Specified-purpose contract
Commercialisation of the publishing market would be harmless, were it not for the problems with education. After all, what is the use of having masterpieces at one’s fingertips, if one does not know what to do with them?
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many ‘s the time I have signed such a contract. Although so far I have not published a single book, the list of my “opera omnia” to date is impressive – even for me, a person who is forever self-dissatisfied. I browse through piles of paper, untie folders’ ribbons, snap folders’ rubber bands, read successive testimonies to the bonds of the past. I bound myself to handing into specified hands a specified work of a specified shape completed until a specified date. In turn, the one whose hands would receive the work, bound him/herself to paying me, if my work met his/her expectations. If the expectations have not been met, there would be no payment. 

Such a deal seems fair. Someone wants something, someone else can (or thinks s/he can) provide it. Both parties draw up the conditions of the contract, agree on the fee and the deadline. It’s all clear. Verification, pay, perhaps we meet again someday. Simple door-to-door sales of wishes.

During the latest Paszport Polityki (Polityka’s Passport) gala, in January 2009, the award for 2008 in the “literature” category was presented by Katarzyna Janowska. Before she asked Sylwia Chutnik to stand up, she stressed that the award was a little over the top, granted rather out of necessity. What Janowska meant by this, however, was not the winner’s (the author of Kieszonkowy atlas kobiet) lack of experience, but the very low level of literary achievement in Poland and the drought in the area of “the work we all have been waiting for.”


It must be doubtful pleasure to receive an award in the situation when “beggars can’t be choosers,” especially when one has written an important and brave novel. Is there anything to grumble about? Is it really as bad as they say? Or is it the case that it seems that it’s bad, trashy, when one considers not the artistic level but “readership” levels, comparable to the mythical “ratings” in TV? Is the impression that the expectations for “the work” have not been met correct? Or perhaps what one really cares about is hubbub, hullabaloo and fuss ensured by fuss-makers? And if it indeed is as bad as it seems, then whose fault is it? Is it due to talentlessness? Or maybe the policies of publishing houses and publishers, who – who knows? – perhaps don’t like literature at all?


Perhaps publishers are only entrepreneurs who look for measurable profit, and convert every investment into solely material goods. Instead of books they could sell anything, even carrot – if it were bound to bring sufficiently high income. At the end of the day, what is it that is being sold on the market – an artistic piece or a piece of commodity, art directed at a concrete reader or targeting an average “abstract” reader? Which one of them exists? Abstract readers certainly don’t go to bookstores or libraries, don’t buy and don’t read books. It is concrete people that buy and read books. 


They read the books they have heard to be worth it, the books which they think (on the basis of hearsay or read opinion of others) they will like and the books they feel like. They reach for books which will tear them away from reality and entertain them, of for books which will turn them towards reality (or for one of the many types in between). They use literature in order to solve a problem, to forget about a problem, to learn something about themselves, to be moved, to be liked, to think. 


Literature plays various roles – books are used not only to prop up shorter legs of wobbly tables. Perhaps it should give us satisfaction that in the times we live in, thanks to such a rich offer of the publishing market and to sufficiently full wallets, the bookstore makes one’s dreams come true. For what can be found on bookstores’ shelves is a supply of books that, on the one hand, match established patterns and horizons of expectations, and, on the other, overcome those patterns and generate inconvenient questions. 


Commercialisation of the publishing market would be harmless, were it not for the problems with education. A well-organised process of education would allow young readers to develop the competence that would help them make conscious choices while wandering along the alleys between bookshelves. After all, what is the use of having masterpieces at one’s fingertips, if one does not know what to do with them?


 Both good and bad books need to be consumed competently. In order to read well one must elaborate an ability to verify one’s expectations and needs. A conscious reader is more immune to the pitfalls set up by powerful and vigorous marketing systems. 


Going back in time and changing the rules according to which the book market operates are not an option. Instead of publishing information we get promotional materials which help conceive needs without which no one would ever venture among the bookshelves. 

The awareness and the elaborated ability to take in a literary work are like effective vaccines against seasonal illnesses. Thanks to the acquired immunity real readers in real shopping centres will be guided not only by maps but also by their private reading lists. The order of titles on these lists will be dictated by their emotional and intellectual needs. A reader who is not independent will be will-less. Even if s/he purchases some work, will s/he be able to use it?

The wider the offer, the better. Readers have their gumption. And they hunger for literature – if it’s bloody, still throbbing with the clicking of the keyboard and heaving from the hastened breath, then chopped and wrapped by covers – they will buy it, take it home and devour it, whetting their appetite for more. They will buy it if they are rich in the currency of consciousness, in analytical abilities and if they have – money in their accounts, cash in their wallets. The only question is – where does one find these? 


It’s not true that one can’t bring out “real” literature because it won’t sell, because the readers won’t tell that it’s “real.” They will tell it from other kinds of literature, if they find out about e.g. Ewa Berent’s  debut – which is not at all obvious because the small publishing house from Olsztyn, Portret, is not handling the book’s promotion particularly well. Which is a pity because it has been a long time since we last had a novel as good as Rdza (Rust). 


Small is powerful – one could read some time ago in the Tygodnik Powszechny weekly. Instead of complaining that there is nothing to read, one can set up one’s own publishing house and publish whatever one likes. The slogan “We publish whatever we like” is exactly the motto for the small publishing house from Krakow, Karakter. Before you know it, Małgorzata Szczurek, Magdalena Hajduk-Dębowska and Przemysław Dębowski provided Polish readers with a series of beautiful books (the readers should feel free to look at and slowly feel their covers with their fingertips). So far Karakter has published Polish translations of the novels Verre cassé (Broken glass) and African Psycho by Alai​n Mabanckou, Cette aveuglante absence de lumière (This Blinding Absence of Light) by Tahar Ben Jelloun, Children of Heroes by Lyonel Trouillot and Hikon by Yoko Tawada as well as a reissue of Susan Sontag’s On Photography (on the day of release the book sold like hotcakes). The name of the publishing house will be associated with “character,” not only because of the books’ beautiful typeset. Its founders know how to introduce their favourites to make them visible; also, they know how to reach agreement with other publishing houses.  

What deserves particular attention is the co-operation between Karakter and Czarne Publishers. Forming a publishing group with the famous, eminent and by now very strong publishing house from Wołowiec is a praiseworthy example of support and unity in the name of common good – literature and readers. What plays a considerable role here is the intuition of Czarne; after all, it is Czarne that invested their trust and money in Herta Müller. Unfortunately, not every professional literature lover has such qualities (although they should have them). The success (I believe it is not premature to use this word) of Karakter consists mainly in publishing great books, which Karakter itself believes in – and this faith somehow catches on. 

The literary map drawn by Karakter’s titles proves that there are places in the world that the Polish eye had not reached before. However, their exoticism is only superficial – there can be translations, worlds can be translated in such a way that they become closer to us and more comprehensible. Our vision of the world decidedly changes after reading Hikon or This Blinding Absence of Light. Karakter cracks the established order. Movement, change, translation – from one language to another, from one meaning to another. The Polish reader is moved –not only emotionally. Reading Karakter’s books shifts one’s point of view. Who is in the centre? Where is the centre? The illusion of fringes drowning in the dark disperses like smoke. The books rendered into Polish present an understandable world. This is most likely thanks to the excellent translations. Małgorzata Szczurek has been awarded by Literatura na Świecie (World Literature) for her translation of This Blinding Absence of Light. Karakter has the best contributors: Jacek Giszczak, Barbara Słomka, Michał Lipszyc (his translation of the novel Terra Sonâmbula by Mia Couto will come out soon). 

Publishing houses such as Portret can learn to fight for their books. In fact, they must, because it is their duty. Rdza must not vanish. But this is what the novel is threatened with without proper support from the publishers and – yes, critics. Vanishment threatens also Agnieszka Czachor’s debut collection of short stories, Ciśnij piorunem nawet w śmierć (Cast a Thunderbolt Even at Death). The Jagiellonian University Literary-Artistic Project Series (Seria Studium Literacko-Artystycznego UJ) is clearly supposed to fend for itself. And it won’t, although those who have read its books, know that they are worth fighting for. Those who have not read them – should read them. 

In 2006, also in Krakow, muchaniesiada.com
 emerged. Tomasz Pindel, Zofia Jakubowska-Pindel and Elżbieta Totoń have given Polish readers a taste of the works by authors associated with the McOndo group. These writers, born in the 1960s, made their debut in the 1990s. The generation’s name, McOndo, derives from the title of their famous 1992 anthology. This manifesto collection was to break stereotypes in the perception of Latin America literature. Muchaniesiada.com publishers presented the most interesting authors of this generation in their postm@condo series. Lately there’s been less buzz about this “fly,” however, and that’s a pity. Tomasz Pindel has made a lot of effort to show that  Gabriel Garcia Mar​quez, Mario Vargas Llosa or Carlos Fuentes have their disciples. 


The young McOndo authors (young in comparison to the giants of Latin American literature responsible for its boom) are not epigones of their “great fathers,” however. They are diverging continuators of this evolutionary line. Thus, there is no more Remedios acscending into heavens with her sheets, and there are no more children with pig’s tails. 


What we get instead is quivering language encompassing even more reality. Muchaniesiada.com has supplied Polish readers with translations of the novels La materia del deseo by Edmundo Paz Soldán, La Noche es Virgen by Jaime Bayly, Jardines de Kensington (Kensington Gardens) by Rodrigo Fresán, Las películas de mi vida (The Movies of My Life) by Alberto Fuguet, Auschwitz by Gustavo Nielsen, and recently two detective stories, Mi precio es ningumo by Martíno Casarío and Sherlock Holmes y la sabiduria de los muertos by Rodolfo Martínez. Only The Movies of My Life has not been translated into Polish by Pindel. This self-efficiency is truly admirable. And, as it turns out, it brings great results. 

Of course, one does not need to go entirely DIY to become a publisher, but this is possible and can be very effective. The outstanding translation of La Noche es Virgen has been awarded by the Cervantes Institute. Bayly translated by Pindel grabs one by the hair and does not let go even those who have no idea about the Spanish language. One can’t help but say: trembling bodies in the library – muchaniesiada.com has proved that one can set off for the world with an exotic and not-very-promising project and conquer it (or at least part of it). All it takes is  great effort, faith and – luck.

Rdza returns... During the critical discussion accompanying this year’s ceremony of awarding the Kościelski Foundation Prize, Ewa Berent read out excerpts of her prose. She did not so much disappoint the expectations of “moments” in the fragments of her debut novel, as arouse curiosity. For this is a writer who clearly goes where she wants to go, and not where the horizon of the readers’ expectations lies. Some say such nonchalance is a good sign.


Speaking of publishers who undertake the effort of translating unobvious obviousness, one must not omit the Meridian series from Pogranicze (Borderland) Publishers. It is this series that has given us Europeana. Stručné dějiny dvacátého věku and Příhodná chvíle, 1855 by Patrik Ouředník, Die Brücke vom Goldenen Horn by Emine Sevgi Ozdamar, Kristalne rešetke by Mirko Kovač, Shqipëria. Liri e kërcënuar by Fatos Lubonja  – and many other works which fulfil the specified-purpose contract. They are the carriers of knowledge, gates to unknown houses of our neighbours. 
Yes, there are various books. It is not always easy to discern them and obtain them, but perhaps this is the problem of literary critics who tend to give so-called “niche” phenomena short shrift, concentrating on the “mainstream”?

One must not forget about the Lampa i Iskra Boża publishing house, where Paweł Dunin-Wąsowicz published Dorota Masłowska’s books. Without Wojna polsko-ruska pod flagą biało-czerwoną (White and Red) the last twenty years in Polish literature would look entirely different. It was also thanks to Lampa i Iskra Boża that the first two books by Agnieszka Drotkiewicz, Jakub Żulczyk, Andrzej Goździkowski, and Maciej Sieńczyk were published. What is coming soon is Małgorzata Rejmer’s debut.

Among publishers, there is also Wydawnictwo Pierwsze, which thanks to Magda Papuzińska and Ingeborga Janikowsks-Lipszyc releases successive books by Joanna Rudniańska. Rudniańska, like no one else, can handle “the alien in us.” Mój tata z obcej planety (My Dad from Another Planet) or Kotka Brygidy (Brygida’s Cat) are studies of complicated relationships between people. Any sort of “anti-” to do with nationality, religion, customs, gender become light in Rudniańska’s writing, without losing the weight of importance at the same time. Wydawnictwo Pierwsze published also Ifa Nwamana’s Stadium. The Devil’s Playground, not our own but still very benevolent portrait of the Polish people. Is this a Nigerian scam, or grains of so-called truth? And – does it pay? 

Has the tCHu publishing house, which published Izabela Filipiak’s Księga Em – about the life of Maria Komornicka, a drama on a par with Mickiewicz’s Dziady or rather Baby
 – survived? Enumerating publishing houses sounds great, it can raise the spirits of professed optimists, but is it not really grist to the mill for those who point their fingers at ivory tower dwellers immune to reality? What about money? Publishing houses set up by those independent readers who know what books they lack and what books they want to provide to themselves and others have been mushrooming. But what is the publisher’s average longevity? How much longer will the słowo/obraz terytoria publishing house endure – being a publishing house releasing the most beautiful books in this part of the world? This question may sound absurd, but unfortunately it isn’t.

The economy of unprofitability is the guiding principle of Korporacja Ha!art publishers. It is useful to refer those who insist on the necessity of meeting the need for mediocre amusement also in the literary world to this phenomenon from Krakow. All that doesn’t pay somehow pays off pretty well for the publisher of the 2008 Paszport Polityki (Polityka’s Passport) laureate. There is ground for joy. In bookstores there are books that care about something. All one needs to do is to reach out for them and check what it is. It is not about being nice.


This subjective report has covered only a fraction of the book world. But what about the rest, the lion’s share of the market? What about Wydawnictwo Literackie, Znak, W.A.B., Świat Książki, Warszawskie Wydawnictwo Literackie Muza, Rebis,  Prószyński i Spółka, Zysk i Spółka, Czytelnik, Państwowy Instytut Wydawniczy? 

On 7 November I will meet the representatives of several of them. I hope to ask them about the responsibility for the allegedly low level of Polish literature and whether one should separate the literary work from art, fervour from calculation; whether expectations should be met or created. Naive? Sometime it’s better this way.

Translated by Ewa Kowal

� “Mucha nie siada” literally means “a fly won’t sit on it,” which is an informal phrase for saying that something is faultless and absolutely superb. [Translator’s note]


� “Baby,” literally meaning “Grandmothers” are juxtaposed here with “Grandfathers” – the literal meaning of “Dziady,” which is also the title of Adam Mickewicz’s Romantic poetic drama referring to an ancient Slavic feast commemorating the dead. [Translator’s note]





