
Introduction 
Paweł Pawlikowski (b. 1957) began his career 
as a filmmaker in the UK. Born in Poland he 
came to the UK as a teenage refugee with his 
mother by way of a period spent in Germany 
and Italy. He made his name with a series of 
documentary films for the BBC in the 1990s 
and after a failed Russian-UK co-produced 
film in 1999, The Stringer, he directed two of 
the most interesting British films of the 2000s 
with Last Resort (2000) and My Summer of 
Love (2004). In 2006 he aborted production 
on a film adaptation of Magnus Mills’ novel 
The Restraint of Beasts when his wife became 
ill. She died a few months later and he did not 
return to filmmaking until production of The 
Woman in the Fifth, made in Paris and 
released in 2011. In the meantime he taught at 
Oxford Brookes University and the National 
Film and Television School. The Woman in the 
Fifth was not a success and Pawlikowski 
decided to return to Warsaw and a flat near 
his childhood home. Ida is the Polish film that 
has re-established his reputation and won 
several prizes. It is arguably one of the films of 
the year in the UK.  

A singular filmmaker 
Despite having spent most of his adult life in 
the UK, Pawlikowski has always seemed 
through his films to be an East European. His 
BBC documentaries were largely concerned 
with representations of Eastern Europe after 
1989, featuring journeys through Russia and 
Serbia and meetings with controversial 
figures. Even in his UK-set films, from UK 
literary sources, Pawlikowski manages to 
create an atmosphere, a feeling, of 
strangeness and distance. His films look to be 
at first realist in a typically British mode but 
soon reveal unexpected characters and 
situations. Pawlikowski is prone to make 
controversial statements. He has been 
extremely ‘anti’ the general run of British 
filmmaking, especially what he describes as 
‘gritty films’ with ‘sociologically average 

characters’. Instead, he is looking for 
characters who are distinctive: 

What always interested me in films (as 
in life) were people who defied the norm, 
whose personalities defied their 
environment, who despite being social 
underdogs haven’t lost their humanity 
and their ability to yearn. This sort of 
humanism, once quite common in 
European cinema (Neo-Realism, the 
Czech New Wave), can nowadays only 
be found in Chinese or Iranian films. 
(from the ‘Director’s statement in the 
Press Pack for Last Resort) 

Apart from The Stringer and The Woman in 
the Fifth, Pawlikowski’s films have always won 
prizes as well as creating controversies. 

Dostoevsky’s Travels (UK 1991) 
This BBC documentary follows a tram driver 
from Leningrad in 1990 who makes a trip to 
the West following in the footsteps of his great 
grandfather, Fyodor Dostoevsky who travelled 
to Berlin, Paris and London in 1862. In the 
clip, Dmitri visits a a second-hand car market 
in Germany hoping to buy a cheap Mercedes. 
In these early documentaries, Pawlikowski 
tries to find the kind of interesting characters 
who will inhabit his later films. 

Twockers (1998) 
This was Pawlikowski’s first fiction work – a 
short (50 mins) improvised piece about two 
boys involved in petty crime and vandalism in 
Halifax. The title refers to the acronym derived 
from the police term ‘taking without owner’s 
consent’ – usually referring to car theft. 
Pawlikowski has explained (see Vertigo 
magazine, 2007) that he was never a true 
documentarist according to UK conventions, 
but when he did move to fictions, 
commentators said that they looked like 
documentaries. He argued that he only 
wanted to make films about aspects of 
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universal culture that he understood. The 
images of the youths here and aspects of the 
location recur in Last Resort and My Summer 
of Love. 

Last Resort (UK 2000) 
As in most of his films, Pawlikowski is credited 
with both writing and directing this short 
feature, although Rowan Joffe has a co-credit 
for writing. Pawlikowski is very keen on 
improvisation and his scripts are spare with 
much depending on the interaction of the 
actors and the documentary eye of 
Pawlikowski and his cinematographer 
Ryszard Lenczewski who he met on his East 
European shoots. 

The ‘Last Resort’ is Margate in Kent, renamed 
‘Stonehaven’ and presented as a ‘closed area’ 
in which illegal migrants are being held. The 
town has the feel of a location in a science 
fiction story, an impression aided by the 
documentarist’s ability to take landscapes and 
architecture and to ‘make them strange’. The 
strangeness is partly achieved through irony 
in the transformation of Margate’s famous 
‘Dreamland’ amusement park. The plot 
involves a Russian woman in her early thirties 
who arrives in the UK with her 10 year-old 
son. She believes that there is an Englishman 
waiting for her but she has no legal right to 
enter the country and since she is an 
economic migrant she can’t claim refugee 
status. Therefore she is to be ‘held’ while her 
case is processed. She and her son seek 
ways to escape from Stonehaven aided by 
their relationship with a man from the local 
amusement arcade, played in an early role by 
Paddy Considine. Last Resort became one of 
the films that defined a ‘New Britain’ 
significantly a place of loneliness and 
isolation, isolated from Europe. (Stonehaven 
might be the typical UKIP town?) Pawlikowski 
was seen as having the perfect ‘outsider’s 
view’ of the UK. It is tempting to suggest that 
the same tone might be found in the films of 
previous Polish expatriates such as Roman 
Polanski or Jerzy Skolimowski working in the 
UK. Pawlikowski would have seen Polish, 
Czech and Hungarian films as a young 
teenager in Poland. 

My Summer of Love (2004) 
Last Resort won prizes but had only a limited 
audience. My Summer of Love was a genuine 
small-scale hit, well-known in West Yorkshire 
because of the familiar locations, mainly in 
Calderdale. The film is also now known as one 
of the first films of the Hollywood star Emily 
Blunt and the character actress Natalie Press. 
Blunt plays Tamsin, a bored rich girl, Press is 
the local working-class girl who lives with her 
brother (Paddy Considine again) an ex-
prisoner who has turned to religion. 

The story was based on a novel by Helen 
Cross, but little of it remains in Pawlikowski’s 
treatment (the original novel was set during 
the Summer of 1984). Mona (Press) is a 
young woman looking for herself and for new 
ideas. Tamsin (Blunt) is amusing herself 
during a long hot summer. Pawlikowski 
manages to present their growing relationship 
as an almost universal story about adolescent 
discovery. In some ways (i.e. narrative 
structure and the relationship between two 
women) My Summer of Love resembles Ida. 
The scene with the erection of a giant cross is 
a reference back to one of Pawlikowski’s 
earliest documentaries known as Lucifer Over 
Lancashire (1987) about a priest wanting to 
erect something similar on Pendle. 

The Restraint of Beasts (UK 2006) – 
‘fragments’ 
Pawlikowski’s website (http://
www.pawelpawlikowski.co.uk) carries a few 
fragments from his unfinished film. There are 
three central characters played by Ben 
Wishart, Rhys Ifans and Eddie Marsan. This 
terrific cast is let loose on the hills of Scotland 
and England as a team erecting fences and 
the few clips available suggest that 
Pawlikowski was again exploring UK 
landscapes and characters with an outsider’s 
eye. 

The Woman in the Fifth (La femme du 
cinquième, France-Poland UK 2011) 
Pawlikowski has deemed this film a failure 
and suggested that he was having some form 
of mid-life crisis, but this seems an over-
reaction. It is another literary adaptation, this 
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time from the American writer Douglas 
Kennedy’s novel. On this occasion, 
Pawlikowski is hampered by two factors – the 
casting of stars and the pressure of genre. 

The woman of the title is played by Kristin 
Scott Thomas, but she isn’t the central 
character. This is an American novelist played 
by Ethan Hawke who is in Paris to try to see 
his estranged wife and daughter. Losing all his 
money in a street incident he is forced to stay 
in a café/seedy hotel in the suburbs in a 
migrant neighbourhood where he gets a job 
and meets a young Polish woman (played by 
Joanna Kulig, who appears as a jazz singer in 
Ida). Scott Thomas provides another mystery 
when he meets her at a bookshop (his status 
as an author gives him entry). I liked the film a 
great deal and it includes many of the same 
elements found in Pawlikowski’s other films. I 
have written about it in some detail: http://
itpworld.wordpress.com/2013/06/16/the-
woman-in-the-fifth-la-femme-du-veme-
franceukpoland-2011/ 

Ida (Poland-Germany 2013) 
There are many useful articles and interviews 
with Pawel Pawlikowski online in which he 
discusses Ida. The Press Notes can be 
downloaded from the Artificial Eye website: 
http://www.artificial-eye.com/database/
cinema/ida//pdf/pressbook.pdf. 

We learn from the Notes that the film took 
some time to be written and that the 
characters changed as it developed but that 
the basic ingredients refer to mysteries in 
Pawlikowski’s own family. He finally decided 
on setting it in 1962 as this was a ‘nondescript 
period’ in the political life of Poland but one 
that he experienced as a young child alive to 
sights, sounds and smells. Remarkably Anna/
Ida, the young woman on the verge of taking 
her vows as a nun is played by a non-actor. 
She is immediately recognisable as one of 
those strong-minded characters on the 
margins, but intent on pushing forward in her 
own way, who have appeared in many of 
Pawlikowski’s films. 

This time the film is co-written with a woman,  
Rebecca Lenkiewicz. Cinematographer 
Ryszard Lenczewski is also on board again 
but he is joined by Łukasz Żal, his camera 
operator who had to take over most of the 
shooting. The conscious decision to go for 
monochrome and the old Academy ratio for 
the screen size/shape works very well. You 
may be intrigued by the way in which the 
compositions are often arranged so that 
characters seem to be clinging to the bottom 
edge of the frame. This is known as allowing 
for ‘sky room’ – and enables the landscape/
architecture to play a full role. 

There is plenty of great music in Ida as well, 
Jazz being a feature of Eastern European 
cultural life in the 1960s. I realise that I’ve 
forgotten to mention how important music 
often is in Pawlikowski’s films. I remember 
being struck by the soundtrack for My 
Summer of Love with music by Goldfrapp. 

Some useful website reviews 
Cinematographer Ryszard Lenczewski’s 
‘sketches’ http://www.ryszardlenczewski.pl 

This American Cinematographer blog tells you 
everything you need to know about shooting 
Ida: 
http://www.theasc.com/asc_blog/
thefilmbook/2014/05/13/lighting-scenes-
ida-with-lukasz-zal/ 

http://www.closeupfilmcentre.com/
vertigo_magazine/issue-13-
november-2007/pawel-pawlikowski-
masterclass-between-documentary-and-
drama/ 

http://www.theguardian.com/film/2014/sep/
18/pawel-pawlikowski-ida-warsaw-lost-
guy-weird-city  

Michael Brooke’s article on Ida in Sight and 
Sound, October 2014 is well worth reading. 

Roy Stafford 11/10/2014 
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