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Before the rain

Milcho Manchevski

interview by Cinzia Dal Maso

Era regista esordiente, nel 1994, ma forte di una lunga gavetta tra i videoclip.
E ha vinto il Leone doro al Festival del Cinema di Venezia. Con Prima del-
la pioggia, Milcho Manchevski ha narrato ['insensatexza della lotta fratricida
nei Balcani. Ne ha messo a nudo le follie e contraddizioni, mostrando come le
vicende di un angolo apparentemente sperduto del mondo (allora solo presagite,
ma poi accadute davvero), rischiano di trz{scinare nel vortice tutto il pianeta.
Manchevski é un Macedone di New York. E regista ma anche artista, fotografo,
scrittore, e docente di cinematografia alla New York University. E guarda alle
vicende macedoni con ['animo radicale e inflessibile di tanta gente della diaspora.
Vede il suo piccolo paese isolato, strumentalizzato, braccato. Dalla Grecia ma an-
che dall’Europa. In questo contributo, il regista mette in luce come le dinamiche
identitarie di antichizzazione’— ovvero di riconoscimento della figura di Ales-
sandro il Grande come immagine di riferimento nazionalistico (sulla fortuna del
mito di Alessandro v. in “Engramma’ il relativo tema di ricerca) — costituiscano
una risposta spontanea e popolare ai problemi di politica internazionale sorti ne~
&li ultimi vent’anni, anche nelle forme di un mancato riconoscimento linguistico
e culturale nei confronti della Macedonia.

cinzia dal maso - What is your attitude towards the name issue?
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milcho manchevski - The name issue looks like a complex issue, but it boils
down to an absurd excuse for an end-game of ethnic cleansing. It is absur-
dity brought to an extreme. How would you feel if someone came to you
and told you that you had to change your name because he or she didn’t ap-
prove of your name? What cheek, what balls! At first you'd laugh at it, but
20 years later it will start eating at your insides. Especially when this atti-
tude expressed by your neighbour has serious practical consequences (such
as slowing down or blocking your country from access to processes that
stimulate economic prosperity and system reforms, and imposing crippling
illegal blockades and embargoes). This is only in addition to creating toxic
atmosphere in the region which is going through a deadly war. This is par-
ticularly troublesome when you realize that this someone has absolutely no
problem with their preposterous, arrogant and aggressive demand, but also
when you realize that the hypocrisy of political Europe is more interested
in solving their bureaucratic problem than in justice, human rights (such as
the right to self-determination) or even peace and stability. Euro-bureau-
crats keep lecturing Macedonia on your behalf, telling us to, basically, chan-
ge the name of our country, the name of our language and the name of our
nation. This, as you could imagine, is offensive and insulting, especially for
a small nation and people with troubled history and fragile collective ego.
This is a real issue with most Macedonians, a deeply heart-felt emotional
problem that has to do with the personal and collective dignity, and as such,
could have unforeseen consequences.

As a footnote, allow me to tell you what happened the first time I came to
Venice. [ was presenting my film Before the Rain at the Mostra del Cine-
ma in 1994. The first day, I was summoned to the offices of the Festival. I
was told that there was a diplomatic “issue”. Namely, the Greek embassy
in Italy has complained to the Festival, demanding that they remove the
name “Macedonian” when describing the name of the language spoken in
my film. The Greek embassy had claimed that such language did not exist.
I asked the very nice lady representing the Festival whether I looked like
a character from a cartoon. One that does not exist. We both laughed and
concluded the matter then and there.

For those interested in the history of the name conflict, I have to men-
tion that Macedonia changed both its constitution (to explicitly state in
its constitution that Macedonia is not seeking anyone else’s territory - as
if the country the size of Central Park could demand anything) - AND its
flag (to remove a symbol that Greece claimed as her own, in spite of the
fact that this symbol has been found in archaeological sites in Macedonia
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as well as in Greece). What has derogatorily been called “antiquisation”
should be seen in this context.

c.d. m. - Do you think antiquisation is a purely political issue, or it is also
extensively supported by Macedonian citizens? Do Macedonians really
feel they are descendants of Alexander?

m. m. - Some do and some don’t. I was not around when Alexander roamed
the earth, nor do I pretend to be an expert in history. Yet, his father built
cities where today is the Republic of Macedonia, there is material evidence
of this civilization in the Republic of Macedonia, and some of Alexander’s
people did come from here. When the empire collapsed these people did
not vanish into thin air. So, if people today feel that they want to celebrate,
cherish and preserve the memory of those Macedonians - in addition to
the memory of other cultures that left their trace here - I don't see why
anyone would find that objectionable. Unless, of course, if that someone
had an issue with their own identity. Or, if that someone was using this
pseudo-historical argument as a proxy in a more complex political battle,
such as the completion of the ethnic cleansing of southern Macedonia, for
example, the one started at the beginning of the 20th Century and carried
out through most of it.

As far as the claim that the “antiquisation” is new, there are written records
that people living in these parts, ethnic Macedonians speaking the modern
Macedonian language (which is of the Slavic family of languages) have
claimed Alexander as their forefather since the 19th century (see Georgija
Pulevski’s Dictionary of 1875, for example), while at least 14 Greek intel-
lectuals of the same period (1794-1841) insisted that the Ancient Mace-
donians were not a part of the Hellenic world and would be considered
occupiers of ancient Greece.

c. d.m. - What about those (the current political opposition) who insist on
the Slavic heritage of Macedonia? Is it true they are an élite, while the
majority of the population is crazy for Alexander?

m. m. - The divide of Slavic vs. Alexander’s Macedonians has more to do
with political power-struggles than with the way most people in Mace-
donia today feel. Why would the Slavic heritage exclude the heritage of
ancient Macedonia? Do you exclude the Etruscans as your forebears? Are
we now going to look into every individual’s Dna to determine people’s
ancestors? Different cultures lived or passed through what today is the Re-
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public of Macedonia, and people have the right to study and cherish their
past - as long as it does not affect their future.

c.d.m. - Is it possible that the reaction of Greece to the use of ancient name
and symbol by modern Macedonia, made Macedonians even more fanatic?
Is it possible that, hadn t it been for Greece, Macedonians would have had
a less instrumental relationship with their ancient history?

m. m. - Yes, what you describe is probably true. The interest in Alexander
the Great in the Republic of Macedonia was not as extensive before the
Greek insults of the last 20 years. The Greek destructive politics, aggressive
chauvinism and hysteria did contribute to a solidifying of the Macedonian
sense of pride and even nationalism.

'The sense of national belonging and pride changes with time everywhere,
and in contemporary Macedonia we are witnessing sweeping developmen-
ts in that respect. But, these should not be confused with the justified sense
of indignation that most Macedonians feel at the prolonged insult they
have been dealt by Greece and - by extension - by the European Union.
It is terribly sad to see this aggression perpetrated in the heart of self-sati-
sfied Europe, the one that prides itself on the principles of justice, equality
and human rights, and moreover perpetrated by the proverbial cradle of
the Western civilization, Greece. People in Macedonia are disappointed by
the treatment they are receiving from Europe and the international com-
munity: the EU ignored its own findings (by the Badinter Commission)
and did not recognize Macedonia for a long time in spite of the fact that
it fulfilled the criteria for diplomatic recognition; Greece imposed a uni-
lateral embargo against Macedonia for several years (and the landlocked
country could not bring most of its imports in); the EU stood by as the
basic human rights to self-determination were being violated in Greece
(the only country in Europe claiming not to have any minorities); there was
no mercy when the Macedonian meagre economy was brought down to its

La Rivista o1 Excramma*79 | §9 | APRILE 2010 * 978-88-98260-24-9 219



220

BEFORE THE RAIN

knees by the UN embargo against Serbia (where Macedonia did most of
its trade before the wars of the 1990’s); Macedonia was shamelessly used as
NATO’s backyard for its single war in Europe (the one against Serbia) and
forced to put up with the influx of more than 300,000 refugees (an addition
of roughly 15% of the population of the country) from Kosovo as the world
stood by and lectured us on how to deal with the crisis while no one took
on a substantial number of these refugees (the French took only Catholics
and parts of families, leaving the mothers behind); then, when the guerril-
las trained in NATO’s war in Kosovo turned on Macedonia, the world took
pictures and pretended it was not a war for territory but for human rights;
then that same NATO caved in to the Greek veto over Macedonia’s ascen-
sion to a member status even after Macedonia had been used as a driveway
for NATO’s very own war against Serbia...

‘The Macedonian people have no problems understanding the Greek state
and its politicians: they have been next door for centuries now. But the pe-
ople here are disappointed by the recent rediscovery of European hypocrisy,
the one that is blasé while observing first ethnic cleansing, then cultural
and linguistic cleansing.
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