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Abstract: This essay considers the discourses of liminality and “national purity” in
Milcho Manchevski’s Before the Rain (1994) in the context of contemporary
transnational exilic cinema. Through its innovative narrative structure, the film
self-consciously seeks to resist aesthetization and sublimation of abjection and
mobilizes a critique of “authentic” citizenry.

In 1992, Stuart Hall reflected on the political reconfigurations of Europe at the
time of its critical changes as marked by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the
collapse of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia in 1991:

There is nothing to be said, in this day and age, for being nostalgic about the cold war,
but the cold war did at least give Europe a kind of arbitrary stop. The Berlin Wall,
monstrosity that it was, did set up a kind of barrier, real and symbolic. Its awesome brick
visage carried a message: “Beyond this frontier is another kind of Europe, another sys-
tem, another world.” In a way this reinforced certain old European preconceptions, for
the “real” Europe has always imagined over there as elsewhere, other, the beyond: the
frozen wastes, wolves roaming the icy slopes, the mysterious east, barbarians clamoring
at the gate of civilisation.1

Scholars such as Dina Iordanova, Maria Todorova, and Slavoj Zizek have argued
that the Balkan conflict has frequently been understood and represented in the
West in these terms: as the less “civilized” part of Europe erupting beyond control,
where “barbarians” mercilessly and impulsively act out an “eye-for-an-eye” phi-
losophy, or, alternatively, as “the mysterious east” consumed by old, deep-seated
ethnic conflicts that set the peoples of the Balkans apart from the “true” European
community. Todorova argues that “Balkanism” is a discursive strategy that has
worked to produce the idea of the Balkans as a “repository of negative characteris-
tics against which a positive and self-congratulatory image of the ‘European’ and
‘the West’ has been constructed.”2 Iordanova pushes this critique further by sug-
gesting that many Balkan intellectuals participate in what she terms “consenting
self-exoticism.” She writes that

the “orientalisation” of the Balkans cannot be declared a purely Western project, as it is
a process which has been embraced, internalised and partially carried out by many
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consenting Balkan intellectuals. It is not just “the West” which constructs the Balkans as
compliant to Western stereotypes, to a large extent this construction is taken up and
carried further by “the Rest,” and in our case by Balkan writers and film-makers them-
selves. The result is a specific voluntary “self-exoticism,” which becomes the preferred
mode of self-representation for many Balkan film-makers.3

Considering this foreclosure of representation, I am specifically interested in
the formal challenges that cinema faces in order to “perform” the Balkan con-
flict without reproducing the familiar impulse to binarize Europe (the civilized
West versus the barbaric East). How can a critical tribute be paid to the region
without falling into the predictable pattern of portraying the Balkans as “the
Other of the West” and “the madhouse of thriving nationalisms”?4 What textual
strategies are effective in subverting either a xenophobic or a xenophilic illus-
tration of the Balkan struggle or in representing violence against the usual scheme
of sexualized entertainment or sublimated, sentimentalized brutality? How can
one enunciate the logic of ethnic violence without either demonizing or exoticizing
the inhabitants of the Balkans? These are important questions because they in-
volve opening up representational practices that allow for more complex regis-
ters of cinematic signification. In this context, these registers might give voice
to the critique of the logic of ethnic cleansing, propelled by the idea of privi-
leged and “authentic” citizenry.

Figure 1. The Wall-Sarajevo,
Postcards from the War series,

1993. This image, designed
during the war in the former

Yugoslavia by the TRIO Sarajevo
group, functioned as a comment

on the new symbolic wall separat-
ing Europe from the war-torn

communities in the Balkans.
Courtesy Goran Sipek.
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With these concerns in mind, I analyze the discourse of “national purity” in
Milcho Manchevski’s 1994 directorial debut, Before the Rain, which focuses on
the dynamics of ethnic anguish among Macedonian Christians and Albanian Mus-
lims in Macedonia in the early 1990s. The film constructs a compelling interroga-
tion of the cultural mechanisms fostering the growth of oppressive nationalism:
the policing of ethnic boundaries and the pursuit of an ideology of purity in the
service of national homogeneity.

Part of the former Yugoslavia, Macedonia, with its difficult and conflicted his-
tory of nationhood, is certainly a compelling ground for an inquiry into the mecha-
nisms that instigate religious and racial violence. The country declared its
independence in November 1991 after the collapse of Yugoslavia, and in April
1993 it was finally admitted to the United Nations as the Former Yugoslav Repub-
lic of Macedonia (FYROM).5 The country’s multiethnic population, according to
the last census, in 1994, consists of about 70 percent Orthodox Slavs, who, being
the largest majority, consider themselves Macedonians, and about 30 percent
Muslim Albanians, who want a separate state of their own. The remaining 10 to 20
percent of the population are Serbs, Turks, Vlachs, and Gypsies.6

Unlike the other well-known Western film about the Balkan conflict, Michael
Winterbottom’s Welcome to Sarajevo (1997), which focuses mainly on the experi-
ences of Western characters, Manchevski’s film, like the recent Oscar-winning No
Man’s Land (Danis Tanovic, 2001) and to some degree Beautiful People (Jasmin
Dizdar, 1999), gives space to the Balkans’ point of view. Before the Rain dissects the
sociocultural mechanisms that produce phobic nationalisms in a way that self-con-
sciously seeks to resist the aesthetization and sublimation of abjection. Additionally,
the narrative refuses to present the Balkan conflict in terms of predictable binaristic
hierarchies such as victim/victimizer, hero/villain, or interpreter/interpreted and
thereby opens up a space for a more dialectical representation of ethnic cleansing.
It is the film’s focus on the exilic status of the protagonist, Aleksandar Kirkov (Rade
Serbedzija), that mobilizes the need to question these traditional dichotomies.

Aleksandar’s quivering subjectivity, his status as a liminar who does and does
not belong to “his” nation, enables us to examine the normative idea of the “I,” the
self historically conceived within the parameters of ethnic sameness and stable
national territory. The film uses Aleksandar’s liminality to critique the logic of na-
tional purity. What is unconventional about Manchevski’s film is that, unlike many
well-known films of exile that focus on the struggle of a foreigner/stranger within
the space of his or her nonnative culture, Before the Rain foregrounds the chal-
lenge Aleksandar faces in being “reincorporated” into his native place, in being
reaccepted by his “own” people upon his return.

Furthermore, the film invites us to reflect on the urgency to reconfigure the
privileged notion of the nation-state based on a claustrophobic paradigm of “pure,”
homogeneous community that has historically repudiated otherness in all its forms.
On this level, Before the Rain speaks not only to spectators from the former Yugo-
slavia but to Westerners as well, including, of course, Americans, whose national
history is by no means exempt from ethnic violence.7 Thus, what Before the Rain
asks of us is quite difficult: to recognize the problematic “doubleness” embedded
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in the concept of national identity. What I mean here is that glorification of one’s
origins or their denial can be equally dangerous, for, fueled by the logic of ethnic
purity, either may instigate xenophobic nationalism.

Transnational Exilic Context.  Before the Rain won numerous international
awards but received little critical attention in the West until Rethinking History:
The Journal of Theory and Practice devoted its entire 2000 edition to the film.8

Andrew Horton, who interviewed Manchevski, argues that Before the Rain “is by
far the most important movie to appear from the war-torn Balkan republics that
once constituted Yugoslavia since the current war began in 1991.”9 To call this film
a “border crossing text,” as Horton does, is indeed pertinent because Before the
Rain resists the “purity” of traditional categories as defined by national “origins.”

Manchevski, born in Macedonia and educated in the United States, does not
consider himself a Balkan filmmaker. Asked about this, he replied, “I have had the
luck of living in New York.” Manchevski noted: “I don’t see myself as an American,
but I also don’t see myself as a Balkan. I think I am a filmmaker across the oceans.”10

Manchevski’s refusal to situate himself and his work within one national category
and the fact that Before the Rain foregrounds exile as a narrative concern enable
us to conceptualize the film as an example of transnational exilic cinema. As such,
the film enacts its transnationality thematically and formally: national and ethnic
border crossings lie at the heart of its three-episode drama. The triptych structure
is bound by Aleksandar’s diegetic movement as a Macedonian exile from Macedonia
to London and back to Macedonia. His crossings—reminiscent of Manchevski’s
own transnational and transcultural condition—punctuate the film’s overlapping
three parts: “Words,” “Faces,” and “Pictures.”11

Contextualizing Before the Rain within the category of transnational exilic cin-
ema is especially important when discussing the diasporic filmmaking of the late-
twentieth-century liminars, transnationals, and exiles. As Hamid Naficy writes,
this genre “cuts across previously defined geographic, national, cultural, cinematic,
and metacinematic boundaries.”12 Naficy’s work on “accented cinema” has drawn
attention to the sustained theorizing of “a cinema of exile and a cinema in exile,”
specifically as it pertains to the work of filmmakers in the postmodern era.13 Since
1945, massive displacements of peoples, in part due to the complex processes of
global decolonization, have resulted in the movement of economic and political
refugees, exiles, and immigrants, mainly from non-Western spaces coded as “sec-
ond” or “third world” to industrially advanced Western nation-states.14 Naficy’s
notion of “accented cinema,” as he argues, “emanates not so much from the ac-
cented speech of the diegetic characters as from the displacement of the filmmak-
ers and their artisanal production codes.”15

Within this context, it is important to add that the term “transnational” emerged
most prominently on the wave of what Christian Moraru calls “the logic of the
global” and often refers to contemporary changes in advanced capitalist societies
that mark the “shifts that challenge the older, conventional boundaries of na-
tional economies, identities, and cultures.”16 However, the category of transnational
exilic filmmaking is not simply a new, fashionable terminology. Rather, it is an
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attempt to open up the often stifling, reductive, and patronizing filmic markers
of “immigrant,” “minority,” and “ethnic,” which, although historically valid, tend
to lump diasporic work into what Naficy calls “discursive ghettos.”17 These tradi-
tional labels often work to code specific cinematic texts as “of ethnic interest,” as
if “ethnicity” inherently belonged to the so-called minority discourse.18

When addressing transnational exilic cinematic texts and their frequent em-
phasis on the multiplicity of national “belongings,” it is important not to homog-
enize transnational locations, as each needs to be analyzed in its specificity, with
attention to the heterogeneity of gendered, racial, and ethnic modalities. Clearly,
Before the Rain is a product of Manchevski’s authorial vision, his political and eth-
nic affinities, his own exilic longings and nostalgia, and his position as an artist
“across the oceans”—that is, neither “fully” Macedonian nor “fully” American as
defined by the traditional logic of national identity.19

Manchevski has commented that the script for Before the Rain came into
being in 1991 when he went back to Macedonia after a six-year absence. He
writes that the emotionality of this visit was intense, as he experienced “a sense
of heartfelt homecoming and a sense of impending doom.” The historical mo-
ment of his visit was marked by a sense of endings and beginnings: while Yugo-
slavia, the country in which the director was raised, was disintegrating, Macedonia
was emerging out of the war. Manchevski describes the sensation of impending
changes and the aura of uncertainty as a “before-the-rain-feeling”: “It felt sort of
like the pressure you feel on the inside of your mouth before it rains.”20 While
Before the Rain is set largely in Macedonia and was inspired by the political
events in the Balkan region, Manchevski insists that the film “is not about a
particular country. It is about people caught on the verge of wider violence that
is about to erupt around them.”21

Before the Rain’s attempts to grapple with the aesthetic and political concerns
I have sketched out in the opening of this article produce significant tension. On
one hand, as others have already argued, the film may be read as performing
“Balkanism”—that is, as recycling familiar stereotypes about the “otherness” of
the Balkans.22 On the other hand, as a result of the “carefully designed quirk in the
[narrative] chronology,” to use Manchevski’s words, the film appears to be mindful
of normative representations of the Balkan conflict, specifically the popular West-
ern notion of the circularity and timelessness of the ethnic violence in the region.23

Using art-cinema narration, the film’s formal arrangement is indeed complex.
Self-consciously dislodging chronological time, the film tells the story as if out of
sequence. The nonlinear, fragmented, intricately tangled narrative appears to mimic
the linearity of a circle except that, as the old monk in the film says, “the circle is
not round” because its seemingly cyclical nature is thwarted and filled with tem-
poral and logical paradoxes.

As Robert Rosenstone succinctly puts it, Before the Rain’s narrative “incorpo-
rates a temporal sense that is, literally, disjunctive and impossible.”24 The film’s
formal experiment with the “illogic” of its narrative becomes a means of
performatively critiquing the stereotypical portrayal of the violence in the Balkans
as a permanent historical construct in the region. This critique is crucial for two
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Figure 2. Kiril (Grégoire Colin), a monk in the “Words” section of Before the Rain,
is committed to maintaining his vow of silence. Courtesy Milcho Manchevski.
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reasons: it does not locate ethnic violence as occurring solely in the Balkans, and it
does not allow for the representation of Western Europe as a superior “civilized”
space that has overcome its ethnic dilemmas.

The remainder of this essay focuses on the representation of the workings of the
logic of ethnic purity in the context of Before the Rain’s “interlocked” diegesis and
the transnational crossings that take place between London and Macedonia. I dis-
cuss Aleksandar’s “quivering ontology,” which ruptures a privileged vision of a nation;
I examine the haunting positioning of female characters; and I conclude with an
explication of the “violence of vomit.” The narrative performance of such violence
invites reflection on the complexities of transnational location, which, as evoked by
Manchevski’s film, contest celebratory conceptions of transcultural identity.

Narrative Illogic/the Logic of Purity. The first episode of Before the Rain,
“Words,” opens with an image of a stunning ancient monastery and the surround-
ing Macedonian countryside and introduces us to Kiril (Grégoire Colin), a young
Orthodox monk committed to a vow of silence. The clash between the title of this
segment and Kiril’s muteness becomes apparent when he finds Zamira (Labina
Mitevska), a young Albanian Muslim, in his cell, hiding from armed Christian vil-
lagers who are hunting her down. (Kiril has no words to give her because of his
vow; besides, they have no language in common.) Believing that Zamira killed
their local shepherd, the villagers seek retaliation, but, thanks to Kiril’s collusion in
concealing Zamira, they are unable to find her. Kiril’s interest in helping Zamira
leads him to a crisis: he abandons the monastery, breaks his vow of silence, and
tries to escape with her. “Words” concludes with an image of gory, heart-wrench-
ing violence. Both Kiril and Zamira are caught, not by the vengeful villagers but by
Zamira’s Muslim relatives, including her grandfather and brother. Before Zamira
is killed in a most brutal way—shot many times by her own brother—and Kiril is
told to run away, we witness shocking abuse as Zamira’s grandfather, who holds the
highest position of authority in the family, assaults Zamira.

The conflict in “Words” revolves around not only the suspicion that Zamira
may have killed the shepherd (“Blood calls for blood. You’ll start a war now. You
slut.”) but also the fact that as a Muslim she has been rescued by a Christian, a
man from an antagonistic culture. As Zamira is kicked and punched before she
dies, her grandfather’s words reveal a history of her treatment in the family: “I
never hit you. I locked you up in the house. I cut your hair. Should I shave it off?”
The painfully ironic twist in this closing is that the audience has been led to be-
lieve that Zamira is in danger of being hurt by the Christian villagers, not by her
own Muslim family. But hatred of people from another culture is evidently stron-
ger than affinity for one’s brothers and sisters. Her brother believes that because
Zamira ran after Kiril, she has betrayed her family, her heritage, and her culture.
She has betrayed her “blood.”

The most significant point “Words” makes is that ethnic groups in Macedonia
are committed to the destructive logic of ethnic purity. On the surface, the film ap-
pears to be neither pro-Albanian/Muslim nor pro-Slavic/Christian, as both commu-
nities are depicted as caught up in the destructive paradigm of ethnic superiority. We
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hear the rhetoric of hate articulated strongly by characters in both ethnic groups.
Zamira is called an “Albanian whore” by angry Christian villagers, while Kiril is la-
beled “Christian scum” by Zamira’s Muslim grandfather. Both the Albanians and the
Christians display cruelty and ruthlessness; both believe they are entitled to the land
they share. The film thus seems to be critical of both cultures and of each group’s
dogmatic claim that its blood is “better” than its neighbor’s. Neither culture is ex-
cused from perpetuating ethnic hatred. One of the Christian villagers addresses the
monks trying to prevent the monastery from being searched. The villager asks em-
phatically: “Remember five centuries of Muslim rule? An eye for an eye.” The state-
ment is supposed to serve as a reminder of hatred grounded in specific historical
circumstances. We witness a similarly vehement attitude in Zamira’s grandfather and
brother, both of whom are ready to punish Zamira for having crossed an imaginary
ethnic border and for “betraying” her Muslim “roots” by associating with a
Macedonian Christian.

Manchevski has acknowledged that Before the Rain was conceived as a “very
emotional story” and that its structure is deliberately complex. The reason for this
complex structure, he has said, is to critique war and ethnic cleansing without “taking
sides” in the conflict.25 Despite these intentions and the attempt to present a bal-
anced critique, Before the Rain, through its emotional pull and point-of-view style,
seems to imply that the land that is being ravaged by violence putatively belongs to
the Christian majority.26 “Words” clearly presents Orthodox Christianity as histori-
cally rooted—and hence privileged—in the Macedonian land. The aesthetics of the
mise-en-scène does not evoke emotional proximity to the Albanian Muslims in the
same way that it garners spectatorial attention to the representation of the Christian
nation. Also, the narrative offers a compassionate look at various Christian rituals:
visiting family graves, paying respect to the dead, performing burials and liturgies,
celebrating weddings and family gatherings, raising sheep, and farming. Through
these diegetic moorings, the audience is invited to believe in the ethnic “authentic-
ity” of the Christian majority.

The monastery plays an important role in this process of authorizing the Chris-
tians and creating the impression that they “rightfully” belong to the land. The
monastery is portrayed as the site of an ancient sanctuary, a place of spiritual “pu-
rity” and metaphysical reverence. Shots of the monks walking under starry skies,
the monks’ chants, the solemnity of their prayers, and shots of the monastery against
the remarkable blueness of Lake Okhrid create a nostalgic aura and underscore
the emotional and historical significance of Christian Orthodox aesthetics.

When we are shown a sequence of violence and destruction—a protracted
“game” in which turtles are tortured—the dramatic impact metaphorically “ar-
gues” that the looming conflict on the larger scene threatens to erase the historic
beauty and the uniqueness of the Christian nation. While the monks say their
prayers amid ancient paintings of their sanctuary, we see a group of village boys
playing outside with the turtles. The first shot of the children is of two boys fight-
ing with turtles-turned-tanks: “Go, Ninja Turtle! Kill him!” Through parallel edit-
ing, we witness the monks praying and the children building a circle around the
turtles with wooden sticks and setting it on fire. The editing increases the sense of
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impending violence, juxtaposing the sacred litany with the cruelty of destruction.
In an eerie way, the chanting of the monks intensifies the strangely defamiliarized
image of violence. The narrative movement back and forth between the monas-
tery and the children aurally accentuates the monks’ prayers as the sound bridge
carries their voices and estranges the children’s cruelty.

At the end of the sequence, the shots cut rapidly between the prayers, Kiril’s
awed perception of the grandeur of the frescoes, and the cruelty as the turtles ex-
plode in the fire. The last shot is a close-up of a turtle lying on its shell, dying. This
closing moment mobilizes the metaphorical connection between the dying turtle
and the monks, who, we may conclude, are also threatened with violence and extinc-
tion. This idea is further emphasized when Kiril, the only young novice, leaves the
monastery, crushing the community’s hope in the survival of the spiritual tradition.

While “Words” pulls the audience gradually into the dynamic of violence in
Macedonia—the explosion of the turtles and then the shooting of a cat that fore-
shadow Zamira’s violent death—it is clear by the end of the middle section, “Faces,”
that both “Words” and “Faces” are symbolically interlocked. In “Faces,” we seem at
first to be moving away from the events in Macedonia. This part opens with an
image of a woman, Anne (Katrin Cartlidge), sobbing in a shower. (Anne has already
briefly appeared in “Words.”) A photo editor in London whose personal dilemma is
sketched quickly for the audience, Anne must choose between her estranged hus-
band, Nick (Jay Villiers), and an impulsive lover—a Macedonian photojournalist,
Aleksandar. Nick comes across as a stable British husband, while Aleksandar, an
exile, is a tempestuous, world-traveling artist whose prize-winning photographs
document the war in Bosnia. We are led to believe that “Faces” will narrate Anne’s
personal conflict, and although “Faces” does so to some extent, it also shows that a
London photo editor who studies pictures of war from a seemingly safe distance is
not that far from the conflict in former Yugoslavia, after all. Within minutes after
she meets Nick at a restaurant to resolve their relationship, a shootout occurs that
leaves Nick dead. A stranger, presumably from the Balkans, the shooter has come to
settle a score with one of the waiters. The scene implies that no one is free from the
erupting violence, even in an elegant London restaurant.27

The connections that emerge between “Words” and “Faces” foreground the
notion that although distant from one another and in seemingly different cultural
locations, Macedonia and London are interconnected through violence. The pur-
pose of creating this accentuated bonding is to question the binary understanding
that stereotypically privileges the “normal” West over the “barbaric” non-West. Sev-
eral overlapping images of “transnational crossings” underscore the metaphorical
connections between the first two parts of the narrative. The words “Time never
dies. The circle is not round,” spoken by a monk in the first part, appear in “Faces” as
graffiti on a London street, as if written into the mise-en-scène of the city; in the
restaurant where Nick dies, there are turtles, as in the first part, this time swimming
in an aquarium, constrained and trapped as in “Words”; finally, in her photo studio in
London, Anne examines war photographs that, in fact, document Zamira’s killing.

These photographs, especially in the hands of the Western photo editor, hold
crucial significance: we are shown how the tragedies materially experienced in the
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ethnic war in the Balkans are “transported” to the West via visual representations
to be studied, examined, and published. Although it is not clear how Anne ob-
tained these photographs or who took them (although we may deduce that she got
them from Aleksandar), the friction between Anne’s position as a scrutinizer and
the horror the pictures represent is striking. Anne analyzes the photographs with a
magnifying glass, dissecting the visual records of the tragic events. In her white
darkroom gloves, she looks like a scientist as she examines the people’s faces; she
carefully observes the photographic sequence featuring Zamira’s death and a col-
lection of random photographs depicting the Bosnian war and its victims. The
slickness of her studio and Anne’s white gloves suggest that she is engaged in a
“safe” analysis; she is privy to the tragedies going on in the Balkans only through
photographic illustrations. The underlying assumption here, foiled by the end of
“Faces,” is that ethnic violence takes place in faraway places.

The eerie visual clash between Anne’s sterile high-tech studio and the “dirty”
horror shown in the pictures is additionally underscored when we see a series of
glossy color pictures of Western models and pop stars next to the pictures of Bosnia.
The unnerving, rhythmically pounding soundtrack further heightens the tension
and the contrast between the images. The photographs Anne reviews are shown in
close-up so that the spectator’s gaze is implicated in the scene. The austere black-
and-white pictures give us an uncanny “collage” of terror: a man without a shirt,
exposing his starved, bony torso, his gaze empty and barren, as though he is de-
prived of sight; a child whose forehead is tattooed with a number; a person wear-
ing a gas mask; an old woman crying over a grave; corpses of children lying against
a wall. Another picture, of a young man wearing a swastika band on his arm, con-
structs a link between the war in the former Yugoslavia and the Holocaust.28 When
the second episode ends with Anne’s broken voice whispering in disbelief—“Your
face, Nick. Your face. Your face”—the audience is invited to associate Nick’s vio-
lent death in the London restaurant with the haunting faces of the Bosnian people
in the photographs.

Quivering Ontology: Paradoxical Estrangement/The Exilic Return.  “Pic-
tures,” the last section of the triptych, focuses on Aleksandar’s “homecoming”
and thematizes the dialectics of exile, calling into question a traditionally stable
understanding of the idea of self, home, nation, and cultural belonging. The
film creates an unsettling incongruity regarding Aleksandar’s status insofar as
the condition of being an exile implies continual quivering between the “worlds”
of the native and adopted cultures. The emphasis on Aleksandar’s difficulty in
anchoring his identity to a single place is not simply an invitation to deplore the
perceived compromise of his native roots. But neither are we encouraged to
sentimentalize the exile’s often painful antinomies or to celebrate his hybridity
as cosmopolitan. Rather, we are shown that his “homelessness” opens up a space
for questioning the logic of privileging one’s origins. Zygmunt Bauman’s theo-
rizing of what it means to “be” a stranger helps explain Aleksandar’s place in his
native community:
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The strangers are not, however, the “as-yet-undecided”: they are, in principle,
undecidables. They are that “third element” that should not be. The true hybrids, the
monsters; not just unclassified but unclassifiable. They therefore do not question this
one opposition here and now; they question oppositions as such, the very principle of
opposition, the plausibility of dichotomy it suggests. They unmask the brittle artificial-
ity of division—they destroy the world.29

In fact, Aleksandar’s in-betweenness turns him into a stranger, and his return to
his native Macedonia exposes his “unclassifiable” status—it is as if he is and at the
same time no longer is Macedonian. It is precisely this uncertain location of what
I call quivering ontology that underlines the condition of liminality that the pro-
tagonist experiences.

“Pictures” shows Aleksandar’s return from London to his childhood village in
Macedonia, a place we already know from “Words.” His arrival is riddled with
contradictions: he hopes to reconnect with “his” people but seems unaware that
the very idea of who “our” people are has become contested in the village. He
confronts a foreboding tension between the Albanian Muslims and the Macedonian
Christians, who no longer treat each other as neighbors of one community but as
enemies. The disharmony, intolerance, and sectarian violence he encounters pain-
fully remind him of the past, which he nostalgically recalls as the time of harmoni-
ous Muslim/Christian coexistence before the latest ethnic cleansing. Aleksandar’s
problematic desire to reclaim the home in which he grew up underlines his exilic

Figure 3. Though a native Macedonian, Aleksandar (Rade Serbedzija) is a stranger
in his native village in “Pictures,” the third section of Before the Rain. Courtesy
Milcho Manchevski.
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longing: his impulse to recover the past, to restore a prelapsarian moment, to go
back to the “original” communal unity. Ironically, although he escaped death as a
photographer on the front, he is caught in deadly crossfire in his native village. By
the end of “Pictures,” Aleksandar, like Zamira, who was killed by her brother, is
shot dead by one of his people, his cousin Zdrave.

As Aleksandar returns to his homeland, his liminality invites a critique of na-
tionalist rhetoric. The film unveils his loss of affinity with his people, suggesting
that once the “I” becomes an exile and steps beyond the realm of “one’s own,” this
“I” becomes curiously “foreign” to kin. Even though his relatives and old friends
are touched by his return, they do not quite know how to relate to him since he
eludes the usual categories along the axis of native/foreigner. Through his experi-
ence of exile, Aleksandar has lost his status as a person who unequivocally “be-
longs” to his native place and its people; he has become estranged from them and
has turned into a paradoxical “mixture,” a hybrid, both a foreigner and a native at
once, both an insider and an outsider, or, in Salman Rushdie’s words, “at once
plural and partial.”30 Thus, Aleksandar’s presence creates a sense of discomfort in
the village because his cultural loyalty is perceived as ambiguous. The seemingly
contradictory notion that Aleksandar is no longer a “native,” even though he was
born in Macedonia, is emphasized by a relative who tries to warn Aleksandar not
to get involved in the conflict: “Keep out of this. You are not from here.” Aleksandar
is indeed a phantom: a provisional, tenuous “I” who has returned to reclaim a self
that no longer is.31

This idea that Aleksandar is a foreigner among “his” people is further drama-
tized when he visits Hana, a romantic interest from the past, whose home is on the
Albanian “side” of the village. (This episode also underscores how both communi-
ties vehemently police their ethnic boundaries.) While Hana’s father greets
Aleksandar somewhat affectionately, her son (Zamira’s brother and killer) is openly
hostile: “Why is he here? He doesn’t belong here. I’ll slit his throat.” This com-
ment about “belonging” is ironically reminiscent of an earlier scene in which
Aleksandar first approaches the village. He is immediately accosted by a young
Macedonian whose job is to guard the village borders (and whom we have already
seen in the first episode among angry villagers searching for Zamira). When
Aleksandar addresses the young man in his language, the man relaxes slightly:
“Ah, you are one of us.” The contradictions Aleksandar exposes in “belonging,” or
not “belonging,” in being, or not being “one of us,” are at the heart of the philoso-
phy the film wants to critique. But, of course, the difficulty of Aleksandar’s posi-
tion is that he both is and is not “one of them.”

Aleksandar’s encounter with Hana’s family also foregrounds the issue of the
social position and oppression of the Albanian women in the village and provokes
the reading of their patriarchal entrapment in both communities. The ethnic
“war” within the diegesis concerns only male characters; they are always the agents
performing the violence. Besides, all positions of authority in the village—doc-
tors, monks, group leaders—belong to men. Men also patrol and “protect” the
borders. The women, both Macedonian and Albanian, are relegated to serving
food, taking care of children, providing sexual services to men, tending the wounded,
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and lamenting the killings. And although the women, especially the Albanians,
are not portrayed as agents performing violence, they are the ones whose bodies
endure male violence. Even before her death, Zamira is assaulted by her grand-
father—called a “slut” and a “whore” and beaten; Hana is locked up in her mul-
tigenerational family home.32

Not surprisingly given this context, Hana must first receive her father’s per-
mission to enter the room and greet Aleksandar. She appears cloaked in dark cloth-
ing; her head is tightly wrapped; she casts her eyes down, confirming her submissive
position in the house. She walks into the room only to serve food and drinks, and
before she finally looks up at Aleksandar, she looks to her father for permission to
make eye contact. She hardly speaks; she has no power to gaze and therefore no
power to assert her subjectivity.

As Aleksandar walks away, we see Hana’s solemn face in the window, watching
him. The window is barred, her face behind the grates, underscoring her entrap-
ment by the familial dynamics of patriarchy. Aleksandar’s and Hana’s eyes convey
their affection for each other, and their looks manifest that they both are, in differ-
ent ways, outcasts of the village. The difference between their positions, however,
is crucial: he is entitled to mobility; she is not.

Female Hauntings. If women like Hana and Zamira are shown as controlled and
tyrannized by their families, they are, at the same time, sites of critical possibili-
ties. Given the violence they experience, they obviously do not occupy liberatory
positions. Nor does their resistance readily project a new model of “nation” that
would contest phallocentric social structures. Still, except for Aleksandar, the two
women are the only ones who risk crossing ethnic boundaries: Zamira because of
her connection with Kiril; Hana when she visits Aleksandar’s house, as she searches
in desperation for her missing daughter. Even though they are narratively “pun-
ished” for their transgressive acts, through their actions both women point to the
urgency of critiquing the intersection of patriarchal hegemony and the logic of
ethnic violence. Their affiliations with men outside their “blood” signal cross-cul-
tural, cross-ethnic openings—cracks in a circle.

The women—like Aleksandar, who is marked by a sense of unsettling instabil-
ity—also set the temporal paradoxes in motion, as they appear in the narrative at
moments when, logically, their appearances should not be possible or are unlikely
to occur. For example, during Aleksandar’s visit to Hana’s house, we briefly see
Zamira, even though she has been killed by her brother in part one, “Words.” Also,
at the opening of the film, we see Anne as a peripheral participant at a funeral in
Macedonia. We cannot understand her presence here until we find out who she is
in “Faces” and learn of Aleksandar’s death at the end of “Pictures.” Only at the
closing of the narrative does the spectator realize that Anne has come to Macedonia
because Aleksandar is dead and that the funeral that opens the film is his.

These narrative complications continually emphasize the tension between aes-
thetic expression and the way such expression comments on politics. They also lead
us to consider the larger argument the film interrogates: the correlation between
art and violence. Even before Aleksandar comes back to Macedonia, we hear his
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Figure 4. Zamira (Labina Mitevska) before the fatal confrontation with her Mus-
lim relatives in “Words.” Courtesy Milcho Manchevski.

“confession”; he is experiencing an ethical crisis. “I killed. I killed,” he tells Anne.
This comment refers to Aleksandar’s last trip to the front as a photojournalist, dur-
ing which he “complained” that there was nothing for him to photograph. He writes
Anne a letter from Macedonia that reads in part:

Dear Anne . . . It’s gonna rain. . . . This place is the same as before, but my eyes have
changed like a new fit on the lens. Last week I told you I killed. I was friendly with this
militia man and I complained to him I wasn’t getting anything exciting. He said, “No
problem,” pulled the prisoner out of the line and shot him on the spot. “Did you get
that?”—he asked me. “I did.” I took sides. My camera killed a man.33

As Aleksandar’s voice-over narrates the letter, we see shot by shot, detail by detail,
the photographic sequence he is describing. From the moment the militia man
points a gun at the back of the Bosnian victim’s head through the slow motion of
his falling down, Aleksandar’s camera “captures” the killing.34

While Before the Rain problematizes Aleksandar’s position as a photojour-
nalist and an artist, the film’s point, even when depicting the involuntary killing, is
not simply to critique Aleksandar. Instead, Aleksandar’s ethical crisis regarding
what he believes is his aesthetic exploitation of death points to the way the West
(specifically, in this context, photo editors in London) transforms images of
abjection, isolation, and destruction in the former Yugoslavia into sensationalized
expressions that become, as Zizek writes, “good fodder for hungry Western eyes.”35

Aleksandar’s statement about killing with his camera invites us to consider whether,
ˇ ˇ
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indeed, photography, and art more generally, can “kill.” The answer the film gives
is complex, one that forces spectators to contemplate the very politics of repre-
sentational practices. If art can be used to critique war and violence (the position
Before the Rain appears to take), the film seems to suggest that there is a differ-
ence, however fragile, between art done for the sake of capturing and exploiting
the morbid “beauty” of abjection and self-conscious art that foregrounds a
desubliminatory examination of abjection and the complexities of representing,
in this context, interethnic destruction.

The most compelling example, I think, of how Before the Rain desublimates
abjection is figured through a series of black-and-white photographs representing
Zamira’s killing. As I have already mentioned, in “Faces” Anne studies photographs
showing Zamira’s final moments and death. The film implies that Anne receives
the photographs from Aleksandar, yet, if he took the photographs and gave them
to Anne in London, this would mean that he was alive after Zamira was killed.
However, by the end of the narrative, we know that Aleksandar dies before Zamira
is shot. In fact, he dies because he tried to save her.

As some critics have argued, the end of the film suggests that the narrative has
created a “full circle.”36 While, on the level of imagery, spectators might have the
impression that the ending is a return to the opening scene (we see Kiril again in the
tomato garden and Zamira running), the narrative chronology has been foiled, espe-
cially by the use of photographs of Zamira. It is the haunting appearance and reap-
pearance of these stills that prompts a series of questions: Who took these
photographs? How is it logically possible for them to materialize at different diegetic
moments? Where is their stable place in the narrative? Why do they weigh on the
film with their insistent reoccurrence? Clearly, the photographs are the site of ambi-
guity, the ontological “puzzle,” of the film. Their frequent insertion into the narrative
alters the film’s temporality, impedes its narrative rhythm. The photographs create
yet another temporal space that is interjected into the film’s larger space—a frame
within a frame, or time within time, of fragments of transitory and shifting moments.
These moments ask us to think about the way we experience narrative time, so-called
screen time, and to contemplate how such time differs in its dynamic from the way
we “feel” time as created by the stills.

These formal complications are important not because they underline an aes-
thetic experiment and sophisticated formal “play” but rather because they empha-
size the need to foreground the difficulty embedded in representing violence.
Specifically, what is at stake here is the aestheticization of death and the erasure of
the violence done to Zamira. Because the presence of the photographs in the narra-
tive design is disjunctive, they create a sense of discomfort and confusion, suggesting
that there is indeed no fixed place for them within the diegesis. It is as if the photo-
graphs symbolically refuse to be contained by the narrative and instead, like Zamira,
who also appears and reappears, disrupt the narrative movement and haunt the
spectatorial vision.

Bodily Expulsions: The Violence of Vomit.  Although Manchevski’s film depicts
a crisis of national identity engendered by the discourse of authenticity—that is, a
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claim to legitimate “ownership” of a place—the reconceived idea of a nation as a
multicultural community that can recognize and respect a multitude of otherness
within itself becomes the film’s haunting. This effect results from the “cracks,” the
small splinters that, as the formal arrangement of the narrative demonstrates, inter-
rogate the circularity of ethnic violence. As I have suggested, these narrative cracks
are performed by Aleksandar’s transnational status and by the liminality of the main
female characters, whose actions, while restrained by the patriarchal logic of their
communities, point to the need to challenge the phallocentric dynamic of violence
that implicates men as fighters/killers and women as their submissive, quiet ser-
vants. Thus, the temporal disjunctions in the film, which make our comprehension
of the narrative at times frustrating, might be interpreted as performative sites call-
ing into question the violently revolving hatred of otherness. It is in this sense that
the film calls for the need to “loosen” the violent and unyielding conceptual rigidity
of the idea of national identity, to conceive of the “I” dialectically, “against origins
and starting from them.”37

To show how the issue of national identity, nationalist logic, and what Robert
Burgoyne terms “the emotional pull of ethnic modes of belonging” always neces-
sarily involves one’s body, Before the Rain continually assaults its audience with
repeated images of blood and sounds of vomiting—visual-aural motifs that under-
line the narrative theme of violence and bodily reactions to it.38 Importantly, these
acts of vomiting signify more than the bodily need to “cleanse” one’s self at the
sight of horrible brutality. Rather, these moments are acts of awakening, of solidar-
ity with the ones who die, who are, in fact, brutally expelled out of being. The
vomiting—sounds of bodily excess—parallels the ejection of the unwanted people,
those who need to be removed beyond the validated realm of cultural intelligibil-
ity. In other words, the very performance of vomiting is a gesture toward identifi-
cation with the abject zone, a space without which the subject cannot call itself a
subject and, simultaneously, a space historically repudiated because it points to
the very materiality and negation of the self.39

Arrested by the hollow gazes of the war victims in the photographs, Anne
vomits. Her response parallels Kiril’s earlier reaction to a brutal killing of a cat
by one of the Christian villagers, whose gunfire shreds the cat to pieces. Unlike
Kiril and Anne, who shiver in pain at the sight of violence done to others,
Aleksandar’s act of “bodily expulsion” is more about himself as he recognizes
that he has performed an act of violence with his camera. The moment of de-
stroying the highly troublesome photographs documenting the death of the Bosnian
man signals an awakening mobilized through the painful experience of an en-
counter with horror. All three characters, in different ways, respond to violence
bodily. Thus, vomit—the expulsion of the unthinkable, the horrible—is presented
as a “defense” of the flesh against death and abjection. This response suggests
that the film wants to make a visceral appeal by binding the spectator’s gaze to
the expelled bodies of those who have fallen victim to the logic of racial hatred.

Within this conceptual framework, Before the Rain shows a self-conscious
awareness of the difficulties embedded in representing violence with the purpose
of critiquing it without glamorizing it as a staged spectacle. The film is conscious of
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the need to analyze violence without succumbing to the dangers of reinscribing it
as it tries to refrain from exploiting images of gratuitous brutality. At the same
time, the film appears to function on two clashing levels. On one hand, spectators
are lured with appealing images of the Macedonian landscape, the aesthetics of
the Orthodox liturgy, poignant music, and the “tragic” beauty of Zamira and Kiril.
On the other hand, the film hopes to elude spectatorial comfort zones through its
metaphorical attention to blood and vomit, preventing us from feeling that the
war the narrative represents is a conflict that does not involve “us.” This implica-
tion of the audience is certainly hard to achieve, given that most of the narrative is
located in a distant Macedonian village, seemingly far away from the Western cul-
ture that, as Page duBois writes in Torture and Truth, often likes to believe that
“barbarism resides elsewhere, in the other, that other world, unenlightened, steeped
in medievalism and bloody cruelty.”40 Critiquing “first world” cultures for displac-
ing torture onto the non-Western world, duBois comments:

Torture has become a global spectacle, a comfort to the so-called civilized nations, per-
suading them of their commitment to humanitarian values, revealing to them the con-
tinued barbarism of the other world, a world that continues to need the guidance of
Europe and North America, a guidance that is offered in the form of a transnational
global economy controlling torture as one of the instruments of world domination.41

DuBois’s critique of the way the first world likes to project its superiority reveals
a Eurocentric ideological positioning: Western nations like to maintain that they
are protected from “the continued barbarism,” that horrors transpire beyond
their limits, in “the other world,” but also wish to sustain their role as rescuers
and leaders in maintaining the world’s “order” under the slogans of “humanitar-
ian” concerns.

Manchevski’s film exposes the logic of such “discursive colonization,” to use
Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s words, by refusing to create a space where the audi-
ence can feel safely positioned outside the discourse of ethnic cleansing.42 The
frequent use of close-ups after Aleksandar enters Macedonia does not permit the
spectator to feel emotional distance or to perceive the characters of the village as
depersonalized masses. The camera’s attention to details exposes the pain written
into the mise-en-scène of the region. Old women’s tired, wrinkled faces; their bent
backs; bony donkeys; malnourished, exhausted dogs hardly able to walk—all these
images enunciate the specificity of pain. And as the narrative movement of each
episode binds our gaze, the audience experiences a “history of what has not yet
happened”—the foreboding sense of the impending destruction, the “heaviness”
of the mise-en-scène, the moments “before the rain.”43

Sounds of thunder and remarks by various characters about rain frame the
narrative. In the beginning of “Words,” the monk’s comment establishes the narra-
tive space: “It will rain. It smells of rain.” Later, Hana’s father tells Aleksandar,
“Blood is in the air. It should rain.” And finally, Aleksandar’s last words—“It’s going
to rain”—cue us to the impending eruption of conflict. Indeed, the concluding
scene, which leads us back to the beginning of the narrative, takes place amid
heavy drops of rain and lingers on an image of the exile’s corpse, drenched in
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blood and abandoned. And so we are left to ponder the cruelty of bodily expul-
sions and the moment of dreaded identification with the site of abjection.

Notes

My gratitude for conceptual help with this essay goes to Linda Kintz, Robert Miklitsch,
Áine O’Healy, and Alden Waitt and to the College of Arts and Sciences at Ohio University
for providing me with a summer fellowship to develop this essay. I also appreciate the
insightful suggestions of the anonymous readers for Cinema Journal.
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