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“Polski Whitman”: o funkcjonowaniu poety obcego w kulturze narodowej, Marta Skwara’s beautifully designed and illustrated, elegant book, offers a pioneering, comprehensive overview of the reception of Walt Whitman in Poland. The mass of materials gathered (including 24 pages of bibliographical references) and the scope of the compilation make Skwara’s book a unique resource for readers and scholars. As the author observes, the lack of a tradition of comparative studies in Poland means that contemporary scholars have to perform the arduous and thankless task of gathering basic source materials and constructing bibliographies: was there a more solid basis, “a Polish researcher at the beginning of the twenty-first century would not have to find herself in the somewhat schizophrenic situation of [combining] the ground work of a nineteenth-century scholar compiling for the first time a full bibliography of translations and reception... [with that of] a twenty-first-century neo-pragmatist reflecting on ‘how it works,’ or what the function is of a given text (writer, movement, school) in the national culture.”
  The ground work is perhaps the most valuable aspect of Skwara’s book. Considering that, and the fact that the book approaches its subject from a variety of perspectives—from presenting texts on Whitman, through translations of his poems  and original work which alludes to Whitman, to film—and attempts to account for no less than 150 years of reception, it is not surprising that the book lacks a single methodology. The author does, however, make a claim for the coexistence of translation studies and comparative literary studies, arguing that they mutually complement each other, the former addressing literary works from a linguistic and cultural perspective, the latter providing texts with social and political contexts. And while this “division of labor” may seem problematic to both some comparatists and some translatologists, Skwara makes a compelling argument about contextualizing the formal study of texts, so that our readings address also commentaries, interpretations, anthologizations, intertextual references, as well as comparative interpretations. 

Skwara begins by discussing basic information on Whitman available to Polish readers, from Wikipedia to old editions of Polish encyclopedias. The randomness of information found in Polish Wikipedia is not that surprising (though the omissions, as Skwara briefly points out, are rather telling), but a similar arbitrariness of entries in the PWN Encyclopedia, long considered the most reliable reference for Polish readers (and students at all levels of education), is truly shocking. Interestingly enough, Polish encyclopedic sources tend to freely copy entries from older ones, so that the level of knowledge on the topic remains unchanged for decades, with the same errors circulating in all available reference materials. Skwara’s—necessarily brief—comments indeed shed dramatic light on Polish culture, and more specifically on the state of Polish knowledge and quality of Polish research. The structural limitations of the necessarily sketchy commentary Skwara can give to numerous brief texts take their toll in the discussion of biographical notes, where her critical comments occasionally become somewhat elusive. For example, it is difficult to say why Skwara finds inappropriate Stanisław Barańczak’s use if the term “discipline” in relation to Whitman’s poetry opposing it to “ceaseless search,” a term used by another critic. Whitman’s expansiveness, his long line and what one may call verbal “excesses” could be juxtaposed with the tightness and concision of, say, an Emily Dickinson lyric, and the prose rhythms of his long poem were indeed a conscious reaction to the highly crafted conventions of traditional lyric, but that in no way denies discipline to his language or at least should leave the matter of discipline open to redefinition. A debate on interpretation, however, cannot be performed in a sentence or two. This is where the scope of Skwara’s enterprise comes at a cost and one only hopes her book will allow future commentaries on Whitman’s reception in Poland—including her own—the luxury of dwelling on particulars one cannot afford when performing a task of these proportions.

The first section of the book where Skwara allows herself a more in-depth analysis of specific texts is devoted to the politics of Whitman’s reception. After reviewing the English and German tradition of leftist interpretations of Whitman’s work, Skwara moves to a discussion of two—according to her equally problematic—modes of “politicizing” Whitman, which construct, respectively, a “socialist” and a “homosexual” Whitman. Polish post-World War II readings are mockingly disparaged for blatant propagandist tendencies and their “simplistic” quality apparently does not lend itself to an engaged reading. The topic of homosexuality addressed extensively in this chapter in fact recurs throughout the book. Skwara is clearly and openly uncomfortable with the “homosexual” readings of Whitman. The book does not avoid the topic of sexuality, almost obsessively returning to it so that it becomes one of its main stumbling blocks. A relatively long passage in the section on “politicized” Whitman is devoted to the reading of Federico Garcia Lorca’s “Ode to Walt Whitman” and its Polish translation, which become a pretext for a discussion of homosexuality in Whitman’s reception and criticism. Skwara mocks “the fervor of searching for homosexual symbols” (135) and prefers their sublimation into “the kinship of souls, the need for poetry” (136), finding it is “problematic to inscribe Whitman into homosexual poetics” (139). The logic of her argument becomes questionable  when Skwara claims that the word maricas is difficult to translate into Polish (and rejects the Polish equivalents of “pervert,” “queer,” “faggot” or “sissy” used in English translations), suggesting instead that “we remain with the opposition pure-impure” (132-3). Having performed this erasure of the homosexual trace in the text, she speaks of critical “abuses” which construct Whitman as a homosexual poet without textual evidence to support such claims. Needless to say, when referring to interpretations of Whitman which presuppose heterosexuality as the unquestioned norm, the author does raise similar concerns. And while her reservations about the uses of biographical evidence are well-founded, the overall argument she proposes is in fact based on unexamined heteronormativity:

As I tried to show, I disagree with such politics of reading Whitman. Whitman uses a very diverse range of metaphors, trying to appeal to various ways of experiencing the world and is successful in that effort as far as the response of readers is a measure of a poet’s success. The reading of his poetry was also an important experience for readers of various sexual orientations, religions, race or nationality.… I do not think therefore that narrowing the Whitmanian text to the problem of homosexual poetics is justified, what is more, such reading resembles the politicization such as was performed by Marxist manipulations: the oppressed working class is replaced by the oppressed class of homosexuals fighting for their social rights. (152) 

Such comments raise a number of questions. Why aren’t readings of heterosexual eroticism equally limiting? Why does the naming of sexuality as homosexuality somewhat preclude a “richness of metaphor”? Why can’t masses of readers of “various sexual orientations” enjoy that richness if it comes from a poet of non-normative sexual orientation? And finally: is the reading offered by the quote above apolitical? Any less political than the readings of Whitman as a nonheterosexual writer? Obviously not, and necessarily so, because Whitman is a political writer, most expressly so when it comes to social justice. The perception of the transgression of heterosexual norm as limiting the poet and alienating the readers is what here seems to shut down the breadth of interpretive potential.

A particularly interesting section of Skwara’s book is the chapter devoted to the reception of Whitman by specific Polish prose writers and poets. Doubtlessly the opportunity to devote more space to each of those writers gives these readings a breadth and involvement of a more sustained discussion which is not possible in relation to brief notes and encyclopedia entries. Here we learn about Miriam’s criticism of Whitman’s formal failure to write poetry “in the true sense of the term” (164; interestingly Miriam not only complains about the—fatal according to him—lack of rhyme and meter, but also denies Whitman rhythm...) and disapproval of the poet’s use of references that are “trivial” and “in bad taste.” He does, however, grant Whitman the “raw material for a poet.” Not surprisingly, Miriam’s translations aim at “poeticizing” the original, polishing and organizing it. Antoni Lange offers a more positive evaluation of Whitman’s work, situating him firmly in the American context and pointing out his importance as the original American voice, a true “Yankee-poet,” full of enthusiasm and free of the “melancholy” which burdens European literatures. At the same time, he searches out parallels between Whitman and the European Romantic tradition. Lange is obviously also a more attentive reader of Whitman, capable, for example, of recognizing the Biblical rhythms in Leaves of Grass, his translations doing justice to Whitman’s extended catalogues as a crucial aspect of Whitman’s poetic form. Stanisław Brzozowski is a writer who redefines his attitude to Whitman: initially, he blames Whitman for facile ecstasies, but learns to appreciate the writer after reading Democratic Vistas, to finally come to admire “a quieter, metaphysical Whitman” (182). Jerzy Jankowski finds a space for Whitman’s love of democracy, his search for “the new man” and his anarchic attitude to tradition in the ideology of Polish Futurism. The most engaged readers of Whitman among those presented by Skwara are undoubtedly Julian Tuwim and Czesław Miłosz. Tuwim situates his own enthusiastic reception of Whitman in the historical context of the post-war years, with Poland’s newly regained independence, a time when artists “rebelled against the pessimism and aestheticism” (191) of the pre-war writers of Młoda Polska (Young Poland). Whitman was an obvious choice: a poet of the new world, whose work, like that of Tuwim’s contemporaries, aimed at being “universal and cosmic, spiritual and physical, religious and scientific... contemporary and democratic, teaching acceptance of life and death” (192). Tuwim values Whitman’s prophetic voice, his “dithyrambic rhythm,” colloquial language, the “modesty” of the title Leaves of Grass, and his vision of an all-embracing unity above the dictates of canon, dogma and routine. He is also the first to enthusiastically embrace Whitman’s eroticism and physiology which, as he says, “our sloppy modernity has turned into a dirty secret” (196). Skwara emphasizes that Tuwim’s views on Whitman undergo an evolution and is quite critical of the last stage where she sees Tuwim’s work become mere propaganda. Similarly to Tuwim, Jan Stur emphasizes the unprecedented quality of Whitman’s poetry, situating it in a world where “cities and city people are transplanted onto the primary, barbaric soil” (222). Stur praises Whitman, among others, for his “materialist-spiritual synthesis” (223) and “equality of all symptoms of life” (224). Czesław Miłosz’s Whitman is called “the poet of epiphany” (229). Similarly to Tuwim’s, his attitudes to Whitman are shown to have evolved, from his early encounters with Whitman in pre-war Poland, through emigration, where the major body of his work on and inspired by Whitman was produced, to his last years in Poland and the final vision of Whitman as “the great realist” and “the poet of epiphany” (230-1). At the same time, Miłosz most clearly argues for Whitman’s own diversity as a poet, to whom he refers as “many Whitmans” and whom he situates in a variety of (not only Polish) literary traditions. In the discussion of these very different versions of Whitman in Poland, Skwara points out the importance of the availability of different editions of Leaves of Grass to Polish readers. For example, the popular English edition, put together by William Rossetti, which excised all the more erotically provocative poems, may have been responsible for some of the more sanitized readings of Leaves of Grass in Poland. 

In reference to a number of these writers Skwara describes a very peculiar mode of reception where paraphrase, translation and interpretation often merge and become indistinguishable. Quotation marks may bracket a paraphrase which freely disposes of some passages while expounding on others. Direct quotation may be woven into the text without acknowledgment. A model of literary criticism emerges which is very different from its Anglo-Saxon counterpart—in itself an interesting cultural phenomenon. Polish commentary on Whitman tends to be essayistic, free-floating, impressionistic, affective and rarely analytical or structured by interpretative discipline. As Skwara notices in her discussion of Tuwim, “references to Whitman... had to be transcended to be creative. And this is what happens in Tuwim’s poetry, perhaps at the expense of ‘the Polish Whitman,’ but to the advantage of Polish poetry.” (212)

Perhaps the most engaging (though also most difficult to paraphrase) chapter of Polski Whitman is the one which undertakes a comparative analysis of various translations of individual poems. The comparison of the similarities and differences in the translators’ choice of diction, sound, rhythm, line break, voice and intertextual resonance often leads to interesting conclusions about the aesthetic, philosophical and political positions adopted by the translators, at the same time situating them in the Polish cultural context. Skwara discusses “Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,” “We Two, How Long We Were Fool’d,” “Miracles,” section 11 of “Song of Myself” (“Twenty-eight young men...”), part 6 of “The Sleepers” and “The Noiseless Patient Spider,” in translations by, among others, Ludmiła Marjańska, Stanisław Barańczak, Czesław Miłosz, Andrzej Szuba, Julian Przyboś and Krzysztof Boczkowski,  The topic of non-heteronormative readings of Whitman returns here again, this time discussed in reference to specific translators’ choices. Skwara demonstrates a particular linguistic difficulty Polish translators confront when faced with gender ambiguity or gender fluidity which is such an important marker of Whitman’s work (one could argue that the category “queer” is particularly useful in defining that quality, but Skwara never employs the term in her study, preferring to work with binary oppositions of hetero/homo-sexual and man/woman). In Polish, gender markers are much more fixed (by noun, verb, adjective endings, numerals, etc.) and therefore the translator’s decision usually comes down to an arbitrary assignation of gender. And while the penchant for preserving Whitman’s ambiguities is understandable, it is less obvious why the preference for such assignation of gender as would make any potential coupling heterosexual. Skwara insistently claims that underlining 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 (see her discussion of “We Two...,” “”Song of Myself,” “The Sleepers” and, later, of Iwaszkiewicz’s “Tatarak”). The claim that one cannot speak of “lesbian desire” where “there is no touch,” only “enchantment,” “recognition of sensuality,” and “a teenage girl’s infatuation with a woman” (329-32) suggests a misunderstanding of the critical category of “desire,” while comments on the “typical phenomenon of a girl falling for a woman, often described in developmental psychology, which rarely takes on a sexual form” (331) take a discussion of lesbian sexuality almost a hundred years back, for even Freud was willing to speak, in 1920, of “a case of homosexuality in a woman” in reference to a girl who was in love with (though clearly did not have sex with) an older woman. This consistent resistance to homosexuality which, again, limits Skwara’s interpretative scope is somewhat compensated for by a great find and a beautiful reading of Ludmiła Marjańska’s translation of a passage from “Song of Myself” (“The twenty-eight bathers”) which opens the text to the potentiality of figuring a female orgasm—unlike any of the men translators. Occasional attempts to judge (rather than simply situate, analyze and compare) the translations (what does it mean that a given text is “most poetic”?) seem less productive here than the culturally based argument about how contingent the translator’s text (and its appeal) is on the context of its production, and in fact run counter to the argument about “many Whitmans”—to use Skwara’s quotation from Miłosz—whose emergence Skwara’s book so painstakingly and engagingly documents.  

A chapter on Whitman’s presence in texts by Polish writers is a fascinating record of how texts travel. Skwara discusses Żeromski, Miciński, Staff, Wierzyński, Kurek, Gałczyński, Różewicz, Mostwin and Iwaszkiewicz, demonstrating the broad scope of—often incompatible—readings and appropriations of Whitman’s poetry in Polish. After brief commentary on Whitman’s more recent presence in Polish consciousness via American movies, in the last chapter of the book, Skwara compares the reception of Whitman in Poland to that of Frank O’Hara, an American poet for whom the Whitmanian heritage was particularly important. And while she is perhaps unduly critical of the phenomenon of “O’Harism” in Polish poetry of late twentieth century, she rightly points out that both Whitman and O’Hara appeared as valuable models in Polish poetry at times of political change (after World War I and after 1989, respectively) providing the paradigm of “strong poetic identities rooted in reality” (401). At the same time, however, neither of the poets ever had a broad readership or following in Polish culture “which valued more the high model of intellectual poetry based on refined linguistic and cultural practices.” One may only hope that this will change and Marta Skwara’s detailed study will require further supplementation.
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