language.
The soldier laying on the booby-trapped mine is the ultimate metaphor of the film.  He is, perhaps, the average citizen of the Balkans, caught in the ultimate catch 22.  The bomb cannot be defused; if he is lifted, it will explode, killing everyone around him.  The UN puts on a good show of help.  But it is all a media sham. The final scene of the film, in which the camera zooms back on an upward bird’s eye view, is no Hollywood happy ending.   It is both an existential statement on the futility of warfare, as well as indictment of all of us, as viewers, as we look on as indifferent by-standers, while the man remains trapped on a bomb about to explode in no man’s land.
Key scenes and their significance:

· Ciki and Nino arguing about who started the war (whoever happens to be holding the gun has the “truth”)

· Ciki and Nino stripped of uniforms, waving flags (both comical, in a dark sense, and a statement about their natural versus forced identities—that is, they are just men, like any other men, and only begin to look foolish and commit horrific acts when they begin to take on the “forced” identities of nations and become flag-wavers)


· Bosnian reading newspaper, commenting about the mess in Rwanda (obvious ironic implications, and example of dark gallows humor)


· Comments about “cigarettes can kill you” (irony, gallows humor)

· Ciki and Nino discover they knew the same girl (recognition of their common humanity, that they are just two regular guys turned into soldiers; Ciki’s T-shirt, which has a Rolling Stones logo on it, suggesting the rag-tag nature of the Bosnian army compared to the Serbian, and also suggests there was once more to his life, and he had the normal interests of young men)

· UN arrives at the camp (can’t speak the language, thus can’t communicate, which further symbolizes the ineptitude of the UN; at another point the commander says “It is not our mission to do anything.”)


· UN commander gets a call and wants to know why someone is “bothering him,” then says that everyone is away at a “media relations” seminar (shows the indifference of the UN and suggests that they were more interested in how the press portrayed their role as opposed to actually helping the people of the Balkans)


· Various scenes with the GNN reporter (all suggest that their interest is in getting dramatic footage and scooping the competition for the sake of their ratings)

· Various conversations and encounters between Nino and Ciki (they personify the tensions between the ethnic groups; both have biased views; Cera, the man on the bomb, tells Ciki to kill Nino; Nino says “We are not like them”; there are a few attempts at “peace,” but they remain suspect of each other and on guard, until their hatred reignites, which is ironically triggered by the appearance of the UN and GNN)
· The UN, in blue uniforms, are referred to as Smurfs

· The futile attempt to save Cera, ironically by a German soldier; the UN commander orders the German back into the trench “to look busy” while the media “vultures” (Ciki’s words) look on; Ciki asks, “Does our misery pay well?”  Ciki and Nino kill each other; the GNN guy asks the reporter if she “shot” them on videotape; the UN commander says everything is fine and that there will be a press conference at the Holiday Inn.

· Cera says, “The whole world is watching and I need to go the bathroom” (dark comedy, the humanity of the solider versus the indifference of the world)

· The final scene
Captain Marchand and Livingstone the Reporter
The French UN captain and the GNN reporter are the only two characters that undergo a change of heart and learn from their experiences.  Marchand says he is sick of being a bystander and concludes that “Doing nothing is taking sides,” an obvious indictment of the rest of the world that failed to intervene soon enough to prevent the horrific ethnic cleansing and atrocities that occurred during the war.   Livingstone emphasizes with Marchand, and begins to recognize the folly of her craft.  Yet both remained trapped in their own no man’s lands—and thus are ineffective within the large bureaucratic organizations to which they belong, both of which are more concerned with their own agendas than the welfare of the Balkan people.
Comparisons with S. and Underground

It is interesting to compare the film with S. A Novel about the Balkans, which provides a view of the war from the perspective of  the Bosnian Muslim women who were raped and tortured in the Serbian concentration camps.  In S., the very body of the protagonist becomes a metaphor for the entire war.  Her body is literally invaded by the enemy.  Throughout the novel, she undergoes a wide range of psychological feelings, including denial, paralysis, total indifference to the suffering of others, extreme selfishness (based upon the basic desire to survive at any and all costs), flights of fantasy and escapism, hatred and a burning desire for revenge, guilt (based upon the realization that she too was capable of killing and was somewhat responsible for the ethnic violence in her own country), cold indifference toward the child she was carrying in her “rent-a-womb”—to, ultimately, a sense of great peace and tranquility after she realizes that she is capable of triumphing over all the madness and senselessness of war by deciding to have the baby.  As Drakulic states in the novel’s final pages, “Only his mother could show him that the hate from which his life emerged can be transformed into love.”

This is another example of the “feminine ethic”--the philosophy of harmony and non-violence through love and forgiveness of one’s enemies (rooted in Christianity and embodied in the non-violence teachings of Gandhi, Martin Luther King, and other historical leaders)—that was also apparent in the closing fantasy scene, of life as it could be, if the feminine perspective was allowed to prevail, in Kusturica’s Underground.  (Note: the “feminine” ethic should not be view as the universal perspective of all women.  It is independent of gender.  Men may have a feminist ethic, and women, such as Natalia, may not.  The firm refers to aspects of the feminist psyche as described in the writings of feminists such as Julia Kristeva.)
By contrast, like the young soldiers in S., and Blackie in the Underground, the men caught in No Man’s Land have been manipulated and brainwashed by their governments—to the point that they have become killing machines.  They employ a completely different set of defense mechanisms from the women in S.—to endure the socially constructed identities, as soldiers, that their countries have forced upon them (defense mechanisms such as gallows humor, “rational” justification, nationalism, etc.).  (It could be argued that they represent an extreme case of the masculine ethic.)  As the title implies, so long as they remain trapped in the vicious cycle of war and revenge, there is no way out for them—expect to fight to the death.  
Nino, in fact, as inept as he is portrayed in the film, is nonetheless the type of soldier who fought for Arkan’s Tigers, and raped the women depicted in S.
Nino and Ciki are representative of the generation of young Balkan men who grew up in neighboring villages, played soccer together, and perhaps even listened to the same songs by Ceca—who ended up killing each other.  They were both descendents of families that lived in harmony under Tito.  But their machismo and nationalistic instincts, inflamed by Milosevic and Bosnian nationalists, came to the fore in the 1990s.  Like the men in the Underground, the masculine/military ethic brought out their Hobbesian qualities, and all hell broke lose.  As in Andre Rublev, and Underground, we have another Cain and Able story, brother against brother (in the former countrymen sense).  How prophetic, then, is the medieval Serbian legend of Prince Marko, who, after a long battle, retreats “into a deep cave where he would sleep until the time came when the Serbian people resolved their quarrels and became united” (Gragos Kostich, The Land and People of the Balkans).  He may still be sleeping to this day.
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