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the cinema of JERZY SKOLIMOWSKI
June 10 – July 3, 2011

Presented with support from the Polish Cultural Institute in New York, 
and additional support from the Polish National Film Archive in Poland.
FOUR NIGHTS WITH ANNA

Saturday, July 2, 7:00 p.m.

Sunday, July 3, 7:00 p.m.

2008, 87 mins. 35mm print courtesy of the Polish Cultural Institute.

Directed by Jerzy Skolimowski. Written by Ewa Piaskowa and Jerzy Skolimowski. Photographed by Adam Sikora. Edited by Cezary Grzesiuk. Original Music by Michal Lorenc.

Principal cast: Kinga Preis (as Anna), Artur Steranko (as Leon), Redbad Klynstra (as Judge), Jerzy Fedorowicz (as Doctor), 

Excerpt from “Three from Palm Springs” by David Bordwell, Observations on Film Art, January 16, 2009:

Four Nights with Anna is a GOFAM—a Good Old-Fashioned Art Movie. Set in a muddy Polish town, it follows a loner as he stalks a zaftig nurse. Leon watches her from around corners, studies her through her apartment window, and eventually sneaks sleeping powder into her sugar jar. This puts her out soundly enough to allow him to break into her apartment and watch her at close quarters.
My synopsis, like most retellings of this spare movie, not only spoils the experience but fundamentally changes it. Instead of laying out the premises explicitly, the film’s narration supplies them in tantalizing, equivocal doses. Skolimowski follows the great tradition of distributed exposition, so that we get context only after seeing something that can cut many ways. Early we see Leon buying an axe; soon he fishes a severed hand out of a sack and tosses it into a furnace. Is he a serial killer? No. After a while we learn that he’s the disposal officer for the hospital crematorium. Retrospectively fitting together these data provides a classic art-film pleasure, the equivalent of the curiosity-arousing clue sequences in a mainstream mystery.
The same goes for the ambiguous inserts that suggest a police interrogation. Only halfway through the film do these snippets become lengthy and explicit enough for us to place them in the story’s time sequence. Just as the Nouveau Roman of Robbe-Grillet owed a great deal to the classic detective story, the European art cinema tradition has drawn heavily on the investigation plot, from Les mauvais rencontres to The Spider’s Stratagem. The premises of the thriller surface as well. The central conceit of Four Nights and of Kim Ki-duk’s 3-Iron, of a stranger who quietly and obsessively prowls around homes, was also explored in Patricia Highsmith’s 1962 novel Cry of the Owl, but not with Skolimowski’s playful indeterminacy about who and what and why.
The trick, then, is in the telling. By accreting details that cohere gradually, Skolimowski’s film not only engages curiosity and suspense, but also allows room for wayward, if dark humor. Leon’s quaking abasement leads to embarrassment, pratfalls, and comically strenuous efforts to melt into his surroundings. Objects take on a precise life, as Leon crushes his grandmother’s sleeping pills to powder and uses plastic silverware to fish a fallen ring from cracks in the floor. We never see Anna apart from Leon; she’s either in the same locale or glimpsed in precisely composed shots of her at her window. The exact, constrained handling of optical point-of-view owes a lot to Rear Window, but Jimmy Stewart never went so far as to install a new window to enhance his peeping.
In its diffuse exposition, its teasing inserts, and its gradually unfolding implications, a GOFAM also asks us to appreciate unresolved uncertainties. During the Q & A, Skolimowski remarked that he liked “to play with a little ambiguity . . . to leave it for the audience to interpret.” The locale? Indefinite, he says. The time period? Deliberately left vague. The mysterious final shot? “A third ambiguity.” For the man who made the kinetic Identification Marks: None, Walkover, Barrier, and Le départ, film is something of a sporting proposition. It’s good to see him back in the game.

Review by Daniel Kasman for MUBI, May 17, 2008:

With 4 Nights with Anna the first question that comes to mind is: “Jerzy Skolimowski’s first movie in almost twenty years is this?” But that question is immediately followed by the more pertinent follow-up: “Wait, what is this, exactly?”
It really is hard to say. A film of three parts, all at once, perhaps. Part one: the quirky-cute premise—common to middlebrow foreign imports films—of an eccentric expressing love from afar in a strange but endearing manner. Here, Leon (Artur Steranko) builds a long term plan of slipping crushed sleeping pills into the sugar his neighbor, Anna (Kinga Preis), uses before she goes to bed, so that he can slip in unnoticed, fix things, smell her clothing, and generally putter around with forlorn affixation.

Part two: pratfall comedy. Leon slips and slides in this movie almost as much as he moves at a kind of scamper-plod gait around his desolate Polish village. Skolimowski’s zany humor, which I had forgotten about, includes Leon glancing out his window the very moment a random man gets plowed into by a random car, and, later, Leon tripping and tumbling into Anna's apartment on the night of her birthday adorned in a suit and carrying flowers.

But part three is the kicker: the vague reason Leon is attached to Anna is that he witnessed her rape several years earlier and was too stunned or too dumb to avoid being himself accused and jailed for the crime, and then raped in prison. So the eccentric romance-comedy alluded to in the film's first two components glide along in tandem with an extremely dark and purposefully unresolved motivation and tone, a strangeness which undercuts the pat regularity of Leon’s conventionally unusual courtship and underlines Skolimowski’s flings into surrealism.

These occasional warped wide-angles, Leon’s slips in the mud, a hand reaching into the frame to habitually, pesteringly, tap his cigarette at the ashtray—the police hassling Leon—are visions of a film undulating very slowly and very subtly under our viewing. Is Leon mad? More to the point, is the film?

Skolimowski goes deadpan not in content but in form: at points the movie is nearly indistinguishable from uninspired Eastern European gloomy/funny brethren, until one finds the bizarre underbelly creeping upward. Ellipses at the film’s beginning—suggesting Leon's problem is not l’amour fou but rather that of an axe murderer—a brief pan up to a cathedral of leafless trees covering a cemetery, a change in clouds suddenly bathing Leon's walk through town in eerie radiance, Leon's many slumps into twilight and darkness, and innumerable other small inclusions in this usual-unusual shell covering 4 Nights with Anna speak towards that zanniness that is at the heart of Skolimowski’s best work in the 1960s and 70s. Here, it is far more ambiguous, laden down by what seems a surprisingly regular film. But it is oddly pleasurable—a near total unfathomability beyond its surface, Skolimowski’s return hints at really being far, far from what it seems.
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