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Advancing into its second century, the cinema is now a mature art form with an established list of classics. But contemporary cinema is so subject to every shift in fashion regarding aesthetics, morals and ideas that judgments on the true worth of recent films are liable to be risky and controversial; yet they are essential if we want to know where the cinema is going and what it can achieve.

As part of the British Film Institute’s commitment to the promotion and evaluation of contemporary cinema, and in conjunction with the influential BFI Film Classics series, BFI Modern Classics is a series of books devoted to individual films of recent years. Distinguished film critics, scholars and novelists explore the production and reception of their chosen films in the context of an argument about the film’s importance. Insightful, considered, often impassioned, these elegant, beautifully illustrated books will set the agenda for debates about what matters in modern cinema.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Though technically French–Polish–Swiss co-productions, the Three Colours films were officially titled in French as Trois Couleurs: Bleu, Trois Couleurs: Blanc and Trois Couleurs: Rouge. For the sake of convenience and brevity, however, and because they were also widely known, even at their festival premieres, by their English titles, I refer to the individual films throughout the text as, respectively, Blue, White and Red, and to the series as the Three Colours trilogy.

Where Kieślowski himself is quoted, unless stated otherwise, the material derives from two interviews I myself conducted in London. All other quotations derive from Danusia Stok’s book, Kieślowski on Kieślowski (see Bibliography). Any dialogue quoted from the films is from the versions sub-titled in English by Andrew Litvak and (in the case of White) Michael Smith, released on videocassettes by Artificial Eye.


Introduction: Interpreting the Trilogy

When on 13 March 1996 I first heard that Krzysztof Kieslowski had just died from a heart attack during a by-pass operation, I was surprised, upset, and a little stunned by the sense of strange coincidence, a twist of fate, as it were, that could have figured in one of his films. Only two days earlier, I had been listening to my tape recordings of his voice describing his plans to lead ‘a normal life’ after announcing his retirement from film-making. As soon as I’d recovered from the shock, and phoned the bad news to a number of friends who had also met him, I put aside the feature I was writing for Time Out, and immediately embarked instead on an obituary for the Polish director, in which among other things, I described my feeling that Kieślowski was, in some strange way, a friend, not because I’d had the good fortune to meet him a couple of times, but because his films had touched me in a profoundly personal way. And, I later discovered, I was not alone in this sensation; over the next few weeks I received a number of very gratifying letters from readers saying they felt exactly the same.

Kieślowski, I think, would have been pleased by their reaction; after all, his stated reason for making films was to touch people, to make contact with them. As he told Danusia Stok for her excellent book of interviews Kieślowski on Kieślowski: ‘The audiences I like most are those who say that the film’s about them, or those who say that it meant something to them, those for whom the film changed something. … There aren’t many of them but perhaps there are a few.’1 Certainly, I count myself among that number (and perhaps they aren’t so very few), which is one reason I decided to write this book – as a way of saying ‘thank you’ for the films Kieślowski gave us.

I make no apologies, then, for the personal nature of these opening words, and indeed of much of what follows; movies, inevitably, provoke personal responses in the people who watch them – cinema, like music or painting, works on audiences in a very subjective way, particularly when it deals with ‘inner lives’ – and this was Kieślowski’s avowed purpose. And yet towards the end of his life, as his films reached ever larger audiences, some critics complained that his work was becoming simultaneously too obscure and too polished; that his recent ‘international’ work was less satisfying than his earlier Polish films. Even some of his admirers took the view that the Three Colours trilogy was somehow beyond interpretation. Yet, if that were so, how did Blue, White and Red achieve their extraordinary success, not only winning major festival awards, but attracting large, very appreciative audiences? Clearly, they did make sense, did mean something to the vast majority of those who saw them. (Perhaps Kieślowski was rather more attuned to how audiences ‘read’ a film than many of his critics; though his later films often deal with the ‘irrational’ subject matter of emotional and spiritual lives, they do so – as I hope to show – in a thoroughly rational manner.) It is the purpose of this book to attempt to discover the ‘meaning’ of the Three Colours trilogy, and to examine the ways in which its creator tried to express that meaning.
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The late Krzysztof Kieślowski



This is not intended as a definitive account of Blue, White and Red. Rather, it reflects an unrepentant admirer’s attempts to fathom the films’ artistry, to explain as rationally as possible how they managed to affect him on a deeply emotional level. (This is not always an easy task in the case of Kieślowski; when I stumbled out of the Cannes première of Red, I was literally trembling and speechless for almost thirty minutes!) As such, the book has little time for facts and figures surrounding the films’ making; there was little that was extraordinary about their production, and besides it is what the films ‘say’ and how they ‘say’ it, rather than the production costs, technical tricks or personalities involved, that make them interesting. Nor have I attempted an especially detailed contextualisation of the films politically or historically; their maker, long tired of politics, was insistent that his examination of the French Revolutionary ideals of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity should be understood in a personal, determinedly apolitical sense. What follows, then, is for want of a better description an ‘auteurist’ study; while, like Kieślowski himself, I am well aware that film-making is a collaborative art-form, circumscribed by economic, political, historical and cultural factors, my concern is to try to understand Kieślowski the artist at a particular point in his career. Since he was not a hack director-for-hire working for the Hollywood conveyer belt but a film-maker who by his own admission had enjoyed a great deal of artistic freedom and initiated all his own major projects, such an approach seems, to me at least, both justifiable and appropriate.


1 Before the Trilogy

Krzysztof Kieślowski was born in Warsaw in June 1941, the beginning of an unsettled childhood, not only because of the war and its aftermath but because his father suffered from tuberculosis, forcing the family to travel from one sanatorium town to another. Krzysztof sometimes changed school several times a year, but he performed well academically, though he found school of little value. Because he too had poor lungs, he spent a lot of time at home reading, and it was through books, he later claimed, that he realised ‘there was something more to life than material things which you can touch or buy in shops’.2

At the age of sixteen, Kieślowski trained for three months as a fireman, but, partly to avoid military service, he returned to his studies at Warsaw’s College for Theatre Technicians, where he fell in love with the theatre. Since it was impossible to become a stage director without qualifications in higher education, he then applied to the Łodz Film School; only on his third attempt did he succeed, by which time he was no longer interested in pursuing a theatrical career. Nevertheless, he enjoyed his four years at Łodz, watching and discussing films, and making both features and documentaries.

It was during this period that Kieślowski developed an interest in politics; in 1968, just before graduating, he took part in a student strike. Such activities, however, were hardly uncommon at that time, especially in Poland, where from 1968 onwards the Communist Party steadily reversed the slow, tentative progress towards greater personal, public and artistic freedom that had begun under Wladyslaw Gomulka. The post-’68 period of civil unrest, food shortages and widespread disillusionment, resulted in the rise of an uncensored underground press and ‘The Flying University’, which held lectures, discussions and other cultural gatherings in private houses; it was also a time when documentaries achieved an unprecedented popularity, purporting to show the realities of life as experienced by ordinary Poles, as opposed to the falsifications of Party propaganda. On graduating from film school, therefore, it seemed natural to Kieślowski to begin his professional film-making career as a documentarist.

Given the pervasive presence of politics in Polish life under the repressive Edward Gierek, it was perhaps inevitable that many of Kieślowski’s documentaries concerned people working for, or fighting against, State institutions: Factory (Fabryka, 1970) alternated scenes of workers at the Ursus tractor factory with a management board meeting about the plant’s inability to meet its production quota; Workers ’71 (Robotnicy ’71, 1972) was an attempt ‘to portray the workers’ state of mind’3 after the strikes of 1970 and the downfall of Gomulka; Hospital (Szpital, 1976) charted the determination of orthopaedic surgeons on a 32-hour shift to overcome dismal working conditions; and From a Night Porter’s Point of View (Z Punktu Widzenia Nocnego Portiera, 1977) was a portrait of a fanatically right-wing, disciplinarian factory porter. Despite, however, the often controversial nature of Kieślowski’s subject matter and approach (which resulted in some of his films
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