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"Kontroll," a taut, assured feature debut by writer-director Nimrod Antal, features the most unlikely star of the summer: the Budapest subway system. Spooky, sinuous, with lots of dark corners and surprises around every bend, this serpentine character proves to be as beguiling and treacherous as film noir's slinkiest femme fatale. As a player in this funny, observant ensemble thriller, Budapest's underground transportation network proves an eminently watchable ingenue.

Indeed, it's a sign of the characteristically Eastern European brand of sarcasm to come that "Kontroll" opens with a deadpan disclaimer on behalf of the Budapest Public Transportation Co.: None of the fights, chases, seductions and parties that are about to ensue should be taken as commonplace within that reputable institution. That may be true, but Antal -- who was born in California but has made his home in Hungary for the past 14 years -- films his evocative setting with such ease and intimate realism that viewers will feel plunged into an authentic parallel world with its own culture and rituals.

In the center of this world is Bulcsu (Sandor Csanyi), who works as a subway control agent, checking to make sure riders are holding a ticket and apprehending the many who aren't. Working with his crew of buddies -- a newbie, a cynical lifer, a burned-out case and a bumbling narcoleptic, all given vivid specificity by a cast of wonderful Hungarian actors -- Bulcsu trolls the dank, cavernous tunnels in a mixed state of boredom and low-level terror. Although diversions present themselves in the form of a legendarily fleet fare-jumper nicknamed Bootsie or a random encounter with a pretty girl in a bear suit, more often the life of a control agent is defined by near-constant verbal abuse and hostility, which occasionally spill over into violence.

As "Kontroll" opens, we see that the agents have something new to worry about: Someone is pushing people in front of oncoming trains. And, as it becomes clear that Bulcsu is retreating into his subterranean life as a way of escaping something "up top," we wonder if Bulcsu himself is the Grim Reaper of the Third Rail. Antal does an estimable job of keeping the audience guessing, making Bulcsu the compelling nucleus of a psychological thriller even as he limns the weird, often funny, ways in which the agents cope with the stress of their jobs. (One of "Kontroll's" most amusing sequences is a montage of control agents visiting with a staff psychiatrist.) With its fluid, articulate camera work, "Kontroll" often resembles the similarly lean-and-mean 1998 thriller "Run Lola Run." But in its edgy, knowing depiction of urban malaise and subversive desires, it recalls the permanent midnight of "Taxi Driver."

Csanyi, as the disaffected Bulcsu, resembles a young, robust Al Pacino more than Robert De Niro, but in his portrayal of a man who at one point seems literally to outrun his demons, he is worthy of mention alongside both actors. He deftly handles "Kontroll's" mix of action, comedy, suspense and romance. If the latter ultimately takes over in the movie's only contrivance, viewers will forgive Antal. He most likely predicted, correctly, that only by pulling his punches would he be able to get "Kontroll" into the American market. If that's true, let's hope that it worked, and that it means we'll get to see more from this promising young director.

Kontroll (80 minutes, in Hungarian, at Landmark's E Street) is rated R for profanity, some violence and brief sexuality.
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