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7 Modlin Fortress  
– built in 1806-1812  
and comprising French, 
Russian and Polish 
fortifications. 

8 Przemyśl Fortress, 
constructed by the 
Austro-Hungarian 
Empire in 1854.

9 Bunker “Sęp” 
(Vulture) in Jastarnia, 
part of the Hel 
Fortified Area,  
set up in 1936.

If you want to learn 
more about Polish 
locations or shoot-
ing permits or find 
a location scout, 
see LOCATION 
GUIDE POLAND

available at  
www.film- 
commission- 
poland.pl
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4 Wilczy Szaniec/
Wolfsschanze in 
Gierłoż. Hitler’s 
Headquaters, 
1941-1944. 

5 Concrete underground  
railway bunker in Stępina, 
built in 1940-1941 by 
the Third Reich’s Todt 
Organization. 

6 Barracks in 
Wisłoujście Fortress. 
Earliest fortifications 
date from the 15th 
century. 5
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Poland has sandy Baltic 
sea beaches, dunes, stylish 
shipyards and great 
infrastructure to offer

COME AND SEA 

“The team of 24 chose Łeba because of the beauty it 
presents on the screen. It complemented the roman-
tic song, composed by Oscar and Grammy winner A.R. 
Rahman,” says Anuj Sharma, Poland Line Producer for 
24 (directed by Vikram K. Kumar, and starring Suriya 
and Samantha Ruth Prabhu) (1,2). Marie Curie’s was 
also partly shot in Łeba that poses as Normandy (4) 

ADVERTISMENT

Poland northern regions of Pomerania 
and Western Pomerania are equally 
welcoming to the film crews. Gdańsk, 
the captial city of the  first region, 
served as a location for French drama 

Fidelio: l’odyssee d’Alice (3) and even 
Hollywood large-scale production: 
Kathryn Bigelow’s Zero Dark Thirty (6). 
Szczecin is the largest city in Western 
Pomerania and has great locations that 

have been used in e.g.  
the Polish-Danish film Word (5).  
There are two local film funds: Western 
Pomeranian Film Fund (Pomerania 
Film) and Gdynia Film Fund.   
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It’s more than coastal landscapes!
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Chadov, showed up instead. Although 
he was an excellent actor, he wasn’t 
Alexey. As everything had been ar-
ranged in haste, including the trans-
lation of the correspondence, nobody 
had noticed the slight difference in 
names. There was no time to rectify 
the situation. Now I know I always 
need to check the names and sur-
names several times.

You come across even more amus-
ing situations when you work in cast-
ing. For Alexander Sokurov’s Faust,  
I was looking for distinctive actors for 
the bit parts of Faust’s assistants and 
monsters. These included a Giant,  
a Midget, an Underwater Demon,  
a Bird-Woman, and a Parish Priest.  
I was after people with distinctive fa-
cial and bodily features. The Giant was 
played by a 7-foot-tall (213 cm) man. 
For the role of the Priest, we found  
a lovely lady called Wioletta, who was 
just as flirtatious and passionate as 
she was corpulent. An ultra-skinny 
model played the Bird-Woman. 
Waldemar Pokromski prepared some 
special make-up. The director was de-
lighted. We put the whole freak show 
troupe on the train from Warsaw to 
Prague, where some of the shoot-
ing was to take place. The conduc-
tor who came to our compartment to 

Casting director Piotr 
Bartuszek, who worked 
with Christopher Doyle 
and Michael Glawogger 
spills the bean

check our tickets opened the door and 
fainted. 

Every director has their own work-
ing system and approach to the cast.  
I like those who give me a free hand 
in suggesting actors. I like being left 
to plan my own casting vision – es-
pecially when it’s a co-production, or, 
in the case of foreign collaborations, 
when the director is not familiar with 
Polish actors. The director’s trust is 
the crucial thing. Christopher Doyle 
gave me free rein when he was shoot-
ing Warsaw Dark. There were no stand-
ard screen tests. An interview with the 
actor was enough. Christopher has 
an exceptional approach to actors. He 
used to say that lighting, set design 
and faces were the most important 
aspects. “What’s a casting director, 
anyway?” he would often tease me. 

“What’s he for?” My answer was that 
it was someone everybody loved when 
filming started, but who was eventu-
ally relegated to somewhere between 
the catering staff and the drivers.

I have very fond memories of the 
late Michael Glawogger, with whom 
I worked on Contact High. Michael 
had some very specific character 
types that I, driven by my youthful 
arrogance, tried to “improve”. For 
instance, there was a ticket-checking 
scene in the script. I thought it would 
be funnier to have a very masculine 
woman play the ticket inspector. For-
tunately, he liked my ideas.

I like my work, because it’s so di-
versified and unpredictable. Right 
now, I’m looking for Polish actors who 
speak Yiddish for a US drama docu-
mentary Who Will Write Our History. This 
tells the story of how the Secret Ar-
chive of the Warsaw Ghetto was estab-
lished. It’s going to be Poland’s first 
film in Yiddish since 1939. I’ve been 
going out a lot lately, looking for some 
vivid characters, and people have been 
inviting me to Purim dinners and 
parties. Unfortunately, the inevitable 
matchmakers have ensnared me in the 
process. Who knows, maybe my latest 
production will be accompanied by an 
engagement?

Casting involves meeting a lot of new 
characters. I’d even go as far as to call 
it “going on a film date”. There are 
some dates we recollect with delight, 
but also some we’d like to forget im-
mediately. Although people generally 
prefer to talk about their achievements, 
I’m going to tell you about some rather 
weird situations, and even bloopers. 

When we were putting together the 
cast for Limousine, a film shot in War-
saw, and starring Christopher Lambert, 
I was looking for a Russian actor to 
play the mysterious F. This was during 
my first years of working in casting.  
I had a good insight into Polish actors, 
but I wasn’t too familiar with Russian 
talents at the time, so I asked some 
agent friends to help. Among numer-
ous suggestions, most people praised 
Aleksey Chadov, who was known for 
his role in The 9th Company. The ac-
tor said he was interested, we agreed 
on the pay and the schedules, but 
his brother, Andrey Aleksandrovich 

Piotr Bartuszek
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(Krzysztof Bagiński) and Michał (Mi-
chał Huszcza) through a tumult of 
Warsaw locations – a fever-drift haze 
through a year of parties. Time and 
memory take hold with a quiet mel-
ancholy and fragility (they’re both 
struggling to get over breakups), but 
with an ecstatic pulse, mundane mo-
ments flare into sudden beauty and 
heightened experience. It’s hard to 
imagine this film being made by any-
one other than Marczak. It won him 
the Best Director Award in the Sun-
dance World Documentary Compe-
tition. This is not surprising. This is 
naturalism that straddles the bound-
ary of fiction, and it carries a real 
charge. This talent for immersive 
filmmaking, which achieves a disarm-
ingly intimate view on daydreaming 
youth, was previously demonstrated 
in Fuck For Forest.

Make no mistake: the ongoing 
need to reckon with Poland’s history 
of wartime atrocities and commu-
nist oppression underpins some of 
the country’s most powerful films 
last year - films that came up with 
fresh, vital approaches to address 
this legacy. The late Marcin Wrona’s 
heartfelt yet droll horror film De-
mon (2015) is set during a wedding 
reception, and draws on the Jewish 
myth of the Dybbuk in its portrayal 
of a land haunted by the wrongs of 

DAYDREAMING YOUTH

Berlin-based film 
critic Carmen 
Gray takes a closer 
look at Poland’s 
new generation

the Holocaust. Its dispensing with 
the Christian framework, common 
to films such as Paweł Pawlikowski’s 
Ida, in the telling of its tale, is signif-
icant, and enables a more immersive 
identification with the persecuted. 
Tomasz Wasilewski deservedly won 
the Silver Bear for Best Script at the 
Berlinale for United States of Love. 
Four women grasp at an authentic 
emotional life in the tentative new 
freedom of ‘90s Poland in this tribute 
to his parents’ generation and their 
more limited options - a film still 
bracingly progressive in its weave of 
complex female roles.

Wasilewski, it could be said, is at 
the helm of the young Polish van-
guard. His previous film, Floating 
Skyscrapers, was boundary-pushing 
in its portrayal of a burgeoning and 
intense gay romance amid pervasive 
homophobia. His confrontational ex-
plorations of people determined to 
live on their own terms gives hope for 
a risk-taking cinema geared toward 
openness to experience. While desire 
complicated by social circumstance 
is the driving force behind Wasilews-
ki’s films, Marczak avoids overt 
references to societal forces. But All 
These Sleepless Nights is not a denial 
of history. Rather, it breathes in the 
transformative magic of energy with 
an intuitive faith – the life of a city as 
constant regeneration. Can any con-
clusions be drawn about films as sin-
gular as these? If anything, it’s that 
whatever the shadows cast by regres-
sive forces, young Polish filmmakers 
are daring and innovative enough to 
shine a defiant light.

Few landmark buildings are more 
loaded with the brazen swagger of 
power or the resentment of the citi-
zenry than Warsaw’s Palace of Cul-
ture, Stalin’s “gift” to the Polish 
people. The scars of this oppressive 
history still thematically dominate 
Polish cinema. This makes the open-
ing of Michał Marczak’s All These 
Sleepless Nights all the more curi-
ous. Through an apartment win-
dow, our gaze glides across a night 
skyline dominated by the Soviet 
skyscraper. Fireworks are set off 
around it to the spaced-out pop track 
I Hear A New World - a vision that 
seems to have come straight out of 
a sci-fi movie. As framed by Marczak, 
Warsaw does not come across as 
weighed down by the inescapabil-
ity of the past, but as buoyant with 
strange, youthful possibilities. Could 
this be a new Polish cinema - one 
of eternal nowness?

The cyclical, and often inscrutable, 
nature of emotion orients the film as 
we join art school friends Krzysztof 

Carmen Gray
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