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Migrating poles

Polish Migrants in European Film 1918–2017, by Kris Van Heuckelom, London,  
Palgrave Macmillan, 2019, 283 pp., €74.89 (hardcover), ISBN 978-3-030-04217-2

Somehow in response to the growing political, social and 
economic resonance of the migration-related issues, aca-
demic scholarship has started to produce a more sustained 
reflection on the representation of migrant experience in 
contemporary cinema. This is particularly true within the 
European context. Suffice it to mention here such seminal 
studies as Hamid Naficy’s An Accented Cinema: Exilic and 
Diasporic Filmmaking (2001), Yosefa Loshitzky’s Screening 
Strangers: Migration and Diaspora in Contemporary 
European Cinema (2010), Daniela Berghahn’s Far-Flung 
Families in Film: The Diasporic Family in Contemporary 
European Cinema (2013) or Isolina Ballesteros’ 
Immigration Cinema in the New Europe (2015). Kris Van 
Heuckelom’s recent book, Polish Migrants in European 
Film 1918–2017, joins this effort and provides a much-
needed examination of the cinematic portraits of Polish 
expatriates form a diachronic and transnational perspec-
tive. The title of the book clearly communicates the aspi-

ration to capture a century of common European and Polish history reflected in film. The 
proposed temporal frame overlaps not only with the global rise of cinema but also with the 
period of regained Polish statehood, achieved in 1918, after 123 years of partition and foreign 
occupation.

Kris Van Heuckelom is a professor of Polish and cultural studies at Katholieke Universiteit 
Leuven in Belgium. His long list of publications includes numerous scholarly articles, trans-
lations, commentaries and pieces in various popular media. Even though Polish Migrants in 
European Film 1918–2017 is devoted exclusively to the analysis of Western-European pro-
ductions, the author’s expertise in Polish studies proves vital throughout the entire study. 
For the realisation of his ambitious project, Van Heuckelom assembled a corpus of more 
than 150 films made in 11 different European countries. Thanks to such a broad base, he 
has managed to map the historically variable conditions shaping representational patterns 
of Polish migrants. The project opens with the analysis of Eugen Illés’ Mania: Ein dramatisch 
Filmpoem (1918) and closes with Beyond Words (2017) by a Polish-Dutch director Urszula 
Antoniak. Separated by almost a century, both films portray Poles carving out astounding 
careers in Berlin.

Polish Migrants in European Film 1918–2017 is methodologically pragmatic and eclectic. 
It combines a broad transnational scope with longitudinal approach to analysing films. 
While most of the research today draws chiefly on the self-representation of migrants and 
is contained within only one national context, Van Heuckelom has adopted a strategy of 
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‘watching across borders’. Inspired by Dina Iordanova, he follows the circulation of selected 
motifs and tropes unconstrained by arbitrary limits set by frontiers or national traditions. 
The book is most clearly indebted to Edward Said and his followers, like Larry Wolff 
(Inventing Eastern Europe, 1994), who have readjusted Said’s methodological matrix to 
illuminate Western construction of Eastern Europe. Using this legacy, Van Heuckelom 
diagnoses a specific position of Polish expatriate characters. Despite possessing common 
religious, cultural and racial backgrounds, Polish immigrants are still depicted as alien in 
their host societies. They are, as Van Heuckelom calles them, ‘close Others’. Unlike, for 
instance, fictional immigrants from Northern Africa or Turkey, primarily viewed through 
the perspective of exoticisation and orientalisation, Poles are judged by the extent to which 
they appear ‘modern’ or ‘European’.

To extract some valuable information from the vast corpus of films, Van Heuckelom 
traces the existence of the already-mentioned notions of modernisation and Europeanisation 
together with those of nostalgia and dignity. He isolates several enduring motifs such as 
those of home and family, interethnic romance or surrogate parentage. He also shows how 
certain themes fade away relatively quickly, like for example that of a seductive aristocratic 
Slav, while others prove more enduring. This, for example, can be said about the motif of 
a surrogate partner bringing new energies and prospects to a broken or bereaved Western 
family. Especially throughout the second half of the 20th century, Polish migrants often 
emerge as peculiar ‘noble savages’ and become conveyors of values or attitudes apparently 
lost in the host countries.

Polish Migrants in European Film 1918–2017 is divided into eight chapters. The first two of 
them introduce readers to the methodological framework of the entire project and provide 
historical outline of Polish migration to Western Europe and its cultural resonance. The con-
secutive five chapters concentrate on analysing films from the corpus and presenting more 
specific contextual data relevant to each discussed title. Chapter 3 looks at the images of Poles 
during the interwar period. We are shown how they were affected by the two major phenomena: 
increased international mobility of film personnel and the French penchant for inscrutable, 
blue-blooded Slavic femmes fatales. Symptomatic of the entire period are the careers of three 
international stars: Pola Negri, Jan Kiepura and Elvire Popescu. They often played upward-
ly-mobile working class Polish migrants distinguished by artistic talents (especially for music 
and dancing). The fourth chapter covers films set during the Second World War and the initial 
decades of the Cold War. Here we see celluloid Poles mainly as refugees, exiles, spies and solders. 
The figure of the entertaining Slav from the previous era gets replaced by the re-emerging male 
romantic hero that can be seen in such films as the Italian Romanticism (1950, Fracassi) or the 
British Tiger Bay (1959, Thompson).

Chapter 5 covers images of Poles during the eventful 1980s, when Poland and Polish people 
attracted unprecedented international attention. The most characteristic productions from that 
time include Jerzy Skolimowski’s Moonlighting (1982) and Peter Kassovitz’s Paper Marriage 
(1986), where Polish heroic masculinity is problematised and revealed as stunted or lacking. It 
also solidifies the image of a Polish migrant as either manual worker or exiled artists (or some-
times as both). Chapter 6 discusses films with Polish migrants made at the turn of the 20th 
century after the collapse of communism in Europe. But as evidenced in Costa Gavras’ A Minor 
Apocalypse (1992) or Krzysztof Kieślowski’s Three Colours: White (1994), we see the further 
emasculation or demise of the male figures, contrasted with the portrayals of resourceful and 
lively Polish women. Later in the decade, in many European films Polish migrant characters 
assume roles of agents of nostalgic restoration. In films such as Nikos Ligouris’ Heart of Stone 
(1995) or Karim Traïdïa’s The Polish Bride (1998), we see Polish immigrants playing surrogates 
in broken or bereaved families or healing dysfunctional households.
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Chapter 7 looks at the most recent cinematic renderings of expatriate Poles. Although 
manual labourers and economically disadvantaged outcasts continue to dominate the 
screens, like for instance in Ken Loach’s It’s a Free World… (2007) or Shane Meadows’ Somers 
Town (2007), one can also notice the emergence of more cosmopolitan Polish figures. The 
examples of the latter include Birgit Möller’s Valerie (2006), with a titular fashion model 
played by Agata Buzek or Nanni Moretti’s The Caiman (2006) featuring a film producer 
Jerzy Sturowski (Jerzy Stuhr). The advent of the 21st century coincides with telling hierar-
chical shifts among migrants. Polish expatriates’ economic and legal status as EU citizens 
places them in privileged position in relation to other migrants, for instance from Russia 
or Ukraine. The cinematic portrayal of the unequal power relations among migrants can 
be found, for example, in Oliveir Masset-Depasse’s Illegal (2010). Another crucial change 
brought by Polish accession to the EU is the arrival of the new opportunities within the 
European production system for the so-called hyphenated directors (e.g. Polish-Dutch or 
Polish-German). Many of the films discussed in the seventh chapter result from such 
intra-EU cooperation. The final chapter of Polish Migrants in European Film 1918–2017 
provides a standard conclusion, wrapping up the book and giving recommendations for 
further research.

Diligently researched, thoughtfully planned, and well-written, Kris Van Heuckelom’s 
book is a notable contribution to the studies on the perceptions of Eastern Europe in the 
West and a compulsory reading for anyone interested in Polish culture. The diachronic 
and transnational approach developed by the author is inspiring and can be reapplied to 
investigate diverse national stereotypes in other media and in relation to other ethnicities. 
The book also pays an indirect homage to European cinema and its alluringly complex 
history. Apart from relying on the works of acclaimed directors, like Jean Renoir or Roman 
Polanski, the author unearths numerous forgotten yet interesting films, like Georg Tressler’s 
Das Totenschiff (1959) or Christoforos Christofis Roza (1982). Van Heuckelom’s monograph 
succeeds in revealing the key factors underpinning the representation of migrants of Polish 
extraction in European film and his work will certainly inspire further exploration of the 
subject.
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