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Children of Glory and the Cinematic Remembering of 1956





2006 was a very significant year in the recent history of both the Hungarian nation and its cinema, marking as it did the fifty year anniversary of the events of the October 1956 uprising against the communist regime. This was not an anniversary that was to be celebrated quietly. Instead it was the occasion for a recreation in the present of the atmosphere of fifty years earlier, in the attempts of the right-wing Fides Party to orchestrate a violent attack on the elected socialist government of Gyurcsány that drew explicit parallels with the events and the sides of 1956. On October 23rd, the actual anniversary of 1956, the culmination of this recreation of 1956 came when a well-prepared member of this movement took over one of the historical Soviet tanks that was part of an open-air memorial display and attempted to use it against the police, in a gesture worthy of the wildest postmodern theories of historical simulation. However, the same could also be said of the poster that had appeared previously showing, via photomontage, Gyurcsány hugging Imre Nagy, the 1956 Hungarian Prime Minister. 





Hungarian cinema has also been directly involved in the fifty year commemoration of 1956, with several documentaries and feature films being produced in or before 2006 looking back to this formative historical moment. An early example was the 2004 film directed by Márta Mészáros, The Unburied Man, which was the first film to focus on Imre Nagy, the Hungarian leader in 1956, depicting both his political decisions and his subsequent torture and execution under the Kádár regime. While critics have described the film as an overly earnest hagiography, it was nevertheless made with an evident political passion, suggesting with its title that the historical events of 1956 are far from being laid to rest. Other films have approached 1956 from very different perspectives, such as Peter Halasz’s 2006 film Herminafield: Apparitions. This largely animated film centres on the heroic yet doomed act of resistance of the inmates of the Herminafield home for the disabled, who took to the streets to confront the Soviet tanks and were horribly slaughtered. By focusing the representation of 1956 on such a marginalised group and making this representation even stranger by using animated dolls, the film strongly questions the heroic myths surrounding 1956. 









































However, by far the most high profile film to represent the events of 1956 is Children of Glory, directed by Krisztina Goda and released on the 23rd of October, 2006, the 50 year anniversary of the events of 1956. The film immediately went on to domestic box office success, displacing Pirates of the Caribbean as the most popular film of 2006. The film has also had widespread international sales and prominent appearances at major international festivals such as Cannes and Berlin. The film is distinctive in putting expatriate Hungarian Hollywood talent to work on what might otherwise have been a film primarily aimed at a domestic audience. The writer of the original story and co-writer of the screenplay Joe Eszterhas is well known for his collaborations with Paul Verhoeven including Basic Instinct and Showgirls, while the producer, Andrew Vajna, has produced a number of high profile Hollwood films including Terminator 3 and Evita. In contrast the director, Krisztina Goda, is relatively unknown, having only directed one other feature, Just Sex (2005), a Hungarian take on Sex and the City style post-feminism. The popularity of this film, which was also produced by Vajna, no doubt influenced her choice as director of Children of Glory which is explicitly aimed at an international, popular audience.





Children of Glory represents 1956 through the lens of the relationship of a champion water polo player, Karcsi (Iván Fenyő) with Viki Falk (Kata Dobó) a student leader involved in the 1956 demonstrations. Abandoning his sporting career to take part in the uprising, Karcsi rejoins his team believing that political change has indeed been effected in Hungary and leaves to take part in the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne. While Soviet tanks are tearing down the barricades in Hungary, Karcsi and his team-mates are playing the Soviet team in the semi-finals in what publicity for the film describes and the film itself shows as the bloodiest water polo match in sporting history. Effectively the water polo game becomes the displaced confrontation between the Hungarian uprising and the Soviet forces and the heroism of the Hungarian players clearly stands in for that of the freedom fighters at home. Nevertheless, the bulk of the film is taken up with the events of 1956 themselves. While there are aspects of the film that have been seen as giving the events of 1956 a melodramatic, Hollywood treatment in which attractive freedom fighters are pitted against faceless Russian soldiers, framed by a romantic narrative, the film has also been praised for its dynamic visual recreation of the attempted revolution. Also, while the film is an explicitly populist one, it still delivers some political punches, such as pointing out the hypocrisy of Western countries which, in the wake of the Suez crisis, turned a blind eye to the tragic events that had taken place in Hungary. In short, the film makes an essential contribution to the cinematic memory of 1956 and its popularity with both domestic and international audiences demonstrates that the history it deals with is still very much alive and relevant today.





Film note written for Cornerhouse by Michael Goddard, Lecturer in Media Studies, University of Salford








































































































Film note written by Kirsty Fairclough, Lecturer in Media and Performance, University of Salford
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