
Marzanna Bogumiła Kielar (born 1963) 
is a poet once described as the “Polish 
Sappho”. She is also a professor of philoso-
phy, and her poems have been translated 

into 22 languages.
Her original po-

etic voice resonates 
with femininity and 
the metaphysical. 
Her published collec-
tions include Sacra 
conversazione, Mono-

dia and Materia Salt Prima, which won ma-
jor prizes at home and abroad. A collection 
of her poetry, Salt Monody, was published 
in English by Zephyr Press (2006).

In her poetry we find acceptance of 
the pain of human existence and a fond-
ness for the world, an appreciation of its 
beauty, and admiration for the miracles 
of nature and the landscape. Many of 
her verses are love poems, and although 
death is often present within them, it isn’t 
unsettling but an accepted part of human 
existence. Kielar’s poetry is philosophical 
and sensual, full of evocative metaphors 
that create a sense of calm.

Zygmunt Miłoszewski (born 1975) is a 
crime and thriller writer. He is well known 
for his bestselling crime trilogy featuring 
Prosecutor Teodor Szacki: Entanglement 
(Bitter Lemon, 2010), A Grain of Truth 
(Bitter Lemon, 2012), and Rage (Amazon-
Crossing, 2016). The first two books have 
been adapted for the Polish cinema and 
also for BBC Radio 4’s “Reading Europe” 
series. Miłoszewski exploits the possibili-
ties of both his pre-
ferred genres to the 
full and creates in-
triguing crime plots 
that keep the reader 
in suspense to the 
very last page, and

not without humour. His ability to develop 
complex, credible characters is one of the 
major strengths of his writing.  

Set in modern Poland, what makes his 
crime fiction exceptional is that it offers 
much more than just a murder mystery. 
Each one explores a serious social issue, 
including the past crimes of the commu-
nist secret police that have gone unpun-
ished, anti-Semitism in Poland, and do-
mestic violence.

Married couple Aleksandra and Daniel 
Mizieliński (both born 1982) are multi-
award-winning children’s illustrators. 
They are best known internationally for 
their innovative children’s reference 
books offering detailed information in 
attractive formats.

Their publications in English include: 
Maps (Big Picture Press, 2013) – an 
illustrated book of maps and information 
about countries around the world that 
has sold more than 3 million copies world-
wide. There is also a Maps Activity Book, 
and a new, deluxe edition with 16 more 
maps will be published later this year; Un-
der Earth, Under Water (Big Picture Press, 
2016) – a book of cross-sections featur-
ing everything to be found underground 
and under the sea; the Mamoko series (Big 
Picture Press, 2014) – featuring a crowd-
ed world where the readers tell their 
own stories about the characters in the 
pictures; H.O.U.S.E. (Gecko Press, 2010), 
and D.E.S.I.G.N. (Gecko Press, 2011), 
children’s guides to international architec-
ture and design. hipopotamstudio.pl/#/en/5
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Andrzej Nowak (born 1960) is a histo-
rian and essayist. An acclaimed Sovietolo-
gist and leading authority on the political 
history of Central and Eastern Europe, 
he has written several dozen academic 
books, but also works for the general 
reader, mostly about Polish and Russian 
history. His books include The History of 
Poland, Poland and the Three Russias and 
First Betrayal of the West (winner of the 

Moczarski prize). 
His popular books 
provide compelling 
portraits of major 
historical events. His 
gifts include literary 
talent, erudition, the 
skills of a detective, 

the passion of a journalist and the fire 
of a moralist, thus appealing not only to 
professional historians, but also cultural 
scholars, sociologists, political scientists 
and politicians. As a commentator on po-
litical life, Andrzej Nowak is a household 
name in Poland, but his work also con-
tributes to English-language debate on 
the condition of Western culture.

Olga Tokarczuk (born 1962) is one of Po-
land’s leading novelists. Highly acclaimed, 
she has written nine novels and several 
short-story collections, and has won many 
awards. Her books have been translated 
into 29 languages, including English.  

She first gained popularity for her 
books set in the village where she lives 
on the Polish-Czech border (including 
Primeval and Oth-
er Times, Twisted 
Spoon, 2010), which 
explore themes of 
identity in places 
with a complicated

history. Tokarczuk successfully experi-
ments with form, using genres such as 
magic realism, ancient mythology and 
even crime fiction to express her superb 
imaginative and narrative powers. Her 
novels include Anna In in the Catacombs, 
which retells a Sumerian myth; Drive Your 
Plough Over the Bones of the Dead, an en-
vironmental detective story; Flights, about 
a way of life involving non-stop travel 
(forthcoming, Fitzcarraldo, 2017); and 
The Books of Jacob, a monumental work 
about a false 18th-century Messiah.

Ewa Winnicka is a journalist and writer of 
reportage. Her central themes include im-
migration and the fates of migrants to and 
from Poland. Her books Londoners and 
The Brits both describe the fortunes of 
Polish migrants to the 
British Isles. She has 
also written about 
female Ukrainian 
guest workers in Po-
land. Her latest book, 
The Millionairess, is a 
biography of Barbara 
Piasecka-Johnson, a nurse who became a 
multimillionaire by marrying a man in her 
care. She has also published Rebellious 
New York, about the prohibition era in the 
United States.  

A graduate of journalism and Ameri-
can studies at Warsaw University, she 
is associated with the news and culture 
weekly Polityka, lectures on the art of in-
terviewing, and co-writes screenplays for 
documentary films. She has twice won the 
Grand Press Award for her articles on so-
cial issues, and in 2015 The Brits won her 
the Gryfia Award.

Biographies by Antonia Lloyd-Jones
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editorial 
by guest editor 

deborah levy

“A friend came to see me in a dream. From 
far away. And I asked in the dream: ‘Did you 
come by photograph or train?’” 
– A Seventh Man by John Berger.

It seems to me that art is nearly always 
about extending the friendship of thought 
and sensibility to others. If I think about 
the most-loved books on my shelves, they 
are there because they continue to have 
a very particular conversation with me, 
in every phase of my life. And, although 
I often complain that books are hard to 
write, it is this particularity that helps me 
understand why. It shouldn’t be too easy 
to write a book.

I am fortunate to have collaborated 
with a number of genius Polish artists in 
my writing career. I had a theatre train-
ing, and when I was obsessed with writing 
plays, the work from Poland that most in-
fluenced me was the avant-garde theatre 
of Tadeusz Kantor; also the performance 
group Akademia Ruchu – sometimes de-
scribed as the Theatre of Behaviour. To 
this day, it would be true to say that my 
own writing is always attentive to the

theatre of historical and emotional be-
haviour – and of course, I have my eye on
the aesthetic behaviour of the writing 
itself. 

In the 1980s I wrote a play titled CLAM 
(published by Methuen in Levy’s Plays 1). 
The first production was directed by Anna 
Furse and performed by Mine Kaylan and 
Andrzej Borkowski – who, as it happens, 
was a founder member of Akademia Ru-
chu. Mr Borkowski is also a distinguished 
visual artist and critic. He designed the 
book covers for the first editions of my 
collection of poetry An Amorous Discourse 
in the Suburbs of Hell and for my second 
novel, Swallowing Geography. Meanwhile, 
the cover of my debut novel, Beautiful 
Mutants, was designed by the artist An-
drzej Klimowski. The strange thing is we 
did not meet each other until 20 years 
later, when I was teaching script-writing 
in the animation department of The Royal 
College of Art, where Mr Klimowski held 
the post of Professor of Illustration. 

In 2016 we collaborated on the 
adaptation of one of my short stories for
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The first time I met Lisa I knew she was going to help me become a very different sort 
of man. Knowing this felt like a summer holiday. It made me relax – and I am quite a 
tense person. There is something you should know about me. I have a little hump on my 
back, a mound between my shoulder blades. You will notice when I wear a shirt without 
a jacket that there is more to me than first meets the eye. It’s strange how fascinating 
human beings find both celebrity and deformity in their own species. People sink their 
eyes into my hump for six seconds longer than protocol should allow, and try to work 
out the difference between themselves and me. The boys called me ‘Ali’ at school be-
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a graphic novel, titled Stardust Nation and 
published by Self Made Hero. It is Mr Kli-
mowski’s art work that does all the magic 
in this adaptation. 

I am not really sure how Poland ar-
rived in some of my fiction.

Yet in my 2012 novel, Swimming Home, 
hiding in the shadows of the main char-
acter’s turbulent childhood are his loving 
Polish parents. To save his life, they tell 
him (when he is five years old) that he can 
never return home. He searches for them 
for the rest of his life – but not literally; 
rather, he searches for the love that has 
been lost to him. He is always trying to 
return to love.

I suppose it is possible that when I 
wrote Swimming Home I was having a con-
versation with my paternal Jewish grand-
mother, who was born in Lithuania. She  
never spoke about her own childhood, 
which is why the echo of her silence is 
some of the noise in Swimming Home. 

Hopefully, you will encounter an abun-
dance of talent in this issue of The Riveter. 
Some of the writers featured here might 
even become your friends in thought and 
sensibility. For this, we must all thank the 
amazing translators of literature who are 
often invisible in this sort of conversa-
tion. They make our world bigger and less 
lonely.
 

Deborah Levy writes fiction, plays and poetry. Her work has been staged by the Royal Shake-
speare Company, and she is the author of highly praised books, including The Unloved, Swallowing 
Geography, and Beautiful Mutants. Her novel Swimming Home was shortlisted for the 2012 Man 
Booker Prize, 2012 Specsavers National Book awards, and 2013 Jewish Quarterly Wingate Prize. Her 
recent short-story collection, Black Vodka was broadcast on BBC Radio 4. 

BLACK VODKA 
extract from a short story by deborah levy

reproduced by kind permission of and other stories



cause that’s what they thought camels were called. Ali Ali Ali. Ali’s got the hump. The 
word ‘playground’ does not really provide an accurate sense of the sort of ethnic cleans-
ing that went on behind the gates that were supposed to keep us safe. I was instructed 
in the art of Not Belonging from a very tender age. Deformed. Different. Strange. Go 
Ho-me Ali, Go Ho-me. In fact I was born in Southend-on-Sea, and so were those boys, 
but I was exiled to the Arabian Desert and not allowed to smoke with them behind the 
cockle sheds.

There is something else you ought to know about me. I write copy for a leading adver-
tising agency. I earn a lot of money and my colleagues reluctantly respect me because 
they suspect I’m less content than they are. I have made it my professional business to 
understand that no one respects ruddy-faced happiness.

I first glimpsed Lisa at the presentation launch for the naming and branding of a 
new vodka. My agency had won the account for the advertising campaign and I was 
standing on a small raised stage pointing to a slide of a starry night sky. I adjusted my 
mic clip and began.

‘Black Vodka . . . ’ I said, slightly sinisterly, ‘Vodka Noir, will appeal to those in need of 
stylish angst. As Victor Hugo might have put it, we are alone, bereft, and the night falls 
upon us; to drink Black Vodka is to be in mourning for our lives.’

I explained that vodka was mostly associated with the communist countries of the 
former Eastern bloc, where it was well known that the exploration of abstract, subjec-
tive and conceptual ideas in these regimes was the ultimate defiance of the individual 
against the state. Black Vodka would hitch a nostalgic ride on all of this and be sold as 
the edgy choice for the cultured and discerning.

9

black vodka  by  deborah levy

© Deborah Levy. ‘Black Vodka’ is the title story from Deborah 
Levy’s collection Black Vodka, published by And Other Stories. 
http://www.andotherstories.org/book/black-vodka/



Swallowing Mercury by Wioletta Greg
translated by Eliza Marciniak (Portobello books)

Having made her name as a poet in her native Poland, Wioletta Greg has 
more recently turned to writing prose. In Notatnik z wyspy (“Notes from an 
Island”, Czarne, 2012) she reflected on her recent experience of relocating 
to the UK. By contrast, in Swallowing Mercury (“Guguły”, Czarne, 2014) she 
has returned to the small village in Poland’s Jurassic Highland where she 
grew up during the dying decade of communism. “Guguły” was nominated 
for two major literary prizes.
Wioletta Greg may have simplified her 
original surname, Grzegorzewska, per-
haps to spare her English readers, but 
she sacrifices no subtlety or complexity 
in her portrayal of village life in the dying 
days of communism and the early years 
of democracy. And Marciniak’ s transla-
tion allows Wioletta Greg’s original and 
often specifically local language and 
poetic imagery, to breathe and sparkle 
in English with a wonderful lightness of
touch. 

This slim book, just two dozen short 
chapters, is a coming-of-age story, clearly 
based on Greg’s life: the narrator, Wiolka, 
shares her name with the author. Never-
theless, Swallowing Mercury should not be 
read as a melancholy revisiting of a child-
hood. As the author herself has pointed 
out in an interview, it is also a “critique 
of a provincial world in which all other-
ness is dangerous”. This is a world where 
old customs, such as women getting to-
gether to tear feathers for eiderdowns, 
survive alongside socialist collective 
farms, and belief in the bebok monster 
happily coexists with Catholic traditions. 
Wiolka dutifully attends church but, 
instead of praying, she watches “a mouse 
wander around the intricate labyrinth 
of gilded stucco decorations”. When, in 
one of the book’s many hilarious pas-
sages, she enters a painting competition, 
“Moscow through your eyes”, she 
hands in her picture of the Krem-
lin defaced by a huge ink blot, not 
realising how the political implica-
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tions would land everyone in serious 
trouble.

Key political events – the imposition of 
martial law or the Pope’s visit to Poland – 
make an appearance, but the book is also 
packed with wonderfully quaint details, 
such as hairbrushes stored in a cocoa tin, 
and the collecting of matchbox labels. We 
follow Wiolka’s sexual awakening, includ-
ing some attempted child abuse, as well 
as glue sniffing and running away from 
home. However, Wiolka’s inner world 
and budding artistic imagination are at 
the core of Swallowing Mercury: a hall-
way is transformed into the belly of the 
biblical whale, and the kitchen table pul-
sates with “woodworms playing dodgeball 
using poppy seeds that had fallen from the 
crusts of freshly baked bread”.

The story teems with a host of 

idiosyncratic characters: there’s Gienek 
the drunken combine driver whom Wiolka 
rescues from the ditch, Tadek a.k.a. Zorro, 
the pickpocket, and Natka the tart from 
the Baboon nightclub. Most memora-
ble are the portrayals of the girl‘s closest 
family members: the grandfather with his 
wartime stories, the hard-working mother 
terrified of thunderstorms, and, first and 
foremost, the tragic figure of the father, a 
draft-dodger and hobby taxidermist. 

Wioletta Greg’s forthcoming book, 
Stancja, due out in Polish in July 2017, is 
set to continue where Swallowing Mercury 
ends. It will be worth waiting for.

Reviewed by Julia Sherwood

Julia Sherwood is a translator based in London and 
editor-at-large for Slovakia with the international trans-
lation journal Asymptote.
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Wioletta Greg (Wioletta Grzegorzewska), is a Polish writer, born in a small village in 1974 in the 
Jurassic Highland of Poland. In 2006, she moved to the UK. Between 1998 and 2012 she published 
six volumes of poetry, as well as a novella, Guguły, about growing up in communist Poland. Wioletta 
has won the Goldene Eule in Vienna and an English Pen Award. Her works have been translated into 
Dutch, Catalan, English, French, Spanish and Welsh.

Stone upon stone by Wiesław Myśliwski
translated by bill johnston (Archipelago books)

Szymek Pietruszka is building a tomb. His parents are already bur-
ied; two of his brothers have abandoned the family’s rural village 
years before; and Szymek himself is unmarried and childless. Yet he is 
still determined to build a burial chamber that honours the Pietrusz-
kas. His efforts form the foundation upon which is built this hefty tome 
(pun intended), considered Myśliwski’s greatest literary achievement. 
Yet this tomb-building is not, like Proust’s 
madeleine, a trigger for remembrance; 
nor is Stone upon Stone a study of the 
nature of memory. Instead it is an explora-
tion of how human experience is created. 
“On stone a stone / And on that stone /

Another stone” goes the folk song that 
forms the novel’s epigraph, and so 
Myśliwski creates a picture of Polish ru-
ral life as it suffered the seismic changes 
of the mid-20th century. We learn about 
slices of bread cut on Christmas Eve, to

riveting reviews



be placed under the blade at the first 
ploughing of spring; of Szymek’s prefer-
ence for thatch over a metal roof; of how 
the new, metalled roads and rubber tyres 
have changed the sound of carts returning 
from a day’s harvesting.   

While all this is viewed through the 
eyes, and the captivating voice of just one 
man, the novel affords an epic sweep. It 
is this apparent paradox that provides us 
with such a powerful vision of Polish life. 
For example, Szymek weaves together his 
memory of a long, hot childhood pilgrim-
age with lynchings he witnessed during 
WWII. Both events occur on the same 
stretch of road. Both are described simply, 
as if Szymek is resting on a bench, talking 
to a passerby.

It is through his choice of narrative 

voice that Myśliwski’s genius is revealed. 
While his subject matter could be com-
pared to Turgenev’s or Zola’s weighty 
studies of rusticity, he doesn’t treat us 
to any objective analysis of the peasant 
character, of the nature of the common 
man. And he studiously avoids any self-

conscious metaphor. But the novel is, 
nevertheless, deeply metaphorical. While 
the characters nod their heads to the 
after-life – praying and going to church – 
what is vital is the present: good growing 
weather; accidently stepping on a newly-
hatched chick; the prospect of a loving 
embrace and a knife-fight at a dance. 
And it is in this most subtle of ways that 
Myśliwski reflects the effect on Poland of 
its postwar shift to a political philosophy 
based on materialism.

While communism is never named 
explicitly, it represents, to borrow 
Myśliwski’s symbolism, one of the cor-
nerstones of the novel. Comparisons 
are regularly made between the pre-war 
‘peasant’ era and the collective farms 
that replaced it. Another cornerstone 
– the keystone, in fact – is Szymek’s use 
of language. Myśliwski moves from lim-
pid metaphor to elegant metafiction. His 
prose – word upon word,  sentence upon 
sentence, paragraph upon chapter – is a 
beautifully constructed edifice. Reading 
the novel is for me like standing in a per-
fectly designed building.

I know no Polish so praise is due to the 
translator Bill Johnston who had to pull 
this beautiful Polish structure apart and 
rebuild it block by block in English so that 
we could appreciate what I believe is one 
of the most impressive novels of the 20th 
century.

Reviewed by West Camel

West Camel is a writer, reviewer and editor. He edited 
Dalkey Archive’s Best European Fiction 2015, and is 
currently working for new press Orenda Books. 
www.westcamel.net.
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Born in 1932 in Dwikozy near Sandomierz, Wiesław Myśliwski is the author of novels and plays that are 
usually discussed in the context of “peasant literature”. His broadest epic of the fate of the peasantry is 
the novel Stone upon Stone (1984) – a masterpiece of post-war Polish literature, the apotheosis of the 
peasant tradition, Myśliwski’s best book and one of the most important achievements in Polish litera-
ture. Myśliwski has twice won Poland’s Nike prize – for his novels The Horizon (1996) and A Treatise on 
Shelling Beans (2006).



A TREATISE ON SHELLING BEANS by Wiesław Myśliwski
translated by bill johnston (Archipelago books)

In A Treatise on Shelling Beans, the 2007 novel with which Wiesław Myśliwski 
won the Nike literary prize for an unprecedented second time (and which 
appeared in 2013 in a beautifully readable translation by Bill Johnston), the 
author returns to the narrative format of his pastoral epic Stone Upon Stone. 
An old man recalls various incidents from his life both before and after the 
Second World War, building up a picture of a Poland riven by conflict and 
political change.

13
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However, whereas in Stone Upon 
Stone Szymek Pietruszka tells his story 
to a generalised audience, the unnamed 
narrator of A Treatise on Shelling Beans 
addresses a visitor, who is also unnamed 
and whose voice we never hear. The ques-
tions around who this visitor is, the pur-
pose of his visit, the exact nature of the 
relationship between the two men, and 
why we don’t hear his voice create a set of 
mysteries around which the novel is built.

The visitor arrives at a lakeside holi-
day camp, where the narrator is the care-
taker, ostensibly to buy beans. But people 
haven’t travelled to the country to buy 
beans from rural families for decades. So 
pods must be found, and the beans must 
be shelled.

As the narrator performs this repeti-
tive activity, pressing each bean out with 
a practised thumb, he relates apparently 
unconnected episodes from his life. Early 
on we discover that the artificial lake, the 
campsite and the woods around it are 
located on the site of the riverside 
village where the narrator grew up. But 
why the village disappeared is not initially 
explained; nor why he has returned there 
after such a long absence, why he ended up 
in a borstal, and why playing the saxophone 
was such an important part of his life. 

The truth will out, however. And pe 
haps inevitably, as Myśliwski is writing 

about Poland in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, that truth is a wartime atrocity. As 
the nature of that atrocity is revealed, the 
stories the narrator recounts are invest-
ed with meaning. The rheumatism that 
has stopped him playing sax is inextrica-
ble from his return to site of the defining 
incident of his life. A too-big, brown, felt 
hat signifies his inability to escape this 
childhood trauma. Most importantly, he 
constantly mistakes the people he meets 
for others; he is sure, for example, that 
the visitor is someone from each of the 
episodes he narrates.

In my review for The Riveter of Stone 
Upon Stone, I describe how Myśliwski 
represents both human experience and 
his novel as solid objects, constructed 
block by block. In A Treatise, he does 
almost the opposite. The war and the 
eradication of the narrator’s village 
have made human identity so unstable 
as to be almost illusory: “How would 
you have known”, the narrator asks the 
visitor, “that someone like me even ex-
ists?” What’s more, the narrator is a fic-
tion – mutable according to who is read-
ing the novel. And in turn, the visitor, who 
never speaks, but only listens, is as differ-
ent as each person who reads this power-
ful and hugely affecting book.

Reviewed by West Camel



History of a Disappearance: The Story of a Forgotten 
Polish Town by Filip Springer

translated by Sean Gasper Bye (Restless Books)

The  desire to uncover the truth about why Miedzianka, a provincial 
mountain-top town in Lower Silesia with a history stretching back 700 years, 
literally vanished from the face of the earth between the 1960s and 1980s, 
turns a journalistic search for documentary evidence into an existential 
quest of epic proportions.
Was the town simply swallowed by the 
mountain beneath it, the victim of extra-
ordinary geology, or was it deliberately 
demolished by politicians with dark se-
crets to hide? Written in the popular 
Polish reportage genre, rather than as 
literary fiction, the book nevertheless 
possesses many features of a thriller: 
mystery, tension, suspense, horror – all 
of which are admirably conveyed by the 
English translation.

History of a Disappearance is a tale of 
traumatic loss for the people who once 
lived in Miedzianka. Before 1945 it had 
been a German town: Kupferberg im 
Riesengebirge. Springer charts its his-
tory as copper-mining and brewing cen-
tre, then health-tourist resort. Contested 
in earlier centuries by warring religious 
factions, by Prussians, Austrians and 
Swedes, it is conscious of the beast slum-
bering within it. The recurring motif of 
the wayside cross bearing the word “Me-
mento” threatens the worst is yet to come. 
However, the text is not just a chronologi-
cal record of events based on evidence 
gleaned from archives or local newspa-
pers, but a reconstruction of personal 
perspectives based on the memories of 
surviving former inhabitants. It is impor-
tant to realise, of course, that it was the 
Polish incarnation of the town that was 
destroyed, the Polish-speaking popula-

tion having been resettled there from 
Poland’s prewar eastern borderlands 
when the state borders shifted west.

Among the mountain’s rich mineral 
deposits the Red Army occupiers discov-
er uranium. Wantonly excavated without 
regard for the impact of excessive mine 
working on the mountain itself, or for the 
Polish mineworkers, who suffer incal-
culable damage to their health and are 
even shot if suspected of betraying the 
secret, their bones left unburied in the 
pit, the uranium is silently transported to 
the Soviet Union. For a short while, the 
town enjoys a modicum of prosperity, 
including a revival of its prewar brewing 
industry. When operations can no longer 
be kept secret, however, and become 
known to Western spies, when buildings

Filip Springer ©
 Krzysztof Dubiel / Instytut Książki
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start to groan and sing, or vanish into 
sinkholes, when workers’ compensation 
claims begin to mount, someone decides 
to evacuate the population and liquidate 
Miedzianka. Yet who precisely made that 
decision remains a bone of contention 
among the Polish survivors. Was it all 
down to the evil machinations of the im-
ported pro-Moscow mayoress – the so-
called Vampire of the Giant Mountains?

The 1945 expulsion of the German 
population is a parallel tragedy: the mass 
suicides; the loss of home and beloved land
marks; the sorrowful return of old men in

the 1990s in search of traces. The book’s
most significant achievement is there-
fore its restoration of individuals – not 
normally the focus of writers of history 
or ideologues of change. A town forgot-
ten by the end of the 20th century has 
been resurrected. “Erinner die Leute von 
Kupferberg” says a plaque nailed to an 
old tree.

Reviewed by Ursula Phillips

Ursula Phillips is a literary historian and translator 
from Polish. Her translation of Zofia Nałkowska’s novel 
Choucas (1927) won the Found in Translation Award 
2015.

Filip Springer (born 1982) is a photographer and reporter who has received many of Poland’s pres-
tigious literary awards. He introduced a new topic into Polish reportage: architecture, which features 
as an important background for his acclaimed debut Miedzianka. Historia znikania (Czarne, 2011). 
Architecture is the main protagonist in Springer’s subsequent books, Ill-Born: Polish Communist 
Architecture (Karakter, 2012), Blueprints: The Life and Work of Zofia and Oskar Hansen (MSN and 
Karakter 2013), and A Bathtub with a Colonnade: A Book of Reportage on Polish Space (Czarne, 2013). 

Clementine Loves Red by krystyna boglar
illustrated  by Bohdan Butenko, translated by 
Zosia krasodomska-jones & antonia lloyd-jones (Pushkin press)

Where – and who – is Clementine? Apparently she’s gone missing in the 
forest, and it’s up to Mark, Annie and Pudding (whose real name is Derek) 
to rescue her. But it’s a rough night to be out, with the big storm coming …
As it happens, though, Mark, Annie 
and Pudding aren’t the only ones in the 
forest tonight. Their friends Freddie and 
Eddie are off looking for Clementine, too; 
and so is Teddy (no relation) who, along 
with his dog Pickles (“he has a nose like 
at Skotlandyard”), has decided to mount
“Operation Clementine” to find her – ide-
ally before she’s found by his father the

police sergeant, who is also out looking 
for her. And then there’s an exasperated 
journalist, Ignatius Prosser, with a sneezy 
car; a toadstool artist called Phosphorus 
Twisk (really, the characters in this book 
have such tasty names) and many others 
besides – a whole forestful of them.

But where, oh where, is Clementine? 
And how on earth did little Macadamia15
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come to lose her? Is anybody going to fix 
the telephone line? Whose is that huge 
red scarf? And will Ignatius Prosser ever 
get his scrambled eggs?

Filled with delightful characters (chil-
dren, adults and others), a nice bit of 
mayhem to the plot and a good twist, 
Clementine Loves Red is a quirky bit of clas-
sic,  old-fashioned children’s writing. The 
youngish story told with at times pretty

sophisticated language but plenty of 
dialogue (and SOUND EFFECTS) makes 
this a good read-aloud, with more than 
enough charm to keep the grown-ups 
entertained, too.

Reviewed by Daniel Hahn

Daniel Hahn is a writer, editor and translator, with 
some 50 books to his name. Recent books include the 
new Oxford Companion to Children’s Literature.’

Krystyna Boglar grew up in Poland and always dreamed of being a chimney sweep when she was a 
child. In fact, she ended up studying Arabic before working in a bookshop and creating some of the 
first-ever Polish comic books. She then discovered a taste for writing and launched herself into 
writing novels for children, with great success.

Exposure by aga lesiewicz
(Macmillan)

The author of Exposure is Polish but she lives in the UK and writes in English. 
And this is a very English story, set among the gentrified warehouse conver-
sions of east London, with its colonies of artists and media luvvies.
The hero is Kristin Ryder – a wannabe 
visual artist turned crime-scene photog-
rapher, who now survives on TV trailers 
and photo-shoots for glossy catalogues: 
everything from Mr Noah’s Animals 
to erotic sex toys … but all in the best 

possible taste. Her life may be humdrum 
but it  works … until, that is, the exposures 
pop up on her computer: photos hacked 
from her private files.

The first exposure is a forensic shot
she took of a corpse – the victim of a 
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When she finally meets herself face to 
face in a secluded courtyard in Stratford, 
and the last exposure arrives, she realises 
who her tormentor is – and what they 
intend to do to her.

The tension in Exposure builds inexo-
rably to the dénouement; but surprising 
and unexpected though it is, there was, 
for me, just too much of the “Poirot-
assembling-the-dramatis-personae-in-
the-library-and-revealing-all” about it: 
too many loose ends are conveniently 
wrapped up when the perpetrator does 
the least-expected, out-of-character 
thing, and Kristin’s elderly Aunt Vero 
and her Chinese computer-geek lodger 
charge in, cavalry-style. I was not entire-
ly  convinced. This high-tension, white-
knuckle ride of a book needs something 
a bit more credible at the finishing line. 
That said, I enjoyed the ride: it’s atmos-
pheric, the characters are well drawn and 
there’s enough detail about the locations 
and events to give a satisfying sense of 
place. Maybe I expected too much at the 
end, but thrillers are a big-business, com-
petitive genre, and I did feel increasingly 
infuriated at Kristin’s refusal to take her 
case to the police. But they might not 
believe a word of it, says Kristin! Quite so 
– and that would have given the ending 
the extra fillip of believability it needed.

Reviewed by Max Easterman

Max Easterman is a journalist – he spent 25 years 
as a senior broadcaster with the BBC – university 
lecturer, translator, media trainer with ‘Sounds Right’, jazz 
musician and writer.

serial killer called The Violinist. 
Apart from its being hacked, there is 
nothing untoward about it, except it’s 
been photoshopped to add a disturb-
ing graffito. From this point on, Kris-
tin’s life moves onto shifting sands, as 
more exposures appear – one of which 
is sent to a client, who very quickly be-
comes a former client. Indeed, a Pelion 
of exposures, revelations, a peeping tom 
and much else besides, is piled upon the
Ossa of her waning self-confidence and 
the growing realisation that the im-
plied threats against her are very real. 
But what’s the motive? Whom has she 
so angered to provoke this? Or is it just 
random?

Exposure is a psycho-nightmare with 
all the visual qualities of a good TV thrill-
er, written in an episodic style that con-
veys the increasing speed with which 
events take over Kristin’s life:

“I’m trapped in a spiral of endless questions 
that wind tighter and tighter around me … I 
can’t stop thinking about the King’s Cross en-
counter … I feel a stab of anxiety looking at the 
picture … Was he the cyclist who knocked me 
down on the towpath by the canal?” 

Aga Lesiewicz has lived in London for more than thirty years. She worked as a radio presenter, voice-
over artist, interpreter, screenwriter and, most recently, a TV producer and director. A freak knee 
injury in 2013 led to a change in her career and prompted her to write her first book, Rebound. 
Exposure is her second novel.

Ag
a L

es
iew

icz
 ©

 Jo
la 

Ku
de

la

17

riveting reviews



BOUNDARY by ZOFIA NAŁKOWSKA
translated by Ursula Phillips (Northern Illinois University Press)

At last – eighty years since it was first published in Poland; after two film 
adaptations; and having taken up permanent residence on Polish secondary-
school reading lists – Zofia Nałkowska’s 1935 classic, Boundary, is available 
in English.

18

Set in a provincial town in the newly 
independent Poland of the late 1920s, 
Boundary tells the story of Zenon Ziem-
biewicz, a serious, ambitious young man, 
back home from completing his educa-
tion in Paris. Beginning his career on the 
local newspaper, he ends up as the town’s 
mayor. However, the journey from awk-
ward, youthful high-mindedness to 
the urbane realpolitik the corridors of 
power require is not without political and 
personal choices, and indeed compro-
mises, many of which have a distinctly and 
uncomfortably contemporary feel.

Ziembiewicz finds himself embroiled 
in a potentially scandalous situation: 
while pursuing the middle-class Elzbieta, 
he rekindles his former adolescent affair 
with Justyna, the now-orphaned daugh-
ter of his parents’ cook; as a result, Justy-
na becomes pregnant. She is persuaded 

to have an abortion, and although Ziem-
biewicz enlists the help of his conflicted 
fiancée and tells himself Justyna is being
supported, she is effectively abandoned. 
Having managed to gain access to Ziem-  
biewicz in his office, Justyna throws acid 
into his face; no need to bemoan the spoil-
er, for this is the point at which the novel 
begins. Indeed, Nałkowska’s aim is to ex-
amine how we got here; to attempt a psy-
chological unravelling of personalities set 
within specific social realities. 

The “boundary” of the title is the obvi-
ous key to the novel’s concerns. By telling 
the story of the three main protagonists 
and the rich array of secondary charac-
ters, Nałkowska probes the limits society 
imposes: class boundaries; the position of 
women, for whom marked double sexual 
standards persist; and the acute discrep-
ancies between rich and poor, exemplified 
by the occupants of the cellars of Elzbi-
eta’s apartment building, which is owned 
by her aunt. The novel also questions the 
balance between public and personal, and 
between social and psychological, and 
interrogates the discrepancies between 
self-perception and a public persona. Last 
but not least, there are ethical boundaries, 
which, imperceptibly, choice by choice, be-
come disturbingly flexible.

Nałkowska shows herself a mistress of 
the carefully observed and evocative de-
tail, which she combines with a restrained 
tone, well suited to the novel’s measured
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scrutiny of its characters’ personal lives. 
Ursula Phillips’ translation beautifully 
captures Nałkowska’s crisp, aphoristic 
turn of phrase, as well as the intimacies of 
style and register that so vividly convey 
the author’s profound empathy with her 
characters – especially the women.

Nałkowska was an eminent figure who 
enjoyed some proximity to influential 
political circles. Crucially, she kept 
diaries, on which she drew extensively in 
her writing, enabling her to evoke life in the 
Second Polish Republic in reliable 
detail and keenly describe its ‘movers and 
shakers’. Her ability to range from their

behaviour to, for example, Elzbieta’s 
frustrated and helpless paroxysms of
despair over the poor dog Fitek, who is
permanently tied up in the yard (while he 
“prefers to be on his chain”, he is always 
being yanked back by it because he “could 
never remember where life’s prospects 
ended”), make this novel an absorbing and 
compelling read.

Reviewed by Anna Zaranko

Anna Zaranko is an editor and translator and was 
ALTA mentee for 2015-16, working with Bill Johnston. 
She is currently working on the short stories of Julia 
Fiedorczuk.

Zofia Nałkowska (1884-1954) was a prominent writer of interwar independent Poland (1918-1939), 
author of fifteen novels, eleven collections of stories and three plays as well a life-long diary that was 
published posthumously (six volumes, 1970-2001). Her early work focused on feminist and aesthetic 
questions. After 1915, her focus shifted to social criticism, politics and war, with such novels as The 
Romance of Teresa Hennert (1924), Boundary (1935) and the post-war Knots of Life (1948). Her short-
story collection Medallions (1946) is one of the earliest literary witnesses to Nazi atrocities. 



guest editor deborah levy previews
flights by olga tokarczuk

translated by jennifer croft (Fitzcarraldo editions, may 2017)

It makes sense that one of the UK’s most innovative and distinctive 
independent publishers, Fitzcarraldo Editions, has signed up two of Olga 
Tokarczuk’s bold and accomplished novels – The Books of Jacob and Flights 
– both translated by Jennifer Croft.
Olga Tokarczuk is, of course, one of the 
most acclaimed Polish writers of her 
generation. For both these novels she 
received the Nike Literary Award, 
Poland’s most prestigious literary prize. 

In the first months of 2017, I was fortu-
nate to have been given a draft of the trans-
lation of Flights. I mostly read it early in the 
morning, when the January sky in Lon-
don resembles midnight. While I turned 
the pages, the city birds (somehow invis-
ible in the dark and the rain) began their 
morning/midnight call. All of this contrib-
uted to the vertigo of engaging with the 
vitality of Tokarczuk’s modernist writing. 

The prose style in Flights is lyrical but 
precise; it is light and deep and unsenti-
mental. Every sentence lands with the 
artful cadence of a poet. This is a skilled, 
multilayered narrative about all the 
dimensions of travel, or, as Tokarczuk sees 
it, the necessity of movement/motion 
over stagnation/decay. Autobiographical 
thoughtstreams and digressions often 
take flight to interrupt the stories and to 
complicate the author’s arguments. Most 
invigorating of all,  Tokarczuk’s attention 
is always in an interesting place - whether 
it be shifting identities, impossible jour-
neys, the historical and emotional con-
flicts that shape our bodies and minds, 
and which surface in our dreams, the 
ways in which the process of writing can 
be a sort of psychosis, or the mystery of 
losing a key to a hotel room.

It is well known that Tokarczuk 
studied psychology. She puts this disci-
pline to work in all her writing – by which 
I mean she never nails human motivation 
into neat formulae. Instead, she honours 
the ways in which we are both coherent 
and incoherent. On this matter, here is a 
short extract from Flights:
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their direct heirs. When, in our second year, we 
discussed the function of defence mechanisms
of that portion of our psyche, we began to un- 
derstand that if it weren’t for rationalization, 
sublimation, denial – all the little tricks we let 
ourselves perform – if instead we simply saw the 
world as it was, with nothing to protect us, honest-
ly and courageously, it would break our hearts.”

Such is the pleasure of reading Olga 
Tokarczuk. Flights is published in the UK 
on 17 May 2017.  

Previewed by Deborah Levy

Read more about Olga Tokarczuk on page 6.

the house with the stained-glass window
by Żanna słoniowska
translated by Antonia lloyd-jones (Maclehose press, september 2017)

In the later stages of Żanna Słoniowska’s exceptional The House with 
the Stained-Glass Window, the novel’s narrator is escorted through the 
Ukrainian city of Lviv by her older lover, Mykola, who promises to show her 
“a few things that were discarded or forgotten”.
With the right guide – someone who 
knows where to look – one may glimpse 
the vestiges of the city’s previous incarna-
tions: the Austro-Hungarian Lemberg, the 
Polish Lwow, the Soviet Lvov – a rosary of 
shifting identities, overlapping and inter-
twining.

This city, still beloved and contested 
by both Poles and Ukrainians, is the nov-
el’s richest and most complex character. 
Its story is unlikely to be known by the 
majority of Anglophone readers, and yet 
Słoniowska and her translator, Antonia 
Lloyd-Jones, rise to the challenge of guid-
ing the reader through the city’s calami-
tous past and tumultuous present; like 
Mykola, they peel back the paintwork to 
reveal the stories beneath.

The novel is also a tale of four 
generations of women: ethnic Poles 
drawn into the struggle for Ukrainian in-
dependence, whose lives are deeply inter-
woven with that of their city. “We are like 
Russian dolls transpierced by a single shot” 
remarks the narrator. Her mother, a 
singer at the opera house, dies for the 
cause of Ukrainian independence from 
the USSR. “Her voice was born out of her 
head like Athena from the head of Zeus, 
and the essence of that voice was abun-
dance and excess”. Indeed, the narrator’s 
mother’s voice permeates the novel, exist-
ing as something personal for the narrator 
and as something public, belonging both 
to the revolution and to the opera’s audi-
ence. “Mama was much bigger on stage

“It turned out it was true what some people said 
about psychology being a degree you choose 
not because of the job you want, or out of cu-
riosity or a vocation to help others, but rather 
for another very simple reason. I think all of 
us had some sort of deeply hidden defect, al-
though we no doubt all gave the impression 
of intelligent, healthy young people – the de-
fect was masked, skilfully camouflaged during 
our entrance exams. A ball of tautly tangled 
emotions breaking down, like those strange 
tumours that turn up sometimes in the human 
body and that can be seen in any self-respect-
ing museum of pathological anatomy. Although 
what if our examinators were the same sort of 
people, who knew exactly what they were do-
ing in selecting us? In that case, we would be 
and found that we were humbled by the power

riveting previews
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than in life, and frankly speaking, she 
wasn’t Mama” – this much the daughter is 
forced to recognise as she grapples with 
her mother’s dual role as star and martyr, 
as a possession both of her fans and of the 
revolutionary cause.

Few writers are capable of combining 
the personal and the political with as much 
skill as Słoniowska. By defining the idea of 
homeland as something “movable” and by 
creating a space for a unique borderland 
identity, she delivers a narrative that is vi-
tal for our times.

Previewed by Gary Perry

Gary Perry is Assistant Head of Fiction at Foyles 
bookshop.

Żanna Słoniowska was born in 1978 in Lviv and is a journalist and translator. She now lives in Kraków. 
She is the first winner of the Znak Publishers’ Best New Book of the Year prize, for The House with the 
Stained-Glass Window and in 2016 she won the Conrad Award.

aperture by jacek dehnel
translated by karen kovacik (Zephyr press, 2017)

Jacek Dehnel’s first full collection in English spans the past 15 years and 
includes work from four of his Polish collections. His translator, Karen Ko-
vacik, has chosen to order the collection according to theme or feeling rath-
er than chronology, so the English-language reader is better able to explore 
the resonances and enduring preoccupations of this elegant, lyrical poet.

This approach pays off: Aperture offers 
a generous selection that gives a good 
sense of the arc of Dehnel’s important and 
underrepresented work.  

Each of Dehnel’s poems is annotated 
with a date and a place name, much like 

an artist’s sketch; and, indeed, the more
we read of Dehnel’s work, the more we 
understand that a quick brush and “ra-
zor-sharp glance” are at the heart of his 
poetic mission. He’s a watcher, a flâneur. 
Fittingly, “Aperture”, the title poem of this
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graph. His grotesque deformity is record- 
ed with the same loving attention as his 
frailty (“that solitary hand, / suspended 
free before / him in the morning light”) 
and the poem muses on his eventual fate 
as a dosser, a beggar, in some imperial 
Eastern European city. 

This elegy in soft sepia tones focuses 
on masculine sensuality even in deform-
ity, and its loving gaze rescues this un-
fortunate cripple from objectification 
as a medical specimen, a sufferer and 
a pauper. We learn perhaps only at the 
end of the poem that the man is naked. 
He dresses behind a screen and bids the 
doctor goodbye. In the poem his dignity   
is restored by the poet: he is a man, with 
a man’s frailty.  

The poems are translated with the 
same loving gaze: Kovacik has entered 
so successfully into the world of the poet 
that much of this work honestly seems 
poetry of a very high order in English. She 
writes in her introduction of the classi-
cism of Dehnel’s work, his interest in syl-
labic and rhyming verse. It is to her great 
credit that she manages unobtrusive and 
yet careful rhyme, patterning and the far 
more natural (to English ears) iamb to 
convey Dehnel’s love of poetic order to 
underpin the proliferation of detail. 

Previewed by Sasha Dugdale

Sasha Dugdale is a poet and a translator of Russian 
poetry and drama. She is editor of Modern Poetry in 
Translation.

Read more about Jacek Dehnel on page 3.

collection, seems very directly to refer 
to the artistic act of observation. In it 
the lyrical subject is kneeling on the ice, 
looking through an ice-hole, studying 
another “species”:

“Clearing, pond, ice-hole – concentric rings:
the hole glazed with wafer-thin, fresh ice. 
Here, you observe. Here, on your knees,
eye to the icy pane, observe and believe …”

 
(from “Aperture”)

Dehnel excels in the detail of life: the 
lacquered surface, the hairdryers on their 
hooks, the smell of charcoal and varnished 
floors in the empty school in summer. 
This detail furnishes and fleshes out the 
picture; it also serves, like the medieval 
symbols of vanitas, to remind us of the 
transience of our own lives. Transience, 
and the melancholy that accompanies it, 
are key notes in a number of the poems: 
the gorgeous “Pheasant”, (written on a 
passing train) contrasts the bird’s immor-
tal insouciance with the man’s nameless-
ness: “That’s why I write: he came / to the 
railway, his name: pheasant. Me, I have no 
name.” From the same collection, the long 
poem “Fig. 370. Hunchback due to tuber-
culosis of the spine” is an extended medi-
tation on the life of a young hunchback 
who features in a pre-war medical photo-
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Fox season by agnieszka dale
(jantar, autumn 2017)

Agnieszka Dale’s psychological territory is bridge-building. She straddles 
the land of her birth – Poland – and her adoptive UK home. National shape-
shifting and the individual’s pliability in reconciling the personal and the 
communal are the underpinnings of her work; she takes to them with gusto.

Significantly, she writes in English. She 
even declares on her Twitter feed that she 
was conceived in Chile, a further assertion 
of her impeccably internationalist prov-
enance. And conception and preconcep-
tion (in the biological sense) are areas she 
faces head-on in several of the 21 stories 
in the Fox Season collection.

Her approach to male-female 
couplings is is at times raunchily in-
tense, as in the story “Making Babies for 
Britain”, when one of two girlfriends seek-
ing twin-track pregancies reports that her 
boyfriend “only wants to kiss me down 
there, too, and then it excites him so much 
that it’s just too late for anything else!” 
“Making Babies” is founded more on a 
witty trope than hard-edged libido. For 
the most part, quotidian domesticity, baby 
generation and the mildly erotic interplay 
of marital life are handled – if one can put 
it this way – with a gossamer-light touch.

One of the most appealing works in the 
collection, “Peek-A-Boo”, whirs into action 
with the introductory sentence, “Maja 
was conceived during the spin-cycle of 
our Hotpoint WT965 twenty-one months 
ago.” And the story’s pleasures continue 
into the faintly scatological (remember 
that writers with East European back-
grounds are generally more earthy than 
their Anglo-Saxon equivalents). When 
Maja’s mother is confronted by Bohdan, a 
former boyfriend from Krakow, in a Lon-

don nursery he is “wearing tight black 
leather trousers that make a funny noise 
when he sits back in his chair, like a quiet 
fart”. Maja’s father asks Bohdan if he is 
always so generous with his “Baltic wind” 
and then warns him that the English are 
“silent but deadly”, presumably in expel-
ling air, but leaves open the possibility the 
comment is directed in the fullest sense 
at “perfidious Albion”. 

Brexit with all its attendant impli-
cations for minorities in Britain is the 
unspoken and unmentioned elephant in 
the room in this collection. And it is right 
that it is so. Dale is a creative artist, no 
mere sociologist or journalist. Hackneyed 
images, such as the folk-heroic Polish 
plumber feted by the chaterring classes, 
do not make an appearance in these 
pages.

Agnieszka Dale ©
 Elżbieta Piekacz
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The nearest she comes to envisioning 
the impact of Britain’s prospective exit 
from the European Union is in perhaps 
the most powerful story in the book, “A 
Happy Nation”. Broadcast on BBC Radio 
4 last October, it’s a harrowing account 
of a presumed status interview between 
a Polish-born woman and a (largely silent) 
British immigration official. The format is 
a hallucinatory interior monologue by the 
interviewee, who explains her reasons 
for moving to the UK – “not the benefits, 
not the work possibilities ... but sexual 
intercourses with a Brit”. It is a story only 
marred by the revelation that the officer 
himself is clearly not a British national of 
long standing. This would seem an avoid-
ably heavy-handed way for the writer 
to convey a message of the hypocrisy of 
those securely within the national bor-

der. The story owes its menace no doubt 
to the author’s familiarity with the 
tactics of the East European state police 
apparatus.

As Britain’s exclusionary borderland 
is reinforced in the coming years, maybe 
we can resolve the question: Was this 
story an early warning sign of a dystopian 
future for a Brexited Britain or a case of 
unwarranted authorial pessimism?

Previewed by John Munch

John Munch started his career as a reporter and 
editor on the Cambridge News. He then worked for 
the Sheffield Morning Telegraph, The Guardian 
and the London Evening Standard. In the 1970s, he 
reported for the Toronto Star, before spending 25 
years on the Financial Times.

Agnieszka Dale is a Polish-born, London-based author. Her short stories and poems were selected 
for Tales of the Decongested (2005), The Fine Line Short Stories Collection (2011), Liars’ League 
London, BBC Radio 4 and for BBC Radio 3. Fox Season will be published by Jantar in autumn 2017.
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weightless (“nieważkość”) by julia fiedorczuk
(wydawnictwo marginesy)

Julia Fiedorczuk, ELNet’s recent guest at one of our Euro Stars events, is 
known principally as a poet and a critic who popularised the idea of ecopoet-
ry. She has published five collections of poems in her native Poland (Oxygen, 
translated into English by Bill Johnston, is about to be published in the US by 
Zephyr Press), but she also writes wonderfully intimate short stories, (such 
as the recent Bliskie kraje) and has published two novels. The most recent of 
these is Nieważkość (“Weightless”).

Nieważkość is a profound and power-
ful story of three women linked by the 
traumatic events that took place when 
they were young. Zuzanna works for a 
Warsaw advertising agency and is sent by 
her boss to Athens to recruit young art-
ists for a new project. Helena is a chain-
smoking mother of two and a cleaner at 
a conference centre/hotel (called, signifi-
cantly, Atena). Ewa is a homeless misfit. 
The event that binds these women to-
gether, haunting them and making them 
who they are, is the tragic death of their 
school friend, Mirek, who simply disap-
peared one day and whose body was 
found months later hanging from a tree.

We find each of Fiedorczuk’s women 
trying to understand her own decisions 
– trying to figure out who she is. Each at 
some point has wanted to leave some-
thing or somebody behind and run away. 
All three have rejected their old friend-
ship, but each in a slightly different way.

None will have a chance to tell her own 
story and apologise for her mistakes – 
or even understand them. All three are 
therefore left with their secrets and 
their pain, with their longings and guilt; a 
burden Fiedorczuk manages to describe 
in an incredibly intimate way.

Just as these three women struggle 
to understand who they are, and why 
and how they have become to be so, the 
reader must often struggle to com-
prehend this deeply personal book. 
Nieważkość therefore requires careful 
reading and effort in order to reveal its 
insight. But that effort will deliver great 
rewards.

Viewed by Anna Blasiak

Anna Blasiak is an art historian, poet and translator. 
She runs the European Literature Network with Ro-
sie Goldsmith. She has translated over 40 books from 
English into Polish and, as Anna Hyde, Polish into Eng-
lish. She has worked in museums and a radio station 
and written on art, film and theatre. annablasiak.com.

Views and tasters of Polish books yet to be translated 
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weightless by julia fiedorczuk
extract
“Oh, I know what sort of dairy that is, all right,” said Helena’s mother one evening. She 
was leaning over the iron, pressing a dress which she’d just finished sewing; the dress 
had puffed sleeves and gathers, so it was laborious work, but Helena’s mother was a 
perfectionist: she could never hand over creased clothes to a client. The little girl saw 
her mother’s rounded shoulders in the ash-grey blouse and the back of her head – her 
hair, black as ink, caught as always in a disciplined bun. “I know what sort of dairy that 
is,” she repeated, scathingly. Her father sat by the kitchen table with his eyes closed. 
A glass of tea in a holder stood next to him. Helena knew that the tea was very strong 
and cold. “They’re forever caught short,” her mother went on, “do you not wonder how 
she always manages to have new shoes?” Helena’s father rocked back and forth gently. 
It was an intermediate state between waking and sleeping in which her father spent 
more and more time, as though wanting to minimise his participation in the life that 
was carrying on around him. “And not ordinary shoes, but high-heels. Just perfect for 

a dairy.” Some fly began to knock loudly against the pane 
and her father started. “She could be taking that child to a 
doctor in Warsaw,” her mother went on, “it’s obvious he’s 
ill. And he’s so unlike her. But dressing up’s all she wants 
to do, that Russki woman. Where on earth did Polesiak 
pick her up?” Hela was not sure if her father registered her 
mother’s monologues. “And she drove him straight into an 
early grave. Do you still remember him? That Polesiak?”
[…]

She couldn’t have said if Mirek’s mother was pretty 
or not; she belonged with the mothers, so she was old 

and beyond such appraisal. But she was certainly different from other grown-ups, 
especially other mothers. Hela was fascinated by that sleeping of hers. Sleeping all day 
and the ostentatious mid-afternoon “mornings”. Her mysterious job, from dusk to dawn, 
in the dairy, or maybe not the dairy, but some dark place with men to whom she was 
able to give something that their wives did not, wives like Helena’s mother, in return for 
which she received presents. Sometimes Hela would hide behind the overgrown cedar 
in a place where you couldn’t see either of the houses, and she watched.

And that was how it began: one day, Mirek caught Helena crouching under the 
cedar right next to the wire fence. 

Translated by Anna Zaranko

Anna Zaranko is a freelance editor and translator, primarily from Polish, and was the ALTA mentee for 2015/16, 
working with Bill Johnston. Aside from Weightless, she is also working on Julia Fiedorczuk’s short stories. 

Julia Fiedorczuk is a professor, poet, translator and lecturer at the English Institute of Warsaw 
University. She has published five poetry volumes, two short-story collections and two novels, includ-
ing the Nike-nominated Nieważkość (“Weightless”). Her awards include: Debut of the Year, funded 
by Polskie Towarzystwo Wydawców Książek, and the Hubert Burda Preis. She is a member of the 
Association for the Study of Language and the Environment.
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omega by marcin szczygielski
(instytut wydawniczy latarnik)

Eleven-year-old Joanna lives with her self-absorbed mother in a smart flat. 
Escaping into computer games, she creates an interesting internal life, as 
Omega. On her 12th birthday she receives a mysterious email inviting her to 
download “the greatest game in the world”. But it’s a game with a difference, 
because Omega finds herself inside it, there don’t seem to be any rules, and 
she has to cope with a series of strange challenges before she can return to 
normality.
In each chapter she’s at a successive level 
of the game, inside a distorted reality, 
where a cryptic text message sets her a 
task; she must solve the riddle to advance 
to the next level, but it’s never obvious 
what she’s supposed to do. She has some 
helpful objects, including her laptop, a 
memory stick and a scanner, and gradu-
ally acquires more, as well as some bizarre 
companions. These include “the Child” – 
an articulate, spiteful toddler (a reflection 
of Omega’s negative side), and Omega’s 
dead grandmother – who rises from her 
grave with dignity, with some other bene-
volent zombies.

The situations Omega finds herself in 
are mostly familiar settings gone terribly 
wrong. Sometimes they’re creepy, but the 
horror is counterbalanced by humour. 
At certain points in the game she’s in a

stadium, where she has to compete in 
a series of tests that seem simple, but 
however sensibly Omega answers, she 
always comes last, and the crowd is 
always against her. It’s illogical and unfair 
- she simply cannot win. But whenever 
she loses her temper, her negative reac-
tion causes her to lose a life – in the com-
puter-game sense. Thus the tests of skill 
and intellect are also tests of character – 
the game is about reaching maturity. 

This story combines reality and 
fantasy, with a likeable, credible cen-
tral character. Omega is clever, inde-
pendent and brave, but can also be tem-
peramental. In the  course of her adven-
tures she often reflects on her real life at 
home in the light of the dream world sur-
rounding her. Structuring his story like 
a computer game gives Szczygielski the 
scope for a series of episodes that borrow 
from convention, including the school 
story, fantasy, sci-fi, horror, the dystopian 
novel and TV quiz shows. Szczygielski 
makes clever use of language, with dia-
logues that turn on word play, or games 
of logic. Ultimately Omega is a universal 
allegory about the difficulties of grow-
ing up and forging one’s own identity.

Combining psychology, philosophy 
and surrealism, Omega reminds me of 
Alice in Wonderland, but reconfigured –
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omega by marcin szczygielski
extract

Her eyes wide with terror, Omega stares at the figures trudging towards her. They’re 
zombies, just like the ones in the movies she’s not allowed to watch. The living dead. 
“JesusChristandGodAlmighty!” thinks Omega, as every hair on her head stands on 
end. But she doesn’t budge. Her legs refuse to obey her. The zombies are getting 
nearer. There are six of them – wheezing and groaning, shuffling their feet, and stretch-
ing their arms in Omega’s direction. [...] In a state of advanced decomposition, the 
skin is falling off them in strips, revealing slimy brown flesh underneath. The first is 
wearing what’s left of a steel-grey suit. In his desiccated face his sunken eyes and teeth 
are shining, white as piano keys. Behind him there’s a woman in a long, stained dress. 
Her long grey hair is as dry as a clump of ferns and her hands are like talons. Omega 
stares as if hypnotised. “This is the end,” she thinks. The zombies are only yards away.

“Waaaa!” roars the zombie man, and the rest chime in.
Suddenly a zombie woman in a dark-blue suit misplaces a foot. There’s a soft 

cracking noise, she wobbles and keels over.
“Oh drat!” she says.
“Are you all right, luvvie?” says the zombie man next to her, leaning down. “Have you 

broken something?”
“Just my heel,” she says, and starts awkwardly scrambling off the path. “I can’t think 

what possessed them to bury me in high-heeled shoes. Help me, darling, I can’t quite 
manage …”

“Quiet!” says the zombie leading the procession, turning abruptly to the woman 
sitting on the ground. “You’re supposed to howl, not chatter!”

“Woo-woo!” the woman replies obediently. “Woo-woo … oh for heaven’s sake, just 
look at that, I’ve sat in a puddle!” 

[...] The zombies come up to Omega, making ghostly wailing sounds. The leader 
abruptly stretches his hands towards her, opens his jaws wide and bares his teeth. 

it’s Alice on speed. Thus we have a strong 
heroine from the real world, but shut in 
a mad, dream world where nothing and 
nobody behaves as it should; she’s put 
through a series of tests that involve  
something like logic, but reflected in a 

very crooked mirror. If she does well, 
she gains, but if she makes a mistake, she 
loses, and along the way she matures. But 
more than being a life manual, the novel is 
highly entertaining.

Viewed by Antonia Lloyd-Jones

Marcin Szczygielski was born in 1972 and has written plays and novels for adults, but his main success 
has been as a children’s writer. His most recent novel, The Invisible Children’s Theatre won the Astrid 
Lindgren Literary Contest 2016. His hugely popular fantasy-adventure novels include Behind the Blue 
Door (2010), which had been made into a successful movie, and his trilogy, The Sorceress on the Floor 
Below (2013), The Butterfly Farm (2015) and The Curse of the Ninth Birthday (2016).
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“Aaaa!” he wheezes. “I’m going to eat you!”
Omega glowers at the leader. 
“Run for it! Run for it!” chant the zombies.
“Go on then, run away!” says the leader, then lunges towards her, shouting: “Boo!”
Omega stands her ground.
“I’ll eat you, just you wait!” says the man, scowling horribly, but just then his lower 

jaw comes off and falls to the ground. 
“Really?” replies Omega. “I can’t see that happening. Unless you’ve got a knife and 

fork.”
	 Translated by Antonia Lloyd-Jones

Antonia Lloyd-Jones translates from Polish, and has twice won the Found in Translation award. She has 
translated works by several of Poland’s leading contemporary novelists and reportage authors, crime fiction, poetry, 
and children’s books. She is a mentor for the Emerging Translators’ Mentorship Programme, and co-chair of the UK’s 
Translators Association.

Born sleeping (“obsoletki”) by justyna bargielska
(czarne)

A seven-month-pregnant friend told me recently that the day of one’s birth 
is statistically the most dangerous day of one’s life; for women, the second 
most dangerous day in their adult life is the one on which they give birth. It 
is on this border of life and death that poet Justyna Bargielska’s prose debut, 
Obsoletki, takes place.

This book is made up of 41 short anec-
dotes – or diary entries, or dream descrip-
tions, or prose poems. Bargielska weighs 
carefully the words she uses so sparingly 
in these texts, which makes her shifts of 
tone dizzying. All you can do is try to keep 
up. Sometimes it is as if Dorothy Parker 
lived in a much poorer country and wrote 
about miscarriage and motherhood.

Parenting is seen here from the depths 
of exhaustion, accompanied, as it so 
often is, by absurd humour and moments 
of barefaced honesty. The extremities of 
life (birth, stillbirth, miscarriage, death in 
old age), framed in various religious and 
secular rituals, merge with the more down-
to-earth aspects of motherhood and huma-
nity, the innumerable trivia of the every-

day. Bargielska’s talent for surprising and 
funny juxtapositions of register perfectly 
complements this subject matter.

The narrator writes of her pregnant 
friends, of the therapeutic practice of 
providing grieving parents with pho-
tographs of their dead children, of the 
pastel-hued rituals that are supposed 
to help parents let go, the necessary 
and bittersweet ways people – women 
– cope with trauma. There are no easy 
consolations: the mixed message of 
hope and hopelessness is delivered by a 
woman who has experienced or witnessed 
all aspects of motherhood. The narrator 
looks closely at the realities of the body, 
no matter how graphic. She is aware 
of gender politics and of the massive
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the themes of the book so unique and 
underrepresented, and the moments of 
recognition so extremely rewarding, I 
was unable to tear myself away. 

There is nothing lukewarm about 
this little book. If you accept Bargiel-
ska’s subject and her sometimes bewil-
dering language, you could revisit Obso-
letki over and over, just to see what else 
you can find in the book’s rough tex-
tures, its visceral, painful compassion, its 
embrace of all that is human; its 
clear-eyed awareness of the infinite 
fragility of life.

Viewed by Marta Dziurosz

Marta Dziurosz is a Polish <> English literary transla-
tor and interpreter, curator, and Free Word Centre’s 
Translator in Residence 2015-2016. Her writing 
and translations have been published by the New 
Statesman, PEN Atlas, In Other Words, For Books’ 
Sake, Asymptote, and elsewhere.

emotional labour mothers must perform, 
even if accompanied by the quiet drone 
of anxiety or postpartum depression. 

The dense prose reads like poetry and 
incomprehension lurks close by: Bargiel-
ska’s words hold much more meaning 
than I was able to unpack at first reading. 
However, her language is so captivating, 

Born in 1977, Justyna Bargielska is the author of seven poetry collections and two novels. Published 
in 2010, Obsoletki won the Gdynia Prize and was also nominated for the Paszport Polityki Prize and 
the Nike Prize. The renowned Gazeta Wyborcza newspaper places Bargielska in fourth place as Nobel 
Prize candidate for 2040.
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born sleeping by justyna bargielska
extract - Our lady of river and sea

“Is Our Lady coming to the pool with us?” my daughter asked. She was holding the blue 
plastic Virgin Mary filled with Holy Water from Licheń and fiddling with the white crown.

“I don’t think so,” I ventured.
My daughter turned me to ash with a look from those eyes of hers filled entirely with 

their pupils, and she stuck the Virgin Mary in the bag with our swimsuits.
Water is one of those environments where I feel like turning on the charm. For my 

birthday, my husband bought me a designer swimsuit, reversible. 
“One side is black with reddish-brown flowers.” I called Agata immediately to brag. 

“And the other side is leopard print.”
“That side’s for around the house, right?” Agata asked.
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“Yeah, you know, I put on the soundtrack to The Claim, throw on the suit and dance 
around.”

“Must be a rather stately dance.”
Our Lady fared well at the pool, right up to the moment she lost her crown, and 

her insides filled with water. In ’48 a more or less similar fate befell 20 girl scouts on 
one of the Pomeranian lakes. They set out in two boats and drowned. The previous 
evening they had staged, as part of camp, the psychodrama of Princess Wanda, who 
didn’t want to marry her German suitor – that night only one of them drowned, and it 
was only pretend. It turned out that she was the most remarkable of the twenty, and 
her mother, certain of her daughter’s holiness, proved it with 25 bullet points. That 
particular Wanda ended her resumé, written a month before her death, with the line: 
“After finishing my general education at high-school level, I intend to study at the 
Academy for the Dramatic Arts.”

When I was six, my dad brought me a walking-talking doll from the Soviet Union. 
After a while it stopped walking, and also talking: my brother had pulled out her 
walking-talking mechanism and shoved a sausage sandwich in its place. I never heard 
the end of it for not looking after my doll. 

Translated by Maria Jastrzebska and Mira Rosenthal

death in the amazon (“śmierć w amazonii”)
by artur domosławski (Wielka litera)

This book of reportage documents three instances of severe environmental 
damage and industrial skulduggery committed by major international com-
panies, to the detriment of local people fighting for their rights in areas of 
the Amazon rainforest. 

Part One, “Death in the Amazon”, 
describes the assassination in 2011 of two 
campaigners against the destruction of 
the rainforest in Parà, Brazil, killed on the 
orders of those with vested interests in 

the industries that benefit from defor-
estation. Hundreds of rural activists have 
been killed for trying to protect the en- 
vironment against the ravages of timber 
traders, producers of charcoal used to 

Maria Jastrzębska first got to know Bargielska’s work 
by translating a selection of her poems for Modern 
Poetry in Translation. More translations appear in 
Poetry Wales, the pan-European project E-Merging 
Creativity, and Poetry International. She is co-trans-
lator, with Ana Jelnikar, of Iztok Osojnik’s selected po-
ems Elsewhere. Her most recent poetry collection is At 
The Library of Memories.

Mira Rosenthal is the translator of several books by 
Polish poet Tomasz Różycki, including Colonies, which 
won the Northern California Book Award and was 
shortlisted for several other prizes, including the prestig-
ious International Griffin Poetry Prize. She is the author 
of The Local World and Director of Creative Writing at 
the University of South Alabama.

32



lucid, readable way, with plenty of di-
rect evidence from those at the heart of 
the issues in question. His interlocutors 
are activists, lawyers and journalists in-
volved in the fight for local rights, often 
at risk of their lives. He also talks to or-
dinary people whose lives are affected by 
environmental destruction. He has spent 
years investigating and following events, 
immersing himself in the story as much 
as possible. He backs up his on-the-spot 
reportage with research from books and 
press material written in Spanish, Portu-
guese, English and Polish.

He also views modern events from 

a historical perspective, comparing the 
colonial abuse of the indigenous people 
of the region by the conquistadors to 
modern-day industrial exploitation by 
foreign conglomerates – there isn’t much 
difference. As a journalist he champi-
ons the downtrodden, voiceless native 
people, presenting the privileged 
northern hemisphere reader not just 
with some shocking facts, but a chal-
lenge. He definitely has a mission, and he 
makes his arguments very persuasively.

Viewed by Antonia Lloyd-Jones

Read more about Artur Domosławski on page 3.

Artur Domosławski ©
 Krzysztof Dubiel / Instytut Książki

make parts for domestic appliances and 
cars, and cattle breeders. Acting as syndi- 
cates, these major industries are danger-
ous opponents, well connected at the top 
of the power chain. 

Part Two, “Mountains of Gold”, de-
scribes efforts by local campaigners to 
combat the persecution of indigenous 
people and the destruction of the envi-
ronment by a gold mining company in the 
Peruvian Andes. By force as well as cor-
ruption, the mining company has annexed 
the indigenous people’s land and polluted 
it with the toxic byproducts of their indus-
trial activities. It invests in terrorising its 
critics.

Part Three, “Smoking Selva, Rainbow 
River”, describes environmental poison-
ing caused by oil extraction in northern 
Ecuador since the 1960s, when there 
were no environmental laws. Worse yet, 
the local people were told that, far from 
being toxic, crude oil was good for their 
health. Laws were introduced in the 
1970s, but aren’t enforced. A lawyer who 
grew up in a polluted village champions 
the local people against oil conglomerate 
Texaco-Chevron. He and the American 
lawyer who has helped him to win com-
pensation for some of the devastation of 
local lives have suffered revenge attacks. 
But Domosławski sees their success in the 
courts as an optimistic sign.

One review of this book said: 
“Reading it makes you feel like going 
outside and trying to change the world. 
And perhaps it’s high time we got on 
with it.” This is an important point – 
Domosławski doesn’t let his readers com-
placently feel that educating themselves 
by reading this book is enough of a con-
tribution to a serious problem. Instead he 
makes them aware of their own culpability 
as consumers.

He tells his stories convincingly, in a33
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Death in the amazon by artur domosławski
extract

They made seventeen holes in his body.
Four of the bullets pierced his abdominal cavity, six went into the right lung, one 

went into the inner part of his neck on the left side, another one lodged in the back of 
his head and the rest wounded various parts of his body.

Forty-three-year-old Edmundo Becerra, whom everyone called Esmundo, was 
watering his cattle at a place not far from the village of Yanacanchilla, where he lived 
with his wife and four-year-old son. [...]

Esmundo was not a typical, indigent highlander. Educated, a vet by profession, he 
had a large piece of land and a small herd of cattle. He was a dairy farmer.

When the Yanacocha-Newmont mining corporation was preparing to exploit 
new deposits a short distance above Yanacanchilla, Esmundo founded the Front for 
Protection of the Environment. No pasaran! In response, the corporation brought in 
people from outside the region. They looked like indigenous Andeans, and they started 
to settle in the terrain above the village. They set up a rival Front for Protection of the 
Environment and Development – the typical strategy of dividing people to be able to 
say later on, “Look how many of the locals support us”. The “importees” had guns and 
walkie-talkies, and operated as an organised group. 

Conflict erupted when Esmundo tried watering his cattle in the lagoons located on 
land occupied by the newcomers. The ownership law doesn’t cover the lagoons, and 
the owners of the surrounding land have a duty to enable access for farmers wanting 
to water their cattle. But the newcomers had no respect for the law.

He started receiving threats: don’t interfere with mining issues. He was showered 
in insults of the worst kind.

One day some armed men beat him up. He drove to the police station in Chanta 
Alta, two hours away, to report the incident. Go and see the judge in Cajamarca, said 
the policemen. And they laughed. 

Others who were intimidated heard men from the armed group boasting that they 
were untouchable because they were protected by Yanacocha-Newmont.

Soon after, Esmundo was shot dead.
The killing is reminiscent of the typical elimination of an inconvenient community 

leader, in Colombian or Brazilian style. The project to exploit the new deposit was 
suspended. The “imported” highlanders dissolved into thin air, and their front for 
development disappeared with them.

Esmundo’s village was traumatised. It’s a small community, just 45 families at the 
time, among whom fear, mistrust and suspicion prevailed. The crime broke those 
people, it did them harm. Genaro López, Esmundo’s closest associate in the struggle, 
moved to Cajamarca. He now keeps away from social activism and won’t talk about his 
friend’s death.

Esmundo’s wife and child left the village, but nobody knows where they went.

Translated by Antonia Lloyd-Jones
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Growing Southern Plants the Michurin Way
(“uprawa roślin południowych metodą miczurina”)
by weronika murek (czarne)

Weronika Murek’s debut collection of short stories is wonderfully fresh and 
entertaining, and in Poland it has duly been shortlisted for several literary 
prizes and attracted much media attention.

With a voice that is fresh and unusual in 
the context of the current Polish literary 
world, Weronika Murek’s stories could 
be seen as adventures in narration. The 
author constantly moves between two 
perspectives – one close and another far 
away. The setting – small Polish towns 
sometime towards the end of the 20th 
century – might seem familiar to Polish 
readers, but surprising elements invade 
the stories, transporting the reader to a 
different and unusual place. For exam-
ple, a newly dead young woman refuses 
to inhabit her body and roams a town, 
talking to other inhabitants, some of 
them dead, others alive; a presumably 
missing cosmonaut communicates with 
the world on the wavelengths between 
radio stations; General Sikorski’s funeral 
cortege is marching now for the third time. 

Such supernatural themes, as well 
as religious ones, mix with elements 
of folklore and reportage to create a 
universe that is simultaneously tangi-
ble and far-fetched. Perspectives shift 
suddenly, and while this movement 
takes the reader into another world, the 
narrative remains fixed in the everyday, but 
always in imaginative and witty ways: the 
Virgin Mary smacks her lips when eating 
a shortbread biscuit; two women in iden-
tical white dresses carry mirrors in which 
they catch furtive glances of men working 
in the fields; heavenly eternity perpetu-

ally catches and returns a ball of wool to 
an elderly and toothless Virgin Mary; a 
newly dead woman complains about the 
old, stretched jumper she will be buried in. 

In these stories, Weronika Murek is 
prompting the reader to wonder at the 
possibilities created when the extraordi-
nary intrudes on the mundane. In one of 
her press interviews Weronica Murek 
says: “If I walk along Stawowa Street in 
Katowice and I walk along that street 
every day, then I do not want to walk 
along that street in my writing. One might 
think that nothing interesting happens on 
that street, but in my writing I can furnish 
it with such manholes and gaps which 
will open up the possibility of a different 
atmosphere – not a different reality, but
a different atmosphere.” This dream- 

W
eronika Murek ©

 Anna Mika



like and cinematic atmosphere, the surreal 
imagery and Murek’s wonderful ear for 
dialogue all combine to make her debut a 
joy to read. Weronika Murek is certainly a 
writer to watch.

Viewed by Tasja Dorkofikis 

Tasja Dorkofikis is an editor and publicist as well as a 
festival programmer for Le livre sur les quais in Morge 
in Switzerland. 

Weronika Murek is the author of Growing southern plants the Michurin way nominated for the 
Paszport Polityki in 2015 as well as to the Nike and Gdynia awards in 2016. She has received the 
Gombrowicz Literary Prize on 2016.
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growing southern plants the michurin way by weronika murek
extract 

We mustn’t wait for nature’s favour.
Our aim is to help ourselves.
 

Back, down, left

She was the last to learn that she was dead. It happens sometimes.
All was still fine in the morning: the living people she passed greeted her as though 

she still belonged to them. When she got to work, no one looked her in the eyes any 
longer.

The things on her desk lay in a plastic bag.
“Well, well,” she said to her boss. “Why have you put it all away? It’s still new, just 

bought.”
To which the other replied:
“So what? The things belong to the deceased, and things that belong to the de-

ceased are burned.”

 Death exists, by chance

 “This year’s harvest, for example,” said the man, licking his fingers. “The vegetables 
aren’t right, the fruit.”

“Hung in the air,” replied the other.
“Got twisted on the tongue, maybe?” said the boy, grasping his hands behind his 

back. “Like what happened to me recently. I thought …”
“You don’t think about things like that,” said the first man, opened a sachet of Vibo-

vit, poked his tongue in and smacked his lips. “Either you notice or you don’t.”
“Hung in the air,” repeated the other man.
For a moment, he looked at the boy, then asked:
“That bread, who’s it for?”
The boy gave a name, to which the man said:



“Who’d have thought? Such a decent family.”
The three of them were bent over a pink towel on which the men – more as a joke 

than to keep things in order – had spread their tools.
They weren’t in a hurry to go anywhere; the boy had found them a few moments 

ago, in an atmosphere of napping: one lying alongside the towel, gazing fondly at the 
tools, the other squatting, his face turned towards the river, eating Vibovit. They ex-
plained that they were waiting for the next shift, because there were “problems with 
who goes after who”.

“And you never know where to start,” added the one lying on the grass.
He didn’t specify who was to come and help. He said:
“Somebody.” Then, a little later: “Some of those who were here before us.”
And the boy didn’t enquire further. He stared at the bridge – at what was left.
Chaos after the storm had not abated yet. The current carried the river this way 

and that, misled the fish with cruel persistence into swimming into each other all the 
time, then swimming apart and picking up speed again, glistening and disappearing into 
the dark water: mercury, bright gap, Eagle Mountain rocks.

“Mother nature,” said the man who was lying down.
“The Różyłłos,” said the other, “had four chicks from three eggs. Four chicks, I ask 

you.”
“When a blighter’s lucky, even his bull bears calves,” replied the first man. “Though I 

don’t believe it. Water flowing back on itself, yes. The storm, bridge, all that’s possible, 
yes. I see them, so I believe. But the chicks?”

“They talk for the sake of it,” added the latter. “Want to draw attention. Ask them 
about this or that and they’ll always have an answer. And their story’s always going to 
be better than yours. You want to hear something, they’ll tell you.”

“That a cock pisses, for example,” said the first, irritated.
“And the bridge,” said the boy, “will it take long?”
The man who was eating Vibovit put the sachet away in his pocket and replied: 

“Yeah.”
They remained silent. The boy bowed and left. They followed him with their eyes, 

amused; he walked stiffly, pigeon-toed, pulling his cart by a string and, on the cart, 
some bread – a round, golden loaf turned upwards, rocking rhythmically, continuously. 
He seemed out of place to them, a cuckoo’s egg.

“He wants to know when the bridge is ready,”said the first man grudgingly. “Got 
twisted on his tongue.”

“Odd, the way he plods,” added the other, turned and glanced at his watch. “So, 
where are they?”

The squeak of the wheels reached them for a while longer: a disagreeable, reddish 
sound, then the dust road turned into a sandy track, the cart kept getting stuck and the 
rope sagged a little, loosened; the boy tugged, the bread rocked and slipped, scraped 
on the sand, and had to be picked up and pushed back.

Translated by Danusia Stok

Danusia Stok is an established translator from Polish of long and short literary fiction, TV interviews, film 
scripts. Danusia has translated, among others, film scripts by Krzysztof Kieślowski and Krzysztof Piesiewicz, 
works by Mariusz Wilk and Adina Blady Szwajger, novels by Marek Krajewski, Andrzej Sapkowski and Agnieszka 
Taborska and has compiled, translated and edited Kieslowski on Kieslowski.37
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Gombrowicz: i, the genius (“gombrowicz: ja, geniusz”)
by klementyna suchanow (czarne)

Klementyna Suchanow’s biography of Witold Gombrowicz, one of Poland’s 
leading 20th-century writers, is about to appear with the independent 
publishing house Czarne. Having translated a 20-page sample, I now 
cannot wait to get my hands on the finished book – not only because I’ve 
been obsessed with Gombrowicz for years, but also because Suchanow’s 
writing is addictive.
Gombrowicz: I, the Genius is a two-volume 
behemoth of a biography. From what 
I’ve seen so far, it’s also going to be a 
deliciously readable masterpiece of 
contemporary biographical writing: 
comprehensive, polyphonic and filled with 
fascinating details about the different 
places and cultures in which the great 
writer lived and worked. At the same time, 
Suchanow has a keen sense of Gombro-
wicz’s personality, and the extracts I have 
been allowed to see so far suggest that 
she has painted a coherent and deeply 
moving portrait of a man who has become 
notorious as an elusive provocateur.

Suchanow’s unique and personal 
approach allows her to tell a gripping story 
even where hard facts are difficult to work 
out. First, her book is based on meticu-
lous research: weeks and months spent 
in archives large and small; hour-long 
interviews with the writer’s widow, Rita 
Gombrowicz, and many other of his 
friends and acquaintances; as well as 
countless journeys in his footsteps to 
get a sense of the places he visited. Su-
chanow blends this research with a writ-
ing style that is so playful as to be almost 
impressionistic, allowing the complexity 
and wonder of Gombrowicz’s life to speak 
for themselves. She plunges readers right 
into the writer’s world, throwing us in at 
the deep end, where we almost drown in 

tiny details. But then, before we know it, 
we’re being carried on a wave that feels 
very lifelike indeed.

But that isn’t all: examining Gombro-
wicz’s story from a distance, Suchanow 
is able to see connections that he him-
self might not have been aware of. For 
instance, Witold, as she calls him through-
out the book, was not only the youngest 
child in his family, he was also a sickly boy, 
just like Tsarevich Alexei Nikolaevich. Su-
chanow plays with the parallel dynamics 
in these two families, shedding light on 
both. She brings out many such appar-
ently random connections between peo-
ple, places, and even works of art. Did 
you know that the beautiful Tadzio from 
Mann’s Death in Venice was based on 
a boy who went to school with Witold? 
That’s a fact. And a strange one. Can we 
ever now read Gombrowicz’s novels in 
the same way? Can we ever read Death in 
Venice in the same way?

Suchanow weaves these stories out of 
the chaos of life. What we get in the end 
is a whole network of meanings, which 
range from the specific to the universal. 
We learn about Gombrowicz; about War-
saw, Poland, Europe and Argentina. After 
all, the writer left Poland in 1939, then 
spent the rest of his life in exile in Buenos 
Aires, West Berlin, Paris and the South of 
France.



If there are moments in Gombrowicz’s 
fiction that make us think of South-
American magic realism, Klemen-
tyna Suchanow’s achievement is en-
tirely original: she has produced what 
is to my knowledge the first magic-
realist biography; one more reason 
why English-language readers are
bound to find this book as fascinating
as their counterparts in Poland. They’ll 
just have to wait a little longer to read it.

Viewed by Tul’si Bhambry

Tul’si (aka Tuesday) Bhambry translates from Polish 
and German. She won the Harvill Secker Young Trans-
lators’ Prize in 2015, and has published her work in 
Asymptote, The Paris Review and Words Without 
Borders. She also holds a PhD in Literature (University 
College London, 2013) and translates academic books 
and articles. She lives in Berlin.

Klementyna Suchanow’s interests focus on Witold Gombrowicz’s life, as well as the history and 
literature of the Latin America. She wrote Argentyńskie przygody Gombrowicza (2005) and Królowa 
Karaibów (2013).
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gombrowicz: i, the genius by Klementyna suchanow
extract 

He’s not attending lectures at the Institut des Hautes Études Internationales in 
Paris, nor is he taking his exams. His father is beginning to ask about his progress, so 
he worries how he will justify himself. Lung problems and fever come as a godsend: 
the physician decides that a trip to the mountains in the South is needed. So, in March 
or April 1928, he takes the train from Paris to Perpignan, a city at the base of the 
Mediterranean Pyrenees. Years later he’d say he spent half a year there; other times, 
he thought it might have been two months. Be that as it may, this trip became a key 
moment in Gombrowicz’s “becoming” an artist.

He crossed from the North into the South on the night train. He, “who until 
then had regarded dark-haired people as an inferior species,”[1] was rapidly moving 
towards his encounter with the vulgar South, which Mann, in Death in Venice, 
describes as noisy, busy, bold.

His Paris adventures had left his mind pulsating, in a state of ferment – some-
thing he had never experienced as a student in Warsaw. Maybe he had to leave his 
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comfortable life and emerge from under his parents’ wings to tackle the question of
what to do with his life. On this train, at night, en route from Paris to Perpignan, he 
became aware of something essential: “it became clear to me I would be an artist – a 
writer.” The feeling was so strong that in 1960, he wrote in a memoir: “even today, 
when I’m on a train at night, and mysterious lights and inscrutable shapes flash by 
outside the window, I’m reminded powerfully of that journey filled to the brim with 
presentiments so strong they almost seemed real.”[2] His classmates at the Institute 
went on to pursue diplomatic careers; Ernst Achenbach, for instance, became director 
of the Adolf Hitler Foundation in 1936, and by September 1939 was the Third Reich 
ambassador in Paris.

In the morning Witold crosses to Languedoc, passes Narbonne, passes grazing 
herds of pitch-black cows, later the train goes through astonishing wetlands before the 
Pyrenees in the Roussillon region, where the tracks cross bodies of water that might 
be ponds or the sea entering onto the land to compete for space with the foothills of 
the Pyrenees, and then gets to Perpignan. Now he is close to the border with Spain – 
or, rather, Catalonia. Salvador Dalí’s hometown Figueres lay on the Spanish side, and 
he often took the train from Perpignan, and there he’d have his “most unique ideas”: 
“Even a few miles before this, at Boulou, my brain starts working; but it is the arrival 
at Perpignan station that marks an absolute mental ejaculation which then reaches its 
greatest and most sublime speculative height.”[3] Witold, still reeling from his noctur-
nal revelation, arrives at his destination, the mountain spa town of Le Boulou, the last 
settlement before the French-Spanish border.[4]

Translated by Tul’si Bhambry

[1] Witold Gombrowicz, Polish Memories, trans. by Bill Johnston (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 
p. 71.

[2] Witold Gombrowicz, Polish Memories, p. 70.

[3] Salvador Dali, Diary of a Genius, trans. by Richard Howard (London: Creation Books, 1994 (19 Septem-
ber 1963), pp.189–190.

[4] For historical postcards from Le Boulou (El Voló, in Catalan) see: http://casafr.pagesperso- orange.fr/
roussillon_albere/boulou/03_le_boulou.htm.
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A minor holocaust (“mała zagłada”)
by Anna Janko (wydawnictwo literackie)

Mała Zagłada is the fifth prose book from the Polish poet, 
writer, literary critic and playwright Anna Janko (b. 1957). 
Having published eight poetry collections and two plays previous to this 
book, it has clearly taken her a while to tackle its subject. 

It is a painful, personal one: Janko’s 
mother was nine when her village, Sochy, 
was burned down by the Germans and 
its population decimated. In thirty-seven 
short chapters Janko reconstructs the 
tragedy and, along with her aging moth-
er, tries to work through it. Her in-depth 
research of the topic and lengthy 
conversations with her mother and other 
family members support the flow of her 
poetic language, the tone of which veers 
from tenderness to outrage, via unflinching, 
clinical descriptions of the brutal events.

A Minor Holocaust – which sold over 
16,000 copies in Poland and boasts an 
impressive list of awards – is, in broad 
terms, a book about trauma and the way 
it is passed down, somewhere at the 

intersection of the body and the mind, to
subsequent generations. Janko, raised 
by a woman traumatised by the events 
of her childhood, describes her own 
anxiety and constant, almost subliminal 
plans for escape, and the way her own 
daughter rocks back and forth when dis-
tressed. The book is especially powerful 
concerning what happens to children in 
situations of conflict. While the 
focus here is the Second World 
War, orphanhood, separation from 
one’s parents and coping with trag-
edy are horribly universal themes.

Janko also delves into the various 
ways we both remember incidents and 
try not to remember them. These brief 
pieces of writing, carrying as they do a 
titanic amount of historical, creative and 
emotional work, add up, therefore, to an 
attempt to understand what happened 
and how it continues to affect whole fam-
ilies, whole societies.

A Minor Holocaust explores war and 
the relentless grind of history on a human 
scale – and as such, it is a haunting word 
of warning for the present and the future.

Viewed by Marta Dziurosz

Anna Janko is one of the best contemporary Polish female writers, a poet and literary critic. She has 
written several volumes of poetry and the novels The Match Girl and The Passion According to Saint 
Hanka. Janko was nominated for the Nike Literary Award in 2001 and 2013 and the Angelus Central 
European Literature Award in 2008 and 2016. 
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Saturn by J. Dehnel (translated by A. Lloyd-Jones): 
dive into the dark water under the surface 

of Goya’s Black Paintings; in strong, vibrant prose.
-

 Michael Tetreau

Orzeszkowa’s On the Niemen (1888) in Michelle Granas’s translation 
superbly catches the atmosphere of partition and insurrection.

- Ursula Phillips

  Tweet-length recommendations of some favourite  Polish reads

I fell in love.
He was a poet.

He was 
100 years old.

In the 
centenary year of

Czesław Miłosz 
I discovered his

Collected Poems.
Thank you, Poland.

- Rosie Goldsmith

Scattering 
the Dark 

is a 
magnificent 
collection of 

20th- and 
21st-century 

poetry by 
Polish women 
in translation, 

edited by 
Karen 

Kovacik.

- Ursula 
Phillips

Joanna Bator’s Piaskowa Góra: 
Sadly no English translation 

yet, but excellent German 
translation by the ever 

fabulous Esther Kinsky.
 

- Alexa Alfer

Chasing the King of Hearts by Hanna Krall: This story of a woman’s 
obsessive quest to save her husband is unputdownable, but I ended up

weeping at its final message:that while love is contingent, death is absolute.

- Sarah Braybrooke



Love Clarissa? Then try Maria Wirtemberska’s epistolary 
intrigue Malvina, or the Heart’s Intuition (1816).

- Ursula Phillips
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“Without a country we have nothing to lose.” 
Bartek Sabela’s reportage Every Grain of Sand 

portrays hope and hopelessness in Western Sahara.

- Tuesday Bhambry

The Captive Mind by 
Czesław Miłosz: 

A political émigré and poet 
dissects the psychological 

compromises forced on 
the Poles by 

Stalinism’s 
intellectual clamp on post-

war Poland.

- Paul Kaye

Rage by Zygmunt Miłoszewski: A deeply disturbing read, but 
also hugely enjoyable and reads beautifully. 

There’s no happy ending – but I’m hoping for a sequel soon. 

- Nicky Harman

Nałkowska’s Boundary 
(1935) – passion, ambition, 

politics and betrayal: crossing 
the line in 1920s Poland. 

- Nicky Harman
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