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 FROM THE AUTHOR

I GOT THE IDEA OF writing Nonrequired Reading from the section called “Books Received” you find in many literary journals. It was easy to see that only a tiny percentage of the books listed later made their way to the reviewer’s desk. Belles lettres and the most recent political commentary always received privileged treatment. Memoirs and reprints of the classics stood some chance of being reviewed. The odds for monographs, anthologies, and lexicons were much slimmer, though, and popular science and how-to books were virtually guaranteed to go unnoticed. But things looked different in the bookstores. Most (if not all) of the rapturously reviewed books lay gathering dust on the shelves for months before being sent off to be pulped, whereas all the many others, unappreciated, undiscussed, unrecommended, were selling out on the spot. I felt the need to give them a little attention. At first I thought I’d be writing real reviews, that is, in each case I’d describe the nature of the book at hand, place it in some larger context, then give the reader to understand that it was better than some and worse than others. But I soon realized that I couldn’t write reviews and didn’t even want to. That basically I am and wish to remain a reader, an amateur, and a fan, unburdened by the weight of ceaseless evaluation. Sometimes the book itself is my main subject; at other times it’s just a pretext for spinning out various loose associations. Anyone who calls these pieces sketches will be correct. Anyone insisting on “reviews” will incur my displeasure.


 One more comment from the heart: I’m old-fashioned and think that reading books is the most glorious pastime that humankind has yet devised. Homo Ludens dances, sings, produces meaningful gestures, strikes poses, dresses up, revels, and performs elaborate rituals. I don’t wish to diminish the significance of these distractions—without them human life would pass in unimaginable monotony and, possibly, dispersion and defeat. But these are group activities, above which drifts a more or less perceptible whiff of collective gymnastics. Homo Ludens with a book is free. At least as free as he’s capable of being. He himself makes up the rules of the game, which are subject only to his own curiosity. He’s permitted to read intelligent books, from which he will benefit, as well as stupid ones, from which he may also learn something. He can stop before finishing one book, if he wishes, while starting another at the end and working his way back to the beginning. He may laugh in the wrong places or stop short at words that he’ll keep for a lifetime. And, finally, he’s free—and no other hobby can promise this—to eavesdrop on Montaigne’s arguments or take a quick dip in the Mesozoic.



 ABSENT-MINDED PROFESSORS

ANECDOTES ABOUT GREAT people make for bracing reading. All right, the reader thinks, so I didn’t discover chloroform, but I wasn’t the worst student in my class, as Liebig was. Of course I wasn’t the first to find salvarsan, but at least I’m not as scatterbrained as Ehrlich, who wrote letters to himself. Mendeleev may be light-years ahead of me as far as the elements go, but I’m far more restrained and better groomed regarding hair. And did I ever forget to show up at my own wedding like Pasteur? Or lock the sugar bowl up to keep my wife out, like Laplace? By comparison with such scientists, we do indeed feel slightly more reasonable, better bred, and perhaps even higher-minded as regards daily living. Moreover, from our vantage point, we know which scientist was right and which was shamefully mistaken. How innocuous someone like Pettenhoffer, for example, seems to us today! Pettenhoffer was a doctor who ferociously battled the findings on bacteria’s pathogenetic powers. When Koch discovered the comma bacillus of cholera, Pettenhoffer publicly swallowed a whole testtubeful of these unpleasant microbes in  order to demonstrate that the bacteriologists, with Koch at their helm, were dangerous mythomaniacs. This anecdote gains particular luster from the fact that nothing happened to Pettenhoffer. He kept his health and scornfully flaunted his triumph until the end of his days. Why he wasn’t infected remains a mystery for medicine. But not for psychology. From time to time people do appear who have a particularly strong resistance to obvious facts. Oh, how pleasant and honorable not to be a Pettenhoffer!


 


 Scientists in Anecdotes by Waclaw Golebowiez, second edition, Warsaw: Wiedza Powszechna, 1968.



 THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING SCARED

A CERTAIN WRITER WITH a fairly vivid imagination was asked to write something for children. “Terrific,” he exclaimed. “I’ve got an idea for something with a witch.” The ladies at the publishing house threw up their hands: “Anything but witches; you musn’t scare the children!” “What about the toys in the stores,” the writer asked, “those walleyed teddy bears with magenta fur?” I personally approach this from yet another angle. Children like being frightened by fairy tales. They have an inborn need to experience powerful emotions. Andersen scared children, but I’m certain that none of them held it against him, not even after they grew up. His marvelous tales abound in indubitably supernatural beings, not to mention talking animals and loquacious buckets. Not everyone in this brotherhood is harmless and well-disposed. The character who turns up most often is death, an implacable individual who steals unexpectedly into the very heart of happiness and carries off the best, the most beloved. Andersen took children seriously. He speaks to them not only about life’s joyous adventures, but about its woes, its miseries, its often undeserved defeats. His fairy tales, peopled with fantastic creatures, are more realistic than whole tons of today’s stories for children, which fret about verisimilitude and avoid wonders like the plague. Andersen had the courage to write stories with unhappy endings. He didn’t believe that you should try to be good because it pays (as today’s moral tales insistently advertise, though it doesn’t necessarily turn out that way in real life), but because evil stems from intellectual and emotional stuntedness and is the one form of poverty that should be shunned. And it’s funny, it’s just plain funny! Andersen wouldn’t be a great writer without the humor that comes in every shade from good-natured laughter to open mockery. But I don’t think he’d be the great moralist he is if he were just kindness personified. He wasn’t. He had his whims and weaknesses, and in daily life he was insufferable. It’s said that Dickens first blessed the day that Andersen came to visit him and settled into a little room full of welcoming bouquets. But the second day he blessed was the one that took his guest back into Copenhagen’s fog. It would seem that two writers who shared so many traits should have looked each other in the eye until the day they died. Well, so it goes.


 


 Fifth edition (just imagine!) of Hans Christian Andersen’s Fairy Tales, translated into Polish by Stefania Beylin and Jaroslaw Iwaszkiewicz, Warsaw: Panstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1969.




 SHORTCHANGED

HOW MANY SPECIES OF animals manifest their readiness for independent life almost immediately after birth! This thanks only to a nervous system the likes of which we can scarcely imagine and innate abilities that we, in our assigned domain, acquire only through years of hard labor! Nature deprived us of a thousand fabulous features. It’s true that she gave us our intellect in exchange, but she apparently forgot that this would be our chief means of getting by in the world. If she’d kept that in mind, she would have transferred a great deal of basic information into the realm of heredity. It would have been only fair if we’d been born with the multiplication tables already implanted in our brains, if we came out speaking at least the language of our parents, ready to dash off a respectable sonnet or ad-lib a decent keynote speech. Every infant would thus get a running start into the lofty realms of speculative thought. In the third year of life he’d be turning out better essays than I do, and by the age of seven he would be the author of Instinct or Experience. I know that airing my grievances in the columns of Literary Life won’t help matters, but I’m miffed. Droscher vividly describes the astonishing achievements of the nerve tissue that permits animals to see without eyes, hear through their skin, and scent danger without the slightest breeze. And all this is part of the opulent ritual of instinctual activities. . . . Every instinct strikes me as worthy of envy, but one most of all: it’s called the instinct for withholding blows. Animals often fight within the bounds of their own species, but their battles as a rule end bloodlessly. At a given moment one opponent backs down, and that’s the end of it. Dogs don’t devour one another, birds don’t peck other birds to pieces, antelopes don’t impale their fellow antelopes. Not because they’re intrinsically sweet-natured. It’s merely the work of the mechanism that limits the force of the blow or the compression of the jaws. This instinct vanishes only in captivity; and it frequently fails to develop among breeds cultivated artificially. Which comes to the same thing.


 


 Instinct or Experience by Vitus B. Droscher, translated from the German by Krystyna Kowalska, Warsaw: Wiedza Powszechna, 1969.



 BY THE NUMBERS

MY FIRST ENCOUNTER with statistics occurred when I was eight or nine and my class took a field trip to an exhibit on alcohol. It was full of graphs and figures, which I of course no longer remember. But I vividly recall a brightly colored plaster model of an alcoholic’s liver. We all crowded around this liver. We were even more captivated, though, by a chart on which a little red bulb lighted up every two minutes. The legend explained that every two minutes someone somewhere in the world died from alcohol-related causes. We stood enthralled. One girl who already had a genuine wrist-watch methodically checked the light’s accuracy. But Zosia W. had an even better reaction. She made the sign of the cross and started reciting requiescat in pace. Statistics has never provoked such immediate emotions in me since. A friend of mine finds a grand panorama of life in every statistics yearbook that he reads; he sees and hears the numbers, he even experiences olfactory sensations. I envy him. How many times have I tried to translate the figures into concrete images; one whole man appears before my eyes, then a woman plus a few tenths springs up beside him. This unusual couple proceeds to yield (approximately!?) two children who immediately start downing hard liquor, and by the year’s end they’ve consumed four and a half liters. The picture is then supplemented by phenomena as terrible existentially as they are linguistically: the grandmother’s morbidity and the grandfather’s mortality. Irena Landau probably wrote The Statistical Pole for people with equally misguided imaginations. In her little book she tries to present a normal family in various real-life situations. Unfortunately, the Kowalski family feels statistically typical, which immediately turns them into abstractions, since no individual ever feels typical. The book is easily digestible, but not particularly nourishing. Large numbers are tamed only with difficulty, and rarely find a place in unforced conversation. In the end the author herself humorously advises the readers to pick up a statistical yearbook instead, since they’re so hard to put down.


 


 The Statistical Pole by Irena Landau, Warsaw: Iskra, 1969.



 DREAM ON

WE DREAM, BUT SO carelessly, so imprecisely! “I want to be a bird,” this or that person will say. But if an obliging fate changed him into a turkey, he’d feel betrayed. That’s not what he had in mind, after all. Still worse dangers are hitched to the vehicle of time. “I’d like to wake up in eighteenth-century Warsaw,” you might think lightheartedly, imagining that that will do the trick. That naturally you won’t end up anywhere but in the salons of His Majesty Stanislaw Poniatowski, who will take you by the arm with a kindly smile and escort you to the dining room for one of his famous Thursday Dinners. Meanwhile you’d actually blunder into the nearest puddle. As soon as you’d scrambled out, a carriage drawn by eight horses would enter the narrow street and plaster you, terrified, against the wall, then cover you from head to foot with mud again. And it’s so dark you can’t see your own nose, you don’t know which way to go, you stumble through the backyards of various palaces in a chaos of unpaved lanes, heaps of refuse, and ramshackle hovels. Soon some ruffians come looming from the dark and seize you by your windbreaker. I’m not writing a novel, so I don’t have to think up a way to rescue you from this predicament. It’s enough that you’re now seated in a tavern where they serve you a roast, but on a dirty plate. At your request, the innkeeper pulls his shirttail from his pantaloons and polishes the plate until it shines. When you express your indignation, he says that you must have been brought up in the backwoods if you don’t know that that’s how Prince Radziwill himself attends to his ladies. In the hotel, not having managed to persuade them to give you some water for washing, you throw yourself upon your mattress and the bedbugs throw themselves upon you. You finally fall asleep near dawn, but you’re soon awakened by screams, because someone on the second floor has started a fire. Without waiting for the firemen, who haven’t yet been invented, you jump out the window and, thanks only to the piles of stinking garbage in the yard, you break not your neck, but your leg. A novice barber sets your leg without an anesthetic. You can thank your lucky stars if you don’t get gangrene and the bones grow straight. Limping slightly, you return to your own epoch and buy the book you should have started with: Daily Life in Enlightenment Warsaw. It will enable you to recover the proper balance between the prose and the poetry of those times.


 


 Daily Life in Enlightenment Warsaw by Anna Bardecka and Irena Turnou, Warsaw: Panstwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, 1969.



 MUSICAL CHAIRS

UNFORTUNATELY, I CAN’T go into more detail about Il trovatore, even though I’ve sung it many times, since I’m still not exactly sure what it’s about. . . .” The famous Viennese tenor Leo Slezak makes this confession in his memoirs. And oh, what a heavy stone has fallen from my heart! So it’s not just me, out there in the audience, who can’t always figure out who’s singing against whom, why the man who for some reason is dressed up as a servant suddenly turns out to be a ruddy, buxom maiden, and why this unusually well-nourished maiden should faint at the sight of another, considerably older maiden while calling her her darling, dearest long-lost little daughter. So it’s not just me—the people up on stage don’t know what’s going on either! It turns out that opera guides like this one are required on both sides of the footlights. I don’t need to advertise this book; the first edition vanished like water in the sand. I’ll say only that it covers two hundred operas from Monteverdi to the 1960s. Each composer gets a brief biography, followed by a detailed summary of the opera’s plot, and finally a quick discussion of its music. I can’t say that I got through all two hundred operas in one sitting. But I did read all the lists of characters with their vocal types. A strict personal politics prevails in the world of opera. Family relationships are prescribed by codes as inviolable as those governing primitive tribes. A soprano must be a bass’s daughter, a baritone’s wife, and a tenor’s lover. A tenor may neither generate an alto nor copulate with a contralto. A baritone lover is a rarity, and it’s best if he just settles for a mezzo. And mezzo-sopranos, in turn, should watch out for tenors—fate casts them most often as “the other woman” or in the even sorrier role of the soprano’s best friend. The one bearded woman in the history of opera (see Stravinsky’s A Rake’s Progress) is a mezzo-soprano and naturally knows no happiness. Apart from fathers, basses ordinarily play cardinals, the powers of darkness, prison functionaries, and, in one case, the director of an insane asylum. No conclusion follows from these comments. I admire opera, which is not real life, and I admire life, which is at times a true opera.


 


 The Opera Handbook by Jozef Kanski, second edition, Krakow: Polskie Wydawnictwo Muzyczne, 1968.



 COMPULSORY HAPPINESS

“A LITTLE BIRD SITS in the tree / And wonders at humanity, / Even the wisest man around / Can’t tell where happiness is found.” Still you’re better off not knowing like a human than knowing like a bird. Birds are lunatics with no clue as to their own lunacy. Instinct, which orders them to fly off every fall and resettle somewhere else that may be tens of thousands of miles away, only appears to be kindly and concerned with their well-being. If all that mattered were better food supplies in a more temperate climate, more than one species would end its protracted flight far sooner. But these demented creatures fly on, over mountains, where unexpected storms may smash them into cliffs, over seas, in which they may drown. Nature’s goal is not even ruthless selection: there are circumstances that destroy both strong and weak alike. A vile fate plagues the wild goose near Lake Czana. It feels the impulse to take off while it’s still molting and can’t leave the ground. So it sets off southward on foot. This mass exodus is anxiously awaited by various birds of prey, alongside a mammal with a stick, i.e., man. The massacre begins—and though it’s repeated regularly, year after year, century after century, not a trace of it remains in the species’ memory. Nature plays an even more diabolic trick on the lemming, a gentle creature dwelling in burrows. Every so often these burrows get overcrowded, so the lemmings abandon their longtime homes en masse. To start another colony nearby? Not a chance—they start walking, just walking, for such is their hormonal destiny. They keep walking until they reach the sea, in which they drown. This species continues only thanks to those few individuals who remain at home in the old burrows. Human history holds similar episodes. Except that we aren’t compelled to rejoice about all of this, while I suspect that animals, on top of everything else, are burdened with compulsory happiness. Blond wrote his book for young people. It comprises five stories: lemmings, wild geese, seals, elephants, and bison. With an eye to his young reader, Blond has fictionalized things slightly, but it’s done in moderation and without baby talk. Thus adults may also read this book with profit and horror.


 


 The Enigmatic Lemming by Georges Blond, translated from the French by Janina Karczmarewicz-Fedorowska, Warsaw: Nasza Ksiegarnia, 1969.



 THE COST OF CHIVALRY

THE CID REALLY DID exist, and his wife really was a young woman by the name of Jimena. The Cid’s bravery is likewise not in question. However, the legend exaggerates his implacable hatred of the Spanish Moors. At times he sided with the Moors against the Christians. The nickname “El Cid” comes from the Arabic Sidi (“my lord”) and indicates the hero’s familiarity with the Islamic world. But this is forgotten in the folk epic, which sets his life on a single fixed course: with the Spanish king against the Moors. The first songs about the Cid most likely arose a half-century after his death, that is, in the middle of the twelfth century. The version we have today dates from the thirteenth century. It’s unlikely that it is the work of a single author; there were probably two writers, whom a copyist later turned into one person. Two separate tales are at work within the epic; one involves the Cid’s feats of valor, while the second deals with family matters. Swords clash in the first part, whereas in the second you catch courtiers’ whispers and the rustling of ladies’ gowns. A naive sobriety and simplicity permeates both stories, but somehow I prefer the first. It was written by a medieval Balzac. Soldiering is chiefly a financial undertaking in his eyes. You need gold in order to do battle, and you need to do battle in order to get gold. Since war is costly, it has also got to turn a profit. You’ve got to bank on future plunder, exact tributes, and—if you can swing it—swindle when borrowing money. A knight’s head, before being shattered, was preoccupied with financial matters. The author never forgets the spoils of war for a minute; he reckons them with gusto and delight. We’re still far removed from a consciously idealized chivalry. The poem reeks of an authenticity that has been slightly sanitized by the scent of absolute virtue when we get to the Song of Roland, for example. Anna Ludwika Czerny’s translation is absolutely splendid. It keeps the complete internal freedom of this early epic. It conveys the peculiar medieval artlessness that strikes us as slightly perverse today.


 


 Poema del Cid, translated from the Spanish by Anna Ludwika Czerny, afterword by Zygmunt Czerny, graphics by Jozef Wilkon, Krakow: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1970.



 SEEING THE LIGHT

IT’S USELESS TO try to describe Vermeer’s paintings in words. They’d be far better served by a quartet consisting of two violins, bassoon, and harp. But art historians must make do with words, for such is their vocation and profession. Kuno Mittlestadt has found a relatively easy way out: he places Vermeer’s art against the backdrop of his age and sees the master himself as his era’s proxy. Unfortunately, artists are never perfect spokesmen for their age—and from this angle Vermeer turns out to be the bard of a very narrow, private slice of reality. Does this fact diminish his work’s greatness? Of course not; greatness derives at times from something different. Mittlestadt realizes this and thus seeks in the Dutchman’s art elements of social criticism and signs of revolt against the flourishing middle class. And if these aren’t evident in every painting, he works to see what isn’t there. Thus in the famous The Artist in His Studio he perceives an ironic contract between the artist’s “kitchen” and the model clad in muse’s garb. The model’s “artificial” pose is meant to be an “unmasking device” vis-à-vis the proclivities of a bourgeoisie already enamored of allegories and idealized views of life. It seems like a reasonable argument as long as we don’t look at the picture. The model who’s supposed to be doing the unmasking is a young girl wrapped in a ravishing azure robe, with modestly downcast eyes. She’s posed, of course, but in a completely unforced, unpretentious way. If there’s irony here, it doesn’t emerge from the compositional contrast. It permeates the entire painting; it’s present in the horn’s gleam, the curtain’s folds, and the light falling from the window onto the black-and-white marble floor. Moreover, we find this irony displayed with the same prodigality throughout the master’s paintings. I was equally surprised by Mittlestadt’s views on one of Vermeer’s final canvases (the artist died young, at the age of forty-three). I have in mind the A Lady Standing at the Virginal. According to this critic, the work signals both the age’s decline and the waning of the artist’s inspiration: it is cold, artificial, and calculated. The lady standing by her instrument is, he writes, psychologically “isolated” in her “monumentally frozen gesture.” I look and disagree at every turn. I see a miracle of daylight falling on different materials: human skin, the silk gown, the chair’s upholstery, the whitewashed wall. Vermeer constantly repeats this miracle, but in fresh variants and dazzling new permutations. What on earth have coldness and isolation got to do with this? The woman puts her hand on the virginal as if she’d like to play us a passage in jest, to remind us of something. She turns her head toward us with a lovely half-smile on her not particularly pretty face. The smile is thoughtful, with a touch of maternal forbearance. And for three hundred years she’s been looking this way at all of us, including critics.


 


 Jan Vermeer van Delft, compiled and with commentary by Kuno Mittlestadt, translated from the German by Anna M. Linke, eleven color and five black-and-white plates, Warsaw: Arkada, 1970.
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