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AUTOKAR, an animated chronicle 
about Polish labour migration in the 
1990s, premiered at the Berlinale. 
A little girl boards a Polish bus with 
Belgium as its final destination. The 
bus seems so big, the child is so small, 
and the journey is so long. When she 
loses her precious pencil, her search 
through the bus brings her face-to-
face with her remarkable fellow pas-
sengers. In this way, director Sylwia 
Szkiladz gave shape to a childhood 
memory.

Times have changed; what happens 
in your film is completely unthinka-
ble nowadays: a child has to travel 
thousands of kilometres on her own, 
on a bus from Poland to Brussels. 
But it is your story, and that of many 
children like you.
Sylwia Szkiladz: I arrived in Belgium 
in the 90s, when Poland was not yet a 
member of the European Union. Peo-
ple came here without a plan, without 
papers, not knowing what kind of 
work they might find, which was both 
exciting and frightening at the same 
time. Part of my family lived in Po-

land, another part lived in Belgium; as 
a child, I constantly travelled back and 
forth. Only when I grew older did I re-
alise how unusual that situation was. 
It’s an experience that I share with 
many kids of my generation. 

If you wanted to take a “piece of 
home” with you, that happened 
through the food that you brought.
Szkiladz: My parents came from a ru-
ral region near Belarus, where people 
provided for their own livelihood. 
Moving to a new country without 
money or a home, the family wanted 
to ensure that there would at least 
be something to eat. I remember 
the bags and suitcases, bursting with 
food, and hard to carry; often, the 
handle broke off. The family sent us 
all that food not only because they 
thought we were starving abroad, but 
also so that we would think of them 
whenever we ate it. Through the 
food, they tried to be with us.

There must have been a tremendous 
sense of nostalgia in this communi-
ty.

Szkiladz: Nostalgia isn’t always a 
healthy driving force; at times, it 
kept me from moving forward. I felt 
as though I wasn’t fully living in the 
present. As an adult, I wanted to move 
on in life, while preserving what mat-
tered from those experiences. That’s 
one of the things that pushed me to 
make this film.

What do all the people in the bus 
have in common?
Szkiladz: Only when seeing the fin-
ished film, I realised that all charac-
ters had lost something… a family, a 
home, a language, a pencil and each 
of them deals with it in their own way. 
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And they are all animals!
Szkiladz: We are watching through 
the eyes of an eight-year-old girl, 
coming from a village, surrounded by 
forest. She has heard all the stories 
people tell about forest animals and 
takes them literally. Her head is full 
of them. When she is afraid or over-
whelmed by the trip, she digs into her 
imagination, and naturally, all those 
half-human characters appear. In this 
way, Agata brings something from her 
world onto the bus. These anthropo-
morphisms helped me tell a story that 
is close to my own. I needed some dis-
tance. 

Agata’s face looks minimalistic, no 

Sylwia Szkiladz about AUTOKAR
“People came here without a plan”
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more than a few stripes. How did 
you make her so expressive when 
you had so few elements to work 
with?
Szkiladz: Through the combination of 
explicit body language and naturalis-
tic voices. Before we started working 
on the animation, we recorded the 
voices in Warsaw with Polish actors. 
We couldn’t predict how Belgian an-
imators would correctly shape an 
inner world through a language they 
didn’t understand. Take, for example, 
the “bear” on the bus. The anima-
tor initially portrayed him as far too 
rude. Yet we needed to feel his hu-
man warmth, his underlying concern. 
Throughout the animation process, 
we prioritised emotion over technical 

perfection. 

Another interesting character is 
the she-wolf, who leaves the bus, 
wanders into the forest, and is later 
picked up again. What exactly is go-
ing on there? 
Szkiladz: That’s a typical question 
from the Western world. In Poland, 
everyone immediately understands 
what is happening in that border 
scene. We can assume she doesn’t 
have the proper papers, so she cross-
es the border on foot through the 
forest and is picked up again on the 
other side. She introduces Agata to 
artistic creation, giving her the pencil 
and drawing with her. She is the only 
character who doesn’t speak; we can 

imagine she comes from even farther 
beyond Poland. What matters is how 
our perception changes throughout 
the story, even though she is initially 
presented as potentially unpleasant.

We also get to see how border con-
trols were organised, with bribery 
and greedy border patrols.
Szkiladz: People sometimes tell me 
how the film gave them goose bumps, 
because it shows exactly how things 
were. Only a few years later, Poland 
joined the EU. Everything happened 
very quickly for us, and there was 
never enough time to emotionally 
process all these changes. These sto-
ries are rarely talked about; there is 
still a certain shame in speaking about 
them. People prefer to forget. It felt 
good to take the time to work on this 
sequence, but it was difficult for me 
to construct. I expected it to be eas-
ier.

How would you summarise your ar-
tistic journey to date?
Szkiladz: I was born in Poland, in 
Sokolka, near the Belarusian border; 
this region continues to inspire me. 
I grew up in Brussels. I arrived here 
when I was eight. For more than 12 
years, I have been running animation 
workshops with a wide range of par-
ticipants: children, teenagers, sen-

iors, animation students, in festivals, 
homework schools, kindergartens, 
retirement homes, migrant centres, 
in Poland, Belgium, Morocco, and 
France. This diversity of encounters 
has taught me how to tell stories 
quickly and collectively, with few re-
sources. What matters most is the 
energy. I tried to bring that joy of cre-
ation into AUTOKAR.

At Cinekid, AUTOKAR won the Best 
International Short Film Award!
Szkiladz: All this was so unexpected! 
Because the setting of the film is so 
deeply Polish, I wasn’t sure whether it 
would work internationally. After the 
Berlinale, we received a flood of fes-
tival invitations, and the film already 
won several awards. In the meantime, 
I am working on my next project, but 
I can’t say much about it yet. The only 
thing I can reveal is that it will be an 
animated feature co‑produced by 
Lithuania, France, and Belgium. The 
project is still in its early stages, but it 
is off to a very promising start. 

–
Gert Hermans

I n d us  t r y  E ve  n t


