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In my book on Polish readings of Walt Whitman from 1872 to 2010 I clearly explain my standpoint as regards the various possible ways of interpreting his writings. After analyzing some more or less doctrinal/ideological readings of Whitman,   I write: 

jest dla mnie Whitman poetą wyrażającym różnorodność doświadczenia ludzkiego i to ta różnorodność jest najważniejszą wartością jego poezji, w jej wymiarze, hetero-, homo-, autoerotycznym, społecznym, politycznym, literackim … („Polski Whitman”, p.155-156)
[to me Whitman is a poet who expresses a variety of human experience and this variety is the most important value of his poetry in its hetero-, homo-, autoerotic,  social,  politic and literary dimensions…]


I also point to the fluidity of these dimensions and their fruitful and meaningful flexibility. (For instance some texts, lines, and expressions may be read as homo- and heterosexual, erotic and politic, literary and social). Like Sherry Ceniza some years ago, I emphasize the importance of seeing Whitman’s wholeness rather than particular aspects of his work, usually politicized according to the critic’s needs. I study carefully the political use of Whitman in the era of “real Marxist” interpretations (that is, in the 1950s), and I demonstrate in detailed analyses throughout my book how problematic it is to make the poet an icon of any political/social struggle – whether the result is a “socialist” or a “homosexual” Whitman.


In her review of my book, Krystyna Mazur does not specify any specific vantage point for her understanding of Whitman. Yet her dissatisfaction with my alleged feeling “uncomfortable” with “homosexual” readings of Whitman and with my abstention from employing the “queer category” makes her standpoint more or less clear. Be it as it may, Mazur has her ways of reading Whitman, I have mine, no reason to protest.  Yet in her review –  written in English while my book was written in Polish, which makes a non-Polish reader unable to verify her opinions – Mazur ascribes to me statements that I never made. Below, I will take up the most important points to discussion. 

First and foremost, I would like to point out that a number of Mazur’s questions on p. 175, questions that follow on a quotation from my book  in which I protest against narrowing a reading of Whitman to the problem of homosexuality, are cut off from my declaration, mentioned above, about how I read Whitman. In the light of my interpretative position most of the questions posed by Mazur would become groundless. Mazur asks, for instance: “Why are readings of heterosexual eroticism not equally limiting?” Of course they are, and anybody who would try to read "When I Heard at the Close of the Day" outside of a male love context would be equally mistaken as a critic applying homosexual poetics to poems on procreation like “A Woman Waits for Me”. As I declared, any narrowing of such a rich poet as Whitman is, must be limiting. Yet the reviewer does not wish to notice that declaration. Is my “reading apolitical”? – she asks instead. Well, nowhere do I claim that it is not political. It is certainly a comment on the politics of reading literature.  

In many cases, Mazur summarizes in one sentence many detailed analyses  of mine in  which several texts and  sometimes several languages are involved. That makes it difficult for me to defend my position in detail. For instance, I cannot straightforwardly refute Mazur’s statement that I am “clearly and openly uncomfortable with the ‘homosexual’ readings of Whitman” (p. 174) since no clear examples are given. What I am in fact uncomfortable with are readings that make homosexuality the one and the only important topic in Whitman. If I “mock”  – to use Mazur’s wording – “the fervor of searching for homosexual symbols” (p. 174), that is always done when discussing particular interpretations, not in any generalizing way, as the reviewer suggests.  For instance, I am critical of the reflection made by one of the interpreters of Lorca’s “Ode to Walt Whitman”  that a symbol of a butterfly (mariposa) may indeed deal  more with the soul than with the body but that the soul here is in any case – according to him – a “homosexual soul” (and perhaps I find the talk of the sexuality of the soul a bit amusing and helpless). I also point to the same critic’s misuse of the title of a famous Whitman cycle, which is called by the critic “Sons of Adam” while the real  title is “Children of Adam”.   

Let me dwell a moment longer on the interpretations of Lorca’s Ode, which was picked up by me in order to discuss the language of its Polish translation, which interestingly combines the official Marxist reading of Whitman in the 1950s with the translator’s own homosexual subversive reading. It is true that I believe that the Spanish word maricas is difficult to put into Polish without making it offensive or unclear, but it is not true, as Mazur maintains, that I simply  “reject the Polish equivalents of ‘pervert’, ‘queer’, ‘faggot’ or ‘sissy’ used in English translations” (p.175). Indeed, as Mazur says, I am for using the opposition of pure and impure (corrupt) love – in both cases love between men – in discussing Lorca’s Ode, but I do that in an attempt to make the language of my interpretation free of offensiveness of any kind. (Should I really write about “faggots” instead? Those who are familiar with the long Ode, with its complicated symbolism, will understand how counterproductive that would become). Still my main ambition – passed over by Mazur – is to demonstrate how the Ode was translated into Polish in 1956. It would be difficult to understand why the Polish translator made Lorca’s maricas “pierrots” or “babblers” if we disconnected our analysis from considerations of the politically correct language of the time. In fact, I regard the Polish translation of the Ode as one of the most interesting examples of how you could at one and the same time apply the official language of the epoch and transgress its limits. Not a word about that can be found in the review.

While Mazur finds my “reservations about the uses of biographical evidence well founded”, she considers that my other arguments against making Whitman merely a homosexual poet are “based on unexamined heteronormativity” (p. 175). The accusation does not seem just to me, and the reviewer extends it to many other aspects of my book while ascribing to me statements that I simply do not make. For instance, I do not “insistently claim that underlying heterosexuality allows for the [an] opening out of interpretive possibilities and readings which are universally applicable, while a suggestion of homosexuality necessarily narrows down the poem, so that it becomes a poem about that” (p. 178). In fact, what I attempt to show through analyses of several translations of Whitman poems is that when a translator makes a poem homo- or heterosexual, the nature of the Polish language removes the possibility of retaining the ambiguity that was often there in the original. The use of pronouns, verbs, adjectives makes the homosexuality or heterosexuality self-evident and blocks other readings, something which may be absolutely unnecessary. For example, the poem “We Two, How Long We Were Fool’d” – which has been translated using both a hetero- and a homosexual poetics (Czesław Miłosz made one version of each) – can in fact be translated into Polish while leaving the sexes of the “two” undetermined just as in the original. Surprisingly, no Polish translator chose this solution, so they make not only a “poem about that” – as Mazur roughly puts it  suggesting  my homosexual prejudices  –  but also about that.  Nor can I see that I “take a discussion of lesbian sexuality a hundred years back” (p.178) when I see more of girlish infatuation than of sexual desire in the Indian woman section of “The Sleepers”. The scene in question may indeed be read as erotically charged, yet it was not understood in that way in the Polish translations, made only by men, that I examine in my book.   

At one point at least I seem to have answered to the reviewer’s expectations of how sexual interpretation of Whitman poems should be conducted. That is when I interpret “beautifully” Ludmiła Marjańska’s orgasmic translation of the “twenty eighth bathers” section of “Song of Myself” and compare it with the much more restrained translations done by men.  Even if I “occasionally attempt to judge instead of simply situate, analyze and translate” (p. 178), I am apparently a good interpreter when my interpretation goes along with the reviewer’s own views. However, when “judging” I do explain in detailed analyses what I mean by speaking of the “most poetic” choice that a translator can make  (see p. 285 of my book), and I never talk of the “most poetic text” as Mazur criticizes me for (p. 178). Mazur, for her part, certainly judges, but hardly ever provides analyses explaining her judgments. 

There is one thing that I should like to emphasize strongly at the end:  the aim of my book was to examine many various readings of Whitman from different times (mainly Polish but also international) while pointing to all sorts of traps which await the interpreter searching for the only right interpretation.  If my book appears disappointing when perceived in the perspective of one particular way of reading Whitman, it performs its duty quite well. 
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