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Introduction

Out of frame, devoid of fame: Polish cinema’s marginalized women

Elżbieta Ostrowska and Małgorzata Radkiewicz

In 1948, when the Film School in Łódź, Poland, was opened, twelve women were admitted to study film directing and another two to study cinematography. Only one of these students, Ewa Petelska, became a film director, while most of the others struggled with male-dominated structures and ‘occupational segregation in film industries’, as Susan Liddy called it in the introduction to the edited volume Women in the International Film Industry (2020).1 The situation is somehow symptomatic of the ambiguous position of women in Polish cinema, or, more generally, in audiovisual culture. On the one hand, the relatively high number of women admitted to the Film School in Łódź testifies to rapid and groundbreaking socio-political changes occurring after the Second World War, with women’s emancipation being one of its main components. On the other hand, it indicates its limited scope and absence of space for women to use their expertise and exercise their subjectivities.

This ‘arrested development’ of postwar women’s emancipation traces back as far as the nineteenth century. This entanglement of national and gender issues underpins the genealogy of Polish feminist discourse and women’s art. The case of Maria Konopnicka (1842–1910), renowned author of children’s books and patriotic poetry, exemplifies well these paradoxical involvements. A wife and mother of eight children, she divorced her husband and moved to the capital city where she supported herself and her offspring to whom she was never entirely devoted, as proven by her decision to put one of them in an asylum. Engaging in numerous love affairs with men, she eventually developed a close, most likely lesbian, relationship with another female artist, Maria Dulębianka, with whom she lived in a manor house given to her by authorities on the twenty-fifth anniversary of her writing career. Notwithstanding her turbulent personal life, which was partially due to her non-normative sexuality, her persona is invariably associated with children’s literature and popular nationalistic poetry. Admittedly, in her case, as in many others, the national has taken precedence over the gendered and the sexual, which can be seen as a defining characteristic of Polish dominant ideology. Therefore, although during the nineteenth-century emancipatory movements developed and female artists struggled for space to express their subjectivity, these efforts have been marginalized and overshadowed by endeavours aiming at regaining independence.

Similarly, in Polish cinema, women’s presence was relatively strong, yet it has been marginalized, as examined in this volume, or subordinated to larger ideological projects of communism or nationalism, which until recently hindered the emergence of women’s cinema expressing female subjectivity. For example, Wanda Jakubowska’s career, which began before the Second World War and continued well into the postwar period, was customarily associated with communism and the propagandistic model of cinema that until only recently has been approached from a feminist perspective by Monika Talarczyk-Gubała.2 The same author, in her book Biały mazur (2013), undertook the task of revisiting the history of Polish cinema aimed at reclaiming women’s contribution to it, which had been overlooked or undervalued for a long time. Talarczyk-Gubała’s feminist intervention in the history of Polish cinema was preceded by Ewa Mazierska and Elżbieta Ostrowska’s book Women in Polish Cinema,3 the very first publication on the topic that related to the region of Eastern Europe. Compared to extensive scholarship on women’s cinema in Western academia since the 1970s, it is tempting to take this relatively late engagement of Polish scholars with these issues as a sign of Eastern European ideological backwardness that was manifested frequently through open anti-feminism. However, the reasons for such attitude are more complex, as already mentioned in the remarks on the genealogy of Polish, and Eastern European for that matter, gender discourse. As Anikó Imre claims, anti-feminist sentiments displayed by individuals and collectives prior to the collapse of communism were an expression of resistance to the socialist gender equality and privileging of national identity over gender. In a more general sense, it originated from the ideological appropriation of socialism by state socialist authoritarianism and ‘the equally complex work of nationalism, which provided a matrix of automatic and primary self-identification’.4 The national as opposed to the socialist (primarily associated with the Soviet oppression) functioned as the primary identification framework for Eastern European societies. Thus, in oppressive totalitarian regimes, gender was marginalized in identity projects or embedded within a socialist framework intrinsically complicit with the doctrine of state socialism, and/or the nationalist discourse that was resistant to the former.

Eastern European intellectuals, artists, and cultural workers contributed to the embedding and marginalization of gender discourse within national discourse. Importantly, many female filmmakers from the region such as Márta Mészáros, Věra Chytilová and Agnieszka Holland, whose work was frequently focused on gender issues, habitually refuted any overt link with feminism. As Dina Iordanova reported:

leading female directors from the region have distanced themselves from ‘feminism’, a situation that leaves us facing the curious phenomenon of clearly committed feminist film-makers who are nonetheless reluctant to be seen as such.5


Imre explains that this anti-feminist stance of Eastern European female filmmakers did not necessarily originate from their ‘inherent’ opposition towards it but rather from the Western perception that their films were ‘forced into a gendered box specially fabricated for “East European” or “national” auteurs’.6 Eastern European art cinema ‘nationalized’ the potentially subversive practices of non-realistic and avant-garde cinema, ‘leaving little room for subnational identifications’.7 Factors such as gender, ethnicity, and class had been marginalized, if not entirely erased from the socialist identity project in a classless and homogeneous society ruled by the proletariat.

Polish film critics and film historians have been contributing to marginalizing gender issues in Polish cinema concerned either as ‘national’ or ‘socialist’. Accordingly, Wanda Jakubowska, as mentioned, was seen as a filmmaker supportive of new communist regime, while Agnieszka Holland was perceived as rejecting it. Although both were concerned with women’s issues, they would resist any association with feminism or women’s cinema for that matter. Although Barbara Sass and Dorota Kędzierzawska’s works predominantly focused on female protagonists, they would also deny any affinity with feminism. Likewise, female filmmakers of younger generations such as Małgorzata Szumowska, Agnieszka Smoczyńska, Maria Dębska, Maria Sadowska, Anna Jadowska and Anna Kazejak, who bravely entered Polish cinema in the 2000s, do not openly declare themselves as feminists and only occasionally identify with women’s cinema even though their works undoubtedly represent it. However, unlike their predecessors, their films are located within this category regardless of their makers’ declaration.

Unprecedented critical recognition of women directors in Polish cinema testifies to changes in cultural discourse towards inclusiveness and non-hierarchical structures, which is also demonstrated in contemporary film criticism. For Polish cinema has been subjected to analysis from a feminist perspective by authors such as Małgorzata Radkiewicz,8 Magdalena Podsiadło-Kwiecień9 and Elżbieta Durys.10 However, it needs to be noted that revisiting Polish film history and examining its current production from a feminist perspective has been rehashing, to a certain extent, a patriarchal approach in that it privileges author-centred perspective. It is employed in Mazierska’s and Ostrowska’s book Women in Polish Cinema which in part is devoted to distinguished female filmmakers as well as in Monika Talarczyk-Gubała’s monographs of Wanda Jakubowska and Barbara Sass. Polish film criticism and historical writing conform to Melanie Bell’s observation presented in her book Movie Workers: The Women Who Made British Cinema that film historiographies are centred around the concept of authorship that ‘favours men and male-defined notions of long, uninterrupted careers, where success can be measured through screen credits and industry awards’.11

Radkiewicz’s essay on the pre-war Jewish producer Maria Hirszbein breaks away from this patriarchal analytical framework as does Talarczyk-Gubała to certain extent in her book Biały mazur that is structured around the traditional (masculinist) concept of film auteur, yet she12 has expanded the area and included less productive and hence less recognized filmmakers such as Maria Kaniewska, Anna Sokołowska, Jadwiga Kędzierzawska, Ewa Petelska, Agnieszka Osiecka, Ewa Kruk, Hanka Włodarczyk, Magdalena Łazarkiewicz and a few screen-writers.13 Their peripheral position within Polish cinema had various causes: Kaniewska, Sokołowska and Kędzierzawska made mostly films for children that traditionally are downplayed by film critics and scholars; Petelska made films with her husband, Czesław Petelski, and was implicitly treated as his helper rather than an equal partner; Osiecka abandoned cinema for poetry and songwriting, achieving exceptional success in the field, while Kruk, Włodarczyk and Łazarkiewicz managed to make only a few films and as such did not qualify to be approached as potential film auteurs. As a consequence of these implicitly adopted masculinist aesthetic measures, only a few female filmmakers have been recognized in historical monographs of Polish cinema, while others were merely mentioned or entirely overlooked. Finally, and most importantly, there was a large group of film workers who have remained invisible in histories of vernacular film industry for a long time.14 Monika Talarczyk in her detailed report15 examines the contribution of women filmmakers to feature film production in the People’s Republic of Poland between 1945 and 1989, situating their presence within the institutional and ideological framework of a state-controlled cinema. She draws upon both women’s studies and production studies to explore the dual dimension of women’s creative agency and the material constraints of socialist film production. Methodologically, the study relies on a quantitative survey of feature film credits, systematically analysing the participation of women across professional categories such as director, screen-writer, cinematographer, composer, editor, production manager, set designer, assistant director and costume designer. The dataset is organized into five-year intervals and presented through visualizations that chart long-term patterns in female employment across the four decades of the PRL.

The statistical evidence reveals a deeply uneven distribution of women’s participation. Editing and costume design emerge as the most feminized professions, with women accounting for up to one-third of practitioners in some five-year periods. By contrast, directing and cinematography remained persistently male-dominated. Wanda Jakubowska, director of Ostatni etap [The Last Stage, 1947], is a notable early figure, often described as the ‘mother of Polish cinema’, yet her unique position was not followed by a substantial increase in female directors. In the 1970s and 1980s, Barbara Sass and Agnieszka Holland became visible exceptions, yet the proportion of women directors still rarely exceeded 5–10 per cent of feature films produced. Cinematography was even less accessible: women were almost entirely absent from the profession, reflecting entrenched assumptions about the technical and physical demands of the role. And the exceptional example of Jolanta Dylewska did not change the situation. Screen-writing offered somewhat greater opportunities, and women as Ilona Łepkowska, contributed to the narrative sphere, though parity with men was never achieved.

Placed against the ideological backdrop of socialist gender policy, these disparities highlight a paradox. Although the PRL formally promoted professional equality, structural constraints and entrenched cultural stereotypes channelled women into professions coded as ‘supportive’ or ‘auxiliary,’ while access to prestigious authorial positions remained limited. The study therefore demonstrates that women’s emancipation in Polish film culture was at once tangible and constrained: genuine progress was achieved in certain domains, yet full integration into positions of symbolic authority remained elusive.

By combining empirical statistical analysis with gender-oriented critical frameworks, Talarczyk recovers the largely invisible history of women’s contributions to Polish cinema.

The presented volume further examines women’s contribution to Polish cinema. It seeks to explore less recognized and often overlooked aspects of female activities in the Polish film industry and culture, such as amateur filmmaking, animation, ephemeral directorial activities and ruptured careers. Rather than emphasizing continuities, as seen in academic and critical discourses on Polish national cinema or cinema history in general, the authors have chosen to highlight the transient and sometimes fragmented outcomes of women’s creative efforts.

To recognize the diversified contribution of women to Polish film history, the authors employ the approach advocated by Christine Gledhill and Julia Knight in the introduction to their co-edited book Doing Women’s Film History: Reframing Cinemas, Past and Future. As they argue, ‘doing women’s film history’ and ‘reframing cinema’ is not about putting women back into history alongside men or about creating a separate space called ‘women’s film history’ apart from ‘men’s film history’.16 It is rather about questioning traditional ways of doing film history and elaborating methods of film studies (including production studies and audience studies) and feminist studies that recognize and acknowledge the roles women played in film history. Instead of merely ‘inserting’ women into a logical and sequential history of vernacular cinema, or producing a female counterpart that substitutes ‘great women’ for ‘great men’, the volume will attempt to offer a non-hierarchical and non-linear perspective on women’s works. To this aim, the volume draws inspiration from Ariella Aïsha Azoulay’s concept of ‘potential history’, which proposes a method to ‘retrieve, reconstruct, and account for diverse worlds that persist despite the historicized limits of our world’.17 While Azoulay’s theoretical concept aims to dismantle imperial histories and (post)colonial projects, it proves valuable in the endeavour to ‘unlearn’ masculine historical narratives of Polish cinema. Building on Azoulay’s ideas, the volume explores possibilities for constructing a ‘potential history’ of Polish cinema that challenges its patriarchal scripts and canons by acknowledging and integrating women’s contributions that have been marginalized or unrecognized.

Accordingly, the authors of the essays collected in the volume do not attempt to develop a new narrative in the history of Polish cinema but rather to weave into its existing fabric new
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