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INTRODUCTION

This consideration of the poetry of Czestaw Mitosas originally
intended to be part of a larger, comparative stddgling with four
Catholic modernist poets. Besides Mitosz, it washave included the
French Canadian poet Hector de Saint-Denys GarntbauCzech Jan
Zahradntek, and the German Elisabeth Langgésser, frontedamy
introductory discussion of what constitutes the hGht poetic world-
view. In my opinion, this centers on the idea a&femse-filled universe, as
proclaimed by Dante Alighieri, and elaborated, ur imes, in the poetry
of T.S. Eliot.

The portion on Garneau was written first. The M#osection was
complete, and most of my work on Jan Zahréekiwas also done when |
came to realize that the project had grown to uragaable proportions.
Either | must leave off my practice of in-depth kogtions de texte, and in
so doing alter my focus from poetic communicatiam the poets
themselves, or | must break up the project into llemaindividual
monographs. Hopefully, they would eventually akshe light of day,
and my original comparative scheme would be accisimgdl, available to
all who had the patience and desire to considenédr the space of several
volumes. As | was unwilling to do the former, espdy since | had gone
so far with close readings of so many verses, ¢dpor the latter. That
being the case, a few more words about the origioatext of this study
might not be inappropriate before we begin our wison on the poetic
corpus of the Polish poet—especially since it wathar a surprise to me
that | came to include Czestaw Mitosz in my studgla

My research into the topic of Catholic moderniswas helped along,
to a great extent, by a generous Summer Reseat@ht @r 2007 from
King's College in Pennsylvania, where | have thedroand pleasure to
teach. As stipulated by the grant, | gave a pymlésentation of my work
in progress before the faculty in October of thaary After the
presentation, one of my former colleagues wondeiteether or not it was
proper to speak of “modernism” and Catholicism Il tsame breath.
Were not the Modernists inherently anti-Catholi®?d they not lead the
charge, in the early years of the twentieth centagainst a too facile
acceptation of tradition, including the Catholic,hrGtian religious
traditions of Europe? The point is well taken, aedensible. However, |
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believe that it all boils down to one’s definitiofi Modernism, especially
in the Anglophone tradition. For besides such exbasts as Ezra Pound,
H.D., E.E. Cummings and the sometimes decidedlyGatholic William
Carlos Williams, we have the great paradox of Eft. In his spiritual
journey, which led him from Unitarianism throughegkicism and a flirt
with Eastern mysticism into (as he saw it) Cathistitas expressed in the
English Church, this Anglo-American master, whomumb once
described as the “young man who has modernizedeffifhtook Pound’s
slogan “Make it new!” as a religious and culturaf less than poetic,
imperative. From about 1925 on, Eliot began tooexul the timeless
truths of traditional, Catholic Christianity to eovd that sees religion as
something become irrelevant; to a “neutral” cultlmeking the higher
dream, lacking the cohesiveness provided by aappftehension of the
Eternal; to an age, as he put it in his Choruse3h® Rock, “which
advances progressively backwards.” It is a curjpaiadox, but perhaps
an expected one, given the essentially paradoxiatlre of Christianity
itself, that it is beginning with Eliot’s first thy “Christian” poem, The
Waste Land, that his great success among an ofteDhtistian reading
public dates. It would be tedious and unnecesgatist the poets that
Eliot has influenced since his artistic triumph.ffige it to say that his
Catholic “modernism” has sparked the imitative imnagon of poets as
different in their philosophical outlooks as Fr.ndsz lhnatowicz (of
Wilno, London and Houston), my own master, the Gz8atholic convert
Rio Preisner, and the sometime-Marxist, always @atholic Tadeusz
Rdézewicz, as well as the subject of this monographes&av Mitosz
himself.

Yet if the reader still objects to the linkage o€dtholic” and
“Modernist” | will not quibble over terms. Theditary arena which has
captivated my attention for these past severalsyean equally be termed
“Catholic Moderns” or “Contemporary Catholic Poetsiithout any
objection from me. In order to clarify what | meéy a “Catholic
Modernist,” | would set forth the following guideks. The Catholic
Modernist is a twentieth or twenty-first centuryepaevho:

while he may not write strictly devotional or relgs verse,
considers the Catholic Weltanschauung as his owgngtide to life; the
presence of which philosophy of life can be felhis work;

who, in literary-cultural terms, is spiritually akiand often overtly
influenced by Dante Alighieri, assents to his $pai cosmography, and
aims at just such a holistic, traditionally Chastiunderstanding of the
universe as knowable, ruled by a loving and omaiggijust God; a
universe that is not scattered leaves, but a Homknd together by Love.
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Such was the starting point of my studies. It #thdae pointed out
that, in discussing “Catholic” poetry, my intentidras never been to
proceed like the Marxist doctrinaires of the lateties and fifties, whose
main critical endeavor was to divide all creativeitiwg into stark,
irreconcilable camps of “us” and “them,” “progressi and “reactionary”
poets, “allowable” poetry, and scribblings to beressed along with the
scribblers. My intention has never been to preagmiet, at the end of my
consideration of his work, with a party card antamdshake, or, on the
other hand, to set him on a blacklist of some gortse consulted by those
who wish to eschew “heretical” writings. The vénglusion of Eliot as a
foundation to my studies, should be enough to ptbae my definition of
“Catholic,” in speaking of culture, is fairly el&st In his case, it does not
matter what | may think of the Anglican Communionhis days or in the
present; it is enough, for my purposes, to acceptbsertion of Anglo-
Catholicism, his devotion to the idea that, altHowag Anglican, he is a
part of the Universal Church, and that he assemt&dre” theological
beliefs common to all who honestly call themsel@atholics, while
divergence of opinion on matters of discipline,tsas Papal primacy or
the validity of Anglican orders, is a secondaryd agally irrelevant matter.
As we will see in a moment, the elasticity of myfinidon of what it
means to be a Catholic writer is what enabled neotsider Mitosz in the
first place.

The second matter to be considered was artistievaece and
importance. | wanted to study poets who:

flourished or began their careers in earnest betvike end of the
First World War and the end of the Second;

who eschew, or at least make elastic, traditioease forms such as
rhyme and meter;

who, unlike Futurists, do not reject, but ratherbesae traditional
European culture, especially Greco-Roman cultdthoagh they strive to
“make it new” or relevant in the new situation afentieth-century,
mechanized society;

who image forth the confusing times in which it wagen them to
live, at times via “dense” poetry (disjunction ehse, clashing of disparate
images, collage technique), but who unlike Dadaist&xistentialists do
not consider human existence absurd, the worldtlessiand unknowable.

Above all, | wanted to consider those poets whyqiaa significant
role in the artistic development of their partiaute@etic idiom. It was not
difficult to identify three of them. For the Frdncthe choice of Saint-
Denys Garneau was obvious: his highly-crafted sligtic verses—the
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curious reader would do well to consider poems aghCage d'oiseau,”
“Acceuil,” and “Un mort demande a boire"—are mapieces of
Francophone poetry; what is more, his pathologsmhtion offers a very
distinct and individual poetic manner, in which amelous facility with
modern poetic styles expresses a uniquely subgocimice, virtually
unheard of since the nineteenth century. For thecls, Jan Zahradiek
is, along with Vladimir Holan, one of the two deeés voices in the
shaping of postwar Czech poetry. Germanists nfight a bone to pick
with my choice of Elisabeth Langgéasser. Howeuss,ttuly sublime way
in which she recasts the ancient myth of Odysseu$-iihling 1946,”
dedicated to her daughter returning from a Nazceatration camp, made
of her a choice | could not pass over.

The reader may be surprised—as | certainly was—eat tifficult it
was to find a fitting representative from that mosertly Catholic nation
of Poland. To put it simply, a consideration oftiieth century Polish
poets led me to conclude that Polish poets weteerivery good, or
Catholic. Unfortunately, one would have to faliamoth camps to qualify
for my particular study. Initially, | did not takditosz into consideration
for several reasons. First, although | have alwega healthy respect for
his importance to Polish poetry, and although savef his verses are
among my favorite poems, there are quite a fewsRglbets, ancient and
modern, of whom | am much more fond. | believedhattime, and still
do, that Stanistaw Bafiazak is the better poet, formally speaking.
Perhaps this is a personal preference for quirkyentive structure, but
that is one way of measuring poets, and in nonigifnore traditionally
crafted verses does Mitosz approach the technicat$e of the younger
poet. | also believe that Zbigniew Herbert remahres more “pure” poet,
with an ability to inventively narrate in incisiwhort forms that outstrips
the more philosophical, more ponderous Mitosz iredteitas. But
Baraiczak, a poet of the late sixties, comes too lateetgrouped with the
“modernist” generation (as defined above), andnip @ase, neither he nor
Herbert can be described as a Catholic poet.

Certain poets of the Catholic tradition that fallthin the proper
timeframe, such as Kazimierz Wiefigki or Jan Lechy aren't in the
same league as Garneau and Zahtattniand their inclusion would raise
eyebrows among those familiar with the Polish tiedi in letters.
Wierzynski is a solid, if rather minor, poet, who develd@emodern style
only much, much later than the great stylists &f pleriod Réewicz and
Herbert, to say nothing of the idiosyncratic MirBratoszewski. Lech@,
although interesting as an individual, never ouigtie tired, the very
tired, diction of the Romantics.
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While | acknowledge the significance of Czestawddi as, all things
considered, the most important Polish poet of thentieth century, |
never thought of him as a Catholic. Too often loiidexpress a primitive
paganism in his poems of the dark Lithuanian faretsto frequently did
he declare, implicitly and explicitly, his dualistconvictions, his anti-
Augustinian ideas of the incompatibility of evilcam wholly good God,
his Manicheanism, for me to think of him as anythimemotely
approaching a Catholic poet.

But then he died. And in the controversy that exdpsurrounding the
plans for his entombment at Skatka—the Polish tartigantheon at the
Paulist church of St. Michael the Archangel in Kdak—there came to
light the curious letter that he had written to dphn Paul Il, in which he
expresses his lifelong devotion to the Church, amndkat is most
striking—asks for a written acknowledgement of $tisvings to “express
Catholic orthodoxy” in his poetry. This was somethnew! And thus
was | led to a systematic consideration of his pdbd see just what lay
behind this claim. What | found is contained ie ffages which follow.

The book is arranged chronologically. Chapterdlslevith the poetry
published or composed between 1933-1945, the prewars and the
years of Nazi-Soviet occupation, which Mitosz spentvarsaw, and later
Krakow. Chapter Il, 1945-1960, covers those powmigen or published
after the war, while Mitosz was in the service e tommunist-led Polish
People’s Republic. It includes poems written in dpol, and at his
diplomatic postings in New York and Washington, D.Qp until his
defection to France. In 1960, Mitosz was offerd¢daching position at the
University of California, Berkeley. He traveled this country in that
year, and stayed here for the next three decadgkhis retirement from a
position in the Slavic Department. Chapter Ilicencerned with poems
written during these California years, from hiswatin the Bay Area until
his reception of the Nobel Prize for Literature. hater 1V, entitled
“Berkeley and Stockholm,” deals with the early digh, when, because of
the prize, Mitosz became an internationally recmgdi figure; while
Chapter V, with which the book ends, covers hislfipears, his gradual
re-location to Krakéw, and his final collections pbetry, including
Wiersze ostatnie [Final Verses], which was brought out posthumousty
the Znak publishing house.

In the pages which follow | concern myself with theetry, and only
with the poetry. From time to time, reference$fitbsz’s prose works are
made when appropriate, but this is intended to beomsideration of
Mitosz the poet, rather than Mitosz the writer, @ren Mitosz the man.
Readers seeking a more comprehensive treatmerhteoértirety of his
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works are due to be disappointed, but | beg thelinlgence in consideration
of the large amount of poetry covered. If all & prose, not to mention
his biography and ephemeral writings were to besicamed, such a full
attention could not be given to the vefsedgain, all of the poetry was
considered, and, as far as it falls under the csboif our perspective:—
poetry expressing religious sentiment—it was codereThis was not
always an easy task, especially considering thg weeven quality of the
poems of his latest period.

Thus, our discussion concerns the poetry of CzeM#éwosz. To what
extent does it concern the person of Mitosz hintsdifhas always been a
cardinal rule of mine, when critiquing poetry, toncentrate on the poem,
and not the poet. However, the question of to velxént the poet can be
identified with the poem’s narrator is of partiautaoment in the case of
Czestaw Mitosz. When, in conversation with a parato knew Mitosz
very well, | once remarked on the heterodox viewsljgious and
otherwise, expressed in Mitosz's poetry, the frieedponded without a
moment’s hesitation: “With Mitosz, there is the e®iof the poetry, which
is not always the voice of the man. There is oftafistinction to be made
between the religious views enunciated in the poetnd the religious
views held to by the man.” In this, Mitosz perhagmsnes close to Dante,
but the Dante of th¥ita nuova, rather than he of tHeivina commedia. In
that earlier work, the troubadour-trained Dantesgte great lengths to
keep the identity of hidonna ideale, Beatrice, secret, even resorting to the
stratagem of employing a “screen"—a woman who lrebeherself to be,
and whom others believe to be, the addressee déBdave poetry, while
the real object of his ardor remains hidden, knowly to himself. In the
pages which follow, this “stratagem” of Mitosz's—igh he himself
acknowledged inNieobjeta zZiemia [The Unattainable Earth] and at a
meeting of artists at the Vatican—we call his “innethodoxy.” If we are
to take him at his word in his essay “Wychowanitokekie” [*A Catholic
Upbringing”], this is something that he had carrigith him since early
childhood:

The priest took me for an atheist, but he was ikésta Of course it is true
that | led him on in his error, out of selfish jeay: that which is hidden,
is dearer to us than it would be, if we declarguliblicly.

But these words must also be glanced off of whatéaliately
follows them:

Later in life |1 noticed the same inclination amoigypto-Catholics
belonging to the apparatus of the communist stdteeir religiosity was
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more fervent than that of the openly practicinghfail.

What stand do we take here? To what extent, if eay one serve two
masters, in this case God and Lenin? What weightwar to give to the
public statements of people who are avowedly ptpyiossum with their
innermost convictions? This, as we shall see, bella difficult thing to
assess when dealing with the poetic expression€zistaw Mitosz,
especially those of his latter periods.

It is noteworthy that, in the paragraph just quotelitosz passes no
moral judgment. Nor should we, perhaps, but, in ¢batext of literary
criticism, we can set the following narrative quest Is this honest, this
game of “what my narrator says, is not what | miygkeink?” It is
believable, sustainable, in the case of a poet ascRobert Browning of
the dramatic monologue, or Ezra Pound of the brogesque Personae, or
John Donne when, in order to achieve a shockingduer paradox, the
concors in discordia, he speaks in the voice of a woman. But with etpo
such as Czestaw Mitosz, whose identifiable, reabqe often stands so
baldly before us in the lines of his subjectivadg? A poet so assertively
himself as Mitosz, speaking the first person? eltainly makes the task of
the critic no easier, who strives to preserve thecal distinction between
“poet” and “narrator.” We would like, therefore, take the man Czestaw
Mitosz out of the equation entirely, and to sugghsat our study is not of
the religious opinions of Czestaw Mitosz, but rattiee aspects of religion
as expressed in the poetry of Czestaw Mitosz. Wdrebr not we have
been successful in this attempt is not for us yo sa

At any rate, if Mitosz and others will convince w$ the distinct
realities of Mitosz-man and Mitosz-poet, that if,the possible disjunct
between what Mitosz says and what Mitosz actualdlidves, of the
existence of a non-Mitoszian, so to speak, narratto enunciates
positions that Mitosz the poet need not necessaslyribe to, we are, |
believe, fully justified in making a similar splttetween what Mitosz
enunciates as a poet, and what Mitosz enunciatbsiprose. Again, this
book is not a literary biography, nor is it an efhbracing approach to
Mitosz’s thought, as expressed in his corresponglenad his prose, as
well as his poetry. It is, above all, a considerabf Catholic, and other
religious themes in the poetry written by Czestavitobt, that poetic
heresiarch who, in so unexpected a way, prostrhiedelf before the
Pope.

One final note, before we begin our consideratibMibosz’s poetry.
In 1981, after an absence of thirty years, Mitostumed to Poland for a
brief visit, during which he was awarded a docwtetnoris causa by the
Catholic University of Lublin. Speaking to the eswled faculty and
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students on that occasion, he took the opportunityddress the issue of
Catholic poetry:

Receiving this exalted distinction from an insfibat which was
engendered by the Department of Theology of thevéisity of Vilnius, |
feel obliged to state that | am not a Catholic poathoever makes use of
that epithet in literature assumes eo ipso thatrsthwho do not identify
themselves as such, are therefore not Catholids ¢&ems both doubtful
to me, and in disaccord with the meaning of thedakatholikos, which
means universal, general. By introducing suchirdisbns, it is easy to
lose sight of what unites people, rather than disithem?

It seems to me that Mitosz is using the term “Chthpoet” in a
manner in which | would not like to employ it. Felitosz (extrapolating
from the above statement), a “Catholic poet” isespn whose purpose in
writing is to enunciate the truths of his faith; isea propagandist in the
same way that the later Tadeusz Borowski or posfesry AndrzejewsRi
were communist writers, i.e. persons employingrthiggrary talents as a
weapon in the class war the Party was wagingn the other hand, would
employ the term in the manner of a naturalist whio,the basis of an
animal’s physiological makeup, will differentiate raule deer from a
white-tailed deer from an elk. For me, Mitosz mhg considered a
Catholic poet inasmuch as he may be labeled a ditiamn poet, a Polish
poet, a classically-trained poet, or a Californgaet. All of these things
go into the makeup of the personality he cannotelptess in his poetry.
He is definitely not a Muslim poet, a Hungarian fpae Beat poet, or a
poet of the Argentinean pampas.

In his essay on religious poetry, T.S. Eliot speakéis desire for a
literature that is unconsciously Christian, i.er o literature that is not
polemical in a Christian sense, but which revdatsapinions and manners
of expressions of artists who are formed by arvaltiChristian culture.
®Something approaching that can be seen in the wbthke film director
Krzysztof Zanussi, who once said of himself “I aot a Catholic artist; |
am an artist who also happens to be Catholic.a dliscussion of the films
of Krzysztof Zanussi, we would not be concentratimghis screenplays
insofar as they are cinematic catechisms. Ratkenwould discuss, and
indeed could not avoid discussing, the manner irchviCatholic themes
and viewpoints and problems are introduced, dewslopnd thought
through in his films. | propose to do the samehwtite verse of Czestaw
Mitosz.

In his essay “Religijn@ Zdziechowskiego” [“The Religiosity of
Zdziechowski”] Mitosz himself approaches the matiera similar way,
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although he reaches a curious conclusion. Thereirites:

To describe someone as a Catholic writer is natescribe him at all—
because Catholicism, preserving an identicalitgdagmas, takes on ever
new forms, realizing itself ever anew, and by tleyvnecessity of its
struggle in a changing historical environment,akkes advantage of new
manners of comprehending the world. Not only dessh new age have a
different Catholicism—but among Catholics near t® @nother in time
there exist huge differences in religious style—ateting on what element
works on them most strongly, and what they givecspeemphasis to.
Chesterton was a Catholic by virtue of his delighthe complexity of life,
its fantasticality. Zdziechowski—because of hiasge of the immensity
and threat of evil’

This quote of Mitosz’s raises more questions thaanswers. For
example, is Catholicism a matter of religious “s®1 What exactly is
“religious style?” And is Catholicity nothing mordan a manner of
comprehending the world, or, rather, of engagirgwhorld, responding to
the world, from a habit of thought firmly groundadCatholic bedrock?
But more important are the words that we havecitadid in the above
citation and its English translation. The Cathishe of this or that author
may differ from this one, or that one over theret for them to truly be
Catholic authors, they must express, or at least demy, the core
philosophical system that has developed in the &€hower the past two
thousand years. They must, at least to such amixie bound by that
“identicality of dogmas.” One cannot reject or disp Catholicism in
one’s writings and still be considered a Catholigter. A question of
integrity is broached when one speculates on tlssipitity of someone
being Catholic in his personal life, yet expressimgself in un-Catholic
or even anti-Catholic manners in his art. It is sdmplistic to suggest that
such a person is like the stubborn little boy wagss‘l didn’t do it!” when
called out on a lie. However, one can look athibdy of art produced by
that person as a phenomenon sui generis, withtatior to its author, and
pass judgment on its philosophical expressionsndisfrom those held, or
not held, by that author. In this respect, we meyl find that Czestaw
Mitosz was a Catholic, but the philosophical thrakhis poetic oeuvre is
anything but

| am belaboring this rather obvious point, becauseader of this book
in manuscript suggested that he was still unsurev/twdt | mean by the
term “Catholic poet.” | would think that the defion given in the
opening pages of this introduction should answat tjuestion. However,
if further clarification is needed to settle thetteg | think that one need
go no farther than a comparison of the religiowswa expressed in a given
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poet’'s written work with the expressions of faiibtéd in the Nicene
Creed. A poet who expresses the nature of Godcaordance with
Trinitarian theology is speaking like a Catholicpeet who expresses an
understanding of the person of Christ as a creagaty may call himself a
Christian, but he is certainly not speaking lik€atholic. He speaks with
the voice of an Arian, a Unitarian, or perhaps #draDay Saint. A poet
who acquiesces to the doctrine of the resurreaifdhe body is speaking
in a Catholic manner. A poet who negates tleatjpso puts himself
outside of the “Catholic” classification. To press just a bit further,
although he may not agree with the traditional Adpn theology of
transubstantiation, in speaking of the Eucharidte tpoet must
acknowledge the Real Presence of Christ in theagaemt (not merely a
symbolic presence, but a real, physical presence)bé¢ himself
acknowledged as in line with Catholic orthodoxybelieve that this is a
fair approach to the question, regardless of wimet thinks of Catholic
theology. An atheist can successfully classify tpagccording to this
objective measuring stick. One needn’t be a teetair a lizard oneself in
order to correctly recognize certain animals adile=p Nor need one
cherish a particular fondness for them.

*

Most, if not all, of the poems of Czestaw Mitoszveabeen translated
into English. Robert Hass’ name is most often eissed with English
versions of Mitosz’s poetry, and his translatiomddha special weight, as
quite often, the poet himself aided in bringingrnthever into English.
However, in the discussions which follow, | base alwgervations entirely
upon the Polish originals of Mitosz’s poetry. khtePolish with a native
fluency, and thus have never had a need to coBsglish versions of the
poems, save in comparative studies of the artasfstation, or in sharing
them in a classroom setting with non-Polish speslkerand even in such
cases of mixed critical discussion, | myself alwaysk from the original
Polish. For various reasons, chief among themgbeamcerns of space, |
offer only simple prose translations of the poene®iment upon in this
book, as evidentiary illustrations of my criticisnT.his is not the optimal
modus operandi, as, ideally, a poet ought to be met upon his graund
by his readers, without the intermediary filteraofranslator. However, in
the present case, | believe that this system isim@asonable. First of all,
many of the readers of this book will not possefacdity with the Polish
language, and thus quotes in the original tonguieb&iof no use to them.
Second, those Polish speakers who would like tcclchray criticism
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against the originals will have little trouble iroidg so, as the Polish
poems are readily available in print, and, chareesthey will be lying in
arm’s reach of such readers, on their own booksiselV hirdly, as | point
out above, | the critic am not working through anghsh filter, but
directly dealing with the Polish text, which, | lesle, is the only honest
manner of doing literary criticism. | am commenqtidirectly upon the
poems of Czestaw Mitosz, and not Czestaw MitoszRabert Hass or
Peter Dale Scott present him to Fighe prose translations | offer are not
poems in their own right. They are prose trotsfagthful to the literal
sense of my critical understanding of the Polislginals as I, and the
English language, can make them. Fourth and fin&kestaw Mitosz,
though a fine poet, was not a metrical innovatble is a lucid, classical
poet working in very sober forms, which add little,anything, to the
understanding of the thought expressed in the obnté the words
themselves. As a matter of fact, his metrical imesometimes so slack,
especially in the verses of his final years, asdem little differentiated
from prose unless merely by rather arbitrary limealks. Whenever he
does attempt a significant formal effect, whiclisinfrequent occurrence,
or whenever the Polish text requires a closer @gblan because of
alternate possible readings or puns, the text vallquoted briefly in the
original, with, | hope, an adequate explanatiothefanomaly in question.
Flagstaff, AZ, October 22, 2009

Since this introduction was written, portions ofisttbook have
appeared in different form, elsewhere. For exampitormation from
Chapter Il was utilized for my recent article “Satmas¢ i hermetycznét
w wierszach amerykskich Czestawa Mitosza” [‘Loneliness and
Hermeticism in the American Poems of Czestaw Mithazich appeared
in the Polish periodicaDdra MMXI (2011) 5:58-66. | also relied on this
text for my presentation “The Enemy Within: the IBgic Verse of Czestaw
Mitosz,” given at the 2011 convention of the RodWlpuntain Modern
Language Association, Scottsdale, AZ, October 7120

Scottsdale, AZ, October 8, 2011.
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Notes

L «Catholic literary modernism” might be a more @secdescriptive tag. My study

has nothing to do with the nineteenth-century phesmon of theological
Modernism.

2 Even so pro-Mitosz a critic as Aleksander Fiut Iwicknowledge the
“discrepancies” to be found between “the convictitimat Mitosz expresses in his
poetry and those expressed in his prose,” althoirghjs opinion, they are not
“crucial.” In our discussion of the poetry by ifseve will have more than enough
philosophical “discrepancies” to deal with. Foutrisee his seminal The Eternal
Moment. The Poetry of Czestaw Mitosz (Berkeley: msity of California Press,
1990), p 88.

8 Cesztaw Mitosz, “Wychowanie katolickie” [*A CattiolUpbringing”], originally
published inRodzinna Europa [Familial Europe, trans. into English ablative
Realm], pp. 61-77. Our text comes from MilosMetafizyczna pauza [A
Metaphysical Pausg] (Krakéw: Znak, 1989), pp. 29-49, p. 44.

4 Mitosz, speech at Catholic University of Lublirited by Joanna Gromek in her
introduction toMetafizyczna pauza, p. 7.

5 Both writers discussed in Mitosz’s famous Zniewnlaimyst [Captive Mind].

5 See Eliot's 1935 essay “Religious Literature,” iikaKermode, edSelected
Prose of T.S. Eliot (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1975), .10

" Metafizyczna pauza, p. 118.

8 Interesting in this very regard is the case of thast talented and most intriguing
of all the Beats, Jack Kerouac. Whatever his s@itiperegrinations may have
been, Kerouac never succeeded in completely sugipgekis Catholic upbringing.
This can be found in many passages of his autcdyidgeally-fueled work; readers
of Kerouac will of course recall the harrowing, he@sychotic experience toward
the end ofBig Sur, when the only thing that calms the narrator ésdaby an
inimical world is the sudden vision of the Crosstire skies. Near the same
passage, there occurs an interesting Freudian Kéimuac awakes in the night
certain that his houseguests are conspiring aghimst‘because | am a Catholic.”
It is an interesting confession, at a moment ofdmtpnsion, when truths are
usually squeezed out of us in a panic. But howtatholic” Kerouac may have
been in his personal beliefs or psychic makeupo$&e the author of some of the,
gently speaking, syncretistic poems in Buok of Sketches cannot be considered a
Catholic by the widest stretch of the imagination.

9| give one example of the danger a critic rungddying on translations, rather
than original poems. The English version of “Penzi naszej” as printed in the
(revised) edition of Mitosz'sSelected Poems (New York: Ecco Press, 1980),
mistranslates the Polish word ptaszcz (cloak) aecke” And so, in the
concluding lines of verse nr. 12 on p. 87 we hawntion of the Indians of the
California coast sewing “a clock from the plumadeflizkers, / hummingbirds,
and tanagers.” Now, the Native Americans may hlmen expert avian tailors, but
clockmakers? And out déathers?



CHAPTERONE

YOUTH AND WAR:
1933-1945

In terms of historical significance, Czestaw Mitoiszthe one of the
few peers of T.S. Eliot among contemporary poeie IEliot, he was a
Nobel prize winner; more importantly, like Eliotehhas enjoyed a
significance of influence beyond the confines o lwwn language,
affecting the work of poets who might perhaps néare glanced toward
Poland had it not been for his poetry. Such isceclusion that Vaclav
Burian, Czech poet and translator, came to aftarnleg of Mitosz's
passing in 2004, amidst the controversy surroundiisgfuneral: “How
many of us, foreigners, came to love Poland inmalsmeasure thanks to
the Not-quite-Polish-enough Mitos2!” Among Anglophone poets
influenced by Mitosz might be named: Robert PindRpbert Hass, and
Seamus Heaney, himself a member of the exclusivekBblm club. No
mean feat for a person exclusively, stubbornly,ofled to composing in
the parochial language of Polish despite (and pari@nically because
of) a three-decade-long exile in California.

One would be hard put to find a person familiarhwthie topic who
would suggest another candidate for the title obStrimportant figure in
20" century Polish literature.” Yet no sooner had M#gassed away in
Krakow on August 14, 2004, at the age of 93, théireatorm broke out in
the Polish press. Contrary to the wishes of thet,pebo wanted to be
buried in his family’s plot in Lithuania, the “regsentatives of the
intellectual and cultural milieux of Krakéw,”in concert with the
municipal authorities of Mitosz’s adopted city, td upon an elaborate
funeral with the Krypta Zashonych [Crypt of the Meritorious], the Polish
pantheon at the Church “Na Skalce” in the shadowvaivel Castle, as
his final resting place.

One might wonder why the controversy arose in thst place. Yet,
oddly enough, poetry had nothing to do with itwias a nationalistic-
patriotic affair, ignited by an interview given kay retired professor of
Polish literature from Krakéw, on the paged\afsz dziennikOur Daily],
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a periodical of a strong nationalistic (some wowdy xenophobic)
character. In the intervieWit was suggested that the poetry of Mitosz is
anything but “Polish” in the patriotic sense of therd, and for that
reason, he does not deserve interment alongsidentite “acceptable”
artists resting in the crypts of the Pauline church

The controversy is long over. The funeral wentwathout a hitch: the
streets of Krakow were filled to overflowing witlke@ple paying their last
respects to the so-called “Prince of Poets,” amihgivibrant witness to
the overwhelming opinion of Mitosz’s countrymen ceming his person,
his significance, and the debt owed to his mem@dfg.mention it here for
one reason and one reason only. While the mairsttimfuthe hubbub was
political, i.e. “Was Mitosz Polish enough to be imdr in so exalted a
locale,” nearly everyone overlooked the more salignestion: “Was
Mitosz Catholic enough to be buried in a churéh®obnically, this
guestion seems to have nagged Mitosz himself. Ftiveapoet’s funeral, a
telegram from Pope John Paul 1l was read aloudhith it was revealed
that Mitosz had written a letter to the Holy Fathdhe last letter he wrote
to him—in which he basically asked for anprimatur and nihil obstat
after the fact, as it were, concerning the Cathtgliof his writings. John
Paul quoted the salient part of Mitosz’s letter:

“Wiek zmienia perspektyw i kiedy bytem miody zwracanie esiprzez
poet o blogostawiastwo papieskie uchodzito za niestosowhoA to
wihasnie jest przedmiotem mojej troski, bo wagil ostatnich lat pisatem
wiersze z m§la o nieodbieganiu od katolickiej ortodoksji i nieem, jak
w rezultacie to wychodzito. Prasawiec o stowa potwierdzage moje
dazenie do wspolnego nam celu. Oby spetnitaddiietnica Chrystusowa w
dzieh Zmartwychwstania Rskiego.®

[As one ages, one’s perspective changes. When | yasg, it was

considered unseemly for a poet to ask the Pophisoblessing. And yet
this is now the object of my concern, for over thst few years | have
striven to write poetry that should not depart frGattholic orthodoxy, and
I don’t know how successful | have been. | humteyg therefore of a word
or two confirming my striving towards our commonafjo May the

promises of Christ be fulfilled on the day of HissRirrection.]

Yet why should Mitosz feel compelled to write hédter to the Pope in
the first place? At the risk of being accused dueseof piling up citations
out of context, we offer the following few examplesm Mitosz’s prose,
indicative of the pull he sometimes felt towardosficism, dualism, and
Manicheism. In 1977, he wrote #iemia Ulro[The Land of Ulry “In my
opinion, [...] a certain Manichean component is neags to us, and
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difficult to avoid.” The itch toward dualistic thinking makes its appeae
in his prose even earlier, in thahnus horribilisthat was 1969, which
Mitosz witnessed from the very front lines at UCrBaey. In Visions
from San Francisco Bay book of essays published that year, he writes:

One way or the other, | bear the stamp of civil@at and if | guard
against using standards which are too human, tee @ther besieges me
all the more and | can derive no law for myselfnirdts laws. My
contemporaries (strongly affected by Manichaeanamal, like it or not, |
am one of them), have moved far from any doctriggg®ousing harmony
with nature and the wise acceptance of its rhytama guide to behavior;
paralyzed by the animal in themselves (once cagedy the Soul,
Reason), they have sought the Spirit passiondtelysince God has been
withdrawing, losing His attributes, Spirit can nw& only human, the sole
maker of distinctions between good and evil, setopposition to a
universe which knows neither good nor evil. Thosgkpicious of what |
have received form other people while living amdhgm—Ilistening to
their lectures, submitting to their influences—I dscover in myself a
deep-rooted conviction of aloneness, mine and man’'sthe face of
limitless space, in motion yet empty, from which vamice reaches down
speaking a language | can feel and understand.

Later in the same text, he speaks even more clearly

I am, thus, frankly pessimistic in appraising lifer, it is chiefly composed
of pain and the fear of death, and it seems to ma¢ @ man who has
succeeded in living a day without physical suffgrishould consider
himself perfectly happy. The Prince of This Workddlso the Prince of
Lies and the Prince of Darkness. The old Iraniathspabout the struggle
of Darkness with Light, Ahriman against Ormazdt sué perfectly?

But dualistic thought, if we are to consider suetanents to be of
good coin, and not ironic, has been with the pimeteshis youth. In one of
his latter prose works, his personal encyclopediasd’s ABC, he speaks
of the effect that the sudden death of his schoehd Alik Protasiewicz
had on him. It was, he says there, “my first enteuwith the cruelty of
God.” As late as 1991, in an interview with Adam Midkrin response
to the question “Have you always been a believhe?answered:

Not at all. A woman friend of mine, who's no lomd®ing, once wrote to

me, “Your whole life, you have always said both ye®d no.” This

reminds me of Pascal’s idea that “to believe, 1 ter doubt, are to man
what running is to a horsé®
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These are not excerpts from his poetry or occaki@i®mn. Thus, we
are deprived of the handy rationalization thatgpeaker of such words is
not necessarily the writer. These are all excdrpta Mitosz's essays, and
essays, especially autobiographical ones, alwaygeirus to trust the
author to reveal what he actually is thinking, igtn&forwardly, and
without any literary sleight of hand. Such essaygs eeally, letters to the
editor writ large.

We offer them here not as ammunition for those wioald exclude
Mitosz from the bosom of the Church to which het felich a strong
attachment and responsibility in his latter daysatthe would even
approach the Holy Father himself with what can dmyunderstood as an
anguished plea for understanding and recognitioa. 34t them out only
so as to underscore the logic of those who reagidastonishment to the
burial plans of this man who seemed, at times, exy heterodox. | am
speaking here only of those who read his works,those larger mobs
who, affected by what was written Nasz dziennikor by simple hearsay,
casually joined in the damning chorus. For suchewttie opinions of
Czestaw Mitosz, disseminated in print, and thuseasible, to those who
chose to read them. His letter to John Paul lidi§erent in tenor from
anything that had earlier come from his pen, wasate communication
and unavailable to anyone, until it was read ondidag of his funeral, over
his coffin in the Basilica of St. Mary on the MaWarket Square. It comes
as no surprise that it was greeted with amazenaeut,perhaps a number
of cynical grins, by those who knew the poet ontgnf his public
writings.

It was another side of the complicated person that Czestaw
Mitosz, the private man and the anxious seeket, @ revealed at the
funeral. In the words of Archbishop JoZBfcinski, who gave the homily
at the funeral Mass:

Czestaw Mitosz’s searchings in the theological bepivere difficult for
those accustomed to the differing patterns ofzaiticulture to understand.
In 1978, when his collectioBells in Winterappeared in English, Leonard
Nathan, an American critic, asked the poet why tieoféen introduces
religious themes to his works. In reply he hedfdh, well. | am a
member of the Roman Catholic Church.” That diffime of perspective in
the grasping of the phenomenon of Mitosz teachdsuusility, reminding
us, that no one is in the position to impose hikarown “uniquely valid
and proper” interpretation of this poetry, as tlohes of its contents pass
beyond simple interpretative schematits.
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Of course, an asterisk needs to be placed against the last sentences of
the Archbishop’s sermon. In his justified desire to guard against the
oversimplified, uncontextualized partisan attacks that so sadly marred the
passing of the great poet, the Archbishop (forgivably, himself not being a
literary critic) comes close to endorsing the undergraduate fallacy that no
“proper” interpretations of poetry are possible—that criticism is an
exercise in subjectivity. That, of course, is patently untrue, and in our
consideration of Czestaw Miltosz as a Catholic poet, we will be bold to set
forth our interpretations of his art, which, while not claiming exclusivity,
will certainly claim to be proper in that they are based firmly upon the
texts themselves. What Archbishop Zycinski does well to remind us of,
however, is the critic’s obligation of humility. As in the case of another
great man who toyed with Manicheanism, St. Augustine, in Mitosz “there
beat a restless heart in search of God,”'? and our consideration of his
poetry, chronological in the main, will be to follow the process which was
Mitosz’s search until he was finally able to jettison his gnostic baggage
and declare himself the “master of vanquished despair.”® In this way,
Mitosz may appear to us as the most open of all poets claiming to be
Catholics; an artist who, like Augustine in his Confessions, lays bear
before us his struggles and missteps, as well as his triumphs and teachings.
Perhaps we shall see that, in the end, the “private” Mitosz was speaking to
us all the while.

*k*k

The caesuras in Czestaw Mitosz’s life are many, and more than one of
them coincides with the history of the twentieth century. Few of the
tragedies that effected Europe, especially Central and Eastern Europe,
during the past century failed to leave their scars on his back. When in the
late 1960s he facilitated the recordings of Aleksander Wat’s memoirs,
later published with the title M6j wiek [My Century], in a very real sense,
Mitosz might appropriate this title to sum up his own poetic output, which
was especially attuned to, and affected by, the history that swept round
him, and swept him from place to place on its current. For this reason, it is
proper to consider his poetry in a generally chronological fashion. This
first chapter concerns the writings of the young poet—a young poet forced
to grow up fast indeed because of three wars, one socialist revolution, and
a double-occupation of his homeland that was to last for fifty years.
During this first period, Mitosz grew to adulthood in his native Lithuania,
studied at the Stefan Batory University in Wilno (Vilnius), traveled to
Paris and Italy, returned to Warsaw to work in Polish Radio, and,
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eventually, survived World War 1l in Poland, a oatitortured by Nazi
and Soviet like no other during that period. It q@uives three main
collections of his verse: the prewar Poemat o ezaastyglym A Poem

on Frozen Timel1933], Trzy zimy[Three Winters]1936] and the postwar
Ocalenie [Rescue 1945]. Of these three, the firdboemat o czasie
zastyglymis not only the most youthful, it is also the mosncerned with

social questions and least with religitdn.Therefore, our discussion will
concentrate mainly on the second two, in whichybeng poet matures,
very quickly, to a consideration of questions ofmmre general and
metaphysical cast.

Gnosticism of all stripes forms a necessarily diiglisystem. In its
more drastic forms, it sets up an eternal dancea ¢fjood” god in
opposition to a “bad” god, and even if the catatligsdenouement is to
result in the victory of the good god of light owbe bad god of darkness,
this optimistic resolution is stall far off in tHeture; all that a human
being knows here below is the interminable dandgs Tnetaphysical
situation panders to a natural, pessimistic resignaand the solace it
offers is that admitted to by Mitosz himself in td@bove-cited comments
on lIranian cosmogony. In those gnostic sects thal themselves
Christian, the dualistic split usually comes betwegatter and spirit, with
the former being rejected as necessarily evil, thedlatter adhered to as
good. Now, despite all his cynical or exasperatestlatations of
Manicheanism, the young narrator of Mitosz’s poasmgather, Christian
through and through; almost despite himself, onghingay. For even at
those passes where he seems to balance matterpaitdagainst one
another, his devotion to the material world comaisam top; he displays a
healthy devotion to tactile reality.

Because that's what weeks, months and years areafar the pain of
wisdom / so we might learn to call a tree a tream a man, and a star, a
star.'®

Thus read lines 21-22 of “Dytyramb” [“Dithyramb"}Vhere gnostics
worthy the name find their salvific “wisdom” in esoic, hidden
“knowledge” which has little, if anything, to do thithe reality of the
world they wish to impose it upon, here the namrats forth a purely
Christian path toward knowledge, which begins véitbasic, tautological
understanding of the created world. As he putsithe earlier verse
“Rano” [“Morning"], though with a youthful enthusian that leads him
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near a crowding out of the spirit himself, in prefece to his subjectively
enjoyed physical existence:

| love matter, which is nothing other than a spignmirror. / | love the
movement of my blood, the only cause of the wortKistence. / | believe
in the destructibility of all that exists. So a#t to lose my path, | have on
my hand a blue map of veins. (15-18)

Czech poet Rio Preisner, Mitosz's junior by thirtegears, was to
express a similar thought to that found in “Dittuyb” decades later in
his Kritika totalitarismu[Critique of Totalitarianisr

In certain sublime moments, if | smell a flowerysdig my fingers into
hot sand, pass my hand over the rough surfacediffeor gaze at the
pebbly bed of a shallow stream, it seems to meliteoally, of course, but
all the same, as if | became again the child | Wasy, when | think more
closely upon this phenomenon, it always occurs éatmatreal childhood,
its foundation, is to be found in an absolutelyque observation of the
essence of being. Here at last | begin to senseetiiesignificance of the
words of Christ, “unless you become as little ofgtd .. that is, unless
you come to look upon and acknowledge being, tkatire opus of God
the Father, you will not enter into the kingdomHdaven. In adulthood,
the child’s manner of considering being and existecan develop into a
reappraisal, a recognition of existence and beifg. this sense,
philosophers oénsare really just grown-up childrén.

Mitosz develops a similar thought in lines 35-44fwé poem under our
present consideration:

And so we begin the splendid journey, amazed,dhathas to wait so long
/ for beauty, which ought to be visible, / and eamyen for a child. For
that new order / of forms reborn, greedily expmagsi the truth, which

ought to shake the continents, while she / arriggstly and evening is no
longer evening, / burden no longer burden / andirdesio longer that

same destiny. / For the bolt falls and splits taeteen house. / Good is
here and evil is here. And immortality awaits.

Tangible reality—it is interesting how both poetsgygest that this is a
matter of common sense, accessible even to childierthe basis and
foundation of all metaphysics, indeed of all hurbahavior. Right is here,
wrong is there, and it takes no great intellecefébrt to recognize the
difference and choose between them. Preisner, speak Plato and his
idealism, writes:
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Now, the struggle for transcendence first presemido with a vastly

intricate challenge: to prove the relation betwabsolute being (the ideal)
and transitory being, the foundation of all ontglptp explain how it is

possible that transitory phenomena not only cahnusthave a basis in
non-transitory being. Here, for the first time, Ipebphy passed from the
cleverness of the Sophists to what Plato calledovis'®

Mitosz too leaves little room for relativism. If ldoes at times wheel
close to pessimism, it is a pessimism of exasmmratirritated by his
fellow human beings’ inability to grasp what is als to the smallest
child. The Christian viewpoint shared by both poistsummed up by
Mitosz in his parable “Shace” [“The Sun”], a short poem bearing the date
“Warsaw, 1943,” which brings the cycléwiat (poema naiwne)” [“The
World (a Naive Verse Cycle)"] to a close:

Whoever wishes to paint the world in a colorfuliig, / let him never look
directly at the sun. / Because he will forget themmories of things he has
seen, / and all that will remain in his eyes wil burning tears. // Let him
rather fall to his knees, bend his face to thegtasd gaze at the sunbeam
reflected from the earth. / There he will find exteing that we have
abandoned: / Stars and roses, and dusks and d®at)

There is a metaphysical reality, as well as a gupdlysical sphere,
that makes up our life here on earth. Both of treeseknowable—to an
adequate degree—and the pursuit of this knowledge requisite of the
good life; for on our proper understanding of eabrmmuths depend our
proper actions in our daily lives. Yet to arrive that knowledge, our
journey toward immortality, noted in “Dytyramb,” msiubegin at the
proper setting-off point: from here, real tempdsalito there, the as yet
ungrasped eternal—and not the other way arduitdis a trip for which
the children and the childlike are best suited,hwiteir “naive” and
practical approach to the world. The “great andeyisvho are often too
wise for their own good, are more likely to loseithway at the very start
by setting up an orientation point too high to beasured with their puny
instruments of triangularization.

At this point, a slight digression may be in orddn our desire to
separate the poetic persona of the speaker frome#ig@erson of the poet,
we run the risk, in the next few chapters, of apygythe doctrine of “inner
orthodoxy” a bit too widely, too early. It is imgant to recall that in
Mitosz’s letter to the Pope, in which he speakshef Catholic strivings of
his latter writings, the important term is “latteritings.” Critics such as
Adam Czerniawski remind us that, whatever his ielig or devotional
practices throughout his life, Mitosz’s philosopdliceturn to Catholicism
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was an occurrence of his later ye#rdt is not necessarily true that
Mitosz’s claim that non-Catholic expressions in pietry do not reflect
the Catholic viewpoints he actually holds as a rifaamer orthodoxy”),
which applies to his later years, applies equallyhis earlier, pre-1990s
years. This is because, in so many places, he stgytfeat he rebelled
against Christianity and the Church as a young nimus far ourcaveat
lector. By the same token, it is surprising how veryi€fan many of his
earlier poems sound, despite this fact; lookedchadrwlogically, it almost
seems that the closer Milosz drew to the Catholiwmr€h, the more
ambivalently Christian, not to say unchristian, e expressions found in
his poetry.

To return to the topic at hand, again, Mitosz’sratr is not rejecting
the ideal in favor of the real, rather, he is settiorth the proper manner
of obtaining it. At such moments, the voice he eypltakes on the
mantle of the prophet. In the poem “20 lutego 18881 [“February 20,
1938"], he writes:

When the fires are finally quiet, and the springtisobbing / arises over
the earth, pure, washed free of the dust of battle¥vhen the hymn of
thanksgiving rumbles, and the wheat of the fieldsdll/be like the grace of
God, a greeting of love, // Then, Jarostaw, thedLof Glory will come /
and bend His wise brows over the book of the demtl/He will ask—He
alone—did we believe / in a greater truth, in tlodirtess of this land so
gracious.(1-8)

It is important to note that the narrator here eagites the unique
right of the “king of glory,” i.e. Christ, to poste question of faith, of
orientation, as He bends over the “book of the deddthough the
guestion is directed at our appreciation of thecspnof the earth, at
bottom it is He who becomes the implied orientafpmint to which all
compasses on this earthly march must be set:

And so we, if there exists in us faith in real timein the power of
unearthly tenancy, in the gift of vision, / are lpggws once more baptizers
by living water, / so that, when the Son does cadmeemnight tear the veil
from our eyes. (13-16)

Mitosz’s devotion to the real, the tangible, is ®thing he carries with
him from his early childhood. It is the deepestrelsteristic of his identity
as Lithuanian—along with aspects of pagan panthe&smwe will later
see—expressed programmatically by the young coslitepowho visited
both Paris and Italy before the war, in the longmdHymn:”
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[...] 1, faithful son of the black earth, will returto the black earth, / as if
life had never been, / as if song and word weratere/ not by my heart,
not by my blood, / not by my enduring, / but by anknown voice,
impersonal, / the very smack of the waves, the ebpjr of the winds, the
very autumnal swaying / of high trees. (11-18)

It is not without import that the narrator here aéses himself as a
“faithful son of the black earth,” for a few liné®wn, he will state that he
“has no faith.” No religious faith? No faith in amjng beyond himself?
We can at least say that Mitosz’s metaphysic hemomething rooted in
tangible reality—the narrator of this poem is jastnatural and organic a
growth of that “black earth” as the trees to whighlends his voice. In
his later poetry, we will see the elder Mitosz dpeg of “someone else”
expressing things through him. At that time, ia @ilifornia despair, that
“voice” will be darker, perhaps menacing. Herenhekes himself a reed
in the mouth of pure nature—the scission of histiposice—pantheistic
here—has not yet taken on a demonic timbre.

Insofar as his narrator can be identified with kelfysMitosz suggests
in his early poetry that his devotion to reality,real nature, is something
given him by his mother, whom, in contrast to lathér (whom he recalls
as a man of culture, a guide to the adventure ihahe wide world
outside, but through booKs}-he remembers in colors that identify her
strongly with nature. Witness “Przy piwoniach” jfBhe Peonies”] from
that cycle ‘Swiat:”

The peonies are blooming, white and rose, [...] // idgther stands near
the bed of peonies, / reaches for one and bends isp@etals, / gazing
long into the flowery nations, / for which a moménsometimes an entire
year. // Then she lets the flower go, and what thivgks, she repeats /
aloud, to the children and to herself. / And thiadvrocks the green
leaves, / and leopard-spots of light race overfaces. (1; 5-12)

Ewa Stawek comments on the mother here: “Her dgtisiimplosive:
she opens objects and considers them from theidntéf All right, but
what she says, she reveals to the children, butonos. This is intimate
and feminine; it is also a hidden knowledge, appt#e perhaps only by
those “faithful sons of the black earth,” and, lattway, it is as close as
Mitosz’s narrator comes at this point to the edotéhidden salvific
knowledge” of the gnostics, whose company he ws ta seek out. But
unlike gnostic knowledge, this is something tbah be apprehended by
anyone who wishes to learn it: from the earthtasises, not from those
airy ladder-filled regions of the fabricated cosmbsit from the real,
tactile ground from which we, the beetles and teenies grow® What is
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more, the mother’s fecundity is that of the “blazkrth” itself, and she,
here, is the truly organic link between him andshg is both his actual
mother, and Mother Earth.

As we have seen, perceptible nature can reveacisly to the poet's
eye, the eternal substructure that lies just bénéatlt is signpost or
allegory (in Bishop Butler's sense), rather thandpposite, its concrete
denial. In “Wyprawa do lasu” [‘Forest ExcursionMitosz’s narrator
catches sight of the world of wonders in a spordasenanner that recalls
Gerard Manley Hopkins:

And there above us, a feast. Pitchers of goleld Avine in birchen copper.
/ And the chariot of the winds / carries gifts fovisible kings, or bears.
(9-12)

And it is this aptitude for “piercing the veil,” w¢th caused Garneau so
much agony; an aptitude bestowed upon Mitosz byraihal Lithuania of
his youth (and, ironically, withheld at times fro@arneaudespite his
fevered attachment to rural Québ&tihat gives Mitosz the “power, that
rips apart the world,” of which he speaks in therefcited “Hymn:”

There is no one standing between you and me, pangr has been given
me. / White mountains are at pasture on the eaptliys, / they move to
the sea, to their waterhole, / ever new suns bemahd over the valley of
the small dark river where | was born. / | possesther wisdom, nor skill,
nor faith / but | have been given power, and shetear the world apart.
(19-26)

Now, this is a “shining forth” of a different qualithan that which
captivates Hopkins, because, as we have alreadyis& a metaphysical
sense that, at times, stops at the threshold ofalavonder, and goes no
further, seems unable to go any further, to contactery center: God,
Christ, Hopkins’ “Grandeur of God.” In this poemyitten three years
before the “20 Il 1938” with its apocalyptic messayf the Lord of Glory
and its faith in a “greater truth,” the poet's radar, in Paris, says he has
“no faith.” >°And yet to Whom is the “Hymn” addressed? Who is he
calling to, what overwhelming Person, before Whaemspeaks on behalf
of “Youth,” youth about to be trampled; completelyythe behest of that
Person who can give some salt, wine, bread to thdsée withholding it
from others?

But between states coming to existence from théhdepf seas, / between
extinct streets, in place of which / mountains tindm a fallen world rise
up, / everything, which has passed, everything whidll pass / is
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defended by youth, pure as solar dust, / in lovtheewill good, nor with
evil, / stretched out beneath your giant feet thed you might trample it,
walk over it, / so that you might move the wheethwyour breath / from
the revolution of which the transient structurevehéd, / so that you
should give it (youth) hunger, and others salt,enémd bread. // [...] The
voice of the horn is not yet heard / that will dal§ether the scattered who
lie in the valleys. / The wheel of the last wagaesl not yet thunder over
the frozen clods. / There is no one standing betwee and me.] (48-58;
73-76)

If it is God that the poet is speaking to here—arib else might fit
those huge footprints he is pointing at?—the segmparadox of
addressing Someone in Whom one confesses to létkifaexplained,
once more, by reference to that characteristic hef young Mitosz’s
writing that we see as so preeminent: tangibleityeallhe same—
superstitious—person who would later confess toddiaunted by the
metaphysical consequences arising from killing aken(looked upon
benignly in rural Lithuanid§ rejects “faith” as an attitude, the object of
which cannot, by definition, be directly experiedcby the senses.
Mitosz’s narrator is not denying the existence afdGere; rather, he is—
overboldly, perhaps—demanding that God show Himselfhim, as
clearly and tangibly as that unfortunate water sndlhe statemeiikogo
nie mapomidzy toky i mng [“There is nobody standing between you and
me”], then, with which the poem begins and ends, ¢hallenge of sorts.
“Look,” the narrator seems to be insisting, “thésenothing to impede
Your real progress to me, nothing in the way. Coome then, show
Yourself.”

The Polish ear hears echoes of that other gre&uditian, Adam
Mickiewicz, who in the Great Improvisation scenehi$ dramaDziady
[Forefathers’ Evehas his poet-shaman-hero Konrad call God outig |
such a manner, after just such a claim to possgs$sé power of tearing
worlds aparf’ The Catholic ear hears these implied accusatifrige
distance of God, and wonders—What on earth is meak and tangible
than God in the Eucharist? Both Mitosz, and Dessabefore him, seem
to entirely overlook the “real,” objective, implidans of the Sacrament of
the altar.

For whatever reason, the young Mitosz is unablse®® this. When he
does take up the teasing question of the Incamatio the 1937 poem
“Wecielenie"—the paradox of Christ's dual nature vbe expressed in a
curious manner. God becomes man, and Mitosz seasakliremaining so,
asneedingto remain so, in a fashion which again surprigeitsi devotion
to matter, and in the novel moral content that 8dwm this.



