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“My name is Salahuddin Chamchawala, professional name Saladin Chamcha,” (says
one of the heroes of Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses, fallen into the angry hands of the
British immigration officers, named Bruno, Stein and Novak), “l am a member of
Actors’ Equity, the Automobile Association and the Garrick Club. My car registration
number is suchandsuch. Ask the Computer. Please.” “Who’re you trying to kid?”
inquired one of the Liverpool fans [...] “Look at yourself. You’re a [...] Packy billy.
Sally-who? — What kind of name is that for an Englishman?” Chamcha found a scrap
of anger from somewhere. “And what about them?” he demanded, jerking his head at
the immigration officers. “They don’t sound so Anglo-Saxon to me.” For a moment it
seemed that they might all fall upon him and tear him limb from limb for such temerity,
but at length the skull-faced Officer Novak merely slapped his face a few times while
replying, “I’'m from Weybridge, you cunt. Get it straight: Weybridge, where the [...]
Beatles used to live.”!

In recent decades, historians of Polish literature have been debat-
ing a single, seminal question: Is contemporary Polish literature one, or
two? This is a question faced by most eastern European literary tradi-
tions, where the homegrown product has been augmented by a second
crop: that which grew out of the exile experiences of writers forced
abroad, either by war, or inimical political régimes. With the fall of
Communism in 1989, and the official embracing of exiled writers earlier
ignored, or actively persecuted, by the authorities, the general consensus
tends toward the unitary. This is perhaps the only correct answer. For the
work of the exiled poets differs little from that of their colleagues at
home, as both the work of Czestaw Milosz, a good example of the Polish
exile, and that of Zbigniew Herbert, his friend and colleague who re-
mained at home, are Poland-centered, Polish to the very core. The only
difference between the approach of exiles such as Milosz and non-exiles,

! Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (New York: Viking, 1989), p. 163.
% An earlier version of this article was presented at the March, 2010 conference of the
Pacific Coast Conference on British Studies, at Pomona College, Pomona, California.



such as Herbert, is that Milosz, freed form the constraints of censorship,
could be more direct, was not forced to be an ideological contortionist, to
get his message across. Polish literature, then, whether written in Bialy-
stok or Berkeley, is one.

The real binary question, which I wish to address in this paper, is
rather between Polish literature in exile, and that which we may call, for
lack of a better term, “ethnic” Polish literature. The latter I would define
as literature written in Polish, by young Polish authors either born abroad
of exiled parents, or relocating abroad at such an early age, that their
cultural outlook was shaped more by their adopted nations than the coun-
tries from which they originally spring. Such a group of poets is that
gathered about the journals Kontynenty and Merkuriusz, known from the
title of the former as the Kontynenty Group. They were either born in
Great Britain, or spent their formative years there, arriving with their
parents from occupied Poland as young children in the early forties.
Coming of age in the fifties, the high-caliber poetry they produced, which
is only just now beginning to be appreciated in Poland, is Polish in lan-
guage only. It voices the concerns, not of Polish exiles or young Poles
growing up in their Central European homeland, but of British subjects,
formed by British schools and British political realities, reading British
works and influenced, as poets, by the anglophone greats, such as FEliot,
Whitman and Pound. In short, in considering the Kontynenty poets, we
are dealing with British poetry written in Polish. And this might prove an
interesting entry-point for a discussion of postwar British culture as being
far from monolithic, but made up of voices arising from, and represent-
ing, a tapestry of nations that have transformed the Isles into a society
and a culture approximating that of established melting-pots, such as the
United States and the nations of the Commonwealth.

First, let us establish the context. As an example of “exile” poetry,
consider verse 3 from Milosz’s cycle Dziecie¢ Europy [Child of Europe],
dated New York, 1946:3

Nie moze by¢é mowy o triumfie sity
Bowiem jest to epoka gdy zwycig¢za sprawiedliwosé.

Nie wspominaj o sile, by ci¢ nie posadzono

3 Although Milosz was not yet in exile from Poland when this work was written (being
at the time Polish cultural attaché to the New York consulate), in tone and subject-
matter it provides us with a succinct example of the sort of politically-charged, Poland-
centered verse he was to write when he finally “swallowed one goldfish too many” and
found continued life under the new régime unbearable.
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Ze w ukryciu wyznajesz doktryny upadle.

Kto ma wladzg, zawdziecza ja logice dziejow.
Oddaj logice dziejow cze$¢ jej nalezna.

Niech nie wiedza usta wypowiadajace hipoteze
O r¢kach ktore wiasnie falszuja eksperyment.

Niech nie wiedza twoje r¢ce falszujace eksperyment
O ustach, ktére wasnie wypowiadaja hipoteze.

Umiej przewidzie¢ pozar z doktadno$cia nieomylna.
Po czym podpalisz dom 1 spelni si¢ co by¢ miato.

[There can be no mention of the triumph of force / because this is the era in which
justice is triumphant. // Don’t say a word about force, so that you will not be judged / of
confessing to fallen, bankrupt doctrines in secret. / Whoever is in power, owes that to
the logic of history. / Honor the logic of history as is only meet. // Let the lips declaring
the hypothesis know nothing / of the hands which simultaneously falsify the experi-
ment. // Let your hands, falsifying the experiment, know nothing / of your lips, which
are simultaneously declaring the hypothesis. / Know how to foresee the inferno with
infallible precision. / After which, you will set fire to the house and that which was to
happen, will be fulfilled.]

Written abroad, it is a commentary on nothing touching upon the
poet’s new surroundings of freedom in the West, but rather a bitter, Or-
wellian diatribe against the philosophical violence perpetrated on his
native culture, a culture to which he will ever confess adherence, a cul-
ture which obsesses him to the point of dis-enabling him to find his
bearings in his new adopted land. As I have stated elsewhere,’ Milosz
was so Polish, to his very marrow, that separation from eftective contact
with the culture of his homeland forced upon him a sense of isolation no
less oppressive than solitary confinement. Almost three decades later, in
1972 Berkeley, he would still be writing, in a poem such as “Wiadca
Albanii” [“The Ruler of Albania”], of his imprisonment in American
liberty:

A moze juz moj dlug zostat sptacony

[ zrobitem co moglem dla mego jezyka,

Wiedzac, ze w zamian bedg miat milczenie?
Zmniejszato si¢ 1 zmniejszato. Pigmejato 1 pigmejato.
Zostatem wielkim poeta krolestwa Albanii

[usmiech damy dworu, taskawos$¢ regenta

Bytyby dzis, niestety, sp6zniona nagroda.

* See: Kraszewski Ch., Irresolute Heresiarch: Catholicism, Gnosticism and Paganism
in the Poetry of Czeslaw Mifosz, Newcastle-on-Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2012.
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[But perhaps my debt has already been paid, and I’ve done what I could for my lan-
guage, knowing that, in exchange, I would be silenced? It has all grown smaller and
smaller. Pygmified and Pygmified. I have become the great poet of the kingdom of
Albania. And the smile of the lady of the court, the kindness of the regent, would be
today, unfortunately, but a belated reward].

Yet the situation of the poets who remained behind — those like
Herbert, who remained in opposition to the régime they lived under —
was not to be envied. In “Powrdt Prokonsula” [“The Proconsul’s Re-
turn,”]5 he writes both of the same longing the exile must feel for his
homeland, and the excruciating mental acrobatics the honest man must
perform in order to survive in a totalitarian system. The poem itself is an
acrobatic act, as the realia of twentieth-century Communist Poland can
only be spoken of beneath the allegorical cloak of Nero’s Rome:

postanowitem wroéci¢ jutro lub pojutrze
nie mogg zy¢ wsrdd winnic wszystko tu nie moje
drzewa sa bez korzeni domy bez fundamentow deszcz szkla-
ny
kwiaty pachna woskiem
o puste niebo kotacze suchy oblok
wigc wroce jutro pojutrze w kazdym razie wroce

trzeba bedzie na nowo ulozy¢ si¢ z twarza

z dolna warga by umiata powsciagnac pogarde

z oczami aby byly idealnie puste

1z nieszczgsnym podbrodkiem zajacem mej twarzy
ktory drzy gdy wehodzi dowoddea gwardii

jednego jestem pewien wina z nim pié nie bede
kiedy zblizy swoj kubek spuszcze oczy

1 bede udawaé ze z zgbow wyciagam resztki jedzenia
cesarz zreszta lubi odwage cywilna

do pewnych granic do pewnych rozsadnych granic
to w gruncie rzeczy czlowiek tak jak wszyscy

1juz bardzo zme¢czony sztuczkami z trucizna

nie moze pi¢ do syta nieustanne szachy

ten lewy kielich dla Druziusza w prawym umoczy¢ wargi
potem pi¢ tylko wodg nie spuszczaé oka z Tacyta
wyjs¢ do ogrodu 1 wrécié gdy juz wyniosa ciato

Postanowitem wrodci¢ na dwor cesarza
mam naprawde nadzieje ze jakos to si¢ utozy
(6-33)

> Published in Studium przedmiotu [Study of the Object], Warszawa: Czytelnik, 1961.
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[[’ve decided to return tomorrow or the day after / I simply cannot live here among
the vineyards nothing here is mine / the trees have no roots houses no foundations
the rain is glassy and flowers smell of wax / a dry cloud rattles against an empty sky
/ so I'll return tomorrow or the day after at any rate [ will return // have to come to
terms again with the face / the lower lip, so it might bridle contempt / the eyes, that
they might be ideally empty / the unfortunate double chin, rabbit of my face / that
shivers whenever the Guard captain strides in / I'm sure of one thing I won’t drink
wine with him / I’ll glance down quick when the cup comes round / pretend to be
picking my teeth / Caesar after all values civic courage / to a certain extent to a
certain rational extent / at bottom he’s a man like us all / already bored to death with
poison tricks / can’t drink his full neverending chessmatches / left cup for Drusius
wet lips with the right / then drink nothing but water don’t let Tacitus out of sight /
go for a stroll in the garden and return when the bodies have been carried out / I've
made up my mind to return to Caesar’s court / I really hope it can be worked out
somehow]

How completely different from both of these poems, and from the
mental makeup of the poets who wrote them, is “Wypadek,” “The Acci-
dent,” written about the same time as Herbert’s verse, by one of the
Kontynenty, Floryan Smieja:

Jasny byl z nami dzien
kiedy samochod wyrzucit kota w niebo
1 potrzaskanym grzbietem ci¢zko zagrodzit szosg.

Uszedt z motoru duch
razem z benzyna
1 stanat czas w zapachu ziemi 1 krwi.

Nieco dalej w dolinie

w podrastajacym zbozu

bazancia glowe wychylata smieré
z krzykiem rozczarowania.

Zartem odczynisz strach.
Ploszac bolace mysli

wraca zmacona na chwile
wazno$¢ codziennych spraw.

Jeszcze kilka pomiaréw, zeznan 1 fotografii
zaraz uprzatna wrak

1 statystycznie okresla

fatum na prostej drodze.

Zajechat zdrowy woz 1 ruszyliSmy z miejsca
a metalowe serce walita zdrowym rytmem.
Biegnace pobok drzewa
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hojnie rzucaty kwiecie
pod $piewajace opony.

[The bright day was with us / when the car tossed its wheels at the sky / and blocked the
road with its broken back. // The spirit departed the motor / along with the gas / and
time stood still in an odor of earth and blood. // A little further on down the valley / in
the growing corn / death poked out its pheasant’s head / with a cry of disappointment. //
You banish terror with a joke / spooking painful thoughts / the importance of everyday
things / returns, ruffled momentarily. // Just a few more measurements, statements and
photos / and soon they’ll clear away the wreck / describing statistically / fate, on a
straight road. // Then the fresh car arrived and we left that place / the metal heart before
us beating a healthy pulse. / The trees disappearing on both sides of the road / tossed
their largess of blossoms / beneath the singing tires.]

We are far from Polish realia in this poem. What to a British
reader in 1964 is a commonplace: an afternoon drive in one’s own car on
a sunny day, accident or no accident, has something of an exotic flavor
for the Pole in his homeland, still rebuilding, twenty years on, after the
catastrophe of World War II. Now, private property was never as con-
stricted in the Soviet satellites as some in the West imagine it to have
been; some people owned their own cars; vacations, and even motoring
holidays such as that described in Smieja’s poem were not unknown.
Still, for most people, living in pre-fab apartment blocks, working six
days a week, and depending on trains for most travel, the situation in
which Smieja’s poem plays out indicates privilege and luxury.

What is even more luxurious, to the mid-sixties Polish reader of
this poem, is the accident’s aftermath. It is all taken care of with such
marvelous ease. Moments after the shock, the perturbed pair are already
skimming away from the rumpled metal in a new car. Whether it be one
provided by their insurer, or just a courtesy shuttle of some sorts, the
unthinking efficiency of the clean-up stands in stark contrast to what the
denizens of the so-called People’s Democracies were used to: miles of
bureaucratic red tape that led the unfortunates through the winding
queues of a society that, at times like this, seemed a theme park of Mur-
phy’s Law.

And the official aftermath? Instead of a Katkaesque militia inves-
tigation, we have a proper British setting of chaos in order: the calm
geometry of investigative physics that tidy up the Dorset countryside,
mangled but a moment before, smoothed out again by the sure hand of
the polite constable.

In the case of Smieja, the font of images and everyday accidentia,
from which all poets derive the stuft of their art, is naturally and particu-
larly British. In many of his verses, and those of his colleagues, the only

102



thing that is particularly Polish is the language in which they are written.
Consider the following poem:

W CYTRYNOWYM GAJU

W cytrynowym gaju
Chodzi szary kot
I macha szarym ogonem.

Ogon ma dhugi, puszysty
I zamiata nim liscie

Cytryn.

W cytrynowym gaju
Cytrynowy kot
Weiaz pilnuje cytryn.

A cytryny, jak cytryny,
Duze, z6Me 1 1$niace —
Na pewno farbowane.

A ogon kota,

Dhugi, szary ogon,
Pewno jest zrobiony
Z nylonu.

I pewno nie ma tego gaju,
Ani kota,
Ani cytryn.

Bo wszystkie bajki sa na niby
[ zycie jest jak bajka.

— Pogladzitam kota rgka

[ dopiero wtedy zobaczytam

Ze nie byto ani kota
Ani reki.

Bajka jak zycie
Zycie jak bajka
Nie naprawdg 1 nie na niby.

W cytrynowym gaju

Ciagle szukam kota 1 cytryn.
Moze znajde cytryne

Moze znajde¢ kota

Moze tylko znajde

Ogon.
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[IN A LEMON GROVE // A gray cat walks about / in a lemon grove / wagging his gray
tail. // It’s a long tail, bushy / with which he sweeps the leaves / of the lemon trees. //
The lemon cat / in the lemon grove / constantly guards the lemons. / And the lemons,
like lemons / large, yellow and shiny— / are probably artificially colored. // And the
cat’s tail, / that long, gray tail, / is probably made / of nylon. // Most likely that grove
does not exist / nor does the cat / nor do the lemons. // Because all fairy tales are pretend
/ and life itself is like a fairy tale. / — I stroked the cat with my hand / and only then did
I see // that there was neither a cat / nor a hand. // A fairy tale like life / life like a fairy
tale / not for real and not just pretend. // In the lemon grove / I constantly search for the
cat and the lemons. / Maybe I’ll find a lemon / maybe I'll find a cat / maybe I'll only
find a tail.]°

This poem, by Danuta Irena Bienkowska, one of the most talented
of the Kontynenty group, is a perfect example of the peculiarly natural
British well of images that we refer to above. The cynical reader might
call this poem far from Polish realia, since, at the time it was written,
lemons were a rarity in Poland, and holiday shiploads of citrus fruit from
the friendly island of Cuba were updated on the nightly news in a way
similar to the “tracking of Santa’s flight from the North Pole” that many
Americans remember from Christmas Eve weather broadcasts. But that
would really be too cynical; after all, there is really neither “cat” nor
“lemon” in the poem, Bienkowska suggests, and Poles reading this poem
could certainly imagine a lemon grove, even if the desired fruit was no
easy thing to come by. And here we have the very British, or at least
Western, core of the poem: it is painfully simple to translate, into any
language, because the images employed are general, human, non-Poland-
specific. It may be difficult for the reader unfamiliar with the Polish
tradition in letters to understand just how uncharacteristic this is for the
Polish literary tradition. Since at least 1795, and indeed even before that
fateful year,” Polish poetry has generally been “engaged,” patriotic,
obsessed with the political situation of the homeland. The patriotic and
political tendencies of much Polish poetry makes for some stirring writ-
ing, for Poles, but also makes gems of Polish literature, from Norwid’s
“Chopin’s Grand Piano” through Baranczak’s Artificial Respiration,

1 am tempted to suggest that this poem gives circumstantial evidence, not just of the
British context of Biefikowska’s poetry, but of the possibility of her actually thinking in
English. Cf. the pun tail / tale, which comes out clearly in an English translation of the
poem, but which is impossible in Polish. Perhaps it is why the poem makes more sense
when translated into English, whereas in Polish, it remains a pleasant, yet enigmatic,
excusion into absurdity.

7 The year of the Third Partition of Poland, after which the country disappeared from the
political map of Europe, not to return until 1918.
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difficult for the non-Pole to appreciate in full. Bienkowska, like many of
the Continents group divorced from the political turmoil and challenges
of censorship of the home country, is free to appeal to a wider audience,
speaking to more personal, generally ontological concerns, via a poetic
apparatus approachable by all human beings, plain and simple. It is this
approachability of the Kontynenty poets that makes them ideologically
more similar to Dylan Thomas and W.H. Auden, for example, than to
Zbigniew Herbert and even Witold Wirpsza.®

Perhaps none of the Kontynenty poets expresses his British nature
better than Janusz Artur Ihnatowicz. In one of his prose writings, which
has the character of a poetic manifesto, he notes:

Gdy nagle zjawilismy si¢ na zachodzie, dopiero wtedy moglismy si¢ napetni¢ jabtkami
greko-romanskich pigknosci 1 cnét; 1 nie z sadéw polskich wigkszosé tych jabtek po-
chodzita. Mozna to wyrazi¢ inaczej: my widzimy kulture polska przez oczy kultury
zachodnioeuropejskiej, w przeciwienstwie do starszego pokolenia, ktére widziato
kulture zachodnia przez oczy kultury polskiej. My Stowackiego czytamy na tle topoli
Sekwany, na tle §cian Stratfordu (27).

[When we suddenly appeared in the West, only then were we able to eat our fill of the
apples of Greco-Roman beauty and virtue, and it was not from Polish orchards that the
majority of these apples came. This can also be expressed in another way: We see Polish
culture through the eyes of Western European culture, in contradistinction to the older
generation, which saw Western culture through the eyes of Polish culture. We read
Stowacki amidst the poplars of the Seine, among the walls of Stratford].

While a sense of space, of belonging, is crucial to most people, it
is arguably more so to the Poles who, following their century of lost
independence, when poets truly were their acknowledged legislators (to
paraphrase Shelley), a devotion to Polishness, and the Polish soil, is a
frequent theme in the poetry. It is striking, then, to Polish ears, to hear
Ihnatowicz distance himself so from his ethnic homeland in favor of
Britain. This tendency is also found in the verse of Jerzy S. Sito, [hna-
towicz’s younger colleague, who addresses ‘“his city London” in the
dialogue verse “Londyn” in tropes that are strongly reminiscent of the
lovers’ dialogue in the Biblical Song of Songs. Whereas Thnatowicz
expresses a certain liminality in poems such as “Alegoria groty,” in
which he “takes up residence” in a remarkable borderland:

¥ This is not to say that poets in Poland proper did not write generally approachable
poems. As evidence of this, we may point to the under-appreciated Jerzy Harasy-
mowicz, who almost programmatically turns his back on “engaged” and politically-
charged writing. But such poets are rather few and far between.
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zamieszkatem w witrazu
1 $wiat na tgcze
smutnym wigzniom
famig

(30-33)

[[ made my home in a stained-glass window / refracting / the world into a rainbow / for
the sad prisoners]

Sito so identifies himself with his home on Ormeley St., that it
becomes for him an omphalos, the strait gate to Paradise:

Do godziny trzeciej,
czasem czwartej nad ranem
z wierzcholka ulicy Ormeley
hukam na koty 1 prostytutki,
sktécony z deszczem,
sktécony z soba,

mijajacy ulica Ormeley.

Kiedy juz dobrze przemarzne,
wyfruwam z konardw,
7 parasolem w zebach,
nocny ptak na spotkanie switu.

Kochanie,
wszystkie drogi prowadza do boga.

Wigce jesli rung,
odmierz réznice czasu pomigdzy mna i Ikarem,
zbierz mnie 1 odnies$ pod jodle
opodal mojego domu,
abym w dziefi zmartwychwstania
znalazt droge do nieba.
(“Deszcz na ulicy Ormeley,” 55-73)

[Up until three o’clock / and sometimes four, in the morning / from a treetop on Orme-
ley St. /1 hoot at cats and prostitutes / quarreling with the rain, / quarreling with myself/
walking down Ormeley St. // And when I'm good and cold / I flutter down from the
branches / with a parasol in my teeth, / a nocturnal bird out to greet the dawn. / My
darling, / all paths lead to god. / So if I crash, / calculate the time difference between
me and [carus, / gather me up and bear me beneath the fir tree / next to my house, / so
that on the day of resurrection, / [ might find my way to heaven.]

He, and his fellow exiles, appeared in the West at a very propi-
tious time: that of impressionable childhood, or youth. They look upon
Polish culture as something almost foreign, and that because they have
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been shaped by British culture. The imprint of the culture of the Isles is
especially strongly felt in artistic natures, which like soft clay accept it,
and then harden so that it can only be effaced when the fired clay vessel
is itself destroyed. “Salony emigracyjne” [“The Salons of Emigrés™] is
one of the most British of [hnatowicz’s early poems. Its somewhat Pru-
frockian atmosphere can be seen in the third stanza:

Siedziatem na otomanie, a on mi czytal potszeptem

(by rywale w wierszach 1 mitosci nie dostyszeli natchnienia)
platy — ten najtragiczniejszy — akt swej najnowszej tragedii.
A potem rozmowa zeszta na Sofoklesa i do pdzna

w salonie zabawiali$my si¢ grami towarzyskimi,

Canast¢ wole od bridge’a ...

Mito$ci ma, mitosci, usta twe zimne dzisiaj sa

jak widokoéwki z nieodbytej podrédzy,

posypatam tézko ptatkami rézy 1 nakreslitam

znak ai u wezglowia, ale storfice nad sadem

wzniosto si¢ rozowe 1 samotna wciaz bytam.

[[ was sitting on the ottoman, and he read to me in whispers / (so that his rivals in
versification and love could not catch his inspiration) / the fifth — and most tragic —
act of his newest tragedy. / And then the conversation turned to Sophocles, and we sat
till late / in the salon playing games, / I prefer canasta to bridge... / O my love, my love,
your lips are cold today / like postcards from a journey never taken. / [ spread the bed
with rose-petals and drew an ai on the bedstead, but the sun over the orchard / rose
pinkishly, and still I remained alone.]

Prufrockian in its setting, the poem evokes The Waste Land much
more in its freely-associating collage technique of arranging images, in
the voices which freely flow into and from one another, and the layering
of several narrators, several points of view, both male and female —
something that is hard to bring over in the translation, but is very appar-
ent in the Polish text thanks to the gender-marked endings of the verbs
(e.g. siedziatem signifies a man, posypatam a woman). Nor has the waste
land bloomed after four decades: in the poem we find the same hopeless
clinging to disappeared forms of the past, and a fevered search for sig-
nificance that leads to cheap sin on the one hand, and hysterical scream-
ing on the other:

Potem wniesiono kawe — stuzby dzi$ niestety nie mamy —
bo to nie jak w Odessie (mg¢za mojego majatek na
Ukrainie, z dziada pradziada Pan — Rodziewiczoéwna
swiadkiem)

[..]

Jest przeciez tajemnica poliszynela
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ze on mnie zdradza z ta aktorka. ..
1 ¢z zrobie? cdz zrobig? $miac si¢ bede
gtosno w Hyde Parku az si¢ drzewa od Serpentyny odwréca

[And then coffee was brought in — today, unfortunately, we have no service — / be-
cause it’s not like it was in Odessa (my husband had an estate in / the Ukraine, a noble
from time immemorial — Miss Rodziewicz can testify / to that) [...] After all, it’s a
well-known secret / that he’s cheating on me with that actress... / and what shall I do?
what shall I do? I shall laugh / out loud in Hyde Park until the very trees turn around
from the Serpentine]

In the same manifesto cited above, Thnatowicz openly confesses
to Eliot as his muse:

Nigdy nie zgodze si¢, ze Eliot moze komus by¢ niepotrzebny. Niektorzy twierdza, ze
stat si¢ on nieszczesciem dla mtodych poetdw, bo ,raz Eliotyda, na zawsze Eliotyda”
(jak trudno si¢ z imitowania go wyrwaé, sam to wiem najlepiej). Zaczyna si¢ od $wia-
domego nasladownictwa jego maniery, a tatwo skonficzy¢ posiadaniem jego sposobu
patrzenia na §wiat, jego wiary. Bo eliotyzm to nie tylko maniera poetycka, to prawie
religia, w kazdym razie pewien rodzaj mitologii poetyckiej (39).

[[ will never agree with the statement that Eliot might be unnecessary for a person.
Some people opine that he has become the misfortune of young poets, as “once Eliotian,
always Eliotian” (and after all, how difficult it is to tear oneself away from imitating
him, I know best). It begins with a conscious imitation of his manner, and can easily end
in the adoption of his way of looking at the world, his faith. Because eliotism is not only
a poetic mannerism, it’s almost a religion — at the very least a certain form of poetic

mythology].

He even goes so far in following Eliot as to accept, to an extent,
the latter’s views of the bastardizing tendencies of immigrants in Britain
vis-a-vis the dominant culture. In “Portrait of a Lady,” Eliot complains of
Greeks murdered at Polish dances; in the lines above, Ihnatowicz casti-
gates the enclaves of the Polish aristocratic ghettos as both divorced from
British reality in particular, and reality in general, in their refusal to deal
with the present day, preferring instead their vanished estates on the
Crimean peninsula:

Niektorzy z nas naturalnie musieli ima¢ si¢ pracy
bo pro patria cierpieé wytacznie nie mozna

zy¢ trzeba

tak to nas zdradzono tak to nas sprzedano

tak to nas nie kochano.
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[Naturally, some of us had to take on work / since one cannot just suffer pro patria] /
one has to live / thus have we been betrayed thus have we been sold / thus have we been
unloved. ]

And finally, against the subjective, lyric grain so predominant in
Polish literature, Ihnatowicz, suffused throughout by the Anglo-American
modernist poetics, chooses distance, the objective correlative:

Nie chee pisa¢ o sobie, lecz o $wiecie. Nie chee, by czytelnik patrzyl na mnie, lecz
by$my razem patrzyli na $wiat. [...] Jest to poetyka Ezry Pounda, Audena, imagistéw, z
Polakéw moze Czechowicza. Przed czytelnikiem rozgrywa si¢ jakas rzecz, maluje sig
pejzaz. Patrzac nan, moze on wspodt-odzcuwac z autorem, mie¢ udziat w jego zdziwie-
niu, 1 tak si¢ z autorem takze spotkac (230)

[ do not want to write about myself, but about the world. I do not want the reader to be
contemplating me, but rather that together we should contemplate the world. /.../ These
are the poetics of Ezra Pound, Auden, the Imagists, and perhaps of Czechowicz among
the Poles. Something is going on in front of the reader. A landscape is painted. Looking
at it, he can “feel it together” with the author, participate in the author’s amazement, and
in this way meet the author as well].

Not all of Thnatowicz’s poems are continental echoes of T.S.
Eliot; with time, like all noteworthy poets, he developed a unique poetic
voice. Parenthetically speaking, Sito goes Ihnatowicz one better in his
British-inspired prosody, imitating the inimitable, i.e. Gerard Manley
Hopkins, in the sprung rhythms of his “Siedem sonetéw do Persefony”
[“Seven Sonnets to Persephone”]. Returning to Ihnatowicz, it is Eliot,
primarily, at the foundation of his work, and we would be amiss if we did
not end our discussion of his work with his marvelous poem “Changing
Trains” (the title of which is in English) — a masterful overlaying of the
ancient and the modern, Ihnatowicz’s own “Journey of the Magi:”

“I potem ukazat mi si¢ jaki$§ bog w krzaku ptonacym
przemawiajac w nieznanej mowie jakiej$ wérod gatezi
gorejacych — jakby na obcej stacji pociag si¢ zagubit

1 podrézni — nie rozumiejac si¢ nawzajem — rozmawiali”

Tak to opowiadat przyjacielom Mojzesz, przy lampce wina
w gospodzie jakiejs, gdy wielblady pomrukiwatly pod $ciana,
albo moze w hotelu luksusowo ubrzydzonym w marmury
przy stoliku gdzie kelnerzy cicho si¢ kreca, a za oknem
mgta — jak duch glasgowskiego dnia — nieporuszona stoi

(1-9)

[And then there appeared to me some sort of god in a burning bush / speaking in an
unknown tongue among the branches / brightly burning — as if the train got lost on a
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foreign station / and the travelers — unable to understand each other — conversed” //
That’s how Moses explained it to his friends over a glass of wine / in some tavern or
another, while the camels grumbled near the wall, / or perhaps in a luxury hotel made
hideous with marbles / at a table where the waiters circle quietly, and outside the win-
dow / mist — like the spirit of the Glasgow day — stands immutable]

And like the pagan seer of Eliot’s poem, returned to “an alien
people clutching alien gods,” who will be “glad of another death,” so is
Ihnatowicz’s Moses fundamentally changed by the hierophany. At the
poem’s conclusion we read:

“Tak to trwoga we mnie byta jak noc

co ku niebu od piaskow lect,

bo na tej pustyni czas mi si¢ mierzyt

1 cisza wielka byta, ze styszatem

jak echo jakie§ w nieznanej mowie zndéw wotato.”
(43-47)

[“Thus terror was in me like the night / that flies to the heavens from the sands / for on
this desert, time kept on ticking / and the silence was so great, that I heard / an echo
calling again, in some unknown tongue.”]

It is no coincidence that the speaker here is Moses — that Jew be-
come Egyptian become Jew once again, that leader of the Israelites lead-
ing his nation out of one identity and into another. Beyond the religious
aspect of the work (Ihnatowicz soon entered the seminary and was or-
dained a priest), we see an allegory of the exile accepting his new cir-
cumstances, not as tragic separation, but as a new, essential challenge,
from which there can be no return. “Changing Trains,” then, can almost
be taken as a programmatic verse of the entire Continents generation.
Great Britain may not be a promised land, flowing with milk and honey,
but it is the land given them, the land to which they were called by a
higher agency, and they would not be poets were they not to express
themselves as they are, shaped by the surroundings in which they are
submerged, i.e. as British poets, even when writing in Polish.

And finally, a voice even more divorced from things Polish is that
of Danuta Irena Bienkowska, cited above; a young wife and mother who,
in the quiet hardness of her agnostic verse, seems akin to the tragic Syl-
via Plath. In a verse such as “Powroty” (“Returns”), the sense of separa-
tion and isolation are apparent. But this is not the longing of an emigrant,
nostalgic or bitter; it is the very western and modern sense of alienation
from sense of one who has crept to the edge of the abyss and, looking
down, seen nothing:
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Jak bardzo jest cigzko odchodzi¢ —
Kto nakarmi ryby
Kto podleje kwiaty
Kto wieczorem zastoni firanki?
Co pomysla krzesta,
Gdy je bedzie dotykata obca rgka?
Czy cisza umie mowic,
Czy puste miejsce boli,
Czy niewypowiedziane stowa
Brzmia tak samo?

(36-45)

[How very hard it is to go away — Who will feed the fish / Who will water the plants /
Who will draw the curtains in the evening? / What will the chairs think, / When they
will be touched by an unknown hand? // Does the silence know how to speak, / Can an
empty space feel pain / Will unexpressed words / sound the same?]

As in a poem like Florian Smieja’s “Astronautka” (“Astronaut
Lady”), in which the death of an old woman is played out against the
news reports of a departure for outer space exploration, here too we have
the sharp focus on the human individual, the human being, reduced to her
essence, of which etiquettes such as Polish or British are simply inessen-
tial. It is the individual who is important to Bienkowska. If there is any-
thing particularly Polish in her verse, it is there apophatically: a constrict-
ing veneer that must be stripped away in order for the subject to breathe,
authentically. In her poem “Niebo,” (“Heaven”), all such accidentia are
described, quite meaningfully, as closets that must be opened:

Moje niebo miesci si¢ za szafa,
Jest w niej troche wspomnien,
Stara lalka, pantofel,
Pamigetnik, pare tez...

Juz nie wiem co w niej jest.

[...]

Tylko za ktéra szafe?
Tyle byto szaf!
Otwieratam je wszystkie
Z kluczem 1 bez klucza

I szukatam szafy,

Tamtej szafy dziecifistwa,
Za ktéra byto niebo.
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[...]

A moze nie byto szafy,
Skrzypiacego klucza, szuflad?
Moze mi si¢ zdawato, ze

Ze bytam kiedy$ dzieckiem?
,,Bo to byto dawno

[ przy tym nieprawda”.

A lody wciaz si¢ topia

I kapia na podioge, jak 1zy.

(1-5; 13-19; 39-46)

[My heaven is found behind the closet, / it holds some memories, / an old doll, a slipper,
/ a diary, a few tears... / I don’t know what else. [...] But, behind what closet? / There
have been so many closets! / [ opened them all / with a key and without a key / search-
ing for the closet, / that closet of childhood / behind which was heaven. [...] Maybe
there was no closet? / no creaking key, no drawers? / Maybe it only seemed to me, that /
that I was once a child? / “Because it was a long time ago / and besides that, untrue.” /
And the ice-cream keeps on melting / and dripping onto the floor, like tears.]

Bienkowska acknowledges her peripheral belonging to the Polish
ghetto in London in the cycle Seria towarzyska [Social Cycle], where,
again significantly, she underscores her position as outsider by express-
ing herself via narrative personae. In the second poem of the cycle,
“Monolog w przerwie miedzy jednym, a drugim kieliszkiem” (“A mono-
logue in the pause between one drink and another”), the persona is male.
Bienkowska attacks the, in her eyes, hypocritical devotion of emigrés
separated from their homeland to traditional songs and culture as some-
thing forced and expected, not authentic at all. Her narrator Jan con-
fesses:

Wiec pochodze stamtad

Skad wszyscy pochodzimy,

Ale od pewnego czasu

To juz nie ma znaczenia

[ nawet nasze dawne

,,Goralu, czy ci nie zal”

Brzmi cokolwiek fatszywie.

Bo, po prawdzie, to mi nie zal

I weale si¢ tego nie wstydzg,

To znaczy wstydzitem si¢ dawniej,

Ale teraz sobie powiedziatem:

Janie, daj spokéj mrzonkom.

I od razu poczulem si¢ lepie;j.
[...]

Nie tak tatwo jest zmieni¢ skore
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Chociaz to podobno poptaca.

Nazywam si¢ pan Jan,

Woeale nie jestem goralem

[ niczego mi nie jest zal.
(11-23; 41-45)

[So yes, I'm come from there / were we all come from, / but for some time now / that’s
meaningless to me / and even those old songs of ours, / “Highlander, do you not regret
it” / sound falsely to my ear. / Because, truth be told, I regret nothing / and I’'m not
ashamed to say so. / That is, [ used to be ashamed, / but once I told myself: / Jan, stop
you’re dreaming / I felt better at once. [...] It’s not easy to change one’s skin / although
they say it’s worth it. / My name is Jan, / I’'m not a Highlander / and I have nothing to

regret. ]

Unfortunately, Bienkowska has little more to ofter us. As she
intimates in the first verse of the cycle, “Papugi” (“Parrots™), life may be
little more than the daily round of insignificance:

Prawda, pani Dziuniu
Ja z pania...
Jaka pani...
Moze jeszcze satatki
Lub jajko w majonezie?
W zyciu jest tez jak w jajku
Z wierzchu biato
W srodku zéito
Potem nic.
(26-34)

[It's true, Mrs. Dziunia / I'm with you, Ma’am... / Oh, let’s not be so formal... / Per-
haps a bit more salad? / or another deviled egg? / Life is like this egg / White on the top
/ yellow in the middle / and then, nothing at all.]

But is this honest skepticism, this brave pessimism, any better or
more satisfying than the tired phrases and songs of her compatriots who
might say, so to speak “Next year in Jerusalem,” knowing all the while
that they’d never really want to board that plane, if they did have the
chance? In reading this, and poems such as the Chorus from the “Piesn o
staros$ci” (“Song of Elderly Life”) —

Boze, zbaw nas od wiecznosci,
Pozwdl nam si¢ unicestwic,
Aby nas nie ngkat bol
[ Ik przed wieczysta kara
Lub wieczysta zaplata
Za nasze wielkie nic.

(Chér, 9-14)
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[Lord, save us from eternity, / allow us annihilation, / so that we might be delivered
from pain / and the terrors of eternal punishment / or the terrors of eternal reward / for
our great nothing. ]

— one can’t help but hear the voice of the most comical — or irritating
— character in Voltaire’s Candide, le seigneur Pococuranté, who bats
aside each and every delight offered by the world with a supercilious
phrase of superior, bored disdain. And yet how un-Polish, these lines are.
Not everyone in Poland, in the sixties or today, is a practicing Catholic;
not every Polish poet writes, for lack of a better world, devotional verse.
But both the Manichean Czestaw Milosz, in his bitter anger at the demi-
urge, and Tadeusz Rézewicz, in his militant atheism, ironically affirm the
dominant Christian culture of their nation by their direct attacks against
its widely-held religious principles; Bienkowska, on the other hand, in
her existential agnosticism ignores them — because they are not her
own; she is, at bottom, like her “Continental” colleagues, not Polish, but
British; a writer making use of the Polish tongue to express her naturally
British mind.

The Title in English:

British Natures, Polish Poets: the Continents Group as an Example of
Ethnic British Literature

Abstract (Summary)

Comparative analysis of the Polish language poetry of several
twentieth century Polish poets living in Great Britain. The article covers
the poetry of Rev. Janusz A. Ihnatowicz, Jerzy S. Sito, and others. The
thesis of the article is as follows: This group of Polish poets, who were to
later group themselves informally around the literary magazines Kon-
tynenty and Merkuriusz, are products of a Polish family and national
background. However, arriving in Great Britain as war refugees at the
beginning of the 1940s, they grew up in a British cultural environment.
The literary influences that worked upon them were the same as those
working on their ethnically British colleagues. As a result, the poetry of
the “Continental” poets reveals them as British poets, composing in
Polish. The “Continental” poets are thus an interesting example of “eth-
nic” literature in the British homeland, which was once homogeneous,
but since the Second World War has become ever more a land of many
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peoples and tongues. The author of the article used a comparative method
(comparing the authors in question among themselves, and to the authors
who influenced them, such as T.S. Eliot and G. M. Hopkins) as well as a
historical-critical method (setting them in the historical context of Great
Britain and Poland). Main results: Since arriving in Great Britain as war
refugees at the beginning of the 1940s, the poets in question grew up in a
British cultural environment. The literary influences that worked upon
them were the same as those working on their ethnically British col-
leagues. As a result, the poetry of the “Continental” poets reveals them as
British poets, composing in Polish. The “Continental” poets are thus an
interesting example of “ethnic” literature in the British homeland, which
was once homogeneous, but since the Second World War has become
ever more a land of many peoples and tongues. The results are limited to
close readings of selected poems; therefore, the conclusions obtained by
this essay may be broadened and deepened by further scholarly study,
concentrating on a greater number of poets, different poets, different
verses by the poets included. Practical implications of the article. The
results of the analysis can be applied to practical didactics: i.e. the teach-
ing of British literature, Polish literature, or literature in general; they
also might lie in the area of supportive texts for psychological / socio-
logical studies dealing with language acquisition and the cultural implica-
tions of site and maturing. Social implications of the article: Ancillary
evidence to discuss the effect of several cultural influences on the same
young people. The novelty of the article (new insights introduced by the
article with regards to the current literature). To my knowledge, no work
speaking of the Continental Group of poets focuses on them as products
of Anglo society.
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