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SYNOPSIS 
 Set in a post-communist fictional country, loosely based on Romania and Bulgaria, 
the film concerns the trial of dictator Stoyo Petkanov after 30 years of his rulership. As the 
newly appointed Prosecutor General attempts to ensnare the former dictator with his own 
totalitarian laws, Petkanov springs a few unwelcome surprises on the court by conducting a 
formidable defense. 
 Julian Barnes's The Porcupine, is set amid confusions subsequent to the fall of a 
Communist regime in an unnamed Eastern European country that reads like a Slavic 
Romania. Stoyo Petkanov, the former President, a cross between Nicolae Ceaucescu and 
Bulgaria's Georgi Dimitrov, is on trial in the courts of the shakily democratic successor 
government.  
 As in the former Soviet Union, the new crowd is trying to cope with the horrors of an 
economy in transition. Goods are short and prices high. Human intercourse has been 
corrupted by police intrigue under the Communists. Old apparatchiks (and their children), 
knowing where the bodies are buried, manage to cling to power under new colors.  
Peter Solinsky, the son of a party intellectual, raised to the privileges of the old order, finds 
himself state prosecutor, charged with conducting Petkanov's show trial. The trial is 
intended by the new government as a ritual of self-congratulation and exculpation. In other 
words, Petkanov is to be a scapegoat, as Ceaucescu was, for four decades of cant, hypocrisy 
and terror. 
 In the course of conducting Petkanov's interrogation and trial, Solinsky comes to 
understand that the performance he is stage-managing, designed as an edifying exercise in 
democratic accountability, is as amoral and self-serving as the show trials conducted under 
the Communists.  
 Battered by the saturnine taunting of the fallen old leader, who does his best to turn 
the tables and put his enemies on trial, the prosecutor grows weary and confused. Losing 
respect in his wife's eyes and even in his own, Solinsky finds that his hope in the democratic 
future may have been in vain. The fall of the system that nurtured him has brought, instead 
of energy and purpose, an ironically bourgeois alienation.  
 The world in which The Porcupine is situated is one where the fall of the Communist 
regimes has visited political vertigo on the world. State Communism -- the one constant of 
political direction, the raison d'etre of the cold war, the only thing that made the free world 
"free" - is apparently disappearing.  
 Solinsky is the educated Everyman reduced to the condition of our own fin de siecle, 
trying to believe in the ideals he professes, unwilling to face his own opportunism. Maria is 
the somewhat unreasonably bitchy and petulant wife such a fellow deserves, moralizing at 
him and shaking his confidence.  
 Other characters appear, come and go throughout the film. Atanas, Vera, Stefan and 
Dimiter are four of the postgraduate types whose demonstrations brought down the regime. 



They, mostly Atanas, are typical smart-alecky intellectuals -- useless, boozy and wry. We hear 
them as a chorus, watching Petkanov's trial on television.  
 Stefan has a pious old Bolshevik granny, reminiscent of the fierce ladies who are 
demonstrating for Stalin in Red Square but intended as more attractive. She gets the last 
word on the four wise guys.  
 In the same spirit, Petkanov, the former dictator, is a perverse truth teller in spite of 
his jargon, akin to the Mephistophelean characters in Shaw who deflate the pretensions of 
lesser men and represent the Life Force. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



DIRECTOR'S STATEMENT 
 

Genesis 
2003. When, after three exciting but fruitless years abroad, I returned to the country of my 
birth, I set about unpacking the thousands of books gathering dust in my rented apartment. 

For some reason, The Porcupine, by English novelist Julian Barnes, caught my eye: a slim 
book easily lost among its bulkier neighbours. 

 I opened this little book to find the margins densely packed with my own 
handwriting. In places, my notes were indecipherable; in others, I read precise descriptions 
of new scenes, situations, dialogues, new characters...  
 I remembered. During 1999, just months before the bombing of Belgrade, I had 
dreamed of a film I knew I’d never have the chance to make. A serious ‘misunderstanding’ 
with the Serbian authorities following the premiere of my film Wounds had convinced me I 
would never again make a film on my home ground - especially not a film dealing with the 
trial of a former East European dictator. Not while our own ‘home-grown’ dictator remained 
in power.  
 And I faced a moral dilemma: the book’s deposed Dictator Stoyo Petkanov, the 
eponymous Porcupine, had nothing in common with Slobodan Milosevic, for whom the 
persona of ‘Communist’ was just one of many costumes donned during his 12-year 
masquerade. I didn’t want any possibility of the audience confusing Petkanov – this terrible, 
wonderful old-guard communist - with Milosevic, a mistake which would favour the latter 
and insult Petkanov.  
 So The Porcupine waited.  
 Years later, I realise the time has come. Our own dictator is dead and it seems the 
Capitalism is on trial.  
 Travelling through Eastern Europe, through these “countries in transition”, I have 
encountered everywhere the pervasive phenomenon of nostalgia. Nostalgia for the decades 
that preceded the 90s. Is it justified? I am not sure. Is it bizarre? Certainly! But one thing is 
certain. On the field of this Decade long battle, only confusion has been left standing. I don’t 
pretend to see a ‘solution’, nor to support any ‘side’. But I want to point out that – aware of 
it or not - most of us have the memory-span of Stoyo Petkanov’s beloved goldfish. A few 
seconds. It is a terrible thing, that we should fight against. With Art. 
 

Dedication to my Father 
 I dedicate this film to my father. He was a man who, like most of his contemporaries 
in our part of the world, lived through much – enough for several lifetimes in more stable, 
happier nations. He passed from ‘old-school communist’ through ‘dissident’ to ‘patriot’, then 
made a sharp u-turn to embrace ‘democratic values’, ending up disillusioned with it all, with 
himself, with his life, with his country. I feel that not only he but many others will find 
themselves in this story and that they will take a consolation of sorts from it. 
 

Nostalgia for Socialism 
 The Porcupine examines a recent phenomenon in Eastern Europe: nostalgia for 
Socialism. I see this as the first sign of the crossing over from a society in transition to post-
transitional society. The script treats this nostalgia as a screen, a strategy to cover up the 
twin traumas shared by all East European societies: the trauma of socialism and the trauma 
of transition. Using the trial of a former socialist dictator, it juxtaposes two traumas: the 



trauma of violence inherent in Socialism (which thought and spoke of its violence as of the 
ideal) and the trauma which accompanies the process of transition (still unarticulated, 
unthought-of and unspoken of, especially in the ‘victorious old democracies’ of Western 
Europe). The script establishes its analysis of - and its ambivalence towards - the 
interconnectedness of these two traumas and the mechanism of the ‘trap of disappointed 
expectations’. The script - and the film - remain impartial, committed to neither side. Indeed, 
there are no ‘sides’, only the cyclic process of mutual influence and relations. The Porcupine 
will recreate a no-man’s land, a space between two poles, from which it is possible both to 
look back to the socialist past without feelings of shame or nostalgia, to understand the 
feeling of defeat and disorientation so prevalent amongst those caught up in an era of 
transition. I should mention that these ‘traumas’ – national and personal – never fail to give 
birth to situations and incidents of wildly grotesque, often farcical humour, a black comedy 
which will of course be embraced in my treatment of the story. 
 

Genre 
 The Porcupine appropriates two genres which were antithetical to the ideological and 
aesthetic rules of the socialist era: Thriller and Courtroom Drama. The nostalgia for socialism 
explored thematically is linked to nostalgia for the classical thriller and courtroom drama 
genres exploited on a formal level.  
 Both were impossible under socialism. The thriller was redundant due to an all-
pervasive ‘police power’ which was part of the perceived omnipotence of government 
(criminal investigations always followed the right leads; the notion of the cul-de-sac was 
unthinkable); the courtroom drama was dismissed as ‘bourgeois whining’ (‘public enemies’ 
were to be dealt with swiftly, decisively and without compromise). On the formal level, The 
Porcupine maintains the paradoxical mutuality and incompatibility of the twin traumas of 
socialism and transition through the relationship between genre and character. The trauma 
of transition is represented through both genres, rooted in two crucial ‘objects’ which 
remained ‘hidden’ in the socialist ideological universe: money and law. The roles of the two 
main characters, Petkanov the Dictator and Solinsky the State Prosecutor, and what they 
represent – moral purity and position of omnipotence - are alien to the classical thriller and 
courtroom drama. A short-circuit arises from the fact that the genres are unable to recognise 
or assimilate its protagonists. 
 

The Prosecutor and the Accused 
 Peter Solinsky resembles a character from the ‘light-boiled’ socialist take on crime 
stories – an uncompromising, at first glance morally untouchable, state official, charged with 
trying former dictator Stoyo Petkanov, ‘public enemy’ of the new regime. But this ‘old 
fashioned’ character is tested when he finds himself in the middle of a new genre (the hard-
boiled thriller) to which he is eminently unsuited. As combat is enjoined, we see that he is 
indeed “corrupt”. Weaknesses, compromising secrets, complexities, failures, are revealed 
the further he goes, the more he is revealed to be at the mercy both of his own unresolved 
past and the machinations of the new regime whose ‘transparency’ he has been employed 
to promote.  
 Similarly, Petkanov’s nemesis, former dictator Stoyo Petkanov. He too is stripped of 
power, of certainty, of ‘position’. He too is revealed as being at the mercy of his past, and 
the impossibility of erasing or escaping it. For both men, opposed on every level as they are, 
brought face to face in a personal and ideological battle which neither can abandon until its 



end; for these bitter and committed opponents, any hope of ‘resolution’ – destructive or 
otherwise - lies beyond ideology, beyond expediency, beyond certainty... rooted in a 
paradoxically shared personal vision that haunts them both. 
 

Style 
 The Porcupine will be shot on super 35, using largely hand held cameras. The setting, 
this country that Stoyo Petkanov has ruled and led for 33 years, is not any one ‘real place’, 
but rather a composite creation, an amalgamation of numerous, disparate Balkan and East 
European countries. The mis en scene will reflect this.  
 The lighting will draw on classic film noir traditions, creating a style perfectly suited to 
capturing and heightening both the bleak and pitiless dying winter in which the action takes 
place, and the ever-increasing ‘darkness’ into which our main characters find themselves 
lead. Solinsky’s flashbacks and Petkanov’s dreams will be shot in an intentionally excessive 
and flamboyant Technicolor, drawing on the heritage of numerous Socialist propaganda 
melodramas of the 50s and 60s. 

 
PRODUCER'S STATEMENT 

  
 After extremely successful latest film by Srdjan Dragojevic, "Heavens Above" (2021), i 
realized that what seems completely impossible to manage is in fact very possible and 
realistic, if you believe in it strongly enough. After a long time, all Ex-Yu republics (Serbia, 
Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro) joined the co-
production of the film, but also the German Fund MDM, ZDF and Arte Television, as well as 
the European fund Eurimage. 
 We hope that "Once Upon a Time in the East" will be packed according to the same 
principle. Although, we have been trying to make this film for more than 15 years. I stopped 
counting years and Funds, on which we received funds, and then, due to not receiving 
money in our own country and the expiration of deadlines, we lost the fundigngs…But, here, 
we are not giving up! 
 From the faithful adaptation of the novel by Julian Barnes, through a political thriller, 
above all a love story, we continue raising funds, this time sincerely believing that maybe this 
time, new beginning started with support of our fund from Film Center of Serbia. I want to 
emphasize that this project was very well evaluated by the commission at the competition. 
Like all our previous projects, we are confident that this one will receive the support of all 
regional Balkan Funds as well as the European Fund Eurimage, and perhaps bring back some 
of the old interested co-producers. 

 
Biljana Prvanovic, producer 

 
supported by: 
Film Center Serbia 
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Macedonian Apartment Blocks 

Central Square, Bulgaria 

Courts of Justice, Bulgaria 
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Lenin Statue, Bulgarian Factory 

Serbian Fair and Apartment Blocks Prison Corridor, Bulgaria 

Storage Library, Bulgaria 














































