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‘FATURE.

Church applauds Polish director

By J‘onathé’n Luxmoore
Catholic News Service

‘WARSAW, Poland — When Poland’s

vetefan director, Andrzej Wajda, collect-

ed alifetime achievement Oscar in Holly-
wood March 26, church léaders surely
joined in the applause.

While not stressmg a church affiliation,
Wzyda has won praise for his skilled ex-
pression of Christian ideas and images.

“It’s risky to call ‘him a Catholic direc-

" tor,” said Father Adam Boniecki, editor

of Poland’s Tygodnik Powszechny Catholic
weekly. “But Wajda’s work represents an
encounter with Christianity on a founda-
tion of supreme values that both respects
and is respected by the church.”

Born in 1926 in Poland’s northeastern
Suwalki region, Wajda studied art and
film in Krakow and Lodz and made his
director’s debut in 1954 with “Pokolenie”
(“The-Generation™).

He scored early successes with “The
Channel” (1957), a film about the 1944
Warsaw Uprising, and “Ashes and Dia-
monds” (1958), charting the fate of an an-
ti-communist resistance fighter.

Though seen as a critic of communism,

'Wajda escaped heavy censorship. This

was because of his prestige as a director,
but also because his opposition was cul-
tural and moral, rather than directly po-
litical.

“Our colleagues from Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria or Russia had
much more limited possibilities for self-
expression,” the director told Poland’s
Rezeczpospolita daily.

“Poland was like a crack in the Berlin
Wall through which two worlds met, at a
time when the West wanted to know what
the East was like,” he said.

Several of Wajda's films contain overt-
ly Christian images. In one, the protago-
nist pulls a cross on wheels along a mod-
ern " highway — implying that
contempeorary sufferings are not as
painful and dramatic as history’s. .

In most of his films, however, Christian
themes are present only indirectly. Father
Boniecki thinks this is typical of Poland's
best artists and writers.

“Perhaps it’s necessary to maintain
some distance from the church to portray
religious "themes artistically,” Father
Boniecki told Catholic News Service.

“Wajda is deeply enough versed in Pol-
ish culture to interpret it without being a
self-conscious Catholic. It’s precisely in
tensions between the individual and God
that moments of creative energy are
born,” he said.

Father Wieslaw Nieweglowski, head of
the Polish church’s network for wrltcrs

_ and artists, agreed

“All major artists are guided by their
own sensitivity, which provides a leaven
for creativity, rather than serving as a
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banner,” the priest told CNS.

“Although it’s hard to find strictly reli-
gious themes in Wajda’s films, they nev-
ertheless contain an evangelical message
and are saturated with the Christian air
which all Poles breathe,” Father Niewe-
glowski said.

That could be particulatly true of Waj-
da’s later films.

. “Korczak™ (1990) tells the story of few-
ish orphanage director Janusz Korczak,

who was gassed with his young charges at
the Treblinka death camp, while “Holy
Week” (1995) examines the complex atti- -
tudes of Poles to their Jewish neighbors
during the Holocaust.

Both films explore the wickedness of
Nazi occupation, as well as deeper ques-
tions of guilt and innocence.

Father Nieweglowski thinks Wajda’s
greatest talent lies in making films which,
though deeply Polish, can be understood
by foreign audiences.

“Man of Iron” (1981), filmed during
the Solidarity strikes, brought Wajda the
Cannes Festival's Golden Palm.

“Danton” (1982) portrayed the conflict
between idealism and pragmatism during
the French Revolution and earned him
France’s Cesary Medal.

Besides 35 films, Wajda has two dozen
theater productions to his credit, from
Shakespeare to Durrenmatt.

He was an elected member of post-
communist Poland’s first Senate in 1989-
91 and headed President Lech Walesa's
Council on Culture in 1992-94.

But Wajda says he was honored when
Pope John Paul II invited him to show his
latest film, “Pan Tadeusz,” in the Vatican
Jan.’23.

Based on a classic by poet Adam Mick-
iewicz-, “Pan Tadeusz” tells the story of
an early 19th-century noble family on
Poland's eastern border, caught up in
feuds over love and property while await-
ing Napoleon’s army. Since its autumn re-
lease, it has been seen by 6 million Poles.

This was not the first Wajda film Pope
John Paul has viewed.

In January 1982, after martial law had
been imposed in Poland, a group of Pol-
ish Catholics were kept waiting for an au-
dience until the pope had finished watch-
ing “Man of Iron.”
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