NEW RELEASES

Never Gonna Snow Again

To visit Matgorzata Szumowska’s Warsaw apartment is to meet one of the
stars of the Polish director’s latest film, Never Gonna Snow Agairr. a
charismatic British bulldog named Borys, who, having made his appearance,
heads straight to the sofa for a snooze. ‘Borys was very happy making the
film,” Szumowska says, laughing. ‘He had amazing companions in his bulldog
costars. And everyone gave him their lunch.’

Dogs have frequently featured in Szumowska’s cinema: from the huge hound
Fredek, owned by the therapist/spiritualist Anna (Maja Ostaszewska) in the
director’s Berlin Silver Bear-winning Body (2015), to Cygan, the canine
companion of Mateusz Kosciukiewicz’s metalhead protagonist in Mug (2018).
But Never Gonna Snow Again is the writer-director’s most pooch-filled project
yet. ‘I grew up with dogs and I've always had a strong relationship with them,’
Szumowska tells me. ‘They’re family. I'm sentimental about them. | tend to
believe that they’re innocent creatures who often end up reflecting back
humans’ problems and issues.’

The ‘problems and issues’ explored in Never Gonna Snow Again by
Szumowska and her long-time collaborator Michat Englert (who earns a co-
director credit here for the first time) are ones experienced by a very specific
sector of Polish society, with the events unfolding on a wealthy residential
estate outside Warsaw. Part sharp-eyed social satire, part sincere spiritual
drama, the film’s influences range from Sam Mendes’s American Beauty
(1999) to Pasolini’s 7heorem (1968) to Tarkovsky’s Stalker (1979), but it
pOssesses an uncanny tone all of its own.

Its gated community of McMansions is inhabited by various types of
competitive and consumerist middle- and upper-middle-class characters who
are burdened by iliness, dissatisfaction and malaise. Shot in steely tones, with
windows and reflections used particularly expressively to convey a sense of
both the physical proximity of the neighbours’ houses and the emotional
distance of the inhabitants themselves, the film continues the concern with
community dynamics that permeates Mug and Szumowska’s English-
language debut, the cult drama 7he Other Lamb (2019). It also develops what
critic Savina Petkova has previously identified as the director’s preoccupation
with ‘individual suffering and the social significance of care’.

On her very first visit to the estate where the flm was shot, Szumowska was
surprised by the scale of the development, which has become popular among
some members of a Polish generation caught between memories of the
communist past and wholesale embracing of the capitalist present. ‘These
residents really want to be cut off from social problems, from poverty.

The paradox is that we're hearing stories that kids there are having major
issues with alcohol and drugs,’” says Szumowska who, with characteristic wit,
casts her own son, Maciej Drosio, in the film — as a chemistry prodigy putting
his skills to use with some neighbourhood drug-dealing. ‘Perhaps it looks like
freedom, but | think they’re creating a trap for themselves.’

Into this moneyed milieu, Never Gonna Snow Again introduces an outsider
figure, Zhenia, a Russian-speaking Ukrainian masseur (played by Alec Utgoff,
who was cast after Drosio encouraged his mother to watch the actor as



Dr Alexei in Season 3 of Stranger Things). He provides his services mostly to
the estate’s eager women but also to a couple of its men — kukasz Simlat’s
cancer-sufferer and Andrzej Chyra’s belligerent ex-soldier — as well as to one
of Borys’s canine co-stars, a flatulent bulldog diagnosed by his highly strung
owner (Katarzyna Figura) as ‘apathetic’.

Zhenia, it becomes clear, has ‘magic hands’ in a literal sense, possessing
special skills of empathy and awareness that enable him to take others ‘deep
inside themselves’ and alleviate their pain. Spread out on his folding bed, the
clients find themselves hypnotised into a contemplative dream state —
visualised as a forest space similar to the one from which we see the
protagonist mysteriously emerge in the film’s sci-fi-tinged opening sequence.

A highly visual director, Szumowska often builds her films from a particular,
isolated image. The starting point for Never Gonna Snow Again was, she
says, the image of ‘a guy travelling around with a bed, a bit like [Polanski’s
1958 short] 7Two Men and a Wardrobe.” Zhenia, she admits, was based in
part ‘on a Polish guy in Warsaw who gives massages to a few of my friends,
including [/aa and Cold War director] Pawet Pawlikowski. That masseur
definitely knows some secrets, but he’s always trying to be discreet.’
Changing the nationality of the protagonist was key, however: ‘It felt much
stronger to have someone from outside, a guy who’s not part of the society,
because then the movie has a totally different dynamic. It’s clearly about
people who are super-wealthy and someone at the opposite end of the
social scale.’

The community depicted in Never Gonna Snow Again doesn’t want to cut
itself off from the magical Zhenia, though. A complex mixture of responses is
evident in the first, very funny, scene that shows Zhenia with a client, as
affection, condescension and desire merge in the remarks made by Maja
Ostaszewska’s housewife Maria to the watchful outsider. ‘I’'m very tolerant,
too tolerant probably,” she chirps, with regard to immigration, while carefully
differentiating Zhenia from the foreign Uber Eats couriers with whom she
simply ‘can’t communicate’. “You’re different, you’re wonderful,” she
reassures him.

In this way, the film highlights and satirises — and perhaps also endorses — the
much critiqued notion of the ‘exceptional immigrant’: the new arrival
possessing special skills that distinguish them from the herd and thereby
make them an acceptable addition to the society.

Never Gonna Snow Again has been charged with easy mockery of its
suburban subjects, too. But despite its wintry setting, the new film emerges
as one of Szumowska’s warmest works, boasting a beautiful Kieslowski-like
climax that plays out to the strains of Polish pianist Hania Rani’s luminous
composition ‘Glass’. Szumowska previously used the piece in ‘Nightwalk’, her
queer-themed 2020 contribution to Women’s Tales, a series of short films
produced by the fashion brand Miu Miu, and in Never Gonna Snow Again it
serves as the culmination of a dreamy classical soundscape, one that
contrasts with the pop and rock more frequently employed in Szumowska’s
films. ‘I love pop music and the energy it can bring to a scene,” Szumowska
says. ‘My son will catch me listening to Justin Bieber! But pop wasn’t right for
this film, which needed something more contemplative.’

Citing her ongoing creative partnership with her ex-husband Englert (her
cinematographer and co-screenwriter since the pair met at £6dz Film School
in the 1990s) as an example of productive male/female collaboration,



Szumowska believes that the current emphasis on female filmmakers has
become ‘a bit artificial’ but that ‘it’s better that this wave is happening than
not’. She is positive, too, about contemporary Polish cinema generally,
highlighting the provocative work of Agnieszka Smoczynska, Jan Komasa and
Jagoda Szelc as among its brightest hopes. ‘We’re part of Europe, whatever
the current government might want to do about that,” Szumowska says.

‘S0 it’s important that filmmakers here have a broad outlook, telling universal
stories with roots in Poland. That’s our power.’

Alex Ramon, Sight and Sound, November 2021
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