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Against "permanent colonization by large producers and distributors": Karlovy Vary and 

the Socialist Film Festival Circuit for Global South Cinemas 

Elena Razlogova 

Note: This is my final draft before translation and copyediting, thus it is not an exact translation 

of the published Czech text. 

In 1974, in his report on the Third Tashkent Festival of Asian and African Cinema, 

Indian film critic Devendra Kumar begins by noting Soviet support for Third World 

independence struggles.1 Indeed, Rossen Djagalov and Masha Salazkina have described 

Tashkent as “the venue where one could see the largest number and widest variety of films 

representing the world beyond Europe and North America.”2 But Kumar then added: 

Unfortunately, the remaining part [of the Third World], Latin America, does not have 
wide representation at this festival. The best Latin American coverage is at the Karlovy 
Vary festival, its program includes all of the Third World. At Karlovy Vary, participants 
discuss the problems of Third World cinema in order to find real solutions. The very first 
Czechoslovak festival laid the foundation for this process. Tashkent gives these goals 
more practical shape because Tashkent plays a greater role as the historical cultural and 
religious center for the Asian continent.3 

 

Kumar makes a key point, that Tashkent adopted practices already developed at other socialist 

and Third World festivals. The Karlovy Vary festival, founded in 1946, predated the Moscow 

International Film Festival, re-launched in 1959, and the Tashkent festival, founded in 1968. 

After World War II, resurgent decolonization movements culminated in the 1955 

Bandung Conference of Asian and African states that eventually led to the Non-Aligned 

Movement. In response, Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev announced the policy of solidarity 

with anticolonial liberation movements in Africa and Asia.4 Soviet and Eastern European film 

festivals followed this state-sponsored policy of socialist internationalism, as Jindriska Blahova 

shows with respect to Karlovy Vary and Caroline Moine shows in relation to Leipzig.5 The 
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rivalry between the US-sponsored Asian Film Festival and the Sino-Soviet-initiated Afro-Asian 

Film Festival restaged the East-West Cold War conflict and enmeshed it in North-South 

decolonization struggles.6 European and Latin American filmmakers criss-crossed the Atlantic 

for debates and film screenings, from the Montevideo International Documentary and 

Experimental Film Festival in Uruguay to Rassegna del Cinema Latino Americano in Italy.7 

Although all these festivals aspired to cinematic Thirdworldism, a filmmaker attending one of 

these meetings would likely be unaware of others. In 1962, the Karlovy Vary Symposium for 

Young and Emergent Cinemas from Asia, Africa, and Latin America created a space for 

tricontinental film exchanges and debates. The festival's patronage of cinemas from all three 

continents in the 1950s and early 1960s helped shape the better known "long 1968" era of 

militant Third World cinema.  

A Platform for Asian Cinemas 

The tricontinental story of Karlovy Vary unfolded out of sync with its national narrative. From 

the national perspective, laid out in official histories, the festival lived through spells of relative 

freedom, followed by periods of coercive Soviet oversight. It was founded in 1946 as a non-

competitive showcase for Czech and Slovak cinemas. After the 1948 communist coup it came 

under Soviet influence, clawed from under it during the Prague Spring and the Czech New 

Wave, only to fall again under Soviet control after the 1968 Warsaw Pact invasion, and finally to 

recover and flourish in post-Soviet Czechia.8 Karlovy Vary's tricontinental history follows a 

different chronology. It begins in the early 1950s, under Soviet, Stalinist influence. In 1950 the 

festival, for the first time, featured an international jury and films from China, Mexico, and 

North Korea.9 By 1957, it became a model of a truly global socialist film festival. The 6th World 

Festival for Youth and Students in Moscow chose as its Film Jury President Czech film scholar 
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Antonin Brousil, the permanent head of the Karlovy Vary international jury.10 The Youth festival 

featured films from 30 countries, including Japan, China, India, Mexico, Egypt, Mongolia, and 

Lebanon.11 The Golden Medal winner in the main competition, Tadashi Imai's The Darkness at 

Noon (Mahiru no ankoku, 1956), won the main prize at Karlovy Vary the previous year. Youth 

festival’s cinematic success owed a lot to the experience and global connections developed at 

Karlovy Vary. 

Karlovy Vary became especially valuable for socialist and tricontinental cinema 

diplomacy because it was a seaside resort much like Cannes. The festival's 1956 lineup, besides 

Imai's Darkness at Noon, included revolutionary China's traditional huangmei opera picture 

Marriage of the Fairy Princess (Tianxian pei, dir. Shi Hui, 1955), then a hit on the mainland as 

well as throughout Chinese expat communities in East Asia; Bimal Roy's period drama of class 

divisions in Bengal Devdas (1955), now considered a classic of popular Hindi cinema; and 

Nelson Pereira dos Santos' Rio 40 degrees (Rio 40 graus, 1955), a precursor to the Brazilian 

Cinema Nôvo movement. These films came because of their socialist and leftist connections, but 

they were presented in an atmosphere of leisure and glamour. Vodka flowed at parties and all 

foreign guests were given free access to spa waters.12 Films played in a grand hall of a prewar 

hotel with "the copper of the chandeliers in rococo scrolls [and] frescos with the waters 

welcoming sovereigns and duchesses in puff sleeves."13 For Variety's Gene Moskowitz, Karlovy 

Vary "presented an opportunity to survey filmmaking in Asia while remaining in Europe." From 

the festival spa, he profiled film industries in Japan, the People's Republic of China (PRC), and 

Indonesia.14 Karlovy Vary attracted some of the same artists and film critics, especially leftist 

ones, who frequented West European festivals and wrote for publications based in Rome, Paris, 
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or London. Regular participants included Italian neorealist Cesare Zavattini, French Marxist film 

historian George Sadoul, and Sight and Sound critic John Gillet.  

Karlovy Vary helped revolutionary Chinese, and later North Vietnamese filmmakers to 

break into the European festival scene. From its inception in 1949, the PRC saw an international 

relations role for cinema, summed up by Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai's 1955 motto, "culture first, 

diplomacy after."15 It was a difficult task. Cold War divisions ruled film festivals on both sides 

of the Iron Curtain. In 1957, in the midst of the second Taiwan straight crisis, China withdrew 

from Cannes because Taiwan was also invited, while the Italian Foreign Ministry uninvited the 

PRC from Venice.16 In contrast, Karlovy Vary provided a constant stream of PRC films from the 

start. When in 1955 Sadoul wrote a two-part article on Chinese revolutionary cinema in the 

trend-setting film journal of the time, Cahiers du cinema, he based his account almost entirely on 

his experience at Karlovy Vary. He thus described his first encounter with PRC films in 1950: 

Four Chinese feature films - and several feature-length documentaries - were screened at 
the Karlovy Vary Film Festival that year. We had begun to look at them with the polite 
attention one should reserve for guests who have come from very far away to meet you. 
But soon this attention turned to enthusiasm. The half-century at its turn brought us a 
revelation of incalculable consequences.17 

 

The films Sadoul saw were all war epics and war documentaries, including Daughters of China 

(Zhonghua nüer, dir. Ling Zifeng and Qiang Zhai, 1949), awarded the “Freedom Fighters Prize." 

In his initial report, Sadoul praised this "fresh and sincere" tale of female peasant-partisans who 

sacrifice their lives for their country, reminiscent of "monumental paintings" and steeped in 

"thousands-year-old" Chinese culture.18 He was not the only one impressed. DEFA director Kurt 

Maetzig remembered, "we were prepared to see something strange, exotic, possibly even 

something primitive, then our hasty judgment was corrected by a huge and astounding work of 

art. ... The audience, and they were primarily filmmakers themselves, rose from their seats and 
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watched parts of the film standing. This was not simply a polite gesture, but a spontaneous 

expression of deep admiration for the artistic presentation of the story."19 The following year, 

Karlovy Vary awarded the “Peace Prize" to Steel Soldier (Gang tie zhan shi, dir. Cheng Yin, 

1950) and a Special Honorable mention to The White-Haired Girl (Bái máo nǚ, Wang Bin and 

Shui Hua, 1950), both militant films about revolution and class struggle.  

Karlovy Vary became a springboard for PRC films' general distribution throughout 

Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Steel Soldier played during the Third World Festival of 

Youth and Students in East Berlin in 1951.20 These films had a wide distribution history, 

captivating a cross-section of viewers at the time.22 In 1951, The White-Haired Girl did so well 

during the First Chinese Film Week in the Soviet Union that film theaters continued to schedule 

it long after the festival was over. One theater in Yerevan, Armenia, fulfilled its quarterly 

earnings plan at 135% in two weeks thanks to that film alone.23 By the early 1960s, the PRC 

distributed The White-Haired Girl in Vietnam, Algiers, Mali, Cuba, Bolivia, and beyond, to wide 

acclaim.24  

More than just looking for "discoveries," Karlovy Vary provided a constant platform for 

several Asian cinemas, especially Indian cinema.25 Indian films occasionally participated at West 

European festivals, with Satyajit Ray's Pather Panchali (1955) Cannes success in 1956 often 

cited as a major breakthrough. Karlovy Vary scheduled several Indian films at every festival. In 

part, this favoritism owed to the enormous popularity of Indian melodramas in Eastern Europe 

and the Soviet Union.26 Usually directors and stars accompanied their films. Bimal Roy, for 

example, received a "Prize for the struggle for social progress" for Two Acres of Land (Do Bigha 

Zamin, 1953) a few months after he won the International Prize at Cannes in 1954. After that, he 

was invited to Karlovy Vary again with Devdas (1955) in 1956 and The Imprisoned (Bandini, 
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1963) in 1964. After Khwaja Ahmad Abbas won a couple of awards for The City and the Dream 

(Shehar Aur Sapna, 1963), he was asked again with Sky Palace (Aasman Mahal, 1965) in 1966. 

The second time, Abbas threw a party for festival guests together with Devendra Kumar, an 

Indian critic and another constant Karlovy Vary participant.27 After coming with 1957 prize-

winner Stay Awake or Stay Alert (Jagte Raho, 1956), its star Raj Kapoor came again to serve on 

the jury in 1960. Nargis Dutt won Best Actress for Mother India in 1958 (the only award given 

by a festival to this Hindi classic), then served on the Jury in a subsequent edition of the festival. 

Often after visiting Karlovy Vary Indian guests would travel on to London or West Berlin, while 

their films would continue touring Czechoslovakia during "Workers’ festivals," which included 

post-festival screenings of Karlovy Vary films to mass audiences.28 These enduring connections 

led to wide coverage of the Karlovy Vary festival in Indian cinema press and later on made 

Czech New Wave films more available on the Indian cinéclub circuit.29  

As a platform for Asian cinemas, Karlovy Vary became the Western-most node in the 

Afro-Asian film festival network. This network included several one-off festivals in China and 

India, as well as African and Asian representation at the Moscow International Film Festival. Its 

center was the Afro-Asian Film Festival, jointly initiated by the PRC and the Soviet Union. It 

was inspired by the Bandung conference and endorsed by the Afro-Asian Peoples Solidarity 

Organization. It shared films with Karlovy Vary: Stepbrothers (Ibo kyoudai, dir. Miyoji Ieki, 

1957) played a the First Afro-Asian festival in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, after winning Grand prix in 

Czechoslovakia. India dominated the lineup of the Afro-Asian festival alongside Japan and 

Egypt.30 Karlovy Vary regular Bimal Roy served as the Chairman of international film juries at 

the second installment of the Afro-Asian Film Festival, in Cairo in 1960, and the third 

installment, in Jakarta in 1964, as well as as a member of the jury at the inaugural Moscow 
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festival Festival in 1959. Japanese independent leftist filmmaker Satsuo Yamamoto made his 

first trip to a European festival to Karlovy Vary in 1954, with his film The Street without Sun 

(Taiyo no nai Machi, 1954) in his luggage. His reels got lost in Paris and only arrived after the 

prize ceremony, but Jury Chairman Antonin Brousil organized a special screening and a special 

prize, and Yamamoto arranged for a follow-up trip to Moscow with the Soviet delegation.31 Ten 

years later, Yamamoto participated in the Third Afro-Asian Festival in Jakarta where he won 

several prizes for his film The Song of the Cart (荷⾞の歌, Niguruma no Uta, 1959).32 Also in 

1954, Indonesian director Basuki Effendi won honorable mention for his debut film 

Homecoming (Pulang, 1952) at Karlovy Vary.33 Ten years later, he co-organized the Jakarta 

festival and served as the secretary of the Indonesian delegation.34 These filmmakers’ itineraries 

trace the common circuits across continents. These circuits informed the manifestos and debates 

at the Karlovy Vary Symposium. 

The Symposium and Latin American Cinemas 

The Symposium of Young and Emerging Cinemas of Africa, Asia, and Latin America provided a 

space to present and debate films from “developing countries”—the Soviet name for the Third 

World. The Symposium ran biannually from 1962 to 1978, with a drastically reduced program in 

1966, and a break in 1968 and 1970.35 Antonín Brousil, a film scholar and for many years 

permanent Chairman of the Karlovy Vary film jury, proposed and ran the Symposium.36 In part, 

the Symposium served to distinguish Karlovy Vary from the Moscow festival, re-launched in 

1959. The International Federation of Film Producers' Associations allowed only one A-category 

socialist festival, forcing Karlovy Vary to take place every other year, alternating with Moscow. 

The Soviet Union had strong ties with Asian and nascent African cinemas, but Karlovy Vary's 

extensive connections to Latin America made it ideal to launch a tricontinental event.  



8 

Karlovy Vary's long-standing ties with Latin American cinemas ensured the success of 

the tricontinental Symposium. In the late 1940s and 1950s, the festival welcomed filmmakers 

from Mexico, Argentina, and Brazil. It bestowed prizes on acclaimed cineastes Brazilian-born 

Alberto Cavalcanti, once, and on Mexican cinematographer Gabriel Figueroa, three times in a 

row. Most importantly, the festival supported a young director influenced by neorealism who 

mixed drama and documentary filmmaking. Nelson Pereira dos Santos was a Communist and an 

amateur filmmaker with some experience as a director's assistant when he started shooting Rio 

40 Degrees (Rio 40 graus, 1955) with a small cinema cooperative. The group shot the story, 

about a poor favela in Rio de Janeiro, in a documentary style with a hand-held camera. The 

authorities initially banned the film, but then due to local and international outcry allowed its 

release to great box office success.37 Renown French critic Andre Basin saw Rio 40 Degrees 

during his trip to Latin America with a French film series, on a recommendation that it was "the 

first Brazilian neorealist film." Basin admired it and plotted for its invitation to Venice.38 Instead, 

Brazil submitted it to Karlovy Vary. On his way to the festival, dos Santos and his film traveled 

to Rencontre internationale des créateurs de films in Paris. This international meeting, organized 

by the French Communist Party, included Khwaja Ahmad Abbas, among other leftist filmmakers 

from around the world.39 At the meeting, dos Santos met Cesare Zavattini, who became a friend 

and a patron. The two continued their conversations a month later at Karlovy Vary where dos 

Santos won the Young Filmmaker Prize. Cavalcanti reportedly said during the festival, "With 

boys like this, Brazilian cinema will never die!"40 This acclaim cemented the young director's 

reputation and socialist cinematic ties. In 1963, he served on the feature film jury at the Moscow 

festival. 
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From 1956 on, Karlovy Vary consistently supported Brazilian cinema novo and 

documentary experimentation in Latin America. This policy paralleled meetings at Latin 

American festivals, most importantly at the Montevideo Documentary and Experimental Film 

Festival in Uruguay. Dos Santos's follow-up film Rio, Northern Zone (Rio Zona Norte, 1957), 

the second of a trilogy, played at the 1958 Karlovy Vary festival. The same year, the two Rio 

films played at Montevideo together with documentaries of indigenous struggle from Bolivia and 

Peru. As Mariano Mestman and María Luisa Ortega show, the debates at Montevideo advanced a 

documentary social investigation aesthetic, and thought through the relationship between the 

radical filmmaker and the state.41 In 1960 and 1962, Karlovy Vary included films by Peruvian 

Jorge Chambi and Bolivian Jorge Ruiz, both active participants in the Latin American debates.42 

The festival also featured Cuban cinema immediately after the Cuban revolution in 1959, in part 

because of Czechoslovakia's geopolitical interests. In 1960, Karlovy Vary featured Jose Massip's 

documentary Birth of a Revolutionary Army (¿Por qué nació el Ejército Rebelde? 1959), while 

Cuban Defense Minister Raúl Castro toured Czechoslovak military facilities nearby. Reportedly, 

Castro also stopped by the festival on that trip.43 From 1962 on, Cuban films and delegations 

became a mainstay at Karlovy Vary.  

The Karlovy Vary lineup also built on Latin American ties with Italy. In 1960-1964, the 

Czechoslovak festival established close connections with the Rassegna del Cinema Latino-

Americano, based in Santa Margherita Ligure in 1960-1961, Sestri Levante in 1962-1964, and 

Genoa in 1965. A Catholic organization, Columbianum, ran the festival, but many leftist critics 

and filmmakers from Italy and France came and many served on the jury.44 Antonín Brousil 

traveled to Rassegna to choose films for Karlovy Vary.45 At the 1964 Symposium Brousil 

recalled his seeing a Karlovy Vary entry at Sestri Levante the previous year: 
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Such is the Roman Chalbaud's three-part cycle Tales for Adults, known from last year's 

festival in Sestri Levante, where he remained underappreciated; a stimulating film, but 

uneven, with the first story quite socially critical, with the second somewhat superficial 

and traditional, depicting the entertainment of small-town youth, and the third, living 

political satire in the style of our XIV competition.46 

Karlovy Vary complemented Rassegna, where Cuban delegations participated from the 

beginning but some Cuban films could be censored by state authorities. In 1961, the second 

Rassegna in Santa Margherita Ligure could not show four documentaries from revolutionary 

Cuba.48 As late as 1963, Italian customs still blocked some reels.49 Some Latin American films 

ran at both festivals simultaneously: The Young Rebel (El joven rebelde, 1961) by Cuban 

filmmaker Julio García Espinosa and Brazilian Glauber Rocha's The Turning Wind (Barravento, 

1962) played at both festivals in 1962. Both won praise and prizes at Karlovy Vary. The festival 

launched Rocha’s reputation as a cinema novo pioneer and led to a friendship with Paolo 

Pasolini, who won Grand Prize for Accattone (1961) at the festival.50 Variety ran reviews of 

films from Karlovy Vary and Sestri Levante on the same page that year.51 As Cuban critic 

Ambrosio Fornet remembered, Latin American debates at Sestri Levante “allowed the infinite 

artistic and ideological possibilities of a new cinema as a principled expression of Latin 

American reality.”52 In so far as it brought together the same films and filmmakers, Karlovy 

Vary played this role as well. 

The Symposium and Rassegna shared one crucial infrastructural feature: time reserved 

for theoretical debates among filmmakers and critics. In 1958 Karlovy Vary was the first film 

festival to add an Open Forum for free-form discussions among participants. This tradition 

would become a model for the Moscow and Leipzig festivals, and in 1968 the Tashkent Festival 
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for Asian and African Cinema. From its inception, Rassegna adopted the same practice. 

Following Rassegna's demise in 1965, this feature was taken up by the Pesaro Mostra 

Internazionale del Nuovo Cinema, founded that same year.53 American critic Gideon Bachmann 

wrote in 1963:  

The essential element of an exchange of views among critics--a discussion tribune--is 

offered only by four festivals: Moscow, Karlovy Vary, Leipzig, and Mar del Plata. 

Montreal, Cannes, Edinburgh and Poretta Termi offer other public events of interest, but 

no major Western festival has yet had the initiative to organize a "Free Tribune" as 

exciting and polemic as that of the Communist festival at Karlovy Vary, for example. 

This is a political loss, and an artistic one.54 

Because a dedicated open forum was essential to the Symposium, the festival had to make sure 

that Asian, African, and Latin American filmmakers come to the festival with their films. The 

career of Peruvian color film Kukuli (dir. Cesar Villanueva, Eulogio Nishiyama, and Luis 

Figueroa, 1960) exemplifies the opportunities this infrastructural change gave to filmmakers 

from the Global South. Kukuli was the first feature film shot entirely in Quechua and included 

documentary footage of indigenous life in the Andes. As multiple histories of Peruvian cinema 

point out, in his reports from 1964 Karlovy Vary festival, Georges Sadoul declared Kukuli, an 

example of the “Cusco school” (école de Cusco) of truly indigenous filmmaking.55 Subsequently, 

scholars adopted “Cusco school” as the name for this important movement in Latin American 

cinema.56 This cinematic “discovery” happened only in 1964 at Karlovy Vary, even though in 

1961 Kukuli played in competition at the Moscow festival, where it achieved some recognition: 

it got a mention in Variety as a competition entry and the Soviets bought and distributed it 

nationally.57 But film critics at Moscow, including Sadoul, who was an active participant at the 
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festival, did not notice Kukuli. Because Peru did not send any delegates to Moscow, the film 

played only on the last day of the festival, without a press conference or any coverage in the 

festival newsletter. Peru was omitted even from a quite thorough two-part article on Latin 

American cinema written and published in the newsletter by three critics dispatched to the 

festival from Argentina, Chile, and Brazil.58 By contrast, the Karlovy Vary Symposium invited 

filmmakers along with their films, to participate in discussions. One of Kukuli directors, Luis 

Figueroa, came to the festival and met Sadoul, who got the context of the movement from their 

conversations.59 Sadoul began his review with his usual rhetoric of discovery: "For me the last 

week of Karlovy Vary was marked by the discovery of a Mongolian film and an Incan film." But 

then he went on to place Kukuli in time and place. He related Kukuli to films by Jorge Chambi 

and Jorge Ruiz previously shown at the festival. He also compared it to a Mongolian picture that 

also played at the Symposium.60 Symposium interactions placed the Cusco movement in a 

tricontinental context.  

A Forum for Tricontinental Cinemas 

The first two editions of the Symposium were especially significant because they staged 

tricontinental cinematic debates and released manifestos. Pan-African, Afro-Asian, and joint 

African-Latin American cinematic meetings happened elsewhere in this period, including the 

Afro-Asian Film Festival and “Terzo Mondo e comunita mondiale,” a joint congress of African 

and Latin American filmmakers in Genoa in 1965.61 But the 1962 Symposium at Karlovy Vary 

was the first cultural forum that included all three continents. In 1964, some Czech reporters 

used the term “Third World”–třetí svět–to describe the films presented at the Symposium.62 As 

far as it conceptualized cinema as a tricontinental project, the Symposium thus prefigured the 
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famous Tricontinental Conference in Havana in 1966 that founded the Organization of Solidarity 

with the People of Asia, Africa and Latin America.63  

The Symposium expanded the range of cinemas shown at Karlovy Vary. The 1962 

Symposium featured 16 films, from Algeria, Argentina, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), India, Israel, 

Congo, Cuba, Greece, United Arab Republic, Senegal, Somalia, Sudan, Vietnam, and Tajikistan, 

USSR; as well as films from France and Italy set in the Third World. In addition, delegates came 

from Brazil, China, Indonesia, Iraq, North Korea, Morocco, Mexico, Uruguay, and Great 

Britain.64 For the first time, on the heels of a wave of new independent states in Africa in 1960, 

the festival included films and representatives from sub-Saharan Africa.65 Again, itineraries of 

films and delegates traced transnational connections. Blaise Senghor, nephew of Senegalese 

President Léopold Sédar Senghor, would also participate at the “Terzo Mondo e comunita 

mondiale” Congress in Genoa in 1965. The Congress would take place during the Rassegna 

festival with support of UNESCO, where Senghor served as a Senegalese delegate in the 1960s. 

The lineup of the Symposium included a documentary short A Nation Is Born (Une Nation est 

née, 1962) by Senegalese filmmaker and scholar Paulin Soumanou Vieyra, who would also 

partipiate in Genoa. The Somalian documentary that won a prize at the festival, Descek Uamo, 

would also win a prize at the Third Afro-Asian Festival in Jakarta in 1964.66 In 1964, the 

Symposium featured Ousmane Sembène's short film The Wagoner (Borom Sarret,1964), after it 

won a prize at the Tours documentary film festival in France. African representation remained 

weak even at the Symposium because few states could afford to send their delegates, and the 

festival did not provide sufficient funds to bring and host them. In 1962 the organizers did not 

have the budget to host representatives they wanted to invite from Mali, Ghana, Togo, and 

Guinea.67 
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Symposium also widened exposure for socialist cinemas from Cuba, North Vietnam, and 

the Asian republics of the Soviet Union. Filmmakers from these regions could feature films both 

in the main competition and in the Symposium, an opportunity some East European filmmakers 

resented. Like revolutionary China in the 1950s, and revolutionary Cuba in its early years, the 

Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) at times saw its films censored in Western Europe. In 

1963, West German Interministerial Committee for East/West Film Issues censored three DRV 

films at the Frankfurt Asian Film Week for “showing a negative image of a South Vietnamese 

soldier,” while anticommunist South Vietnamese films screened as scheduled.68 In this context, 

Karlovy Vary, Moscow, and the 1964 Jakarta festival provided an especially important venue. In 

1962, the DRV presented three feature films created by students of Azeri filmmaker Ajdar 

Ibrahimov, who taught film in North Vietnam in the early 1960s. Although the DRV presented 

films at Karlovy Vary since 1957, these films especially caused a "sensation." A short feature 

film Two Soldiers (Hai ngoui ling, dir. Son Vu, 1962) shared the top prize at the Symposium. 

Another short feature, The Passerine Bird (Con chim vành khuyên, dir. Nguyễn Văn Thông and 

Tran Vu, 1962) received a Special Jury prize in the main competition.69  

Although Ibrahimov did not accompany his Vietnamese students to the festival, Uzbek 

cineaste Latif Faiziev represented Soviet Central Asia at the Symposium. He brought with him a 

Tajik melodrama Zumrad (dir. Aleksandr Davidson and Abdusalom Rakhimov, 1961). It played 

at the Symposium while Moscow-based Mikhail Romm collected his Grand Prize, obligatory for 

a Soviet picture, for Nine Days of One Year (Deviat dnei odnogo goda, 1962). Two Central 

Asian films presented in 1964 also represented Soviet Asia at other festivals. Znoi (1964), a 

student film made in Kyrgyzstan by Ukrainian director Larisa Shepitko with Russian and Kyrgyz 

collaborators, won prizes at the Symposium and at the Frankfurt Asian Film Week. Tale of Tale 
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of a Mother (Skaz o materi, dir. Aleksandr Karpov, 1963), made in the Kazakhstan, also played, 

albeit to sharp criticism, at Jakarta. The Afro-Asian Festival, the Symposium, and the Frankfurt 

festival began to define Soviet Asian cinemas as part of the Asian cinematic landscape—an 

identity that would crystallize at the 1968 Tashkent festival. 

Like Vietnam, Cuba benefited from the double representation. While García Espinosa 

won a Young Filmmaker's Prize in the main competition, Colina Lenin (dir. Alberto Roldán, 

1962) won a prize at the Symposium. Mario Rodríguez Alemán, head of the Information Section 

of ICAIC (Cuban Institute of Cinematographic Art and Industry), served on the International 

Committee of the Symposium which functioned as the Jury and also included delegates from 

Algeria, Somalia, Argentine, and Vietnam. In its report on the Symposium Cine cubano praised 

the Vietnamese film Two Soldiers, as well as prize-winning anti-war short Yasmina (1961), by 

Algerians Mohamed Lakhdar-Hamina and Djamel Chanderli, and a comedy The Flooded Ones 

(Los Inundados, 1961) by Argentinian Fernando Birri.70 Other notable Symposium participants 

included major Indian documentary filmmaker S. Sukhdev in 1962 and Syrian filmmaker Nabil 

Maleh in 1964. Maleh served on the Symposium jury and presented his FAMU student film, 

Attention, child (Pozor, dítě, 1964). He would return to the Karlovy Vary Symposium in 1972 to 

present his classic The Leopard (al-Fahd, 1972). Screenings and debates at the Symposium and 

the main festival would lead to further relationships, for example, a tradition of joint 

Vietnamese-Cuban meetings at every Karlovy Vary and Moscow festival.71 

Symposium discussions articulated Thirdworldist structures of feeling that were shared 

by other festivals at the time. In 1962, the Forum consisted of prepared talks guided by 

moderators. Speakers discussed attempts to build truly independent national film industries. One 

rare emotional moment was a spontaneous protest against Konga Yo (1962), a French adventure 
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flick by Yves Allegret that represeted the Democratic Republic of Congo at the Symposium. 

Participants questioned whether "even sympathetic Europeans are capable of seeing Africa with 

non-European eyes (general consensus: no)."72 The same sentiment governed the Third Afro-

Asian Film Festival in Jakarta, where a Congolese participant panned Soviet documentary about 

Patrice Lumumba’s assassination Law of Baseness (Zakon podlosti,1962) by Alexander 

Medvedkin, saying, “Why did the USSR make this film? Only Africans should make films about 

Africa.”73 In 1964 the Forum evolved into a concrete discussion with questions and solutions 

proposed from the floor. Participants came from Argentina, India, Cuba, UAR, Kyrgyzstan, 

Syria, Tunisia, Uruguay, Venezuela, Algeria, Brazil, Japan, and Peru, as well as US and Europe. 

They included ICAIC Director Alfredo Guevara, Kyrgyz writer Chingiz Aitmatov, and 

American cineaste Lionel Rogosin. Speakers discussed how to create strong distribution 

infrastructures for national cinemas within and across Third World countries, and how to fight 

censorship. "In the end of the discussion participants rushed to set future meetings with one 

another, refusing to wait for the next Karlovy Vary festival," one observer reported.74 Delegates 

proposed symposia at upcoming festivals in Mar del Plata and San Sebastian and agreed to 

appeal to UNESCO for support.75  

The final 1964 Symposium manifesto resolved to combat "constant colonization by major 

producers and distributors so that national cinematography in these countries can best serve the 

education of the people in the spirit of democratic progressive ideals."76 These same issues of 

production and distribution infrastructures had also come up in communiqués of the Afro-Asian 

Film Festival. Just a few months earlier, in April 1964, Jakarta participants resolved to "put an 

end to imperialist, especially U.S. imperialist, domination in the field of flims in Africa and Asia 

and to develop national film industries in these countries." They also vowed "to support the 
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liberation movement of the peoples of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, and to make use of films, 

the weapon in our hand, to this end."77 Analogous solidarities and goals would appear in the 

resolutions of the Third World Filmmakers Committee, a meeting of 45 African, Latin 

American, and Asian anti-imperialist filmmakers in Algiers in 1973. The Resolutions promoted 

national production and international circulation of Third World cinemas, and defined films "as a 

weapon as well as cultural means of expression."78 

Symposium participants also debated appropriate equipment, insisting on lightweight 

cameras and portable sound and light gear. Luis Figueroa introduced his own Peruvian 

documentary experience as an example.79 Questions of equipment and aesthetics would also 

come up in discussions at future meetings, most immediately in Glauber Rocha's intervention at 

the 1965 Genoa Congress. This intervention would later become his famous manifesto on the 

"aesthetics of hunger," where he objects to "the tyranny of technique" and argues that the 

"commitment to industrial cinema is to untruth and exploitation."80 Rocha critiqued traditional 

standards of filmmaking in general but his writing might as well have been an answer to Karlovy 

Vary critics, of various stripes, who faulted Latin American cineastes for lack of technique: 

Basin about Rio 40 degrees, "shot with very little means, almost amateurish"; Moskowitz about 

Barravento, "technically the film is par"; or Brousil about Kukuli, "remained a documentary film, 

as the record of landscape, environment, evils, folklore prevailed over the story and 

characters."81 Against such habitual judgments, manifestos by Rocha, Garicía Espinosa, and 

others articulated technical and narrative choices as an aesthetic platform.82  

 

 The increased democratization of the festival and its independence from Soviet control in the 

mid-to late 1960s led to changes in format that more closely followed West European standards 
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of “good festivals” and “good cinema.” Prizes shrunk. The 1966 “Symposium” consisted of 

program of Algerian, Iranian, and Venezuelan documentaries curated by Brousil, with no 

delegates or discussions. Only a dozen people attended the screenings.83 After that, the 

Symposium and short film competition were abolished. Open Forum debates became more 

contentious and unruly Czech New Wave films set the tone for the festival. Karlovy Vary won 

praise in the Western press. In the remaining main and only competition lineup, tricontinental 

contingent included Indian and Egyptian/UAR film industry powerhouses; Cuban, Brazilian, and 

Argentinian films that already gained recognition in Western Europe; and obligatory Mongolian, 

Vietnamese, and North Korean socialist cinemas. All sub-Saharan African, as well as many 

Asian and Latin American cinemas unknown in the West were shut out of the festival. A film 

like Kukuli could not break through into the lineup at these revolutionary Karlovy Vary festivals. 

After the 1968 crackdown, East European festivals had to fall in line with Soviet 

directions. Applause and admiration for Soviet cinema became mandatory. Even the audience 

response was orchestrated. In 1972, at the screening of 158-minute Soviet epic The Taming of 

Fire (dir. Daniil Khrabrovitsky, 1972), a young girl trying to leave was directed back to her seat 

by the theater staff.84  

In part because of Soviet oversight, Karlovy Vary’s ideological mandate again included 

the tricontinental Symposium, in its final run from 1972 to 1978. But the festival stripped this 

section of the forum or discussions with filmmakers. Most likely the organizers decided against 

debates because they wanted to censor the discussion of the films: they abolished the Open 

Forum as well. In 1974, Soviet critic Semyon Chertok reported from Karlovy Vary:  

The word 'symposium' should not deceive you: this was only a screening series, without 
follow-up discussion of films, meetings with filmmakers, or an open forum. ... Featuring 
cinema from Third World countries is an old and venerated tradition of the Karlovy Vary 
festival. But this tradition began a long time ago, when these cinemas were unknown and 
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the Karlovy Vary festival discovered them. Now, when these films are widely 
represented at the Moscow film festival, when film festivals take place regularly in 
Tashkent, as well as Carthage, Ouagadougou, and Tanzania, the significance of the 
Karlovy Vary symposium waned.85  

 
Author of several books on the Tashkent film festival, Chertok specialized in covering 

tricontinental, especially African, cinema at Moscow and Tashkent. His perspective reflected 

dozens of interviews he conducted with African, Asian, and Latin American filmmakers over the 

years, as well as his experience at Tashkent "round table" discussions. That year, most Karlovy 

Vary Symposium films already played at Moscow or Tashkent. But Tashkent films often also 

played after first opening at Carthage or Ouagadougou. Worse luck, Karlovy Vary omitted 

debates. Chertok could have also mentioned the Viña del Mar festival and tricontinental 

meetings in Algiers, Buenos Aires, and Montreal that did not include the Soviets.86 All involved 

heated discussions and released manifestos. In this burgeoning Thirdworldist festival landscape, 

Karlovy Vary became one node among many. 

State-sponsored internationalism constrained encounters at socialist festivals yet also 

created a special media ecology where Global South filmmakers could meet and see each other’s 

films. In 1977 Sri Lankan film scholar Neil Pereira argued: 

Karlovy Vary became especially significant for the Developing Countries, as it acquired 
a new section after a conference on Young Cinema in Asian, African and Latin American 
regions. The festival provides an opportunity for outstanding young filmmakers from the 
Third World, to meet the film-world outside their own regions. This was made possibly 
by the setting-up of the Symposium of Young Film-makers of Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America.87 

Along with Tashkent and Leipzig, the Symposium of Young and Emerging Cinemas of Africa, 

Asia, and Latin America made Karlovy Vary especially important for Third World filmmakers. 

          Karlovy Vary Symposium history described here is crucial because it helps us to trace the 

emergence of  anti-imperialist cinema in spaces that escaped attention of observers from the 
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"First World"--Western Europe and the United States. At Karlovy Vary '64, for example, 

American critic Harriet Polt skipped the tricontinental Symposium altogether because she was 

"busy catching up with recent Czech films, which were showing at approximately the same 

times."88 To evaluate early South-South encounters at Karlovy Vary we need to turn to leftist 

periodicals such as Les letters françaises, a French communist newspaper where Sadoul reported 

_Kukuli_; to festival reports in the "Third" and "Second" worlds; and to filmmakers' memoirs 

and interviews. The Bandung conference inspired a string of communiqués and proclamations, 

including manifestos that rethought the relationship between decolonization, anti-imperialism, 

and cinema. Two of them were drafted during the Symposium in 1962 and 1964. This earlier 

anticolonial work served as a necessary precondition to the Third Cinema moment. 
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