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ZBIGNIEW TRZASKOWSKI
Uniwersytet Jana Kochanowskiego w Kielcach

Poetical Habitus of Anna Frajlich

Anna Frajlich’s poetry captivates the reader on first reading, which does
not mean that it immediately reveals all its interpretative possibilities.
Reading it, we notice repeated attempts to understand and explain the
content, the meaning, and the essence of life in all human relations. Words
that we repeat daily, sometimes quite by chance, are discovered here anew.
Each word becomes incarnated for the first time in front of our eyes. Is
it a paradox? The magic of communication? Or perhaps it is a mystery,
albeit easy to explain: poetry exists only in action, and it finds its subject
matter only when it is embedded in the concrete “here and now” Then, it
imprints on the reader’s mind, refreshing and deepening his understanding
of the reality.! The poetic word may also by a privilege for which one pays
a fixed price of misunderstanding, rejection and objection. If we accept
the assertion that it is difficult to formulate the theory of poetry, it follows
that every single poem is a possible, necessary, and independent but also
justified and legitimate theory of poetry.

The truth lives in the word, which is a representation of revealed
thoughts. However, in the case of Frajlich’s poetry we are not dealing with
the ordinary word as a unit of text, i.e. the elementary graphic sign, but
expressis verbis with a word of sense, carefully inscribed into a certain time,
into the laws of history, as well as personal, often intimate, life experiences.
Thisword generouslyrewards the poet, who — rather than frivolous wordplay
and glitzy stylistic ornamentation — appreciates more the participation in

I Cf. R. Grol, Erotyka i wygnanie. Poezja Anny Frajlich, trans. T. Kunz, [in:] Zycie
w przekiladzie, red. H. Stephan, Krakéw 2001, s. 99-112; M. Karpinska, Poety
emigracyjnego zmagania z biografig (na przyktadzie tworczosci Anny Frajlich), ,Akcent”
2005, no. 3, p. 76-84; W. Ligeza, W samym oku cyklonu jest Zrenica ciszy. O liryce Anny
Frajlich, ,Tygiel Kultury” 1998, no. 3, p. 94-99.
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the living tissue of existence, and feels empathy with the people whom she
has encountered on the way; in the name of humility towards life itself:
»,a w stowach zyly sg i ziarna / i tajemnica siedmiobarwna” (“and in the
words veins and grain live / and mystery of seven colours”).?

In a man who unostentatiously gives a helping hand to a neighbour, and
who is ready to be with his neighbor in his helplessness, who awakens him
to a new life and does not impose help but only gives rise to hope — in such
a man charity is manifested: ,mito$¢ wiecej zada / daréw / nienazwanych
/ aby nie umarta” (“Love demands more / gifts / unnamed / lest it should
die”).? Love resistant to difficulties and suffering, and one that is shared with
others personifies hope. It takes courage and noble character to think that
way of another person, we need to make room in our hearts for a love that
overcomes hatred and for the belief that our world — often so dark — our
personal experience and everything that happens to us and affects us results
from the mysterious power of love and leads to axiological fullness.

The poet is capable of identifying the “foreign body” in fate and
human drama: it is a result of blunt insensitivity or intentional, inhuman
indifference to suffering, a sign of contempt: ,a z drzwi warszawskiego
mieszkania / czyja$ obelge $cieram / i dotad zetrze¢ nie moge” (“and
from the door of the Warsaw apartment / I'm wiping out an insult / and
[ haven't been able to remove it so far”).* Frajlich does not idealize (or deify
as Witold Doroszewski would have put it) the drama of human existence.
She thinks and talks about it through compassion, and the ability to draw
breath is the only difference between her and those who left. Hence, she
is interested in the pain experienced by a concrete person, the suffering of
the individual, rather than in the history of suffering, the psychodrama of
painful experience: ,juz nie ma onych” (“there are no others”).> The truth
about existential pain is revealed in its ordinariness, in a world where there
are so many people, and yet sometimes it is so difficult to find somebody
who is a real human being: ,Nieraz spotykatam ludzi / ktérzy nie byli tym

2> A. Frajlich, O stowach, [in:] eadem, Aby wiatr namalowac. Tylko ziemia,
Szczecin 2016, p. 81. Quotations from Anna Frajlich’s poems were translated into English
by Agnieszka Szwach.

* A.Frajlich, Epitalamium, [in:] eadem, W storicu listopada, Krakéw 2000, p. 20.

* A.Frajlich, Ogrody i domy, [in:] eadem, W sloricu listopada, p. 24.

> A.Frajlich, Nie ma ,onych”, [in:] eadem, W storicu listopada, p. 65.
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czym byli” (“I have occasionally met people / who were not what they had
used to be”).

The real creator — rather than the poet’s double — should be thought
of as a person changing man into someone better, full of compassion and
solidarity with the small. It is a person who is in communion with those
who suffer, but, at the same time, it is a person who is looking at the world
with trustfulness and optimism inspired by the fact that after a long search
and owing to gathered experience the way has been found: ,znéw jest era
poetéw rozumnych / cho¢ rozumu czasy nie nastaly” (“once again the time
of rational poets has come / although it is not the time of reason”).” Perhaps
it is time for the prophets ready to enlighten the world that is just coming
out of a terrible and tormented century, a world to which people are still
unable to bring lasting peace.

Compassion unconditionally requires us to remain at any time and in
all circumstances in a state of complete readiness to be there for others,
living it through again and again like a dawning day (a recurring theme of
Frajlich’s poetry). The difficulty of discovering and expressing the sense of
here and now seems extremely overwhelming, ,to nie bylo to czego chciat /
to bylo to / co mial (“it was not what he wanted / it was / what he had”).® It
becomes equally difficult to define the sense of duration when it is obscured
by monotonous colors of dull reality which push themselves in between
the world of hope and the individual biography of the poet, between the
professed values of life and the way an individual experiences the sense
of loss of place (,mysle o tym ciagle / ze powrdcitas tam / skad uciekatas
pospiesznie’; “I think about it constantly / that you have returned to the
place / which you were running from hastily”),” between the experience of
uncertainty when life fades away and thoughts that shape future events.

The world and the worlds, the world of the real and of the unreal, the
world and the non-world — the poet perceives them first and foremost in
terms of the future. The readers do not know what will happen next, how
their lives will turn out and what shape the reality, the world around us will
eventually assume. The present calls for serious reflection. Despite various
achievements of civilization, social circumstances and the condition of

¢ A. Frajlich, Azefowe prace, [in:] eadem, Lodzig jest i jest przystanig, Szczecin-
-Bezrzecze 2013, p. 94.

7 A.Frajlich, Tematy, [in:] eadem, W storicu listopada, Krakéw 2000, p. 36.

8 A.Frajlich, Vita, [in:] ead em, W sloricu listopada, p. 18.

® A.Frajlich, Mysle o tym, [in:] ead em, W storicu listopada, p. 43.
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humanity inspire anxiety. Times of incredible technological progress
frequently resemble a forest full of wolves. Those who enter it to eradicate
hatred with yet more hatred return infected with the curse of evil. No
human possessed by evil must be hated. The message of humanistic ethics
should be sent into the world jungle. It is not an easy mission, particularly
because the lack of dialogue among people, in fact, threatens the freedom
of choice.

Nic sie nie zmienia (Nothing changes

postep to rozstep the progress is a gap
pomiedzy nami between us

a tecza ztudzenia and a rainbow of illusion).!°

In her poetry Frajlich combines philosophical inspiration with an
inclination for detailed observation and attention to the concrete, which
is rare in contemporary poetry. She uses all her senses to greedily absorb
stimuli delivered by the outside world; her attitude towards the world is
characterized by unusual curiosity to see, hear and feel. What is more,
sensuality, which fills her poetry with images of reality and bodily sensations,
reveals itself as authentic, as systematic training of the senses.!! A subtle
network of abstraction is interwoven with concrete and vivid impressions,
with fiery images that are full of meaning. This way of writing, which makes
difficult issues accessible and clear, is not only therapeutic, but it also
functions as a parable.”” In a human being, Frajlich distinguishes between
the superficial “I’, which is unstable and unimportant, and the deep “I’, which
is expressed, as Paul Valéry put it, through the search for metaphysics in the
depths of one’s own personality.

Metaphysical imagination is closely associated with existential
problems that are inherently, personally, humanly experienced. Serious
reflection upon philosophical problems lies beyond emotion, beyond the
“life situation” Densifying meanings, using double negation, expressing
emotions through images, Frajlich finds a language that harmonizes with
the point of view adopted by her, a language that creates possible realities,

" A.Frajlich, Postep, [in:] eadem, Lodzig jest i jest przystanig, p. 66, Tablice.

' R.Grol, op. cit., p. 106.

2 For an example see the poems Z Bergsona (From Bergson), Imie ojca (Name of
Father) or a few other poems from the collection Znéw szuka mnie wiatr, Warszawa 2001
(The Wind Looks for Me Again, Warsaw 2001).



Poetical Habitus of Anna Frajlich 33

unmarked, stretched between positive and negative monads. This strategy
allows her, in a vein similar to Marcel Proust’s, to approach closer the lost
part of her identity. Through the prism of metaphysical wonder, she sees
exceptionalityand mysteryin everything thatiscommonand daily. However,
she skillfully reconciles individualism with an attitude of openness towards
people, the world and knowledge. Frajlich does not overwhelm the reader
with her phobias and fears in order to free herself from painful experiences
in a narcissistic process of self-cleansing. On the contrary, she creates a vivid
pattern of humanity, in which cognitive values combine with ethical ones.
Recollection of events and meetings brings her joy, because they make us
realize that there is a sign of hope in building human community. Then the
testimony of many men and women, who give more love, more power and
more time than they have, will force everyone to reflect on the power of life
which dwells in them and heralds the coming of hope in everything that is
seemingly impossible.

Searching for signs of hope does not mean developing a list of individual
and marginal examples, which consequently become unreliable when
compared to what one would like to show. Anna Frajlich demonstrates to
the supporters of the concrete, who are hungry for tangible things under
the spell of realism of human existence, that nothing allows us to capture
the facts of life and “glue” labels to them — this is the sign of hope.

We should be attentive and receptive to the positive horizon of life,
discover the source of inner peace and the strength coming from the joy of
beingtogether. Thisunderlinesthe closelinkbetween people, the community
connecting humanity of all times, which is suddenly concentrated in time
and closed between past and future. Distance, which perfectly harmonizes
with painstaking dissection, allows the poet to undertake the most difficult
problems characteristic of elementary existential-metaphysical experiences.
Further, it allows the poet to find a sense of her own identity and a manner
of self-expression, in this particular moment of time and place. This is an
idea that underpins each philosophical reflection deemed personal.

Is it possible to develop a sense of blissful joy despite the painful
experiences of exile and wandering? The answer is positive as long as joy
is conceived of as a profound state rather than a spontaneous, fleeting
emotion. A man of constant joy, friendly and smiling, one who can bridle
gloom and anxiety quickly? Is such a man a gift of nature? If so, it’s all the
better. If those who meet him think “And yet it is possible to be so happy!;
such a man will become a living testimony. The best way to achieve this
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state is to make a balance of joys. When the wind of discouragement is
blowing, one should make a list of large, medium and small joys.

Anna Frajlich’s poems remind us that everyday human existence is filled
not only with the gray prose of life, but there is also an element of poetry,
which draws our attention to the phenomena of existence which surround
us. The analyzed work opens our minds to words that have the power to
penetrate our hearts. The word is a means, not an end, a measure which
conveys in the most appropriate way what the self-aware poet has to say. This
is why her poetry is so rich in meanings, so varied and revealing. Beyond
the dialogue between “I” and the world emerges another dialogue: between
“I” and the poetic material. The phrase “more than anything” means the
abolition of the border between a word and a thing. The awareness of the
mystery of the poetic word implies the necessity of its unraveling (“trzeba ja
rozdzieli¢ rozszczepi¢ odkry¢ rozwibrowac’, “it needs to be separated, split,
discovered, set into vibration”), the need for analysis of the language and
the world as seen through the language. For her own sake and the others;
the author examines thoroughly the poetic material, she demonstrates
its possibilities and limits. The above mentioned poem is a kind of hymn
to honor the creative power of man, with all its limitations in space. The
relation between man and the word has been presented here as a creative
act, the task of processing reality.

From the reflection on the miracle of the changing world, on passers-by
and thoughts that preoccupy them, the author derives a mild affirmation
of life, ,pogodna madrym smutkiem i wprawna w cierpieniu, [...] z rzeczy
ludzkich nic nie jest jej obce” (“cheerful with wise sadness and skillful in
suffering, [...] of human things nothing is strange to her”),”* culminating
in an aphoristic couplet: ,bo bylo tylko to co bylo / i tylko jest co jest”
(“because there was only what was / and there is only what is”).’* To many
people the world gives nothing but a continuing threat, the experience of
meaninglessness. “Where is humanity heading?” is a question posed by
many, who stretch out their hands in hope that they can get a glimpse of
future life. Tormented by anxiety, we are sensitive to any glimmer of hope.
Many days in our lives are filled with monotony and concern for material
needs. Finally, one day, questions crawl out of the mysterious corners
of the subconscious: “Who am I? What has my exitence been like until

3" An adapted extract from Leopold Staft’s poem Przedspiew (Pre-song), [in:] L. Staff,
Poezje zebrane (Collected Poems), vol. 1, Warszawa 1980, p. 573.
“ A.Frajlich, Nad oceanem, [in:] eadem, W sloricu listopada, p. 70.
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now? Where am I going?” Frequently, it is an awakening to the fragility of
human existence that serves as an immediate impulse, releasing a swarm
of accumulated thoughts.

Co bylo potaczone (What was connected

nie jest juz potaczone is no longer connected

co kruche bylo i cale what was fragile and whole
stato sie pokruszone has become crumbled).'

It is difficult to express more vividly the evanescence of existence. It
is equally difficult, using the precision of poetic expression, to be more
discreet in showing emotions in the face of sudden events that are defined
by the words: I fear for the life of someone close to me. The moment of
hesitation ultimately leads to mature hope. Hope comes from past personal
experience, from intimate present emotions and future openness towards
other people: ,.ijest Zrodlo / z ktérego upije [...] ijestdroga/ i... nie zawrdce”
(“and there is a spring / from which [ will drink [...] and there is a road / and
... I'will not turn back”).t®

What allows the lyrical I to accept another person is the paradoxical
language of hope, which is directed towards future and gives signs that
invite to a meeting and dialogue without calculation. If the world and
life use incomprehensible language, then hope allows us to understand
something of that language. We continually face a multitude of different
signs, opportunities, puzzles, unknown representations of reality. The
fragile human being embraces a dream of the unlimited power of hope,
which helps to overcome any difficulties of fate. The idea that it is possible
to shape one’s life in a conscious way does not leave the lyrical I. The poet
like an attentive passer-by observes everyday reality and considers the
available choices, not at all easy.

Hope is not only the patient fruit of time and the process of discovery —
often through momentary doubt — of the depth of things, but also a new
way of exploring the world, finding out a deeper understanding of the
seemingly mundane events. In our eyes, the world acquires a new meaning.
Hope means interpreting the world, events and oneself according to the
higher sense: love. There is no hope without genuine love. It is love that

5 A.Frajlich, Wylew, [in:] eadem, W sforicu listopada, p. 30.
16 A.Frajlich, Rymy najprostsze, [in:] ead e m, Aby wiatr namalowac. Tylko ziemia,
p. 40.
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sends us hope. Lack of hope occurs where there is lack of love and where
hatred has crept in. And then all the odds are against man. There is no such
evil power that would be able to undermine a person’s hope unless love is
first taken away from them.

One can easily see the sincerity of expression in Anna Frajlich’s poetry.
Between the lines of her poems we find a direct appeal urging us to avoid
the life of falsehood and to speak the truth. It is the future happiness of
man, his ability to fill the future with meaningful content that is at stake.
Without future, man loses elementary understanding of moral concepts
and his duties towards others. The poet’s rich life experience gave her
the wisdom of the heart, which may be expressed in the phrase: there is
nothing that hurts more than injustice. Since human life is not a gift but
a loan with usurious interest rates to be paid in the form of undeserved
suffering and personal tragedies, Frajlich identifies any moral decay with
injustice. Paradoxically, adversity helped her to draw the most important
lesson within the scale of individual experience: you should not live your
life mindlessly and strive for perfection. Authentic satisfaction with an
ideal comes only if our craving for it does not lead to disillusionment or
disappointment. On the contrary, we gain confidence that we chose the
only road that had to be chosen to find a solution to our longings.

Frajlich subscribes wholeheartedly to the popular and oft-repeated
claim that one should accept others for what they are, but her agreement is
subject to one condition — that others sincerely wish to develop spiritually
and to make actual progress in the difficult school of life. Love, that driving
force of human action, does not entail uncritical acceptance. A love that
does not want development creates only an illusion of feeling. Let us love
our family and community, but with a love that demands progress and
one that is at the same time discreet, quiet, calm, rational and reinforced
by our personal example, one that says, “You can do better... Your words
hurt someone and certainly that is not what you wanted” Let us start with
ourselves. Let us love each other for what we are — this is the recipe for
a successful life. One has to dare and see one’s own faults, but only in order
to tell oneself with a smile: I can do better!

Can we imagine a poetic word whose authenticity has not been paid
for with a lesson in life, one which is not constantly subjected to the test
of time and which does not desperately try to escape the fate of silence?
Impressions, metaphors and images that Anna Frajlich creates help the
reader find in everyday life constant values among persistently opposite
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concepts: good and evil, altruism and self-centeredness, life and death:
»plynne gloski istnienia / wpisuj w palimpsest $mierci” (“inscribe the
smooth sounds of existence / in a palimpsest of death”)."”

The immediacy of lyrical narration defines the axis of her imagination,
shapes the subject of her poem, influences the interaction between words,
meanings, values in unpretentious creation of space — locus amoenus.'*
Straightforwardness sets a narrow and difficult, but after all credible, path
leading through two worlds: the mystery of fate and the mystery of existence.
In the immediacy of the word, the author of Jestes [ You are] discovers a gate
to perception and imagination. It is the ultimate and final experience that
contributes to the metaphysical dimension of her poetry.

True poetry will always be existential in its nature and will ask the most
important questions about the meaning of human life and the possibility
of transcendence, which, regardless of place and time, is understood as
the spiritual development of a man, as a search into his deepest, most
important and innate experiences. The more human mind knows, the more
of new mysteries arise. Transcendence does not know the material status or
social class. It addresses everyone without exception. It is above divisions
and political forces and is not dependent on any of them. However, it can
influence all of them to revive and enrich them with its spirit, to give a new
dimension to human presence.

Tyle ciebie jest (So you are
Tam wlasnie there just

gdzie where
najbardziej potrzeba most needed).”

Humility plays a crucial role in the circle of the author’s humanitas.*
It does not lie in demonstrating superiority to others, in turning them into
one’s own admirers, but in elevation of others through showing them help

7 A.Frajlich, O tym co martwe, [in:] eadem, W sforicu listopada, p. 72.

18 A.Zmuda, Ameryka w poezji Anny Frajlich, ,Archiwum Emigracji. Studia, szkice,
dokumenty” 2014, z. 1-2, p. 172.

Y A.Frajlich, Jestes, [in:] ead em, Lodzig jest i jest przystanig, p. 68.

% Tt is worth noting that the word man (komo) is related to the word humility (humili-
tas) and both come from the word earth (humus). The adjective humble describes a person
who is rational, does not fall into vanity when hearing words of praise. Carl Gustav Jung
mentioned patients suffering from the lack of humility who regained health having ac-
cepted reality, greater than them, in other words having accepted humility.
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and goodness. Thanks to such an attitude there are no single winner and
losers, but all benefit. Competition is alien to humanism and replaced
by solidarity. Humility does not mean lack of reaction to vile actions,
unconditional humbleness. A truly humble man stands in defense of the
truth, because he is free. A helping hand, a gesture of kindness, presence
make everything simpler.

Through her private and often entirely intimate feelings, the author talks
about the loss of the ability to experience feelings in a pure way. She grieves
over indifference and contempt, both frequent in people, and asks where
evil and pain come from. To her, humanism is more than just a collection
of dogmas, commandments, or moral principles. It is serious reflection on
the mystery of life, return to the sources of humanity as understood by
Cyprian Kamil Norwid. Trustful subjection of one’s own ego, personal plans,
thoughts, feelings and will for caritas is a prerequisite for the meeting in
which a man most fully manifests himself in front of others. Without belief
and sacrifice of one’s own will there cannot be any meeting with love. This
is a matter of courage ready to adopt incomprehensible but also demanding
love; love that is frequently inconvenient because it makes us leave what is
known and comfortable.

Without any semantic exaggeration, Frajlich may be called a poet of
compassion. Harmed and deprived of home are the privileged characters
in her poems. Harmed, but not humiliated. Not humiliated, but at the same
time not exaggerated through their experience of suffering. The poet’s ethical
world-view, derived from the Platonic triad of beauty, goodness and truth,
is founded on the idea of justice: to each his own (suum cuique tribuere). It
is uncompromising and manifests sensitivity to human suffering but at the
same time it is not fearful. The poet analyzes the problem of evil without
emotion. Humanity is given to anyone and demanded from everyone. It is
not a property or financial capital bringing interest rates, but a gift offered
again and again and awaiting acceptance.

Any reality towards which our minds open free from prejudices and
restrictions, leads to a daily discovery of the gift and mystery of humanity.
Despite the ardent desire of the poet that all people should become part of
humanitas, there is not a slightest intention on Frajlich’s part to impose her
own vision. On the contrary, her writing is characterized by an absolute
respect for the freedom of others. Let us quote here an eloquent and current
phrase: ,Zapomnieli, ze wolno$¢ to jest wolno$¢ wyboru / zapomnieli ze
jest wybdr miedzy dobrem i ztem” (“They have forgotten that freedom is
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freedom of choice / they have forgotten that there is a choice between good
and evil”).”! Not forgetting about freedom of choice, let us look for sources
of deeper humanity together with Anna Frajlich.

Streszczenie
Habitus poetycki Anny Frajlich

Liryka Anny Frajlich wnosi istotny wklad do humanistycznej refleksji nad zrozumieniem
i wyjasnieniem tresci, sensu, istoty egzystencji czlowieka w jej powigzaniach oraz
interakcjach. Inspiracje natury filozoficznej taczg sie z rzadko spotykana we wspélczesnej
poezji inklinacja do wnikliwej obserwacji, dbatosci o konkret. Poetka, obdarzona $wietnymi
zmystami, niezwykla wrecz ciekawoscia patrzenia, stuchania, odczuwania, chciwie chlonie
wrazenia, jakich dostarcza jej $wiat zewnetrzny, i daje wzbogacajace czytelnika $wiadectwo
o kondycji wspotczesnej humanitas. W subtelna siec jej kreacji, bogatej wyobrazni wpadaja
wrazenia konkretne i Zywe, tematy trudne, nasycone emocjonalnie. Ten sposéb pisania,
immanentnie przezywany, polegajacy na uprzystepnianiu, maksymalnie jasnym ujmowaniu
spraw trudnych i skomplikowanych, spetnia obok funkcji terapeutycznych réwniez role
parabolizacji.

2 A. Frajlich, W duchu osSwiecenia, [in:] eadem, Lodzig jest i jest przystaniq,
p. 104.



W ksigzce , Tu jestem | zamieszkuje wiasne zycie”. Studia i szkice
0 twodrczosci Anny Frajlich bogaty jest zestaw podejmowanych
tematow. Znalazty sie tutaj prace wspotbrzmigce z aktualnymi
nurtami literaturoznawstwa, jak geopoetyka, krytyka feministyczna,
memory studies czy dyskurs o Zagtadzie. Powstata zatem ksigzka
monograficzna, a przy tym pionierska, poniewaz oprécz pojedyn-
czych recenzji czy artykutow nie byto dotgd pracy tak gruntownie opi-
sujgcej wielogatunkowe dzieto autorki.

Poza wartosciami merytorycznymi ksigzka daje bogaty obraz
sposobow prowadzenia badan literaturoznawczych. Na liscie auto-
row spotykajg sie reprezentanci réznych pokolen i osrodkow akade-
mickich, co zapowiada tez szerszg recepcje i silniejszy rezonans
krytyczny.

Wszystkie pomieszczone w tym zbiorze teksty sktadajg sie na
ciekawy, wieloaspektowy portret poetki, ktorej nomadyczny los nie
szczedzit emigracyjnych doswiadczen i jednoczesnie hartowat
ducha. Tworczos¢ Anny Frajlich, ujeta w perspektywie wieloga-
tunkowosci i czytana jako zapis emigracyjnego, kobiecego czy
wreszcie wielokulturowego doswiadczenia, odstania mocne zwigzki
z codzienng realnoscig, historig, geografig i kulturowg pamiecia.
Jednoczesnie obcy jest jej wygnanczy mizerabilizm, melancholia,
depresyjne nastroje.

Z recenzji wydawniczej
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