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   Ida 

 

It is somewhat rare that a film—its locale, photography, story, main characters—

haunts me days after seeing it. Ida, a film by director Pavel Pawlikowski, does linger with 

me in  its evocation of a world of moral complexity and human pain. Pawlikowski, an ex-

Pat Polish director, has made most of his films in English or French. In Ida  he returns to 

his native Poland to tell a story filled with themes of guilt and forgiveness, denial and 

complicity, faith and doubt. 

 The story centers around a young girl, Anna, who had been raised as an orphan by 

Catholic nuns. Anna is eighteen, a novice in the nunnery, just about to take her first vows. 

Her mother superior commands her to go out in the world a bit and meet her only living 
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relative, an aunt. Perhaps, she wants the innocent Anna to experience something of the 

world so that her choice to become a nun would be a real choice. Anna’s aunt is a 

cynical, worldly woman, a magistrate for the Polish courts who had conducted show 

trials and sentenced people to death. Now a bit on the shelf, the aunt, Wanda, is a strong 

drinking, chain smoking and promiscuous woman. The innocent and other-worldly Anna 

confronts, for the first time, such debauchery.  

It is not at all totally clear who rescues whom. Wanda tells Anna that her real 

name is Ida and that she is Jewish. Her parents and Wanda’s young son were murdered 

during World War II and clandestinely buried. Wanda wants Anna to explore worldly 

experiences such as dating and trying out alcohol. At one point, as Anna shows 

disapproval of her aunt’s debauchery, Wanda retorts that: “ Your Jesus loved people like 

me. Remember Mary Magdelene”.  

 The novice, played by Agata Trzebudowska, has a face like a young girl in a 

Vermeer painting. She is innocent and knew nothing of her background. Over time, she is 

taunted by her aunt but also comes, in time, to console Wanda in her own cynical sense 

of failure. Wanda sees in Ida her own dead sister whom she loved. The film, shot in black 

and white, is aesthetically beautiful. Almost every frame could have made a  wall 

hanging. While the story, almost a folk tale, evokes a specific time and place ( Poland, 

1962) it raises larger questions about the silence of God, religion as a haunting presence 

and a burden to bear and themes of grace and redemption. The Holocaust, Communist 

Poland and Polish Catholicism are lingering motifs hovering over the film. 

 Wanda and Ida trace down the Polish owners of Ida’s parents’ farm and  try to 

locate where they and Wanda’s son are buried. At first, they are strongly rebuffed by the 
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new owners ( who had first protected the Jews but later relented and killed them and took 

their property) but  Ida as an innocent and sweet nun wins over the son of the new owner 

who had done the killing of her parents. On the promise that Ida will give up any claim to 

the land, he leads her and Wanda to the grave site and they gather up the bones and then 

transport them to an abandoned Jewish cemetery in Lublin where the family had a plot. 

The son tells Ida she was spared since no one would know such a little baby girl was 

Jewish. Wanda’s son, however, had been circumcised and looked Jewish. So, he turned 

Ida over to a priest who then gave her to the orphanage. 

 On their trip out, the aunt picks up a handsome young saxophone player who is 

performing at the hotel they are staying at. He becomes somewhat smitten by Ida. Ida 

returns to her convent but now has some lingering doubts and postpones taking her vows. 

In what is an unexpected and startling scene, Wanda commits suicide. Ida returns and as 

a sort of homage to her aunt whom she had begun to care for, Ida takes off her novice’s 

habit and drinks and smokes like her aunt. She goes down to the hotel main ballroom and 

dances with the saxophone player. Eventually, they have sex. Lying together in bed, the 

saxophone player invites Ida to join him and his band to their band dates elsewhere. He 

suggests that in time he and Ida might marry, have children and buy a house. She asks 

him: “ And then what?” and he is left with a bland: “ well we will live life as others do 

here in Poland.”   

 Ida decides to leave him and return to the convent to take up her vows—now less 

naïve or innocent and more clear about grace and redemption. Almost like a Robert 

Bresson film, Ida confronts us all about our past ( can we like Wanda come to live with 
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our failures and not become cynical?), our future and the seeming silence of God in a 

world of human pain and moral complexity. 

    


