Can the 20th Century

Be Saved?

The canon is one of the reasons for rebelling against the identity which has been imposed on us by our family, school, state, church or even devil.
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A

s is generally known, the previous century was a devil's invention. Once he claimed to be a saviour freeing us from pains as old as the hills, from injustice, from inequality and destitution, some other time he came across as an architect of the new order that  was free from imperfection and inferiority, then he sang the glory of pleasures available to all. He was the dark side of progress, a monstrous result of the dream about the brave new world, a pedantic executor of good intentions, victorious nothingness.

Literature has often served the devil, but it has more often resisted him, sometimes as the only one. We owe it to literature that we have been able to see him at all. Does this suffice, however, for it to be saved? Saved, that is, to be remembered, to be read? And who should actually be saving it: a historian of literature or a common reader who for reasons known only to himself reads Bolesław Leśmian,a poet, or  Gustaw Herling-Grudziński, a writer and essayist? Or should one reverse the question and ask whether literature of the 20th century can save us once more?

How did literature save us and why?

Literature obsessively spoke about its vocation to save, either worrying about diminishing faith in the feasibility of its vocation, or enjoying the freedom of being nothing but itself. Perhaps the 20th century consisted precisely in the clash between the awareness of the aesthetic and the awareness of some unlimited obligations towards reality and history. Perhaps the trouble with the literature of that century is associated with a feeling that a choice between the centrifugal and centripetal tendencies in literature was not only possible but was, in fact, of fundamental nature. In other words: it may consist in the feeling that literature exerts an influence on the world predominantly when it denies itself to some extent.


Should it then turn out that we were liberated from all kinds of atrocities by humble and humane literature, humane in the sense Czesław Miłosz meant in his essay on inhumanity of literature, thus liberated by literature that denies some of its potential in the name of leaving the truth unconcealed or at least denies its rhetorical cunning, literature that uses its beauty as a tool for reaching those readers who do not seek in it beauty but confirmation of unarticulated moral feelings or an insufficiently secure world-view in the sphere – that something – which they regard as high and independent?


The first encounter with truly political literature was a powerful experience for my generation. It was in the 80's, Poland was full of emigration publications, books describing our common experience were also brought out in underground presses. We read Stefan Kisielewski, who analysed mechanisms of the communist regime in novels published under the nickname of  Tomasz Staliński. We read Kazimierz Orłoś's accounts from provincial regions of the country, and Marek Nowakowski's reports on the martial law, Józef Kuśmierek's reports on the condition of Polish countryside, and reports of the president of the Polish Writer's Association (Kadencja by Jan Józef Szczepański). Nierzeczywistość (A Question of Reality) by Kazimierz Brandys as well as  Tadeusz Konwicki's Kompleks polski (The Polish Complex) and Mała apokalipsa (A Minor Apocalypse) appeared even more interesting as analyses of the state of the Polish soul. Absolutely astounding were books that set straight the record of the past, such as Herling-Grudziński's Inny świat (A World Apart), Józef Mackiewicz's prose works and  memoirs of Józef Czapski, Beata Obertyńska, Julian Stryjkowski and Aleksander Wat. Equally important were essays exposing the true face of the political system (written by Adam Michnik, Jakub Karpiński, Russian dissidents and some Western intellectuals) and subverting its roots (by Leszek Kołakowski, and Aleksander Sołżenicyn). Lev Shestov, Karl Popper and Friedrich von Hayek provided us with weapon against Marxism.  We spoke New Wave language – at t work, and Zbigniew Herbert's idiolect – in pensive moments. 

This brief overview of the literature of the subject is sufficient to understand that there was helplessness at the very core of our strength, and that our salvation was rather apparent. This was precisely due to our close relationship with the devil that we fought, as well as our particularly strong attachment to binary schemata.

 The helplessness we created by trying to build up strength with our reading stemmed from the fact that we were reading „against”, often simplifying and reducing texts to our needs, changing them into tools of exposing the maleficent regime. That rhetorical siege of evil in which literature participated was necessary. It is hard to imagine that it could have been different at that time. But that situation had one fundamental weakness to it: it did not shorten the devil's existence, but only encouraged the bastard to disguise himself cleverly again. Oh, yes, we know already that:

the devil's choice

consists in the unequivocal “either-or” that wipes out all shades and subtleties, and in such thinking that delights in vulgar dichotomies and always strives to revive handy binary oppositions.


In this sense the devil is alive and kicking. Despite all kinds of persuasions we are fed with (and with which we feed others), it is not reflection that begins with the question: “What is the state of affairs?”, but, rather and without doubt, it is a polemical baseball bat that swishes to and fro is mostly in use.


This basic political idea: to object with heavy words (to Germans, Russians, Europe, liberals, freaks, communists, spies, the frustrated, cynics, fascists, clergy, gays) is being transposed onto other spheres of life, including literature. Spinning dichotomies have not brought us more freedom, but rather brought about disintegration of those few bonds that we had previously inherited from the past. Consequently, critical thinking, that is an ability to consider various options, has been ruined; instead, aggression and alienation triumphs. Hardly anybody values democracy, and ochlocracy, i.e. the rule of anonymous rabble, is spreading.


A conclusion is simple: in such a situation literature should be politically involved.


Should it really? Politically engaged literature adds new dichotomies to the already existing ones, supporting destructive powers of the devil. However, if we describe some books: by Dorota Masłowska, Zbigniew Kruszyński, Magdalena Tulli, Jerzy Pilch, as those that tear off masks from the face of contemporaneity, we do not call them “politically involved literature”. If in some poems by Marta Podgórnik, Edward Pasewicz, and Bohdan Zadura we notice symptoms of involvement with the surrounding world, we are not prone to value them only because of that.


We value them for the same qualities we value in the poetry of, say, Marcin Świetlicki and Andrzej Sosnowski: for making life difficult for the devil. It is not so important what their poems speak about, but how they do this. Thanks to this “how” poets force the readers to get involved in reflection, also over one's own reflection. And it is only at this point that literature avoids and exorcises the devil.

Why a canon and what canon?

Let us return to the 20th century. It is still being interpreted, which means, in my opinion, that we have not grown out of it yet, that it still vexes us and that it still can be of use. How? By reviving the canon? What canon? A polyvalent one, from which people can extract values truly relevant to them.


The canon has been a hot issue in the first decade of the 21st century, discussed in the press and at serious academic conferences (Szczecin 2004). The ubiquitous question has been how to find a way to counteract an inevitable, yet false, even devilish, opposition between the canon and freedom.


The canon is a pathway to a community using the same symbolic language. When we familiarise ourselves with books that form this grand code, as well as paintings, architecture, and history, this is as if we were entering an alien world and slowly changing in into a home. But the canon is sometimes one of the reasons to rebel against the identity which has been imposed on us by our family, school, state, church or even the devil. 


Access and excess – the two poles and a tension between them is a natural condition of tradition. Forming a canon must take these forces into account since it is itself a ritual gesture, confirming the role of signs that we have inherited from our ancestors, as well as a symptom of irreverent subversion towards judgements of the past, both strengthening and weakening bonds, but first and foremost, a simulated activity.

This stems from several different, sometimes even contradictory sources. This results from the fact that we behave like people who want to vote the direction of climate changes: we do not appreciate dynamics of processes independent from us. But don't we delude ourselves by believing that we voice our own opinions, and not those of the media, politics or some ideological industry? Is not an attempt at reevaluating the canon an attempt at manipulation? Does this not testify to our helplessness  towards manipulation on the part of the stronger on one hand, and towards particular inertia of tradition on the other?

Helplessness is, in fact, a fortunate condition since it prevents us from the danger that one person or circle of people would successfully impose or reject some kind of writing that has found its place in the collective memory. Let me give an example: Zbigniew Herbert will not be greater than other poets (Białoszewski, Miłosz, Różewicz) only due to the fact that several hundred events devoted to his work took place last year. Teodor Parnicki, though known only to a narrow elite, will remain, precisely due to those few, faithful and inquisitive, readers one of the greatest writers of the 20th century.

So, just as Michał Paweł Markowski in Polska literatura nowoczesna (Modern Polish Literature), I would rather seek critical writings,  indeed, a critical canon. It would be a self-negating paradigm, an authority under suspicion, a movable foundation, and yet, despite all that, a language of shared conversation (Wyspiański's The Wedding), substituting the language of violence with a never-ending pursuit of truth (Witkacy, Gombrowicz) rather than providing truths at will, and serving dispensers of simple and immediate solutions. It would be a rebellion against nothingness and hubris (Różewicz). It would be sensitivity and purity (Baczyński, Wojaczek). It would be painful patriotism (Kaden-Bandrowski). It would be creative imagination (Leśmian, Schulz, Haupt). It would be courage (Borowski). It would be inner freedom (Białoszewski). It would be diligence of reflection (Wat, Miłosz, Parnicki, Lem). It would be intelligence (Szymborska). So, looking from this perspective, the 20th century is not totally helpless and doomed to forgetfulness, and it has not to be cursed with the devilish dichotomies as its dowry.
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