
Do you know this person? 

Famous Poles Part 3: Cinema – film directors. 

 

Today I’d like to continue my series about famous Polish people! In Part No. 3 I will introduce 

some prominent Polish film directors. Polish movie industry has a long history and many 

achievements, and film directors such as Andrzej Wajda, Roman Polanski, or Krzysztof 

Kieślowski are well known names all around the world. Perhaps it’s because of the language 

barrier and the fact many movies were deeply rooted in historical context, polish movies are 

not yet widely popular, although the interest in polish cinema is gradually growing.   

Here’s my list of 6 famous Polish movie directors. It’s not a ranking! 

 

1. Andrzej Wajda (1926-2016) 

Wajda was one of the most famous and influential Polish movie director in history. Wajda 

movies often depicted historical events but his heroes represented universal values, bravely 

fighting to maintain their freedom and dignity. Starting with his debut "A Generation" in 1954, 

"Canal" from 1956, legendary "Ashes and diamonds” from 1958, released in 1981 "Man of 

Iron ", or "Katyn" from 2008 – most of Wajda`s movies became critically acclaimed 

internationally and won many prizes, including the Palm D`Or at Cannes Festival. Andrzej 

Wajda himself received an Honorary Oscar for his contribution to the world cinema in 2000. 

Large influence on Wajda’s work had the great Japanese movie director Kurosawa Akira, 

whom Wajda called "his master". Wajda was a great admirer of Japanese culture. When he 

won in 1987 the Kyoto Prize for his artistic achievements, he donated the money for creation 

of Museum of Japanese Art and Technology Manggha, opened in Cracow in 1994.  

 

2. Krzysztof Keślowski (1941-1996) 

Kieślowski, a screenwriter and a director who started his directing career in the 70`s is best 

known as a leading representative of the so called Cinema of moral anxiety. He became 

internationally recognized in 1988 after releasing "A Short Film about Killing" awarded at 

Cannes Festival, following by "Decalogue" – a drama series of films inspired by the Decalogue 

of the Ten Commandments, shot between 1989 – 1990. Among the most successful and 

critically acclaimed films are "The Double Life of Veronique" from 1990 and released between 

1993-1994 trilogy "Three Colors (Blue, White, Red)", both Kieślowski made mostly in France. 

The latter one explores the virtues symbolized by the French flag: liberty, equality and 

fraternity. These movies had won Kieślowski award at the Cannes Festival, among many 

others. Sadly, Kieślowski’s career was shut upon on 13th March 1996 by his sudden death at 

the age of 54.  



3. Roman Polański (1993 - ) 

He is considered to be one of the greatest movie directors of all times. Polanski was born in 

1933 and his Polish-Jewish family suffered horrendously during the World War II, only 

Polański and his father survived. Polański was fascinated with cinema from a young age. He 

first started as an actor but eventually switch to directing in a pursue of artistic freedom. He 

graduated National Film School in Łódz and debuted in 1962 with "Knife in the Water ". It 

became the first Polish movie nominated for Oscar in Best Foreign Language Movie category. 

Later Polański moved to France where he made e.g. well received "Repulsion". In 1968 

"Rosemary’s Baby”, his first Hollywood movie came out, becoming an immediate success. 

"The Pianist" from 2002 was another artistic triumph winning Polański Palm D`Or in Cannes 

and three Academy Awards out of seven the movie was nominated for. It tells the true story 

of a pianist Władysław Szpilman’s survival of the Nazi occupation of Poland during WW II. 

Other popular movies are: "Tess" (1979), "Chinatown" (1981), or "The Ghost Writer" (2010). 

Polański’s career is full of successes, however, he wasn’t spared from tragedies and scandals 

in his private life.  

 

4. Agnieszka Holland (1948 - ) 

Born in 1948 in Warsaw, she studied at Film and TV School of the Academy of Performing 

Arts in Prague, graduating in 1971. Holland first entered the world of cinema as an assistant 

director to Krzysztof Zanussi and Andrzej Wajda, one of the most eminent Polish directors. 

She made her film debut in 1978 with a movie called "Provincial Actors" considered as one of 

the flagship pictures of The Cinema of moral anxiety. The movie won Critics Prize at Cannes 

Festival. Later she emigrated to France and since then has also lived and worked in Germany 

and America. Premiered in 1986 "The Angry Harvest" – a story about a Jewish woman on the 

run during World War II, was Holland`s first Oscar nomination for Best Foreign Language 

Film. She was nominated for the second time in this category in 1990 for "Europe, Europe". 

Among other critically acclaimed movies are "Secret Garden" from 1993, or "In Darkness" 

from 2012. It is often said that she portrays stories of life and joy in the midst of tragedy and 

disaster her heroes are trying to overcome. 

 

5. Pawel Pawlikowski (1955 - ) 

Born in Warsaw Pawlikowski emigrated from communist Poland to the United Kingdom in 

the 80`s. He started his career as a documentary movie director. In fact, he never went to any 

film school, graduating Oxford University in Literature and Philosophy. He was first 

recognized internationally as a film director in 2004 when his movie titled "My Summer of 

Love" won BAFTA award for the Best British Film. The real breakthrough, however, came in 



2013 with the release of "Ida", a black and white story of a young Polish novice nun. This 

movie not only shoot him to fame but also won him an Oscar for the Best Foreign Language 

Film. Premiered in 2018 "Cold War", a love story set during the Cold War from the late 1940`s 

until the 1960`s, followed the steps of "Ida" becoming huge international success and winning 

multiple awards, plus an Oscar nomination for the director himself. Pawlikowski is married to 

famous Polish model Malgosia Bela.    

 

6. Jan Komasa (1981 - ) 

Born in 1981, he is a director, screenwriter and a producer, representing the new generation 

of Polish filmmakers. His father is a respected theatre actor who played a part in Steven 

Spielberg`s "Schindlers List", which was shot in Poland in 1993. Young Jan had then 

opportunity to go with his father to the film set and have met the famous Hollywood director 

himself. It was that meeting – Komasa often recalls - that inspired him to pursue a career as a 

director. Komasa’s feature film debut, entitled “Suicide Room” from 2011, was showered with 

awards all over the world and constituted a breakthrough in his career. His full-length 

documentary "Warsaw Uprising" which followed in 2014, was a great success as well. In 2019 

Komasa released "Corpus Christi”, a drama inspired by a true story of a young man who finds 

his true calling and fakes to be a priest after leaving a youth detention center. "Corpus Christi" 

was nominated for Oscar in Best Foreign Language Film category. Komasa’s latest movie is 

"Hater. Suicide Room" released in March 2020. 

 

Every Autumn, in Tokyo, a Polish Movie Festival is held, so if you ever have chance to join it 

I highly recommend you to go. I hope that after reading this post you became at least a little 

bit curious about cinema in Poland. Please have a go with one of the recommendations I made 

today, you won’t regret it! 

 

Until next time! 

Hanna 


