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Lanugo

Joanna Mueller

to be a pair
closest to the self profoundly unknown
serious dangers existing                overwhelming the minority
stubborn nation                                              brawn before birth
uncommon wealth                    independent of exterminations
turning into sculpting                                            finger printing
faces barely glanced                                 in the transfer window
eyes = bacteria                                                          light sensitive
subsoul kickbacks                                        in a tunnel telescope
on aslant plains                  above                      fields of breaches
the bottom rises                                                         in this history
throwing weight around                            masses of incarnation
moss ridden armour                                                   covering you
in the joint of osmosis                                   barely there copycat
curl up even more             perceptively                along the fascia
a manatee in icy waves                  a dolphin diving ultrasounds
wallowing and wrapping self                             ground in repose
another week                                                    walking in this love
in a lake of tears                                               arterial scaredy-cat
rhythm traumas the refrain                              the silencing echo
disaster of yield                                     don't reward me with loss
harness the risks                                  log me in the ledger of type
not to be like a cat mother                                    when distressed
can come to bear                                                  kittens to death
nor like a promise                                which disappoints you

immerse yourself in us
let one such as you
happen upon me

                                

                                                                                    [collect]
 translated by Marek Kaźmierski                                                
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NOTES FROM UNDER THE TABLE: European Copy

James Hopkin

It is an invidious task trying to give a glimpse of a nation and its people over six days in a national newspaper, but that’s what The Guardian attempted to do with four countries over the last month in its commendable New Europe series. But, “New Europe”? I’m not sure what’s new about Germany, France, Spain, and Poland. Rather, the paper implies that two of these countries are not really on the maps of the majority of its readers, so it’s not a new Europe they’re talking about – what’s new is that readers are being given the chance to grow accustomed to the idea of their own involvement in project Europa. God knows that the UK’s current coalition-demolition government is not going to help out on that score. Neither are UK publishers; only 3% of books published in the UK at the moment are translations (as opposed to about 40% in Poland). How, then, are we supposed to discover a sense of our place in Europe? We are being denied the chance to read our way around the continent.
 
 So how did The Guardian fare during its “Poland week”? (And, as my barber in Kraków said, with a rueful grin, “Why was Poland the last country in the series?”) Well, as you might imagine, there were plenty of ups and downs. The “Debunking Stereotypes” sequence, for example, seemed to reinforce rather than refute stereotypes and was written mainly by the paper’s Berlin correspondent who spent a few days in Poland the previous week.

Look at this skit she wrote about Polish workers: “Poles are hardworking” – pretty comprehensive, huh? Three paragraphs of inane speculation – “some say…”, “some even suggest” – plus the ratification of previous stereotypes: “hated Russians”, Poles work hard abroad, but are lazy at home. It’s left to the bloggers beneath the article to fume and fulminate, and bring some reality and experience to the piece. Indeed, for several of the articles, this seemed to be the newspaper’s approach: what the writer lacked in terms of a working knowledge and understanding of Poland was left for the bloggers to sort out among themselves. Or, as one editor suggested to me when I was offering my own ideas about Poland, “It would be nice to have something which is playful and a little bit teasing about the Polish character without being mocking.” 
 
Needless to say, your humble hack refused; I wrote back stressing that an understanding of a country’s difference, and a respect for its history and culture are far more important to me than making jokes at its expense, jokes that, in the end, say more about the jester. So I wrote about Konwicki, I recorded a podcast about literary Krakow (which they rather annoyingly put together with a feature on Russian science fiction, thus perpetuating the age-old western dream of conflating the two countries) and I wrote an opinion piece about Poland moving on.

 Anyway, enough of me marching behind my own trumpet. 
 
Meanwhile, the Berlin correspondent was reaching for her stat-pack to give us another illuminating “stereotype” – more bunkum than debunking – “Polish women are all beautiful” accompanied by a picture of a suitably wet Miss Poland 2010, or an equally frothy piece about bad drivers in Poland with a photograph of a tiny pink “Polski Fiat”. The “Poland at a Glance” article fared little better, stating that “Premarital sex goes on but is not talked about much – outside the increasingly secular Warsaw” (!).

 But the week also offered many pleasing successes, not least from the Polish writers who contributed: Masłowska, Sierakowski, Graff, among them. There were good pieces on “A Jewish Renaissance in Poland”, on youth unemployment in Limanowa, on workers returning from the UK, on ecological concerns regarding Poland’s forests, as well as Timothy Garton Ash’s respectful, “Poland gets to grips with being normal”. There was some decent coverage of the cultural scene: artists in Gdańsk, a short history of Polish film, a good books blog with readers recommending their favourite Polish authors, but very little on Polish theatre – why didn’t they send their top theatre critic over? He made it to Berlin, after all.

 On balance, it was definitely a worthwhile venture, and, with the exception of the cartoonish “stereotypes”, more informative than offensive. Let’s hope, though, for a couple of things: that the paper will not put Poland back in the drawer and wait for its “week” to come around again, and that they will realise that an active understanding is far preferable to sending correspondents from elsewhere for a few days, or calling up writers who used to live there ten years ago, or, even worse, relying on bloggers to provide the level-headed and informed views if the article itself is lacking. That way, the UK media may avoid the charge put forward by Andrzej Stasiuk in his wonderful book, Fado, that it is “the West’s provincialism, which leads it to perceive the rest of the continent as a failed copy of itself.”

 When that charge is no longer valid, then we can start talking about a new Europe.



THE ABC OF NEW CULTURE: Ł as in Connectivity

Mirek Filiciak / Alek Tarkowski



A Crash Course 
on the Letter “Ł”

Any attempts to transparently convey the words of one language in another are doomed to failure. Our biweekly installations of the Alphabet of New Culture are an attempt to bridge the alphabet gap between Polish and English, but sometimes the chasm between the two is too wide, and on rare occasions, there is simply no way to span the divide. 
This edition of the Alphabet is an example of the latter. The Polish version of this article features one of the most characteristic and conspicuous of the Polish letters, “Ł”, as in “łączność” (connectivity). Present in several West Slavic languages and dialects, as well as in a handful of Native American scripts, the character is known as “L with stroke”. It was historically used in Polish to represent what linguists call the “dark L”, which sounds much like the L sound used in modern English. Since then, the sound has evolved into what phoneticians describe as a voiced labio-velar approximant – or what most English speakers would simply call a “W” (as in “Wikipedia” or “wireless”). 
Keep an eye out for the character on maps (Łódź), in history books (Jagiełło, Wałęsa), popular names (Michał, Paweł, Łukasz), and of course, articles on connectivity (łączność).





The story of connectivity may be analysed through anecdotes – by looking at the history of failed connections and technological mishaps. The first message sent over ARPANET, the network that later evolved into the internet, crashed the system as the G in “LOGIN” was being typed. This was just another setback in a long chain of disasters in connectivity. Alexander Graham Bell spilled acid on his pants while preparing an experiment in his laboratory, and thus initiated the world’s first telephone conversation to summon his assistant. Samuel Morse, as if not entirely convinced in the success of his telegraph, and as if to somehow question its usefulness, wrote the words “A patient waiter is no loser” in his first message. The trope can be followed deeper into history, perhaps ending with the fate of the messenger who delivered the news of the Greek victory at Marathon to Athens. But if all these events prove anything, it is that humankind has desperately sought to achieve and improve connectivity.

The messages that we swap with each other are what constitutes our common culture, and culture is what we believe has the power to keep us together: a common culture, a common identity. But at a more basic level, communities are formed through the very existence of connectivity. The communiques transmitted can be next to non-existent, even a simple “OK”. Or they may bear no message at all; in many situations, a lack of response is a message in itself. It’s a truism to state that this form of contact is increasingly a result of the media in our lives. In order to connect, we must first “plug in”. Hence the ever-growing need to be constantly “online”, within range of our common network, not just on the internet. This is plainly visible in how telephone decorum has changed: we used to turn off our cellphones, whereas now we merely silence them.

In these mediated times, it is hard to determine what the word “society” means. Some writers, among them John Urry, claim that the social sciences will simply have to do without the term. A much simpler alternative would be to follow the network of ties and connections. Not just between people, but between humans and their devices, and between devices themselves. Returning to the real world, let us consider this example: when we buy a newspaper, we come into fleeting contact with the paper we carry under our arm and the cashier from whom we bought it. And the barcode on the front page enters into an even more ephemeral connection with the store’s price scanner. We are enveloped in a dense network of connections; “society” may just as well be referred to using the term “connectivity”.

In the era of culture 2.0, the scale of connectivity is growing in at least two ways. Increased connectivity affects our relationships with our loved ones, our ability to come in touch with strangers, and our sense of identity and place in the world. The source of these changes – as has become the norm in our alphabet – are digital technologies: intercontinental fiber-optic cables, satellites, mobile phones, computers, GPS, and of course, the internet. Alexander Galloway described that last element as the modern world’s source of gravity; it can also be compared to a great bucket of glue that we all dip into. It is the internet’s unique “point-to-point” architecture that makes it a kind of social glue. It was designed to facilitate reliable and cheap communication between arbitrary points in the network, in circumvention of any filters and intermediaries. Thanks to this design philosophy, every user can transmit whatever content they please, but can also provide access to new forms of communication built on top of the infrastructure of the internet. Content is like a trap that can ensnare other users, and services are the glue that allows people to connect.

The list of connecting protocols that each of us has at our disposal is thus extensive: from growingly-archaic e-mail, through nearly forgotten IRC channels, to the now commonplace instant messaging and social media, and the recent hit, microblogging (although something new is surely waiting just over the horizon). The result is an explosion of connections, an explosion of connectivity. The reason McLuhan’s “global village” and Millgram’s “small world” (in which there is no more than six degrees of separation between any two inhabitants of the globe) are considered such hackneyed visions is precisely because they have come true.

Firstly, we have all become like stamp collectors or members of the mail-art movement: capable of ignoring space and seeking out people who share similar interests all over the globe (“Ukulele players of the world, unite!” – or take the computer hackers who join forces on large, highly complicated software projects). Secondly, as we travel the world, we drag our network of connections with us, keeping ourselves in touch with our homes and loved ones via networked laptops, international mobile phones, or if all else fails, the internet cafés that we track down like oases in the desert. This incessant connectivity has its downsides, of course – it shifts the border between the private and the public, tearing down the wall between work and free time. Any form of technology that makes communication more efficient is also, in the words of Brian Holmes, a “portable instrument of control”. From this point of few, perhaps we should be thankful that devices have a way of failing. Just like the e-mail system that swallowed up this article for dozens of hours as we were collaborating on it, initially provoking irritation, and later amusement. After all, no messenger had died of exhaustion; no one had even spilled acid on their pants. The unreliability of technology made us lose connectivity for a moment, even though we didn’t realise it at the time. In today’s world, it’s a luxury that few can afford.

translated by Arthur Barys



Homotonality

Adam Wiedemann

What would have Szymanowski left to posterity had he not been a homosexual? This classical composer, devoted as he was to Art and artistic integrity (his abhorrence of patriotism prevented him from collaborating with Żeromski), obsessed as he was with the relationship between Jesus and Dionysus, in love as he was with the fabulous phantasmagoria of the Orient, would have been of no use in a time ruled by Reality, the Market, and Involvement. While his music is slowly growing in popularity around the world and has been recorded by Boulez himself (putting our Karol, who was known as Katot around the house, on par with Mahler and spectralists), it has become so deeply ingrained in his era, thanks to its ties to Strauss and impressionism, that even Szymanowskis artistic interpretations of Polish Highlander music lose to the commercially successful experiments of Trebunie-Tutki, Golec uOrkiestra, and Karpiel-Bułecka. Only the fact that he was the first man in Polish culture to show up at dinner parties with his beloved boy keeps those with an interest in the artist from being banished to eternal exile in the academic ghetto of unwanted knowledge. Quite the contrary: it allows us to bask in the fashionable light of emancipation, gender, and psychoanalysis.

Biographies of famous people, written in modern times and in the past, show us just how greatly the world changes. I recently discovered an old book about Beethoven written by George R. Mark. This respectable researcher puts significant effort into proving that if the de facto celibate composer had any erotic desires, they were entirely heterosexual in nature. Meanwhile, using the same documents, one may easily propose, if not prove entirely, that his incomprehensible celibacy (astounding even to his contemporaries) was merely a lack of attraction to women, a result of the associated complexes, and an expression of his opposition to the world. We would no longer wonder why Beethoven cuffed a prostitute that had been sent over by his friends, or why he so fervently fought to take custody over his nephew Karl, and why he preferred to be waited on by boys and would dismiss girls for their supposed noisiness (even though he was deaf). We would understand his correspondence relationships with upper class ladies (inaccessible by definition) and why he never sent the letter addressed to his Unsterbliche Geliebte. Such an explanation never even occurred to his late 1960s biographer; a syphilitic Beethoven would have been acceptable, but a faggot Beethoven  never. After all, the biographers intent was to evoke fondness in the staunchly heterosexual readership.

Quite the opposite is true today: it is the margins of culture and its occupants that we find interesting. Were we to compare two books about Szymanowski, written in the current and past centuries, we might get the impression that the subject is not one and the same person (or artist). While the old biographies, despite having been written by his homosexual friends, either gloss over the issue of his sexual preferences, or portray them as lofty friendships or a communion of souls, contemporary books overflow with the word homosexuality and all its synonyms, used in describing this central aspect of the artists personality, and his opera King Roger has become a favorite among directors looking for an opportunity to display a gang of boys half-naked and fornicating on stage, perhaps not in keeping with the score, but with the clear intent to please a shadow.

To contemporary exegesists, King Roger is no longer a tough nut to crack (how does one describe and appreciate it while steering clear of the reef of homosexuality?), but a preferred subject in which Szymanowskis emancipatory aspirations both achieved their fullest expression and were just as interestingly retouched. Following Tomasz Cyzs exhaustive essay devoted exclusively to the piece (Powroty Dionizosa [The Returns of Dionysus], 2008), out comes a book by Bartosz Dąbrowski, Szymanowski. Muzyka jako autobiografia (Szymanowski. Music as an Autobiography), in which the theme finds its culmination.

The subtitle of the publication is a bit misleading. It is not music itself that is the subject of interest, but the numerous topics associated with it: lyrics, titles for program music, the circumstances in which pieces were composed, books he read, as well as the composers own literary attempts and correspondence. Dąbrowskis thorough analysis shows that all of Szymanowskis work (with the exception of his sonatas, tudes, and other examples of pure music) displays homosexual undertones or refers to homosexual imagery, often created from scratch by the composer himself. What more, his intellectual and artistic fascinations also followed a queer key (and sometimes featured queer camp, as well). This comes as no surprise. The trauma associated with homosexuality was greater then than it is now, just as homosexuality, cultures leading hidden and coded entity, must have been even more engaging to the young homosexual than contemporary homosexuality, which is gradually becoming accepted as the norm. Its a shame that the author only quotes the musical analyses of others, making no attempt to step outside his literary bounds and discover purely musical signs of homosexuality, that homosexual tone which  it must be said  is found throughout Szymanowskis entire body of work, not just the pieces featuring text or a programme.

Szymanowski was blessed with perfect, nearly infallible literary taste, as shown by his instant enthusiasm for Irzykowskis Pałuba, about which even the experts were initially apprehensive, as well as by his selection of song lyrics. Dąbrowski demonstrates that while all of his earlier vocal pieces (except perhaps for the German ones, where he fell sway to the Dehmel trend inspired by a popular anthology) constitute excellently composed wholes tied together by the crypto-homosexual symbolism of the grave, reeds, distant voices, etc., Szymanowski did not have literary talent (and any of his attempts in this regard are best examined through Dąbrowskis intellectual prism, rather than in the original). Thus when starting work on his second opera, the composer turned to his cousin, a writer, for help.

The cousin was none other than Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz. Although a homosexual like Szymanowski, he did not share the brand of emancipation espoused by his cousin (who had already made his pilgrimage to the mythical town of Taormina), and thus approached the libretto without conviction, as Dąbrowski puts it, since homosexuality was supposed to be both present and absent. The result was rather awful (quoted sparingly but ruthlessly by Dąbrowski; the part where Roxana makes sexual advances towards Roger is particularly embarrassing), and the composer ultimately edited it, choosing instead to employ the sublime idiom of the Petersburg milieu, thus giving up part of this revisionist stances. King Roger is thus the product of an artistic compromise, and while it may now be regarded as a precursor of the few existing homosexual operas, one must admit that the music is inspired by orientalism in the style of the Mighty Coterie (and is rightfully criticised for not employing Sicilian folklore, which would have fit in better than, say, Highlander music with the mazurka), while the text itself is rife with mysterious suspensions of meaning and clumsy archaisms  a piece best listened to without hearing it.

The writing of King Roger essentially involved the rape of the younger slave of propriety by its older, liberated counterpart (although the events of the opera portray something completely different). It would be worthwhile to compare this collaboration by our two Dionysian artists with the Apollonian collaboration between Strauss and Hofmannsthal. We would surely learn just how doomed Dionysianism was at the time, how little chance it had of reaching anyone or even expressing itself, how poor its own intellectual background was, and how ubiquitous the shackles were. Interestingly, Szymanowskis peer Igor Stravinsky gladly worked with homosexuals, including Diaghilev, Nijinsky, Gide, Cocteau, Auden, and Kallman, and these conglomerates of his masculine music and the feminine aesthetic of the text or production was invariably impressive, as was the case with Rakes Progress, staged in Berlin by Krzysztof Warlikowski, which was excellent not because of its spirit of liberated homosexuality, but because Stravinsky was able to reign in Warlikowski.

Dąbrowskis book ends unexpectedly (perhaps theres another part on the way?) at the moment when Szymanowski is writing King Roger and the novel Ephebos which, unpublished during the authors lifetime for reasons of decency, could certain be printed today and might enjoy success or even become a sensation, but perhaps it is better (for literary reasons) that the manuscript was burned and will remain a legend. It is also from the literary standpoint that Muzyka jako autobiografia is somewhat irritating. The author has chosen to consistently use the past tense (or more precisely: he uses it consistently with a few exceptions), which works perfectly in the biography of the composer (who does in fact remain in the past), but produces a downright grotesque effect in descriptions of his pieces (which still exist and have not been lost in some cosmic cataclysm) and when quoting opinions expressed by the living (who may continue to stand by views they once held). I cannot understand the reasoning behind this dubious measure  perhaps it is a form of rebellion against the rigid rules of the Polish language  but it is nevertheless weird and disturbing.

Aside from this detail, I can offer the author nothing but praise for his insightfulness, the thoroughness of his analyses, and especially for his sympathy towards the young Katot, and even for leaving us with further questions instead of final conclusions. Did Szymanowskis choice to place homosexuality in the very center of his interests not have a detrimental effect on his art? How would he have written, had he not accepted his own homosexuality? And what would have happened had he not suffered the resulting torment of exclusion and isolation? It seems the homosexual over-refinement of Szymanowskis music kept him from enjoying the success bestowed upon Russian composers (who were also removed from the cultural center of Europe), but then again perhaps it is impossible to be gay and an artist without being a gay artist, as to deny oneself the homosexual discourse (as German Ritz notices) is to banish oneself to the expression of the impossibility of the act of writing itself (best expressed in music by John Cages 433, also a piece written by a homosexual).

translated by Arthur Barys



WHO'S WHO AND WHY: Julita Wójcik

Agnieszka Le Nart

Julita Wjcik (born in 1971)  performance and video artist. Through happenings and artistic interventions, she points out conflicting aspects of social life in a swiftly-changing world. Her aim is not just to undermine certain rules and regulations that govern society, but to create new ways of looking at the stagnant customs of outdated cultural codes. She tests the boundaries of freedom and social access, wafting in a breeze of democracy into the art world, inviting the public into her circle, engaging them in various activities and breaking down the barrier between artist and spectator.

Her primary focus is the tension created by the amalgam of divergent roles set upon women in contemporary society and the negative connotations of provincialism. She created quite a stir in early 2001 with a performance art piece at Warsaw's Zachęta National Gallery in which the artist herself peeled 50kg of potatoes over an entire day, dressed in an apron. Critics questioned the validity of peeling potatoes as an art form, but soon enough Julita Wjcik became a symbol of the drive to shift art's focus beyond the surface and get to the heart of the message.



Such everyday activities as cooking, housekeeping, childcare are traditional elements of female identity, and yet in a capitalist-driven society, they are overlooked, marginalised, even ridiculed. Wjcik calls attention back to these seemingly insignificant acts, celebrating the ordinary. She does this in a sensitive, subtle way, never allowing form to overtake the message. Rather than declare war on modern-day injustices, she plays upon innate human emotions, tugging on nostalgic associations of childhood, holidays and the unspoiled countryside  relics in a world of virtual living. She makes use of the symbolism of objects  dolls, stuffed toys, potatoes to make a statement on assigned gender roles and experiences  dress codes, management, computation, analysis vs. cooking, cleaning, knitting, creating.



WHO'S WHO AND WHY?

In this section we introduce Polish artists, places, and new phenomena. We always ask the person or the places representative the following question: WHY ARE YOU HERE? How they answer it is completely up to them. Time for Julita Wjcik





In the process she uncovers a new, yet altogether familiar, aesthetic and the significance these symbols hold. By marrying stereotypes to real-life issues, she provides an opportunity for society to recognise that there are many modes and alternatives for personal and collective identity. She also challenges the dismissive attitude of the Polish public towards contemporary art forms and the lack of informed debate, such as in the It isn't important, it's only art group exhibition in 2010. She spreads her democratic view of what art should be as far as it can go  hosting art workshops for the public and creating miniature community gardens and dog parks.

Earlier this month, the Israel Museum opened the group exhibition titled Life: A Users Manual. Julita Wjcik is among the artists representing aspects of DIY culture and the role of directions in everyday life. On show is Wjcik's 2004 project View Maker, she becomes the Canaletto of apartment blocks in Gdańsk, transforming the dull grey of Polish social realism to the colourful new reality of capitalism. Once again she is both the artist and the model, however the video presents an unnerving aspect of this otherwise happy-go-lucky practice. There is a man in the background commanding her every stroke, a man whose tone seems to accept no form of insubordination. The exhibition is on show at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem until 1 February  2012.

The artist's latest project-in-progress is a series of drawing workshops. Rather than host a traditional easel-and-paper workshop, she goes a great deal further. Taking Katowices coal-mining traditions as her cue, her workshops in this city encourage participants to use shovels, brooms and wheelbarrows as their tools. Her medium of choice is still charcoal  ten tons of it  which will be heaped upon a concrete slab to ultimately create a collective, grand-scale charcoal drawing.

QUOTES:
Lace patterns, stitches, crochets, embroidery are the code for the initiated  a secret set of instructions on how to occupy your hands and free the mind from dangerous thoughts. Sets of lace napkins, embroidered pillows and tablecloths are the private collections of everyday images for any arts and crafts enthusiast. A regular anti-show where art happens every day. A slipper-shod revolution with the television in the background.

I am an average girl and do not feel the need to pose or aspire to be somebody else. Doing my art, I engage in quotidian activities, the same each of us engages in everyday. Naturally, simply, this is the way I am, this is my way.

Help me to peel this mountain of potatoes! Help me to swipe the floors! Knit with me! Help me to paint this landscape! Help me to be myself and help yourself to be yourself too!

KEYWORDS: performance, video art, society, ordinariness, DIY, stereotypes, female identity

EXTERNAL:
www.galeria-arsenal.pl/wystawy/julita-wojcik.html
www.artmargins.com/index.php/archive/194-transcending-cliches-with-julita-wojcik-
www.artfacts.net/en/artist/julita-wojcik-14535/profile.html

WHY ARE YOU HERE?
In my artistic practice I strongly encourage people to break the barriers between the artist, his work and the viewer. I often create works in collaboration with the public, with various groups, in an organised setting or an entirely incidental way, welcoming those who are present at a happening. I make an effort to shape my activities in such a way that they are not aggressive and do not impose any particular roles on participants who are engaged in a project. On the contrary, my activities are mere propositions, which develop their range thanks to the way viewers react to them. Every person is different and this wide scope of interpretation is what I find most striking.



Poets Can Be Independent

Magda Chołyst

MAGDA CHOŁYST talks to ŁUKASZ BARCZYK

MAGDA CHOŁYST: Your latest film, Italiani, came out in theatres two weeks ago. Have you read the reviews?

ŁUKASZ BARCZYK: I have.

Theres no doubt about the fact that youve made an exceptionally original film in formal terms. But the jurys still out on whether theres any content behind the images.

Ninety nine percent of all films grab the audience by the face. Filmmakers keep pulling tricks in a constant effort to impress viewers and keep them in front of the screen. When your film requires a certain level of cooperation on the part of the viewer, theres always the risk that the viewer simply wont collaborate. This can happen for a number of reasons. They might not like the aesthetics of the film, their sensibilities could be different, or they just might not be in the mood. Film is something that occurs where the screen and the audience come together. As a filmmaker, you always run the risk of experiencing interference on that plane, but thats the entire point of making movies  otherwise, everything would be predictable. When I was making Italiani, I thought it would be fascinating to shoot a movie that wouldnt guide the audience, one that wouldnt impose any emotion or interpretation. But if the viewer refuses to cooperate, then the interaction vanishes and all thats left are empty images.

Is form even a topic of discussion in Poland?

No one talks about form at all. Our discussions revolve around scripts, around the stories that filmmakers want to tell. And of course, we talk about Poland and Polish reality. Meanwhile, film is language, form, and style. When I watch French, American, or Asian movies, I get the impression that theyre not too preoccupied with reporting on the state of reality. Theyre more focused on reporting on what goes on inside us. Directors such as Kim Ki-duk and Gaspar No dont shy away from extravagance and taking formal risks. They dont strive to describe reality. Does Gaspar No make films about France? If a movie of his features a rape scene in a pedestrian underpass in Paris, does that mean hes telling us about France? Or take Enter the Void: if the events take place in Tokyo, does that mean the movie is about Japan? These arent films about the real world, nor are they about France or Japan. We dont just live in Poland anymore. Its time we abandoned the notion that we have any obligation towards Poland. Our obligation is to make good films. Until something changes here, filmmakers are going to continue to believe that theyre expected to tackle issues that involve describing reality. Then viewers will watch these movies and get stuck at the level of the screenplay, thinking to themselves whether the film was a faithful rendition of reality. This leads to a vicious cycle. Of course, I dont mean to say that Im the only one doing things differently  that would be ridiculous. People make movies however they can and however they feel they should.

Does it annoy you that the Polish Film Institute continues to support historical films?

Thats just cultural politics, and politics always freaks me out.

How would you suggest we discuss form in film?

If people want to talk about a film, it means that theyve somehow been moved, touched, pissed off, or offended by it. Emotions are a prerequisite for any discussion at all. But if were going to talk about film, Id rather we use our intellect and start calling a spade a spade. I want us to stop discussing what films talk about and start discussing what films are. How they use sound to tell a story, what happens in the images, what goes on in the editing, what the shots were like, how the scenes and sequences were staged. I dont want to listen to all that sappy drivel about how a movie is all about people being lonely and needing love.

Before we talk about form in Italiani, I have to ask: how did all of you end up in a Tuscan villa?

Karina Kleszczewska, my wife and camerawoman, was exhausted after shooting footage for the film Tea in Slovenia. We decided to drive down to the south of Italy. As we were crossing the Italian border, I called up an old friend of mine, Jacek Poniedziałek, just to find out what he was up to. It turned out that he was in Tuscany, along with Małgorzata Szczęśniak and Krzysztof Warlikowski. As luck would have it, they ended up in a villa in Montebamboli. Since it was the day before Jaceks birthday, we decided to join them.
As we were exploring the area one night, I saw Małgorzata, Karina, Jacek, and Krzysiek standing next to each other, and I thought to myself: Were going to make a movie here. Krzysztof and I started working on a script and getting people on board. Renate Jett came over from Switzerland. Margherita di Rauso cut her Greek vacation short just so she could join us. Thomas Schweiberer happened to be in a nearby Italian Buddhist monastery at the time. Meanwhile, we were busy piecing together the equipment, which arrived, along with Karinas assistant, in a truck, just two weeks from the moment we decided we were going to make a film. And thats how we all ended up on location.

What was the artistic process like, from the visual standpoint?

Just the usual, but in fast-forward. Once the screenplay is ready, Karina and I sit down and come up with images that would be the equivalent of what we were trying to get across. We do a shooting script, a storyboard, and design all the details of the film. We vet everything on set, but we usually stay with most of our ideas. With Italiani, the shooting script was put together pretty quickly and was very simple. We decided that the space and the people we had there were so strong that we needed to find simple, credible techniques like the ones used in old movies, where the staging only got you so far. We didnt use any dollies or jibs, because we didnt have the equipment. We just had to make do with a very rudimentary kit.

You and Karina form a director-camerawoman duo. How does that work out for you?

Both of us are hard to work with, but vision isnt what we argue about. We strive to achieve a certain result, and when it doesnt work out, we get tense and start arguing. We argue a lot. But we usually know what were looking for, and we both know when we get it. Then we go on to production, and have a lot of fun doing it.

As your wife, is Karina better able to convince you to agree to things that she can later do as your camerawoman?

Our professional relationship goes back further than our personal relationship. Weve been together for five years, and we shot our first movie together 15 years ago, so weve had time to find some stability in our professional relationship. Besides, our artistic exploration isnt driven by the need to have fun or experiment. The story we have to tell is the sine qua non of making a film. The form is intended to be an internally cohesive medium for that content. Even if we a find an interesting technique, well give up on it and keep on looking if it doesnt rhyme with the language of the film. Despite its references to a huge number of languages and genres, Italiani is internally cohesive.

How does the director Krzysztof Warlikowski fare as an actor?

Krzysztof is the perfect actor. The perfect actor is someone with the ability to behave intelligently and authentically even in the most difficult situations. They have to be interesting people, regardless of how you look at them, because a persons appearance, their physicality, is really all thats left of them on screen. Krzysztof is an exceptionally intuitive actor. Hes an interesting and experienced director, and a wise, beautiful person. Working with him was an explosion of sorts, an initiation into a different reality that I hadnt been to before. It was a very inspiring experience.

Were there any moments when you disagreed?

No. Well, maybe two. Our collaboration was based on enormous trust, so those two incidents arent even worth mentioning, especially since were both happy with the results.

Both of you had already worked on Shakespeare productions. Who came up with the idea of developing the theme of the Oedipus complex in Italiani?

It was an obvious choice to us. Having worked on Hamlet, we knew what was left to be done. But Italiani is not Shakespeare. Im saddened by the reviews that say Ive pauperized Hamlet. Theres not a word about Shakespeare in my film, and my protagonist is named Bruno. I simply employed a motif, a theme, the same one Shakespeare used to construct his own play. Everyone falls into this trap. Interpreting Bruno as Hamlet helps people find their ground in the story, it gives them a sense of security and helps them decode the events on screen. But Bruno, who lives in the 30s, is an educated man and has probably read Hamlet. And thats precisely where the strength of the film lies, in that the protagonist recognises his own myth. He takes part in the spectacle that life has forced him into, but he refuses to co-participate. He refuses to be Hamlet, in a sense, while at once being him.

You once said that one cannot improvise film, nor can it be born out of discussion. But with Italiani, there was quite a bit of room for improvisation as well as discussion.

This film wasnt improvised. When Krzysztof and I decided that we were going to co-author the screenplay, which took two weeks, then its only natural that we were in a constant creative state, talking and agreeing on what we were going to do next. Whenever we had differences in terms of concept, we would do both versions, and I would make the final call in editing, as the director. But such situations were the exception. When I have a screenplay that Ive been working on for two years, theres nothing to talk about, I just have to make the film.

Yet when I imagine you in that Tuscan villa, discussing the best way to shoot a three minute scene for four hours, I get the impression that the movie was made in a creative laboratory, rather than a restrictive film set.

We were very open to the situations we encountered. Our freedom resulted 
from a lack of expectations. We didnt know whether we would ever finish the film. We wanted to make it as best as we could in the conditions at hand. Our Tuscan adventure was an intellectual and spiritual meeting of sorts, one that we found to be a valuable experience in itself. But we also had a specific plan to fulfill. We had a script and we demanded a certain discipline of ourselves. We knew what we were going to do every day and how much time we had to do it.

Production took you a total of four and a half years.

Time was another cost that we had to bear in order to see the project to the end. What was that time? It was my own work, work usually done by a team of ten people. It was my life, the cost I paid to remain independent of state funding.

Italiani is your second solo production. The Błyskawica Film Company was founded during the making of your previous film. What was the story behind that?

The screenplay to Unmoved Mover was troublesome because of how it portrayed the subject. The story of a rape without an unambiguous indication of the perpetrator and victim was unacceptable. Stories about the dark side of human nature have no place in Poland. And when they do, its always a zero-sum game. People are always either good or bad, and rarely is it pointed out that the cause of the problem lies elsewhere, that the balance is different. Aside from the controversy over the subject, there was also the issue that no one knew just what form I would give the film. I didnt get funding, so I produced it myself, and everyone who worked with me invested their time and energy in return for an unknown reward. I managed to receive funding from the Polish Film Institute later on, in post-production, but Unmoved Mover was a risk we all took.

Is your professional life easier now that you have your own company?

I would say its become more difficult. Launching Błyskawica wasnt a question of choice, it was more an act of desperation. Making films out of your own pocket isnt convenient, its a necessity. I dont want to complain, Id rather just make movies. But I wont say that my situation is perfect. Im no Hearst. Everything Ive been earning, I invest in film. Thats no cause for celebration. Id rather have a producer whom I could pay to take care of me. The way things are now, I have to take care of myself.

But at the same time, you can afford to be independent.

Theres no such thing as independence in the film industry. Directors are dependent on everything: an actors mood, the weather, the money. Theres no such thing as independence in this profession. Poets can be independent. My job comes down to being dependent all the time and knowing how to balance all these dependencies while still remaining myself. If I have any semblance of freedom, its thanks to the great number of people who want to help me out and do something outside the system.

Didnt it make you feel independent when you refused to submit Unmoved Mover to the Gdynia Festival, as an act of defiance?

There are certain advantages to making your own films. I dont have to consult whats going on in my films with anyone. In that sense, it does give me comfort and independence. I dont have to worry about whether someone will let me do something or not. I still hope Ill be able to work on my next film in better conditions.

Youve mentioned a project youve been working on with Kadr Studio, Soyer. Can you reveal any details?

Life has taught me not to talk about movies until Im actually on set. Movies are made when theyre made, not when youre still thinking about them and planning. Its an unwritten rule.

Never mind then. Thank you for the interview, and good luck on your next movie.

translated by Arthur Barys




Death in Wrocław

Paweł Soszyński

Grotowski  Flaszen, dir. Małgorzata Dziewulska. National Audiovisual Institute, 2010.

Theres a scene in Małgorzata Dziewulskas documentary 
Grotowski  Flaszen in which Flaszen, wearing a ribbon hat, a jacket, and creased trousers, strolls along the bridges that stretch across the canals of Wrocław, like Aschenbach in Viscontis Death in Venice. He describes a humid, foggy Wrocław, not unlike Thomas Manns Venice.





Grotowski  Flaszen

The National Audiovisual Institute has completed the production of the film Grotowski  Flaszen, a cinematic story about the 20th century reformist of the theatre, Jerzy Grotowski. The film features Ludwik Flaszen, the co-creator of the Laboratory Theatre. By describing their friendship and common interests, the film tells the personal story of an exceptional phenomenon, interspersing interviews with footage of theatre productions, television programs, documentary films, and rare photographs. By presenting episodes from the history of Wrocław, the film poses questions on the relationship between public events and the phenomenon of the Laboratory. The film was produced by the National Audiovisual Institute. 
The movie is an essay documentary, says essayist and theatre director Małgorzata Dziewulska, for whom Grotowski  Flaszen is a debut film. It contains a minimum of historical explanation and is more of a reflection on the power of Grotowskis philosophy and what it means to us today. I wanted to touch upon a great mystery without judgment or generalisation.





Death, passing, and forgetting  inextricably linked with a lack of understanding  all appear in the films somewhat importunate opening scene, where the clockwork in a church spire, like the machinery in a film projector, measures out the time during a historic recording of The Constant Prince, presented here in its silent version, with no soundtrack. Dziewulska composes her film out of afterimages, shreds of discourse, tropes, legends and conjectures, and speculation cut short in the most electrifying, unorthodox moments. Hardly anyone talks about Grotowski in such a manner, and hardly anyone can. The reception of his work has thus far consisted of reconstructions of his thoughts and synopses of his plays. Assuming a thoroughly opposite approach, Dziewulska multiplies inconsistencies, tracks fissures, and explores the variety of ways in which we talk about Grotowski.

Grotowski is presented as a theatre director with close ties to the body, the concrete, and structure, but also as a devotee of the esoteric, an aspiring mage (Who wouldnt want to be a Mage? Flaszen asks). His is the theatre that longs for contact with people and yet abhors crowds, a theatre reserved for a select audience (an elite venture, as Flaszen describes it). Esoterica, magic, elitism  these words have been deprecated and deconstructed in every possible manner in contemporary theatre. The question about the communicativeness of the Laboratory Theatre is presented in the documentary as a multi-layered issue, one that finds refinement, if only in the intellectual sense, as Dziewulskas images lose themselves in their intrusiveness and stagedness (such as the aforementioned clock, and one scene where Flaszen is interviewed over a videoconferencing setup); the question of communicativeness also applies to the most fundamental quality of the theatrical medium: its fleetingness, its incidental nature, the fatal disease inherent in the medium (which is why the theatre revels in the subject of death).

Grotowski has left us his archives, and what is left of his theatre are more or less apt descriptions of his plays and technically imperfect film recordings, as well as a handful of pictures. Were inundated with dead human voices, voices coming from speakers. This diagnosis of the contemporary audiovisual world, expressed by Flaszen and intended as a contrasting image to the participatory, active, and live theatre of Grotowski, also describes the heritage of the Laboratory Theatre (precisely the paradox emphasized by Dziewulska). When Flaszen talks about the Great Dialog of International Theatre (his capitals) that went on between him and Grotowski at a train station bar, he is also talking about the dialog of dead voices. To us, these voices are dead; they are like the murmurs collected by spiritists in empty rooms and long-abandoned homes.





Grotowski continues to haunt us  quite literally, in the case of this film. His spirit protests the shooting of the documentary, interfering with the cameras, and attempting to drown out Flaszens story by possessing an electric drill (why not?). Its an obvious reference to the theatrical legend about the curse of Grotowski that falls upon all who disobey him, and Dziewulskas document would certainly not be approved of by Grotowski, at least the Grotowski that has been captured and imprisoned, like a genie, in the canonical discourse. The truth, as I see it in this film, is that the famed Acropolis Hall at Wrocławs Market Square and the Grotowski Institute founded in this hallowed hall is nothing more than a religious souvenir stand. Whats worse is that these souvenirs are theoretical and intellectual.

In the final scene of the documentary, we see Flaszen as he watches The Constant Prince projected onto an enormous outdoor screen in Wrocławs Market Square, a few dozen meters from the former location of the theatre. He doesnt hide his indignation, and hes probably not the only one. I find the view just as sad. But after a moment of sadness there comes reason. This elite theatre, Dziewulska seems to be telling us, will either be interpreted through contemporary discourses, or (and Im afraid this is the case) it will die, sighing to the ghost of Tadzio, in whom Aschenbach saw the poets annunciation of the birth of the gods, a view shared by the interpreters of Grotowski.

translated by Arthur Barys



It’s Not About Guilt

Joanna Szczęsna

JOANNA SZCZĘSNA talks to IRENA GRUDZIŃSKA-GROSS, coauthor of the book Golden Harvest.

JOANNA SZCZĘSNA: Your Golden Harvest coincided almost perfectly with the publication of two other books, by Barbara Engelking and Jan Grabowski, that discuss the same topic: the third phase of the Holocaust, when Jews who had managed to escape ghettos and shipments to death camps sought refuge in the Polish countryside, usually in vain. I get the impression that these titles somehow paved the way for your book, making the facts you present much harder to question.

IRENA GRUDZIŃSKA-GROSS: Its true, the facts remain pretty much unquestioned. Nevertheless, the issues we write about are so painful that theyre hard to accept, and thus people automatically search for some way to deny them, to push them away, to keep them out of their consciousness  and I dont just mean people of ill will.

Does that come as a surprise? The very cruelty of the facts is shocking, and you cant blame people for wanting to somehow save their faith in humanity.

Im not in the least bit surprised. I had a similar attitude myself for quite a while, even while writing the book, as I kept forgetting what I was writing about. So I understand how readers might feel defensive.

Then theres the issue of how we write about history. Jan and I asked ourselves whether it was possible to do justice to the subject by writing in a cool, detached manner, turning our gaze away from the blood. And the conclusion we came to was: no, we could not. But please keep in mind that we describe these crimes through quotes, descriptions, and testimonies from eyewitnesses. Theyre not our own words.

It would seem that in light of the enormity and cruelty of the murders, the fact that the victims were also robbed shouldnt be of as great importance. And yet it is, at least in your book, as the title and contents show us.

Jan has already written about Jewish assets, part of Fear was devoted to the issue, and his article for Tygodnik Powszechny, Mrs. Marxs Pillow, discussed the subject as well. The problem is a very interesting one. From the very start of the war, the Nazis encouraged the plunder of Jewish property as a way of building a cooperative attitude among the populace all throughout Europe  not just occupied Europe, but also among German allies such as Hungary and Romania.



Irena Grudzińska-Gross

Irena Grudzińska-Gross is an essayist and scholar specialising in European intellectual history and literature. Forced to leave the University of Warsaw during the events of 1968, she continued her studies in romance literature in Italy and the US. She earned her PhD at Columbia University in New York. She has written numerous books, essays, reviews, and articles for such publications as: Aneks, Res Publica, The New Yorker, Slavic Review, La Fiera Letteraria, Polish Review, and Gazeta Wyborcza. She teaches at New York University. Having served as Program Officer of the Central and Eastern European programme at the Ford Foundation from 1998 to 2003, she went on to head the Institute for Human Sciences at Boston University from 2003 to 2008. Since then, she has been an Associate Research Scholar at the Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures, Princeton University, and has served as a Visiting Professor at the Polish Academy of Sciences Institute of Slavic Studies. In 2007 Irena Grudzińska-Gross published the book Joseph Brodsky, Czesław Miłosz, and the Fellowship of Poets. Together with Jan T. Gross, she published Golden Harvest: Reflections on Events at the Periphery of the Holocaust in March 2011. 
She is a contributor to Biweekly.pl and Dwutygodnik.com.





Did Polish peasants get rich from the plundering?

Polish villages changed completely. Jews, who had previously been a class of traders, were eliminated and their place was taken over by Poles, who regarded it as a step up on the social ladder. The same was true of towns and cities. This gave rise to the middle class that continues to fulfill the role played by ethnic minorities before the war.
But in all honesty, the Jewish property that was plundered during these events, from small things like trousers and shoes to more valuable objects, didnt make the murderers rich. Some actually consider this to be evidence that the plunder never took place. They go to Treblinka and see how poor the local villages are, and they say They cant possibly have dug up any gold. Look how poor they are. Yet its a well documented fact that people dug up valuables in Treblinka, and that the local peasants walked around selling watches out of baskets, like eggs.
Antisemitic propaganda  and the Germans themselves  instilled among the people an image of Jews as bloodsuckers who had grown wealthy on the misfortune of others, parasites who could be robbed with impunity. After all, they were only stealing what was already stolen. This antisemitic clich is exploited to this day: one of the arguments against our book is that the issue of Jewish assets shouldnt be discussed, lest the Jews show up and demand their property back. Its not like the peasants didnt know that they werent supposed to murder people. They knew. Just like they knew they were taking the property of others. People are quickly demoralised by easy loot. Ive heard many times a story about people descending into alcoholism and squandering the wealth they had stolen from the Jews.

When you and Jan made an author appearance at Teatr na Woli in Warsaw, the discussion focused on the question of social norms and practices, and whether these terms could be used in relation to the crimes. I find that while these words dont provoke any feeling of protest in me, I would say shamelessness is a more apt term.

Its true, these murders were not clandestine, and in fact happened openly, even publicly. People felt no shame about what they were doing.

Although I cant imagine that anyone would boast about having Jewish property.

But thats exactly what happened. As far as I remember, in Jedwabne the most prized loot would be brought to the parish priest. So it wasnt as if they were hiding what they were doing. They knew who was wearing Jewish clothing. It was of much better quality than what these poor people were used to, and quite often they would actually wear the clothing to church.

It started with Neighbors, then there was Fear, and now we have Golden Harvest. Each subsequent volume in this trilogy unveils yet another hard-to-accept truth.

The publication of Neighbors was the greatest step forward, as it broke a fundamental taboo by saying Germans werent the only ones who murdered Jews during the war  Polish citizens also had blood on their hands. No one had ever talked about that publicly.

Yet this knowledge has been there all along, for example in testimonies given at the Jewish Historical Institute (the Emanuel Ringelblum Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw  ed.) and in memoirs. Its just that personal memories havent been translated into public memory.

Yes, thats interesting. People may have heard of individual cases where Poles murdered Jews in hiding, but theres no conclusion to be drawn from it, no generalisation.

Theres a concept in physics known as critical mass. Once critical mass is reached, a chain reaction is started. Thats precisely what happened when the story of Jedwabne finally became a matter of public awareness.

Jedwabne was an example of a mass pogrom without German participation, although it was the Germans, of course, who incited the events. I clearly remember the time I first read a testimony by Szmul Wasersztajn (given to the JHI regarding the murder of Jews in Jedwabne  ed.). I said to Jan, Hes not a witness, hes a madman.

Apparently Gross wanted to include Wasersztajns testimony in an earlier book, Nightmarish Decade?

True, but I discouraged it. I read the description of what had happened in that barn in Jedwabne, and I couldnt believe it, I didnt understand what I was reading. I said to Janek, This isnt a historical document, this man couldnt have known all of this, this doesnt sound credible. And yet Szmulas testimony was true. That inspired Jan to write Neighbors.

It still happens that I dont understand certain things. Let me give you an example. Theres a poem by Czesław Miłosz which Ive read I dont know how many times, a dozen, tens of times, maybe more. Its called A Poor Christian Looks at the Ghetto. Ive always interpreted it metaphorically as a poem about the ghetto, about the period following its destruction, when nature did its thing, if youll pardon the expression. Thats actually how it starts, with bees and ants. But when I read it a few days ago, I suddenly realised that the first verse simply describes looting.

Hold on, let me find the poem:
Bees build around red liver,
Ants build around black bone.
It has begun: the tearing, the trampling on silks,
It has begun: the breaking of glass, wood, copper, nickel, silver, foam
Of gypsum, iron sheets, violin strings, trumpets, leaves, balls, crystals ()

I had never taken the poem literally. And yet thats literally what its about. I recently talked to Jacek Leociak about it and he said, Its all been written, its all in the literature. Hes right, its all in the literature, but that doesnt mean that we understand what were reading. Its all a question of reading, understanding, and assimilating.

Not everyones ready for it yet. Even if they dont deny the facts, they try to neutralise them and convince themselves that it was the doing of a depraved minority. Or they attempt to rationalise it by pointing out the demoralisation brought on by the war, or the cruelty of peasant culture, etc.

You, I, we are the first generation to have grown up in a completely monotheistic and mono-confessional Poland, in a society convinced that Poland reached a crowning moment in its history, a strong, homogeneous country in its right borders. That was one of the reasons why we couldnt understand what actually happened here under Nazi occupation. The lack of ethnic minorities was something we found completely normal. If thats your assumption, if youre willing to accept Poland in such an abnormal state  keep in mind that Poland had never previously been an ethnically homogeneous country  then there are a number of facts that you will fail to comprehend. As a nation, were satisfied with how it all worked out. How are we even supposed to consider the balance of grievances? Were simply unable to accept that Poland, in its current state, is the result of the incredible brutality of war, crimes, and the expulsion of entire groups of people; a state that came at the cost of a horrible amount of victims, among them Polish Jews.

We were the victims, it was we who paid the terrible price, and so we deny anything that might undermine that.

The Germans introduced an identical system in every occupied country, the same system used in concentration camps: the prisoners were to guard each other, with the weak guarding the weaker. Its true that those Polish peasants and townspeople were victims, but as far as victims went, they were at the top of the hierarchy. So they guarded the weaker victims, not because they had nothing better to do, but because there was pressure to do so. Some of them went about their duties enthusiastically, sparing no cruelty.

Golden Harvest and Jans earlier books can be regarded as a counterpoint to the popular narrative about the Righteous. It is said that Poles risked their lives to save Jews. Thats true, but the greatest threat faced by these Righteous Poles were their own neighbors. The books we mentioned earlier, along with other sources, show that the Righteous were few and lived in constant danger.

But there were more than a few: there are a few thousand Polish trees at Yad Vashem.

Im not saying that their absolute number was small, there simply werent many of them compared to the number of vigilant neighbors. Id like to add that the ones who stood the best chance of surviving were the ones who paid nothing for being hidden, but they were a tiny minority.
Ive read hundreds of memoirs written by Survivors of the Shoah. And then one day, while reading yet another memoir, it suddenly struck me: I understood which group, in terms of profession, made the greatest contributions to saving the lives of Jews. They were the maids, nannies, governesses, cooks, and household help, the people who had grown close to the families of their employers, whose children they had grown to love.
I know, theres already someone writing a doctoral dissertation on the subject. Women generally played a greater role than men when it came to saving Jews.

Among the different objections to Golden Harvest

Those attacks are red herrings, theyre incidental and focus on issues that are secondary to the actual content of our book.

One grievance is that you compare peasants who murdered Jews for a pair of shoes, some pots, or bedsheets, to Swiss bankers who grew filthy rich on the Holocaust by taking over all the dead bank accounts left unclaimed by heirs, or by rejecting the claims of these heirs.

Thats actually pretty interesting. Were usually accused of leaving out the context  after all, people would turn in Jews in other countries as well. But when we write about other countries, people still arent satisfied. Were criticized for humiliating barefoot, hungry Polish peasants by comparing them to people who were much worse, people who ate caviar with golden tableware in the peace of their own offices while this was happening.
Damned if you do, damned if you dont. But as I said, thats just one of the strategies people employ to protect themselves from this knowledge. Anyway, its a marginal issue. What good does it do to compare ourselves  or not compare ourselves  to other nations? Is that supposed to console us? Its just human nature. It was going on all over Europe. What kind of consolation is that?

You came to Poland for two weeks to promote Golden Harvest. You had author appearances and interviews with the press, radio, and television. Did you have any notable experiences?

To me, the most precious moments were when I would be talking to someone, and I would see their personal path towards accepting the truth. I talked to people who, since their childhood, had felt that there was some sort of mystery in their village, and who now realized what this mystery was. There were poor families where the grandmother had a single golden earring. I was told a number of different family stories that at first seemed incomprehensible, but later fit together into a cohesive whole.

Theres one more thing that I found very important, but which I still dont quite know how to interpret. To my surprise, it turned out that readers assume that our book demands an act of some sort: an apology, a confession, retribution. Thats not the case. When writing this book, I didnt think  we didnt think  that the public debate here in Poland would take place in religious terms, that it would be a Catholic debate. People mention guilt, even if they deny what weve written. That couldnt be further from the intentions we had when writing this book. It wasnt about provoking guilt in anyone, about making anyone atone for what happened. The idea was for people to accept the fact that a crime had been committed.

As a caution and reminder?

Those of us born after the war had no part in the crimes, and we are not the ones to blame. The point is for us to comprehend what happened. Perhaps the reason people keep refusing to accepts these facts is that they take all of it personally, as a kind of accusation?

Dont you think that Poland is nevertheless exceptional for having faced these horrible facts?

Definitely. No other country has had the kind of debate weve seen in Poland. A few things have been published here and there in Western Europe, but theres been nothing but silence east of Germany. Yet we know that Lithuania, Latvia, and Ukraine saw events perpetrated by the local populace that were no less cruel and terrifying. Perhaps even more so.

translated by Arthur Barys





To All The Translators

John Biweekly

When I lived in Nepal, I quickly ran out of books to read in Polish. It might have had something to do with the fact that I had only brought one with me. An acquaintance whom I had befriended in situ recommended an English bookstore in Kathmandu, and that was all I needed. They were well stocked with everything from Kurt Vonnegut to Kafka, and I devoured their tasty volumes one after another. Yet after a while, a certain dissatisfaction became apparent, and I began to long for Polish literature. Having no access to the language, I asked the owner of the store whether he had any Polish authors. Once again, he did not let me down. He sold me a paperback copy of The Street of Crocodiles by Bruno Schulz, published by Penguin Books in 1987. Yellowed pages. Slightly dog-eared. Edited by Philip Roth. Incidentally, the series was called Writers from the Other Europe, a title that strikes me as rather strange now that Ive read James Hopkins column in the current issue.

I had already read The Street of Crocodiles back in my teenage year. It was obligatory reading in elementary school, if I remember correctly. Celina Wieniewska, the translator of the book, managed to transform one language into another without the ambience going astray. The boyhood of Bruno Schulz, a merger of the real with the imaginary, was just as enthralling as in it had been in my school days.

The kitchen window was open onto the black night, saturated with dreams and complications, reads one of many enchanting sentences I have underlined with my pencil.

To all the translators, who give access to beauty.
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