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Anything Can Happen…
On Jacek Malinowski’s “Trylogia białostocka” [Białystok Trilogy]

The strategy of paradocumentalism has been employed in the cinema since the 1950s; it involves adopting a documentary style in narrative films. Increased interest in this form as well as in fictional documentaries has been observed since the 1990s. The structure of false documentaries (as well as their parodic version called mock documentary) is that of documentary works, even though they present fiction. Intentions of their creators and cinematic experience of viewers are equally important; aware of various conventions used in films, the latter are able to differentiate between truth and falsehood. The ensuing deconstruction of the documentary form raises the problem of its actual relation to reality, thus questioning the objective nature of this genre.
Jacek Malinowski’s films as fake documentaries are unique in the Polish context. From the beginning of his career in film, the artist has used the form of paradocumentary, which constitutes a major element of his authorial strategy. Typically documentary devices (such as, for instance, austere camerawork, proximity of a life-observing camera, genuine sounds, colloquial language) help Malinowski to create fictional reality. The impression that “objective truth” is being showed is reinforced by the positioning of (professional and amateur) actors, who improvise and frequently address the camera, thus revealing the author. This autothematic gesture is emphasized by the artist himself, as he enters into dialogue with his protagonists. Playing with the documentary convention is not aimed at pleasing knowledgeable viewers; instead, they are confronted with difficult questions about facts and fiction and the interrelation between them.
Made within the frame of film workshops Plac Zabaw Arsenał [Arsenal Playground] at the Arsenal Gallery in Bialystok in 2009-13, the cycle of three films is stylistically consistent with Malinowski’s work, although the boundary between documentary and narrative is clearer here and the artist plays with different formulas. The Trylogia białostocka is a peculiar journey in time, showing the lives of eight people over a period of 50 years. The action of the first part, Spotkanie [The Meeting] (2013, prequel) takes place in March 1989. The Round Table Talks are in progress, the end of communism is near. We see protagonists having a walk with their little children in Planty, a park in Bialystok. They talk to the director about themselves and their views on reality. There are Solidarity activists and supporters of communist leader Jaruzelski among them, people awaiting changes and those who fear the collapse of the old system. But the real focus is on children – the narrator gives short characterizations of them, which sound like excerpts from communist secret service files. A lazy afternoon spent in a park brings to mind Marcel Łoziński’s documentary Wszystko może się przytrafić [Anything Can Happen], in which the director’s six-year-old son asks existential questions to random elderly people. In Spotkanie, voice is given to adults, who are currently bringing up their children.
We meet the little protagonists from Planty again in the film Kryzys w mojej głowie [Crisis in My Head] (2009). They have grown up and are beginning their independent lives. They constitute a varied assortment of types: an aspiring businessman, a young artist, a girl still living with her mother and uncertain as to what she wants to do with her life, a workaholic who feels lost and confused in life, a person whose love is unrequited and someone who lost faith amongst others. They talk about their existential dilemmas to the camera. Then we go 30 years forwards. 2039 (2010) is the last film in the trilogy –a futuristic vision of the world. The USSR has been reestablished and the United States are no longer there; people are free to change sex, and even to be cloned, releasing their male or female elements.
In the Trylogia białostocka, Malinowski consistently employs the paradocumentary convention. There is unity of time and place in each part of the work: a park in Białystok (1989), a club (2009) and a futuristic studio (2039). In Spotkanie and Kryzys w mojej głowie, the narration is developed through conversations with parents and their grown-up children, creating an image of the times they live in, rather than of the protagonists. In a highly technologized reality of the year 2039, the protagonists are figures situated against yellow, derealized background, and their stories are retold by computer-generated voice of the narrator. The talking heads format has been approached in a subversive fashion – at times, all that can be seen in the screen are heads. In the Trylogia białostocka, the author moves from the convention of false documentary to the sci-fi film with great confidence. The final episode constitutes a witty and psychedelic mock documentary, conveying a vision of a future world which is, however, not quite merry. After all, anything can happen…
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