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abstract:

Polish People’s Republic (PRL) in the late 1970s saw an increased alliance 

among, and indeed, a blending of, workers and intellectuals, young and old, 

women and men, actively struggling against the state. A new kind of solidarity 

emerged that threw off tired notions of what constituted the working class. 

The preeminent filmmaker of this time, Krzysztof Kieślowski, is often seen as 

increasingly depoliticized as he moved into fiction, but in this paper the author 

argues for the dialogic value of his work with respect to political organizing. 

Kieślowski’s documentarist sensitivity to registering Polish reality and the 

intimacy of human engagement with the world led him to question the 

prevailing mode of representing these shifts in politics and class. His feature 

films, in articulating failures of representation, challenge a “realism” that 

purported to be universal, but instead reified a certain historical anxiety in the 

Polish political imaginary (workers vs. intellectuals, urban elites vs. peasantry), 

or precisely that which was being unraveled by the praxis of the late 1970s. 

Further, they refuse to cordon off interests of individuals from the very state 

shown to be oppressing them. Here we have a filmic counterpart to the 

immanent praxis of workers and intellectuals that turned one of the engines 

of the state—the trade union—into the greatest weapon against it. The author 

shows how this functions, in negative terms, in Kieślowski’s first feature, 

Blizna/The Scar (1976), in which class solidarity is felt stylistically as aporia,

and is further developed in Amator/Camera Buff (1979), which expresses the 

personal as political in the tension between the desire for spokój (peace and 

quiet) and czegoś wiecej (something more). Rather than a retreat, we should 

see this in correspondence with the revolutionary consciousness being 

inscribed in individual Poles by the collective labor action of Solidarity in 1980.

Dominic Leppla - Dominic Leppla received his PhD from Mel Hoppenheim 
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School of Cinema at Concordia University, writing on the political beyond the 

merely representational in Polish cinema after 1968. While at Concordia he 

organized as mobilization and communications officer for its graduate 

student worker union. He has published on the global use of film theory 

(Frames 2012), censorship in Polish cinema under state socialism (Handbook 

of COURAGE 2018), and most recently on the avant-docs of Piotr Szulkin and 

Grzegorz Królikiewicz ("Studies on Eastern European Cinema" 2019) He lives in 

New Haven, CT and teaches film at Quinnipiac University.
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Film and the Politics of Negative Community. 
Krzysztof Kieślowski’s Dialectic in the Late 
1970s Polish People’s Republic

The absence of community is not the failure of community. 

Absence belongs to community as its extreme moment or as 

the ordeal that exposes it to its necessary disappearance.1

Maurice Blanchot

The principle of representation is not able to grasp that the 

nothing that it should compensate for is not a loss of 

substance, foundation, or value, which suddenly dissolved 

a previous order but the very character of our being-in-

common.2

Roberto Esposito

The late 1970s in the Polish People’s Republic (Polska 

Rzeczpospolita Ludowa, hereafter PRL) saw a new alliance 

(indeed, in the labor activism of the Solidarity movement, 10 

million strong by 1981, a blending) of workers and intellectuals, 

young and old, women and men, actively struggling against the 

state. A non-monolithic political subject had assumed center 

stage, challenging received notions as to what constituted the 

working class in a state socialist country.

The preeminent Polish documentarian of the era, Krzysztof 

Kieślowski (1941-1996), had captured the discontent that led to 

this moment, in trailblazing, closely observed short works like 

Office (Urząd, 1966), Factory (Fabryka, 1970) and Workers ’71: 

Nothing About Us Without Us (Robotnicy ‘71: Nic o nas bez nas, 

1972, unreleased). Kieślowski’s subsequent, mid-decade shift 

into feature filmmaking is sometimes viewed as the beginning of 

a slide into the interiority,
3
 perhaps even insularity, 

that characterized his late work, the internationally lauded 

French co-productions of the 1990s.
4
 It seems that just as the 

working class in Poland was heating up, its most astute 

filmmaker was cooling down. However, this evaluation presumes 
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that the political content of narrative film art takes the same 

form and function as it would in political activism and its 

discourses — that is, expressing a position and working 

towards a political goal. Kieślowski’s Polish features, I shall argue, 

harbor a deceptive, dialogic energy with respect to the work of 

organizing and praxis. His achievements lay not in assuming the 

Romantic mantle of the dissident artist,
5
 but in taking seriously 

his role as a filmmaker under state socialism to speak for all 

citizens, and to render their progressing circumstances in 

increasingly challenging terms. As a documentarian, his 

sensitivity to the intimacy of human engagement with the world 

led him to progressively question the ability of the prevailing 

aesthetic he had helped forge to register these shifts in class and 

worker resistance. While the pragmatist in Kieślowski 

acknowledged he could do and say more — and intrude on lives 

less — by adapting his documentary aesthetic to fiction, his late 

1970s work also stands as a challenge to the entire notion of 

realist representation in political filmmaking.
6

If Kieślowski’s work indeed grew more subjective, formally as 

well as personally, it was because it retained an openness 

with respect to the ever-shifting political reality in the PRL, 

rather than merely reacting to events. Beginning with his 

autobiographical first feature for television, Personel (1975), 

these films resist the documentarian impulse to “reflect” the 

times, and forego the narratively closed art cinema that likewise 

tended to fix and symbolically load representations of subjects 

who were engaged in an ongoing political process (i.e., the Polish 

Film School inheritance of Andrzej Wajda (1926-2016), especially 

in his Man of Iron/Człowiek z żelaza, 1981). Instead, true to the 

spirit of his nonfiction work, Kieślowski interpellates the viewer 

not as a receptacle for the transmission of political content, 

but as a “partner” in assembling meaning.
7
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In so doing, these works bridge the gap between the self and the 

other
8
 that is also reflective of implicating oneself in solidaristic 

activity, i.e., becoming a political actor in a situation outside of 

one’s immediate personal sphere. They develop a dialectic 

that moves between the protagonists’ conflicting, stated desire 

for spokój (peace and quiet), located in the nuclear family, and 

coś więcej (something more), a collectivizing impulse 

that internalizes the political as personal, and can prompt both 

class unity and solidaristic action, as stated above.

Via close readings of his late ‘70s features, in particular, 

Kieślowski’s first theatrical feature The Scar (Blizna, 1976), and 

Camera Buff (Amator, 1979), classic examples of the late 1970s 

filmmaking trend usually known as the Cinema of Moral Anxiety 

(kino moralnego niepokoju), I shall show how this dialectic of 

desire functions relative to what political scientist David Ost has 

referred to as the politics of interest, rather than (only) class, 

under state socialism; that is to say, interest as a category that is 

both fluid and historically determined, shaped by and structurally 

dependent on the ever-present state under “really existing 

socialism.”
9
Kieślowski’s films reckon with the various messy, 

competing interests present in 1970s Poland by facing, on 

a narrative level, the implications of the negativity that was, 

for better or worse, endemic to Polish art.
10

 Rather 

than a political retreat, there is at the heart of these works, which 

introduce formal and thematic elements of absence and loss, an 

attempt at uniting competing interests negatively. 

In other words, the films mediate the threat of the dissolution 

of community, a much-abused concept that nonetheless has the 

advantage of being both abstract and concrete, suggestive of 

structures of feeling as well as workaday materialist reality. As 

such, they speak to what Maurice Blanchot has referred to as 

negative community, or “the community of those who have no 

community.”
11

This notion is rooted in Georges Bataille’s attempt 

in the 1930s to create an antifascist, affective dialectics, 
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centered on a radical understanding of “communication,” one 

that could withstand the seduction of fascist imagery in the wake 

of the failure of both liberal politics and, to his thinking, a more 

orthodox left-communist critique.
12

 His friend and disciple 

Blanchot would apply these insights to the experience of another 

period of political instability — May 1968. He conceived of the 

negation of received reality — the friendship of refusal, he put it — 

along lines of spatiality and movement, to match the exuberant 

rhythm of the Parisian streets; and with it, the repurposing of 

both social spaces and given identities.
13

 This is also to say 

that there is something inherently cinematic in the 1968-era 

notion of affectively mapping a community where none currently 

exists.
14

 I have elsewhere, and more directly, related Bataillean 

communication to avant-garde Polish documentary;
15

Kieślowski’s films, as we will see, do not attempt the same 

subversion, but develop a post-1968, immanent critique of 

realism. As stated above, the dialectical tension that they 

generate responds to a mediating concept of community, while 

gesturing at the possibility of a hopeful real-world synthesis.

Crucially, this nascent community lay not within the accepted 

parameters of “us vs. them,” “regular Poles” vs. the State, or 

Opposition vs. Party,
16

 but would constitute, as it were, everyone.

In this Kieślowski recognized something (perhaps unusual 

for someone who came of age politically with the death of 

Marxist revisionism in 1968)
17

 that was unique about state 

socialism; namely, citizens were not apart but rather a part of the 

state that they had helped build in the postwar period, contra 

western capitalism. In practice this meant Kieślowski balked at 

cordoning off the interests of “individuals” from the very state 

that was also shown to be oppressing them.
18

 For all their 

documenting of negative phenomena, these films possess a rise-

or-fall-together element that goes against the grain of dissident 

rhetoric and the Party-critical realist cinema that Kieślowski had 
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helped influence with his documentaries. We should see these 

features as challenging an art cinema and corresponding 

rationalist intellectual discourse
19

 that purported to be 

progressive and universal, but instead reified a certain class 

discrimination in the Polish political imaginary — about which 

more below — or precisely that which was unraveled by the 

organizing of the late 1970s. Here we shall find a filmic 

counterpart to the praxis of the labor activists of Solidarity, who 

turned one of the engines of the socialist state — the trade union 

— into the greatest weapon against it.

Political cinema? Documentaries vs. Fiction

The notion of political cinema had long been a fraught one 

when it came to the reception of Polish film under state socialism. 

As Marek Haltof points out, in a foreword to the new edition of 

his classic text, Polish National Cinema, the critical tendency, 

within the country and without, was to automatically “read” each 

film as an expression of dissidence, irrespective of its aesthetics. 

Haltof quotes the late Silesian filmmaker Kazimierz Kutz
20

 on how 

this impacted storytelling and style:

Polish cinema in years past, propelled by anticommunism of 

the West, benefited from the permanent discrediting, because 

the theme had been always more important than the style. It 

never had to compete intellectually; we were allowed to enter 

salons in dirty boots to describe communism, which the public 

wished a quick death.
21

Kutz resents, in critics as well as filmmakers, the lack of 

attention paid to filmmaking aesthetics and cultural value 

independent of overt political critique — this also seems to be 

Haltof’s abiding concern. In addition, if we are generous, and 

given Kutz’s own subtle and complex filmmaking we ought to be, 

we can also see here the demand that film texts be forged and 

mined for deeper meaning, whose political efficaciousness is not, 
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or should not be, that easy to determine — or instrumentalize.

Kieślowski’s work is likewise dubious about the extent to which 

cinema can represent political activity (that is to say, stand in for 

it, with the tendency towards substitution that that implies). As 

a documentarian, he saw such activity as beginning not with the 

narrative voice of political discourse, but on a more micro, 

process-oriented level of human engagement. In a word, this was 

an operation carried out at the level of community, a word 

implying close contact and the local, “through which,” as 

Raymond Williams put it, “the great abstractions Individual and 

Society operate in detail.”
22

 To draw out its intricacies took 

patient aesthetic investigation. This conviction took root in the 

documentaries he and colleagues such as Tomasz Zygadło
23

contributed, from the mid-1960s on, toward uncovering the 

social reality and meaning that they saw as having been 

occluded under official state culture. In 1971, Kieślowski and 

Zygadło, supported by the older, rebellious Party member 

Bohdan Kosiński, set down in writing their filmic attempts to 

politically infuse the poetic/observational cinema of their teacher 

and mentor Kazimierz Karabasz
24

 and his generation. 

This “Kraków Group” manifesto,
25

 as it came to be known, making 

use of a clinical metaphor with “film-protests” being a “scalpel,” 

was part of a wider movement across many art and literature 

circles within Poland, known as młoda kultura (the Young 

Culture). Its ethos is exemplified in the writings of poets Adam 

Zagajewski and Julian Kornhauser contained in a book of 

collected essays from 1974, The Unrepresented World 

(Świat nieprzedstawiony). While the poets took pains to point out 

that “diagnosing reality is not the only, nor even the main, task 

facing culture,” in film historian Tadeusz Lubelski’s words, it was 

seen as “‘degree zero’, the precondition of its effective 

functioning as a whole.”
26

The evolution of Kieślowski’s 1970s fiction work fulfilled 

this diagnostic directive of Young Culture as well as the implicit 

Dominic Leppla Film and the Politics of Negative Community

Widok. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture 9 / 53



suggestion of the Kraków Group manifesto to see documentary 

film as research; indeed, political developments continued to 

supply the director with raw material. In the summer of 1976, the 

shipyard strikes and ruthless repression on the Baltic Coast at 

the beginning of the decade
27

 seemed to be replaying itself 

like a bad dream. Yet this seeming return held promise, in how 

previous divisions among those engaged in struggle were 

overcome, both geographically and along class lines. 

On June 25 , in response to the Party again suddenly 

announcing food price increases, an estimated 130 factories 

(75% of Poland’s largest) went on strike.
28

 In the face of this scale 

of opposition, the government almost immediately capitulated, 

calling off the price hike, but repression was severe, both in terms 

of direct state violence in the streets and also in the form of fines 

or imprisonment and mass purges of alleged radicals 

from industrial jobs.
29

 In the wake of these reprisals and the 

subsequent cover-up,
30

 Warsaw intellectuals and students 

formed the Komitet Obrony Robotników (Workers’ Defense 

Committee),
31

 or KOR, which first showed up during the July 

trials in Ursus (then a suburb of Warsaw) to offer financial 

support.
32

 This was to be the beginning of a breakthrough in 

terms of bridging the organizing gap between workers and the 

intelligentsia. Although a certain division persisted, many of the 

young labor activists in the Baltic coast’s “Tri-City” (Trójmiasto

—Gdańsk, Gdynia and Sopot) who built Solidarity in 1980 were 

indeed also KOR members.
33

 The class and cultural divisions 

that had historically kept Polish citizens separated were slowly 

being eroded through a common struggle.
34

th
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KOR member; later seen visiting worker’s home in Short Working Day (Krótki Dzień 
Pracy, dir. Krzysztof Kieślowski, 1981, unreleased)

These long-standing societal and class divisions, which 

predated state socialism and persisted under it, bear mentioning 

at this point — why did the gulf tentatively bridged via the union 

of workers and intellectuals after June 1976 hold such 

significance? And what does it have to do with the cinematic 

output of Kieślowski’s contemporaries? General cultural attitudes 

towards the role of the intelligentsia, governance and the 

production of art in Poland had long set it somewhat apart 

from its neighbors. A closer look immediately reveals the deep 

historical chasm between urban intellectuals and the rural 

population (and later, of course, the proletariat), relative to their 

class conflict with the rural landed gentry, the szlachta — the 

ruling class that, while allowing cities relative freedom, exploited 

the peasantry ruthlessly and helped extend feudalism in the 

Polish lands well into the 19  century. This distrust was most 

famously dramatized in influential Kraków fin-de-siecle artist 

Stanisław Wyspiański’s best-known play, The Wedding 

(Wesele, 1901).

th

This historical anxiety in Polish letters is also apparent 

throughout Polish cinema history, insofar as “dissident” auteurs, 

to reconnect with Kazimierz Kutz’s sentiment, have been allowed 

to speak as voices of universal conscience, though they evince 

highly selective, class-based perspectives. As Iwona Kurz has 

trenchantly analyzed, the lack of understanding (between 

intellectuals and the working class or peasantry) 
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that characterizes Polish culture is manifest in the inability of 

Polish cinema, by and large, to successfully portray 

“ordinariness” — a far more useful word here than “realism.” Kurz 

demonstrates this through a reading of Krzysztof Zanussi’s 

(1939- ) New Wave-influenced The Structure of Crystal

(Struktura kryształu, 1969). Along with Kieślowski’s 

documentaries, Zanussi’s “intellectual cinema” was one of the key 

influences on late 1970s Polish filmmaking. However, unlike films 

of the Czech New Wave (i.e., Kurz’s contrastive model),

Zanussi’s characters are not so ordinary, but represent two 

possible modes of intelligentsia: an academic career (in the 

West, nonetheless) and the option for a quiet, provincial 

life…The ordinary people are the others [author’s emphasis], 

for example Jan’s wife, the people who come for simple 

conversation (and, as sensible Marek observes, don’t 

understand anything), or those who drink their daily glass of 

vodka and/or beer…There is a long sequence in Zanussi’s 

movie, when the two main characters are in a local joint and 

Marek asks Jan how he can live being constantly surrounded 

by “such faces.” Jan replies that it depends on the way one 

looks. Then “these faces” are carefully presented in a long 

shot – faces covered with wrinkles and lines, silent and 

seemingly indifferent; their owners wear tattered hats and 

clothes, enjoy their banal talks and jokes, and chase their 

drinks with boiled egg. Zanussi simply displays them – leaving 

it up to the viewer, how to look at them. However, the film 

leaves no space for identification with (them).
35

Zanussi’s cinema, then, is symptomatically content to leave 

certain hierarchies undisturbed, to put it kindly; at worst, it 

contributed to the outright othering of rural Poles, as Kurz 

suggests (an attitude that unhelpfully persists in Poland today). 

This is to say that a class divide is portrayed unproblematically in 

Structure of Crystal — as something natural, or a given.
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In contrast to his friend Zanussi, Kieślowski’s work at this time 

sought to remove rather than reinforce cultural and class 

barriers, seeking the commonality of public interest negatively

through examining a dysfunction that impacted everyone, 

however inequitably. By 1976, his work as a director had 

definitively shifted: documentaries had come to function in part 

as ways of “charging the battery” for features, he conceded.
36

Expanding, rather than reducing, the sense of close observation 

he had always worked with,
37

 he also found creative, hybrid ways 

to articulate the movement of class in terms of story 

construction. A dialogue of sorts began between his short works 

and the full features he would soon make. One of the more 

compelling ways in which this can be felt is Kieślowski’s use of 

a recurring character, Antoni Gralak, based upon a real person 

who was a Party functionary. This “Gralak” travels as it were 

from short films to his features and back again. Different 

incarnations see him as a disgraced Party member, in the 

fascinating docu-fiction Curriculum Vitae (Życiorys, 1975); as an 

apolitical, ex-con itinerant laborer, of the type scapegoated as 

a ‘hooligan’ by the Party during times of unrest, in The Calm 

(Spokój, 1976; released 1980), discussed later; and as a young 

insurrectionist worker in Short Working Day (Krótki dzień pracy, 

1981; unreleased), a curious TV film about the 1976 uprising in 

Radom.
38

 Such volatility of identity is a more novel and 

compelling approach to the notion of an ‘everyman’ than was 

typically seen in Polish cinema, inviting possibility rather 

than stasis.

The first of these films, Curriculum Vitae, requires discussing at 

more length in order to tease out the sense in which 

communication occurs across varying institutions, platforms and 

layers of reality; that is to say, the relation of the filmic to the pro-

filmic, as well as the director’s connection not only to his material 

but also to the wider community, of which even the Party 

Dominic Leppla Film and the Politics of Negative Community

Widok. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture 13 / 53



(Kieślowski always insisted implicitly with other documentarian 

colleagues)
39

 was part. In Curriculum Vitae’s hybrid approach, 

Kieślowski allowed an actor with a similar background to the 

wholly fictional character he was portraying, “Gralak,” to go 

before a very real mid-level Party Control Committee. He then 

filmed this body berating Gralak for his character flaws and 

questioning if he was fit to be a member of the Party, and by 

extension to enjoy a more comfortable future,
40

 underlining the 

state-sanctioned reality of class difference. Surprisingly enough, 

the end result was screened not only at the Kraków Film Festival, 

but also within Party circles.
41

 The questions that these fallible, 

not wholly intimidating Party members — similar to others 

from his documentaries — pose and re-pose to Gralak as they go 

over his personal history with a fine-tooth comb, seem to be 

a further elaboration of the unsettling bureaucratic mantra 

heard in Kieślowski’s influential early documentary Office 

(Urząd, 1966): “What have you been doing throughout your 

lifetime?” This obfuscating question, it seems, would go on to be 

answered definitively by the worker organized uprising a decade 

later. While no one would confuse Polish cinema of this era 

with the Third Cinema of Latin America, which sought to directly 

engage with insurgency and revolution in its manifestos and 

films, Kieślowski’s filmic and production activity with his 

colleagues indicates an understanding of this notion of dialogism.
42

 He would eventually directly dramatize this struggle as it 

resided in ordinary Poles who sought access to culture and 

political life — and arguably, true socialist community — all of 

which was denied to them by the elites.

Personel and Moral Anxiety

This new approach was reflected in the filmmaking and central 

conflict of Kieślowski’s first feature for television, Personel (1975). 

While there was plenty of the personal life of its director in his 

previous choices, here Kieślowski drew quite directly on his own 
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experience. In Personel, a young man, Romek, played by Juliusz 

Machulski (future director of various popular 1980s comedies), 

gets his first proper job in a theater, just as the young Kieślowski 

did.
43

 Over the course of the story, in which he is initiated into the 

hard work, intricacies, and ultimately the dysfunction of a theater 

company, Romek finds his idealism about art and labor severely 

challenged. Stylistically, this is captured through careful 

attention to small revelations buried in mundane activity and 

repetitive work, using a cast made up of real theater workers as 

well as many of Kieślowski’s film school director friends who 

imitated them when acting their parts.
44

 The central conflict, 

slowly steeping in Personnel’s accretion of detail, simmers 

between the performers, who receive adulation on the stage, and 

the artists and craftspeople who toil behind the scenes, quite 

literally forced to use a separate entrance to the theater. 

A tailor, Sowa (Michał Tarkowski), is one of the latter, and as the 

protagonist’s friend is a large influence on young Romek. He 

battles with the actors, who scorn his talents, as well as those 

who maladroitly run the company, turning a blind eye to the 

theater’s woes. Sowa’s final stance is summed up in his climactic 

speech before an assembled, hostile company, with the 

unequivocal words: “This theater is rotten”. He uses the word 

spróchniały — emphasizing decrepitude.

While Kieślowski ends his film on an ambiguous note, 

with a long shot, as the protagonist hesitates over where he 

should place his loyalty — with the now-fired Sowa or the theater 

administration and its supporters — it was the film’s negative, 

allegorical diagnosis of seemingly irreparable societal rifts 

that was to be the hallmark of Poland’s Cinema of Moral Anxiety, 

of which Personel can be seen as a blueprint. At their best, these 

features portray, like the earlier ‘70s documentaries, the 

complexity of everyday experience and the negotiation of 

competing interests.
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Unfortunately, most lack the evenness of approach (the 

documentarian’s generosity of detail) and openness of narrative 

(plots end decisively) of the earlier nonfiction material. At worst, 

they come off as blinkered and schematic: good and evil are very 

broadly painted. As director Agnieszka Holland puts it, “We were 

delighted that we could code the message in a film that 'evil is 

linked with communism.' It seems that this is the basic weakness 

of these films.”  These film artists genuinely felt they were 

responding to a social need, as Holland and others have 

indicated, using their work within the resurgent, now-celebrated 

zespoły filmowe, or autonomous filmmaking units, to make a kind 

of intervention within a socialist public sphere.
46

 However, to put 

this in 21 -century media terms, providing content to salve 

discontent surely limits what cinema is capable of in such 

situations. In Krzysztof Zanussi’s lonely, existentialist “last honest 

man” portraits (such as Constant Factor/Konstans, 1980), or 

Andrzej Wajda’s impressive collaborations with younger artists 

(Without Anaesthesia/Bez znieczulenia, 1979, screenplay by 

Holland) individuals come up hard against the immovable force 

of an apathetic or vindictive system. The plot machinery and 

unhappy endings that convey this message seem to confirm 

dissident myths about “totalitarianism” in the PRL state, leaving 

no thinking space for the viewer — and by extension the citizen. 

This is to say, they forego Kieślowski’s “partnership,” which would 

imply participation and an assembling of meaning not decided 

upon in advance. Engagement and the careful accretion of 

reality and situational truth that Kieślowski had gleaned from the 

Karabasz tradition is foreclosed upon. In other words, we see the 

limits of documentary realism when made to serve fictional 

narrative arcs.

However, to recall Personel, there was a tentative third choice, 

beyond either the theater administration’s intent to blithely carry 

on or Sowa’s desire to tear it all down. In the third act, Romek 

45
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Dominic Leppla Film and the Politics of Negative Community

Widok. Theories and Practices of Visual Culture 16 / 53



proposes something positive and concrete alongside Sowa’s 

negative diagnosis — the formation of a new sort of community: 

a people’s cabaret. Not only does this make Romek a perfect 

representative of the Young Culture movement, as well as 

mirroring attempts by Kieślowski and his fellow directors at the 

same,
47

 it hints at what would go on to drive the filmmaker’s 

future protagonists.

The Representation of Failure: Community in 

The Scar

Kieślowski’s experiments in hybrid and collaborative forms 

initially provided a way to remove him from the bitter minefields 

of documentary ethics amid state censorship, pointing to 

a possible way forward. Even so, the move into fiction filmmaking 

was not to be a smooth one. Whereas his favorite filmmaker, Ken 

Loach, could draw on a sharply defined British tradition of left-

wing class politics railing against ruling class capitalist interests, 

the upcoming Moral Anxiety features were made against the 

background of a political situation in which the portrayal of 

working class militancy against the “workers’ state” was officially 

nonsensical, and therefore forbidden. As such, the narrative 

representation of delineated competing interests and roiling 

class antagonism, as opposed to mere hatred for the Party, 

proved difficult to achieve within the bounds of official state 

culture. This was despite the extent to which state socialism was 

yoked to the world-system of capitalism, to use Wallerstein’s 

well-known term,
48

 particularly in the 1970s when Western 

credit loomed large in the Polish economy. The reliance on credit, 

initiated by First Secretary Edward Gierek after taking power in 

1970, further muddied the waters by attempting to equalize 

unequal interests through collective consumption,
49
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the optimism for which had largely evaporated by the middle of 

the decade amidst a global economic downturn.

In recognizing the economic — not merely political — nature of 

the crises that buffeted Poland, both then and now, David Ost 

homes in on the category of interest, defining it not in absolute 

terms (as does capitalism) but pragmatically.

People obviously do have wants, such as a better life, 

prosperity, happiness. But interest is used here in an economic 

sense, in its modern usage associated with the rise of market 

liberalism and the complex composition of industrial society. 

To say a group of people has an "interest" in a policy or 

political program is to say it believes this policy or program 

will enhance the socioeconomic position of its members. To 

say a group does not know what is in its interest means 

that its members do not know what program or policy can 

best advance its position.
50

This argues against an understanding of interest as some kind 

of essential, transhistorical category, one that could be (self-) 

betrayed, e.g., due to some “false consciousness” among workers, 

etc. The explanation, instead, is structural:

(I)nterests do not simply exist "out there," waiting for the 

chance to articulate politically their own visions. Rather, 

interests are decisively shaped by the state, by the political 

and economic environments in which they take shape.
51

In capitalist liberal states, class organizations, such as those 

portrayed in Loach’s films (e.g., a railway workers’ union in 

Navigators (2001)), exist and negotiate their interests relative to 

a state that has ultimate power over them, but does not, Ost 

argues, guarantee their independent existence. However,
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In state socialist society…all social groups owe their existence 

to the state and all flourish or decline depending on the 

state’s commitment to maintaining them.
52

This commitment, of course, was a varied one relative to 

different social groups, as we have seen. Inequalities 

that contributed to persistent class differences in the PRL help 

explain, in retrospect, why it was not the emergence of “civil 

society” but the working class revolt of strikes in 1970, 1971,
53

1976 and ultimately in 1980 that shook the state to its 

foundations.
54

 In this sense, though, we should reject the notion 

that the PRL for this reason had effectively abolished classes,

relative to how the state (mis)articulated interest. But with Ost 

we should recognize how interest in state socialist societies 

like the PRL defined itself in relation to a state in which all official 

organizations were always already nationalized.

This volatility of negative interests vis-à-vis the state 

eventually came together spectacularly, of course, in August of 

1980 with Solidarność (Solidarity). As universal as such an 

organization must have felt by 1981, when Solidarity had 

transformed into a seemingly unstoppable social movement, it 

was first born of something highly specific: the initial, public 

demand for free and independent trade unions in Gdańsk,
55

which grew into a larger program articulating the self-

management and economic well-being of the Polish working 

class. Despite the historical precedents of 1970 and 1976, 

this signal demand of labor activists and workers on the Baltic 

Coast had since those years been developed and transmitted 

locally, not nationally, and it was therefore seen by the KOR 

opposition intellectuals in Warsaw as a dead end, including key 

1960s radical Jacek Kuroń.
56

 However, this demand was 

a critical pivot, as Michael Bernhard puts it:
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Although the opposition of the 1970s had secured de facto 

toleration of an alternative public space and the 

organizations therein, and had improvised ways to pressure 

the party-state, it had not yet obtained de jure recognition of 

its right to exist or its institutional autonomy.
57

What was developing in the Tri-City was thus an example of 

something more defined than “interest” and different than the 

“alternative public space” of civil society that treasured and 

closely-guarded its separation from the state. It was instead 

closer to what Raymond Williams called a militant particularism, 

or the way in which “ideals forged out of the affirmative 

experience of solidarities in one place get generalized and 

universalized as a working model of a new form of society 

that will benefit all of humanity.”  The free trade union demand, 

as well as its key enabling structure, what later became the 

Interfactory Strike Committee (Międzyzakładowy Komitet 

Strajkowy, or MKS), and finally, its lead tactic, the sit-down strike, 

all were present in 1970 and hovered at the edges in 1976,
59

but their time, and its recognition, was still to come.

58

How, then, to portray such politics in a visual narrative, in 

this moment of profound transition, when it all seemed such 

a jumble mid-decade? How could one avoid the reification of the 

problem of really existing power differentials — men 

versus women, or industrial workers or rural farmers versus the 

urban intelligentsia, who despite their criticism of the 

nomenklatura (Party elites) remained in a more comfortable 

class position? Any attempt to deny the mitigating, fundamental 

category of the state, as opposition intellectuals increasingly 

tended to do when speaking of “(post-) totalitarianism,”
60

 or as 

Moral Anxiety did through the “communism is evil” coding, only 

further confused the issue — effectively fighting abstraction 

with more abstraction, however “cathartic” this may have felt to 

read or experience on screen.
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Kieślowski and Zygadło had succeeded in portraying ostensible 

class differences or differing political interests, in the intercutting 

between workers and managers in films like Factory and 

Workers ’71, as well as calling for and emphasizing organizational 

and institutional aspects in their manifesto. How could longer 

fiction films, relying on characters with whom viewers are to 

identify, cinematically speaking, address this problem?

Kieślowski’s first feature film, The Scar (Blizna, 1976), arguably 

the first proper feature of Moral Anxiety, restages and seeks to 

advance the situations previously observed in Kieślowski’s 

documentaries. It contains a typically tough-minded, or perhaps 

perverse, problematic that uses a setting and what we might call 

a professional-managerial class
61

 protagonist commonly 

associated in fiction with a number of television series of the 

1970s,
62

 but typically eschewed by directors of mainstream 

cinema for its perceived unpopularity and association 

with vestiges of socialist realism.
63

 The plot follows the 

construction of a massive chemical factory in a small town in 

northeastern Poland, a town whose citizens view the project 

with skepticism and outright resistance. This story is organized 

around sympathetic building director Stefan Bednarz (versatile 

veteran actor Franciszek Pieczka) and his doomed fight to bring 

the chemical works to life, while constantly attending to the 

various interests in play among the intransigent townsfolk, 

enthusiastic university researchers, implacable Party officials, 

a crusading journalist, and Bednarz’s own unhappy family.

On the one hand, The Scar is a straightforward, documentary-

informed work, examining a small community through the eyes of 

an insider-outsider — arguably a surrogate for Kieślowski himself. 

Yet it is at once both dense and elusive as a text: full of outrage 

and specific details, but also aporia, underdeveloped characters, 

and mysterious yearnings. What it adds up to is a vivid and 

humane portrait of failure; what differentiates this emphasis on 

failure from other Moral Anxiety works is that the film depicts the 
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failure not merely of a political system, but failure in 

representation. This failure is on the one hand political and 

concrete — the protagonist as a failed representative of “the 

people;” but it is also artistic,
64

 as Kieślowski, through the clash of 

documentary form and fiction narrative, evidently concedes 

that the cinema cannot represent community and the real, in all 

its complexity.
65

 However, this pessimism, or negation, of 

community in film narrative, need not rule out the possibility of 

positive developments in the real world. That is to say our 

inability to point to extant examples of human community does 

not mean it is not becoming, even if only in a negative sense. 

This idea is developed formally as an interesting absence in the 

text, very much like what Klaus Scherpe means when speaking of 

the work of Peter Weiss as

a sign of this historical work of liberation that has not yet 

become history. The empty space in the frieze, at the spot 

where the lion's paw of Heracles would hang, designates 

precisely something absent, unrealized. Literature cannot and 

should not fill this space by way of compensation, but rather 

render its contours sharp and visible.
66

Scherpe argues that literature should indicate, through signs, 

our capacity to alter the course of history and emancipate 

human potential; it cannot however show us the way 

(“fill this space”) through representation. I shall argue in what 

follows that The Scar allows viewers, through their involvement 

in the film, to render the “contours” of reality “sharp and visible.” 

This is the gathering of negative community — the other side, as it 

were, of s/Solidarity.

In the first place, The Scar develops the examination of 

“negative phenomena,” as the 1971 manifesto had it, seeking 

through viewer involvement to transform this material.
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We witness the failure of a city to serve its citizens 

through a fleshed out, decade-long portrait of the protagonist, 

Bednarz, a professional project manager hired by cynical local 

Party leaders, and yet he is a “full-blooded humanist,” as 

a citizen at a town-hall meeting says while praising him. 

Despite some private brooding, Bednarz is, for a time, good-

naturedly convinced about his paternal capacity to represent the 

townspeople and their conflicting concerns through his work. At 

this he is consistently thwarted from all sides, and The Scar 

shows Bednarz’s failure to assemble the militant particularist 

interests of the town — the local/personal within the 

national/collective — into what Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. often 

referred to as “beloved community,” or that which blooms 

after waging a successful struggle.
67

The various strands Bednarz attempts to pull together, to 

reconcile, register vividly for the spectator in Kieślowski’s patient, 

documentary-like long takes and occasional non-eyeline 

matches, in a series of encounters with a myriad of townspeople, 

and a few supporting characters. These realistic scenes, 

reminiscent of the earlier documentaries in which grievances are 

vented or institutional decrepitude exposed, surely made the 

state censor squirm and the average Pole perhaps cheer, and yet 

what is most interesting about the citizens’ heartfelt speeches 

and protests is that they ultimately fall on deaf or unyielding ears 

— not suppressed, just passed over. We see how, in a way not 

dissimilar to Western liberal democracies, one need not 

necessarily bar free discourse — the concept of it may even be 

a boon to power — to keep a citizenry in thrall to, in this case, 

a parasitic bureaucratic stratum.

Moreover, just as Ost says, the waters of “interest” here are 

quite slippery. As townspeople vent their anger at the 

environment being destroyed as well as many of their homes and 

existing infrastructure, the language used tells of shifting goals 

and the inability to communicate.
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The town is told to think of the “big picture” — the Factory plan 

could actually work, it is true — but when the women and men 

move from a militant particularism (“the home we built for our old 

age has been destroyed”) to draw a universal conclusion (“caring 

for the elderly requires a hospital, not a factory”), Bednarz and 

his slick, ladder-climbing assistant (Kieślowski protégé Jerzy 

Stuhr) retreat to their professional specialization and protest 

that this is outside their purview. When the assistant haughtily 

appeals to them to put aside petty personal concerns, to speak 

as citizens, he then balks when they talk about socialism and 

accuses them of “bringing out the big guns.” Meanwhile, while 

well-intentioned Bednarz meets with the citizens personally, 

rather than speaking at them (as the pompous local Party head 

does), in the end they adopt the same language, in 

a bureaucratic boilerplate reduction of actual socialist goals: “a 

wider view is called for.”

At stake in these arguments is the entire notion of community. 

Bednarz is expected to preside over the varied, fluid interests at 

play, as though they constituted a whole merely by placing 

someone in charge. In other words, he is inserted at the head of a 

false community, an impossible situation, in which reification 

removes the necessary dialectic of community and absence — 

that is to say, the work of organizing. As Georges Bataille puts it, 

articulating a radical conception of communication that conveys 

a sense of bodily risk, and therefore implicitly, spatiality (Polish 

gets closer to this sense of movement, in the word komunikacja),

"Communication" cannot take place between one full and 

intact being and another: it wants beings who question being 

in themselves, who place their being at the limit of death, of 

nothingness. The moral summit is the moment of risk, of the 

suspension of the being beyond itself, at the limit of 

nothingness.
68
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Against the Habermasian model of the public sphere, an 

influential one for liberal champions of “civil society” discourse,
69

this conception of communication cannot be reduced to mere 

language. At the same time, community, though embodied, 

cannot be reduced to numbered physical groupings, as it is an 

unfolding process of communication. It becomes a relation 

that forces us to face up to this constitutive element of the 

outside and the other, rather than trying to suppress it. We 

accept our insufficiency and share our lack — this above all is 

community. Kieślowski accepts the limitations of representation 

when it comes to filling this lack. If he is building community at all, 

it is extra-cinematic, with the spectator mobilized as a partner in 

the negation of falseness within the mise-en-scene and diegesis. 

He unites interests negatively while working within the rules set 

by narrative film art.

With this in mind, Bednarz, the protagonist, remains our filmic 

point of identification, as Kieślowski places him at the center of 

nearly every scene, including in the sense of suture — the 

standard combination of objective and subjective shooting 

through which viewers come to “identify” with the camera and its 

representation of reality. This capacity to represent is also 

a spatial relationship, which filming “on location” is able to throw 

into sharp relief. The Director walks about the town, holding 

meetings and visiting residents. In this way we are asked as 

viewers to feel the militant particularisms of the town’s residents 

— how place is connected to grievance — yet we rarely get such 

glimpses as a whole; they remain incomplete. In this manner, an 

early, strangely beautiful scene that references Kieślowski’s 

documentaries but also evokes the vivid post-Neorealist cinema 

he loved — one thinks of Ermanno Olmi, at once naturalistic and 

dream-like — makes us come to understand how deceptively 

Bednarz, though decades ago a resident of the town, is out of his 

element. As he strolls through the town, images of dilapidated 

housing and indigent residents are intercut with Bednarz gazing 
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around, seemingly happy to see the town again and noticing the 

people, though only gradually noticing the years of neglect.

Then, in a long tracking shot in which Bednarz walks 

against the wind towards an apartment block, the non-diegetic 

minimalist electronic music/noise accompanying him is gradually 

replaced by reverberating diegetic chanson, emanating, we 

presume, from an undisclosed apartment window. He 

approaches a residence as if by chance and is shocked to be 

seemingly recognized by someone his age scrubbing the outdoor 

stairs, a woman who had already appeared in the background 

behind him. In a deft bit of work, the tracking camera catches up 

with and swings around Bednarz, excluding him from the frame 

after he has noticed the woman. She addresses him (and the 

viewer — "To Pan?/Mr., it’s you?"); he re-enters the frame and 

says “Co?/What?” She: “Pan?/You, Mr.?” There is confusion in 

our minds over the nature of his relationship with the 

neighborhood—did he live here in the past? Is he going to live 

here now?

Bednarz wanders in The Scar (Blizna, dir. Krzysztof Kieślowski, 1976)
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Finally, one of the flunkies for the local authorities rushes 

down the stairs to meet him; apparently Bednarz was expected 

right there in the building, which will be his residence and is 

somewhat familiar, as perhaps the man has guessed (“Old 

memories?”).

Though this way of shooting is not particularly destabilizing 

for the viewer in and of itself, in the strange temporal confusion 

vis-à-vis characterization it is an example of something 

that Slavoj Žižek once noticed in Kieślowski’s later work but which 

was already present here — his subtle ability to corrupt filmic 

suture. If Hitchcock was a master of the subjectivization of 

a seemingly objective shot, says Žižek, with Kieślowski it is the 

reverse, granting us access to a different feeling for reality 

through a sudden objectivization of what we thought was 

a character’s gaze,
70

 as in the scene with Bednarz described 

above. Further,

Kieślowski was the great master in making the spectator 

perceive this dimension…in an ordinary scene—a part of drab 

reality all of a sudden starts to function as the ‘door to 

perception’, the screen through which another, purely 

fantasmatic dimension becomes perceptible. What 

distinguishes Kieślowski is that, in his films, these magic 

moments of interface are not staged by means of standard 

Gothic elements (apparitions in the fog, magic mirrors), but as 

part of an ordinary, everyday reality.
71

This toying with perception and reality — including, most 

explicitly, a scene in which Bednarz mechanically switches on and 

off the lights in his apartment, repeatedly obliterating and 

refocusing our view, in and out of the ‘intimate sphere’ — has the 

effect of dislodging Bednarz, a sympathetic character 

throughout, as our point of identification. He is dislocated 

spatially and temporally from the diegetic here and now, at the 

center of which he is expected to be a man of action. Viewers are 

granted something more than the sense of agency 
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that accompanies psychological characterization, the standard 

for Moral Anxiety filmmaking with its faux-everyman 

protagonists.

This, instead, is Kieślowski’s evolving “partnership.” The relation 

we have as viewers to the (dilapidated) infrastructure and barely 

making-ends-meet residents on display is effectively 

transformed. In a more didactic film, they might have been 

captured — fixed, as it were — in their deprivation. Here, though, 

we are invited to look differently, an anti-consumptive impulse, 

so to speak, against the prime directive of First Secretary 

Edward Gierek’s 1970s.
72

 Indeed, in one of the final scenes, 

Bednarz has his own Gierek-like moment. On his way out as 

Director, he learns of the workers’ insurrection and its repression 

in the Tri-City (taking us up to the year 1970). Shown peeking 

through a veiled curtain that again resembles Žižek’s “interface,” 

Bednarz then leaves his office in an attempt to charismatically 

dissolve the “us and them” of representation. He wades into the 

gathering crowd to speak to the agitated workers directly: 

“Ja jestem z wami… (I am with you).” However, honest to a fault, 

like perhaps The Scar’s director, he immediately follows this with 

the word “but…” 

Calm, or Something More?

The 1979 film Amator (Camera Buff, 1979)
73

 is Kieślowski’s 

most tender and heartbreaking depiction of this struggle to 

represent the trouble of of the world, ultimately arguing that this 

impulse must turn inwards to find any honesty. In so doing, it 

makes an argument for the importance of ensuring access to 

culture for “ordinary Poles,” remembering Kurz’s critique of 

Zanussi, and one which also has powerful implications 

for political organizing, as I will show. Amator takes for its title a 

word originally from Latin that denotes one who loves 

(something). The more common meaning of the English amateur, 

of course, is that which is defined negatively against the 
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professional, as in “one who lacks professional finish”; both 

connotations hold in Polish. Here we can observe something of an 

antinomy at work, between emptiness/innocence and 

creativity/worldliness that is rallied not just in language but in 

the world of the film, and in the dialectic Kieślowski assembles.

While The Scar includes a reflexive element in miniature, in the 

important character of a skeptical journalist (the same actor who 

played the rebellious Sowa in Personel), here it is inscribed, in 

a very personal way, within Amator’s principal narrative. The film

concerns Filip Mosz, an average thirty-year old factory supplies 

officer, who has his life transformed through the use of cinema. In 

the opening scenes, Filip and his wife welcome their first child to 

the world. We soon learn that, in anticipation, he has saved up 

money and purchased an 8mm camera to document these 

important moments, the culmination of their dreams of a life of 

spokój (peace, calm).
74

 However, it is the camera, not the child, 

that is to alter his existence, revealing a “coś wiecej (something 

more),” as fumbles to name it to his bewildered spouse. This 

something more, accessed through cinema, allows him to 

experience the world in ways he previously could not, and 

enables him to radically communicate with others, both within his 

village and without. It is a dramatization of the purpose of the 

Kraków Group manifesto and his previous career as 

a documentarian, but also, we will see, of the capacity to 

organize. In other words, Amator interrogates how personal 

creativity relates to political activity.

In some ways, Kieślowski’s film feels like a response to Andrzej 

Wajda’s great Citizen Kane-like Man of Marble/Człowiek 

z marmuru (1976), which was itself reportedly inspired by Wajda 

first seeing The Scar.
75

 But where Wajda’s filmmaker heroine 

Agnieszka is something of a tenacious lone wolf (i.e., a would-be 

auteur), Filip, the titular amateur, is more tentative. Where 

Agnieszka is an aspiring artist-intellectual, who benefits from the 

privilege that class confers, Filip is part of a provincial and 
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working class environment that, while relatively comfortable 

under state socialism, restricts him to a particular social milieu 

and community, which he eventually seeks to lift up through his 

work (whereas Agnieszka is looking for Truth). Kieślowski here 

represents cinema in the diegesis as uniting the townspeople in 

their presumed interest —their well-being— though Filip does not 

entirely know what that entails, nor quite how to secure it, in 

a situation in which, remembering Ost, all interests are tied to the 

state, despite the cultural and economic inequity experienced by 

Filip’s working class community. In the end, the results are 

decidedly mixed, in keeping with Kieślowski’s understanding 

that film cannot by itself effect change, as Agnieszka is poised to 

do in Man of Marble’s final shot; it can only negotiate the 

complexities of the reality it uncovers.

Kieślowski makes the stakes clear in an early scene, in which 

the camera helps Filip gain access to his newborn thanks to an 

intrigued young doctor, who asks to borrow his new camera 

(after which he lets him pass). Receiving it, the doctor makes an 

abrupt about-face, puts the camera to his eye, and tears back 

a blue curtain to reveal the hospital’s tangle of floors, rooms and 

patients. The non-diegetic camera pushes slowly past the doctor 

filming and adopts the POV of the diegetic camera, reframing the 

hospital as objectivized, unmediated reality, newly uncovered.
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The affect of revelation in Camera Buff (Amator, dir. Krzysztof Kieślowski, 1979

This long take, ultimately excluding the character already seen 

to be looking out from the frame, as opposed to the more 

standard way of cutting to reveal a look (i.e., an eyeline match), is 

similar to the scene in the courtyard described above in The Scar. 

Kieślowski seems less interested here in the POV perspective of 

the doctor than in effecting an uncanny irruption of pro-filmic 

reality, no longer restrained, as it were, through mise-en-scene. 

The evidence of human failings on display here must somehow be 

reckoned with, Filip comes to feel. But in the somewhat humorous 

jolt of this sudden “reveal,” we are perhaps also to detect not 

only the revelatory ability of the camera but also a kind of 

fakeness regarding its power, foreshadowing the plot ahead.

We see how Filip, as a budding activist with a camera, is only 

effective as insofar as he remains linked to the small community 

of which he is part, no easy task in the wider world. The more 

confident Filip grows, the more he is able to rally this community 

around him, but in achieving a greater platform of expression 

and gaining cultural capital through the study of film,
76

 his 

capacity to lose what he already has also grows.
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Filip’s filmmaking crew (made up of his co-workers), as the 

narrative driver, initially go from triumph to triumph. They 

document the town’s less-visible citizenry (e.g., a veteran worker 

who happens to be a little person), the back-room dealings of 

Party politics, crumbling building facades, etc., as Filip becomes 

increasingly involved in larger sociopolitical and, potentially, 

national matters. Through photography and being broadcast (on 

state television in Warsaw), the films alter the relationship of the 

townspeople to their everyday experience, again dramatizing the 

fulfillment of the call of Young Culture and The Kraków Group.

Camera Buff (Amator, dir. Krzysztof 
Kieślowski, 1979)

Through the activity of his group, 

he meets Anna, a representative of 

a national amateur filmmaking club 

(“there is a beautiful woman 

waiting for you in the lobby,” Filip is 

informed upon her arrival). At 

this point in his career, Kieślowski 

had struggled to portray three-

dimensional female characters — 

Bednarz’s wife and daughter in The Scar, for example, as well as 

in earlier documentaries.
77

 Anna herself is something of an 

enigma, only the beginning perhaps of the complex female 

characters he would successfully bring to the screen in his late 

French-language films. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, she 

is pivotal to what Kieślowski wants to say, representing the allure 

and also the danger, at least in terms of loneliness, of Filip’s 

pursuit of his coś więcej that threatens to destroy his family unit 

(and eventually does, when his wife Irena leaves him due to his all 

too frequent absences from home). Yet Anna is more than just a 

femme fatale
78

: “Do you know what they call me?” she says to 

Filip in an intimate moment at a cafe, “Amatorka.” Explaining 

that, as an amateur, she dabbles in a little of everything,
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and has never been able to settle down, she reveals herself to be 

a kind of organizer, connecting the local (Filip’s amateur films and 

their small-town setting) with the national (a producer at 

Warsaw Television played by Kieślowski’s colleague Andrej 

Jurga), and perhaps even the universal (art that touches people 

enables them to reach one another). As such, despite her 

precarity (linked to patriarchy), she is not only a symbol of class 

difference (i.e., the mobility of the intelligentsia), but also of 

that which Filip comes to hope to achieve through cinema: 

organizing his local militant interests into something larger for all. 

As his protagonist grows into this realization, Kieślowski draws 

attention to how his filmmaking prowess draws strength from his 

community — in how it raises them up, and vice versa.

Emphasized throughout is what we might call the supportive 

visuality of the community assembled around Filip, including his 

filmmaking unit, office workers and other workers and families 

from his town, Wielice, learning to “see” as he does. We can see 

how this visuality is mapped spatially within the frame and the 

diegesis generally, corresponding to the building of collective 

power in the non-diegetic real world. A typical shot in Amator is 

a two-shot close-up with Filip foregrounded and a supporting 

character (representing, literally, community support) slightly out 

of focus behind him.

Filip’s power to critique, as indicated, is lessened as he begins 

to move farther away from his class position, increasingly gaining 

professional knowledge and elevated connections, as well as 

cultural capital. When he runs into trouble, the tenuousness of his 

position is exposed. We see his support undercut with visual 

literalness, as his portly boss maneuvers to curtail the filmmaking 

unit’s plans to air the town’s grievances on state television.
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Camera Buff (Amator, dir. Krzysztof Kieślowski, 1979)

Yet even this superior is not the philistine apparatchik he 

initially seems to be, it turns out—again, interest relative to the 

state remains murky. The money Filip’s film succeeds in getting 

allocated to repair housing had apparently been earmarked by 

local officials, he is told, for another project, which would have 

benefited the town elsewhere. During this process, Filip’s 

supervisor Osuch, something of a mentor, is made a scapegoat 

and fired. Filip himself falls into despair, destroying the film his 

crew have just made which exposes neglect of the local 

bricksworks, rather than see the effect this film will have when it 

is likewise exhibited on state television. The dust that Filip and his 

comrades have kicked up along the way despite their failure is 

a powerful articulation, whether under state socialism or liberal 

democracy, of what is possible when ordinary, working class 

citizens are able not only to access culture, but make it 

themselves as it were.
79

Conclusions

As with Agnieszka Holland’s Solidarity-era, feminist 

masterpiece A Lonely Woman, (Kobieta samotna, 1981), which 

shows the atomization of community and its consequences for its 

single mother protagonist, the failure depicted in Amator is 

rooted in material reality yet cannot easily be blamed on any 

single person or group. It refuses a reified separation 

between “the people” and the socialist state; its politics are 

deeper. Although Filip destroys the film rather than accept 
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ownership of the work following his conversation with his boss, it 

is the kindly Osuch who has the final say for viewers, when he 

urges Filip to continue his filmmaking activity:

You'll never know who you're helping or who you're hurting, 

just as you didn't know now. But you must obey your instincts. 

Something good has awoken in you. Take care of it. I've grown 

very fond of you, and I'm proud of you. We've all come to 

believe in you.

There are few such solemn and warm speeches in Kieślowski’s 

work. I would like to close by arguing that the tenor of these 

words is present elsewhere, but as a difference inscribed 

formally, and strangely, in his otherwise documentary-like 

settings. One often hears Kieślowski’s late films characterized as 

“metaphysical,” referring to something non-materialist in an 

apparently agnostic filmmaker. I prefer a word with greater 

political thrust: such moments are the intrusion of utopia

into a relentless negativity, an aspect of the transformation of 

“drab reality” that, as we have seen, was with Kieślowski 

throughout the 1970s.

It is in Personel that we first get a glimpse in fiction of one of 

Kieślowski’s favorite recurrent, and indeed utopian, affective 

images: horses. As he states in the portrait-of-the-artist 

documentary I’m So-So (1995), horses symbolize perfect 

freedom and serenity — something similar to, but more than, 

spokój. On his first day at his new place of work, Romek enters 

the building and pauses to look outside. What he sees is a giant 

prop being lifted on a rope — a horse. He is somewhat transfixed 

by this odd moment, which nonetheless comes literally crashing 

back to reality as the prop slips, swings down and nearly 

smashes into the workers below. It is as though a reverie or 

dream is threatening to become nightmare: death. These horses 

are, I would suggest, the dream of a synthesis between spokój 

and coś więcej — the personal and the collective — and one 
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that Kieślowski longs for, but has profound ambivalence 

about (as also seen in the future trajectory of his films).

Horses appear next, and most significantly, in his second 

feature of 1976 made for television, The Calm (Spokój, 1976, 

released 1980). When Jerzy Stuhr’s ex-con protagonist 

—another Gralak— is paroled and arrives at his posted work 

lodgings, he finds the innkeeper fretting over a broken TV that, in 

between the color bars, intermittently shows a program 

about wild horses, broadcast from an unknown source. The 

innkeeper puts his face up against the television and audibly 

thrills when he sees the horses, caressing the screen and asking 

in disbelief if Gralak has seen them too.

Utopian longing in The Calm (Spokój, dir. Krzysztof Kieślowski, 1976)

Gralak attempts to ignore the man, but later we see how 

this image has stayed with him. At the film’s conclusion, our hero 

has fallen off the fine line he has been trying to walk in his 

vulnerable position as an ex-con, between the labor agitation of 

his new workmates and a manipulative management trying to 

lean on and mine him for information about them. The workers, 

seeing the naïve protagonist as a scab and a snitch, as he indeed 

becomes, turn on him. In the film’s closing moments Gralak lies 

beaten and bloody in the grass, friendless. Intercut with his 

muttering “spokój, spokój” in an attempt to soothe himself, he 

sees horses in his mind’s eye, running and thundering under the 

cover of darkness. The hooves of these galloping horses continue 
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to resound even as the credits play.

I would suggest that this image also played a surprising role in 

the later reception of the film. Having had its initial release 

suppressed, The Calm was not seen by the public until 1980, at 

which point it was celebrated, it has been said, for the same 

reason it was censored in the first place: for its depiction of 

a strike.
80

 With Solidarity’s own labor triumph in the Polish 

August of 1980, this makes sense. However, unlike in the Gdańsk 

shipyards, the strike fails in The Calm; what remains is 

this utopian image of the horse in the mind’s eye. Like Kieślowski 

himself, Solidarity initially had self-professed, modest aims — 

merely the bread and freedom that had always been promised 

by socialism, and was now demanded by a trade union. As time 

unfolded, it became something far bigger, and indeed, there 

were intimations of radically utopian community in the final 

months of the “First” Solidarity’s initial existence in 1981,
81

 which 

could be felt by those whose class interests had been rallied so 

spectacularly by the movement.
82

 Given the origins of the horses 

in Kieślowski’s previous film, set in the world of the theater, it also 

is significant that this utopian image, a personal one for its 

director, originates in the realm of art. What Gralak sees on the 

TV screen in The Calm refers us to the something more that Filip 

was trying to achieve through his fascination with cinema.

The Calm (Spokój, dir. Krzysztof Kieślowski, 
1976)

This, too, is what his deeply 

melancholy 1983 feature No End 

(Bez końca) is about. As in Bataille, 

the film concerns the nature of 

what one risks in communicating to 

others that which is inside, and its 

necessary proximity to death. 

Suffice it to mention the opening 

sequences of No End. 
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In the dark, barely visible first shot, we hear Zbigniew Preisner’s 

choral-like music and gradually see, in a crane shot, a Polish 

graveyard, full of candles. We soon enter a small apartment, as 

the music continues; we see a man, Antoni (not Gralak this time, 

but a ghost, we soon realize) on the edge of a bed where his wife 

sleeps. He recounts, out of the darkness of this beginning, and 

looking directly at the camera, the circumstances that led to his 

death by heart attack (as Kieślowski himself was to prematurely 

succumb in 1995). Very similar to this opening is Amator’s well-

known final scene, as Filip, having alienated colleagues, friends 

and family, and fighting self-pity and perhaps despair, turns the 

now 16mm camera on himself for once. Self-interrogated on the 

circumstances that have brought him to the present situation, 

Filip gulps as the camera clicks on as if weaponized, as a shift to 

countershot assumes the POV of the diegetic camera. Much 

like Antoni, he recounts, matter-of-factly, the circumstances of 

a particular day, but in this case it is a story of life, not death — 

the day his child was born, which began the film. “I got up at 6am. 

It was cold…” This is life risking death through determined 

communication, the community Maurice Blanchot sees when he 

reads Georges Bataille — notes written out of love, but for no 

friends to read, “for that would mean personal reading by 

personal friends.” Instead, “Through its relation to the unknown... 

(it) initiates ‘the negative community: the community of those 

who have no community.”
83

 Here is the radical communication 

that seeks to transform our divided interest, using cinema in 

partnership with the viewer. Kieślowski’s negative community 

would become too painfully real after the dissolution of the 

positive community of Solidarity, with the imposition of martial 

law. But his filmmaking practice nevertheless exists in its 

darkness, as that which heralds the coming dawn.
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