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The financial crisis since 2009 has devastated Greece, led to unprecedented political fragmentation and social turmoil, and cast a long, dark shadow over the cohesion of the European Union. It has also coincided with a number of acclaimed international prize-winning films by a generation of Greek film-makers who have responded to the effects of the crisis in resourceful, compelling and unexpected ways. Capturing the tumult of the current precarity, these films offer surprising, innovative and subtle commentaries on the complex social, political and economic problems faced by Greece. They also reassert the centrality of film at a time when the Greek film industry is itself undergoing profound changes and serious challenges on account of the crisis. 

In order to acknowledge and assess the importance of contemporary Greek cinema for Greek society and culture as well as in relation to European and global frames of cultural reference, the Hellenic Studies Programme at the University of Washington hosted the International Conference, Contemporary Greek Film Cultures 2015, on 8–9 May 2015. Held for the first time by a North American Hellenic Studies Programme, this two day conference was a continuation of the International Conference Contemporary Greek Film Cultures 2013 that took place at the Hellenic Centre in London on 5–6 July 2013, and was co-organized by researchers from the Universities of Glasgow and Reading. In keeping with the first conference’s remit, the 2015 conference sought to bring together established scholars, early career faculty and young researchers in order to expand and build upon the full range of areas discussed in past and recent scholarship on Greek film studies. 

However, despite the ambition of the conference series as a whole to develop into a venue for broad and expansive treatment of Greek cinema in all its dimensions, there was in this latest iteration an unavoidable emphasis placed on more recent film production. In part, this presentism was a natural response to the enthusiasm and infectious interest generated by the Greek films of the last few years. Also, the venue for the conference only encouraged such a focus: set in Seattle, the 2015 conference venue was located as far from Greece as is seemingly possible; yet, at the same time, Seattle is a city that had been marked by protests against some of the very same forces that have so negatively impacted Greece. Moreover, the conference was graced by the participation of key figures in contemporary Greek cinema. On the first night of the conference, participants congregated at a screening of Yannis Economides’ To Mikro Psari (Stratos) (2014), and a post-screening discussion featuring the film’s protagonist, Vangelis Mourikis, in conversation with the conference programme chair, Vangelis Calotychos. In the days following, there were two further screenings, of Panos Koutras’s Xenia (2014) and Athina Rachel Tsangari’s Attenberg (2011), at the Sundance Cinema Theater. The second invited guest, the director Athina Rachel Tsangari, was in attendance throughout the conference’s proceedings and discussed her film with participants and Vangelis Mourikis, Attenberg’s male lead. On the conference’s final night, the keynote event featured Tsangari in conversation with Lydia Papadimitriou after a screening of her short feature, The Capsule (2012).

Very appropriately, therefore, this special issue of the journal hosts an extended interview with Athina Rachel Tsangari with the three issue editors. Tsangari discusses her formative influences in American indie cinema, and links them to her role as educator, as well as her approach to film-making. After providing some insights into her working practices and her collaboration with Yorgos Lanthimos upon her return to Greece, she discusses extensively her latest work, and especially her highly acclaimed film, Chevalier (2015).

The interview is preceded by six articles based on reworked contributions from the conference. For the most part, these articles reflect the emphasis placed at the conference on the more recent Greek cinema, aspects of which have been popularized under labels such as the ‘New Greek Current’ or the ‘Greek Weird Wave’. Of course, terms such as these as well as the films in question generate the kinds of contentious debate that often accompany the thrill and challenge of a paradigmatic shift: which films belong in this category? How is the category constituted and are there any recognizable or irrefutable characteristics across diverse films? And, if weird, then how weird? Implied in answering all these questions is also the seeming coincidence of the onset of the economic debt crisis in Greece. For all the facile arguments that exploit the coincidence and conveniently place the astonishing success of Lanthimos’ Kynodontas (Dogtooth) (2009) at the origins of this New Wave, there remain legitimate debates as to whether these new trends (and the crisis itself) emerged at an earlier time in the decade, not only in the work of film-makers who have since been identified with these trends, but also in the work of other Greek directors working in film.

The articles in this special issue do not address such issues of definition, periodization or film history directly. However, they do offer a new impetus to debates that have already gained some traction in the critical writing about such films. Like any new order of artistic production, there needs to be some sensitivity about how a new style emerges from what has preceded it. The first article in the volume by Panayiota Mini, while it neither intends to address this issue nor touches upon any of the films categorized within this New Wave, focuses on a prior current or wave in Greek film-making that also caught international attention at a time of intense political strife surrounding Greece. ‘The New Greek Cinema of the 1970s’ emerged at around the time of the military dictatorship in Greece and gave impetus to a heavily politicized, interpretative form of historical auteur film-making that marked Greek film abroad in subsequent decades. Looking back from the vantage point of the so-called Greek Weird Wave today, the New Greek Cinema’s tendency to explore ‘supraindividual historical causality’ as the driving force behind the dilemmas and sufferings featured in those films’ plots would seem as far removed from more recent counterparts in Greek film as could possibly be. Indeed, it might be argued (and other contributions do) that such political or historical contexts are, in fact, closed out or kept at a distance in the New Wave. In discussing four such ‘historical panoramas’ in works by the early Angelopoulos, Voulgaris, Marketaki and the later Angelopoulos, Mini determines how historical causality is differently structured and formally cast over time. Interestingly, Mini ends by arguing that the closer they move to the present, the more they work in the direction of a ‘depoliticization’ of auteur Greek culture, with recent panoramas such as the extremely commercially successful Politiki Kouzina (A Touch of Spice) (2003) being a prime example. 

In her article, Tatjana Aleksić focuses on the confined and circumscribed space in two of the most discussed films of the Greek Weird Wave, Yorgos Lanthimos’ Dogtooth and Alexandros Avranas’ Miss Violence (2013). Shot chiefly in confining home environments, where escape and dissent are prohibited, critics have tended to allegorize the brutal familial predicament and related it to the country’s crisis narrative. Aleksić does not deny the possibility of reading the films in this way, but she focuses on the fact that both Lanthimos and Avranas strenuously avoid contextualizing their narratives within the current crisis. Isolated from society, the victims and perpetrators of their own oppression place the family unit itself as the very breeding ground of necropolitical horror. 

Two further articles by Rosa Barotsi and Tonia Kazakopoulou build on the extant literature but also go against the grain of much of this critical writing to emphasize under-represented aspects related, respectively, to issues of class and gender. Barotsi squarely confronts Lanthimos’ Dogtooth. Like Aleksić, her critique is wary of the allegorical coupling of family and crisis and, very pointedly, addresses the issue of class, economic status and labour relations in the film. She builds on the film’s critique of neo-liberalism – most eloquently put forth by Alex Lykidis in the first issue of this journal – by taking a closer look at economic relations and scrutinizing the film’s hermetic and allegorical structure. Barotsi asks how the film can be a political critique of the moment when labour relations, poverty and financial austerity are what are left at the door or at the gate. A parting comparison with Argyris Papadimitropoulos and Jan Vogel’s Wasted Youth (2011) further probes the limits of the film’s potential for political critique. 

In her article, Kazakopoulou joins Aleksić in pairing Lanthimos’ Dogtooth with Avranas’s Miss Violence to propose shifting analysis away from father figures. Both films’ stylistic originality and their pervasive critique of the family, not least how they excoriate patriarchal power, have attracted the attention of critics but also blinded them from paying attention to the role of mothers, or, more generally, women in this dynamic. If anything, the films resort to cultural archetypes of motherhood that present the mothers as accomplices to patriarchal ideology in a way that leaves women’s agency largely unexplored and belittled. In this respect, both films’ potential for critique is yet again undermined on account of their dubious treatment of gender politics.

Ina Karkani’s contribution focuses on the aesthetics and stylistics of symbolic justice in the face of the degradation and powerlessness that come in an era of crisis. In her article, she treats the cinematic representation of public and private space during the current crisis in two films from the South European periphery, Athina Rachel Tsangari’s Attenberg and Jaime Rosales’s Hermosa Juventudi (Beautiful Youth) (2014), to suggest ways by which the respective aesthetics depicting urban space in these two works – an emphasis on long establishing shots that privilege surface over figures in Attenberg versus flattened, digitally mediated images in Beautiful Youth – textualize subjective responses to the social effects of crisis, not least to a process of desubjectivization. This type of aesthetics, Karkani concludes, could be seen as constituting a ‘cinema of crisis’ that includes other films, especially from Southern European countries, that have been among the most affected by the financial crisis. 

Finally, Mikela Fotiou breaks away from the focus on the Greek Weird Wave (though not from the impact of the financial crisis) by offering a much-needed examination of the Greek horror film, a topic that has received minimal attention from Greek film scholarship so far. While the genre’s fortunes in Greece have been hardly prominent, the last few years have seen a positive change in both the quantity and quality of such film production. In part, this has been encouraged by an emerging horror (sub)culture with its own forums and festivals as well as by the emergence of film schools in Greek universities where aspiring film-makers have opportunities to engage with the genre. After debating what constitutes a horror film in the Greek cinema context, Fotiou discusses the themes recurring in these films as well as the ways by which directors practising within the genre have drawn its largely untapped potential to comment on the crisis. Fotiou’s seminal presentation of this genre in Greece also includes an appendix with a chronological listing of Greek horror films.

By sharing here the perspectives provided by all these articles on history, allegory, class, gender, aesthetics, space and genre in this exciting wave of creative work, as well as the insights offered by a leading Greek film-maker, the editors hope to contribute to existing debates about the past, present and future of Greek cinema and the cultures within which it operates, to further discussions about critical understandings of key Greek films from the present and recent past, and to encourage more high-quality scholarship around this compelling body of work.
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