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Dragomir Sholev’s Fishbone opens with an old man who 
points towards the camera (and, by extension, the viewer) and 
says: “He’s watching us.” Even before we’re aware that he is 
referring to a dolphin lying dead on the beach we are made 
to feel uneasy. There are many more shots from the dolphin’s 
point-of-view throughout the film which force us to empathise 
with the animal, maintaining the raw tragedy of its death 
even as it becomes a symbol of nature as a whole, as well as 
an entry point into the filmmaker’s exploration of nebulous 
societal issues. But this perspective serves another purpose 
– just as Nenad Boroevich’s camera watches and judges the 
film’s characters’ varied responses to this situation, the viewer 
is seen and judged in turn by the characters. This is a film that 
sides with no-one, and holds all complicit.
 
The plot is winding, with a sprawling cast of characters that 
dip in and out of the story over the course of one day. Sholev 
elaborates on the unusual narrative structure in an interview: 
“It resembles a fish bone – a spinal cord with the main fable 
and thin bones coming out of it in the shape of small stories. 
Each of those small stories reveals a different issue, each bone 
gets stuck differently in the characters’ throats. Also, as each 
story introduces a new protagonist, it could be perceived as an 
independent one. However, they are forming part of a bigger 
context, part of the fish bone structure. Without whichever 
of them, the construction would fall apart. This approach 
was provoked by the real story which was full of absurd and 
abstract details.”
 
We meet people from all spheres of Bulgarian society, from 
government officials and police to holiday-makers and camp 
managers, highlighting the rift between those working in 
the system and those who have decided to live at its very 
edge. Whatever their position, the film treats them all equally, 
and interrogates their personal lives and psychologies with 
the same intensity. We come to realise that everyone is 
trapped in some way, consigned to their reality and unable to 
accommodate different perspectives. 

At first, Ivo (Deyan Donkov) simply mutters “that’s how things 

are” when confronted with yet another dead dolphin. When 
he tries to get the authorities involved he remains stern and 
nihilistic, not expecting the situation to result in any actual 
change. The first policeman hesitates before he even gets 
close enough to see the dolphin, not wanting to walk the 
sandy beach in his polished shoes – here the division between 
government officials and people in need of help is made 
into a physical line that the policeman refuses to cross. The 
bureaucracy spirals into further banality as the film progresses, 
and we meet more characters in personal turmoil: a wife 
on holiday with her petty and uncaring husband, a woman 
cheating on her partner with a man who won’t commit to her, 
and a very unusual police inspector who might have the most 
effective approach to the situation.
 
Despite the digressive plot and lack of resolution to most of 
its conflicts, the film reaches its thematic conclusion during an 
incompetently-handled autopsy, which shows the disregard 
for the dolphin’s corpse in an absurdly comic fashion. Finally, 
although a cause of death for the animal is not established, 
the students carrying out the autopsy find a plastic bottle cap 
in its stomach. This sobering moment grounds the absurdity 
quite suddenly in real-world environmental tragedy, rendering 
all the earlier bureaucratic and interpersonal drama even more 
futile. Fishbone suggests that the disagreements between 
the people whom we have come to sympathise with or dislike 
over the course of the film are not at all important in the face 
of ecological disaster. 

Speaking on the real dolphin deaths that inspired the film, 
Sholev says: “There are activists looking for answers but 
no serious governmental strategy to solve environmental 
issues exists. Fishbone does not provide an answer either. 
Such unsolved cases, considered “small,” create an important 
allusion to the dysfunctionality of the community as a 
whole. It reveals an attitude towards the place we inhabit, 
the surroundings, the others and ourselves too.” With its 
ambitious scale, Fishbone forces the viewer to consider their 
own role in the current environmental crisis, and whether they 
might be avoiding the matter with excuses of their own.

Fishbone
DRAGOMIR SHOLEV

2021


