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Anna Batori is a promising young scholar, 
a fi lm theoretician who writes and teaches 
on European and world cinema, covering 
topics like modern fi lm theory and digitized 
narrative techniques. Her publications tackle 
on contemporary German cinema, New 
German Cinema, Romanian and Hungarian 
cinema, but on other subjects as well. Her 
recent accomplishment is the book Space in 
Romanian and Hungarian Cinema (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), where she laboriously and 
generously devoted much space and thought 
to the Romanian Cinema in a complex analysis 
that will defi nitely enrich the existing corpus 
of writings on this topic. 

In her original att empt for comparative 
analysis of art cinema in two East European 
countries: Romania and Hungary, Anna 
Batori is using space motifs as ways of inves-
tigation and criteria of questioning both the 
aesthetics and the message of the selected 
fi lms. The scenographic space with its vertical 
and horizontal axes becomes a visual vocabu-
lary of analysis, decoding the social-political
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and cultural implications. The paradox of the gloomy atmosphere in the fi lms of 
Eastern European corpus and the bright, communicative citizens of this area prompted 
the author to the logical conclusion that the fi lms are infl uenced by the political, 
social and cultural traces of the socialist past as well as by the disappointments of 
the capitalist transformation. The research, mainly based on her PhD thesis, is also 
drawing from her fi rst-hand experience of the capitalist transformation; the book has 
11 chapters, 5 dedicated to the Romanian cinema and 3 to the Hungarian cinema. 

The Introduction tries to demarcate the context of Easter Europe, the ingrate 
position between middle and periphery, tackling on identity issues, the clichés the 
West advance on the East, based on the extension of the East in the West via migration. 
The role of the Eastern European Cinema might be to create a space of memories, and 
the objective of Batori`s book is to approach cinema from this area, not from a literary 
point, as many studies att empted, but from a visual perspective of space, bringing 
forth questions regarding the representation of specifi c cities/ country-side and 
their dialectic and the way the natural and urban landscape permeated the physical 
and abstract landscapes with a symbolic role in fi lmic representations, the mise-en–
scène and camerawork, thematic concerns refl ected in these representations, the way 
space is used “to subvert the dogmatic ideology of the socialist political context that 
questioned the social, political and cultural homogeneity of the satellite states” (Batori 
5), the problem of censorship, the continuity between the socialist and post-socialist 
aesthetics in the representations of space, the way the landscape is confi gured as 
“power structures” (Batori 6) and as symbols of ideology, the ghett oization of the 
space of Eastern Europe, ultimately emerging in the canonization of Eastern European 
art fi lm. 

The comparative study is considering the starting points of the two countries, in 
terms of the diff erent types of the communist past and the way this past is mirrored 
and (re)confi gured in fi lm productions during the regime and after the fall of it. 
On the one hand we have Romania, with one of the most oppressive totalitarian 
dictatorships in Europe on the one hand and a quasi-liberal Hungary. Though the 
book builds on these well established diff erences from the start (the preference 
of the author for the term socialism, rather than communism might be illustrative 
for the diff erences as well), some important ones are not making the object of the 
investigation. The despotic regime in Romania versus the milder one in Hungary, 
though similar in some aspects related to the interest to agriculture, nationalism 
as legitimacy for communism (also used in Romania as a strategy for regional and 
ethnical tensions), nepotism, corruption, etc., also diff er in terms of the way transition 
towards democracy was handled, but also in terms of religion, that functioned as a 
catalyst. In the fi rst regime, orthodoxy prevailed, with a monolithic look at political, 
economic and religious power, while Catholicism and more Protestantism accepted 
the diff erentiation of spheres: economic, political, religious. Religion in this case, 
perhaps in a discerning clever way, is not considered.
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The methodology follows two axes of investigation: the vertical enclosure used 
mainly in the urban landscapes, based on the patt erns of social fi lm-making as the 
main characteristic of contemporary Romanian cinema, and the horizontal enclosure 
as a mark of the rural landscape, the choreography of the parabolic narrative of the 
Hungarian pre-revolutionary era. Whether in pre-capitalist era, with the gloomy 
past or in the capitalist present, chaotic and disappointing, the book depicts the same 
“suff ocating atmosphere characteristic of Eastern European cinema” (Batori 13). 

The fi rst part of the book, establishing the theory corpus, tackles on diff erent views 
regarding the public and private space in oppression time, stressing the “connection 
between disciplinary space and the socialist housing program in Romania and 
Hungary” (Batori 13). Starting with the cellular space (Foucault) and considering 
space as social product (Henri Lefebvre) and empirical and physical (Watkin), Batori 
establishes the coordinates of her spatial endeavor: social-political, empirical and 
aesthetical. Architecture, both represented in fi lms and created by the technique of 
the camera, becomes the frame, the philosophy and the art explored in the book. 

The icons for this quest are the urban, prefabricated blocks in Romania and Kádár`s 
cube houses/ tanya in Hungary seen as “Foucauldian disciplinary spaces illustrated 
by Bentham`s panopticon” (Batori 23). The block as the “hallmark of the Eastern 
European” (Batori 25) with labyrinth-like extremely small corridors, like cellular 
spaces, restrictive mobility, deprivation of water, electricity, and heat, sardines-in-
the-tin eff ect, eludes the border between public and private. In contrast, the rural 
landscape of Hungary, with the semi-desert Puszta (Alföld as a unit), and dominated 
by agriculture, stands for the Hungarian collective identity of the Magyar` nomadic 
roots and the scatt ered houses called tanya. They declined after the collectivization in 
1949, yet maintaining a certain autonomy as it could not be fully integrated into the 
socialist farm, being rather re-symbolized according to the regime (in 1970 the cube 
houses were the new propaganda). The process of transition from the social-political 
space as abstract space to the spatial practice and the representational spaces happens 
under the surveillance of the socialist regime present like a “omniscient watching 
apparatus” (Batori 23). 

The book off ers a consistent part of analysis of the art cinema production of 
Romania and Hungary, focusing on the socialist era and then the present day 
production, as well as a brief look at the transition period, claiming an aesthetic 
continuity between the two periods, operating with implicit and explicit remembrance of 
the past. A part is dedicated to the socialist period, investigating the spatial structure 
in pre-socialist fi lms in Romania, taking a close view at some iconic fi lms: Lucian 
Pintilie, Reenactment (1968), Why Are the Bells Ringing, Mitică (1981), Alexandru Tato, 
Sequences (1982) and Mircea Daneliuc, Microphone Test (1980), fi lms that due to the 
hidden criticism of the socialist regime were banned. Batori underlines the infl uence 
of these fi lmmakers for the New Wave of Romanian cinema, where the same patt erns 
of narratives are used. 
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The post-socialism fi lms are grouped according to their implicit or explicit 
approach to the socialist past, dealing with pro-fi lmic space, but a new, double-
framing technique, later associated with the New Wave. The diff erences are also 
noted, in terms of technical approach, yet, I would argue that the glimpse of irony 
translates some of the messages of the New Wave fi lms diff erently from the message 
of the transition movies. Also, the dark humor, the absurd, mock-realism, the Yiddish 
or Balcanic infl uence and the very Romanian mark – laughter as a means of dealing 
with the non-sense of reality – (haz de necaz/ râsu-plânsu) are left out of discussion. I 
believe these important Romanian distinctive marks could bring a diff erent light on 
the analysis. 

The fi lms of the bitt er transition are approached from a nostalgic grid of the reliques 
of the past, with the double-framing technique and desolated prefabricated spaces 
as trade-marsks depicted in The Oak (1992), Lucian Pintilie or Look Forward in Anger 
(1993), Nicolae Mărgineanu. The aesthetic continuity between the inner and the outer 
space, all sugested methaphorical cages and a hopeless present and future. Besides 
the analysis of the fi lms, Batori completes the image of the period by giving the bigger 
picture of the cinematic context relating to the scarce fi nances and the preference of 
the public for the Western fi lms that that were received with enthusiasm. 

The following chapters are reserved for analyzing Romanian movies of the next 
period, known also for their international recognition: Cristi Puiu, Aurora (2010), The 
Death of Mr. Lăzărescu (2005) or Corneliu Porumboiu, 12:08: East of Bucharest (2006) 
and Police, Adjective (2008). Also the context is well defi ned, with information about of 
the new sources of fi nancing and new laws of the discussed period. Batory makes a 
distinction between the New Romanian Cinema and New Wave, pointing out that New 
Romanian Cinema is a larger categhory, some recent fi lms that belong to it cannot be 
labeled under New Wave. 

The question not posed for the Romanian fi lms, but asked in the case of Hungarian 
cinema would be: how much of these characteristics depicted in fi lms are unique to 
the Romanian cinema, or can refl ect Eastern Europe at large? (Hungary and Romania 
are included in some classifi cations as South Eastern Europe but are excluded from the 
Balkans, sometimes South-Eastern Europe and the Balkans are treated as synonyms).

The criteria of the analysis consider architecture as a language of ideology, 
creating minimalist and claustrophobic spaces, rendering the ghots of the past. 
Also, the psihological dimension is explored more when approaching Gruzsnicki`s 
fi lm The Escape (2013) and 4 Months, 3 Weeks, 2 Days (2007), Mungiu. The cinema of 
implicit remembrance is discussed in conection to the New Wave, with the political 
and psychological dramas, transforming the space into a colonised one, a memory of 
the past. The cinema of Cristi Puiu and Cornel Porumboiu is at lenght discussed and 
analyzed with precise details and from various angles in the next two chapters, thus 
giving much importance to the representatives of New Wave. The author is examining 
the labyrinthic/ claustrophobic space, the prefabricate buildings, the gap between the 
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old communist generation and the new desilusioned generation, pointing out at the 
merge of the private and public space, exposing technical fi lming procedures. 

While scrutinizing together with Batori each of the main fi lms of the two 
authors, with its intrinsic details and connotations, the inside/ outside movements, 
observational aesthetics, elements of documentary style, converging the space with 
time and revealing the mental space of the fi lms, described by the vertical stratifi cation 
and the panopticism, “a certain spatial-temporal immobility of the narrative” (Batori 
107), revealing the theatrical structure, the metaphoric presence of power etc, I could 
not help myself realize that all this scenography is rather a display of diff erent objects 
and artefacts of the past. This exhibitionism aims at exposing the wounds as a therapy, 
or can be viewed a suicid att empt from/ of the past. The camera with its movements 
described in the book made me perceive it as a witness and a fi lter, the censor of that 
reality, and the few colors used (beside the gray) guide the eye to the present reality 
(as reference points), giving the space a certain rhythm vibrating even more in this 
conexion of past and present. 

The book itself becomes an overture in time for me, the reader. I have also asked 
myself what would be the interpretation of some of the fi lms watched through the 
eyes of the new generations, what is the meaning of this past exhibition for the 
Westerners, etc. I still remeber the day I went to the premiere of 4 Months, 3 Weeks, 2 
Days (2007), Mungiu and at the discussion with the director, after the movie, while a 
lady in her fi fties cried out that that was exactly her story, and that was exactly how 
things happend in those years, in communism, in the silence created in the cinema 
room, a young man, totally puzled, replied: “That was not fi ction?” That experience 
changed my view on the aesthetics of the past so much!

Batori considers that in any of the three stages (pre-revolution, transition and past-
communism), though they have their diff erences, there is an “unequivocal aesthetic 
continuity” (Batori 137) that creates a spatial structure called vertical enclosure. 

The third part of the book approaches space in Hungarian cinema, stressing on the 
connotative language of the socialist era, parabolic narratives and circular aesthetics 
but also focussing on fi lms from the post-socialist epoch and the transitional period 
as well. Films from the Black Series (post-transition cinema of Hungary, 1987-1995), 
using implicit rememberance of the past are in the focus. In Satantango (1994) but 
also in other fi lms of Béla Tarr, the colonised space of the Hungarian Plain (Alföld) 
is analyzed in connection to the post-2000 fi lms like Delta (2008), Kornél Mundruczó, 
or Father`s Acre (2009), Viktor Oszkár Nagy. The apocalyptic vision of Tarr`s fi lms, 
alcohol consumption and kocsma as a social space are leitmotifs. Investigated these 
fi lms form the spatial aesthetics, Batori underlines the transition in the Hungarian 
New Cinema from “horizontal to vertical enclosure”. The parabolic is analyzed 
from a thematic point of view, thought “the att ributes (allegoric, symbolic, absurd or 
documentary) can vary” (Batori 143). The central point of her view is also identity, 
Batori using interrogations on how much could we consider the universality of the 
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fi lms and how much can we trigger the Hungarian unicity? Batori is describing with 
accuracy the camera movements and strategy in the fi lms, as she would re-create 
in the book the space of the fi lms for us, like in a wordy mirror. The rhythm, the 
circularity “refer to this social space as a symbol for the loss of stability that defi ned 
the very anomic situation on the 1990s” (Batori 163). 

The contemporary Hungarian Cinema is viewed also in the context of the political 
change, the opportunities created by the new laws of cinema, but also by the education 
– the University of Theatre and Film Arts under the leading of director Sándor Simó
who mentored two generations of successful fi lmmakers. 

The cinema of the millennium brought some low-quality comedies that were 
followed, as a protest, but also as a “reaction to the contemporary anomic situation” 
(Batori 170) by a violent wave fi lms of “sexist narratives, rapes, poverty and crime” 
(Batori 169), dealing socio-political, cultural identity, with migration and corporeality, 
“a deviant grid of human relationships” (Batori 174). Another question brought forth 
is whether we can still consider a national Hungarian cinema or if there is an universal 
tendency, due to globalization?

The cursed-land fi lms, after 2000, placed in diff erent locations, propose the same 
mirage of a bett er life and the danger of treachery from inside: for example Delta (2008), 
Kornél Mundruczó, that continues the apocalyptic vision of Tarr`s fi lms. The transition 
is made to the vertical enclosure in Father`s Acre (2009), Viktor Oszkár Nagy where 
the spatial allegory “works with the socialist design and objects from the previous 
era… and has an obvious political function that recalls the tyrannized relations of 
the previous regime” (Batori 190). Tanya becomes a connotative language of the 
national socialist and post-socialist space depicted in an aesthetics of circularity and 
the “symbolic conversions of characters” (Batori 193). The disillusion with the present, 
the dissatisfaction with the European Union – the muteness of the 2010 fi lms are 
substituted by foreign languages. “In this way, the national land gets another symbolic 
meaning and parabolic role: a territory ruled by capitalist powers that put Hungarians 
in slavery” as depicted in Land of Storms (2014), Ádám Császi (Batori 195). 

In Conclusions we are provide with a list of other Eastern European fi lms that 
“signal an enclosed, prison-like landscape – an Eastern European anomic space that 
unites the cinemas of the region” (Batori 201)

The purpose of the book was “to create a model of post-socialist refl ection on 
cinema, which would illustrate the kinds of implicit and explicit forms the post-
socialist collective remembrance takes within the Eastern bloc” (Batori 10). And 
besides off ering such a tool, the merit of the book is to create a rich immersion into the 
best movies produced in Romania and Hungary in the past decades, re-questioning 
and re-enforcing identity issues and projecting unique and universal imprints of the 
two national cinemas that become important anchors of cinema in Europe and in the 
world. 


