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There is a quiet tension that hangs over Paweł Pawlikowski’s films before any of his 

characters even speak. The cinematic worlds that he creates feel stripped down, as if they were 

shaped to remove more than they reveal. Sets look sparsely furnished, where the emptiness feels 

more like loss than minimalism. Vast landscapes stretch far across the frame, but they offer 

hardly any sense of direction. Cities appear to be bustling with life, yet they refuse to be 

inhabited, and the moment his characters attempt to find their place, the world seems to dissolve 

right before them. Everything feels provisional, almost as if the reality of the scene is waiting for 

the character to enter before deciding whether it is real enough to remain. 

To understand the origins of this architecture of absence, we must look to the architect 

himself first. Paweł Pawlikowski is not a filmmaker who follows industry expectations; he is a 

self-described “financier’s nightmare” who never learned the formal rules of filmmaking, acting 

instead as a chronicler of displacement whose own life has been defined by the subtraction of 

home. Born in Warsaw in 1957, he was removed from Poland at the age of fourteen, embarking 

on a nomadic existence that took him through Germany, Italy, and eventually the United 

Kingdom. This formative trauma, which Pawlikowski has explicitly described as a “traumatic 

move” that severed his roots overnight, instilled a permanent sense of being an outsider, a 

perspective he honed during his early career as a documentary filmmaker for the BBC (Screen 
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Daily). In his early documentaries like From Moscow to Pietushki (1990) and Serbian Epics 

(1992), Pawlikowski worked in a mode defined by unforced observation. This observational 

style became the foundation of his fiction work, a style he later refined in collaboration with 

cinematographer Ryszard Lenczewski on early features such as Last Resort (2000) and My 

Summer of Love (2004).  

He spent decades establishing himself as a major voice in British narrative cinema, where 

he earned the BAFTA for Most Promising Newcomer for Last Resort (2000) and the BAFTA for 

Best British Film for My Summer of Love (2004). However, despite having all of this critical 

embrace, he began to dismantle the documentary naturalism that built his career. This process of 

erasure started with The Woman in the Fifth (2011), where he subtracted objective reality from a 

contemporary setting, but it was his return to Poland for Ida (2013) that marked the decision to 

subtract the contemporary world entirely. Ida was not just a change in location but a shift in 

form. It was a retreat into the black-and-white past. In navigating this landscape of memory, 

Pawlikowski acts almost as a prototype for his own protagonists, those who are shaped by 

displacement, suspended between the East and the West yet belonging fully to neither, resulting 

in the theme of erasure becoming a reflection of his lived experience rather than merely a 

stylistic choice. 

This erasure defines the condition in which identity begins to take shape. Each narrative 

introduces characters who enter their stories with a sense of self that is already beginning to thin. 

In Ida (2013) a novice nun has lived her entire life within a convent that shelters her from the 

history that shaped her; in The Woman in the Fifth (2011) an American writer carries a quiet 

instability that distorts the world the longer he remains in it, and in Cold War (2018) lovers find 

that every border alters the condition of their connection. These journeys do not result in the 



3 

construction of a stable identity; instead they expose the fragility of the self as the world begins 

to unravel. Pawlikowski’s use of space intensifies this sense of erosion. His frames hold more 

absence than presence. The camera often positions characters low within the composition, where 

ceilings or skies are pressing down from above like a negative space that turns into a kind of 

pressure. It surrounds the characters and exposes the limits of the worlds they inhabit. Silence 

functions in a similar way. Some scenes begin after conversations have ended, while others end 

before the emotional resolution is achieved. Time thins and the world recedes.  

Across these films, identity doesn't develop through accumulation, but emerges through 

immense subtraction. His characters’ lives diminish through the quiet erosion rather than through 

dramatic collapse, and Pawlikowski reveals them through this absence. The irreducible core of 

his characters becomes visible only after the world has taken something away, as history hollows 

out the self in Ida, distorted perception displaces reality in The Woman in the Fifth, and 

geography fractures refuge in Cold War.  

Before diving further into the specific narratives of these films, it is necessary to 

understand the visual system that contains them. The subtractive logic shaping Pawlikowski’s 

films is enforced through a rigorous set of technical constraints developed in collaboration with 

cinematographers Ryszard Lenczewski and Lukasz Zal. The look of these films is not an 

aesthetic coincidence but a deliberate narrowing of the world, a formal trap that places physical 

pressure on the people inside it. When Ryszard Lenczewski fell ill after only ten days of shooting 

Ida, camera operator Lukasz Zal was promoted to cinematographer with “little time for 

rehearsals, minimal camera movement, and lots of long takes.” Pawlikowski later described the 

resulting aesthetic as “simple, stripped down, forlorn, dreamlike, getting lost in vertical 

landscapes, almost oppressive at times” (IndieWire). 
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The most apparent element of this system is aspect ratio. While The Woman in the Fifth 

was shot in a wider 1.85:1 frame, both Ida and Cold War are filmed in the 1.37:1 (or Academy 

ratio), which is a near square frame that concentrates space rather than extending it horizontally. 

Widescreen formats typically contextualize characters within landscapes and social 

environments, but Pawlikowski rejects that lateral freedom. The boxier frame restricts horizontal 

drift and draws the audience’s attention inward. As Zal explains, they designed frames they 

referred to as “posters” where images were composed with as much attention to what lies outside 

the frame as to what appears within it (IndieWire). The result is a visual field that feels weighted 

by absence rather than filled by detail. Within this constricted geometry, composition 

consistently violates the comfort of classical framing. Characters are placed low in the image 

while ceilings and skies loom above them, creating a sense of vertical pressure. This headroom 

seems less like accidental emptiness than active negative space that turns the world itself into a 

looming presence treating the off-screen world as something felt rather than directly shown.  

Lighting extends this subtractive logic. All three films rely on low-key lighting but they 

deploy it toward different ends. In The Woman in the Fifth, Lenczewski works with largely 

naturalistically motivated light, allowing shadows to remain unstable and grain to soften edges. 

Darkness constantly creeps into the light, mirroring Tom’s psychological erosion as perception 

itself begins to fray. In Ida and in Cold War, Zal retains a similarly low-key register but imposes 

far greater control. Shot digitally and graded into stark black-and-white, they use precise 

high-contrast lighting to carve figures sharply from their background environments. Blacks are 

absolute, whites are exposing, and faces are often lit with a frontal severity that denies ambiguity. 

The shift marks a movement from camera manipulated psychological subtraction towards 

historical and existential subtraction, where the world itself is more stark and unforgiving.  
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The sound design helps complete this architecture. Pawlikowski removes the connective 

tissue of conventional audio. Silence is treated as an active element, broken only by gentle 

conversations, footsteps on snow, the rustle of trees, and music. As Zal stated, Ida is not a “silent 

film, but it evokes this kind of silence in people that stays with them for a long time” 

(IndieWire). By conditioning the viewer to accept quiet as the dominant register, the film 

prepares us for the deeper narrative erasures that follow. Loss does not arrive as a loud shattering 

scratch, but as the unimpeded governing condition. 

The stillness of Ida begins long before Anna even learns her name. Anna, who is a 

neophyte nun (Agata Trzebuchowska), moves through the convent with an inward focus that 

makes her appear almost absorbed by the building’s construction. Her gestures are small but 

deliberate as she lowers her gaze and inhales softly. Nothing in these early scenes suggests a 

world beyond the one she has inhabited since childhood. The quiet feels complete, and her sense 

of self appears to be fused to this silence. Her restraint isn’t simply a performance choice like the 

cinematography and sound decisions, it is a deliberate casting strategy rooted in subtraction. In 

an interview in 2014, Pawlikowski explained that Agata Trzebuchowska “wasn’t an actress, but a 

student of philosophy and culture studies at Warsaw University. Not only was she not an actress, 

she was one of those very rare young people these days who had absolutely no desire go into 

acting – perfect for Ida” (Guardian). Even though the financiers weren’t as excited as 

Pawlikowski, it was exactly what he was looking for. Instead of hiring an actor who could 

possibly force emotion outward, he captured a presence that could simply exist within the frame 

and allow silence to accumulate around her without the interference of drilled performance 

habits. Since the acting is minimal, the film’s cinematic world has to quietly carry the load of 

expressive work. 
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That quiet is fractured when the Mother Superior instructs Anna to visit her aunt. A 

hallway shot that follows introduces a feeling of exposure. The camera tracks Anna from behind 

as she walks towards the entrance, and her body is fixed in the lower portion of the frame while 

the ceiling occupies a vast and unused field above her. Anna’s body appears too small for the 

image, almost like the world has suddenly grown in scale while she has remained the same. In 

this moment, the audience realizes that the convent has not protected her from the world, it has 

only delayed her encounter with it. That encounter arrives in the form of Wanda Gruz (Agata 

Kulesza), Anna’s estranged aunt and only living relative. Wanda opens the apartment door 

abruptly with a cigarette already lit. Her presence cuts sharply against the stillness of the convent 

world Anna has just left. The apartment is spare and worn, with a one-night guest from the night 

before lingering. Light falls unevenly across the room, catching on ashtrays and the dull surfaces 

of furniture that feel lived in and exhausted. If Anna has been shaped by containment, well then, 

Wanda has been shaped by exposure that never ends. She was once a Stalinist prosecutor who 

believed in the system she served, but now she moves through her apartment as if every wall 

reminds her of the convictions that she secured.  

Their first conversation unfolds with a severity that refuses conventional emotional 

grammar. Pawlikowski avoids reaction shots or escalating coverage. When Wanda tells Anna 

that she is Jewish and that her name is Ida Lebenstein, the camera cuts to a static medium shot of 

Anna and holds there. Anna doesn’t flinch or say a word. A revelation of this magnitude would 

typically be broken into close shots and reverse shots to guide the viewer through each reaction, 

or maybe even an overly dramatic push-in shot to build suspense. Where other films may insist 

on proving the importance of such a moment, Pawlikowski allows the words to settle on their 
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own. Anna’s stillness marks the fracture that will widen across the rest of the film. Her prior 

identity has been subtracted, but nothing clear or coherent has replaced it yet. 

But other options do slowly arrive. Lis (Dawid Ogrodnik) enters the film as an 

interruption to Anna and Wanda’s journey, a figure briefly framed in the backseat after they pick 

him up along a rural roadside. He is a traveling musician who is heading to the same hotel where 

they are staying. The initial encounter is defined by Anna’s silence and Wanda’s questions. At 

the hotel, the dynamic shifts. Anna encounters his music as she eats and then witnesses a 

rehearsal where Lis plays “Naima” by John Coltrane, and the sound fills the otherwise empty 

hall with a warm contrast. Anna stands quietly at the threshold, listening. His music enters the 

film here less like a revelation and more like an alternative option. It offers no long-term 

promise, just immediacy. Unlike the rigid rituals of her faith or the weight of her aunt’s history, 

Lis’s jazz is improvised, mobile and unburdened by doctrine or structure. This early encounter 

plants a seed of possibility. He represents a different way of occupying time, structured by 

rhythm rather than duty, a distinction that lingers quietly as Anna watches. 

The journey into the countryside deepens the film’s exploration of historical erasure. The 

landscape appears drained even in black and white, with bare trees reaching upward like 

skeletons and fields stretching across muted greys, while Zal’s 1.37:1 frame narrows the world 

around Anna and Wanda. The sky fills the top of the image while their bodies are pressed toward 

its lower edge. His composition communicates the feeling of exposure rather than openness. The 

farmhouse scene concentrates this tension when the man who lives there greets them with 

guarded suspicion, his voice tight and his eyes lowered. His son, who eventually leads them to 

the burial site, carries a stiffness in his shoulders as if guilt has hardened into a physical posture. 

Pawlikowski denies the release of confrontation. No one erupts; there’s no confession in a 
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well-rehearsed speech. The dialogue just remains clipped and factual. The weight lies not in what 

is said, but in the pauses where language fails. History has carved itself into the landscape, and 

its pressure lives on through these bodies. When the shovel cuts into the earth with a dull 

repetitive thud, there is no score to cushion the sound. Anna and Wanda stand at the edge of the 

growing hole beneath a pale sky with their silhouettes small against the expanse of negative 

space. The camera continues to maintain its familiar distance, and when the bones appear, we are 

forced to absorb their reality from the same remove as the characters. The restraint here is a 

refusal to turn real historic trauma into spectacle. Pawlikowski acknowledges the violence of 

what occurred without instructing the audience on how to feel. 

Such narrative reticence mirrors Pawlikowski’s production method. He explains that for 

Ida he wanted to “work through suggestion rather than explanation. It would mainly consist of 

self-contained scenes, done from one angle, in one continuous take, with no informational 

dialogue, no functional shots, no plot devices or any of the usual tricks cinema uses to suggest or 

elicit emotion” (The Guardian). The result is a film that feels less like a fully narrated story of 

curation and more like something that was actually excavated and composed of fragments that 

can’t be restored, only acknowledged. Wanda’s collapse after the burial arrives as her body 

finally catches up with what her mind has held at bay all of this time. She sits, lights a cigarette 

with trembling hands, and drinks with the heaviness of a bad habit rather than of momentarily 

relief. Her shoulders sink, and her posture disintegrates. For the first time, the film allows her 

physical presence to crumble beneath the weight of what she knows. The land has forced the 

truth into a confrontational visibility, and her body can no longer contain it. 

Wanda’s death acts as a devastating subtraction when morning light settles across the 

apartment. Wanda turns on the radio. She adjusts her hair in the window glass with her reflection 
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warped by angle and light. The image condenses her entire arc into a single distortion before she 

opens the window and steps out. The film cuts immediately. There’s no zoom in on a body, no 

crashing sound of a fall, only absence. Her choice is staged as a final erasure rather than a 

melodramatic climax. Anna’s brief attempt to inhabit Wanda’s world unfolds through a series of 

spare gestures like changing into one of Wanda’s dresses, smoking, and drinking. However, this 

newfound freedom does not expand the world, it just exposes its limits. The bar scene where 

Anna encounters Lis again introduces music as a competing option. Its warmth and 

improvisation stands out in direct opposition to the silence of the convent. Pawlikowski holds the 

band at a distance, but allows sound to fill the space. Anna watches with an expression that is 

nearly unreadable. This scene does not function as a familiar awakening montage, rather it 

operates more like a test of orientation, where there is an option of a new possible life that is rich 

with movement and sensuality, but still Anna already seems timid with a sense that she is unable 

to inhabit this future.  

Marked by the only handheld tracking shot in the film, Anna’s final walk down the rural 

road is not a return to what was certain but instead is a quiet assertion of selfhood that is stripped 

of inherited narratives. As the ground wobbles beneath the camera for the first time, it's as if the 

film itself has loosened its grip. Her choice is defined less by where she is going than by how she 

is moving. She may not be walking towards resolution, but she is orientated towards a self that is 

no longer structured by enclosure, ideology, or borrowed belief. When everything is finally 

stripped away, that is when she is able to make her defining decision.  

If Ida confronted history as an external weight pressing down, then The Woman in the 

Fifth reveals a world where that pressure arises from within. Here erosion is not imposed by state 

power or inherited trauma. It forms in the unstable zone between perception and reality, wearing 
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away at the self like fabric thinned by constant wear. Tom Ricks (a haunted Ethan Hawke) is an 

American novelist who arrives in Paris seemingly already half removed from his own life. The 

city does not break him, it just gives shape to the dissolution that has already started. Even from 

his first appearance, Tom seems to occupy space with a slight delay. His posture leans forward as 

if he were being dragged by some sort of invisible weight. Hawke plays him with a subdued 

alertness, the kind that belongs to someone expecting the world to shift under his feet from 

previous experience. When he steps off the bus and looks around, the street itself looks ordinary 

with soft grey light, passing cars, and people moving through the frame, but the environment still 

feels just slightly out of register, as if it’s being seen through smudged glass. Pawlikowski’s 

small visual cues suggest that Tom’s perception may already be misaligned before his journey 

even begins. 

The boarding house scene reinforces this sense of reality narrowing. The landlord leads 

Tom down a hallway that feels far too long for the exterior we’ve seen up to this point. The walls 

appear slightly damp, the paint is uneven, and the light is dim and hazy around the fixtures. The 

camera follows just a step behind him, letting the corridor subtly stretch. The frame compresses 

him, not enough to scream horror but just enough to suggest that the world is no longer 

calibrating itself to his body. The room he enters looks as if it's provisional, like a rough draft 

that reality might still choose to revise and amend. This misalignment is not used solely to create 

a suspenseful atmosphere. Hawke has described Pawlikowski’s process as deliberately loose, 

saying that “the script is hardly even a blueprint; it’s more like plans for a party” (Film at Lincoln 

Center). Keeping this approach in mind helps explain the exact sensation The Woman in the Fifth 

produces, of a life assembled from situations rather than secured by narrative footing. Tom 

moves through Paris the way a character moves through a half-built story, trying to act normal 
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while the world refuses to settle. When Tom meets Ania (Joanna Kulig) in the cafe, the film 

stages a clash between two modes of existence. Ania moves with an ease that throws Tom’s 

stiffness into relief. Her smile seems practiced but also warm in the way she wipes the counters, 

reaches for glasses, and leans into regulars ground a more tangible, physical world that is much 

more stable. Pawlikowski positions Tom across from her so that everything around Ania feels 

anchored through clean sound and clear edges, while Tom sits in a pocket where noise seems to 

fall away. Their scene doesn’t just play out like a simple flirtatious conversation; it is more like a 

display of contrast between someone grounded in reality and another who is already sliding out 

of it. 

The literary party scene pushes this subtraction even further. Hoping to reclaim his status 

as a writer, Tom attends a gathering of French intellectuals and authors. The room hums with 

overlapping French, which Pawlikowski successfully mixes into a dense wall of sound. The 

conversations are intelligible to most of the characters, but not to Tom, and the mix puts us in his 

position. His English, when he finally speaks, lands with a jarring clarity against the blurred 

background of French, making him sound both loud and out of sync. The camera isolates him at 

the margins of the frame, cut off from tightly clustered groups. He is present in the room but 

linguistically erased, exiled not just from his family but from the discourse itself. The appearance 

of Margit (a spooky Kristin Scott Thomas), the enigmatic widow who becomes Tom’s lover, 

shifts the film into a far more uncanny register. Her apartment is unlike anything else in Tom’s 

Paris. The stained walls, scuffed floors, and uneven light are gone. Her rooms sit in an enduring 

warm afternoon glow that refuses to change regardless of the implied time of day. Time seems to 

slow or even stop in her space. Lenczewski shoots the apartment with a very shallow depth of 

field so that the edges blur into soft abstraction, which makes it more difficult to fully read the 



12 

room. Margit herself speaks with a calm, deliberate cadence and poses questions that feel like 

they were already prepared and offering insights into Tom’s mind that seem too accurate to be 

coincidence. The scenes with her feel less like a mutually exchanged relationship than a zone of 

soft erasure, a place where Tom can briefly disappear from the rest of his life. 

Ethan Hawke’s performance is crucial because it refuses to match the film’s strangeness 

with over-exaggerated theatrical acting. He stated in an interview, “The movie is so surreal and 

strange that I just tried to make sense of the character for myself—who he was and what he 

might be experiencing. When a movie is really strange and surreal, and the acting is also surreal, 

it’s just frosting on frosting. So I tried not to do that” (Film at Lincoln Center). This exercised 

restraint becomes an integral pressure point where Tom behaves like a man trying to stay 

coherent while coherence drains out of the world around him. It leaves the audience unable to 

discern what is real and what is not. Is Tom losing his mind? Is Margit real? Is this a 

psychological thriller or a ghost story? The film refuses to resolve these questions because their 

instability is the condition of Tom’s erosion, not a mystery to be solved. Tom’s new job in the 

basement is where the film’s subtractive logic becomes most literal. He descends a staircase into 

thick air and fluorescent gloom. The room is almost bare: there’s a desk, a flickering bulb, a 

monitor, and some buttons. No one else occupies the space with him. No one explains what 

happens when he buzzes guests in. His instructions are simple and clear: watch the monitor and 

press the buttons when signaled with the correct password. The action is clear, but the purpose is 

withheld, and with each repetition, the task becomes emptier. The button’s click, the lightbulb’s 

humming and dimming, and the long silences between them create a portrait of labor without 

meaning. The room does not actually define Tom’s role, it just slowly absorbs him. His identity 

of being a writer contracts into the simple, automated mechanical gesture of a finger pressing 
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some plastic. Against this, Ania’s presence feels like the last remaining strand of an ordinary life. 

Their scenes in the cafe are full of small, grounded details like coffee cups, plates, off-screen 

clatter, and snatches of conversation. When Ania stands close, Tom’s posture softens. Her eyes 

brighten for a moment when she senses his vulnerability. Their connection is tentative, but it’s 

real and belonging to the physical world rather than the psychological or supernatural one. 

However, the film refuses to let him stay there, and stability is offered only long enough to show 

us that he is unable to hold onto it. 

The murder accusation poses the final tightening of the corridor. When the neighbor who 

has been blackmailing Tom ends up dead, the police interrogate him in a room lit with flat and 

unforgiving light. The walls look almost blank as if they were designed to destroy context. Their 

questions arrive in an order that does not align with his memory. As facts start to slip, his words 

stutter. The more he tries to explain, the more the ground beneath his story shifts. As Hawke 

describes this experience of the film, “One of the difficulties of the movie is that because you’re 

given such an unreliable narrator, it’s hard to feel any of the normal arcs of a narrative. You’re 

almost as off balance as he is: you don’t know what his job is, or where he’s going” (Film at 

Lincoln Center). That imbalance isn’t just a trick designed to be solved, but the form of Tom’s 

erosion. Each uncertainty strips away another layer of narrative authority, until he can no longer 

locate himself within his own story.  

By its final movement, The Woman in the Fifth has shown that identity doesn’t shatter in 

one dramatic break; instead it slowly thins until almost nothing remains. Tom’s world shrinks to 

a narrow hall of experience in the basement, Margit’s apartment, and the few remaining threads 

tying him to his daughter. The ending is framed as a sacrificial surrender. After finishing writing 

his long, manic letter to his daughter, trying to explain his situation and his vision of the world, 
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he tears it up and only sends the simplest line, “Love, Dad.” His last act of writing is an act of 

erasure. By destroying his own narrative, he refuses to pass his distorted perception onto her, 

unlike the glasses that they share. He surrenders and steps into the blinding white flash that 

replaces the usual fade to black. It is the ultimate subtraction. Whether we read the ending as 

supernatural or psychological, the film makes one orientation completely unmistakable, Tom 

Ricks ends his existence so that his daughter’s reality can remain intact, defining who he truly 

was as a father.  

If Ida exposed the weight of history and The Woman in the Fifth revealed the thinning of 

reality, then Cold War shows how geography itself can erode life. The environments that Wiktor 

and Zula move through do not open possibilities. Each place subtracts a piece of who they are 

together. Even though their love remains constant, its form grows increasingly fragile with each 

step of the journey. What first looks like an uninhabitable romance shaped by fate itself gradually 

reads as a record of what the world is able to take away. Wiktor (Tomasz Kot), who is the 

ensemble’s musical director, enters the film as a collector of sounds. He moves through rural 

Poland with a reel-to-reel recorder, capturing folk songs from villages in cramped kitchens and 

bare courtyards. The voices he records carry centuries of cultural memory, but Lukasz Zal’s 

camera holds these singers at a formal distance, something we’ve gotten used to at this point in 

Pawlikowski’s filmography. Background detail fades into soft shadows, and the songs feel 

unmoored from any stable social structure. Polish identity appears as something that is already 

thinning rather than as a preserved foundation, and seems in danger of being repurposed. 

However, Zula’s arrival destabilizes such fragile order. Zula (a familiar Joanna Kulig 

because she has appeared in all three of the films we’ve discussed) appears at the audition with a 

presence that feels both grounded and volatile. She sings with a vibrant piercing tone that 
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lacerates through the room, her body language relaxed but alert. Pawlikowski frames her first 

solo in an unbroken shot that allows her to totally fill the frame. She is not introduced as a pure 

symbol of folk tradition but as someone slightly out of alignment with everything around her. 

The film quickly hints at her unstable background. She admits she “did a man in with a knife” 

and altered her story to gain entry into the ensemble. Her identity is already a form of 

self-invention, shaped by survival rather than heritage. Wiktor’s gaze acknowledges both 

recognition and danger. The film refuses romantic shorthand. There is no swelling music or 

slowed movement to mark their connection. Instead, his fascination emerges in small glances 

during rehearsals where the ensemble’s symmetry threatens to swallow her. Dancers move 

carefully in heavily rehearsed, choreographed lines. Singers stand in ordered rows wearing 

idealized peasant costumes. Zula is technically precise, but her energy never fully settles into the 

formation. She always looks slightly too alive for the structure that is attempting to contain her. 

The frame reveals the gap between who she is and who the ensemble is, and by extension who 

the state needs her to be. 

When party officials begin to intervene, that gap hardens into a fracture. They demand 

that the repertoire be updated with songs praising the government and Stalin. Choreography must 

now reflect extreme ideological unity. Wiktor and his colleague listen as a bureaucrat outlines the 

changes, the official framed from below to emphasize his authority, while the artists sit 

diminished within the composition. When the ensemble performs the new propaganda number, 

the stage is flooded with bright light and banners. Performers force broad smiles as their 

movements become stiff and mechanical. Zal’s camera, however, remains slightly removed, 

registering the performance as something that is forced and hollow. The ensemble is no longer 

preserving culture but now shapeshifting to the required orders. The dressing-room scene 
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captures Zula’s internal subtraction. She sits in front of a mirror applying thick makeup that 

transforms her into a stylized peasant doll with rouged cheeks, sharp eyeliner, and arranged hair. 

Pawlikowski frames her reflection while her real body is partially obscured in the foreground. 

Inside the mirror, there is the Zula the state requires, painted, smiling, and exaggeratedly legible. 

Outside the mirror is the Zula who knows this is just a costume, a forced caricature. When she 

pauses and stares at herself, her expression carries a detached critique rather than vanity or 

admiration. In order to survive, she must subtract her own complexity and replace it with a 

flattened image of forced national identity. Wiktor and Zula’s private moments during this period 

are pushed into hallways, stairwells, and dim corners. Their conversations are hushed with low 

voices. Their bodies are close but tense. There are no sweeping declarations because their 

intimacy is built from fragments, from glances exchanged when the others are not watching. As 

the state expands its control wider and wider, the spaces in which they can speak their true 

feelings continue to shrink. 

The first geographic subtraction takes place when Berlin is presented less as a setting and 

more as a border mechanism. Wiktor and Zula plan to cross to the West during a performance 

tour. The scene leading up to the crossing is almost wordless, their quiet plan filled with her 

hesitation and his expectation. Pawlikowski has been explicit that this absence is not accidental 

but structural. “The ellipses were always going to be my method of storytelling,” he explains, 

rejecting the tidy logic where “A leads to B leads to C,” because it reduces life into false clarity 

(RogerEbert). That commitment to omission is why Zula’s failure to appear at the crossing lands 

harder than any blockbuster explosion. Wiktor crosses alone, walking into the snow. Sound dulls, 

and breath clouds the air. Exile arrives as subtraction instead of spectacle. Paris, when it appears, 

refuses the familiar romantic iconography. There are no colossal Eiffel Tower shots or sweeping 
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bridges. Wiktor plays piano in cramped jazz bars that are filled to the brim with thick smoke. The 

lighting is warm, but it's not comforting. Spaces feel low-ceilinged and claustrophobic, and Zal 

often frames Wiktor from the side or from above to shrink him within the image. The music 

floats beautifully, yet it no longer seems to belong to him. His artistic identity was once rooted in 

cultural context, but now it begins to evaporate into a cosmopolitan drift.  

The nightclub scene set to “Rock Around the Clock” offers the film’s most explosive 

illusion of freedom. Zula, drunk and furious, throws herself into the crowd, dancing with a wild, 

thrashing energy. For once, the camera comes alive and moves with her using tracking shots 

through the room as she spins and collides with other bodies. The film’s usual stillness, to which 

the audience has grown accustomed by this point, gives way to looseness. Edges blur, the 

American rock track blares over everything, and for a brief moment, this resembles a feeling of 

liberation. Zula is actually free for a couple of minutes. Yet the lighting remains disorienting, and 

when she stumbles outside afterward, she collapses into exhaustion; lingering despair hits, 

exposing this freedom as another structure she is unable to inhabit. The music works as a 

structural force to organize Cold War and to help register this erosion. Pawlikowski has 

described the folk ensemble as the “third element” that finally allowed the film to take shape. As 

he explains, “With all of my films, I have an idea that I play with for a long time—a relationship 

or something—and then there’s this other element that comes in and places everything in a 

certain order, and then it works. Music was the result of that, this notion of the folk ensemble” 

(Music Box). These songs do not simply accompany the lovers’ movement across borders, but 

tracks the loss produced by that movement. The same songs return in altered forms when Wiktor 

and Zula migrate westward as grounded folk melodies are converted into state spectacle, 

refracted into jazz, and finally collapsed into chaotic western influenced rock. Each 



18 

transformation strips the music further from place, memory, and collective meaning. What first 

appears as stylistic expansion is actually experienced as subtraction. The soundtrack records the 

same erosion as the geography measuring ground that has been lost. 

When Wiktor and Zula perform in Yugoslavia, their act feels unmoored from any national 

context. The language around them is unfamiliar. The landscape may be beautiful, but it feels 

placeless. Their performance has become a traveling product rather than an accurate expression 

of home. Their reunion in the ruined church offers the film’s most literal image of eroded 

ground. The roof is gone and the walls are crumbling as rubble is scattered through the floor. 

Light pours through the broken structure, making the church feel at once sacred and emptied out. 

Zal captures it with a clarity that resembles memory more than present tense, almost as if the 

world we are seeing has already ended. Wiktor and Zula sit in front of what can be assumed was 

once the altar, with their bodies leaning gently toward each other, resembling the two sitting at a 

grand piano together, small within the vast ruin. With a row of pills and a singular lit candle, they 

take their wedding vows and don’t hesitate ingesting the pills. After moving to a roadside bench 

and allowing their bodies to relax, Zula proposes, “Let’s go to the other side, the view will be 

better there.” Her line is delivered without melodrama, and they willingly exit the frame. The 

only visual cue is a gust of wind blowing in the grass momentarily behind their now empty 

bench. This is the final act of two people who have tested every available border and found no 

enduring refuge. If the world can’t sustain a space for their love, then they choose to quietly step 

outside it together. 

This final subtraction is the loss of any livable future. By the time Wiktor and Zula arrive 

at the ruined church, geography, nation, and artistic purpose have all been exhausted. What 

remains between them is the recognition that no world left can sustain them or their love. Their 
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final decision is framed as clarity, a powerful choice made when every external structure that 

once gave their lives direction has failed. Because they choose to die together rather than live 

apart, love does not open onto a future, but persists as the only trace of identity left after every 

other possibility has been stripped away. 

Within Ida, The Woman in the Fifth, and Cold War, each story unfolds within a world that 

appears full at first glance. There are landscapes, rooms, cities, faces, and past histories that 

suggest potential density and continuity. However, Pawlikowski removes these elements with 

such precision that the spaces begin to feel lightly held, almost as if the world were being erased 

one detail at a time. The emptiness is structured rather than accidental and actually becomes the 

architecture through which the character’s presence is tested. This vastness looms in every frame. 

It hangs above Anna as she walks through the convent hallway. It opens behind Tom when he 

sits in the basement booth isolated under the glare of the harsh fluorescent light. It surrounds 

Zula and Wiktor when they sit in the ruins of the church. In each case, the space exceeds the 

character. It enlarges around them in a way that makes their presence appear tentative. The world 

does not confine them in the traditional sense. It simply refuses to adjust to their scale.  

This refusal creates a narrative paradox that runs across Pawlikowski’s films where 

expansion leads to reduction. In a more familiar film, a journey into the world usually results in 

growth, but here it results in a whittling down of the self. Anna learns her history and expands 

her understanding of her origins, but responds by rejecting that world entirely to return to the 

silence of the convent by her own accord. Tom is confronted with the consequences of what may 

or may not be his crime, but this knowledge does not free him; instead it leads to his demise. 

Zula and Wiktor travel the entire continent, ostensibly expanding their horizons, yet the journey 

costs them their art, their dignity, and eventually their lives.  
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All of his characters respond to this pressure in different ways, but the architecture 

remains the same. The frame preserves its stillness, the light avoids emphasis, and time appears 

to slow down. Silence grows thick till the effect is not one of despair but of exposure. 

Pawlikowski creates worlds where identity is always contingent and always vulnerable to the 

elements that shape it. It is through this sustained pressure, after their worlds have been reduced 

to their bare conditions, that Pawlikowski makes his final demand. Though his restraint may 

echo aspects of other European minimalist cinema like Kieslowski’s moral quiet or Tarr’s austere 

landscapes, Pawlikowski’s method remains distinct. He avoids confrontational violence or overt 

didacticism in favor of a quieter forensic subtraction. He strips away the supports that usually 

hold a life together—history, perception, geography—until his characters are forced to choose 

without the scaffolding that ordinarily shapes choice. What survives is not a hollowed-out 

identity but a final revelation of what they cannot relinquish, the defining orientation a person 

discovers only when the world has taken everything else away.  

Pawlikowski’s cinema becomes most radical not in what it withholds but in what that 

withholding makes unavoidable. His characters can’t rely on psychology, ideology, or narrative 

logic to justify themselves. When Anna steps onto the road, when Tom dissolves into white light, 

when Wiktor and Zula choose the bench beyond the broken church, each action emerges from a 

condition in which nothing is left but the truth of their allegiance to faith, love, or the fragile 

possibility of protecting someone else. These are not the arcs of traditional narrative but acts of 

orientation, choices bravely made without narrative protection. Leaving Pawlikowski to 

ultimately reveal that identity is not the accumulation of history but the residue left after history 

has eroded. His characters are not built, they are uncovered. Their worlds thin until only a single 

action remains, and in that action the films offer something like moral clarity without moral 
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instruction. It is a clarity that arrives only through erosion when the world ceases to hold them 

and we can see what they hold onto. That’s why his films linger for so long after the curtain 

closes. His final images feel less like endings than thresholds, spaces where the viewer is asked 

to confront the same pressures that the characters faced in silence, negative space, the uncertainty 

of what remains when explanation falls away. Pawlikowski waits in those gaps and in the quiet 

that follows subtraction, revealing the stubborn, almost luminous beauty of the human 

orientation that endures.  
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