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SYNOPSIS

These same homes and houses, these same streets where many years ago Jews spent every moment fighting for survival, are today inhabited by new residents. Before World War II, Baluty was a feared crime-ridden neighbourhood. Immediately after occupying Poland, the Nazis established a Jewish ghetto here, which housed 200,000 Jews waiting for their death. After the autumn of 1941, they were joined by Jews from five Czech transports. Life in the poor, working-class district of the industrial town of Lodz is marked by poverty, alcohol and unemployment. Baluty then and Baluty now have much in common. Images from the past and present of this stigmatised place are brought together by interviews with the area’s original and current inhabitants and reporter Henryk Ross’s unique photographs from the distant past.

On their way to Lodz, director Pavel Štingl and cinematographer Míra Janek ran into photographer Karel Cudlín, whose photographs created during filming make up this accompanying exhibit. By screening the film together with the exhibition, we have created a unique project in which Cudlín’s contemporary photographs hold up a mirror to Ross’s wartime images used in the film.
INTERVIEW WITH PAVEL ŠTINGL
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How does your film The Baluty Ghetto  differ from classical eyewitness documentaries about the Holocaust?

It would never have occurred to me that one day, shortly after the year 2000, I would come across an inhabited camp with a population from today’s world which has so many strange ties with those who suffered in their homes during the war. A ghetto without walls or guards, but where many things look much like they did during the war. I first went there on a private visit with several survivors. As we walked around the former ghetto, these old women suddenly started to discover their old houses, the courtyards where they stood in line for water, their flats in the dark hallways with well-worn tiled floors. It was fascinating, because they began to relate their stories when they saw how the local children were playing hide-and-seek among the courtyards. In places where, back then, people hid from German soldiers during selections for the transports, women today hang laundry in the attics. Today’s flea market is held where people sold their last family jewels for potato peels. Suddenly I had the feeling that these ties offered the key for a documentary that I wanted to make … 

How did the ghetto in Lodz differ from other ghettos?

I suppose that each ghetto was a little different. Each had a different purpose, a different population structure. Jews, spread all over Europe, lived in a diverse range of ways. They had different cultural habits, completely different religious lives. Our look at the wartime events is through the memories of members of the Prague transports. These were all assimilated Czechoslovaks who were more used to celebrating Christmas than any Jewish holidays. In Lodz, they encountered a world that did not accept them. They appeared affluent, they did not know how to pray according to orthodox rules and they didn’t understand a word of Yiddish. The nature of their encounter with the Lodz ghetto is best illuminated by the fact that one half of them did not survive the first winter. 

In your film, the “Balutars” often mention the “Jews” who want to evict them for not paying rent. Are these really Jews, or has the word “Jew” become a kind of general insult?

During the entire period of more than a year that we were filming, I tried to find the roots of this deeply-seated and almost frenzied hatred. Not a single Jewish eyewitness of the events of World War II lives in Lodz today. Those who were not exterminated by the Nazis emigrated because of the politics of the Gomulka government in the 1960s. In Polish, someone is called a Jew if he rips off poor people – and this in all forms. 
Put simply: If a landlord wants money from someone who just poured all his earnings into buying smuggled liquor, then they call him a “dirty Jew”. If the fans of one football team want to slander those of another, then they spray-paint their name into a Star of David. You can find such images all over town. When I ask why the six-pointed star, I learn that there is no worse insult in Polish than “Jew”. 

Your film gives the impression that “Balutars” live on the edge of society, that they live in their enclosed world of Baluty. How do Lodz’s other residents view this neighbourhood? 

Baluty is a special concept in Lodz. It is synonymous for misery, alcoholism, and aggression, but it also represents the town’s unique tradition, pride, a strange distinctiveness. Here, you will find the highest amount of smuggled alcohol and cigarettes for sale, street gangs rule with an iron fist covered in complex tattoo symbols. You have to bear in mind that a place that once housed 200,000 people is not exactly a small place. Even today, it is the largest district in Poland’s second-largest city. You can’t just say that it exists on the fringes. It also dictates style a little bit. It is home to one of the largest street markets, which is an unmistakable part of Polish life. People from nearby areas are afraid of Balutars, but also respect them a little.  

Do you think that the people in Baluty understood what kind of film you were making?

We asked everyone ahead of time if they minded being filmed. There are strict laws for this in Poland. We also told everyone that we were making a film about the town, which had been the site of a ghetto during the war, and that we wanted to combine the stories of survivors with today’s environment and images and memories of a bygone era. I cannot say if they understood this, but I am quite certain that we didn’t do anything against anyone’s will.

Your film makes use of unique photographs taken by Henryk Ross. Who was he? 

A special chapter in the history of the Lodz ghetto is the ghetto authority. With their Teutonic ingeniousness, the Nazis placed the decision of life and death of the ghetto’s inhabitants into the hands of fellow prisoners, who – deathly afraid of the ever-present misery and of being put on the transports – kept order in Hell. The head of the ghetto authority, Chaim Rumkovski, gradually placed himself into the role of all-powerful ruler. His “statesman-like” photographs hung in official offices … He loved to be photographed, for instance when taking care of children in the orphanage, whom he soon after sent to the gas vans in Chelmno. Henryk Ross was one of the authority’s photographers. He decided that, in addition to taking the photographs he was assigned to take, he would create his own testimony of the ghetto, which one day would offer show us its true face.

Do any Jews live in Lodz today?

There is a small religious community in Lodz, but the continuity with the pre-war community has been broken. They care for some historical monuments, primarily the unique Marysin cemetery, the largest Jewish cemetery in Europe. The history of the Jews in Lodz forms a remarkable arc resembling a biblical saga. The town, which arose over the course of a single generation from an insignificant settlement on a trading route, was built in part by raw Jewish capital. In the best Old Testament tradition, the extremely rich and abjectly poor lived side by side. The rich, of whom there were far fewer, managed to escape prior to the Nazi occupation. The poor remained. For the Germans, it was easy to fence in this world with barbed wire, and so the ghetto was established immediately after the occupation of Poland. Behind this barbed wire there perished the tradition of one of Lodz’s communities.

What do you think makes Baluty so unique? How far into the past can we trace some kind of connections to the present?

I feel somewhere inside me that Baluty has been stigmatised by some kind of contact with Hell since its very beginnings. It used to be Lodz’s poorest neighbourhood. Anyone who remembers Reymont’s novel The Promised Land – masterfully filmed by Andzej Wajda – knows that the entire town was born out of cruelty and brutality. 

Pre-war Baluty had a reputation as a thieves’ quarter, already then inhabited by a strangely respected community. What took place here during the war is horror in its most concentrated form. Such a history has such a long half-life that the walls of Baluty’s houses today remain a picture-book of the apocalypse. Today, it is home to saints living as tenants of Hell, or maybe the other way round …  

In some cinemas, the film will be accompanied by an exhibition of photographs by Karel Cudlín. His images capture the places where you filmed. What brought the two of you together?
Coincidence. Immediately after the first filming session in Lodz, Míra Janek and I were talking about the fact that our dialogue of images from the past and present was missing a photographer. We felt that – in this strange world of Baluty – someone familiar with Ross’s legacy could find his own vision… By an incredible coincidence, just as we were discussing this – Easter 2007 – Karel Cudlín was walking the streets of the former ghetto with his Leica. He had been photographing, with the same sense of wonder, the strange scenery created by the ravages of time in this part of the world… The next time, we went together…

Pavel Štingl – screenwriter, director, producer

Studied documentary film at FAMU in Prague. His graduation film Learning to Be Fearful, which showed the life of young doctors, received many different awards and presaged one of the main themes of his work.  
In 1990, Štingl began a long series of political documentaries about the countries of the former socialist bloc, which have received awards at many festivals. He received the Japan Prix for The Land Without Graves, the Prix Italia for Greetings from the Country Where Yesterday Meant Tomorrow. He has filmed in Romania, Albania, in various locations in the former Soviet Union, in Kosovo, Nagorno-Karabakh, China, South Africa, Israel and in many other places of political conflict.
In 1995, Štingl launched his own production company, K2, through which he has produced several documentary series and many different co-production documentaries, the largest of which are stories from the history of the twentieth century: The Diary of Mr. Pfitzner,  Four Pairs of Shoes, The Survivors of the Shipwrecked Patria (film of the year at FIAT/IFTA), Stone and Knowledge, A Story About a Bad Dream (MTF Japan award), What Language Does God Speak…?, The Lost World of Karel Pecka,  The Second Life of Lidice. His films have been screened at many foreign and domestic festivals, where they have received many different awards. 
Some of K2’s largest projects include the feature-length film Peace to their Souls and the expansive multimedia exposition at the new museum at the memorial to the town of Lidice, burned to the ground by the Nazis, And the Innocent Were Guilty, which is the most modern exposition on the war in the Czech Republic. Recent films include Boris Rösner’s Theatre of Crazy Dramas and Dry Mountain: A Village at the End of the Line.

HOW THE FILM CAME TO BE

Filming was planned in order to capture all four seasons of the year. “Since the last two winters were light on snow, the only white streets are from Ross’s photographs. Filming thus lasted a year, in several cycles and with relatively extensive preparations,“ says director Pavel Štingl, adding: “Preparations were especially important in order to get used to several figures roaming the streets with a camera. The locals had already adopted us a little. They were glad when we brought them some photographs from the last time, and children even welcomed us. That was quite important, since otherwise most of our preparations and agreements with various Baluty residents came to nothing.” Baluty is a place where nothing counts the next day. The most heartfelt friendships, bound and sealed, solid and indestructible, disappeared overnight like a dream. People would not show up at the agreed location, didn’t open when we knocked, disappeared from their home for entire stretches of time. “Instead, we learned that the most effective approach in this environment was to set up the camera on a tripod and wait. Usually, things started to happen on their own. Some unexpected characters would appear, unexpected things would happen – things that often cannot be staged. That is another advantage of this environment, but it didn’t happen all the time or with everybody,” says Štingl. Baluty more than almost anywhere else proves the old documentary saying that “coincidence favours the prepared”.

Processing the material took almost a quarter of a year. The film was edited by Tonička Janková, who is a true auteur editor, and not just in this case. “This is the right approach, especially for material such as this, which was filmed by Míra Janek as cinematographer,” says Štingl, adding: “With a film of this length, this takes a lot of nerves on the part of the director – what will come of it, what the editor will find. But it turned out beyond measure.”

THE LITZMANNSTADT GHETTO – TODAY’S BALUTY

The Lodz ghetto was established in May 1940, and more than 160,000 Polish Jews were hermetically sealed inside. A year later, they were joined by transports from Prague, Vienna, Luxembourg, Berlin and other large German cities – a total of 200,000 Jews. The inhuman overcrowding, hunger and filth helped spread epidemics. The assimilated Central European Jews found themselves among the highly traditional local Hasidic population speaking a foreign language (Yiddish) and starved after a year in the ghetto. One half of these Czech Jews did not survive the first winter. They were consumed by hunger, filth and epidemic. In Lodz, the Prague Jews suffered from the Nazis’ measures as well as at the hands of the Jewish ghetto authority, which hated them for being different. The reminiscences of members of the Prague transports to Lodz show the bare essence of suffering. Of five thousand deported Jews, only 240 desolate individuals survived the war. 

In 2005, director Pavel Štingl visited the site of the former Litzmannstadt ghetto – today’s Baluty district. To his surprise, the place looked much like it did in surviving wartime photographs. Living in the devastated houses was a very distinct social group which markedly differed from the residents of surrounding neighbourhoods in Poland’s second-largest city... 

“People say that Auschwitz was the worst, but that was no longer life at all”, says one of the survivors in our film, adding: “In terms of actual living, Lodz was the worst because in Auschwitz we were just insects meant to be squashed…Today, I understand why they took us there. Because I have never seen such a terrible place anywhere else in the world. But I don’t understand how people can live in Baluty today, now that it is no longer surrounded by a fence… Nobody is keeping them there, but there they are; and it has changed so little!”

The ghetto was liquidated in the summer of 1944. The last work gangs moved out everything that remained in the poor, pitiable homes and erased all traces of the four years of suffering, all traces left by the living and the dead. Unlike other concentration camps, which today are museums or an integral part of the landscape, following the war the former Litzmannstadt ghetto was resettled. New life stories were lived – in the same buildings marked by the stigma of the area’s horrible past.

The current inhabitants of this part of Lodz represent a peculiar and socially dramatic microcosm of the town. People living nearby tend to be afraid of “Balutars”. The neighbourhood is ruled by misery, unemployment, alcohol and violence. The documentary and photographs explore the life of the people living in this place and offer a timeless illustration of the half-life of suffering caused by racial hatred, war and the unique history of the entire twentieth century.
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THE PHOTOGRAPHY OF HENRYK ROSS,

Whose images are used in the film

A special chapter in the history of the wartime ghetto is the story of the Jewish ghetto authority which performed the Nazis’ dirty work. It was feared, its members had privileges. Its main representative, Chaim Rumkowski, gradually placed himself in the omnipotent role of lord over life and death. He decided on who to select for the transports, and his ghetto police enforced the feared “Sperre” – the selection of tens of thousands of people, mainly children and the elderly, for deportation to the extermination camps.

Rumkowski liked to document his occasional good deeds in pictures taken by “his reporters”. One such photographer, Henryk Ross, used his permission to move freely about the ghetto with a camera to create a unique collection of more than four thousand images showing diverse aspects of life in the ghetto. 

“By coincidence, Ross’s re-discovered legacy was exhibited in Prague’s Langhans gallery not long after my first visit to Lodz. The exhibition was an important event involving various meetings with survivors. It was a lucky coincidence which greatly helped me to bring together the two main levels of the film about Baluty,” says director Pavel Štingl.
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Photo:  Henryk Ross - Archive of Modern Conflict/Collection Art Gallery of Ontario, Toronto, ©2008

KAREL CUDLÍN: REPORT FROM LODZ

The exhibit will accompany the film on its tour of Czech cinemas 
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On the site of the former Jewish ghetto, Karel Cudlín created his own image of Baluty, a place where time has stood still, a place which is a reflection of all bad times.

Immediately after their first filming session in Lodz, director Pavel Štingl and cinematographer Míra Janek agreed that their team was missing a photographer who could discover his own vision of this strange world of Baluty. By an incredible coincidence, just as we were discussing this – Easter 2007 – Karel Cudlín was walking the streets of the former ghetto with his Leica. “He had been photographing, with the same sense of wonder, the strange scenery created by the ravages of time in this part of the world. We met by chance shortly after our return to Prague, each boasting of where we had been over Easter. We spent a long time wondering how we could have missed each other. The next time, we went together,” says Pavel Štingl.

Karel Cudlín (born 1960, Prague)

Czech documentary photographer. Cudlín gained public attention as one of President Václav Havel’s personal photographers. He is a seven-time prize winner in the Czech Press Photo competition. Most of his photographs have been made on the road – New York, Ukraine, Slovakia, Poland, Russia, Romania, Moldavia and the Caucasus. He has spent many years looking at everyday life against the backdrop of the political conflict in Israel. Cudlín has participated in dozens of group exhibitions in the United States, the Czech Republic and all over Europe, and his works can be found in many private collections. Since 1994, he has published two monographs, co-authored the book Israel 50 and published a book on the National Theatre. He is currently also a contributor to Respekt magazine.
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