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1970s to the 1990s and are featured up to this day; inspired by the experiences of struc-

turalism, semiotics, phenomenology and hermeneutics they reflect the spirit of our pe-
riodical. The anthropology of contemporary society and culture, the anthropology of memory,
historical anthropology, the anthropology of literature, the anthropology of the town and, fi-
nally, the anthropology of film and visual anthropology comprise characteristic fields readily
pursued by authors publishing their studies in KONTEKSTY and cooperating both with the
quarterly and the Department of Cultural Anthropology, Film and Audiovisual Arts at the
Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Science, which publishes it.

The selected texts presented in this edition appeared in KONTEKSTY from the late

We dedicate this collection of texts to the memory of Professor Aleksander Jackiewicz, au-
thor of Antropologia Filmu (1975) and numerous publications dealing with film studies.

The special English-language issue of “KONTEKSTY” was prepared as part of the “Na-
tional Programme for the Development of the Humanities”. We would like to treat our publi-
cation as an opportunity to share noteworthy research tendencies in Polish studies concerning
the anthropology of contemporary culture and anthropology of film discussed in our quarterly.
It is our intention to indicate interesting phenomena in this field by highlighting anthropology
of culture as an experience of reflections as well as interpretations developed between Anthro-
pology and Art (between Science and Art), and to present “KONTEKSTY” as important for
reflections on the anthropology of contemporary culture and anthropology of film, involving
authors from all academic centers dealing with anthropological studies in Poland.

In memoriam Professor Aleksander Jackiewicy

Krzysztof M. Bednarski, Victoria, 1983.
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ZBIGNIEW
BENEDYKTOWICZ

The Symbol in
Ethnography

t is unnecessary to explain why a consensus regarding

the meaning of the word “symbol” could be of value for

all sorts of studies on art or literature, Marcin Czer-
winski wrote in Symbol dzisiaj, ! published in “Polska
Sztuka Ludowa”. Regardless of the answer to the posed
question: Is such an agreement possible? each attempt at
a presentation of assorted stands concerning the com-
prehension of the nature of the symbol appears to be
equally valuable.

Numerous emergent studies dealing time and
again with reflections about the symbol confirm and
reflect this need for rendering precise both the term
“symbol” and the need for constantly delving into its
meaning. Although such inquiries are undertaken in
assorted fields of research, and formulated in vari-
ous languages, it is possible to find numerous tangent
points, similar intuitions, concurrent lines of reflec-
tion, shared motifs, and alike problems. It would be
thus needless to explain the benefits of such investi-
gations for representatives of ethnography, ethnology,
and the anthropology of culture — domains that have
made such a considerable contribution, and continue
to do so, to research dealing with the symbol.

In the cited article Marcin Czerwinski frequently
drew attention to science’s enmity towards the sym-
bol, the distance and even antagonism between the
two: Science behaves towards primary language only part-
ly as an opponent, but in relation to the symbol it maintains
total opposition (...). 2. He went on: True, in the course of
centuries the role of discursive statements incessantly grew
in multiple if not all domains of social life. Science, in the
form in which we see it today (or rather in which it was
seen still yesterday), has questioned the rank of symbolic
statements. 3

In the case of ethnography and its attitude towards
the symbol the situation remained more complicated
from the very onset, and generally speaking did not
deviate from the general model of science. The most
vivid evidence is the absence of the entry: “symbol” in
the contemporary Stownik etnologiczny. (Ethnological
Dictionary) 4 In the suitable spot the authors refer the

reader to the term: “sign”. Although the word: “sym-
bol” as such appears many times on the pages of this
book in assorted combinations, variants, and contexts
(e.g. in entries on “symbolic culture”, “myth*, “sac-
rum - profanum”), and although the authors in vari-
ous places stress the part performed by the symbol in
culture, as in the case of Zofia Sokolewicz in the entry:
"anthropology of communication” - (...) It is argued
(S. K. Langer) that the terms like “sign”, “meaning” in all
theirs variants are the dominating terms in our times, and
that the sign, the symbol, the processes of signifying and
communicating belong to our current cultural resources.
Since the 1960s at the latest these terms are being intro-
duced into ethnological sciences — we would look in vain
for reference to “symbol” or “symbolism” as one of the
numerous trends listed by the author and which con-
sider studying the symbol.> To put it in more graphic
terms, in this contemporary compendium of knowl-
edge about ethnological terms the “’symbol” collapsed
and concealed itself amidst numerous entries merged
with “sign”. If, however, one takes a closer look at
the entry: ”"sign” then one could say that it had been
placed there by force or, to put in gentler terms: “in-
serted”. Despite the fact that we read: Symbols might
be regarded as a special group of symbolic signs, and it is
mentioned (with reference only to E. Cassirer and S.
K. Langer) that: The concept of the symbol occurs often
within a wider conception of man comprehended as animal
symbolicum, only half a column out of a total of nine
devoted to the entry on the sign had been intended
for the symbol.® In this manner, so to speak, the sign
swallowed the symbol.

Meanwhile, different authors, such as P. Ricouer,
M. Bakhtin, S. Avierintsev, Y. Lotman and others
accentuated in their characteristics of the symbol the
differences between the sign and the symbol. In his
eidetic analysis Ricoeur considered the specificity of
the symbol contrasted with the sign, the allegory, and
the myth: symbols are signs (...) but not every sign is a
symbol. 7 In a similar vein, Avierintsev, while writing
about the symbol as a universal category of aesthet-
ics added that it can be best discussed via an opposi-
tion to adjoining categories: on the one hand, the
image, and on the other hand, the sign.8Is, however,
a dictionary of contemporary (or rather: yesterday’s)
science, depicted by Marcin Czerwiniski and oriented
exclusively on “ejecting ambiguities”, familiar with
only one way of enunciation: a discourse meeting the
sharpened criteria of explicitivity, a science protecting
itself against the wavering of meaning, capable of ac-
cepting and including such “imprecise” and uncom-
pleted sequences as those that we may come across
among tireless researchers dealing with the symbol,
which, in my opinion, can best bring us closer to its
essence:
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The word and the image — (an object, an ethnog-
rapher could add at this point — Z. B.) — are symbolic
when they contain something more than that, which
can be recognised at first glance (C. G. Jung).?

The memory of a symbol is always older than the memo-
1y of its non-symbolic textual surrounding (Y. Lotman).!°

Not only do we live in a world of symbols, but the
world of symbols lives in us (J. Chevalier).!!

Finally, a contemporary science dictionary could
include sentences whose veracity, in the existential
experience, could be confirmed by many; the mean-
ing of such sentences appears to be particularly legible
and important as regards studies on the still unclear
processes of artistic creativity (regardless whether we
encounter it within the range of primitive folk art or
high art).

We do not embellish our experiences with symbols but
it is they, which cooperate with our experience via proc-
esses of affiliation, which we understand only partially. To
symbolize means to arrange those particles and elements of
a flowing stream of experiences, which, once united, create
luminescence, temporary or permanent rays, in which a
part of the cosmos, a corner of our habitat or some dark
subterranean labyrinth lightens up.

(...) At any rate, the first syntax of the defined, embod-
ied spirit is that of symbols.!?

As has been said, the attitude of ethnography to-
wards the symbol has been complicated from the very
beginning. On the one hand, ethnography as a science
emulated and realised this general model of science
opposing the symbol, while on the other hand, ow-
ing to the object and scope of its interest, it not only
documented but also adapted for one-sidedly oriented
European civilisation the world of mythical thought
and imagination, the "products of the primeval mind”,
the language of the myth and the symbol. It rediscov-
ered them, with time increasingly consciously and
thoroughly, identifying their cognitive value, diversity,
and depth. In order to demonstrate more clearly this
complex attitude of ethnography towards the symbol I
would like to resort to a comparison of two extensive
quotations. The first is taken from a classical ethno-
graphic work and the second comes from Treatise on
the History of Religions by Mircea Eliade. By means of
this contrast I would like to show how close the author
of a classical ethnographic text is to Eliade’s descrip-
tion and comprehension of the symbol, and how many
years prior to Eliade he described that, which the
author of Treatise called "hierophany”. Then I shall
return to the first quotation revealing the author-
ethnographer and a further sequence of his arguments
in order to demonstrate how in accordance with the
accepted scientific convention these opinions turn
against the symbol and how the convention accepted
by the ethnographer led him towards a profound con-

tradiction between the truth contained in the material
and his interpretation.

Ethnographer:

As we already partially know, not only the features (e.g.
hardness, sharpness...) but even the functions (...) of certain
objects (...) are comprehended by the primitive and unen-
lightened mind in such a way as if they comprised - speaking
in our language — something akin to condensed matter or en-
ergy embedded in those objects or even tantamount to them.
Consequently, each such object can be and is interpreted by
the uncivilised mind from two or even several sides. A stone
or a piece of metal are, i.a. an ordinary stone or piece of
metal, but apart from that they can be also something that
we may describe as condensed might, hardness, resilience;
a thorn is a thom, but apart from that it can be condensed
sharpness or the function of piercing; a lock is undoubtedly
a lock, but it is also a condensed function of closing; an egg
is, i.a. condensed life in statu nascendi, and a double nut or
an ear of grain, etc. is, i.a. a condensed gain, i.e. potentidl,
fruitfulness (and thus also happiness). And so on.

M. Eliade:

By way of example, whenever the "cult of stones” is
mentioned not all stones are regarded as holy. We always
encounter only certain stones worshipped due to their
shape, size or ritual affiliations. The heart of the matter is
not the cult of stones, but the fact that those stones were
worshipped as long as they were not ordinary stones, but
hierophanies and thus something more than commonplace
“objects”. (...) A certain object becomes sacral as long as it
embodies (i.e. reveals) something else, something different.
At this stage, it is meaningless whether this “difference”
should be ascribed to an original shape, effectiveness, or
simply “might”, or whether it originates from the partici-
pation of that object in some sort of symbolism or is the
outcome of a consecration rite or the voluntary or imposed
situating of the object in a sphere suffused with sanctity (a
holiday, holy time, some sort of an “event”: lightening...,
etc.).13

Let us return to the first quotation borrowed
(as could be surmised right away) from Kazimierz
Moszyniski’s Kultura Ludowa Stowian (The Folk Cul-
ture of the Slavs), since he is also the author of this
fragment, so close and affiliated to the spirit of the
text by M. Eliade ... and we shall see how many sur-
prising and contradictory conclusions can be drawn.
[ intentionally repeat parts of a fragment already fa-
miliar to us, so as to faithfully render this link with
the next paragraph containing conclusions in order to
faithfully render the whole drama of the contradiction
contained therein.

...A stone or a piece of metal are, i.a. an ordinary stone
or a piece of metal, but apart from that they can be also
something that we may describe as condensed might, hard-
ness, resilience; (...) an egg is, i.a. condensed life in statu
nascendi, and a double nut or an ear of grain, etc. are, i.a.
a condensed gain, i.e. potential, fruitfulness (and thus also
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happiness). And so on. Absolutely undisputed and simul-
taneously inmumerable examples of similar concepts are
preserved among all the unenlightened peoples on Earth.
One of the most vivid mistakes in ethnology is to dispose of
the discussed products of the primitive mind by using the
term: sym b o l; I do not know in ethnology a more naive
view that the one claiming that, in its day, in folk magic a
double ear of grain played the role of a fertility symbol, and
an egg - that of a symbol of life, etc.'

It does not suffice to merely quote yet another ex-
ample of the opposition of science vis a vis the symbol,
which at times assumes outright the shape of an anti-
symbolic manifesto. I try to delve into the intentions
of such astonishingly contradictory conclusions. What
do they conceal? What forbids Moszyniski to recognise
the symbolic dimensions he had just described as sym-
bols? First and foremost, we are dealing here with a
certain already anachronistic understanding of the
symbol. Defending ethnography against the symbol
Moszyriski presumably secured it against the loom-
ing danger of excessive poetisation, an invasion of su-
perfluous literariness, and a flood of aestheticisation.
Moszyfiski warned against the temptation of treating
those beliefs or, as he put it, those “products of the
primitive mind” as metaphors, and against the appli-
cation in relation to them of some sort of allegorical
interpretations. Remember that the author of Kultura
Ludowa Stowian wrote the book, or rather those parts
relating to spiritual culture, at a time of ever strong
and increasingly lively disputes about the symbolic
or “imaginary” nature of the construction of Wesele
(Wedding) by Stanistaw Wyspianski, when assorted
symbolic interpretations of the spectacle tended to
multiply, and when a publication of the unequalled
study by Stanistaw Pigon: Goscie z zaswiata na Wese-
lu (The Guests from the Other World at Wedding),
which contains a reference to ethnography and the
world of folk culture, was still far off. !> Finally, in his
capacity as an active poet !¢ the author of Kultura Lu-
dowa Stowian must have been familiar with the most
varied fate and adventures of symbolism in poetry,
including the extreme degeneration attained by sym-
bolism in Russian poetry (if only in the works of A.
Bely, a theoretician of this movement and the author
of Simwolizm, 1910).

One may thus suspect and deduce that whenever
Moszyniski used the word “symbol” he treated it as a
synonym of a poetical metaphor and even allegory. At
any rate, from this viewpoint the symbol appears to
be not something embedded in an ethnographic con-
crete, abstract, arbitrary, and dependent exclusively
on man, creator or interpreter of the symbol and ar-
bitrarily evoked by him. In this approach the symbol
seems to be predominantly something distant from
the world of primitive culture, something literary and
devised, as if exclusively reserved for sophisticated or

overly refined intellectual creativity. In other words,
Moszyfiski’s enmity towards the term: “symbol”, his
postulated turn towards empiric research and descrip-
tion of those concepts and “psychic products”, so char-
acteristic for all unenlightened peoples and the world
of folk culture whose examples he had just described,
could resemble identical hostility and be modelled on
the critical attitude towards symbolism that appeared
in the poetry and aesthetics of Die Neue Sachlichkeit,
among representatives of Acmeism or the sort we en-
counter in the case of Osip Mandelstam, returning to
classical sources of the comprehension of the symbol
and describing literary and poetical symbolism outright
as faux-symbolism.!” Quite possibly, this resentment
towards the symbol in the case of Moszynski, with a
simultaneous postulate of a factual description of the
matter of those primary concepts, could have the same
source and in praxis is caused not so much by animos-
ity towards the symbol in general as by enmity towards
interpretations posing a threat to ethnology. However
deep we would delve into the intentions of the au-
thor of Kultura ludowa Stowian or explain his aversion
towards the term: “symbol”, facts remain facts. De-
spite the fact that in his introductory reflections about
spiritual culture '8 Moszyniski with great caution and
numerous reservations accepted the premise that it is
impossible to speak about progress in religion and art
(at least in the meaning of progress mentioned in the
preceding volume, in reference to material culture),
the cited fragment, whenever there is mention of the
symbol, and the whole opus reveal a distinct division
into the world of primeval man, an unenlightened and
primitive mind, and the world of man of the culture of
writing and developed civilisation, a world to which
the contemporary researcher belongs. Between those
two worlds there yawns a chasm. Naturally, it would
be superfluous to recall that in this conception the
former world is devoid of symbolic thinking and the
symbol of the sort that may appear in the latter world.
In an even more vivid presentation of this question,
and posing a possibly caricature question: Can a peas-
ant (a person living in the primeval world) think symboli-
cally?, Moszynski proposed both in this fragment and
in many others an unambiguous answer: He cannot.
Nothing resembling a symbol exists in the primitive mind.

Several verses after the cited fragment rejecting
the possibility of symbolic interpretations in ethnog-
raphy Moszyniski disclosed the chasm separating the
world of primitive, primal man and that of civilised,
contemporary man:

It is impossible to precisely describe the essence of the
psychic creatures with which we become acquainted at
this moment. Their completely elementary and sponta-
neous simplicity cannot be embraced in our concise con-
cepts. At any rate, they do not belong to a world ruled
by clear-cut views and sober thoughts but to a totally
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different world, whose roots, trunks, and branches are
embedded in the subconscious while we see only their
tops. 1°

This time, in the light of the above-cited words,
the “symbol”; rejected a short while ago, deprived of
the right to exist in the world of primeval man, and
feasible only in the world of high culture and sophis-
ticated activity pursued by the intellect, appears to be
a synonym if not of a precise, lucid, and unambiguous
concept then certainly of one that is endowed with
concise contents and thoughts. Upon numerous oc-
casions Moszynski, describing those products of the
primitive mind, so different and distant from the world
of the researcher, drew attention to the characteristic
absence of conceptual distinctness, the variability and
fluidity of their contents, the numerous cases of an ab-
sence of consistency in ascribing those products of the
primitive mind to a great variety of often contradic-
tory meanings in accompanying folk interpretations.

Summing up: the symbol as understood by
Moszytiski seems to be, on the one hand, abstract, un-
real, distant, and detached from the concrete and, on
the other hand, approaching the unambiguity char-
acteristic for intellectual concepts. In both cases, the
symbol remains somewhat intellectual. It does not ap-
pear in the reality of the culture of the primeval man,
or at least not in this role or in the same manner as in
the culture of man belonging to a developed civilisa-
tion. Elsewhere, the symbol in Moszyniski’s work oc-
curs as a synonym of the sign or in reflections concern-
ing embellishment.

I devoted so much attention and place to
Moszyniski’s deliberations not only to indicate the
source of the deep contradiction between what he ob-
tained in material descriptions of folk magic-religious
beliefs and the conclusions he drew in his book, and
not merely to show how certain a priori accepted his-
torical conditions and a limited comprehension of the
symbol made it impossible for him to use the term
“symbol” in reference to those beliefs and phenomena
belonging to the spiritual heritage of folk culture. I re-
called his thoughts also because Moszyniski’s compre-
hension of the symbol, despite the fact that I described
it as anachronistic, has left a distinct imprint upon the
attitude of ethnography towards the symbol and is
continued up to this day in various statements. De-
spite the multifaceted development of contemporary
research into the myth and the symbol it is still pos-
sible to observe in ethnography a dislike and reserva-
tion towards the symbol and symbolic interpretations.
The symbol and symbolism continue to be treated as
something unreal, abstract, arbitrary, and distant from
the world of “authentic” folk culture. The fundamen-
tal premise assumed by Moszyniski and discernible
in his comprehension of the symbol mentioning the
basic difference between the world of the primeval,

“primitive” man and that of contemporary man (the
world of the researcher), is still preserved, although
in a slightly altered form. This modification consists
of a certain shift. In the case of Moszyniski the sym-
bol exists only and exclusively in a world of high cul-
ture or within the range of complicated contemporary
culture, and is absent in folk culture. Such division
reflects the conception launched by Levy-Bruhl and
his partition into the world of the primitive, infantile
man at the stage of pre-logical thought and the world
of civilised man. For the present-day researcher, and
in particular for the empirically oriented ethnographer
for whom ethnography starts and ends in its research
domains (provided, depending on the given village,
region or theme, with a suitable footnote referring to
nineteenth-century collections of ethnographic mate-
rial, “Lud”, Kolberg, Fischer, etc.), and often for the
scholar representing other disciplines dealing with the
culture of contemporary man, the symbol in its eth-
nological dimension, assuming that it actually existed,
took place only in the folk culture of yore (straight out
of Moszyniski or Kolberg) or the culture of the archaic
man of the past, and today is no longer. According to
Moszytiski the symbol in folk culture has not yet come
into being, assumed shape or appeared; numerous
researchers dealing with contemporaneity claim that
the symbol a 1t e a d y does not exist. Following the
example of Moszyniski, solutions and answers to the
question whether the peasant (or contemporary man)
is capable of thinking symbolically are still sought in
empirical field research with a foreseeable outcome,
because if the word “symbol” is not mentioned in the
“authentic” statement and interpretation (and this is
rather the case) then this means that it is absent. This
is the way in which the chasm between archaic and
contemporary man, the peasant of the past and his
present-day counterpart is retained. The whole strat-
egy of such contemporary empirical investigations,
based solely on convictions (beliefs, opinions) ob-
tained in an interview and expressed explicitly, often
loses that dimension of symbolic legacy and compels
to treat it, often a priori, as a moribund Skansen, and
is ready only to capture that, which is different, origi-
nal, and individual. It is not surprising, therefore, that
from this perspective the symbol and symbolic inter-
pretations — as in the case of Moszyfiski — still appear
to be something given, abstract, unreal, and literary.
More, this lifeless Skansen is treated as thoroughly ex-
amined. The symbol is still — as it was for Moszyniski
(from the perspective of “empirical”, anecdotic eth-
nography that does not transcend the world of the
village of N. and informer X) - something provided a
priori by the interpreter.

This is why the greatest accomplishment of Mircea
Eliade is, in my opinion, the fact that his studies abol-
ish the division between primitive and civilised man,
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artificially intensified by science, without obliterating
the differences between them and indicating that sym-
bolic thinking is both the domain of “primitive, prime-
val man”, a psychopath, a child, a poet, a member of a
village community, a representative of the civilisation
of the town, archaic man, and the ultimate contem-
porary man: It is consubstantial with human existence, it
comes before language and discursive reason. The symbol
reveals certain aspects of reality— the deepest aspects - that
defy any other means of knowledge. Images, symbols and
myths are not irresponsible creations of the psyche; they
respond to a need and fulfil a function, that of bringing to
light the most hidden modalities of being. Consequently,
the study of them enables us to reach a better understand-
ing of man - of man as he is ... .” %

As we saw, upon the level of empirical material
description Eliade’s reflections concur with those of
Moszyniski. Nonetheless, in the case of Eliade the com-
prehension of the symbol is quite different. In contrast
to Moszyniski’s version, the symbol is not unreal or
abstract and is always enrooted in the concrete. One
could describe the work of Eliade and his understanding
of the symbol by resorting to words of Boris Pasternak’s
Doctor Zhivago: The idea that underlies this is that com-
munion between mortals is immortal, and that the whole
of life is symbolic because it is meaningful. %' Symbolic,
hierophanic reality is a reality “par excellence existent”
(strong, effective) just as in the case of the hierophany
of the rock (in the way it appears in folk beliefs). The
symbol is not a synonym of unambiguity. Eliade used
the concept of the symbol in a loose, unfettered, and
frequently collateral manner with the concept of the
image and the myth. Etymologically speaking, imagina-
tion/imaginatio is connected with the word: imago, im-
age, emulation, and the word: imitare with: to emulate,
to recreate. The imagination, imaginatio imitates mod-
els-images, recreates them, renders them topical, and
repeats them endlessly. To be imaginative means to see
the world as a whole, since the power and task of im-
ages consist of showing all that evades conceptualisa-
tion. 22 That, which deserved to be stressed in the first
place is the polysemantic and multi-strata nature of the
symbol: the true image is, therefore, a set of meanings
and not one of its numerous references.??

Such an approach to the symbol was further de-
veloped by Paul Ricoeur in one of the chapters of
his hermeneutics relating to this essential feature of
the symbol: the symbol provides food for thought, he
wrote, adding that he would interpret the symbol in
the most radical sense, in the spirit of Eliade, who re-
garded symbols as analogous, spontaneously shaped
and given meanings. This is the case of the meaning of
water as a threat, when mention is made of a flood, or
as purification, when mention is made of baptism. 24

Ricoeur thus expanded reflection about the multi-
strata nature of the symbol elsewhere, when he dis-

10

cussed the sui generis ambiguous structure of the sym-
bol (in the strict meaning of the word: "ambiguous”);
this structure does not possess a single meaning but
presents a bundle of assorted meanings.?’

Such a cluster of meanings entails references of one
meaning to another and calls for interpretation (...);
regardless what word we use to express it, this task
is imposed by the very nature of the symbol, which is
a tangle of meaning of sorts, composed of meanings
enclosed within each other... .20

In Existence and Hermeneutics Ricoeur described
four fundamental figures of comprehending the sym-
bol via a symbol.?” The first consists of extracting and
comparing numerous values of the same symbol. The
second figure of comprehension entails understand-
ing a given symbol via another symbol and will thus
encompass an increasingly large range of remaining
symbols demonstrating an affiliation with the given
symbol (water, stone, etc.). In the third figure, the
given symbol will be comprehended via some sort of
ritual and myths, and thus via other symptoms of the
sacrum. Moreover, it is possible to demonstrate - and
this is the fourth figure of comprehension — how in
the same symbol numerous spheres of experience un-
dergo a process of merging. This perspective shows
how the symbol integrates assorted levels — cosmic,
theological, anthropological, existential — binding all
the levels, but not melting it into a single unity. Such
an understanding of the symbol and such decipher-
ing of symbolic meanings refer to a type of herme-
neutics known under various names: “amplifying
hermeneutics” (from the Latin: amplificare), which
expands the symbol, allowing itself to be lifted by the
force of its integration,?® the hermeneutics of a “re-
turn to sources” (Eliade), “a return to things”, “the
hermeneutics of listening”?® (Heidegger), and “the
hermeneutics of reconstruction” (Gerardus van der
Leeuw). Gilbert Durand, a French researcher dealing
with symbolic imagination, encompassed this cur-
rent within a single name by including, alongside the
above-mentioned authors, also the works of Bache-
lard, and proposed: “the hermeneutics of remythiza-
tion”; remythization means the concentration of
meaning gathered in the manner of grapes during a
grape harvest (...).3° Here, Durand referred directly
to yet another definition of the sort of hermeneutics
that we find in the works of Riceour, who described
this type of approach as: “the hermeneutics of recol-
lection”; according to the most expressive meaning
of the word “recollection” means both: to recollect
oneself, reminisce, as well as: to deliberate, to gath-
er, in the meaning used by Heidegger telling us that
legein — speech is also: legein — gathering, as in: lese in
Weinlese, the grape harvest.}!

Works by Mircea Eliade still constitute a challenge
for ethnography and for embarking upon such recollec-
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tions. Today, in view of the development of numerous
studies on the myth and the symbol, conducted from
different points of view— structuralistic, semiotic, and
phenomenological *2, as well as in assorted domains,
such as humanistic folkloristic 33, in the wake of stud-
ies making the effort of reinterpreting the material,
ethnography cannot be protected by hiding its head in
empirical sand. “Empirical” ethnography is compelled
to acknowledge that there also exist the empiricism of
the symbol.

*Bibliographic note: This is a slightly altered and
brought up to date version of an article opening an issue
of “Polska Sztuka Ludowa” on the symbol, prepared as an
homage for the oeuvre of Mircea Eliade [cf. “Polska Sztuka
Ludowa” no. 3/1988].
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number of complicated intrigues and conte-
Asts involving the Olympian deities preceded

- as Hesiod, Homer, Apollodoros, Theocritus,
Pindar, Diodorus and John Tzetzes harmoniously wro-
te — the birth of Hercules, the out of wedlock son of
Zeus and Alcmene (the wife of Amphitryon), a repre-
sentative of the human race. The whole issue was sen-
sitive if only due to the ambiguous, at the very least,
situation of Hera, the rightful wife of Zeus, and thus
called for considerable tact. Zeus, on the other hand,
has never been known for excessive subtlety. When
the time of birth was nearing he started to loudly bo-
ast of his fatherhood and promised that the prince to
be born in the family of Perseus before twilight would
become a great king. This was exactly what Hera had
been waiting for.

Hera went at once to Mycenae, where she hastened
the pangs of Nicippe, wife of Sthenelus. She then hurried
to Thebes and squatted cross-legged at Alcmene’s door
with her clothing tied into knots and her fingers locked to-
gether; by which means she delayed the birth of Heracles
until Eurystheus, son of Sthenelus, a seven-months child,
already lay in his cradle.?

According to others,3 it was Eileithyia, who hindered
the travails on Hera'’s behalf, and a faithful handmaiden of
Alcmene’s, a yellow-haired Galanthis, or Galen, who left
the birth chamber to announce untruly that Alcmene had
been delivered. When Eileithyia sprang up in surprise, un-
clasping her fingers and uncrossing her knees, Heracles was
born and Galanthis laughed at the successful deception.*

One way or another, the birth of Hercules was suf-
ficiently delayed for him to lose primacy for the sake
of Eurystheus, born before nightfall, for whom he was
also later compelled to perform his famous labours.
Magic spells cast by jealous Hera proved effective. Let
us, therefore, subject them to a more through analy-
sis.

The cited myth contains two types of operations:
1) the tying of knots and crossing of fingers and legs

LUDWIK STOMMA

The Alcmene Myth!

in order to prevent (halt) birth; 2) the uncrossing of
fingers and legs to cause (start) birth.

These operations are evidently identical with the
magic tricks applied during childbirth in Polish lands.
By way of example, provoking or accelerating labour
involved stretching hands,® unfurling fingers,® open-
ing doors,” windows,? chests,? and drawers,!° and even
dispatching messengers to a priest so that he may open
the pyx with the consecrated host!' or — in Russian
Orthodox Church terrains — the imperial gates,'? and
praying to God to open the heavens and hell, even
if for a short while.!? All possible knots are untied,'
holes are made in walls and the roof," rings and wed-
ding bands are removed from the fingers of the wom-
an in labour!® whose hair is unbraided,'” and local
fences are toppled and destroyed.!® The entire dura-
tion of childbirth is also the time of a ban on sewing
and spinning.” If someone were to maliciously wish
to halt labour he would have to perform the reverse
of the above-mentioned operations, and the most fre-
quently encountered procedures are those applied by
Hera: the crossing of fingers and legs,?° the knotting of
clothes?! or (as in the case of Polish Jews) the closing
of drawers.?

Activity from the range of Alcmene’s magic

Operations (+) Operations (=)

To cause labour (opening)
To halt [abour
Prior to baptism and purification
Prior to a wedding ¢
After a wedding 27
To render a wedding impossible 2
To accelerate death (shorten agony)
To render death impossible
After death
Total

13

106 -

- 12

3 -

59 -

12 109
1% 18

37 -

- 47

20 24
2277 21232
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The purpose of undertaking particular operations,
which (together with their derivative forms) we shall
call in further parts of this article Alcmene’s magic,??
is sufficiently distinctive to permit an easy, individual
interpretation consisting of associating magical activi-
ties with the physiological process of labour.?* The sit-
uation grows complicated, however, when we notice
that Alcmene’s magic universally accompanies? also
other rites of the family cycle; the conventional desig-
nation of opening and tying, the prohibition of sewing
and spinning, the making of holes, the taking off of
rings and wedding bands, etc. — operations (+), and
the reverse marked as (-) and presented in the table
below as follows:

If we were to eliminate for a while from our re-
flections assorted malicious practices (bewitching — as
W. Abraham described them in contrast to ordinary
magic operations) and those intended to counter the
natural order of things concurrent with the ritual cycle
(such as rendering death impossible), we would gain a
consistent chain of sequences:

Alcmene’s magic operations (+) birth.

Alcmene’s magic operations (=) ... ( + ), purifica-
tion and baptism . (=) ... ( + ) nuptials (=) ... ( +)
death (+)i (9.

Each family ritual®® is thus preceded by a positive
aspect of Alcmene’s magic, and the completed ritual —

by negative magic. In an analogy to easily legible birth
practices one would be tempted to say that at the be-
ginning family rituals are caused (opened) and at the
end — rendered impossible (closed). We may capture
the meaning of such activities only after accepting
the Van Gennep theory of rites de passage.** Human
life is composed, according to this interpretation, of a
comprehension of time in folk cultures, a chain of as-
sorted states (I'état). In order to alter state x (e.g. that
of a single person) — which takes place through the
intermediary of the ritual — into state y (e.g. marital)
it is first necessary to leave initial state x (connected
with a whole magic-ritual procedure) and then subject
oneself to the complete complex of the ritual period
of transition®® so as to be finally magically enclosed
within new state y. In this situation, Alcmene’s magic,
by referring not to rituals as a separate object but to
people subjected to its operations, would have to aim
at (+) opening, causing an exit from the initial state,
and (-) —in the new state of retention. Such an inter-
pretation, concurrent with the third condition of the
Lévi-Straus construction of a model, presents all the
observed facts (see: table above).

The Van Gennep theory encompasses not only the
ritual nature of the family, but also the whole cycle.
While accepting the explanation of using Alcmene’s
magic based on the framework of this theory we should
consistently draw attention to the rites of passage of

Holiday (rite de passage)*! Actions (+) Actions (-)
St. Dmitriy 11 November#? 6 6
St. Lucia 12 December 27 10
Christmas Eve 24 December 28 59
New Year’s Eve (31 December) 1 3 9
January
Our Lady of Candles 2 February 11 -
Shrovetide 14 4
Annunciation to the Holy Virgin 4 2
Mary 25 March
Easter 30 39
St. George 23 April® 8 7
Whitsuntide 4 1
St. Vit 15 June 2 1
Eve of St. Jonh the Baptist 23 June 7 14
Sts. Peter and Paul (Petropavel) 29 5 5
June
Transfiguration of the Lord 5 Au- 8 15
gust
St. Michael (?) ca. 24-29 Septem- 3 2
ber

Total 160 174
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the annual cycle?® and the accompanying magic prac-
tices (or rather those that comprise the basic core of
folk culture). Here, the magic of Alcmene occurs in
the same forms as in the family cycle®” but in their dif-
ferent statistical intensification. In this manner, while
in the family cycle the most frequent were the open-
ing and shutting of windows, doors, and drawers, the
crossing of fingers, the making of knots, or the comb-
ing of hair or placing a headband, here pride of place
is given to the prohibition or, alternatively, injunction
concerning sewing and spinning,® the use of chains to
bind tables and other objects, the tying up of scissors,*
and the tying up, and walking around*®, of people,
animals, plants, household items or sacral items, the
making or filling of holes, etc. The most distinctive
symptoms of Alcmene’s magic are to be discovered on
the following holidays:

This is by no means the end. The Van Gennep
conception of the “state” (despite the fact that the
author had not steered his reasoning in this direc-
tion) cannot be limited only to the sphere of rituals.
All definition-oriented conditions for the “state”® are
met also by such life situations as illness and, alter-
natively, the state of being healthy, the state of good
fortune and natural calamity, etc. They too are ac-
companied by typical symptoms of Alcmene’s magic.
Thus we come across the latter (operations +) among
activities intent on ending an illness - 42 cases, in-
creasing the growth of grain — 21 cases, and making it
possible to build a house, a bridge, or a road - 17 cases.
In turn, Alcmene’s magic (-) takes place in preventive
anti-sickness practices (the retention of the state of
being healthy) - 44, malicious magic intent on making
it impossible for the ill to get well (the retention of an
illness) — 26. It (-) is also applied for preserving the
security and prosperity of a home, a family or property
— 82, protection against contacts with demons and
spirits — 54 cases,* etc. The latter example, proposed
by Alcmene’s magic (+) and employed to evoke de-
mons — 20 cases*’ or establishing contact with God

- 26 cases,*® is of special interest to us. What sort of a
change occurs in those instances?

In the case of the God-man relations the issue at
stake, while referring to the foundations of Slavonic
folk cosmogony, seems to be fairly uncomplicated.
God and man remain upon different cosmic levels, dis-
tinctly separated. Regardless of the copious number of
conceptions and attempts at formulating this distinct-
ness® we may hazard declaring that it is sufficiently
outlined in folk culture for us to be able to recognise
the distinctness of the state of God (the state in which
God finds Himself) and the earthly state (in which
man finds himself). Since - as has been mentioned —
the prime condition for any sort of change of the exist-
ing state is leaving the initial x it is not surprising that
man’s attempts at coming closer to the divine must be
accompanied by Alcmene’s magic (T). A reference to
this comprehension and to the relation between people
and demonic creatures encounters, however, consid-
erable difficulties. All researchers dealing with Polish
folk demonology® agree that Slavonic demons do not
comprise (as Lelewel wanted) autonomous creatures,
being mere posthumous embodiments of people of cer-
tain, specific categories; naturally, this could suggest
an obliteration of differences between their state z and
state v cotresponding to particular phases of the family
cycle.’! This situation would, in turn, exert a negative
impact on the possibility and purposefulness of ap-
plying Alcmene’s magic. In order to explain this lack
of clarity it appears to be necessary to establish these
“demon-creating” human categories. Who becomes a
demon after death? Solutions to thus formulated ques-
tions are offered in the table’ presented below:

The enumerated detailed categories can be re-
stricted with the least risk of logical invalidity to three
more extensive ones: those that broke the principle of
the succession of states (item 1 and 2 in the table),

those that carried out a change of the state with-
out fulfilling the rite de passage obligatory (Alcmene’s
magic!) in this situation (item 3, 6-9). those that died
in the state of passage (item 1, 2, 4, 5).

No. "Demon-creating” category no. of cases
1 Dead foetuses 30
2 Miscarried 47
3 Not baptised 79
4 Betrothed, died prior to wedding 12
5  Betrothed, died during wedding 35
6  Suicide victims 33
7  Hanged 29
8  Drowned 82
9  Victims of unnatural and violent death 35

Total 392
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Once again, those three categories can be summed
up in a single, most general one: — those who (in a
biological sense) departed and those who did not (in a
magic-ritual sense) from state x, and those who entered
(in a biological sense) and did not enter (in a mag-
ical-ritual sense) state.’? In other words, after death
only those become demons who (regardless whether
unconsciously or not) broke out of the chain of the
succession of states, thus situating themselves outside
its constant links (or, from another point of view, sev-
eral links simultaneously), i.e. in a permanent state of
transition. This partly explains the fact to which at-
tention should be drawn already at this stage, namely,
that the formulas’* describing the period of temps de
passage and characterising the “demon-creative” state
of people who are supposed to turn into demonic crea-
tures are totally identical.

Now, leave this issue for a while and return to the
question of the forms of Alcmene’s magic (compre-
hended in a totally descriptive-mechanical manner).
They can be divided into two typical varieties:

A. Connected with opening and closing, and
thus the opening and shutting of doors, windows,
drawers, pyxes with the consecrated host, and impe-
rial gates, the destruction of roofs, walls, and fences,
the making and plugging up of holes, etc.

B. Connected with tying up and untying, and
thus: assorted practices involving knots, fragments of
fishing nets, the belting, wrapping or tying of people,
animals, plants and objects, the encircling of a table
with chains and ropes, a forehead - with a wreath, fin-
gers - with rings, the placing of a cap, injunctions and
prohibitions concerning sewing, spinning, etc.

This division, totally illegitimate and based on sub-
jective and imprecise premises, does not possess any
sort of essential significance and was performed in or-
der to make it easier to demonstrate that it is possible
to add to each of the distinguished categories A and
B a number of similar forms of activity pursued at the
same time and place, and thus semantically identical
with the enumerated ones. One of them is the crea-
tion of the theme of a relatively copious ethnographic
bibliography,” i.e. the so-called magic circle.’®

According to K. Moszyniski: The function of magic
enclosure is fulfilled by a belt, a chain, a magic circle, a
ring, a wreath, etc. [...] When, for instance, an inhabitant
of the Polesie region travelling during the Pentecostal week
across the local forests hears strange sounds announcing
the proximity of water sprites > he marks with an axe a
circle around the cart wide enough so that the demon could
not touch him. The women of Polesie walking in a forest
or working on land located in distant woodlands act in
the same way; instead of an axe they mark a circle on
the ground with a knife [...]. I selected particularly vivid
and typical examples; one could cite many less appealing

ones.”®
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Let us add immediately that Moszyniski listed as
analogous to the creation of the magic circle also the
custom of ploughing around villages and fields or their
inclusion within a “metaphorical tangle”.>® The magi-
cal circle in the form used by the peasants of Polesie
appears to be, however, the simplest example, and
thus the most useful for initial analysis.

What does the essence of the activity of Alcmene’s
magic in this form consist of? By enclosing (symboli-
cally girding) a certain space, the peasant from the
Polesie region stops it at the initial (current) state x.
At the time of drawing the circle this state of things
prevails on both its sides. At the stage when the situa-
tion on the outside is subject to change (e.g. an attack
launched by demonic creatures), the new, emergent
state could not encompass the magically enclosed
space®® and thus harm the objects within it. Naturally,
an obliteration of the circle or its part would immedi-
ately produce a diametrically different effect - such as
the above-mentioned damaged fence or a hole made
in a wall or a roof. In all those cases we are dealing
with identical phenomena not only upon a semantic
level (Alcmene’s magic) but also on an instrumental
one. Just as the magic circle restricts arbitrary space
dependent on the requirements of the person apply-
ing magic, so the walls, the threshold, and the roof or
the windows are elements limiting the inner space of
the home (wider: every building). Representatives of
the same category will also consistently include fences
or unploughed strips of land enclosing farmstead, vil-
lage borders, cemetery walls, riverbanks, and roads®!
as well as crossroads. All divide space and thus in suit-
able conditions®? also states, and all may comprise the
subject of Alcmene’s magic. Are they, however, iden-
tical? To what category should we ascribe the space
of a yet unploughed strip of land, the village border,
or the threshold? Books by theoreticians of magic,®
folk beliefs,** and even numerous legal formulae®
concerning borders provide an unambiguous solution.
Borders are extra-territorial, i.e. objects from this par-
ticular category belong to both divisible sequences of
transformation (here: states x and y) and, at the same
time, they do not belong to any of them. They can be
described, therefore, only by the following the Hege-
lian sentence, incorrect from the viewpoint of formal
logic:

A= (x-i-y) and (-x + —y).

This sentence had already appeared to be indis-
pensable upon two other occasions — for defining the
essence (specificity in relation to the “normal” state)
of periods of passage in annual and family cycles, and
for characterising demonic (“demon-creating”) crea-
tures. This is a concurrence of essential significance.
If heretofore reasoning is correct and the essence of
the three discussed phenomena situated at levels os-
tensibly remaining at a great distance, is identical,
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then they must demonstrate a distinct connection, in-
cluding exchangeability and mutual exponentiation.
Take a closer look at the level of binary relations.
Theoretically, there exists the possibility of a relation
of the categories described in: A = = (x +y) i (-%x
+ —y) and arranged in three pairs: a - demonological
(“demon-creating”) creatures: spatial borders (thresh-
olds, unploughed strips of land, fences, roads, etc.);
b — demonic (“demon-creating”) creatures: periods of
passage (as in the family, annual, and 24 hour cycle®);
c — spatial borders: periods of passage.

Each of those versions (a, b and c) corresponds to
particular relations in the tables presented below:

As can be seen, in all three cases the existence of
correlation gains a distinctive numerical confirmation.
In this fashion, relation a® achieves in the case of buri-
als of “demon-creating” creatures as much as 98,9% of
co-dependence; those data are slightly lower in the case
of relation b (correspondingly: 96,4% and 92.5’%) and
relation c. This would confirm distinctly the legitimacy
of heretofore reasoning without, however, comprising
its ultimate proof, i.e. an ascertainment of the at least
relative identity of the analysed categories.

Let us start with the fact that each of the lat-
ter possesses the ability to attain exponentiation via
an “intensification of features”. In other words, a
drowned non-baptised person will be a more mali-
cious (or rather, more powerful) demon Y than an
ordinary victim of drowning or a non-baptised per-
son who died of natural causes; the same holds true
for a groom who hanged himself in the course of the
wedding ceremonies, compared to an ordinary vic-
tim of suicide by hanging, etc. Similarly, in the case
of spatial borders (Z) there are more demons at the
crossroads than along an ordinary straight road, while
plants growing next a fence have greater medicinal
powers if this spot is the meeting place of two or more
fences, etc. Such qualities become even more vivid
during times (periods) of passage (V). Ferns bloom
only at midnight before the feast day of St. John the
Baptist, while wolfsbane assumes aphrodisiac proper-
ties at noon each day but its effectiveness is certain
only at noon on Whitsuntide and (in the case of dried
plants) on the day of St. Lucia. Such examples can
be multiplied, although it must be accentuated right
away that this sort of individual (single-category) ex-
ponentiation is relatively rare in Slavonic folk culture.

Relation a g;lrljfres unpll;)rtllihed fences  thresholds roads banks Oftekiljrziz%l;t
Place of lf?urial of de- 80 19 18 66 62 30 3
mon-creating creatures
Place of appearance of 65 55 1 )1 26 30 7
demonic creatures
Place of e.stablishing. 5 7 5 26 7 19
contacts with the devil
Place of witch sabbaths®® 5 4 - 1 10 3 47
Total 156 80 36 93 124 70 76
pc;rlods another creas rea-
. orpasT ot A® .tures tures in . )
Relation b sage in [ o the h periods of passages the daily cycle
annual AU crate of not the
cycle tate A
cycle passage
total in the daily
12 24 east west cycle in the peri-
ods of passage
Periods of appear-
146 7 - - 59 179 38 33 209
ance of demons
Periods of possible
establishment of
. 20 1 26 4 3 13 5 7 28
contacts with de-
mons
Total 166 26 62 92 43 40 237
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Relation ¢ (1) transition peri- other times  transition other times of
ods in annual ~ of annual  periods of day, night
cycle cycle day cycle
Ritual activities on village borders, = No 126 4 180 14
unploughed land, roads, etc.

% 96,9 3,1 92,7 7,4

Relation ¢ (2) pregnant young mar- cortege others uncon-

women ried people  with the nected with
dead transition period
Ban on staying on borders or crossing 80 43 33 7

them

Magic folk prescriptions as a rule combine elements of
all “Alcmene” categories (without, however, limiting
themselves to them).”® The "statistical”’! folk, para-
medical “prescription” advising: “Take a thread from
the noose of a hanged man, add a%, a,, a;, and herb
a, z picked at the crossing of unploughed strips of land
at noon on St. George’s day...” is thus based on, i.a. an
interchangeable exponentiation of “Alcmeniana” and
ergo can be written down as:
f=Y"XZn XVt Xa Xa,...Xa,

This formula ultimately confirms the legitimacy of
our heretofore reflections (only identical categories
can mutually exponentiate), and hence provokes their
temporary completion.

I would like to emphasise temporary completion
particularly strongly. The presented sketch is not only
an open entity but without a continuation it outright
loses its raison d’étre. (I bypass the explanation of par-
ticular problems). The process of introducing order
into findings neglected or rendered vulgar by the theo-
reticians of magic and Slavonic rites, and the demon-
stration of their close, integral union can become a
point of departure for more correct studies on a whole
range of aspects of Polish folk culture. In this respect,
I would be inclined to consider the important message
of this article to be as follows:

The recognition of the impossibility of a separable ex-
amination of questions linked with the comprehension
of space and time in folk culture. Its structures, after all,
develop in three parallel dimensions: temporal, spatial
and theognostic-cosmic,’ if one can thus describe the
Earth (man)-heaven (God) axis together with all its
cosmosophic aspects. Sidestepping any of those levels
not only impoverishes but, even more, remarkably falsi-
fies the image of the products of folk spiritual culture,
turning it into a flat and barren caricature.

Endnotes

I The bibliography used in this text has been verified
rather extensively in the course of research conducted
in the following voivodeships: Bialystok, Chelmno,
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Nowy Sacz, Przemysl, Siedlce, Suwatki and Zamoé¢. The
collected material also made it possible to ascertain the
existence of the majority of the forms of Alcmene’s
magic kept alive in Poland up to this day.

R. Graves, Mity greckie, Warszawa 1974, p. 411.
Pausanias, Ovid, Aelian and Antoninus Liberalis.
Graves, op. cit., p. 412.

W. Legowski, Zwyczaje i obyczaje. Stypy pogrzebowe,
obrzedy slubne, chrzciny i inne zabawy ludowe, gldwnie pod
wzgledem na hygiene, “Wedrowiec”, 1899, fasc. 2, p. 487;
J. Talko-Hryncewicz, Zarysy lecznictwa ludowego na Rusi
Poludniowej, Krakow 1893, p. 77.

W. Legowski, Zwyczaje i obyczaje. Stypy pogrzebowe,
obrzedy slubne, chrzciny i inne zabawy ludowe, gldwnie pod
wzgledem na hygiene, “Wedrowiec”, 1899, fasc. 2, p. 487;
J. Talko-Hryncewicz, Zarysy lecznictwa ludowego na Rusi
Poludniowej, Krakow 1893, p. 77.

K. Moszyniski, Kultura ludowa Slowian, Warszawa 1967,
vol. II, part 1, p. 292.

J. S. Bystron, Stowiariskie obrzedy rodzinne, Krakow 1916,
p. 20.

Moszytiski, op. cit., vol. II, part 1, pp. 292-293; Bystron,
op. cit., p. 20, 27.

Bystron, op. cit., p. 20, 28.

Ibid., p. 20.

S. Poniatowski, Obrzedy rodzinne, "Wiedza o Polsce”,
vol. 3, part: Etnografia Polski, Warszawa 1932, p. 328;
Bystroni, op. cit., p. 20; Talko-Hryncewicz, op. cit.,
p. 73.

Talko-Hryncewicz, op. cit., p. 76.

J. Swietek, Lud nadrabski od Gdowa po Bochnig, Krakow
1893, p. 599; Bystron, op. cit., p. 20; Frazer, op. cit., p.
216; Moszyniski, op. cit., vol. II, part 1, 292.

D. Lepkiy, De yaki verovania pro detinu, "Zorya”, VII:
1886, p. 269.

Bystron, op. cit., p. 20.

Moszytiski, op. cit., vol. II, part 1, p. 291.

N. Z., Z Opatowa, "Gazeta Radomska”, 1888, no. 57,
p- 3.

Bystron, op. cit., p. 15, 35.

L. Marcewicz, O zabobonach i gustach przy narodzeniu
dziecka, Krakow 1876, p. 29; Frazer, op. cit., p. 217.

K. Wojcicki, Klechdy, starozytne podania i powiesci ludu
Polski i Rusi, Warszawa 1972, pp. 220-221; Marcewicz,
op. cit., p. 30; A. Fischer, Zwyczaje pogrzebowe ludu pol-
skiego, Lwow 1921, p. 112; S. Ciszewski, Zenska twarz,
Krakow 1927, pp. 20-24.
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Marcewicz, op. cit., p. 28.

The symbolic name of the phenomenon (and not “the
magic of knots”, e.g. as Witort described certain activi-
ties of this sort) is necessary to underline: 1) the fact
that the same range of phenomena will include opera-
tions differentiated as regards their form), 2) such forms
can have totally dissimilar meanings in various ritual
contexts, i.e. not every knot is an element of Alcmene’s
magic and not always will it be connected with the tying
and untying of knots.

An association universal in nineteenth-century ethno-
graphic literature. See also: Talko-Hryncewicz, op. cit.,
p. 75.

All numerical data pertain to a representative sample of
fifty selected publications. Importance is, therefore,
attached not to the absolute value of the data but to the
proportions between them.

A typical example of the prenuptial magic performed by
Alcmene (+) is the ceremony of rozpleciny (unbraiding).
See: L. Stomma, Analiza strukturalna stowianskich obrze-
dow weselnych (typescript at the disposal of the Chair of
Ethnography at Warsaw University), Warszawa 1973,
pp. 7-12.

Typical activity — the oczepiny ceremony (covering the
bride’s hair with a cap). Stomma, op. cit., pp. 23- 29.
In accordance with the recommendations made by Lévi-
Strauss I regard individual cases unconfirmed by compa-
risons as deviations and exclude them from my reflec-
tions.

Here, a classical example is "tying up the potency” of the
groom, encountered all across Poland, in order to render
him unable to consummate the marriage. B. Baranowska,
Zycie codzienne wsi miedyy Wartq a Pilicg w XIX wieku,
Warszawa 1969, p. 100; Fr a z e 1, op. cit., pp. 217-218;
Talko-Hryncewicz, op. cit., p. 203.

See: note 27.

Apart from the above-mentioned, other relatively com-
mon forms include: untying horses, damaging the thre-
shold, taking covers off pots, etc.

Additional mention is due to: tying a chain or a rope
around a tree, shutting doors, a metaphorical closing of
the world (?) with a key moved about in the air, etc.

[ intentionally bypassed the role of the dual nature of
posthumous operations since it is difficult determine
which comprise an element of the burial ceremonial and
which, focused on the future, are supposed to facilitate
the return (rebirth) of the deceased; they are thus rather
connected with birth.

A. Van Gennep, Rites de passage, Paris 1909, pp. 14-18,
271-279.

The period of transition is situated between two separa-
te states, thus linking simultaneously the elements of
both. This process can be described as: A = (x + y) and
(=x -\y). Note: this formula is not a logical sentence.

It must be stressed that we regard as rites de passage only
those that separate differentiated time categories. Not
every annual festivity, therefore, is a rite de passage.

I have in mind a general tendency, since there exists a
certain small collection of forms of Alcmene’s magic
specific for particular ritual cycles.

Operations + occur in the case of all the saints in the
table. See, i.a. R. Tomicki, Wierzenia i obrzedy zwigzane
ze $Smiercig w tradycji spolecznosci wiejskich (typescript at
the disposal of the Chair of Ethnography at Warsaw
University), Warszawa 1972, pp. 84-85, 129-130; W.
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Kosifiski, Materyaly etnograficzne zebrane w réznych okoli-
cach Galicyi Zachodniej, Krakow 1903, p. 62, 63, 66, 78,
84; W. Klinger, Doroczne swigta ludowe a tradycje grecko-
rzymskie, Krakow 1931, p. 77; Baranowski, op. cit., p. 80;
Swietek, op. cit., p. 558; Bystron, op. cit., p. 15.

This is a splendid example of enhancing magic by clo-
sing an object that by the very nature of things possesses
opposite properties. W. Szuchiewicz, Huculszczyzna,
Lwow 1904, vol. 111, p. 248 and p. 12, 14, 18, 221, 224,
226, 243, 246, 248-250, 268, 294.

Moszyniski, op. cit., vol. II, part 1, pp. 318-324.

It should be stressed that all rites de passage enumerated
in the table possess a distinctive solar nature. They do
not, however, include rites de passage of the economic
cycle.

This holiday is celebrated predominantly in regions
inhabited by a Russian Orthodox population.

See above.

The application of Alcmene’s magic is rather clearly
associated with the autumn equinox, while its connec-
tion with the feast day of St. Michael is presumably
rather late (nineteenth century?).

V an Gennep, op. cit., pp. 271-279.

Swietek, op. cit., pp. 539-540; Tomicki, op. cit., pp.
82-84.

K. Koranyi, Czary i gusla przed sadami koscielnymi, “Lud”,
vol. XXVI, fasc. 2, p. 11, 17.

L.a. M. Eliad e, Sacrum — mit — historia, Warszawa 1970,
p. 89.

E Gajczyk, Teodulja, Krakow 1900, pp. 112-132.

L. Golebiowski, Lud polski, jego zwyczaje i zabobony,
Warszawa 1830, p. 150, 170-171; R. Lilienthalowa, Swigta
zydowskie w przeszlosci i teragniejszosci, Krakow 1919, p.
26; Baranowski,op. cit., p. 106; Klinger, op. cit., p. 58;
Kosinski, op. cit., p. 11; Moszynski, op. cit., vol. II, part 1,
passim; Tomicki, op. cit., pp. 77-81, 83, 88-90, 100-102.
For example, a phase in the family cycle between death
and rebirth.

The table takes into account only 91,22% of the general
set (see: note 24) of cases owing to the fact that the
remaining 8,78% are scattered across as many as 17
categories and possess the features of disturbances.

In accordance with the previously accepted terminology
we thus write down the phenomenon as: (x + y) and (-x
H vy).

A= x+y)i(x+-y).

I. a. T. Seweryn, Ikonografia etnograficzna, “Lud”; vol.
XXXIX, p. 340; S. Gansiniec,Pas magiczny, Krakow
1934.

It occurs not only in folk culture but also in the “profes-
sional” magic of yore (E Ribadeau-Dumas, Histoire de la
magie, Paris 1965, pp. 80-156).

For an explanation of the demonic nature of water nym-
phs see: Tomicki, op. cit., p. 81.

Moszyniski, op. cit., vol. II, part 1, p. 319, 322.

Ibidem, p. 323.

K. Baschwitz, Czarownice, dzieje proceséw o czary,
Warszawa 1971, p. 15, 17, 21.

Owing to insufficient space [ shall not cite proof legiti-
mating the addition of the category of paths — this will
be the topic of a separate article.

Certain ethnographers, such as Moszyniski, accepted
implicitly that due to the differentiated evaluation in folk
culture of particular fragments of space, village borders,
fences, the threshold, etc. always divide the states.
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Mentioned by Theophrastus Bombastus aka Paracelsus,
and Johannes Trithemius.

Moszyniski, op. cit., vol. II, part 1, p. 202, 322; Swietek,
op. cit., p. 459.

T. Letocha, Granice i spory terytorialne w Afryce, Warszawa
1973, pp. 19-26.

The passage periods in the 24hr cycle are: midnight (24.
00), noon (12. 00) and the setting and rising of the
Sun.

Here, naturally, meaning: under the fence, under the
threshold.

Obviously, witches as living creatures do not belong to
the category of demons. <» A = (x + y) and (-x +
-y).

I have in mind burials and sites of revelations since the
remaining are mentioned in the table only for the sake
of comparison.

“All” means “all enumerated in the article” since there
exist other ranges of the presence of Alcmene’s magic.
The number of such formulae subjected to analysis
totals 200, with the exception of four cases, i.e. 98%
confirmed the observations presented here.

N. Mastret described this dimension simply as cosmic,
which appears to excessively restrict its meaning.

Piotr Borowski, Expedition to the East Poland, see: Koniec piesni (The End of Song), "Konteksty" No. 2-3/2010

20




Polesia Czar and a childhood
landscape

Zbigniew Benedyktowicz: We are to talk about
memory and its significance in contemporaneity as well
as its assorted forms and manners of appearance. Let
us, however, start with your private and most intimate
“memory place”, the very onset of your biography. You
must have been asked often about the Polesie region
and the town of Pinsk — your birthplace and the land
of your childhood...

Ryszard Kapus$cifiski: [ am constantly requested to
comment about all sorts of things and endlessly about
Polesie. This is also a moral problem, because I am the
only living writer born in Pinisk. At the moment, I thus
live as if under social pressure and feel some sort of a
moral obligation. We know very well that everyone is
writing about Wilno and Lwéw, and that Polesie and
Pinsk are situated exactly halfway between those two.
Polesie is a somewhat poor and abandoned land and
little has been written about it.

Z. Benedyktowicz: Do you frequently compare
that, which you remember as a child and that, which
you encounter now! Do such confrontations reveal
something permanent?

R. Kapuscinski: [ often travel there whenever I
am capable of doing so and have the time. Here stands
the house in which I was born and here lies the ceme-
tery with the graves of those closest to me, members of
my family. My grandmother and cousins were buried

Street and family home of Ryszard Kapuscinski in Pifisk
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here. My parents were elementary school teachers in
Pifisk and up to this day some of the locals remember
them. I am even an honorary member of the Polish
Circle in Belarus. Finally, some of the old streets have
survived.

Z. Benedyktowicz: What about the landscape and
Nature?

R. Kapuscinski: Polesie was an extremely exot-
ic part of Europe, a land of sprawling marshes with
only a single road from Brzes¢ (Brest) to Pinisk built
of paving stones; the rest was composed of bogs or
dunes. It was simply impossible to reach certain vil-
lages, accessible only by boat or, in the winter, by
sleigh. Communication was maintained with boats.
That world no longer exists. During the Soviet era
the marshes were drained and turned into deserts.
Paradoxically, part of Polesie survived thanks to the
Red Army, which set up training areas; consequently,
it was forbidden to do or change anything. This part
of Polesie preserved its original form. On the other
hand, people of the past are no longer, or only a very
small number has survived. The policy pursued dur-
ing the Soviet period consisted of a “Russification”
of the area close to the border. Russians arrived from
further inland aand, consequently, the character of
the whole region underwent great transformations.
The Borderlands still feature much of their allure.
This is a magnificent theme, since the Borderlands
character remains, predominantly within the inhab-
itants. People of the Borderlands stick together and
Polesie circles are active in Gdafisk and Wroctaw.
In the various parts of the world that I visited I al-
ways met Poleszczuki — former residents of Polesie,
who came to see me and wanted to talk about the
past and show photographs. In New York or London
someone would appear and pointing to a photo say:
"Look. Here’s your Mum”. Sometimes, they brought
photographs taken in their schooldays ...

Z. Benedyktowicz: This is interesting in view of
the fact that sociological studies or publicistics stress
predominantly the threat of globalisation. Your exam-
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In Polesie...

In New York... New York 1984. Photo: Andrzej Strumilto

ple shows how assorted local peripheral cultures suc-
cessfully function alongside this process ...

R. Kapuscinski: Yes, this is an extremely strong phe-
nomenon. I believe that it is the reverse of globalisation.
It is the latter menace that sets free a feeling of distinct-
ness, a certain need for identity and belonging to some
sort of a local community. Those bonds are extremely
powerful. It is because I come from Pinsk that people
bring to those meetings assorted photographs and items
that they took from there. These durable relations con-
tain a certain emotional load. The people in question
are extremely proud of the fact that they are the carriers
of memory and willingly gather to reminisce.

By way of example, I say: “Alright, would you like
to write all this down and then mail it to me, because I
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shall be leaving soon?” And that person sits down and
describes everything. The recollections are at times
extraordinary, as in the case of a 90 years-old lady who
now lives near Wroctaw. I also possess an enormous
collection of photographs. It was even suggested to
organise a large-scale exhibition of my photographs
of Pinsk. This memory about a world of the past is
really very much alive. Travelling across the world I
appreciate the power of the feeling of identity and at-
tachment to one’s birthplace, that small homeland.
Despite enormous and growing emigration people
leaving their native land take those feelings with them
and thus cherish the strongest possible connection
with the “small homeland”. This awareness of identity
linked with a concrete place is man’s great need. It is
the reason why Africa is so fascinating as a continent
that has preserved tribal awareness in a most visible,
palpable, and experienced form. This is not the con-
sciousness of a “generalised” person, but regional, lo-
cal awareness. Apparently, there is no such thing as an
awareness of the homeland — the homeland is a fluid
concept in the history of societies, a rather artificial
product of our mentality; it is tribal awareness that is
the strongest in man.

Z. Benedyktowicz: What if we were to try to es-
tablish at this exact moment that what has been pre-
served in your memory first and foremost?

R. Kapuscinski: What do I remember? It seems to
me that we are dealing here with a much wider prob-
lem. My thesis about memory is as follows - ask: when
does man come into being? Not biologically, but when
does he start existing as a human being? In my opinion,
he emerges with the very first reminiscence that can
be reached. We thus search while saying: “I remember
this, and this, and one more thing”, and in this way we
arrive at the very first recollection when we no longer
remember anything that occurred earlier. It is exactly
at that point that man begins and ”I” emerges, that my
identity and my extremely individual, private life story
start. [ am in the habit of asking people: “What is the
first recollection of your life?” Two things arise upon
this occasion.

The first is the discovery that so few people actu-
ally think about this, and that they begin to labo-
riously recollect. Generally speaking, people do not
ponder this theme and are forced to dig deep in order
to reach their first memory. The second issue con-
cerns the character of those reminiscences. I have
asked hundreds of people about this, and it is inter-
esting to discover that each has different recollec-
tions. Some are linked with a cat, another - with a
fire, and yet others with a boiled sweet purchased
by grandmother. These reminiscences vary greatly,
and are one of the proofs of man’s differentiation.
Already the very first recollections distinguish us to
such a great extent.
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Dariusz Czaja: What do you consider to be the
point of departure for memory? What is it? Is it a
word? Colour ...7

R. Kapusciniski: An image!

Z. Benedyktowicz: An image?! And not sound?

R. Kapuscifski: It will always be an image. After
all, we know that earliest reminiscences concern the
period when we were three or four years old, more or
less the age when a child thinks in images. As a rule,
this is a case of visual recollections. Even if there did
take place some sort of a loud noise, such as thunder,
it too must have been associated with an image, either
of a storm or the place where it took place. I always
found this phenomenon extremely interesting and
noteworthy. I would like to write about my childhood
in Pinisk.

The chaos of memory and the order

introduced into it

Z. Benedyktowicz: You have just mentioned that,
as a rule, people are forced to delve deep into their
memory in order to reach their first reminiscence. Did
you encounter such a phenomenon also in your life,
when earliest recollections find themselves beneath
those that are “worked over”, and about which we
know that they are the property of others and had
been already heard somewhere?

R. Kapuscinski: Yes, this has to be cleared up.
This is the Husserlian idea of purification. Arrival at
these primary things is extremely difficult, especially
in the case of those about which we had been already
told. This is connected with two overlapping problems
with memory and reminiscences. The first is the in-
troduction of order. It turns out that we find it very
difficult to put all those recalled images into order
and thus encounter certain chaos. In other words, the
process of introducing order must be purposeful, con-
scious, and intended — I must arrange everything in or-
der and determine what was “before” or “after”. It be-
comes necessary to establish the sequences of certain
events. This is extremely important for memory. Sec-
ondly, that, which is essentially linked with memory
or perhaps with its absence is the fact that memory is
fragmentary and without a continuum. We remember
only certain episodes from the past but do not have
access to their complete sequence.

D. Czaja: Additionally, it is interesting to note
that we immediately arrange them into some sort of a
plot, construe narration, and gather those details into
a linear sequence.

R. Kapuscinski: We have to do this, otherwise
we shall get lost and everything will simply scatter. In
other words, in order for memory to function usefully
it requires certain operations and effort. This is not
automatic since that, which autonomously imposes
itself is chaotic, fragmentary, and non-cohesive. Only
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the operation of introducing order and hierarchy, the
arrangement of memory, becomes extremely relevant.
I think in a certain way because I am writing an auto-
biographical reportage and constantly encounter this
problem. I recall an episode from an African country
but cannot remember when it took place. What oc-
curred “before” and “after”? Did I stay there in 1967 or
perhaps in 19687 Was it Ghana or rather the Republic
of South Africa? Here problems start and demand se-
rious effort.

Z. Benedyktowicz: Do you keep such a diary?

R. Kapusécinski: No, I am incapable of doing this
simply because my journeys are extremely exhausting
physically. As a rule, they take place in the tropics,
there is a lot of work in progress and texts that have
to be immediately handed over; later, I am so tired
that I do not have the strength for anything else. Years
later, I am compelled to reconstruct the past out of
elements: airplane tickets, passport visas, various o

ther things. Furthermore, there is yet another
problem, the reason why I am not a great enthusiast of
diaries. A person who keeps a diary writes down every
day that, which he regards as important. Reading it
years later it turns out that usually such records make
but a slight contribution. This fact is associated with
the selective role of memory.

Take the highly instructive reminiscence about
Gorky, who upon a certain occasion was introduced
to a young writer named Paustovsky who brought one
of his stories. Gorky read it and they made an arrange-
ment to meet again. Gorky said: ”Young man, this text
shows talent, but I would like to give you a piece of ad-
vice: spend the next ten years travelling across Russia,
working and earning a living. Write nothing. Do not
keep any notes. Once you return, make a record of all
that you saw. Why then? Because you shall remember
that, which was truly significant, while that, which you
do not recall was simply not worth remembering”.

At this moment I am writing Podrdze z Herodotem,
i.e. about experiences that took place in the 1950s. I
still recall them. By way of example, in 1956, upon the
wave of the October thaw, my editorial board sent me
for the first time to India. I flew via Rome, in an old
wartime DC-3. The airplane landed in Rome in the
evening. For the first time in my life [ saw a town all
lit up. This came as such a shock that although fifty
years have passed I still remember precisely the view
of the illuminated city at night.... This is why I firmly
believe in the selective role played by memory. There
is no need to member everything because such a proc-
ess serves no purpose.

D. Czaja: But this would produce an interesting
conclusion. Apparently, it is not we who consciously
and intentionally put those data into order or con-
struct an image of the past pertaining to us; this proc-
ess takes place somewhere “in the back of the head”,




Ryszard Kapusciriski « ON MEMORY AND ITS THREATS - RYSZARD KAPUSCINSKI

without our will. In other words, we contain some sort
of a selection mechanism that is nothing else but a
resultant of all the significant events in our heretofore
life.

R. Kapuscinski: Yes. It is not that, which I daily
decide that I shall remember or forget that is impor-
tant. It suddenly turns out that I recall a certain thing,
which, actually, I should not remember but by some
miracle it exists in my memory. Then I start wonder-
ing why this is taking place and why I recollect pre-
cisely that thing and not another.

D. Czaja: At this stage there comes into being a
certain subtlety, not to say: difficulty, probably not the
last that we shall discuss today while drifting between
memory and oblivion. I have in mind selection associ-
ated with memory. You mentioned the “introduction
of order” into memory data. If we, however, perform
a slight semantic retouching then we shall immedi-
ately arrive at the “construction” of memory. Another
slight shift and we are dealing with a “mythicisation”
of memory. How can those subtleties be separated? Is
it at all possible to introduce some sort of an acute
distinction? When do we once again deal with such
remembrance of the past about which we may say:
"This truly took place”, and when with something that
I described as the mythologisation of memory or, if we
speak about the collective dimension, with the ideolo-
gisation of memory? After all, each of those operations
performs some sort of a selection, right?

R. Kapuscinski: In my opinion there is no unam-
biguous response to this question. All depends on the
given person, the situation in which he finds himself,
and many different factors. As a reporter I might say
that in this case the foundation is some sort of an ethi-
cal attitude, an elementary compulsion that says: “I
remember that”. This means that I am responsible for
what I wrote. In other words, I guarantee that I had
really experienced something, that the book contains
my experience. This was my argument while writing at
the time of prevailing censorship. If the censors com-
plained I answered: "I was there, and if you want to,
then come with me”. It seems to me that personal expe-
rience constituted the foundation of what I wrote. At
the same time, it provided me with a feeling of power.
[ do not know how to write, nor am I a typical author.
My problem consists of the fact that [ am deprived of
that sort of imagination, and thus I have to actually be
everywhere in order to write something, I have to per-
sonally remember things. Everything must leave a di-
rect imprint on my memory. Then, when I come back,
I do not deliberate about the form in which I am going
to write — a poem, a drama or a philosophical treatise;
[ simply try to write a text. The point is for this text
to be the most faithful recreation of the memory of my
experiences, of what | saw and thought. Naturally, I
am fully aware that this is all very subjective, i.e. that
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everyone sees reality differently. I often encountered
this phenomenon during assorted meetings with my
readers. Someone stands up and says: "Mister, I saw
what you described but it was quite different...”. And
[ absolutely believe him because the number of as-
sorted versions of the same events corresponds to the
number of its witnesses. Consequently, there is no such
thing as objective memory. Nothing of the sort exists.
Memory is the most subjectivised element of culture.
We really remember extremely different things. [ have
a sister who is a year younger and lives in Canada. I
did not see her for years and once we met I, thinking
about Pinisk, reached for a tape recorder, saying: "Ba-
sia, what do you recollect from our years in Pinsk?”.
Let me add that we are very close and when we were
little we always walked holding hands. One could thus
say that we saw exactly the same thing. When she be-
gan to extract reflections from her memory it turned
out that they were totally different from mine. In other
words: she remembered things that I did not recollect
at all. And vice versa. You can see just how strong is
the individualisation of memory. As a result, I always
use the formula: “according to me, this is what hap-
pened”. I could never say that my perception is the
only true one.

Z. Benedyktowicz: Despite this radical subjec-
tivisation of memory there also exists something like
the memory of a generation, perhaps not as objective
but one in which people can at least recognise them-
selves...

R. Kapuscinski: Naturally. The memory of a gen-
eration or of a nation — they both exist. Just like col-
lective memory I too possess deep archetypical strata,
that whole Jungian phenomenon. But in my personal
experience as a reporter, a person travelling around
the world, collecting observations and stories, and
writing about them I am most fascinated by the fact
that memory is individualised....

D. Czaja: ... that the past is perceived differently in
each personal experience ...

R. Kapuscinski: ... extremely so. This is what |
find so fascinating in Herodotus, because it turns out
that he already tackled these difficulties. The reason
lay in the fact that his writing was connected directly
with the problem of memory. Recall the opening invo-
cation of his book: These are the researches of Herodotus
of Halicarnassus, which he publishes in the hope of there-
by preserving from decay the remembrance of what men
have done. Herodotus struggled with the obliteration
of memory, encountered already at the time. By way
of example, upon his arrival in Thebes he discovered
that everyone said something different about a certain
past event. To this he responded that he was obliged
to describe assorted versions. His task consisted of a
faithful presentation. He felt compelled to propose
an objective account. It was Herodotus who was the
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first in world literature to announce this differentia-
tion of memory and the image of the past. We know,
however, that past reality resembles quicksand. We all
make our way along this sandy terrain, of which no
one is certain.

D. Czaja: There undoubtedly exists some sort of
tension between subjectivity and the objective image
of a thing. You mentioned that Herodotus attempted
to coordinate various versions of the past. He too,
however, was probably not free from subjectivity.
Within the context of your recollections of the past
you mention the individualisation of memory and the
subjectivity of the image of the past. There arises the
following problem: what is the situation of an historian
who tries to trust memory (witnesses or documents)
but, at the same time, tries to solve the question re-
peated after Ranke: “What actually happened” (wie es
eigentlich gewesen)? To put it directly: he attempts to
be objective. Do you, in the wake of numerous texts
demythologising our naive faith in “genuine reality”
recreated by the historian, still believe in the objectiv-
ism of historical studies, the scientific, to coin a term,
image of the past?

R. Kapuscinski: My approach is as follows: I re-
gard the key to such situations and problems to be
the French term: approximation. In other words, such
objectivism is possible only in an approximated form.
Approximation means that we harbour certain ideals,
which we accept and in some way assume. I would like
to write an ideal book. But all that I am capable of do-
ing is, at best, to come close to the theoretical ideal,
which I have adopted. The same situation occurs in
science and the humanities. Everything is approxima-
tion. Importance is attached to the degree in which we
manage to approximate this devised collective ideal.
Some succeed in approaching it extremely close whilst
others will never attain it. An historian who assumes
that he will write an objective book about the battle
of Grunwald also presupposes some sort of cognitive
ideal. The degree to which he will attain it will be-
come the yardstick of his work. We cannot achieve
an absolute because this is simply impossible, and the
yardstick of assessing our effort is the degree of ap-
proximation to this absolute.

D. Czaja: Fine, but how do we know that we are
coming close to the epistemological absolute?

R. Kapuscinski: Social awareness contains a func-
tioning concept of the ideal. We feel that a certain
novel, for example, In Search of Lost Time by Proust,
comes close to it, or that Joyce succeeded, but some
inferior author did not. This is a collective comprehen-
sion of the ideal, just as Znaniecki wrote in Spoleczne
role uczonych that someone is eminent in a given do-
main of science. How is one to define who is brilliant
in a certain field? The solution proposed by Znaniecki
claims that a group of specialists regards someone as
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outstanding. This is the criterion, and there is no oth-
er. In my opinion, the same holds true for every ideal.

D. Czaja: In other words, this would take place
according to the principle of some sort of consensus, a
collective contract, right?

R. Kapuscinski: Yes, this is the case. Joint reflec-
tion, joint evaluation, joint comprehension. This is
how I envisage it. I am incapable of discovering a dif-
ferent criterion defining why a particular reportage is
considered better than another. People, members of a
group, simply think that someone is better, another is
worse, and yet another is superior.

D. Czaja: Or could it be that what we describe
as “the truth of the past” is simply a function of the
time, in which it had been formulated? Let us take a
closer look at mediaevalist research in the past several
decades. After all, this is not the case of an avalanche
discovery of some new, previously unknown docu-
ments. The image of the Middle Ages, nonetheless,
changed from the infamous “Dark Ages” to excellent
multi-strata studies, such as those by Gurievich or re-
cent publications by Le Roy Ladurie. What will hap-
pen to those visions of the Middle Ages in another
several decades?

R. Kapusciniski: The humanities as a whole are
deeply immersed in living and endlessly active matter.
In Brzozowski’s brilliant definition of memory the lat-
ter is always working and transposing, and there is no
such thing about which we could find out something
once and for all. He was of the opinion that it is matter
that succumbs to constant transformation.

D. Czaja: If this is so, then perhaps it is the ideal as
such that is fiction?

R. Kapuscifiski: Yes, because this ideal too chang-
es. | maintain that the greatness of the humanities
consists of the fact that we permanently work with
matter subjected to limitless transformation. It is fasci-
nating to follow its trends and assorted varieties. This
is what I find so unusual and interesting. Furthermore,
it testifies to the quality of the human intellect.

Bad memory, repressed memory

D. Czaja: We are speaking the whole time about
the positive function of memory, memory that sal-
vages, creative memory, and, finally, memory build-
ing our identity thanks to which we know who we are
and where we come from. I would like us — and by no
means due to contrariness - to speak for a while about
the sort of memory that can produce resistance and
about unwanted, negative memory.

Our discussion thus cannot lack Nietzsche and his
celebrated and highly controversial text: On the Use
and Abuse of History for Life. What does Nietzsche tell
us? He declared more or less: why do you want to re-
member? This is the hump that you carry at all times.
The excess of history has seized the plastic force of life. It




Ryszard Kapusciriski « ON MEMORY AND ITS THREATS - RYSZARD KAPUSCINSKI

no longer understands how to make use of the past as a
powerful nourishment. A whole diatribe against histo-
rians and the historical sense. Nietzsche criticised a
stand that perceives the world through the prism of
sight always focused on the past. He was irritated by
the fact that in this manner we build a society that
erects shrines to the past and the old.

My question too embarks upon this Nietzschean
motif of memory that could become a burden and an
obstacle, and which does not create but hampers, es-
pecially if it pertains to a cohesive tribal group. Take
the example of the war in the Balkans. It is said at
times, while observing the frenzied Balkan melting
pot, that, paradoxically, if local population groups re-
membered less and did not accuse each other of the
suffering endured in the past, during the lifetime of
their fathers or grandparents, and if they were capable
of forgetting, then the bloody massacres of the 1990s
would have never taken place. What is your opinion
about such a portrayal of this issue?

R. Kapuscifiski: I do not share this opinion. I
disagree with Nietzsche, especially considering that
today we endure assorted problems involving memory
and there exist a number of serious threats entailing
memory loss.

On the other hand, here are several remarks about
tribalism. Unfortunately, this particular word is en-
dowed with a negative meaning and Africans find
its use offensive and prefer “nationality” or “people”.
They consider tribe or tribalism to be anathema.

In order to understand what actually took place in
the Balkans it is necessary to introduce a certain dif-
ferentiation, to distinguish between tribal awareness
and its use for political purposes and strife. This some-
what resembles the use of a knife to cut bread and ...
throats. The same holds true for tribalism, which in
itself is an enormous value to be applied either for the
sake of a political game or one conducted for winning
power and certain political profits. From this point of
view, tribalism is a powerful feeling of local commu-
nity, neither better nor worse than any other emotion.
In political games it is possible to make use of every
sort of feeling with a tangible outcome. In the Balkans
such emotions were applied for destructive and out-
right murderous purposes. After all, scores of genera-
tions led normal lives in harmony. Mixed marriages
abounded. Pifisk, where I was born, was an interna-
tional small town, where 72% of the population was
composed of Jews, Ukrainians, Byelorussians, Latvians
and Lithuanians. There was no feeling of radical ani-
mosity. Leaving Pifisk I was bereft of all ethnic aware-
ness and was even unconscious of its existence. We all
lived together. As long as a burning fuse is not inserted
into such diverse matter - and this can be done only
from the outside - there is no threat. It is not part of
man’s nature, and without that external factor he will
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not become ablaze with hatred. This is simply some-
thing that man lacks.

D. Czaja: [ seriously doubt it. After all, we all be-
long to “the tribe of Cain”, right? I recently watched a
shocking British documentary about Srebrenica. Nat-
urally, we know that men have been killing as long
as the world exists, but the scale and type of those
murders, totally impartial, exceeds all boundaries of
our imagination...

R. Kapuscinski: True, this is already bestiality.
Once the wheel of hatred is set into motion it be-
comes difficult to stop it. I constantly repeat that I am
concerned with one thing: that people will never start
anything of this sort by themselves! Take the example
of a multi-tribal African town in which every inhab-
itant has his street and house. Nothing special takes
place. Suddenly, one day, agitators arrive and declare:
“Listen, you're poor while that man on the next street
is a member of the ruling elite; wouldn’t you like to
be one, too? If you continue to remain passive you'll
die of hunger and achieve nothing...”. This is the way
things start. People go into the streets brandishing
machetes and start fighting “for their cause”, killing
and assaulting. This is the type of mechanism I am
concerned with. More exactly, I am anxious about the
fact that such a feeling of tribal affiliation may be eas-
ily used for political purposes.

D. Czaja: I agree, but it must fall on susceptible
ground. Inciting one against the other only awakens
dormant demons. And they do really exist!

R. Kapuscinski: True, very often they only have
to be awakened. I do not maintain that man is an ideal
creature, but I do claim that every person contains all
sorts of features. It all depends on the sort of traits to
which we refer and which we stir. I affirm that man
as such does not act in this manner as if “from the in-
side” and that only certain circumstances will awaken
the negative, dark side. This is what I have in mind.
True, such darkness exists as an imminent component
in a dormant state that could be described as passive.
In order to achieve it, it is necessary to create suit-
able conditions. This is the case with tribalism. On the
other hand, I repeat obstinately that clan, family or
tribal bonds are an extremely positive emotion since
it enables us to function in the world. An individual
simply cannot exist outside a clan. This is the essence
of the philosophy of African societies and, generally
speaking, the philosophy of clan societies as such.

Here lies also one of the differences between the
East and the West. In Western civilisation it is the in-
dividual who is the most prominent, and we deal with
the liberty of the individual, his rights, and so on. In
non-Western societies the situation is the reverse —
supreme value is attached to the collective, a fact that
simply follows from different historical experience, i.e.
the individual could not survive in conditions created
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by local poverty and is forced to seek the support of
the community. Only the latter is capable of facing
Nature. The individual is incapable of doing this and
of taming Nature. In a word, subjugation to the col-
lective is a condition for endurance in contrast to
developed Western civilisation where the individual
can easily survive and relish assorted rights. This is a
certain luxury, i.e. the enjoyment of civic rights and
similar privileges that the highly technological society
can well afford. Poor society, dependent on Nature,
cannot afford this.

Back to the Balkans. The whole story, as we know,
started at the time of the Turkish invasion. Previously,
this was a normal and peaceful community. At a cer-
tain moment, tribal animosities were stimulated and
kept alive. At this stage, the basic issue comes to the
fore. My theory about the origin of tribal and national
conflicts claims that war did not start on 1 Septem-
ber 1939, nor did it break out on the day when the
first shots were fired. In the contemporary world, war
begins with changes in the language of propaganda.
Whenever we observe language and the way in which
it transforms itself and certain words start to appear
then it becomes obvious that suddenly there come
into being such terms as: enemy, foe, to destroy, to
kill ... i.e. there emerges a language of aggression and
hatred or, to put it differently, so-called hate speech.
There is still no sign of war and nothing is said about
it, but the language of communication begins to alter.
At that very moment, in the wake of those vagaries of
the language and their intensification, we notice the
looming menace of war. This process could be classi-
cally observed in the Balkans. I claim that each war,
be it in Iraq, the Balkans or any other country, starts
in this manner.

D. Czaja: Let us, therefore, make matters clear.
Our issue presents an extremely interesting fragment
of the most recent book by Paul Ricoeur on history,
memory, and oblivion. We include a chapter on how
to successfully tackle the difficult problem of bad
memory. This is a thoroughly practical question and
[ am even inclined to agree with you that tribalism as
such is not a threat. The war in the Balkans has come
to an end, and now what? What about memory that
does not wish to forget? What should be done about
it? It is easy to say: testify, educate, and teach. All this
is fine, but we do not really believe in the effective-
ness of such activity. After all, we had our Sgsiedz.
We also recently held a difficult and painful discus-
sion about Jedwabne. Now what? Should the whole
problem be simply described, explained, recalled, and
taught at school? Certainly. But something else must
also be done. I agree with Ricoeur who wrote about
the need for the Freudian term: “the work of mourn-
ing”, some sort of grief tackling the past. Powerful suf-
fering, a process of filtering the facts. Otherwise, when
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traumatic experiences of the past become relegated to
textbooks or even, as in the case of Jedwabne, state
ceremonies are held, without private mourning we
shall as a community enjoy the comfort of feeling that
everything has been already done and now we can en-
joy peace and quiet. It has all become part of the past.
What is your opinion?

R. Kapuscifiski: Naturally, this is an extensive
theme, dramatic and, for all practical purposes, one
that does not offer any solutions. I have in mind the
fact that the moment when such development has
been revealed, the dynamic of destructive processes
is appalling. Once this Pandora’s box has been opened
it becomes extremely difficult to close it again. It will
probably be never possible to shut it tightly, a feat that
will remain unaccomplished for the next few genera-
tions. It is here that time starts to exert an impact.
The once incited bloody conflict and the instigation of
hatred possess terrible results and cannot be set right
in a brief space of time. This is an exceedingly pain-
ful circumstance. Man’s great frailty consists of the
fact that he is unable to abandon it either ultimately
or satisfactorily for many generations. Up to this very
day, despite the passage of decades, certain societies
are completely unable to confront reality. By way of
example, Japanese society still refuses to settle ac-
counts with the memory of its past crimes. This great
nation is incapable of even approaching the problem.
[ believe that the task in question is too demanding
and horrible ...

D. Czaja: But something must be done and things
cannot be left unchanged.

R. Kapuscifski: Theoretically, you are right.
Naturally, I have in mind good will and intentions. In
such cases it is necessary to return to those problems,
face them, and mull them over. Once again, this has
to be attained with a conviction that in this case too
there functions an approximation mechanism, i.e. that
we may only draw closer to the solution of such ques-
tions. This is a case of human weakness, and matters
of this sort cannot be ultimately resolved.

D. Czaja: Perhaps this could become the moment
when it becomes possible to embark upon the work of,
so to speak, wise forgetting. The latter would involve
grief or at the very least be preceded by some sort of
reflection, if not atonement.

R. Kapuscinski: Yes, this is certainly right. None-
theless, the process in question could be accomplished
in relation to only a certain part of society or individu-
als, but it is difficult to imagine that it could refer to
entire societies and communities.

D. Czaja: | insist that something should be done
because scores of examples testify that a simple ejec-
tion of traumatic past events from memory actually
does not yield anything.
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R. Kapuscinski: It generates nothing because real-
ity stays on.

D. Czaja: Sometimes, it returns with even greater
force.

R. Kapuscinski: Yes. I think that this is one of
those weaknesses of human nature, the nature of
societies with which we simply do not know how to
deal. There are multiple things about which we do not
know what should be done. They entail great themes
and equally great weaknesses, such as human cruel-
ty. For centuries, people have been embarking upon
similar questions and we are still incapable of tackling
them successfully. Dostoevsky was always fascinated
by the mystery of unnecessary, disinterested cruelty. A
person has killed? Yes. But why does he quarter, slice,
boil, why does he additionally... why, why...?

We are incapable of resolving such questions. The
essence and greatness of the humanities probably lie in
the fact that they recognize the existence of a range of
queries to which we shall never find solutions.

Threats to memory and time of
commemoration

Z. Benedyktowicz: Let us now discuss the threats
to memory looming in contemporary culture, which
you mentioned on the margin. In what domains of life
would you situate them? Of what are they supposed
to consist?

R. Kapuscinski: In my opinion, there are three
such threats. The first entails the enormous develop-
ment of mechanical memory carriers, which means
that man is slowly unlearning the art of remembrance.
The art of memory is something that has to be mas-
tered; one has to learn how to remember. Today,
everything is transposed into a computer, a book, a
record, an encyclopaedia. We no longer— as has been
the case until recently — have to learn everything by
heart nor do we have to train our memory since eve-
rything is recorded on assorted carriers. Memory is as
if relegated from our heads and transferred into me-
chanical memory carriers although it is an absolutely
essential part of human awareness, which Plato de-
scribed as the soul. The process of getting rid of the art
of remembrance poses a very grave menace for human
personality. This is by no means a purely mechanical
problem. It is something more: it pertains to man'’s
skills and ability to think, to his and our identity. This
peril is growing. In the course of the development of
the “net” and the computerisation and electronisation
of life we shall steadily become invalids as far as our
memory is concerned.

The second threat facing memory is, in my opin-
ion, an excess of data. As the British say: abundance
of riches. Human awareness is simply flooded with
such an amount of information that it is no longer ca-
pable of mastering it. This excess acts in the manner of
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an avalanche, a burden that makes life impossible and
produces permanent exhaustion. Existing information
exceeds many times the capacity of the average hu-
man intellect.

Finally, the third threat involves the enormous
acceleration of historical processes. This means that
history used to follow a slow course. Three hundred
years ago nothing took place, two hundred years ago
— the same, and the human mind was adapted to that
tempo. Man could absorb historical moments and
those of his life. History exerted a stabilising effect.
Man lived in a constant environment, which he was
capable of encompassing within his memory and mas-
tering. Now, due to terrible acceleration, on the one
hand, temporal and, on the other hand, spatial, with
space and time acting as our two fundamental orien-
tation points in the world we have lost the feeling of
stabilisation and enrootment in the world.

D. Czaja: How would you, in connection with this
multi-trend loss of memory by contemporary society,
define our epoch, the time in which we live? By way
of example, Pierre Nora, author of the already classi-
cal Les Lieux de mémoire, seems to be saying something
quite different: we live at a time of commemoration, a
time of gathering memories. Take a look at numerous
memory “sites”: museums, archives, compendia, dia-
ries, monuments — assorted “appliances” for remem-
bering. What is actually taking place: are we living at
a time of memory or a time of forgetting?

R. Kapusciniski: Naturally, museums and archives
do exist. I, however, am concerned with something
quite different, namely, that more and more of our
interior is being extracted and delegated to assorted
institutions. I have in mind the entire institutionalisa-
tion and bureaucratisation of memory. Various insti-
tutions are being established — in Poland, for example,
the Institute of National Remembrance — to organise
our memory. We are becoming increasingly convinced
that “they” will deal with the issue at stake. “They”
have their archives and the individual, as I have men-
tioned, is getting rid of his memory and dispatching it
to an anonymous institution. I am concerned with dis-
tinctive memory, the sort that differentiates us. This
is the memory that we develop in time and via which
we create ourselves, our identity, and personality. We
differ, i.a. due to the fact that we have diverse memo-
ries, that each one of us remembers different things
and values, and becomes attached to certain stages or
types of memory.

Furthermore, I am concerned with the fact that
the statement that we live at a time of remembrance
can be at most a symbol of the fact that we live at a
time of increasingly institutionalised memory and less
so at a time of memory as a personal, private value.

D. Czaja: Perhaps it would be possible to com-
bine those two things. It could be deduced already
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from what you have said that the search conducted in
one’s past, described by scholars, the quest for family
genealogies, literary or cinematic returns to the time
of childhood, museum tours, the universal predilec-
tion among readers for diaries, and various types of
nostalgia, in a word, the whole movement “towards
memory” is some sort of a counter-reaction to the
earlier mentioned civilisation acceleration. Could this
be an instinctive defence against Milosz’s accélération
d’histoire, that powerful and still encroaching variabil-
ity of daily life?

R. Kapuscinski: I do not claim that these phenom-
ena exclude each other. I do maintain, however, that
the situation in which the art of remembering is hand-
ed over to institutions is a dangerous tendency. Nor
do linsist that this is a case of either one or the other.
We know that by the very nature of things man is a
lazy creature and prefers to seek diverse facilitations
in life; hence I discern in this process a trend towards
rendering life easier. This is not a charge addressed
against technology. Imagine, however, a situation in
which everything has been already computerised and
suddenly a virus attacks this digitally recorded mem-
ory. It could then turn out that we shall remain to-
tally deprived of all memory. Naturally, I am speaking
about certain hazards, those bad paths of civilizational
progress. I do not maintain that all is a catastrophe nor
do I prophecy the end of the world.

Z. Benedyktowicz: Earlier, you mentioned threats
facing memory in the contemporary world in connec-
tion with the development of new technologies. To
what extent, in your opinion, could conventional di-
visions into societies “with history” and “without his-
tory”, once existing in anthropology, be referred to
the contemporary world? Is it possible to speak today
about “societies with memory” and “without memo-
ry”? Characteristically, American culture used to be
described as culture without memory not because it
has a relatively brief history but also owing to a dis-
tinct appreciation of the present, for living for the mo-
ment, for life without that constant gazing into the
past, so typical for Europe. Quite possibly, the absence
of significant traumatic experiences is the reason why
in that model of culture people are so insensitive to
the past and do not experience so strongly the pres-
sure of the duty to remember and to conserve memo-
ry. Is American culture really like that? How does this
appear from the perspective of your American experi-
ences’

R. Kapuscinski: We live in a world in which mul-
ticultural qualities are a norm. We are enclosed within
a world of assorted cultures and traditions offering us
totally dissimilar commodities. On the one hand, we
are dealing with societies dominated by oral cultures:
i.e. the societies of America, Latin America or Asia,
where this symptom of values really prevails. There
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exists yet another type of society, bearing the heavy
burden of historical thought. It includes our society
and European societies in general. History constitutes
a large part of our culture: historical thought, the sym-
bolic of historical memory, the feeling of a continuum
in time. Then there is a third group of new societies,
whose roots stem from emigration and whose history is
relatively brief: the USA, Canada, Australia, and oth-
er, smaller ones. They are no more than 200 years old
and are not burdened with history; thus their world
faces the future. One could say that the future is their
past.

But this too is changing. Take a look at all that,
which transpired in the US in the wake of 11 Septem-
ber. This was a classical example of building own tradi-
tion, a nobilitation of patriotism, and the construction
of identity around such symbolic signs as the flag and
the anthem. These new societies clearly experience
the need to create national identity, which they can-
not derive from the past since they simply do not have
it. They lack some sort of a “battle of Grunwald” or an
event with a similar rank. Hence, they are compelled
to erect this “past” ad hoc. I would not be inclined to
say that this is a bad thing. Generally speaking, they
find the idea of hierarchising culture strange. Such a
society is what it is because it has a certain history and
simply has to be accepted as such.

D. Czaja: Nonetheless, it is possible to observe in
American culture also other types of areturn to the past,
this time in a rather more grotesque version. Take the
example of the rather comical snobbery for “the old”,
naturally in its European version. “American” books
by Eco or Baudrillard mention all those churches or
castles transferred to distant [daho and there recreated
anew brick by brick, as well as other artificial practices
of prolonging one’s lineage. Naturally, this is not only
an American speciality. What are we to think, for in-
stance, about the contemporary phenomenon — actu-
ally, a fashion - for an artificial resurrection of the past,
a costume-like enlivening of memory? You mentioned
a moment ago the battle of Grunwald, which reminds
me of a certain amusing newspaper article about the
annual recreation of the “battle of Grunwald” on the
historical site, involving teams of knights, “our” men
and the enemy, using swords and lances and engaged
in armed skirmishes. Interestingly, the outcome is not
historically predetermined. I even recently heard that
the Teutonic Knights won [laughter]. How would you
assess those returns to the past, the whole process of
putting on - literally and metaphorically — someone
else’s costume? Just how sensible is this theatralisation
of memory, which some might find funny and others
- grotesque?! Do such journeys into the past actually
assist in regaining memory?

R. Kapusciniski: I would say that as long as people
are not killing or setting fire to each other...
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D. Czaja: ... then let them play...

R. Kapuscinski: Yes, let them play. I, theretofore,
would not perceive anything blameworthy in those phe-
nomena. Naturally, this is connected with the fact that
we are living in a world of intensively functioning mass
culture and, as result, a world of enormous deposits of
kitsch, which has already become a permanent element
of culture. Some might find this to their liking, while
others might not; these mass culture phenomena can
be ignored or criticized but they shall objectively exist.
Willingly or not, we are compelled to participate in this
process.

Z. Benedyktowicz: My question about American
culture has also a second hidden agenda. Naturally, we
know enough about American pop culture and numer-
ous phenomena, including embarrassing ones, from this
particular domain. On the other hand, if we inquire
about the best chairs of classical philology in the world
then it turns out that, as Zyemunt Kubiak said during
a discussion held by our editorial board, ancient Greek
studies flourish best at Harvard...

R. Kapuscinski: It must be kept in mind that Amer-
ican society is highly diversified. The campus phenom-
enon takes place also in this world. But this is a closed
enclave, almost totally isolated from society. It is, and is
not, America. True, in each academic domain you en-
counter all: means, ambition and talent. These people
are intentionally drawn there and enjoy excellently or-
ganized work. Such campuses represent the highest pos-
sible level. The whole problem consists of the fact that
they exert but a slight impact on the rest of the country.
This is also the reason why I find it difficult to say that all
those phenomena are actually “America”, just as those
who are familiar with Africa find it difficult to use the
name: "Africa”. “America” and "Africa” are comprised
of so many realities simultaneously, so many different
worlds, at time highly contradictory, that the applica-
tion of a single name in order to encompass everything
is simply misleading.

Z. Benedyktowicz: I would like to ask about yet an-
other detail, closely connected with historical trauma
and ways of overcoming this sort of memory. In his re-
view of Rondo de Gaulle’a, a book by Olga Stanistawska,
Jacek Oledzki wrote about an issue strange for the Euro-
pean: African museums, even those focused on coloni-
alism, lack martyrological memory. In other words, the
strong presence of the cult of ancestors seems to have
replaced remembrance, that specific process of concen-
trating on the painful past so familiar to us from personal
experience. s this really the case?

R. Kapuscinski: Let us start from the fact that there
are no European-style museums in Africa. They are mu-
seums only because that is their name and they do not
display anything of special importance. No such institu-
tions exist. Local culture and tradition lack a remem-
brance site of the “here men were shot, there they were
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hanged...” sort. Everything is forgotten. Something quite
different is at stake, and this is a model of culture totally
different from its European counterpart. Start with the
fact that the dead must be immediately buried. The first
reaction is to instantly inter the person who died or had
been killed. There is no funeral ceremony or prepara-
tions of the sort known to us...

This fact is also connected with a totally different
attitude to time, its treatment and experiencing. If an
ancestor is recalled then not as a martyr but because
he is still alive, participates in the life of the community
by giving advice, metes punishment or reprimands; in a
word, he remains next to, and together with us. Signifi-
cantly, such ancestors are buried in the direct proximity
of the homestead. Numerous graves are located next to
homes and often the living walk over them. The ances-
tor seems to have departed but he remains an extremely
ambivalent figure. It is impossible to totally forget him
because he continues to function. Illness among the liv-
ing could be a sign that we have neglected some of our
duties wvis a vis the ancestor, who in this way reminds us
that he still exists.

Z. Benedyktowicz: Perhaps this awareness that
ancestors continue to accompany us does not generate
martyrological remembrance and cultural martyrdom?

R. Kapuscinski: Yes, because belief in the presence
of the deceased is extremely strong. This holds true not
only for African religions. Such a conviction about the
return of the dead is a constant component of numerous
religions in which the boundary between life and death
is never final or total. Such an approach remains so abso-
lutely at odds with our culture in which death is a terrible
caesura. There it is fluent reality. Consequently, despair
is also dissimilar and extremely theatrical, since basically
death is something quite natural. I always experienced
this as a problem on assorted African frontlines. Some-
times, accompanying these men I realised that they were
facing certain death. They, on the other hand, treated
it as something normal; quite simply: someone dies. The
relation between the living and the dead differs. This is a
positive philosophy inasmuch as death does not produce
such a terrible gap in the world around us. It is not hor-
rendous tragedy or insufferable pain.

Remember that the average African woman used to
give birth to twenty children and that throughout the
whole childbearing stage in her life she produced a child
year after year. Out of this total some five children sur-
vived, quite a large number. If, therefore, a woman bur-
ies her children each year her attitude towards death is
totally dissimilar to ours. She lives and simply gives birth
to successive offspring. The relation towards death and
life is totally different. In certain Latin American coun-
tries I often accompanied groups of Indians. In Bolivia
or Peru, I would suddenly see a father carrying a small
coffin made of plain boards to be buried in a cemetery
high in the mountains. A thing quite inconceivable in
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Poland, but understandable within the rules of local cul-
ture.

“I shall never finish this book!”

Z. Benedyktowicz: I have the impression that so far
we have said too little about the book you are now writ-
ing: Podrdze x Herodotem. Here are a few details. I know
that the book, albeit with a famous ancient historian
in the background, originates from individual, private
memory ...

R. Kapuscinski: ... both mine and his. To a certain
extent this is a highly autobiographical book based on
authentic experiences. Everything started when in 1956
[ was presented with the idea - an exercise of sorts - of a
voyage to India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. Naturally, it
accompanied me all over the world although not always.
Now, years later, I read Herodotus anew. But this is ex-
actly what happens with a book — obviously, if it is good
and outstanding. It turns out that each time we read
it as if it was new. The extraordinary feature of a great
book is the fact that it contains many books, or rather
their endless number. One could describe it as multi-
text. The extraction of those assorted texts depends on
when we read the book, in what sort of circumstances,
mood, and situation, and what we seek in it at the given
moment.

Summing up: I regard Herodotus to be a teacher of
sorts, who taught me perception of the world as well as
an attitude towards others and different cultures. After
all, he was the first globalist, the first to understand that
in order to comprehend one’s culture it is necessary to
become acquainted with others, since the essence of our
culture is reflected only in the latter. This is the reason
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why he travelled across the world, attempting to render
the Greeks aware of the nature of their culture when
facing other cultures.

Z. Benedyktowicz: Thanking you for accepting the
invitation of our editorial board and for the stimulating
conversation [ ask once again: when can we expect your
book to be published?

R. Kapuscifiski: Without disclosing too much I
would like to add that this book has produced grave
problems. [ chiefly have in mind the way in which I
should control the entire classical material. After all,
there recently took place a significant breakthrough in
historical research, and in the past years we have all wit-
nessed a great revolution in this domain. Consequently,
unruffled traditional science about antiquity is starting
to become somewhat part of the past. There exists a
vast new literature on the topic, with which I am mak-
ing my very first acquaintance. Since the whole time I
have maintained contacts with my friends, experts on
antiquity, they assist me by proposing various interesting
titles and urge: “Look, this could be useful, and you must
read this or that”, to which I respond: "I shall never fin-
ish writing this book!”. Naturally, the proposed studies
are extremely interesting and [ eagerly study them since
they recommend is an entirely new approach to history,
extremely vital and in accord with novel tendencies de-
scribed as postmodern. Consequently, there is no way
out: this Herodotus is still growing.

Arrangement of discussion

Dariusz Czaja

The editors would like to thank

the author and Ms. Iza Wojciechowska
for the photographs and cooperation.




CZESEAW ROBOTYCKI

The “Province” from an
Anthropological
Viewpoint. Reflections
from the Perspective of
the Dilemmas of
Cultural
Communication

he dilemmas of cultural communication ap-

pearing within the context of deliberations on

the province must be additionally explained by
resorting to a characteristic of the context surroun-
ding this particular category.

In numerous convictions and expectations “the
province” is associated with folk qualities or is an au-
tonomous reality contrasted with the “centre”. Ac-
cording to such opinions, provincial and folk space
contains truths of life, ethical values, and an authentic
experiencing of the world, which can be juxtaposed
with illusion, falsehood, and the superficiality of ex-
periences offered by the contemporary, global man-
ner of communication. Another prevailing conviction
claims that even if those positive values had been al-
ready composed in a certain manner and participate
in new contexts they still remain attractive for social
dialogue.

On the other hand, folk qualities as a derivative of
the province produce today ambivalent attitudes even
among experts on folklore and folk art, ethnographers
and anthropologists.

The conceits: “folk qualities”, “folk culture”, and
“provincial culture” are applied in assorted meanings
and upon different levels of interpretation. Since men-
tion is made of a special reality composed of behav-
iour, values, and ideas as well as their material dimen-
sions, points of view are easily confused owing to the
differently understood ontological status of this sort of
culture. A relativisation of world outlooks and man-
ners of using descriptive categories in social dialogue
results in paradoxes and dilemmas that appear to be
irremovable from the contemporary reception of the
world of culture.

Upon the level of description and scientific (re-
search) interpretations it is said that:

1. The class definition of folk culture has been re-
jected already long ago. In its contemporary form folk
culture is an attribute neither of the peasantry nor
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even of the inhabitants of villages nor a yet differently
comprehended province. It appears, as a rule, in the
form of cultures accompanied by an adjective (such
as: suburban, corporative, local, regional, or others).
After all, in order to be able to speak about such cul-
ture it suffices to think about social or symbolic reality
as long as it meets the need for emotional solidarity,
is a framework of joint convictions, and assists in the
discovery of a feeling of identity in assorted lifestyles.

2. For years folk culture known from ethnographic
descriptions has not existed as an autonomous func-
tional entity containing concurrence between the type
of the economy, material cultural endowment, type of
social organization and the religious and mythical-
magical world outlook. In this sense, folk culture is
only a reconstructed historical model, and in such a
form it is of use for regionalists as an historical context
in interpretations or quests for local originality.

3. At present, it is much better to speak about
“provincial culture” as a qualitatively diverse reality
produced by various elements of assorted former cul-
tural entities (including folk ones) but composed dif-
ferently. This new whole is extra-technological and
consists of mental structures often expressed in iden-
tical rituals and customs but lacking mythical and
magical senses; consequently, they become an eclec-
tic mixture of ceremonies possessing new costumes
and often banalised meanings. This is the opinion of
an expert on folklore engaged in observing so-called
new folklore (Kowalski 2004: 156-158).

4. Provincial culture is a variant of multi-form con-
temporary culture. The latter is universal, technicised,
and can be variously rendered ideological, variable, and
multi-value. It is the scene of a game and an exchange
of values entailing the emergence of numerous returns
and transformations. This nature of contemporary
culture is the reason why each element or variant can
easily become its magical, i.e. provincial version (even
if only due to changing fashion), although there also
occur returns to the centre of life in a reconstructed
or partial form.

5. Contemporary so-called postmodern stands per-
mit a multiplicity of views of the world, treating them
all as enjoying equal rights. A frequent symptom of
the present-day way of experiencing the world is once
again a quest for the exotic, truth, authenticity, and
profundity; such declarations are considered suspi-
cious and beyond deeply justified convictions. Is it,
however, possible to refuse us, contemporary men, the
ability of experiencing the metaphysical nature of the
world, or is metaphysics finally dead? Such questions
too can be provoked by reflections on the province.

Within the context of the above-mentioned theses
the province and its representations — folk qualities
— occur in several ways of deciphering culture texts.

They could include:
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1. interpretation meta-texts. In those cases, folk
qualities and provincialism refer to values and ideas;

2. folklorism — brings to mind folk and amateur art
and practiced anew folk customs, the stage, commer-
cialism, agricultural tourism and similar ventures;

3. folk culture comprehended as a model of histori-
cal social and cultural reality, the outcome of studies
but also of scientific creation;

4. counter-culture (alternative cultures) — reach-
ing for the resources of folk qualities and provincial-
ism in order to propagate certain lifestyles, the theatre,
and forms of expression as ideological protest against
technicised life deprived of spiritual qualities;

5. ideas and practices of regionalism, propagating
the portative slogan of so-called small homelands. In
those instances, folk culture provides signs of affilia-
tion and identity despite the fact that the small home-
land is an anthropological (literary and sociological)
hypostasis and not reality.

In such an application one could say about folk cul-
ture and its participation in provincial culture that:

1. it belongs only partly to the contemporary rural
environment,

2. the environment of provincial culture (space
and society) is differentiated due to the type of con-
sciousness, and thus organized differently than has
been described by researchers dealing in the past with
folk culture,

3. it is a created, mythicized vision of the world
without any dark sides,

4. as a lifestyle and manner of thinking it belongs
not only to rural space but cultivates its ideal vision in
different surroundings,

5. as a scientific meta-text it is has been created
anew and belongs to the dictionary of interpretations.

The conclusions are as follows:

Folk culture is more myth than reality. It is a collec-
tive story about the past moulding certain world out-
look spheres. It can be also the foundation and value of
critical assessments of contemporary behaviour. Con-
victions about the natural character of folk culture and
the province also refer, as is always the case in history,
to contemporaneity, and are used within it (politics,
culture, the regionalist movement). Nonetheless, it is
not folk culture in the traditional meaning of the word.
New folk culture, the sort that the province requires,
mixes tradition and knowledge. History, literature, and
ethnography appear on the level of usage and common
narration. It is, after all, easy to read a book and refer to
an expert who will say what is folk and characteristic for
a given region. This sort of application is dominated by
the local, integrating and identity-oriented dimension.
Its cultural expressions are carnivals, holidays, festivals,
fairs, regional lessons, agricultural tourism, etc.

An anthropologist of culture observing these is-
sues, familiar with their nature and expert regarding
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meta-textual descriptions, becomes embroiled, to-
gether with a trained ethnographer, in dilemmas of
social participation. Here, the anticipations of local
communities entitled to raise their provincialism to
the rank of essential values are focused on the author-
ity of science and institutions traditionally regarded as
a source of knowledge. This is at odds with the ironic
postulates formulated by anthropology in relation to
the description of reality. The anthropologist would
prefer to stand to the side and observe spontaneously
occurring processes. It has to be said outright, howev-
er, that today spontaneity is constant communication
and exchange.

On the present-day level of social awareness the
scholar cannot avoid questions or refuse to render as-
sistance in the emergence of new forms of using folk
culture. The province is not cut off from information,
but takes part in global communication according to
the same principles as an anthropologist of culture.
Let us thus draw a suitable conclusion: we all create
mythicized, imaginary realities, with some of us doing
this in the province and others about the province.
Such is the plight of the contemporary humanities.

The above theses can be illustrated by a sui generis
interpretation proposed in the title and already partly
presented. Undoubtedly, the issue at stake is multi-
dimensional. The province remains an important

object of studies pursued by anthropology when
we treat the topic realistically; in a metaphorical and
conceptual sense the province is an interpretation
category. It is also a figure of thought or a stereotype
in the catalogue of the concepts of common knowl-
edge. The use of a concept in assorted contexts and
discourses grants it meanings, upon which a discussion
should cast light. It is thus worth conducting if only
an approximate analysis of the semantic field of the
incriminated concept and thus demonstrate what sort
of functions it fulfils in language and culture.

I shall carry out an analysis of the select vocabulary
comprising the semantic field of the concept of the
“province” by resorting to my research and linguistic
experience. In this fashion, the lexicon used in the
analysis will remain highly incomplete, not to say arbi-
trary, just as in the case of every individual reception
of reality.

What is my intention?

This is what Regine Robin wrote: a search for the
meaning of the text, sentence, and expression calls for
certain work with the text, an ostensible configuration
of the continuum and order of the statement so as to
arrange it anew and render it a significant legibility
[...] to search for the meaning of the word denotes an
analysis of all its applications or contexts ... (Robin
1980: 252).

The effectiveness of this method in anthropological
interpretations has been already shown in reference to a
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literary text submerged in ethnographic detail. I have in
mind an analysis of Konopielka by E. Redlinski (Galasifiska
1989) as well as a scientific publication by an historian
treating sources from a Polonocentric viewpoint

(Robotycki 1995). Jedrzej Bartminiski made fullest
use of this method for other purposes in his ethno-
linguistic dictionary (Bartmifiski 1996,1999).

The essence of the method in question is the impo-
sition upon the texts of three networks of relations: the
network of definitions corresponding to the semantic
function, the network of thematic or conceptual con-
nections delineating the association group (i.e. positive
solutions) and oppositions (negative connections), and
the verbal network indicating the functions of some-
one or “functions on”. While determining the domi-
nant (core) of the field there comes into being a col-
lection of expressions identifying the latter. The use of
the above-mentioned networks consists of discovering
relations amidst words comprising the field.

In the case of the dominant “province” I acted in
the following manner: from the open set, i.e. represen-
tations of styles of linguistic statements (I took into
account literature, science, the essay, and the Polish
vernacular) I selected examples of definitions, the us-
age of words, and descriptions of activities connected
with the concept of the “province”. This provided a
barely approximate structure of the field, but sufficient
for my initial recognition. (A further part of the argu-
ment will demonstrate the sort of texts I used while
seeking the context of application; it also contains ref-
erences to pertinent literature).

In this manner, the positive "province” (+) en-
tails:

— associations with: Nature, tranquillity, calmness,
order, the “small homeland”,

— distinguishing features expressed by adjectives
telling us that it is local, familiar, close, unambiguous,

— it is evaluated as noble simplicity, the prime
fount, an observation point and an ethical assessment
of collective life,
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— it (its essence) is expressed in a calm lifestyle,
a certain manner of perceiving the world, and the
predominance of positive social relations, while as a
place of residence it is an environment endowed with
a large social capital owing to the afore-mentioned lo-
cal qualities.

The opposite province (-) is:

—a centre, a town, grand monde, and Warsaw, char-
acterised as alien from the viewpoint of the province,
chaotic, inimical, and incomprehensible.

Equivalents deprecating (-) the province from the
point of view of the centre include such expressions
as:

— country bumpkin, “villager”, simpleton, brute,
peasant, “mohair” (wearer of a mohair beret), folklore,
“the sticks”, ignoramus. They characterise a state of
backwardness, a lack of understanding for the spirit of
the time and new perspectives, primitive pettiness and
a quarrelsome nature.

In both the positive and negative valorisation of
elements of the semantic field of the category of “the
province” there additionally appears the problem of
language and dialect, recognisable as a feature or prag-
matics.

The dialect can be a positive feature: as the lan-
guage used at home or the sign of a group;

— with a negative sign it can be classified as an op-
position: the sign of unskilful or impaired speech — the
pragmatics of statements.

Already such initial recognition shows that when
we say: “province” we are dealing not only with a cat-
egory of linguistic description but also with anthropo-
logical and ethno-linguistic reality (both words con-
ceal social meanings and collective conceits). From
this point of view, the province can become the object
of observation and anthropological, sociological or
historical studies. It should be kept in mind, however,
that we are speaking about something that lies simul-
taneously in the domain of language and culture. In
this sketch I am interested primarily in all possible as-
pects and types of reflections about the province that
appear in anthropological texts, studies on folklore,
anthropologising sociology, and the belles lettres (re-
gardless of the way in which we shall conceive the lat-
ter). I shall thus indicate further examples of the range
and manner of writing about the province originating
from the earlier mentioned domain of reflections pur-
sued by the humanities. By referring only to particular
works I treat them as an illustration of the diversity of
the issues under examination.

The province is thus depicted as a place of residence
albeit possessing special conditions. It is anthropologi-
cal space domesticated by constant symbolic valorisa-
tion and deciphering, and spans from the cosmological
dimension to folklore. This is the way it was described
by anthropologists and ethnographers (Benedyktow-
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icz 1992, 2007; Czaja 2007), folklorists (Bartminski
1990), and men of letters (Vincenz 1980).

Such a place of residence can also become the site
of individual withdrawal or a collective demonstration
of certain social stands connected with social criticism
known as anti-globalism. In those cases, living in the
province is a conscious choice of life in alternative
communities, often inclined towards specific forms of
creativity and expression (Sztandara 2001).

Problems relating to, and rhetoric making use of
the prime category of our reflections are also to be
discovered in texts on the so-called small homeland.
Here, the province is connected with such categories
as tradition, invented tradition, folklore, and history.
All serve the construction (and according to the local
population - the recreation) of local “genuine” tradi-
tion. Convictions about the truth contained in folk-
lore and regional history stem from a certain categori-
cal axiological stand generating tradition, the latter
being nothing else than the past brought up to date.
In this case, tradition is also a specific comprehension
of time and chronology. These dimensions are either
downplayed or not noticed as essential. I deliberated
on them upon numerous occasions (see: Robotycki
1998). It is worth drawing attention to the fact that
authors writing about local history are to be encoun-
tered in almost every locality. They treat questions of
chronology in assorted ways, from historical attempts,
i.e. critical precision, to freedom of operating with
facts. I found such examples in Poronin (Bafia, Nocon
2004), Jurgéow (Ciagwa 1996), Legnica (Urbanski, no
year of publication), Dobrocice (Wroniscy 2007), Be-
jsce (Bajka 1994), Wojcin (Wilczyniski 1995), Brzesko
(Wyczesany 2000), Iwanowice (Miska 1993) and many
other localities. I cite only several examples from my
collection of local monographs.

What about the “small homeland”? This term, traves-
tied in daily language and once applied by Stanistaw Os-
sowski (private homeland) and Stanistaw Vincenz (small
homeland), is today regarded as a real being. Meanwhile,
in the case of both authors it was a spatial correlate of
the imaginary world, a function of a subjective, emo-
tional perception of reality. Currently, use is made of in-
creasingly distant associations. In the semantic relation
“the small homeland”: space and pragmatics, distinctly
shows a preference for real space (area). The cultural ef-
fect of changing meanings in the lexical domain of the
“province” is visible in collective activities. We know of
numerous socio-technical operations intent on render-
ing the place of residence a realistically comprehended
homeland. Literature on this topic is enormous. Here,
works by Wojciech Lukowski (2002) and Roch Sulima
(2001) are of importance for describing the phenome-
non, and examples of an analysis of literature include a
study about the nostalgic comprehension of the category
of the "homeland” in literary essays (Olejniczak 1992).
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Oblegorek

Within the range of semantic references to the cat-
egory of the “province” a considerable role is played by
the conviction that characteristic features include a
specific lifestyle and type of interaction. It has already
become an historical truth that anthropology and so-
ciology mention a differentiation of the social environ-
ment into Gemeinschaft and Geselschaft, introduced
by Ferdinand Ténnies. Community is the structural
and interactive feature of the province. Observations
inspired by this classical differentiation are encoun-
tered among such ethnographically oriented anthro-
pologists as K. Gérny and M. Marczyk (Gorny 2003,
Gorny, Marczyk 2003). The province organized in ac-
cordance with the mentioned principles should have
at its disposal considerable social capital — a sociologi-
cal category known from the contemporary dictionary
of the social sciences (Lewenstein 2006).

The province is the space of social dialogue and
possible conflicts but to an equal measure of coopera-
tion. Each of those forms is familiar to social research-
ers. In contemporary Polish society, laboriously build-
ing its civic links, the local social debate is particu-
larly important and desirable. This fact could not have
evaded the attention of researchers studying the life of
local communities. By way of example, local debates
were observed by A. Malewska-Szalygin (2002), the
extra-legal manner of resolving inner rural conflicts
was described by M. Magoska

(1991), and ethical aspects connected with the
identity of minorities and local communities were
studied at the Department of Social Anthropology in
the Institute of Sociology at the Jagiellonian Univer-
sity (Flis 2004). These sociological publications dem-
onstrate that the situation of the province is subjected
to changes. The term appears more rarely in assorted
publications, where its place is taken by the concept
of “locality”, of a postmodern provenance. This is not
solely the question of a fashionable term. If concepts
denote, then there must have occurred a qualitative
change of social reality. Dialogue and debate are forms
of an interaction of a democratic society organized dif-
ferently than the traditional province. Researchers
have been observing transformations for a long time
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now and pondering the nature of the contemporary lo-
cal community and culture. Much attention has been
devoted to these topics by Joanna Kurczewska and her
team. In this case, sociological answers are extremely
significant. Former traditional ethnographic knowl-
edge is no longer sufficient. Joint reflections pursued
by cultural sociology and anthropology offer new and
greatly interesting results, as testified by two volumes
of studies edited by Joanna Kurczewska on assorted
aspects of the local (Kurczewska 2004, 2006).

The traditionally ethnographic and anthropologi-
cal range of interests focused on the province includes
folk religiosity. We come across its collective expres-
sion in recurring miracles inspiring a spontaneous
establishment of pilgrimage sites. At the same time,
already known sites do not vanish together with their
accompanying fairground art and religious kitsch. An
excellent example is the dynamically developing cen-
tre in Lichen. In a wider dimension, these phenomena
became part of the iconic space of the province, creat-
ing its repeatable or unique atmosphere. This is the
reason why the anthropologist is interested in celebra-
tions of the day of the patron saint of a local church
and the accompanying fair as well as their contempo-
rary variants: work connected with servicing tourists
and summer vacationers staying on suitably adapted
farms (agricultural tourism), the outfitting of summer

holiday locations, open-air markets, and local gastron-
omy. Here are several examples of anthropological
studies developing the presented motifs.

Much is already known, since a lot has been writ-
ten, about miracles witnessed from time to time in
assorted localities in Poland. For years we have been
hearing about Otawa, Okunin, Radomin, Lezajsk, Lu-
blin and other sites (Czachowski 2003). Art and trade
accompanying the sacrum have been discussed by, for
example, P. Kowalski (2004), while the iconosphere
of the province, the local church patron’s day, and
summer vacation localities have been studied in inter-
esting publications by young sociologists from Torun
(Olechnicki 2003). We are also familiar with sketches
dealing with transformations of the visual surround-
ing of a small town (Witkowska, Nowina-Sroczyriska
1998) and contemporary kitsch (Fiderkiewicz 2000).

Above, | presented the scientific aspect of the com-
prehension of the category of the “province”. Once again,
[ draw attention to the fact that present-day sociology
and cultural anthropology use, as has been accentuated,
the term “localness” as an equivalent of the category of
the “province”, stating upon the basis of empirical ob-
servations that the former is the best evocation of the
situation of contemporary Polish society. The anthropo-
logical viewpoint, however, encompasses not merely eth-
nographic expressions of social life, and “localness” does
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not exhaust the anthropological potential. The anthro-
pologist is interested also in cultural expression achieved
by means of colloquiality and assorted forms of art. In
such dimensions, the “province” assumes the character
of a symbolic gesture, a metaphor, and other possible
meanings in the course of discourses of this sort.

Recall that in the past the "nation” offered a residence
in the province to its men of merit (citizens, heroes) as
evidence of recognition of their accomplishments. In do-
ing so, it granted them a symbolic place of rest and social
respect. This is the anthropological interpretation of the
residence in Sulejowek granted to Jozef Pitsudski, in Kasna
Dolna — to Ignacy Paderewski, in Polanka — to Wtadystaw
Haller, in Zarnowiec near Jasto — to Maria Konopnicka,
and in Oblegorek - to Henryk Sienkiewicz. The manor
house presented as a collective symbolic gesture is com-
prehensible within the context of Polish tradition. Polish
history and culture were to a great degree rustic. Former
magnate residences (and frequently those of the gentry)
acted as centres of art and culture. Moreover, land own-
ership was highly regarded. After all, it is said that the
Polish manor, conceived as an institution, preserved na-
tional ethos throughout years of partition-era servitude
(Gogut 1990, Lesniakowska 1996). National heroes who
realised ethical values met group expectations.

The province conceived as a place of creative
work, an observation point and one of moral assess-
ments is still something else. In the tradition of most
recent Polish culture it is possible to list creatively ac-
tive persons choosing to stay in the province. Many
of them, well educated, in this manner implemented
their ideological or artistic programme. Others discov-
ered in the province a suitable distance towards the
world of culture necessary for their creative pursuits,
while still others returned to their roots. The motives
were always numerous. By way of example, let us men-
tion Drohobycz and B. Schulz, Krzyworéwnia and
S. Vincenz, Stawisko and J. Iwaszkiewicz, Kazimierz
Dolny and M. Kuncewiczowa, Goérki Wielkie and Z.
Kossak-Szczucka, Skoczéw and G. Morcinek,

Zegrzynek and J. Szaniawski, Gorzeri Gorny and E.
Zegadlowicz,

Szczawnica and J. Wiktor, and Wotowiec and A.
Stasiuk.

If we add the fact that avant-garde theatre compa-
nies also seek expression and stimulus in the province
(the “Gardzienice” Theatre association, the Wegajty
Theatre, the Borderland Foundation in Sejny, the Wi-
erszalin Theatre, etc.), and that the Krzysztof Pend-
erecki residence consists of a magnificent manor and
park in Lustawice then it becomes obvious that the
province can be a lifestyle from which it is not that far
to the “grand world” of high culture.

Authors who in a programme-like manner live
in the province treating it as a sui generis observation
point do not lose contact with high culture.
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After all, their work is not provincial but pertains
to every important existential and collective problem.
Whenever a place is specifically manifested in the crea-
tive oeuvre it is possible to decipher this situation as a
stunt thanks to which the authors situate themselves
outside or above the presented world. In literature,
the “province” is often an observation point, a meta-
phor of the axiological order, a model of the world and
the cosmos. We also come across a metonymy of the
“province” — the house as moral order, a world of values
and memory. Nonetheless, the province does not lack
images dominated by a tendency to stifle, a feeling of
being entrapped, group pressure, as well as a prevailing
absence of all hope.

It is worth drawing attention to yet another literary
aspect of the province. I have in mind the so-called rural
theme in Polish post-war literature. It exploded in the
1970s, but it had certain antecedents and is connected
with the names of renowned authors (J. Kawalec, T.
Nowak, M. Pilot, W. Myéliwski, E. Redlifiski) to be dis-
covered not only on book covers but also on the pages
of the interesting periodical "Regiony”, issued to the end
of the century. This was a forum of authors fascinated
with the low and provincial circulation of the word,
which they regarded as the important building material
of culture. The publication of the periodical involved
also folklorists and sociologists (R. Sulima, K. Gorski, B.
Golebiowski). In both the literary and analytical work
the editorial board pursued a question more extensive
than the so-called rural theme, whose “godfather” was
for a longer time Henryk Bereza. The editors of “Re-
giony” were concerned with something more than the
place of folk/plebeian qualities in the universe of Polish
culture. They understood folk qualities as world outlook
structures, as values to be universalised in the difficult
process of the peasants gaining a personality at a time
when they became fully fledged participants of the cul-
tural dialogue (Zawada 1983 passim).

Roch Sulima described this process:

...Among wniters of folk genealogy, who settle moral
and aesthetic accounts with attained culture (Redliriski,
Mysliwski, Pilot), the “bottom” once again became a point of
reference for evaluations. At the same time, it possesses dis-
tinctly expressed social contents and is not a supra-social and
supra-historical abstract. Contemporary literary critique and
publicistics very often refer to the axiology of the “source”,
recognising it as a model of not solely name granting opera-
tions but predominantly those that explain and assess (Suli-
ma 1982: 102).

This was, therefore, a line of thought different than
the above-mentioned tradition of the topos of the prov-
ince in literature. Nor was it the folklore motif present in
the history of Polish culture starting with Romanticism.

"Province” has a number of names. Whenever it was
mentioned in mythicised history, in literature mythical
by its very nature, in an essay and in science I used an
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anthropological yardstick, which showed that we are
dealing with ambivalent reality and that it is impossible
to apply categorical views. I spoke about it in the past
tense, indicating various transformations in knowledge
and attitudes towards the province. One could say that
old cultural habits urge us to see the province in a man-
ner indicated by the semantic analysis conducted at the
onset. Apparently, even language does not keep up with
changes.

Surrounding contemporaneity introduces amend-
ments into this manner of seeing and experiencing
reality. Technology has reduced the time needed for
overcoming distance, and communication has made it
possible to take part in collective life and to benefit from
science and information regardless of the place of resi-
dence (TV, Internet, etc.). Even in the so-called prov-
ince there function structures and institutions reducing
the feeling of being cut off from the world. The example
of the commune of Tyczyn near Rzeszéw and the local
school of higher learning is sufficient proof of how the
comprehension of the “province” can alter. The globali-
sation of numerous domains of cultural life has rendered
universal styles of daily life realised in each social stra-
tum and place of residence.

Apart from the regions of poverty that comprise a
separate problem, models of life became extremely de-
mocratised and similar. At times, they have turned into
caricatures. but this is already a separate question from
the borderland of anthropology and the world of val-
ues.

Participation in a differently organised society, in
a situation of constant exchange and communication,
inclines us towards changing intellectual categories de-
scribing and interpreting reality; hence the mentioned
category of “localness” ousts the former comprehension
of the province and provincialism.
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separate cosmos. A closed world. A theatre of
recurring gestures and behaviour. Always the
same actors. Small town residents, stolid and
representing banal ordinariness. The special protago-
nists include the mayor, the teacher, the priest, the
physician and the hairdresser. The local mad woman
and the local beauty. Unruly youngsters marking their
presence in a highly intense manner. Only sometimes
does something unexpected take place within this
space of routine and stultifying predictability. The
Duce will appear with an entourage of soldiers, and
a procession brandishing flags will march down the
streets. Exclamations will be heard, and songs will be
performed. The local hotel will welcome a sheik ac-
companied by a large group of heavily veiled women.
A mad motorcyclist will rush down the street. The
worthy will experience a miracle: a white bull sudden-
ly appearing in the midst of the town buildings... .
Naturally, these are only snatches of recalled frag-
ments of Federico Fellini’s motion picture Amarcord.
The world depicted therein is one of a typical small
provincial town in pre-war Italy, almost an archetype
of the province. Concurring opinions declare that
Amarcord is one of the most beautiful and poignant
portrayals of provincial life in the history of the cin-
ema. An openly nostalgic portrait. After all, this is a
story about a world that has become part of the past.
Crumbs of bygone reality extracted from memory.
Fragments of a broken looking glass. Recall that in the
local dialect the word: amarcord means: “I remember”.
It is not my intention, however, to speak about the
film as such although it will reappear in our reflections
as a highly instructive example. I would, however, like
to consider its origin and ask what sort of experience
of such a world rendered possible this moving artistic
creation. In other words: I would like to reconstruct
the conditions that made possible its origin.

1

Fellini is the author of an important but rather lit-
tle known publication:

Il mio paese, issued in 1967, i.e. before the mak-
ing of Amarcord (1973), as part of a small collection
of the director’s texts pertaining to his birthplace, the
seaside town of Rimini. This nostalgic reminiscence is
by no means sentimental. It is a journey to the sources
of memory, fascinating remarks made years later. On
the one hand, they appear to be essential for compre-
hending Fellini’s creative path and, on the other hand,
they constitute captivating material for delving into
the phenomenon of the province.

The fragments cited further in this article have
been taken from the English language version not
only because the Italian original was unavailable !
but also for another, more basic reason. The English
translation was published in the excellent periodical
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“Aperture” dealing with photography. The brilliant
photographs of Rimini taken by Marco Pesaresi are an
integral part of the text. It is worth stressing that they
originate from 1996 and document the daily of life of
the small town, which Fellini left before the war. The
pictures are consistently maintained in a nostalgic-fun
aura, familiar from Fellini’s films: an empty wintertime
beach, snow along the coast, a scene from a street fes-
tivity known as Gradisca and commemorating a figure
of importance in Amarcord, a frame from a Good Fri-
day procession. Gravity alongside entertainment, the
holy next to the ludic or the perverse profanum. This
is the reason why despite a considerable difference in
time texts about the pre-war past and contemporary
photographs easily establish an intimate dialogue. Let
us then take a closer look at several interesting pas-
sages:

Last night I dreamed of the port in Rimini. A port
open towards the green waves of the sea as menacing
as undulating grasses along which low-slung clouds
rushed, coming near to its surface,

Rimini: what is it? It is the dimension of memory
(amidst other questions: made-belief, adulterous, mis-
erable memory) on which I deliberated for so long that
it started to trouble me.

(...) I think about Rimini, a word made of sticks
and soldiers in trenches. I cannot render it objective.
Rimini: an absurd story, complex, formidable and ten-
der, with its characteristic great breath and empty,
open sea. There, nostalgia became purer, particularly
the wintry sea, the white surf and the fierce wind, just
the way I remembered it for the first time. ?

This is the beginning of a journey into the past, to a
land that no longer exists. Fellini recalled the people,
fragrances, and colours that created his province:

In the evenings we would take walks by the sea,
melting in the wintry mists of Rimini: pulled down
shutters and closed boarding houses, deep silence and
the murmur of the sea.

In the summer, just to annoy couples making love
behind the boats, we would quickly undress and, na-
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ked, appear suddenly to ask the man concealed behind
a boat: ”Sorry, what’s the time?”.

(Important - in Rimini the difference between
the seasons is immense. This is a change of substance,
not merely meteorological, as in other towns. In other
words, there are two completely different Riminis). 3

Fellini evoked the world of his childhood, con-
fronting it with present-day Rimini. Naturally, he no
longer discovered the allure of days bygone. On the
other hand, he did not complain, but simply registered
certain obvious facts. Rimini was no longer a godfor-
saken small town from the past, a place where every-
one knew each other, a town submerged in darkness
and mist, with the illuminated Grand Hotel resem-
bling a multi-storey pyramid. Today’s Rimini is a mod-
ern cosmopolitan resort.

The Rimini that I see now is endless. In the past,
the town was surrounded by kilometres of darkness,
and the road along the coast was never used. The only
spots to be seen were ghastly fascist buildings or sum-
mertime camping sites (...). Now, darkness is no more.
Instead, we have 15 kilometres of nightclubs and glis-
tening neon lights as well as a never-ending procession
of shiny cars, a Milky Way of sorts, made of headlights.
Lights are all around: night has vanished, fled to the
sky and the sea. 4

Fellini constructed his text around the “now”—
“then” vertical axis. I repeat, however, that this is by no

means a retrospective utopia. Naturally, he mourned
the irrecoverable departure of that world, “his” world,
but he did not sob over spilt milk. He grieved over a
loss, but without historical gestures, somewhat in the
spirit of Dylan’s refrain: “The times, they are a-chang-
ing”. Note a characteristic feature: the contours of the
province become distinctive only from a certain dis-
tance, as if time possessed crystallising properties, re-
jected secondary traits, and reduced the traits of that
world to essential properties. The temporal distance
becomes a condition for comprehension.

2

At times, texts become engrossed in conversa-
tion, although they may be unaware of this fact.
This is precisely the case when alongside Fellini’s
confession one places Prowincja, a text by Stawomir
Mrozek. The heart of the matter does not lie in the
fact that Mrozek actually recalled Fellini, and did
so already in the opening sentence, but in the fact
that the remarks made by both authors about the
phenomenon of the province brilliantly supplement
each other. The brief and, let it be said at the onset,
sparkling text by Mrozek is an exemplary phenom-
enology of the province. In it, the author extracted
that, which everyone probably feels and sees but is
not necessarily capable of naming. Mrozek placed
emphasis on the essential and inalienable features of

Rimini. Photo: © Marco Pesaresi, after: “Aperture”, no. 172/2003
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Rimini. Photo: © Marco Pesaresi, after: “Aperture”, no. 172/2003

the province. In doing so, he disclosed that, which
renders the province provincial and without which it
could not be what it is. This is one of those texts that,
albeit operating with language from the antipodes of
so-called scientific cognition (whatever that may
mean), possess an unattainable cognitive dimension.
If one were to rid oneself for a single moment of the
superior conviction that only science is capable of
discovering essential truths, then one could see in
these comments a magnificent, convincing, and, in
my opinion, extremely apt description of the very phe-
nomenon of the province perceived in all its complex-
ity and dynamics. More, this is a depiction that one
would seek in vain in analyses bearing the stamp of
scientific qualities.

True, Mrozek did not conduct onerous and years-
long studies dealing with the phenomenon in ques-
tion, nor did he refer — in the fashion of Fellini — to his
memory involved in reconstructing a personal paradise
lost; nonetheless, from the very onset he reached the
very essence of things. Mrozek not only demonstrated
the properties of the province, but predominantly ac-
centuated the manner in which it exists. Here, the
point of departure is a rather detailed recollection, an
entry, a memory tag:

Amarcord — Fellini.

I from Cracow, he from Rimini. I, Mrozek, he, Fellini.
Otherwise, everything is the same.
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On the assets of the province as a configuration shap-
ing the artist. The clarity of inter-human relations. Prox-
imity. One is in the middle since the province itself is a
centre and does not have peripheries. Here it is impossi-
ble to be anywhere else than in the centre. Willy-nilly. At
the same time: We are here, and over there is the Great
World. Where? Everywhere where we are not. Where it is
not here. At any rate, far away.

So far that one may only yearn. There is no passage
between here and there, neither on land and water nor in
the air. Despite the fact that t h e r e it exists. Those from
the Metropolis can sometimes wvisit us in the way angels
visit us, the poor people. But we?

Hence, we are in the middle, but this is not the centre
of the universe. Proximity, domesticity for better or worse.
And condensed and powerful longing.

Keep in mind: the province is a centre, my cen-
tre. Further: the province is some sort of a close-by
and concrete “here” contrasted with a nondescript
“there”. The province is, therefore, a relative concept
endowed with an extremely interesting characteristic.
Despite the fact that this concept is here, palpable and
real, once it becomes distant and unattainable it is sit-
uated even higher on the scale of reality. Then there
is longing, the prime and probably most perceptible
and poignant emotion connected with the province.
This is probably something more than sheer emotion,
a raison d’étre. Longing is nothing more than a dream
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about being somewhere else. If there is anything that
the inhabitant of the world of the province knows with
unruffled certainty it is the fact that “life is elsewhere”,
regardless whether that "elsewhere” exists and where
it may be situated on a map.

Moreover, Mrozek’s remarks about the province
evolve into an extremely interesting deliberation
about rather curious anthropology:

Meanwhile, every person, whether from the province or
not, is a province. The area of each individual conscious-
ness is a province. Wherever man finds himself he always
carries with him the borders of his county.

Ewven in the Metropolis he will not encompass it. There
is always that enclosed area, my area, with blurred and
vanishing borders, ever fluid and changeable but undeni-
able. One may describe the geography of such an area, just
as it is possible to describe the geography of each province
in a geography textbook.

This is an extraordinary observation. Mrozek ex-
tracted the phenomenon of the province from physical
space that can be cartographically outlined and trans-
ferred it into a mental domain. The province ceases
being a fragment situated in space. Everyone is a prov-
ince. Now, the problem no longer entails the place from
which one cannot perceive the Centre, but distinctness,
singularity, and uniqueness. This space is endowed with
less perceptible parameters, but is just as real.

In successive closer observations Mrozek once
again changed the perspective. This time, he demon-

strated what the province could be (is) and the way in
which it functions in artistic imagination. Here, there
reappeared the thought about the province as a local
cosmos with clear-cut borders.

The artist works exclusively - since it is impossible to
work in any other way - with the assistances of models. He
who comes from the province and is an artist is fortunate.

In the province the restriction of people, places and de-
tails, their permanence, albeit relative — since interchange-
ability and variability are so slow that they produce the
impression of stability — render possible concentration,
conservation, and contemplation. More, they even force to
act in this way. In the Metropolis everything is accidental,
hurried, and sporadic and the numbers are overwhelm-
ing. Quantity and haste are not the artist’s friends. On the
other hand, the artist will not come into being if he does not
liberate himself from his province.

One hates one’s province when one is stuck in it and
does everything possible to enter the Great World. In more
exact terms: one hates one’s provincialism. To change and
improve one’s fate. Once again, a paradox, as always and
everywhere. How little do we take into account the rule
that the ultimate effect of our efforts, both individual and
collective, is always directly the reverse of the intended.
Each thing turns into its contradiction. ©

Importantly: in his presentation of the province and
the latter’s connections with creative thought Mrozek
is free of all sentimental longing and the temptation of
idealisation. His province is by no means some sort of

Rimini. Photo: © Marco Pesaresi, after: “Aperture”, no. 172/2003
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arcadia or the space of realized utopia. Nor is it a world
of fulfilment. On the contrary, the dream about power
is to be realized only when the artist frees himself of his
province. But he must do so in such a way so as not to
abandon it totally.

At this stage we once again return to Fellini because
it was he, presumably, whom Mrozek regarded as an
artist who in the exemplary and pure manner of a labo-
ratory performed the assigned lesson described by him.

Fellini would have never created his film Amarcord,
a work about his province and about the world, if he had
not left the province at some stage. He would have not
returned to it, as he did via Amarcord, nor seen it as he
actually did, or felt what he felt. I am certain that when he
was leaving it he did so “for always”, “irreversibly”, and
only for the sake of the world. He did not expect that he
would once again see the province via the world, just as he
perceived the world via the province. In all probability, at
the time he felt nothing but the wild joy of escaping. 7

The province and the world, apparently two sides
of the same coin. Naturally, the province gravitates
towards the world, and the centre of gravity is on the
latter’s side. It turns out, however, that the province,

AT IR TN

its sources, that, which is most valuable, can be seen
only from the outside, the world. This is the titular
paradox: the province, its existential meaning and
creative force, can be perceived only once we leave it.
A paradox that is a personification of a certain durable
and, one might say, model-like situation constantly re-
curring in the history of art.

An extremely similar story and with an identi-
cal ending, not to say, moral, was told by Eliade in
his insightful exegesis ignoring the well-worn tracks
of interpretation and concerning the art of the Ro-
manian sculptor Constantin Brancusi. Recall: art
critics regarded it as strange and paradoxical that
Brancusi, a “Carpathian peasant”, disclosed his Ro-
manian roots and made creative use of them only
after he discovered archaic art, examined in the
museums of Paris. In his commentary on Brancusi,
Eliade recalled the story of pious rabbi Ayzik from
Martin Buber’s Tales of the Hasidim, which in the
summary proposed by the Romanian expert on reli-
gion recounts how:

One night, Ayzik, the son of Reb Yekl, dreamed that

there was a treasure hidden under the Praga side of the

Rimini. Photo: © Marco Pesaresi, after: “Aperture”, no. 172/2003
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Warsaw bridge. So he travelled to Warsaw. At the bridge
he tried to reach the spot, but a soldier was standing guard
there. Ayzik paced back and forth, waiting for the soldier
to go away. The soldier meanwhile became aware of Ayzik
and asked him what he wanted. Ayzik told him the truth:
that he had dreamed about a treasure buried under the
bridge. The soldier said, “Don’t be a fool. Just because 1
dreamed about a treasure in the oven at the home of Ayzik,
Reb Yekl's son in Cracow, doesn’t mean I have to go there”.
Ayzik promptly turned around and went home. With care
and not a little excitement he took his oven apart and behold,
he found a treasure that fulfilled his wildest dreams. 8

Today, uplifting stories with a moral are accepted
with understandable distrust. For us, however, the tri-
umphalist note with an existential happy end is not
the most essential. Greater importance is attached to
another thought, of a cognitive and artistic nature.
Let us note that this simple story says something very
similar to that which had been formulated by Fellini
and Mrozek. That what is most valuable, the centre
of our world is always “in the oven” that belongs to
each of us. Everyone has his oven. This is the centre,
the spot from which we originate. There, "everything”
is stored. The paradox, however, consists of the fact
that it is necessary to travel beyond “our world”, to
some sort of a “netherworld” and distant lands in or-
der to be capable of perceiving this life-giving centre
of radiation, but now seen from an entirely different
perspective. To see it anew. Or simply “to s e e”.

Examined from a certain distance, the reflections
pursued by Fellini, Mrozek, and Eliade constitute three
different variations concerning the myth of departure,
here comprehended in a special manner: not as a story
about no-return exile, the trauma of abandoning that,
which we hold dearest, the sadness of loss. Here, the
myth of departure is allied with the generative myth of
the return. It is precisely in this confrontation of con-
trasts, this ambivalence that — they seem to be saying
— the most valuable can come into being and true art
could flare up. Along this two-direction path we come
across other giants, such as Tadeusz Kantor and his
spectacles (Umarla klasa /The Dead Class/ and Wielo-
pole, Wielopole), whose irremovable underpinning is
the recalled memory of the site of the childhood, his
province. This is only one of many conspicuous exam-
ples, all confirming the aptness of recognition.

3

At the end, here is Mrozek once again. Concluding
his text he shifted from the level of a description of the
role that the province should preform in the work of
the artist to more general remarks. In doing so, Mrozek
demonstrated the deeply existential dimension of pro-
vincialism, of being a man of the province. We thus
leave behind the atelier, the stage, and the film set and
return to ordinary life and not its artistic counterpart:
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Once again about longing, do not make little of longing.
Is this not the strongest emotion? Ultimately, only longing
and exhaustion remain. A longing with no focus and even
with no object, just the very essence of longing.

The province is a school of longing. The best and never
forgotten. °

As if a distant echo of Fellini, who wrote that nos-
talgia becomes essential and purer in the province.

According to this interpretation, the inhabitant of
the province is simply a different name of the human
condition of each one of us regardless of the place of
residence. Ultimately, Mrozek’s reflection about the
province becomes a story about the contemporary
Everyman, the spiritual heir of the original Everyman,
the Jedermann from the late mediaeval mystery play.
The present-day Everyman is a figure with a founda-
tion of longing, whose characteristic mark is a part of
the DNA cultural chain distinguishing each one of us.

Note that today longing pursues two contrary di-
rections. Those living in the peripheries address their
prayers to the icons of great cities, while those resid-
ing in the metropolis long for the secluded tranquility
of the provinces. Everyone is not there where he is,
and everyone seems to be not quite at home. There
is no convincing proof, but we cannot negate the sug-
gestion that it is exactly this dynamic of longings and
desires aimed at different directions that seems to be
maintaining the world in some sort of equilibrium.
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at ancestor speaks in me? I can’t live simul-
taneously in my head and in my body. That’s
why I can’t be just one person. I can feel within
myself countless things at once.

There are no great masters left. That’s the real evil of
our time. The heart’s path is covered in shadow. We must
listen to the voices that seem useless in brains full of long
sewage pipes of school wadll, tarmac and welfare papers.
The buzzing of insects must enter. We must fill the eyes
and ears of all of us with things that are the beginning of a
great dream. Someone must shout that we’ll build the pyra-
mids. It doesn’t matter if we don’t. We must fuel that wish
and stretch the corners of the soul like an endless sheet.

If you want the world to go forward, we must hold
hands. We must mix the so-called healthy with the so-cal-
led sick. You healthy ones! What does your health mean?
The eyes of all mankind are looking at the pit into which
we are plunging. Freedom is useless if you don’t have the
courage to look us in the eye, to eat, drink and sleep with
us! It’s the so-called healthy who have brought the world
to the verge of ruin. Man, listen! In you water, fire and
then ashes, and the bones in the ashes. The bones and the
ashes!

Where am [ when I'm not in reality or in my imagina-
tion? Here’s my new pact: it must be sunny at night and
snowy in August. Great things end. Small things endure.
Society must become united again instead of so disjointed.
Just look at nature and you'll see that life is simple. We
must go back to where we were, to the point where we took
the wrong turn. We must go back to the main foundations
of life without dirtying the water. What kind of world is
this if a madman tells you you must be ashamed of your-
selves!

[Fragment from Nostalghia, a film by Andrei
Tarkovsky']

These words originate from a speech given by
Domenico, one of the protagonists of Andrei Tark-
ovsky’s film Nostalghia. Actually, I am fascinated
by the extraordinary and memorable final image,
introduced by Domenico’s statement. In his excel-
lent: What Is Nostalgia? Leonid Batkin conducted an
in-depth and detailed analysis of the film, conclud-
ing that the whole film is actually a two-hour long
preparation for a single frame shown at the very end.
I cannot surmise how this was accomplished, he wrote.
Nonetheless, the whole plot is resolved in this astonish-
ing drawn-out take. I am ready to explain the whole film
as a two-hour long preparation for a single frame that
is not simply the last but prime and essential. All that
which appeared to be overly obvious, demonstrative, and
allegorical, all those banal conversations, the instructive
story of Domenico or the intentionally “wise” conver-
sations with the “simple folk” suddenly disclosed their
amaging sense. The concluding single take restored an
air of mystery to everything’. We shall watch only 12
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minutes of work on the final image; [ am well aware
that considering the time intended for presentations
at our conference this might prove to be a rather
risky attempt. The sequence starts with Domenico’s
speech. Let us then briefly recall who he is. What is
Nostalghia about?

Domenico is an apparently deranged former small-
town maths teacher, who for seven years forbade his
wife and children to set foot outside their home in or-
der to protect them against the end of the world, a
catastrophe whose approach he fears. Having set his
family free, he becomes possessed by an idée fixe — we
learn that every so often he is detained by the police
and then escorted home, rendering the realisation of
his project impossible. This is the way in which the di-
rector described Domenico's dramatis persona, whose
role grew while shooting the film:

Tonino Guerra [the co-author of the Nostalghia
screenplay - Z. B.] found this person in a newspaper clip-
ping and we since developed it a bit further. (...) He is
obsessed with the thought of committing an act of faith,
such as walking straight across a pool — a gigantic, square,
old Roman bath in the centre of the Tuscan village of
Bagno Vignoni — with a lit candle in his hand’. On
the eve of his return to Russia (the Soviet Union),
Gorchakov — the film’s leading protagonist, a Russian
intellectual, poet, scholar, and expert on Italian cul-
ture conducting a scientific trip around Italy in the
footsteps of another Russian émigré, a musician and
a composer (more about him in a while) — decides to
carry out Domenico’s plan. He does so just before go-
ing back home, having found out about Domenico’s
act of sacrifice on television news. — “Switch on your
TV “ — an Italian translator, Gorchakovs' travelling
companion, phones him. Domenico left for Rome to
commit self-immolation next the statue of Marcus
Aurelius on the Capitol and in this way to stridently
convey his protest; the pertinent scene, however,
shows him calmly warning about the state of the con-
temporary world in the throes of a crisis and on its
way towards self-annihilation. At the same time, Gor-
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chakov (his suitcases packed and waiting in front of
the hotel) cancels his ride to the airport (the taxi is
ready), and returns to Bagno Vignoni, where earlier
he had learned about Domenico’s “story“, met and
talked with him at his home; now, he intends to ful-
fil Domenico’s irrational project which, he believes,
will save humankind. Gorchakov walks into the pool,
which at that moment is being cleaned (the water
spouting from the steamy springs is shallow, and the
small-town dwellers are engaged in removing assorted
debris of contemporary civilisation, bottles and coins
thrown in for luck by tourists); he lights a candle and
embarks upon the arduous attempt at carrying it from
one end of the pool to the other. Gorchakov is sick
and weary (this is the way he appears throughout the
whole film — he suffers from a heart condition). Fi-
nally, after two unsuccessful attempts (the wind puts
out the candle midway and then just before complet-
ing the task) Gorchakov, who each time starts anew,
shields the flickering flame with his coat and hand
(watching him, we can almost feel his physical effort
and fatigue) and manages to place the candle at the
foot of a wall on the opposite end of the pool. From
here, a single long and slow take leads us to the above-
mentioned final shot: a wooden cottage straight out
a Russian village, inscribed into the ruins of a Cister-
cian abbey, the twelfth-century Gothic cathedral of
San Galgano. Actually, we do not see this image right
away and it comes into view gradually. First, there is
Gorchakov sitting on the ground in front of a pud-
dle; behind him there stretches a Russian landscape
with the cottage and a path gently winding down into
a valley and leading to the house. This is the same
house, which appeared at the beginning of the film as
part of a dream, a reminiscence (?) accompanying the
protagonist on his Italian journey. The dog lying next
to Gorchakov is the one from the recurring images of
the Russian country house, and from an Italian hotel
room where at night it sleeps next to the bed of the
tired Gorchakov. This is the dog from under the col-
onnade in Piazza de Campidoglio amidst people indif-
ferently listening to Domenico a moment before his
self-immolation, the same dog which anxiously twists
and turns, and howls in fear and pain as it witnesses
the flames embracing Domenico’s convulsively writh-
ing body. In the last shot, the puddle reflects three
rectangular shafts of light. The slowly withdrawing
camera pans back, revealing the architecture of the
cathedral; only then do we see the image in its en-
tirety: man, dog, and country house inserted into the
walls of the ruined cathedral of San Galgano. The
light glistening in the puddle actually shines through
the empty windows of the presbytery. We hear sing-
ing, a plaintive chant, a Russian folk song resembling
a blend of a lament and a lullaby. Illuminated snow-
flakes melting on the ground and in the puddle slowly
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fall on the man gazing ahead, the dog at his side, the
house, and the church. It starts to snow.

The dramaturgy of this sequence is probably best
evoked in: The final editing plan of “Nostalghia”, re-
corded in Tarkovsky’s Diaries [Time within Time: The
Diaries]:

(...)

9. Campidoglio

The deranged; Domenico on horseback; Gorchakow
returns to Bagno Vignoni; Domenico’s two hour-long
speech; petrol; broken tape recorder; fire; Domenico’s
death; Beethoven.

10. Crossing over with a candle; Gorchakov's death;
Gorchakov's country house within cathedral walls; Freeze-
frame; Russian song; Verdi.

11. Dedication: In memory of my mother.*

Let us once again cite Batkin and his description
of the closing image: This shocking, surrealistic and
possibly ingenious shot is constructed in such a way
that space is perceived completely naturally as a ho-
listic image stemming from the film’s theme. It sim-
ply remains in front of our eyes, and will always do
so. This is the afterlife future, the next world. Inside,
there is our Italian present, the courtyard of a church
already mentioned by Dante. The future within a Ro-
manesque church, Italy, emigration, and the present.
Russia is that village with the protagonist sitting on
the slope of a hillock and the same dog at his side.
Initially, the camera notices only a puddle strangely
divided by sunbeams. At first, I was unable to un-
derstand the nature of the rays and the source of the
light falling through an arcade of an Italian, probably
twelfth-century church.

Finally, all became one — the past, the present and the
future, Russia, Italy, life and eternity. All matched the
space of that world, surredlistically constructed thanks to
the magnificent quality of the image. The most amaging
thing is that we are simply unaware of the editing. Italy is
the suitable place for this green slope, that glistening pud-
dle, all that which is Russian. Peace descends upon the
soul. And yet this is one of the most artificial moments in
the whole film...

I felt confused. After all, everything that which I liked
and disliked in this film, its epiphany and suffering, its sin-
cerity and artificiality, came together in the finale. This is
a blend of higher art and truth, the demonstrative quality
of the idea and visual conviction. I do not know how this
was achieved. Nevertheless, the whole plot is resolved in
this unusual, long take.’

Why have I decided to take you back to this symbol
at a conference about the Images and Myths of Europe?
The Western and the Eastern Perspectives? There are at
least several reasons. To start with the most obvious
one, I believe that the image in question could become
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a framework for further reflections, or constitute a
firm point of reference and landmark in the course of
our discussion. One could say that Nostalghia and its
closing or, as Batkin declared, “prime and essential®
depiction contain almost everything that is associated
with the province and its eulogy: a Russian country
house inscribed into the walls of a cathedral. That
which is connected with the landscape of folk, provin-
cial and “low* culture, that which is low, mundane,
simple, human, and local has been installed into that
which is lofty, universal and high. The architecture
of the towering cathedral, whose raw, unadorned and
decaying walls and transparent openings-remnants
of a rosace and windows let in the light from above,
embraces the whole image. “This world“ (“my local
world“) has been literally incorporated into “that
world“, a historical, geographical, cultural, mythical,
existential, religious and metaphysical dimension. You
see how difficult it is to describe this composite, poign-
ant and original image, which I regard as part of a cer-
tain tendency that could be described as an “Eastern
perception® of Europe and art. [ discern an amazing
coincidence between Tarkovsky’s imagery with that
which in the 1980s (at exactly the same time, since
Nostalghia was made in 1983) Janusz Bogucki (art
critic and author of numerous exhibitions) described
in a series of displays featured in Poland as “art go-
ing back home", “a return to the church®. I have in
mind his “Labyrinths” series, shown in the ruins of a
church undergoing reconstruction in Zytnia Street in
Warsaw, or later in the austere interior of a church
under construction in the district of Ursynéw. In the
1990s, the same current was present in the “Epitaph
and seven spaces” exhibition at the “Zacheta* Gallery
in Warsaw and at the nearby Ethnographic Museum,
the site of an encounter of popular folk art accompa-
nying the cult of the images of Our Lady of Guadalupe
and Our Lady of Czestochowa. The leitmotif of these
shows was a fusion of secular and religious art, high art
and “low" folk art, popular native art with the art of an
ostensibly distant culture, and, finally, modern art and
art inspired by folk architecture. In “Seven spaces”
Holy Mount by Grzegorz Klaman, Tents by Magdalena
Abakanowicz, and School Desks from Kantor's The
Dead Class were shown together with Home by the
Group from Lucim (Bohdan and Witold Chmielewski,
Wiestaw Smuzny).® The concept of these exhibitions,
apart from emphasis on the multi-cultural experience
of the sacrum, was to arrange a meeting of assorted
religious, spiritual traditions. (The subtitle of “Seven
spaces” was: “The paths, traditions and peculiarities
of spiritual life in Poland reflected in the mirror of art
at the end of the twentieth century”).

Could there be a more apt description of the com-
plex imagery proposed by Tarkovsky in Nostalghia
than “going back home — a return to the church®? We
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Photos from the Nostalghia, by Andrej Tarkowski

come across the same spirit, tone, reflection of an idea,
and longing for unity in yet another arrival from “a dis-
tant land®; the discussed image reflects a conception
close to the vision expounded by John Paul II when
he spoke about the two lungs of Europe (eastern and
western tradition).

It is a known fact that the author of Andrei Rublyov
frequently disassociated himself from symbolic and
metaphorical interpretations of his films. Actually, the
whole question is much more complicated’, since it is
possible to formulate and justifiably defend the thesis
that we are dealing with a pure symbol, a combination
(Greek: syn-ballo, symballein) of two separate parts. In
other words, Nostalghia and its final image possess a
feature described by Richard R. Niebhur writing about
the symbol: We do not embellish our experiences with
symbols but it is they, which cooperate with our experi-
ence via processes of affiliation, which we understand only
partially. To symbolize means to arrange those panrticles
and elements of a flowing stream of experiences, which,
once united, create luminescence, temporary or perma-
nent rays, in which a part of the cosmos, a corner of our
habitat or some dark subterranean labyrinth lightens up®.
In Tarkovsky’s film this merger and luminescence
are conspicuous. The director’s distance towards the
symbol never changes. In a chapter on After finishing
Nostalghia in his Zapiechtlennoye vremia (Sculpting in
Time) he wrote: Of late, I have frequently found myself
addressing audiences, and I have noticed that whenever
I declare that there are no symbols or metaphors in my
films, those present express incredulity. They persist in ask-
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ing again and again, for instance, what rain signifies in my
films; why does it figure in film after film; and why the
repeated images of wind, fire, water? I really don’t know
how to deal with such questions.

Rain is after all typical of the landscape in which I grew
up; in Russia you have those long, dreary, persistent rains.
And I can say that I love nature — I don’t like big cities
and feel perfectly happy when I'm away from the para-
phernalia of modern civilisation, just as I felt wonderful in
Russia when I was in my country house, with three hun-
dred kilometres between Moscow and myself. Rain, fire,
water, snow, dew, the driving ground wind — all are part
of the material setting in which we dwell; I would even
say of the truth of our lives. I am therefore puzzled when I
am told that people cannot simply enjoy watching nature,
when it is lovingly reproduced on the screen, nut have to
look for some hidden meaning they feel it must contain. Of
course, rain can be just seen as bad weather, whereas I use
it to create a particular aesthetic setting in which to steep
introduce the plot. But that is not at all the same things
as bringing nature into my films as a symbol of something
else. Heaven forbid! In commercial

cinema nature often does not exist at all; all one has is
the most advantageous lighting and exteriors for the pur-
pose of quick shooting — everybody follows the plot and
no one is bothered by the artificiality of a setting that is
more or less right, nor by the disregard for detail and at-
mosphere. When the screen brings the real world to the
audience, the world as it actually is, so that it can be seen
in depth and from all sides, evoking its very smell, allowing
audiences to feel on their skin its moisture or its dryness
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— it seems that the cinema-goer has so lost the capacity
simply to surrender to an immediate, emotional aesthetic
impression, that he instantly has to check himself, and ask:
‘Why? What for? What's the point?°

Slightly further on, in a reference to the image of
interest to us, the director added:

I would concede that the final shot of Nostalgia has
an element of metaphor, when I bring the Russian house
inside the Italian cathedral. It is a constructed image which
smacks of literariness: a model of the hero’s state, of the
division within him which prevents him from living as he
has up tll now. Or perhaps, on the contrary, it is his new
wholeness in which the Tuscan hills and the Russian coun-
tryside come together indissolubly; he is conscious of them
as inherently his own, merged into his being and his blo-
od. And so Gorchakov dies in this new world where those
things come together naturally and of themselves which in
our strange and relative earthly existence have for some
reason, or by someone, been divided once and for all. All
the same, even if the scene lacks cinematic purity, I trust
that it is free of vulgar symbolism; the conclusion seems
to me fairly complex in form and meaning, and to be a
figurative expression of what is happening to the hero, not
a symbol of something outside him which has to be deci-
phered.'®

There is no time for expanding and justifying the
thesis that the discussed image is a symbol if only due
to those features whose presence is stressed by herme-
neutist: the ambiguity, multiple meanings, composite
nature, complexity, and, more precisely, the dynamic
and dialectic of the symbol are the reasons why it is
both simple and complicated, ever enrooted in the
concrete and reality. Why it combines the sensual
and the intellectual. Why its characteristic traits in-
clude the retention of a dual character: reality and
unreality/irreality since it would have not been a sym-
bol if it had been only real, it would have been a real
phenomenon which could not be symbolic; only that
which within one thing encompasses another is sym-
bolic. If a symbol were to be unreal, then it would be
empty and imaginary, with no references to any sort of
reality, and thus it would not have been a symbol (C.
G. Jung); the symbol always contains something or-
ganic, archaic (S. Avierintsev, Y. Lotman). They are
the reason why one can see the whole via a particle:
each time it refers to that what is most prominent — the
idea of the wholeness and unity of the world, a fully cos-
mic and human universe (S. Avierintsev, Y. Lotman).
Why the symbol is not only (a single) given meaning,
but a “task” — the sense of the symbol comes into being
not solely as a ready presence but also as a dynamic ten-
dency: it is not given but assigned. You must change your
life [ultimately, this is Domenico’s message to the
divided world of the “healthy” and the “normal, the
“people from the centre” and the “peripheries. His
sacrifice takes place in front of an uninterested audi-
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ence to the strains of Beethoven’s Ode to Joy from the
Ninth Symphony, today the hymn of a united Europe];
the sense of a symbol cannot be deciphered through the
effort of the mind alone, one must “enter into its spirit”11.
Finally, they are the reason why it has a dialogical
structure, and why consideration of the symbol is a
dialogical form of cognition (S. Avierintsev). And so
on, and so forth.

On the other hand, it is worth drawing attention
to yet another factor essential in the structure of the
symbolic image from Tarkovsky's finale. In its primary
meaning, the symbol was identification. In antiquity
— a topic extensively discussed by Pavel Florensky in
his Ikonostasis'? — the symbol was an object made of
clay, wood, or metal, divided into two parts, a pic-
ture cut into two, a document, a cube, a tablet, or
anything which after being put together regains its
meaning and once again serves as an identification.
It was mutually offered by friends, business partners,
debtors and creditors, pilgrims, people linked by vari-
ous bonds, who split the “symbol“ into two fragments
that in the future, placed side by side either by them
or their messengers could comprise an identification.
The symbol made it possible to recognise one's own.!3 It
contains all the warmth of a secret that binds togeth-
er. The symbol acts as a sign of identity and unity (it
is also a credo). In the case of Tarkovsky, it is two
different parts, two different images brought together.
These are not merely images of Europe as such, West-
ern Europe, Italy and the Russian provinces, but ba-
sically of two provinces: the West European, Italian
province (Tuscany) and its Russian counterpart. Im-
ages of the country house and the cathedral, parallel
symbolic images of the world: the house and the c h
ur c h (both comprising imago mundi, essentially the
home and the church are one'*) are here put together
and coalesced into a single organic whole without ob-
literating the differences. This surreal image-symbol,
an identification, assembled and offered in the final
act of Nostalghia, expresses, demonstrates and discov-
ers that which is held so dear by anthropology, and
which is close to its motifs and fundamental expe-
riences, as well as the European vision and idea (of
what Europe is, could or should be). It is a discovery
of unity in diversity.

Returning to the main theme, I shall try to propose
a greatly abbreviated designation of the foremost land-
marks and motifs on our map of meanings contained
in reflections about the province; produced by that
special perception of Europe seen from the East, this is
the vision recorded by Tarkovsky in the oft-mentioned
finale of Nostalghia.

In the person of the leading dramatis persona we
have: 1. an arrival from a distant province, 2. a motif
of the home and going back home, 3. an attachment
to one’s native land and a longing for it, 4. nostalgia:




Zbigniew Benedyktowicz * COMING BACK HOME

suffering caused by separation from the home and
motherland, the impossibility of going back home or
the efforts such a return entails.

Home

The home appears already at the very onset of the
sequence: Domenico sets fire to his body, “the home
of his soul”, and someone else (Gorchakov) carries
the light to the other end of the pool in his stead. In
Nostalghia we have, therefore, not only a forecast of
Tarkovsky’s next film The Sacrifice (whose finale fea-
tures a burning house), but also a continuation of the
theme and image of the home present also in this di-
rector’s other films preceding Nostalghia. In her essay
Home and Road, Neya Zorkaya!® extensively discussed
the significant motif of the home in Tarkovsky’s oeu-
vre. We see it in Solaris: The home- ideal and the home-
reminiscence — this is the home of Kelvin-the father, built
not in a fantastic landscape but in native Russian coun-
tryside: a house standing under oak trees, a green glade
on the banks of an overgrown stream.'® “The thinking
ocean bestows peace upon Kris' troubled soul, offering
him an image of his father’s home. Ivan [My Name is
Ivan (Ivan’s Childhood)] wanders across a wartime wil-
derness, while the charred house gazes after him with
empty eye sockets”.!?

In Mirror it is the family home, enveloped in love and
the sadness of nostalgia, made out of beams and stand-
ing under pine trees — the promised land of childhood.!8
In Stalker the dream-sequence room, to which the
hero keeps on returning, shakes to the rhythm of a
speeding train — the lamp, the table, the whole room
tremble. It is simply impossible to ignore the oneiric
motif of the “dream home®, whose portrayal in Nos-
talghia accompanies the protagonist in his dreams and
reminiscences throughout his Italian voyage and re-
appears at its end. It is the home described by Gaston
Bachelard:

The real world becomes obliterated whenever we
transfer our thoughts to the home of our memories.
What is the significance of the houses we pass by while
walking down a street if our memory recalls our fam-
ily home, the home of absolute intimacy, the home
from which we derived the very conception of inti-
macy! This home is somewhere far away, we have lost
it, and no longer live in it, and we know, unfortunately
for certain, that we shall never again do so. Then the
home becomes more than a mere memory - it is the
home of our dreams. (...) What is real: the home in
which we go to sleep, or the home to which we loyally
return once we had fallen asleep?!?

Tarkovsky wrote about Gorchakov: (...) acutely
aware of being an outsider who can only watch other pe-
ople’s lives from a distance, crushed by the recollections of
his past, by the faces of those dear to him, which assail his
memory together with the sounds and smells of home.?°
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Nostalgia

Gorchakov is a poet who travels to Italy to collect
material about Beryozovsky, a Russian serf, musician
and composer (in the film he is mentioned as Sos-
novsky). Beryozovsky is an historical figure, Tarkovsky
wrote. He showed such musical ability that he was sent
by his landowner to study in Italy, where he stayed many
years, gave concerts and was much acclaimed. But in the
end, driven no doubt by that same inescapable Russian
nostalgia, he eventually decided to return to serf-owning
Russia, where, shortly afterwards, he hanged himself;*!
elsewhere, the director added: ... he turned alcoholic
and subsequently committed suicide.?2 At this point, we
arrive at the specific phenomenon of nostalgia, whose
very meaning is enclosed in a combination of two
Greek words: néstos — return, and algos — suffering. In
the earlier mentioned essay: What is Nostalgia? Leonid
Batkin, whose interpretation is often extremely criti-
cal and full of scathing irony and malice towards the
film, its author, and the solutions applied in certain
scenes, acknowledged the importance of the closing
image, which “restores an air of mystery to every-
thing". (I shall never forgive Tarkovsky this, from my
point of view, disastrous film in which his heretofore
poetics falls apart). On the other hand, Batkin appears
to agree with the director as regards one thing: Rus-
sian nostalgia is exceptional. Batkin started collecting
solutions to the key question concerning the nature of
nostalgia by comparing poems by Josif Brodsky (De-
cember in Florence, and then other works) with Tarko-
vsky’s film in order to disclose the strikingly unusual
condition of the main protagonist. While travelling to
and across Italy Andrei Gorchakov constantly turns
away from its beauty and outright tries to ignore it. (I
shall cite only a fragment of the poem mentioned by
Baktin, indispensable for the clarity of further argu-
mentation):

In a smoke-filled café, in the semi-shade of his cap

He grows accustomed to the nymphs on the ceiling, the
cupids, the stucco

(...)

A sunbeam refracted against a palace,

The dome of a church with Lorenzo’s final resting
place,

Permeates the curtains and warms the veins

Of dirty marble, a vat with a flowering verbena:

And trills resound in the centre of Ravenna made of
wire.

Behold, a Russian émigré in Italy, Batkin wrote. His
name is Josif Brodsky. Perhaps he is the protagonist of
Tarkovsky’s Nostalghia. The words used by Brodsky
convey visual impressions — “smoke-filled”, “semi-
shade”, “dirty” (...) Gazing from under a Russian cap
(I made it up), he reluctantly and even with disgust gets
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used to Baroque or Renaissance forms. Brodsky wrote
about the dome of a church with Lorenzo’s final resting
place... Dear God, this is Santa Maria del Fiore! Quite
possibly the most amazing dome in the whole world. He,
however, does not want to look at it. The curtains are
drawn. A sunbeam indifferently passes the magnificent
church and occupies itself with something else: it warms
up the dirty marble and a vat. Such a vat could have eas-
ily found itself in Tarkovsky’s film. We can easily imagine
the whole situation: a café, the camera focused on the
stuccoed ceiling, halting next to a birdcage, observing the
curtains penetrated by a sunbeam, and the dust floating
in the air. In a drawn-out take we see the veins of the
unwashed marble floor. The caged goldfinch, an impris-
oned singer, exiled. Dante in Ravenna, and the Russian
artist — Brodsky or Tarkovsky, or simply some “Andrei,
the writer” — as an émigré, homesick, alone, in the wire
cage of Italy.?

Further on, there is no more scoffing, and the au-
thor of Nostalghia and his interpreter concur. Nostal-
gia is a truly serious issue.

Tarkovsky:

The nostalgia of my film is a fatal illness suffered
by someone who is far from his own origins and cannot
return there. It is an illness. How else can one describe
something, which deprives man of his wvital forces, entire
energy, and joy of living? Not simply a feeling of sadness.
The victim becomes crippled, and a certain part of him
ceases to exist. A Russian will not harbour any doubts
— this illness is real. I find it very difficult to speak about
nostalgia in a manner comprehensible to people who are
not Russians. I repeat, this is a illness (...). If a person
proves incapable of overcoming it, it becomes a fatal ill-
ness, contracted only abroad. Travelling across Russia |
might experience sadness but not nostalgia. (...) [Nostal-
gia] is more than longing.**

Batkin:

Russian nostalgia is exceptional, deprived of all hope,
and incurable ... It is, however, the last level of that which
Petrarch, also familiar with this emotion, as is every man
of the West (there is no need to exaggerate: although we
live on different planets we still remain in the same galaxy
of culture), described as “acedia” — the final stage of an
inexplicable dislike towards the world.?>

Nostalgia is caused by a division of the world.

Tarkovsky:

This will be a film about how appalling it is that in the
twentieth century we are incapable of enabling dll those
persons dearest to us to witness our journeys. Or, on the
contrary, that we would like to tell everyone whom we
meet, in this case in Italy, about our native land, and are
unable to do this well owing to the great differences divid-
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ing us; the heart of the matter thus involves the tragedy
of being unable to communicate ... I have in mind com-
munication in the supreme meaning of the word. (...) In
addition, we are forced to take into account the fact that
no translation of a literary work, even the most sensitive
one, can convey the true profundity and subtlety of a lan-
guage. Take the example of the word “nostalgia”. Even if 1
were to become fluent in Italian, as a Russian I shall never
understand Petrarch entirely, just as an Italian will not
understand Pushkin. (...) We in the Soviet Union pretend
that we understand Dante and Petrarch, but this is not
true. And Italians pretend to know Pushkin, but that is
also an erroneous assumption.26

[About Gorchakov]: Knowing full well that he can-
not make use of his Italian experiences increases his inter-
nal pain, "nostalghia”, which includes an awareness of the
fact that he is totally unable to share his experiences with

his dear ones at home, even with those who were closest to
him before he left for Italy.?”

Batkin:

[About Gorchakov] "He says: 1 have grown bored
with your beauty, I don't want it for myself alone... [...]
This is the feeling of an utterly personal and terrible depri-
vation committed by those who are not accompanying him
in Italy. An extremely private spiritual agitation. I consider
this question through the prism of my own experiences. |
spent my whole life studying Italy, and last year for the first
time [ stayed for a few days in Rome and Bari. I became
haunted by a strange feeling: why only I? In such a mo-
ment it is quite natural to think about those closest to us,
all those Russians standing at bus stops and in enormous
queues in front of shops, who do not even suspect that it is
possible to lead a different life. This is by no means some
sort of an altruistic reflection. We weep over our joint
plight, in which your individual life also takes part“*

Tarkovsky (supplementing this singular meaning
of the word “nostalgia“):

This is the reason why nostalgia is not grief for the
past (...)

And we Russians, for us nostalghia is not a gentle and
benevolent emotion (...). For us it is a sort of deadly di-
sease, a mortal illness, a profound compassion that binds
us not so much with our own privation, our longing, our
separation, but rather with the suffering of others, a pas-
sionate empathy.*

Once again Batkin, since the last word always
belongs to the interpreter:

What is this terrible Russian nostalgia? I asked myself:
was Gogol homesick while in Rome? He led a peaceful
life, loved the town, and wrote Dead Souls. Did Turgenewv
long for Russia? We cannot tell. Perhaps he felt homesick
in the winter, but certainly not in the summer when he
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mowed back to his estate. Quite possibly, this is just com-
mon human homesickness, a yearning for the homeland
experienced by everyone. In the case of Tarkovsky, how-
ever, it is the longing of an exile, a political émigré, and
not simply the homesickness of a person who had left for a
short while. The exile‘s homeland has been amputated. He
cannot return whenever he wishes to do so. Unlike others,
he cannot see his native land. This is the first and sim-
plest secret of Russian nostalgia. We are not dealing with
commonplace departure, but with amputation. When one
leaves at the age of fifteen, one turns into a Frenchman or
an American, and even more so if one leaves aged five. As
a rule, howewver, we set off as adults, and this means that
we become deprived of our childhood, youth, the best years
of our lives, our health and strength — all that which existed
in Russia when we were young, even if this was corvee-era
Russia. (...) To this we must add something, which Eu-
genia [Gorchakov's guide and translator ] noticed, namely,
that we never arrive from another country, but move to a
different planet. I believe that this holds true also for An-
drei Tarkouvsky; we never travelled while young, although
it has been known for centuries that one should start see-
ing the world in one's youth. We find the West, America
and Italy strange. We arrive there when we are already
tired. We do not speak the language and find ourselves
in a different civilisation, not Russian and even more so
not Soviet. We adapt with much greater difficulty than a
Calabrian peasant woman in northern Italy.°

Why have I devoted so much attention to bitter re-
flections about nostalgia (not by chance is “the writer
Andrei“ in Tarkovsky’s film called Gorchakov — from
the Russian word for bitter)? In contemporary culture
numerous types and variants of “going back to the
province" or the concept of nostalgia in popular mass
culture (the cinema, television series) have assumed a
gentle character, and tend to resemble reminiscences,
an alluring return to the past. Or, even if this sounds
like a contradiction: a realised nostalgic return. Nos-
talgia has become fashionable. In Czytanie kultury
(Deciphering Culture) Wojciech Burszta’! devoted a
whole chapter: Nostalgia and myth, or on the mechanism
of the return to this mild version of facile and pleasant
nostalgia; here, nostalgia is situated in close proximity
to such concepts as fashion, pastiche, and stylisation,
and becomes a commodity. In Burszta’s meticulous
survey of assorted interpretations of nostalgia in con-
temporary anthropological literature, based chiefly on
American works on the topic, we would seek in vain
an Eastern view of the titular question, its “difficult
case” (although the author should be praised for cit-
ing Czestaw Milosz’s poem Capri from the volume: On
The River Bank). Apparently, a division of the world
into the centre and the province, at least in anthro-
pological reflections (a global world without bounda-
ries and history), retains its firm position - but then
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who, apart from fanatics and experts, not to mention
Western anthropologists specialising in nostalgia, is
familiar with the works of Tarkovsky and Brodsky or
even heard about them? This is why I regard the mod-
el-like, serious, “Russian® clinical case as noteworthy
and deserving to be included into our anthropological
musings. Even more so considering that the imagery
proposed by Tarkovsky combines the motif of the
home and going back home with certain findings by
David R. Lachterman about the relations between the
Greek noos - intellect and nostos - return. The article:
Noos and Nostos. The Odyssey and the Origins of Greek
Philosophy, was published in a special issue of “Kon-
teksty” about the anthropology of memory. In places,
it sounds very specialist and philosophical, but from
our vantage point it is of great value owing to its po-
etic and anthropological reflections. Those interested
in the whole argumentation are recommended to read
the article’?, from which I have selected only those
trails that could cast a certain light on the profound
qualities of the imagery in Nostalghia and its closeness
to the archaic base.

In order to recall the dark and gloomy likenesses of
[taly recorded in Nostalghia let us see what the direc-
tor had to say - after finishing work, he registered a
surprising reaction:

I have to say that when I first saw all the material shot
for the film I was startled to find it was a spectacle of unre-
lieved gloom. The material was completely homogeneous,
both in its mood and in the state of mind imprinted in it.>?

While reflecting on the connections between
noos-intellect and nostos-return, Lachterman drew
our attention to the absence of clarity in the con-
trast between mythos and logos (which up to this day
serves as a basis for our characterisations of the myth,
contrasted with the precise speech of science, and
for comparing “pre-scientific” poetry and suppos-
edly abstract “scientific* philosophy). He also traced
the subtle play of the meanings of the noos/nostos
combination recorded in the Odyssey (if only in the
names of those who assisted Odysseus in his return
home: Alkinoos [the king of the Phaiakians, alke
force, power], and those who hampered it - Antinoos
[the leader of the suitors, anti]). Lachterman wrote:
There is no need to present in detail the studies con-
ducted by Frame and Frei, each of whom ascertained
that noos is a derivative of the root* ne, historically
confirmed in the passive-active verb neomai and in
the noun formation nostos. Frame associated the
root *nes with “archaic solar mythology”, suggest-
ing that originally noos signified “a return from the
dead to light and life”. Despite the fact that Frei had
less dealings with the Sanskrit he reached a similar
conclusion, indicating that the oldest (pre-Homer)
meaning of noos is “getting over something”, “a for-
tunate evasion of danger”.
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We discover all the motifs contained in noos/nostos
within the dark imagery devised by Tarkovsky, and la-
boriously traverse them until we arrive at the final im-
age of “going back home®, “getting over something”,
“evading danger”, “returning from the dead to light
and life“. Father Tomas Spidlik interpreted Nostalghia
as a transition from nostalgia to anamnesis: The con-
cept of anamnesis is liturgical, but it possesses its secu-
lar counterpart — nostalgia. There are two perceptible
variants. Nostalgia is experienced as a result of a past
regarded as lost. On the other hand, anamnesis is joy-
ful reminiscence, which renders the past a fragment
of the present to an extent greater than when it was
first experienced. The film by Tarkovsky is entitled
Nostalghia. If 1 were to describe its contents I would
apply precisely those two concepts - the film shows the
enormous force of religious feelings, capable of trans-

forming nostalgia into anamnesis.>*

The Italian experiences of Tarkovsky’s Nostalghia
(1983) and Tadeusz Kantor's Wielopole, Wielopole
(1980, a theatrical spectacle staged as part of the
Florentine programme at Teatro Regionale Toscano,
Florence) share the motif of the return home, inscribed
into the Italian cultural landscape. The next problem
is the inclusion of local, own cultural tradition into the
universal entity. Both works share the motif of coming
back home, nostalgia, the experiencing of the prov-
ince, an epiphany of poor reality, and the significance
of “reality of the lowest rank”.

In Nostalghia we are dealing with the same epipha-
ny as in the case of Tadeusz Kantor - the epiphany of
“poor reality®.

While seeking beauty in Nostalghia, distinguishing
between the poetics of Brodsky and Tarkovsky, and,
simultaneously, accentuating the dissimilarities of
their perception of the West, Batkin described Tarko-
vsky’s concept of poor reality:

Before I say what I think about the different ways
in which Brodsky and Tarkovsky understood the West
and its beauty, I would like to draw attention to the
most captivating frame in the film. I recall especially
two episodes: the little room, one of the longest shots,
in which the protagonist lay down, bowing his head
and assuming a cramped, uncomfortable pose, dozing
as if he were falling asleep, while outside the window
there is feeble, scattered autumn light and rain, rain,
rain. This scene can be watched for long without be-
coming bored — one simply cannot grow bored. It al-
most corresponds to the dirty marble - here too there
is a floor with puddles, rubbish, beautiful bottles, to
be observed for long, and light reflected in the bottles
and the puddle. Every bookshelf, window pane, and
Domenico's apartment can be studied at length, since
each poor life object is a thing of beauty harmonising
with the ruins and, at the same time, retaining its am-
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biguity. What do they have in common with the Ma-
donna del Prato, which the writer Andrei did not even
want to look at, as if he had specially come in search
of poor objects? Theirs is the true beauty. Poverty,
dirt and neglect, which Brodsky perceived as a con-
centration of improbable and ultimate hopelessness
and longing, serve Tarkovsky as a source of some sort
of strange hope, prophecy and beauty. That which is
lowliest proves to be the most important. The poorer
the object shown while the camera descends increas-
ingly lower - examining the details of earthly dust and
decay below our feet - the more we notice that, which
is heavenly.?

Below is a description of Kantor’s epiphany in a
seaside province, inaugurating his theatre of death, the
theatre of memory. Kantor wrote his texts in a curious
fashion and used capital letters to accentuate the rank
of words; in this case, the whole text was originally in
full capitals. I preserved only the long “pauses” — the
spacing and underlining (added later?). The original
version is available in the second edition of Kadysz:3

“The yearis 1971 or ‘72. The seaside. A small town.
Almost a village. A single street. Small, poor, ground-
floor buildings. And perhaps the poorest of them all:
the schoolhouse. The time was summer and school
holidays. The school was empty and abandoned, with
only one classroom. One could look at it through
two small, wretched windows set low, right above the
sidewalk. The whole impression was that the school
had sunk below the level of the street. I glued my face
against the panes and peered for long into the dark
and disturbed abyss of my memory.

Once again I became a little boy, sitting in a poor
village classroom, at a desk scarred with penknives,
turning the pages of my primer, moistened with spittle,
with ink-stained fingers; the eternally scrubbed floor
boards had deeply ingrained rings, somehow matching
the bare feet of the village boys. Whitened walls, with
the plaster peeling at the bottom, and a black cross on
a wall.

Today, I realise that something important had tak-
en place in front of that window. I had made a discov-
ery. | grew extremely vividly aware of the

EXISTENCE

OF REMINISCENCE.

This declaration is by no means, contrary to ap-
pearances, the result of exaltation and exaggeration.
In our rational world reminiscence did not have a
good name and was totally ignored in cold accounts
with reality.

All of a sudden, I grasped its mysterious, unimagi-
nable force.
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[ found out that it is an element capable of destruc-
tion and generation, that it stands at the beginning of
creation.

At the beginning of art.

Suddenly, everything became clear, as if many
doors had opened up towards distant, infinite land-
scapes and spaces.

This was no longer that shameful symptom as-
cribed to old age and young girls.

It transpired in its terrifying perspective, ending
once and for all, in the pain of passage, and in the
sweetness created by longing.
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This fact,

at that precise moment when I was standing in
front of the mentioned window, would not have been
some sort of an exceptional reason for extolling rem-
iniscence. This was a time when all art rapidly and
light-heartedly was losing its trust in VISIBILITY.

On the other hand, placing this act of distrust
within a phenomenon which, I dare say, is despised
and suspected of mysticism and banal or senile senti-
mentalism,

was an act of great departure from my

beloved practices, risking the flames of the STAKE
and the Verdicts of the HOLY INQUISITION OF
THE INTELLECT.

Reminiscence lives beyond the range of our sight.
It grows and expands in the regions of our emotions

and affection

and tears.

I could not have chosen a worse time, when the
tribunal of the intellect wielded indivisible rule.

One was accused not of apostasy but

also of backwardness.

One had to possess a harsh heretical nature.

I regarded myself as a great heresiarch.

This nostalgia, which already for a certain time
had been

making itself known increasingly vividly,

THIS REVELATI ON

with something on the other side of the threshold
of the

VISIBLE,

mysterious and imperative,

this discovery of REMINISCENCE

came right on time, because in that great battle
against the visible and the material,

in which I took part,

the heaviest arguments of

SCIENTISM

which I found infinitely alien, had been brought
forward!
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In order to close this chapter

it became necessary to conduct a

REVISION

and a REHABILITATION of the concept of the

PAST.

[ did that.

Wandering around the world I proclaimed the

TRIUMPH

OF THE PAST,

daring to believe that this is the only time which
is

real and significant

(in art)

because it is already in the past tense!

Finally, there came that memorable moment of
deciding that one should

EXPRESS REMINISCENCE.

It then became compulsory to learn about the

functioning of
MEMORY.

Thus began the decade-long era of

my two works

“The Dead Class” and

“Wielopole, Wielopole”,

which were to confirm

the truth of the blasphemous ideas that I pro-
claimed.

This was an era of my own avantgarde.

AN AVANTGARDE OF:

REMINISCENCE,

MEMORY,

THE INVISIBLE,

EMPTINESS AND DEATH.

Death.

It ends that initially innocent

gazing through a window.

Since a window conceals many dark mysteries.

The window awakens fear and a premonition of
that which is “beyond*.

And that absence of the children,

the impression that the children had already lived
their life, had died

and that only through this fact of DYING,

through death

this class becomes filled with reminiscences,

and that only then do reminiscences begin to live

and assume a mysterious spiritual power.

Then nothing is greater or stronger ....

()3T

This experience undergone in a provincial “small
town“ was the source not only of the origin of The

Dead Class (1975), Wielopole, Wielopole (1980) and
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successive spectacles: Let the Artists Die (1985), I Shall
Newver Return (1988) and Today is My Birthday (1991)
- a proclamation of the itinerant Theatre of Memo-
ry, with which Kantor triumphantly travelled across
the world, but also of new discoveries. “Many doors
seemed to have opened", casting light on the meaning
of “poor reality®, the “peripheries, the province.

In a commentary to Wielopole, Wielopole, which re-
sounds with, i. a. an echo of Bruno Schulz (Book of
Letters), Kantor wrote:

Not everything, however, is lost. The peripheries do
not denote fall and humiliation — My private dictionary
contains the term Reality of the Lowest Rank. A terrain
reserved (illegally) for Art. And thus for all supreme hu-
man values. There, the peripheries have their own high
rank. Explosions of that myth, manifesting themselves in
the most unexpected places, transpire precisely in those pe-
ripheries. Speaking in the language of art and poetry — in
the poor courtyard, in the pitiful corner, where we conceal
our innermost hopes, our imagination, our threatened hu-
manity, and our personality. And - probably only there
may we become redeemed. It is difficult to describe the
spati