Dream Republic

Schulz says clearly: the unreal is what people cannot share among themselves. What falls outside this sharing, falls outside the circle of human concerns, outside the borders of the human theatre, outside literature.  
Michał Paweł MarkowskI
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The problem with Bruno Schulz is as follows: everyone knows he is a genius, everyone talks about his enormous influence, but when push comes to shove they end up uttering banalities, as if the benchmark for a writer’s greatness was a community of popular views. On the other hand, this is no surprise.


Schulz attacks the reader right from the very first page and gives no respite, no break for you to collect your thoughts. His perfidy lies in his resistance to any translation, yet he invites mimicking, paraphrasing, forging. It is easier to speak like Schulz than it is to speak about Schulz. After reading one paragraph you know straight away that it is Schulz, what you don’t know is what you could say – straight away – about it.


Schulz’s greatness is the greatness of his resistance to appropriation, and the result of this resistance is the small – but memorable – body of works devoted to him. True, there have been many analyses, presentations, dictionaries, exegeses, but there are few books that, having cast off the academic embellishments, would just show down in black and white that reading Schulz is a struggle with an angel who wants to break your hip. 
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But then how should one read Schulz? Should one catalogue plots and topics? Important, but superficial. Should one x-ray the metaphors, trace the author’s linguistic phrase? The smell of a pharmacy can be sensed from miles away. Should one compare? But how to compare the incomparable? What’s even worse, Schulz can’t be used for anything,  he can’t be declared the patron of the left or the right, no one will ever write a politically engaged essay about him. 


Schulz is clearly useless: he does not serve any cause, he does not invigorate nor stimulate, and even his essays on Piłsudski disappoint old legionnaires. 


Nor does Schulz have – as should befit our national genius – a proper biography. In the end, it was not written by Jerzy Ficowski, who preferred to ferret about in his Okolice Sklepów cynamonowych (In the Vicinity of Cinnamon Shops) rather than to actually look inside. This tendency, is, in fact, wider: the proliferation of books in Schulz’s bibliography with titles in which the dominant words are various margins, postscripts or footnotes, shows that critics have been overcome by religious fear of confrontation. However, this ferreting around the margins is by no means only a native ailment. 


The recent Western excitement about Bruno Schulz had to do not so much with his works as with the scandal after his frescos were stolen from Drohobycz and carried away to Israel. Although new translations into new languages emerge, there is still no faithful translation into the most important language, namely English. 

The available translation made many years ago by Celina Wieniewska is difficult to read – all the more because, when the translator cannot deal with the linguistic thicket of Schulz’s writing (usually pruning it with the translator’s shears), she carefreely omits troublesome sentences, thus completely rubbing off the writer’s signature style. Consequently, Schulz in English reads smoothly and volubly, while Schulz is by no means smooth and voluble. That’s why I can understand the English-language readers’ surprise when they are expected to accept that they are dealing with a supposed linguistic genius, while the sentences they have before their eyes sound so ordinary.

Even such virtuosos as Roth, Updike or ​Coetzee, unfamiliar with the Polish language, don’t really know who Bruno Schulz truly is – they can only guess. Of course, this is not insignificant: it is better to guess with Coetzee than it is to know with Pimko.
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 In a 1935 short essay “Powstają legendy” (Legends emerge) devoted to Józef Piłsudski, who, admittedly, is not called by his name but is being compared to Napoleon there, Schulz speaks about the confrontation between the great spirit and the “spirit of smallness,” which will not rest until it has comprehended and absorbed everything, and cut everything to match its own size. This “ardent underground labour of smallness” is the lot of modern people, who have come to believe that everything is average. The following excerpt describes adequately the process which Max Weber aptly called “disenchantment of the world”: “Restoration of smallness began. In the atmosphere of relief, mediocrity was restituted, the principle of clearness and rationalism was reinstated. The whole region of life was divided, disintegrated, subjected to control. Impossibility of greatness was proclaimed, its redundancy was declared. Impersonal historical process was proposed, along with digits and statistics.” If modernity consented to its meagreness, then greatness is decidedly anti-modern. It demands rejection of “the methods of everyday thinking” and reverting to “the deeper reserves.” 


Greatness, as Schulz advises, demands new language which will never capture its subject and will forever be only an “evasion.” The name of this evasion, this ineffectual trick, is interpretation. Schulz, however, has a different name. The name is legend.  
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In Polish this word evokes associations lacking seriousness. After all, legends are myths, fables, fairy tales told to children or to bored tourists. Nonetheless, there is a trend in Polish literature which elevates legend greatly. For example, this is what Bolesław Leśmian wrote about legend in 1910: “It is a tool by means of which one can remember and preserve in the easiest and most exact manner that which really existed.” And he added: “for it is through legend that we see all the colours of the rainbow hidden in the character’s soul. And whoever rejects the legend’s essence – rejects the soul, leaving behind only a bare fact for one’s investigations, or rather an empty fact that says nothing about itself except that it occurred and is gone.” 

 
For Leśmian, legend is the instrument of the soul, which marks landmarks for itself in the past. There are no simple, bare or hard facts: what is gone has meaning only because it is being passed through the prism of a new reading. Leśmian and Schulz agree: legend allows both the past and greatness to speak. Without spinning various yarns and stories, without setting up spotlights casting new light on what is seemingly well-known, reality remains silent, forever gagged by flat speech. It is when the festive language of literature touches it that it speaks. 

The same refers to literary criticism: there are no expressive legends about Schulz, great writers keep quiet about him, no one struggles with Schulz. At the same time, everyone is trying to understand and control him. 
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So, really, how should one read Schulz? One could, for instance, start with the titles. Has anyone wondered about them at all? What do those shops and sanatorium mean, put there on the first page of both collections? What are they? Who stays there and what for? Of course, it could be said that these are symbolic titles, connected with the sensual experience and mystery (Cinnamon Shops) or death (Sanatorium Under the Sign of the Hourglass), but above all it must be noted – most trivially – that shops and sanatoriums are constantly visited by people, that shops and sanatoriums are places of intensive socialising, meetings, conversations, criss-crossing glances, prattle and gossip, and even – sometimes mainly – of unsatiated desires. 


This is rarely said: in the eyes of more or less specialised readers, Schulz is above all a masterly polisher of unusual phrases, an incorrigible dreamer or a lost son of the Jewish nation. Whereas Schulz’s world is above all a world in which no one is doomed to be alone, in which all the time – with various degrees of effort – people make alliances against loneliness. Schulz’s world is the world of emerging and collapsing institutions. 
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The word “institution,” just like “legend,” has not been enjoying good repute. Usually it is conceived of as hostile opposition to individual freedom, singular conscience or unique taste. Institutions – it is said – corrupt and destroy what is unique and submerged in the unconstrained human experience. What an anachronistic opposition! The first institution appeared in the world the moment the first conversation began, when one human being started to understand another human being.


If at the beginning of the human world there was language, then also institution was there, for there are no private languages, completely bound to incommunicable experience. Institutions – according  to the cultural officials – are not something added to culture, but something that determines its essence. If, however, as is most usually the case, institutions congeal and fossilize, then they betray themselves, since every institution shares with culture its basic quality, namely incessant change. Living language is a language that constantly reinvents itself, a language that crumbles hard blocks of concepts and words. Living institution is an institution that is still looking for its definition and never is, but always becomes. 


    If language is our most important institution, then also institutions are a kind of language, by means of which we express our attitude towards the world. Show me your institutions and I will tell you whether you sing or gibber. 
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Schulz’s reality has no stable shape, this much is clear. But reality is also artificial, never natural, it never exists in itself, independently of human intervention, independently of its institutionalisation. This is what Schulz says about the Street of Crocodiles: “This reality is as thin as paper and betrays its imitativeness with its every rift. At times it seems that only on the small patch in front of us everything arranges itself exemplarily into that pointilised picture of an urban boulevard, when meanwhile, at the sides, this improvised masquerade already unties and unhitches itself, and, unable to persevere in its role, collapses behind us into plaster and oakum, into the lumber room of some enormous empty theatre. The tension of a pose, artificial seriousness of a mask, ironic pathos quiver on this epidermis. Yet we are far from willing to debunk the spectacle.” 


Reality constantly unhitches itself, unties itself and reveals its artificiality. Schulz says clearly: reality is artificial, made, and – most importantly – temporary. We all perform in a theatre which we ourselves build everyday and which lasts only because we believe in its existence. While, if we had a closer look at it, we would see the oakum, the plaster, the lumber peeping out from behind the façade. To see this artificiality and to debunk it, to denounce it – oh, these are two different things.   


We are far from willing to debunk our little playhouse, because we don’t have any substitute, this façade doesn’t hide anything that wouldn’t belong to the theatre, the spectacle doesn’t show anything that wouldn’t have a human, ironic character. Reality is artificial not because it hides the truth and nature but because it is the result of arch-human art, behind which only a huge expanse of deeply inhuman things and events stretches away.  

8


Inhuman – that is of what kind? Of course, it is the world of animals, devoid of human desires and qualities, that we point to the fastest. The exotic birds bred by the Father, cockroaches – this is the widely known repertoire of Schulz’s bestiary. But Schulz’s animals do not come from the other, inhuman side, but on the contrary – they gather around people and welcome them into their world.


In Schulz’s works, the inhuman is not located on the animal’s side but altogether elsewhere. In the story “Nawiedzenie” (The Haunting), the Father falls ill and gradually ceases to participate in the family life. “As if completely devoid of bodily needs, not taking nourishment for weeks, every day he sank more deeply into some convoluted and bizarre affairs, which we could not understand. Unreachable for our persuasion and pleas, he responded with fragments of his interior monologue whose course could not be disturbed by anything external.” In the end, the son-narrator writes: “We simply stopped taking him into account, so much did he distant himself from everything that is human and real. Knot after knot, he loosened himself away from us, point after point he lost the bonds connecting him to the human community.” 

The Father crosses over to the Inhuman side when he distances himself from the community, when he sinks into himself, when he is silent, when he begins to despise his body and its needs. He does not cross over to some other side, or the animals’ side, or the angels’ side, he simply slowly slips into non-existence, leaving behind only “some bodily covering” and “a handful of nonsensical quirks.” The Father does not die, he withdraws into himself, thus withdrawing from the world. If the real for Schulz is only what is human, then the inhuman sphere of silence that the Father sinks into is completely unreal.


Schulz says clearly: the unreal is what people cannot share among themselves. What falls outside this sharing, falls outside the circle of human concerns, outside the borders of the human theatre, outside literature.  

9


And what can we share among ourselves? What is human, arch-human? Of course, above all language. But not only. What can connect and separate us, what we share with one another in order to form mutual connections, is dreams. 


Mean-spirited people put dreams on the unreal side, on the side of fairy tales and legends, which is an obvious mistake. However, Schulz does not say that reality is structured like a dream nor does he say that we live in a dream. A dream is neither reality itself nor its opposite. For Schulz, dreaming is saturating reality with greater possibilities, it is adding margins of freedom to reality, it is a proclamation of liberty in the world subjected to necessity.  


This is how Schulz describes the lascivious atmosphere in “The Street of Crocodiles”: “Above the whole district hangs a sluggish and dissolute fluid of sin; shops and people sometimes seem to be a shiver on its feverish body, goose bumps on its febrile dreams. Nowhere else but here do we feel so threatened by possibilities, so shaken by the closeness of consummation, pallid and torpid with the delightful shudder of coming to be. But this is where it ends.


After crossing a certain point of tension, the rising tide stops and reverses, the atmosphere wanes and withers, possibilities wilt and disintegrate into nothingness, the crazed grey poppies of excitement spill into ashes.” 

Let us note how closely the dream is linked with possibilities here and how possibilities run out as soon as the dream stops. 

In fact, I would even say that as soon as we cease to dream reality spills into nothingness, turns into ashes, wanes. 

Unlined with dream, reality loses its colours and forever loses its legendary power, without which it is nothing.
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This can be expressed by means of another language, which Schulz was particularly fond of. “Ah, that old, yellowed, romance of the year, that great dilapidating book of the calendar! There it lies, forgotten, somewhere in the archives of time, and its content still grows between the covers, constantly swells from the garrulity of the months, from the fast abiogenesis of bluff, from the taletelling and the dream that multiply in it. Ah, and writing down these tales of ours, arranging these stories about my father on the used up margin of its text, do I not give in to the secret hope that someday, unnoticed, they will grow into the yellowed pages of this most wonderful, crumbly book, that they will enter into the great rustle of its pages that will engulf them?” This is what Schulz says in “Noc wielkiego sezonu” (The Night of the Great Season). 


Again dream appears, closely linked with taletelling (the legend), but this time reality takes on the form of a “dilapidating book,” useless old scraps of paper whose content “swells from the garrulity of the months.” What is going on here? How should one read this without replicating yellowed, used up topoi? 


Perhaps thus: reality is being compared here with a book in order to better show three simple but crucial things: the fact that text is encircled by white space that waits for postscripts; the fact that postscripts are our work; and the fact that reality absorbs our storytelling. Reality and literature are not made out of different materials. This is why Schulz keeps offering us the images of reality as a book. Our stories  permeate reality, they penetrate and alter it.  
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To put it most simply: reality is told or it does not exist at all. And since in Schulz’s works there is no difference between the story and the dream, it can also be said that we either dream up our reality or we won’t have it at all. 


Let me return to the institution. In Latin ​instituere means to establish, to set up. Institution is something set up, something constructed and constructive, i.e. something that people establish by means of their own invention. Institutions are inventions and as such are indicative of a person to the same degree that his/her table manners are. Institutions are not only walls and people, but also legends. Institutions are not only administrations and budgets, but also dreams which institute the world that had not existed before. Or to put it better: they show that side of reality which bureaucrats had not dreamt of. Let us see what this is like in Schulz’s writing.


In the titular short story of Cinnamon Shops four great institutions appear, which Schulz constantly writes about: the Theatre, Shop, School, Home. Each of them – contrary to conjecture – is the place where dreams are awoken. And none of them is the finishing line, none of them is a trap for a dreaming child. 

 
The family goes to the theatre, but the father forgets his wallet, so the child is sent home to fetch it, away from the stunning curtain, foretelling a fabulous spectacle (this is how, through postponement, desire is born). On his way, the child wants to visit the fascinating colonial stores (“These real noble trades, open late into the night, were always the subject of my fervent dreams”), however, he cannot find them and instead finds himself in his school, which is by no means an institute of ingenious tortures, but a peaceful harbour, in which “among sleepy conversations, time imperceptibly passed by and ran irregularly, as if forming loops in the passage of hours, swallowing somewhere whole empty intervals of duration.” But also here he does not stay long, he returns home, or rather wishes to return, but again does not manage to. “Full of ideas and inspirations, I wanted to head for home, when my friends crossed my way, with their books under their arms. They had left for school too early, awoken by the brightness of this night that refused to end. We went all together for a walk down the steeply sloping street from which the scent of violets was blowing, unsure if it was still the magic of the night that was silvering in the snow or if the dawn was already breaking…” This is how the story ends. The hero does not return to the Theatre, nor does he go back Home. He remains suspended between these spaces, and although they constitute the landmarks of his life, they do not dominate him. 


The wanderings of Schulz’s characters have often been described as the experience of being lost in the labyrinth of the world. Certainly, this is one way of looking at it, but perhaps it would be more interesting to look at these endless escapades as procrastinating the realisation of desire, as widening the possibilities of existence, as manoeuvring between institutions. Institutions exist, undoubtedly, but would it not be better to just drop in and not stay longer in them? “I felt strangely light and happy,” says the story’s hero wandering under a starry sky. And he adds: “full of ideas and inspirations.” 


Creativity sets up institutions, that is clear, but it invariably drifts beyond them. 
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On 28 August 1938 Schulz wrote to Georges Rosenberg: “This is, incidentally, a postulate of humanism, of humanising the whole area of life, so that fewer and fewer things are (…) evading the word. The uttered is already half mastered.”


It is astounding that before the war Schulz used to be treated – by critics as distinguished as Wyka or Napierski – as a nihilist. Whereas exactly the opposite is true. By speaking we move from the inhuman to the human, we find connections with the human drove, we share our dreams, and in this way we widen our existence, since we widen reality itself. 


Reality itself says nothing, it is us who speak on its behalf, and this is how meaning appears in the world, without which no community, no republic, no res publica could ever have been created. If so far I have been saying so little about literature, and so much about dreams, legends and institutions, I have done this only in order to show what literature is according to Schulz. It is the dream of a legendary institution which will open our eyes to the infinite possibilities of our existence. 

This is why Bruno Schulz is the most contemporary among our contemporary writers and this is why his term “dream republic” is one of the most interesting definitions of the 20th century literature.

Translated by Ewa Kowal
� Professor Pimko is a ridiculously dogmatic and unreformable school teacher in Witold Gombrowicz’s Ferdydurke. [Translator’s note]
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