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ABSTRACT:

Krzysztof Kieslowski’s cinematic career paralleled the changing Zeitgeist of Poland and modern Europe and, in many respects, foreshadowed the emergence of the European Union and its secular humanistic values.  Kieslowski’s “metaphysical evolution” passes through four stages: (1) his early documentary period, in which he functions as a humble observer of Polish society under Communist rule,  (2) his late-documentary/early-feature film period, in which he displays his frustration with the lack of compassion in Polish society, in films that portray the “antithesis of brotherhood,” (3) The Decalogue films, in which he moves from frustration with society to empathy with the angst and inner sufferings of what Tadeusz Sobolewski describes as “the solidarity of sinners,” and (4) the offering of a unique brand of secular humanism, based upon the principles of compassion and respect for the mysterious, as celebrated in his Tricolors trilogy, as an antidote to the deep lingering memories that haunted a Europe fractured by war, genocide, and oppression. In doing so, he migrates from a chronicler of one nation’s woes to a prophet of the New Europe—from an agnostic who finds little salvation in the Poland of Solidarity, or the Catholic Church, to a pan-European humanist who transcends national boundaries in search of a spiritual center that can unite all Europeans on a human-to-human basis, a search that can be fulfilled only if Europeans are willing to toss overboard the negative baggage of history. 
His metaphysical journey culminates with the embracing of a spirituality rooted in compassion that resembles the Christian existentialism of Paul Tillich and is informed and inspired by a Bazinian respect for the sacred image that is rooted in the philosophy of phenomenology. Tricolors, in particular, is the manifestation of Bazin’s belief in the redemptive power of cinema. Virtually every frame is an icon for meditation and spiritual reflection, created to help modern Europeans atone for the past and embrace the hope of a new Europe founded on the values of humanism. 
*     *     *

Much has been written about Krzysztof Kieslowski, the documentarian, Kieslowski, the chronicler of ordinary people, and even Kieslowski, the fatalist.  But surprisingly little verbiage has been devoted to Kieslowski, the secular humanist.

Doug Cummings, writing in Senses of Cinema, correctly observes that Kieslowski's career “seems to have slowly inverted over the years from one centered on political realities to one of effervescent abstraction.” He notes that a close reading of his works reveals that “both ends of his career focus on human individuals struggling to reconcile daily life with its cultural myths—be they Communist propaganda, Biblical proverbs, or French revolutionary slogans” (Cummings 1).

While Cummings’ observations are insightful, one can be somewhat more specific about Kieslowski’s metaphysical evolution. In his early works, particularly in The Decalogue, the masterful ten-part series made for Polish television (and his final work produced in his native Poland), we indeed are presented with lost characters, unable to reconcile or unite the seemingly contradictory dicta of Communism, Biblical narratives, or Polish culture. But the later Kieslowski, particularly the Kieslowski who manifests himself in the Tricolors trilogy, seems to offer a more defined set of spiritual guideposts to the “modern” Pole and the “modern” European.  “Europeans unite—around the flag of secular humanism,” he seems to be suggesting—on both the micro-individual and macro-national scale. Rather than “effervescent abstraction,” Kieslowski evolves to a state of greater moral and metaphysical specificity.  His metaphysical journey parallels the geographic journey he made in his career—from his homogeneously Catholic Poland, the Poland of the Black Madonna of Czestochowa, through France, arguably the leading nation in the secular revolution, to the wishful neutrality of Switzerland. And in the journey, he leaves much of his beloved Poland and the negative baggage of history behind.
In many respects, his works prophesized, or at least lobbied for, a new European order, built around the spiritual ideal of secular humanism as opposed to the principles of nationalism and organized Christianity that informed the old Europe, and, in many respects, only served to alienate and separate both individuals and nations.
Devotees of Kieslowski who are familiar with interviews in which he alleges some belief in God might object to the use of the word “secular” to describe his brand of humanism (see, for example, interviews by Tadeusz Sobolewski and a Polish Catholic weekly, referred to in Joseph Kickasola’s The Films of Krzysztof Kieslowski: The Liminal Image, 33).  Kieslowski’s personal views on God and theology vacillate throughout his career, and it is well known that what he says in interviews is often intentionally vague and at times misleading (for example, his discussions with Danusia Stok, in which he claims he will never be able to escape literalism in his films (Stok 195). But more importantly, the warnings of the formalist critics of the New Criticism school, as well as Roland Barthes, should be heeded when analyzing Kieslowski.  The secularist humanist reading argued here is based primarily upon the textual evidence of his films, not his personal pronouncements.
Dennis Redmond is among only a handful of critics who have commented on Kieslowski’s evolution from a Polish to Pan-European director.  He observes in his work, The World is Watching: Video as a Multinational Aesthetic, that Kieslowski combined Western production techniques with Eastern-style narratives, “thereby creating some of the first genuinely multinational aesthetic documents of the European Union” (Redmond 93).

Kieslowski’s education and roots in documentary film production are well documented.  He himself noted that his artistic interests shifted considerably in his career, from a focus upon 

“what’s happening on the outside” in Polish society (an interest forced upon him by the Communist state and his schooling at the famous Lodz Film School), to a focus upon the “inner world” of  everyday people, “with people who come home, lock the doors on the inside and remain alone within themselves” (Stok 146). 
Kieslowski’s spiritual journey toward humanism begins to take root in his early films, such as Hospital (1976), in which he establishes “brotherhood as a leitmotif,” as Paul Coates observes (Coates 5), and in the sheer compassion and respect he shows for “everyday people,” as they struggle for personal dignity in their pedestrian occupations, as we see in his earliest films such From the City of Łódź (1969), Workers ’71 (1970) and Bricklayer (1973).
But for the most part, early films such as The Office (1966), Factory (1970),  Refrain (1970), and The Scar (1976), his first feature film, and No End (1984) explore what might be described as the negative side of brotherhood. These are films from an era when Kieslowski's art "was not yet metaphysical," as longtime soundman Michal Zarnecki observed. They explore the breakdown of human relationships under a variety of socially constructed pressures—including political and economic forces—that deprive modern man of his humanity.  Haltof’s description of Refrain provides an apt phrase that can be applied to the majority of Kieslowski’s late documentary-early feature film period. He calls it a film that chronicles the “dispassionate attitudes towards sorrowful citizens” (Haltof 13). 
These early films, then, are the negative mirror image of the compassionate attitude that informs his later features—the Hegelian “problem,” or thesis, that he metaphysically and ethically resolves with the “synthesis” of his career, Tricolors. Solidarity is portrayed in these films as a frustrating ideal that fails to unite people on a human-to-human basis.  In The Scar, if Eva, the protagonist’s daughter, as Kickasola suggests (Kickasola 111), is to be read as the new Eve of the new Europe, we cannot ignore the fact that the film is positioned in the “era of anxiety.” She is alienated from her father, has no real home, and is considering an abortion. While there is a hint of hope in the film (she has the baby and returns home to her father), the overall tone of the film is frustration brought upon by the inability of people to connect on a compassionate level.  Many of the motifs established in the film, including the abandonment of a dog, the use of lighting to signal spiritual reawakening, and the promise of a new Eve are reprised in Red, as Kickasola notes (Kickasola 111).  As the culmination of Kieslowski’s spiritual journey, Red also resolves many of the social and metaphysical problems raised in earlier films. 
It could therefore be argued that Kieslowski’s “metaphysical evolution” passes through four stages: (1) his early documentary period, in which he functions as a humble observer of Polish society under Communist rule,  (2) his late-documentary/early-feature film period, in which he displays his frustration with the lack of compassion in Polish society, in films that portray the “antithesis of brotherhood,” (3) The Decalogue films, in which he moves from frustration with society to empathy with the angst and inner sufferings of what Tadeusz Sobolewski describes as “the solidarity of sinners,” and (4) the offering of a unique brand of secular humanism, based upon the principles of compassion and respect for the mysterious, as celebrated in his Tricolors trilogy, as an antidote to the deep lingering memories that haunted a Europe fractured by war, genocide, and oppression.
What is perhaps most remarkable about the spiritual blossoming of Kieslowski’s career is the manner in which we can trace back through the films, from Tricolors, and find many of his seminal ideas, motifs, and dominant images already present in his early films. They are like seeds scattered across yet unplowed ground. Window panes that separate people, hands on window panes, milk bottles, broken glass, spilled or sour milk, shared communal drinks, plus telephones, dropped coins, cross pendants, ballerinas, jugglers and contortionists, judges unwilling to judge—these and dozens of other tropes and images are reprised in later works. But rather than the arbitrary phenomena of existence, as Kieslowski’s art matures they coalesce into a cohesive, fully developed tapestry.
Kieslowski’s spiritual evolution takes on added significance when it is weighed within the context of other Central European artists and intellectuals of the late 20th C. His brand of humanism stands in stark contrast with vitriolic absurdity of Witold Gombrowicz, the bleak existentialism of  Tadeusz Borowski, the playful absurdity of Vaclav Havel, or the world-is-a-trap mentality of Milan Kundera.  
Indeed, during the past half of the century, many of Europe’s post-war film directors fell victim to what Kundera described, in his novel Unbearable Lightness of Being, as “vertigo”—“the voice of the emptiness below us which tempts and lures us… the desire to fall” (Kundera 60). Indeed, several of Kieslowski’s contemporaries, such as the German filmmakers Ranier Fassbinder and Wim Wenders (in his earlier “road” films), and even Ingmar Bergman explored the spiritual wasteland that much of Europe had become in the aftermath of wars, holocausts, imposed poverty and oppression.  
In Blue, Julie, the film’s protagonist, at first desires vertigo.  But she is a citizen of the new Europe, not the Europe of Fassbinder or the early Wenders.  Only for a brief time does the blue swimming pool become her River Lethe. But it also becomes her baptismal font. As Annette Insdorff suggests, Julie’s “redemption” is essentially one of personal psychological unification, as opposed to salvation through religious faith (150).  It is also one of reunification with society. Her reassimilation can be metaphorically extrapolated to signify the wished-for humanistic unification of modern Europe. Spiritual ennui, or, if you will, existential nihilism, is not an appropriate response for modern Europe to the ills inflicted upon it in the 20th century, Kieslowski seems to be suggesting in his trilogy. 
Kieslowski, then, belongs to a distinct generation of prophets of the new Europe, harbingers of a unique brand of secular humanism that, by the late 20th century, had become a sort of grand narrative (contrary to the belief that the grand narrative is dead in the postmodern age), a common mytheme, to use Levi-Strauss’s phrase, in film and literature across the continent, from the later films of Wim Wenders—who also undergoes a spiritual transformation that in many respects parallels Kieslowski’s journey, as evident in Wings of Desire (1988) —to the novels of the Portuguese writer Jose Saramago, such as Blindness (1998), in which everyone in the world goes blind with the exception of a single woman, who teaches others how to see with their hearts (in a dark world in which all the eyes of the statues in the churches are blindfolded). (This call for humanism is also hinted at in Bergman’s overtly existential The Seventh Seal (1957), in which the angst-ridden knight finds a moment of bliss while sharing milk and strawberries with Joseph and his family, and finds personal salvation by distracting the figure of Death to allow the family to escape—an act of humanist compassion.)
Kieslowski, therefore, is representative of the pivotal generation of European auteurs who are saying, in so many words, that the time has come to forget the past, including religious orthodoxy and fervent nationalism, and make the turn toward a new boundaryless Europe based upon fraternity and compassion. 
Kieslowski’s spiritual “evolution” is only lightly documented in the biographies of his life, and in interviews.  In interviews with the Polish writer, Danusia Stok, Kieslowski offers a few scattered hints of his brand of theology. His disdain for any type of “uniformed authority,” including organized religion, is well-documented. He states that he was “fanatically afraid…of politicians, of priests, and of teachers…of all those people who show you the way, who know” (Stok 36). 
In a twenty-two page monologue in which he discusses his childhood, he makes no mention of a church or religion. As might be expected, none of his early documentaries, which were financed by the Lodz Film School, the state and Polish television, ever broach the subject of religion.  Interestingly, his first reference to the Church in his interviews with Stok is in reference to the terrible reception his film No End, which includes a suicide scene, received from the Church (Stok 190). He makes subsequent references to trying to get his films approved by authoritarian Church censors, and, with classic Kieslowski wit, argues that the Church did not pay much attention to The Double Life of Veronique (1991) because it was “too busy retrieving property which the Communists had confiscated after the war…and worrying about abortion and religious instruction in schools.  It hasn’t got time for films at the moment, luckily” (Stok 190).
The Decalogue, however, squarely deals with the topic of unorganized religion—that is, religion that no longer functions as an organizing and live-giving force for people.  Instead, we are shown the spiritual angst of individuals in late Communist Poland “who really didn’t know why they were living” (Stok 143), people “going around in circles, and not achieving what they want” (Stok 145).  His predilection for humanism is hinted at in his explanation of why he decided to make the ten-part television series:

We’ve become too egotistic, too much in love with ourselves…as if everyone else has somehow disappeared into the background…We haven’t got the strength or time left to take them [our loved ones] in our arms, simply to have a kind word for them or ay something tender. We haven’t got any time left for feelings, and I think that is where the real problem lies (Stok 145-46).
In discussing The Decalogue, Kieslowski talks about a need for having an “absolute point of reference,” and states that he believes such a reference point exists in the form of “the God of the Old Testament” (Stok 149).  He states that when he thinks of God, “it’s more often the God of the Old Testament…a God who doesn’t forgive, who ruthlessly demands obedience to the principles which He has laid down,” then adds that, in so many words, that this is a better God for “people like me, who are weak, who are looking for something, who don’t know” (Stock 149).  He adds that “the concept of sin is tied up with this abstract, ultimate authority we often call God.  But I think that there’s also a sense of sin against yourself which is important to me and really means the same thing” (Stok 150).  This latter comment also suggests a slight shift in his theological foundation.
Indeed, the God of the Old Testament is the ultimate spiritual reference point for all of the lost characters of the ten tales. But none of the protagonists in these stories are capable of living up to the literal tenets of the Ten Commandments. And that is precisely Kieslowski’s point. Life has become too complicated, too dreary, too difficult for Polish people—and perhaps modern man in general—in the late 20th Century. They need something, anything, to measure their existence against, something firm and sure, and the only spiritual milepost available to these lost souls, hovering away in their gray and terribly dehumanizing Soviet-built tenements, is the law of Moses.  Or is he suggesting to the viewer that, given the angst of modern times, that the law of Moses has been rendered obsolete—and that these lost souls are in search of a new covenant, a new ethic that will make them feel whole again?  
The people of The Decalogue do indeed literally break the laws of Moses.  They worship other gods, commit lustful acts, kill, bear false witness and covet. But Kieslowski does not damn them.  Kieslowski himself has stated that, with The Decalogue, he was not attempting to offer any answers to life’s mysteries.  Rather, he chose to concentrate more on “what’s going on inside” (Stok 146) the people of contemporary Poland—“What, in essence, is right and what is wrong? What is a lie and what is the truth?  What is honesty and what is dishonesty?” (Stock 149).   He further explains:

We didn't want to adopt the tone of those who praise or condemn, handing out a reward here for doing good, and a punishment there for doing evil. Rather, we wished to say, 'We know no more than you.... But maybe it is worth investigating the unknown, if only because the very feeling of not knowing is a painful one’ (Cuneen).

The ten-part television series is populated by loners and drifters—people of all ages alone in a crowded Warsaw tenement, worrying, agonizing, “living lives of quiet desperation,” to borrow Henry David Thoreau’s famous phrase, behind closed doors.  An elderly doctor who lost his family in the Warsaw bombings, a pregnant, confused violinist with a husband and lover, a married man who spends Christmas eve with his ex-lover, a sexually bewildered adolescent, a murdering drifter, an old woman professor ridden with guilt, a Holocaust survivor—these are the people who populate Kieslowski’s early cinematic world.   

But if they are lost souls who find no balm or salvation from the God of the Old Testament and His Commandments, it is because Kieslowski himself had not fully discovered his own spiritual path at this point in his career. The characters of The Decalogue are still shell-shocked by memories of the war and the Holocaust, oppressed by Communist authorities, and, ironically, have gone far too long without good-old fashion Polish Catholic nourishment to find what they seek in late Communist Warsaw.
Certainly, they do not find solace in the organized church.  In Decalogue 1, the modern organized Church is portrayed as dark, cold and empty. In the final scene, Pavel’s father, who, like Abraham, sacrificed his son for what he believed, reaches into a font of holy water and discovers that it is frozen. He lifts a white disc of ice to his forehead, a harrowing emblem of a postmodern Eucharist. The empty or sparsely attended Church motif is repeated several times in later films—including in Red and in the film script of the uncompleted Purgatory.  In the script for the later film, Filipinka, the protagonist, enters a confessional and begins to confess her sins, only to discover that the confessional is empty (Coates 13).  

As Sobolewski points out, in Decalogue 1, “belief helps no one.  Believers and unbelievers alike suffer the same fate” (Sobolewski 29).  The dripping wax tear from the Madonna, Sobolweski adds, can be read literally as either a “nihilistic revolt” or symbolically to suggest that “if there is a God, he suffers along with us” (Sobolewski 29).  At this point in his career, Kieslowski does not pretend to have answers to these questions, nor, as Sobolewski observes, does he attempt to impose any answers upon us (Sobolewski 29).  

But the seeds of Kieslowski’s spiritual evolution, nonetheless, are present at the very core of The Decalogue.  There is one and only one part of the Corinthian trinity that counts for Kieslowski, and that, we learn as he progresses in his career, is charity.  

There are many instances within the text of The Decalogue that foreshadow the primacy of humanistic love in Kieslowski’s theology.  In fact, it can be argued that Kieslowski’s love for humanity, with all its sins and frailties, infuses every frame. Through the ritual of film, Kieslowski is offering up these broken people to us to embrace.  The Decalogue is an existential celebration, as Tadeusz Sobolewski so aptly states, of “the solidarity of sinners,” and foreshadows the cinematic world of Tricolors in which no human being—or man-made institution—is granted the right to judge others.
When the young Pavel asks his “believing” Aunt (in contrast with his rationalist father), “What is God,” she hugs him and asks him what does he feel, and says. “This is God.”  The doctor in Decalogue 2 “plays God” out of compassion for an unborn child, and, like the old judge in Red, is reluctant to give verdicts, while Decalogue 5’s story of compassion vs. a civilly mandated death penalty has clear humanistic undertones—a story that once again rejects the arrogant notion of judging others for their sins (a theme that is first alluded to in No End), and instead suggests that we should embrace the whole man, with all of his weaknesses, and even his crimes,” as Sobolewski observes, with humanistic love and compassion (Sobolewski 28).
But it is perhaps Decalogue 8 that represents the turning point in his spiritual odyssey—away from the Old Covenant and toward postmodern secular humanism.  Decalogue 8 is the story of two women--a Jewish American who returns to Poland to confront an elderly Christian professor (of ethics, no less) who refused to hide her from the Nazis when she was a little girl.  For years, the American was under the impression that the Polish woman refused to harbor her because to do so would require that she bear false witness and tell the Nazis that she was a Christian girl.  But in Kieslowski’s world, nothing is ever morally black and white.  Life is not that easy, and such simplistic moral dictates are of little use to the angst-ridden modern European.  Finally, after 40 years, these two women tell their stories to each other (the professor had reason to believe that the man she was to hand the child over to was in fact a Nazi agent who would have jeopardized their underground network which, in fact, was saving Jewish children).  The women come to a better understanding of each other’s war experiences through the sharing of their stories.  Through their awareness and eventual compassion for each other, they suggest a spiritual healing process (secular-based) for modern Europeans still morally burdened by the Holocaust and war experience. Redmond describes Decalogue 8 as a film about “the multinational solidarity between fellow exiles” (Redmond 165), while Kickasola observes that the episode demonstrates that “Reconciliation and redemption are both possible, even in the face of genocide, impossible ethical choices, and doubts about God’s existence” (Kickasola 229), a statement that reads like one of the tenets of the Humanist Manifesto (American Humanist Association).
Kieslowski followed up The Decalogue with The Double Life of Veronique (1991), a film that represents a major turning point in his career. It is his first film he made after the fall of Communism and the accompanying abandonment of state subsidies and censorship, which turned the Polish film industry on its head as it struggled to complete with the influx of products from Hollywood and Western Europe. In a matter of years, Polish film changed from a medium of great social import to a medium of entertainment. Without state funding, Eastern and Central European filmmakers—everyone from Istan Szabo and Emir Kusturica to Milos Forman and Nikita Mikhalkov—looked West for funding, resulting in the inevitable strategy of  multi-national co-productions. 

For Kieslowski, these changes provided him with the artistic freedom to take the next step in his spiritual and metaphysical evolution—namely, the exploration of a pan-national ethic that transcended the Poland of both Stalin and Solidarity. Kieslowski, it could be argued, looked West for inspiration and moral acceptance for his humanistic theology. In doing so, he positioned himself at the advant garde of the cinema of the new Europe, and became one of the first directors to produce truly “European” films, in keeping with Zanussi’s clarion call for a cinema that embraces a “European consciousness” (qtd. in  Haltof 109).  It was, then, for more than financial reasons that Kieslowski made several of his later films with the help of the Euroimages Foundation. 
This movement away from nationalism and toward pan-nationalism, and ultimately toward a loftier human ethic, is reflected in the very plot of The Double Life of Veronique.  The Polish Weronika, who is introduced to the viewer in the context of a cold Polish winter, is metaphorically reborn as the French Veronique in the spring. Weronika is the cocoon, Veronique the butterfly. As Hatlof points out, Weronika “seems totally unaware” of the political disturbances surrounding her in a Poland in which they are tearing down statutes of Marxist heroes. At one point she even whistles “The Internationale” (Haltof 120).  
The film also represents Kieslowski’s investigation of several humanistic themes that he hinted at in The Decalogue, and would more fully explore in his Tricolors trilogy—namely the almost Buddhist-like interconnectedness of the “fabric of mankind” (Veronique tells her father that there is “another self,” and that “no one is alone in the world,”), which he underscores with the motif of the Doppleganger (that is, “ghostly doubles” or, to use a popular American phrase, “soul mates”), the forces of fate and chance, the complexity of human communications, and what Lacan might refer to as “perennial lack,” which can only be quenched by true human contact. 
It is in the Tricolors trilogy that Kieslowski’s secular humanism fully blossoms and replaces both the Old Testament as the moral and spiritual reference point for the new Europe.  Once again, Kieslowski’s mode of production echoes the metaphysical content. As many critics have observed, Tricolors was Kieslowski’s most cosmopolitan production, with four different languages spoken on the set, and reflects a true “European spirit” (Haltof 123).

While the Tricolors trilogy is likewise replete with broken and lost souls (the lonely hitchhiker who finds Julie’s crucifix after the crash, the homeless flute player, and the prostitute in Blue, the downtrodden fellow Pole whom Karol Karol meets at the train station in White, and, in Red, Valentine’s drug-addicted brother and Alzhemiers-stricken mother, the Judge’s next-door neighbor, whose young daughter overhears his conversation with his homosexual lover over the phone, the Judge himself, and even his wandering dog, to name just a few), there is one distinct and important difference between the early and late Kieslowski.  The God of the Decalogue functions, as he suggests, as the God of the Old Testament, indifferent to man’s suffering—a “demanding, cruel God; a God who doesn’t forgive” (Stok 149). Those who disobey his laws, as inscrutable as they are, will pay the price. Like the Judge in Red, this God chooses only to watch. 
By contrast, with the Tricolors trilogy, Kieslowski abandons this Old Testament view, just as Julie rejects the found crucifix. He seems to reject the Catholic faith embodied so vividly in the Black Madonna, which in itself represents centuries of tradition and culture (marked by the positive affirmation of suffering as a manifestation of faith) in favor of a humanist view.  With Tricolors, Kieslowski the indifferent observer becomes Kieslowski the moralist. He has at least one answer for the woes of all the dysfunctional people, for the distant relationships between parents and their children, which he claims is descriptive of his own family (Stok 20).  And that answer, again, is humanism.  

Kieslowski’s triology of reconciliation begins with the Julie’s journey from dependence, to independence, to interdependence.  As the film’s opening shot suggests, an extreme close up of her iris, the long journey toward social interdependence begins with deep inward reflection and self-knowledge.  Blue is ultimately about the inward journey we all must take, Kieslowski seems to be suggesting, before we can to see beyond ourselves and embrace others.  The closing montage of the film suggests that the epiphany she has experienced has enabled her to unify all the disparate images and memories of her past life, memories she desired to obliterate immediately following the disintegration of her life in the automobile accident, which fractured her sense of place in her “modern” world.  Indeed, images of fracture and separation abound in the film--from the shattering of glass (a recurring Kieslowski trope) to Julie’s “homeless” condition when she locks herself out of her apartment and becomes spiritually akin to the homeless flautist.  

At first Julie is lured by her inner voice of vertigo, which beckons her to destroy all feeling in herself, to want nothing but to be anonymous and lost in the vast Parisian crowd, to feel nothing, remember nothing.  The blue swimming pool she retreats to is the dark womb she longs to return to, where she is tempted to give up the very breath of life (a phrase that will be repeated, with great significance, in Red, the finale of the triology).  At first, she believes she can shut the door on humanity, and literally refuses to answer the knock on her door when a victim of a street fight that occurs beneath her window comes to her for refuge.  But she lacks the self-knowledge required to reach out beyond herself.

What eventually pulls her back into the world is not Tarkovskian faith in a higher power, but a random act of kindness she performs for the lowest of women—a prostitute—coupled with flashes of humanity that she cannot blot from her memory:  the image of her daughter and the music of her husband. Nor can she bury the remorse she feels when she borrows a neighbor’s cat to kill a litter of newborn mice. But, significantly, she confesses, with her head bowed, not to a priest, but to Karin, the prostitute, fittingly, at the side of the pool, which, rather than a place to drown her feelings, becomes the baptismal font for her rebirth and conversion to humanism.  After this humanistic act of reconciliation, the prostitute gives her absolution, and agrees to go to her apartment and clean up her “sin.” The blue-saturated mis en scene is interrupted by a burst of white and red colors, the colors of the next films of the trilogy, as young children prance around the pool, symbolic of purity and innocence, and foreshadowing the hope of a better tomorrow based upon equality and fraternity.
At one point, she rejects the crucifix the hitchhiker recovers from the automobile accident that claimed her family, which is identical to the crucifix her husband gave to his mistress, and finds personal salvation by giving her house and personal possessions to the mistress who is pregnant with her husband’s child.
The final montage captures the moment when she pulls together all the disparate images of her life, and finally sees the common denominator, finally understands the meaning not of liberty but interdependence. The montage beautifully segues from the penultimate scene in which she gives in fully, emotionally and sexually, to her lover Olivier. We see her pressed against a glass, as the camera pans to what appears to be entangled roots above her head, suggesting her Lazarus-like return to humanity. Her ever so slight smile in the final frame of the film is indeed the ultimate humanistic moment, and a perfect bookend to the opening close-up shot of her eye.  She emerges from her narcissistic inner world, and the false promise of independence, to a positive affirmation of life and human suffering, and the saving grace of interdependence. 

During the montage scene, we see several reflected images of Julie’s mother, who is perhaps representative of Europe’s previous generation, tired and worn. Stricken with Alzheimer’s disease, she can only sit and watch others live. The distance between mother and daughter is never bridged. They are always separated by glass and technology, two of Kieslowski’s favorite tropes.  As the opening montage of Red suggests, technology has done little to help modern Europeans connect on a true human-to-human basis. In the final image we see of her, Julie’s mother closes her eyes, echoing the close-ups of Julie’s own eyes that bookend the film, and suggesting her passing—and the passing of the old generation, and the old Europe. Julie is the transitional new European, who now sees clearly what her mother’s generation could not see as a result of the “cataracts” of war, poverty and oppression. She is the new Saint Tereza of modern Europe, who, through suffering, undergoes a mystical conversion.  In doing so, instead of nihilism and cynicism, she offers hope for the next generation, represented by her husband’s lover’s child, still within the womb, waiting to be born into the new unified Europe.
Julie’s personal and social reunification is literally accompanied by the strains of her late husband’s symphonic (i.e., multiple unified voices) tribute to the unification of Europe, called the “Concert for Unity,” a work she herself completes.  Her journey parallels what could very well be interpreted as the secular idealist’s hope for the people of Europe—unification based not on religion or cultural—but the clarion call of humanism, clearly stated in the lyrics of the tribute to European fraternity:
Though I have the gift of prophecy and understand all mysteries,
If I have not love, I am nothing.
Humanism, indeed, places love at the pinnacle of the Corinthian trinity, at the expense of faith and even hope.   
The final tear shed by Julie in the film is reminiscent of the final scene of Decalogue 1 in which Pavel’s father, in a fit of angst following the “irrational” death of his son, whom he sacrificed out of a perverse Abrahamic belief in “measurable” reality, knocks over the altar of his son’s church, causing melted candle wax to splatter upon and drip from the eye of the Black Madonna, Poland’s most sacred icon. But this time, it is not the Virgin Mary shedding a tear for humanity.  It is the worldly worn but reinvigorated Julie shedding a tear for her fellow man. White and Red also close with their respective protagonists shedding tears for their fellow man.
The final episode of Tricolors, Red, represents the end point of Kieslowski’s own spiritual journey, and, metaphysically speaking, is light years away from the “cinema of anxiety” films of his early career, or what Marek Haltof prefers to call “Cinema of Distrust” (Haltof x), such as No End, or the chronicles of lost, broken people, which we find in The Decalogue. Valentine is the quintessential new European—who teaches the God of the Old Testament a lesson or two about humanity—but only after she, like Julie, discovers her own. 

Valentine could also be viewed metaphorically as the culmination of womankind in Kieslowski’s works, the fulfillment of the potential for beauty and grace which he explored in one of his earliest student works, Seven Women of Different Ages (1978), in which he followed the development of young ballet students from their first awkward steps to full artistic maturation.  Valentine is taking ballet lessons, which suggests that she is in training, but has not yet attained, the role of spiritual prima donna, or first lady. Auguste, the young law student, is also in training for life as a judge, and seeks a spiritual soul mate. He has a painting of a ballerina in his apartment, which represents his ideal image of womankind.
In the film, she rejects the traditional religious path in her personal search for unification and humanistic redemption. In one telling scene, she chases after the Judge’s dog which suddenly darts into a nearby church where a sparsely attended mass is in progress. Her intrusion into Old Europe’s most holy of sanctums is rude and awkward. She is Catholically naïve, and appears oblivious to the mysteries of the Eucharist. With the sparest of plot explication, so typical of Kieslowski’s cinematic style, the viewer struggles to make sense of the seemingly insignificant scene. Why does the dog run into the church?  How could any well-bred European act so rudely in a church?  The perceptive viewer can only conclude that the dog had been there before with his master, the Judge, who can be read, prior to his conversion to humanism, via Valentine’s healing touch, as Kieslowski’s Old Testament God.  To paraphrase the American writer Irwin Shaw, God was indeed there, but he left early. Valentine, the heart of the new Europe, never encountered this God, never before entered this sanctum—or if she had, perhaps in her youth, her encounter was a long-forgotten experience, like a child’s fairy tale. As the new woman of the new Europe (talented, self-dependent and confused), she struggles to find love and meaning but only encounters strained relationships (i.e., with her lover, mother and brother).  Interestingly, however, she is redeemed not by divine grace but through an archetypally humanistic encounter with the judge, and in fact, becomes his redeemer as he becomes hers, without the need for any crucifixes or Black Madonnas.  As David Kehr points out, “The judge is the first of the trilogy's characters to see someone beyond himself; for Kieslowski, all the hope for the world resides in that fact” (Kehr).
The Judge himself is transformed from a bitter man who once sat in judgment of others to—thanks to the humanistic grace dispensed by the aptly named Valentine—a neo- humanistic European, nonjudgmental, reconnected with his neighbors and the outside world, transformed by the power of “fraternity.”  His reborn sense of justice recalls the moral theme of Decalogue 5.
In Red, Kieslowski’s glass imagery, which frequently signaled human separation in Blue, is literally shattered. The enclosed world of the recluse judge—who might also be read as the old European generation, closed off from the rest of the world, or perhaps even Poland itself—is literally shattered by rocks thrown through his windows by neighbors (which could be interpreted as the nations of Western Europe), and by a foreboding storm that foreshadows the pending deluge and sinking of the ferry, the ark of the new Europe. Could all this be metaphorical of the shattering of the Berlin Wall, and the resulting influx of Western secular values on Eastern and Central Europe? Certainly, the film’s opening montage, in which we follow a cacophony of human voices as they careen their way through underwater cables that connect England with the continent, and the sinking of the ferry in the same channel, suggest that Kieslowski wanted to make a statement about human-to-human communications and interdependence across borders. 
In the film, Kieslowski, as he does in so many other films, uses the trope of shared drinks—from a glass or cup—as a sign of a humanistic communion.  Valentine toasts the judge after he states that he wished he had acquitted more of the victims he stood in judgment of, and they share coffee during the great storm scene, which is reminiscent of the sharing of tea between Zofia and Elzbieta during their “bonding” moment in Decalogue 8. As Kickasola points out, Kieslowski employs the same motif in one of his early documentaries—The Office. Interestingly, instead of a “communal” meaning, it is a signal of frustration, since, as with his later anti-brotherhood films, bureaucratic chaos and social pressures prevent the characters from bonding. (These Kieslowskian communions, as Kickasola call them (Kickasola 227), are also reminiscent of the humanistic communion scene in the novel Blindness by Jose Saramago.  In the novel, the unnamed doctor’s wife, the main protagonist and the only character with vision, comments, prior to breaking bread with the other characters, “what is right and what is wrong are simply different ways of understanding our relations with the others…If I ever regain my sight, I shall look carefully at the eyes of others, as if I were looking into their souls” (Saramago 247). She later observes that blindness is the inability for people to see others—the logocentric core of the secular humanistic ethic.)
After Valentine says goodbye to the judge, he holds his hand to the pane of his car window, and she places hers on the other side. It is perhaps the most poignant instance of human contact in all of Kieslowski. (He employs the same trope in Blind Chance, but the opportunity for true bonding is lost in that film.)  But it is more than a moment of deep affection. It represents the passing of the spark of life, from the old generation to the new. It is as if Kieslowski has repainted Michelangelo’s famous scene from the Sistine Chapel ceiling—from the palette of humanism.  Kieslowski makes it obviously clear that we are to view Valentine as a progenitor of new life forces with the advertising slogan that appears on the red billboard that she modeled for —“The Breath of Life,” which is precisely what Julie is gasping for in the blue swimming pool.
Near the end of the film, Valentine comments, “I feel something important is happening around me, and it scares me.”  The importance she senses is the responsibility she carries as the new Eve of the new Europe. The scene is reminiscent of the ending of Wim Wenders’s Wings of Desire, in which Damion, a fallen existential angel, and Marion, a wistful trapeze artist, are portrayed as the new Adam and Eve for a Germany.  Marion also comments that “something important” is about to happen. Wings of Desire can be read as Wenders’s attempt to shake Germans from their existential cocoons, break down the walls of spiritual isolation, and embrace the gospel of humanism. (At one point in the film, Damiel’s sidekick observes that there are as many Berlin walls as there are people in Germany.)
The final shot of the judge is perhaps the only time in all of Kieslowski in which we see a character looking and really seeing, with unobstructed vision.  We see the judge’s face, framed between the edges of a broken pane of glass, looking out into the world, as a tear falls from his eye.  Kickasola refers to this as one of Kieslowski’s “iconic” shots, in which the character looks directly at the camera.  He argues they signal a “spiritual pause,” and invite the viewer to reflect on the image, in much the same way that a religious icon is intended as a vehicle for prayer (Kickosola 38). Gone are all the windows and glass televisions screens that separate so many of the people who populate the world of his triology prior to their conversion to humanism.  (By contrast, at the end of Blue, we still see Julie through a pane of glass, while White ends with Dominique looking down at Karol Karol through her prison window—as if to suggest that their redemptive journeys are not yet complete.)
It is telling indeed that the middle film of the trilogy—White, or “Equality”—is placed between Blue, a story of a mistaken search for liberty, and Red.  The most allegorical of the three tales, White is a midpoint lesson between independence and reconciliation. Equality, at first glance, may seem like an answer to the loneliness and humiliation experienced by Karol Karol. But it’s not until he does “get even” that he discovers the woeful inadequacy of equality as a spiritual goal. And in Kieslowski’s world, getting even with others makes no more sense for nations than it does with individuals. The very idea of a Polish hair stylist trying to “make it” in Paris is, Kieslowski, a comic notion—as is the ludicrous neon-sign on the façade of a beauty parlor he establishes on a muddy Warsaw street. Economic competitiveness, Kieslowski seems to be suggesting, is not the answer, and it may indeed prove ludicrous for smaller, less developed countries to try to get even with their Western counterparts. A united Europe, the film seems to suggests, must be built on values stronger than that. (Kieslowski hints at this theme, and warns against the negative consequences of rampant commercialism and multinational capitalism, which pits brother against brother, in Decalogue 10, which ends with the reunification of two brothers who recognize that any attempt at fraternity or solidarity must begin with the reconstruction of the individual.)
There is a minor but very telling scene in White, one based upon Kieslowski’s penchant for intertextuality and the overlapping of scenes between films. While Karol Karol is testifying in his divorce case, Julie, from Blue, walks into the back of the courtroom—two characters who have both lost their lovers, and are both dealing with the angst of infidelity, which is perhaps Kieslowski’s way of reminding us that we are united by our common sufferings and frailties, (which again reminds us of Sobolewski’s “solidarity of sinners,” a distinctly humanistic sentiment). The common sufferings and hinted at similarities between Julie and the prostitute also
suggest this humanistic reading, as does the closing collage of Blue, which suggests the communion of souls through the sharing of suffering.

The entire Tricolors is then essentially an epic of reconciliation.  Those who learn the lesson of humanistic compassion (Julie and her lover Oliver from Blue, Karol Karol and his wife Dominique from White, and Julie and the Judge’s alter ego, the young judge Auguste) survive the deluge, and the sinking of the English ferry, two by two.  Dennis Redmonds aptly describes their escape from the storm as “surviving the storm of history” (“Three Colors” 30).  Those who do not learn this lesson (Auguste’s ex-girlfriend and new lover, and 1400 others) perish.  
Many critics have agonized over the ending of the trilogy. Why would Kieslowski, as the god of his own cinematic universe, allow 1400 supposedly innocent people to perish in the sunken ferry, and allow only seven seemingly ordinary people to survive? The loss of life seems to greatly outweigh the metaphysical weight of the collective epiphanies of the three surviving couples. But apparently not in Kieslowski’s world. The ferry, of course, is the ark of the new Europe. And the survivors are not ordinary people. They have all been saved by the spark of human grace.  Only those who have learned the lesson of compassion are worthy of going forth and multiplying in Kieslowski’s wished-for new world order. (The imbalance is reminiscent of a line from Kundera’s novel, The Unbearable Lightness of Being—“The tons of steel of the Russian tanks were nothing compared to it. For there is nothing heavier than compassion” (Kundera 31). )  But Kieslowski is no idealist. Compassion is critical, but even in his new world order, it helps to have an English barkeep (the seventh survivor) along to serve up occasional vodka.  Interestingly, there’s not one “Old World” person amongst the survivors, nor any priests, or nuns, or rabbis.  
As Kehr observes about Tricolors, “the trilogy charts a movement from a deep sense of solitude to an understanding and acceptance of community, to a sense of shared values and mutual interdependence. Three Colors is an epic of reconciliation, in which fragmented parts come together to make a whole, just as the three colors of the title create the French flag, and the three films in the series constitute one continuous gesture” (Kehr).

It was for more than financial and artistic reasons, then, that Kieslowski left his native Poland to make his major cinematic statements in France, which today remains the heart of secular Europe, as recent events underscore. Nor was it an arbitrary decision to produce what amounted to the final work of his life in “neutral,” albeit the French-speaking part of Geneva, Switzerland.  Kieslowski’s geographic journey paralleled his personal spiritual journey—from a child weaned on Polish Catholicism, to his dark Old Testament view of a angry, indifferent God, to a hope for a better Europe and better world, culminating with the embracing of the principles of secular humanism.  
Alicja Helman sees in Kieslowski’s geographical journey a movement from an essentially masculine or phallocentric position, manifested in the negatively charged female figures in his Polish films, to a “dialectic evolution towards an embrace of the intuitionist attitude…culturally coded as ‘female’” in his French co-productions (Coates 10).  Such a feminist reading is wholly consistent with a doctrine of humanism in which compassion is the ultimate ethical frame of reference.  Dennis Redmond likewise argues that “the depth and richness of Kieslowski’s subsequent female characters…is based upon their capacity to be their own arbiters, that is to say emotionally complex, self-sufficient professionals, whose dilemmas, crises and struggles for self-definition will form a microcosm of the birth-pangs of the European Union” (Redmond 121).
But Kieslowski’s spiritual journey transcends common definitions of secular humanism. In the introduction to Lucid Dreams: The Films of Krzysztof Kieslowski, Paul Coates observes that one reason that Kieslowski moved westward in his career was that “the deepening Western gulf between (official) religion and (unofficial) spirituality” permitted the “pursuit of the mystical, while suspending the question of its relationship to any Church, a possibility not available within the strongly Roman Catholic Poland.”  He adds that “Kieslowski’s spirituality may be less agnostic than atheistic,” and that “his existentialism owes more to Camus than Kierkegaard” (Coates 2).  
Kieslowski’s almost Tarkovsky-like obsession with the mystery of the sacred Bazinian image is clearly evident in his later works, but unlike Tarkovsky, for Kieslowski, the mystical is rooted in the mystery of humanity, rather than any Kierkegaardian leap of faith.  But rather than clear-cut atheism, it is quite possible to read Kieslowski’s later films as a form of agnostic Christianity.  The underlying metaphysical values are consistent with the humanistic core of Christianity, but Kieslowski seems to be saying that Christ and the ultimate mysteries of life are unknowable to him, but he does not deny the sacred nature of these mysteries.  For that reason, it may be more accurate to label his theology, if indeed labels are even necessary to appreciate his life’s work, as a postmodern blend of agnostic Christianity, infused with traces of existentialism, phenomenology and secular humanism.  His existentialism is closer to that of Paul Tillich, as Tadeusz Sobolewski points out (Coates 9), or that of the great French film critic Andre Bazin. 

Kieslowski’s faith is indeed reminiscent of, as Sobolewski points out, the brand of faith which Tillich described as characteristic of the modern West, a faith that is paradoxically compatible with “doubt and a sense of meaninglessness.”  He writes, “acceptance of one’s own despair is a form of faith.  Discovering the arbitrariness of our fate, the absence of Providence, and the omnipotence of chance, absurdity and death need not issue in nihilism, but rather in “the courage to be’” (qtd. in  Sobolewski 30).
Tillich himself uses the phrase “secular humanist faith” to describe this modern brand of belief (qtd. in Sobolewski 29). Sobolewski goes on to say that this may help explain the popularity of Kieslowski’s later films in Western Europe and America.  
Indeed, it can be argued that Kieslowski, more than any other European director, has captured the wished-for spiritual Zeitgeist of the new Europe, in which secular humanistic values, and the de-emphasis upon nationalistic differences in favor of cooperation across the Union, replace traditional Christianity and nationalism as guiding principles for both governments and their people. Of course, the great irony in all of this is that Poland, as a nation, at least the more conservative factions within the Polish government, is not yet ready to give up its centuries old traditions and fully embrace secularism, as recent clashes between “liberal” EU members over issues such as abortion and homosexuality underscore (Bowley). Nor does it seem that the Western EU members are fully prepared to accept their Eastern cousins as equal members of the family, as recent complaints about the emergence of a “two-speed Europe” suggest.  Poland and its neighbors still have their own currencies, they have been shut out of the Schengen visa system that allows visa-free travel, and their citizens have restricted access to the Western European job market (Kole). But all these are political matters, which were of no concern to Kieslowski. With his Tricolors trilogy, he established the spiritual bedrock upon which a truly unified Europe might be constructed. In doing so he negates decades of painful history, and eschews any hint of nihilism in favor of an affirmation of and respect for both humanism and the mystical, no matter how unknowable and unattainable it may be.
As with Tarkovsky, Kieslowski’s metaphysics are embodied in the very cinematic style of his films.  His form and philosophy are one. In his recently published work, The Films of Krzysztof Kieslowski: The Liminal Image, Joseph Kickasola provides a thorough analysis of the “interplay between Kieslowski’s cinematic style and thematic concerns” (Kickasola x),  which evolve around an unending “metaphysical quest” that is evoked by phenomenological imagery that “charts the liminal spaces, demarcating the apparent thresholds of metaphysical and physical, transcendent and immanent, eternal and temporal…the same liminal ground that philosopher and critic George Streiner describes [as] ‘the continuum between temporality and eternity, between matter and spirit,’” (Kickasola x).  Kieslowski’s films are ultimately about the tension of human existence that is situated in the midst of what Soren Kierkegaard calls the dimension of “between” (Kickasola 30).
With Bazin, Kieslowski regarded the image as sacred.   Michelangelo Antonioni’s famous quotation about the sanctity of the cinematic image in many ways reflects and captures Kieslowski’s phenomenological approach to film making, as well as his sense of agnostic mysticism:
We know that under the image revealed there is another which is truer to reality and under this image still another and yet again still another under this last one, right down to the true image of reality, absolute, mysterious, which no one will ever see (qtd. in  Samuels 23).
Kieslowski’s transcendental cinematic images invoke in us deep existential feelings. Through his masterful sculpting of time, to borrow from Tarkovsky, we participate in the ebb and flow of existence. Behind each image, we sense there are deeper truer images, which are ever so close to the true reality we experience, yet cannot articulate, as human beings, as members of the solidarity of sinners. When we encounter his characters, we encounter deep feelings within ourselves, fellow sinners bonded by human-to-human compassion, unable to resolve life’s mysteries, but respecting the mystical all the same. This deep humanism, which infuses every frame of his films, has a cathartic effect upon the viewer.  It is this humanism that redeems us.
Bazin, as well as Siegfried Kracauer and his fellow members of the Frankfurt School, believed that film is ultimately a redemptive art, capable of saving man from the materialism and distractions of the modern world.  If that is the case, then Kieslowski is indeed the high priest of redemptive cinema in the new Europe.  
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