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Cold War is a near-perfect film, an artfully crafted, flaw-
lessly acted meditation on love, memory and invented 
history that’s both deeply personal and politically 
attuned. Written and directed by Pawel Pawlikowski, 
who has drawn on his own parents’ relationship for 
inspiration, this ode to erotic desire and sociological 
fate shimmers with a captivating, sensuous beauty that 
begins with two preternaturally charismatic lead actors 
and gains force with a visual and sound design every bit 
as sensual and alluring as the film’s magnetic human 
elements.

In post-World War II Poland, Wiktor (Tomasz Kot) 
travels with what seems to be a group of ethnomu-
sicologists, discovering and recording folk singers, 
instrumentalists and dancers like so many Eastern Euro-
pean Alan Lomaxes. When the researchers happen upon 
a girl named Zula, it’s not her voice that grabs them 
but something else: her energy and spirit, Wiktor says, 
adding, “She’s original.”

For the lanky, laconic Wiktor, it’s the beginning of a 
love affair that will not only bring the couple together 
but also inevitably force them apart, as the era’s changes 
in art and culture play themselves out with equal parts 
pageantry and piercing intimacy.

As Wiktor and his cohorts scour Poland’s rural 
byways in their search for “peasant-style” authenticity, 
it becomes clear that their agenda has less to do with 
preservation than creating a usable collective narrative: 
They are recruiting for a school that will result in a stage 

show celebrating Poland’s most primitive, ritualized 
past as a means of regaining national pride and identity. 
Zula — played in a sensational breakout performance 
by Joanna Kulig — wins a prime role in a performance 
that’s initially orchestrated and choreographed as a 
nationalist set piece, but that soon proves useful in the 
larger project of Soviet propaganda. On every level, Cold 
War becomes a parable in the stories we tell to ourselves 
and one another, their meaning, import and sometimes 
arbitrary values echoed in Wiktor and Zula’s turbulent 
psychodrama, which unfolds over 15 years. Eventually, 
choices will have to be made about what each individual 
believes, whether they stay or decide to defect. It’s those 
choices, and the responses to them, that give Cold War 
a creeping sense of suspense worthy of Hitchcock at his 
most chilling and crafty.

Stunningly beautiful to look at, Cold War is just as gor-
geous to listen to, its soundtrack of old-time Polish music, 
jazz and nascent rock-and-roll giving this sophisticated 
romantic parable verve, momentum and undeniable sex 
appeal. Cold War often feels like a callback to the past it 
explicitly excavates, including to cinematic movements 
like the French New Wave, in which Kulig, especially, 
would have been right at home. With her ripe, natu-
ralistic beauty and face that can go from glamorous to 
bluntly plain with mercurial swiftness, she’s the perfect 
choice to channel a character whose motivations often 
seem rooted in nothing more than pure instinct.

Ann Hornaday, The Washington Post
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