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In an allegorical manner, Early Works 
recounts the story of young people 
who took part in student demonstra-
tions in June !"#$ in Belgrade, and, as 
its opening credits state, it includes 
“additional dialogue by Karl Marx�ɳ�
Friedrich Engels.” Three young men and 
a girl, Jugoslava, defy the petit bour-
geois routine of everyday life. Wishing 
to “change the world,” inspired by the 
writings of the young Marx, they go 
to the countryside and to factories to 
“wake up people’s consciousness” and 
to encourage them to fight for eman-
cipation and a life worth living. In the 
countryside, they face traditionalism 
and squalor, but they show their own 
limits, weaknesses, incapacities, and 
jealousy. They get arrested. Frustrated 
because the planned revolution has 
not been realized, the three young men 
decide to eliminate Jugoslava, who is 
the witness of their impotence. They 
shoot her, cover her with the Commu-
nist Party flag, and burn her body. A 
dark pillar of smoke rising into the sky 
is the only thing that remains of the 
intended revolution.

This was !ilnik’s first feature film, pro-
duced by the biggest production house 
in Yugoslavia, Avala Film in Belgrade, 
and coproduced by Neoplanta Film in 
Novi Sad. The film passed the censor-
ship commission in early March !"#" 

and premiered in Belgrade, Zagreb, 
Ljubljana, and Skopje. After four months 
of successful screening in cinemas 
throughout Yugoslavia, extensive po-
lemics in the media, and the film’s ac-
ceptance as an official selection of the 
Berlin International Film Festival, !ilnik 
was summoned to the office of the di-
rector of Avala Film. The night before, 
the film had been screened at the presi-
dential residency. The screening was 
interrupted, and President Josip Broz 
Tito allegedly asked, “What do these 
lunatics want?” At Avala Film, !ilnik was 
asked to sign a statement that the film 
was still in the editing stage. He refused, 
arguing that both the professional and 
general public would see through it as 
a lie. That same day, all copies of the 
film were confiscated and the “Deci-
sion on the temporary ban on public 
screening of Early Works” was issued. 
Court proceedings started just a few 
days later. Since he had a law degree, 
!ilnik defended himself and the film in 
court. The accusations were dismissed 
and the film was shown at the Berlin 
International Film Festival a week later, 
where it won the Golden Bear for Best 
Film and an Award for Young Genera-
tion. That same summer, the film won 
several awards at Pula Film Festival.

Early Works stirred up much controversy 
among Yugoslavia’s political establish-
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ment, particularly due to symbolic, but 
also fairly explicit, reflections on the 
invasion of Czechoslovakia by Soviet 
troops in August !"#$, as well as due 
to portraying the manipulation and 
persecution of the student activists 
who organized protests in Belgrade in 
June !"#$. As a consequence, the Party 
Committee in Novi Sad organized an 
ideological campaign that proclaimed 
the movie to be anarchistic. !ilnik was 
criticized as being “under the influence 
of [Leon] Trotsky and Rudi Dutschke” 
and was expelled from the Communist 
Party of Yugoslavia. The film was with-
drawn from domestic movie distribu-
tion, but at the same time, the official 
state exporter, Yugoslavia Film, dis-
tributed it in more than thirty countries 
around the world. The next time Early 
Works was to be shown in Yugoslavia 
was nearly twenty years later, in !"$4, 
on state television.

The debate surrounding Early Works 
was huge across all parts of Yugosla-
via and in various media, from daily 
newspapers to popular and specialized 
magazines. Many of the articles also 
published !ilnik’s closing arguments 
of his court defense:

The prosecutor is trying to prove 
the political offense of the film Early 
Works. He is mystifying the content 
of the film and its protagonists, and 
is trying to present it as a document 
about a particular event, and then 
claiming that the event did not take 
place as it was presented. The pros-
ecutor does not even understand 
the medium of the feature film at 

all. He does not realize that the only 
possible offense of the film is its ar-
tistic failure. But if it really is a bad 
film, it is not for the prosecutor to 
prove it.

However, all the prosecutor’s actions 
– a motion for a temporary ban, 
an unsupported argument, his re-
fusal of evidence, etc. – these are 
no longer things from an artistic 
film, these are things from our real 
life, these are the political acts that 
we should seriously think about. By 
these political acts, the prosecutor 
really is deeply depreciating, I would 
not say all the contemporary set-
tings of social relations, as he claims 
Early Works does – I would be even 
more specific: by acting in such a 
political manner, the prosecutor is 
severely depreciating the progres-
sive, anti-dogmatic, self-manage-
ment principles of social relations. 
By acting in this way, he is glorifying, 
supporting, and developing other 
types of “modern principles” of so-
cial relations: bureaucratic, dog-
matic, anti-self-managing. With 
his actions, he is trying to prove 
the following in real life and not in 
an art film: that confusion and ir-
responsibility rule the authorities 
who practice self-management in 
this country; that “we are not yet 
ready for self-management;” that 
the social authorities comprising 
professionals and politicians do 
not worry about social interest, and 
that, instead of them, only the state 
authorities should be in charge of 
the social interest. This is what the 



prosecutor is trying to say by ban-
ning the film four months after it 
has been part of the regular cinema 
repertoire, and after it has been ap-
proved and evaluated by the com-
petent bodies of self-management 
and social authorities.

Furthermore, the prosecutor is trying to 
prove that irresponsibility prevails in 
the information media of this coun-
try, that there is incompetence, and 
that “things should be put in order 
here, too.” He doubts the value of the 
principles of freedom and respon-
sibility of the press. He ignores the 
fact that the film has been rated by 
fifteen news media, three of them 
bodies of the Socialist Alliance of 

Working People of Yugoslavia, and 
two bodies of the Youth Alliance. He 
believes that state control should 
be established over these media. 
Thirdly, the prosecutor doubts the 
international reputation of Yugosla-
via. He claims that when, in his opin-
ion, a bad Yugoslav film appears 
abroad, the world will immediately 
identify this film with Yugoslavia and 
its politics, and that we will conse-
quently suffer. The prosecutor ob-
viously does not know the scope of 
film and does not understand how 
his dogmatic political behavior not 
based on real arguments is far more 
dangerous for the reputation of our 
country than any film. 5
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