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Sport, cinema and the national imaginary in Dream Team:
1935

Klara Bruveris

School of Arts and Media, University of New South Wales, Sydney, Australia

ABSTRACT
This article contributes to the discussion of sports films in Eastern
European cinema. It argues that the sports film is a genre that is
often used for national unification, and therefore can offer insights
into the national psyche. Filmmakers have employed the
‘Hollywood-like genre entertainment’ of the fictional sports film
throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries to represent, or
establish, foundational myths of a nation. In this article, the film
Sapņu komanda: 1935/Dream Team: 1935 (Aigars Grauba 2012) is
examined as part of this trend. Dream Team: 1935 is argued to
provide a moral fable for the Latvian nation, which struggles to
negotiate its national identity after regaining independence from
the Soviet Union in 1991.
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Introduction

Since the inception of the cinematic medium in the late 1800s sport and film have been
closely linked. In fact the desire to capture sporting events drove early developments in
cinema. Edward Muybridge, for example, filmed a galloping horse to settle a bet in 1872
(Jones 2008, 118). Since then many sports films have gained notoriety and many have
been acknowledged as achievements of cinema, such as Triumph of the Will (Leni Riefen-
stahl 1935), Rocky (John G. Avildsen 1976) and Chariots of Fire (Hugh Hudson 1981).
Scholars attribute the success of sports films to the dramatic characteristics inherent in
sporting events. There are, as David Rowe argues, already recognisable actors, plots and
sets in sports matches (2004, 190). Similarly, film scholar Ronald Bergan argues that
sports are allied with the ‘razzle-dazzle’ of show business (1982, 4). Sports films, however,
remain neglected by film scholars. They are often overlooked due to what Bergan terms as
the films’ ‘anti-intellectualism’ (5). Sports films, he contends, are considered to ignore the
‘so-called serious pursuits of existence’ (5). In fact the opposite is true: sports films contain
considerable social capital. They are, as Bergan maintains, an integral element of social life
(13). Recently, a number of scholars have taken up the study of sports films, attempting to
further understand this oft neglected area (Briley, Schoenecke, and Carmichael 2008;
Poulton and Roderick 2008). Glen Jones and Bergan, for example, examine sports films
for the insight they can provide on the ‘psychology of the nation’ (Bergan 1982, 13) and
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‘the dominant values and issues of a particular period’ (Jones 2008, 38). Others examine
their affective nature and their ability to influence and mobilise large numbers of people
(Silk, Schultz, and Bracey 2008; Rowe 2004). Sports films, therefore, offer much more
than light entertainment for the cinema going public. They are often used for ideological
purposes and can unmask problems inherent in a society.

Eastern European scholars have yet to take up an exhaustive study of sports films in the
region. In this paper, I want to help close the gap in research by examining the only fic-
tional sports film produced in Latvia after the nation regained its independence from the
Soviet Union in 1991, Sapņu komanda: 1935/Dream Team: 1935 (Aigars Grauba, 2012). I
argue that this sports film, similarly to films such as Chariots of Fire and Miracle (Gavin
O’Connor 2004), provide an insight into the psychology of the nation. Dream Team: 1935
represents the victory of the Latvian basketball team at the first European Basketball
Championships in 1935. The director, Aigars Grauba, attempts to reinscribe this historic
victory into the national imaginary to motivate unification in a country struggling to rein-
state an identity, after decades of occupation. Furthermore, Grauba employs similar nar-
rative and stylistic techniques to that of other globally popular sports films not only to
appeal to a broader domestic audience, but to also demonstrate that Latvian cinema is
part of broader global cinematic traditions. In doing so he arguably reflects the current
malaise in the national psyche. In order to comprehend how Dream Team: 1935 offers an
understanding of the Latvian national imaginary it is necessary to first examine national
identity development in contemporary Latvia.

The contemporary Latvian psyche

The Soviet occupation of Latvia in 1944 and the 50 years of oppression that followed have
left a considerable scar on the Latvian national imaginary. The continual occupation of
Latvia by the Soviets, and by the Russian Empire prior, meant that the occupation of Lat-
via has become a central identifier of ‘Latvianness’. As Matt Lindqvist argues, the occupa-
tion of Latvia is one of the only constant characteristics of the nation with which the
Latvian people can develop perennial narratives and claim the primordial existence of
their country and ethnicity (2003, 21). This exacerbates what Mette Hjort calls a ‘pathos
of small nationhood’, which she defines as a set of debilitating insecurities (2005). These
insecurities develop from the demeaning stance and indifference of more powerful
nations toward their smaller neighbours. This highlights to smaller nations a sense of
being invisible and unimportant (Hjort 2005, 30).

Due to the pathos of small nationhood, the creation of a new national narrative for Lat-
via’s independence is at the fore of public discourse. Individual actors and public groups
vie for the supremacy of their preferred national narrative. In the early 1990s, for example,
public figures began to advocate a return to the ethnocentric homogenous narrative of the
farming nation. This was a popular national narrative during the first period of indepen-
dence from 1918 to 1940. In the contemporary period, agrarian nationalism is used to
argue for a return to the ‘golden age’ where Latvians lived closely connected to the land
through agrarian labour. Agrarian nationalists believe it is important to do so in order to
counteract the increasing globalisation of Latvia (Schwartz 2006, 8).

This return to the past, however, was complicated by the multicultural society that had
developed in Latvia, especially due to the sizeable Russian diaspora. It was also complicated
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by Latvia’s membership in the EU, which demanded a more liberal and cosmopolitan dis-
course of the nation. An alternative narrative was, therefore, proposed by more liberal
minded Latvians. The liberal internationalist discourse is a narrative centred on the ‘return
to Europe’ (Stukuls Eglitis 2002, quoted in Schwartz 2006, 9). It envisages Latvia as a ‘multi-
cultural transit hub’ or the ‘Baltic Hong Kong’ (Schwartz 2006, 10). Agrarian nationalists
view this discourse as a neo-colonial threat. While agrarian nationalists believe it is key to
keep Latvian land in Latvian hands, liberal internationalists emphasise the need to globalise
the ethnoscape. As Schwartz emphasises, for agrarian nationalists ‘globalising the ethnoscape
represents a neo-colonial exclusion of Latvians from their proper place in nature for the ben-
efit of foreign interests’ (Schwartz 2006, 12). However, internationalists ‘hope that it can
become instead an act of redefinition by and for Latvians themselves’ (Schwartz 2006, 12).

The national psyche can be characterised, therefore, by a polarity. Aija Priedıte asserts,
for example, that there is a sharp divide in society between a national and transnational
identity (1998, 55). Schwartz concurs stating that Latvians tell two kinds of stories about
themselves; one that is inward looking and one that is outward looking (8). These seem-
ingly irreconcilable national narratives also further exacerbate the pathos of small nation-
hood in Latvia as this division in society arguably highlights the nation’s smallness and its
vulnerability. Grauba tries to marry both polarities of the national psyche and achieve
national unity. His films are both inherently Latvian and inwardly focussed in the narra-
tives that he presents, but are cosmopolitan in his appropriation of Hollywood genre for-
mats. Grauba’s films, therefore, offer insight into the Latvian national psyche as they
mirror the tension between the national and transnational.

Grauba, genre and Latvian cinema

Grauba’s work is often discussed by film critics as attempting to emulate Hollywood genre
formulas for the purpose of national unification (Naumanis 2000; Radzobe 2000). In fact
Grauba’s producer Andrejs Eķis has confirmed that they deploy popular genre formats to
represent moments of historic importance to the Latvian nation, with the aim to inspire
patriotic sentiment in the audience (Matisa 2010, 20). This is perhaps most evident in
their second film together Rıgas Sargi/The Defenders of Riga (2007).

In The Defenders of Riga, Grauba appropriates the historical melodrama genre to retell
the story of the battle for Riga between the newly established Latvian nation and the army
of Russian General Pavel Bermont-Avalov. The film’s protagonist is Martiņ�s, an idealist,
who motivates the Latvian people to take up arms against their oppressors, Imperial Rus-
sia, on the eve of the First World War. After the First World War, Martiņ�s and his army
return home to a liberated Latvia. Nonetheless, the nation remains in danger. German
general R€udiger von der Goltz, the commander of the Baltic German army, is not satisfied
with the newly achieved sovereignty of the Latvian nation and wishes to claim Latvia and
the rest of the Baltic States as German territories. The Germans, however, have signed a
peace treaty and cannot use their own army to invade Latvia, forcing them to conjure
more underhanded tactics. They, therefore, support the advance of General Bermont-
Avalov, a Russian imperialist exiled from his homeland, back to Russia through Latvian
territory in order to destroy Latvia’s newly achieved sovereignty.

In this film, Grauba noticeably tries to mirror the spectacle of Hollywood blockbusters.
Sequences of spectacle are central to the tenets of Hollywood filmmaking. Sheldon Hall
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and Steve Neale argue that they either work as narrative interruptions or spur on further
narrative development (2010, 6). Sequences of spectacle are also opportunities for film-
makers to flex their ‘representational prowess’ through the use of expensive special effects
technologies, which are used to depict the spectacle in a way that looks believable within
the diegetic realm of the film (6).

The Defenders of Riga is the first Latvian film made since Latvia regained independence
in 1991 to employ computer-generated imagery (CGI) to create special effects.1 These
sequences of spectacle, however, are noticeably different from those seen in Hollywood
films. The film’s overall budget was meagre, 3.87 million USD (Bruvere 2012), in compari-
son to the budgets of American blockbusters. As a result the sequences of spectacle are of
a lower quality. In attempting to recreate Hollywood sequences of spectacle, Grauba in
fact naturalised this convention. The quality of CGI that was produced is arguably reflec-
tive of Latvian cinema traditions, which along with other small nations, are restricted aes-
thetically and technically by smaller budgets and lesser resources.

However, Grauba not only naturalises Hollywood genres and conventions in Lat-
via but conversely aims to naturalise Latvian film as part of global cinematic culture.
This is arguably heightened in Dream Team: 1935 through Grauba’s decision to
deploy the conventions of the sports film. Jeremy MacClancy argues that sport is
important for evolving national cultures. It is at once easily transformed into a dis-
tinctive national pastime or practice, but simultaneously is comparable with the ‘lat-
est activities of the most developed nations’ (MacClancy 1996, 10). This is important
as it helps to bridge the gap between what Priedıte argues are seemingly irreconcil-
able national and transnational identities.

In Dream Team: 1935, Grauba transforms the sports film genre into something distinc-
tively ‘Latvian’, but yet also globally recognisable. A visual example of this from the film is
the combination of Converse shoes and traditional Latvian ankle warmers, with embroi-
dered folk symbols, that some of the Latvian players wear during the Championship
matches. This acts as a metaphor for the film itself, it is (largely) a Hollywood genre that
Grauba has manipulated to suit his nationalistic purpose. It is a way in which he can both
disseminate Latvian culture to a broader global audience, as the format in which it is pre-
sented is comparable with that of ‘the most developed nations’. Here Grauba is demon-
strating Latvia’s cultural similarities to those of more developed nations in the western
tradition, but also attempts to retain ethnic uniqueness. It is through the naturalisation of
the sports genre that we can come to an understanding of the national psyche. To under-
stand how he does this it is important to first gain an understanding of the conventions of
the sports film genre.

Sports films and national psyches

Filmmakers have employed the ‘Hollywood-like genre entertainment’ of the fictional
sports film throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries to represent, or establish,
foundational myths of a nation (Hochschert and Laucht 2008, 281). Films such as The
Miracle of Bern (S€onke Wortmann 2003), Lagaan: Once Upon a Time in India (Ashutosh
Gowariker 2001), Miracle and Chariots of Fire are deployed as moral fables to encourage
national unification during times of strife (Cashmore 2008, 55). In doing so, they also
reveal characteristics of the national psyche of that time.
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Chariots of Fire, for example, retells the story of two British track runners, Eric
Liddell and Harold Abrahams, who overcame personal and social hurdles to repre-
sent Britain in the 1924 Olympic Games. The 1920s was a tumultuous time for the
British Empire. The Empire approached its end with the failure of the second Afghan
War and the unrest with the Boers in South Africa. Simultaneously, the values and
status hierarchy of the Victorian era were changing. This was driven by the emer-
gence of the Labour Party, which had given voice to the working class, and the
development of consumer culture, which encouraged a self-interested individualism
among the British populace (Cashmore 2008, 43–44). The Empire was no longer cen-
tral to the British national imaginary. As Ellis Cashmore explains, Liddell and Abra-
hams reflected this individualism, depicted in the film as running primarily for their
own personal pursuits rather than those of the national collective (44–45). Liddell, a
conservative Scottish Christian, runs for the glory of God; Abrahams, a Jew whose
family emigrated from Lithuania, runs to overcome religious and social prejudice.
Overall, as Cashmore astutely highlights, this is a film about the moral rearmament
of the post-war period during a time of rapid social and political change (47).

Miracle similarly uses the victory of the United States’ men’s ice-hockey team at the
1980 winter Olympics over the Soviet team, as a parable for the contemporary American
nation. In this film, as in Chariots of Fire, the sporting victory is set against a backdrop of
social and political turmoil. Miracle was released in 2004 and deploys this historical
moment of sporting victory to ‘provide needed inspiration and patriotic fervour to propel
America through the difficult waters it faces in the wake of 9/11’ (Leonard 2008, 227). It
also provides insight into the psychology of the American nation at the time. In the early
2000s, the United States was once again faced with a crisis of confidence, shaken by the
destruction of the Twin Towers on the 11 September 2001 and the ensuing War on Ter-
ror. The film aims to demonstrate to the US audience, who view themselves as the ‘under-
dogs’ of the War on Terror, that the United States has been successful in overcoming its
foes as ‘underdogs’ before and will do so again (Leonard 2008, 220).

Chariots of Fire and Miracle deploy sporting victories to unify the nation. Numerous
sports films aim to inspire national pride and unification through the representation of
national victories in other arenas, such as the battlefield. Sporting events, however, are
particularly effective in indoctrinating state or national ideologies to a broad audience.
First, sport is accessible to all due to what Bergan states is its apparent ‘anti-intellectual-
ism’. Second, as MacClancy states, sport is not ‘intrinsically associated with a particular
set of meanings or social values’ rather it can be appropriated to suit different ideological
purposes (4). Furthermore, it helps to ‘define moral and political community’ (MacClancy
1996, 2). In sport the ‘other’ is easily identified through numerous signs such as different
team colours, uniforms and anthems. These teams, and their signifiers, serve as a micro-
cosm of the nation and help to establish a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (MacClancy 1996, 2).
Sport is, therefore, ideal as a vehicle for national mobilisation.

Sports films can be further categorised through their depiction of the team-building
process. This process operates in sports films as a metaphor for nation-building. As Amy
Ransom argues in relation to Bollywood sports films, the team represents the idea of Ben-
edict Anderson’s concept of the nation as an ‘imagined community’ (37). Often in sports
films the national team is shown to constitute of members from different social groups,
who despite considerable rivalries or thought differences unite for the better of the nation.

STUDIES IN EASTERN EUROPEAN CINEMA 53



In Miracle, for example, one of the biggest hurdles facing the ice-hockey team is their col-
lege team rivalries, which hinder them from playing in unison.

Sports films, however, are only effective if the audience can identify with and become
invested in the success of the protagonist. Sports films do this by ‘filling in [the protago-
nists’] backgrounds’ (Bergan 1982, 6), depicting the ‘tremendous obstacles’ the athletes
must face in their journey to success (Briley, Schoenecke, and Carmichael 2008, 4). As
Jack Garner argues this is efficacious because ‘we love to cheer for unlikely champions’
(Garner, quoted in Leonard 2008, 220) and celebrate the victory of David over Goliath
(Briley, Schoenecke, and Carmichael, 10). In Chariots of Fire, for example, Abrahams
must overcome the social prejudice that hinders his chance of successfully competing at
the Olympics. He is determined to represent Britain, and win a gold medal, to prove he is
a worthy member of British society despite his religious beliefs. The obstacles that he faces
are mostly institutional. The Cambridge Dons, for example, challenge his decision to hire
a professional trainer, which at the time was considered to be bad sportsmanship.

In contrast, the opponents in sports films are represented as ‘impersonal machines’
(Bergan 1982, 6). This further helps to consolidate the audience’s identification with the
protagonist and the opponent’s position as the ‘other’. Track athletes from the United
States are positioned in Chariots of Fire as Abrahams’ and Liddell’s greatest adversaries.
In the film, however, the director only shows them on the track. The audience is not
informed about their backgrounds. They are merely there as figures which represent the
impersonal ‘other’. The establishment of a common foe between the audience and protag-
onist is particularly important. This further helps to align the audience with the hero and
invest in their success.

The success of the sports film also rests in the film’s ability to mythicise the sporting
victory and establish the protagonists as heroes. As Bergan argues sports films, unlike for
example westerns, present myths and heroes that are ‘relevant to most people’s experi-
ence’ (4). InMiracle and Chariots of Fire, this mythical quality is achieved through exposi-
tory intertitles at the end of the film that highlight the fate of the films’ protagonists. The
sporting events depicted in these films are historic, therefore, the sportsmen and women
who participated in these events have often passed away. In Chariots of Fire, for example,
the film ends with intertitles that inform the audience of the fate of both Liddell and Abra-
hams. Liddell, the audience is told, died in China in 1945 where he was working as a mis-
sionary. Abrahams died in 1978 after a long and successful career as an attorney and
sports administrator. In linking the death of the sporting heroes with their national vic-
tory, the film connotes ideas of martyrdom: the sacrifices made by these athletes were in
the name of the betterment of the national collective. This further helps to implant their
victory in the national imaginary, and establish the athletes as central figures in contem-
porary mythology.

It is important to note, however, that these films do no accurately represent history.
Another trope common to these films is their manipulation of a past sporting event to
suit the concerns of a contemporary audience. They deploy historical sporting victories to
‘come to terms with the present’ (Cook 2005, 12). Silk, Schultz, and Bracey (2008) argue,
for example, that history is commodified in Miracle by the director, and the production
company – Disney (165). The hockey team’s victory, they contend, was adapted by Disney
to represent an arbitrary closure to the Cold War, to provide a ‘feeling of uplift’ for the
current ‘political, economic, militaristic and cultural concerns’ of post-Cold War America
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(Silk, Schultz, and Bracey 2008, 165). In reality, however, the US men’s ice-hockey team’s
victory over the Soviet team at the 1980 winter Olympics did not play a role in the dissipa-
tion of the Cold War.

Miracle and Chariots of Fire are part of a tradition that appropriates historic sporting
victories as moral fables for the contemporary nation. This type of sports film is a particu-
larly powerful tool for national unification. This nationalistic nature reveals certain aspects
of the national psyche. The same can be argued for Grauba’s film Dream Team: 1935.

Dream Team: 1935, a fable for contemporary Latvia

Grauba uses Latvia’s victory at the first European Basketball Championships in 1935 as
the basis for the plot of Dream Team: 1935. The representation of this event, however,
greatly differs from the original. The first European Basketball Championships were
organised by the International Federation of Basketball (FIBA). FIBA, according to their
website, was established in 1932 after basketball was officially recognised by the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee. FIBA decided to establish the European Basketball Cham-
pionships in preparation for the 1936 Olympic Games. The teams that participated were
Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, France, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Romania, Spain and
Switzerland. This was not the heavily sponsored sport event that we are used to today. All
10 competing countries faced financial difficulties in preparing for and attending the
event. The teams travelled to Geneva by train, and Greece had to withdraw from the tour-
nament. Latvia won the championship. As FIBA’s European website states, however, this
was not a surprise as Latvia was a founding member of FIBA and was known as a strong
team due to training with American coaches. Latvia went on to host the next tournament
in 1937 and alongside Lithuania continued to dominate FIBA competitions before the
Second World War.

Grauba has changed many details of the event as it happened in 1935. Latvia was an
integral part of FIBA and well known amongst the European basketball community. In the
film, however, Grauba suggests that Latvia was a little known country in the 1930s, which
against all odds managed to compete at the first European Basketball Championships and
surprise the whole European community by winning the tournament. The film is centred
on the coach of the Latvian basketball team, Valdemars Baumanis, and the obstacles he
faces in realising his dream: to take a Latvian team to the first European Basketball Cham-
pionships. In the film, his biggest adversaries are the members of the Latvian Sports Com-
mittee who do not want Baumanis and the team to compete in Geneva. This is primarily
because they have allocated the Sports Committee’s budget for their own leisure travels.
The team, therefore, struggles to make it to the championships, travelling in third class by
train and competing with only one uniform. In contrast other competing teams, such as
Switzerland and Spain, are suggested to have more financial means and the support of their
government. Nevertheless, as the ‘underdogs’ of the competition Latvia goes on to win the
tournament surprising Europe and the Latvian officials. The dismissal of Latvia’s centrality
in the European basketball community and its depiction as an ‘underdog’ feeds into the
current Latvian national psyche, central to which is a pathos of small nationhood.

Dream Team: 1935 aims to inspire its audience and make its moral tale convincing for
the nation. Grauba, therefore, also employs similar tropes to that of Miracle and Chariots
of Fire. While both Latvia’s victory in 1935 and Grauba’s fabulation of the event inspired
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and inspire national confidence (Perkone 2012, 34), the re-telling of the event is manipu-
lated by Grauba to align with the contemporary Latvian national psyche and provide
moral inspiration for current national concerns.

First, Grauba uses the team-building process as a metaphor for nation-building. Ran-
som argues that team-sports films are structured around the unification of a disparate
team, which was evidenced in the films Miracle and Chariots of Fire. What is common
throughout these films is a similar narrative pattern where the coach must at first establish
his authority, then wear down individual egos before instilling discipline in the team
through physical training, which eventuates in a unified team (Ransom 2014, 38). The
same structure is evident in Dream Team: 1935. In the film, trainer Baumanis creates his
team by choosing the best basketball players in Latvia. These players, however, come from
two opposing teams, University Sport (US) and the Army Sports Club (ASC). The divide
between the two teams and their players is established in numerous ways throughout the
film. The film opens, for example, with coach Baumanis who is a member of ASC, prepar-
ing for a match against US. Throughout the game the tension builds between the two
teams, demonstrated to be fierce rivals through the commentators’ narration. The rivalry
escalates when US team member Eduards Andersons injures Baumanis in a crucial
moment during the game. The aggressive tactics of US remain as a source of constant ten-
sion between the teammates throughout the film, at times leading to further altercations.
In doing so, the film suggests the ruptured nature of the national imaginary.

The difference between the two teams is further established through costuming. Both
teams have very distinctive uniforms. The team members from US, for example, always
wear smart suits outside of the training hall (Figure 1). This is complimented by the tradi-
tional regalia of university fraternities such as the cloth cap and tri-coloured ribbon that are
worn over the right shoulder. At the time this was a sign of belonging to the intelligentsia
in Latvia. In contrast, ASC team members are seen wearing more casual 1930s men’s attire,
except for one member who wears his army uniform. Grauba suggests, through this cos-
tuming, that the two teams represent two different socio-economic groups, with US repre-
senting the upper class. This further highlights their division, and metaphorically suggests
the division in Latvian society between differing national discourses.

Figure 1. The team members from University Sport wear smart suits outside of the training hall, com-
plimented by the traditional regalia of university fraternities.
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Once the disparities between the basketball teams are established Baumanis works
towards fusing the individual members into one amalgamated Latvian team. En route to
Geneva, for example, the Latvian team participates in a friendly game with a Lithuania team.
The Latvians beat the Lithuanians and do so in an arrogant manner. Coach Baumanis is dis-
appointed as the game they play is sloppy, and the only reason they win is because of the
low standard of the Lithuanian team. Afterward Baumanis reprimands them, stating that
they will not be successful in Geneva unless they play as a team. He throws their luggage out
of the truck, which has been organised to take them back to the train station after the match.
He then tells them that they have half an hour until the train leaves. If any teammate is left
behind and does not board the train then they will not compete in Geneva at the champion-
ships. Baumanis then drives off and a brawl erupts between the team members. The captain
Rudolfs Jurcins breaks up the fight. He refuses to participate and successfully rallies the team
to unite, appealing for their unity through their common goal: defending Latvia’s name at
the championships. As a team they then work together to get to the station in time with all
their luggage. Here it is arguable that Jurcins’ rallying speech is not meant only for the team
members, but for the audience as well. The Latvian nation must also unite to defend Latvia’s
name and prove its worth as a member of the European community, hinting towards senti-
ments apparent in the liberal internationalist discourse in Latvia.

Grauba ensures that the audience is invested in the Latvian team’s success by
establishing the team as a ‘David’ embroiled in competition with a ‘Goliath’.
Throughout the film the Latvian team is presented as an unknown competitor to the
rest of Europe. Their anonymity is established primarily through the narration dur-
ing the tournament. As the games unfold Grauba frames the action for the audience
through the comments of the sports announcers. In the first game, between Hungary
and Latvia, the commentary is peppered with phrases such as ‘I’ve never heard of
this country either’, ‘Latvia is unknown’ and ‘let’s see how Latvia overcomes its debut
nerves’. Throughout the numerous games in the film, the commentary reiterates this
message of obscurity. However, as was mentioned earlier this is quite far from the
truth. Latvia was a prominent member of the European basketball community at the
time. Grauba, therefore, arguably manipulates the event to resonate with a contem-
porary Latvian audience who see themselves as invisible to the world, part of the
pathos of small nationhood. This helps to align the team with the contemporary
experience of nationhood in Latvia, but also establishes the team as the ‘David’ in
this basketball competition of ‘Goliaths’. FIBA and the other European teams are
established as their ‘Goliath’ in a similar manner. The voice over during the games
highlights the prowess of the other teams to further highlight Latvia’s unknown
status.

Interestingly, however, the FIBA officials and the other teams are not demonised and
do not represent the ‘other’. Grauba does not make Europe Latvia’s ‘other’. In fact, while
FIBA and the other Basketball teams are depicted as the ‘Goliath’ to Latvia’s ‘David’ the
film does not represent the traditional ‘defeat’ of ‘Goliath’. This is altered in Dream Team:
1935 as the film is not about defeating the other, but rather using the sporting arena to
assert Latvia as a key player in the European community. The large scale sporting event
that is the European championships is well suited to this goal. As Alan Tomlinson and
Christopher Young argue large sporting spectacles, such as the one depicted in the film,
help to realise ‘shared, global models of identity’ highlighting the sense of a ‘global civil
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society’ (2006, 1). Furthermore, as MacClancy states large sporting events are also a place
where developing nations, such as Latvia, can bring to light their national claims, which
in this case is Latvia’s return to their rightful place as part of the European community.

Latvia’s metaphorical return to Europe is demonstrated when the Latvian team cele-
brate their victory over the Swiss team. Their hostess in Geneva invites them to attend the
local Spring Ball, where her husband is playing in the band. As the Latvian team enter the
ball the mood noticeably changes. The band stops playing and as the husband announces
the Latvian team, the crowd starts to boo. As a sign of goodwill the husband invites the
team to perform. Hesitantly, Baumanis takes the stage and begins to sing the popular
Swiss song ‘La vieux chalet’, sometimes known as ‘La-Haut sur la Montagne’. As he begins
to sing, medium close-ups of the Swiss crowd show their change in attitude from disap-
proval, to amusement and intrigue. Eventually, the whole crowd and band join in. This
scene demonstrates that Latvians are cultured and know the traditions of other European
nations, thus arguably demonstrating their belonging in the wider European community.
The Swiss crowd’s acceptance of the Latvian team in the end suggests a broader accep-
tance of Latvians within Europe. It is, therefore, important that while the event and those
organising it might act as obstacles to Latvia’s success at the championships they must
not be demonised.

The ‘other’ in Dream Team: 1935 is arguably the Latvian Sports Committee, who pose
the greatest threat to Latvia’s success at the European Basketball Championships
(Figure 2). The committee members are corrupt. This is established in the films introduc-
tion where after the game between ASC and US the sports committee are reluctant to
announce that a Latvian Basketball team will be competing in Geneva. This is made clear
during a conversation between Baumanis and a sports journalist who encourages Bauma-
nis not to give in to the sports committee and train a team for competition in Geneva.
The journalist suspects that the committee want to use the allocated money for Geneva
for their own personal holidays. Baumanis is then threatened by one of the committee
members that if he does not publicly decline the opportunity to train a team for Geneva
he will be ‘torn to shreds’ in the ‘mill of bureaucracy’. Throughout the film the mise-en-
sc�ene further helps to consolidate the committee members as the villains of the film. The
committee, which consists of three men, are depicted as three stooges. Their costuming is

Figure 2. The Sports Committee members are positioned as the ‘other’ in Dream Team: 1935.
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always dark, connoting their immoral characters. They are placed often in grand rooms,
where ornate mahogany furniture and gilded props suggest their powerful position in
society. This puts them in direct contrast to Baumanis and the Latvian team who have to
scrimp and save to train in a run-down women’s gymnastics hall and have to sleep in an
hotel attic in Geneva as they cannot afford normal hotel rooms.

Baumanis and his team, therefore, not only have to overcome the challenge of winning
the championship, but also need to defeat the Sports Committee. This is arguably a meta-
phor for the corrupt institutional and governmental practices of the Soviet state, some of
which, such as tax evasion, remain prominent in contemporary Latvia. Grauba, therefore,
reinforces the idea that the ‘other’ is in fact the Latvian government, which is still stuck in
the corrupt practices of the Soviet years. In this manner, Grauba arguably aims to demon-
strate that Latvians wish to move away from their Soviet past and move towards a more
‘democratic’Western European future.

Finally, Grauba also aims to mythicise the event and inscribe it into the Latvian
national imaginary. He does this in a manner analogous to Miracle and Chariots of Fire,
through the inclusion of expository intertitles at the end of the film, which highlight the
fate of the basketball team members. This reinforces the victimhood narrative by
highlighting the occupation of Latvia and the consequences of this occupation on a per-
sonal level. Captain Jurcins, for example, we are told was:

A Latvian Basketball Legend from the 1930s, Captain of the Latvian national team and a
leading point scorer. After World War II he was deported to Siberia by the Soviet Regime
and died there in 1947.

The text is accompanied by a slow motion medium close up of each player celebrating
their victory at the first European Basketball Championships. The juxtaposition of the exu-
berant faces of the players with their tragic fate lends a certain sense of poignancy to the end
of the film (Figure 3). Their victory is framed through the suffering they endured during the
Second World War, which works to highlight their selfless nature and patriotism, and high-
lights their sacrifices both on the sports field and the battlefield. These final moments of the
film help to establish their status as heroes in a collective Latvian social memory.

Figure 3. The expository intertitles at the end of the film highlight the fate of the basketball team
members.
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Grauba manipulates the Latvian men’s basketball team’s victory at the first European
Basketball Championships in 1935. He does this to provide a fable for the Latvian nation,
with which to overcome the pathos of small nationhood and demonstrate Latvia’s rightful
place as an important member of the European community. In doing so he arguably
attempts to reconcile the national and transnational in the Latvian imaginary.

Conclusion

The above discussion of Dream Team: 1935 highlights the importance of the sports film
genre as a worthy field of academic inquiry. As this article demonstrates Dream Team: 1935
is much more than an entertaining, anti-intellectual, film. It, as Jones suggests, offers a ‘snap-
shot’ of the contemporary Latvian nation, and as Bergan argues provides an insight into the
psychology of the nation. The manipulation of the original historic event, playing down Lat-
via’s reputation in the European basketball community in the 1930s, demonstrates the
ingrained pathos of small nationhood. It highlights the current psychology of the nation,
which is dominated by insecurities stemming from its history of continual occupation.

However, the film is not only designed to unify the nation and its ruptured national
psyche. It is also important to analyse because it is a statement in itself about Latvian cul-
ture more broadly. That is, the naturalisation of the sports film genre by Grauba is also an
attempt to position Latvian cinema within western global cinema traditions.

Note

1. One example from the film occurs during a battle sequence, where a tank is shown to fall off a
bridge and into a river. In another scene, this bridge is blown up, again through the use of CGI.
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