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Orzeszkowa — The Ideal Positivist Novel

Theoretical Postulates

The leading role o f the novel in the literature o f the Positivist 
period had to find its justification in norm ative aesthetics. It can be 
traced in the views o f the main representatives o f the period —a time 
when straightforw ard utilitarian slogans no longer sufficed. These views 
were not entirely new, but the choice o f norms was closely connected 
with the objectives o f the Polish movement and with the specific 
development o f the Polish novel. If then we agree to leave aside the 
more extreme philosophical and aesthetic standpoints, what emerges 
as the mainstream is the tendency to create a closed picture o f the 
world, harmonious, orderly, and delimited both by the structure o f 
the novel and by the problems which it discusses. Besides, since 
“a noble idea” was still an im portant criterion o f value, even after 
the restrictions imposed by thesis novels had been overcome, it is 
understandable that the concept o f the novel forwarded by Elaubert 
and the naturalists was not readily accepted. Antoni Sygietyński 
had, in 1880, shown the Education sentimentale to be a crucial 
turning-point and had brought to light its novel conventions, which 
decried the principles o f the classic French novel, that o f Balzac in 
particular. However, the principles expounded by Sygietyński became 
generally accepted only after the literary group round the periodical 
“ W ędrowiec” (“The R am bler” ) had been formed.

Piotr Chmielowski, the leading critic o f  the period, seems to 
favour the principles put forward by Taine, along with Spielhagen's



58 Stanislaw  Eile

more or less parallel th eo ry .1 In conform ity with their postulates 
he stresses the need for a strict composition, based on the prevalence 
o f a teleological development o f the plot. According to Chmielowski, 
the narrator should not interfere too much in the action, as was the 
case with authors in the past, and he considers that a logical p ro ­
gression o f the story as well as the dialogue are most im portant 
in putting across the ideological and intellectual message o f the 
novel. Looked at from this point o f view, the novel resembles 
a play, and Taine’s principle o f the concurrence o f effects, which 
aims at bringing the central conflict into resolution, excludes both 
pure epic description and the loose com pounding o f plots so cha­
racteristic o f broad panoram as such as P rus’ Lalka ( The Doll), 
whose structure Chmielowski could therefore neither understand nor 
approve.

Symptomatic o f this period is the need for a handbook which 
would on the one hand teach budding authors all the rules, and 
on the other hand prepare readers for a correct reception o f each 
literary type, in particular the novel. Aware o f this need, Teodor 
Jeske-Choiński outlined the poetics o f the novel.2 His views were 
certainly shared by most o f the critics who were acquainted with 
Taine’s theory and with Spielhagen’s Beitrage zur Theorie unci Technik 
des Romans (1882), which was well-known and extensively quoted by 
various literary periodicals. In short, Choiñski’s conception was that 
o f an artistic and at the same time realistic novel, however it is not 
the concept, which determines the aesthetics o f this period, but the 
specific way in which these two ideas are understood.

It is interesting to note that the principles o f truth and artistry 
are subservient to the criterion o f logic, which determines the intel­
lectual and structural elements o f the novel. For truth is not only 
a faithful reproduction o f the “real, existing conditions,” but also — and 
often this m atters most —“artistic verisimilitude,” that is, the ability to 
produce a convincing picture based on a strict, selective sequence o f 
causes and effects, so characteristic o f Positivist methodological 
determinism:

1 T a m e s  and Spielhagen's as well as Flaubert's theories are convincingly  
contrasted in: J. D e t k o .  Antoni Sygietyński. E ste tyk  i k ry ty k  l A esthete and C r itic ), 
W arszawa 1971. p. 203 seq.

2 See T. C h o iń s k i .  Teoria pow ieści I Theory o f  Novel). “ N iw a”. 1883. p. 207 — 208.
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“The artist must act quickly, his work m ust be com pact and 
clear, and he cannot take into consideration all the innum erable 
transitions from cause to effect. Thus he concentrates on the significant 
actions o f a given individual and groups them into a series o f causes 
and effects.” 3

Choiński considers that the fundam ental principle determining the 
structure o f the plot is the “pyramid form ,” a causal sequence 
with a well-marked beginning, a middle and an end. This applies 
not only to the story as a whole but also to the structure of 
each episode. One cannot help reflecting that today’s structural 
theories, and in particular Claude Brem ond’s triplex model, only 
describe what might be called the classic way o f creating the world 
o f the novel.

A nother basic rule o f the realistic prose o f this period, the 
principle o f illusion, was also connected with the principle o f a logically 
unfolding plot, for the idea was to create a “direct,” dram atic 
picture o f life. This principle was advanced as objective story-telling 
in a forceful yet not uncom prom ising way. If we look at the problem 
more closely, however, a sceptical attitude seems justified where the 
au thor is said to be totally disinterested, since the very structure o f 
the situations and the characters in the novel has its implications. 
Choiński made himself quite clear only when he wrote that it was the 
characters who had to express the main idea o f the novel and that 
he was against any interference on the part o f the narrato r as it 
would destroy the “illusion o f reality” and obscure the clarity o f 
style. This same principle can be traced in Chmielowski’s view on 
the digressions in Sienkiewicz’s Szkice węglem (Charcoal sketches):

“From  the point o f view o f style, this passage is faultless: its 
purpose is to portray a deep and silent grief as opposed to its much 
more shallow and affected expression in a deluge o f words. Yet 
because it is only a rhetorical figure created by the au thor and 
not brought on by the situation, it disrupts the effect instead o f 
intensifying it.” 4

The dominance o f indirect m ethods o f presenting ideas, and in

3 Ibidem , p. 228 — 229.
4 P. C h m ie lo w s k i ,  P ism a kry tyczn o litera ck ie  ( W ritings in L iterary C ritic ism ), 

vol. 1, W arszawa 1961, p. 463.
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particular a well-ordered sequence o f events, the adjustm ent o f struc­
turing techniques to a logical arrangem ent o f causes and effects, 
a specific kind o f objectivity and finally the dialogue, which was 
thought to be o f great im portance — these were the com ponents o f 
a “well-composed” novel, a m ature but rather out-of-date version 
o f the classic novel o f Balzac. In European literature this form was 
to serve to a certain extent as a basis for new forms developed 
in the 20th century ,5 but at the same time, though overcome by 
i'vant-garde writers, it has remained a model o f  a popular idea o f 
artistic perfection. Even now the fundam ental norm s which determine 
this model are referred to not only by readers but by those 
critics who have remained faithful to the Positivist tradition and its 
principles o f harm ony and perfect proportions.

In Poland, where the first half o f the 19th century produced the 
gawęda (yarn) and the loosely structured novels o f Kraszewski, Jeż 
and other authors o f  the 1830—1860 period, the principles o f Posi­
tivist aesthetics seem to have rather specific foundations. A reaction 
against the classical conventions o f the novel, as was the case in 
France, could not be expected here, since in Poland this genre was to 
m ature only in the era o f Positivism. Im portant also was the 
fostering o f the French tradition as opposed to the great Russian 
novels o f Tolstoy and Dostoevski which mostly shocked the élite, 
as did the new “im m oral” naturalist novel, constructed according 
to outlandish tastes. Those who strove for a “well-composed” novel 
envisaged an artistic novel, with a view to ennoble this genre which 
in Poland had remained far behind poetry and dram a. Paul B ourget’s 
defence o f Balzac’s model bears therefore no resemblance to the 
situation, since in France this attitude was clearly conservative.

Orzeszkowa’s Literary Consciousness

Out o f the three most outstanding novelists o f the Positivist 
period, Eliza Orzeszkowa seems to have represented it best, for she 
remained faithful both to its social and philosophical ideals and to 
its aesthetics. O powieściach T. T. J e ża ... (1879), a docum ent o f  her 
literary consciousness, presents views which would be readily applaud-

-s See J. W. B e a c h , The Twentieth Century Novel. N ew  York 1960.
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ed by both Chmielowski and T aine.6 Orzeszkowa’s model is similar 
to that o f Balzac (Balzac and Shakespeare were Taine’s ideals), even 
though like most Positivist critics, with the exception o f Chm ie­
lowski, she was not an adm irer o f The Human Comedy. O f course it is 
not surprising that Balzac’s novels, from which Z ola’s new realism 
originated, and which were always thought to be immoral and lack 
ideological fervour, could not be a model to Orzeszkowa, for her 
prose was clearly didactic. However, it would be a mistake to 
consider that her views on com position expounded in the essay on 
Jeż derived from H ugo’s novels even though Orzeszkowa thought 
highly o f them. Furtherm ore, this divergence was in no way accidental. 
When referring to Polish and foreign literary traditions the Positivists 
were most concerned with the ideological and secondly with the 
intellectual values o f a given work, and they form ulated their aesthetic 
postulates unaw are o f the historical sources o f these conventions. In 
fact what they esteemed most were realistic forms o f narrative. This 
was what perm itted Orzeszkowa to write with em otion about the 
patriotic and intellectual values o f the works o f Jeż or Kraszewski and 
to extol the typical and realistic character sketches, even though she 
would certainly not approve o f Jeż’s confession that he “purposefully 
follows a chronological order and it is very convenient because you 
don’t have to rack your brains about the construction o f the novel.” 7

The im portant role assigned by Orzeszkowa to the principles disre­
garded by Jeż was a way o f consciously upgrading this underesti­
mated genre. In the introductory paragraphs o f her essay we find the 
following em bittered words:

“From  am ong all intellectuals, the novelist is perhaps best known 
to the public, most loved and best able to impress both hearts and 
minds, but aesthetic and scholarly criticism has alloted to him the 
lowest grade in the intellectual hierarchy.” 8

6 An exhaustive analysis o f  this essay is to be found in M. Ż m ig r o d z k a 's  
O rzeszkow a, vo l. 1 : M łodość p o zy tyw izm u  (P ositivism  in Its Youth), W arszawa 1965, 
p. 289 seq.

7 Q uoted from : M. O s t r o w s k a ,  T. T. Jeż (Z ygm u n t M iłk o w sk i) . Ż ycie  i tw ór­
czość (H is L ife and His W ork), K raków  1936, p. 256.

8 E. O r z e s z k o w a ,  O pow ieściach T. T. Jeża  z  rzu tem  oka na pow ieść  w ogóle. 
Studium (On J e ż ’s N ovels with Som e R em arks on the N ovel in General), (in:] 
Polska k ry ty k a  lite ra ck a (1880 —1918). M ateria ły  (Polish L itera ry  Criticism . Texts), 
vol. 3, W arszawa 1959, p. 122.
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This is why Orzeszkowa is firmly opposed to all spontaneity which 
makes light o f rational and thoughtful work. According to her specific 
understanding o f the indirect nature o f narrative prose, the novelist 
should combine the efforts o f a scholar and an artist; he ought to 
interpret facts and shape them into a work o f art. In the rules which 
she proposes, Orzeszkowa unites both intellectual and aesthetic 
elements on the level o f the rational logic o f causality and correlated 
problems:

“ In a word, the novel must not only imitate but also create. It 
imitates that which everyone can see, but in order to express beauty 
and truth, which are not perceived by all, it orders and unites them 
so that they achieve aesthetic and philosophical harm ony o f tones and 
shapes, o f resemblances and contrasts, o f causes and effects.” 9

Orzeszkowa elaborates these general lines by explaining the two 
key ideas of her theory: concept and com position. Both o f them 
illustrate well the already m entioned tendency o f Positivist aesthetics 
to imitate dram a, considered to be a perfect model o f disciplined 
composition and the best transm itter o f the ideological and intellectual 
message. Furtherm ore, the ideal novel must combine causality and 
aesthetic regularity with the principle o f realistic observation in 
a harm onious way. Therefore the concept o f  the novel will consist 
o f a dramatic conflict taken from life, though we are told that the 
writer has to notice and choose meaningful situations which illustrate 
more general trends, and must transform  this into a rational and 
harm onious whole. This observation has to be carried out by a well- 
educated person who is aware o f certain patterns in life and who 
knows what to look for and how to associate facts. Orzeszkowa 
believes that a rational attitude tow ards life will “cause the substance 
and the form to emerge together,” and the author will avoid the 
dangers o f abstract moralizing on the one hand, and on the other — 
pretty pictures with no philosophical depth, which only “tickle the 
imagination” and “arouse the senses.”

If we tried to find Orzeszkowa’s place in the sym ptom atic 
antinom y of the traditional realistic novel, oscillating between a m i­
metic observation o f life and its rationalized image, subm itted to 
certain principles o f interpretation or to ideological postulates, then

y Ibidem , p. 125.
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Orzeszkowa would represent the second tendency. The first, if applied 
consistently, had to lead to a non-selective narrative and meant 
abandoning logical selection to include a complex whole, along with 
its contradictions and chance elements, but all this was quite contrary 
to the model suggested by Orzeszkowa: “A keen perception will be 
o f no or o f  little help if we do not understand what we perceive 
and cannot choose or com bine.” 10

From  this point o f view, the role attributed to com position is 
also symptomatic. The way it is supposed to give the concept an 
artistic form shows quite plainly that philosophical and aesthetic 
principles are considered more im portant than a faithful picture o f the 
world:

“Com position consists in arranging the elements o f the concept, 
in abandoning those which might disrupt the harm ony o f the work, 
and harmonizing the o thers.” 11

Another more specific requirem ent form ulated by Orzeszkowa is 
that the value o f the novel should depend on the “gradation o f 
effects” and the realism o f the presentation, on the conflict being 
typical (Taine’s principle o f the “im portance o f a chosen feature”), 
and on the fact that the idea may be concluded from the drama. 
In effect this is the typical com prom ise within the classic form o f the 
novel: the starting-point o f the concept is the observation o f life, 
controlled by the presupposed hierarchy o f the im portance o f parti­
cular elements, and the com position traces the natural course o f 
events, but it must follow the rules o f causality and take into account 
the conventional laws concerning its reception by the readers (rising 
action). In short, Orzeszkowa’s aim was to instruct and educate 
while providing an agreable pastime. An advocate o f the “well-com­
posed” novel, which was to respect the classic rules o f choice, harm ony 
and proportion, she remained faithful to the thesis novel but retained 
the language o f artistic prose.

The Apparent Non-Interference
When setting out to write Nad Niemnem, Orzeszkowa was fully 

aware o f her artistic aims, and what is more, she assumed that her

10 Ibidem , p. 129.
•i Ibidem, p. 127.
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work would be o u tstand ing .12 And indeed this was how contem porary 
and future critics saw the novel. Even the exacting Stanislaw Brzo- 
zowski, wary o f highly reputed works, has remarked that Nad Niemnem  
was “one o f the most beautiful Polish books” . 13 The novel gained 
even more splendour when it was com pared to Mickiewicz's epic 
Pan Tadeusz and was called a masterpiece, and even today it is 
considered to be Orzeszkowa’s greatest achievement. When one recalls 
the controversial reception o f P rus’ novel Lalka and o f many other 
prom inent works, it is natural to question why Nad Niemnem  was 
at once said to be a masterpiece. And so it is worthwhile taking 
a closer look at the artistic craftsm anship o f its author.

Let us begin with the narration. Chmielowski thus expressed his 
enthusiasm:

“The author, following the principle o f the realistic approach, 
does not present a traditional, subjective analysis o f the characters, 
and does not say herself what goes on in the minds o f her heroes, 
but having chosen the right m om ent she makes use o f the dialogue 
and o f the relations between her characters to show their personality.” 14

This method o f writing was then called “objective” and was consi­
dered to be one o f the main features o f realistic art. But what are 
the nature and the limits o f this much commended non-interference?

The story opens with the account o f a quasi-observer, who 
appears to be watching from a chosen point the surrounding area 
and the approaching figures o f M arta and Justyna. This way o f 
introducing a story was by no means new: Orzeszkowa had employed 
it in her earlier works, and it was often used by novelists after 
1830.15 The point was not to limit the omniscience o f the narrator, 
but to create the illusion o f a direct contact with the characters 
and the world to which they belonged. Therefore any induction

12 See her letter to L eopold  M eyet dated 19 XI 1866 in: E. O r z e s z k o w a ,  L isty
zebrane (C ollec ted  L e tte rs ), vol. 2, W arszawa 1955, p. 31.

14 S. B r z o z o w s k i ,  W spółczesna pow ieść i k ry ty k a  literacka (The C ontem porary  
N ovel and L iterary Criticism ), W arszawa 1971, p. 99.

14 P. C h m ie lo w s k i ,  Powieści społeczne E lizy  O rzeszkow ej (E. O rzeszk o w a ’s 
Social Novels), [in:] P ism a k ry tyczn o literack ie , vol. 1, p. 405.

15 See A. M a r t u s z e w s k a ,  P ozycja  narratora w pow ieściach tendencyjnych E lizy  
O rzeszkow ej (The Position o f  the N arrator in O rzeszk o w a ’s Thesis N ovels), G dańsk  
1970. p. 113 seq.
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was only a m atter o f appearance, since not only did the conclusions 
often go beyond the implications o f  the premisses, but they were 
assumed to be absolute truths, in no way qualified by the somewhat 
unusual position o f the observer. O rzeszkow a’s way o f looking at 
this m atter was based on the conviction that only a person with 
a thorough knowledge o f the world can make proper use o f his 
observations.

The au th o r’s control over the story is clearly visible in the 
introductory dialogue between the two women, which plays the role 
o f the exposition. It contains no incidental or chance m aterial — most 
o f the inform ation is significant; it defines the social standing o f the 
two women and provides an indication as to the main issue o f the 
story in so far as it is connected with the confrontation o f M arta’s 
and Justyna’s destinies.

This interplay o f controlled observation and discreet generaliza­
tions, which complete o r sum up what has been remarked, is 
a feature o f the narrative strategy o f  the first two chapters, where 
the main characters o f the novel are introduced. O f course in this 
way the descriptions, which are static by nature, can be made more 
lively, especially since they tend to be very long towards the beginning 
o f the novel, as was usually the case at that time; and besides, 
this has a way o f increasing the suspense. Nevertheless, with the 
exception o f secondary figures, the au thor is not content with only 
pointing to the right line o f reasoning, for in chapter 3 Benedykt’s 
character sketch is direct, detailed, and  exceeds the capacity o f the 
observer. Therefore the m ethod o f  the indirect presentation o f 
features commended by Chmielowski is only a kind o f introduction, 
after which the narrato r lays the foundations o f a progressive line 
o f reasoning. She begins in the traditional way by m aking Benedykt 
represent the social group o f which he is a member (the significant 
expression: “he belonged t o . . . ”) and giving him a share in the 
vicissitudes o f the 1863 generation, with a view to shed light on his 
present situation by means o f a short outline o f his life story. How­
ever, it must be said that even here the au thor makes sure that 
while characterizing and referring to the past she not only makes 
a display o f reasoning but also illustrates her generalizations with 
a visual presentation.

The narration  is basically a classic example o f a story told by an

5 — The Positivism
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omniscient narrator, who proceeds from general laws to particular 
cases. This scientific tendency is at times supplemented by the 
desire to make the observation m ore credible: this is done by limiting 
the num ber o f a priori statem ents and making room  for conjectures 
and suggestions, though these do not give the reader much freedom 
o f interpretation.

M otivating the retrospection by reporting the actual thoughts o f 
the characters is yet another p roof o f the fact that the author is not 
consequent in limiting the omniscience o f the narrator. However, 
even though these thoughts are at times recorded as a stream o f 
consciousness, she clearly subjects them to the predom inant method 
o f generalization and reasoning.

In general terms, the entire narrative o f Nad Niemnem  is balanced 
between keeping up the appearances o f observation and the ever- 
-present desire to explain its meaning. So on the one hand the 
author has a predilection for indirect characterization by describing 
movements, gestures, and ways o f behaving, and on the other hand 
her narration  is iterative, this allowing her to associate all the 
events which have a com m on subject and motivation, and to alternate 
objective inform ation with interpretation. Orzeszkowa is not concerned 
with fleeting em otions but with steady feelings, typical o f a given person 
o r in a given situation.

The supremacy o f the narra to r in supplying a meaning can be 
seen in the verification o f the inform ation contained in a behaviourist 
description such as the following:

Her hands were trem bling as she leant against the table and you could  alm ost 
hear her heart beating faster than usual. She was not pretending: she really was 
very weak and upset.

The narrator also speaks up when he considers the opinions o f the 
characters in the story to be wrong, using a counter-argum ent to 
stress the difference between what they believe to be true and 
“objective” reality. If necessary, he may also pass a direct judgm ent. 
Finally, his aphorism s serve as an explanation for individual ex­
periences.

This same inclination to control and subject facts to more im por­
tan t ends can be traced in the dialogues. As Chmielowski pointed
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out, they form the basis o f implied, indirect generalizations, and, 
being num erous, they play an im portant part in the narrative strategy 
as a whole. The way in which the dialogue is worked into the 
story as well as its structure are both chosen deliberately.

As a general rule, each dialogue is a series o f contrasting true 
statem ents and fallacies, and the author makes it quite clear which 
side is right. A lthough only a few o f the characters have the constant 
privilege o f moralizing, in every discussion one o f the sides has 
views which are similar to or identical with those o f the author. 
In addition to the preparatory function o f the narration, an im portant 
role is played by both the construction o f each utterance and the 
relation between the two contexts.

In the first case, the sanctioned views are characterized by a factual, 
inductive line o f reasoning, whose logic prevails over the expressive 
and self-presentation elements. The rejected views, on the contrary, 
are based on argum ents which prove worthless when confronted with 
the philosophical and m oral norm s o f the novel and with the 
reader’s assumed set o f values.

Secondly, following the rules o f the traditional novel, the general 
principle o f the semantics o f the dialogue, based on a criss-cross of 
several contexts, has been applied in a superficial way. While only 
that which is said by one o f the speakers is im portant, the rest 
serves as a means o f presenting the characters, and its role in the 
construction o f the discussion basically consists in provoking counter- 
-arguments and m aintaining the principal line o f reasoning, which is 
in fact a monologue.

M anipulating the dialogues and making them play an im portant 
part in the general semantic structure o f the novel, provides favourable 
conditions for moralizing and for using the characters to comment 
on what is happening. Even though the realistic method o f indivi­
dualization prevents over-simplifications, one cannot help but remark 
that one o f the main characters, W itold Korczyński, assumes too 
often the role o f the au th o r’s porte-parole and becomes a stereotyped 
“positive hero .” Even when parting with the girl he loves, he prefers 
to dem onstrate public spirit rather than express his personal feelings, 
and this o f  course is in keeping with the objectives o f  the novel.

Finally, the story-telling is characterized by a studied distribution
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of emotive elements, such as the sanctification o f work in the fields16 
and the poetic conception o f  nature and o f the people o f the 
Niemen country, or, on the o ther hand, the use o f suitable disparaging 
expressions when there is cause for disapproval.

The Logical Structure of the Novel

We began by characterizing the way the story is told, in order 
to show that already in this aspect the non-interference so much 
acclaimed by Orzeszkowa’s contem poraries was in fact seldom observed. 
However, the real proof o f the au thor having full control over the 
ideological and intellectual message o f her novel is above all the 
way in which the world o f the novel has been constructed. From
this point o f view, Nad Niemnem  is a perfect realization o f the
au tho r’s theoretical views concerning the logic o f causality and the 
harm onious correlation o f all the elements o f the world presented in 
the novel. Orzeszkowa puts into practice both efficiently and consistently 
the postulated principle o f dram atizing the main plot, which here is
the story o f the love between Justyna and Jan. An analysis o f her
constructing devices shows the au th o r’s concern that the unfolding plot 
should arouse the reader’s interest, and also her eagerness to adapt 
the distribution o f roles and the development o f the conflict to her 
ideology.

The structure o f Nad Niemnem  is m arked by several tendencies 
which are characteristic o f  the period. A part from the logically 
m otivated concatenation o f events and their correlation on the level 
o f synchronous occurrence, the symetrical structure o f each o f the three 
volumes and the preference given to illustrative scenes both deserve 
a mention. Even though the novel was an am bitious attem pt at 
creating a social panoram a, Orzeszkowa spaced the events o f the novel 
over a period o f only two m onths and out o f this not more than 
ten days (2 — 4 in each volume) are presented in detail. Consequently 
a dram atized description o f the present, where necessary completed 
by character sketches and retrospection, definitely prevails over the 
narra to r’s account whose role is to interpret these facts.

16 See J. C i e ś l ik o w s k i ,  “ N ad Niemnem" E lizy  O rzeszkow ej. R ozw ażania nad  
sem io tyką  m itów  religijnych  (O rzeszk o w a ’s " The Niemen C ou n try .” On the Sem iotics o f  
Religious M yths), “Pam iętnik Literacki”, 1969, fasc. 2.
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Symptom atic also in this essentially panoram ic novel is the lack o f 
episodes not connected with the main story or with the underplots. 
The word “epic,” used to describe Orzeszkowa’s novel, must therefore 
be looked upon as a m etaphor. Despite the epic descriptions in the 
novel, which are to make the people o f the Niemen country an 
integral part o f their surroundings, the principles according to which 
it is constructed have been subjected to the dram atic progression 
o f the plot and to Taine’s principle o f the unity o f action, although 
the correlation between the main plot and the underplots is above all 
based on the unity o f theme. In this way Orzeszkowa realizes both 
the aesthetic ideal o f the “well-composed” novel and the ideological 
am bitions o f the Positivists, by dramatizing the idea, just as she 
herself had postulated.

In the same way the characters form a closed and com pact group. 
It has already been noticed that the main principle in their construc­
tion is the recurrence o f movements, gestures and words, which 
cause the characters to become imprinted on our minds, and this is 
in conform ity with the rules o f the classic no v el.17 However, Orzeszko­
wa has a specific way o f merging the characters to form a whole 
where each element throws light on the others. This tendency, 
already present in the traditional novel, is clearly visible here because 
o f the technique o f parallels and contrasts. There are, however, 
correlations not only between sequences o f events, but also between 
certain sets o f features o f the characters. Correspondences between 
these features are stressed far more than relations between the 
characters, whose existence depends upon being contrasted with one 
another. In this way their qualities become more distinct, and thanks 
to the evaluating nature o f these confrontations they can be judged 
in the light o f the set o f values proposed by the novelist.

This method o f introducing contrasts is also a favourite way o f 
handling group scenes, where two sets o f characters are placed side by 
side. And just as the contrasts serve to make certain features stand 
out, so the resemblances help to create “typical” characters.

The world o f Nad Niemnem  is therefore a structure with clearly 
marked contours and an unequivocal distribution o f values. The

17 See J. K r z y ż a n o w s k i ,  Epos O rzeszkow ej (O rzeszkow a's Epic), (in:] W  kręgu  
wielkich realistów  {On G reat R ealist W riters), K raków 1962, p. 189.
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au tho r’s awareness o f her aims can be traced not only in the way the 
story is told and in the superimposed symbolic com m entary, but it 
also determines the whole structure o f the world presented in the 
novel and assures that it is well-ordered and harm onious. An arbitrary 
ideological attitude was therefore prerequisite for the novel to be 
considered a masterpiece. Nad Niemnem  has remained faithful to the 
classic form o f the genre.

Transi, by Agnieszka Kukulska


