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The Polish Example

Since the 2nd W orld  W ar there has been a m anifest increase o f 
in terest in fo lk lore. T his in terest characterizes no t only those people 
whose profession involves studying folk trad itio n , bu t also people o f 
different social classes —both  the intellectual élite and  the so-called 
public a t large, who p artak es  in m ass culture.

T his is perfectly u n d erstandab le  in socialist countries, whose policy 
o f  social and  political reform s has led to great changes in the 
society’s a ttitu d e  tow ards folk cu ltu re : it is now  considered to be one 
o f  the m ore significant com ponen ts o f  na tional culture. It plays an 
im p o rtan t role in sta te  cerem onies >e.g. the cen tral harvest hom e 
in P oland) and  o ther festivities o f  a m ass character, and  it now 
receives official support. F o lk lo re  also goes to m ake up the reperto ire 
o f  m any song and  dance ensem bles am ateu r and  professional ones), 
it is popularized  by num erous books and  by the m ass m edia 
(radio , films, television).

In the past, fo lk lore seldom  crossed the boundaries o f  the social 
g roup  which had p roduced  it and  whose needs it ratisfied. but now. 
as a result o f  the above - m entioned factors, it has extended its scope o f  
influence and  is present in the cu lture  and custom s o f  those social 
g roups which had previously trea ted  it w ith reserve.

This process is connected  with the revaluation  o f  o u r cu ltural 
heritage, with the search for lasting and  progressive trad itions, which 
should  be referred  to a t the present tim e in the conviction  tha t we 
should  no t ignore the rich experience o f  fo lk lore w hen creating  
co n tem porary  culture.

It has been said th a t fo lk lore  is one o f  those aspects o f  natio-
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nal cu ltu re  which grew up  in local, regional conditions, cu ltivated  
its ow n native trad itions connected with the life o f  the people, and  
which at the sam e tim e was able to adap t inflowing m aterial to the 
needs o f  a gi.ven com m unity  in a particu la r tim e and  space. T his 
op in ion  becam e com m only  accepted bo th  by those who created  
folklore and  by the general public.

It was looked upon  as an an tid o te  against the con tinuous 
standard iza tio n  o f  cu ltu ra l life, fo r in this age o f  the scientific 
and technical revolution  its various dom ains show  a tendency tow ards 
unification and  becom e uniform , and  this is a th rea t to the un ique 
ch arac ter o f  each cu lture . T his process is typical o f  the highly 
developed countries o f  W estern E urope and  A m erica, w here the expan ­
sion o f  industry  and  u rb an  agglom erations has caused  trad itiona l 
fo lklore to be pushed aw ay to the sidelines o r to  d isappear co m ­
pletely. In this situation  fo lk lore had  no chance o f  ex ertin g  any signi­
ficant influence on their lite ra tu re  and  art. T heir developm ent ran  
along different lines than  th a t o f  e.g. the Slav countries. T his 
entailed  serious consequences and  was at the ro o t o f  the lack o f 
in terest in fo lk lore in w estern countries. Som e changes in this field, 
i.e. a slow revival o f  in terest in fo lklore, could be observed lately, 
at least in som e western circles. T his is obviously a reaction  to 
the far-reaching s tandard iza tion  o f  their culture, to the degeneration  
o f  mass culture, in o th er w ords it is an  act o f  self-defence by going 
back to o n e ’s ow n folk trad itions.

In P oland and  in o th er Slav countries the cu ltu ra l processes 
over the last two centuries have taken  a different course. P o land , 
a coun try  which at one poin t in history  was p a rtitioned , deprived 
o f  its independence, and  exposed to a d iscrim inating  policy on  the 
part o f  the p a rtition ing  pow ers, was able to re ta in  its na tional 
identity  above all thanks to  the developm ent o f  its na tional lite ra tu re  
and  art, the safeguarding o f  the Polish language, etc.

It becam e clear th a t this k ind o f  lite ra tu re  an d  a rt cou ld  be 
created  by referring to the sources o f  folk trad ition , and  this was to 
be one o f  the m ain principles o f  the literary p rogram m e o f  Polish 
R om anticism . O f course in this conception  coun try  people were 
considered to be the carriers o f  trad itio n  and  o f  na tional features. 
In the 18th cen tury  F. S. Jezierski expressed a  sim ilar view w hen he 
w rote tha t the low er classes “m ake one nation  differ from  o thers,
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cherish their m other tongue, keep up o ld  custom s and  follow an 
unchanging way o f  life.” W. Bogusław ski openly adm itted  that the 
Polish opera  lacked “ that which is dearest to every nation  [...] its 
national iden tity .” and he hoped to achieve it by in troducing  on to  
the stage “ those jolly , ribald C racow  boys, who sing while cu ltiva­
ting the soil, and while fighting for it,” and also by reproducing  their 
custom s, opin ions, feelings and am usem ents. His play. C ud mniemany, 
czyli Krakowiacy i górale  i The A lleged M iracle, or Lowlanders and  
H ighlanders), is considered to be the best Polish vaudeville o f  the 
18th cen tu ry , as it answ ered the needs o f  the people and  m ade use 
o f  co n tem p o rary  events. It was also a ttrac tive  as a spectacle on 
stage th anks to w ell-chosen references to folklore. T his is why m any 
au th o rs  such as J. N. K am iński, A. Ł adnow ski. S. K rzesiński, and 
J. K. T urski w rote its “c o n tin u a tio n s” at a later period, fo lk lo re , 
and in particu lar folk song, was present not only in Boguslaw ski's 
w orks, bu t also in those o f  o th er w riters o f  the E nlightenm ent, 
such as F. D. K niaźnin  and F. K arpiński.

K. B rodziński considered the folk song a m odel to be im itated , 
while A. M ickiewicz w rote a song o f  praise in its honour, calling it 
“an a rk  o f  the covenant betw een o ld  and  newer tim es,” a guard ian  
o f  na tional trad itions and  an  in strum en t helping to re ta in  national 
identity . M ost im p o rtan t o f  all, M ickiewicz follow ed the literary  p ro ­
gram m e o f  R om anticism , which was to create  a na tional lite ra tu re  by 
referring  to folk sources (see his Ballads and Rom ances, D ziady — 
Forefathers).

M ickiew icz’s achievem ents were to blaze a trail for the poetic 
experim ents o f  his con tem poraries and  his successors, who looked 
for insp ira tion  in folklore.

T his a ttitu d e  tow ards fo lklore can be seen in the w orks o f  most 
o f  the poets o f  the R om antic  period , and  it can also be traced in 
o th e r kinds o f  art, such as m usic, w here the nam es o f  F. C hop in  and 
S. M oniuszko  are sufficient evidence o f  the extent and the quality  
o f  the artistic  achievem ents in that field. T he literary and artistic  
w orks which were p roduced  at this tim e were accom panied  by theore­
tical considera tions and  generalizations, which led to the fo rm ulation  
o f  such in teresting concepts o f  a rt as th a t found  in C. N orw id 's 
Promethidion. T hough  in later years literary  p rogram m es and  m ani­
festoes did no t stress so m uch the connection  betw een literatu re
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and  fo lk lore, and  were no t qu ite  so en thusiastic  ab o u t it, fo lklore 
en tered  for good  the lite ra tu re  o f  the 2nd h a lf  o f  the 19th an d  the 
beginning o f  the 20th century .

E lem ents o f  fo lk lore are  presen t in the poetry  o f  M . K o n o p ­
nicka and  B. Leśm ian, in the prose o f  H . Sienkiewicz, E. O rzesz­
kow a and  W. S. R eym ont, while W yspiański in his play W esele 
( The Wedding) em ployed the sam e form  o f  presen ting  his charac ters 
as th a t used in folk cribs.

The ways the ab o v e-m en tio n ed  au th o rs  drew  on  fo lklore an d  used 
it in their w orks were different and  this was a consequence o f  their 
ideological and  artistic  principles. F o r som e o f  them  this m ean t using 
folk verse m etres and  the m ethod  o f  organizing  m ateria l which is used 
in fo lklore with the aim  to presen t a realistic im age o f  the  social 
situa tion  o f  the low er classes a t the tim e; for o thers, elem ents o f  
fo lk lore were a m eans o f  characteriz ing  certa in  social g roups and  
draw ing  psychological p o rtra its  o f  their representatives. Som e em plo­
yed the d ram atic  struc tu res in troduced  by fo lk  theatre  in o rd e r to 
create p lays passing a severe ju d g m en t on  their con tem poraries 
(W esele), while o thers yet borrow ed  from  fo lk lore  w hen p en e tra ting  
hum an  charac ters to  show  m an ’s m ost e lem entary  o r  basic feelings 
and  reactions (C hłopi— The Peasants).

W hen P o land  regained  its independence in 1918, the m ost im por­
tan t task  consisted  in determ ining  the d irection  an d  the ways in 
w hich its n a tio n a l cu ltu re  was to  develop in the new political 
reality . T his issue aroused  the in terest o f  w riters o f  various genera­
tions an d  was presen t in the literary  program m es w hich were being 
fo rm ula ted  as well as in discussions no t only  o f  literary  character.

In  the literary  program m es o f  the tim e, fo lk lore  was conceived 
as an  a rt w hich was directly  linked w ith the life o f  coun try  people 
and  expressed the experiences o f  those w ho were u n co n tam ina ted  
by civilization and  lived in con tac t and  in harm ony  w ith na tu re , as 
a  certa in  type o f  cu ltu re  based o n  an  active partic ip a tio n  o f  every 
m em ber o f  the com m unity , w ithou t the division in to  au th o rs  and  
consum ers, as a treasury  o f  n a tiona l trad itio n s and  age-old artistic  
experiences, w hich the official lite ra tu re  and  a rt w anted  to  m ake 
use of.

T he fact th a t fo lk lore  was still o f  in terest in their day was 
stressed by S. Ż erom ski and  W . O rkan . A lso, various poetic g roups
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drew  on  som e o f  its aspects. T he sam e could be observed in m usic 
(e.g. K . Szym anow ski) and  pa in ting  (e.g. W . Skoczylas, Z. P ronaszko , 
T. Czyżewski). In bo th  these dom ains o f  a rt the artis ts  were fascina­
ted by folk m usic, w oodcuts, scu lp ture  and  painting .

T h is could  also be said ab o u t the theatre  in the in ter-w ar period. 
The spectacles staged by R ed u ta , one o f  the m ost renow ned Polish 
theatres o f  th a t tim e, m ade use o f  fo lk lore. Its p ro d uc tions o f  this 
type, in particu la r o f  the pasto ra l, call to m ind  the greatest d irecto r 
o f  the tim e, L. Schiller, w ho staged several m em orable  spectacles 
using coun try  and  tow n fo lk lore, such as Bandurka  and  Kram z p io ­
senkam i ( The Song Vender). He also p rovoked  an  increased in ­
terest in folk form s b o th  in am ateu r and  professional theatre. 
J. C iern iak  tr ie d -to  m ake trad itio n a l form s o f  theatre  (beliefs and  
rituals) the g roundw ork  o f  the am ateu r m ovem ent. M any rituals were 
ad ap ted  fo r the stage and  acted  o u t by professional actors, and 
they were very p o p u la r w ith the public, particu larly  the R everend 
W. Skierkow ski’s Wesele na Kurpiach (A  Wedding in the Kurpie 
Region). F o lk lo re , as an  elem ent used to  characterize  the m em bers 
o f  a  certa in  social g roup , appeared  in novels w hich described life 
in  the  coun try . As for poetry , fo lk lore  inspired  J. K asprow icz, 
E. Zegadłow icz, J. Czyżew ski, and  o thers.

T he poetry  o f  the w ar an d  N azi occupation  (1939— 1945) is o f  
p a rticu la r interest. As a resu lt o f  exceptional and  abnorm al cond i­
tions, lite ra tu re  had  to go un d erg ro u n d , and  was to develop in 
consp iracy  during  the occupation . In these difficult “years o f  co n ­
te m p t” it to o k  upo n  itself the responsibility  o f  accom panying  the 
natio n , o f  m obilizing it to fight against the o ccupan t, it kept up  the 
spirit o f  resistance and  helped people to  survive. Poetry  was able to 
p lay  this role only by staying anonym ous and  by being passed on  
orally , also it could  be pub lished  in the und erg ro u n d  illegal press 
o r  by b ack d o o r publishers. As a result, its c ircu la tion  was sim ilar to 
th a t o f  folklore. Since it aim ed a t reach ing  the public a t large, and  
reflected the general feelings and  experiences o f  all Poles, it em ployed 
the m eans used in folklore, the stereotypes and  im agery. Poetry  
and  fo lk lore  were in close co n tac t during  th a t period , and  they 
bo rrow ed  from  each o ther.

In  the 35-year period  since the w ar, the relations betw een lite­
ra tu re  an d  fo lk lore  have been lively and  varied. T here is m uch evi-
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dence to show that w riters are still very m uch in terested  in fo lk lore. 
F o r exam ple. J. Przyboś is the au th o r o f  Jabloneczka (The L ittle  
Apple Tree), an  an thology  o f  Polish folk poetry , which had two 
ed itions: in 1953 and  1957. A no ther poet, S. C zernik , has devoted  
several o f  his w orks to folk songs, tales and  beliefs, and  has also 
published a volum e entitled  Polska epika ludowa I The Polish Folk 
Epic) in the N ational L ibrary. In a two volum e an tho logy  Poezja  
polska  (Polish P oetry), S. G rochow iak  and J. M aciejewski for the 
first tim e included folk poetry . T his is how  they m otivated  their 
decision:

Folk poetry has long ceased to exist as the expression o f  a separate cultural 
m ilieu. T oday it continues to thrive in our m inds (and there alone) as one o f  the 
elem ents o f  living literary tradition —an im portant tradition, which is proved by the 
fact that folklore is a constant source o f  inspiration for the m ost outstanding  
representatives o f  Polish poetry.

This insp iration  can also be found  in con tem porary  literature . 
F o lk lore  is a gold m ine for ch ild ren ’s books, which like to take up and 
develop various m yths, legends, tales, etc. (e.g. D obkiew iczow a, 
Porazińska, W ortm an). Q uite often  it also serves as a source fo r those 
who pu t on  puppet shows for children . N ow adays there is also a trend  
which consists in m aking new versions o f  o ld folk tales w ritten  dow n 
by au th o rs  in the past (e.g. H. Sienkiewicz, J. I. K raszew ski, R. Z m or- 
ski, B. Leśm ian). T he idea is to popularize  these o ld tales.

A part from  large-scale spectacles (e.g. harvest hom e), which are to 
a great extent based on folklore, it should  be said th a t co n tem p o ­
rary  theatre  also has a liking for plays and  spectacles which are 
based on folk m otifs. The best-know n play which draw s on tra d itio n ­
al theatre  is the Old Polish Historia o chwalebnym Z m artw ychw sta­
niu Pańskim  ia R esurrection  play) by M ikołaj from  W ilkow iecko, 
bu t there have also been o ther spectacles o f  this k ind, e.g. D ziś 
do Ciebie przyjść  nie m ogę (I  C a n ’t See You Today) by I. K anicki 
and  L. B udrecki, based on songs from  the Nazi occupa tion  (in 
W arsaw  alone it had several hundred  perform ances), then there was 
the folk m usical Na szk le  malowane (Painted on Glass) by E. Bryll and 
K. G aertner, and  an  o ra to ry  by the sam e two au th o rs  en titled  
Zagrajcie nam dzisiaj w szystkie srebrne dzwony (L et A ll Silver Bells 
Ring fo r  Us Today). C on tem porary  prose also draw s on  co un try  
fo lklore and  the fo lklore o f  o ther social groups. The idea is not
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only to give a realistic p icture o f  a given g roup , bu t also to m ake 
use o f its language, its vocabulary , in o rd e r to refresh and enrich 
the style and  language o f  prose. Exam ples o f  this are M. D ąb ro w sk a’s 
Na wsi wesele (The C ountry Wedding), E. R ed lm sk i’s K onopielka , 
and  m any others.

M uch o f  con tem porary  poetry  is also inspired by fo lklore. This 
may be seen in the w orks o f  poets from  peasan t fam ilies (J. B. 
O żóg, T. N ow ak), and  also those o f  o ther social classes (J. H arasy­
mowicz). Som e poets p o rtray  the coun try , its landscape and  its world 
o f  beliefs (e.g. Ożóg), o thers try to fa thom  the characteristic  fea tu ­
res o f  folk poetry , its way o f  looking a t things and  describing 
reality (e.g. T. N ow ak), o thers yet only  m ake use o f  certa in  form s 
which fo lklore has m ade popu lar, e.g. ballads, folk songs (H ara ­
symowicz).

This sho rt ou tline  clearly show s th a t fo lk lore  is ever-present in 
con tem porary  Polish literature , th a t it is very valuable in recreating 
the w orld o f  coun try  people, and  has becom e an im p o rtan t elem ent 
o f  national culture.

Transi, by A gnieszka Kukulska


