All my films, from the first to the most recent ones, are
about individuals who cant quite find their bearings,
who don’t quite know how to live, who don’t really know
what's right or wrong and are desperately looking.
—Krzysztof Kieslowski

HEN CZESLAW MILOSZ WON THE
Nobel Prize for Literature in 1980,
the esteem he enjoyed in Poland

blossomed into adoration. And as the struggle
against Communist rule intensified during the
1980s, the long-exiled poet found himself cast
as the “national bard.” Yet as Milosz remarked
to many interviewers (including this one), “I am
not by nature a political writer.” The example he
offered was not his youth in Nazi- and Soviet-
occupied Polish Lithuania, but his 1960 arrival
in America, where his reputation rested solely on
The Captive Mind, his 1953 study of the corrup-
tion of literature under Communism. “Pressed
to play the role of the crusading anti-Commu-
nist but lacking the ability,” he settled for being
“an obscure professor in an obscure department”
(Slavic literature at U.C. Berkeley). “But,” he
added with a wink, “I was happy. I had come in
search of bread, and I found it.”

Most Polish artists worth their salt are ob-
sessed with the tension between individual
expression and communal obligation. Not for
them the tidy balance articulated by William
James: “The community stagnates without the
impulse of the individual. The impulse dies
away without the sympathy of the community.”
When for generations one’s national identity
has been brutally suppressed, and the only way
to preserve it is through culture, the artist feels
acutely his responsibility to the community.
But when the dead hand of ideology squeezes

the life out of all communal expression, the

Uncaptive Mind

artist feels just as acutely his responsibility to
himself. To produce good work amid such cross
currents takes not only talent but doggedness.

To some, this is ancient history, because
Polish artists now enjoy Western-style freedom,
albeit at the price of feeling marginalized by
Western-style entertainment. Nevertheless, the
international reputation of some Polish artists,
notably the film maker Krzysztof Kieslowski,
has never been Vhigher' To use a crass com-
mercial yardstick, the DVD boxed set of his
Decalogue series (ten one-hour dramas based
loosely on the Ten Commandments, made for
Polish TV in 1988) is currently number 3,700 in
Amazon.com’s sales rankings (about even with
The Alfred Hitchcock Signature Collection).
Another Kieslowski boxed set released in 2003,
the Three Colors trilogy (Blue, White, and Red), is
a staple in video stores everywhere. And in 2005
Kino Video released The Krzysztof Kieslowski
Collection, a six-disc boxed set including several
of the director’s earlier films and some fascinat-
ing interviews.

Loyalty to Poland

IESLOWSKI DIED IN 1996 AT THE AGE

of 54, while undergoing heart surgery

in Warsaw. Accounts vary, but most
agree that he turned down the chance to have
the operation done in a Western hospital with
state-of-the-art training and equipment. Chris-
topher Garbowski, author of Krzysztof Kies-
lowski’s Decalogue Series, offers this explanation:
“The hospital where he had the operation was
supposedly qualified, and he simply didn’t seem
to have such an unusual problem. He was some-
thing of a patriot on these matters, not wanting
to go abroad if it didn't seem necessary.” This
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explanation captures two of Kieslowski’s most
salient traits: his loyalty to Poland, and his
skepticism toward newfangled gimmickry from
the West.

The loyalty ran deep. Born in 1941, Kies-
lowski had an unsettled boyhood, because his.
facher suffered from tuberculosis and had to
move from sanatarium to sanatarium. Intense,
gloomy, but gifted with wry humor, Kieslowski
enrolled at age 17 in the College for Theater
Technicians in Warsaw, because it was better
than the alternative presented by his father,
which was to become a fireman. As he muses in
his autobiography, “My father was a wise man....
[He] knew perfectly well that when I got back
from that fireman’s training college, I'd want
to study.” The years 1958-1962 were extraordi-
narily creative in Polish theater, and Kieslowski
aspired to become a theater director. But in or-
der to do that, he had to attend another institu-
tion of higher learning. After three attempts, he
was accepted by the Lodz Film School.

That it took three attempts should not reflect
poorly on Kieslowski’s abilities, since typically
there were 1,000 candidates for five or six places.
Nor should it suggest undue political confor-
mity, because the Lodz Film School enjoyed
a fair amount of freedom at the time—at least
until 1968, when General Mieczyslaw Moczar
cracked down on the student movement and
purged thousands of Jews from higher education.
With bitter sarcasm, Kieslowski recalls how the
authorities cloaked their actions in “grand words”
about “experimental cinema,” which meant in ef-
fect that it was better “to cut holes in film or set
up the camera in one corner for hours on end”
than “to see what was happening in the world,
how people were living and...why their lives
weren' as easy as the paper described them.”
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To catch Kieslowski's drift, you need only
watch The Office, a six-minute student film he
made in 1966 that shows a line of patient suf-
ferers getting the bureaucratic run-around in a
state insurance office. Not only does the film
draw a devastating portrait of official hard-
heartedness, it also lights a spark of pure de-
fiance at the end, when over the grating voice
of the clerk repeating,"Write down everything
that you have done in your entire lifetime,”
the camera pans a wall of shelves sagging with
hundreds of folders, each containing an “entire
lifetime.”

The 1968 crackdown did not prevent docu-
mentaries from being made, however. During
the 1970s they were perhaps even more highly
regarded than feature films. And the produc-
tion of both was generously subsidized by the
state. Of course, no film could be shown with-
out the approval of the Vice Minister of Arts
and Culture and the State Board of Censor-
ship, and many were shelved. But the film-mak-
ing process was pretty much controlled by self-
governing Production Houses (for features)
and Studios (for documentaries). Each of these
Zespoly (zespol means “team”) had its own dis-
tinctive character and tended to attract...well,
distinctive characters. Thus it was only natural
that, after graduating from Lodz, Kieslowski
~ would gravitate toward the Documentary Film
Studio (WDF) in Warsaw.

At WDF Kieslowski continued for a while
in the same vein, showing the evils of official-
dom and the tribulations of the masses. And he
became expert at the game of getting his films
past the censors. Actually, one of the most fasci-
nating interviews in the Kino collection is with
Irena Strzakowska, an officer of the censorship
board who (against type) is a smart, handsome
woman who ended up collaborating with Kies-
lowski on a number of films. But as the 1970s
wore on, Kieslowski's documentaries began to
work on a quite different level, one that nei-
ther attacks nor defends the system but rather
probes the humanity of all those who must live
with it, including officialdom.

Not a Local Artist

HE MOST STRIKING EXAMPLE OF THIS

is From the Night Porter’s Point of View

(1978), a 17-minute portrait of Marian
Osuch, a watchman and all-around enforcer in
a Warsaw factory. Shot on East German film
stock known for its cold garish colors, the film
combines a voice-over of Osuch’s musings with
scenes of him collaring a vagrant, monitoring
the workers as they clock in and out, training
his guard dogs, and finally hosting a group of
visiting school children, His views are, shall we
say, not those of the enlightened intelligentsia.

He believes in law and order, strict rules, total
obedience, and (when necessary) public hang-
ings. His home life elicits no warmth, only a
comment about his daughter boiling his pet fish
to death and his son drowning his pet budgie.
To judge by the dog scenes, this is 2 man who
prefers animals to humans because they are
more trainable.

Yet the film is suffused with a strange ten-
derness. In his autobiography Kieslowski re-
calls that it took forever to find the right por-
tet. The first one selected had the requisite
“anti-humane ‘or fascist opinions,” but he also
“had so many shortcomings it was absolutely
impossible to make a film about him.” In other
words, Kieslowski went to great lengths to find
a more sympathetic “fascist.” At the end of the
film, when the visiting teacher asks the children
to identify “the officer in the fine uniform,” we
don’t hear their reply (apparently it was cut).
But we do see Osuch’s expression: that of a
lonely, beleaguered man whose heart positively
aches for respect.

Kieslowski’s distrust of the West may not
have helped him in medical matters, bur it
served his art well. The humanity that shines
through his portrait of Osuch continued to
illuminate just about everything he did. Of
course, humanity can be a liability among a
certain class of cinéastes. One of Kieslowski’s
mentors, the director Krzysztof Zanussi, says
Kieslowski was “long undervalued outside
Poland,” and that the Cannes Film Festival
rejected two of his most accomplished films,
Camera Buff (1979) and Blind Chance (1981),
as the work of a “local artist.” Why the same
charge didn't apply to the ever-so-American
Norma Rae, which took several prizes in '79,
and the ever-so-German Mephisto, which did
likewise in ‘81, is unclear.

Camera Buff is anything but “local” It's
about a callow young factory worker named
Filip (Jerzy Stuhr) who buys an 8mm camera
to film his new baby, then gets mesmerized by
the challenge of trying to film the whole world.
Like Kieslowski, Filip is initially embraced by
the authorities—the bosses in his factory ask
him to chronicle a big meeting, But Filip cannot
resist showing them sneaking out to the men’s
room, so he loses his new status, his job, and
eventually—as he proves incapable of curbing
this new passion for truth-telling—his wife
and child. Along the way, though, Filip does
one good thing, He makes a TV documentary
about a fellow worker who is a dwarf, and de-
spite some fussing on the part of the censors
over whether the film disparages its subject or
(here’s the real disparagement) insults Polish
labor, the film is broadcast—and everyone loves
it, including the dwarf, a simple man who weeps
because “it is beautiful.”
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Chance and Purpose

LIND CHANCE, ONE OF KIESLOWSKI'S

most fascinating films, is based on a

clever device—a “butterfly effect” aris-
ing from a mishap that occurs while a medi-
cal student named Witek (played by Boguslaw
Linda) is running for a train. In the first sce-
nario, Witek bumps a man in the crowd, pauses
briefly to apologize—and catches the train. In
the second and third, he pauses 2 moment lon-
ger—and misses the train. Then the story splits
again, as the first miss leads Witek to a scuffle
with the station guard, the second to an en-
counter with a woman from his anatomy class,
whom he later marries. ,

In 1998 this device was copied in a fluffy
British movie, Sliding Doors, and a trendy Ger--
man one, Run, Lola, Run. But there’s nothing
fluffy or trendy about Blind Chance. On the con-
trary, each of Witek’s possible lives presents him
with choices that still resonate today. Catching
the train, he meets an older man who recruits
him into the ruling Communist Polish United
Workers' Party. Missing the train and getting
into a scuffle, he is arrested and while doing
community service gets drawn into a student-
Catholicworker movement that looks a lot like
Solidarity. Missing the train and meeting his
future wife, he decides to stay out of politics
and focus on his career. Ironically, each path
brings him to the same place: in the Warsaw
airport trying to board a plane out of Poland. In
the third life he succeeds, only to have the plane
explode during takeoff.

Blind Chance came out during an espe-
cially rough time. In December 1981 General
Wojciech Jaruzelski declared martial law, driv-
ing Solidarity underground and crushing the
hopes of thousands. In that atmosphere, the
film was attacked by all sides—indeed, it may
be one of the most politically incorrect films
ever made. But Kieslowski wasn't trying to be
politically cortrect, he was trying to transcend a
situation that felt politically hopeless. The title
is meant ironically, because as he put it, “Witek,
the main character, behaves decently in each
situation. He behaves decently even when he
joins the Party. At a certain moment, when he
sees that he’s been manipulated into a situation
where he ought to behave like a bastard, he reb-
els and behaves decently.”

Looking back, Kieslowski is quite critical of
Blind Chance. But his remarks about that film
illuminate both it and his subsequent mas-
terpiece, the Decalogue: “We don’t ever really
know where our fate lies.... Fate in the sense of
a place, a social group, a professional career, or -
the work we do. We've got much more freedom
than this in the emotional sphere.” In other
words, human beings are subject to fate and



blind chance, not to mention the so-called ob-
jective forces of history. But they are also free
to make choices. If they were not, then there
would be no such thing as plot or character.
According to Aristotle, the most important
ingredient in tragedy is plot. It's not character,
because character is revealed only through ac-
tion, i.e., plot. It's probably worth noting that
by “action” Aristotle did not mean helicopters
crashing into suspension bridges. He meant
moral action, the kind we judge “decent” or
“like a bastard.”

Aristotle also said that the best plots are
so powerful that a bare-bones summary is
enough to move a listener. To this ancient wis-
dom Kieslowski adds the modern insight that
“everybody’s life is worthy of scrutiny.” That is
why he and his co-writer Krzysztof Piesiewicz
shot all ten Decalogue segments in the same large
apartment complex. “It's the most beautiful
housing estate in Warsaw,” Kieslowski recalled,
“which is why I chose it. It looks pretty awful
so you can imagine what the others are like”
For the sake of illustration, here is a summary
of the first plot, reflecting on the command-
ment “Thou shalt have no other gods before
me”: An agnostic scientist and his adored ten-
year-old son are so excited by the powers of
their new computer, they ask it to calculate the
exact hour when the ice on a nearby pond will
be thick enough to hold a skater. The computer
produces the answer, the boy goes skating, and
when the ice breaks unexpectedly, he drowns.
After watching all ten of these simple, powerful
stories, you will never look at an ugly apartment
complex in quite the same way again.

Kieslowski was a doubter not a dogmatist, and
the Decalogue series ends with an anti-Ten Com-
mandments rock song: “Kill, kill, kill / Screw who
you will... Everything’s yours.” But this negation
only underscores the affirmation of the whole.
About the Ten Commandments, Kieslowski has
said, “Everyone breaks them daily. Just the atctempt
to respect them is a major achievement.”

The French Films

IKE MANY EASTERN EUROPEAN ARTISTS,
Kieslowski felt his own world start to
crack after the fall of Communism. For

one thing, there was no money to make films in

Poland, so he relocated to France to make his fi-

nal four: The Double Life of Véronique (1991) and

the Three Colors: Blue, White, and Red (1993-4).

It would be nice to say that the French climate

agreed with our Polish emigré, but to judge by

the results, it did not. By a strange sort of alche-
my, the moral sense of Kieslowski’s best films
gets transformed, in the Parisian setting, into

a self-conscious preoccupation with the process
of film-making,

Take, for example, the theme of alternative
lives, which in Blind Chance is tied to such larger
questions as how does one live when one’s choic-
es are constrained by injustice and repression?
In The Double Life of Véronique, the larger ques-
tion is..what? After an opening sequence about
Weronika, a very pretty Polish singer (Irene
Jacob) who dies of a heart attack, the focus
shifts to picturesque Paris, where an identical
very pretty young woman is mooning ovet mys-
terious “signs” sent to her by a very handsome

young man (Phillippe Volter) who makes his

living performing with marionettes. After much
dithering they meet, and Véronique gets to
moon over his marionettes, which, he explains,
must be created in pairs because—hélas!—one
of them might get “damaged.”

The story ends with Véronique returning to
her family homestead, where we can be sure she
will be safe. The trouble is, she was pretty safe
to start with. Compared with Weronika, whose
life seems interesting, or at any rate real, Véro-
nique seems incredibly idle and self-absorbed. In
other words, she’s a typical young woman in a
French art film, beautiful to look at but devoid
of any recognizable human emotion.

The Three Colors take their cue from the
French flag: blue for liberty, white for equality,
red for fraternity. Blue is about a woman (played
by Juliette Binoche) who, after losing her hus-
band and child in a car accident, tries to live a
totally unfettered life, only to discover that this
is impossible. Red is an intriguing study of a
cynical retired judge (Jean-Louis Trintingant)
who eavesdrops on his neighbors’ phone con-
versations until a young fashion model (Irene
Jacob again) gently restores his humanity. Red
is beautiful to look at, but in a self-indulgent
way, as the camera lingers a bit too obsessively
on Jacob. Some feminist critics have accused
Kieslowski of committing fashion photography
on these female performers, which is certainly
the case. Binoche is a more interesting actress
than Jacob, but after a while both films start to
feel like the “How To Spend It” section of the
Financial Times.

My own reaction to Blue and Red is to start
hankering for Warsaw. So my favorite among
the Three Colors is White, in which the homely,
slightly rotund Zbigniew Zamachowski plays
Karol Karol (basically Charlie Charlie), a
Polish hairdresser living in Paris whose French
wife (Julie Delpy) wants a divorce because, as
her lawyer makes painfully clear in court, the
marriage has never been consummated due to
a failure of husbandly equipment. This is only
the beginning of Karol’s humiliation. By the
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time he’s begging for francs in the Paris sub-
way, he is ready to accept the offer of a fellow
Pole to return home in a way that makes flying
coach look (relatively) comfortable. Crammed
into a trunk, he suffers even worse when, upon
its arrival in Warsaw, the trunk is stolen by a
gang of thugs who, disappointed at Karol’s lack
of resale value, beat him severely and leave him
for dead in the public dump. The best line in
the whole trilogy comes when Karol wakes up
covered in blood and garbage, looks around and
says, “Home at last!”

Beduty is Strong

F KIESLOWSKI HAD LIVED LONGER, IT

would have behooved him to make more

comedies, not more Frenchified art films.
After completing Red, he announced that he
was not going to make any more films, period.
But he was also engaged in writing the screen-
plays for a new trilogy based on Dante’s Divine
Comedy. Only one of these has been made into
a film—Heaven (2002), starring Cate Blanchett
and directed by Tom Tykwer (who also direct-
ed Run, Lola, Run). It is an unholy mess, bereft
of the Decalogue’s moral honesty, and not even
postcard-pretty like Three Colors.

Because of this disaster, many critics have
concluded that Kieslowski’s art was an exotic,
twisted plant unable to bloom without political
repression and state censorship. But that con-
clusion is unfair. What does the inagniﬁcent
example of Czeslaw Milosz tell us, if not that
Polish artists can thrive in freedom and even
survive consumerism? A few lines from Milosz's
poem, “One More Day,” provide a fitting tribute
to Kieslowski:

And though the good is weak, beauty is
very strong,

Nonbeing sprawls, everywhere it turns
into ash whole expanses of being,

It masquerades in shapes and colors that
imitate existence

And no one would know it, if they did
not know that it was ugly.

And when people cease to believe that
there is good and evil

Only beauty will call to them and save
them

So that they still know how to say: this
is true and that is false,

Martha Bayles, who teaches humanities at Boston
College, is the CRB’s columnist on television and film.
She is writing a book titled The Ugly Americans:
Losing the Global Culture War.
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Migrant Thoughts

HEN NATIONS IN DECLINE ARE ASSAULTED FROM WITHOUT,
even if gently or only rhetorically, they often lose not only
the will to defend but the capacity to do so sensibly. They

turn upon themselves in fits of self-destruction marked by truncated,
simplistic, and merely assertive disputation. Illegal immigration, an ex-
ternal pressure, brings forth arguments of this type.

Each party to the immigration debate seems to know only a single
truth. One faction says that it is a mistake to conflate illegal immigra-
tion with terrorist infiltration: of the many millions of illegal crossings
only a handful are made even by people of suspect origin, and therefore
the borders should remain porous. Apart from the non sequitur, this
takes no account of the fact that terrorists by the handful are effective;

that if one border is open, traffic blocked at the others will flow to it; -

and that if a nation hasn't the will to control its frontiers, and thereby
disestablishes them, its sovereignty will deflate.

Not a single illegal immigrant should or need enter the United
States, not one. Contrary to the common wisdom, the borders are easy
to seal, and controlling entry is hardly totalitarian, This is not the same
as the question of how much immigration to allow, an important matter
rightly the political decision of the whole people rather than of a febrile
militia of Willie Nelson look-alikes, or the purposeful inefficiency of a

fence. And lest the government nurture a parallel and unrepresentative .

authority, it would best attend to its responsibilities and displace the

armed geezers who have stepped in where it has failed, though to do so

with the military is wrong on half a dozen counts.

This spring’s “pro-immigration” marches attempted lamely to confuse
legal and illegal immigration. Of course everyone in the New World is
an immigrant or a descendant of immigrants, and immigrants have built
America and continue to do so. Legal or illegal, they are almost univer-
sally good people who work to better their lot and that of their children.
That is not, however, license either for illegal entry or America’s failure
to have an immigration policy except by unregulated default.

Businesses large and small, careerists with Latin nannies, and those
who want wages low, the unions Suppressed, and their gardens well
tended have made common cause with their political opposites. The
latter, who have embraced multiculturalism and bilingualism, and who,
though they may be little blastfurnaces of ostentatious compassion,
are in their disdain for America as ruthless as commissars, would be
delighted to see it changed any which way as long as it becomes un-
recognizable. If you worry about the potential for California and the
Southwest to calve like melting glaciers and cleave to Mexico, or vice
versa, the Left will mock your distress as it once mocked and reviled
anti-Communism. And in the same vein the equanimity of the busi-
ness Right is similar to the self-satisfaction of those who would have

sold Lenin the rope with which he planned to hang them. This is the

lobby, strange as it may seem, for illegal immigration.

HEIR POSITION IS INDEMNIFIED NOT ONLY BY STUPIDITY AND

greed but by the fact that it is impossible to make a simple case

for sovereign control of the borders without attracting nativists
and xenophobes who pollute the argument with racism, protectionism,
and statist economics. Tossing aside one of America’s great strengths,
they would simply end immigration. As a graceless technique of law
enforcement, they would deny basic services to the children of illegals,
and they speak of rounding up 12 million mainly Latin Americans for
deportation, forgetting the signal fact that over the years, by our lack of
a policy, neglect of enforcement, and systematic indecision we have at
the very least made of ourselves an attractive nuisance.

By allowing the bloc that benefits from illegal immigration to extend
its invitation and welcome, the whole nation is complicit in luring these
people here. After doing so and benefiting immensely from their labor,
to turn them away from emergency rooms, make their children truants,
or expel them would be beneath contempt. And yet it is not surprisihg
in light of the trajectory of our politics and morals that this is some--
thing some of us urge and the rest are forced to contemplate.

Other than simple sovereignty and the control of borders, which
should be beyond debate and would if properly approached immediate-
ly contain and stabilize the problem, the essence of the illegal immigra-
tion qdestion, muddled though it may be by sophistry and peripheral
claims, is the importation of labor.

To assert as some have that illegals do not depress wages because
they do the jobs Americans refuse is the kind of nonsense economists
speak when they strain to be counterintuitive, and similar to saying
that cheap imports do not hold down prices. If employers paid higher
than substandard wages, Americans (who famously do almost anYthing
for money, including eating worms, shooting themselves from cannons,
and listening to Barbra Streisand sing) would take these jobs.

Because of their humanity, culture, and language, the workers and
their families who cross the borders are far more influential than even
the destabilizing flow of goods from China. Thus, the question of how
much to relieve wage pressure by the importation of labor should be
put to the country unadorned and in its simplest form: To what ex-
tent is economic advantage sufficient to justify the consequences of
the evolving common-law marriage with the countries and cultures of
Latin America? If this is decided merely parochially as a test of strength
among business, labor, and ethnic lobbies, there will be no policy, no
borders, no justice, and no relief. For it is a great question, to which the
answer must be given by the whole people.
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